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TRANSCRIPTION

DR. MALKA Hello, I'm Dr. Amaleya Goneos-Malka. Welcome to ‘Womanity— Women in
Unity’. The show that celebrates women’s milestone achievements in their
struggle for liberation, self-emancipation, human rights, democracy, and much
more.

DR. MALKA Today we’re joined by Dr. Madinatu Bello, who is a lecturer and researcher
from the Department of Theatre and Film Studies at the University of Cape
Coast in Ghana. Her work examines indigenous cultural traditions, gender
dynamics, theatre, performance, heritage, and peacebuilding. From researching
female master drummers to exploring how art can preserve memory and
transform communities, Dr. Bello’s work offers insights about how the arts can
challenge gender norms and shape modern African identity and storytelling.

Welcome!
DR. BELLO Thank you very much.
DR. MALKA To start off with, you hold a doctorate in music education, a master’s in theatre

arts, and a Bachelor in Arts in theatre studies. Looking back, what first drew
you to the world of arts, culture, and the humanities?

DR. BELLO I will say that it wasn’t just a single moment, but maybe a rhythm.
Growing up, I was surrounded by performers and communal rituals, rites,
and a lot of cultural activities. So, I actually noticed earlier that
drumming, performance, among others, were not just entertainment.
That is what I saw. That is the way communities remember themselves.
They learn about their history, they negotiate a power, and they also pass
down to their community about the people doing these cultural festivals.
So, I realized that I am in a space that was changing my perspective about
the arts. So, what happened was that as I was growing up, I became so
attached to the artistic practices within the communities, and that pushed
me to choose programmes, or the choice of courses that I was reading
throughout my trajectory. So, I became more artistically inclined; even at
the high school level, I was more attached to arts, literature, and the
humanities, and that pushed me. Even when I went to the training college
to teach, I was more attached to the arts, and that is also reflected in my
choice of programmes at the university, which are theatre, arts, music
education, and what have you. So, I think that is not just by coincidence;
my interaction with the communities and how that is reflected, and it
supported my growth in moving into the arts.

DR. MALKA So, it seems very much a part of your life, and also, as you were talking, one
of the things that came to mind was that it’s like a way of communicating
heritage across generations within the community by having practices and
rituals, and it keeps things alive.

DR. BELLO Yes. So, your encounter with the cultural activities within communities at
times, in most cases, either pushes you to form a certain career progression
for yourself. Either you look at it from the entertainment perspective and
always advances like that, or it informs how you advance your life. So, for
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me, [ was not just entertaining myself. I realised that that was what can
make me human and what I want to be. So, I think I am artistically
included now because I love it, I embed myself in it, and I live it. I perform
it.

DR. MALKA And then I wanted to ask you, because after doing some research about you, I
discovered that you also have an aspect of exploring or examining gender
dynamics within indigenous cultural practices. What have you discovered
about the ways that culture can both challenge, but also reinforce gender roles?

DR. BELLO Yes, even since infancy I realised that culture, and by extension the arts,
created some level of exclusion and inclusion, particularly for the girl or
for the female. For example, I will use the female indigenous master drums
to create this example; you realise that they are excluded and that
exclusion is often justified spiritually, because the assumption is that the
drums were created from wood that has spirits inhabited in them. So, at
the end of the day, the drum becomes a spirit-inhabited artifact, and these
spirits, according to the gatekeepers, let me put it like that, do not allow
women to come near them because they are “dirty” during their menstrual
cycle. So, the assumption is that they will pollute the spirits; they will
pollute the drums, so women are not supposed to come close to the drums.
So, they used that, and as a result of that, they tend to indicate that, as they
pollute the drums or the spirit, the spirits may give them a repercussion in
their lives, like making them barren or causing their death, and what have
you. So, they used these kinds of cultural practices, rituals, rites, to exclude
women from participating in drumming, for example, and again, they
used that to also create that kind of exclusion for them not to assume those
leadership authority roles. So, in most cases, the males assume those
leadership roles, so the females become more of some kind of appendage,
let me use that word. I do not want to denigrate women per se, but that is
how I see it. It is like we are more like an accompaniment to the leaders,
to the authorities. So, in such cases, in performance and even in the
creation of the drums, women are omitted from there. So, we come in to
clap, sing and dance to accompany the rhythms, and I always say that one
of our proverbs, whoever plays the rhythm decides how you dance. So, it
means that they are definitely deciding how we go about whatever is
happening or whatever activities are happening within the larger context.
So, I think that there are some exclusions, and these exclusions filter down
to the younger generations, so in some cases females are not ready to move
into drumming, or to move particularly, as I am using the drumming, the
indigenous drumming as an example; they are not even paid to drum. So,
if a girl gets into a drumming and dancing space, she will automatically go
for dancing, clapping, singing, instead of going into drumming.

DR. MALKA This is a fascinating insight that you are sharing with us here, and I am just
thinking, on all of these parallels, on how kind of exclusionary practices start
maybe small, but they almost are transferred to other facets in life, like you are
saying, almost like a prohibition of leadership to women, in favour of men, but
with you studying female master drummers, they clearly have got a lot of
courage, they’ve got a lot of resilience, because they are challenging cultural
expectations. Tell us more about the essence of these women.

DR. BELLO Yes, their resilience. Yes, I realised that they are using resilience as a
strategy. In fact, they are not ready to fight the men or to fight the
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tradition head-on, because they know that they will fail if they should go
head-on to fight the traditions. So, what do they do? They try to out-
practice the males. So, you realise that a female indigenous master
drummer is always practising extensively so that they will out-practice
their male counterparts. The assumption being that if I am able to play
what you are playing and even play more than what you are playing, you
can’t have the justification to exclude me from the performance, and they
also leverage power through lineage. So, the assumption is that most of the
females that I interacted with have some elders underpinning their
movements within the space. Some have their fathers as chiefs, and they
leverage that power. Some have their husbands as leaders within the
group. Some also have their uncles in there, so they leverage this kind of
power to be able to access that space, and so far as these powers are in
there, it gives them that chance to get into the centre. Again, they realise
that they have to perform gender, so they assume the position that gender
is not fixed. So, what happens is that they make sure that what is sacred
and what can women, which they think that will cause some level of
conflict or friction, they try to move away, but those that assume or they
think they have interacted within the space for a long time and they think
that they can provoke those spaces or those activities, they try to move in
there, and the deepest lesson that learned that I learned was that cultural
expectation bends not when someone shouts the loudest, but when
someone simply refuses to disappear. So, they are refusing to disappear;
they are refusing to back out, to go back to dance, to sing, to clap, to play
the little drums, the accompanying instruments; they are forcing to still
play the drums, so they are refusing to back out, and they are refusing to
go hey, I want to play. No, but they will not go back; they are still in there
fighting for their place within the centre.

DR. MALKA Lots of lessons there. Other aspects of your work look at decoloniality,
peacebuilding, inclusivity, and sustainability. How can the arts become more
than just entertainment and be used as a tool for social change, healing and
creating more gender equal societies?

DR. BELLO Yes, well, I realised that the arts stopped being just entertainment the
moment they start functioning as mirrors, functioning as memories,
functioning as mediators, functioning as a bedrock of which developments
thrive. So, it is more like, what power tries to erase the reflection of truth
in communities brings out what we are afraid to say about. So, for
example, I always say that the art becomes a decolonial practice when we
reclaim indigenous forms, like drumming, from colonial-era hierarchies,
and restore authorship to communities who created them, not just the
institutions that actually later created them. So, for example, we are
talking about decolonial practices; that is not to say that we have to ignore
what is best from whatever the colonial systems brought, but we are trying
to regenerate whatever good we had within our artistic forms, and then,
they came from whatever best they had and adding to whatever we have
to create that kind of practice that will help us in transforming the artistic
space. I also looked at art as peacebuilding; that is where we are looking
at shared performances, how shared performances create a real space
where rival groups can occupy the same rhythm, like before they are ready
to agree, and that happened during my research, when I got to this space,
I realised there were these male groups who had come for a funeral
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activity, and apparently the female group was made to come and perform
for the dead. Unfortunately for them, one of the relatives also called in the
male group to come and perform. So, I I wanted to know how it was going
to play out within that context, and just when the male group set up, they
realised that there was another group playing, so I was watching what they
were going to do. So, one of the males saw that there was a female who was
playing the master drum, and he was in awe. So, he just called the others
to say, " Look at her, look at what she is doing”, and all the males just sat
there, and they were staring at her, and she was playing. Just when she
started playing, they also started playing to respond to the beats and the
rhythms that she was creating, and I just shook my head, and I said this is
a beautiful thing. So, in a way, some liberal men are ready to embrace the
kind of spaces created as a form of peacebuilding, because the assumption
is that such practices should not go extinct and the women can be artists
and partners in maintaining these artistic practices and forms. I also
looked at art as sustainability, where I look a the arts in and for
sustainability, so arts in sustainability; that is where I was looking at the
ability of our communities where artists are creative to help in promoting,
projecting, conserving, preserving, regenerating these artistic practices.
So, as we are able to achieve this, then we can leverage these regenerated,
these promoted, these conserved practices as media to achieving other
sustainability goals, because the point here is, if one’s culture dies, then
the person dies. So, we have to make sure that we preserve the culture so
that it doesn’t die, and by extension, the arts, so that they don’t die; then
we can leverage those artistic practices or cultural practices to advance
other sustainability practices in economics, in social and environmental
technologies, among others, and then, as sustainability, that is where we
assume the position whereby all developmental processes, irrespective of
the form they take, are hedged on the cultural practices or accepted
practices of the community, which is going to benefit that development
activity. So, I looked at that and also at art as healing, the functional form
of the arts; that is where performances allow communities to process
trauma symbolically and also through rhythms and movements, they
perform healing within these communities.

DR. MALKA The arts is truly multifaceted, and I think that sometimes we don’t consciously
think about the impact and the effects that it has on us.

DR. BELLO Yes.

DR. MALKA Thank you for sharing some insights into the work that you are doing and the

implications that they have on broader society, especially for women. I wanted
to turn towards some of the practices in your life, specifically in academia, and
we know that some women, both in academia as well as in the arts, continue to
face visible and invisible barriers. Have there ever been moments in your career
where gender has influenced opportunities, perceptions, or challenges you
encountered, and more importantly, how did you navigate them?

DR. BELLO I had to laugh before I start. Yes, in the academy, I just want to create
these frameworks, precisely in my department I have been the only lady
since its inception, until recently, about three years ago, another lady came
to join. So I am virtually operating within a male-dominated space, yes,
but I will say that the barriers weren’t always loud rejections. At times
there were the quieter things, like being asked to prove that I was not
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favoured in attaining maybe a promotion, or maybe a chair of a
committee, and at times the sarcasm against my publication, and the
delays sometimes in processing my documents for a promotion. Yes. It is
interesting because at times approvals from immediate bosses, at times
within my immediate bosses, at times I am able to navigate that one a bit
easier, but when it gets to the higher levels, then that is where I will face,
as I indicated, not loud rejections, but they were silent, and they were
really, really painful at times, because you realise that it is becoming
difficult for you to navigate a space, and at times you don’t have someone
to support. You are supported if you are going to do the bidding of
someone in some cases. At certain times, the facial expressions alone, the
tones to your answers, you will ask yourself how do I navigate them? I
allow my work to speak for me most times. So, I make sure, as I indicated
earlier on, to outperform myself. That is what I do, and in some cases, I
leverage some of my liberal male colleagues who understand and
appreciate my work to help me to navigate that space, so their support is
really, really phenomenal. They will tell you Madinatu, you can do it;
Madinatu go, the only thing they can’t say, or the worst they can say, is a
no. They can’t beat you; they can’t harass you, so move; you can do it. So,
they fight for me behind closed doors, and the critical lesson is that
navigating bias isn’t about becoming immune to it; it is about refusing to
let it shrink the scope of your work. That is the way I actually look at it.

DR. MALKA It always fascinates me how it really doesn’t matter what industry you are in,
and reflecting on our conversation so far, when you were talking about the
master female drummers, when you were talking about some of your
experiences in academia, you’ve demonstrated the issue of resilience, of being
better than your counterparts in everything you do, so your work speaks for
itself, of leveraging male influences or male supporters to enable you to not
just do your work, but to spotlight you and give you that support. So, I think
it’s interesting how these patterns keep repeating, irrespective of industry type.
At the beginning of the interview, I introduced some of your academic
accolades, and education has clearly played an important role in your journey,
from your academic career to becoming a DAAD Alumni, an ACLS African
Humanities Programme Fellow, and an SSRC Africa Peacebuilding Network
Fellow. Tell us about the role of education in shaping your success, as well as
your confidence.

DR. BELLO I will say that it wasn’t an easy journey, let me put it that way, primarily
because I am from a Muslim background. My daddy was a Muslim; my
mom actually was a Christian, but because she married my dad, she had
to become a Muslim, but when my dad passed on, she came back to being
a Christian. So, imagine a female within a Muslim family going to school,
but I will say that I thank my daddy for that. We are six girls, but he made
sure that everyone had an education if you wanted to have one, and we are
proud of him, actually. So, with this opportunity given to me, I taught
myself how to make the best out of it. So right from the word go, I started
pushing myself into my educational journey. From my high school to my
training college. I finished training college, and I taught for six years
before going to university. So, at university, yes, I did a lot of training, and
I read theatre studies, as I indicated earlier on, and then music education.
I did some level of education programmes in between, but all this actually
gave me the language and the rigour as a way of translating my instincts
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and observation into frameworks that could actually engage with critical
discourse within the artistic space, or the knowledge economy of the arts.
It supported me a lot, giving me that kind of language and recourse. Also,
the awards that I had exposed me to global academic standards and cross-
cutting dialogues that helped me teach, research and engage in community
practices within the Ghanaian field, and also opened it up to international
scholarship. For example, the ACMS African Humanity Programme
Fellowship, for example, that actually pushed me into looking at female
indigenous master drummers, which I was more than willing to do,
because as my undergraduate at this level, that was the first time I saw a
female master drummer who taught me. Prior to that, I hadn’t seen any
female drumming, like drumming the lead drum in an ensemble, no. Even
as I was navigating the community space and activities, I hadn’t seen that,
but when I came to the university, and I will say you are going to read the
traditional and the one to teach that is Madam Antionette. I said, Madam?
And Madam is going to teach indigenous drumming? And I was always in
awe when she was playing the master drums, so I decided, no, I have to
penetrate this space and get to explore, to understand and interrogate how
they are navigating in this space, and it is the SCLS funding that actually
supported me to do this, and I continued with the SSRC, African
Peacebuilding Network. There are projects also to stretch my thinking
beyond this culture as subjects into cultural instruments, showing me that
the arts could sit inside serious policy and conflicts and peacebuilding
discourses. So, I think this is what I have been able to do.

DR. MALKA And it is as though you’ve pushed yourself to identify opportunities and the
opportunities have created further opportunities, so there’s this amplification

effect.
DR. BELLO Yes.
DR. MALKA On Womanity, we are strong advocates of education. I wanted to ask you,

given that you are in Ghana, what is your view of the role of education, for
girls in particular, in breaking cycles of poverty and transforming communities
in the country?

DR. BELLO Yes, poverty and gender compound each other in Ghana. I will say that
Ghana has neared some kind of gender parity in enrolment based on the
free compulsory education systems. So, most girls have the opportunity to
go to school and experience education, but the actual reality is the
completion rate. The completion rate story for girls, particularly in rural
settings or a poorer context, yes, that is where girls' completion is
drastically lower than boys' or than the males'. It is a bit higher in the
urban context, where there is some kind of exposure and where families
are more than willing to send their girl child to school and make sure that
they complete. And in some cases, those students within the poorest
regions and those from poor families, you realize that at the end of the day
they have either dropped out because their fees can’t be paid, or they have
been made pregnant by these boys within the community. So, pregnancy
is one of the main issues that has pushed a girl out of school, and as
pregnancy sets in, marriage comes in. So at times they are forced to marry,
and that has cost them a lot, because they are unable to achieve whatever
they want to achieve, but that is not to say that they are not pushing now,
because they are really, really pushing up right now, because now they are
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having some level of exposure to some women who have made it to the top
and who are actually encouraging them to also push to the top. So, there
are some cases where even those who got pregnant and dropped out of
school make a comeback, and they are able to move up. I have one
particular example in my department; she completed her first degree just
recently. She gave birth when she was in her final year of high school, so
she had to drop out of school. Unfortunately, in the course of her
experiences, her mother passed away, so she was left alone to navigate this
space, but interestingly, she forced herself to enrol in senior high school to
complete it, and then came to the university, and she has been able to
complete in here. Which I think is quite interesting, but what is happening
is that now most of the women within the rural communities are realising
that education is a deliberate mechanism for breaking that cycle. So, they
are now ready to help their girls to achieve that. So, they go to all lengths
to make sure that their girls are in school and that they are making the
best of the education they are giving to them. So, the assumption is that
there is also this ripple effect: educated mothers normally tend to have
fewer children and make sure that they look after them very, very well.
They prioritise their children’s education, their nutrition, and everything,
but the non-educated ones are also copying, let me put it like that, because
they see what is happening now, and they are also supporting their girls
to make it in life, and I think there are lots of them who are actually
making it now.

DR. MALKA That is a very positive sign of transformation and support from women in the
communities, to look to the future of their children. Are there any trailblazing
Ghanaian women, past or present, who have inspired your journey?

DR. BELLO Yes. I will say that the first is my mom. She inspired me with her end-of-
term reports when she was in school. She would show it to you; have you
seen me? I was always first in class, so I said oh, okay, then I will also be
first in class, and that, I think, pushed me. Another person who also
pushed me to this length is one woman teacher when I was in high school.
No, there are two: [Mrs. Amudako], she was the Head Mistress, and then
Mrs. [Sesari], of blessed memory, she was the Assistant Head Mistress
Academic. In fact, Mrs. Amudaku taught me English Language, and she
actually pushed me to love reading, and Mrs. Sesari, of blessed memory,
taught me English Literature, and that was the starting point for my love
for the arts. So, with this love, I continued to university, and that is where
I met the female indigenous master drummer, Antoinette, of blessed
memory. She passed away just last year, and she also supported me. So, in
a way, they connected to my life to push me at one point in time in my life,
and I think that is something that I have to do and have decided to do, to
be a supporting system for these younger ones coming up so that at any
point in time they will be able to adjust, cope, and move up in their career

projection.

DR. MALKA And on that note, what advice would you offer to young women who aspire to
build careers within the creative space?

DR. BELLO Adyvice to them? I will say that they should trust their instincts about what

matters to them. So, trust your instincts, be disciplined, be ready to go on,
not as the loudest, but surreptitiously push yourself and create that kind
of connection networks that will send you to the centre.
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DR. MALKA And lastly, as we close out today’s conversation, any words of inspiration that
you would like to pass on to girls and women who are listening to us on the
continent?

DR. BELLO Okay. I will say to every girl, to every woman who is listening, your life is
not a side story in someone else’s history. It is the main text, and you are
allowed to write it in your own handwriting. When you learn, when you
create, when you question, and when you reach, the impact never stops
with you; it spills into your family, your community, and your continent
in ways we are only beginning to measure. I was an introvert from the
beginning, which actually empowered more of my writing than speaking,
but I am still working on that aspect now, and I wish to inform them that
their inner being, supported by suggestions and constructive criticisms
from others, will decide what they will become. So, they should never allow
anyone to decide for them, because they need to bear the consequences of
every action they take. Thank you.

DR. MALKA Thank you for that powerful, authentic message. It has been wonderful to host
you, and thanks for joining us.

DR. BELLO Thank you very much for giving me this opportunity. I am very grateful.

PROGRAMME END
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