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PREFACE

How have human beings throughout time communicated? The human brain is
known to be capable of storing knowledge, but this ability is limited, so how have
human beings stored knowledge throughout time? What visual strategies have
humans developed to store knowledge for recall at a future date? What is writing
anyway? Is all writing linear or there are some writing that is nonlinear? Does
what my doctor write to the pharmacist on my prescription form constitute
writing? What about scientific notations, road signs, music scores and the Indian
wampum cloth that were woven to mark treaties signed between Indian nations
and the European settler in the new world? Do all these things constitute writing?

Before exploring these questions, we need to remind ourselves of the three
basic strategies that underlie writing systems. The strategies differ in the size of
the speech unit denoted by one written sign: either a single basic sound
(phonogram - eg, the alphabetic system for various languages), or a whole
syllable, or a whole word or idea (ideogram). There are also pictograms that use
picture units to represent ideas (whole sentences, perhaps themes). Writing
systems are based on the use of arbitrary symbols that have semantic (meaning-
centered) value and/or phonetic (sound-centered) value.

The most widespread strategy in the modern world is the alphabet, which
ideally would provide a unique symbol — a letter — for every basic sound, or
phoneme, of the language. This one symbol for one basic sound is not achieved in
many alphabetic writing systems. (By the way, what sounds do the following
symbols represent in the English language: *, ~, %, &, and ?). Also, the
relationship between the visual and the auditory codes in the alphabetic writing
system is arbitrary, e.g., c is pronounced differently in each of the following words
in the English language that uses the roman alphabets for writing: _cent_, _cat_,
_chair_ and _ocean_.

Another widespread strategy employs logograms, written signs that stand for
whole words. Before the spread of alphabetic writing, systems heavily dependent
on logograms were common and included Egyptian hieroglyphs, Mayan glyphs,
and Sumerian cuneiform. Logograms continue to be used today, notably in



Chinese and in kanji, the predominant writing system employed by the Japanese.
Interestingly, the Japanese also have an alphabet-based writing system called
hiragana.

One of the principal functions of all writing is to serve as a store of
information. Another principal function of all writing is to convey linguistic
meaning, but writing systems vary greatly in how they encode meaning. In purely
phonetic transcription, access to meaning is mediated through sound
representation, while a purely ideographic notation bypasses representation of
sounds, encoding concepts instead. Actual writing systems belong to neither of
these ‘pure’ categories, but are located somewhere along a continuum which
ranges from sound-centered to meaning-centered.

By the way, what does the symbol O stand for — does it represent a sound or
does it represent some meaning? The answer is both depending on the context in
which it is used! Writing system is context based.

The book began as a short piece for the newsletter put out by the Office of
International Student, Marshall University, Huntington, WV, USA in 1990. This
increased my interest to examine more closely what the adinkra symbols were all
about. I was awarded visiting scholar research grant by the African Studies
Program, Indiana University in 1996. I initiated in 1997 the Akan Cultural
Symbols Project Online. This was available on the Internet from 1997-2008 at
http://www.marshall.edu/akanart. It is now hosted at http:/www.cfiks.org. The
Akan Cultural Symbols Project Online served as a resource base for teachers and
schools interested in knowing more about the adinkra cloth and how to do adinkra
print projects. This took me to schools in the tri-state area of Kentucky, Ohio and
West Virginia close to Huntington, WV. I was awarded Ford Foundation research
scholar grant in 2001 that enabled me to set up Centre for Indigenous Knowledge
Systems (CEFIKS — http://www.cfiks.org). The first edition of this book was
published in 2001 by the Centre. I was awarded a Senior Research Fellowship by
the Smithsonian Institution at the National Museum of African Art in 2007-2008
to undertake extensive research in Akan material culture, particularly wood
carrvings, adinkra and kente cloths.

My research indicates that the Akan of Ghana developed adinkra symbols for
writing. These symbols comprise mostly pictograms and ideograms. The adinkra
symbols of the Akan of Ghana fall somewhere on the meaning-centered and



sound-centered continuum, closer to the meaning-centered (ideogram) system.
The adinkra symbols draw on the extensive Akan oral literature. The adinkra
symbols are linked to proverbs, stories, songs, mythology, riddles and puzzles, as
well as everyday expressions of the Akan of Ghana. What meanings these symbols
encode form the subject matter of this book.

This second edition includes a comprehensive catalogue of symbols and the
proverbs and maxims linked with each symbol. Chapters 1, 5, 6, 7 and 10 have
been expanded extensively. Several photographs have been included in this
edition. A very extensive bibliography and index are also provided.
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CHAPTER 1

€ K¢ mfer seodaash aky ,naonipa nwenee notsény d n?
The potsherd claims it is old, what about the potter who molded it?

SIGNS AND SYMBOLS FROM
GHANA: A WRITING SYSTEM?

INTRODUCTION

Pre-colonial African societies are believed to have depended entirely on oral
communication because it has been generally assumed they had not developed a
recognizable form of writing (Goody, 1977, 1986). Even after phonetically-based and
other writing systems were introduced through contact with outsiders,* many African
societies are believed to have continued to rely mainly on oral communication. Such
critics of pre-colonial Africa tend to assume that writing takes only one form — the
phonetically-based form of writing, an example of which is the alphabetic system, and
that all writing is linear. Non-linear and non-phonetically-based writing systems have
come to be seen as inferior attempts at the real thing and, thus have been marginalized.
In relatively recent years the narrow view of writing as visible speech and the
correspondingly limited view of literacy as the ability to read and write in alphabetic
script have increasingly come under scrutiny and attack. In recent years it has been
recognized that many writing systems in West Africa, the best known being those of the
Vai in Liberia (Scribner and Cole, 1981; Pilaszewicz, 1985) and Mende (Bledsoe and
Robey, 1986), for example, were developed outside of the Western context.

Societies throughout Africa have preserved knowledge about their societies through
verbal, visual, and written art forms. From Ghana’s adinkra symbols that are centuries
old, to geometric decorations painted on the walls of houses by Frafra women in



Northern Ghana as well as women in South Africa, through the ancient Ge’ez
alphabetic system of early Christians of Ethiopia, to the patterns of wax fabrics worn in
West Africa, the African continent is filled with writing systems of its own. However,
most of the scholars who think and write about writing consider writing to be alphabetic
writing. Indigenous African systems of writing were considered to be either at the
beginning of or outside the writing development sequence.

Recent research into art forms and other material culture of various African societies
has revealed that some societies including the Akan did indeed develop and maintain
certain forms of writing prior to contact with Europe (Hau, 1959, 1961, & 1964;
McLeod, 1976; McGuire, 1980). Hau, in a series of articles that appeared in the French
journal, Bulletin d’IFAN, uses the ivory carvings and other art work to make the claim
that writing pre-dated Islam and the Europeans in certain parts of West Africa. McLeod
(1976, p. 94) notes “that images in use” in Asante and “elsewhere in Africa also have a
verbal component: proverb images are found among the Bawoyo, possibly among the
Barotse and, as Biebuyck has shown in great detail, many of the figurines used among
the Bwami are used to call to mind certain aphorisms and, most importantly, the form
of these images can vary within wide limits while still having the same aphorism as
their basic referent.” McGuire (1980, p. 54), to cite another example, describes how the
Woyo people of Cabinda used pot lids to create “a pictographic language to convey
their feelings about specific situations.”

The development of writing in Africa seen as a whole certainly predates the histories
of European colonialism and Islamic conquest. Among Africa’s ancient script traditions
are the world’s oldest known scripts, including the Egyptian “sacred carvings,” the
hieroglyphs (since ca. 3000 BCE), and the other scripts and literacy/literary traditions
found in the old Nile Valley civilizations, including Hieratic, Demotic, Coptic, Old
Nubian, and Meroitic (Baines 1983). Those ancient scripts that are still (or again) in use
today, include Ge’ez, Nsibidi and Tifinagh. In the Horn of Africa syllabic Ge’ez
developed since 500 BCE as the liturgical language and holy script of the Ethiopian
Orthodox Church and survived until today as the common script for Amharic and
Tigrinya in Ethiopia and Eritrea (cf. Hailemariam 2002; Asfaha 2009; Ashafa, Kurvers
and Kroon 2008).

Niangoran-Bouah (1984) and Asante (1992, p. 73) distinguish three writing systems
in Africa: (1) pictographs or pictograms, used in such areas as Zaire, Gabon, Cameroon,
and the Central African Republic; (2) ideograms or ideographs such as the adinkra and
abramo (or djayobwe) systems in Ghana and La Cote d’Ivoire (the Ivory Coast), the
nsibidi system of east-central Nigeria, and the sona and Iusona systems in Angola and



Zambia; and (3) phonologically or phonetically-based scripts (phonograms or
phonographs) used in places such as Ethiopia (the Ge’ez system), Liberia (the Vai
syllabic system), Guinea, Sierra Leone, and Cameroon. Dalby (1986) provides
extensive examples of various writing systems that have been developed in Africa from
the ancient pictograms and ideograms, which form the root of all writing, through to the
contemporary indigenous and international efforts to represent the sound system of
African languages syllabically and alphabetically.?

The recent exhibition — Inscribing Meaning: Writing and Graphic Systems in
African Art — developed by the Smithsonian National Museum of African Art,
Washington, D. C. in association with the Fowler Museum at UCLA, together with
accompanying book of the same title (Kreamer, et al, 2007), recognizes Africa’s long
engagement with written and graphic systems as part of the broader global history of
writing and literacy. Inscribing Meaning highlights how Africans use scripts
comprising interrelated symbols as writing and graphic systems to encode and transmit
meaning. Some of these scripts are phonetic alphabets, while others are ideographic
(Kreamer, et al, 2007).

It appears that almost all the scholars who have seriously examined writing systems
have defined writing as spoken language that is recorded or referenced phonetically by
visible marks. Many of these scholars are linguists, and it would seem natural for them
to tie writing to speech. Gelb (1963) reserved the term “full writing: to designate the
“vehicle through which exact forms of speech could be recorded in permanent form”
(Gelb, 1963, p. 121). Archibald Hill (1967), Walter Ong (1982, 1977), and
anthropologist Jack Goody (1987, 1986, 1977, 1968), too, consider writing as recorded
speech, as do historians like Michael Camille (1996) and M.T. Clanchy (2012), who
have examined the writing system phenomenon. DeFrancis has been perhaps the most
adamant on this point. His “central thesis is that all full systems of communication are
based on speech, Further, no full system is possible unless so grounded,” and he
dismisses all non-speech-based writing as “Partial/Limited/Pseudo/Non-Writing”
(DeFrancis, 1989, p.7 and p. 42).

Writing systems are generally believed to be successors of the so-called proto-
writing, i. e., early ideographic or mnemonic symbols. Gelb (1963), followed by
Coulmas (1989), DeFrancis (1989), and others, distinguishes “full writing” systems
from their “forerunners” as having gone beyond pictures/icons and mnemonic devices
to a firm relation between symbol and sound. According to Gelb,

“A primitive [picture/icon] writing can develop into a full system only if it
succeeds in attaching to a sign a phonetic value independent of the meaning



which the sign has as a word. This is phonetization, the most important
single step in the history of writing. In modern usage this device is called
‘rebus writing’” (Gelb, 1963, p. 193-194).

Gelb attaches a developmental directionality to writing systems (p. 210) starting
from picture writing through ‘word-syllabic’, and ‘syllabic’ to ‘alphabetic’ systems.
With racist overtones, he considers alphabetic writing to have ‘conquered the world’
(pp. 183-189).

Writing is a system of conventional signs which can be used to store and transmit a
specific content. Fraenkel (1965, p. 7) defines writing as “an acquired arbitrary system
of visual marks with which people who know the represented language can
communicate.” Street and Besnier (1999) indicate that there are three major writing
systems recognized as logographic (or ideographic), syllabic, and alphabetical writing
systems. Hunter and Whitten (1976, p. 409), on the other hand, view writing as
“communication by means of a system of conventional graphic symbols which may be
carved, incised, impressed, painted, drawn, or printed in a wide variety of media.”
According to Hunter and Whitten (1976), writing systems may be grouped as those that
are based on pictographs (pictorial signs or pictograms), ideographs (or ideograms), and
phonographs (or phonograms). While pictographic and ideographic writing systems
tend to be non-linear, phonographic writing systems tend to be linear.

Pictographic writings are recognizable pictorial representations. Although they may
be highly stylized, there is a clear representational link between the symbol and the
meaning. Pictographs represent things, not linguistic forms. Pictographs have a
semantic rather than a phonetic value. If the conventions are understood, they can be
read in any language (Hunter and Whitten, 1976, p. 409). In that respect, pictographs
can be used conveniently to store and communicate information to a multilingual public
or in environments where reliance on alphabetic-based writing is impractical (see Table

1).

Table 1: Some Examples of Pictograms and Ideograms
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Ideographs or ideograms represent things or ideas, though not necessarily pictorially.
Ideographic signs may be pictographic in origin, but they usually have broader ranges
of meaning. Ideograms involve a closer relationship with language than pictograms in
that the extensions of meaning assigned to the symbols follow the semantic domains of
a language (Hunter and Whitten, 1976). Since their association with meaning is not
mediated by the representation of sounds, they can be pronounced in any language. The
numeral 5, for example, stands directly for an idea - a number, but does not have a
phonetic value. It can be represented by a tally — ///// or by V or the fingers (digits) on
a hand. It can be pronounced cinque or cinq or anum as well as five. The word five is a
phonetic symbol, while the numeral 5 has a semantic value. The musical notes,
mathematical symbols such as infinity (©02) and greater than or equal to (2), some
aspects of Egyptian hieroglyphic and cuneiform are often given as examples of writing
systems that make use of pictographs and ideographs. Rock art and cave paintings and
stained glass paintings are also well known examples of pictographic and ideographic
writing systems. M. Male (1919) is said to have viewed the medieval cathedral with its
stained glass paintings, “as a book of stone in which were recorded for the ignorant all
teachings of the Church in natural science, philosophy, morals, and history...” (Cited in
Read, 1973, p. 24).2

Phonologically-based script follows not ideas but the spoken linguistic forms
(sounds of speech) for them. Phonological script has an intimate relationship with a
language. It is focused on the minimal units of representation, that is, the graphemes of
the system. Rebus writing, syllabic systems (e.g., logographs), and alphabetic writing
systems are examples of phonologically-based scripts (Hunter and Whitten, 1976).

In an alphabetic system of writing, for example, one symbol or one letter is used to
represent each significant sound (phoneme) in a language. The relationship between the



visual and the auditory codes in the alphabetic writing is arbitrary2. The letter does not
have any inherent meaning on its own; it only represents a sound.

Most alphabetic systems of writing do not actually achieve the one sound to one
symbol principle but do represent most of the sound system of the language with a
combination of letters from a very small set of symbols. The English language, for
example, has 26 letters that are used in combination to produce 45 phonemes. The
symbol “c”, for instance, is used to represent the following distinct sounds: [s] as in
cent, center or census; [k] as in calm, college or cost; and [t J ] as in church, chin or
chapel. The combination of letters of the alphabet is best understood when it is in a
linear form to be read from left to right (or vice versa) and up and down. But even that
does not explain the logic behind spelling in the alphabetic system of the English
language. As Diamond (1994) illustrates, what is the logic for spelling the word “seed”
as we do instead of “cede” or “sied?” Or why the sound “sh” cannot be written as “ce”
(as in ocean), “ti” (as in nation), or as “ss” (as in issue)?

Literacy on a mass scale is much enhanced in a writing system that uses very few
symbols. It is in this sense that one may say the alphabetically-based system of writing
facilitates mass literacy. On the other hand, in Mandarin Chinese, the logographic
system of writing that utilizes syllables requires the use of over 1500 basic characters.
Literacy based on the logographic system of writing was, therefore, in the past limited
to the elites (known as the literati) of the society.

The writing systems, according to the orthodox view (e.g., Goody, 1977, 1986,
1987; Goody and Watt, 1963; Ong, 1982), follow an evolutionary order from
pictographs through logographic through syllabic to the alphabetic system. It needs to
be pointed out, however, that the pictographic, ideographic, and phonographic forms of
writing do not represent inevitable stages in the development of writing as no direct
evolutionary line can be drawn from the pictographic to the phonographic writing
system (Fraenkel, 1965). As Coulmas (1996, p. 334) points out:

The principal function of all writing is to convey linguistic meaning, but
writing systems vary greatly in how they encode meaning. In purely
phonetic transcription, access to meaning is mediated through sound
representation, while a purely ideographic notation bypasses representation
of sounds, encoding concepts instead. Actual writing systems belong to
neither of these ‘pure’ categories, but are located somewhere along a
continuum which ranges from sound-centered to meaning-centered.

Thus writing utilizes codes that may be put on a continuum of pictograms on one



end through ideograms to phonograms on the other end. Most writing systems utilize
some combination of the principles involved in each of the forms of writing. For
example, in writing the English language with Roman alphabets, use is made of
symbols such as “?” ; :, ! and “.” for punctuation. These symbols do not represent
sounds in the language. They have semantic value as they enhance meaning in the
context in which they are used. Also, in order to facilitate international travel through
airports, phonologically-based writing is often combined with pictographs to indicate
telephones, access for handicapped people, and to direct people to toilet facilities on the
basis of gender. Road signs® often incorporate all three systems of writing.
Andrew Robinson (2009, pp. 142-143) sums it up succinctly thus:

Contrary to what many people think, all scripts that are full writing
operate on one basic principle. Both alphabets and the Chinese and
Japanese scripts use symbols to represent sounds; and all writing systems
mix such phonetic symbols with logograms. What differs between writing
systems — apart from the forms of their signs, of course — are the
proportions of the phonetic signs and the logograms. Many scholars of
writing today have an increasing respect for the intelligence behind ancient
scripts. Down with the monolithic ‘triumph of the alphabet’, they say, and
up with Chinese characters, Egyptian hieroglyphs, and Mayan glyphs, with
their hybrid mixtures of pictographic, logographic, and phonetic signs.
Their conviction has in turn nurtured a new awareness of writing systems
as being enmeshed within societies, rather than viewing them somewhat
aridly as different kinds of technical solution to the problem of efficient
visual representation of a particular language. While I personally remain
skeptical about the expressive virtues of pictograms and logograms, this
growing holistic view of writing systems strikes me as a healthy
development that reflects the real relationship between writing and society
in all its subtlety and complexity.

All writing is information storage. While human memory can serve as a storage of
information, throughout time, human memory has been found inadequate in storing all
information. Writing system serves not only as adjunct to human memory for the
storage of information. It also serves to broaden the scope and amount of information to
be stored, and also facilitates the utilization of more efficient and independent storage
media that enhance timely retrieval and transmission of the information by all those
who can consult and decode it. If all writing is information storage, then all writing is of



equal value. Each society stores information essential for its survival (Gaur, 1992).

Writing as a means of communication has been constantly evolved, particularly due
to the development of new technologies over the centuries. The pen, the printing press,
the computer and the mobile phone are all technological transformations which have
altered what is written, and the medium through which the written word is produced.
More so with the advent of digital technologies, for instance the computer and the
mobile phone, characters can be formed by the press of a button, rather than making the
physical motion with the hand.

THE ADINKRA SYMBOLS OF THE AKAN
The Akan

The term Akan has been used to cover a wide variety of ethnic groups who occupy a
greater part of southern Ghana and the south-eastern Ivory Coast. The groups
constituting the culturally and linguistically homogenous Akan ethnicity include the
Asante, Fantse, Akuapem, Akyem, Okwawu, Bono, Wassa, Agona, Assin, Denkyira,
Adansi, Nzima, Ahanta, Aowin, Sefwi, and Baoulé (see Map). Together, these groups
constitute over 40 percent of the country’s population (Dolphyne and Kropp-Dakubu,
1988; Bodomo, 1996); and they dominate about two-thirds of the country’s land area as
Ashanti, Brong Ahafo, Central, Eastern, and Western Regions, and parts of the north of
Volta Region (see map below). What is believed to have been the first modern day
Akan empire, Bono, was established in the western area of present day Brong-Ahafo
Region of Ghana before 1300 AD (Boahen, 1966; 1977). The Akan have unique
cultural traits and institutions that set them apart from the other ethnic groups in the
country in particular and Africa in general. The most significant traits and institutions
include, as Adu Boahen (1966; 1977) points out, a common 40-day calendar
(adaduanan), common religious beliefs, marriage institutions, naming ceremonies,
matrilineal system of inheritance, and an identical exogamous matrilineal clan system.

Fig 1: Map of Ghana showing the Area of Akan Speaking People



The Akan of Ghana and La Cote d’Ivoire incorporated the ideographic and
pictographic writing systems in their arts in such media as textiles, metal casting,
woodcarving, and architecture. The Akan use of pictographs and ideograms reached its
most elaborate forms in the king’s court. As Kyerematen (1964, p. 1), has written about
the Asante, for example:

the regalia of Ghanaian chiefs have been of special significance in that they
have not been merely symbols of the kingly office but have served as the
chronicles of early history and the evidence of traditional religion,
cosmology and social organization... [and] it has been customary for the



regalia to be paraded whenever the chief appears in state at a national
festival or durbar, so that all who see them may read, mark and inwardly
digest what they stand for.

Among the Akan of Ghana, the regalia of the kingly office included wood-carvings
(e.g., stool - adwa, umbrella tops — kyinii ntuatire, and staffs - akyeamepoma), swords
(akofena), and clothing (e.g., kente, akunintam and adinkra). These items in the king’s
regalia made use of pictograms and ideograms. The sets of pictograms, ideograms and
signs encoded in the Akan cloths (kente, akunintam and adinkra), gold weights
(abramo , singular, mmramo , plural), wood carvings (e.g. stools and staffs), pottery,
and architectural designs are used as a store of information, and are clearly understood,
as they have meanings commonly shared by the masses of the population. These art
forms carry proverbs, anecdotes, stories, and historical events through visual form.

In this book a neglected area in the study of Akan cloths — their function as a
writing medium? (Tsien, 1962; Mason, 1928) and thus, a storage and communicative
device - is discussed. The book takes the view that mutually interpretable significant
symbols need not be limited to spoken and written alphabets and syllables which
eventually are strung together in sentences and paragraphs. Instead, communication can
be accomplished through the use of discrete graphical representation of commonly held
ideas and views. In this way, ostensibly, “non-literate” societies may produce, through
the use of their symbols and signs, a literature which pervades their environment by
being emblazoned on their clothes, tools, and other common material artifacts.

The arts of a people offer an illuminating view of its culture, and hence of its thought
processes, attitudes, beliefs, and values. The art of a particular culture can reveal ever-
changing human images and attitudes, so awareness of a people’s indigenous art, visual
and cultural symbols can become an important medium for cross-cultural
understanding. “Just as written documents [that utilize phonographs] materialize history
in literate communities,” as pointed out by Fraser and Cole (1972, p. 313), “so in
traditional societies, art forms make the intangible past more real.” Some of these art
forms like the adinkra cloth of the Akan utilize pictograms and ideograms (see Table
1), and are pregnant with text that symbolizes ideas on several levels of discourse. The
focus of this book is to utilize the writing system of pictograms and ideograms encoded
in the adinkra cloth to decode some aspects of the history, beliefs, social organizations,
social relations, and other ideas of the Akan of Ghana.

SYMBOLS: A FRAMEWORK FOR ANAI YSIS



Clothes are used all over the world not only for protection and modesty, but also for
the purpose of constructing socially meaningful messages about oneself. Clothes may
also be worn by certain people to make ideological, political, and other kinds of socially
relevant statements. In effect, clothes constitute a nonverbal language system and thus
are of obvious relevance to semiotic inquiry, revealing how connotation operates in one
specific domain of material culture. As Kathryn Sullivan Kruger (2001. p. 11) explains
in Weaving the Word:

The relationship between texts and textiles is, historically, a significant
one. Anthropologists have long been intrigued at the various ways in which
cloth embodies the unique ideas of a culture. They can trace the history of a
culture through the record of its textiles, “reading” cloth like a written text.
Indeed, this cloth transmits information about the society which created it
in a manner not dissimilar from a written language, except in this case the
semiotics of the cloth depend on choice of fiber, pattern, dye, as well as its
method of production.

To this end, numerous researchers have approached clothing (and cloths) as a
semiotic, cultural, and emotive phenomenon involving communication and meaning
(Simmel 1957, Finkelstein 1991, Gonsalves 2010). Indeed, clothes and adornments are
a significant cultural form through which our bodies relate to the world and to other
bodies (Roach and Eicher 1965, Storm 1987, Craik 2005). Further, in every society and
culture, clothing and dress is a form of projection through which signs and meanings
are expressed and contested (Robson 2013). Here then, dress is a sort of sociocultural
syntax that may be “read” for connotative meanings and alternative systems of
interpretation.

This book draws its theoretical perspective from studies of semiotics? (and/or
semiology) and metaphoric analysis. In general terms, semiotics is the science of signs
and symbols and how we use them in our lives to infer and communicate meanings.
Meanings and identities do not exist only as mental phenomena ‘inside’ people. They
always arise and develop by the mediation of material tokens or signs of some kind:
words, images, sounds or other perceptible external marks organized into various forms
of artefacts, texts, works, genres and discourses. The science of semiotics encourages a
systematic awareness of how meanings are expressed and interpreted from the vast
amount of available data to which we are regularly exposed. Semiotics can help to
make us aware of what we take for granted in representing the world, reminding us that
we are always dealing with signs, not with an unmediated objective reality, and that



sign systems are involved in the construction of meaning (Chandler, 2001).

Communication in the form of writing is based on the use of arbitrary symbols.
Every society - be it pre-literate, literate, or post-literate - uses symbols and signs as a
complement to spoken language and adjunct to human memory. Symbols have evolved
to the point of universal acceptance in such areas as music, mathematics, computers,
travel, and many branches of science. It now appears that in some important areas there
is an increasing need for an adjunct to sophisticated speech, and the use of new (and in
some cases, the revamping of old) symbols and icons to ease communication and
facilitate international understanding.

Symbols provide the means whereby human beings can interact meaningfully with
their natural and social environment. Symbols are socially constructed, and they refer
not to the intrinsic nature of objects and events but to the ways in which human beings
perceive them. Ott (1989, p. 21) says the following about symbols:

Symbols are signs that connote meanings greater than themselves and
express much more than their intrinsic content. They are invested with
specific subjective meanings. Symbols embody and represent wider
patterns of meaning and cause people to associate conscious or unconscious
ideas that in turn endow them with their deeper, fuller, and often emotion-
evoking meaning.

Symbols are important as they create, change, maintain, and transmit socially
constructed realities. Charon (1985) and Ritzer (1992) identify several functions of
symbols. Symbols allow people to deal with the material and social world by allowing
them to name, categorize, and remember the objects that they encounter. Symbols also
improve a people’s ability to perceive the environment. They improve a people’s ability
to think. Symbols greatly increase human beings’ ability to solve problems. While
lower animals depend primarily on instinct and trial and error, human beings can think
through symbolically a variety of alternative actions before actually taking one. The use
of symbols allows people to transcend time, space, and even their own persons, that is,
symbols allow people to imagine alternative realities (Charon, 1985; Ritzer, 1992).
These functions of symbols imply that symbols can be manipulated (symbolism) and,
thereby, can be used to create or impede social change.

In politics, for example, a number of scholars have written about how political
symbols are utilized to maintain established power, status, and resource differentials
(Edelman, 1964, 1971, 1988; Evans-Pritchard and Fortes, 1967; Elder and Cobb, 1983;
and Hayward and Dumbuya, 1984). It is not so much the symbols themselves that are



significant in politics, but the meanings that people attribute to them. A national or
party flag is more than a piece of cloth; it is used to evoke feelings of great loyalty,
hostility, support or resentment. In India’s political struggle for independence from
British rule, Mahatma Gandhi was portrayed as the semiotician who used clothing as a
metaphor for unity, empowerment and liberation from imperial subjugation (Gonsalves,
2012; Tarlo, 1996). How one dressed was very closely related to Gandhi’s vision not
only of the means Indians should use to achieve independence but also of the type of
nation India should become. Central to that vision was homespun cloth known as khadi.
Gandhi believed that making khadi would provide employment for many Indians, and
contribute to the country’s self-sufficiency, and eventually result in swaraj or self-rule.
He worked very hard to get every Indian to spin his or her own cotton thread and to
weave khadi. He often stated that wearing khadi was moral duty, a sign that a person
had transformed his or her life and was now devoted to “self-sacrifice,” “purity,” and
“fellow feeling with every human being on earth” (Tarlo, 1996). In other words,
Gandhi’s appearance in home spun cloth put forth two important political messages -
the message of self—sufficiency and liberation from British colonialism.

Social life can proceed only if the meanings of symbols are largely shared by
members of society. If this were not the case, meaningful communication would be
impossible. The survival of human life is facilitated by communication. The means of
communication and its constant improvement and development have been a major
factor in the growth of human civilization. Communication among individual members
of a social group enhances mutual understanding as individuals convey ideas, mental
pictures, and concepts among themselves by verbal and non-verbal means. Language,
the most complex form of the use of symbols, has become the primary medium through
which a society’s concepts, elements, values, and beliefs are communicated. Semiotics
is thus useful for analyzing both verbal and non-verbal communication.

Even though communication within and among social groups comprises verbal and
non-verbal means, over time human communication has increasingly concentrated on
verbal means. With the development and increased use of alphabetized writing, verbal
expression has become fixed as visual marks that represent sounds and meanings, and
has come to be seen as a rationalized method of communication. This visible form of
communication, that is, writing, used to be the preserve of the privileged few in many
societies - for example, the clerical elite in many societies and the literati of the ancient
Chinese civilization. With the development of printing and mass production of texts
using the alphabetic system of writing, the visible form of communication has been
democratized. The development and expansion of formal schooling has further stressed



the importance of phonetically-based forms of writing as the hallmark of literacy.
Despite the popularity of phonetically-based forms of writing, “signs and pictograms
are still under development and will in future become an absolute necessity for the
fixing and transmission of a world-wide fund of knowledge” (Frutiger, 1989, p. 342)
for their utility lies in their independence from language.

In Akan art, verbal and non-verbal signs are used to produce meaning, which leads
to the creation of social relationships, systems of knowledge, and cultural identity
(Bezuidenhout, 1998). But when one refers to ‘adinkra cloth’ of the Akan the word
assumes the status of a symbol. It is laden with connotations that far exceed the
meaning of the arbitrary sign ‘c’, ‘1, ‘o’, ‘t’, ‘h’. It is culturally and historically
specific. It is even given a name: adinkra (or ntiamu ntoma). Its meaning does not
easily fit the connotations attributed to, let us say, the cloth used in the Maoist or
Zairian clothing revolutions. In course of time, this connotative specificity of symbols
gives rise to a variety of possible interpretations, both within and without the culture of
origin.

The first recorded account of the existence of Adinkra symbols is from a drawing of
an Akan celebration in Thomas E. Bowdich’s book Mission from Cape Coast to
Ashantee, published in 1819. The British government sent Bowdich to Ghana in 1817,
and his book that came out of his expedition was the first European account of the
Ashanti people. The drawing from the book does not explain the origins of the adinkra
symbols, but it does illustrate that the Adinkra symbols and their adornment on clothing
was already an established practice of the Ashanti people by the early 19" century, if
not much earlier.

Understanding the semiotics in the Akan adinkra cloth must strongly take into
cognizance the Akan worldview. This is because for the Akan, there is no
happenstance, and life is one continuous whole without any break. The Akan believe in
the cosmic realms of the world (wiase) and the great beyond (asamando) across which
the human soul transmigrates respectively in body and spirit in processes of birth, death
and reincarnation.

AKAN CLOTH SYMBOLS

In the days before printing and formal schooling as we know them now, the Akan
society in Ghana was believed to have utilized only oral methods of communication for
the transmission of knowledge and ideas. The Akan must have placed emphasis on the
ability to influence by verbal skills and through the art of public speaking. This does not



mean that they did not appreciate and did not utilize some visual markers as forms of
writing. The Asantehene, for example retained the services of Arabic scribes ( hene
krakye), yet honored the orator (e.g., the kyeame) more than the scribe. In addition, the
royal court retained several crafts people who created various symbols and designs to
store information in media such as wood carvings, textiles, ceramics aand pottery,
architecture and metal casting.

In this book an attempt is made to show how the “pre-literate” Akan of Ghana used
their textiles (adinkra cloth in this book) as one of the media in a highly complex
system of fixing, storing and transmitting that which was thought or spoken with
pictures, symbols, signs, and signals. Not only are the symbols and patterns in the Akan
textiles (adinkra) regarded as aesthetically and idiomatically traditional; more
importantly, the symbols and patterns in the textiles constitute a code that evokes
meanings: they carry, preserve, and present aspects of the beliefs, history, social values,
cultural norms, social and political organization, and philosophy of the Akan. As Patton
(1984, p. 72) notes: “The verbal element of these cloths makes them visual metaphors.
The application of a phrase or word to an object it does not literally denote, to suggest
comparison with another concept, is a recurring aspect of traditional Akan art. During
important public occasions such as durbar, this visual metaphor reinforces traditional
leadership roles.” Metaphor, in this context, is much more than a figure of speech. As
Hermine Feistein describes it:

Metaphor... is now considered to be an essential process and product of
thought. The power of metaphor lies in its potential to further our
understanding of the meaning of experience, which in turn defines reality.
In art and language, metaphor urges us to look beyond the literal, to
generate associations and tap new, different, or deeper levels of meaning.
The metaphoric process reorganizes and vivifies; it paradoxically
condenses and expands; it synthesizes often disparate meanings. In this
process, attributes of one entity are transferred to another by comparison,
by substitution, or as a consequence of interaction (Feinstein, 1982, p. 45).

Like symbols, metaphor is integral to our communication systems and is equally
shaped by its context. Metaphor carries concepts and is essential to language and the
communication of abstract thoughts. In viewing the adinkra cloth as metaphor, it
enables us to make sense of how the Akan use the adinkra cloth and its symbols as
visual markers to express their beliefs, attitudes and thoughts. This perspective makes it
possible for us to see how the Akan link words and images or how the Akan construct



meaning by metaphorically transforming words into visual images.

The seminal work by Rattray (1927, pp. 220-268), based in part on an earlier work
by Bowdich (1819), identified names and the symbolic meanings of several of the
symbols and patterns in the adinkra and kente cloths?. Rattray, however, failed to
recognize that these cloths served as a medium for communication. McLeod (1981, p.
143) recognized that each of the cloths, “and the way in which each was worn, served
to communicate a distinctive message, and the subtleties of its significance were widely
understood.” However, he failed to elaborate on the communicative functions of the
adinkra and kente cloths.

Other people who have written about adinkra cloth and its symbols continue to
provide an elaborate catalog of hundreds of adinkra symbols yet fail to address the
ideas, events, and beliefs of the Akan that these symbols encode. Mato (1986), for
example, provides an extensive number of symbols in the adinkra cloth and the
proverbs and meanings associated with these symbols. He points out that

As an art of public display adinkra images carried aphorisms, proverbs,
symbols and metaphors expressed through visual form. As carriers of
abstract or tangible information adinkra images were firmly rooted in the
proverbial literature of the Akan. As a communicative system adinkra
images carried Akan traditional wisdom regarding observations upon God
and man, the human condition, upon things spiritual as well as the
common-place and upon the unavoidability of death. Adinkra stamps
[symbols] are therefore an example of the penchant and skill of the Akan to
set proverb or verbal statement into visual form (Mato, 1986, pp. 228-229).

Mato notes that the adinkra cloth is an important form of funerary clothing, as well
as clothing for other festive occasions. In connection with funerary rituals, he discusses
some aspects of Akan cosmology. Mato, however, fails to elaborate on what he refers to
as “symbolic literacy” (p. 223) as he does not go beyond the limited discussion of Akan
cosmology to address other concepts and beliefs of the Akan (e.g., political beliefs,
attitudes about money, social values) and the Akan social organization that the adinkra
cloth and its symbols, as “symbolic literacy,” write about.

On the other hand, the 1997 exhibition at the Smithsonian National Museum of
African Art made the attempt to use the adinkra cloth believed to have belonged to
Asantehene Prempeh I to demonstrate how the Asante express complex cultural,
spiritual, and philosophical concepts through their art (National Museum of African
Art, 1997). This exhibition goes beyond Mato’s (1986) discussion of Akan cosmology



to recognize that the multilayered and complex meanings of the adinkra symbols
express clear messages of the power and authority of the Asantehene (p.13). Because
the exhibition was based on only one cloth which was designed with a limited number
of symbols — twenty-two symbols to be exact — other aspects of Akan beliefs, attitudes,
and relationships encoded in scores of adinkra symbols were not discussed in the
exhibition’s accompanying catalogue.

Willis (1998, p. 28) recognizes that “the symbols on the cloth constitute a language
that is multi-layered.” He also affirms the view that “the adinkra symbols reflect
cultural mores, communal values, philosophical concepts, or the codes of conduct and
the social standards of the Akan people” (ibid). Willis further claims that

Adinkra symbols have a historical “core” or group of original symbols.
Over the years, new symbols have been periodically introduced, while
“core” symbols have been stylized and fused. Others have been created
with words being into the designs, and others depicting man-made objects,
for example, a Coke bottle a Mercedes-Benz logo. Today there are over
five hundred documented and identifiable symbols, but the total number of
all symbols has not been accurately documented to date (Willis, 1998,
p.28).

Willis makes a significant contribution in recognizing that the symbols in adinkra
cloth constitute a language that is multi-layered. By providing us with a visual primer,
he is recognizing that the symbols constitute a set of visual markers — a writing system.
He, however, makes the mistake by asserting that there is a historical “core” or group of
original symbols. He does not provide the historical evidence to support this assertion.
Apparently, he, as well as other writers, takes Rattray’s fifty-three symbols (see
Appendix D) as the “core” symbols. It must be noted that Rattray failed to include
several symbols that were in use at the time of his stay in Asante. For example, Rattray
did not mention some of the symbols to be found in sample cloth that Bowdich
collected in 1817 (see Appendix A). If “the total number of all adinkra symbols has not
been accurately documented to date,” as Willis claims, how does he know what
constitutes the “core” symbols? He indicates the symbols are also to be found in media
other than cloth, for example, in architecture and woodcarvings. Architectural and
woodcarvings are media that tend to use three-dimensional representation of symbols.
The adinkra cloth tends to make use of two-dimensional representation of symbols.
There are, therefore, symbols to be found in woodcarvings and architectural designs
that cannot be found in the adinkra cloth. Similarly, there are some symbols to be found



in the cloth and not in woodcarvings or architectural designs. That the adinkra symbols
include contemporary symbols such as the Mercedes Benz logo (#741) reflects the
dynamic nature of the language of the Akan as well as the creativity of the cloth
designers in adapting symbols to express the new ideas and concepts that have become
part of the Akan experience. A dynamic language is not limited to few concepts and
ideas that are depicted by some core words or symbols. It is, therefore, puzzling for
Willis to make the assertion that there is a historical “core” or group of symbols.

The collection of adinkra symbols in this book represents an attempt to open up the
neglected realm of these “pictograms” and “ideograms” to the world of the reader’s
imagination in an organized manner. The book views adinkra symbols as a system of
visual marks — a system of writing — with which the Akan communicate. These visual
marks serve to record, store and communicate certain information about the Akan. The
book elaborates on the communicative aspects of Akan textiles by interpreting the
encoded meanings of the adinkra symbols and signs, and also argues that the set of
pictograms and ideograms of the Akan, as a way of writing, has been in daily use as an
aid to thought, a means of comprehension, and a method of bearing witness or
authentication. Adinkra symbols draw extensively upon traditional expressive genres
that include folk songs, riddles and quizzes (abr me ne bisaa), poetry (awens m),
stories (ananses m), drum poetry (kyene kasa), libation and prayer (apaeyie), oral
history (abak s m or mpanins m), funeral dirges (nsubaa or sudwom), and proverbs
(mm or mm bus m). The adinkra symbols are utilized in this book as a multi-vocal
metaphor to interpret the contextual meanings and functional uses of the symbols and
signs developed by the Akan in their textile production, and in other visual media.
This book links the narratives associated with the symbols in order to discuss some
aspects of Akan viewpoints on a variety of issues.

The names and the interpretations of these symbols may also be useful for framing
hypotheses for sustained research which looks at Akan cosmology, myths, histories,
rituals, early public taxation and accounting systems, religion, folktale, political
organizations, the role of the military in society, and daily customs. For the Akan in
particular, as Cole and Ross (1977, p. 9) have noted, the relationship between the visual
and the verbal is one of the cornerstones of their aesthetics. The identification of
symbols and patterns embodied in Akan textiles in this book is just a first step in
understanding the complexities of symbolism in Akan visual arts. As Ross (1977, p. 25)
further points out, the highly conventionalized verbal component in Akan iconography
demands a greater exploration of language, patterns of nomenclature, etymology, and
the use of euphemisms, similes, and metaphors to fully appreciate nuances of meaning



the Akan attach to their visual markers.

Analysis of the textile symbols and patterns of the adinkra cloth provided in this
book will facilitate the understanding of how the Akan use the motifs in the cloth as a
writing system to record and store their beliefs, history, knowledge, and
accomplishments. Such an understanding may help explain some of the changes and
continuities in, for example, the bureaucratization of chieftaincy and new sources of
wealth that have occurred and continue to occur in the Akan society. This book
contributes to the view that a language includes the full spectrum of color, symbol, and
word; that textile art and language are inextricably bound together; and that drawing,
printing or weaving a symbol in cloth can make a legitimate and exciting involvement
with literature and indigenous knowledge systems. Understanding such indigenous
knowledge systems may help adult literacy program planners, for example, to utilize a
people’s symbols and signs to facilitate reading and writing of phonetic system among
adults. The study of adinkra cloth symbols can also illuminate and help in the analysis
of social and political organization of the Akan as well as of the greater Ghanaian
society. Such an analysis may have value more generally for anyone involved in
symbolic analyses within particular societies or cross-culturally.

Data collection for this study included (1) inquiries to museums, galleries and
private collections of Ghanaian textiles, particularly the adinkra, and observations and
interviews of adinkra manufacturers and distributors! and other crafts people in Accra
and in the Kumasi areas, (2) correspondence with and interviews of persons
knowledgeable about African textiles in general and adinkra cloth in particular, (3)
library research, and (4) procurement, classification and photographing of a collection
of samples of adinkra symbols and cloths from Ntonso and Asokwa in the Kumase
area, the main centers of adinkra cloth production in Ghana.

I have benefitted from the works of Rattray (1927), Antubam (1963), Kyerematen
(1964), Sarpong (1971; 1972; 1974; & 1990), Mato (1986), and Menzel (1972) in
identifying many adinkra symbols and the everyday expressions, proverbs, and
aphorisms that have been associated with these symbols. Charts and monographs by
Glover (1971), Kayper-Mensah (1976), Quarcoo (1972, 1994), Ofori Ansah (1978,
1993), and Owusu-Ansah (1992), and museum collections, catalogs and photographs
have also been very helpful.

In the foregoing discussion I have attempted to provide a framework for viewing the
adinkra textile symbols as a writing system. The remaining chapters in this book are
developed as follows. Chapter 2 discusses the adinkra cloth history and adinkra
production processes, origins of the adinkra symbols, and Akan color symbolism.



Chapter 3 illustrates some of the aspects of pictographic, ideographic and phonographic
writing systems incorporated in the adinkra cloth symbols. The chapter also discusses
stylization and how the adinkra symbols were (are) derived.

In Chapters 4 through 10 the narratives associated with the adinkra symbols are
grouped into thematic areas in order to discuss some of the various ideas, events, and
beliefs of the Akan that the symbols encode. Each of the Chapters groups several
adinkra symbols into related thematic areas and discusses Akan views about these
thematic areas. These discussions draw extensively on Akan oral literature that
comprises proverbs, aphorisms, stories, songs, funeral dirges, riddles and quizzes, as
well as everyday expressions. In Chapter 4, the thematic areas of Akan beliefs and
views about the universe, God, self, and spirituality are discussed. Chapters 5 and 6
discuss Akan political beliefs and governmental organization. Chapter 7 discusses some
aspects of Akan views about beauty, love, marriage and family relations. Chapter 8
groups several adinkra symbols to discuss some aspects of Akan social values and
ethics. Chapter 9 decodes several adinkra symbols in order to address some aspects of
the social and economic arrangements that the symbols encode while Chapter 10
focuses on symbols that relate to knowledge and education. Chapter 11 provides a
summary of my contention that the adinkra symbols constitute a writing system,
discusses the implications of such a contention, and makes suggestions for further
research on Akan art from similar perspective, particularly with regards to the symbols
of the gold weights, wood carvings, and other textiles (kente, akunintam and asafo
flags). The thematic area of Akan history is not set apart and discussed separately.
However, some historical events encoded by adinkra symbols are discussed where and
when they occur throughout the book.

Even though the discussions in the various Chapters center on the bigger Akan
society in general, specific examples are drawn from the Asante. The proverbs,
aphorisms, and everyday expressions associated with these symbols are provided in
italics in the Akan (Asante Twi) language with their meanings in English.



CHAPTER 2

0,0
0°0

Tete ka asom&o na firi kakyer .
Nimpa a woanim w m&bak £ mtes dua a onni ntini
Preservation of a people’s culture has its basis in oral tradition
People without knowledge of their history are like a tree without roots

THE ADINKRA CL.OTH

INTRODUCTION

Cloth use is almost a universal experience. Historically, cloth has been venerated by
people of the most varied cultural backgrounds, and it has furthered the organization of
social and political life. Davis (1992, p. 4) claims “that through clothing people
communicate some things about their persons, and at the collective level this results
typically in locating them symbolically in some structured universe of status claims and
life-style attachments.” Schneider and Weiner (1989, p. 1) write:

Malleable and soft, cloth can take many shapes, especially if pieces are
cut for architectural assembly. Cloth also lends itself to an extraordinary
range of decorative variation, whether through the embroidery, staining,
painting, or dyeing of the whole. These broad possibilities of construction,
color, and patterning give cloth an almost limitless potential for
communication. Worn or displayed in an emblematic way, cloth can denote
variations in age, sex, rank, status, and group affiliation.... Cloth can also
communicate the wearer’s or user’s ideological values and claims.
Complex moral and ethical issues of dominance and autonomy, opulence
and poverty, continence and sexuality, find ready expression through cloth.

The Akan have used cloth not only for personal adornment but also as a medium of



communication. The communicative aspects of cloth among the Akan have been
discussed in a limited way as “proverb cloths” by Aronson (1992) and Domowitz
(1992) and as “textile rhetoric” by Yankah (1995), and, in the case of adinkra, as a
funerary item by Mato (1986). Domowitz (p. 85), for example, notes that “proverb
cloths offer an accessible public voice to those who are constrained to silence.” Yankah
(1995, p. 81) on the other hand, notes that the cloth design, along with the mode of
wearing it may be used “not just to praise political heroes, to commemorate historical
events, and to assert social identities, but also as a form of rhetoric - a channel for the
silent projection of argument.”

Davis (1992, p. 5) suggests, “clothing styles and the fashions that influence them
over time constitute something approximating a code. It is a code, however, dissimilar
from those used in cryptography; neither can it be more generally equated with the
language rules that govern speech and writing.” The code contained in cloths is heavily
context-dependent, has considerable variability in how its constituent symbols are
understood by different social strata and taste groupings; and it is much more given to
“undercoding” than to precision and explicitness (Davis, 1992, p. 7). Undercoding
occurs when in the absence of reliable interpretative rules, persons presume or infer,
often unwittingly, on the basis of such hard-to-specify areas as gesture, inflection, pace,
facial expression, context, and setting, certain molar meanings in a text, score,
performance, or other communication (p. 11). At the same time, it would be a mistake
to assume that the undercoding of clothing and fashion is necessarily inadvertent or the
product of an inherent incapacity of the unit elements constituting the code (fabric,
color, cut, texture) to signify clearly as do words or icons (Davis, 1992, p. 11).

The adinkra cloth is one important art object that constitutes a code in which the
Akan have deposited some aspects of the sum of their knowledge, fundamental beliefs,
aspects of their history, attitudes and behaviors towards the sacred, and how their
society has been organized. Adinkra cloth has played a significant part in furthering the
organization of social and political life in the Akan society.



Figure 2: A chief wearing black adinkra cloth as he waits his turn to swear before
theAsantehene at Manhyia Palace. Members of his entourage are wearing black, red
and white adinkra cloths

Mato (1986) has described the adinkra cloth as one of the significant items used in
Akan funerary rites. The adinkra is more than an item for funerary rites. It is also an
important item utilized in the rituals associated with the installation of the king. For
erample, adinkra cloth features prominently in the oath swearing ceremony ( hene
nsuae) for the king and queenmother (Fig 2). On May 30, 1996 at the Manhyia Palace
in Kumasi, I witnessed the oath swearing ceremony for four chiefs who had been
elevated by the Asantehene from sub-chief status to that of manhene (paramount
chief). These four chiefs swore the oath of allegiance to the Asantehene. The
Asantehene, the other paramount chiefs, and the four newly elevated paramount chiefs
as well as their courtiers all wore adinkra tuntum (e.g., kuntunkuni) for the ceremony.
The swearing ceremony marked for each chief a transition from a status of lower
responsibilities to a status of higher responsibilities. Nana Antwi Buasiako, one of the
twelve Asantehene akyeamefo 2, explained to me that the hene nsuae ceremony is a



sacred and solemn occasion and that is why the adinkra tuntum is worn®. The adinkra
cloth also features prominently in the political and religious rituals associated with the
blackening of the king’s stool.

Another significant function of the adinkra cloth is evident from an analysis of the
color background as well as the constituent symbols that are incorporated in the design
of the cloth. The colors and the constituent symbols of the adinkra cloth evoke concepts
that relate to social and political organization, beliefs and attitudes, complex moral and
ethical issues about the self and one’s responsibilities, and knowledge and education.
The adinkra cloth symbols are but one example of a textile tradition that demonstrates
how the Akan express complex cultural, spiritual, and philosophical concepts through
their art.
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Figure 3: 1896 Adinkra cloth (on top) is at the Smithsonian and 1825 adinkra cloth
(bottom) is at the Museum of Ethnology in Leiden

The catalogue that accompanied the 1997 exhibition, Adinkra: The cloth that speaks,
that was held at the Smithsonian National Museum of African Art in Washington, DC
indicates that “the multi-layered, ideogrammatic language of the symbols on this cloth
reveals culturally specific yet universal concepts of leadership, diplomacy, philosophy,
and government.” The exhibition was about the cloth the Asantehene, Prempeh I was
believed to have worn during his capture by the British in 1896. The catalogue,
therefore, only explains this one cloth with about 20 symbols as “a unique historical
document that reveals some of the complexity of the late nineteenth century Asante
political climate” (National Museum of African Art, 1997, p. 1). There are also the
1817 cloth with about 20 adinkra symbols at the British Museum in London and the
1825 cloth with about 18 adinkra symbols at the National Museum of Ethnology in
Leiden, Holland (see Fig 3).

The adinkra cloth is pregnant with text. For the Akan the adinkra text encodes some
of the people’s significant historical events and describes their institutions and their
fundamental beliefs that have been preserved in the collective memory of the people.
The text encoded in the adinkra cloth forms the subject of discussion in the rest of the
book from Chapter 3 thereon. The color symbolism of the Akan is discussed later on in



this chapter. To provide context for these discussions, we first examine the history of
the adinkra cloth and the origins of the adinkra symbols.

HISTORY OF ADINKRA CL.OTH

The country known today as Ghana has been inhabited almost continuously since the
early Stone Age, some 500,000 years ago, with succeeding populations leaving traces
of their respective cultures in the form of various tools, artifacts, and sites. The Iron
Age came to Ghana about 5000 BC, and most of the ethnic groups now inhabiting the
country had developed their modern civilization by 1200 AD (Boahen, 1977)~. The
first direct European contact with Ghana from the coast dates back to the mid-15"
century (Dickson, 1971). Prior to that, the Akan states and empires had engaged in the
trans-Saharan international trade and trade on the coast of the Gulf of Guinea.

The Akan have, over the years, developed very complex and highly symbolic forms
of weaving and printing textiles®2. The Asante, for example, not only developed the art
of weaving (nwentoma) of which the kente is a special and well known one, they also
developed the art of printing the adinkra cloth. The Asante, as well as other Akan, also
developed the ky nky n cloth from the bark of a tree (Antiaris africana); cloth from
raffia material (doso)*; and okunitam (appliqued cloth).

Tr in Cloth

Before the arrival of Europeans on the coastY, the Asante traded with people outside
the forest belt to the north, particularly Mande and Hausa merchants who acted as
middlemen between the forests and coastal people on one side, and the caravans from
across the Sahara Desert and the Mediterranean coasts on the other (Boahen, 1977). In
addition to the trans-Saharan trade, there existed an extensive trade among the peoples
of what later came to be known as the Gold, Ivory, and Slave Coasts in the Gulf of
Guinea. The main articles of trade on the coast before the arrival of the Europeans were
cloths, kola nuts and beads (Boahen, 1977; Lovejoy, 1980). Astley (1745, p. 231) points
out that the Ivory Coast cloth, known as quaqua cloth, was “a sort of cotton stuff” sold
on the Gold Coast and used “for clothing the common people.” A Dutch map of the
Gold Coast dated December 25, 1629 shows a region where clothes were woven like
carpets and worn among the Acanists [Akans], and that people in this region made use
of horses but had no firearms (Fynn, 1971, p. 3).

In addition to the quaqua cloth, “there were also cloths from Whyddah, Ardra and
Benin to the east.” The Whyddah cloth was a strip about two yards long and about a



quarter of a yard broad. Several of the strips were commonly joined together to make a
bigger band of cloth. The Ardra cloths were said to be small and narrow bands whereas
the Benin cloths consisted of either three or four bands. “The color of the Benin cloths
was blue, or blue with white stripes” (Fynn, 1971, p. 11). It is therefore possible that the
Asante learned textile production from either their neighbors to the west or the east
through the coastal trade, as well as from the north as a result of the trans-Saharan
trade.

The first European traders on the Guinea Coast played the role of middlemen who
carried commodities between such places as the Cape Verde Islands in the west and
Benin and Angola to the east. As Alpern (1995, p. 10) points out, most of the cloths
European ships carried to the Gold Coast “came from elsewhere in Kwaland, notably
Yorubaland (Ijebu), Benin, the western Niger River delta and the southern Ivory Coast.
But Senegal, Sierra Leone, and Cameroon also furnished cloth. So did the Portuguese
island colonies of Sdao Tomé and Cape Verdes.”

ADINKRA SYMBOL ORIGINS

The first recorded account of the existence of adinkra symbols is from a drawing of
an Akan celebration in Thomas E. Bowdich’s book Mission from Cape Coast to
Ashantee, published in 1819. The British government sent Bowdich to Ghana in 1817,
and his book that came out of his expedition was the first European account of the
Ashanti people. The drawing from the book does not explain the origins of the adinkra
symbols, but it does illustrate that the adinkra symbols and their adornment on clothing
was already an established practice of the Ashanti people by the early 19" century, if
not much earlier.

Although various hypotheses have been developed to explain the origin of the
symbols, the exact origin of the symbols used in the textiles of the Akan people is yet to
be specifically determined. One hypothesis is that they are derived from talismans and
scripts believed to have Muslim associations from North Africa as a result of the trans-
Saharan trade (Rattray, 1927; McLeod, 1981; Mato, 1986). This hypothesis has been
premised on three factors: (a) some of the symbols and their names are alleged to have
Islamic origins; (b) adinkra symbols are mostly of geometric and abstract shapes,
something that conforms to Islamic art; and, (c) there exists an adinkra cloth as claimed
by Bravmann (1974) and believed to have been seen by Roy Sieber that has Islamic or
Arabic writings. Mato contends, for example, in an elaborate examination of historical
sources (principal source being Rattray’s work) that “islamic writing, amuletic symbols



or kufic ‘script’ have been given as probable source for adinkra symbols” (Mato, 1986,
p. 64). He further illustrates the Islamic sources thus: “A number of adinkra symbols
have Islamic links either through their form: Mohammedan Lock [that is, mmra krado
#433], Wise man’s knot [that is, nyansap - #794], or Nsaa - the Northern cloth [that is,
nsaa - #803]; or through related Asante proverbs” (pp. 64-65).

From the production technique perspective, it has been suggested that the adinkra
symbols have Islamic origin. This line of argument is advanced with the “empirical
evidence” that Sieber saw an adinkra cloth with Arabic or Islamic writing (Mato, 1986,
p. 67). I raised this line of argument with Sieber in a personal interview on July 22,
1996 at Bloomington, Indiana. He told me that what he saw was a sick man wearing a
cloth with Islamic inscription®, This was to ward off any evil spirits so that he would
recover from the sickness. Sieber said this was not to suggest that adinkra symbols had
Islamic origin. He further pointed out that the issue should not be whether the Asante
created the symbols or adopted them from other people. Assuming the Asante borrowed
or adopted symbols from others at all, the issue as Sieber pointed out to me, should be
what the Asante did with what they adopted or borrowed.

Danquah (1964) effusively dismisses the Arabic or Islamic influence thus:

It may be curious that the Mohammedans themselves do not seem to know
many of these symbols and the names and uses for them among the Akan
are entirely un-Mohammedan. At any rate no cloths stamped with the
Adinkra symbols are met with among the Mohammedans, and the Adinkra
system of mourning is unknown to them. We may safely conclude that
there is something intensely native in these symbols interperative (sic) of
Akan faith and tradition (Danquah, 1964, p. xxxvii).

Whether or not Bravmann or Sieber once saw an adinkra cloth, that line of argument
does not hold water when one examines that claim more closely in relation to the
adinkra production technique as used in the Asokwa and Ntonso areas near Kumase.
The adinkra cloth producers use the block-print technique in which they use carved
blocks called adwini nnua (design blocks), a broad stick called daban, and a comb-like
tool called nsensan nnua. This technique has not changed much from what Bowdich
observed in 1817 nor from what Rattray observed in the 1920s. To make Islamic or
Arabic inscriptions would require the use of a writing brush or stick. The cloth stamper
does not use a writing brush nor a stick. Even when they stamp phonetically-based
inscription (e.g., owuo s e fie), the letters are carved onto the adwini nnua. If the
production technique has not changed much over the years, then there is no evidence



from that angle to support the contention that the adinkra symbols have an Islamic
origin.

The fact that some symbols look Islamic in form or have related names or proverbs
does not provide a convincing evidence of Islamic influence, and for that matter,
Islamic origins for the adinkra symbols. Wilks’ articles (1962, 1993) may be used here
to show that Rattray and subsequent scholars like Mato are wrong in claiming that
words like nsaa and kramo, and symbols like nyansap and mmra krado are of Islamic
origin. Wilks points out that these words and others like p nk (horse), adaka (box),
krataa (paper), kotoku (sack), and tawa (tobacco) are Mande and not Arabic in origin.
One of the fifty-three odd symbols that Rattray identified from the adinkra cloth is the
nkotimsefo pua (hairstyle of the queenmother’s attendants) which is likened to the
swastika symbol (Rattray, 1927, p. 267). Should one construe some of the
contemporary symbols that include the logos for Mercedes Benz and VW cars as
German influence? The verbal form of the Akan language is full of words borrowed
from other languages. For example, words like bokiti (bucket) and k poo (cup) are
borrowed from English, and asopatere (shoes) and paano (bread) are borrowed from
the Portuguese (Wilks, 1993). The Akan are not unique in adopting and borrowing
words and symbols from other languages. Why should scholars attempt to diminish the
creativity of the Asante (and Akan people in general) to adopt and borrow from other
cultures? As Gilfoy (1987, p. 26) points out, the trans-Saharan trade that might have
been the source of Islamic influence was “by no means one-way.” It is possible,
therefore, that the Moslems might have copied some of the Akan symbols.

The Akan have had close contacts with numerous other ethnic groups (from within
and outside the continent of Africa) for many years and they have demonstrated a
readiness to appropriate and utilize items produced by these other groups. In a culture
as highly organized in pre-colonial times as the Akan had developed, it is foolhardy to
engage in a futile discussion that seems to attribute originality and creativity to
outsiders other than the people themselves. In this light, one will ask with Picton (1992,
p. 28): “Why is it always assumed, however, that it was North Africa [or for that matter,
outsiders] that influenced the sub-Saharan region rather than the other way around?”
According to Delaquis (2013) there is no direct linkage between Adinkra and Islamic
writing as some scholars have proposed. She explains that Adinkra bears ideographic
(characters that represent an idea or concept) nature and employs the stamping (and
screen) technique of printing while Islamic writing is calligraphic and syllabic in nature.

There are other more plausible hypotheses to explain the origins of the adinkra cloth
symbols. Darkwah (1999, p. 59) points out that “[w]hile the Asante role,” in the cultural



development of the Akan, “is generally known it is not always remembered that other
Akan sub-groups, less successful militarily than the Asante, also made important
contributions to the development of what is often described as ‘Asante culture’” (ibid.).
Some of these Akan sub-groups® such as Bono, Akwamu, Denkyera, and Adanse had
state systems that preceded the Asante state system (Daaku, 1966; Kumah, 1966;
Bravmann, 1968). Indeed, the pre-colonial state, Asante for example, successively
removed skilled artisans from defeated states and resettled them closer to the Asante
capital of Kumasi. With the defeat of the Denkyira, Johnson (1979, p. 61) writes, “Not
only the Denkyira regalia but also the craftsmen and specialists responsible for its
manufacture, upkeep and manipulation fell into the hands of the victors; indeed, the oral
traditions preserved in many Ashanti villages state that some of the craftsmen,
including the chief goldsmith, defected before the final victory (Agyeman-Duah, n. d.:
no. 13).” A neighborhood in Bonwire, the seat of Asante kente weaving is called
Denkyira. This was where some war captives were settled from the Denkyira war. In
the following sections three pre-Asante Akan states — Gyaman, Denkyira and Bron —
are examined for possible clues regarding the origin of the adinkra cloth symbols.

The Denkyira Hypothesis

Another view, however, suggests that the art of weaving cloth and printing the
adinkra cloth was known in Denkyira and other Akan areas even before the “Osa-nti”
war which occurred around 1700. This war ended the rule of the Denkyira over the
Asante, and also gave rise to the Asante kingdom. The Asante, according to this
explanation, learned the art of weaving and printing cloth from the Denkyira craftsmen
and specialists who either defected or were captured during the war (Agyeman-Duah,
n.d. no. 13). Wilks (1975, p. 456) writes: “The first and second Asokwahenes, Nuamoa
and his full brother Akwadan, were among the many Denkyira who voluntarily
transferred their allegiance to Osei Tutu in the late seventeenth century.” When
Akwadan defected he was said to have carried a trumpet that was made of gold. This
must refer to a gilded ab ntia - gilded state horn (called nkrawob n).2 These Denkyira
people are said to have introduced several innovations not only in textile and other
crafts but also in government and military organization. The Denkyira hypothesis is
buttressed by the fact that a section of the Bonwire township is named Denkyira for the
Denkyira people who either defected or were captured during the “Osa-nti” war. Oral
history as told to me by several informants from Bonwire pointed out that the Denkyira
crafts people were settled there and other parts of Kwabere to ply their trade.

If one accepted this hypothesis, then the 1818 Gyaman war must have resulted in



bringing to Asokwa Gyaman war captives® who might have introduced additional
technological improvements (e.g., the use of carved apakyiwa in stamping as compared
to the use of feathers in the painting technique that Bowdich mentions in the quote
below) in the textile industry. In the adinkra production process, Asokwa informants
maintained that it was Nana Adinkra’s son, Apau (or Apaa) who introduced innovations
such as the use of calabash for carving out the stamps®. He is also believed to have
introduced the very first symbol (adwini kane), adinkrahene (king of the adinkra
symbols). He is remembered and honored with the symbol Adinkraba Apau (Apau, Son
of Adinkra- #316-317). Other symbols are believed to have been copied from the
carved column (sekyedua) of the stool and other regalia of Nana Adinkra of Gyaman
(Kyerematen, 1964). This hypothesis is problematic because the Bowdich collection of
1817 has the adinkrahene symbol that is believed to have been introduced by Nana
Adinkra’s son following the 1818 Asante-Gyaman War.

Th man H i

Another hypothesis is that the name adinkra is associated with Nana Kwadwo
Adinkra, King of Gyaman, who replicated and dared to claim that he too, like the
Asante King, had a Golden Stool.2 In 1818, the Asantehene Nana Osei Bonsu declared
a punitive war against Nana Adinkra as his claim was considered an act of insolence
that violated the Asante assertion that the likeness of the Golden Stool should never be
said to have existed before or after the historic descent of the Asante Golden Stool.
Nana Kofi Adinkra was attacked and defeated for making such a claim. Among the war
booties captured from Gyaman were the adinkra cloth and stool symbols, some
craftsmen, and the technical know-how for making the adinkra cloth. This explanation
for the origin of the adinkra cloth and its symbols, however, appears to be anachronistic
when viewed in the light of Bodwich’s written account. Bodwich (1819) witnessed the
production of adinkra and kente cloths during his visit to Kumasi in 1817, that is, one
year before the punitive war against Nana Adinkra of Gyaman.

There is claim in recent times that the first adinkra symbol made by Nana Kwadwo
Adinkra was the bi nka bi — bite not one another (#420) symbol. He engraved this on a
gourd (dua toa) at a village called Mina (now in ruins) which was located a few miles
west of Suma Ahenkro, the capital of Suma Traditional area in the Brong Ahafo
Region. The bi nka bi symbol was used to ward off a potential civil war. Nana Adinkra
is believed to have created and named other symbols. He explained their meanings and
significance to his chiefs who in turn taught their people about these symbols. Nana
Adinkra caused these symbols to be engraved on a golden stool he had made for



himself. It was this golden stool that was immediate cause of the 1818 war between the
Gyaman and Asante.®

One informant from Asokwa related to me that when the Gyamans were defeated,
the body of King Adinkra was found in a pile of other dead people. When his body was
retrieved from the pile, it was found to be covered with the ntiamu ntoma (stamped
cloth). Thereafter, the ntiamu ntoma became known as adinkra ntoma.2 People in the
Asokwa and Ntonso areas continue to differentiate adinkra cloth from kente by
referring to adinkra as ntiamu ntoma (stamped cloth) and kente as nwentoma (woven
cloth).2 The adinkra cloth is further distinguished as being ntiamu or nhwemu (stamped
or whisked painting) and nw mu (embroidered). Three stages are employed in the
making of the adinkra cloths: (1) dyeing (hy ntoma aduro), (2) printing or stamping
(ntiamu) and whisked painting (nhwemu), and (3) embroidering (nw mu) or simple
sewing of the pieces together. The ntiamu and screen printing techniques are shown in
the following pictures (Fig 4).

Figure 4: Adinkra cloth producers using the block print (left)
and the screen print (right) techniques

The Bron Hypothesis



The Bron (Abron, Bono or Brong) is believed to be the first Akan state. Warren
(1975, p. 3) writes, “historically, the Bono claim — and this is substantiated by oral
histories from other Akan states — to have originated the Akan crafts of gold-smithing
and kente cloth weaving.” Poasnansky (1987) provides some archaeological evidence
from Begho to substantiate the Bron hypothesis that cloth weaving and other Akan
crafts must have first occurred in the Bron state. The Bron state was in a strategic
economic location as it traversed the transition zone of the forest and savannah belts
between the Sudanic nations on the edge of the Sahara. Bron towns such as Techiman
were important early market towns on the Djenne trade route.

Long before the decisive war of 1699-1701 against Denkyira, the Asante under Osei
Tutu defeated the Dormaa state to the north. The defeat of the Dormaa gave rise to
Gyaman. A reluctant group of subjects under Bofu Bini refused to accept Asante rule.
This group moved further north to establish what became known as “Gya man — they
have left their nation” (Terray 1987). Subsequent Asante-Gyaman wars were either to
strengthen Asante domination and control over the resources (especially gold) of the
area and the northern trade routes, or they reflected the resistance of the Gyaman to
Asante domination.

The Asante invasion of Bron ensured access to the crafts and resources and control
of trade routes. The power of Kumase manifested itself through the interactions of
people known as the ahenkwaa (royal court servants), ab fo (hunters) and batadifo
(royal court traders) of the Asantehene. It was through these interactions that possibly
cloth weaving and printing and other crafts were transferred to Asante. Or the Asante
invasions of Bron resulted in the transfer of innovations in weaving and printing that
might have improved on existing local weaving and printing. There still thrives cloth
printing at Techiman, an important market center in Bron.

Etymological Explanations

Yet another view presented by Danquah (1944) is that the word adinkra derives
from the Akan word nkra or nkara which means message or intelligence. This message
or intelligence is what the soul takes with it from God upon obtaining leave to depart to
earth, that is, enter the human being upon birth. The Akan call the soul of the person

kera or kra, and the soul is the spiritual aspect of God that enters the human being
upon birth and leaves the person at death. Adinkra is the parting or send-off message or
intelligence that the soul carries to and from God. Perhaps the association of adinkra
with okra (soul) as parting message provided the basis for the view that the adinkra
cloth was a cloth for mourning.



One informant? also explained that the name adinkra became associated with the
ntiamu toma (stamped cloth) that was given to Prempeh I to take with him into exile.
He was given ntiamu ntoma as adi nkra (parting cloth) to mark his taking leave of his
people. He was given adinkra cloth in which was stamped the srane (moon). This was
to symbolize that the king may come and go, but the people as nation will forever be
there. From then on ntiamu ntoma became known as adinkra. This hypothesis seems to
be based on the etymological hypothesis because at Ntonso and Asokwa, the cloth
producers continue to refer to adinkra as ntiamu ntoma. The problem with this
explanation is that Prempeh carried not only adinkra cloth; he also took several kente
(or nwentoma) cloths with him. If the cloth (ntiamu ntoma) he took with him into exile
was to mark his taking leave of his people, then one will surmise the nwentoma (kente)
should also mark the occasion of his taking leave of his people as he was taken into
exile by the British.

Another etymological explanation offers that the term adinkra is a corruption of the
word adwini kane (first design or first symbol). Each of the designs or symbols in the
adinkra cloth is called adwini (design) and the cloth is referred to as adwini ntoma
(designed cloth) or ntiamu ntoma (stamped cloth). Bowdich (1819, p. 310) wrote:

The white cloths, which are principally manufactured in Inla and
Dagwumba, they paint for mourning with a mixture of blood and red dye
wood. The patterns are various and not inelegant, and painted with so much
regularity with a fowl’s feather, that they have all the appearance of a
coarse print at a distanceZ,

The debate should not be about where adinkra symbols originated but, more
importantly, that linguists do not regard adinkra as true writing. Adinkra symbols are
ideographs because they represent ideas and not just things. Adinkra symbols have
specific names and meanings, which have a specific phonetic and/or semantic value. As
Gelb notes: There are no pure systems of writing just as there are no pure races in
anthropology and no pure languages in linguistics (Gelb, 1963, p. 199).

Whatever the source of the name and the symbols, the adinkra is more than a
mourning cloth. In one sense, it can be viewed in terms of the Akan symbolism of color
encoded in the background of the adinkra cloth; in another sense, the symbols and the
patterns of stamping them in the cloth constitute text that needs to be examined for what
it encodes. The discussion below focuses on the Akan color symbolism encoded in the
adinkra cloth.



AKAN COLOR SYMBOLISM

Among the Asante as well as all Akan, color classification is basically tripartite.
These colors exist as complementary parts of triadic series. The three basic colors or
ranges of color are tuntum, fufuo and k k . Tuntum designates all very dark shades
which approach absolute blackness. Fufuo covers pale, white, grey and cream colors;
and k k  all red, brown and yellow shades (Antubam, 1963).

All shades of white (fufuo), for example, ivory, white glass, egg shell, white clay
(hyire), are generally associated with coolness, innocence, peace, purity, virtue,
virginity, victory, virtuosity, and rejoicing and happiness (Antubam, 1963). Spiritual
entities such as God and deified spirits of ancestors that live in the spiritual world are
associated with white; the lower world, abode of chthonic creatures and demons, is
associated with black. Hagan (1970, p. 8) points out that fufuo

is the ritually auspicious color and it has immediate association with
victory and spiritual purity. It is associated with the sacred, and it is
considered the color of gods and kings; the symbol of the purity and
sacredness of their persons and estate. Fufuo also expresses joy and hope
and well-being. That aspect of the human person which bears a man’s
destiny and directs his fortunes (kra) is associated with fufuo,....

Rattray (1927, p. 175) points out a contrast: “The corpse of a dead priest is draped in
white and sprinkled with white clay (hyire) or powder, symbolizing the antithesis of
ordinary funerary customs, which possibly mark out the wearers as being in a state of
sorrow or defilement.”

All shades of red (k k , for example, memene and k bene) are associated with heat,
anger, crisis, grief, blood, danger, witchcraft, and warfare (Antubam, 1963; Hagan,
1970). Hagan (1970, p. 9) notes that “Akans generally point to blood as the paradigm of
the red color cluster and much of the ambiguity in the symbolic meaning of the color
derives from the mixed associations of blood. Blood stands for life and vitality... Akans
believe that blood is the means by which a kra [soul or spirit - #42-43] might be given
human form. But as blood stands for life, so does any blood which does not give life, or
is spilled wastefully, stand for death.”

The broad connotations of black (tuntum) are less precise, but are usually associated
with night, death, loss, and ancestors (Antubam, 1963; Hagan, 1970). Black “does not,”
as Hagan (1970, p. 9) points out, “necessarily connote defilement or profanation. The
Stool of kings or elders who die in battle or of old age while in office are consecrated



and held sacred to their memory, and they are black.” Antubam (1963, p. 79) suggests
that black symbolizes spirituality and age as “all objects which are dedicated to the
spirits of the dead are purposely treated to appear black; and objects of war booty,
except gold and silver, are blackened.”

All shades of yellow, for example, the color of juice of the ripe pineapple, symbolize
prosperity, royalty, glory, the prime of life, and maturity. Yellow also signifies the
presence and influence of God in the society and the rule of a king (Antubam, 1963).
On a spatial and temporal plane, the Akan envision life as a circular continuum of
colors. Life starts with white and runs clockwise towards youth and adolescence with
yellow. During abadinto (child naming ceremony) the child is dressed in white and is
given pokuaa (gold nugget) as kera sika (gold for the child’s soul) symbolizing
continuous life and prosperity for the child. Adult life is reached with brown
(dansinkran), and ends with black for death. At the intermediary points, the main colors
combine and gradually change shades; the center of the Akan life cycle, being the sum
of all parts, is conceived as multi-colored.

During funerals brown, black and red (for example, kuntunkuni, birisi, and k bene)
adinkra clothes are usually worn. When adinkra is used as a mourning cloth, three
types of color backgrounds, k k  (all shades of red) and tuntum (all shades of black)
on one hand, and fufuo (all shades of white) on the other hand are used. Tuntum and
fufuo, when used together for funerary purposes, symbolize the Akan concept of
dualism such as life and death, beginning and end, and crisis and normalcy,
victory/peace and crisis/chaos, sacred/profane, and mourning and rejoicing. Red (k k ,
for example, k bene) and black (tuntum, for example, kuntunkuni and birisi) adinkra
cloths are worn together by the immediate relatives of the deceased person, while only
black (tuntum) adinkra is worn by the other mourners (see Fig 5 and 6 below). As
Hagan (1970, p. 10) explains, “at this level black and red refer to opposite categories
and relationships”: family and non-family members. Akan Christians have incorporated
their color symbolism into their Christian religious rituals. Good Friday (Yesu wuo -
#111) is marked by the wearing of tuntum and k k  mourning clothes, and Easter
(Yesu wus re - #115) is marked by the wearing of white to symbolize the triumph of
Jesus over death and his ascension to heaven.

Bright background colors of white and all shades of yellow are worn for all diverse
occasions. White adinkra is usually worn when a very old person dies. This signifies
the attainment of victory over death and the earning of glory and rest which is the lot of
good ancestors. White adinkra is also worn to indicate a return to normalcy after
mourning or to give thanks (aseda) for recovery from illness, and to mark victory or



innocence during trial (Antubam, 1963; Sarpong, 1974).

As a signal for the end of the Odwira® festival, the king wears white adinkra to
mark the return to normalcy. White adinkra is also worn by the Asantehene-elect for
some stages in the ritual of enstoolment at Pampaso and also in the Bampanase
Courtyard (Agyeman-Duah, 1962).

Blue is the color for love and feminine tenderness. According to Antubam (1963, p.
82), blue “is likened to the serene appearance of the crescent moon in the heavens. It is
also often used to symbolize the role of a queen mother.” Adinkra cloth with indigo
blue dye (birisi) is considered as ntoma tuntum (‘black cloth’) for funeral purposes (e.g,
kunay - widowhood).



Figure 5: A bereaved family member wearing red and Black adinkra cloths at a
funeral



Figure 6: A sympathizer wearing black adinkra cloth at a funeral

Adinkra Cloth Patterns

Another way in which adinkra cloth may be understood is to examine the name
given to each cloth pattern (e.g. Kwasiada adinkra - Sunday adinkra), and the
constituent symbols in each cloth. In other words, the type of symbols predominantly
stamped into the cloth together with the background colors carries messages and also
determines the occasion for which the cloth is to be used.

In general, the printing of the symbols does follow particular patterns which give
specific names to the finished cloth. Examples of the names for the finished cloth are:
(1) variations of adwinasa such as Kwasiada adinkra, adinkra akyi adinkra, mmaa
man; and hene k hia (the king is gone to the women’s quarters [harem]) — Figure 7;
(2) m’akoma mu t fe (my sweetheart); (3) abete ntema; (4) srane ne nsoroma ntoma



(moon and stars cloth); and, (5) kontonkurowi (rainbow) — Figure 6. Also on demand, a
particular symbol or set of symbols will be used to meet customers’ requests (for
example, koroy - #187, owuo s e fie - #127, and mercedes benz - #738). The cloths
may be named after individuals, events, and social messages, including proverbs
(Rattray, 1927, pp. 236-268), as well as tell stories.

When used by officials of the king’s court, for instance, the adinkra cloth may
present a message in lieu of the spoken word. In such usage the wearer of the cloth can
rely entirely on the rhetoric of his visual icon to state, in very general terms, the official
policy he represents®. For example, in connection with the grand funeral rite (ayik se )
for his immediate predecessor, Nana Agyeman Prempeh I, Otumfuo Sir Osei Agyeman
Prempeh II wore adinkra fufuo with the d nky m motif. The white background color
signified the installation of a new king as return to normalcy vis-a-vis the crisis
situation the state had been thrown into by the death of the predecessor. The d nky m
motif signified adaptation to the changing circumstances following the colonization of
Asante by the British®. Nana Opoku Ware II, the successor to Prempeh II, on the other
hand, wore adinkra fufuo with the mframa dan (wind resistant house) motif. Polakoff
(1982, pp. 98, 100) notes: “The choice made by Opuku [sic] Ware II was especially
appropriate for the stormy political mood of African countries.” The use of mframa dan
motif in this instance might have signified chieftaincy and the indigenous political
system it represented as being more stable and secure than the Westminster
parliamentary system colonialism had imposed on the country. When Nana Opoku
Ware II was installed as Asantehene, Ghana had just returned to civilian rule under the
Progress Party led by Dr. K. A. Busia after a three-year military rule. Before he became
the Asantehene, Nana Opoku Ware II, as J. Matthew Poku, had served as a
Commissioner (Minister) for Transport and Communications in the 1966-1969 military
government and also as Ghana’s ambassador to Italy.

«

Figure 7: Bloc-printed Adinkra cloths named hene k Hia (the King is gone to the



harem) on the left, and Kontokurowi (Rainbow) on the right

Adinkra Adwinasa on the right

I witnessed similar use of the cloth to make oblique statements at a funeral ceremony
that I observed in Kumasi on May 28, 1994. Some immediate family members of the
deceased wore factory-made and hand-printed adinkra cloth with the symbol owuo s e
fie (death destroys the home — # 125-127). When I asked why the use of that particular
symbol, one of the people wearing that cloth responded that it was their father who had
passed away and they wanted to convey their feelings about how poorly they had been
treated by the dead man’s abusua (matriclan) members. Upon further inquiry, I learned
that the dead man’s abusua members had thrown out the man’s children from his house
as he had died intestate.

PRODUCTION PROCESSES

Adinkra is a printed cloth that utilizes the block-print technique. The technique used
by the Asante is indigenous. The original fabrics onto which the symbols were printed
were locally woven cloth produced from locally grown and hand-spun cotton. The cloth
serves as the ‘canvas’ on which the symbols are printed. The background color, in the
past, was usually either plain white, indigo, rustic red, or brown. Sources of natural
dyes included barks of trees and roots, leaves and flowers, and fruits. For example,
green dye could be extracted from papaya (pawpaw) leaves, and brown could be
obtained from cola nuts. The most common background dye is kuntunkuni produced
from the bark of the roots of the kuntunkuni tree, imported from the savannah regions to
the north. The bark is soaked first and then pounded, and water is added and strained.
The liquid is then boiled, strained again, and cooled after which the dye-stuff is ready



for use. After dyeing and drying, the cloth is stretched out on a printing table or the
ground padded with foam or old sacks for the stamping. Contemporary adinkra cloths
have varied background colors and the fabrics that serve as the canvas for printing are
usually factory-made.

The pigment which is used as ink for the block print is prepared from the bark of the
bade tree (bridelia micranta of the natural order euphorbiaceae). The epidermis is first
removed and the rest of the bark is pounded. After soaking in a barrel for three days, it
is then pounded and strained, and lumps of iron slag (etia) are added to the solution to
hasten evaporation as it is boiled till it is gluey thick, yielding a black fabric paint which
the craftsmen call adinkra aduro.2

The stamps (adwini or adwini nnua) used for the block printing are made from
pieces of old calabash or gourd (apakyiwa or koraa - lagenaria vulgaris) on which are
carved the different symbols (see Fig. 9).2 A small handle is made from sticks (prae )
which are tied into a knot and pegged into the back of the calabash pieces. To apply the
stamps, the cloth is laid out on a dry flat clean piece of ground padded with foam, old
sacks, or board, and it is held taut with pins or wooden pegs. The cloth® is divided into
rectangles, squares or parallelograms (panels) by using either a wooden comb (dua dfe -
#460-466), daban (iron bar or a measure - #830), or nsensan nnua (line-making sticks -
#854). The dua afe or the nsensan nnua is dipped into the adinkra aduro and applied
free hand to draw the line patterns.



Figure 9: Teacher Kofi Nsiah of Ntonso carving adinkra block-printing stamps



Figure 10: Adinkra cloth producer using nsesan nnua to draw lines as he uses the
block-print technique

These initial line designs are known as nsensan (lines -# 855-858), k t wa or k t pa
(good bed - # 510), w dforo adob (snake climbs the raffia palm tree -# 215-217),
nhwemu, nky mu (divisions- # 823-824), or daban (a measure - #830)%£. The other
adinkra symbols are then printed in each of the rectangles on the cloth. Some of the
symbols are designed by using the dua afe (for example, asambo), nsensan dua (e.g.,
mframadan), the heads of different sizes of nails (e.g., sumpie), and the prae handle of
the carved adinkra stamp (for example, tuo aboba). Sometimes no lines are drawn and



the stamps are applied in freehand style to the cloth. In this method, one or two symbols
(usually donno, nsoroma, and donno ntoaso or donno nta) are used to serve as
boundary lines within which the other symbols are printed. Or the nw mu (embroidery)
design is utilized as lines to divide the cloth into sections for printing.

Instead of using the block-print technique, some adinkra cloths are screen-printed in
Ntonso with images adapted from traditional adinkra stamps. The screen-printed
technique employs the use of work benches raised well above the ground to enable the
cloth producer to work comfortably while standing. The screens are developed outside
of the town by individuals engaged in screen-printing of t-shirts. A flat piece of wood is
used as squeegee to draw the acrylic paste across the design area thus transferring the
design onto the cloth. This development has greatly impacted on the production of
adinkra cloths, reducing the production time, enhancing the designing and
incorporation of more symbols, and augmenting the accuracy of design registration.

The nw mu (embroidery) technique is being substituted with strips that are woven
and sewn together (see Figs. 11 and 12). Also whole cloths are now woven with the
ahwepan (plain weave) technique before being screen printed. Kente cloths are also
being embossed with adinkra symbols by using the appliqué technique.

The adinkra cloth production process is differentiated by sex and age. Young and
middle-aged women usually prepare the dye-stuff and the adinkra aduro and they also
dye the cloth prior to it being block-printed. Men tend to prepare the adinkra aduro and
do the weaving, embroidery and the block and screen printing. While young boys are
often given the embroidery (nw mu) part to do, older men and women tend to carve
symbols onto the calabash pieces. Even though the production of the cloth tends to be
carried out with family members as the production unit, hired labor on a piece rate basis
is also utilized to carry out some of the major stages of the cloth production (dyeing,
printing, sewing, and embroidery) for bulk sales to retailers. Asokwa producers tend to
make cloth to order, while Ntonso producers tend to produce on a commercial scale for
the market. Producers at Asokwa tend to be full time workers producing adinkra cloths,
whereas some of the producers at Ntonso tend to split their time between producing
adinkra cloths and farming.

Adinkra symbols continue to change as new influences impact on the Akan and
Ghanaian culture as some of the symbols now record specific technological
developments such as the use computer assisted design (CAD) techniques. There are
also machine-printed adinkra cloths being produced in Ghanaian, British, Dutch,
Japanese, and French textile factories (see Fig 13). The factory-made prints are color
fast, whereas adinkra cloth produced by the indigenous block-print process is not color



fast. On the other hand, the indigenous cloth producers cannot match the factory
producers with respect to pricing as the factory lends itself to the utilization of the
economies of scale. Some of the indigenous cloth producers at Ntonso and Asokwa are
stamping on commercial wax print cloth, resulting in what has been termed as “fancy”
adinkra cloth. The Ntonso and Asokwa producers are also being more creative with the
applique and embroidery techniques (see Fig. 12).

The factory printed cloths that incorporate adinkra symbols do not seem to have
specific names for the constituent symbols. Rather a name is given to the cloth as a
whole (see for example Fig. 13). The criteria for choosing names for the wax prints are
based on popular culture, issues trending at the time, or momentous socio-political
events. Sometimes, names are quite banal, simply reflecting the design on the cloth than
any deeper meaning. For instance, there is one design of fans — for fanning oneself
when the weather is hot.

adinn

Figure 11: Asantehene Otumfod Osei Tutu II (seated) wearing adinkra cloth called
KwasiadaAdinkra Adwinasa. The symbols are screen-printed and colored nw mu
embroidery is employed.



Some people name wax prints simply by just looking at the dominant object in the
design — such as Dua kor (One tree), and Akyekyede akyi (shell of a tortoise). Others
rely on names printed on them at the selvedge edge from the factory (see Fig. 13). As
Willard (2004, p. 182) notes: “Factory-printed cloth has different levels of usage.
Producers may not foresee the various meanings the cloth may acquire once it leaves
the factory. Consumers and users apply their own meanings according to market trends
and use the cloth to communicate within their own societies, while also viewing the
cloth as an investment.” The indigenous adinkra cloth producers are concerned about
the massive appropriation of their symbols and designs by the factory producers as it
appears Ghana’s copyright right laws do not seem to protect their intellectual property
rights.



Figure 12: A woman wearing adinkra cloth with appliqué and embroidery techniques
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Figure 13: Factory wax-printed white adinkra cloth produced by Printex in
Ghana. The cloth is called Me dunsini abu soafo ne hwan



CHAPTER 3

9 DB ade tes obia retwa puru; no na onim n’ahyase ne n’awiee
Only the Creator of the universe, like the creator of the circle, knows its beginning and
its end

ADINKRA SYMBOL

STYILIZATION

The adinkra symbols are based on various observations of and associations between
humans and the objects they make and use, floral and fauna scenes, the human body
and its parts, and elements of nature and abstract ideas. There is an increased use of
phonological script in recent years. Examples of the use of phonological script are to be
found in such symbols as as m pa asa (the truth is gone €#820), owuo b gya hwan
(who will be spared by death? - #¥10), and onipa b wu na sika te ase (one will die and
leave one’s wealth behind - #124).

Adinkra symbols have been classified in the past on the basis of the sources of their
derivation - fauna, flora, geometric and so forth. Ofori-Ansah’s chart (1978, 1993), for
example, classifies the adinkra symbols from these sources of derivation. “But
symbols,” Cohen (1979, p. 90) explains, “are highly complex socio-cultural phenomena
and can therefore be classified according to a variety of criteria, depending on the
purpose of the classification, which in turn depends on the theoretical problem that is
being investigated and the variables that are considered in the study.”

In this book the adinkra symbols are viewed as a form of writing made up of
ideograms and pictograms and, increasingly in recent times, phonograms. This
classificatory system is illustrated in Table 2. In rows 1-4 are examples of symbols that
are pictograms based on parts of the human body; flora and fauna; celestial bodies; and
human-made objects. Rows 5-7 contain ideograms that are in part combination of
pictograms that suggest action. For example, the symbol in the quadrant 5a represents a



bird holding a snake by the neck (anommaa ne w - bird and snake - #218), and 5b
represents a mythical bird that flies with the head turned backwards (sank fa - go back
and retrieve - #781). On the other hand, the symbols in Columns 7b-7h are
modifications of the symbol in Column 7a. Each modification is based on an addition of
another symbol to the Gye Nyame (except God - #3) symbol. The symbol in quadrant
7g, for example, is a combination of the sep (dagger - #447) with what is essentially
the Gye Nyame symbol. In Row 8 are examples of phonograms that are based on
alphabets in the English and Twi languages. The rise of alphabetic writing dates to
contact with Europeans in the 15" century (Gerrard, 1981).

The symbols in Table 3 show some of what Frutiger (1991) sees as the main stages
of stylization or degrees of iconization. These stages include the first level of
schematization in which the drawing i§ a recognizable drawing, e.g., d nky mfunafu
(siadnese twins crocodiles - #b71), nsakor (one hand - #238), sank fa (go back and
retrieve - #781), adwa (stool @ #291), akofena (state swords - #261), hene tuo (king’s
gun - #403), and srane (crescent moon - #615). The second stage is a cross-cut
representation of the object, e.g., d nky mfunafu (siamese twins crocodiles - #171),
nsakor (one hand - #240), sank fa (go back and retrieve - #784), adwa (stool - #281),
bese saka (bunch of kola nute - #704), akok nan (hen’s feet - #518), hene kyinii
(king’s umbrella - #275), and mframadan (wind-resistant house - #532). The other level
of schematization is one in which the outward form of the object completely disappears
and only a part ofghe finction of the object is explained, e.g., d nky mfunafu (siamese
twins crocodiles - #177), nsakor (one hand - #239), sank fa (go back and retrieve -
#783), adwa (stool - #284), aban (castle, #248), gye Nyame (except God - #10), and
owuo mp sika (death accepts no money - #109). As Frutiger points, out “in the
progressive course of schematization, verbal explanation becomes essential. The
stronger the degree of iconization, the more dependent it becomes upon explanatory
language” (Frutiger, 1991, p. 230).

Table 2: Writing Systems Encoded in the Akan Adinkra Cloth Symbols
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AKAN ADINKRA WRITING AND SPIRITUALITY

Abraham (1962, p. 111) indicates that the Akan “expressed their philosophico-
religious ideas through art.” The philosophico-religious themes in the Akan art tend to
be associated with the origins and structure of the universe, life, and social
organization. As art, the well-known adinkra symbols embody manifold religious,
political, philosophical, ideological, and historical associations. They make reference to
personal grandeur, political solidarity, prosperity, the peace of the nation, and economic
constraint, among other ideas and concepts. The adinkra symbols together with other
Akan symbols such as those found in gold weights and wood carvings incorporate a
considerable amount of material from the various oral genres that include maxims,
proverbs, songs, funeral dirges, folktale, anecdotes, and everyday expressions. These



genres reflect many important aspects of Akan society such as the aesthetic, religious,
ethical, and social values. They record everyday events and social interactions.

The adinkra symbols, as well as the other Akan visual symbols and images, were
used as a store of information, and were also used for communication. “An Asante,”
writes McLeod (1976, p. 89), “on being shown a particular image, will attempt to recall
or discover the verbal formula to which the image corresponds.” The adinkra symbols
were used to communicate not only among human beings but also between human and
spiritual beings. The latter use was probably even more important in the early
development of Akan writing. For example, from Rattray’s (1927) pioneering study in
which he identified about fifty-three symbols (see Appendix #A), as well as from the
samples of the adinkra cloth collected by Bowdich in 1817 (now in the British Museum
— Appendix B), Prempeh I's cloth (now in the National Museum of African Art,
Washington, D. C. — Appendix C) and the cloth sent to King Willem 1 of Holland in
1825 (now in Rijksmuseum voor Volkenkunde, Leiden — Appendix D), one can see that
several of these symbols were used for communication between human and spiritual
beings.

Table 3: Degrees of Schematization

Level 1: Recognizable Lewvel 2: Cross-cut Level 3: Abstract

Ohject representation of object representation of object
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Table 4 below illustrates some of the early symbols for spirituality that are
incorporated in the adinkra cloth. Nyame dua (God’s altar - #67), for example,
symbolized the presence of God, God’s protection and spirituality. This altar was



placed in front of houses to serve as a medium for communicating with God and the
spirits of one’s ancestors. The mmusuyide (sanctity or good fortune - #73) symbol was
woven into place-mats that were placed beside the king’s bed so that he would step on
three times each night before going to sleep (Rattray, 1927, p. 266). This was to wish
himself good luck and God’s protection as he slept. In the morning, before the king
stepped out to undertake his routine for the day, he would touch three times the biribi
w soro (there is something in the heavens - #134) symbol that hung from the lentil of
the bedroom door. Each time he touched the symbol he would repeat: Nyame, biribi w
soro na ma mm ka me nsa (God, there is something in the heavens, let it reach me).
The king did this to wish himself good luck, high hopes and high expectation for the
day (Rattray, 1927, p. 266).

Writing systems are similar to organized religions in some respects of their function
and significance. The two have often been closely connected. Sacred scriptures are
often written in scripts that are regarded as being sacred as their contents. Language and
orthography may be carefully preserved as an essential manifestation of the sanctity of
a religion, making its holiness tangible. Antique Arabic script is retained untouched for
the Qur’an, ancient Hebrew for the Jewish Scriptures, roman script for Catholic Croats
and Cyrillic for Orthodox Serbs. Latin has been critically important in Catholic history,
and the language of the King James Bible for English Protestants. The name
hieroglyphics means sacred writing. In many cultures, from ancient Egypt to medieval
times, the writing system has been seen as so sacred, and has been so complex, that it
could be read only by the priestly caste and pious scholars, who supported and were
supported by an illiterate aristocracy.

Table 4: Examples of Adinkra Cloth Symbols for Spiritual Communication
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A recent development in the use of adinkra symbols for communication between
human and spiritual beings has been the incorporation of some of the symbols into the
liturgical arts of the Christian Church in Ghana. Crakye Denteh, Quarcoo and others of
the Institute of African Studies, University of Ghana consulted with the Labadi
Emmanuel Methodist Church as it incorporated five adinkra symbols to convey the
Christian theology that the Star Son ( ba nyakonsoroma — #136) of God (gye Nyame -

#3) became the sacrificial (musuyide

- #71) lamb (dweninimm n - #333) for the

household (Fihankra - #530). Quarcoo (1968, pp. 55-56) illustrates this incorporation
of adinkra symbols into the liturgical arts of the Emmanuel Church (Methodist) at
Labadi, a suburb of Accra thus:

Worked actually into the walls are motifs usually referred to as Adinkra
designs. All along the walls of two long sides of the building are the
patterns; namely, the ‘Gye Nyame’ - God is the answer - or except God
[#3]; the eight-ray sun or star [#136]; the ‘Mmusuyide’ [# 71] - sacrifice;
the ‘Dwennimmen [#333],” the sign of a lamb, humility and divinity; and
the ‘Fihankra [#530],” the household. For the first time, at least in recent
times, the attempt has been made to use signs in such sequence as to run as



a ‘sentence’. God; son of the sky, sacrifice, ram and household. When
verbs are supplied, we get something like this — ‘God’s son became a
sacrificial lamb for the household [shown in Figure # 1 below].” This is the
core of the Christian message. There is, of course, the cardinal point of the
Resurrection on which faith stands.Z

Figure 1: God’s Son Became the Sacrificial Lamb for the Household

Table 5: God’s Son Became the Sacrificial Lamb for the Household
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God’s son became the sacrificial lamb for the household

Other adinkra symbols that Quarcoo identifies as having been incorporated in the
liturgical arts of the Emmanuel Church are Nyamedua (God’s altar - #63-71), akofena
(state swords - #260-264), mmeramubere (female cross - #25-28), mmeramutene (male
cross - #22-24), and adwa (stool - #278-292). He writes the following about the adwa
(stool - #278-292):

it is a symbol of solidarity, and love; at the same time an artifact whose
association with government and politics, magic and ritual, the world of the
living and the ancestors, is very significant. It is meaningful to the
Ghanaian and it could be made meaningful to the Ghanaian who already
know of the black stools, both as altars of the ancestors and the mundane
things which help to remind them of their history, unity, solidarity,
continuity and link with the dead, the living and the yet-to-be born. This is
why it may be a useful visual art to help people to comprehend the teaching
of the church about the nature of the Christian Spirit world (Quarcoo, 1968,
pp 60-61).

Similarly, the Our Lady of Mercy Catholic Church at Community One, Tema has a
front wall with several adinkra symbols in relief form (see Fig. 1). The symbols on the
wall include Gye Nyame (except God - #3-11), Nyame dua (God’s altar - #63-71) and
Mmusuyide or Kerapa (Sanctity or good fortune - #72-80). In Kumasi, The Asante
Diocese of the Catholic Church under Archbishop Sarpong has translated liturgical rites



and the Bible into Asante Twi; uses Asante symbols in liturgical celebrations; has
composed and employs liturgical songs based on local tunes and idioms; and makes use
of local musical instruments such as drums, flutes, shakers, and xylophones (see
Appendix E). In addition, the diocese has decorated some walls of their congregations
with Asante religious art forms, as well as employing locally woven kente cloths and
vestments for their priests (Obeng, 2000).

Figure 14: Our Lady of Mercy Catholic Church in Tema, Ghana

Also, the Ghana Christian Council of Churches has incorporated the d nky mmireku
funtumireku (Siamese-twin crocodiles - #172) symbol in its corporate logo in order to
emphasize the view that the denominations may differ but they can work together to
achieve the common goal of bringing the salvation of Christ to all human beings.
Concurrent with the Churches incorporating Akan symbols into their liturgical arts,
adinkra cloth makers are increasingly utilizing Church icons as new symbols for the
cloth. Examples of Church icons that have been incorporated in the adinkra cloth
include Yesu as nnua (Cross of Jesus - #113-14), Yesu wuo (Jesus’ death - #111),
b nefafiri (atonement or forgiveness #886), and Yesu wus re (the Resurrection of Jesus



- #115).

COMPANY L.OGOS AND BRANDING

Another recent development in the use of the adinkra symbols is their utilization by
the Ghana Publishing Corporation and other publishing companies as book cover
designs. Also, the symbols have been incorporated in the logos of institutions like the
universities, secondary schools and public and private corporations such as the banks
(see Table 6). The Ghana Standard Board, for example uses the hw hw mu dua
(measuring rod or standard of measure - #800-801) symbol obviously to depict the
nature of the mission of the Board — to set and verify high standards of product quality
for the locally produced manufactured products.

Upon taking office as Prime Minister in 1951, Nkrumah was faced with the
challenge of uniting the myriad ethnic groups within Ghana’s borders to form a single
unified nation. This was made even more difficult by the presence of multiple foreign
influences, including the lasting presence of British culture, from outside the continent.
Nkrumah’s solution for dealing with these competing cultural forces was to construct a
homogeneous Ghanaian identity based on an idealized African past. As a major
component of this plan he sponsored artwork that blended elements of Ghanaian visual
culture with symbols from all over Africa. The Nkrumah administration (1951-1966)
utilized several adinkra and other indigenous symbols on stamps (Fig. 15), coins, and
public buildings as part of deliberate effort to promote national identity and to foster
national integration and African Personality. These national symbols were designed not
only for domestic consumption, but also as a form of branding to project a normative
image of the nation to the rest of the world in order to gain legitimacy.

Table 6: Adinkra Symbols as Logos of Some Institutions
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Hess (2001) points to Nkrumah'’s selective use of the Asante kente, stool, and royal
appellations in developing a national aesthetic. What in the literature has been referred
to as Asante art/craft should be properly designated as Akan art. What Kumasi did was
to appropriate Akan art in a deliberate policy of using art to build an Asante identity.
What Nkrumah did was the intensification of the use of art for national integration and
national identity, as well as the use of art to promote the African Personality. In that
regard Nkrumah did not only use Akan (Asante) art, but he also used art from the other
ethnic groups, particularly Ewe, Ga and the northern ethnic groups. The Ewe kente and
drums carved by Ewe woodcarvers featured prominently in some of the arts
commissioned by the state. Various new designs were introduced during the Nkrumah
era as adinkra symbols. These included y hw y n anim (we face forward- #246),
mm fra b nin (#517), Akosombo nkanea (#681), baa na man w no (#297), and
komfoaku (#772).

“The iconic and symbolic photograph of Ghana’s declaration of independence from



Great Britain on 6 March 1957 shows an emotional and gesturing Prime Minister
Nkrumah, along with some of his senior ministers who were all dressed in the
‘traditional’ smock [batakari] typically worn by men in the Northern Territories. Such a
symbolic gesture of dress put on by the new leaders of Ghana was meant to emphasize
the need for national unity to the far corners of Ghana — from the Northern-most capital
of Tamale to the southernmost and national capital of Accra - that all tribal and regional
groups in the country were an integral part of the new Ghana. The message of the
importance of national solidarity as symbolically expressed in dress was also meant for
the powerful Asantes, but also for ideological partners external to Ghana.” (Fuller,
2010).

It is quite interesting to note that the northern batakari has now become the “t-shirt”
of all the major political parties in Ghana. The batakari signified national integration,
not just a garb for the northerner. The prison garb worn by those CPP leaders who were
imprisoned for their role in the 1950 Positive Action became the garb of pride, honor,
national integration and national identity. The kente would become the cloth for the
honorable, not only the royal — as the first all Ghanaian cabinet ministers and members
of the national legislature were seen wearing kente. Ghana under Nkrumah gave a gift
of kente cloth, baakofo mmu man (one person does not rule a nation), to the UN to
mark the rise of the non-aligned movement in global geo-politics. Ewe and Asante
kente would eventually be “wrapped in pride” by African Americans and Ghanaians in
the diaspora (Ross, 1998). The new Embassy of Ghana building in Washington, DC
would appropriate several adinkra cloth symbols in branding Ghana in the United
States (see Fig. 16).
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Figure 15: Postage stamps with adinkra symbols issued in 1959 (on the left) and 1961



(on the right) in “branding” Ghana to the world

It needs to be stressed that “the numerous gifts of carved Asante stools, kente and so
on presented to foreign dignitaries were not the handiwork of state artists.” The
woodcarvings were in most cases the work of Bambir Brothers who originated from
Ajumako Asaasan in the Central Region. The Bambir Brothers were brought to
Achimota to work with Antubam on a number of national cultural symbols and
branding projects that included the Accra Community Centre, the old Parliament
House, the state chair and state stool, the speaker’s mace and the presidential sword
(akofenata - #270).

Other adinkra symbols reflect some social interactions. One of my informants at
Asokwa explained the story behind the symbol Onyame adom nti (by the grace of God -
#141) to me thus: Opanin Kwasi Dwoben was commissioned to print adinkra cloths for
the wife of a prominent national political leader in the early 1960s. After the work had
been completed, the woman refused to pay the previously agreed upon price. Opanin
Dwoben politely asked the woman to take the cloths for no fee at all. As the woman
left, he remarked Onyame nti me nwe ahahan (by the grace of God, I will not eat leaves
- #141)2. Eating leaves among the Akan is associated with sheep and goats in the house
and animals living in the wild. He then later came up with the design, Onyame adom nti
(by the grace of God - #141) to remind himself and tell the world about his encounter
with the woman.



Figure 16: Adinkra cloth symbols on the fence wall in front of the Ghana Embassy,
Washington, DC

Adinkra Symbeols and Ananses€m

There are several of the adinkra symbols that encode ananses m - folk stories. Some
of these stories were told to me by some of the cloth producers or bystanders as I
interviewed the cloth producers at Ntonso and Asokwa. I will illustrate with three of the
many stories that are linked to some of the adinkra symbols: ma w’ani ns dea wow
(be content with your lot - #570), dade bi twa dade bi mu (some iron can break others
- #679) and seantie y mmusuo (disobedience may have disastrous consequence -
#868).

The symbol ma w’ani ns dea wow (be content with your lot - #570) is linked to
the story in which a man decides to commit suicide rather than live in poverty. The man
looks for the tallest tree in the forest to hang himself so that no one will find him out.
He decides to leave his clothes under the tree for he came to this world naked and he
would leave it naked. As soon as he gets to the top of the tree and he makes the noose to
put around his neck, he noticed someone running away with his clothes which made
him realize that there is someone else poorer than he is. The man quickly climbs down



the tree to chase after the other person to get his clothes back. When he catches up with
the other person, the other person gives back the clothes and tells the man: ma w’ani
ns dea wow na nea ahia no ne nea w awu - “be content with your lot for the poor
person is the dead person. While one has life, one has to make the best of it for life is an
opportunity the Creator has given us to do something that is worthwhile.”

The story linked to the symbol dade bi twa dade bi mu (some iron can break
others - #679) is a metaphor the Akan use to express the idea that no one is
unconquerable. This image derives from the use of chisel or hacksaw (metal) to cut
another metal. The story is told of how the leopard taught its cubs to cry: “There is
nothing in this world that can overcome us.” One day when the mother leopard left to
go hunting to feed her cubs, a deer stopped by the leopard’s den. He taught the cubs to
cry: “There is something in this world that can overcome us.” When the mother leopard
returned and heard her cubs cry the way the deer had taught them, she was very angry.
She decided to teach the deer a lesson in minding his own business. The next day as
mother leopard left to go hunting, she encountered the deer. Mother leopard demanded
an explanation from the deer why he would teach her cubs to cry: “There is something
in this world that can overcome us.” Before the deer could utter a word of explanation,
the mother leopard jumped to attack him. The deer, being nimble-footed, was able to
jump to the side, making the leopard miss him. The mother leopard fell into a thicket of
thorns and was fatally injured as she was impaled by a big thorn. As she lay bleeding to
death, the deer went to call the cubs to come and see what had happened to their
mother. When the cubs came to the scene, they realized that their mother had died. The
deer then told the cubs: “If there is nothing in this world that can overcome everyone,
your mother would not have died. There is something in this world that can overcome
everyone.” The story teaches the lesson that no one in this world is unconquerable.

The seantie y mmusuo (disobedience may have disastrous consequence - #686)
symbol incorporates lessons of respect for the elderly and social control as contained in
the ananses m (folk story) of the same title. In this story a beautiful young woman
refused the suggestion of her parents to marry a young man of their choice. This young
woman then set some very stiff requirements to be fulfilled by any man who wanted to
marry her. One such requirement was that the man should be able to shoot an arrow
through a fresh egg without cracking the egg-shell. Many a young man who courted her
failed to meet these stiff requirements. One day, a monster turned itself into a handsome
looking young man and went to court this young woman. He was able to meet the
requirements set by the woman so he married her. A week after the marriage rites had
been performed the young man decided to take his wife to his ‘town.” When the newly-



wed couple reached the groom’s ‘town,” — in the middle of nowhere in the thick forest -
he turned himself back into the monster that he really was. The night that the monster
was going to eat up the young woman, there came to her rescue none other than the
young man who her parents had chosen for her and she had rejected. He rescued her
from the monster and took her back to her home where they got married. Her parents
admonished her with the proverb: obi nware ne kuromanni nnu ne ho na seantie y
musuo - no one does regret from marrying from one’s own town, and disobedience may
have deleterious consequence. In essence, the devil (that is, one’s townsfolk) you know
is better than the angel - that is, the stranger - you do not know - #868.

There are numerous accounts of how some of these symbols were developed,
particularly in recent years. There is the story of the man who could not afford to buy a
Mercedes Benz. He asked for a cloth that is made up of the internationally known logo
of the giant automobile manufacturer. If he could not afford to ride in the prestigious
car, he could afford to wear its logo in his cloth, hence the Mercedes Benz symbol
(#741).2 Mato (1986) catalogues several of these accounts of historical and everyday
events.

Sometimes, two or more symbols are placed together to express an idea or a proverb.
An example of this is given by the symbol d bata akoma ho (love is in the heart -
#484) in which the akoma (heart - #470) and nkotimsefo pua (hairstyle of the
queenmother’s attendants - #370) are combined. Other examples include owuo kum
Nyame (death killed God - #105) and aboa b y nnam no (predatory animal - #152).
Owusu-Ansah (1992), son of Asantehene Prempeh II and a research fellow at the
College of Art, University of Science and Technology at Kumase, has developed over
one hundred new symbols. Many of his symbols are modifications or adaptations of
some of the old symbols, such as gye Nyame (except God - #3). In the symbol
Onyankop n d wo (God loves you - #92), for example, the gye Nyame symbol is
modified to incorporate the heart symbol. He also developed completely new symbols
such as meso nanka mentumi - #787; gyina pintinn - #824; boa me na me mmoa wo -
#200; and pagya wo ti - #634. In the case of symbols such as owuo s e fie (death
destroys the household - #125-127), as m pa asa (the truth is gone - #822), and kaa
nsee nkoa (the weaver bird wishes - #595-597) pictorial signs are combined with
alphabetical symbols.

The question of authorship of the old adinkra symbols is a very difficult one.
Though they might have originated from individuals, no helpful information regarding
the authorship of old symbols could be gathered from the cloth producers or from other
people who know about the symbols. The authorship of contemporary symbols is, of



course, easier to determine. The cloth producers generally come up with the symbols
and several of these have been catalogued by Mato (1986). Occasionally, individuals
may bring their own symbols to be carved and stamped. Examples of symbols that were
brought by some individuals to the cloth producers include the koroy (unity - #187)
and the benz (#740-741) symbols®. When the Asantehene, Otumfoo Opoku Ware II
departed for the village in 1999, Teacher Kofi Nsiah of Ntonso created a new symbol
which he named otumfo wuo y ya — the passing away of the king is a sorrowful
occasion (#128). Dpanin Teacher Kofi Nsiah himself passed away in 2001, a painful
loss as his death marked the closing of a library of indigenous knowledge he stored in
his head. Owusu-Ansah’s (1992) work, as well as that of Agbo (2006) and Kquofi, et al
(2013), is an example of the ingenuity of contemporary artists to “tinker” with and add
to the time-honored adinkra motifs. The increased use of screen printing techniques and
CAD has made it possible for new symbols that encode more ideas and meanings of the
society.

Some of these adinkra symbols show direct relationship between the objects they
represent, and show less abstraction. Other symbols represent something else other than
themselves. For example, nkuruma k se (big okra - #323-331) is used to symbolize the
benevolence associated with the practice within the Akan extended family system in
which adults raise not only their own biological children, but also the children of others.
Children are highly treasured, and being able to bear and raise several children
successfully gives one status and prestige in the Akan society. In this sense, the adinkra
symbols as ideograms and pictograms are to be read in a cultural context. Some of the
meanings of the symbols as given by their sources of derivation are described in the
following sections in this chapter.

SOURCES OF DERIVATION:
Flora and Faun

The adinkra symbols include examples of diverse varieties of flora and fauna. By
using plants as symbols, the Akan recognized the sense of beauty in the realm of
vegetal life. They also used these examples not so much as ornaments or decoration but
much more as drawings with a symbolic content to express life, growth, fertility,
procreation, development, and so on. The indigenous flora is mainly represented by
fruits (e.g., nkuruma k se - #323-331, asaawa - #763, bese saka - #706-712), leaves
(e.g., ahahan - #854, Nyame adom nti - #141, and adwer - #119), and seeds (e.g.,



wawa aba - #607-612, and fofoo aba - #587-589, peanuts - #710), and plants such as
cocoa (#703), kwadu hono -#866, plantain (#764), babadua (#226), and palm tree
(#705).

The symbols based on fauna show how animals have played a very important role as
the essential archetypes of all that is instinctive, and as symbols of the principles of
material, spiritual, and even cosmic powers. The Ananse ntontan (spider’s web - #38-
41), for instance, symbolizes orderliness, architectural creativity, the structure of
dwellings and settlement, and the structure of life and society. This symbol also stands
for the sun and its rays and the vitality and creative powers of God. In some Akan
stories, God is referred to as Ananse Kokuroko (the Great Spider or the Great Creator).
The k de mm wer (eagle’s talons - #410-411) and akoo mm wer (parrot’s talons -
#408-409) also symbolize the snatching abilities and the strength in the claws of the
eagle and the parrot.

For earth-bound human beings, birds with their ability to fly were seen as more than
an embodiment of earthly faculties. Domestic birds like the chicken must have been an
exception. But even the chicken was seen as an archetype of all that is instinctive. The
akok nan (hen’s feet - #517-523) symbol, for example, depicts the motherhood
instincts: tender care, firmness, protection, love and discipline. In her efforts to protect
her chicks from the preying hawk, the mother hen may step on her chicks. She does so
in order to protect but not to harm them. Akok (fowl or rooster - #846-848), on the
other hand, depicts gender division of labor (akok bede nim adekye nso otie onini
ano - a hen could herself discern the break of the day yet she relies on the cock to
announce it)*, or matrilineage (akok bede na ne mma di n’akyi - the chicken follows
the hen rather than the rooster). The chicken egg (tumi te s kosua - power is like the
egg - #197-198) is likened to power as a precious yet delicate thing; it is also a source
of life that must be handled delicately and firmly. Too much firmness or careless
handling may crush the egg. Other human characteristics are still projected onto
animals today, in a manner that finds expression in commonly used similes and
metaphors. Thus, the Akan speak of someone being as “humble as a dog” (kraman
ahobr ase ), “dumb as sheep” (woagyimi te s odwan), and “as eloquent as a parrot”
(n’ano ate s akoo).

The Human Form and its Parts

The heart, eye, hand, mouth, and the head are some of the parts of the human body
that are used as adinkra symbols. The head is reflected in the symbol tikor nk agyina
or tikor mmpam (one head does not constitute a council - #192-193). This means one



person cannot rule a nation by oneself. The eye is used to symbolize love ( d aniwa -
#454), sleepiness and the fragility of the physical self (anikom nnim awer how - #120-
121), self-discipline or being in a state of agitation (ani bere a, ns gya - #571-581),
agreement (ani ne ani hyia - #664), and vigilance ( hene aniwa - #318-320). The heart
is used to express love and devotion ( d firi akoma mu - #475-478) and patience (nya
aboter - #470-474). The teeth and tongue symbol (se ne t ker ma - #189-191) depicts,
in one sense, the interdependence of members of a society in working together to
achieve a common goal. In another sense, the symbol represents the reconciling and
adjudicating role played by the tongue between the two sets of teeth (Yankah, 1995, p.
49). The hand symbol (nsakor - #238-240) represents cooperation or power, and the
inadequacy of human beings vis-a-vis God. One hand is not big enough to be used to
cover the sky. Yet several hands working together in united action may serve to benefit
the entire society.

Hairstyles (pua) for both men and women served as symbols of status. Women wore
varied coiffures to express their social status in terms of age and marital status. Old
women wore closely shaven hairstyles (dansinkran). The queenmother’s attendants
wore various kinds of hairstyles (mmodwewafo pua - #376-377, and nkotimsefo pua -
#370-375). Men wore various hairstyles to identify themselves as members of special
groups, for instance executioners (adumfo), key bearers (nkwantanan - #363), and court
heralds (nseniefo ). Before major festivals and ceremonies men would grow their hair
long so that status coiffures and special hairstyles would be made for the occasion.
Some of the courtiers had coiffures such as mpuaansa (three tufts - #364-366),
mpuaanum (five tufts - #357-362; #892), and mpuankr n (nine tufts - #195). The
adinkra symbol, gyawuatik (Gyawu’s hairstyle of bravery - #389-396), is one such
coiffure that was first worn by the war hero, Bantamahene Gyawu.

Human-Made Objects

The adinkra symbols include a number of human-made objects such as motor
vehicles such as (benz - #740-741, Toyota - #742-743, VW -#738-739), house and
buildings (as redan - #109, fie — #544-546), communication devices such as tv - #747-
751, and foon - #744-746, and household items such as k t - #513, kyinii - #271-275,
nsaa - #806-810, mpaboa - #224, k nt n - #765, toa - #730, apaso - #684, and dudfe -
#463-469. The etuo (gun - #404-407), for example, has been incorporated in funeral
and political rituals as discussed below. Motor vehicles of all sizes have helped open up
the country for development. The motor vehicles and their usage have introduced new
social problems as encoded by the symbol sitia b kum dor ba (the steering wheel may



kill the driver - #715-717). While some meanings attached to these symbols of human-
made objects are derived from the prestige and status linked with some of these objects,
other meanings are linked to the functional uses of some these objects. The akuma, (axe
- #695-697), for example, is used for felling trees, but the adinkra symbol is
metaphorically used as peace symbol as encoded in the following maxim: Dua biara
nnih a y dens akuma ntumi ntwa, nanso as m biaray den a, y mfa akuma na

twa,nay dey nanona kama no twa - There is no tree that is so hard that it cannot
be felled with an axe; however, no matter how intractable a case may be, it must be
settled by counseling and negotiations, not with an axe. The symbol is used to connote
the view that there is no issue or problem so difficult that it cannot be resolved by
peaceful means.

Geometric and Abstract Figures

Geometric figures were obviously drawn from observations of nature. For example,
the full moon representing circle (bosom or srane ab puru - #17) and the crescent
moon ( sranefa - #618-621) representing the semi-circle presented themselves
constantly to the Akan’s observation. But in nature itself it was difficult for the eyes to
meet really straight lines, with precise triangles or squares, and it seems clear that the
chief reason why the Akan gradually worked out conceptions of these figures is that
their observation of nature was an active one. To meet their practical needs, they
manufactured objects that were more and more regular in shape. They built dwellings,
stretched bowstrings in their bows, modeled their clay pottery, brought them to
perfection and correspondingly formed the notion that a pot is curved, but a stretched
bowstring is straight. In short, they first gave form to their material goods and only then
recognized form as that which is impressed on material goods and can therefore be
considered by itself as an abstraction from the material goods. In similar ways notions
of geometric magnitudes of length, area and volume as well as fractional parts (e.g.,
abunu - half and abusa - third) and numbers arose from practical activities and
observation of nature.

Antubam (1963) explains the symbolic significance of the circle, semi-circle, oval,
triangle, squares and rectangles, and other geometric and abstract figures. The circle
(puru - #17) symbolizes “the presence and power of God, and sanctity in the male
aspect of society” (p. 105). Sarpong (1974, p. 101) writes that “the circle is the symbol
of the presence and power of God.” It also “stands for the life-stream which, as it were,
flows continuously.” The notion of a circle is embodied in such symbols as nyame dua
(God’s altar - #63-71), ananse ntontan (spider’s web - #38-41), mate masie (I have



heard and kept it - #802-805), mpua anum (five tufts - #357-362; #892), adinkrahene
(king of the adinkra symbols - #303-310), and sunsum (spirit or soul - #42-43). The
concentric circles signify the universe and its creator. Only the Creator of the universe,
like the creator of the circle, knows its beginning and its end (#17). The Creator is also
at the center of the circle.

The square and the rectangles stand for “sanctity in the male aspect of both God and
man” (Antubam, 1963, p. 106). They depict such qualities attributed to the nature of
God as perfection in wisdom, honesty, justice, courage, fairness, mercy, perpetual
growth, or incarnation. The square or rectangular notion (anannan or ahinanan) is
embodied in such symbols as kerapa (#72-80), nsaa (#806-810), aban (#247-256),
fihankra (#528-533), mframadan (#534-536), nky mu (#826-827), kurontire ne
akwamu (#194), funtumfurafu (#168-177), damedame (#820-821) and bl k (#537-543).

The semi-circle as represented by the crescent moon ( srane or sranefa - #618-
621) symbolizes the female aspect of society. It is a symbol of fertility. “It bears with it
all the bounty of the female, tender kindness, grace, and sereneness” (Antubam, 1963,
p. 108). Sarpong (1974, p. 102) says the crescent moon shape “bears with it all the
beauty and female qualities of the woman - tender kindness, gracefulness and serenity.”
The adinkra symbols srane (or sranefd) and srane ne nsoromma depict this notion
of the semi-circle.

The straight or upright cross (mmeramutene - #22-24 or as nnua - #113-114)
appears in several adinkra symbols such as mmeramutene (male cross - #22-24), aban
(castle - #247-256), kerapa (sanctity - #72-80), Nyame nwu na mawu (I die only when
God dies - #55-59), akomantoaso (joined hearts - #490-491), Yesu as nnua (cross of
Jesus - #113-114), and donnontoaso (doubled drum - #501-509). It symbolizes “the
rightful or pious interference of a male parent on earth” (Sarpong, 1974, p. 102). The
female cross (mmeramubere - #25-28) in the form of X represents “ill-will, negative
attitude or evil intention.” From this basis “it is a taboo to cross legs; it is bad manners
and regarded as contempt of court if one is in an Akan traditional court,” and if one is
caught sitting with the legs crossed in the Akan traditional court, one may be charged
with contempt of the court (Sarpong, 1974, p. 102).

It is used to illustrate the idea of cross roads: the point of intersection called
nkwantanan (#363) that depicts a central point from which radiate four major roads.
The central point stands for the seat of government, while the directions of the roads
represent the four major divisional wings of the state. Among the Akan, each traditional
area has four divisions, called wings and administered by wing leaders (otherwise
known as sub-chiefs, referred to in the Akan language as Mpakamfo ). Thus, in effect,



the right-angled cross is used to signal the power of the head of state. The divisional
wings of each traditional area, which are founded on the basis of defensive and warring
strategies, include: 1) the vanguard, Adonten, led by Ad ntenhene; 2) the rearguard,
Kyid m, led by Kyid mhene; 3) the Right Wing, Nifa led by Nifahene; and 4) the Left
Wing, Benkum, led by Benkumhene.

The two crosses (mmeramutene - #22-24 and mmeramubere - #25-28) also
symbolize the various attributes of the two sexes which form the very core of Akan
gender beliefs and sexual behaviors in the society. These beliefs affect almost all
aspects of Akan behavior, from marital relations, care of menstruation and pregnancy,
adultery beliefs, and ideas about kinship relations, to details concerning the nature of
ancestral propitiation, inheritance, and funerary rites.

The triangle (ahinansa - #871-872), as incorporated in the medallion called adaebo ,
symbolizes Nyame (God) as the ruler of the universe which is a continuum of the sky
(ewimu), the earth (asaase) and under the earth (asamando). The triangle also
symbolizes the pride of state. The triangle is depicted by such other symbols as

domankoma (creator - #14-15), Nyame aniwa (God’s eyes - #19), and Onyankop n
b kyer (God will provide - #148).

Other geometric and abstract figures include the chevron or inverted V, which
represents growing anew or the vitality of fresh growth (Antubam, 1963). The chevron
shape is incorporated in symbols like the mmodwewafo pua (hairstyle of the queen’s
attendants - #376-377), asambo (chest feathers of the guinea fowl - #459-461), and w
aforo adob (snake climbs the raffia palm tree - #215-217).

SOCIAL CHANGE

Hunter and Whitten (1976, p. 409) point out that “writing systems are rich sources of
information about language change in general, about the history of specific languages,
and about the structures of past languages.” Changes occurring in the society serve as
sources for new ideas and new symbols. As language, the adinkra system of writing has
built on tradition and incorporated new ideas, symbols, and words. There is the
increased use of the phonological scripts. This is evidenced, for example, by the use of
symbols such as ABCD (#853), as mpa asa (the truth is gone - #823), and kaa obi
nkoa (someone wishes - #594).

As a record of history, the adinkra symbols show evolutionary developments in the
cultural, historical, and social relationships that have occurred and continue to occur in
the society. With time, the adinkra cloth has absorbed most of the existing symbols



from other Akan arts and created new ones; it has tended to add and accumulate and
appropriate symbols from other cultures to reflect the dynamic nature of the language of
the Akan. As a reflection of the changes society is experiencing, the adinkra symbols
themselves have undergone changes in size and design.

The Akan believe that society is dynamic. This belief is implied by the expression
associated with the symbol mmere dane (time changes - #837). The dynamic forces that
impinge on society result in changes in the society. These changes may be due to
fundamental laws of nature and demographic and technological developments, among
other factors. The fundamental laws of nature that are encoded in the adinkra symbols
include development and self-preservation. Development is indicated by symbols such
as mm fra b nyini (the young shall grow - #517) and woy ab fra a (while you are
young - #566). Self-preservation is encoded in several symbols such as nni awu (thou
shall not kill - #584) and bray b na (life is a struggle - #661). One is also urged to
adapt one’s self to suit the changing times and conditions as indicated by the expression
mmere dane a, dane wo ho (when times change, adapt yourself - #844).

Several of the symbols in the adinkra cloths record social changes that have been
brought about by both external and internal factors. For example, the aban (castle,
fortress - #247-256), kurontire ne akwamu (council of state - #194), hene tuo (king’s
gun - #404-407), UAC nkanea (chandilliers - #760), benz - #740-741, television - #747-
751, foon - #744-745, ns ne (scale - #828), VW - #738-739, Toyota - #742-743, benz
- #740-741, sititia b kum dor ba - #715-717, and sede or serewa (cowrie shell - #723-
728) symbols record specific technological developments and historical events that led
to particular changes and factors that influenced the direction of such changes in the
Asante (Akan) and Ghanaian society. On one hand, for example, the ns se (scale -
#828) and the sede (cowrie shall - #723-728) symbols point to the monetization of the
Akan economy long before direct contact with Europeans. On the other hand, some
symbols point to selective borrowing of ideas from other societies. Etuo (gun - #404-
407), for example, came with the Europeans. It has been incorporated not only in the
language, but also into important political as well as funeral rituals of the Akan. When
the king-elect takes the oath of office he is given the hene tuo (king’s gun - #404-407)
which he fires to demonstrate his ability to honor his responsibility as the military
commander-in-chief to ensure protection, security, and peace in the society. During
funerals the gun is fired in the morning to signal the beginning of the funeral, and is
fired again in the evening to mark the end of the funeral for the day. The gun salute also
serves “as an important means of announcing the event of death and the journey of the
deceased to both the living and the dead, near and far” (Nketia, 1969, p. 144, fn 2). This



use of the gun is being replaced by the loud booming music from “sound system” that
blast out mournful as well as joyous music.

The symbol, kurontire ne akwamu (council of state - #194), for example, records the
military and governmental structural changes introduced by Osei Tutu in the 17®
century. Osei Tutu participated in ahemfie adesua® (palace training) in statecraft and
governance in Denkyira and Akwamu prior to becoming the Asantehene. During his
reign he applied some of the knowledge and skills he had acquired from his “schooling”
in Denkyira and Akwamu. He was superbly supported in this venture by the legendary
Okomfo Anokye. These changes not only resulted in the strengthening of the Asante
military capacity, but also in laying the foundation for increased bureaucratization of
the indigenous governmental system (Wilks, 1975, 1993).

The aban or abansoro® (fortress, palace, castle or two-story building - #247-256)
symbolizes, in the words of McCaskie (1983, p. 28) “an iconic representation of
Culture as an idea.” It also records the special relationship between Asante and Elmina.
As Yarak (1986) suggests, “wealthy dena [i.e., Elmina], vrijburgher [free citizens]*
and Dutch merchants placed skilled artisans at the disposal of the Asantehene to aid in
the construction of the king’s ‘stone house’ at Kumase during 1819-21.” This castle
was made of carved stone and was completed in 1822 during the reign of the
Asantehene Osei Bonsu (1804-1824). It was roofed with brass laid over an ivory
framework, and the windows and doors were cased in gold, and the door posts and
pillars were made of ivory (McLeod, 1981). Wilks (1975) referred to the aban as “The
Palace of Culture.” The ‘stone house’ or two-story building (abansoro or abr san)®
represented an adaptation of the structural form of the European castles and forts and
architectural designs on the coast.® This castle was ransacked and destroyed by the
British during the 1874 British-Asante War.

The social changes that the adinkra symbols record are not limited to the changes of
the past; contemporary changes taking place in the larger Ghanaian society have been
and continue to be captured by the adinkra symbols. The adinkra symbols for Mercedes
Benz (#740-741), VW, Toyota, television (#747-751), Akosombo nkanea (#681), foon
(#744-746), and Senchi/Adomi bridge (#768-771), for example, show some of the new
technological changes and the new vocabulary that have been introduced into the
country. They serve as new status symbols and indicators of economic development in
the society. Even though the television** was introduced into Ghana only in 1965, it has
had a tremendous impact on the entire nation. Another recent symbol that has been
added to the adinkra symbols is the foon - #744-746. The symbol represents the freeing
up of the telephone communication system in the late 1990s in Ghana. Mobitel was one



of the first private companies that introduced mobile (cell) telephony to break the
monopoly of the state-owned telephone company®. The mobile (cell) telephony has
facilitated improved communication and financial transactions (for example, mobile
money services and banking) in the country. Within the last 23 years, Ghana’s mobile
phone industry has done a fantastic job in providing affordable telecommunications
services to the public. This has resulted in a phenomenal mobile penetration rate of over
80 percent. The industry has played a vital role in driving wider economic growth
across the country and contributing significantly to the government finances.

In the health sector, for example, Teleconsultation is an innovation to quicken
surveillance response and provide prompt health care to people in remote areas and
other places cut off by the effects of climate change such as extreme flooding. It takes
advantage of mobile telephony where coverage is available, to provide medical
consultation services on mobile phones to patients and health facilities at referral levels.
It is an initiative of the Climate Change and Health project, supported by the United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) and Global Environmental Facility (GEF).
The project aims to develop systems and response mechanisms to better integrate
climate change risks into the health sector. It involves training health sector workers,
and it sensitizes decision-making bodies at local and national health policy levels.
Health nurses share their telephone numbers with health volunteers, opinion leaders and
other community members for timely updates on health situations for prompt medical
advice, especially during flooding and other weather related emergencies.

The mobile telephone has also been used in monitoring national presidential and
legislative elections to help enhance free and fair elections. In the 2000 elections, for
example, the mobile phone was used around polling stations to thwart any potential
vote rigging. Through the use of mobile phone people call in to radio and television
stations to air their views on various issues. The mobile phone has also become a new
status symbol for some people.

Again in the health sector, new symbols like b wo ho ban (#896) and sank fo wo
r ba (#897) are being used to educate the people that condom use is an important
measure of protection against HIV (Bennett, 2010). The logo of the Toronto Black
Coalition for Aids Prevention (Black CAP) features four adinkra symbols that encode
“unity, strength, hope and that we are linked together in life and death” (-
www.blckcap.org). An HIV/STD intervention program supported by the National
Institute of Mental Health of the National Institutes of Health that was tailored for
heterosexual African American couples of differing HIV status (serodiscordant)
resulted in a significant increase in safer sex behaviors among those couples in a study



by Emory University in Atlanta. The intervention programs were culturally based and
modeled after the African concept encoded by the adinkra symbol, Eban (#527), which
symbolizes safety, security, and love within one’s family and relationship space. The
research finding was published in the July 12, 2010, online issue of Archives of Internal
Medicine®. The Afiya Center in Dallas, Texas addresses the unique needs of women by
providing public health education, policy advocacy, community organizing, and
leadership development. In addition, they place a special emphasis on the experiences
of marginalized women affected by HIV/AIDS and poverty. While many may not be
familiar with the term reproductive justice, The Afiya Center, since its inception,
swiftly identified the sexual health and reproductive justice framework as effective
means to challenge structural power inequalities. The word Afiya is of African-Swahili
origin meaning “health and wellness.” Afiya Center’s logo, Sesa Wo Suban (#600-603)
is an adinkra symbol, which means “life transformation.” The Sesa Wo Suban symbol
is synonymous with the message the Center purveys as it relates to women'’s lives. The
Center strives to create positive changes in the lives of women by way of education,
awareness, and advocacy.®

Another recent use of the adinkra symbols is to be found in the Akob n (#397-403)
initiative of the Environmental Protection Agency of Ghana. AKOBEN program is an
environmental performance rating and disclosure initiative of the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), Government of Ghana. Under the AKOBEN initiative, the
environmental performance of mining and manufacturing operations is assessed using a
five-color rating scheme. The name of the environmental rating program—AKOBEN—
has its roots in Ghana’s tradition of adinkra symbols (#397-403), and it stands for
vigilance and wariness—a set of behavior that is pertinent for environmental
conservation. AKOBEN also signifies alertness and readiness to serve a good cause.

On the other hand, the UAC nkanea symbol (UAC lights - #760) does not merely
depict the introduction of street electric lights.2 It also points to the ubiquitous presence
and dominant influence of the UAC (Unilever) Group of Companies and other foreign
companies in Ghana as a result of the incorporation of the Ghanaian economy into the
world capitalist system.2

The Akosombo nkanea — Akosombo lights (#681) symbolizes the effort of the
Nkrumah administration to transform the Ghanaian economy by undertaking the Volta
River Project. The project was to be the catalyst to industrialize Ghana through the
development of an integrated aluminum industry and the provision of cheap hydro-
electric power. Even though the project has resulted in the extension of electricity to
rural areas, it also serves as a powerful reminder of the neo-colonial and dependency



nature of the Ghanaian economy.

Kookoo dua (cocoa tree - #703), bese saka (bunch of cola nuts - #706-712), and
ab dua (palm tree - #705) are examples of symbols that record about crops that have
played important roles in the economy of the society at different times over the years.
Bese (cola nut) was very important in the trans-Saharan trade long before Europeans
had direct contact with the Akan. Ab dua became a very important source of vegetable
oil for making soap and greasing machines in the industrialization of Europe. Cocoa
became important only after the 1880s. Since then it has played a very significant role
in the incorporation of the Ghanaian economy into the global system. It symbolizes new
sources of wealth and the enterprise of the Ghanaian farmer. In the late 1950s and early
1960s, Ghana supplied about 25 - 50 percent of the world’s cocoa. No one seems to
question the entrepreneurial and market responsiveness of the peasant cultivators of
Ghana with regards to cocoa production. Yet those characteristics alone have been
insufficient to lift Ghana from economic backwardness. Cocoa has brought tremendous
changes in land ownership and tenure systems, inheritance rights, and some disastrous
family relations as well as changes in political developments in the country. Between
1903 and 1930, cocoa production brought both land and labor into the market, and
radically transformed the relations of production (Kay, 1972; Austin, 2012). Busia
(1951, p. 127) stated as a measure of what the Asante considered to be the disastrous
effects of cocoa on family relations that “cocoa s e abusua, paepae mogya mu - cocoa
ruins the family, divides blood relations.” Cocoa production carried with it a massive
structural change in rural landholdings in the Akan areas. Cocoa production gave rise to
very destructive land disputes that wrecked families and villages. Chiefs became
willing accomplices in the new scramble for land for cocoa cultivation that disrupted
the unity and integrity of traditional society. Ninsin (1991, p. 24) writes:

In the wake of this new scramble, the value of land as a commodity
soared. Chiefs responded by, once more, turning communal lands into a
source of private wealth: they alienated communal lands to prospective
cocoa farmers under various forms of tenancy arrangements.

By the 1920s, these developments had seriously disturbed social peace.
For example, the extensive involvement of chiefs in land disputes and
destoolments had severely breached the authority of chiefs as well as the
stability of the institution of chieftancy itself.

Furthermore, the devastating effect of the cocoa diseases that afflicted acres of farms
during the peak period of the 1940s and the 1950s gave rise to the expression: S woy



kookoo na any yie a, san konu wo ab — when your cocoa farm fails you, go back and
tend your oil palm tree (#704).

The sankonu w’ab (go back and tend your palm tree -#704) symbol is associated
with the devastating effect of a plant diseases that afflicted cocoa farms from as far
back as 1910. The three major biological problems that affected cocoa productivity in
Ghana were Cocoa Swollen Shoot Virus Disease (CSSVD), Black Pod fungus disease
and capsid insects (Hemiptera, Miridae, Padi et. al., 2002; Chapter 2). The diseases
proved to be an economic disaster for farmers as their cocoa farms were destroyed.
Some farmers abandoned their farms rather than cut out diseased trees. The Cocoa
Swollen Shoot Virus Disease (CSSVD) which is spread by the mealy bug, has over the
years caused a significant reduction in cocoa production in Ghana. The most effective
method of checking the spread of CSSVD is to eradicate diseased cocoa trees and other
symptomless trees within and up to a distance of about 15 meters. Though several
approaches have been used in implementing the control of the CSSVD through the
cutting out and the spraying of diseased trees over the years, all these approaches have
been met with fierce resistance from farmers®,

The diseases also led to the establishment of the Cocoa Research Institute by the
government. The colonial government’s involvement in the cocoa industry dates back
to 1866, when a nursery, which later became the Botanical Garden, was established at
Aburi to supply cocoa seedlings to farmers. This led to the rapid development of the
cocoa industry in the country. Later in 1947, the colonial government established the
Cocoa Marketing Board (CMB) ostensibly to protect the cocoa farmers from fluctuating
international prices for cocoa and unfair trade practices of foreign companies such as
the Association of West African Merchants (AWAM) group led by UAC in the country.
The CMB and other agricultural produce marketing boards, however, became key
instruments through which Britain accumulated and siphoned financial surplus from the
colonies to rebuild its war-shattered economy after WW II. From 1990 onwards three
noticeable changes have taken place in the technology of cocoa production: increased
use of fertilizers; the adoption of hybrid cocoa varieties, and greater control of pests and
diseased trees (Bohaene, 1999; Edwin, et al, 2003; Gockowski and Sonwa 2007; Teal et
al., 2006; Vigneri et al., 2004; Vigneri, 2008).

The artisanal methods used by the Ghanaian cocoa farmer to prepare cocoa beans for
further processing by chocolate and cocoa processing manufacturers make the Ghana
cocoa a high quality product. Product quality of cocoa from Ghana is world renowned,
and it regularly exceeds the most stringent international standards. Exports are handled
professionally and efficiently. International loans are repaid reliably. Internal marketing



is relatively uncorrupt and effective. This is a home-grown success story, under the
stewardship of a state-run marketing board — the Cocobod (i.e., Cocoa Marketing Board
— CMB) — which manages almost all aspects of the internal cocoa marketing process
and maintains a monopoly on cocoa exports. Given the dismal history of African
commodity marketing boards in general, and of Ghana’s cocoa marketing board in
particular, this success demands explanation. It was not the result of radical
transformation but of relatively subtle changes in the system that maintained the
undoubted benefits of a centralized monopoly while minimizing its damaging
consequences. Success resulted from (1) building on the underlying strength of certain
elements in the system, notably quality control and export management, (2) an episode
of well-directed reform, and (3) effective policies and organizational structures that
protected the farmers’ share of the cocoa revenues over time and inhibited the Cocobod
return to the politicization it suffered in the past. The case accords with the much-touted
but oft-neglected lesson that both context and institutions matter for organizational
performance (Williams, 2009).

However, for Ghana, cocoa has accentuated the country’s fragile economy as the
vicious cocoa price fluctuations on the world commodity market have had devastating
effects on the country’s balance of payments position particularly in the 1960s and
1970s.

In religion, As redan®(place of worship - #100), Yesu as nnua (cross of Jesus -
#113-114), Yesu wuo (Jesus’s death - #111), b nefafir (atonement - #886), and other
symbols about Christianity also point to the pervasive influence of Christianity in the
country. The Akan who in the past did not build temples in order to worship the Creator
have no problem now going to the as redan (place of worship - #100) on Fridays,
Saturdays, or Sundays to worship the Creator. Indigenous religious festivals such as
Odwira and Yam Festival have been overshadowed by new religious festivals such as
Christmas (Abibirem Buronya - #118) and Easter, symbolized byYesu wus re (Jesus’s
resurrection - #115). On the other hand, there has been similar influence of Akan
symbols on Christianity in Ghana. I have already mentioned in the early sections of this
Chapter how the Christian Church has adopted some of the adinkra symbols into its
liturgical arts (See Fig. 4). Obeng (1991, 1995) also shows how the Catholic Church, at
least the Kumase diocese, as part of an inculturation agenda, has incorporated some of
the adinkra symbols and their ceremonial usage into the annual Corpus Christi
celebrations of the Church. Some religious priests of various denominations have
incorporated adinkra and kente symbols in their clothing and vestments.
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Figure 17: Seats incorporating adinkra symbels, St. John’s Catholic Church, Saltpond,
Ghana

Some symbols have been utilized to reflect and comment on contemporary political
developments in the greater Ghanaian society. Even though some of these symbols
might have been designed and used long before they became associated with new
political developments in the country, such political developments made these symbols
more popular or notorious. The akofena (state sword - #260-269), aban (castle - #247-
256) and kookoo dua (cocoa tree - #703) symbols have been incorporated into the
Ghana national coat-of-arms, which is itself carved as an adinkra symbol ( man
as nkyer de - #242)2. Other examples of the adinkra symbols that have been
associated with contemporary political developments include the use of akok nini
(rooster or cockerel - #846-848), sono (elephant - #351-354), kookoo dua (cocoa tree -
#703), ab dua (palm tree - #705), owia or wia (sun - #32-397), and hene kyinii
(king’s umbrella - #271-275) as emblems and signs for various political parties from
about the 1940s. Ebite yie (some people are better seated, or better placed - #733-735)
gained popularity in Ghanaian political discourse during the interregnum of the
National Liberation Council (NLC) military junta from early 1966 to late 1969.

Some of my informants at Asokwa, Ntonso and Bonwire explained how the



akok nini (rooster or cockerel - #846-848) symbol was popularized and identified with
the Convention People’s Party’s (CPP) red cockerel symbol in the late 1950s and early
1960s; the kookoo dua (cocoa tree - #703) together with k ¢t k (porcupine - #412-413)
was identified with the National Liberation Movement (NLM) in the 1950s; owia (sun -
#32-37) with the Progress Party (PP) in 1969-1972; and ab dua (palm tree - #705) with
the People’s National Party (PNP) in 1979-1981.%

On the other hand some of these informants¥ were quick to deny any relation
between hene kyinii (king’s umbrella - #271-275) and the ruling National Democratic
Congress’s akatamanso umbrella symbol. The informants pointed out that what was in
the adinkra cloth was the chief’s umbrella, hence the name hene kyinii . When asked
why one of the Asantehene’s umbrella had the name akatamanso, one of the informants
quickly explained that in the adinkra cloth he made sure that he deliberately turned the
umbrella symbol upside down to show his indignation at the ruling party for
appropriating “sacred” chieftaincy symbolism in order to gain legitimacy. If these
adinkra symbols truly reflect and comment on the contemporary political developments
in the country, then one wonders about the deafening silence the adinkra producers
have maintained in their comments (or the lack thereof) about the military regimes that
have dominated the Ghanaian political developments in recent years.

MULTIPLE MEANINGS

As indicated earlier in Chapter 1 semiotics point out that symbols are sometimes
ambiguous and therefore open to several interpretations. This characteristic of symbols
gives rise to fluidity of meanings. That is, a symbol does not have fixed and, therefore,
static meaning. A symbol takes on meaning in some context. This characteristic of
symbols may be illustrated by the word “school.” There are several views and
assumptions held about this word by different people. Some people view it as a place of
learning, a process of learning (e.g., formal vis-a-vis informal learning), place of work,
place of domination, an authority system, a group of fish, or a group of persons who
hold a common doctrine or follow the same teacher. Another example is the word
mouse. In everyday usage, a mouse is some type of rodent. In computer usage, mouse is
an input device.®

Screen-printed adinkra cloth incorporating adinkra and kente and
embroideredsymbols



Table 7: Screen printing and embroidery symbols

A symbol needs not have a single agreed upon meaning. However, though the
meanings individuals attribute to symbols will vary, interpretations are not entirely
random or personal. “One characteristic of the symbol, as Saussure (1966, p. 68) points
out, “is that it is never wholly arbitrary; it is not empty, for there is a rudiment of a
natural bond between the signifier and the signified. The symbol of justice, a pair of
scales, could not be replaced by just any other symbol, such as a chariot.”

As Edelman (1964) writes:

Every symbol stands for something other than itself, and it evokes an
attitude, a set of impressions, or a pattern of events associated through time,
through space, through logic, or through imagination with symbol (p.6)...
But the meanings, however are not just in the symbols, they are in society



and therefore in [people] (p.11)...0One understands symbols by looking for
people’s differing reactions [and in] their meanings and emotions... there is
nothing about any symbol that requires that it stand for only one thing,
[thus] to define a symbol system [multiple] perspectives must be taken into
account (p.21).

Cultural symbols evoke different meanings and feelings for different groups of
people in any given society. For example, the Statue of Liberty in the U. S. means
different things for various groups of immigrants in the country. For American Indians
and African Americans, this cultural symbol evokes mainly negative feelings or lack of
reverence. The use of the statue to portray female and maternal images in depicting
human ideals: liberty and justice exposes some irony in French and American politics -
women had no vote in either France or America in 1886 when the statue was unveiled.

Within a society there is a range of associations and meanings that are attached to
most symbols. As participants in a common social order, each member interacts with
other members of that order. Through these interactions the members of the society
encounter ideas and phenomena, and the members learn from each other definitions for
such ideas and phenomena. Meanings and interpretations peculiar to each member
become part of the social meanings and interpretations. Through social interaction a
society ensures general agreement on how symbols will be interpreted. Within that
broad agreement, each individual member may develop specialized refinements of
meanings. The result is that there is enough general agreement to communicate with
each other, yet there is enough individual variation to make the meaning of any symbol
ambiguous. This is because “it is the very essence and potency of symbols,” as Cohen
(1979, p. 87) puts it, “that they are ambiguous, referring to different meanings, and are
not given to precise definitions.”

Adinkra symbols, as cultural symbols, are no exception to this characteristic of
symbols. Some adinkra symbols have precise and unambiguous meanings. Other
adinkra symbols have multiple meanings. In this respect, the adinkra cloths function in
a way that is similar to certain aspects of language as described by such linguists as
Ferdinand de Saussure. He identifies what he calls the quality of “mutability,” by which
he means that the linguistic sign, being dependent on a rational principle, is arbitrary
and can be organized at will (Saussure, 1966). This suggests that linguistic signs change
their meaning over space and time. Similarly, one sees that the messages communicated
by the symbols shift in meaning depending on the context in which they operate.

The meanings of adinkra symbols are heavily context dependent and there is
considerable variability in how the symbols are understood by different social strata and



taste groupings. The meaning of some of the symbols slightly changes from place to
place, while some symbols represent more than one proverb or maxim in the same
locality. This characteristic of ambiguity is sometimes exploited to strategic advantage.
For example, the d nky m (crocodile - #345-350) symbol is used to express
“adaptability,” a view that is based on an observation of the fact that the crocodile lives
in water, yet it does not behave like fish; it breathes oxygen directly through its nostrils
unlike the fish that absorbs oxygen from water through its gills. From this observation
the symbol means adaptability of one to changing circumstances in life. The same
symbol expresses “greatness of power,” a view that is based on another observation of
the way the crocodile carries its eggs in its mouth. This behavior of the crocodile is
taken to symbolize the idea that the crocodile is powerful to the extent that it can
swallow a stone. A king wearing an adinkra cloth with the symbol will be
communicating to his subjects how powerful he is.

The symbol nkyinkyimii (zigzag - #605-609) is interpreted as zigzag in one sense or
change and adaptability in another sense. Cowrie shells (serewa or sede - #723-728)
were once used as currency and, therefore, symbolize wealth and affluence. They are
also used by priests for religious purposes, and they, therefore, symbolize sanctity. On
the other hand, bese saka (#706-712) expresses wealth when bese is used as currency or
seen as an important cash crop. Bese, when used to welcome visitors, symbolizes
hospitality. In another context bese is used as a symbol of wisdom and knowledge as in
the aphorism Bese pa ne k nini ahahan y tase no banyansafo (It takes the
knowledgeable and wise person to distinguish between the very similar looking leaves
of the red and white kola tree - #854).

Also, the meaning of a symbol is often obscure because it involves time and space,
cultural, and historical relationships which are not always clearly understood. Since the
symbolic meaning is obscure and subject to various interpretations, a few particular
symbols have more than one name and meaning in different localities. For example,
some people call the bl k (cement or cinder block - #537-543) dame dame (checkers -
#820-821) and vice versa. Ahahan (leaves - #854) has been associated with different
interpretations in different areas and/or at different times such as wodu nkwanta a, gu
me ahahan (leave me a sign at the intersection), y nk te aduro a, ne ahahan (go fetch
medicine does mean mere leaves), or bese pa ne k nini ahahan, y tase no

banyansafo (it requires skill and experience to distinguish between the similar
looking leaves of the red kola and white kola leaves).

In this chapter, I have given examples of how the adinkra cloth producer used signs
and symbols to translate and store concrete information into abstract markings. Such



usage served to remove the data from their context. For example, the sighting of the
moon as sranefd (crescent moon - #618-621) or bosom ab puru (full moon - #17)
was abstracted from any simultaneous events such as atmospheric or or social
conditions (e.g., partly cloudy night). These signs and symbols also separated the
knowledge from the person presenting data. For example, the Onyame adom nti (by the
grace of God - #141) symbol presented the encounter between the cloth producer and
his customer in a “cold” and static form, rather than the “hot” and flexible oral medium
which involved voice modulation and body language.

In the rest of this book the adinkra symbols are classified on the basis of the
concepts deduced from the narratives that are associated with the symbols. In order to
discuss what the adinkra cloth producer wrote about Akan political beliefs, political and
social organization, social values and family relation several adinkra symbols are
grouped together into these broad thematic areas. The discussion of these themes is
constrained by the number of adinkra symbols I have been able to identify. This
deficiency is not limited to the adinkra system of writing. Hunter and Whitten (1976, p.
409) note that

Writing systems which depend heavily or exclusively on any one of
these three principles - pictograph, ideograph, logograph - are subject to
“overloading”: unless the range of information to be represented is
narrowly limited, a tremendously large number of signs is required.

Adinkra symbols as either a pictographic or ideographic system require a wide number of
symbols to represent the wide range of ideas and thoughts of the Akan. This poses an
“overloading” problem. The constraints of “overload” and not being able to identify all the
adinkra symbols that have ever been used pose problems for a fuller examination of Akan
thinking on the various themes discussed in the following chapters. Cloth, as a main medium in
which several of the adinkra symbols have been encoded, is a perishable product. Besides, more
new symbols are being created as part of the dynamics of a living language. In Ghana,
traditional cloths like kente, adinkra, and akunintam that are hand-made are predominantly the
preserve of the nobility and the royalty. As such, all important and sizeable collections are
owned by royal courts, and are kept very confidential and very private with their own protocols
and attendants. To gain access to the various collections has proved very daunting. Historic
collections such as those at Akwamufie, Denkyira, the Akyem states, the Bono states, Manhyia
and other paramount chiefs’ collections have been difficult to be accessed, assessed and
documented. Time and resources available to me have been limited and constraining. This
creates the possibility that other adinkra symbols exist somewhere that I have not been able to



identify. Or, perhaps I have not been able to draw on the extensive Akan oral literature to
provide a more elaborate synthesis of what adinkra cloth and its symbols store and
communicate. Therefore, the discussions that follow in the subsequent chapters should not be
construed as limitations of Akan thinking.



CHAPTER 4

Nyame nwu na mawu
If human beings cease to exist, God ceases to exist

NCEPTS OF THE UNIVERSE
GOD, SELF, AND SPIRITUALITY

THE UNIVERSE AND GOD

An essential basis of a people’s cultural heritage is found in their views of the
nature and structure of reality with regard to what is the meaning of existence,
what is the nature and structure of the universe (does order exist out there in the
world or do humans invent it?), and freedom or the lack thereof to make choices.
Two main sources of information about the Akan view of the universe are oral
sources including myths, proverbs, names, songs, prayers, vows, curses and
blessings; and visual symbols and images to be found in vehicles like art,
architecture and symbolic gestures of rites and rituals. These diverse
manifestations have much to tell us about Akan perceptions of the universe, the
nature and structure of reality, and the role of the human being in the universe.
The Akan view the universe as a creation of a Supreme Being, whom they refer to
variously as b ade ,2ONyame, Nyankop n, domankoma, Ananse Kokuroko,

maowia, Nana, mansuo, Toturobwnsuo, and Twedeamp n Kwame.2 This
creator was viewed as being androgynous, that is, the creator was simultaneously
man and woman, possessing both the male and female qualities. Yet God is
beyond both male and female.



The creatag first created the Heavens (' soro; wimu), Earth (wiase; asaase) and,
the underworld or the spiritual realm (Asamando). The creator then populated the
heavens with theosun (owi@ - #32-37), moon ( srane or sranefa - #618-621) and
stars (nsoromma - #130-138), and populated the earth with human beings, plants,
rocks, the sea, rivers, and animals. In time (mmere), the creator made day and
night (hann ne sum - #20-21).

The Akan concept of the totality of the universe is depicted by the symbol
ab de santaan (totality of the universe - #1-2). This symbol incorporates the eye,
the rays of the sun, the double crescent moon all of which are part of nature, and
the stool which is human made. The universe, according to the Akan’s worldview,
is a natural as well as a social creation. The natural aspect of the universe
includes the celestéal bodies® like the sun (owia or wia #32-37), the moon
(osrane - #618-621), the stars (nsoromma - #130-138), and elements like wind,2
lightning and thunder (anyinam ne aprannaa - #45-46) and water (i.e., rain - nsuo
- #47-50), as well as human beings and plant and animal lives.

One of the expressions the Akan use to express this totality of the universe is:
) domankoma b ade, o9 wia, 0bd9 srane ne nsoromma, t nsuo, b
nkwa, b nipa, b owuo, na te ase daa. This means God the Creator, He
created the cosmos - the sun, the moon and the stars and rain; He created life, the
human being, and death; the Creator is immortal. The Akan, therefore, believe in a
God they regard as the Great Ancestor, the true high God. He is the Creator who
has always existed, and will always exist as symbolized by hye anhye (unburnable
- #51-54) and Nyame nwu na mawu (I die only when God dies - #55-59). The
CreataDis also represented by other symbols such as domankoma (Creator - #14-
15), puru (circle - #17), and Ananse Kokuroko (spider - #38-41). The circle (puru -
#17) represents the universe and its creator. Only the creator of the universe, like
the creator of a circle, knows its beginning and its end. The creator is at the center
of the creation. The ananse ntontan (spider’s web - #38-41) represents the orderly
structure and organization - the architectural design - of the universe.

Attributes of God

The Gye Nyame (Except God - #3-11) symbol means that no one lived who
saw the beginning of the universe and no one will live to see its end except God.
He is further seen as the Creator par excellence, the Great Beginner or infinitely



manifold God @anquah, 1944). He is also personalized as Onyankop n Kwame
Atoapem, the Great one who appeared on Saturday (Busia, 1954).

O In Akan belief, the Creator is the source of all things ( domankoma - #14-15)
and there is nothing beyond Him (Onyankop nb tumi ay -#107). No one knows
what the d&y will bring forth except God the Creator (obi nnim adekye mu as m -
#60). Nyamey d (God is love - #92). He has great love for His creatures and
He shows His care and compassion for them by providing for their needs (Opoku,
1978, p. 28). It is by the grace of God that we live as depicted by symbols such as
(#88;143;150-15¥). God provides us with sustenance (Onyankop n ma y n
aduagie daa - Gatl, feed us always - #90). He sees all things (Br akyihunade ,
Nyame¢y huntahunui - #18-19), and protects us (Onyankop n b y n ho ban -
#87). And He fills the pot of the poor with water (Nyame na ogu ahina hunu mu
nsuo - #47-50).

Land - Mother Earth

To the Akan what is real is of a dual nature with corporeal-spiritual®* and male-
female components. The Akan see reality as “unity in duality comprising two
conflicting elements” (Dzobo, 1992, p. 130). Nyame is the Spiritual component -
the creator and giver of life. Mother Earth (Asaase Efua) is the physical
component of the duality - the sustainer of life. The Akan have an image of a
masculine God and feminine Earth (hence the female name Asaase Yaa or Asaase
Efua for Earth and Onyankop n Kwame or Kwame Atoapem for God).2 The Akan
regard Nyame as the Elder vis a vis Earth, hence the expression: Asaase tr , na
Onyame ne panin (Of all the vastness of earth, God is the Elder). The Akan
believe that no one created God, thus God is referred to as Obianny wo (The
Uncreated One). On the other hand, the Akan wonder about what God created first
in the universe and they ask questions like: akok bede ne kosua, hwan ne panin?
(hen and the egg, which came first? - #118).

The symbol asaase y duru (the Earth is mighty, #29-31) signifies the
importance of land. The expression tumi nyinaa w asaase so (all power is in
land) underscores the importance of land to the Akan. Asaase (land) is not only the
sustainer of life, it is also considered as the source of power. It has the power of
fertility and it is her spirit that makes plants grow.® Mother Earth receives the
newly born, sustains the living, and receives the dead back into her womb on



internment. Before a grave is dug, a prayer is offered to ask permission of Mother
Earth for her child to be buried in her womb (Opoku, 1978).

Akan custom teaches that the way God’s gift of land is utilized reflects the
spiritual and social fabric of society. For example, the Akan consider it a crime to
have sexual intercourse in the fields. People are advised to refrain from polluting
the land and its rivers, streams, lakes and the sea or contaminating nature in any
way that can be deemed adverse to human life. Proper land use is evidence of
faithfulness to God and Mother Earth and is reflected in the health or prosperity of
the society. Unjust and destructive land use, on the other hand, is believed to spell
social, economic or spiritual disaster, crop failure, and epidemics. The logic here
is simply that one cannot expect to do harm and violence to nature and Mother
Earth, the bearers of life and existence, without precipitating crises in a society’s
economic, social, spiritual, animal, plant and human life. The contemporary
practices of individual appropriation of land for illegal mining of minerals (gold
and diamond) and/or for winning sand for building construction have led to
environmental destruction and pollution of water bodies. These practices have also
led to health problems such as the spread of malaria in the rural areas as ponds left
by these illegal activities serve as breeding grounds for mosquitoes and other
water-bourne diseases in the rural areas. Such illegal activites are inconsistent with
Akan beliefs about land utilization.

The Akan believe that land as sustainer of life, ought to be owned
communally.# Membership in the matriclan family entitles one to usufruct right in
land. This belief has been punctuated and undermined by recent developments in
land ownership and tenure that have resulted in individual appropriation and
ownership of land. For example, the development of farms on which are planted
perennial crops such as cocoa, citrus, and oil palm trees has resulted in individual
ownership of land. Urbanization and development of housing for rent have also
affected the traditional land ownership.

Self

The Akan belief is that the human being is made up of a physical part - a
system of tissues and bones (honam or nipadua). The human being is also made
up of a system of traits, habits, and attributes; that is, a personality. The Akan
believe that while one is a system of tissues and bones and a personality, one is



more importantly an enduring unity of experiences, a self.

In the Akan thought, anything which exists in its natural state has sunsum
(spirit or soul - #42-43). Sunsum is the essence of the being or object; its intrinsic
activating principle. Sunsum is derived ultimately from the Supreme Being, the
Creator and source of all existence. The symbol Onyankop n adom nti y te ase
(By God’s grace we live - #88) conveys the Akan belief that without the life-
giving force from God, the human being ceases to exist. Another symbol that
captures this idea is the one that alludes to the essential nothingness of human
beings (woy hwan? - who do you think you are? - #123). Without the spiritual
essence, the physical aspect of the human being is fragile and mortal as indicated
by the symbols owuo b gya hwan (who will be spared by death? - #110), owuo de
d mb k (death will claim the multitude - #106), owuo atwede (death’s ladder -
#101-104), and anikum nim awer ho (sleep does not know sadness - #120-121).
The anikum nim awer ho symbol conveys the idea that the spirit may be willing,
but the body may be weak.

The Akan believe that the human being is created in the image of God and the
birth of a child marks the infusion of the spiritual and the physical aspects of life
into the human being. The human being as an image of the Supreme Being is born
sacred and free of sin (Antubam, 1963). The human being has both a physical
body and spiritual part - the soul ( kra, kra or Sunsum)® - which enters the body
with the child’s first breath at birth. The spiritual part is indestructible (Nyame
nwu na mawu - #55-59) and imperishable (hye anhye - #51-54), hence the belief in
life after death and reincarnation.

The concept sunsum has often been translated from the psychological
perspective as personality, ego or character (Busia, 1954; Meyerowitz, 1951).
Danquah (1944, p. 22) describes sunsum as “the power that sustains a person’s
character or individuality.” Busia (1954, p. 197) writes: “Sunsum is that which you
[the man] take with you to go to the side of the woman and lie with her; and then
the Onyankopon, the Great One, will take his kra and bless your union.” The Akan
view the human being as a trinity (agya, ba ne sunsum kr nkr n - #85) or triadic
composite of mogya (blood) which is received from the mother; sunsum (spirit,
personality) which is received from the father; and kera or kra (soul, spirituality)
which is received from God, the life-giving force. This trinity® gives rise to the
following relationships:



Mother Father God
Mogya Sunsum Kra ( kra)
Abusua Ntor (or Asafo) Spirit (Soul, Spirituality)

Kwame Appiah (2004), perhaps, gives a clearer summary of the Akan concept
of a person in his tripartite analysis of such in the Asante tradition when he says:

... a person consists of a body (nipadua) made from the blood of the
mother (the mogya); an individual spirit, the sunsum, which is the
main bearer of one’s personality; and a third entity, the okra. The
sunsum derives from the father at conception. The okra, a sort of life
force that departs from the body only at the person’s last breath; is
sometimes as with the Greeks and the Hebrews, identified with
breath; and is often said to be sent to a person at birth, as the bearer of
ones nkrabea, or destiny, from Nyame. The sunsum, unlike the okra,
may leave the body during life and does so, for example, in sleep,
dreams being thought to be the perceptions of a person’s sunsum on
its nightly peregrinations... (Appiah, 2004, p. 28).

The Akan view of personhood has, like many other metaphysical and moral
conceptions, far-reaching effects on social practices and institutions. Using facts
about these practices and institutions to reconstruct a conception of personhood
underscores another important general theme in African philosophy: the practical
implications of philosophical principles on everyday life. For the Akan, judgments
about personhood are not matter of merely academic interest, but