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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION: PUBLIC HEALTH MUSIC SCENES IN AFRICA 
 

During the 2014 Ebola outbreak in West Africa, local musicians composed and 

performed music to combat mistrust of and misinformation surrounding the disease. Many artists 

participated in Ebola music campaigns live and online, either through independent projects or 

through funding by local political organizations like non-governmental organizations (NGOs). 

Popular Western news sources like NPR, the Washington Post, and the Guardian broadcasted the 

opportunity and success of these music campaigns, while highlighting the challenges of health 

communication during the epidemic.  

Previous research on public health music suggests that when musicians are sponsored by 

these Western-based NGOs, their creative processes often become entangled with larger 

development agendas, many of which implement neoliberal capitalist ideologies rooted in 

globalization and neocolonialism.1 This relationship between NGOs and local musicians often 

operate under uneven power dynamics where local artists may feel pressured to negotiate their 

creative and communicative roles.2 

I argue that in spite of these enticing and transient financial opportunities presented by 

Western aid projects, local independent initiatives offer a valuable yet overlooked method of 

knowledge dissemination while provding a means for local empowerment, mobilization, and 

collaboration. Such initiatives speculate an opportunity to promote local arts familiar to 

indigenous communities and focus on long-term sustainability over one that seeks only to 

alleviate in the moment. 

                                                      
1 Morin, Matthew Mcnamara. “Composing Civil Society: Ethnographic Contingency, Ngo Culture, And Music 

Production in Nairobi Kenya.” PhD diss., Florida State University, 2012. 
2
 Pier, David G. “Missionaries for Capital: Brand Marketers and Music Sponsorship in Uganda.” 

            In Globalization and Socio-cultural Processes in Contemporary Africa, edited by  

Eunice N. Sahle. Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. 199-224. 
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Drawing on a detailed analysis of two Liberian Ebola songs collected from the Internet,  

as well as participant-observation of concerts and oral histories with local musicians in Conakry, 

Guinea, I explore how these artists and production teams responded to the Ebola crisis while they 

sought to preserve their sociocultural identities in an increasingly globalized world. I also 

suggest how international NGOs as well as local artists and their communities might reach better 

levels of collaboration, cultural communication, and knowledge dissemination in future disease 

outbreaks. 

Background 

  In 2014, the world experienced its largest outbreak of the Ebola Virus Disease (EVD). 

Previously, the disease had only been confined to Central Africa. The countries most affected by 

the disease were Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Guinea. Due to previous political instabilities and 

weak health systems, the virus took hold quickly and spread violently. In response to mistrust 

and misinformation, public health officials designed Ebola outreach campaigns to prevent 

disease transmission. Several of these campaigns implemented musical involvement through 

participatory schemes such as song competitions.  

Ebola Virus Disease 

 The Ebola virus was first discovered in the Democratic Republic of the Congo in 1976, 

near the namesake river where the first document outbreaks occurred (at the same time as the 

Ebola outbreak in South Sudan). Health experts believe that the original hosts of the Ebola virus 

were fruit bats, which eventually transferred the pathogen into the human population. The Ebola 

Virus Disease is caused by contracting the virus by coming into contact with any of the bodily 

fluids or secretions of infected persons or animals (i.e. bushmeat, particularly of primates and 

bats). 
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 Since the diagnosis can be challenging to differentiate from that of like malaria or 

meningitis, lab tests are necessary to confirm an Ebola infection. Symptoms of the EVD appear 

between two and twenty-one days of exposure and initially include headaches, muscle pains, and 

fever. In the later stages, individuals will show signs of vomiting, diarrhea, and rash. This 

condition is highly deadly and has a mortality rate of 90%.3 

 While there is no treatment for EVD, researchers have attempted to develop experimental 

vaccines such as ZMapp throughout the course of the epidemic. In the meantime, health care 

workers primarily administered supportive care for those who showed signs of Ebola. Additional 

strategies to prevent transmission include using personal protective equipment, reducing risk of 

exposure, and increasing education and outreach. 

Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

Previous studies on musical interventions involving public health issues demonstrate both 

great opportunity and complex challenges. In Africa south of the Sahara, music and arts 

educators about HIV and AIDS have reached out through popular media like serial radio dramas4 

and through local music making in community arts centers.5 Social marketing strategies in health 

development and promotion have proliferated throughout the continent thanks to international 

NGOs and nonprofits. In the politicized wake of the Ebola epidemic, multiple voices merged and 

conflicted in the panorama of media, arts, and culture.  

                                                      
3World Health Organization. Ebola Fact Sheet. Updated January 2016. Accessed March 1st, 2016. 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs103/en/  
4
 Barz, Gregory. Singing for Life: HIV/AIDS and Music in Uganda. New York: Taylor and Francis Group, 2006. 

5
 Cole, Abimbola. “Contemporary Uses of the Musical Arts in Botswana’s HIV/AIDS Health Education Initiatives: 

The Case of the Radio Serial Drama, Makgabaneng.” In The Culture of AIDS in Africa: Hope and Healing 

through Music and the Arts, edited by Gregory Barz and Judah Cohen. New York: Oxford University Press, 

2011, 180. 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs103/en/
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As Treichler writes in her studies on HIV/AIDS, the scope of an epidemic is composed of 

not only its biological consequences but also its social, cultural and political dimensions.6 

Similar to HIV’s cultural transformations during the past few decades, these multiple spheres of 

the Ebola epidemic engender complex relationships of power embodied in textual and social 

discourse. The development enterprise involving health collaborations between local musical 

artist and international political organizations reflects  a “push and pull” of power relations. On 

one hand, the Western neoliberal model of aid seeks to globalize the Africa perceived as 

“underdeveloped,” while Africans sometimes find that they bend towards the mission and 

messages of these organizations in order to accrue aid and funding.7 Morin explores this 

particular interaction in-depth, presenting this struggle of representation as a hybrid NGO music 

culture.8 This may lead local musicians to negotiate their artistic and creative roles when 

working with larger political organizations operating under separate agendas. 

Ethnographic works on outbreaks and humanitarian responses to them are also key to the 

contextual framework of this project. With regard to the healthcare NGO literature, Redfield 

expresses a broader view of humanitarian aid in his work, Life in Crisis, an account of a ten-year 

journey with Médecins sans Frontières (MSF). Even as one the most well-respected 

humanitarian organizations, MSF still faces ethical conundrums: namely, what does stopping 

humanitarian crises in the short term do for people in the long term?  While short-term issues 

may be addressed by an initial flow of aid, building up weakened governments and healthcare 

                                                      
6Treichler, Paula A. How to Have Theory in an Epidemic: Cultural Chronicles of AIDS. Durham and London: Duke 

University Press, 1999. 
7Pier, David . “Missionaries for Capital: Brand Marketers and Music Sponsorship in Uganda.”  In Globalization and 

Socio-cultural Processes in Contemporary Africa, edited by Eunice N. Sahle. Houndmills, Basingstoke, 

Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015, 199-224. 
8Morin, Matthew McNamara. “Composing Civil Society: Ethnographic Contingency, NGO Culture, And Music 

Production in Nairobi Kenya.” PhD diss., Florida State University, 2012. 
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infrastructures is a more complex issue.9 Another major ethnographic source on outbreaks is the 

first Ebola ethnography, conducted by medical anthropologist Barry Hewlett. It weaves a 

firsthand account of the unpredictable and alienating nature of violent disease outbreaks and their 

cultural repercussions. Drawing from the earliest outbreaks in Gabon and the Democratic 

Republic of Congo (then Zaire), Hewlett emphasizes the need for humanitarian agencies to work 

with local community leaders.10 While local communities affected by past EVD outbreaks 

succeeded in isolating the sick or developing plans against transmission, the American and 

French teams collecting viral samples for laboratory research were perceived by these 

communities as unsympathetic and intrusive. 

Hewlett argues that these postcolonial wounds have spilled over into following outbreaks. 

In the recent EVD situation, Western healthworkers seemed to blame local citizens for 

perpetuating conspiracy theories and maintaining “cultural practices” such as washing and 

touching the bodies of the dead. Ironically, Western NGOs that tried to quench the outbreak 

many times ignored local responses and instead implemented their own forms of campaigning 

and reorganization within, just as Hewlett saw thirty years ago.11  

 One major theme of this paper looks at the “politics of participation”, concentrating on 

perspectives in both music making and political economy.12 As Turino explains, the 

communicative properties of live music making can be classified into either participatory or 

presentational. In Zimbabwe, for example, he describes how certain music making serves 

specific functions for particular indigenous cultures. Turino classifies recorded music in two 

                                                      
9Redfield, Peter. Life in Crisis: The Ethical Journey of Doctors Without Borders. University of California Press, 2013. 
10Hewlett, Barry. Ebola, Culture, and Politics: The Anthropology of an Emerging Disease. Belmont, CA: Thomson 

Wadsworth, 2008.   
11Ibid.   
12 Turino, Thomas. Music as Social Life: The Politics of Participation. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2008. 
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ways: either as high fidelity, which aspires to be as close as possible to a live performance, or as 

studio audio art, which stresses the creative content itself rather than aiming to mimic a real-time 

performance. Both global and local messages are disseminated through these various artistic 

media. 

We can thus expand the idea of “the policitcs of participation” and contexualize it within 

the African social marketing industry. Pier coins the term  “fetishization of participation” to 

describe the development capitalist ventures of local Ugandan beer promotion by Western-based 

agencies.13 He presents capital as the deity of a namesake organized religion, with its marketing 

agents as missionaries of the global “free market” system. In the classic Marxist sense, the 

construct of participation is commodified and fetishized when it extends beyond monetary 

exchange and into a messianic solution for contemporary development in impoverished 

countries.14 In Prahalad’s major work, The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid,15 his social 

marketing theory encourages bottom-up capitalism by building an economic foundation with the 

lower class. In theory, this “pyramid” strategy empowers the lower classes to move out of 

poverty while larger organizations that fund them profit from small-scale sales. Nevertheless, 

more modern anthropological critiques, especially Pier’s, finds mixed results and suggests that 

the vast majority of development schemes fall short of empowering indigenous peoples to this 

theoretical degree.16  

  

                                                      
13 Pier, David G. “Missionaries for Capital: Brand Marketers and Music Sponsorship in Uganda.” 
14Marx, Karl. Capital: A Critique of Political Economy. Progress Publishers, Moscow, USSR. Translated by Samuel 

Moore and Edward Aveling. 1887 
15 Prahalad, C.K. The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Eradicating Poverty Through Profits. 1st Ed. Philadelphia: 

Wharton School Publishing, 2004 
16 Pier, David G. “Missionaries for Capital: Brand Marketers and Music Sponsorship in Uganda.” 
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Project Design and Methodology  

My work is divided into both textual and ethnographic areas. My textual analysis in 

chapter two involves two Liberian songs found on popular social media outlets like YouTube 

and Soundcloud. The songs were transcribed on the Dictapad iPad application. Following 

Hymes’ analysis of texts,17 I then arranged the song lyrics according to their implicit structures 

and analyzed both textual and musical motifs and compared and contrasted their rhetorical 

aspects.  

 In chapter three, I describe my ethnographic work in Conakry, Guinea, which involved 

ten weeks of participant-observation at various concerts and rehearsals. During this time, I also 

conducted semi-structured interviews and oral histories with musicians, production team 

members, and NGO representatives.18 

Research Collaborator 

 Throughout my stay, I relied for help on my research collaborator, Dougo Guilavogui. 

Having taken a day’s journey by bus to meet me in Kankan, Dougo was my first point of 

personal contact with the local culture. His knowledge of Conakry and his ability to find concert 

venues and contacts like those at AJARM allowed my project to take flight. He also showed me 

affordable places to eat, how to move about the town by taxi, and a variety of other things that 

helped me to adjust to daily life in Conakry. 

 I am also grateful for his companionship during my two and half month stay. I 

experienced a great deal of culture shock in Conakry, and having someone to travel with each 

                                                      
17 Hymes, Dell. In Vain I Tried to tell You. University of Pennsylvania Press. Philadelphia. 1981 
18 All interview material that appear in this paper are my own transcriptions and translations from French into 

English. 
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week alleviated my loneliness. At points when I felt insufficient for my project, his own personal 

interest in the outcome of my research endeavors motivated me to continue.  

 Dougo was especially helpful in interpreting between Toma, French, Susu, and Malinké 

in many of my interactions. While he only formally interpreted during my interviews with the 

Zawagui sisters, his uncanny skill of navigating through cultures and languages helped me to 

connect more deeply with my interlocutors. I would often pull him aside afterwards to debrief on 

any cultural interactions and ask him what I could do, if anything, to act or communicate better 

next time.  

 Finally, Dougo’s fluency in French was critical to the project. Not only did he assist in 

my transcriptions for the French interviews, he knew the project well enough to be able to clarify 

interview questions if I was unable to come up with additional explanations. He was always 

patient in teaching me new French expressions and helping me practice my conversational skills.  
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CHAPTER 2: MUSIC AND MEDIA: THE ETHNOPOETICS OF HEALTH 

PROMOTION 

 

Early in the epidemic, Boima Tucker categorized songs based on their intended 

functions: sensitization/education songs, memorial/dedication songs, and political songs.19 While 

most Ebola songs focus on disease prevention, several other “categories” have arisen in West 

Africa. For example, “The Hope Song,” promoted by the Liberian Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies, counteracts survivor stigma following the decline of Ebola in the country.20 In Sierra 

Leone, “Hope is Alive!” by musician Emrys Savage aimed to empower and spread hope during 

the epidemic.21 

I also looked at several other popular songs. These include “State of Emergency” by 

Liberian artists Quincy and Tan Tan B22, “R.I.P. Dr. Khan and All Those Affected by the Ebola 

Disease” (considered a memorial song) by Black Nature in Sierra Leone23, and a political song 

“White Ebola,” a criticism of Western aid by diaspora-based Mr. Monrovia in the U.S.24 

Listeners may sense, however, that these arbitrary categories blend, resulting in the typical Ebola 

songs emphasizing awareness and prevention, accompanied by secondary themes of hope and 

unity. Even within “sensitization/education” songs, there are diverse musical styles and genres 

influenced from both local and national genres. One can thus argue for the redundancy of such 

typologies. More importantly, categorization by function emphasizes the immediate message 

                                                      
19 Tucker, Boima. "Beats, Rhymes and Ebola." Fieldsights - Hot Spots, Cultural Anthropology Online. October 7, 

2014. Accessed December 21, 2015.  http://www.culanth.org/fieldsights/592-beats-rhymes-and-ebola  
20 “The HOPE SONG.” YouTube video, 7:24, posted by LATA. November 12, 2014. Accessed December 15, 2015. 

https://youtu.be/Ltwgh3Ijrh8  
21 Kuriansky, Judy. The Psychosocial Aspects of a Deadly Epidemic: What Ebola Has Taught Us about Holistic 

Healing (Practical and Applied Psychology). Santa Barbara, Calif.: ABC-CLIO. 2016. 
22 Quincy and Tan Tan B. “State of Emergency.” Soundcloud recording. 4:34. Accessed December 15, 2015.  

https://soundcloud.com/tan-tan-b/state-of-emergency  
23 Black Nature. “RIP Doctor Khan and All Those Affected by Ebola.” Soundcloud recording. 3:40. 2014. Accessed 

December 15, 2015.  https://soundcloud.com/blacknature-band/blacknature-rip-dr-khan-all-those-affected-

by-the-ebola-disease-1  
24

 “MR. MONROVIA FT.AG DA PROFIT AND DDDYCOOL---WHITE EBOLA.” YouTubE video, 4:05, posted by 

“Shadrick Don”, August 22, 2014. Accessed December 15, 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sVo8948rYdo  

http://www.culanth.org/fieldsights/592-beats-rhymes-and-ebola
https://soundcloud.com/tan-tan-b/state-of-emergency
https://soundcloud.com/blacknature-band/blacknature-rip-dr-khan-all-those-affected-by-the-ebola-disease-1
https://soundcloud.com/blacknature-band/blacknature-rip-dr-khan-all-those-affected-by-the-ebola-disease-1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sVo8948rYdo
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content of Ebola songs rather than the richness of their style, structural and rhetorical 

complexities, and cultural allusions. In my comparative analysis, the differences between such 

songs composed under the auspices of NGOs and those of the independent local artists become 

apparent and show these influences as manifestations of larger power relations between aid and 

development culture and that of the local music industry. These examples demonstrate ways that 

Ebola music functions as a reflection of the identity and experiences of its creators within the 

Ebola crisis. 

Classifying these songs into these arbitrary categories, therefore, is something that can be 

improved. Even the political song “White Ebola” contains lyrics that cover the three original 

song types. The only exception that I have seen thus far that does not stress Ebola prevention is 

“The Hope Song,” which I have classified as a type of “survivor song.” This Red Cross- 

sponsored project brings awareness to the post-outbreak stigma that affected many Ebola 

survivors in Liberia. Nonetheless, the vast majority of Ebola music that I found centers around 

the disease itself. 

Analytical Approach 

The following analyses take a three-pronged approach by addressing content, 

form/structure, and musical style/genre of two Ebola songs from Liberia. The discourse analysis 

fleshes out frequent themes within and between songs. I note the lyrics in each song and compare 

and contrast this content to health information released by international health organizations. I 

then compare these lyrics to health information found in the WHO Ebola fact sheet25 and other 

materials released by NGOs affiliated with the music producers. With regards to structure, I use 

                                                      
25 World Health Organization. Ebola Fact Sheet. Updated January 2016. Accessed March 1st, 2016. 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs103/en/  

 

http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs103/en/
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song content to determine the innate structure of the pieces, where lyrics are organized as single 

lines or in couplets, triplets, or more rarely, quatrains expressed as a pair of couplets.26 This 

methodology adds an additional dimension to song meaning by understanding the way structure 

inflects content. Musically, each piece reflects a distinct style and genre that connects 

emotionally and/or culturally with listeners. The use of dynamic levels, musical form, motifs, 

rhythm, and tonality can also support both the explicit and implicit messages of the songs. 

 One must consider the poetic organization of lines of text when carrying out such an 

analysis. Hymes argued that patterns emerge from within verbal content and show the way in 

which a piece was composed to be performed.27 In general, if the lyrics form parallel structures, 

such as beginning with the same word (“Don’t/Don’t”) or continuing some sort of thematic idea 

from the previous line, they are grouped together. One must additionally consider the musical 

background of songs, such that the sentiment and implicit meanins are conveyed effectively in 

transcription. In the case of spoken word, musical harmonies and cadences help to inform the 

overall structure and meaning of these sections.  

NGO Music Campaigns: Liberian Ministry of Health, UNICEF, and Crusaders for Peace 

The first piece, “Ebola Song,” was directed by Juli Endee, Liberian cultural ambassador 

under the Liberian Ministry of Health and Social Welfare. Endee’s team worked closely with the 

Liberian Crusaders for Peace and found funding (and apparently health information) from the 

United National International Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) for their project.  The 

Liberian Crusaders for Peace have been providing humanitarian services throughout various 

                                                      
26 Hymes, Dell. In Vain I Tried to tell You. University of Pennsylvania Press. Philadelphia. 1981. 
27 UNICEF Liberia. Crusaders for Peace Ebola Song. (Mp3 version.) 2014. Accessed December 15, 2015. 

https://soundcloud.com/unicef-liberia/crusaders-for-peace-ebola  

https://soundcloud.com/unicef-liberia/crusaders-for-peace-ebola
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crises for more than twenty years, while UNICEF has been a “key partner” of the Liberian 

government, according to their website.  

“Ebola Song”- Crusaders for Peace Liberia28 

INTRO 

My people 

Ebola is in Liberia  

Ebola is real 

Ebola can kill 

  

Let us protect ourselves  

CHORUS  

Ebola is real, let’s protect ourselves and our family 

Ebola can kill, it has no cure, but it can be prevented  

 

Ebola, Ebola, let’s fight it together, let’s fight it together 
Ebola, Ebola, let’s protect ourselves, our family and our nation 

 

VERSE 1- [sung] 

Always wash your hands with soap and water  

Always cook your food very well  

 

Go to health facility anytime you have headache,  

fever, pain, diarrhea, rash, red eyes and vomiting. 

 

[spoken]  

Do not touch people with the signs of Ebola.  

The signs of Ebola: 

the headache, the pains,  

diarrhea, rash, the vomiting and red eyes.  

Don’t even touch their vomit o  

their peepee, their poopoo and their blood.  

 

Don’t play with monkey and baboon, heh! 

Don’t eat bush meat or the plums that the bat eat.  

You know the bat that can fly? Don’t eat it!  
                                                      
28 UNICEF-Liberia. Crusaders for Peace Ebola song (Mp3 version). 2014. Accessed December 15, 2015. 

https://soundcloud.com/unicef-liberia/crusaders-for-peace-ebola  

https://soundcloud.com/unicef-liberia/crusaders-for-peace-ebola
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Let us save ourselves and our nation from Ebola. 

 

CHORUS 

 

VERSE 2 [sung]  

 

Tell everyone you meet about Ebola 

So that they can be well informed  

 

Anyone suffering from Ebola 

Call the nearest house and tell a hospital  

 

[spoken]  

 

My people, we know our tradition 

When our people again die,   

who wan to go near them 

who wan hold them 

who wan bury them 

who wan plait their hair  

 

But this time today in Liberia, that rough time on us o,  

You know what I mean by that? That emergency.  

 

So the Ebola sickness, we see somebody die today, 

Call the nurses and doctors,  

Let them bury the person to protect yourself, your family, and your community. 

 

All the traditional leaders, join on board,  

Let’s tell the people about this Ebola sickness.  
It is no joke, Ebola can kill.  

 

Denial will kill plenty people!  

But protection will save a lot of people. 

   

Let us protect ourselves and our nation. 

 

CHORUS 

 

OUTRO MESSAGE 
A message from the Ministry of Health and its partners. 
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Figure 1: UNICEF Ebola Poster 
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UNICEF Liberia in partnership with the Liberian Crusaders for Peace designed the 

“Ebola Song” to combat the lack of knowledge surrounding the disease. The song opens with the 

slow chords of a studio synthesizer and a grand spoken appeal to nationality and solidarity (“My 

people”), following with the dangerous description of Ebola and calling for an appropriate 

response (“let us protect ourselves”). The chorus then follows, reinforcing the values of 

preserving a multifaceted community (“Let’s protect ourselves, our family, and our nation”) and 

solidarity through a musical slogan (“Let’s fight it together”). Organizationally, the four lines 

function as a pair of two couplets: the first two lines describes the presence and danger of Ebola, 

while the second two spell out the appropriate reaction. “Let us protect ourselves” is present in 

both the first and last lines of the quatrain, emphasizing the urgency of the action. 

In the first verse, the speaker sings and conveys health messages regarding symptoms and 

prevention. A significant feature of the verse’s sung stanzas is that they almost use the same 

language found on the informational poster that UNICEF, the song’s funder, distributed during 

the outbreak (see Figure 1). Positive mandates (e.g. “Always wash your hands”) are labeled in 

green boxes on the poster and are delivered melodically within the verse. On the other hand, 

negative mandates (e.g. “Do not touch people with the signs of Ebola”) are seen in red boxes and 

are spoken rather than sung. The attention given to the spoken verse emphasizes actions of 

avoidance and preventative behavior as a way of responding to the Ebola reality. While the slow 

and rhythmic accompaniment continues, the melodic line finishes and gives way to the spoken 

section outlining ways to prevent the spread of disease. 

The challenge in structural analysis presents itself during the spoken word portion that 

mirror the UNICEF health poster. Because the spoken word does not adhere to the regular meter 

of the song (into which the sung lyrics fit), I used both the preceding lines to organize a viable 
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arrangement. The first couplet (“Always wash your hands…/Always cook your food…”) 

provides a parallel harmony between its two lines and with the second couplet (“Go to the health 

facility…/fever, pain…”) that thus follows a similar structure as its antecedent while altering it 

slightly: the first line is another command, but the second line is a list of symptoms. The same 

kind of content, commands and sympotoms, then comprises the spoken word section filled with 

the negative Ebola mandates, like “Do not touch people…,” “Don’t touch their vomit…,” “Don’t 

play with…,” and “Don’t eat…” To form a parallel with the positive mandates in the sung 

section, these negative commands are organized into two couplets as well, the first being about 

contact with people and the second one about contact with bush meat. Furthermore, the 

background music which progresses throughout the entire song suggests this couplet division 

based on the harmonic resolutions. According to this logic, the “signs of Ebola” fall as a unit 

within the first couplet. Subsequently, the second couplet contains only two lines about bush 

meat and an added interjection that echoes them (“You know the bat that can fly? Don’t it eat!”). 

The second verse focuses more on spreading awareness and how to practically respond to 

the Ebola disease. As seen in the bottom two green boxes of Figure -1, the singer borrows these 

lines from the UNICEF poster and encourages the listener to “Tell everyone you meet about 

Ebola” and “to tell a hospital” if anyone is “suffering from Ebola.” A structural parallel thus 

forms between this sung quatrain and the corresponding stanza of the first verse. In the spoken 

portions that follow the sung material, the music helps to reinforce the verbal structure. Because 

the harmonies tend to resolve near the end of the lines “plait their hair” and “The emergency!” it 

seems that lines fall coherently into two couplets. The text is further nuanced by the first two 

lines of one couplet (“My people/When our people”), followed by a quatrain amplifying the 
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couplet’s second line that describes what the people want to do when a member of their 

community dies (“who wan…”).  

The next part of the spoken word section in verse two is trickier to interpret. The music 

does not necessarily line up in the way which it had for the previous two couplets. The content 

seems to suggests two triplets, after an initial couplet, that focus on a specific point of 

information and that follow a logical sequence. The first starts with “So the Ebola sickness…” 

and points out the what one should do if a neighbor contracts it due to “the emergency” (“call the 

nurses” to “bury the person”). The second triplet appeals to “all the traditional leaders” to “get on 

board,” a request backed up by previously suggested models of Ebola outreach (Hewlett 2008). 

Finally, the section ends with a reprise of the line “let us protect ourselves and our nation” and 

comes back with a final chorus to solidify the song’s overarching themes.  

    INTRO      CHORUS      VERSE 1          CHORUS      VERSE 2          CHORUS      OUTRO 

     spoken          sung          sung/spoken          sung          sung/spoken          sung           spoken 

Figure 2: Structural Outline of “Ebola Song” 

 

Overall, the piece's structure is a verse and chorus outline (Figure 2). The repetition of the 

chorus three times reminds the audience of the importance of the sung information, while the 

spoken text of the verses draws attention to itself by pausing the melodic trajectory.  From style 

and content, the possible target audience seems to be the older population. This claim is 

supported by the fact that adult illiteracy is high in Liberia (UNICEF 2013), and that the piece 

adopts a slower and soulful style contrasted with hip-hop/electronic genres that tend to be more 

popular among youth. 

Finally, while seeming only to be a tagline following a performance, the final line 

composes an important component of the discourse. "A message from the Liberian ministry of 
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health and its partners" renders the entire piece a public service announcement, putting up front 

the importance of the information being conveyed. This final message describes the entire work 

as a "message," rather than a song, largely indicating that the primary function of the music is 

communication over aesthetic style. Although the song does contain musical and creative 

elements that radiate a sound of their own, these aesthetic structures, once fitted together with 

brief announcements, arguably detract from the song’s musical appeal.  When taken in the 

contextual background of the composers (the government and NGOs), the structure and 

expressivity of the song refers largely back to the content itself rather than its style. 

In this announcement-pop song hybrid, the tone of the speaker metaphorically embodies 

the relationship between the local artist and the foreign-based NGO; that is, the speaker sings 

themes of cultural inclusion, yet her mandates on health information create a sense of distance 

between the foreign and the local. The spoken sections that contain health information, like a 

radio advertisement or commercial, may seem out of place in the larger, danceable context of the 

rest of the piece. Even though these spoken sections attempt to create a more intimate and 

personal tone, the connection between product and consumer by lieu of radio may suggest the 

physical and emotional distance of a marketing relationship. 

 

Independent Ebola Song: Shadow, D-12, and Kuzzy of 2 Kings 

 

The second musical group is a collaboration between three Liberian-born artists: Samuel 

“Shadow”, D-12, and Kuzzy of 2 Kings. Having developed artistically out of the despair of 

refugee camps in Ghana, Shadow and D-12 have both used music as a way of empowerment. In 

fact, they have also used their music for other previous public health issues, but preferred for 
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their music to not be as “slow and solemn” as previous outreach songs.29 Their styles range from 

hip hop, Liberian HipCo, and electronic dance music.  

 

“Ebola In Town”- Shadow, D-12, and Kuzzy of 2 Kings30 

 

INTRO 

Something happen 

Something in town 

 

Oh yeah the news 

I said something in town 

 

Hey African 

 

CHORUSx2 

Ebola 

Ebola in town 

Don't touch your friend! 

 

No touching 

No eating something 

It's dangerous! 

 

Ebola 

Ebola in town 

Don't touch your friend! 

 

No kissing! 

No eating something 

It's dangerous! 

 

VERSE 1 

I woke up in the morning 

I started hearing people dem yelling 

"Da what thing happen? What thing happen?  

Ma peekin', what thing? I said what thing happen?" 

 

They sit down grab me 

                                                      

29 Kuriansky, Judy. The Psychosocial Aspects of a Deadly Epidemic: What Ebola Has Taught Us about Holistic 

Healing (Practical and Applied Psychology). Santa Barbara, Calif.: ABC-CLIO. 2016. 
30 Shadowmrgn. Ebola In Town-D-12, Shadow&Kuzzy of 2Kings. 2014. Accessed December 15, 2017. 

https://soundcloud.com/shadowmrgn/ebola-in-town-d-12-shadow-kuzzy-of-2kings  

 

https://soundcloud.com/shadowmrgn/ebola-in-town-d-12-shadow-kuzzy-of-2kings
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They say something in town 

Frisky!  

 

That thing that in town it quick to kill 

That me scary-o 

E-B-O-L-A 

 

Ebola.  

Ebola.  

Ebola in town.  

 

I started yelling.  

I started running.  

 What place I will go?  

 

I go to Guinea.  

I went everywhere. 

Ebola. Ebola there. 

 

I'm not going anywhere. 

I'm right here. 

I'm not going nowhere-o. 

I'm right here. 

 

I know the medicine 

That distant hugging 

I said distant shaking 

Distant kissing 

 

Don't touch me! 

 

 CHORUS x2 

 

 VERSE 2 
Something in town-oh 

Something in town-eh  

 

Ebola.    

Ebola in town. 

  

Ebola-ehh31 

Ebola-ohh 

 

It's dangerous-o. 

                                                      
31 I have doubled the ”h” at the end of any syllables that contain a series of connected pitches, as opposed to being 

sung at one pitch per syllable.  
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Ebola is very wicked. 

It can kill you quick quick. 

 

Be careful how you shaking hands-o. 

Be careful who you touch. 

 

Ebola is more than HIV/AIDS. 

It can kill you quick quick. 

It can kill you fast fast. 

  

Ebola! 

 

Don't touch your friend. Ebola! 

Don't touch your friend. Ebola! 

I say it will kill you-o  

  Be careful! Eh 

 

CHORUS x2 

[full repeat included] 

 

VERSE 3 

Papa Jehovah 

Please save us from Ebola 

 

Nowhere to go 

Nowhere to hide 

And I ain't come in town 

 

My people, ya'll please take time 

Take time before you get that disease 

 

Don't overlook it! 

That thing it quick to kill 

 

Na na na na. Na na na na. 

Oh oh oh ohh.  

Ah ah ah ahh. 

 

Ebola- ehh 

Ebola- ohh 

 

It's dangerous. Yeah! 

I said it’s dangerous.  
Ebola! 

 

It’s dangerous 
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It’s dangerous 

 

Don't take it for joke 

My people, I saw it before 

It coming too fast 

 

Let us take precaution 

Be on the safe side 

 

You hear me? 

 

CHORUSx2 

 

CODA 

Hey African 

 

If you like the monkey 

Don't eat the meat 

 

If you like the baboon 

I said don't eat the meat 

 

If you like the bat-o 

Don't eat the meat 

 

Ebola in town. 

  

In “Ebola in Town,” the speaker adopts the personal tone of a concerned storyteller who 

describes his initial thoughts and reactions realizing that Ebola has indeed “come to town”. He 

sings, “Something happen, something happen in town,” grabbing the attention of listeners and 

introducing them to the news divulged within the rest of the piece. The first chorus begins with 

an electronic, step wise musical motif that accompanies the phrase “Hey African,” a direct 

address toward individual listeners in Liberia and throughout the African continent. The eight 

lines of the chorus divide into four couplets: the first and the third speak of Ebola and its lethal 

presence, while the second and the fourth instruct listeners to avoid it, creating an interlocking 

doubled pattern of warning and danger. These “third lines” of the couplets (or “quasi-triplet”) are 
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placed as interjections that are rhythmically quicker in the music, suggesting that they function 

as a “tag” to each ending of the couplet.  

 In the first verse, his fear and feelings towards this new threat construct the virus as 

something dangerous and unknown, and his thoughts and actions follow a logical trajectory (“I 

started hearing people dem yelling”, “they say something in town”, “I started running”). The 

artists also play with the element of location as a way of drawing attention to the presence of 

Ebola. The reference to Guinea, the original source of the outbreak, highlights that Ebola is not 

only a Liberian problem, but a transnational one (earlier referenced by “Hey African!”).  

These rapid changes in thematic and musical material mirror the chaotic experience of 

the speaker, waiting anxiously for what happens next. Indeed, this first person narrative helps put 

into perspective the typical individual who hears about Ebola for the first time through talk in the 

street or on the radio. Yet while exhibiting feelings of chaos and confusion, the song itself is 

highly structured, layered with more than just health facts. One can describe the piece’s 

organization in Western classical terms as following a ternary form (ABA) or even resembling a 

sonata: exposition – development - recapitulation (see Figure 3). That is, the song introduces a 

primary melodic theme, followed by an expansion of that theme, and then ends with a slightly 

modified return of the primary theme. In “Ebola in Town,” while the thematic material follows a 

changing of lyrical content throughout the sections (narrative – health information – narrative 

again), the musical and harmonic transformations build up until the very end. 

The middle section is reminiscent of a “dance-break” in which the performers improvise 

musically. The lyrics here consist mainly of health information as a textual break from the 

storyteller’s overarching narrative. The artists describe Ebola as a new, extremely lethal virus 

(“more than HIV/AIDS”, “it can kill you quick quick”), and they provide means of prevention 
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(“Be careful how you shaking hands”, “be careful who you touch”). As opposed to spoken word 

informational breaks which interrupt the driving melodic themes of the first song analyzed, the 

driving beat allows for the dance to continue. This middle section (or musical development 

section) has an improvisatory feel, suggesting a physical dance-break consistent with this 

thematic deviation (consisting of health information) from the main narrative. The development 

section takes health mandates ("don't touch your friend") and expands them musically. These 

expansions include melismatic lines, transcribed as their respective vowels, ah, eh, and oh, which 

make up the vowels in the word “Ebola,” transforming the stigmatized name of the virus into 

intricate melodic vocalizations musically pleasing to the ears.  

The final section (which we might designate as A’ prime since it expands the original 

material from section A) feels even more improvisatory than the middle section. Opening with 

“Papa Jehovah,” a prayer to God for salvation, the speaker paints Ebola as an unstoppable force 

within a spiritual context. The crisis intensifies when the speaker tells listeners to “take your time 

before you get that deadly disease.” While seemingly contrary to the urgency of lines that say 

Ebola is “quick to kill,” the act of taking time may refer to appreciating the value of a healthy life 

before inevitable infection. Telling listeners to “take time” only increases the severity of the 

situation, one that only Jehovah can control. The singer further engages in melodic vocalizations 

on the vowels of “Ebola,” adding rhythmic drive to these melismatic contours. 

The reprised line “Hey African,” accompanies the electronic motif from the introduction, 

signaling a full-circle conclusion to the piece. The coda finishes with a final warning about 

avoiding bush meat, repeating “don’t eat the meat” three times as a final reminder of the primary 

source of Ebola. While scientists believe that the original vector was a fruit bat, the speaker 

warns against eating all three common forms of bush meat (i.e. monkey, baboon, bat). The final 



31 

 

 

warnings make clear the ultimate source of Ebola and the danger involved “if you like the 

[bushmeat].” 

Unlike the previous song, this one does not address burial practices or local traditions. 

Instead, it urges listeners to avoid touching each other. Some of the lines can cause concern to 

listeners, possibly contributing to the widespread paranoia and fear expressed by the line, 

“Nowhere to go, nowhere to hide,” or the alarming mandate, “Don’t touch your friend!” In fact, 

several health workers were concerned that the song would fuel the paranoia associated with the 

outbreak; nevertheless, the song continued to enjoy popularity nationwide and even inspired 

videos of communal responses through dance.32 Bodily participation though dance, while not a 

direct indicator of long-term behavioral change, allows for greater communal participation in 

these marketing projects. As opposed to the song sponsored by UNICEF, which interrupts the 

melodic flow to convey health information, "Ebola in Town" uses danceability as a means by 

which to encourage bodily, informative participation in a health campaign.. 

 

            [________A________] [________B________] [________A'________] 

INTRO  CHORUSx2  VERSE 1   CHORUSx2  VERSE 2    CHORUSx2  VERSE 3  CHORUSx2 CODA 

Figure 3: Structural outline of “Ebola in Town  

 

Discussion 

A detailed analysis of lyrics, form, and music demonstrates similar missions yet 

significant differences in style and objectives between the song produced by an NGO and that 

                                                      
32 Zoomalia. “The Ebola Song - Ebola In Town - Shadow - Music Video clip.” Youtube Video, 3:22. November 11, 

2014. Accessed April 20, 2017.  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XGltVAJ4JCk  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XGltVAJ4JCk
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produced by independent local artists. At the structural level of analysis, both organizations 

encourage participation among local people. In both cases, the songs demonstrate attempts to 

balance health information with creative musical style. While the Ministry of Health/Crusaders 

for Peace song seems to sacrifices melodic continuity for clear, accurate announcement-like 

health messages, it does so because of its primary objective of sensitizing Liberians about the 

disease. Meanwhile, "Ebola in Town”contains health information that, while not completely 

concordant with standard guidelines proposed by the WHO and CDC, uses music not only to 

convey a message but also as a vehicle of self-expression and community exhortation and 

participation through dance. 

The trio of Shadow, D-12, and Kuzzy of 2Kings presents a case study of independent 

Liberian musicians approaching Ebola with their own creative abilities. Their piece attempts to 

connect with the audience musically with its driving, danceable beat; structurally, through 

thoroughly organized yet improvisatory expressions; and functionally by conveying health 

information through the eyes of its first person narrative. Furthermore, the continuous dance beat 

and melodic and melismatic expansions of the single-line messages evoke a creative atmosphere. 

In an interview with Okay Africa, Shadow expresses his thoughts post-outbreak on the 

song “Ebola in Town,” saying how the popularity of his Liberian tune brought a greater 

international interest in the musical styles of Liberia.33 Shadow and D-12’s independently 

produced project gained recognition in the West through popular news sources like NPR and the 

Washington Post. One interesting point to consider is the absence of the uniquely Liberian Hipco 

                                                      

33 Killakam. Liberian MC & Producer Shadow on Making Music after the Ebola Outbreak. 2016. Accessed January 

5, 2017. http://www.okayafrica.com/audio/shadow-liberian-mc-producer-killing-me. 
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genre from the Ebola scene, at least from the viewpoint of Western media. While both songs 

utilize the Liberian “Kolokwa” (“colloquial English”) speech, neither fully embraces the unique 

Liberian hip-hop genre. As “Ebola in Town” was picked up by major news sources across the 

globe, one can surmise that English language songs are more likely to gain international listeners 

due to English’s status as a prominent world language. This in turn obscures the depths of local 

or indigenous music production that either occurs in the field without electronic broadcasting or 

does not embody the musical style or language with which foreigners can easily connect. 

Regardless of who produced the song, the overall effectiveness of these particular 

campaigs has yet to be measured. An analysis of only two songs can hardly say whether or not 

their artistic qualities have any direct effect on health literacy and subsequent action. Health 

messaging experts suggest that while such songs may not be a “catch-all” solution to stopping 

outbreaks, their primary objective is to promote conversations on the topic they convey.34 

Nevertheless, a major difference between messages sponsored by foreign organizations and those 

produced independently is the viewpoint of the speaker and their methods of storytelling. 

Furthermore, the media of music and lyricism by which these messages are transmitted represent 

more than the messages themselves; these media become cultural and political extensions of the 

composers and their societies. In Liberia, one can tell from Ebola song texts how different 

motivations and ideas have influenced the language, style, and organization of such pieces. 

Composing a popular song about Ebola awareness, or any disease, therefore involves knowledge 

and understanding of local cultures and societies to be able to convey meaning in a culturally and 

                                                      
34

 Poon, Linda. “If Salt-N-Pepa Told You To Brush Your Teeth, You'd Surely  

Listen.” August 24, 2014. Accessed 21 January 2015. 

http://www.scpr.org/news/2014/08/24/46229/if-salt-n-pepa-told-you-to-brush-your-teeth-you-d/  

 

http://www.scpr.org/news/2014/08/24/46229/if-salt-n-pepa-told-you-to-brush-your-teeth-you-d/
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artistically relevant way. Both songs attempt to do so through different means, but they still 

manage to reflect the background and mission of their composers.  
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CHAPTER 3: THE POLITICS OF PARTICIPATION: A CASE STUDY OF EBOLA 

SONG CAMPAIGNS IN CONAKRY, GUINEA 

 

During the summer of 2016, I spent ten weeks living in Conakry, Guinea to delve deeper 

into the Ebola story I had been following for the previous year and a half. Due to limited funding 

at my institution and the risk of international travel, I was unable to visit West Africa while the 

epidemic was under way. In December 2015, the WHO declared an end to viral transmission in 

Guinea. Several months had already passed when I was preparing to leave in May. 

Consequently, I had originally proposed to find Ebola music that addressed the post-outbreak 

issues, such as stigma and psychological trauma, that accompanied the onset of the epidemic. I 

was nevertheless dubious that such performances existed, given that the urgency of spreading 

Ebola information was at a low and, more importantly, that governments and NGOs had likely 

cut or withdrawn funding for awareness projects. 

Photo 4: Africa Stop Ebola logo (https://www.facebook.com/Africa-Stop-Ebola-

1542298179316863/) 

 

Even if there was no music on Ebola, however, I wanted to learn what was happening in 

the music scene. During the outbreak, it seemed as if the Conakry (not to mention the rest of 

West Africa) was alive with songs of Ebola prevention, hope, and unity. Popular news sources 

and media hype led me to find the organization known as Africa Stop Ebola. A collaborative 

https://www.facebook.com/Africa-Stop-Ebola-1542298179316863/
https://www.facebook.com/Africa-Stop-Ebola-1542298179316863/
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effort between USAID and West African organizations,35 the Africa Stop Ebola project featured 

famous artists such as Ivorian singer Tiken Jah Fakoly and Malian singer Oumou Sangare. Their 

music video, released in 2014, was met with praise as being “a real song for Africans,” as 

opposed to its contemporary antithesis: Bob Geldof’s  Ebola-related remake, “Do they know it’s 

Christmas?” released in 2014.36 Featuring Ebola information in English, French, and several 

other local languages, the song, “Africa Stop Ebola,” gained popularity around the world as a 

way to raise funds for MSF teams in the field. The song was featured on NPR and other major 

news sources in the U.S. The collective also sponsored a song competition in the summer of 

2015 and the “Bye-Bye Ebola” concert that took place in December at Conakry’s Palais du 

Peuple. With these concerts and competitions in mind, I arrived in Conakry on May 15th, 2016 

looking to construct the oral history of this period of time for local musicians. 

Figure 4: Kofi Annan University, at the side of my house. Being near this private university 

helped me to meet many people and to further immerse myself in daily life in Conakry.   

 

I spent my first two weeks with in an AirBnb before finding a permanent host family with 

whom to stay. My research collaborator, Dougo Guilavogui, arrived in the city several days after 

                                                      
35 These organizations include the Guinean government and musical collectives and teams throughout West Africa 

along with collaborating musicians (e.g. Tiken jah Fakoly, Oumou Sangare, etc.) 
36 Taylor, Adam. “Listen: The Ebola song that isn’t ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas?’” The Washington Post. 2014. 

Accessed December 15, 2015. https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/11/17/listen-

the-ebola-song-that-isnt-do-they-know-its-christmas/   

 

https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/11/17/listen-the-ebola-song-that-isnt-do-they-know-its-christmas/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/worldviews/wp/2014/11/17/listen-the-ebola-song-that-isnt-do-they-know-its-christmas/
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I did. We discussed the nature of my project and the tasks we would need to do over the next ten 

weeks. Eventually, I settled into more permanent lodging next to Université Kofi Annan in the 

Nongo neighborhood. This central location was quite convenient considering the travel I needed 

to do to reach different concert venues and organizations in the neighborhoods of Sonfonia and 

Kaloum. Furthermore, the neighboring university and street vendors offered an environment rich 

in contacts with people from different parts of the world. provided a neighborhood of new 

people, especially different parts of West Africa.  

Geographical Context of Guinea 

Figure 5: Map of Guinea (http://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/guinea-map2.htm) 

Geographically, Guinea is divided into four regions: Maritime Guinea, Mid-Guinea, 

Upper-Guinea, and the Forest Region. As a predominantly Muslim county, many of issues 



38 

 

 

surrounding funerals and musical performances with regard to EVD were not as prevalent in 

Guinea as in Liberia or Sierra Leone. Christian funerals in Libera keep the bodies accessible for 

weeks and involve large musical parades and performances where large amounts of people are 

moving. Health officals vocally discouraged this health hazard in Liberia and Sierra Leone.37 

Muslim funerals in West Africa, however, are immediate and generally do not have music as part 

of their ceremony. Still, the outbreak started in Guinea’s Forest Region and spread rapidly due to 

multiple factors, including poor health infrastructures and issues in cross-cultural 

communication.38 

Conakry, Guinea’s capital city, lies along the Atlantic coast in Maritime Guinea. While 

all of my fieldwork was conducted in Conakry, the city’s diverse musical landscape offered both 

local and transnational performances, embodying and blending styles of jazz, traditional African 

drum and dance genres, Latin music, reggae, and hip-hop. I attended concerts in a variety of 

venues but focused on concerts sponsored by the Centre Culturel Franco-Guineen (CCFG) and 

the Association des Jeunes Artistes Ressortissant de Macenta (AJARM). These two 

organizations form only a small part of the body of NGOs and nonprofits in Guinea.  

I originally planned to attend different festivals and concerts. My semi-structured 

interviews included questions on what an artist or organization did during the Ebola epidemic to 

make an income, regardless of whether or not they had participated in any Ebola competitions or 

festivals. If they had written any songs, I asked what kind of content their songs were about and 

from whom they received the health information. If they received help from the government or 

                                                      
37 Hustler, Karin. “WHO Says Ebola Epidemic is Over. What Have (And Haven’t) 

We Learned?” March 3, 2016. Accessed March 31, 2016. 

http://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2016/03/27/471870907/ebola-we-may-have-won-the-battle-but-

we-havent-won-the-war  
38 Ibid. 

http://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2016/03/27/471870907/ebola-we-may-have-won-the-battle-but-we-havent-won-the-war
http://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2016/03/27/471870907/ebola-we-may-have-won-the-battle-but-we-havent-won-the-war
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any international NGOs, I wanted to know more about their relationship with their funders and 

how it had affected their career. I also sought out NGOs, wanting to know their process in 

selecting artists, commissioning a song, and disseminating the resulting product.   

Foreign and Transnational NGOs 

The Centre Culterel Franco-Guinéen, a collaborative effort between Guinea and the local 

Alliance Française chapter, is a local organization that seeks to promote the local arts and 

strengthen the artistic ties between Guinea and the international music scene. Performances 

feature artists from across West Africa and the globe. The center also offers a variety of creative 

courses for youth and adults, including singing, dancing, slam poetry, and visual art. The 

instruments used varied from native African instruments such as the balafon and the kora, to 

instruments more familiar to the West, like electric guitars or alto saxophone. Performers sang 

songs in local languages, like Susu, French, and Malinké, or even those from abroad, such as 

Portuguese and Spanish. Barry. Because of the center’s international mission, the venue 

continued to host events during Ramadan as Guinea’s music scene had died down.  

After reading the organization’s website, I decided to use this venue as a starting point to 

understand the vibrant music scene of Conakry, meet artists from different places, and try to 

reconstruct the Ebola story hidden from western music and media. On my first visit to the CCFG, 

an international audience gathered to watch Conakry’s annual jazz festival, which had been 

cancelled the previous year due to health safety concerns. I accompanied members of the U.S. 

Embassy, who had invited me to see the Saturday night performance. Through my hospitable 

contacts, I became acquainted with African Groove and the group’s leader, the saxophonist 

Mamadou Barry. As a leading musician at the CCFG, he let me follow him to different concert 

venues and rehearsals during the few weeks before Ramadan. 
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During a short oral history collection session during a rehearsal break, Barry explained to 

me that he had left the country during Ebola to find work performing elsewhere. I quickly found 

the same to be true for many artists with whom I spoke in the CCFG network. Many had left the 

country during Ebola to find work, traveling and promoting their music culture During the 

epidemic, the government had banned large gatherings to reduce the risk of disease transmission. 

Furthermore, many people were afraid of attending concerts or social gatherings because of how 

quickly the virus spread. Despite the Western media hype on Ebola songs produced by NGOs 

and the Africa Stop Ebola song competition, I found few who had heard or remembered these 

events that took place. Unlike the way Western media had portrayed such efforts to spread the 

message of Ebola prevention, the lack of familiarity with this development strategy in a major 

musical location in Conakry suggests otherwise.  

 While I originally planned to conduct interviews with NGOs to learn more about their 

involvement during the outbreak, getting in contact with the administration of these 

organizations was a difficult feat. I succeeded in finding one NGO-musician pair, that of the 

Organisation Catholique pour la Promotion Humaine (OCPH) and their collaborating artist, 

Phillipe Kourouma. I also managed to learn from one of the organization directors that his song 

had been made into an educational video that was shown at the local Catholic schools. Intrigued, 

I visited Philippe at the restaurant which he owned where I discovered that he was no stranger to 

the public health scene. In fact, he confidently asserted that he one of the first artists to promote 

Ebola music as well as music on HIV and AIDS. While he enjoyed the fruits of his public health 

contributions, he also was a savvy businessman with his restaurant, and he was an active 

participant in the local (non-public health) music scene. His relationship to OCPH, while hugely 

beneficial to his career, formed only one portion of his income as his health music production 
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was contingent on public health needs. After meeting with him and asking a few questions, I was 

unable to obtain a followup interview or see him perform because he left the country on personal 

business. 

I was entirely unable, in addition, to make contact with my original target organization, 

Africa Stop Ebola, having received no reply from them to my emails. I had reached out to the 

organization via email, with no response. Although their website was still online, I found that 

there had been no updates since the final concert from the summer of 2015, so I presumed they 

had dismantled their project. I also tried for three weeks to set up an appointment with UNICEF 

in Conakry, as I had heard from artists that the organization had produced Ebola songs (I also 

knew previously that UNICEF had a strong public health music presence in Libera). 

Unfortunately, Dougo and I were unable to contact the health outreach department after three 

weeks of trying to schedule a meeting. In the end, I found neither Ebola music nor current NGO-

musician relationships that seemed to endure past the outbreak. Musicians had returned to the 

non-musical development activities that sustained them before the outbreak. Musicians who did 

profit off of NGO funding, such as Philippe Korouma (who owned his own restaurant) or 

Zawagui, a performing group I later met, already had financial support outside of health music. 

A lack of sustainable funding may suggest some sort of disconnect between the field and the 

development agencies which in theory proposed and worked towards sustainability. 

Locally Based NGO: AJARM 

 The Association des Jeunes Artistes Ressortissant de Macenta (AJARM) is a local non-

profit organization funded by artists and their families in the community and seeks to promote 

traditional Toma art and culture. This includes the use of Toma instruments (e.g. balafon and  

djembe) as well as Toma dancing. Both youth and elderly are active in AJARM’s network. In 
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Conakry, a major performance and rehearsal space for AJARM lies deep in Sonfonia, a well-

known gathering place located near several small in-house recording studios.  

 Toma people (or Loma in Liberia) live in Northwestern Liberia and Southwestern 

Guinea. Many today reside in the forest region of Guinea, but migration has taken them 

throughout the country, especially to Conakry. During French control of Guinea, those Toma in 

Macenta and the Forest Region were forced to participate in the commercial endeavors of the 

ruling state by relinquishing large sums of their local agricultural labor. After Guinean 

independence however, President Sekou Touré moved the nation towards a socialist modernity, 

banning ancient cultural rites and practices— those which Marx would have regarded as 

“fetishes.” Interestingly, the campagne de démystification used modern popular media, such as 

radio and theatric performances, to propel the shaming and destruction of these cultural 

practices.39 Today, organizations such as AJARM seek to educate and bring back Toma culture 

and traditions as a valid and important narrative of Guinean national identity.  

 I took great interest in this organization for several reasons. First, I quickly learned upon 

meeting some of the musician their activities during Ebola. Despite the fear that embodied much 

of the outbreak, the members of this organization persisted in meeting regularly to stand with 

each other through the maelstrom of the epidemic. The fact that many people were afraid to go to 

concerts during this time demonstrates the resilience of community formed between these 

musicians. Second, I became interested in the perspectives of AJARM as a locally-based 

nongovernmental organization. In what ways did and would their activities differ than those of 

foreign-based aid and development?  

                                                      
39Leopold, Robert. A Brief History of the Loma People.2006. Liberian Studies Journal 31 (2): 5-30. 

 



43 

 

 

The first group I met, the trio Zawagui (“triplets” in the Toma language), have been 

singing together since 2000 and are experienced in the NGO music field. In addition to their own 

concert on Toma music and culture, they have been extensively involved in multiple public 

health projects, including the StopPalu (malaria) with PlanGuinee. In the past, non-profits 

approached the trio and also funded them to bring Ebola messages to the Toma people of the 

forest region. Living in Conakry, the trio had been able to involve themselves with the NGOs of 

the city, as well as travel to internationally to share their music. 

However, the majority of local musicians do not have the opportunity to reach that level. 

Part of being a musician in this area is embracing its difficult career path. In the same way, other 

musician collectives such as AJARM find support among their own people. When asked 

regarding the ways artists support themselves, AJARM president Michel Goépogui describes the 

surrounding support of the community organization solely based on networks of artists, rather 

than on the surrounding community of non-musicians: 

It’s the artists themselves. They are the ones who fund their own organization, because if 
they don’t, nobody is going to help them. We see that friends aren’t going to help them. 
It’s the very reason why we created this organization.40  

 

 This statement highlights a common aspect of a performing artist’s career, where a self-

sustaining perfomring career is highly competitive and sought-after. AJARM, while not a 

solution for all aspiring professional musicians, offers a network of support where community 

members can express themselves, create, and fund their arts. Although AJARM is a locally-

based NGO, its affiliate members, like Zawagui, have worked with various other organizations, 

including USAID and StopPalu41. While individual members may participate in multiple 

                                                      
40

 Goépégui, Michel. Interview by Michael Rivera. Semi-structured interview. Conakry, Guinea, July 2016 
41 ‘Palu” is an abbreviation for the French word, paludisme, meaning “malaria.” 
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networks of musicians, the organized communities themselves are separate and retain their own 

sense of organizational structure and politics.   

Another AJARM affiliate describes the feeling of simultaneously seeking and waiting for 

support in a vast network of foreign NGOs: 

 If the NGOs fund us, it's easier [for us]. It's difficult even for the NGOs [to gather 

support]. One must learn how to approach friends. And we go to them, and we tell them: 

help us, help us, help us! And we wait. When will the moment arrive? When will it 

arrive? And so the NGOs, you can't let it [the opportunity] pass you by! Huh? For 

example, if Ebola has come, at first we can’t really participate for the time being. The 

artists must wait…for the field workers.42 

 

 These relationships to which the speaker refers shows a somewhat fragile relationship 

with the larger political organizations, where fnding is contingent on external events and on aid. 

The international NGO culture fuses with the West African music scene: whether aesthetically in 

the case of Liberian popular music, or finiancially, as demonstrated by bureaucratic 

entanglements in Guinea. Musicians thus navigate a music scene that where state and foreign 

governments are involved, personified in the aid workers that seek to collaborate with local 

artists. 

After the season of fasting had passed, AJARM invited me to a rehearsal at the house of 

the Zawagui trio. As a recommended donation, I gave an amount of money to help provide 

transportation for the musicians to the house. It was here that I officially met the new president 

of the association, Michel Goépogui, who gave me a formal orientation to AJARM and the 

instruments they promote. In the dimly lit room, they began by introducing me to the various 

instruments used, including the dundun, the balafon, the djabara (shekere), and of course, the 

                                                      
42

 Goépégui, François. Interview by Michael Rivera. Semi-structured interview. Conakry, Guinea, July 2016. I have 

translated the original French les agents de terrain, into “field workers,” a phrase commonly seen in NGO French-

language sites for outreach workers.  
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djembe. The Zawagui sisters then began the rehearsal by shaking their djabaras and humming 

along to the driving rhythm. Another man joined in with the balafon, and another with the 

dundun. I soon experienced a barrage of sounds and melodies that I had not heard in any of the 

previous concerts I had attended.   

 

Figure 6: The Zawagui sisters dance and play the djabaras with a dundun player on the right 

Throughout the rehearsal, there were two major events that intrigued me. First, I simply 

expected the rehearsal to consist of repeated run-throughs of melodies and combinations of 

songs. As a Western-trained musician, I am familiar with the format of rehearsals ranging from 

Beethoven piano trios to indie rock bands. Even at CCFG, I observed Mamadou Barry lead a 

jazz band rehearsal, instructing musicians in technique and challenging their creative abilities. 
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The rehearsal here at AJARM, however, seemed informal and loosely organized. Toddlers would 

walk frequently in and out the door. Songs ended and flowed into the next, both musically and in 

the demeanor of the performers. 

The other thing at the event that surpised me was when I saw a teenage girl enter from the 

other side dancing and begin moving her feet to the rhythm of the music. I orginially thought that 

she had just stood up and started moving along to the music for her enjoyment, but I quickly 

realized that her entrance was planned when two other men got up to dance with her. Shortly 

thereafter, one of the Zawagui sisters stepped forward to perform a dance solo. Another musician 

drummed and danced simultaneously in his own percussive solo. In music of this style, dance is 

a natural and inseparable aspect of the music.  

The intimacy of the in-house performance, accompanied by various Guinean instruments 

and dances took the performance to a level of communication that eluded Internet sensations and 

social media songs championed by foreign and international NGOs. As opposed to the high-

production recording room scenes and film shots, the organic presentation of live performance 

has the potential to elicit a more involved embodied audience response. It is true that mass, 

popular concerts also involve audience participation, like the “Bye-bye Ebola” and Africa Stop 

Ebola concerts that allowed concert goers to watch big stars perform on stage live in Conakry. 

Many outside the capital city saw the concert on television. But live stage performances 

disseminate health information from an elevated platform to a listening audience, while those 

who use more direct communication through group dance and song allow audiences to 

participate in more intimate, immediate, and embodied ways. Similarly, while radio broadcasts in 

the national language (French in Guinea and Kolokwa English in Liberia) also contain 
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subsections or verses in the local languages, the use of local African languages as the primary 

vehicle for outreach seem to be more effective, as many in AJARM claimed:  

…the [Toma] population has been quite attentive to our songs…Mainly, in the country’s 

interior, few people, or not very many people really listen to the official language of the 

country...Not everybody is going to listen to French...If everyone spoke French 

everywhere, the language would be appropriate...But once you go out and speak your 

own language, and you make your presentation to them, then they will find it is more 

applicable.43 

 

 While the outreach song “Africa Stop Ebola” included information in multiple languages 

from across West Africa (e.g. Bambara, Susu), the message was mostly health messages repeated 

in these languages. Communities that do not “really listen to the official language of the country” 

may not be interested in such songs, or if they are, might not understand the song up to the point 

where their language is spoken. Public health and community health workers should take care to 

fit urgent messages into the cultural and linguistic background of the people they seek to serve.   

The Challenges of Fieldwork: Scaling the Fence of Public Health Research 

 On the eve of Ramadan 2016, I watched a concert featuring Mamadou Barry's multi-

faceted musical group, African Groove. Filled with Latin-flavored rhythms and dancing couples 

from the audience, the performance found me enjoying the concert sitting at a café under a 

canopy of trees. By the time the last song had ended, it was one o'clock in the morning. Dougo 

hailed a taxi to take me back to the AirBnB, the new residence into which I had moved only a 

week before. As I approached my new residence, I saw that the gate to the compound was locked 

from the outside. I realized that I did not have the key. Looking for a way in, I observed the walls 

that surrounded the home, covered in spikes and barbed wire. I tried to climb over the door, but 

the spaces were much too small for me, so I threw my backpack and shoes over first. 

                                                      
43Goépogui, François. Interview by Michael Rivera. Semi-structured interview. Conakry, Guinea, July 2016 
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Unable to scale the front gate, I searched for a clear space along the top of the wall that 

was wide enough for me to climb over without cutting myself on the rusted iron spikes and glass 

that covered the remaining space at the top of the wall. Several meters down, I reached a stone 

wall with a flat top. I muscled up the wall and rolled on my side, slid down a giant tree, and fell 

onto the front lawn. Then, I saw the guard approach me from the house with a club. It took me a 

couple seconds and a few hard questions to realize that the guard did not recognize me and that 

he was the domestic from next door. I had fallen into the wrong compound, After some brief 

explanations, he let me out though the front gate.  

Unknown to me, however, he contacted the police. When they arrived, they asked me for 

my identification, which unfortunately was still in the yard of my hosts’ compound into which I 

had thrown my backpack. Without my passport, the police took me to their headquarters, where 

they interrogated me about what I was doing climbing into private property so early in the 

morning. After the guards laughed at me for wearing no shoes, the chief sat down across from 

me and confronted me. I slowly explained my predicament in the most formal and respectful 

French I could muster.  

I was becoming impatient and could tell the chief was also anxious to resolve the 

situation, but I was determined to continue playing the role of the ethnographer even under 

pressure. After the interrogation, we sat in awkward and confused silence. While the police tried 

to contact my host by phone, I explained my research project to the chief and asked if he had 

heard of any Ebola songs. Casting a funny glance at me, he reiterated what I had already heard 

from others with whom I had talked: everybody sang about Ebola. He was able to recalled 

several artists’ names, but did not say anything about international NGOs. He instead pointed to 
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the Guinean Commission for the Fight against Ebola (La Commission Pour la Luttre ontre 

Ebola) as the main state effort to enforce health safety policies during the epidemic. 

By the time the police had reached my hosts and taken me back to my house, I was 

exhausted. It was already past three o’clock in the morning, and I spent at least an hour on the 

couch trying to process what had happened. My misadventure with the police reflected the 

broader challenge I faced in the field as an ethnographer, where more invisible and metaphorical 

walls barred me as a Westerner from gaining the knowledge I wanted, like how a “mass” NGO 

music competition had gone or what the foreign NGO motivations were in organizing such 

campaigns. In the comfort of an AirBnb, the walls offered protection and stability; outside of it, 

they were impassable, much as the workings of international NGOs were to local musicians. 

When I had finally crossed the wall, I found something completely unexpected on the other side. 

In terms of my research, I found that Ebola music was absent with no post-outbreak music at the 

end of the two-year crisis. More importantly, I found a wealth of unresolved misunderstandings 

between West African musicians and foreign aid organizations.  

The idea of participation as social practice has been commodified, presenting competitive 

creativity as a promising solution to boost aspiring musicians out of poverty. My research 

suggests, however, that the Africa Stop Ebola competition was no different than previous 

competitions of its ilk. Its main format involved competing for prize money and career 

advancement, while only a few finalists were selected for a final concert and monetary 

compensation. Instead of promoting collaboration, the approach privileged competition, creating 

a divide between those who won and those who participated but received nothing for their efforts 

at spreading awareness.  The success of the message, which was ambiguous, seemed to be 

measured in terms of the spread of the message iself rather than in terms of the efficacy of its 
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reception by its hearers. Most importantly, I found no local artists who fully remembered the 

competition campaign. This suggests that the impact of Africa Stop Ebola was minimal. Foreign 

media highlighted the successes and creative entrepreneurship of such international NGOs, rather 

than the efforts of local-based organizations or individual performers. While a handful of artists 

or songs may make it to the international stage- such as Shadow’s “Ebola in Town”- their 

appearance through media distortion created a narrative that highlighted the agency of Western 

NGOs over that of local actors. Simply put, an arbitrary assumption of participation occludes the 

fact that all actors participate equally. Participation for participation’s sake, while seemingly 

benign, may not be the appropriate health-related goal for which development projects should 

aim.  

 

 

 

Figure 7: The Ebola Wall outside of Universite Sonfonia. One panel says Tu ne passeras pas 

par ces murs. (You won’t pass through these walls.”) 
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CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION: RECONSTRUCTING DEVELOPMENT  

 

While public health music campaigns play the dominant role of promoting health 

education through iconic West African musicians, they often fail to take into account how local 

people might best respond to educational messages. Current international public health 

campaigns select few local artists as collaborators and instad favor modern popular music genres 

as compared to more local local community-oriented music making activities. Furthermore, 

songs posted on social media sites by such campagins reach only those who regularly use such 

media, whereas many people lack access to them. Public health messaging via music media thus 

exploits and exacerbates tensions between local and global voices rather than resolving them.  

The same is true for independent producers who, while influenced by broadcasted 

biomedical information, manage to navigate Western tropes in favor of their own attitudes and 

experiences. As is evident in the song funded by UNICEF Liberia/Crusaders for Peace, the 

apparent regurgitation of health information as spoken verse values the clarity of the health 

message, with little variety in the lyrical style. Health information is positioned, rather 

awkwardly, as a spoken word departure from melodic vocals. In this arrangement, the song 

employs a break from the melodic line and rhythmic patterns that likely attracted listerns’ 

attention in the first place, missing an opportunity to connect in a compelling, embodied way 

thorugh dance in the way that AJARM might have.  

In short, the NGO-musician relationship promotes standard public health messages that 

tend to overshadow local cultural and artistic expressions, in addition to alienating the vast 

opportunity of participation through concerts and digitized media. On the other hand, 

independently produced works such as “Ebola in Town” contain a broader array of themes 

delivered through the first-person narrative. Arguably, the aim of these songs, aside from 
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sensitization, may be less concerned with the accuracy of health information than with engaging 

local perceptions of the disease. Nevertheless, only by taking into account of such percpetions 

will public health personnel ever manage to convey these messages they aim to transmit. As a 

result , such agents would be well-rewarded by working more closely with local musicians, 

empowering them and learning from them as cultural and community brokers.  

As international NGOs and funding organizations continue their work, researchers should 

critically focus their findings on the accountability of such organizations to the public they 

supposedly serve. NGOs should be more transparent in their work, specifically in identifying 

their funding sources and managing their funds. Indeed, the Western assumption that money will 

resolve all ills when channeled through the third-party NGOs, which themselves arose as a 

response to the corrupt postcolonial governments is an assertion that requires justification. Yet, 

after experiencing dissatisfaction with western NGO development strategies, I may be tempted to 

romanticize the alternative strategy of engaging local music cultures in promoting public health 

education. But certainly, such a strategy deserves a chance if only in tandem with broader public 

health campgains and likely as a means also worth pursuing for its own sake.    

One interesting interaction between messenger and receiver that plays out in communal 

bonding through music making is the way listeners may offer a direct response through music, 

specifically through dance. In local musical traditions, dance is almost always an accompanying 

practice by both men and women. From a historical perspective, the difference between Turino’s 

classifications of high fidelity and participatory Ebola music parallels the post-colonial conflicts 

within Touré’s Guinea between the contemporary modernist propaganda and “fetishized” 

indigenous practices. It turns out, however, that both indigenous and “modernist” participation 

has the potential to be fetishized. Even in a high fidelity presentation, viewers can still participate 
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with each other while watching the video or afterwards in considering their own behavior and 

attitudes. But the screen as a medium of health communication does not necessarily imply total 

compliance from its viewers. Current ventures in social development entrepreneurship, such as 

those referenced by Pier or Prahalad, create competitions as a way of bringing people together 

and spreading a target message outward, while a prize money incentive hardly does anything for 

economic stimulation or long-term development. In this sense, those who participate are 

promised a chance to progress in their careers or to propel themselves out of poverty, but this is 

only fulfilled if the artists participate in the way that NGOs want them to— not only for the 

purpose of promoting a health message, but also for the growth of non-profit groups themselves. 

While dancing may not defeat an epidemic through automatic behavior change, it does involve a 

conscious decision to be involved at the physical, real-time level.  

Many of the local organizations and individuals who sang about Ebola believed their 

contributions helped to bring awareness and hope to the public. Some artists, like Zawagui, have 

even learned over the years to adapt successfully to the NGO music scene as a way to promote 

themselves, their culture, and their society’s survival. Nonetheless, larger questions arise when 

we contextualize these acts of music making within the continent’s larger history. First, the 

current neoliberal aid model in public health music, while encouraging creative and participatory 

entrepreneurship, ultimately promotes the funding of only a handful of local artists to the 

exclusion of the majority pool of local talent. The irony of many participatory schemes in 

development is that they prioritize the capacity of only a few small number of individuals to 

really participate over the wellbeing and advancement of entire networks who do not. While the 

message of a defeating a dangerous illness like Ebola is worth spreading, so is the development 
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of public health infrastructures and local networking that could have more efficiently prevented 

such an outbreak in the first place. 

Furthermore, large-scale intenrationally funded projects usually direct funding towards 

electric musical equipment and prize money, as well as towards the production of high-quality 

videos that may miss the local mark or even be inaccessible for many in West Africa. Local 

artists also see the proliferation of international NGOs as favoring Western culture over their 

own, making it more challenging for these same artists to preserve the sociocultural identity of 

their communities. In almost all of my meetings and interviews with the artists, a major shared 

concern was the loss of interest among Guinean youth toward their indigenous culture. I 

especially found this concern prevalent among the Toma, who themselves have long struggled as 

a people to preserve their ways of life.  

Based on the hierarchy of priorities I observed in Conakry’s public health music scene, I 

suggest that humanitarian organizations first recognize the cultural and social wealth that already 

exists in the field, and then seek to engage transparently with local performers by highlighting 

the positive contributions of local communities towards their own development instead of 

privileging non-local perspectives and priorities.   

  



55 

 

 

Appendix 1- List of Acronyms 

 

AJARM- Association de Jeunes Resortissant de Macenta 

CCFG- Centre Culterel Franco-Guinéen  

CDC- Center for Disease Control and Prevention  

EVD- Ebola Virus Disease 

MSF- Médecins sans Frontières (Doctors Without Borders) 

NGO- Non-governmental Organization 

OCPH- Organisation Catholique pour la Promotion Humaine 

WHO- World Health Organization 

UNICEF- United Nations International Children's Emergency Fund  

USAID- United States of America International Development  
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