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Abstract
“Life is War:” African Grammars of Knowing and the Interpretation of Black Religious
Experience
By
Marcus Louis Harvey
This dissertation utilizes a phenomenological approach to explore indigenous

grammars of knowing constituting the spiritual epistemologies of the Yoruba of Nigeria
and the Akan of Ghana. These grammars of knowing are treated as major theoretical
resources that can greatly inform the interpretation of black religious experience.
Organizing the study is a constructive emphasis on the permanency of existential conflict,
irresolution, and mystery as motifs that structurally inhere in these grammars of knowing
while also reflecting an opaque epistemological orientation in black religious experience.
The dissertation seeks to re-assess a commonly-held assumption among scholars of black
religion that the conceptual and theoretical categories of Western Christianity are best
suited to the task of interpreting black religious experience. Additionally, the dissertation
aims to redress the widespread notion in the African-American community and in broader
American society that Africa is to be feared and is of little or no intellectual or cultural
value. Departing from this notion, I argue that the Yoruba and Akan epistemological
traditions are indispensable repositories of highly-developed non-Western forms of
philosophical knowledge and spiritual practice. As a way of grounding my investigation
in the African-American context, I also explore motifs and insights in Zora Neale
Hurston's Their Eyes Were Watching God that are epistemologically cognate with various

motifs and insights found in Yoruba and Akan epistemology, including the three motifs



mentioned above. The components of the dissertation work together to illumine new
discursive trajectories for the phenomenological interpretation of black religious
experience which give careful attention to the opaque epistemological orientation in this
experience and which go beyond the Christian-based epistemological limitations of

methodologies employed in conventional black religious scholarship.
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“Life is War:” African Grammars of Knowing and the Interpretation of Black
Religious Experience

Introduction

Background

This study addresses the problem of black religious hermeneutics. In many ways,
hermeneutics is the most fundamental and vexing problem confronting the study of black
religion. This comes as no surprise given that interpretation is mediated through various
forms of verbal, bodily, artistic, and musical language which, as semiology reminds us,
are at their most basic level semantically indeterminate and hence dynamic.' In this
sense, then, the challenge of hermeneutics is shared by all modes of academic inquiry.
Nevertheless, the problem of hermeneutics in the study of black religion is exacerbated
by several other issues. One of these issues is socio-historical in nature. Many historians
have noted the relationship between American slavery and Christianization, the former of
which can be understood as an arm of the transatlantic slave trade. One such historian is
Jon Butler, who suggests that, through the linked processes of enslavement and
Christianization and the collective impact of other factors such as “dispersed slave
settlements,” linguistic differences, “coercion,” and “labor discipline,” the ancestral
religious traditions of enslaved Africans in the so-called New World underwent a
“spiritual holocaust,” especially during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In
Butler’s view, this “spiritual holocaust” left “discrete African religious practices” largely
intact while eradicating “African religious systems.” Butler’s position is consistent with
that of Albert J. Raboteau, who made a similar argument twelve years earlier.” Yet,

neither Butler nor Raboteau go as far as sociologist E. Franklin Frazier did in 1963 when



he argued that the conditions of transatlantic and American slavery erased all traces of the
slaves’ religio-cultural heritage.* Frazier’s argument was in part a response to
anthropologist Melville J. Herskovits who, in his 1941 book The Myth of the Negro Past,
demonstrates the variable presence of African cultural survivials among African-
American communities in the United States. These cultural survivals, claims Herskovits,
have their origins in such West African countries as Dahomey (now the Republic of
Benin), Nigeria, Congo, Senegal, and Sierra Leone.’

Despite the fact that it presents a host of problems for black religious interpretation,
Frazier’s perspective is understandable given that the socio-political climates of
American chattel slavery from the early seventeenth century to roughly 1865° and of the
United States in the mid-twentieth century during which time Frazier was writing were
extremely hostile to African cultures and to the very idea of Africa. Therefore, it is
doubtless the case that Frazier’s perspective was influenced by an African-American
politics of respectability and acceptability believed by many African-Americans of his
era to be a prerequisite for assimilation into American society. Nonetheless, Frazier’s
scholarship — particularly his book The Negro Church in America — contributed to a
context in the study of black religion that, with the exception of earlier scholars like
W.E.B. DuBois,’” marginalized and/or ignored African religious cultures entirely in favor
of the more socio-politically palatable traditions of Western Christianity. It is within this
socio-culturally and politically conditioned context that the study of black religion
emerged principally as the study of various forms of black Christianity,® thus obfuscating

the broader morphology of black religion.



Another issue exacerbating the problem of hermeneutics in the study of black religion
concerns the development of what has become known as black theology (or black
liberation theology). Heavily influenced by the Civil Rights and Black Power
Movements of the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, black theology, of which esteemed theologian
James H. Cone is considered the architect, reflected an emerging sense of Christian
myopia in the study of black religion signaled perhaps most strongly by Frazier’s The
Negro Church. Black theology interprets biblical narratives, ideas, and figures
(especially Jesus Christ) as sources of liberation not only for black people, but for poor
and oppressed people across the globe. The governing motif in most black theological
texts is liberation. While biblical narratives such as the account in the book of Exodus of
the ancient Hebrews’ liberation from Egyptian enslavement as well as accounts that
depict Jesus identifying in significant ways with social outcasts are hermeneutical
anchors for black theological discourses, these discourses also tend to be anchored by a
particular understanding of black experience and by engagement with black cultural
idioms such as literature, blues, and jazz. However, black theologians’ interpretations of
black experience and black culture are almost always shaped by a Christianizing agenda
that reduces black experience to a divinely-sanctioned Christological struggle against the
violence of white supremacist oppression while also reducing black expressive culture to
a creative struggle for transcendent liberation that is entirely intelligible to and therefore
in theoretical conformity with the general framework of black theology. For example, in
Being Human: Race, Culture, and Religion, liberation theologian Dwight Hopkins
associates black experience in America mainly with the spiritual experience of being

created in the image of a liberating God.” In a similar way, James Cone, in his latest



work entitled The Cross and the Lynching Tree, provocatively interprets black experience
in terms of the horrific history of racially-motivated lynching in America and in terms of
what he perceives to be the analogous yet liberative significance of the Christian cross.'’
Moreover, both of these theologians interpret black cultural idioms through the rhetorical
lens of black theology."!

To be sure, several scholars have produced studies that can expand the scope of black
theology. One such study is Delores Williams’ Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge
of Womanist God-Talk. In this volume, Williams interprets African-American women’s
social history from the seventeenth century to the present in relation to the story of Hagar
in the book of Genesis. Williams explores motifs from the Hagar narrative such as
slavery, poverty, sexual exploitation, ethnicity, exile, and divine encounter. By
heuristically connecting these motifs to other aspects of African-American women’s

29 ¢

historical experience such as “coerced surrogacy,” “voluntary surrogacy,” and the
uncertain struggle for a healthy “quality of life,” Williams creates discursive space for the
introduction of a new hermeneutical paradigm in black theology predicated less on
liberation and more on survival.'> Religious scholar Dianne M. Stewart (a.k.a. Diakité )
has this to say regarding Williams’ survival-based hermeneutical paradigm:
I would argue that by introducing the category of survival Williams alerts us to some
substantive truths about Black suffering that were often eclipsed by the unwavering
loyalty given to the motif of liberation in the works of her predecessors. I understand
Williams’ use of the survival category as an analytical rather than a reflective or
prescriptive category that invites womanist theologians to review and record the
complex and tragic dynamics of Black women’s experiences, especially the most
painful, humiliating, and muted aspects of Black women’s history.'?

Since the publication of Sisters in the Wilderness in 1993, Williams’ survival-based

hermeneutical paradigm has gained little traction among black religious scholars and



theologians. While, for instance, Josiah U. Young, IIl (4 Pan-African Theology:
Providence and the Legacies of the Ancestors, Dogged Strength within the Veil: Africana
Spirituality and the Mysterious Love of God), Dianne Stewart (Three Eyes for the
Journey: African Dimensions of the Jamaican Religious Experience), and the present
author (“Engaging the Orisa: An Exploration of the Yoruba Concepts of /beji and Oldkun
as Theoretical Principles in Black Theology,”) have proposed African-centered
hermeneutical frameworks that are quite receptive to Williams’ survival-based paradigm,
and Monica A. Coleman (Making a Way Out of No Way: A Womanist Theology) has
drawn heavily on Whiteheadian process theology in developing a womanist
hermeneutical framework that is similarly receptive to Williams’ paradigm, black
religion and experience continue to be interpreted in the main as a fundamentally
Christian phenomenon that is best understood through a Christologized notion of
liberation.

The third issue amplifying the problem of hermeneutics in the study of black religion
relates to the previous issue. Perhaps due in part to black theology’s popularity and
discursive dominance, scholars of black religion have by and large failed to seriously
explore the ancestral religious traditions of indigenous Africa as contexts for the
theoretical and hermeneutical elaboration of black spirituality. Also, with very rare
exception (anthropologist Marla Frederick’s ethnographic study Between Sundays: Black
Women and Everyday Struggles of Faith and Dianne Stewart’s (a.k.a. Diakité) highly
interdisciplinary study Three Eyes for the Journey, which includes ethnography as well as
several other disciplinary approaches, immediately come to mind here), these scholars

have failed to thoroughly consider and utilize disciplinary and methodological options



lying beyond Christian theology and the fields of history and sociology. Consequently,
the following astute observation made by the preeminent theoretician of black religion
Charles H. Long has received little critical attention among black religious scholars:
As stepchildren of Western culture, the oppressed have affirmed and opposed the ideal
of the Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment worlds. But in the midst of this
ambiguity, for better or for worse, their experiences were rooted in the absurd
meaning of their bodies, and it was for these bodies that they were regarded not only
as valuable works but also as the locus of the ideologies that justified their
enslavement. These bodies of opacity, these loci of meaninglessness . . . were
paradoxically loci of a surplus of meaning, meanings incapable of universal
expression during the period of oppression. These opaque ones were centers from
which gods were made. They were the concrete embodiments of matter made
significant in the modern world. They formed new rhythms in time and space; these
bodies of opacity were facts of history and symbols of a new religious depth."
In this passage, “the oppressed” refers primarily to peoples of color — including modern-
day African-Americans and their ancestors, many of whom were enslaved — who find
themselves subjugated and objectified by the socio-cultural operations and “opaque”
significations of European and Euro-American modernity. Interpretation of Long’s
remarks requires not only a keen historical consciousness but also a willingness to
examine black religio-cultural experience from a phenomenological perspective. Since
the publication in 1986 of Long’s collection of essays entitled Significations: Signs,
Symbols, and Images in the Interpretation of Religion, the only study produced which
extensively employs phenomenological analysis as a means of probing the “opaque”
emergence of black religion and experience within the context of modernity is James A.
Noel’s 2009 volume Black Religion and the Imagination of Matter in the Atlantic World.
Several other earlier and more recent studies can be viewed as moving in a more or less

phenomenological direction as well. Some of these studies include Theophus H. Smith’s

Conjuring Culture: Biblical Formations of Black America, Donald H. Matthews’



Honoring the Ancestors: An African Cultural Interpretation of Black Religion and
Literature, Will Coleman’s Tribal Talk: Black Theology, Hermeneutics, and
African/American Ways of "Telling the Story, and Tracey E. Hucks’ Yoruba Traditions
and African American Religious Nationalism. We might also mention Anthony B. Pinn’s
Why Lord?: Suffering and Evil in Black Theology, Terror and Triumph: The Nature of
Black Religion, and The End of God-Talk: An African American Humanist Theology.
Though unlikely in my opinion, it remains debatable whether or not these texts represent
a larger trend in the study of black religon favoring phenomenologically-informed
methodologies.

It is my position that the study of black religion (especially black theology) is
currently undergoing a largely self-induced disciplinary crisis. Despite the increasingly
interdisciplinary climate of the American academy, the study of black religion has,
generally and relatively speaking, only recently begun to incorporate interdisciplinary
methodologies, and there are no definite indications that such incorporation will become
commonplace. Compounding this crisis is what Dianne Diakité (formerly Stewart)
would describe as an “Afrophobic” unwillingness among scholars of black religion to
identify African religions as a major trajectory of research and critical reflection.'’
Aminah Beverly McCloud’s African American Islam, Richard Brent Turner’s Islam in
the African-American Experience, and Turner’s Jazz Religion, the Second Line, and
Black New Orleans are great examples of studies that engage in rigorous intercourse with
religious modalities other than large-scale institutional and marginalized local forms of
Christianity. However, the indispensable value of such intercourse as well as the

interdisciplinarity often attending it are topics that are either minimally engaged or



omitted entirely from conversations about the future of black religious studies. This
being the case, it is difficult to remain optimistic about black religious studies functioning
in the years to come as anything other than a subfield of Anglophone Christian studies.
The Aim of This Study

The current study represents a significant departure from conventional scholarship in
the study of black religion. It recognizes and embraces the broader, more complex
morphology of black religion while focusing specifically on the phenomenon of black
religious experience in America as a dynamic dimension of Africana spirituality. The
term “black religious experience” as used herein does not narrowly refer to one particular
religious tradition. Rather, the term is intended to signify the complex morphology of
black religion in America as well as an “opaque” (i.e., mysterious) epistemological
orientation amplified by the unprecedented violence of modernity. While this study is in
no way antagonistic to the kind of socio-political liberation promoted in extant scholarly
discourses on black religion, liberation does not play a significant thematic role in the
exploratory phenomenological examinations anchoring this study. My decentralization
of liberation is attributable mainly to two factors: 1) The widespread use of the liberation
motif among scholars of black religion and the biblical connotations that have come to be
associated with this motif greatly contribute not only to the obfuscation of black
religion’s complex morphology, but also to the elision of the opaque epistemological
orientation in black religious experience; 2) I find the liberation motif hermeneutically ill-
equipped to rigorously address this opaque epistemological orientation. Put otherwise,
this study does not assume the general utility of the liberation motif as a hermeneutical

trajectory.



This study avoids the Christian myopia that besets the scholarly tradition of black
religious studies. I turn to the indigenous religions of Africa not in an effort to
undermine the Christian projects of black religious scholars and theologians or to impugn
the much-cherished motif of liberation, but rather in an effort to revalue these indigenous
religions as African traditions worth studying in and of themselves and as
theoretical/hermeneutical contexts within which our understanding of black spirituality
can be significantly enriched. I focus specifically on the religious cultures of the Yoruba
of Nigeria and the Akan of Ghana, paying close attention in each context to what I call
grammars of knowing. The term grammars of knowing refers to modes or patterns of
meaning construction that give rise to epistemologies. Yoruba and Akan grammars of
knowing are explored phenomenologically with an eye toward their relevance to the
opaque epistemological orientation in black religious experience. This exploration —
which is conducted throughout the dissertation — revolves around three motifs: the
permanency of existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery. Far from being conceptual
fabrications of my own devising, these three motifs inhere within Yoruba and Akan
grammars of knowing and are therefore important for the understanding of Yoruba and
Akan epistemology. I also explore black fictional literature as an index of black religious
experience. More specifically, I phenomenologically examine Zora Neale Hurston’s
novel Their Eyes Were Watching God. The purpose of this examination is to connect
Yorubé and Akan grammars of knowing to the African-American religio-cultural
experience through the identification and exploration of motifs and insights within
Hurston’s novel that are epistemologically cognate with the Yoruba/Akan-rooted motifs

of the permanency of existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery as well as with other
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insights emerging from my analysis of Yoruba and Akan grammars of knowing. My
basic argument is that Yoruba and Akan grammars of knowing can serve as a theoretical
basis for the creation and development of an African-centered phenomenological
discourse on black spirituality that gives careful attention to the opaque epistemological
orientation in black religious experience.

Some may wonder what accounts for my adoption of a phenomenological
methodology. It may be helpful to frame my response based on the following question
recently put to me by a highly distinguished professor: “How would you respond to
someone who insists that you are a theologian at heart whose commitment to
phenomenological analysis is limited to the purposes of this dissertation?” The first point
to make in addressing this question relates to the purpose of theology as it has been and is
traditionally understood in Western Christianity. The academic discipline of theology in
the Western world assumes belief in the spiritual realities attested in the Bible and is
closely associated with the life of Christian communities in that its main goal is to assist
these communities in developing a critical understanding of and perspective on the
various beliefs and practices comprising their faith. In this sense, theology, even in its
most constructive and unconventional forms, remains a discourse of and for Christian
churches. A similar claim can probably be made about Jewish and Islamic theologies as
well, to name only a few. Theological discourse, whether constructive or confessional in
nature, does not reflect my intellectual orientation. I am interested not in the theological
interpretation of religious phenomena but in religious phenomena themselves. I am also
intensely compelled by the question of how religious phenomena affect human

perception while also engendering and sustaining modes of knowing. Phenomenological
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analysis, especially in the tradition of Charles Long, is in my view better suited to the
task of engaging such a question. Longian phenomenology also enables the recognition
of theology itself as a discourse of power,'® a recognition I regard as indispensable for the
study of black religion.
Outline of Chapters

The dissertation consists of five chapters. The first chapter, entitled “Braving the
Margins: Indigenous Africa and the Study of Black Religion,” establishes the foundation
upon which the remaining four chapters build. In this chapter, the historical
circumstances influencing the Christianization of black spirituality in black religious
studies are discussed in greater detail. This discussion, which is relatively brief, is
intended to buttress the primary goals of the chapter. The first of these goals includes
providing a rationale for my focus on Yoruba and Akan grammars of knowing as
philosophical resources that can play a major role in further developing our
understanding of the opaque epistemological orientation in black religious experience.
The second goal involves indicating what is distinct about my phenomenological
engagement of black fictional literature. In relation to these goals, I discuss such issues
as the widespread “Afrophobic” elision of Africa in the study of black religion, the
abundance of indigenous scholarly literature on the religio-cultural traditions of the
Yorubd and Akan, and my African-rooted phenomenological examination of Zora Neale
Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God. This chapter also addresses the question of
why the motifs of the permanency of existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery as
interpreted in Yoruba and Akan thought are better suited to this dissertation than other

versions of these motifs found in Christian theological and mystical traditions. In brief,
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the answer given is that the larger eschatological framework of Christian theological and
mystical discourses ultimately tends toward existential resolution through divine union
and thus away from sustained, constructive engagement with the conflictual messiness
and uncertainty of materiality and religious experience. However, the non-eschatological
frameworks shaping Yoruba and Akan epistemology tend toward existential irresolution,
thereby making possible trajectories of phenomenological discourse that are quite
different from the trajectories made possible by the eschatologically-based frameworks of
Christian theological epistemologies. I explore some of these non-eschatological or
irresolutional discursive trajectories in the final chapter.

Chapter two, entitled “The ‘Aberrant’ Nature of Peace: Apprehendhing the Yoruba
Cosmos,” engages Yoruba cosmology as a matrix of Yoruba epistemology. This chapter
is essentially a phenomenological exploration of a fairly wide range of cultural sources,
some of which include Yoruba originary narratives, conceptions of Olodumare (the
Yoruba High Deity) and other lesser deities or powers (Orisa) such as Obdtdld, Ifi, and
Esi, the Yoruba conception of human destiny (or inii), which relates to a persons’s
spiritual “head,” religious symbolism associated with the the Ogbéni society (one of the
most well-known and secretive cultural institutions in Yorubaland), and the Yemoja
festival held annually in the southwestern Nigerian town of Ayede. I examine ways in
which the motifs of the permanency of existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery are
encoded in these and other sources. I also discuss other related motifs and
epistemological insights emerging from this examination. It is suggested in this chapter
that careful analysis of Yoruba cultural sources reveals a distinct grammar of knowing

that shapes Yoruba epistemology and is based on principles such as dynamism.
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Chapter three, entitled “’It is the Spirit That Teaches the Priest to Whirl Around:” A
Phenomenological Analysis of Akan Cosmology,” extensively probes a constellation of
ideas and practices rooted in the Akan cosmological tradition. I consider Onyame (the
Akan High Deity) and lesser deities such as Asase Yaa (the earth deity), the Tete Abosom
(“tutelar” deities that protect communities), the Suman Brafoo (inspirited implements
used by individuals either to help or to harm), and the ancestors (Nsamanfo) both as
realities and concepts whose fullest meanings lie in the depths of Akan religio-
philosophical thought and in ritual practices such as Akom (“ritual dancing”), which is
performed by a priest (Dkomfo) during communal worship of a deity (or deities). In
addition, close attention is given to ideas related to the Akan understanding of the human
being such as spirit (sunsum), soul (okra), ntoro (“semen-transmitted characteristic”),
mogya (“blood”), and destiny (nkrabea/hyebea). Furthermore, I reflect on several Akan
aphorisms that, along with conceptions of various spiritual beings and of the human
being, articulate an Akan grammar of knowing. Some of these aphorisms include Obra
ve ku ("Life 1s war"), Onyame soma wo a, oma wo fa monkyimonka kwan so (“If Onyame
sends you on an errand, [Onyame] makes you walk on a difficult road”), Papa akatua ne
bone (“The reward of goodness is evil”), and Papa asusu de reko no, na bone di akyire
rekogye (“While goodness is thinking where he will go, evil is following him to frustrate
his efforts™). Throughout my phenomenological engagement of Akan cosmology (which
I interpret as an epistemology), I specify ways in which conflictual, irresolutional, and
mysterious meanings as well as other types of meanings are manifest in Akan cultural
experience. | do this, for instance, in the chapter’s concluding analysis of abayifo

(persons involved in the practice of bayi boro, which is the skillful manipulation of
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spiritual power for socially destructive ends) and anti-bayi boro rites performed at local
shrines in the southern Ghanaian town of Dormaa-Ahenkro. One of the cardinal
epistemological insights arising from my analysis of Akan cosmology is that, for the
Akan, knowing is a heterogeneous and paradoxical experience marked both by power and
limitation.

Chapter four, entitled “’Hard Skies’ and Bottomless Questions: Zora Neale Hurston’s
Their Eyes Were Watching God and the Opaque Epistemological Orientation in Black
Religious Experience,” connects Yoruba and Akan epistemology to black religious
experience as indexed in Hurston’s 1937 novel Their Eyes Were Watching God. 1
suggest in this chapter that Janie Mae Crawford — the novel’s protagonist — responds to
various experiences in her life, several of which are traumatic and in certain cases largely
inexplicable, in ways that reflect an opaque epistemological orientation as well as cultural
critic Albert Murray’s description of the blues. Through a phenomenological
investigation of several passages in the novel, I highlight the presence of motifs and
insights that I argue are epistemologically cognate with some of the motifs and insights
explored in chapters two and three, including, but not limited to, the permanency of
existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery. I reflect on the significance of the main
motifs and insights explored in Their Eyes Were Watching God for our understanding of
the opaque epistemological orientation in black religious experience. I also consider
these motifs in light of Yoruba and Akan epistemology. One of the important theoretical
ideas gleaned from my analysis of Hurston’s novel is that the opaque epistemological

orientation in black religious experience squarely confronts the limitations as well as the
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myriad hardships and perils of material existence without inordinate recourse to notions
of spiritual transcendence.

In chapter five, entitled “Toward an African-Centered Phenomenology of Black
Religious Experience,” I begin with a brief reflection on the underutilization of
phenomenological analysis in the study of black religion, a long-standing trend which
signals the need for more phenomenological investigations in this field. Secondly, given
the extent to which my dissertation is informed by the work of Charles Long, I offer a
review of James Noel’s Black Religion and the Imagination of Matter in the Atlantic
World, which is unique in that it is the only comprehensive phenomenology of black
religion based on Long’s theoretical insights. While Noel’s volume represents one of the
more important and innovative contributions to the study of black religion in recent years,
I nevertheless find it wanting due to Noel’s surprising hermeneutical reliance on Western
theological and philosophical categories. Moving away from such reliance, the third and
final phase of this chapter constructively delineates possible discursive trajectories for an
African-centered phenomenology of black religious experience based upon the
exploratory investigations of the preceding chapters. My hope is that the delineation of
these discursive trajectories will prompt an active realization among black religious
scholars that African indigenous thought and practice can function as a context for
research and critical reflection on the opaque epistemological orientation in black
religious experience. This hope is grounded in a firm belief that these African-centered
discursive trajectories can develop into discursive traditions that reshape our

understanding of black religious experience.
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Chapter 1
Braving the Margins: Indigenous Africa and the Study of Black Religion

At the core of this study lies the problem of black religious experience, a remarkably
heterogeneous human phenomenon that has challenged, inspired, and perplexed African-
American intellectuals and artists for more than a century. The dilemma presented by the
phenomenon (or array of phenomena) conveniently and generally referred to as African-
American or black religious experience is multidimensional. Firstly, as Mikhail M.
Bakhtin, Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, and Paul Ricoeur would in similar ways
remind us, any academic study taking any form of experience as its subject must confront
both the limits and ultimate uncontrollability of language itself and therefore
textualization, be it verbal or written.!” Put differently, language is never fully within our
interpretive control because it is the nature of language to always simultaneously mean
less and more than what we want it to mean. Thus, the textualized interpretation of
religious experience proffered herein must finally be regarded as a fragmentary focal
point on a much broader spectrum of meaning.

Second, although several scholars have done so, it remains debatable whether or not
we can speak in collective terms of a religious experience that is somehow consciously
and/or unconsciously shared among all African-Americans.'® To be sure, the strikingly
diverse expressions of black religion examined in the works of such researchers as Zora
Neale Hurston, Benjamin Elijah Mays, Arthur Huff Fauset, and Joseph R. Washington,
Jr. make clear the questionable nature of arguments that insist on perceiving black
religious experience as an experience fundamentally shared throughout the African-
American community.”® A third dimension of the problem that relates closely to the

second has to do with a fairly widespread theoretical reliance in black religious
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scholarship on categories found in the Western Christian tradition, especially those most
prominently featured in biblical accounts. Some of these categories include revelation,
sin, evil, suffering/oppression, divine chosenness, divine partisanship, redemption,
liberation, and reconciliation. Given the ubiquity of these biblical categories in scholarly
interpretations of black religious experience,” it seems safe to suggest that the logic
reflected in the following trajectory of assumptions is actively being utilized by many
scholars of black religion: 1) Within the Bible and the Western Christian tradition are
found theoretical categories abundantly capable of serving as hermeneutical guides for
the understanding and critical articulation of African-American religious experience; 2)
Biblical or Christian categories are best suited to the task of creating and developing
interpretations of this experience; 3) Hence, the most reliable, most illuminative
understandings of African-American religious experience are biblically-based. This
Christianizing logic has resulted not only in a far-reaching elision in black religious
scholarship of non-Christian traditions as legitimate theoretical sources, but also in a
coercion of African-American cultural idioms such as slave spirituals, the blues,
literature, and folklore that makes these idioms appear largely consonant with the
conceptual and rhetorical agenda of, for instance, black liberation theology.*!

Indigenous Africa represents a cultural world that is commonly excluded from
articles, monographs, and books on African-American religion. While indigenous Africa
has received a considerable amount of attention in contexts such as the classic debate
over African retentions in North America, for whom anthropologist Melville Herskovits
and sociologist E. Franklin Frazier are well-known,”” it has, with rare exception, garnered

relatively little serious attention among other interpreters of black religion, particularly
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those adopting a theological approach.”® Africa's invisibility in dominant discourses on
black spirituality leads us to consider the troubling possibility that the artificers of these
discourses view indigenous Africa as having very little or nothing at all to contribute to
the interpretation of black religious experience. The centuries-long history of racialized
oppression in North America coupled with the cultural and intellectual marginalization
and exclusion of Africa in the writings of most black religious critics have given rise to a
discursive hegemony that mainly privileges the motifs of socio-political oppression and
liberation as both formative and essential for any responsible account of black religious
experience.”* In light of the undeniable historical reality of Africans' involuntary
presence in America and the ongoing struggle of African-Americans against deeply
entrenched colonial traditions of systemic injustice, it is entirely understandable that the
ideas of oppression and liberation would be seized upon by black theologians and other
interpreters of black religious life. However, this myopic perspective has had unfortunate
consequences for the understanding of African-American religious experience.

One consequence of the above-mentioned perspective is the impression that black
religious experience is most intelligible when placed within a theoretical framework
circumscribed by the themes of oppression and liberation. As suggested earlier, such a
framework is useful and laudable insofar as it firmly roots black religious experience in a
definite historical situation, thereby discouraging interpretations that are overly abstract
and out of touch with the day-to-day lives of black Americans. The difficulty, though, is
that the framework lends itself to reductive understandings of black religious experience.
In other words, within this framework, black religious experience maintains its integrity

as a meaningful phenomenon only to the extent that the existence of African-Americans
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continues to be defined by racial oppression and a perennial struggle for social and
political emancipation. The admittedly strong historical basis of the impression under
discussion makes it exceedingly difficult to imagine black religious existence in a way
that is not ultimately chained to the boundaries established by the two motifs being
considered. Regrettably, what we are left with is a captivity of meaning as it pertains to
black religious experience.

Bearing in mind the fact that, from the framework in question, a robust hermeneutical
tradition has developed that has produced a body of knowledge about black religious
consciousness,” we might say that this tradition constitutes an epistemology (way of
knowing) of black religious experience. Let us refer to this epistemology provisionally as
an epistemology of liberation. In black theology, this epistemology is predicated upon a
profoundly Christologized interpretation of liberation wherein Jesus Christ is critically
figured as the sole historical and symbolic liberator of oppressed humanity, which of
course includes black humanity.”® The issue with this epistemology, as alluded to
previously, is that its overwrought telos — namely, the strategic interpretive positioning
and valuation of Christic liberation as the true substance of black religious experience,”’
forecloses in-depth engagement of other epistemologies that could potentially enlarge or
even transform our understanding of black religious experience in unexpected and
generative ways. The wider, more complex scope of meaning endemic to black religious
life which includes — among other things — what I refer to earlier as an opaque (i.e.,
mysterious) epistemological orientation is lost in an epistemology of liberation. Having
said that, four pressing questions now present themselves: 1) What type of

epistemological and thematic re-orientation would prove fruitful in bringing into sharper
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critical relief eschewed trajectories for the interpretation of black religious experience? 2)
How might such a re-orientation not only move beyond the limitations of an
epistemology of liberation, but also begin to set the stage for the development of African-
centered phenomenological approaches to the study of black religion that emphasize a set
of concepts better suited to the promotion of nuanced and more complex understandings
of the opaque orientation in black religious experience? 3) What themes emerge as most
appropriate to such a task? 4) Where might we turn for theoretical and epistemological
resources that are conducive to this type of re-orientation?

The overpowering epistemological emphasis specifically in black theology on
liberation and other cognate motifs such as divine solidarity with the oppressed and
chosenness ironically leads one to wonder about the kind of epistemological and thematic
shift necessary to cast light on the opaque epistemological orientation in black religious
experience.”® The re-orientation needed would be shaped by a keen recognition of the
reality that an epistemology of liberation is not the sole theoretical paradigm available to
interpreters of black religious existence, nor is it de facto the most apt. This re-
orientation would also be characterized by receptivity to the possibility of non-Christian
epistemologies being legitimate — even essential — contexts within which to base
understandings of black religious experience that give attention to its opaque
epistemological orientation. The dislodging of Christian-based epistemologies as
normative theoretical sites for black religious hermeneutics obviously entails the
neutralization of the discursive limitations imposed by liberationist models. It also
involves the creation of new space for the construction of fresh theoretical approaches

and epistemologies that introduce motifs which highlight opaque facets of black religious
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experience that are largely unexplored and perhaps wholly irreconcilable within a
liberation perspective.

One contextual adjustment that could aid in facilitating the re-orientation being
proposed would include West African religious traditions. The particular frameworks I
have in mind are the religious grammars of knowing (by which I mean modes of meaning
construction that constitute epistemologies and are rooted in particular conceptual
repertoires and approaches to analyzing and interpreting the world) and epistemologies
found within the cosmologies of the Yoruba of Nigeria and the Akan of Ghana. These
traditions are attractive and helpful for the present study in part because of the important
structural and theoretical role played by three motifs that I contend also represent a
largely overlooked opaque epistemological orientation in black religious experience that
destabilizes an epistemology of liberation. The three motifs are the permanency of
existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery.

The central argument put forth in the dissertation is that Yoruba and Akan grammars
of knowing can contribute significantly to the construction of an African-centered
phenomenological discourse on black spirituality that focally engages the opaque
epistemological orientation in black religious experience. Distinguishing the discourse
would be a creative phenomenological focus on the permanency of existential conflict,
irresolution, and mystery as constitutive elements of black religious experience capable
not only of deepening our understanding of this phenomenon, but also of helping bring
into view a previously elided African-rooted epistemology of black religious experience.
The perspective being espoused here also recognizes the vital role of black cultural

idioms as indices of black religious experience. I find this to be especially true of the
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black literary tradition. One novel that in my estimation functions uniquely as an index
of black religious experience is Zora Neale Hurston's Their Eyes Were Watching God. A
second component of the dissertation's main argument, then, is that through close
analysis we find in this novel aesthetically rendered epistemological cognates of the three
experiential motifs listed above that signal the latter’s existence and importance as
features of black religious experience.

Having delineated the basic elements of the dissertation — namely, black religious
experience and its opaque epistemological orientation, Yoruba and Akan religious
epistemology, and black literature, it would be useful here to give more focused attention
to each element in anticipation of a series of questions the project is likely to engender.
The highly constructive nature and marginal status of the dissertation relative to
mainstream traditions in the study of black religion understandably invite intense
scrutiny. My hope is that carefully addressing some of the questions that could
conceivably accompany such scrutiny will serve to buttress the elaboration of the
dissertation's principal argument. The following questions will be treated in turn: 1) How
are we to understand black religious experience and its opaque epistemological
orientation? 2) On what ground is it justifiable to identify and explore African indigenous
epistemological systems as viable frameworks for re-theorizing black religious
experience? 3) What accounts for the selection of the Yoruba and Akan traditions from
among the thousands found across the continent of Africa? Along with this question I
will also concisely explain my reasons for specifying the permanency of existential
conflict, irresolution, and mystery as organizing motifs in the proposal of an African-

centered phenomenological discourse on black religious experience with important
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epistemological implications; 4) What is distinctive about my hermeneutical engagement
of black literature?
Black Religious Experience and Its Opaque Epistemological Orientation

The use of the category black religious experience in the current study is problematic
for at least two reasons. As broached at the start of this chapter, the category tends to be
understood through generalization. One of the prevailing assumptions among interpreters
seems to be that African-Americans' common history of colonial enslavement on the
ships of the Middle Passage and in the New World bred a novel collective consciousness
that permanently bound the African-American community together in psychic
solidarity.”’ By way of example, many would probably agree with the assertion that a
shared African-American consciousness with Atlantic roots helped fuel major American
artistic and social movements such as the Harlem Renaissance, the Chicago Black
Renaissance, the Civil Rights Movement, and the Black Power Movement. The second
major assumption typically made about the category black religious experience is that it
signifies a phenomenon best described as Christian. In fact, over time the term has
become so laden with Christian connotations as to be nearly synonymous with the
category Christian experience. From a mainstream theological and semantic point of
view, participation in black religious experience seems to demand close identification
with the history of the black church in America as well as the various streams of
Christocentric religious meaning generally associated with it.

It is not my intention to discredit Christianized understandings of black religious
experience or to suggest that they are baseless. For even a cursory reading of the

voluminous scholarly literature on African-American history shows that such
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understandings are defensible. However, the singular and penetrating insights of
unusually astute interpreters like cultural anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston cast some
doubt upon Christian-based assumptions about the phenomenology of black religious
experience. During an analysis of what she calls "culture heroes" in the folklore of the
black American south, she observes that

The Negro is not Christian really. The primitive gods are not deities of too subtle

inner reflection; they are hard-working bodies who serve their devotees just as

laboriously as the suppliant serves them. Gods of physical violence, stopping at

nothing to serve their followers.*"
Hurston's disruptive claim points to the ongoing need to rigorously interrogate the
cultural moorings and contours of black religious experience and its opaque
epistemological orientation. It also foregrounds the great difficulty inherent in
conceptualizing this experience and its orientation in a way that is functional and
meaningful for the purposes of the dissertation. Let us now clarify further what the
phrase black religious experience and its opaque epistemological orientation is meant to
signify in the context of our larger phenomenological investigation.

The first thing to note involves the three motifs that give theoretical structure to the
project. In punctuating the permanency of existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery
as characteristics of black religious experience that signifiy a partially knowable (opaque)
orientation in this experience and that have significant correlative associations with
certain indigenous African religious sensibilities, I do not have any essentialist notions in
mind. While I am undoubtedly positing these characteristics as important aspects which
reflect an epistemological orientation that cannot be fully understood or resolved and that

apprehends the world and spiritual power as ultimately mysterious, I am not suggesting

that these characteristics should be seen as existing in a state of ossification. On the
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contrary, the dissertation itself is informed at every phase of development by an acute
awareness of the protean nature of all human experiences, including those described as
"religious." Thus, dynamism emerges as a primary factor in the intricate, open-ended
equation that is black religious experience. The three thematic components through
which we are attempting to access and interpret black religious experience and its opaque
epistemological orientation are themselves constantly subjected to an endless array of
historical forces (e.g. socio-cultural and political vicissitudes in North America, personal
and/or communal turmoil, personal failures and successes, new perceptions, new
experiences, new interpretations, new knowledge(s), maturation, etc.). The subjection of
these components to such forces implies that black religious experience and its opaque
epistemological orientation are regularly faced with the burden of reconfiguration and
adaptation in order to generate meanings that are relevant to present realities. So in
contrast to perspectives that may privilege a more static understanding of black religious
experience, | am privileging a more elastic conception that takes seriously the proven
status of black religious experience as a highly mutable phenomenon. Readers would do
well in remaining cognizant of this throughout their engagement of the dissertation.

Given the dissertation’s firm theoretical and hermeneutical commitment to indigenous
African epistemologies, some may find curious my decision to use the descriptive
category black religious experience rather than, for example, Neo-African, Black Atlantic,
African Atlantic, African Diasporic, or Africana religious experience. The tremendous
value of these appellations lies in their ability to convey a sense of transnationality vis-a-
vis the religious experiences of persons of African descent. We may think of these

experiences as an extremely diffuse multi-continental, multi-regional phenomenon that
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cannot be adequately accounted for by any single geographical or morphological study.
My use of the category black religious experience is not accidental. My selection of this
category is significantly informed not only by the preceding considerations but also by
the singularly tensive existential predicament expressed in W.E.B. DuBois's classic
theory of "double consciousness." DuBois's theory articulates a conflicted duality in
African-American consciousness, a duality consisting of an unresolved, discomfiting
awareness of self as both black and American.*’ My choice is also informed by the
observations of race theorists Cheryl Harris and Nell Painter, both of whom help make
quite visible the undeniable role of modernity in the inimical symbolic, social, and
mercantile construction of blackness.® As renowned historian of religion Charles Long
and American religious historian James Noel both argue, the idea of blackness — as an
imaginative and purposeful European creation ensuing from "opaque material contacts
and exchanges" with non-Western peoples — has had a definitive and unprecedented
impact on religious formation in North America.” For this reason, and also because as
an African-American it happens to be the social environment with which I am most
familiar, the North American cultural milieu is the chief contextual referent for the term
black religious experience as utilized in the dissertation.

I agree with Curtis J. Evans' argument that black religious experience is historically
conditioned by the constructed "burden" of race.** Yet, concurring with Evans, I am
unconvinced by those who would have us believe black religious experience is finally
reducible to race. One need only consider the famed black religious thinker and mystic
Howard Thurman, who produced many writings whose depth and scope go far beyond

the limits of a strictly race-based religious discourse.”> Moreover, belying totalizing,
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reductionist interpretations of black religious experience that rely on a race-centered
analysis is the fact that this experience, as an African Diasporic phenomenon, participates
in a vast complex of variously conditioned and naturally differentiated religious
experiences had by persons and communities of African descent. For our purposes, black
religious experience denotes a heterogeneous African-American cultural phenomenon,
while connoting an expansive field of experiences constituted by religious communities
within the African Diaspora, of which the African-American community is a part. The
phrase opaque epistemological orientation in black religious experience signifies a
formative, African-rooted apprehension of materiality (which includes the natural world
as well as human beings) and the spiritual dimension as ultimately mysterious to human
knowledge. We conclude with a more concise articulation of what is here meant by the
phrase black religious experience and its opaque epistemological orientation. What
follows is a functional definition that should in no way be regarded as fixed: Occurring in
both Christian and non-Christian African-American religious communities, black
religious experience and its opaque epistemological orientation encompass a
polymorphous, dynamic awareness and relational apprehension of a multi-powered
spiritual community whose operation and meanings lie beyond the grasp of human
knowledge. This polymorphous, dynamic awareness and its relational apprehension are
shaped at different times and with differing intensities by disquieting encounters with the
conflictuality, irresolution, and mystery characterizing the material and spiritual

dimensions. These encounters often elicit a reflective and/or practical response.



28

Why Yoruba and Akan Grammars of Knowing?

It should now be clear that one of the foremost tasks of the dissertation is to illumine
the opaque epistemological orientation in black religious experience by making use of
grammars of knowing present in the indigenous epistemologies of the Yoruba and Akan
communities of Nigeria and Ghana.*® What may not be clear, however, is the rationale
for selecting these particular grammars of knowing. Also compelling our attention is the
meta-question of whether or not the turn to African epistemological systems as viable
cultural settings for a constructive re-imagining of black religious experience is
justifiable. We will first address this larger question before narrowing the discussion to
an explication of the reasoning behind my specific choice of the Yoruba and Akan
epistemological traditions.

The Case for Indigenous Africa

W.E.B. DuBois, who is credited with being one of the first Americans to apply
sociological methods to the study of black institutional religion,’” not only names Africa
as an integral factor for understanding the social and cultural history of black religion, but
also goes so far as to claim that Africa is the key to the moral and ethical renewal of the
world.”® Yet, ironically, despite DuBois's visionary and prophetic pronouncement, Africa
has failed to gain much of a foothold in the study of black religion. With fairly rare
exception, academic discourses on black religion have tended to focus primarily on
different institutional forms of black Christianity.” For example, recent theological
interpretations of black religious experience are more often than not explicitly or
implicitly rooted in a denominational black church paradigm that gives much attention to

biblical figures, concepts, and narratives as primary resources for understanding black
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religion. Also, in some cases, less attention is given to select elements of African-
American folk culture.*® Therefore, one might expect considerable resistance to the
African-based hermeneutical approach set forth in the dissertation. Critics will likely
direct our attention to at least two factors that all too often work to preclude substantive
intercourse with indigenous Africa as a constructive locus for re-thinking black religious
experience. One factor to which critics could point is the relatively pervasive Christian
self-identification found among members of the African-American community. Most
scholars would not debate the prevalence of Christian self-identification within the
African-American community as an historical verity. Any number of variables may
account for the apparently ubiquitous presence of this kind of self-identification.
Familial religious indoctrination extending across multiple generations comes to mind as
one likely variable. Such socio-cultural transmission, which often involves the sharing of
well-known biblical narratives, Christocentric patterns of belief, liturgical practices, and
scripturally-derived ethical codes, is certainly reflective of the manner in which I was
introduced to Christianity in my youth. Close friends and colleagues also claim to have
undergone the same type of process during childhood.

A second closely related factor critics may enjoin us to consider is the deep-abiding
reverence that many black Christians have for the black church and its pivotal historical
role as a source of black social survival, empowerment, and political resistance. As the
largest African-American social institution, the black church provided a space wherein
many African-Americans experienced unifying modes of Christian spiritual formation
and identification amid, for instance, the intense postbellum racial hostility that plagued

the American cultural landscape during the period between 1880 and 1920.*' The black
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church has also served as the main organizing stage for some of the African-American
community's most important and influential social activism programs. For example,
historian Gayraud S. Wilmore has noted black Christian involvement in the creation of
the Niagara Movement in 1905 as well as the National Urban League in 1906.*
Although the two organizations can be distinguished ideologically — the Niagara
Movement opposed the accommodationism of Booker T. Washington, while the National
Urban League embraced a more assimilationist perspective — they both shared a firm
belief in advocacy on behalf of the civil rights of African-Americans and an unequivocal
denunciation of racial discrimination. Furthermore, the work of eminent Harvard
professor Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham demonstrates that the tireless efforts of African-
American women in black Baptist churches were instrumental in helping to establish
these churches in the early twentieth century as powerful institutions of social reform
committed to racial self-help, gender equality, suffrage, and equal opportunity for black
men and women in the areas of employment and education.*’ From this, we begin to
derive a sense of how participation in the black church stimulates in many African-
Americans entrenched vocational commitments that are inextricably connected to
church-based experiences of subjective and communal Christian religious formation and
identification. Further animating these commitments is the black church's history of
social activism. It is hardly a surprise then that the black church has become a nearly
unassailable object of reverence in the African-American community.

The factors discussed above should not be taken lightly or reductively assessed simply
as components leading to an argument for African-American epistemological captivity

within Christendom. Yet I do regard as valid the perception of Euro-American and even
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black Christendom as institutionalized, imperialistic cultural frameworks within which
the African-American religious imagination is captive.** Even so, the positive social and
political role played by the black church should not be belittled or ignored. To a
significant degree the black church continues to delimit the religious imagination of many
— if not most — African-Americans, thus supplying a spiritual map for making sense of
their racialized existence. However, the factors in question must be seen against the
backdrop of an inveterate cultural problem that has beleaguered the African-American
community for generations. Religious scholar Dianne Stewart (a.k.a Diakité) describes
this problem as "Afrophobia." In her words, Afrophobia is
.. . the hatred and fear of that which is African and of being associated with things and
peoples African. Afrophobia is Euro-derived and is arguably one of the greatest
obstacles to overcoming anthropological poverty in Africa and across African
diasporas, as so many people of African descent have internalized the symbols and
ideas of the White oppressive imagination. Countless Blacks harbor Afrophobic
sentiments that inform African Diasporic religiocultural languages, symbols, and
attitudes.®
While not using the term "Afrophobia," Sylvester A. Johnson, another scholar of black
religion, nevertheless perceives the problematic signified by the term as keenly and
urgently as Diakité. In reflecting on what he sees as a grave need for more careful
postcolonialist studies of African-American religion that squarely place it in the context
of European and Euro-American colonial history, he avers,
One pressing implication of this colonial condition of African Americans as
conquered, colonized peoples and of religion itself as a colonial category is evident in
the need for intellectual attention to the religious hatred, specifically anti-African, that
has overwhelmingly shaped the religious history of African Americans. This
sentiment is so deeply instantiated in American culture that for generations even black
Americans have loved to hate — to viscerally despise — African religions as the

epitome of all that is evil and decadent. Despite all of this, the American history of
religious hatred against African religion has yet to be written.*®
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The very need to provide a rationale justifying the exploration of indigenous Africa as a
theoretical matrix for the interpretation of black religious experience is itself reflective of
black America's inherited legacy of Afrophobia. Indeed, we would be remiss in failing to
acknowledge the irony in the fact that the problem of Afrophobia helps make necessary
the present study and others like it. As explicated above, Afrophobia is by definition a
distortive, pathological attitude that contributes enormously to the ongoing
dehumanization, deculturalization, and dehistoricization of the African world, thereby
effecting its invisibility in the African-American community, particularly the African-
American Christian community. Afrophobia is implicated in the establishment of
historiographical traditions that narrate the emergence and growth of African-American
religion in ways that devalue or ignore entirely its pre-Christian, pre-colonial African
origins as well as perduring African cultural influences evident in both black and white
American religious communities.?” Historiographies that avoid giving critical attention
to the African foundations of African-American religion run the risk of portraying the
latter merely as an historical enigma whose cultural genesis and meaning are wholly
dependent upon the genocidal violence of European modernity. In this historiographic
paradigm, African-American religious experience amounts at best to an ambiguously
meaningful by-product of a unique and permanent American socio-cultural predicament
engineered by the Eurocentric imagination.

Critics are likely to persist in objecting firmly to our focus on indigenous Africa.
They may cite the fact (or impression) that the majority of African-Americans more
readily see themselves as members of the black Christian community rather than as

members of a Diasporic African community with African cultural roots that are operative
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in reconfigured and novel ways at the levels of subjective consciousness as well as social
and spiritual expression. In one sense, critics would be correct in raising such an
objection. It is commonly understood that the predominant pattern of religio-cultural
identification among African-Americans overwhelmingly favors Christianity. We must
ask, however, why this is the case. Historiographies of American slavery indicate that
this pattern of Christian identification among black Americans is connected to insidious
missionary-led colonial campaigns of African Christianization dating back to the
seventeenth-century. Jon Butler, one of the few American historians who candidly
perceives the genocidal energy that galvanized these campaigns in North America, sheds
light on the query just posed:
Between 1680 and 1760 African slave capture, the rigors of slavery, and even the
active opposition of Anglican and Dissenting clergymen suppressed and decimated
traditional African religious systems in the mainland colonies. The African spiritual
holocaust (my emphasis) differed significantly from the Jewish holocaust of the
twentieth century. It occurred as a by-product of slaveholding rather than as a direct
result of efforts to destroy an entire people; it did not stem from a carefully planned
program; and it was not a step in the promotion of a master race. Still, it stemmed
from violence and repression as well as from an open contempt for different religious
beliefs, and it resulted in a cultural destructiveness of extraordinary breadth, the loss
of traditional collective religious practice among the half-million slaves brought to the
mainland colonies between 1680 and the American Revolution. No other religious
event of the entire colonial period, including the evolution of Puritanism or the
emergence of American evangelicalism, so shaped a people's experience of religion in
America.*®
Historical records simply do not indicate the complete eradication of African religio-
cultural systems in North America, as Butler suggests.*” Moreover, many studies
published in the twentieth century and later impugn this aspect of Butler's thesis as well.”
Still, Butler's emphasis on the impact of Christianization in colonial America bears

greatly on the black community's widespread and eager adoption of a Christian identity.

His analysis bespeaks both a remarkable aversion mainly among colonial slaveholders
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and many clergymen to African spiritual traditions as well as their intractable desire to
suppress and obliterate these traditions. The Christianization of enslaved Africans in
colonial British North America was driven significantly by the genocidal impulse Butler's
work brings to the fore. It is precisely this historical scenario of "Christianizing" the
heathen souls of enslaved Africans presumably in need of liberation from their
uncivilized and depraved religious origins that set the stage for the creation and
preservation of a long-standing tradition in the black community of Christian
identification over and against African identification.

Two more points should be made along this line, each representing important facets of
early African Christianization in North America. First, as shown in the work of Curtis
Evans, systematic efforts to convert enslaved Africans to Christianity in eighteenth-
century colonial America meant that they became the subjects of racist debates about
their presumably innate religious disposition. It also meant exposure to white colonists'
commonly held belief in African intellectual inferiority.”’ Second, Sylvester Johnson
ably illustrates that the process of African conversion to Christianity — especially in the
nineteenth-century — meant exposure to and participation in a peculiar rhetorical
arrangement imagined by Euro-Americans wherein they were naturally the chosen people
of God and Africans, by virtue of being the accursed dark-skinned descendants of Ham (a
fanciful Eurocentric interpretation of the biblical story of Ham) were not. The idea of
being the chosen people of God precipitated white "anxieties" over existential
"legitimacy," anxieties that relegated unconverted Africans to the dark and subhuman

oblivion of their pre-Christian spiritual heritage.”® To be sure, converted Africans were
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continually beset by these anxieties as well. For even after conversion, Africans were
unable to escape fully the semiotic reach of Ham's curse. In the words of Johnson,

Conversion to Christianity did not eliminate the searing marks of illegitimacy upon

the Hamitic race. The basis of their identity was at once racial (black) and religious

(heathen). Once having converted to Christian identity and having joined those who

were people of God, they were still bound to the figure of Ham because they remained

descendants of Ham. They neither desired nor were able to cease signifying Hamitic
identity because Ham made possible Negro/Hamitic history, accomplishment, and
presence in antiquity while also "clinging" to Negroes as an illegitimate marker.”
Let us pause for a moment to jointly consider the profound significance of the insights
put forth by Evans and Johnson for our historical understanding of the black community's
pattern of Christian identification.

Concurrent with the introduction of Eurocentric versions of Christianity by Portuguese
and Catholic missionaries in Central Africa and upper coastal areas of West Africa, the
system of transatlantic slavery also exposed New World Africans to Christianity as an
imperial religion of the West requiring conversion to a new religious identity that
expressly disallowed any positive religious appreciation of or participation in African
cultural traditions.® Conversion entailed an immediate immersion into a Eurocentric
world utterly convinced of the native, kindly religiosity and absolute intellectual
inferiority of African peoples. African conversion to Christianity during the era of
slavery in America also involved adherence to a socio-religious identity that was
preeminently Christian, an identity whose very existence was dependent upon a society
for whom darkly-hued skin was a marker of culture-less, history-less subhumanity.
Additionally, African adoption of Christian identity meant being the target of white

rn

anguish and uncertainty over whites' "existential legitimacy" as self-declared people of

God situated on the same historical trajectory of divinely-sanctioned power and conquest
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as the elite urban monotheistic class of Ancient Israelites.”> Even more troubling,
African acceptance of Christian identity amounted to automatic inclusion in an elaborate
Euro-American-derived semiotic scheme that necessitated an immutably pejorative
signification of African-ness or blackness enlivened and sustained by coercive rhetorics
powered — at least in the minds of their white architects — by the biblical curse of Ham.
Entrée into the world of colonial Christianity was indeed a treacherous proposition
designed to sever the relationship of enslaved Africans to their African past.

I am not suggesting that the process of converting Africans to Christianity in colonial
America was a process devoid of African agency. To the contrary, for many slaves,
conversion — which occurred in a polyreligious colonial ethos encompassing African
religious cultures and African expressions of Christianity — sometimes occasioned what
Christian planters and missionary clerics saw as recalcitrant behavior.”® Of course what
comes to mind immediately as the most successful and powerful example of conversion-
related rebellion is Nat Turner's bloody 1831 revolt in the Boykins district of
Southampton County, Virginia. Turner's revolt — which according to him was to be
carried out "upon a Christian basis" — claimed the lives of fifty-seven white men, women,
and children.”” Also noteworthy are the earlier, less successful biblically-inspired
revolutionary slave conspiracies led by Gabriel Prosser of Richmond, Virginia in 1800,
white Virginia store owner George Boxley in 1816, and Denmark Vesey of Charleston,
South Carolina in 1822.° Yet, as remarkable as these rebellions are, they were far from
being the norm in terms of slave responses to colonial evangelization.

Eugene D. Genovese has shown that the responses of slaves to colonial evangelization

were quite varied, and were often motivated by a desire for greater safety and



37

sympathetic treatment from their masters. Hence his conclusion that "the spiritual
significance of their [slaves'] conversion cannot readily be assessed. Even in cases of
conversions of convenience, however, religious sincerity played a role, for the protection
it sought rested on a spiritual doctrine of equality before God . . . ."> Regardless of the
differences in how enslaved Africans ultimately responded to colonial evangelization, we
must remain ever-mindful of Albert Raboteau's statement that their responses were
"always conditioned by the circumstances of slavery."®’

What should be somewhat clearer now is the historical relationship obtaining between
the early Christianization of enslaved Africans in colonial America and the African-
American community's subsequent and ongoing social investment in and attachment to a
Christian identity. The historical effect of American slavery on African-American
culture has understandably compelled most interpreters of black religion to give primacy
to the experience of forced enslavement and colonial evangelization as hermeneutical
frameworks. However, in my view, the coercive, culturally genocidal nature of colonial
African Christianization compels more attention to indigenous Africa as a grossly
misrepresented and ignored locus comprising an expansively diverse array of conceptual
and theoretical frameworks for African-American religious interpretation. Lamentably,
African cultural frameworks continue to be the focus of Western-based cultural
violence.”!

Furthermore, although E. Franklin Frazier draws the opposite conclusion, the
atrocities of North American slavery do not change the fact that blacks in America
continue to be persons of African descent with historical and cultural ties to indigenous

Africa. Keeping all of this in mind, engagement of African religious epistemologies as



38

legitimate and valuable resources in our efforts to probe and better grasp the protean
complexities and meanings of the opaque epistemological orientation in black religious
experience emerges not only as a highly reasonable choice, but also as an expected —even
obligatory — choice. Failure by black religious scholars to recognize and appreciate the
urgent need for such a choice is tantamount to self-negating collusion in what Sylvester
Johnson calls an age-old "pageant" of biblicized white American identity formation. In
this pageant, whites "saw themselves as descendants of those who crossed over to
America, left the boats, stepped onto the stage of the American experience, took up their
divine identity scripts, and performed Israel,” while blacks were "beleaguered by the
burden of acting out a double script, lining the roles of both the people of God and the
children of Ham — heathens."®

It warrants mentioning that while the focus of my phenomenological exploration of
Africa is unique, I am hardly the first to perceive the significance of Africa for the study
of black religion. Since the publication of W.E.B. DuBois's The Souls of Black Folk in
1903, a cadre of black scholars from several disciplines related to or within the field of
religion have acknowledged the value of Africa as an essential grounding for efforts to
elucidate the meanings and functions of African-American religion. Some of these
scholars include Zora Neale Hurston, Charles Long, Henry H. Mitchell, Donald
Matthews, Cecil W. Cone, Dianne Diakité, Josiah Young ,III, Will Coleman, and James
Noel. Zora Neale Hurston and Charles Long are seminal figures who are among the first

to position Africa as a governing theoretical and hermeneutical context for thinking about

black religion in America.
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Hurston and Long represent different methodological approaches. Hurston's approach
stems from her training as a cultural anthropologist and incorporates theoretical
description based upon the observed data of black folk life. Long's stems from his
training in the history of religions and is typified by heightened and careful attention to
black religion's inextricable historical connection to the complex cultural intercourses of
modernity. Nonetheless, both Hurston and Long share a commitment to analyzing black
religion in a mode that is more phenomenological than theological. Said differently,
neither Hurston nor Long assumes that African-American religion is best understood
when made the subject of Christian theological interpretations, including those proffered
by black liberation theologians, all of whom claim to be speaking in one way or another
to a shared African-American consciousness of historical oppression.

In fact, as noted previously in this chapter, the structure and character of black folk
belief as encoded in black folklore of the American south is in Hurston's estimation not
Christian at all.** In an equally provocative manner, Long impugns on a very
fundamental level comfortable assumptions made by black theologians about the
suitability and usefulness of Christian theology as a tool in the analysis and interpretation
of black religious existence. The problem, as Long sees it, is that Christian theology in
the West has since its inception operated as a Eurocentric discourse of power and as such
is deeply implicated in modernity's dehumanizing function of rendering "opaque" the
being of African peoples and that of other oppressed victims of modernity. For this
reason, he questions even the possibility of theology being appropriated by modernity's

victims and re-imagined as an empowering discourse of existential freedom. Long refers



40

to the theologies produced through such appropriation as "theologies opaque." He
contends,
There is a theology of accusation and opposition which is to the fore in the theologies
opaque. But it is precisely at this point that these theologies should not move forward
to possess the theological battlefield wrested from their foes. It is at this point that
theologies opaque must become deconstructive theologies — that is to say, theologies
that undertake the deconstruction of theology as a powerful mode of discourse.
The resources for this kind of deconstructive theology are present in the histories and
traditions of those who have undergone the oppressive cultures of the modern period.
It means that attention must be given in a precise manner to the modes of experience
and expression that formed these communities in their inner and intimate lives.**
The value of Hurston and Long for the purposes of this study lies in their exceptional
ability to highlight African-American religious experience as a phenomenon that defies
ultimate reduction. Their work indicates that the forms and meanings of African-
American religious experience are not limited, for instance, to racist discourses intent on
delineating what are perceived to be essential traits of African humanity, to Western
formulas for what constitutes "religion" and by extension "the religious," to politicized
black church or "cult" historiographies, or even to the liberationist agendas of "theologies
opaque." The value of these two thinkers is also found in the fact that they have managed
in remarkably novel and generative ways to weave Africa into the larger theoretical
tapestry that comprises the heavily Christianized tradition of African-American religious
interpretation in the West. The scholarship of Hurston and Long represents an
intellectual precedent that undergirds the exploratory analysis and interpretation
attempted in this dissertation. My work enters a hermeneutical continuum set in motion
by these two figures, and takes a thematic cue from the following reflection by Long:

"Religiously speaking, America must be afforded the religious possibility for the

experience of the mysterium tremendum, that experience which establishes the otherness
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and mystery of the holy. It is this element of holiness which is so familiar in my
background."®
The Yoruba and Akan Traditions

With the more general task of providing a rationale justifying the turn to indigenous
Africa as a legitimate and important resource for black religious interpretation now
behind us, attention can be given more directly at this point to my selection of the Yoruba
and Akan traditions. At issue here is my selection of these particular traditions from
among the thousands constituting Africa's vast cultural profile. Let me acknowledge at
the outset that the selection and exploration of any indigenous African epistemological
tradition from my individual cultural location as a black Western-trained student is never
a simple matter. The complicated nature of such an undertaking is attributable to three
main factors: 1) My educational development has at every level privileged Western
paradigms of thought and interpretation, thus imposing significant — but not
insurmountable — limitations on my ability to accurately perceive and think within non-
Western paradigms; 2) Like other cultural traditions throughout the world, there is often
internal debate among members of African communities over the meaning and
interpretation of discrete ideas comprising their respective philosophical systems;*® 3)
Systems of knowledge production on the African continent have been impacted by
violent colonial incursions that have led to, among many other things, the rise of
Westernizing discourses that render pre-colonial African traditions even more difficult to
access. We will elaborate on the third point, as it is a common thread significantly

affecting the first two factors listed.
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The Westernizing discourses in question were mainly the creation of nineteenth-
century European missionary and non-missionary social anthropologists whose efforts
were sponsored by such organizations as The Société d'Ethnologie de Paris (founded in
1839), the London-based Ethnological Society (founded in 1843), and the American
Ethnological Society (founded in 1844). Ugandan scholar and poet Okot p'Bitek names a
primary feature of nineteenth-century anthropological discourses in commenting that "it
[social anthropology] has . . . furnished and elaborated the myth of the 'primitive' which
justified the colonial enterprise."®” The concept of the "primitive" and other related ideas
born in the Western anthropological imagination have contributed to the establishment of
discursive traditions that have even effected the historical and cultural understanding of
modern-day indigenous Africans. Consider the following observation by Congolese
philosopher V. Y. Mudimbe:

Modern African thought seems somehow to be basically a product of the West. What

is more, since most African leaders and thinkers have received a Western education,

their thought is at the crossroads of Western epistemological filiation and African
ethnocentrism. Moreover, many concepts and categories underpinning this
ethnocentrism are inventions of the West . . . The conceptual framework of African
thinking has been both a mirror and a consequence of the experience of European
hegemony . . . .%*
An implication of Mudimbe's observation is that to engage indigenous African
epistemologies is to engage traditions that over the course of centuries have collided and
intermingled with Western epistemologies. This factor along with those enumerated
above combine to create an admittedly problematic interpretive situation. How are we to
parse distinct conceptual components within Yorubd and Akan epistemologies in a way

that bears in mind their intercourse with Western thought forms? Connected to the

previous concern is the issue of language. As an English speaker untrained in the
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languages spoken by Yoruba and Akan communities, how do I propose to gain any
usable conceptual access to the belief systems of these groups, much less interpret them?
The foregoing discussion specifies two serious objections critics may level against my
constructive phenomenological exploration of the Yoruba and Akan traditions. It is
appropriate at this juncture to address the objections because my rejoinder will help
clarify my selection of the two traditions.

It is understandable that critics would likely rush to point out the challenges presented
to the current study by the dual problems of European cultural incursion and lack of
language proficiency. Western interference in indigenous interpretation and transmission
of the Yoruba and Akan traditions of thought is doubtless a perennial concern that
troubles any attempt to intellectually encounter the discrete pre-colonial conceptual and
theoretical modalities shaping these traditions. What is more, the problem of language is
a formidable one. The Yoruba linguistic complex alone comprises multiple languages
spread across more than twenty ethnic subgroups distributed primarily throughout
western Nigeria.*” The Akan language also consists of several variations — a few of
which include Akwapim Twi, Fante, Denkyira, Nzema, Asante Twi, Ahanta, and Sefwi —
spoken in parts of southern Ghana and Togo as well as in southeastern regions of la Cote
d'Ivoire by at least thirteen ethnic subgroups.”

The dissertation would obviously be enriched by proficiency in the Yorubéa and Akan
languages. However, lack of proficiency in these languages does not require the
abandonment of the project, nor does this limitation necessarily disqualify the project as a
legitimate and responsible attempt to phenomenologically probe the meanings of Yoruba

and Akan thought. The Yoruba and Akan traditions are ideal for a project of this nature
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in part because they are the focus of an extensive body of academic literature produced
by indigenous Yoruba and Akan scholars reared in the languages, thought forms, and
practices of these communities. Some of these scholars include Oyeronke Olajubu, Kola
Abimbgla, Wandé Abimbola, Jacob K. Olupona, Oyeronké Oyéwumi, J. B. Danquah,
Mercy Amba Oduyoye, Kofi Asare Opoku, and Kwame Gyekye.”"

These scholars as well as many others have devoted their academic careers to
analytical research in a variety of areas relevant to this study. The areas range from
Yorubé and Akan religious philosophy and practice prior to the rise of colonialism and
Christian empire in West Aftrica to ways in which, for example, modes of theorizing
gender in feminist epistemologies of the West have led to extraordinary
misunderstandings of notions of embodiment and identity as they actually existed and
were understood in pre-colonial Yoruba societies. Practically speaking, selection of the
Yoruba and Akan communities enables me to ground my research in a long-established,
respected, and dynamic tradition of indigenous Yoruba and Akan-based scholarship.
This tradition of scholarship — by virtue of its critical depth — affords a degree of access
to Yoruba and Akan forms of thought and practice that makes possible highly focused
non-indigenous exploratory investigations such as my own that are interested in
indigenous theoretical and interpretive models.

Said otherwise, the existence of substantial and specialized indigenous scholarly
literature on Yoruba and Akan epistemologies as systems of thought made up of discrete
yet interconnected ideas enables the kind of conceptual parsing needed to conduct this
study. To briefly cite two examples, Wandé Abimbola's analysis of the Yoruba notion of

ori (spiritual "head") and Kwame Gyekye's examination of the Akan ideas of okra
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“soul”) and sunsum (“spirit”) are essential to my exploration of Yoruba and Akan
epistemology.”” These two analyses are vital because they provide a level of access to
Yoruba and Akan thought that enables an interpretation of how the human being is
cosmologically constituted and made meaningful within the two philosophical traditions.
To be sure, the privileging of works written by Abimbola, Gyekye, and other indigenous
Yoruba and Akan scholars conversant in the two languages does not eliminate entirely
the problem of Western interference. Still, the hope is that this privileging will mitigate
the problem enough to allow us to make legitimate constructive use of the cultural forms
and meanings shaping these two African communities.

I would like to briefly reflect here on what I see as a cardinal assumption informing
the language-based objection to the present study. Over the course of several
conversations with trusted professors and colleagues concerning the development of this
project, it has become increasingly apparent that, while the language-based objection is
not without merit, it is nevertheless connected to and indicative of a neo-colonial attitude
regnant in academe. Rather than, in the spirit of knowledge production, remaining open
and receptive to constructive studies such as my own that treat Africa as a vigorous
repository of ideas and practices from which we all can benefit, the tendency of this
attitude is to limit or foreclose critical engagement with Africa. This is generally done
through attempts to impose greater restrictions on how Africa can be studied by appeal to
austere Euro-derived disciplinary or linguistic requirements.

For instance, I have been told both directly and indirectly at multiple points
throughout my graduate career that the current project cannot be done responsibly

without extensive proficiency in Yoruba and Akan languages as well as in-depth training
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in the methods of historical analysis, ethnography, sociology of religion, and/or
philosophy. However, interestingly enough, these strictures were not invoked at all in
scholastic contexts where I was required to conduct close research and analysis of
English translations of some of the representative texts of ancient Greek philosophical
culture such as Plato's Symposium and Aristotle's Metaphysics. Nor did these limitations
come into play during my study of the history of Christian thought in the West, which
also included rigorous engagement of, for example, English translations of Latin, Greek,
Old French, and German writings by such figures as Tertullian, St. Augustine, Marguerite
Porete, and Meister Eckhart, to name only a few. I might add as well that, based upon
personal observations I have made both as an undergraduate and graduate student, it
seems safe to say that not all scholars of Western philosophical traditions or Christian
thought in the West are themselves speakers of the non-English languages in which many
of the texts they teach from and write about were originally written. Yet for the most part
these scholars appear free as professional academics to authoritatively explore, analyze,
and interpret such cultural materials relatively unimpeded by disciplinary or language-
based objections.

The assumption underlying this attitude seems to be that the disciplinary and linguistic
requirements just discussed are somehow more necessary for studies of indigenous
African cultures than they are for studies involving non-African — especially ancient
Greek and European — cultural traditions. The attitude in question is neo-colonial
inasmuch as it — from a Euro-American perspective informed by sensibilities best
described as imperialistic — seeks to limit the range of critical approaches available to

those involved in the study of indigenous Africa, and hence the amount and types of
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knowledge about Africa produced through such study. It is also neo-colonial in that it
continues the nineteenth-century European tradition of wresting from persons of African
descent the power to create for themselves new terms under which they can participate in
the intellectual exploration of pre-colonial African cultures. The dissertation resists this
neo-colonial attitude, drawing attention to the status of this attitude as a cultural reality
partly responsible for a problem that the work of Kenyan author Ngugi Wa Thiong'o
highlights as mental colonization.”
We are also acutely reminded here of Maori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith's incisive
analysis of research itself as a colonizing tool of the West. In her point of view,
Research "through imperial eyes" describes an approach which assumes that Western
ideas about the most fundamental things are the only ideas possible to hold, certainly
the only rational ideas, and the only ideas which can make sense of the world, of
reality, of social life and of human beings. It is an approach to indigenous peoples
which still conveys a sense of innate superiority and an overabundance of desire to
bring progress into the lives of indigenous peoples — spiritually, intellectually, socially
and economically.”
The neo-colonial attitude under discussion is very much a product of the Western
conception of research as defined by Smith. The close correlation between the set of
assumptions upon which the Western idea of research is built and those underlying the
aforementioned attitude should therefore come as no surprise. Smith's thoroughgoing
analysis is also quite useful for our purposes because it signals the chief assumptions
undergirding this project by specifying a Eurocentric group of assumptions apparently
held by the majority of Western investigators of non-Western indigenous cultures.
The chief assumptions of the dissertation vis-a-vis Western research paradigms and

indigenous communities are as follows: A) Western conceptions of cultural realities, be

they indigenous or otherwise, as encoded in the languages of Western research are no
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more legitimate or authoritative than non-Western conceptions; B) Western research-
based understandings of the world do not represent a superior mode of knowing, nor do
they represent the only mode of knowing; C) Rationality is not the exclusive province of
the Western world; D) Indigenous communities too are in possession of rationalities that
have their own cultural integrity and are capable of interfacing instructively and
constructively both with Western and other indigenous rationalities; E) Indigenous
communities are not necessarily best understood when perceived first and foremost in a
way that automatically and uncritically places them on a Western-derived linear spectrum
of historical and socio-cultural" progress;" and F) Western notions of "progress" are
rarely — if ever — compatible with indigenous notions of progress, and consequently often
are not conducive to the maintenance and overall well-being of indigenous communities
or the survival of the various epistemological and practical systems upon which they
depend. These assumptions help articulate a critical postcolonial perspective. This
perspective regards as problematic objectifying and other-izing research models that
create for indigenous communities historical experiences such as the one described by the
late Maori writer and filmmaker Merata Mita when she commented that "We have a
history of people putting Maori under a microscope in the same way a scientist looks at
an insect. The ones doing the looking are giving themselves the power to define."”” The
dissertation represents an effort to counteract the Western research tradition's tendency
toward the evisceration of indigenous humanity and meaning.

As an elaboration of the first reason named in support of my selection of the Yoruba
and Akan traditions — namely, the abundance of specialized scholarly literature on these

traditions produced by indigenous Yoruba and Akan researchers — the previous reflection
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also helps establish a context for the second reason motivating this choice. My second
reason for focusing on the Yoruba and Akan frameworks has to do with the
hermeneutical possibilities made visible by particular cosmological principles or motifs
found within each epistemological system. These principles have been introduced above
as the permanency of existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery. They serve as the
thematic cluster framing the interpretive analyses educed in the dissertation. In the
conceptual worlds of the Yoruba and Akan, the three principles find collective expression
on one level through ritual embodiment/enactment. On another level, they find
expression as apothegms and as distinct religio-philosophical concepts signifying beliefs
about the seen and unseen realms (i.e., the cosmos) as well as the community of spiritual
beings or powers inhabiting them.

Later in the dissertation I shall examine the meaning and function of the three motifs
within the ritual context of a Yemoja festival held yearly in Ayede, a town in
southwestern Nigeria. In the Ghanaian context, I will also examine the meaning and
function of the motifs in connection with counteractive bayi boro-related rites performed
at special shrines located in the town of Dormaa-Ahenkro in southern Ghana's Brong
Ahafo region. These rites are counteractive in that they are performed as a positive
intervention on behalf of persons adversely affected by the negative power of bayi boro.
In Twi, the term bayi boro signifies a negative presence of spiritual power as well as the
specialized utilization of this power for socially destructive ends.”® A significantly more
detailed treatment of these ritual practices will be included in chapters two and three.
Our more limited goal in the present discussion though is simply to provide a sense of the

types of interpretive possibilities made available by the permanency of existential
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conflict, irresolution, and mystery as ideas that appear to us perhaps most saliently in
aphorismic or philosophical form in Yoruba and Akan thought. Consider, for instance,
the following Yoruba and Akan sayings: A) Abogun ki ri Egiin, abosa ki ri Orisa, ati
Imale ti o nfi ori bale ko ri Qlorun ["The Egiin worshipper does not see the ancestral
spirit, the Orisa worshipper does not see Orisd, and the Muslim who bows his head to the
ground does not see God"];”’ B) Obra ye ku ("Life is war").”®

When assessed with the opaque epistemological orientation of religious experience in
mind, the Yoruba aphorism appears to indicate something significant about the limits of
human apperception and understanding in the context of devotional intercourse with the
spirit world. Awareness and thus knowledge of the spiritual powers venerated during
worship as the Egiin (ancestors), the Orisa (lesser forces or deities serving as
manifestations of or functionaries for Olodumare, a higher power in Yoruba
cosmology)’ or Allah are only fragmentary. It is important that one of the major
emphases of this adage is the notion of fragmentary awareness or, we might say,
consciousness, as a definitive — and seemingly permanent — element of human
engagement with the spiritual dimension. This adage challenges us to carefully evaluate,
or re-evaluate, the status of knowledge itself in the moment of spiritual encounter. One
intriguing implication of the adage is that, to the degree that apprehension of the spiritual
realm is always piecemeal and hence never complete, the conceptual content of religious
knowledge is mutable. A deeper related implication is that the meanings derived from
the conceptual content of religious knowledge are unfixed and as such are subject to

ongoing interrogation and contestation.
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The Akan adage Obra ye ku ("Life is war") addresses not only the question of human
existence but also the much larger question of existence itself. Beyond the abstract
construal of existence as a conceptual category, this adage signals the reality of existence
as a tensive or conflictual condition. Existence is a condition that on every conceivable
level reveals a situation of profound struggle that defies permanent resolution. The
conflictual nature of existence is evidenced, for example, by the characteristics of the
four known forces of the universe (gravitational force, electromagnetic force, strong
force, and weak force) and their activity in the subatomic and atomic worlds,* the
ceaseless wars in the microbiological dimension between healthy cells and pathogenic
organisms, the daily threat of predation in the animal kingdom, and the unrelenting
exigencies of survival in the human domain. We might therefore say that the variegated
forms of being constituting existence find themselves immersed in a complex and
intensely vital reality populated by countervailing forces that simply cannot be ignored.
The diversified religious traditions of humankind furnish epistemological frameworks
and other existential management strategies such as structured ritual engagement to guide
and empower humans along the tortuous, treacherous journey of life. The practice of
religion amidst the sturm und drang of existence engenders distinct polymorphous and
multivalent experiences. Part of what the Akan figuration of life as "war" teaches us is
that religious experience is to a significant extent determined by the ferocity of matter,
and as a result can never fully be divorced from it.

Our abbreviated discussion of the Yoruba and Akan aphorisms establishes a sense of
the conceptual and theoretical orientation of each epistemological system as well as

possible hermeneutical trajectories both systems together bring into view. The Yoruba
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aphorism destabilizes the modes of knowledge acquired during religious engagement by
accenting humans' imperfect and thus less than exhaustive perception of the spiritual
world. Implicit in this destabilizing function is a relationship between the spiritual and
human dimensions wherein the human mind's efforts to more fully comprehend the
meaning and operation of the unseen amid the seen are always ultimately frustrated and
disciplined by the former. It can be said then that the Yoruba aphorism under
consideration invites interpretations of religious experience that place religious
knowledge within the firm boundaries created by the mystery of spiritual intercourse.

It is important to note that religious meaning in Yoruba epistemology is mediated
through materiality rather than through abstruse philosophical constructions that
compartmentalize and in effect demote the material from its position as an essential locus
of knowledge.®' For this reason, interpretations of religious experience emanating from a
Yorubé or Yoruba-derived perspective would be punctuated by an existential emphasis
shaped by the daily struggle of human communities to make functional meaning for their
lives in face of the fearsome spirit-infused power, incessant survival demand, and
uncertainty of matter. A probable focus of such interpretations might be the relationship
between ritual practice and religious experience obtaining among black devotees of Orisd
traditions in the eastern United States, for example.* Two questions likely to be
explored are: 1) What does the continued participation of these devotees in rituals whose
outcomes are never completely known beforehand suggest about the substance and
character of their religious consciousness? 2) How is the religious consciousness of black
Orisa devotees impacted by existence in an increasingly globalized North American

society replete with competing religious epistemologies emerging from numerous
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cultural sectors, all of which are constantly shifting and growing in response to one
another? A primary challenge of a Yoruba-derived hermeneutics of black religious
experience would not be to stabilize the epistemological moorings of the experience but
rather to creatively probe the unstable modes of knowledge extending from them for the
purpose of elucidating the opaque epistemological orientation in black religious life.

The Akan aphorism is suggestive of an epistemology profoundly informed by the
conflictual or oppositional state of matter. Indeed, only in and through the tensive
conditionality of the material can knowledge be constructed. One can infer from such a
purview that religious experience is not conceived as a phenomenon utterly separable
from matter. On the contrary, religious experience is to a large degree constituted by
matter. Consequently, the notion of religious knowledge as an attribute somehow lying
beyond the pale of the material is from an Akan perspective untenable. Equally
untenable is the idea that religious knowledge is able to achieve intellectual mastery over
matter. Put otherwise, the very substance of religious knowledge is supplied by human
beings' psychic, physical, and spiritual relationship with matter. It can even be said that
the intelligibility of religious experience itself hinges on an inextricable connection to all
of the natural features that make matter matter — namely, interdependence, intractability,
impositionality, structural antagonism, irreducibility, unpredictability, power in various
forms and intensities, paradox, dynamism, etc.

The perspective expressed in the statement "Life is war" helps us to imagine a
religious hermeneutics predicated on the unadulterated and disconcerting messiness of
materiality. Interpretations advanced from within such a theoretical frame would

underscore the need to identify and utilize conceptual approaches to understanding
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religious experience that centralize human beings' embattled efforts to negotiate the
material. Discourses constructed in this vein may set out to trace some of the ways in
which the material world constantly impinges on our attempts to erect intellectual models
that bypass the theoretical challenges posed by the tensive structure of matter. Also of
interest to these discourses would be possible implications for the theorization of the
opaque epistemological orientation in black religious experience stemming, for instance,
from: A) the continuing quest to create a coherent sense of black cultural identity that is
not overly conditioned or determined by the colonial European and Euro-American
traditions of racialized African denigration; B) the black church's apparent refusal to
accept the full humanity of the black Lesbian/Gay/Bisexual/Transgender (LGBT)
community; C) black women's project of wholistically reconstructing new understandings
of black female humanity that stand in critical opposition to domestic and global mass
media trends that increasingly depict black women through the languages of
victimization, pathologization, and hyper-sexuality.*’ Interpretations of black religious
experience set forth in discourses of this kind would not naively aim to finally resolve the
socio-historical, cultural, and political paradoxes and complexities with which the
problems just listed are generatively and inseparably entwined. Instead, the aim would
be the development of an African-centered phenomenological hermeneutics of black
religious experience that makes use of these tensional quandaries as opportunities to
critically re-imagine black religious existence. This critical re-imagining would be done
in ways that not only counteract the diminishment of black humanity but also help bring

into clearer view modes of theorizing black religious life that are less laden by the
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epistemological hegemony of Christian empire and the modern colonial racialization of
African-descended communities.

In concluding this section, we should note that the foregoing analysis also responds to
two important questions often posed to me concerning the three themes by which my
exploration of the Yoruba and Akan traditions is organized. The two questions usually
take the following form: "The motifs of conflict, irresolution, and mystery are present in
Christian theological traditions of the West as well, especially those traditions
categorized under the heading "mystical." Do you find these traditions less-suited to your
hermeneutical project? If so, why are they less-suited?" My answer to these queries is
closely related to the reasoning behind my selection of the three motifs shaping the study.
I shall first address the two queries.

No scholar of Western Christian thought would deny the presence of the ideas of
conflict, irresolution, and mystery as significant explicit or implicit motifs in the
evolution of certain streams of Christian theology. Before reaching back to a much
earlier figure like fifth-century mystic Dionysius the Areopagite (Pseudo-Dionysius) to
note the appearance of these ideas, we could turn to more recent thinkers who may not be
considered mystics per se. Three twentieth-century thinkers who come to mind are
German theologian and scholar of comparative religion Rudolf Otto, Roman Catholic
theologian Karl Rahner, and Mennonite theologian Gordon Kaufman. What we find, for
example, in Otto's The Idea of the Holy (Das Heilige), in Rahner's Foundations of the
Christian Faith: An Introduction to the Idea of Christianity, and in Kaufman's In Face of
Mystery: A Constructive Theology are treatments of divine mystery as an intellectual

problem to which the notions of conflict and irresolution are theoretically and
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hermeneutically bound. For each of these thinkers, intellectual confrontation with the
mystery of divinity necessarily involves a severe and undeniable disruption of all
epistemologies and their attendant conceptual schemes. There exists a perduring conflict
between the mystery of the Holy (i.e., God), which eludes conceptualization, and human
attempts to think about the Holy, attempts that, due to the structure and limitations of the
human mind, are naturally and perforce highly conceptual. In different terms, the conflict
rests on an extreme other-ization of the Holy that places it infinitely beyond the
boundaries of anything familiar to human conceptual systems. The procedure of other-
izing the Holy begets an understanding of the Holy as an utterly transcendent reality that
interferes with and further relativizes the linguistic chains or trajectories by which
concepts signify. The Holy stands in opposition to the ineluctably reductive meaning-
making function of conceptual constructs. For, in the words of Otto, the Holy at every
moment heralds an "overplus" of meaning, meaning that by its very nature is
uncontainable.** The resolution of this primarily intellectual conflict is very difficult to
imagine outside of a deeply eschatological weltanschauung.

The other-ization of the Holy is by no means unique to the theological programs of
Otto, Rahner, or Kaufman. It was established roughly fourteen centuries prior to their
writings as a conspicuous discursive pattern in the mysticism of Dionysius the
Areopagite. One need only look at Dionysius's The Mystical Theology to observe the
pattern. In this text, other-ization of the Holy is achieved apophatically (from the Greek
word arogpaoig, meaning "negative"), which is to say it is achieved through a process of
linguistic and conceptual negation that seeks to lead readers to an experience of God

through meticulous reflection on what God is not. In The Mystical Theology, God is
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described as the non-perceptual and non-conceptual "supreme Cause" of all things.* The
passage quoted below is illustrative of the Dionysian method of other-izing negation:
It [the supreme Cause/God] is not a material body, and hence has neither shape nor
form, quality, quantity, or weight. It is not in any place and can neither be seen nor
touched. It is neither perceived nor is it perceptible . . . It cannot be grasped by the
understanding since it is neither knowledge nor truth . . . Nor is it a spirit, in the sense
in which we understand that term. It is not sonship or fatherhood and it is nothing
known to us or to any other being. It falls neither within the predicate of nonbeing nor
of being. Existing beings do not know it as it actually is and it does not know them as
they are. There is no speaking of it, nor name nor knowledge of it. Darkness and
light, error and truth — it is none of these. It is beyond assertion and denial.*®
Part of what is being asserted here is a radical and complete dis-relation between the
Holy and the linguistic and conceptual components upon which human epistemologies
rely. Such epistemological and discursive dis-relation helps establish the ontic — or shall
we say pseudo-ontic — status of the Holy as transcendent Other. Also asserted is an
absolute dis-relation between the Holy Other and matter, leaving us with an imaginative
intellectual scenario wherein matter, even as a product of the creativity of the "supreme
Cause" or Holy Other, is entirely incapable of extending any measure of intelligibility
whatsoever to the Holy Other. Consequently, the human mind and soul, both of which
exists in materiality, are left grasping for full relation with the "supreme Cause." The
desperate existential condition of the human mind and soul is addressed by the
eschatological theme of divine union.
The ultimate purpose of Dionysius's apophatic technique is to facilitate an experience
of union with the Holy Other in his supposed friend and colleague Timothy®’ and
presumably in readers as well which will to some extent satiate the human hunger for full

relation. He says to Timothy, "my advice to you is to look for a sight of the mysterious

things . . . and, with your understanding laid aside . . . strive upward as much as you can
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toward union with him who is beyond all being and knowledge."®® Dionysius is not
alone in stressing the experience of divine union. It also appears, for example, in the
writings of thirteenth-century Italian mystic San Bonaventura (Bonaventure) as well as
the works of the fourteenth-century French beguine mystic Marguerite Porete. In
Bonaventure's theological treatise The Soul's Journey into God (Itinerarium mentis in
Deum), human absorption into or union with what he calls "the superessential ray of
divine darkness" requires a transcendent departure from the self and all material things.®
In a similar vein, Porete describes the divinely transformed and unified soul (referred to
as "she") as a soul that no longer searches for God in anything earthly or even spiritual
because union with God bestows upon "her" a freedom wherein “she loses her name in
him by whom and into whom she is melted and dissolved . . . .”° Compelling our
attention in these passages are the ways in which the trope of divine union strips matter of
its status as a constructive factor in the interpretation of religious experience. Also of
related interest is the function of the passages as reflections of a discursive trend toward
eschatological resolution of the uncertain tensions and imperfect modes of awareness
that characterize existence in the material world. A significant feature of Christian
hermeneutical traditions of the West, this trend toward eschatologically-conditioned
resolution of materiality can claim as its penultimate accomplishment the near erasure of
the vexing complexities and difficulties inhering in religious experience.

With the notable exception of African-American mystic Howard Thurman, Christian
mystical traditions in the West seem geared toward tempering — or perhaps escaping — the
dangerous untidiness of materiality through an intellectual and spiritual withdrawal into

supramaterial union with the Holy Other. Union with the Holy Other surmounts or
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resolves the problem of the material. As a hermeneutical trope, union with the Holy
Other obfuscates the meanings vis-a-vis religious experience to be gained through
rigorous constructive engagement with the material world as it is rather than as an
unfortunate hindrance to the realization of an eschatological future that neutralizes
materiality's existential complexities and struggles. While the trope of union with the
Holy Other and the language of eschatology may be well-suited to Christocentric or
otherwise Christian-oriented approaches to religious interpretation, they are ill-suited to
the African-centered phenomenological approach proposed in this study. As we will see
more clearly in the next two chapters, the Yoruba and Akan contexts, both of which
constitute the theoretical and hermeneutical core of my project, encompass
epistemological systems that are fundamentally incompatible with Christian
epistemologies. The theological dislocation of matter and other concomitant
eschatological structures of thought found in Christian mystical discourses of the West
are characteristics not shared by the Yoruba and Akan traditions. The work of
anthropologist Robin Horton is powerfully instructive in suggesting to us that the Yoruba
and Akan epistemological frameworks, as indigenous African theoretical traditions,
represent discrete non-Western "patterns of thought" whose meanings are confused or
lost entirely when interpreted through Western or Judeo-Christian intellectual
categories.”’ Part of what I intend to demonstrate in the dissertation is that while the
opaque epistemological orientation in black religious experience seems to have found
some intelligibility within Western Judeo-Christian traditions of thought, this orientation

finds greater intelligibility within indigenous African traditions of thought.
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Although the permanency of existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery appear in
Christian discourse in ways that are unhelpful for our purposes, these concepts are
nonetheless ideal motifs with which to organize the present study because they invite
constructive interpretations of religious experience that do not involve the critical
dislocation of matter as a cardinal source of phenomenological reflection. To be sure, not
all forms of Christian theology decentralize matter. Given their respective analyses of the
historical and social conditions of various forms of external and internal oppression with
which the black American community continually wrestles, the black and womanist
theological traditions immediately come to mind as examples of Christian traditions that
take matter seriously. However, in most black and womanist theological formulations,
the engagement of matter is mediated by a reductive rhetorics of oppression somewhat
reminiscent of nineteenth-century German philosopher Georg W. F. Hegel's Master-Slave
(Herrschaft und Knechtshaff) dialectic.”® This dyadic mode of interpretation casts black
religious existence mainly as a struggle against multiple forms of systemic and intra-
cultural oppression.”® Importantly, black and womanist theological interpretations also
frequently advance a Christologized and eschatologically-informed idea of liberation as
the chief meaning and goal of this struggle.”* Thus there is little room in these
interpretive traditions for the motifs of irresolution and mystery, nor is there space for
broadly understood notions of existential conflict that incorporate far more than the
experience of black oppression. Significantly influencing my selection of the
permanency of existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery is the fact that, perhaps more
than any other set of motifs, they conceptually symbolize those aspects of materiality —

and, we might add, supramateriality — that, intellectually speaking, may be considered the
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most disquieting and the most difficult with which to come to terms. I contend therefore
that as hermeneutical guides these motifs are uniquely capable of opening up new modes
of religious interpretation that can further develop our understanding of the opaque
epistemological orientation in black religious experience in ways not restricted by the
discursive limitations of Christian eschatological or liberationist models.

Let us note in addition that my selection of the three motifs is a likely choice given
their status as thematic or conceptual representations of highly understudied dimensions
of black religious life. From the standpoint of the dissertation's unique hermeneutical
focus, the choice is a likely one also because, as will become evident at later points in the
study, Yoruba and Akan expressions of the permanency of existential conflict,
irresolution, and mystery as epistemological motifs do not involve an interpretive retreat
from or elision of these ideas in favor of more manageable or convenient ones. Instead,
as elements helping to constitute the very foundations of Yoruba and Akan epistemology,
such expressions require sustained and existentially-oriented interpretive engagement
that grapples with everyday manifestations of the three principles in the material world.

One gains a sense of the function of the three motifs as integral ideas in Yoruba and
Akan cosmology upon considering certain statements made in the poetry of /fd (one of
the sacred texts of the Yoruba religious tradition)’ and in Akan traditions of thought. An
excerpt from a poem in the /fd literary corpus asserts the following: Irinwé o mole
ojukotun, Igha molé ojukosi owuro ("Four hundred primordial supernatural powers of the
right, Two hundred primordial supernatural powers of the left").”® Highlighting an
important concept in Akan religious philosophy is the saying, wopé asém aka akyeré

Onyame a, ka kyeré mframa ("If you want to say something to Onyame, say it to the
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wind").”” The Ifd excerpt foregrounds the oppositional structure of the Yoruba cosmos.
The "right" side of the Yoruba cosmos is populated by the primarily “benevolent” Orisd,
while the "left" side is occupied by the immutably “malevolent” Ajogun ("warriors" or
"anti-gods") whose sole purpose is to "wage war against both humans and the Orisa."”®
This volatile and categorically oppositional state of affairs cannot be permanently
resolved. The only hope for beneficial negotiation of it lies in regular sacrifice (ebo) and
ritual participation.”” The Akan adage speaks to the uncontainability of Onyame, the
ultimate power or deity in Akan religion. Onyame's meaning, presence, and operation are
never limited to a single material or immaterial locale, including the mental constructs of
human beings. Implicit in the adage is a strong assertion of mystery as it relates both to
the nature of Onyame and to humans' fragmentary and thus incomplete knowledge of
Onyame. We can begin to see then how, taken together, the two Yoruba and Akan
expressions bring to the surface the permanency of existential conflict, irresolution, and
mystery as important — indeed primary — facets of religious experience. Furthermore, as
highly developed religious epistemologies, the Yoruba and Akan cosmological traditions
create for us a profound theoretical and hermeneutical opportunity to constructively
redress both the narrow engagement and frequent elision of these experiential facets in
scholarly interpretations of black religion.
Sourcing Black Literature

With the exposition of the rationales for my general turn to indigenous Africa and my
specific interpretive focus on the Yoruba and Akan traditions now complete, we can
address what is distinctive about my exploration of black literature. Readers should bear

in mind that my thematic exploration of Yoruba and Akan epistemology folds into an
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exploration of black literature. The exploration of black literature will serve to creatively
illumine the presence and meaning of the dissertation's three organizing motifs in the
context of African-American life. Black literature is included in the dissertation as an
index of black religious experience. In its role as an artistic socio-religious index, black
literature emerges as a legitimate cultural source of data on the substance and character of
black religious experience. The ascription to black literature of such a status need not
elicit suspicion. Since at least as early as the 1938 publication of Benjamin Mays's The
Negro's God as Reflected in His Literature, scholars of black religion have increasingly
regarded oral and written literary forms such as slave spirituals, slave narratives, essays,
poetry and fictional literature as viable repositories of reliable information on beliefs and
practices associated with black religion. Engagement of black literature in the study of
black religion has consistently occurred in the theological domain. While utilization of
the various genres of black literature is clearly seen, for instance, in the works of Josiah
Young, Dwight N. Hopkins, Will Coleman, and Clarence E. Hardy, IIL,'® their utilization
1s most prevalent among womanist scholars and theologians.

Though some texts like M. Shawn Copeland's 2009 volume Enfleshing Freedom:
Body, Race, and Being continue to give attention to slave narratives and other non-
fictional genres, womanist scholars and theologians are becoming increasingly interested
in black fictional literature. Common to most scholarly treatments of black fictional
literature in both womanist and non-womanist studies of black religion and spirituality is
a preference for interpretations that uncover ways in which black literature adds depth,
complexity, and clarity to fundamentally Christian understandings of black religious

consciousness. This type of engagement represents a predominant tradition of
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theologically-grounded literary interpretation among black religious scholars. Several
exemplary texts readily come to mind. Some of them include Delores S. Williams'
Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk, Dwight Hopkins' Shoes
That Fit Our Feet: Sources for a Constructive Black Theology, Emilie M. Townes' In a
Blaze of Glory: Womanist Spirituality as Social Witness, Karen Baker-Fletcher's Sisters
of Dust, Sisters of Spirit. Womanist Wordings on God and Creation, and Kelly Brown
Douglas's What's Faith Got to Do With It?: Black Bodies/Christian Souls. Collectively,
these texts are notable for their theological interpretations of many well-known novels
such as Richard Wright's The Long Dream and Native Son, James Baldwin's Go Tell It on
the Mountain, Margaret Walker's Jubilee, Zora Neale Hurston's Jonah's Gourd Vine,
Nella Larsen's Quicksand, Paule Marshall's Praisesong for the Widow, Alice Walker's
The Color Purple, and Toni Morrison's Beloved.

Common to the five academic studies listed above is the assumption that black
literature, particularly novels, poetry, and other fictional writings produced by black
women, gives us significant insight into the sui generis experiences of black women
struggling to reclaim their humanity and create lasting power and meaning for themselves
and their families amid a decidedly hostile American landscape. Shared also by the five
volumes is a relatively close association of Christian forms of spirituality with depictions
of black women's experience found in the novels. For example, Delores Williams, at the
end of her analysis of the varying experiences of and attitudes toward black motherhood
depicted in the previously-mentioned novels by Margaret Walker, Zora Neale Hurston,
Nella Larsen, and Alice Walker, stresses the point that the novels, despite their differing

perspectives on black motherhood, nevertheless participate in a larger history of belief
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among black women in a biblical God who has enabled their survival and sustained in
them a sense of hope.'”" In another example, Dwight Hopkins, after completing an
interpretive analysis of five of Toni Morrison's novels (Song of Solomon, Sula, Tar Baby,
The Bluest Eye, and Beloved) wherein he acknowledges the African spiritual elements
embedded within these narratives, writes,

Admittedly, Christianity does not consistently serve as the explicit primary location

for divine spiritual presence in Toni Morrison's novels. Still, the liberating appearance

of God's spirit in non-Christian revelations, through story, complement God's spiritual

descending upon the decisive Christian revelation of Jesus the Christ . . . God, as a

result, grants a unique revelation in Jesus the Christ as well as a general revelation in

all of creation.'”
The Christocentric tradition of theologically-rooted literary interpretation reflected in
Hopkins' comments is likely influenced by the prevalence of historiographies that
principally understand black religion as one of many traditions constituting the motley
phenomenon that is American Christianity. Also, it is doubtless the case that the tradition
evinced by his comments has a vested interest in casting black literature as an idiom
providing cultural support for the claims of black liberation theology. Within this
hermeneutical tradition, black literature becomes an important venue for fresh theological
re-assertions of black Christian identity.

One also discerns a second less salient tradition of literary interpretation in black and
womanist theology. Marking the second tradition is a stronger interest in
phenomenologically-inclined examinations of black literature. These examinations tend
to demonstrate more of a willingness to interrogate and critically expand the range of
meanings usually attributed to black Christian experience. We should acknowledge that

Delores Williams' can be placed in the second tradition as well due to her focused

engagement in Sisters in the Wilderness of black women's literature as an existentially-
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grounded tradition documenting — among other things — black mothers' embattled quest
for personal and familial survival in a world where the presence of a liberating God is not
always apparent.'”® However, even more indicative of the type of disruptive expansion I
have in mind is Clarence Hardy's fairly recent volume entitled James Baldwin's God: Sex,
Hope, and Crisis in Black Holiness Culture.

Hardy's study gives attention to both non-fictional and fictional works by Baldwin
such as the essays in The Fire Next Time, No Name in the Street, and The Devil Finds
Work, the stage plays The Amen Corner and Blues for Mister Charlie, and Baldwin's
famous semi-autobiographical novel Go Tell It on the Mountain. Hardy analyzes the
ambiguous, "tragic" dynamics surrounding Baldwin's estrangement from the black church
and Christianity as recounted and reflected upon in his writings.'® Baldwin's general
estrangement from Christianity, which began as profound internal disillusionment with
black holiness culture's denigration of the black body in conjunction with its asocial,
otherworldly focus, is a complicated matter. As Hardy compellingly argues, Baldwin's
departure from the black church was not absolute. Hardy shows that Baldwin ultimately
was unable to completely sever his ties to the aesthetic dimensions of the black holiness
tradition, nor did he succeed in cultivating a non-paradoxical personal relationship to
moral elements of the tradition such as judgment and redemption.'” While Hardy admits
that Baldwin's failure to totally extricate himself from black holiness culture can be read
as a testament to the latter's "vigor," he also suggests in a more interesting vein that this
failure can be read along deeply tragic lines that greatly disturb conventional
interpretations of black religion. Speaking of Baldwin's failure, Hardy opines,

... it [Baldwin's failure] might also reveal how tragic the black exilic experience in
the United States truly is. While black religious culture clearly had true buoyancy that
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was attractive to Baldwin, the partial character of his rejection of the black
evangelicalism suggests that Baldwin could not afford to turn away from these
resources in his quest for human dignity. However comprised black religion may be,
in a world as hostile to black life as this one is, black people within the United States
must contend with the near genocidal reality of white supremacy with whatever
resources are at hand. Few, if any, sources within black culture can offer
unambiguous expressions of a healthy engagement with the broader dominant culture.
And as Baldwin demonstrates so well, black religion is no different.'
Hardy's phenomenological analysis of Baldwin's literary corpus is instructive on two
counts: 1) In a Longian fashion, his analysis lays bare the fact that the choice made by so
many African-Americans to self-identify as Christian is a choice necessarily conditioned
by their "exilic" experience as displaced transplants in a hostile Eurocentric world. This
world is known to its African-descended transplants primarily through an inflated
valuation of whiteness predicated upon an unqualified denial of African humanity, a
denial all too often perpetuated psychologically if not expressively in black Christian
communities; 2) The analysis urges us to fully recognize the tragic — and dare I say
desperate — status of black religion as an historical and cultural complex ever burdened by
the need to protect itself from the "genocidal" presence and structures of Euro-American
modernity. Baldwin's uncertain relationship to Christianity as investigated by Hardy
serves as a logical point of transition into a discussion of another facet of the
hermeneutical tradition under examination, a facet whose representatives use the
interpretation of black literature as an opportunity to make constructive forays into non-
Christian spiritualities.
Also evident in this emerging tradition of literary exploration among black theological
interpreters is an interest in non-Christian expressions of black spirituality. Of special

significance here is the fact that Africa tends to appear prominently in the writings of

scholars in the tradition. For scholars like Donald Matthews and Will Coleman, the
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complex symbolic worlds, ritual frameworks, narrational and other expressive
characteristics endemic to the musical idiom (spirituals), folklore, personal testimonies
and autobiographical accounts of African-American slaves are foundational in their role
as African-rooted hermeneutical resources for the interpretation of African-American
religious cultures. In his book Honoring the Ancestors: An African Cultural
Interpretation of Black Religion and Literature, Matthews employs a methodology he
describes as "cultural-structural" in his engagement of slave spirituals. His cultural-
structural methodology is dialectical in that it joins together form and meaning such that
the unique forms of African-American slave expressions have everything to do with how

197 Matthews' methodology is heavily informed by the

they signify and what they signify.
theoretical perspectives of W.E.B. DuBois, Melville Herskovits, and Zora Neale Hurston,
all of whom assert the primacy of African cultural forms and meanings in the
interpretation of African-American religion. Matthews displays little interest in the
question of whether or not the formal and expressive modalities of slave culture
underwent radical alteration through the process of Christianization. His emphasis
instead is on how the African formal elements of slave spirituals such as "unceasing"
improvisation, "jagged style," and "dissonance" (a la Hurston) can function as both
theoretical and hermeneutical paradigms in the study of black religion and literature.'®®
Similar to Matthews, Will Coleman firmly situates his interpretive project within the
context of African-American slave culture. In his volume titled 77ibal Talk: Black
Theology, Hermeneutics, and African/American Ways of "Telling the Story,” Coleman

juxtaposes selected myths from Dahomean cosmology and narratives from African-

American slaves. He makes use of several interpretive resources in his exploration of
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these narratives, including Paul Ricoeur's hermeneutical theory, seminal texts in the field
of African-American literary criticism (Black Literature and Literary Theory, The
Signifying Monkey: A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism, and Black Feminist
Criticism: Perspectives on Black Women Writers) and the hermeneutics of black
liberation theology. Coleman sees the practice of stylized, polyvalent narration or story-
telling as a defining component of West African and African-American cultural
traditions, and, in his view, close study of this practice should play a much larger part in
shaping the work of black theologians. It is not Coleman's goal to totally avert black
theology's gaze from Christian sources. However, as a theologian, he argues for the
"retrieval" of African and African-American "ancestral stories as a foundation for doing
contemporary black theology."'”” Calling to mind Theophus H. Smith's classic book
Conjuring Culture: Biblical Formations of Black America, Coleman likens the act of
African-American cultural interpretation to the West African practice of conjuring.
Conjuring is a practice traditionally performed by highly trained African religious
specialists that involves structured yet creative interfacing with spiritual powers for the
purpose of effecting some practical end. Like conjuring, the interpretation of African-
American narrative forms and religious experience, Coleman suggests, requires an
African pliancy of mind that enables interpreters to perceive multi-layered, open-ended
meanings generated within and across multiple symbolic worlds often lying outside the
ambit of Western or Christian understanding.

Though Matthews in Honoring the Ancestors does provide a very brief discussion of
Toni Morrison's Song of Solomon and Beloved, in which he relates these novels to two

sets of coupled hermeneutical motifs (family and freedom, faith and feeling) culled from
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his examination of slave spirituals,''’ black fictional novels are nonetheless marginal in
his book. In Coleman's Tribal Talk, such novels are not treated at all. Black fictional
novels receive more attention, however, in recent works by Josiah Young and Monica
Coleman. Young, in Dogged Strength within the Veil: Africana Spirituality and the
Mysterious Love of God, primarily revisits the essays of W.E.B. DuBois, Morrison's
Beloved, and Baldwin's Go Tell It on the Mountain in an effort to bring visibility to an
empowering Africana spirituality rooted in the cosmic wisdom and practices of ancestral
Africa. Africana spirituality, in Young's formulation, also hinges on an awareness and
acceptance of the mysterious love of God, a major theme in Baldwin's Go Tell It. John
Grimes, the protagonist in the novel, manifests the mysterious love of God in his tension-
ridden, ambiguous relationship to black holiness culture. For it is this often opaque,
disquieting love that animates John's (and Baldwin's) quest for wholistic identity, life-
affirming meaning, and personal freedom. Another manifestation of God's mysterious
love occurs in Morrison's Beloved when the protagonist, Sethe, recalls the Bambara
antelope dance during her escape from slavery.

Young connects Sethe's memory of the antelope dance to the spiritual epistemology of
the Bambara, a West African people hailing from modern-day Mali. He suggests that
Sethe's actionable desire for freedom takes on a wider African-based cultural significance
when considered against the backdrop of Bambara cosmology as expressed in the belief
system of the Tyiwara, a Bambaran initiation society. Tyiwara thought accents the idea
that human "symmetry" with the essentially fecund universe depends upon human "work,
gestation, and cultivation."'"! By extension then, Sethe's enslavement, from a Tyiwara

perspective, represented a non-fecund scenario of human dis-alignment with the cosmos,



71

a scenario in which the freedom necessary to perform the tasks required to maintain
proper cosmic symmetry was unavailable and therefore needed to be reclaimed. In
Young's interpretation of Tyiwara belief, there is the sense that the structure of the
cosmos on a very fundamental level energized — indeed mandated — Sethe's escape for
her own sake as well as that of her family and perhaps even the cosmos itself. For
Young, Sethe's recollection of the antelope dance and John's struggle for wholeness,
meaning, and freedom in the context of black Christianity are occasions for the
recognition of a mysterious divine love that affirms fully the African ancestral legacies
that continue to shape the lives of African-Americans. Equally important is Young's
ultimate point that divine love enables from within DuBois's veil of double consciousness
an apprehension of Christianity in its "original" form, that is as something other than a
dehumanizing religion of whiteness.''? Young's exploration of black literature offers a
strong response to questions related to how blacks can remain Christian given
Christianity's integral historical role in African enslavement. His work also
constructively addresses questions concerning the possibility of blacks practicing
Christianity while maintaining a conscious and meaningful connection to their African
cultural heritage.

Womanist theologian Monica Coleman exhibits an uncommon interest in the genre of
science fiction and its relevance to black religion. In her book, Making a Way Out of No
Way: A Womanist Theology, she turns to the work of highly-acclaimed black science
fiction writer Octavia Butler as a valuable resource in the construction of a womanist
theology that is responsive to the intellectual and cultural challenges and possibilities of

postmodernity. In particular, Coleman focuses on Butler's 1993 novel Parable of the
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Sower. The novel is set several decades into the twenty-first century in California at a
time when the state is experiencing rapid and violent social decline. The novel's
protagonist, Lauren Qya Olamina, initially lives with her family in a fictional walled
community near Los Angeles called Robledo. Members of Lauren's family as well as
other residents of her community share an insular approach to the question of how best to
survive amid their crime-ridden, drug-ridden environs. For these persons, separation
from rather than potentially lethal confrontation with the outside world offers the best
chance for survival. Lauren, however, finds this popular solution unsatisfactory, and thus
embarks on a journey northward toward Oregon, where conditions were believed to be
safer and more stable. Motivating Lauren's courageous departure from Robledo is her
personal religious philosophy dubbed Earthseed. Earthseed emphasizes the inseverable,
dynamic link between change and human development. Lauren's theology dictates that
she confront the dangers beyond the walls of her community with the determination that
through the acquisition of new knowledge she will make the adjustments necessary for
survival. As Lauren's journey unfolds, she attracts followers to whom she teaches her
Earthseed theology. Lauren and her fellow sojourners, who collectively become known
as the Earthseed community, eventually settle and establish a new community called
Acorn.

Monica Coleman's understanding of what counts as theology is broad. She rejects the
belief that expressions of Christian theology should be afforded a normative status
relative to other non-Christian theological expressions. It comes as no surprise then that
Parable of the Sower, which appears to make serious structural, symbolic, and

theological use of Yoruba cosmology, functions for her as a "literary illustration of
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postmodern womanist theology . .. ."'"> Qya, the protagonist's middle name, calls to
mind the Yoruba deity Oya, a powerful and widely venerated Orisa associated with the
destructive and constructive forces of personal, social, and natural change in the world.
For Coleman, Qya serves as a hermeneutical principle that significantly guides her
analysis of Parable. In Coleman's interpretation, the volatile and potentially deadly
social conditions surrounding the suburban neighborhood Lauren leaves behind in
Robledo are manifestations of Oya's power. Paradoxically, Lauren's irrepressible will to
confront these conditions, learn how to survive in spite of them, and journey forward in
search of new possibilities for herself and her community are also equally manifestations
of Oya's power. The multi-dimensional power of Oya as embodied in Lauren and in the
dangerous, unpredictable world she must negotiate makes possible what Coleman calls
"creative transformation."'"* Creative transformation involves ongoing intercourse with
rather than a retreat from the perils of life. Creative transformation in Coleman's
perspective is very much a life-giving process that should also serve as a governing
principle in the development of a postmodern womanist theology.

Coleman's engagement of Butler's novel is important because of the explicit
hermeneutical attention given to Oya and Yoruba cosmology as a major framework for
her analysis. The incorporation of this methodological approach makes Coleman
extremely rare among womanist theologians and scholars of black religion who write
about black literature. Coleman's focus on Oya as a womanist principle of creative
transformation is likely attributable in part to her intellectual commitment to process
theology.'"> Process theology, a distinctive form of Christian discourse based on the

ideas of twentieth-century English mathematician and philosopher Alfred North
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Whitehead, emphasizes concepts such as the mutability of God, existential flux, freedom,
and self-determination as basic structural characteristics variously manifesting within and
through everything extant in the universe. Coleman's commitment to process theology is
consistent with an observable pattern among black theologians and scholars who utilize
black literature in their work. With the exception perhaps of Donald Matthews and Will
Coleman, the theological scholars we have discussed in this section interpret black
literature from a fundamentally Christian point of view that tends to construe black
literature as a creative cultural venue for enlarging our understanding of black Christian
experience and identity. This point is significant because, in a contrastive sense, it
signals what is distinctive about my approach to interpreting black literature.

My phenomenological engagement of black literature in the dissertation does not arise
from a commitment to Christianity or to some form of Christian theology. While the
seemingly infinite range of meanings found in black literary texts certainly renders them
capable of being placed in service to Christian-based intellectual agendas, such usages
are not of primary importance in the context of the present study. While not synonymous
with my approach, the work of Donald Matthews and Will Coleman, Josiah Young's
analysis of the remembered antelope dance in Beloved in light of Bambara cosmology,
and Monica Coleman's Oya-centered examination of Parable of the Sower are more or
less in keeping with what grounds my constructive integration of black literature. My
exploration of black literature is grounded in a phenomenological commitment to African
indigenous epistemologies as cultural traditions having great theoretical and interpretive
relevance to the study of black religion and the opaque epistemological orientation in

black religious experience.
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For reasons already discussed, the dissertation focuses particularly on grammars of
knowing contained within the philosophical and ritual traditions of the Yoruba and Akan
communities. However, my hermeneutical agenda as it relates to black literature is not
one of Africanizing religious experiences that blacks themselves understand in Christian
terms, nor am [ interested necessarily in Africanizing any other form of black religious
experience that blacks do not view as African. Such Africanizing interpretation strikes
me as an especially violent form of intellectual coercion that erodes understanding both
of African-American religious consciousness and African indigenous religions. Rather,
of interest to me is a thematic exploration of the opaque epistemological orientation in
black religious experience poetically documented by black novelists but overlooked by
scholars of black religion. It is my contention that the various forms of spiritual insight
encoded in the beliefs and practices of the Yoruba and Akan peoples extend a significant
and heretofore unacknowledged measure of intelligibility to the opaque epistemological
orientation in black religious life about which numerous black littérateurs like James
Baldwin, Toni Morrison, Gloria Naylor, Zora Neale Hurston, and Randall Kenan write.
To the best of my knowledge, no scholar to date has drawn an explicit theoretical or
interpretive connection between Yoruba and Akan epistemology and the permanency of
existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery as major themes in literary portrayals of
black religious life. My phenomenological engagement of black literature is therefore
unique in focus. Representing an all-too-often completely ignored perspective, my
engagement of black literature joins other studies such as Josiah Young's Dogged
Strength and Monica Coleman's Making a Way that press against — if not redefine — the

boundaries within which black religious experience is generally conceptualized.
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Conclusion

In this chapter, I have attempted to present a foundation upon which the remainder of
the dissertation will build. The chief argument advanced positions the spiritual
epistemologies of the Yoruba and Akan as vital cultural contexts for the development of
an African-centered phenomenology of black religious experience that engages the
opaque epistemological orientation in this experience. As suggested in the last section,
black fictional literature is also a crucial element in part because it provides useful and
unique cultural data through its creative documentation of black religious life. The
importance of black literature also lies in the fact that it affords us a particular kind of
access to black religious experience’s opaque epistemological orientation that otherwise
is not readily available. Moreover, the black literary tradition is of tremendous value to
the dissertation because of its ability to greatly stretch or even weaken the perceived
boundaries of black religious consciousness, thereby facilitating the discernment of new
frontiers in the development of our understanding of black spirituality.

Another important purpose of this chapter involves the introduction of the tripartite
thematic trajectory along which the dissertation's various phenomenological
interpretations unfold. The trajectory is constituted by motifs I describe as the
permanency of existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery. The philosophical and
ritual expression of these motifs in the Yoruba and Akan traditions is rooted in distinct
cosmological systems that function as complex epistemologies generating sophisticated
knowledge of the relationship between the human and spiritual realms. The Yoruba and

Akan epistemological traditions anchor the dissertation conceptually and theoretically.



Thus it is fitting to embark next upon a more in-depth examination of Yoruba and Akan

epistemology. We begin with the Yoruba tradition.

77
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Chapter 2
The "Aberrant' Nature of Peace: Apprehending the Yoruba Cosmos

In probing Yoruba cosmology as a major source of epistemological meaning, it is
important to remember that, as indicated in the first chapter, one of our primary goals is
to conduct a constructive analysis that is neither dependent upon nor in service to Judaeo-
Christian or Western philosophical categories. The focus of this chapter encompasses a
phenomenological examination that highlights major structural elements of Yoruba
thought as reflected in Yoruba cosmology and ritual practice. The first phase of the
examination explores a range of religio-philosophical ideas that are important as concepts
that help to frame Yoruba understandings of the interlinked invisible and visible
dimensions of existence. My analysis of Yoruba cosmology, while admittedly most
attentive to concepts that extant indigenous scholarship suggests are found throughout
much of Yorubaland, should not be read as an attempt to elide or downplay the socio-
cultural and institutional differences found among the various polities comprising
Yorubaland. Part of my goal in conducting the analysis in this manner is to make clearer
some of the ways that Yoruba cosmology emerges as a truly distinct non Judaeo-
Christian, non-Western tradition of thought with its own epistemological orientation. In
doing so, however, I remain mindful of Nigerian sociologist of knowledge Oy¢éronke
Oyéwumi's important point that "Africa is already locked in an embrace with the West;
the challenge is how to extricate ourselves and how much. It is a fundamental problem
because without this necessary loosening we continue to mistake the West for the Self
and therefore see ourselves as the Other."''°
Building upon the first phase, the second phase of my phenomenological examination

emphatically acknowledges the status of Yoruba cosmology as a cosmology of ritualized,
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communally efficacious enactment or performance. In this phase, the analysis will
explore the annual Yemoja festival held in the Nigerian town of Ayede (or Ayede Ekiti).
The Yemoja festival will be considered as a ceremonial material practice that re-inscribes
and encodes aspects of Yoruba religious epistemology as they are expressed in Yoruba
cosmological thought. The second phase of analysis is also important because the
Yemoja festival, like other major public rituals conducted in Yorubaland such as the Otin,
Oroyeye, Odun Oba, and Odun Ogun festivals,117 functions as a concrete yet dynamic
instantiation of Yoruba cosmology that compellingly demonstrates the role of Yoruba
cosmology as a powerful source of meaning and transformation within Yoruba
communities. Moreover, a critical exploration of the Yemoja festival as performed in
modern-day Ayede helps in avoiding a problem described by Oyéwumi as an assumption
of Yoruba cultural “timelessness” that accepts as given the notion that all Yoruba ideas
and practices are ancient and therefore undergo little or no modification or innovation
over time in response to new historical exigencies and circumstances.''® The analysis to
follow, then, proceeds with and is guided by an understanding of Yoruba cosmology as
an historically-rooted, reconfigurable religio-philosophical system capable of recognizing
and effectively addressing contemporary problems and realities.
Originary Narratives

Strikingly elaborate beliefs about the origins of the world, the Yoruba people, and
humankind play an integral structural and epistemological role in Yoruba cosmology.
While the work of some scholars like J. O. Lucas and S. O. Biobaku suggests that the
cultural history of the Yoruba extends back at least one thousand years, around which

time they are said to have migrated south from northern Africa,''"” we nevertheless do not
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have complete or precise knowledge of the geographical origin of the Yoruba or of the
genealogy of Yoruba religious thought. However, what is clear is that Yoruba
cosmogenic beliefs were actively encoded and transmitted via the poetic chapters (Odu)
of Ifd (the most widely-known sacred text of the Yoruba religious tradition)'*” as well as
ancestral narratives, songs, and aphorismic sayings shared orally by community elders
(Agba). Yet there are significant difficulties inherent to the study of Yorubéa originary
narratives in particular: A) Over time, the Yoruba have produced many different
originary narratives, not all of which have been documented by researchers; B) There are
multiple variants of the narratives that are known and have been documented; C) Some of
these narratives seem to conflict with one another in fundamental ways. The difficulties
just listed remind us that knowledge of Yoruba originary narratives is at best inexhaustive
and hence fragmentary.

Space does not allow for critical review and analysis of the full range of narratives
found in scholarly studies of Yoruba oral culture; such a study could easily fill the pages
of a book-length manuscript and would require proficiency in the Yoruba language in
order to make meaningful, effective use of undocumented indigenous accounts as well as
untranslated academic texts written by Yoruba scholars. Our aim here is more limited in
scope. For the purposes of this dissertation, we are primarily concerned with Yoruba
originary narratives that appear most frequently in indigenous studies that include
detailed discussions of Yoruba cosmology. These narratives are significant because they
contain many of the conceptual and philosophical rudiments of Yoruba religious thought.
Therefore, the narratives are invaluable for the analysis and interpretation of Yoruba

cosmology. As we proceed, readers should keep in mind that the examination to follow
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is not intended to serve as a definitive study of the moorings of Yoruba religious
philosophy, nor as the final interpretive word on indigenous Yoruba spirituality. Rather,
the task at hand involves highlighting particular dimensions of the Y oruba religious
tradition for the purpose of establishing how these dimensions bring into view a
theoretical model that can reshape our understanding of religious experience.

[1é-Ifé and Igbd Iwa (“Gourd of Existence”)

The tradition of Yoruba originary narration that is most commonly known and studied
is the tradition that gives central importance to the sacred primordial site of Ilé-Ife.'*! Ilé-
Ife, whose combinative name derives from the noun //¢ (meaning “home” or “house”)
and the verb f¢ (meaning “to expand” or “to spread out”)'** is an actual town located
approximately forty-six miles east of Ibadan, the capital city of the state of Qy¢ in
southwestern Nigeria. Occupying a singular position in Yoruba cosmology not only as
the legendary primordial home of the Yoruba and as the place from which they are
believed to have first migrated into other parts of the world, but also as the place where
the earth and all terrestrial beings were created, //é-If¢ is perhaps the most sacred locale
in all of Yorubaland. Careful analysis of //é-If¢ as a symbolic and epistemological
cornerstone of Yoruba thought reveals an inextricable and generative conceptual link
between Ilé-Ife and Igbd Iwa, the “cosmic gourd” or “calabash of existence.”'*

The “gourd,” which in English generally refers to a fruit-producing plant of the
species Lagenaria siceraria (also Lagenaria vulgaris) and to the hard outer shell of the
plant’s fruit (especially when the shell is dry), takes on great cosmogenic significance in

Ilé-Ife narratives. There is a profound structural and interconnectional dualism that

rushes to the fore upon considering the Yoruba conception of the universe as Igbd nla
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meiji s 0jii dé’ra won (a “big gourd with two halves™).'** On one level, the ontological
dualism reflected in both halves of the Yoruba cosmos is mediated by a notion of
reciprocal union expressed in the Yoruba statement, 7 ako, t'abo, éjiwapo (“The male
and female in togetherness™).'"*> However, as we will see later, on another level the
cosmic dualism symbolized by the gourd halves is mediated by a notion of unremitting
antagonism. Such notions of tensive, dualistic relation are foundational to the Yoruba
conception of reality.

The materiality of the halved gourd functions as an embodiment of this essential
cosmic dualism. According to Yoruba tradition, the top half of the gourd represents both
maleness and the sky, the latter of which is regarded as the spirit world (Isalorun or
Orun), the realm inhabited by the invisible spiritual beings that govern the universe; the
bottom half of the gourd is associated with femaleness and with the raw materials from
which the physical world (Isalaye or Ayé) was fashioned.'*® It is important to note that
the cosmic gourd (Ighd Iwa) is not self-sustaining, although its role as the seedbed of the
physical dimension may suggest otherwise. The existence of Ighd Iwd — as well as
everything else constituting the physical dimension — is dependent upon the presence of a
vital power known as Ase.

Ase, which may be usefully thought of as the cosmic force of being that “makes things
happen,” animates and sustains all forms of life on earth (4y¢), and stems ultimately from
Olédiimare, the Yoruba High Deity.'*’ Yoruba scholar Kola Abimbola outlines a
communal order of being as structured within the framework of the Yoruba cosmological
tradition. Abimb¢la’s model is instructive in that it makes clear the source of Ase while

also providing a sense of how Ase is distributed throughout creation: Olédiimaré is joined
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at the very top of the ontological order by Obatdld (Orisa-iid), Ifd (Orinmild), and Esu,
three deities that, while not coequal with Olodumare, arguably play a more significant
role in Yoruba originary narratives than other Orisa (lesser deities serving as emissaries
or administrative functionaries of Olédimaré);'*® the second level of the communal order
of being is occupied by the other Orisd, the Ajogun (“warriors against humanity and the
good forces of nature”), and the 4jé (Eleye -“bird people,” “Owner of birds,” or Eniydn -
“negative people”); humans, plants, and animals make up the third level, while the Eguin,
Egingin,'® Ard Orun or Okii Orun (ancestors or denizens of Orun), and perhaps the
unborn inhabit the fourth level."*® Abimbél4’s outline helps us to see that Ase proceeds
downward from Olodumare, infusing all life-forms that subsist within the hierarchically-
constituted order of being. Let us now explore several Yoruba originary narratives that in
various ways explain the genesis of this hierarchical structure of existence.

In the first chapter of his book entitled Olodumare: God in Yoruba Belief, E. BOl4ji
Idowu provides a very detailed account of one of the earliest Yoruba originary narratives
involving Ife (or Ilé-If¢) and the creation of the world (4y¢é). The narrative is quoted in
full below. In examining this narrative, readers should be aware of I[dowu’s problematic
tendency to refer to Olédumaré using the pronoun “He,” a tendency that Kola Abimbgla
critiques based upon the fact that traditionally the Yoruba describe Olodumare as a
gender-less being: "'

What moved Olédumare to think of creating the solid earth, no one knows. However,

he conceived thq idea and‘at once carried it into effect. He summoned Orisa-nla

[Orisa, Obatala, Odsaala, Oosanla] the arch-divinity, to His presence and charged him

with the duty: for material, He gave him a leaf of loose earth (some say that the loose

earth was contained in a snail’s shell), and for tools a five-toed hen and a pigeon.

When Orisa-nla arrived, he threw the loose earth on a suitable spot on the watery
waste. Then he let loose the hen and the pigeon; and these immediately began the
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work of scattering and spreading the loose earth. This they did until a great portion of
the waste was covered. When enough of it had been covered, Orisa-nla went back and
reported to Olodumare that the work had been accomplished. Whereupon, Olédumare
dispatched the chameleon to go down and inspect what had been done. The
chameleon, it must be noted, was chosen on the merit of the extraordinary carefulness
and delicacy with which it moves about, and the still more extraordinary way in which
it can take in any situation immediately. From the first visit, the chameleon took back
the report that although the earth was indeed wide enough, it was not yet sufficiently
dry for any further operation; from the second visit, however, it returned with the
cheering report that it was both ‘wide enough’ and sufficiently dry. The sacred spot
where the work began was named If¢. And that, according to the tradition, was how
Ife . . . got its name. The prefix /lé was added much later on to signify that it was the
original home of all and to distinguish it from the other towns called If¢.

When Olodumare was satisfied that the work had indeed been accomplished, he sent
Orisa-nla back to equip and embellish the earth. This time, he sent Ortnmila [If3,
Orunla] to accompany him and be his counselor. To Orisa-fila, Oloduimaré handed the
primeval Igi Ope (Palm Tree). This he was to plant — its juice would give drink, its
seed would give oil as well as kernels for food. He gave him also three other trees
which were full of sap. These were Ir¢ (Silk Rubber Tree), Awun (Whitewood), and
Dodo. These also were to be planted and propagated: their juices would give drink.
For as yet, there was no rain upon the earth. The original hen and pigeon which had
been used in spreading the loose earth should somehow increase and multiply and
provide meat for the dwellers on earth.

Orisa-nla came down and did as he was told. When all was ready Oreluere, one of the
beings who had been prepared beforehand, was commissioned to lead a party of those
beings down to earth. He brought them down as he was instructed and those became
the nucleus of the human occupants of the earth.

When the affairs of the earth had been running for some time and its inhabitants were
multiplying, it was discovered that there was not enough water for use. Therefore
Orisa-nla appealed to Olodumare and, as a result, rain began to fall upon the earth.

Orisa-nla was assigned another special job. He was made the ‘creator’ of human
physical features for the future. It is not clear from the oral traditions when he first
began to do the work. However, he got the job, and his allotted duty was thenceforth
to mould man’s physical form from the dust of the earth. He thus became the sculptor
divinity. But the right to give life Olédumare reserved to Himself alone forever. The
instruction given to Orisa-nl4, therefore, was that when he had completed his own part
in the creation of man, he should lock up the lifeless form in a room and leave the
place. Olodumare would then come and give breath [¢mi], thus completing the
creation of the human being.

A story is told of how, once, Orisa-nla envied Olodumare this right to be the sole
Giver of life. He therefore laid a plan to spy on Him. When he had completed his
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work one day, instead of locking up the completed forms and leaving the place, he
locked himself in with them and hid in a corner, awaiting the arrival of Olédumare.
Olodumare, however . . . knew his crafty design and forestalled him by putting him
into a deep slumber from which he awoke only when all the forms in his stock had
become human beings. Since then, Orisa-nla has contented himself with his own
allotted part of the work.
The office of a ‘creator’ gave Orisa-fla the prerogative to make at will human figures
perfect or defective, and of whatever colours he wants them to be. The hunchback,
the cripple, or the albino, are special marks of his prerogative or, more often than not,
displeasure.'*?
Of interest in this narrative is the manner in which the narrative demonstrates how
Yorubé epistemology is embedded within a spiritual cosmology. The activities of the
various deities in this narrative play an elemental role in the formation of a Yoruba

“world-sense”!**

that yields distinct knowledge about the cosmos as an environment
wherein human meaning is at every stage rooted in the generative entanglement of the
spiritual and material realms. An analysis of the narrative discloses the presence of
orienting concepts that help define a Yoruba epistemological perspective. Simply put,
the term orienting concept as used here denotes an idea that significantly determines or
influences how we perceive and interpret the world around us. We may also think of
orienting concepts within the context of Yoruba epistemology as indigenous heuristic
devices that enable a particular awareness of reality. We find in the narrative under
discussion at least three orienting concepts: mystery, materially-based relationality, and
unpredictability. These concepts are tied in different ways to the actions of Olodumare
and Orisda-nld as portrayed above. We will now briefly reflect on how the concepts of

mystery, materially-based relationality, and unpredictability help to give formative

expression to the Yoruba epistemological tradition.
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The narrative begins with an assertion of the unknown; a full and precise
understanding of Olodumare’s purpose in initiating the creation of the “solid earth” is
beyond the reach of human knowledge. Therefore, any careful attempt to engage Yoruba
cosmology with the goal of probing the deepest meanings related to the origin of the
earthly dimension will necessarily be attended by a sense of imaginative speculation and
mystery. The circumscription of human knowledge implied by the lack of information
regarding Olodumare’s intention for the terrestrial world encompasses far more than the
teleological question about the origin of the “solid earth.” At the very least, this
circumscription also applies to human knowledge of all other non-earthly physical and
spiritual phenomena that dynamically comprise the broader universe in which we exist.
Definite knowledge of Olodumare’s purpose for the earth, the wider material cosmos,
and the spirit world (Orun) is simply unavailable to the human intellect and perhaps to
the Orisa as well. This means, for example, that the ultimate motivating factor or
purpose for over three billion years of biological evolution on earth and nearly fourteen
billion years of cosmic expansion is beyond the full grasp of all beings except
Olodumare. This also means that the primary motives underpinning the inner workings
of Orun lie outside the realm of human comprehension. Our ability as humans to gain a
more complete understanding of a given being is in large measure predicated upon the
accessibility of knowledge related to that being’s patterns of intentionality. Put
differently, a critical understanding of the principal logic governing the creative activity
of a being is vital to the acquisition of more comprehensive knowledge about that being.
Given that human knowledge of Olodumare’s being does not include an understanding of

the principal logic or reasoning undergirding Olodumare’s creative agenda as it pertains
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to the “solid earth” or to other realms of existence, the deeper recesses of Olodumare’s
being remain shrouded in mystery.

The circumscription of knowledge implied by the dearth of information regarding
Olodumare’s intentionality vis-a-vis the creation of the “solid earth” may also be said to

encompass human “potential”'**

or destiny. As we have seen, the originary narrative
included above illustrates how ultimate purpose in regard to Olodumare functions in
Yoruba cosmology as a source of the unknown. One can also look at a particular aspect
of the Yoruba understanding of human destiny for further evidence of how ultimate
purpose serves this epistemological function. The aspect I have in mind here is the
concept of ori or ori inii, which refers to one’s spiritual “head” or “inner head.”"*> The
Yoruba believe that, prior to birth in the physical world, human beings choose an ori inu
while in Orun (the spirit realm). The purpose of the ori inii — which itself is worshipped

as a divinity'*®

—1s to serve as a guide throughout a person’s life, helping to steer that
person in a specific direction based upon the person’s largely irrevocable choice of orf
inii."*" There is no guarantee that the chosen orf inii will be good in nature; this is so
mainly because 4jald, the spiritual entity credited with being the “supplier” of ori ini,
gives to each unborn human an or7 inu that is either good or bad. The nature of the
chosen ori inu cannot be known beforehand. Thus, the kind of ori inu (i.e. good or bad)
that a person selects is purely a matter of chance.

Also important to mention is the belief that only Oriinmila knows the nature of any
given person’s ori inii as well as that of the ori inii of each Orisa."*® The nature of a

person’s ori inu simply cannot be determined on the basis of their physical attributes,

behavioral characteristics, or any other set of personal features. As one researcher puts it,
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... nobody can tell who has chosen a bad or a good Ori. The shape or size of a bad
head may not be different from that of a good one. The type of Ori chosen by a
particular person remains unknown to him and to all other men; it is Qrinmila alone,
as the only witness of the act of the choice of destiny, who can tell what type of head
each person has chosen. Hence the need for every person to consult Oriinmila from
time to time."*’

This understanding of ori inu is consistent with the understanding found in a verse from
Osd Méji, the tenth Odu of Ifa:

Ori buruaku ki i wu tuulu.

A ki i da es¢ asiwereé mo 16ju-ona.

A ki im’ori oldye lawujo.

A dia fun Mobowu

Ti i se obinrin Ogun.

Ori ti 6 joba 10la,

Enikan 0 mo;

Ki toko-taya 6 mo pe’raa won ni were mo.
Ori ti 6 joba 10la,

Enikan 0 mo.

(“A bad head does not swell up.

Nobody knows the foot-prints of a mad man on the road.

Nobody can distinguish the head destined to wear a crown in an assembly.
Ifa divination was performed for Mobowl

who was the wife of Ogun.

The head that will reign tomorrow,

nobody knows it.

Let husband and wife stop calling each other names.

The head that will reign tomorrow,

nobody knows it”).'*

This verse further grounds the Yoruba conception of or7 inu as a rather elusive reality to
which human beings ironically have limited access. This verse also amplifies the
uncertainty involved in the selection of or7 inii by human beings in Orun prior to their
physical birth in the material world. In order for a person to understand his or her ori inu
on a deeper level, the person must be proactive in putting forth the effort required to seek
the wisdom of Oriinmila who, from the standpoint of knowledge, is a master of the ori

inii of others. However, seeking the wisdom of Oriinmild in an attempt to ascertain the
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nature of one’s or7 inu does not eliminate the mysterious uncertainty that accompanies
any effort to improve or attain the destiny desired by one’s orf imii.'*' Yet, the idea of
effort remains a significant aspect of the Yoruba understanding of human destiny.

The attainment of human destiny is only possible through protracted struggle or effort
on the part of the individual. The necessity of struggle in the attainment of human
destiny is expressed by the idea of es¢ (which literally means “leg” or “legs”).'* Wandé
AbimbJgla explains the relationship between es¢ and orf inu in the following manner:

Whether or not the individual has chosen a good or7, he must still labor to realize his

potential: hence the concept of es¢. Just as every individual has chosen an ori, he also

has his own es¢ with which he will have to struggle in life to aid his or7 in the
realization of his destiny. Es¢ represents the principle of activity and struggle without
which even the best or/ cannot unfold its good potentialities. As for those who have
chosen bad ori, they have to work harder and struggle more with their es¢ before they
can achieve success in life.'*
An interesting implication of Abimbgla’s explanation that emerges upon closer analysis
is that while ongoing struggle with one’s es¢ makes the realization of one’s destiny more
likely, such struggle nevertheless does not guarantee the realization of one’s destiny.
This implication, along with a consideration of the opacity of ultimate purpose as regards
the provision of ori inii by Ajdld, and a recognition of the fact that human beings’ access
to information about the true nature of any given or7 inu is limited (and in some cases
perhaps even unavailable), helps to make visible the presence of mystery in the Yoruba
conception of human destiny. What is meant by my use of the term “opacity of ultimate
purpose” in reference to orf inu is simply this: In a final analysis, it is altogether unclear
why the kind of o7 inii chosen by an unborn person in Orun is a matter left solely to

chance. Moreover, it is also ultimately unclear why knowledge of the true nature of a

person’s ori inu is not more readily available. These points together represent an element
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of mystery endemic to the Yoruba cosmological tradition. Yoruba epistemologies of
human existence are tempered by this mysterious element, thereby keeping alive an
experience or sense among the Yoruba of the human being as a source of the unknown.

Furthermore, the originary narrative referenced earlier suggests that circumscribed
knowledge is characteristic of the spiritual dimension as well. The deity Orisa-rild
functions as a primary means by which the narrative conveys this idea. Recall that, upon
being sent presumably from Orun a second time to “equip and embellish the earth,”
Orisa-nld is accompanied by the Orisa Orinmila (Ifd), who is to serve as Orisa-nld’s
“counselor.” Oriinmila accompanies Orisa-fild by mandate of Olédimareé. At first
blush, this detail of the story may not seem particularly significant. However, this
impression changes as we consider this detail in light of what it implies about the nature
of knowledge in the context of the spiritual dimension.

We are compelled to ask why Olédiimareé sees fit to assign Oriinmila to Orisd-rild in
an advisory role, especially considering that Orisd-nld is widely acknowledged as the
most senior Orisa."* One obvious and valid answer to this question is that, in the
Yoruba tradition, Oriinmila is the divinity of “knowledge and wisdom.”'** This being the
case, the fact that Olédiimaré requires Oriinmila to be present with Orisd-ild as a
“counselor” while he completes the work of fashioning the earth should come as no
surprise; the decision is quite reasonable in the sense that it reflects Oriinmila’s position
in the Yoruba pantheon. Yet, on another level, I contend that Olédumare’s decision to
send Oriinmila along with Orisa-ila also reflects an acknowledgement on Olédiimaré’s
part of the fragmentary and imperfect nature of knowledge even among the Orisda. Orisa-

nld’s seniority within the spiritual community of the Orisa does not mean that his
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knowledge of reality and the material world is complete and therefore no longer in need
of further guidance, augmentation and development. This aspect of Orisd-rild’s depiction
in the narrative helps us to gain additional insight into how the very idea of knowledge
itself is constituted in Yoruba epistemology. The portrayal of Orisa-7ild in the narrative
under consideration suggests that knowledge is understood in the Yoruba philosophical
system as an interdimensional phenomenon that fluidly operates in both the material and
immaterial dimensions. Orisd-nild’s portrayal also suggests that knowledge is understood
as a somewhat dialectical phenomenon that is defined positively by what it produces (i.e.,
understanding) and negatively by its limitations (i.e., that which it cannot fully grasp
conceptually and theoretically). We might usefully think of Oriinmila in the context of
the narrative as a symbolic representation of the mystery-laden limitations and future
development of Orisa-nld’s knowledge of reality and of knowledge in general. However,
in a much more striking way, Orisa-7ild unintentionally punctuates the importance of
mystery as a theoretical component in the constitution of knowledge in Yoruba
epistemology. He does so by attempting to outwit Olodumare in hopes of gaining access
to the most esoteric and powerful recesses of Olodumare’s knowledge.

According to the narrative, Orisa-rild becomes desirous of the knowledge necessary to
give life to the human forms he creates. Such knowledge, however, is the exclusive
domain of Olédiimaré. Undaunted, Orisd-rild devises a plan wherein he will hide among
the inanimate human forms awaiting the infusion of “breath” (émf) from Olédimare."*®
Orisa-nld plans to do this so that he may surreptitiously observe what is actually involved
in the divine bestowal of life, thereby acquiring knowledge and power that he was never

intended to possess. However, Olédimareé foils Orisa-rild’s plot by causing him to sleep
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through the moment when he would have witnessed how Olodumare vivifies or ensouls
the lifeless human forms that Orisd-rild molds by hand. Olédiimaré’s decision to thwart
Orisa-nld’s plan to deceitfully gain knowledge not meant for him is important for our
understanding of Yorubé epistemology. The act of thwarting Orisd-ld’s plan can be
interpreted as symbolic in the sense that it represents the bounded nature of knowledge
within the human and spiritual dimensions. Interestingly, though, Olodumare’s act is
also symbolic inasmuch as it represents that towards which knowledge ultimately strives,
namely, an ever-evolving understanding of the unknown.

What then does this symbolic act indicate about how knowledge is conceptualized in
Yoruba epistemology? We have observed that Yoruba epistemology conceptualizes
knowledge in close relation to the existential and spiritual mystery that circumscribes
knowledge. In fact, in a Yoruba philosophical perspective, knowledge and mystery make
little sense as concepts when thought of in isolation from one another. The ideas of
knowledge and mystery are intelligible within the framework of Yoruba epistemology
because both of these ideas are held together in a kind of theoretical tension wherein the
meaning of knowledge dependently plays off of the meaning of mystery, and vice versa.
What Olodumare’s symbolic act contributes to our understanding of the Yoruba
conception of knowledge is a stronger emphasis on what I refer to as the seeking
orientation of knowledge.

The term seeking orientation of knowledge draws attention to the nature of knowledge
as a phenomenon that, in the interest of expanding the scope of its intellectual domain,
reaches for greater, ever more profound understandings of existence (wiwd).'*’ As we

develop new understandings of the world, these new understandings enable us to perceive
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and ask new questions about the world, questions that we may not have considered
previously. In response, we actively seek answers to these new questions based upon
how we have been conditioned or trained to do so. However, Yoruba epistemology adds
the following important caveat to this very brief and basic phenomenological description
of how knowledge develops: Despite the seeking orientation of knowledge, knowledge
remains incapable of fully grasping the most arcane meanings of existence. This is so not
only because of the limited nature of knowledge, but also because existence in its
ultimate form is thoroughly mysterious and therefore entirely opaque to knowledge. The
religio-philosophical significance of Olédiimaré’s act of thwarting Orisa-ild’s clever plot
helps bring this caveat into view.

With regard to Olodumaré’s obstructive act, I would speculatively argue that it is
motivated less by an interest in simply underscoring the ascendancy of mystery in the
universe and more by a concern to further facilitate and preserve a certain mode of
relationality within the spiritual dimension; Orisa-#ild’s unexpected confrontation with
ultimate mystery in the form of Olodumare’s vastly superior intellect and power
occasions in Orisd-nild a clearer awareness and “content” acceptance of his role as the
“sculptor divinity” as well as a sober acknowledgment of the limitations of his role.
Relationally speaking, confrontation with mystery enables Orisd-fild to remain properly
connected and attuned to the will of Olodumare. What our analysis suggests is the
functionality of mystery in Yoruba epistemology; somewhat ironically, mystery makes
conceptualization of the idea of knowledge possible while also facilitating meaningful
spiritual relationships. To put the latter point another way, the fragmentary nature of

knowledge in the human world makes relationship with the spiritual world and its
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limitless repository of knowledge a necessity. However, it is important to bear in mind
that, for the Yorub4, the significance of relationality also encompasses the material
dimension. Indeed, relationality is a foundational theoretical element in the Yoruba
conception of the material world. This brings us to the concept of materially-based
relationality, which is the second orienting concept from our focal originary narrative.
The second orienting concept to be treated from the Yoruba originary narrative under
examination may be referred to as materially-based relationality. In the narrative, the
divinity Orisa-rild stands as the most salient embodied expression of this concept. Orisa-
nla’s creative involvement in the making of the “solid earth” foregrounds a tactile and
fecund relationship with matter: The items given by Olédimaré to Orisa-fild to be used
in the creation of the “solid earth™ consist of “a leaf of loose earth” that may have been
placed inside a snail shell, “a five-toed hen and a pigeon,” all of which are tangible,
physical objects composed of matter. After traveling to the appropriate location, Orisd-
nla then casts the loose earth onto the “watery waste,” at which point he physically
releases the hen and pigeon. The hen and pigeon then spread the newly-placed loose
earth across vast distances in all directions. Upon receipt of the chameleon’s second
inspection report indicating that the new land was sufficiently “wide” and “dry” to
accommodate further enhancement, Olédimaré supplies Orisa-iild with more matter in
the form of the Igi Ope (Palm Tree), Ir¢ (Silk Rubber Tree), Awiin (Whitewood), and
Dodo, all of which are planted for the purpose of providing liquid nourishment for the
new land’s inhabitants. Concerning the hen and pigeon, the understanding is that,
through proliferation over time, their role as “tools” of creation shifts to that of a food

source for the denizens of the land. Orisa-rild’s activity in this narrative gives rise to the
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following question: What is the epistemological significance of matter as understood
within the context of Yoruba cosmology?

The broader epistemological significance of matter in Yoruba cosmology
encompasses much more than we can responsibly examine here given the limitations of
this study. However, what must be addressed is the question of why matter in both its
human and non-human forms occupies such an important position in Yoruba
epistemology. I would argue that the singular importance of matter in Yoruba
epistemology stems from its role as the primary theater of human knowing and action,
both of which exert an influence upon and are influenced by the spiritual world (the latter
point will be made clearer in later discussions). Therefore, as the following analysis will
suggest, matter, knowledge, action and spirit are inextricable realities in the perspective
of the Yoruba. The narrative under consideration suggests not only the inextricable
relationship between these four realities, but also the central importance of matter for any
phenomenological understanding of Yoruba spirituality, the foundation of which is
constituted in part by an elaborate cosmology documented and expressed through Yoruba
oral traditions. The epistemological significance of matter as imaginatively depicted in
the narrative we are exploring becomes more apparent when we take into account the
nature of Orisa-#ild’s relationship to matter. Orisd-rild’s relationship to matter is not
superficial or exploitative. To the contrary, it is only through matter that Orisa-#ild’s
creative mandate as a divinity is given expression and meaning.

What is more, Orisd-ild’s relationship to matter underscores the status of matter in
Yoruba cosmology as a prime source of creative spiritual power, as a source that remains

connected to the mysterious yet fecund will of Olodumare. We should also add that
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matter functions in Yoruba cosmology as the raw “stuft” (kini kan or nnkan) upon which
the “spiritual technology” utilized by Orisa-7ld in the creation of the “solid earth”
depends for actualization.'*® All of these points signal the importance of Orisa-fld’s
relationship to matter for our understanding of Yoruba epistemology. Through this
relationship, matter emerges not as inert “stuff” but as a reconfigurable vessel of spiritual
power, as a vessel that, by way of engagement, yields knowledge about the natural world
as an environment shaped by profound creative potential and flux. We could even hazard
the claim that, within a Yorub4a epistemological perspective, relationship with the matter
comprising the natural world becomes a cardinal locus of knowledge production. In this
perspective, knowledge is not gained through an intellectual retreat into the self that seeks
to distance the operation of the mind, body, and spirit from matter. Rather, knowledge is
acquired through an outward embrace of and active participation in the often chaotic but
feracious messiness of matter. The aim of such participation is not the permanent taming
of matter. Instead, the ideal aim is the cultivation of a constructive and communally
beneficial relationship with the sacred power that sustains and works through matter.
Nevertheless, relational participation in materiality is fraught with uncertainty and
danger. This leads us to the third and final orienting concept to be discussed:
unpredictability.

Orisa-nld’s creative mandate in the narrative is not limited to the formation of the
“solid earth.” Olédimaré also appoints Orisa-ild to the role of “sculptor divinity,”
which means that his creative responsibilities additionally include the “moulding” of
“human forms” and “features” from the “dust of the earth.” While Orisd-#ld’s investiture

of creative power does not include the ability to give life (this ability belongs solely to
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Olodumare), it does grant him the divine “prerogative” of making human forms “perfect”
or “defective” depending upon his pleasure or “displeasure.” Orisa-ild’s creative
prerogative as the “sculptor divinity” introduces an element of uncertainty into the
existential situation of material relationality. The divine crafting of earthly matter into
physically optimal or suboptimal human forms is a matter subject to the caprice of Orisa-
nld. Orisa-rld’s caprice represents the power to greatly exacerbate human suffering
through somatic malformation or mitigate human suffering through healthy somatic
formation. The unpredictability of Orisa-nld’s role as the “sculptor divinity” prefigures
the dangerously unpredictable dimension of matter itself as a reconfigurable vessel of
spiritual power.

The unpredictable dimension of matter as reflected in Orisd-rild’s rather whimsical
role as the “sculptor divinity” brings to mind the function of mystery and materially-
based relationality as orienting concepts in Yoruba epistemology; the concept of
materially-based relationality grounds human knowledge in the dynamic entanglement
with matter that ensues as a result of existence in the physical world (4y¢), while the
concept of mystery delimits the scope of human knowledge. As discussed previously, the
orienting concept of unpredictability adds to our understanding of material entanglement
the elements of uncertainty and danger. This leads us to an important point that should
be accented: In conjunction with the concept of mystery, the concept of unpredictability
works to destabilize the authoritative status of human knowledge. This is not to suggest
that the accumulation of human knowledge carries no authority whatsoever with respect
to its essential role in cognitively orienting human beings in the world, or that the

meaning-making power of human knowledge is ultimately null. Rather, what we are
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emphasizing is the cosmologically-based, axiomatic Yoruba notion that human
knowledge, by virtue of its ineluctable participation in the chaotic uncertainty of matter
and the mysterious spiritual realities that undergird and operate through matter, does not
deliver to us an absolute or immutable understanding of anything. It is important here
that readers bear in mind the three principal motifs (the permanency of existential
conflict, irresolution, and mystery) that constitute the conceptual structure of the
dissertation, as these motifs are of profound relevance to the current discussion. We have
just touched on the significance of the concept of mystery as it relates to the function of
unpredictability in Yoruba epistemology. Still in need of explanation, however, is the
relevance of the permanency of existential conflict and irresolution to our analysis of the
epistemological function of unpredictability as suggested in the Yoruba originary
narrative presently claiming our attention.

We have called attention to how Orisd-7ild’s work as the “sculptor divinity” casts light
on the unpredictable dimension of matter itself and on the unpredictability involved in
material engagement. The motif of the permanency of existential conflict helps to
uncover yet another layer of meaning with respect to the function of unpredictability in
Yoruba epistemology. This motif is hardly foreign to the Yoruba cosmological tradition.
In fact, quite the opposite is the case; for the Yorub4a, the permanency of existential
conflict is a central philosophical axiom that fundamentally influences the structure of
Yoruba cosmological thought. The motif of the permanency of existential conflict is
inscribed in orally transmitted beliefs about the Ajogun’s ("warriors" or "anti-gods")
indefatigable war against humankind and the Orisd. Regarding the significance of the

motif of the permanency of existential conflict in Yoruba cosmology, scholar of Yoruba
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religion Wandé Abimbola explains that “In the Yoruba belief system, conflict rather than
peace is the order of the day. Resolution can only be achieved through the offering of
ebo via the intervention of Esu [an important Yoruba divinity about whom we will learn
more later in this chapter] who is at the same time an Orisd and a master of the Ajogun.
But we must always remember that resolution is temporary. It is not, unlike conflict, a
permanent feature of the universe.”'*’ Abimbdl4’s emphasis on the philosophical

centrality of conflict (ija, rogbodiyan)"°

within the conceptual framework of Yoruba
cosmology provokes questions about the epistemological connection between
unpredictability and existential conflict. Chief among these questions is the following:
How may we understand the Yoruba concept of material unpredictability as a re-
inscription of the motif of the permanency of existential conflict?

I am not suggesting that the meaning of material unpredictability in Yoruba
epistemology is limited to a re-inscription of the motif of the permanency of existential
conflict. The potential trajectories of meaning one could explore in connection with the
orienting concept of material unpredictability are likely innumerable. However, given
the conceptual focus and purpose of the dissertation, we will specifically highlight the
philosophical link between material unpredictability and existential conflict in Yoruba
thought. Deeply implicit in Yoruba epistemology is the idea that the material world
becomes meaningful for us in part through its unpredictable aspect. Unlike many
conventional scientific epistemologies, the Yoruba “world-sense” does not embrace an
understanding of the material world as a largely predictable closed system. For the

Yoruba4, it is impossible to know with absolute and unfailing precision how matter will

behave from one moment to the next. Equally inaccessible is a comprehensive and exact
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knowledge of how our individual and communal relationships with matter will change
over time. Yet it is within this existential condition of profound entanglement with the
unpredictable material world that human beings both desire and pursue well-being (ayo

ati alafid) and success (iyege)."!

Well-being and success are possible only through a
daily struggle to live constructively amid the unremitting and often destructive
unpredictability of both non-human and human forms of matter. Thus it can be said that
matter, by virtue of its unpredictable, frequently destructive aspect, often opposes human
well-being and success.

It is here that we perceive more clearly the philosophical link between the concepts of
material unpredictability and the permanency of existential conflict; just as non-human
and human forms of matter frequently oppose the human struggle for well-being and
success, this same human struggle opposes the dangerous unpredictability of the various
forms of matter. The often harmful caprice with which the “sculptor divinity” Orisd-rild
molds human forms consisting of matter conflicts with the constructive goals for which
many of these human forms will continually strive after having been ensouled or given
breath (émi) by Olodumare. Another way of saying this is that the realities of material
unpredictability and human striving reciprocally participate in the creation and
preservation of existential conflict. It is in this tensive sense that the Yoruba
epistemological concept of material unpredictability can be philosophically interpreted as
a re-inscription of Yoruba belief in the permanency of existential conflict. The concept

of material unpredictability can also be interpreted in a way that underscores its relevance

to the Yoruba principle of irresolution, the principle named earlier as the third idea in the
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thematic trio according to which the dissertation is conceptually organized. It is to this
principle that our analytical focus now shifts.

The presence of irresolution as a significant epistemological principle in Yoruba
thought is made more apparent by the above originary narrative’s depiction of
Olédivmaré and Orisa-nld. In a previous discussion, we explored how the mystery
surrounding Olodumare’s decision to sanction the creation of the “solid earth” is
epistemologically meaningful. We specified some of the ways in which the mystery
associated with this momentous decision implicitly points more generally to the limited
nature of human knowledge. Presently in need of emphasis is the fact that the element of
mystery connected to Olodumare and the creation of the terrestrial world very much
lends itself to or perhaps even engenders the condition of unpredictability made manifest
through the caprice demonstrated by Orisa-7ld in his creative post as the “sculptor
divinity.”

If Olodumare’s ultimate purpose for matter remains unavailable to human knowledge,
as our focal narrative strongly suggests, then it stands to reason that the power to gain an
unerringly predictive understanding of matter also lies beyond the pale of human
knowledge. By extension, if neither the ultimate purpose of matter nor complete
foreknowledge of its activity from moment to moment are within the reach of human
intellect, then it also follows that the complexity of matter is never resolvable within any
humanly contrived system of meaning. Hence the implicit idea in Yoruba epistemology
that human knowing is always conditioned and delimited by the permanently irresolvable
or irreducible nature of matter. In a Yoruba perspective, one of the vital functions of

human knowledge is to sharpen our awareness of matter as a fundamentally irreducible
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reality whose deepest meanings always frustrate and elude the powers of human reason.
Yoruba epistemology enables the foundational realization that at the level of material
unpredictability and materiality’s ultimate meaning, human knowledge is really no
knowledge at all. This realization throws human knowledge back onto itself, disabusing
us of the presumption that human knowledge can have u/timate authority within the
material or spiritual domain. Let me interject a note of clarification here: I am not
claiming that the Yoruba tradition looks unfavorably upon human intellectual activity
that seeks to probe the greatest depths of meaning pertaining to materiality. What [ am
claiming is that, for the Yoruba, such probing must always remain connected to the
overall condition and needs of specific human communities. This point will become
more evident as our constructive exploration of Yoruba cosmology continues to unfold.
The narrative we have just examined is part of a larger tradition of Yoruba originary
narration that includes multifarious accounts of the earth’s origin. While a thorough
consideration of the full range of these accounts is not possible here, it is nevertheless
important to at least explore several of these accounts in order to further enlarge our
understanding of the kinds of meanings that give shape to Yoruba epistemology. Part of
what we sought to establish in our analysis of the first originary narrative is that
knowledge itself is understood in the Yoruba epistemological tradition as a
fundamentally creative, materially relational Auman phenomenon. In various ways, the
Yorubé originary narratives included below reflect this shared understanding. The next
narrative to be recounted is a popular variant of the previous one. The Orisa Odiiduwa

and Oguin both appear in this version.'>
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Much like the previous originary narrative, this commonly known variant holds that in
primeval times the earth consisted almost entirely of water; small in number, the only
extant landmasses were scattered mountains that protruded from the surface of the water
at different places. Desiring to create new land from the primeval water that blanketed
the earth, Olédimaré commissioned four hundred Orisa to bring this new land into
existence. To assist the Orisa in carrying out this task, Olédiimaré provided each of them

with dust from Orun (the “spirit world”),'**

a chameleon, and a ten-fingered hen. While
four hundred Orisa were commissioned by Olédiimare, Obatdld was chosen specifically
as the creative leader who was primarily responsible for bringing forth new dry land from
the primeval water. Aided by an iron chain given to them by the deity Ogiin, the Orisa

traveled down to Oké-Ard (“mountain of wonders”),"**

a location that, geographically
speaking, is well within reach of 7le-Ife.

While atop Oké-Ara, Obatdld consumed a large amount of palm-wine, became
inebriated, and fell asleep. Oduduwa, Obatalad’s younger brother, took advantage of the
situation by seizing Qbatald’s sacral dust, chameleon, and ten-fingered hen. Oduduwa
then set about the business of creating new dry land from the primeval water. He
grabbed hold of the sacral dust from Orun and scattered it about. Inexplicably, the
granules of dust that Oduduwa had strewn across part of the surface of the water caused
new land to form and solidify. Oduduwa then set down his ten-fingered hen, and the hen
scratched the newly-formed land, thereby causing the land to expand continuously in

every direction. Finally, Oduduwa released his chameleon in order that it may walk

across the land and, with its feet, verify the firmness of the land.
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After awakening from his drunken state, Obatala discovered that his brother Oduduwa
had already completed the creation of the new dry land. The fact that Oduduwa stepped
in and fulfilled the duty originally assigned to Qbatala by Olodumare did not sit well
with Obatala. Consequently, Obatadla incited a fierce conflict between himself and
Oduduwa, which was highly unusual given that ordinarily Qbatdla is a divinity of
“peace, order, and clean living.”'*>> After observing this bitter conflict for some time,
Olodumare intervened on behalf of Oduduwa, giving sanction to the initiative Oduduwa
demonstrated in completing the creation of the new dry land. In so doing, Olodumare
acknowledged Oduduwa’s newly-acquired status as the creator of the earth. However,
Olédivmaré also affirmed Qbdtdld’s position as the eldest Orisa while recommissioning
him as the molder of human forms into which Olédiimaré would breathe life.'””® So
ended the dispute between Obatadld and Oduduwa. The physical point at which Oduduwa
created the earth from the primeval water is now known as Ife. Oduduwa eventually
became the king of Ife (or Ile-Ife), holding the title of Qldfin-Ayé (“lawgiver to the
world”)."”” Many Yoruba communities claim //¢-If¢ as their ancestral home and identify
Oduduwa as the progenitor of the Yoruba people. The Yoruba also regard //é-If¢ as the
place from which all life on earth emerged.'™®

We may add to the preceding account details from a more complete account that
appears in chapter two of Wandé Abimbola’s book entitled Ifd Will Mend Our Broken
World: Thoughts on Yoruba Religion and Culture in Africa and the Diaspora. 1t is
important to include the details that follow because they help to further develop our sense
of how the natural world and the relationship of human beings to the natural world are

construed in Yoruba cosmology:
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Vegetation later appeared on earth not by accident but by a deliberate design of
Olodumare. A verse from Otua Irosun, a minor Odu (chapter) of Ifa, explains how
vegetation appeared on earth. This same chapter of If4 tells us that each species of
vegetation was asked to perform sacrifice before it left grun [the spirit world]. Those
species which performed sacrifice are the ones which are respected, and are, therefore,
not felled down indiscriminately. Those which did not perform sacrifice have been
wantonly exploited and destroyed ever since.

Apart from the chicken and the chameleon, Olodumare also caused other species of
animals to be sent to the earth. Altogether, 880 species each of animals, plants, and
birds were originally sent to the earth. Their appearance on earth pre-dated the
appearance of human beings, who were created as a result of a joint effort between
Obatala and Ogun (the iron divinity) who supplied the skeleton, as well as Ajala [also
a “potter” in orun, somewhat like Obatala] who supplied the inner or spiritual head.
Olodumare himself supplied the vital breath force known as Emi, referred to by If4 as
a daughter of Olédumare.

All of these acts of creation were witnessed by Ifa, whose other name is Qranmila . . .
It was Orinmila who gave each plant, animal or bird its own special name and
identity. That is why Ifa is known as elérii — ipin (witness of destiny) a — jé — ju —
oogun (who is more effective than medicine).

When all the species of plants, animals and birds arrived on earth, a covenant was
made which stipulated that no species should wantonly or greedily exploit the other.
A similar covenant was also made with human beings . . . The verses of If4 tell us that
in those ancient times some animals and birds understood and spoke the languages of
human beings and some humans also spoke and understood the languages of birds and
animals . . . In those ancient times, whenever human beings were celebrating
important festivals, they invited animals and birds. Some trees had the ability to
change themselves into human or animal form, and they too were cordially invited to
human events. Those plants, animals, or birds left out of such great festivals felt
insulted and sometimes found ways and means to sabotage or cause confusion on such
occasions.

The ancient covenant between the plant kingdom, the animal kingdom and the human
beings was finally broken in Il1é-If¢. Several verses of Ifa tell us how this happened . .
. A wife of Ortinmila, known as Pérégtinl¢l¢, daughter of Awujalé, was the first
woman to give birth to twins. They were named Edun, the same which the Yoruba
gave to the colobus monkey.

But according to this verse of If4, it happened one day that QOléfin, the priest-king of
Ife, was mysteriously lost in the forest. The male Edun saw him, rescued him, and
brought him back to the city. Olofin then organized a big thanksgiving ceremony to
mark his return to the city. He invited as usual all species of birds and animals. The
animals made erin, the elephant, their leader. He was assisted by efon, the buffalo.
But to the amazement of the animals, they were turned back one by one from the
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party. The elephant was the first to leave the party in anger . . . The buffalo, the
antelope, the duiker were all turned back like the elephant. But after some initial
hesitation and doubt, Edun, the colobus monkey, was allowed to join the party and
was eventually re-admitted into the society of human beings. He was placed among
the If4 priests who advise Qlofin. But all the other animals who were turned back
never returned . . . Thus it was human beings who broke the ancient covenant in Ilé-
Ife, leading to the separation of humans from the rest of creation. From that time until
now there set in a relentless antagonism between humans and the environment . . . .">’
The motifs of interconnectedness and conflict figure prominently in this account. The
account describes a multidimensional, diverse community of being wherein relationship
with the natural world is a primary means by which human existence gains a significant
degree of intelligibility. The existence of the primordial human community and that of
the natural world are so thoroughly intertwined in this account that some human beings
are said to have the ability to speak and understand bird and animal languages, just as
some animals and birds speak and understand human languages. Moreover, the depth of
the existential connection between the natural world and the primordial human
community is such that trees possess the ability to physically take on human form. These
trees, along with birds and animals, are actively included in the affairs of the human
world, so much so that they are invited to “important festivals” and other “human
events.” This originary account evinces a fundamental understanding of human existence
as a dynamic condition of profoundly communal relation with the various modes of life
that comprise the natural world. In a very real sense, human existence on earth is
material relation, and the same is indeed true of all other forms of existence on earth as
well. Yet, as this account suggests, intrinsic to the condition of material existence is the
reality of conflict.

We learn at the beginning of this originary narrative that Orun, which in many ways is

the source of material existence, is itself a site of conflict. The apparently defiant
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behavior of certain plant species in Orun represents one element that establishes Orun as
a site of conflict. According to the minor Odu entitled Ott4 Irosun, not all plant species
performed the sacrifice requested of them prior to leaving Orun for earth. Those that did
not perform the sacrifice have since been the subject of exploitative violence and
destruction. The non-compliance of these plant species directly conflicted with the
staunchly sacrificial orientation and expectation of Orun. As a consequence of their non-
compliance, these plant species remain in conflict with beings in the material world who
may wish to do them harm. This primordial manifestation of non-compliance and
antagonism helps set the stage for the emergence of existential conflict as a perennial
condition of the material world, a condition for which an explanation is provided later in
the narrative.

The explanation just mentioned is found in the story involving Qlofin’s thanksgiving
ceremony in [1é-If¢. For reasons that remain unclear, none of the birds and animals
invited to the thanksgiving ceremony celebrating Olofin’s successful return to I1¢-1f¢
after having been rescued from the forest by Edun are permitted to actually attend the
ceremony. Edun, the colobus monkey, is permitted to attend the ceremony and is
“eventually re-admitted into the society of human beings,” but only “after some initial
hesitation and doubt” on the part of human beings. The Auman decision to exclude birds
and animals from Ol¢fin’s thanksgiving ceremony violates the ancient covenant between
human beings and all other material forms of life on earth, thereby creating a perduring
and “antagonistic” rift between humans and the natural world. This exclusionary human
decision introduces a new level or mode of conflict between human beings and the

natural world that did not exist previously in the same way.
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From a broadly social point of view, this decision precipitates a fundamental structural
shift in relations between humans and other beings in the natural world, a structural shift
involving a move away from cooperation to tensive opposition. The philosophical
significance of this relational shift becomes more apparent upon considering that the
human condition and the rest of the natural world both gain a certain kind of
intelligibility when conceptualized according to an epistemology of conflict. Within such
an epistemology, the human condition and the natural world are knowable as tensional
domains of existence that often struggle against each other for survival and well-being.
However, the perdurance of conflict between these two domains does not necessitate that
they exist in total isolation from one another, nor does it completely eliminate the
possibility of cooperation. The existential interconnection of the human world and the
natural world remains. Abimbola helps us to see this existential interconnection when he
writes that

Even though the ancient covenant between man and the rest of creation was broken in

[1¢é-Ife, vestiges of the covenant have survived, yielding a profound respect for nature

among the Yoruba even today. In the If4 sacred literature itself, every creature or

object of nature is personified. When Ifa speaks of a tree, an insect, a bird or an
animal, it speaks of it as if it were human. For example, several birds, such as igun

(the vulture), agbe (the blue turacoo), aluko (the red feathered turacoo), and

agbigboniwonran, are regarded as priests of Ifa in the If4 literary corpus. Eeésun, giant

grass of the forest, is the Ifa priest of the forest while meruwa, giant grass of the
savanna, is the Ifa priest of savanna lands. Irinmodo, a huge and very tall tree of river
basins, is a wife of Oranmila himself. A verse of Ifa speaks of Irinmodo as follows:

Ifa 16 firinmodo joba.

Ifa 16 firinmodo joba.

Ortnmila 16 gbé Irinmodo niyawd.

Ifa 16 firinmodo joba.

It was Ifa who made Irinmodo a potentate.

It was Ifa who made Irinmodo a potentate.

It was Oranmila who wedded Irinmodo as a wife.
It was If4 who made Irinmodo a potentate.'®
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Abimbgla’s translation of this verse illustrates one of the ways in which the /fd literary
corpus construes the human world and the natural world as cooperatively bound together,
despite the fact that the primordial covenant between the two worlds was never fully re-
established. Paradoxically, however, the existential tension introduced by the human
community’s breach of this covenant indicates that the two worlds are also bound
together in conflict. Therefore, this verse and the previous narrative recounted by
Abimbogla together impugn interpretations of Yoruba cosmology that would reductively
describe the material world either as a domain of cooperation or as a domain of conflict.
The tensive multidimensionality of the meanings found within the originary narrative to
which the above verse relates is reflective of meanings present in other Yoruba originary
narratives as well. One such narrative involves the cosmic gourd (Ighd Iwd) or calabash,
the circular husk of which is associated with the physical structure of the universe.

In this narrative, the cosmic gourd is depicted as consisting of two halves. It is said
that both halves existed together in close union during the primordial era; the top half of
the gourd (4jalérun, or “male spirit-world”’) was under the rule of Olédiimaré, while I1é
ruled the bottom half of the gourd (4jaldyé, or “female earth”).'®" One day, Olédimareé
and [l¢ went hunting together for bush rats in a forest located on Ajaldyé. After
collectively managing to catch only one bush rat, Olodumare and Ile argued over who
should keep the rat. /e contended that she had an exclusive right to the rat due to her
seniority and to the fact that the rat was a denizen of 4jaldyé, the domain over which she
ruled. Olodumare ultimately decided to relinquish the rat. However, unfortunately, this
decision resulted in the sundering of Ighd Iwa into two disconnected halves. The sudden

disconnection between the two halves of Ighd Iwa caused the sky to cease producing rain,
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thus severely impeding the reproductive processes of the natural world. Upon witnessing
the harmful effect of Ighd Iwa s abrupt division on her domain, /¢ was compelled to
recognize Olodumareé as the chief cosmic authority. It was in this way that the balance of
life on earth (4jaldyé ) was restored.'®
1lé’s claim of seniority in the previous narrative is curious, particularly in light of
Olodumare’s status in other narratives as the original creative impetus behind the
existence of [l¢ and Ajaldyé. As Yoruba art historian Babatunde Lawal suggests, the
meaning of //e’s seemingly strange assertion becomes clearer when examined within the
context of other Yoruba originary narratives that view Oduduwa as the “Supreme
Goddess” and as an “embodiment” of Orun (the “spirit world”) and Ayé (earth).'®
Consider, for instance, the following point made by Yoruba cultural historian and elder J.
O. Lucas:
In the early myths she [Oduduwa] is credited with the priority of existence . . . She is
regarded as having independent existence, and as co-eval with Olérun [Olodumareé],
the Supreme‘Deity with whom she is associated in the work of creation . . . Oduduwa
is known as lya Agb¢é —Mother of the Gourd’or ‘Mother of the closed calabash.” She
is represented in a sitting posture, nursing a child. Hence prayers are often addressed
to her by would-be mothers.'®*
One of Lawal’s informants, Yoruba elder D. O. Epega, goes a step further than Lucas in
stating that “Odudua is the Self-Existent Being who created existence. He is both male
and female . . . The word Olodumaré is a praise title of Odudua.”'®> Moreover, Yoruba
scholars E. Bolaji Idowu and Ayo Bamgbosé lend a degree of etymological credence to
the points made by Lucas and Epega in noting the occurrence of the word odu (“chief™)
in the titles of Olédimaré and Odiiduwa.'®® This observation is significant because it

raises the possibility that both appellations designate the same divinity. Lawal makes a

similar linguistic observation concerning Olodumare and Oduduwa: “Indeed, Olodumare
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is also known as Eléduwa, which recalls the duwa in Odu-duwa. Thus the narrative
attributing the creation of the terrestrial world to Oduduwa may very well reflect a divine
act of self-extension, identifying Olodumaré as a sexually biune Supreme Deity.”'®” The
case of Olodumare and Oduduwa stands as a prime example not only of the complex
structures of meaning that inhere within Yoruba oral culture, but also of the multivalent
linguistic and conceptual constitution of deities found in the Yoruba cosmological
tradition. The cultural practice among the Yoruba of intricately representing deities
through a combination of nuanced conceptualization and oral theo-philosophical
discourse is evidenced yet again in another well-known Yoruba folk narrative about the
origin of Olodumare and in the beliefs and religious symbolism of a powerful fraternal
institution in Yorubaland known as the Oghdni (meaning “the old ones”) society.'*®

The Birth of Olédimare?

Lawal perceives a significant degree of conceptual continuity between the idea of
“mother” (Iya Agb¢), with which the bottom half of the cosmic gourd (Ighd Iwd) is
associated, and the Yoruba description of the lid of a container as idéri (“cover”) or
omori (from the terms omo, meaning “child,” and ori, meaning “on top”). Lawal likens
the physical support given by a container to the lid that sits atop it to the support that a
mother gives to her child when she physically carries the child.'"®® For Lawal, this
linguistic connection, along with the fact that other scholars such as Lucas and Idowu
claim that Oduduwa is depicted in some Yoruba originary narratives as a mother breast-
feeding her child and as an embodiment of both the upper and lower halves of the gourd
of existence, raises two interesting questions regarding Olodumare and the symbolic

meaning of the gourd: 1) “Does Olodumare have a mother? 2) Can the two halves of Igbd
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Iwa also double as a Mother-and-(male) Child?”'"® In one Yoruba folk tradition, the
name Olodumare has its origin in the title Olodu-omo-ere, or, more specifically, the word
Olodu, which, according to the following /fa divinatory verse (ese), signifies “the child of
a female python:”

Ahéré oko sisun nii mu opolé té 1u ni oru

A dé fun ere

Ti o nfi ekln se irdhun omo

Nwoén ni ki 6 rabo ki 6 1¢ bi omo: ewuré kan, aso kijipa ara re, ¢jilogun
O gbo, 6 ru

Er¢ si loyun, o si bi omo

Awon énia si bérésii wipé <16da ni omo ti eré bi yi’

Nigba ti omo naa si dagba, 6 si joba ni oju iya re

Oun ni gbogbo énia si npé ni Olédumare titi di oni.

‘When we sleep in the farm hut, frogs jump on us in the night’

was the one who cast Ifa [performed divination] for Python

when she was weeping and moaning for a child.

They say she should sacrifice one she-goat, the homespun cloth she was
wearing and eleven shillings so that she might be able to have a child.
She heard and made the sacrifice,

and Python became pregnant, and she gave birth to a child.

And people began to say: “One who has Odu” was this child that
Python bore.

And when the child grew up, she lived to see him become a king.

He is the one whom all people are calling “One who has Odu, child of
Python” (Olédumaré) until this very day.'”!

Ifa dida, which is the practical system or “process” of divination associated with the
above-cited verse, will receive more attention at later points in the chapter.'”* Of interest
to us presently is the ontological and phenomenological significance of this verse vis-a-
vis Olodumare and the additional trajectory of meaning the verse contributes to the wider
tradition of Yoruba originary narration.

Lawal seems to suggest that the python (eré)'”

mentioned in this verse may be the
Yorubé divinity known as Osiimaré (also Esimaré)."’* Ostimadré’s primary symbol is the

python, and it is believed that Osimaré is visibly manifest in the world in the form of the
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rainbow.'”?

We should note as well that wealth and prosperity are also symbolically
connected to Osumaré.'’® The possibility of there being a strong ontological link
between Osumaré and Olédiimaré becomes more apparent upon considering an astute
morphological observation made by Idowu and Bamgbose regarding the linguistic
construction of the appellations Osiimdré and Olédimaré; namely, that the word mare
(meaning that which is “immense” or “infinite) is found in both appellations.'”” The
cosmology articulated in the previously quoted verse presents a narrative wherein the
very being of Olodumare appears to have its genesis in and spring forth from the creative
power of Ifa dida physically working through Python.

From a phenomenological perspective, it is significant that this narrative ascribes to
matter and the natural world major roles in the process of bringing Olodumare into being
as the ruler of the cosmos; Ifd dida was physically performed on Python’s behalf; Python
offers “one she-goat, a homespun cloth she was wearing, and eleven shillings” as
material sacrifices (ebo) with the expectation that these sacrifices will enable her to give
birth. An important implication to consider here is that, within the framework of this
originary folk narrative, Olodumare’s existence is possible only through an inseverable
and generative relationship with the material world. It is in and through matter that
Olodumare’s being acquires efficacy and therefore becomes meaningful in a spiritual and
physical cosmos that places upon living creatures the unrelenting demand of regular
material engagement of the various forms of creative power upon which existence itself
depends. The instrumental role of Ifd didd in this narrative is highly instructive in that it
helps us to begin to see how knowledge is created and structured within the Yoruba

cosmological tradition.
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In other words, Ifa dida emerges in the narrative as a materially-rooted
epistemological practice that opens up creative trajectories of meaning and possibility
that contribute much to our understanding of human existence, the natural world, and the
spiritual dimension. We might also assert that /fa dida functions in this narrative as a
“mystical technology” of matter that produces in Python a knowledge of herself as a
being that gives birth to new life in the form of Olodumare. As a “mystical technology”
of matter, /fa dida also serves in the narrative as an epistemological catalyst that prompts
a conceptualization — or reconceptualization — of Olodumare as a deity whose being can
be interpreted within the framework of a materialist ontology that creatively interweaves
the cosmological significance of the natural world with that of Olodumare. In this
narrative verse, Ifa dida helps to enable the apperception of another level of symbolic
meaning as it pertains to Igbd Iwa; both halves together (Python and Olédiimaré) can be
understood as a symbolic and efficacious representation of the relationship between a
mother and her child. This maternal trajectory of meaning is buttressed by the Yoruba
folk belief that contained within the rainbow is an encrypted message from Olodumare to
Olédiimaré’s mother, the python, who resides in lower Orun.'”® The polyvalent
representation of cosmic deities examined in the preceding discussion is also profoundly
evident in other Yoruba cultural traditions. One such tradition is reflected in the beliefs
and religious symbolism of the Ogbéni society.

The Ogbéni Tradition

The Ogbéni society (known as Ostigbo by the Ijébt and Egba Yoruba of southwestern

Nigeria)'”’ is one of the more recognizable cultural institutions in Yorubaland. This

cultural institution, which existed long before the rise of European colonialism in Nigeria,
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has maintained a significant presence in many of the polities comprising Y orubaland
through the establishment of lodges known as /lédi or 1lé odi (“the house of secrets”) and
as 116 ti a di nkan si (“the house [or houses] of concealment™).'® Historically, the Ogbéni
society has exerted considerable social and political influence within Yoruba
communities, having operated under various circumstances in the past as a “town council,
a civic court,” and as an “electoral college” in charge of overseeing the selection of a new
king or facilitating the removal of a corrupt or unwanted king. In addition, the Ogbdni
society set and enforced town curfews during periods of emergency and carried out the
executions of those found guilty of severe communal offenses.'®' Importantly, the social
power of the Ogbdni society is rooted in the religious belief that the society functions as
an essential spiritual nexus between Yoruba communities and the cosmic powers of the
earth (1/¢) upon which the existence of these communities depends.'®

In Ogbéni cosmology, earth (l¢) is accorded the ontological status of a goddess figure
or deity. The idea of /l¢ is linked conceptually to the word edan, which in one sense
signifies what is perhaps the primary emblem of Ogbéni membership (a pair of male and
female brass statues whose heads are often connected with an iron chain), and in another
sense signifies Edan the goddess, the deity who is believed to be both the “daughter” and
“alter ego” of 1I¢ as well as the point of spiritual connection between //¢ and the Ogbdni
society.'® Thus the terms Edan and Il¢ are sometimes used synonymously in reference
to the earth which, interestingly enough, is itself regarded as an Orisa by Yoruba linguist
and literary scholar Wandé Abimbola.'®* For Ogboni society members, 11¢ is a focus of
veneration. Babatunde Lawal writes that the Ogbéni society “venerates the earth (/¢) to

ensure human survival, peace, happiness, and social stability in the community.”'® The
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term /l¢ generally connotes the idea of “female earth.” However, the meaning of //¢ is
ultimately ambiguous, as suggested by the fact that altars honoring /l¢ found in many
Ogbéni lodges include two prominently displayed male and female statues referred to as
Onilé (“Owner of the House) or Onilé (“Owner of the Earth™).'*®

The ambiguous meaning of //¢ has a material basis in the artistic rendering of the
Onilé and Onile statues as an “androgynous” pair representing male and female aspects
of existence. As Lawal has noted, these two brass figures are indicative of a firm
emphasis in Ogbdni religious symbolism upon the concept of male/female
interconnectional dependence as well as the critical role of motherhood in the creation
and development of life."®” The androgynous conceptualization of 1/¢ in Ogboni
cosmology is further evidenced by the fact that /l¢ is at times described as Obinrin
b’Okimrin (“a manlike woman™)."*® 11¢’s androgynous construction in Ogboni
iconography brings into view the ambiguity that plays such a determinative role in
shaping how //¢ is understood among the Ogboni. One dimension of //¢’s meaning is
associated with the care and sustenance of humankind as seen, for example, in /l¢’s
provision of agricultural largesse. This dimension of //¢ is expressed in the saying, /l¢
Ogéré, a f’oké yeri (“Earth, the mother goddess who adorns/combs her hair with a
hoe™).'®

Conversely, a second dimension of //¢ s meaning is associated with dangerous caprice
and the destruction of human life in the form of “environmental hazards” and natural
disasters. Another saying describes Il¢ as the Alapo ika, ari ikun gbé eniyan mi (“Owner
of a bagful of evil, with a stomach big enough to engulf human beings™)."”° 1I¢’s

sustaining benevolence then is counterbalanced by a fearsome and unpredictable will to
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destroy, a will that often specifically targets immoral human beings. Concerning /¢,
Lawal explains that “She deals ruthlessly with liars and traitors but rewards the
righteous.”"' This multivalent rendering of //¢ elicits the following questions: How
might we assess the significance of the Ogbdni conception of II¢ in relation to the Yoruba
originary narratives discussed earlier? What does this conception reveal about the
structure of Yoruba epistemology?

Readers will recall that the originary narratives treated previously in this chapter
establish linkages between the purposeful activity of various Orisa under the authority
and direction of Olddumare and the creation of the terrestrial realm. The narratives also
establish linkages between the coordinated activity of Olédiimaré and the Orisa and the
creation of human beings. Moreover, in addition to giving an account of Olodumare’s
inception (recall the story of Python), the narratives also disclose the unpredictable,
disputational, and even bellicose personality traits of the Orisa (recall the element of
caprice involved in Obatadld’s molding of human forms, /l¢’s argument with Olodumare
over the bush rat, and Obatdld’s conflict with his younger brother Oduduwa regarding the
creation of the earth). When assessed in relation to these narratives, the Ogbéni
conception of /¢ takes on a particular significance. The Ogbdni conception of 11¢ is
significant in that, much like the other Yoruba originary narratives explored in this
chapter, this conception disabuses us of the notion that the cosmos and the place of
human beings in it are best understood when restricted to a single trajectory of
theorization and meaning. The Ogbdni conception of Il¢ suggests that the greatest depths
of human and spiritual meaning are tied to the reality of existential irreducibility. So just

as Olodumare both orients and confounds our understanding of existence, Qbatala forms
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and deforms human bodies, and human beings cultivate and fracture their relationship
with the natural world, so too does //¢ nurture and destroy human life. In making this
claim, I am in no way suggesting that the meanings in these narratives and in the Ogbdni
conception of /l¢ are reducible to a rigid dualism. Instead, what I am suggesting is that
Yoruba cosmology produces an expansive constellation of meanings, meanings that
function in different ways on multiple conceptual and theoretical levels.

The significance of the Ogbéni conception of /¢ is also found in the fact that it
highlights the epistemological function of tension in Yoruba originary narration. The
Ogbéni conception of [1¢ and the originary narratives we have discussed exemplify some
of the ways in which meaning in the Yoruba tradition often oscillates between opposing
or dialectically conjoined concepts that find expression in Yoruba cosmology. For
instance, the fuller meaning of the deity //¢ is not generated solely by her role as sustainer
or her role as destroyer, nor is this deity’s meaning restricted to her maleness alone or to
her femaleness alone. Rather, /l¢’s fuller meaning is generated by the conceptual and
theoretical interplay resulting from the combination of the notions of sustenance and
destruction as well as maleness and femaleness as structural components that help form
the idea of 7/¢."

Similarly, meanings associated with other deities as well as human beings in Yoruba
originary narratives also tend in some cases to be characterized by a tensive interplay of
ideas. We have seen this, for example, in the narrative portrayal of Obatala as the
“sculptor divinity”” who, while being known for his natural inclination toward “peace,
order, and clean living,” also exhibits a capricious creativity in his work of molding

human forms. The tensive or dialectical construction of meaning in Yoruba originary
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narration is also evident in the portrayal of human beings both as violators of their sacred
covenant with the natural world and as a community that, despite the covenantal
violation, strives to honor the broken covenant by according to the natural world a sacred
status within the human community.'”> Readers should call to memory an earlier
discussion in which we pointed out the fact that the /fd literary corpus itself names the
igun (vulture), the agbe (blue turacoo), the aluko (red feathered turacoo), the eesun (giant
grass of the forest), and the meruwa (giant grass of the savanna) as priests of [fa. We also
noted that the /rinmodo, which is a large river basin tree, is regarded as the wife of
Oriinmila, one of the most important Yoruba deities. The way in which meaning is
conveyed in the orignary narratives involving Qbatdla and the human community is
instructive in that it hastens an awareness of the Ogbdni conception of I/¢ as a conception
that provides insight into Yoruba religious belief as an epistemological mode of thought
with its own structural integrity. We therefore must inquire as to what this conception
reveals about the structure of Yoruba epistemology.

Close analysis of Yoruba originary narratives and the Ogbdni conception of II¢ makes
possible the discernment of a distinct pattern of thought within Yoruba religio-
philosophical culture that bears heavily on our understanding of the structure of Yoruba
epistemology. What such analysis reveals in particular with respect to this structure is
the presence of a logic of oppositional/dialectical variation and conceptual irreducibility.
Let me be clear: I am not implying that this logic encompasses the full range of Yoruba
thought, or that the myriad complexities of Yoruba thought are reducible to this logic.
What I am arguing though is that this logic of oppositional/dialectical variation and

conceptual irreducibility is an important component of the theoretical structure of Yoruba
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epistemology and, as such, gives us a clue as to how meaning is often constructed within
the Yoruba religio-philosophical tradition.

The construction of meaning in Yoruba epistemology is frequently rooted in the
interaction of antagonistically-related concepts; the relationship between the concepts of
sustenance and destruction in the articulation of the Ogbdni conception of /¢ represents
one such interaction. In light of Oyéronké Oyéwumi’s groundbreaking study of
traditional Qy¢ society in pre-colonial Yorubéland, which cogently demonstrates not only
that the category of “gender” itself did not exist in traditional Qy¢ society, but also that
“relative age” or seniority together with lineage association formed the basis of social
organization among the Qy¢-Yoruba, ™ I hesitate to describe the ideas of maleness and
femaleness in the Oghdni conception of II¢ as antagonistic. However, it does seem safe
to say that maleness and femaleness in Yoruba epistemology are not reducible to one
another. Also, it is fairly apparent that the meanings of maleness and femaleness in
Ogbéni cosmology are mutually constructed such that maleness is conceptually tied to
femaleness, just as femaleness is conceptually tied to maleness. The
oppositional/dialectical logic and conceptual irreducibility we have identified in our
analysis of Yoruba epistemology as articulated somewhat implicitly in Yoruba originary
narratives and more directly in the Oghdni conception of /l¢ indicates that dynamism — as
opposed to dogmatism — functions as a governing principle of meaning construction in
Yorubéa thought. Hence, within the framework of Yoruba epistemology, human
knowledge is birthed not through the ossification of concepts but through the relational

creation and evolution of concepts.
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Some aspects of Yoruba cosmology discussed above require more detailed attention
given their tremendous relevance to our understanding of Yoruba epistemology. Three of
these aspects are the deities Olédiimare, Esii and Ifd (the last two of which are especially
powerful Orisd). The fourth aspect is ritual engagement. The foregoing analysis of
Yorub4 originary narratives establishes a framework wherein we can think critically
about these four aspects as components of a distinct epistemology that philosophically
undergirds the Yoruba “world-sense.” Moreover, as will be demonstrated in later
chapters, the foregoing analysis also helps position us to think constructively about the
relevance of Yoruba epistemology to African-American religious hermeneutics. An
important goal of the phenomenological analysis to follow is to enlarge upon the
preceding exploration in a way that gives further cultural grounding to the constructive
perspective on Yoruba epistemology being developed.

Olédiumaré, Esn, and Ifd
Olodumare

We have noted Olodumare’s positionality at the very top of the Yoruba communal
order of being. By virtue of Olodumare’s apical position in this communal order,
Olodumare represents the primordial or ultimate matrix of existence in Yoruba
epistemology. As such, the scope of Olodumare’s power within the spiritual abode
(Orun) is unsurpassed. However, it is important to recognize that, in Yoruba belief,
Olodumare’s singular power is understood largely in political and administrative terms.
Said another way, Olodumare is conceptualized in Yoruba cosmology as a kind of Prime
Minister who delegates the power necessary to create and sustain the entire universe.

Thus, Olodumare’s power is very much rooted in a notion of political and administrative



122

authority. For this reason, Olodumareé is also referred to as Alase (“the supreme
authority”).'”> Yet, one must exercise caution in utilizing the idea of supremacy to
interpret the cosmological meaning and significance of Olodumare. This is necessary
because recent scholarship has convincingly shown that Olodumare’s authority is not a
gendered authority, as some studies suggest, and also that Olodumare is not a “Supreme
Being,” if what is meant by “Supreme Being” is an entity that is both omniscient and
omnipotent.

Ifa, the primary sacred oral text of the Yoruba religious tradition as it exists in Nigeria
and other parts of West Africa, depicts Oldodumare as a non-gendered, purely spiritual
being. Ko¢la Abimbola explains that “Ifa does not make use of any genderised [sic]
personal pronoun to refer to the High ‘Deity.” So in reality, Olédumar¢ is neither male
nor female.”'”® The non-gendered portrayal of Olédiimaré in the Ifé literary corpus as a
wholly spiritual being further distinguishes Olodumaré from all the other divinities that
comprise the Yoruba pantheon. Distinguishing Olodumare all the more is the fact that
Olodumare’s (“Its”) position in the communal order of being is such that Olodumare
cannot be the subject of any form of ritual veneration or material representation.
AbimbJla stresses this point in commenting that

... all over the Yoruba Diaspora, Olédumare has no priests of ITS own, has no

liturgy, nor any iconography. Olodumare has no temples or shrines. Sacrifices are

never offered to Olodumare. Simply put, for all practitioners of Yoruba Religion in

Africa and its Diaspora, Olodumare is believed to be too mighty to be captured by any

anthropomorphic, artistic, literary, or iconographic representation.'®’

This belief in the utterly singular ontological status of Olodumare and in the extensity of

Olodumare’s power gives rise to the Yoruba saying, Ta ni le Olodumare lébo? (“Who

dares give sacrifices to Olédimaré?”)."”® The belief that Olédiimaré cannot be directly
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propitiated through sacrificial worship reflects a closely related epistemological belief in
the inscrutable nature of Olodumare’s will as it is manifest and experienced in the world.
The Yorubé acknowledge that the fulfillment of Olodumare’s will in the world
sometimes involves violence, contradiction, unpredictable flux, and mystery, and that
sacrificial engagement with the Orisd is an essential means of trying to successfully
manage this existential condition. The inscrutable reality of Olodumare’s will and its
manifestation in the world prompts the Yoruba to declare, Isé Olédiimaré, Awdmaridi
(“Olédivmaré’s action is unfathomable™)."”® Therefore, we can plausibly assert that, from
the perspective of Yoruba epistemology, Olodumareé is that reality which determines the
boundaries of human knowledge. Yet, this singular epistemological status does not
consign Olodumare to an isolated existence. As is true of all other deities in the Yoruba
pantheon, Olodumare’s existence is very much a communal existence.

Abimbola observes that, according to the Ifa literary corpus, Olodumaré’s existence is
rooted in and indeed becomes meaningful within the context of the spiritual community
of Orun. Olédiimaré’s being does not supersede Orun, as interpretations that emphasize
Olodumare’s role as the Yoruba High Deity often suggest. Olodumare’s ontic rootedness
in Orun becomes apparent upon considering Abimbol4’s point that “three other divinities
(i.e., Obatdla, Esi, and Ifi) have always co-existed with Olédumaré. These three
divinities have existed for as long as Olédimare, and Olodumare did not create them.”**
Furthermore, Olédiimaré’s active presence within the spiritual community of Orun is also
a practical necessity; Olodumare does not have full knowledge of all things. Hence we
find in Yoruba religious philosophy the belief that Olodumare routinely seeks counsel

201

from Oriinmila (the “god of knowledge and wisdom”).*”! We must also remember that,
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while it was Olodumare’s will that set in motion the creation of the world, the actual
process of bringing the world into existence was a highly collaborative process that
involved several Orisa.”®* As perhaps the most profound spiritual expression both of the
limits of knowledge and of the shared nature of knowledge, the example of Olodumare
helps us to realize that in Yoruba epistemology knowledge is understood as a
fundamentally communal phenomenon whose transmission and material actualization are
dependent upon active relationships between deities in Orun and material beings on
earth. The relational character of knowledge as understood in Yoruba epistemology is

203 who is one of the

also meaningfully and uniquely expressed in Esu (Echu, Eléghdra),
most significant and powerful Orisa, and who works closely with Olédiimaré in the
management of the cosmos.

As indicated above, Esi occupies an elite position in the Yoruba order of being,
having always existed alongside Qbatdla, Ifa, and Olodumare. Frequently referred to as
the “trickster divinity,”*** Esu serves as the sole intermediary between the Orisd
(“benevolent” powers) and the 4jogun (“malevolent” powers). Esi’s reputation as a
“trickster divinity” is connected to his role as the holder of Ase (Ase Esb‘t, Ase Echu), the
power that enables him to unpredictably take on a seemingly infinite variety of forms
across any number of contexts. Through the utilization of Ase, Esu “frequently turns
himself into wind whenever he wants to travel.””* The Yoruba also believe that

Each Odu of Ifa is govemed by one particular aspect of Esu Each Orisa also has a

particular form of Esu related to him or her. There is an Esu who walks with Ogun,

whereas a different one walks with Obatala. Esu traverses very many terrestrial and
heavenly spheres of existence. Some types of Esu dwell in the house, some dwell in

the bush, some dwell on crossroads, whereas some dwell inside water. Esu is so vast
in kind, number and function that it is very difficult to capture all his different
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manifestations in any one artistic representation. If you see him in the morning he
might be a dwarf, and when you see him in the afternoon he might be a giant.**®

Of special significance here is the notion that Esa’s being multifariously participates in
nearly every facet of existence; our experience of Esu shifts considerably from moment
to moment and within different contexts, and is therefore an experience marked by
dynamism and unpredictability. As suggested at the end of our previous discussion of
Olédiimaré, Esti underscores the importance of relationality in Yoruba epistemology;
knowledge of Esu stems from how his being is expressed in relationship to other beings
or contexts. Esi’s protean ability to negotiate the complex and incessant conflicts
between the Orisa and the Ajogun positions him as a divinity to which all practitioners of
Yoruba religion must offer supplication and sacrifice.

Esu’s power and importance are such that he is always the first Orisa to be “saluted”
on ceremonial occasions in Yorubéland. His salute is Ldardéyé!®®’ Yoruba belief holds
that the practice of offering ebo to Esu is essential for human survival and well-being.
This is so because, in addition to functioning as an intermediary between the Orisa and
the Ajogun, Esi is also a “master” of the Ajogun. Esit’s role as “master” of the Ajogun is
made apparent in the following /fa verse: “Iku, Arun, Ofo, Egba, Oran, Epe, Ewon, Ese,
Omo, odo, Estl ni won (Death, Disease, Loss, Paralysis, Big Trouble, Curse,
Imprisonment, Affliction, they are all errand boys of Esi).”**® Each of the eight “errand
boys” mentioned in the Ifd verse just referenced is a type of Ajogun. Although Esi is a
“master” of the Ajogun, the efficacy of his work as an intermediary between the Orisa

and the Ajogun nevertheless depends upon the proper performance of ebo.””

Writing
about the centrality of ebo in Esti’s mediational work, one scholar states that

When one offers a sacrifice to any Orisa, the sacrifice will be communicated by one’s
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Ori (spiritual or inner head) to the Orisa in the spiritual realm. The sacrifice will
eventually be presented to Esit who will in turn communicate one’s wishes to
Olodumare so that one’s prayers or desires may be accepted or come to pass. In the
case of a negative force generated by one of the evil supernatural powers, Esu will
present the sacrifice to the Ajogun responsible for the affliction or evil concerned. As
soon as the sacrifice is accepted by the Ajogun, he (the Ajogun concerned) will leave
the victim alone or let him off the hook. A balance or reparation will then be restored
in the life of the individual, family, or community concerned. The important point to
remember is that the individual must first of all perform sacrifice, otherwise Esi
cannot perform his mediating role (emphasis added). This is the import of the
statement often found in /fd verse:

Eni o rubo

Ni Est u gbe

(“It is the person who performs sacrifice who receives the support of Esu

) 210
We can see that the sacred text of /fd is unambiguous about the singular importance of
ebo for Esii’s “supportive” role as cosmic intermediary, and that it is possible for
instability, conflict, human suffering, and other problems to be resolved through the
intervention of Eszi. However, we must not lose sight of Wandé Abimbola’s earlier-
noted point that conflict, nof resolution, is a “permanent” structural “feature” of the
cosmos. Thus any resolution, balance, or condition of peace resulting from the offering
of ebo and the efforts of Esi can only be temporary.

Furthermore, it is important to recognize that the structural reach of conflict as a
cosmic reality extends even to the “benevolent” domain of the Orisa, who “usually have
no protection for any human being who does not offer sacrifice,” and who “may fight a
human being who . . . prevents or corrupts the ethics, norms, or taboos of society.”"!
What this indicates to us is that Esi has the daunting task of managing the human
domain, the domain of the Orisd, and the domain of the Ajogun, all of which are

permeated on a structural level by conflict. Esi’s interventional activity makes possible

the mitigation of existential conflict and its potentially dangerous consequences.
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Therefore, the offering of ebo to Esi by humans should not be understood as a practice
reserved only for times of crisis but rather as a way of life that acknowledges the tensive
structure of existence while promoting human flourishing. Said otherwise, the offering of
sacrifices to Esi — be they “he-goats, roosters, alcohol, or honey” — aligns (or re-aligns) a
person with the spiritual world (Orun) such that he or she has a better chance of
successfully negotiating the inevitable vicissitudes of life.?'> The Yoruba believe that, in
addition to the essential service provided by Esi with the assistance of ebo, knowledge
also plays a major role in human well-being. Hence we now turn our attention to Esii’s

closest colleague Ifd, the Orisa of “wisdom and intellectual development.”'?

Ifa

In Yoruba culture, the term /fa is constituted polyvalently: Ifd refers not only to a
divinity who is sometimes called Oriinmila or Orunla, but also to 1) a divination sytem
(Ifa dida) 2) a sacred “body of knowledge” known as the /fa literary corpus, 3) a
particular poem (fa) from any of the “books” that make up the corpus, 4) medicinal

99 ¢¢.

“herbal mixtures” or “talismans” “prepared” by traditional Yoruba healers or other
religious specialists, and 5) poetic “incantations” that are believed to bring into existence
that which the incantations themselves claim will occur.>'* Our focus here, however, is
on Ifd the divinity. As stated above, Ifd, like Esit and Qbdtdld, has always been co-
existent with Olédiimare. In one respect, Ifd is especially unique among the Orisa
because, according to the Yoruba cosmological tradition, Ifd was the only Orisa present
during the creation of the world. He therefore carries the title of Elerii-ipin, which means

“witness at creation.”"> Ifd is also believed to know “the secret of creation” as well as

“the hidden identities of all terrestrial and celestial beings.” Additionally, he is said to
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hold “the key to the store of infinite wisdom and knowledge.”*'® Thus Ifd also bears the
title of Agiri-ile-ilogbon (“The clever one who hails from the house of wisdom”).*!”
Other similar praise titles of /fa include Akére-f’inu-sogbon (“The small person with a
mind full of wisdom”) and Akoni-loran-bi-iyekan-eni (He who gives one wise advice like
one’s relative™).”'®
Some may assume that the other dimension of /fa’s uniqueness as a Yoruba deity lies
merely in the fact that he has his own divination system. However, such an assumption
would be misleading because at least three other popular Orisd — Sangé, Orisanld, and
Osanyin — have their own distinct systems of divination, each of which is acknowledged
within the Yoruba4 religious tradition.””> The other dimension of [fd s uniqueness has
more to do with the kind of knowledge and wisdom his divination system makes
available to the Yoruba people. Consider the following assessment of Ifd s significance
in Yoruba religious culture:
Without Ifa, the importance of the other Yoruba gods would diminish. If a man is
being punished by the other gods, he can only know this by consulting Ifa. Ifa
community is to make sacrifice to one of its gods, it can only know this by consulting
Ifa. So that in this way, Ifa is the only active mouthpiece of Yoruba traditional
religion taken as a whole. As a mouthpiece, Ifa serves to popularize the other Yoruba
gods; he serves to immortalize them.
With his great wisdom, knowledge and understanding, Ifa co-ordinates the work of all
the gods in the Yoruba pantheon. He serves as a ‘middleman’ between the other gods
and the people, and between the people and their ancestors.?*’
Ifé makes possible communication between the Yoruba people and the Orisd. Moreover,
Ifa also makes possible the acquisition of sacred knowledge that empowers individuals
and communities with a deeper understanding of how to best negotiate the challenges and

crises that life visits upon them.”?' Interestingly, /4 and Esi sometimes work in concert

to carry out the duties of their respective stations. For instance, despite the fact that Esu
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at times sets out to “tempt” Ifd, Ifd occasionally “borrows” the “special” Ase of Esii when
wind-based travel is required or preferred by Ifd in the execution of his role.”*
Furthermore, when sacrifices are offered to other Yoruba deities via Ifa, a substantial
allotment of these sacrifices is given directly to Esi.*>> Ifd clearly shares with Esi a
somewhat managerial, highly knowledge-oriented function in the Yorub4 spiritual
community.

Two other points require emphasis: 1) As opposed to being limited solely to the
present, Ifa’s wisdom is relevant to the past, present, and future; 2) Ifa dida, which, as we
have discussed, is a name given to the divination system bequeathed to the Yoruba
people by the divinity /fd, is a primary epistemological source that acts as a daily guide in
the lives of the Yoruba people. The fact that /fa’s wisdom relates to time is instructive
with respect to our understanding of Yoruba epistemology. The belief among the Yoruba
that /fd’s wisdom reaches back to the past and forward to the future while simultaneously
enlarging our understanding of the present does not mean that /fd provides a complete
knowledge of all things.”** Ifi always retains his status as holder of “the secret of
creation,” and as he who knows “the hidden identities of all terrestrial and celestial
beings.” Ifd’s position as “the key to the store of infinite wisdom and knowledge” is
never in question. This being the case, knowledge in Yoruba society is always imbued
with a sense of mystery.””> Yet, the presence of the three dimensions of time as
important elements in the wisdom of /fd means that the processes of knowledge
production and acquisition in Yoruba society are not understood as ahistorical processes.
While unquestionably infused with spiritual meaning, the knowledge of /fa is nonetheless

profoundly entwined with matter inasmuch as it takes seriously the historical and



130

existential realities and possibilities of the past, present, and future. The wisdom of /fa is
one major cultural resource that enables the Yoruba people to understand themselves as
historical beings who possess a knowledge of the world that is keenly attuned to the
unpredictable power of matter. This keen awareness of the nature of matter engenders
among the Yoruba a strong belief in the need for regular communication with the spirit
world through divination.

Ifa dida, the divinatory tradition originally established by /fd himself, is not regarded
by the Yoruba as a tradition whose usefulness is limited to times of personal or
communal crisis. As a counter to this notion, I would suggest that /fa dida is a formative
component of the Yoruba “world-sense.” Ifd dida serves as what can be called a
grammar of knowing that spiritually, historically, and practically renders the complexity
of human experience more intelligible, thereby placing human beings in a better position
to successfully negotiate this complexity. Ifa dida is a foundational and pervasive matrix
of both gnosis and practical understanding. The following /f@ poem suggests the
indispensable role of Ifd dida in the everyday lives of the Yoruba people:

Ifa 16 I’0ni,

Ifa 16 I’9la,

Ifa 16 I’otunla p¢lu ¢.

Ortnmila 16 n’1j¢ méreerin Oosa d’aayeé.

(“Ifa is the master of today,

Ifa is the master of tomorrow;

Ifa is the master of the day after tomorrow.

To Ifa belongs all the four days

established by Odsa on earth).**°
The diviners who are trained on various levels in the mysteries of Ifd didd and in its

technical application on behalf of the Yoruba people are known as Babalawo (male

diviners) or Iydnifd (female diviners).”?” Ifd dida is very much a fixture in the lives of the
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Yorubéa people, so much so that “From birth to death, a person goes to a diviner at every
turn in his or her life.”**® To the extent that failure to seek the wisdom of I and to
regularly offer all required ebo can lead to needless suffering and maybe even premature
death, Ifd didad functions as an epistemological practice whose principal aim is to
spiritually discern and share the knowledge necessary to maintain and promote the
continual development of human life.*** As a prime source of religious meaning and
structure, Ifd dida is a cornerstone of Yoruba society. A fervent belief in and reliance
upon Ifé didd lends power to the ceremonial salute to the Orisa Iféd which announces,
Aborii boyé! (“May your sacrifice be accepted and blessed!”). Sacrifices to Ifd, which
may include “dark she-goats, hens, pigeons, palm oil, honey” or “obg¢ irt (locust bean
sauce cooked in palm oil),” are made in this spirit of fervent belief in and devotion to Ifa
and his great wisdom.”*"

Our discussion of Olédiimaré, Esii, and Ifd further develops a conceptual framework
that now allows us to explore Yoruba epistemology as encoded within a particular ritual
setting. The setting upon which we will focus is that of the Yemoja festival. The Yemoja
festival is a four-day communal ritual typically conducted annually in the town of Ayede
during the latter part of August and the beginning of September, shortly before the
second yearly cassava and yam harvest.”®' This festival represents an important event in
the lives of the people of Ayede. For it is believed that the festival serves as a means of

spiritually facilitating the social cohesion and general well-being of the community.**
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A Contextual Note

Before moving to our discussion of the Ayede Yemoja festival, it is necessary to
clarify the context and aim of the discussion. While the phenomenological analysis that
appears later in this phase of the chapter is entirely my own, the detailed account of the
Ayede Yemoja festival found immediately below has been adapted from an ethnographic
study originally conducted by noted cultural anthropologist Andrew Apter in the early
1980s. It is important to state openly that the analysis and theorization that follows is
based on extensive data provided in Apter’s account of an Ayede Yemogja festival that
occurred in the town of Ayede at a particular time in history. Apter’s account appears in
his book entitled Black Critics and Kings: The Hermeneutics of Power in Yoruba Society.
Some may question the legitimacy of insights drawn from such a highly localized
account. However, it seems to me that such questioning would be most valid in cases
where the author of said insights insisted on the insights having very broad relevance and
applicability.

I do not assume or insist that the insights arising from my analysis of the Ayede
Yemoja festival are generally relevant to Yoruba culture more broadly or to other
intepretations of Yoruba cultural traditions. My goal in sharing these insights is simply
to call attention to some of the ways in which certain aspects of the Ayede Yemoja
festival can shed further light on the intricacies of Yoruba epistemology. Moreover, the
analysis I offer is intended to aid readers in perceiving how Yoruba epistemology may be
understood as a conceptual framework that can yield dynamic, spiritually-based

interpretations of human existence and experience. Put differently, my analysis of the
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Ayede Yemoja festival is best understood as a provisional and constructive analysis rather
than as a definitive analysis.
The Yemgja Festival

The Yemoja festival invokes the fecund power of the female Orisa known as Yemoja.
In contemporary Nigeria, the presence of Yemoja is said to be manifest in the Odgun river
which begins near the southwestern town of Igboho and terminates in the Lagos lagoon
(Osa). While the association of Yemoja with a flowing river certainly suggests the ideas
of fertility and life, her original name, Omuijeléwii (“person whose breast is longer than
her garment”), is perhaps more suggestive of these ideas.””> In Yoruba cosmology,
Yemoja functions as one of the most prominent symbols of the life-giving and life-
sustaining aspect of female power, and as such very much represents the idea of
motherhood.”* Yemoja is also related to many Orisa in ways that sometimes vary from
one Yortba community to the next. For example, in Ayede, the Orisa Oko is believed to
be the husband of Yemoja, and Ogiin and Sangé are her sons.”*> However, as Cornelius
Adepegba observes, Yemoja 1s understood by other Yoruba communities to be the wife of
Sdngo’.236 Additionally, Yemoja is related to several other Orisa as well “either as their
biological or patron mother.”*’ Yemogja’s ceremonial salute is Odo! Her preferred
sacrifices include female goats, chickens, ducks, pigeons, and vegetables cooked with a
large portion of onions.”*® The veneration of Yemoja is clearly a major part of the socio-
cultural fabric of, for instance, the city of Abéokuta, which is the capital of the Nigerian
state of Ogun.*’ The examination to follow will show that the veneration of Yemoja is
also a major part of the socio-cultural fabric of the smaller Yoruba town of Ayede, which

is located in the polity of Ekiti.
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Structurally, the particular Yemoja festival held in Ayede can be divided into two main
phases: 1) ebo oba (the “ruler’s sacrifice”) and 2) ijé iponmi (“day of carrying water”).**"
Each phase of the festival is conditioned by a firmly entrenched cultural belief in the
ubiquity of volatile spiritual power in the world. It has been suggested at multiple points
throughout this chapter that the Yoruba understand the cosmos to be infused at all levels
with spiritual power that is potentially beneficial or deadly. In Yoruba thought, the
existential mandate for human beings is not to retreat from or ignore this power, but
rather to engage and carefully utilize it for life-promoting purposes. The Yemoja festival
in Ayede is without question consistent with this existential mandate. The purpose of the
Ayede Yemoja festival lies in harnessing and managing spiritual power in order to
“replenish the body politic with fertile women, abundant crops,” and a ruler (A14) that is
“strong” and “healthy.””*!

Ebo Oba (“the ruler’s sacrifice”)

Ebo oba marks the beginning of the Yemoja festival in Ayede. In this phase of the
festival, the ruler of Ayede (Atd) supplies a ram that is later ritually sacrificed as a means
of gaining the support and “protection” of Yemoja. Ebo oba is made at a forest shrine
dedicated to Yemoja (igho Yemoja). Devotees believe that Yemoja lives in “sacred water”
(omi gsooro) housed at this shrine.’** Before the Atd’s ebo 1s offered to Yemoja by a
group of trained female diviners (Iydlorisa), ebo is first offered to Esu, as is customary in
all Yoruba festivals. The Iydlorisa request the assistance of Esi by making an offering of
pounded yam and red palm oil at his forest shrine, which in this case is a rock.”*> These
offerings are made to Esu in hopes that he will use his unpredictable and potentially

destructive power in a supportive manner, thereby increasing the likelihood that the Atd’s
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ebo to Yemoja will be efficacious for the Atd as well as the town of Ayede.244 The
following prayer is uttered while ebo is being offered to Esui:
Esu Laaro,
B’il¢é ye ye ye bi il¢ eiye,
Eniyan fn gin’yan,
Won 0 gejigbo nilé Latoopa,
Laaro jé bo ofin,
Jé’ru 6 da,
E ki odin o,
E mo ku aseye.
(“Esu Laaro,
one whose houses are here and there like bird nests,
people pounding yam,
they do not pound cooked corn in Latoopa’s house,
Laaro please let the sacrifice be acceptable,
let the offerings find favor,

greetings for the festival,
greetings for the festivities”).

245
Once the ebo to Esii is complete, a female Sangé diviner (Jyd Sangd)** gathers with
older lydlorisa and devotees at Yemoja’s forest shrine. The group then collectively
invokes Yemoja in anticipation of the ebo oba. This collective invocation consists of
many offerings, praise chants, and prayers, during which Yemoja is referred to as eléti
weéyeweye ode orun (“owner of so many ears in the sky”).**’ Yemoja is addressed in this
way because she hears and understands the numerous voices comprising this collective
invocation.”*® The invocation of Yemoja precedes the arrival of the Atd, who travels from
Ayede to Yemoja’s forest shrine.

The Atd arrives at Yemoja’s forest shrine with an extensive retinue made up of
“Yemoja drummers and palace retainers.” Among the retainers are a “messenger, several

sons . . . and several wives” of the Atd. The ram which is to be sacrificed to Yemoja is

brought by one of the Atd’s sons, and a larger unworn crown (the Ol6kun crown) is taken
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to the shrine on a tray placed atop the head of one of the Atd’s younger wives. The Atd
wears a much smaller “cap”-like crown rather than the larger Olokun crown because it is
believed that the larger crown is “too powerful and would kill him.”** The Atd’s arrival
at Yemoja’s forest shrine is announced by drumming and praise chants uttered by the
assembled diviners. The diviners acknowledge and celebrate the Atd’s provision of the
required sacrificial ram. The diviners also pray in an effort to ensure a good life and
good health for the Atd, the longevity of the Atd’s career as ruler, and Yemoja’s
“protection.”**’

After the Atd’s arrival, the ram is presented by one of the Atd’s sons and is then
sacrificed to Yemoja. As the ram’s blood drains into a cavernous hole inside Yemoja’s
forest shrine, an ancestral chant known as egun pip¢ is sung by a priestess who lyrically
declares,

Jogun-0s6 N mo on j’eran,

Eje 1 san gbuuru o 000,

Mo on mu’ti aida-airo,

E se Yeyé, 1’6fe.

Olarindye n mu’ti aida-airo,

EseYeyé, I'ofe. . ..

(“One who inherits [extraordinary power] is eating meat,

[and] blood is flowing profusely,

keep drinking the [hot] wine not-tapped-not-trickling,

thank you Mother, rise up without mishap.

Olérinoye is drinking the [hot] wine not-tapped-not-trickling,

thank you Mother, rise up without mishap . . . .”).**!

The ram’s blood is collectively imbibed by Yemoja, a host of associated Orisd, and “the
ancestral spirits of past devotees.”** The head of the ram is then cut off, after which the

head is thrice raised skyward. Next, in order to determine whether or not ebo oba has

been accepted by the spiritual beings present, a more experienced priestess performs



137

divination using kola nuts provided by the Atd. If the priestess finds that ebo pba has
been accepted, then the Afd can be assured that he has gained the favor and protection of
Yemoja for the upcoming year. As a somewhat celebratory way of acknowledging the
acceptance of ebo oba by Yemoja and her Orisd, assembled shrine devotees proclaim,
“Yemoja 0o! Omi [Water] 0o!”**> With ebo pba having been successfully completed,
preparations are now made for ijo iponmi (“day of carrying water”), the festival’s second
phase.

Ijo Iponmi (“the day of carrying water”)

We noted above that one of the main goals of ebo oba is to invoke the power of
Yemoja on behalf of the Atd of Ayede. The ritual of ijé iponmi, which occurs on the
fourth and final day of the festival, involves physically transporting Yemoja’s power into
the very center of the town of Ayede and then bestowing her power upon the Azd, thus
renewing the Atd’s power as ruler for another year as well as the social cohesion and
well-being of the wider Ayede community. Yemoja’s power, or at least some of it, is
harnessed inside her calabash (ighd Yemoja) which is taken from her forest shrine into

3% While being spiritually “climbed” by

Ayede by the head Yemoja diviner (Yeyéolokun).
Yemoja, the Yeyéolokun walks from Yemoja’s forest shrine back into Ayede while
balancing igha Yemoja atop her head, which has been medicinally treated by other
Iydlorisa so that it can better withstand the tremendous weight of ighd Yemoja.>> The
power contained within igha Yemogja is extremely volatile and hence potentially
destructive, and ighd Yemoja is itself so laden with this power that even all of the hunters

in Ayede working in concert would be unable to move it. It is imperative that ighd

Yemoja remains intact during transport because were it to be accidentally dropped and
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broken, the Yeyéolokun would perish and the entire town of Ayede would be gravely
imperiled.”*°

Yeyéolokun’s procession into Ayede from the forest while balancing igha Yemoja is a
highly delicate event that is managed with the utmost care by the lydlorisa and Yemoja
devotees in attendance. To counteract negative spiritual potions or other substances that
may have been poured or tossed on the trail leading to Ayede by persons seeking to bring
about the demise of the Atd or the Yéyéolékun, Yemoja devotees place salt on the path
along which the Yéyéolokun will walk. In addition, the Yeyéolokun’s feet are doused with
water to “cool” them as talking- drums remind the Yéyéoldkun to “walk cautiously.”**’
Accompanied by younger lydlorisa who are balancing small containers of “water” on
their heads, the Yeyéolokun travels first to the graves of past Yemoja devotees and chiefs
and to other important public shrines as a formal expression of respect (jibd).”>® She
then proceeds to the royal residence of the Azd.

Upon arriving at the A¢d’s royal residence, the Yéyéoldkun approaches the Atd and
positions herself in front of him, obstructing the view of the assembled crowd. The Atd
then touches the body of the Yéyéoldkun, and the Atd’s body quakes as he prays for
longevity while receiving the power contained within ighd Yemoja. In this way the Atd’s
power and authority are renewed. Depending on where igha Yemoja was placed the
previous year after the Atd received its power, the Yéyéoldkun now takes ighd Yemoja
either to a room inside the royal residence where the Atd’s crowns are stored or to an altar
in Ayede’s public shrine to Yemoja, which is located within the town itself. However,

regardless of where the Yéyéolékun ultimately places ighd Yemoja, the younger lydlorisa

go to the town’s public shrine to Yemoja and carefully place the containers of “water”
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they have been carrying atop their heads. Yemoja is believed to be present anywhere igbd
Yemoja and the “water” carried by the younger lydlorisa are placed.””® Once the “water”
has been placed, the younger Iydlorisa exit the shrine dancing to seven distinct cadences
being played on talking-drums. Each distinct cadence is related to Yemoja, the Orisa
Oko, Ogiin, Osimn, Sangé, Ibeji, or the Ogbdni society.”*® The completion of the
drumming prompts a waiting Sangé diviner (Iyd Sangé) to “climb” the “odé of Sangé,” a
specially positioned, cemented yam mortar bearing Sango’s oriki (“praise name’).
While “climbing” the odo of Sango, the diviner is spiritually “climbed” by Sango
himself. Sango then communicates directly with the townspeople through the diviner,
specifying multiple ebo that the community must perform in order to avoid impending
dangers. The Yemogja festival ends when Sango finishes his “prescriptive” address to the
community of Ayede.
Some Epistemological Considerations

To the extent that it serves to fortify the well-being and structural cohesion of the
Ayede community by ritually confronting and engaging the dangerous uncertainty and
mutability of life through sacrifice and the reinvestment of spiritual power, the Yemoja
festival is a major practical piece of Ayede’s socio-cultural fabric. I would argue further
that the Ayede Yemogja festival is also important because it encodes conceptual elements
that can help us better understand the grammar of knowing that is present within Yoruba
religious culture. I would also suggest that among the many conceptual elements
encoded in the Ayede Yemoja festival are the three motifs that together form the

theoretical foundation of this study: namely, the permanency of existential conflict,
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irresolution, and mystery.”®' Let us reflect on the significance of these motifs in light of
their encoded presence in the Ayede Yemoja festival.

On one level, we can think of the Ayede Yemoja festival as a ritualized response to the
permanency of existential conflict. Indeed, the very aim of the festival is to sacrificially
invoke the power of Yemoja in an effort to constructively manage the conflictual
potentialities that threaten the life and reign of the Atd as well as the overall well-being of
the Ayede community. An acute awareness of the reality of conflict is evident in both
phases of the festival. For instance, during ebo oba, there is an especially strong
recognition among the festival diviners and devotees of the potential conflict between the
constructive goal of the festival and the mercurial power of the Orisa Esii. This
recognition is encoded in the fact that an offering of pounded yam and red palm-oil is
made to Esui at the beginning of the festival in hopes of ensuring the ritual success of the
festival and thus temporarily avoiding any counterproductive interference Esii may have
otherwise been inclined to cause. Said differently, to the festival diviners, devotees, and
the larger Ayede community, Esi spiritually represents the possibility of an existential
conflict that could not only thwart the Yemoja festival, but also jeopardize the well-being
of the entire community.

ljo iponmi, the second phase of the Ayede Yemoja festival, also contains elements that
encode the recognition of conflict as a permanent feature of reality. This recognition is
encoded in the community’s belief regarding the kind of power housed within igha
Yemoja (Yemoja’s calabash) and the need for ighd Yemoja to remain intact while being
transported into central Ayede by the Yéyéolokun. The recognition of conflict as a

permanent feature of reality is also profoundly encoded in the festival’s concluding event
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in which the Orisa Sangé directs the community of Ayede to perform additional
sacrifices (ebo) as a means of staving off inevitable future perils. The belief regarding
the power inside igha Yemoja is closely related to the “prescriptive” pronouncements
made by Sango in that the nature of Yemoja’s power is in a sense a reflection of the
knowledge undergirding Sango’s call for additional ebo. Succinctly put, Yemoja’s power
is believed to be highly volatile and therefore equally capable of causing death and
sustaining life. The Ayede community’s firm belief in the volatility of Yemoja’s power
accounts for why the Jydlorisa and other shrine devotees go to such great lengths to
protect the Yeyéolokun and ighd Yemoja. The playing of drums and the use of medicinal
salt during the Yeyéolokun’s procession into Ayede while carrying igha Yemoja are
intended to manage the volatility of Yemoja’s power so that her power helps instead of
harms the community. The volatility of Yemoja’s power — which is present inside igbd
Yemoja — signifies the ever-present possibility of a deadly conflict suddenly and
accidentally emerging between Yemoja’s power and the interests of the Ayede
community. Thus ighd Yemoja as a physical object may itself be thought of as an
element of the Yemoja festival that encodes the motif of conflict.

Similarly, Sango’s sobering call for communal ebo in response to the looming threat
of future perils also encodes the motif of the permanency of existential conflict. Sango’s
call serves as a powerful reminder to the Ayede community that existential conflict is a
constant and undeniable reality that must always be addressed despite the successful
completion of a major festival such as the Yemoja festival. In this particular setting,
Sango is a kind of harbinger. However, Sango’s message is not one of complete doom.

To the contrary, his aim here is to renew the Ayede community’s commitment to ebo as a
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lifestyle. Sango’s role amplifies the fact that Yemoja’s acceptance of ebo oba, the
successful relocation of ighd Yemoja by the Yeyéolokun, and the reinvestment of spiritual
power in the Atd all work together to temporarily render the conflictual landscape of
human existence more easily navigable without changing its fundamental structure. Our
analysis thus far of the encoding function of Sangé, ighd Yemoja, and Esii as elements of
the Yemoja festival invites further reflection on the issue of how we might characterize
this encoding function.

The encoding function we have been discussing can be characterized as an
epistemological encoding function. The Yemoja festival encodes the permanency of
existential conflict not only as a motif that helps establish the festival’s meaning and
significance within the Ayede community, but also as a motif that, on a more
fundamental level, reflects an approach to understanding and interpreting the world. For
example, it is true that commonly-held beliefs regarding the need to propitiate Esui, the
volatile power contained within ighd Yemoja, and the need to use salt to protect the
Yeyéolokun on her journey back into Ayede from the forest all play an important role in
generating the specific meaning and social significance of the Yemoja festival. However,
the Yemoja festival would not be such a major part of the social structure in Ayede nor
would the festival be treated with such reverence by the Ayede community if the beliefs
encoded in the festival were not connected to a wider understanding of the world that
informs how the community interprets the festival and its relevance to the life of the
community. By encoding the Ayede community’s belief in the permanency of existential
conflict, the Yemoja festival encodes a conceptual aspect of a broader cultural orientation

or logic that makes sense of reality in a particular way. The Yemoja festival facilitates a
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recognition of the motif of the permanency of existential conflict as a part of the internal
logic of Yoruba epistemology. As we have indicated in various ways at earlier points in
our analysis, this internal logic embraces the reality of existential conflict in a way that
positions this reality as a kind of theoretical principle that helps establish Yoruba
epistemology as a mode of knowing. The realities of irresolution and mystery, both of
which are also encoded in the Yemoja festival, are elements of this internal logic as well.

The motif of irresolution, which is closely related to the motif we just discussed, is
encoded in Sango’s call for communal ebo and in the belief that the Yemoja festival must
be held every year. The Yemoja festival is remarkably ironic in that, while it functions to
reinvest the Atd of Ayede with spiritual power and fortify the well-being of the
community, the festival accomplishes no lasting resolution with respect to the possibility
of misfortune. Even though the successful completion of the Yemoja festival results in
the renewal of the Atd’s power and authority through the reacquisition of Yemoja’s
“protective” support, the possibility of unforeseen misfortune befalling the Atd is in no
way eliminated. Moreover, the successful completion of the Yemoja festival does not
permanently protect the Ayede community from misfortune either. At the end of the
festival, Sango urges the community to remain collectively engaged in the practice of ebo
based upon a shared belief in the idea that while the threatening possibility of existential
and spiritual misfortune can be ritually mitigated, it can never be resolved once and for
all.

This belief also explains — at least in part — why the Yemoja festival is held annually.
The purpose of the festival is not to conquer the structure of existence, but rather to

routinely counteract the constant threat of danger in the world in order to sustain and
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develop human life. The Yemoja festival encodes irresolution as a cosmic verity. In
addition, the festival functions as an embodied call to construct our lives in a way that
seriously acknowledges this truth through the life-giving ritual invocation of spiritual
power that enables us to consciously live in this truth. As an element of the internal logic
of Yoruba epistemology, the motif of irresolution prompts us to approach the dangerous
structure of existence as a source of knowledge and spiritual power rather than as an
excuse to retreat into indifference or denial. In fact, it is because of the reality of
existential irresolution that we become increasingly engaged with and knowledgeable of
the spiritual dimension and the volatile yet potentially life-promoting power that flows
through it.

In a somewhat more oblique way, the Yemogja festival also encodes the motif of
mystery. It is easier to see how aspects of the festival such as the propitiation of Es,
igha Yemoja, and Sango’s call for communal ebo relate to the notions of perduring
existential conflict and irresolution. However, it is a bit more difficult to specify how the
festival encodes the concept of mystery. The difficulty lies in the fact that within the
context of the Yemogja festival the idea of mystery is expressed through an implicitly
articulated awareness that one cannot know beforehand whether the Orisa invoked during
the festival will choose to accept or reject the ebo offered to them, or whether something
else will go wrong, thereby diminishing or nullifying the ritual efficacy of the festival.
This is why during the ebo to Esui at the beginning of the festival a female diviner
prayerfully says to the Orisa, “Laaro [Esi Laaro] please let the sacrifice be acceptable . . .

.” This is also why Yemoja is told during ebo oba to “rise up without mishap,” and why
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an lydlorisa divines with kola nuts after Yemoja, her Orisa, and ancestral spirits of
Yemoja’s shrine have consumed the ram’s blood during ebo oba.

To the degree that it is unknown beforehand whether or not the Orisa invoked during
the Yemoja testival will cooperate or whether or not the festival itself will be ritually
successful overall, the festival encodes the motif of mystery. Regardless of how
fervently ebo is offered or how meticulously other aspects of the festival are carried out,
there simply is no guarantee that, for example, Esi and Yemoja will do what is asked of
them. Therefore, the long-term success of the festival is never unqualifiedly assured. As
Sango warns, the Ayede community must remain ritually engaged in order to enhance the
protective efficacy of the Yemoja festival. The mysterious dimension of ritual
understanding is an important part of what compels this ongoing spiritual engagement.
As a theoretical feature or principle of the internal logic of Yoruba epistemology, the
motif of mystery forces us to conceptualize (or reconceptualize) knowledge not as a tool
with which to ultimately control reality but rather as a tool that enables us to create and
develop meanings and resilient connections to the spiritual realm that allow us to live
more productive lives. The internal logic of Yoruba epistemology does not incorporate
the motif of mystery for the purpose of intellectual abstraction. Instead, its incorporation
serves as a means of enhancing the Yoruba “world-sense.”

Conclusion

Throughout this chapter, we have phenomenologically explored several related
aspects of Yoruba cosmology in an effort to highlight the permanency of existential
conflict, irresolution, and mystery as motifs that shape Yoruba epistemology. We have

variously traced the presence of these and other motifs mainly in Yoruba originary
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narratives, the beliefs and religious symbolism of the Ogbdni society, the divinatory

system of Ifd didd, the Yoruba community’s conceptualization of certain Orisd, and in

the annual Ayede Yemoja festival. This analysis has produced certain important insights

that disclose aspects of a Yoruba grammar of knowing. These important insights include

the following:

>

As a “mystical technology” of matter, Ifa dida serves as an epistemological
catalyst that prompts a conceptualization of Olodumareé as a deity whose being
can be interpreted within the framework of a materialist ontology that creatively
interweaves the cosmological significance of the natural world with that of
Olodumare.

In a Yoruba perspective, matter emerges not as inert “stuff” but as a
reconfigurable vessel of spiritual power, as a vessel that, by way of engagement,
yields knowledge about the natural world as an environment shaped by profound
creative potential and flux.

Yoruba epistemology suggests that one of the vital functions of human knowledge
is to sharpen our awareness of matter as a fundamentally irreducible reality whose
deepest meanings always frustrate and elude the powers of human reason.

The Ogbéni conception of the deity /I¢ suggests that the greatest depths of human
and spiritual meaning are tied to the reality of existential irreducibility.

For the Ogbdni, the fuller meaning of the deity /¢ is generated by the conceptual
and theoretical interplay resulting from the combination of the notions of
sustenance and destruction as well as maleness and femaleness as structural
components that help form the idea of //¢.

A logic of oppositional/dialectical variation and conceptual irreducibility is an
important component of the theoretical structure of Yoruba epistemology and, as
such, gives us a clue as to how meaning is often constructed within the Yoruba
religio-philosophical tradition.

Dynamism — as opposed to dogmatism — functions as a governing principle of
meaning construction in Yoruba thought.

Yorubéa thought includes an existential mandate for human beings to engage and
carefully utilize spiritual power for life-promoting purposes.

As an element of the internal logic of Yoruba epistemology, the motif of
irresolution prompts us to approach the dangerous structure of existence as a
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source of knowledge and spiritual power rather than as an excuse to retreat into
indifference or denial.

» As atheoretical feature or principle of the internal logic of Yoruba epistemology,
the motif of mystery forces us to conceptualize (or reconceptualize) knowledge
not as a tool with which to ultimately control reality but rather as a tool that
enables us to create and develop meanings and resilient connections to the
spiritual realm that allow us to live more productive lives.

By no means are these insights or other aspects of the critical exploration contained in
this chapter exhaustive. In many ways, the chapter only scratches the surface of the
greater complexity and depth of Yoruba cosmology. Nevertheless, I have attempted in
this chapter to develop a framework for understanding Yoruba cosmology with a view to
constructively addressing the opaque epistemological orientation in African-American
religious experience. Our phenomenological exploration of African indigenous

epistemology continues along this line in the next chapter, which focuses on Akan

cosmology.
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Chapter 3
“It is the Spirit that Teaches the Priest to Whirl Around:” A Phenomenological
Analysis of Akan Cosmology

Before proceeding, we should note once again that the term “Akan” does not refer to a
homogeneous ethnic population. The Akan, a West African people whose diverse ethnic
subgroups are socially organized largely according to a traditional system of matrilineal
descent (abusua) consisting of “seven original consanguinal descent groups” known as
Asona, Twidan, Konna, Anona, Aboradze, Asakyiri, and Asenes,%2 make up nearly fifty
percent of the total population of Ghana, making them by far the largest ethnic group in
the country. Commenting further on the meaning of the term “Akan,” K. Nkansa
Kyeremateng writes that “The term ‘Akan’ has been variously interpreted. There are
people who would derive it from the Twi word kan(e) (first or foremost) to imply the
Akans were the first settlers (aborigines) of Ghana.”*® J. B. Danquah connects the term
“Akan” to the term “Okanni.” He explains that “The word Okanni, ordinarily, means a
nice, refined, well-mannered [individual]; a civilised or cultured person.”264 The Akan
are geographically situated mainly in central and southern Ghana, particularly in the
Asante, Brong Ahafo, and Eastern Volta regions.”®> Some ethnic subgroups of the Akan
include the Ahanta, the Akuapem, the Akwamu, the Akyem, the Abuakwa, the Bosome, the
Kotoku, the Asante, the Bono, the Fante, the Kwawu (or Kwahu), the Sefwi, and the
Wassa.**®

Akan cosmology embraces the belief that the universe is filled with unseen powers
that may be described as “mystical” or spiritual in nature.”®’ Far from being inert, these

diverse powers significantly influence the physical world as well as the lives of human

beings. As foundational components of the cosmic structure, the active existence of these
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powers is not questioned by the Akan. The existence of these powers (or spiritual beings)
is an obvious fact that is no less real to the Akan than the human need for oxygen, food,
water, and shelter. Equally real is the existence of persons who have the ability to access
and utilize various spiritual powers for salutary or nefarious purposes. In an Akan

perspective, to be alive is to be awash in potent spiritual realities that affect the world

268 269

everyday. Indeed, the unpredictable (asiane, akrade)™" and mysterious (awawa)
nature of human existence itself compels a lifelong participatory recognition of spiritual
realities and the sundry, complex roles they play in the lives of individuals and
communities.

In Akan religious philosophy, the material springs forth from or is birthed by the
spiritual. This is why the dichotomization of the material and spiritual realms of being is
nonsensical to the Akan. The Akan tradition views as misleading the notion that the
various levels of human experience should be hermetically and categorically understood
either as sacred or profane. Such a notion is misleading because, according to the logic
of Akan thought (adwen),*’® it is the nature of spiritual power to suffuse all forms of
being in different ways and to varying degrees. Therefore, everything comprising the
universe contains a measure of sacrality. Furthermore, the Akan believe that, through the
agency of spiritual beings and the ritual practices of humans, the spiritual world

: . 1271
(Asamando, Samanadzie, Nsamankyir )

in a sense feeds the material world with power.
It is in this way that our relationship with the spiritual world is increasingly strengthened,

and that the power of the spiritual world is made manifest in any number of ways. These

introductory remarks begin to establish a sense of the religio-philosophical orientation
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that will frame our phenomenological exploration of the indigenous cosmological beliefs
and practices of the Akan.

The analytical approach of this chapter seeks to inhabit the non-dichotomous,
sacralizing logic of Akan thought as it relates to spirit (sunsum)*’* and matter. Hence we
are jettisoning presuppositions regarding the necessary separation of spirit and matter and
the “profane” nature of matter in favor of a reconception of spirit and matter as
inseverably intertwined sacred realities that give rise to a distinct epistemological
orientation. As will be shown, the cosmological beliefs and practices of the Akan are
indicative of such an orientation. Moreover, the organization of this chapter is in keeping
with the Akan’s spirit-based conceptualization of existence. Thus, our analysis will begin
with the spiritual dimension. We will first focus our attention on the being known by the
Akan as Onyame (Nyame). As the Akan High Deity, Onyame governs the cosmos, and is
conceived by the Akan as Absolute Power or “Absolute Reality.”*”> Our discussion of
Onyame will be followed by an analysis of lesser deities (abosom) such as Asase Yaa (the
earth deity), the Tete Abosom (‘“tutelar” deities that watch over communities), the Suman
Brafoo or Bosom Brafoo (conjurational, inspirited implements or objects that are used by
individuals either to help or to harm), the Mmoatia (forest-dwelling spirits or “little
people” who, while sometimes malevolent, are believed to be masters of plant medicine),
the Sasabonsam (a “monstrous, evil” spirit), and the ancestors (Nsamanfo or Nananom
Nsamanfo).*™ The third stage of our analysis concerns the constitution of the human
being and the Akan conception of destiny (nkrabea/hyebea).”” 1In this stage, we will

276

examine how human beings (nnipa)”~"” and destiny are understood within the theoretical

framework of Akan cosmology. We will conclude the chapter with an analysis of anti-
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bayi boro rites performed at certain shrines in the Brong Ahafo region of southern Ghana.
Anti-bayi boro rites represent a counteractive or curative practical response to the
deleterious effects of bayi boro (which can be thought of as the utilization of spiritual
power for harmful purposes) on human beings.

The goal of this chapter is to highlight the presence and function of the permanency of
existential conflict, irresolution, mystery, and other important epistemological motifs that

27" and ritually in Akan culture. My

are encoded narratively, aphorismally (mmé),
engagement of these cultural idioms as repositories of the Akan epistemological tradition
is consistent with arguments made by esteemed African scholars from Ghana and
elsewhere. For instance, former Prime Minister of Ghana and social anthropologist Kofi
Abrefa Busia writes that “The African has not offered learned and divergent disputations
to the world in writing, but in his expression in conduct of awe, and reverence for nature,
no less than in his use of natural resources, he demonstrates his own epistemology.””®
Specifically concerning African proverbs, Kenyan philosopher John Mbiti states that “It
is in proverbs that we find the remains of the oldest forms of African religious and
philosophical wisdom.””” In addition, Ghanian philosopher Kwame Gyekye, in his book
entitled African Philosophical Thought: The Akan Conceptual Scheme, primarily
examines Akan proverbs (mmé) in an effort to demonstrate that the Akan do in fact have
their own robust tradition of philosophical reflection that in many respects is unique.”*
Readers should note that the focus of the present study does not cover the full range of
ideas found in Akan cosmology. While we will identify several other ideas in addition to

the three central motifs we have been tracing throughout this study, many ideas will not

be identified or treated due to the particular way in which this study has been
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conceptually delimited. Therefore, we will only be exploring certain elements within the
much larger tradition of Akan cosmology.
Onyame
An Account of Onyame’s Withdrawal from the Intimacy of Human Contact
In considering the meaning and significance of Onyame, the Akan High Deity, it is
important to remain mindful of the fundamental philosophical orientation of the Akan.
As suggested previously, Akan philosophy affords the invisible spiritual domain an
ontological status that is decidedly greater than that of the visible material domain.
Gyekye makes this point when, in explicating the rudiments of Akan thought, he states
that “What is primarily real is spiritual. It must be noted, however, that the world of
natural phenomena is also real, even though in ultimate terms the nonperceivable, purely
spiritual world is more real, for upon it the perceivable, phenomenal world depends for
sustenance.”®! Gyekye explains further that
There is no distinction between the sensible (perceivable) world and the nonsensible
(nonperceivable) world in the sense of the latter being real and the former being
unreal, as in other metaphysical systems. The distinction lies entirely in the
perceivability of one and the unperceivability of the other. But the perceivability of
the one — namely the world of nature — does not in any way detract from its reality.
From this perspective, it would seem that reality in Akan conceptions is one and
homogeneous. But this in fact is not the case. For the characteristics of the physical
world are different from those of the spiritual world. The Akan metaphysical world is
thus a dual world, notwithstanding the fact that the activities of the inhabitants of the
spiritual world extend to, and are ‘felt’ in, the physical world.**?
Gyekye’s analysis of Akan cosmology emphasizes the idea that, while the spiritual and
material worlds are each qualitatively distinct, they nevertheless exist together in a state
of meaningful and effective interrelation. The spiritual world is integral to the material

world despite the fact that the former is not available to human sense perception in the

way that the latter is. It can even be said that the primary significance of the spiritual
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world lies in its unperceivable nature. For the unperceivability of the spiritual world
signals a mode of knowing that is not bound by the limitations of material experience,
thereby making possible the development of relationships between human beings and
incorporeal entities as well as the acquisition of knowledge stemming from regular
interaction with spiritual realities.

A recognition of the Akan cosmos as principally spiritual in nature enables a clearer
understanding of what Onyame signifies to the Akan community. It is unquestionably the
case that the meaning of Onyame in Akan belief is multidimensional. However, the
multidimensional conceptualization of Onyame in Akan cosmology is rooted in the idea
that Onyame 1is a ubiquitous being who is ontologically singular and therefore unlike any
other being in the universe. The tradition of Akan originary narration inscribes the belief
in Onyame as an uncontainable being. We find in the following originary narrative an
explanatory account of Onyame’s uncontainable nature:

To the Akan, [Onyame] and [humans] once lived very close together, and [humans]

could reach, touch, and feel [Onyame]. Then an old woman began to pound her fufuu

regularly, using a mortar and a long pestle. She hit [Onyame] every time she pounded
fufuu, so [Onyame] moved further and further away from [humans] and went into the
skies. When the people realized what had happened they tried to find a way to bring

[Onyame] back into their midst. The old woman suggested that they should all bring

their mortars together and pile them one on top of another to form a ‘ladder’ to reach

[Onyame]. They discovered that they needed just about one more mortar to make a

ladder long enough. The old woman then suggested that they pull out the bottom-

most mortar and put it on top. When they attempted to do this the whole construction
collapsed on them and killed many.”*
This narrative contains three elements that are especially intriguing: 1) Onyame'’s
decision to retreat beyond or transcend the boundaries of human contact is the result of

human activity; 2) Human beings assume that it is within their power to physically reach

Onyame; 3) The previous assumption is proven to be both erroneous and fatal.
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Onyame’s retreat beyond the intimate relationship once shared with the human world
is precipitated by a conflict occasioned by the human activity of food preparation.
According to the narrative, Onyame’s intimate relationship with the human world is
disturbed by repeated strikes from a “long pestle” used “regularly” by an old woman to
pound fufuu (a staple dish in Ghana usually consisting either of pounded yams and
plantains or pounded cassava root, each of which is served with a stew or soup containing
various vegetables, meat and/or fish). While it seems as if the old woman does not intend
to strike and thus offend Onyame during the preparation of her fufuu, she nevertheless
does strike and offend Onyame, and the result — Onyame’s transcendent retreat — is
something with which she must reckon. The old woman’s apparently unwitting error and
its unintended result together point to the importance of remaining mindful not only of
the presence of the spiritual world among us, but also of the less-than-desirable,
conflictual effects our actions as human beings can have on the spiritual world. This is
one of the narrative’s primary motifs. As suggested in the case of the old woman
pounding fufuu, even though the possibility of human beings accidentally entering into
conflict with the spiritual world is an ever-present one, it is nonetheless incumbent upon
human beings to remain acutely aware of how their actions impact their relationship with
the spiritual world. Maintaining this acute awareness entails the ongoing cultivation of a
certain kind of spiritually-oriented knowledge that engenders a heightened sensivity to
the interactions and exchanges that occur between the material and spiritual worlds. In
this sense, human intercourse with the spiritual world is epistemologically significant. I
would posit further that the old woman’s decision to build a “ladder” to Onyame

bespeaks an underdeveloped knowledge of the spiritual world.
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Once the old woman and the other members of her community notice that Onyame has
retreated beyond their physical reach, they immediately set about the business of trying to
traverse the physical distance that now exists between them and Onyame. This project is
embarked upon at the suggestion of the old woman. The old woman’s suggestion is
based on the assumption that Onyame’s will can be counteracted and even undone by the
will of human beings. This general assumption is made possible by the more basic
assumption that it is within the community’s power to traverse the distance separating the
community from Onyame and thus bring Onyame back into close contact with the
community. However, both of these assumptions are flawed because Onyame’s status as
the Akan High Deity — as Absolute Power — means that Onyame’s will cannot be
reversed or nullified by the will of human beings.

Yet the old woman and her community appear unaware of this reality. This lack of
awareness indicates an insufficiently developed knowledge of the spiritual world. The
narrative gives the impression that the old woman is so preoccupied with the preparation
of her fufuu that she is largely oblivious both to Onyame’s presence and to Onyame’s
gradual retreat. Therefore, inasmuch as Onyame moves beyond the physical boundaries
of the human community, Onyame becomes the uncontainable High Deity, the
knowledge of which human beings can seek after but never fully possess. Onyame
emerges in the narrative as an apical symbol of the need for human beings to be attuned
at all times to the spiritual world. Onyame also functions in the narrative as an apical
symbol of the permanency of mystery (awawa) and of the limitations of human
knowledge. The decision on the part of the old woman and her community to construct a

“ladder” tall enough to reach Onyame suggests that the old woman and her community
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are more attuned to a sense of shared human capability than to a sense of the spiritual
world. Moreover, this shared sense of human capability apparently includes a belief in
the power of human beings to physically travel to Onyame, the source of existence,
despite Onyame’s decision to live somewhat apart from the human world. The misguided
nature of this belief is revealed when the community’s plan to physically reach Onyame
fails.

The mortar “ladder” built by the community is unable to reach Onyame and in fact
“collapses,” resulting in multiple deaths. The assumption made by the old woman and
her community regarding their shared human capability as it pertains to Onyame and the
spiritual world is therefore shown to be an assumption that is both false and fatal. An
important implication to consider here is that failure on the part of human beings to
sufficiently attune themselves to the spiritual world is not conducive to the maintenance
of human life. We can further infer that the maintenance of human life requires the
cultivation of a certain kind of knowledge that accompanies the condition of being
properly attuned to the spiritual world. Hence it can be asserted that Onyame’s retreat
beyond but not away from the quotidian realities of human existence stimulates an
acknowledgement of the following epistemological principle: The spiritual world is a
source of life-promoting knowledge. Onyame’s momentous retreat then is not merely an
act of exasperation. I would argue, rather, that Onyame’s retreat encodes the Akan
epistemological principle just mentioned. Thus, while the narrative explaining Onyame'’s
status as an uncontainable deity may at first blush seem irrelevant to our understanding of
Akan epistemology, careful analysis discloses that this narrative is in fact of great

relevance to our understanding of Akan epistemology. The story of Onyame’s
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uncontainability therefore does much in the way of helping us to begin to unpack the
significance of Onyame within the Akan community as well as the Akan cosmological
tradition. In light of what has been discussed thus far, we would not be off-base in
suggesting that Onyame determines the scope of Akan epistemology. We will explore
this idea further at a later juncture in our study.

Our analysis up to this point has focused on the epistemological significance of
Onyame’s uncontainable nature, which transcends even the intimacy of human contact.
However, one would be seriously mistaken in concluding that Onyame’s meaning within
the Akan community is similar or reducible to that of a kind of deus otiosus. As stated
previously, Akan belief holds that Onyame is ubiquitous. Put otherwise, Onyame is both
everywhere and nowhere. The Akan make this point emphatically when they say, Wope
asem aka akyere Onyame a, ka kyere mframa (“If you want to say something to Onyame,
say it to the wind”).”* The wind, which swirls around us and greets us each day when
we venture out into the world, is inescapable. It is a fundamental and uniquely powerful
aspect of the natural world to which we as human beings must relate. Onyame is both
like and unlike the wind. As Gyekye notes regarding Onyame and the wind, “The
analogy . . . is obviously incomplete, for the wind can be physically felt whereas Onyame

cannot.”?*®

Still, Onyame pervades every conceivable level of being. In this sense,
Onyame is in everything while being reducible to or containable within nothing. One
will not find in Ghana any shrines or temples dedicated to Onyame.”® This is because, in
the words of Professor Elom Dovlo of the University of Ghana, “To harness the pure

spirit of Onyame and restrict it to a place defaults the Akan idea of the essence of

Onyame.”™’ Furthermore, the reality of Onyame’s unmatched power and ubiquity means



158

288 to facilitate connection or

that human beings do not need a diviner (Dkomfo)
communication with Onyame. Onyame’s power and vastness are such that Onyame “is
available to all without the assistance of human intermediaries.”*® These observations
point to the fact that Onyame elicits the deepest sense of reverence among the Akan.
Appellational and Aphorismal Conceptions of Onyame

The Akan tradition of originary narration helps establish Onyame as the theoretical
anchor of Akan religious philosophy. Every conceptual aspect of the Akan religio-
philosophical system ultimately relates to Onyame. This is so because the Akan conceive
of Onyame as the primordial, uncreated source through which all things come into
existence and to which all things are inseparably connected. The Akan belief in
Onyame’s boundless power and uncontestable status as the uncreated source of all being
is also conveyed through various popular appellations traditionally associated with
Onyame.

Some of these appellations include Nana Onyankopon (“Grandfather or Grandmother,
Nyame who alone is the Great One”),”*° Tweduampon (“The Dependable™), Amowia
(“Giver of the sun or light”), Amosu (“Giver of rain”), Totrobonsu (“The One who causes
rain to fall abundantly”), Amoamee (“Giver of sufficiency”), Brekyirihunuade (“The One
who sees all, even from behind”), Abommubuwafre (“Consoler”), Nyaamanekose (“The
One in whom you confide troubles which come upon you”), Tetekwaframoa (“The One
who is there now as from ancient times”), Nana (“Grand Ancestor”), Borebore
(“Excavator, Hewer, Creator, Originator, Carver, Architect”), Ddomankoma (*“Creator,
Boundless, Absolute™), Dboadee (“Creator’), Obiannyew (“Uncreated”), Enyiasombea

(“Ever-present”), Otumfo (“The Powerful One”), and Atoapem (“Unsurpassable”).*”!
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The appellations just listed articulate attributes that give a degree of functional definition
to Onyame as a religio-philosophical concept. Appellations such as Nana Onyankopon,
Tetekwaframoa, Nana, and Atoapem evince an understanding of Onyame as a
quintessentially sui generis deity who is the ground of all that is actual and possible.
Onyame is the originary fount of all realities and experiences, be they material or
spiritual. The Akan implicitly acknowledge this when, before attempting any major task,
they make an appeal to Onyame by saying, Onyame boa me (“Onyame, help me!”).**?
This acknowledgement is also implicit in the customary practice among Akan healers
(Aduruyef> or Ayaresaf>)*”* of reminding ailing clients that their healing is contingent
upon Onyame’s permission (Se Onyame pe a, “If it is the will of Onyame”).***

Other appellations such as Brekyirihunuade (“The One who sees all, even from
behind”), Borebore (“Excavator, Hewer, Creator, Originator, Carver, Architect”),
Ddomankoma (“Creator, Boundless, Absolute”),”*> Dboadee (“Creator”), Obiannyew
(“Uncreated”), Enyiasombea (“Ever-present”), Otumfo (“The Powerful One”), and

Atoapem (“Unsurpassable”)*”®

reveal an understanding of Onyame as a deity possessing
immeasurable power. It is this immeasurable power that enables Onyame to “see” all
things, to be “present” to all beings, and to dynamically create (and perhaps re-create) the
known — and unknown — world free of the limitations according to which lesser beings
must live. An important point must be made here regarding the types of realities that the
Akan attribute directly to Onyame’s generative power. As the origin of existence itself,
Onyame is believed to be an entirely benevolent deity. We therefore find

sayings in the Akan tradition such as Onyame a oboo me anye me bone se otan a owoo me

a ode feree hyee me mu se menko ahua mmra ma yenni (“Onyame who created me did not
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make me bad like my mother who bore me and who kept me in disgrace so that I should
go and collect food from other people so that we could eat”).**’ In the perspective of
Ghanaian religious scholar Kofi Asare Opoku, Onyame’s fundamentally benevolent
nature positions Onyame as the “Final Guardian of the moral code of law and order” in
Akan society.””® In this perspective, realities that the Akan regard as “good” (papa) such
as the human expression of generosity (ayamyie), honesty (nokwaredi), compassion
(mmobrohunu), and hospitality (ahohoye or adoe) are reflections of the immutably moral

orientation of Onyame’s generative power.””’

We should note however that Opoku’s
perspective is challenged by Gyekye, who argues that
In Akan thought goodness is not defined by reference to religious beliefs or
supernatural beings. What is morally good is not that which is commanded by God
[Onyame] or any spiritual being; what is right is not that which is pleasing to a
spiritual being or in accordance with the will of such [a] being . . . In Akan moral
thought the sole criterion of goodness is the welfare or well-being of the
community.*”
Gyekye, who writes as a philosopher, roots Akan moral philosophy in humanly-contrived
behavioral codes that are not necessarily related to Onyame or to other spiritual beings.
In Akan thought, the moral or ethical assessment of any given act is governed by whether
the act promotes or threatens the perdurance and “welfare” of the community. Moreover,
as both Opoku and Gyekye argue, acts that may be considered morally “evil” (i.e., acts
that jeopardize the survival, stability, and collective prosperity of the community) are not
attributable to Onyame. Moral “evil” (bone) is a reality whose origin is found in the
social theater of human decision and action.®’ The Akan belief in bone as a human
reality is encoded in the common saying, Onyame mpe bone (“Onyame does not like

evil,” or “Onyame is against evil”).*** Also encoded in this saying is the notion that

Onyame’s nature is inclined not toward moral “evil” (bone) but toward “the good”
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(papa), regardless of whether or not human beings consider Onyame to be the creative
source of “the good.” Other traditional appellations used to articulate Onyame’s meaning
and significance in Akan cosmology are highly suggestive of the moral inclination of
Onyame’s nature.

The terms Tweduampon (“The Dependable”), Amowia (“Giver of the sun or light”),
Amosu (“Giver of rain”), Totrobonsu (“The One who causes rain to fall abundantly™),
Amoamee (“Giver of sufficiency”), Abommubuwafre (“Consoler’”), Nyaamanekose (“The
One in whom you confide troubles which come upon you”), all of which are also
appellations associated with Onyame, reflect a belief in Onyame as a being for whom it is
a primary concern to provide that which is necessary to nurture and sustain life. The sun
and rain, both of which are vital to life on Earth, are provisions from Onyame. These
provisions and others can be relied upon because Onyame is Tweduampon (“The
Dependable”) and Amoamee (“Giver of sufficiency’). The belief in Onyame’s power as a
provider is deeply embedded in Akan religious culture. The following Akan maxims
(mmé) evidence this belief and its importance in the conceptualization of Onyame and in
the larger theoretical framework of Akan cosmology: A) Onyame bema woamee a, ennim
se woatua kontomoa kesee (“If Onyame is going to satisfy you, it does not matter if you
take a big portion of fufu’); B) Nyame ma wo esono kotokuo a, omma wo dee wode behye
mu (“If Nyame [Onyame] gives you a bag made of elephant hide, Nyame gives you
something to fill it with”); C) Onyame na owo basin fufuo ma no (“It is Onyame who
pounds fufu for the armless one”); D) Onyame ma wo yaree a, oma wo ano aduro (“If
Onyame gives you an illness, Onyame also gives you medicine”).’” The maxims just

identified document the belief that human life is a relentlessly needful reality that
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requires the prodigious and intimate involvement of Onyame. However, the Akan are
also very clear in their belief that the involvement of Onyame in the maintenance of
human life in no way guarantees an easy existence devoid of suffering. Hence the Akan
sayings, Onyame soma wo a, oma wo fa monkyimonka kwan so (“If Onyame sends you
on an errand, [Onyame] makes you walk on a difficult [literally, ‘smelly and dirty’]
road”), and Obra ye ku (“Life is war”).*** These maxims indicate a profound
acknowledgement of travail as a permanent feature of the human condition. They also
manifest the notion that the sustenance provided by Onyame in no way exempts human
beings from the vicissitudes and constant risks of life. Rather, the pluriform sustenance
provided by Onyame constitutes the means by which human beings can gain the power
necessary to effectively manage the dangerous unpredictability of life.

Our discussion thus far has focused mainly on how Onyame is conceptualized in Akan
cosmology. We have found that the Akan tradition of originary narration, traditional
religious appellations, and oral philosophical literature in the form of wise sayings (mme)
reveal Onyame as a being encompassing a wide range of meanings, all of which are
related to the construction of religious knowledge in Akan culture. What still remains to
be addressed in a more in-depth way is the question of Onyame’s epistemological
significance within the theoretical framework of Akan cosmology. In the interest of
greater clarity and structure, we will thematically frame our phenomenological discussion
of Onyame’s epistemological significance in terms of some of the related motifs that are
present in the originary narrative, appellations, and maxims examined above. We will
focus specifically on three of these motifs. The first motif we will consider has to do

with the belief that Onyame’s meaning and power encompass more than parochial human
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concerns. We may think of this particular motif as the illimitability of spirit. The second
motif to be explored is related to Onyame’s sui generis ontological status and to
Onyame’s creative aspect. This motif can be described as prolific singularity. The third
motif to be discussed highlights travail as a fundamental reality of human existence. We
can conceive of this motif as existential travail. The discussion to follow will treat in turn
each of these motifs.
The Illimitability of Spirit

The Akan originary narrative examined earlier introduces us to a distinct tradition of
religio-philosophical thought embedded within the traditional stories (such as those
featuring the famous character Ananse the Spider [Kwaku Ananse] who is reverently
regarded by the Akan),’® beliefs, concepts, maxims (mmé), songs, ritual structures and
practices that both constitute and encode Akan cosmology. The Akan originary narrative
referenced above addresses the issue of being as it relates both to Onyame and to the
theater of human existence. Another way of saying this is that the narrative can be
framed conceptually and perhaps also theoretically as a response to the following
question: How might we understand Onyame’s being vis-a-vis that of humankind?
Readers will remember that the narrative begins with the assertion that Onyame once
lived in intimate contact with the human community, so much so that Onyame'’s
immediate presence was tangible. However, a disturbance arises when an old woman’s
preparation of fufuu results in Onyame being repeatedly struck by the “pestle” the woman
uses to pound her fufuu. Consequently, Onyame gradually departs from the immediate
presence of the old woman and her community. Onyame’s departure fundamentally

alters the way in which the old woman and her community relate to Onyame. Instead of
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the members of this community continuing to more or less take Onyame’s immediate
presence for granted as they go about the business of managing their daily affairs, they
now find themselves immersed in a rather desperate struggle to re-establish the intimacy
they once shared with Onyame, a struggle that tragically ends in multiple accidental
deaths.

I would suggest that one of the primary trajectories of meaning in this narrative is
epistemological in nature. It is possible to interpret Onyame’s departure not as an
exasperated and final retreat away from the concerns and needs of the human community,
but rather as an ontological assertion of spiritual illimitability vis-a-vis the innumerable
problems, pressures, and anxieties that circumscribe the human condition. In this
perspective, Onyame’s departure is not so much about frustration with or disinterest in
the human world as it is about the creation of an opportunity for humans to inhabit a
particular mode of knowing. This mode of knowing has to do with the power of Onyame
as a purely spiritual being to exist independently of the restrictive burdens of human life.
It is precisely the autonomous spiritual power of Onyame as depicted in the narrative that
signals a form of knowledge that reaches beyond the determinative boundaries imposed
by existential or earthly realities. Onyame’s departure signals a form of knowledge that
interfaces with the world of spirit despite the limitations attending the human condition.
We can therefore understand Onyame’s momentous departure in the narrative as a unique
gesture that implicitly reveals the epistemological principle of the illimitability of spirit.
The motif of the illimitability of spirit as expressed through Onyame reflects an
epistemological orientation that instates the spiritual domain as the cardinal source of

knowledge that both tempers and deepens forms of knowing that are germane to the
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idiosyncracies and subjectively motivated myopias that often characterize human
experience.

Indeed, one could argue that Onyame’s departure in the narrative is the consequence
of a kind of myopia demonstrated by the old woman in her vigorous effort to sate her
hunger and perhaps that of others as well by obliviously preparing fufuu. Onyame’s
departure and the community’s ill-fated attempt to reach Onyame by constructing a
mortar “ladder” make possible the realization that knowledge of the spiritual domain
involves an understanding of the spiritual domain as an unbounded reality that can
greatly enhance the substance and function of knowledge in the human domain. Framed
in different language, it is by virtue of Onyame’s decisive departure that human modes of
knowing merge or collide with spiritual modes of knowing. Thus, in Akan religious
philosophy, epistemologies of human existence fold into a spiritual epistemology that
reverently acknowledges Onyame as the source of the deeper understandings of reality
that ensue as a result of this epistemological enfolding or intermingling. It is in this sense
that we can think of Onyame as the root or beginning (and end) of epistemology in the
Akan tradition. In simpler terms, Onyame is the beginning and end of knowledge.

The originary narrative treated above represents one of the primary cultural idioms
through which the epistemological significance of Onyame is encoded and transmitted.
However, we would be mistaken in assuming that Onyame’’s status as a chief source of
epistemological meaning is not encoded elsewhere as well. Traditional Akan
appellations used to refer to Onyame represent a second cultural idiom linking Onyame to
Akan epistemology. We have noted that many traditional Akan appellations for Onyame

highlight Onyame’s sui generis ontological status as the sole matrix of existence as well
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as Onyame’s role as the creative provider and sustainer of life. Given their relevance to
the current discussion of Onyame as a major source of Akan epistemology, it would be
helpful to list again some popular appellations used in reference to Onyame. They
include the following: A) Nana Onyankopon (‘“Grandfather or Grandmother, Nyame who
alone is the Great One”), B) Tetekwaframoa (“The One who is there now as from ancient
times”), C) Nana (“Grand Ancestor”), D) Atoapem (‘“Unsurpassable”), E)
Brekyirihunuade (“The One who sees all, even from behind”), F) Borebore (“Excavator,
Hewer, Creator, Originator, Carver, Architect”), G) Ddomankoma (“‘Creator, Boundless,
Absolute”), H) Oboadee (“Creator”), I) Obiannyew (“Uncreated”), J) Enyiasombea
(“Ever-present”), K) Otumfo (“The Powerful One”), L) Tweduampon (“The
Dependable”), M) Amowia (“Giver of the sun or light”), N) Amosu (“Giver of rain”), O)
Totrobonsu (“The One who causes rain to fall abundantly”), P) Amoamee (“Giver of
sufficiency”), Q) Abommubuwafre (“Consoler”), and R) Nyaamanekose (“The One in
whom you confide troubles which come upon you”). While we have already given
attention to the importance of these titles in the Akan conceptualization of Onyame, we
have not yet specified how they help to establish Onyame as a central aspect of Akan
epistemology. It is to this consideration that we now turn.
Prolific Singularity

I would posit that the appellations under discussion collectively signify a motif that
further buttresses the epistemological position of Onyame in Akan religious philosophy.
We can term this motif prolific singularity. The motif of prolific singularity is useful in
that it calls attention to two of Onyame’s essential attributes: limitless creative power and

complete ontological uniqueness. When considered within the context of Akan



167

cosmology, appellations like Tetekwaframoa, Borebore, Ddomankoma, Amowia, and
Amosu serve a very specific conceptual and theoretical function with respect to Onyame.
This function involves the religio-philosophical identification of Onyame as the sole
fount of existence. As the sole fount of existence, Onyame is the source of the human
capacity for knowledge and of knowledge itself. The motif of prolific singularity can
serve as another conceptual tool that illumines Onyame’s significance as a formative
element of Akan epistemology. Inasmuch as Onyame is a primary basis for various
modes of knowing among the Akan, Onyame is integral to a phenomenological
conception of knowledge that encompasses the origin, development, functions,
capabilities, and limitations of knowledge. When framed within the context of Akan
epistemology, an understanding of Onyame as the primordial and quintessential
expression of prolific singularity engenders a distinct perspective on knowledge.

In this distinct perspective, the meaning of Onyame as articulated in the motif of
prolific singularity helps shape the very conceptualization of knowledge in Akan
epistemology. Hence, when considered phenomenologically, knowledge in the Akan
context cannot be viewed only as a social product of the human mind that structures
consciousness and enables human communities to create and develop systems of
meaning. On an even more basic level, knowledge is related to the boundless and
entirely unique creativity of Onyame; indeed, knowledge at this level is a generative
function of Onyame’s being. As such, knowledge is a reality to be conceptualized and
understood in connection with the characteristics that distinguish Onyame in Akan
cosmology. We can therefore think of knowledge in a way that takes seriously the

relevance of cosmologically-derived motifs such as prolific singularity. Our discussion
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of the cosmological foundation of knowledge in Akan culture elicits the following
question: What is the relationship between the motif of prolific singularity and the
conceptualization of knowledge in Akan epistemology? It seems to me that the most
helpful approach to responding to this question involves careful reflection on some of the
implications of the motif of prolific singularity for the conceptualization of knowledge in
Akan epistemology.

The first thing to note along this line is that, as a descriptor that references Onyame
who is the source of knowledge, the motif of prolific singularity implies the idea that
knowledge in Akan epistemology includes an originative spiritual dimension that
variously informs all other dimensions of knowledge. Although it is certainly the case
that knowledge plays a crucial role in the creation of, for example, language, meaning,
and the social structures and institutions that influence how human communities function
and develop, knowledge is nevertheless a reality that is rooted in spirit. In the
perspective of Akan epistemology, it is imperative that one never lose sight of the
formative spiritual ingredient of knowledge. For to do so is to disregard the active role of
Onyame in the provision of knowledge as well as the need to remain relationally
connected to the spiritual world. The point here is that to the degree that the very
possibility of knowledge emerges from the creative largesse of Onyame, spirit is the
ultimate seat of knowledge, not materiality or human beings’ experience of materiality.
However, this is not to say that the material world is irrelevant to knowledge as
understood within the Akan epistemological scheme. On the contrary, the material world
is highly relevant because it is a primary theater for the development and enactment of

knowledge. Put shortly, materiality is the stage for the physical realization of knowledge.
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Materiality is the stage for the expression of knowledge as a vast and complex range
of diverse ideas and practices. It is through the performance or actualization of the
numerous forms of knowledge in the material domain that the prolific aspect of
Onyame’s being is made manifest. If we view knowledge as a manifestation of the
prolific aspect of Onyame’s being, then it comes as no surprise that knowledge, or the
pursuit thereof, has given rise and continues to give rise to countless debates on such
topics as the origin of human life, the role of spiritual power in the constitution of the
human being, sexuality, and the political organization of human societies. Akan
epistemology acknowledges that the phenomenon of human debate is a significant,
necessary, and natural part of the process of knowledge production. Hence the existence
of the Akan adage (ebe), Anyansafoo baanu goro a, ntoto ba (“If two wise people play
together, discord arises™).’*® The following Akan adage also signals the important role of
difference in the production of knowledge: Anyansafoo nko ara kyekyere kuro a, egu (“If
only wise people build up the town, it breaks apart”).**’ These adages suggest both an
acknowledgement and a fundamental embrace of the role of disputation and difference in
the production of knowledge. In Akan epistemology, the differential complexification of
knowledge is a reflection of the complex differentiation that exists among human beings.
The idea of human differentiation is expressed in the Akan adage, Nnipa nyinaa tirim
adwene nse (“All [human beings’] thoughts are not alike”).’*® This complex
differentiation among human beings on the level of thought as well as on many other
levels reflects (albeit imperfectly) the limitless complexity of Onyame’s prolific nature.

It can be posited therefore that the motif of prolific singularity underscores the centrality
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of complex differentiation as a formative element of the concept of knowledge in Akan
epistemology.

It is fairly clear at this point that the role of difference and complexity in the Akan
conception of knowledge should be an essential consideration in any discussion of Akan
epistemology. However, it should also be acknowledged that the motif of prolific
singularity as an exploratory tool in our critical reflection on the Akan conception of
knowledge implies more than difference and complexity. The motif of prolific
singularity also implies a sense or idea of unity that emerges from an acute awareness of
Onyame’s vital status in Akan cosmology as a sui generis, purely spiritual being. This
notion of singularity or unity is evoked by such appellations as Nana Onyankopon
(“Grandfather or Grandmother, Nyame who alone is the Great One”), Tetekwaframoa
(“The One who is there now as from ancient times”), Atoapem (‘“Unsurpassable”),
Brekyirihunuade (“The One who sees all, even from behind”), and Otumfo (“The
Powerful One”). If we accept the closely related assertions that these appellations help
shape the conception of Onyame in Akan cosmology and that Onyame represents the
fecund ground of knowledge in Akan religious philosophy, then we must accept as well
the assertion that Onyame as a singular being of pure spirit is also relevant to our
understanding of the Akan conception of knowledge in that Onyame’s singularity
simultaneously connects and tempers the disparate forms and expressions of knowledge
that occur in the material world. What this means is that, regardless of how disparate
they may be, the various permutations of knowledge found in the material world are
connected to Onyame in that, in an ultimate sense, they are manifestations of Onyame'’s

singularly creative nature. From this we can infer that it is not knowledge alone that
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influences the actions of human beings. Rather, the spiritual ingredient of knowledge (an
ingredient whose permanent and active presence is a function of Onyame’s primordial
and limitless creative power) also influences the actions of human beings. The Akan
belief in the decisive influence of spirit on human action gives rise to the following Akan
adage: Dbosom na ekyere okomfoo ntwaho (“It is the spirit that teaches the priest to whirl
around”).’®” Of particular interest in this adage is the idea that spirit is involved in the act
of teaching, which is an act that engages the mind and the body. An important
implication of this adage then is that knowledge and the human body are both vessels of
spiritual power and influence.

The singular dimension of Onyame’s being also serves to temper knowledge. As
indicated by two of the traditional Akan appellations we have been considering
throughout this discussion, Onyame’s ontological singularity is “boundless”
(Odomankoma) and “unsurpassable” (Atoapem). Further critical reflection on the
relevance of these appellations to our understanding of the conception of knowledge in
Akan epistemology suggests that Onyame is the terminus beyond which knowledge
cannot go. Although Onyame is the source of knowledge, knowledge is not equivalent to
Onyame. The power of knowledge to facilitate the creation and development of meaning
in the human world (a power we may also refer to as the theoretical grasp of knowledge)
does not encompass Onyame. Onyame is not searchable or available to knowledge in the
way that, for example, the medicinal qualities of the herbaceous plant known in Twi as
Ssome are available to knowledge,’'’ or in the way that the cellular biology of the odum
tree and the horned adder is available to knowledge. This idea is conveyed in the Akan

saying, Onipa adwene nye Onyame adwene (“A person’s mind is not the mind of
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Onyame™).>!" Onyame represents the limit of what knowledge can deliver to human
understanding and consciousness. Even though, as we have seen, Onyame is very much a
part of the Akan tradition of originary narration and is also the subject of numerous Akan
appellations and adages, Onyame is nonetheless ultimately mysterious to knowledge.
Somewhat paradoxically, Onyame at once makes possible and delimits the conceptual
and theoretical reach of Akan epistemology.

Before moving on to a discussion of the motif of existential travail, which is the third
motif under consideration, it is important that we note the status of wisdom (nyansa)’ >
relative to knowledge (adwen) in Akan epistemology. In Akan thought, knowledge is not
synonymous with wisdom. Thus a person can be knowledgeable and yet lack wisdom.
However, all wise persons are necessarily knowledgeable. Another way of explaining
this is that the attainment of knowledge by human beings does not necessarily lead to
wisdom. In the Akan philosophical tradition, wisdom involves patient, careful
discernment and the judicious application of knowledge. Wisdom entails a mature
astuteness that does not accrue de facto to human beings through the mere acquisition of
knowledge. The following adages point to the special quality and status of wisdom in
Akan thought: Onyansafoo nko na odwendwenfoo nko (“A wise [person] is one thing and
a thinker another”); Onyansafoo, yemmo no po (“A wise [person], we do not tie [him/her]
a knot”); Onyansafoo na stumi bo dua po (“It is a wise person who can tie a tree in a
knot”); Onyansafoo na stwa akwammee (“It is a wise person who cuts the roots across the
path or gets around an obstacle).>’* The qualitative and practical distinction between
wisdom and knowledge attested in these four adages engenders a sense of Onyame’s

distinctiveness. Moreover, I would hazard the claim that, for the Akan, the plurifom
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manifestation of Onyame’s creative power in the world reflects a depth of knowledge and
wisdom for which there is no approximation. Given that the Akan associate wisdom with

ancestorhood and ancestral power,”"*

it is perhaps to be expected that among the Akan
Onyame is Nana (“Grand Ancestor”).
Existential Travail

We can identify at least one other motif that helps bring into view the epistemological
significance of Onyame within the theoretical framework of Akan cosmology. The Akan
cultural materials we have been discussing — particularly the originary narrative and some
of the maxims — communicate something fundamental and important regarding the nature
of the human condition. This fundamental and important communication is mediated
through a certain characterization of the human condition within the theater of material
existence. I would argue that a major aspect of this mediating characterization can be
understood in terms of the motif of existential travail. The motif of existential travail
underscores the Akan belief that hardship is a reality endemic to the human condition.

As a “provider” (Amoamee) and “consoler” (Abommubuwafre), Onyame is not
unaware of or unconcerned about the many forms of existential travail that beset human
beings. However, Onyame’s awareness and concern notwithstanding, existential travail
remains a reality that human beings must squarely confront and manage as best they can.
This sober realization is strongly implicit when the Akan utter the pithy statements,
Onyame soma wo a, oma wo fa monkyimonka kwan so (“If Onyame sends you on an
errand, [Onyame] makes you walk on a difficult [‘smelly and dirty’] road”), and Obra ye

ku (“Life is war”). I would further suggest that also implicit within an Akan perspective

on the human condition is the notion that human beings’ management of the reality of
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existential travail should involve the acceptance and cultivation of a mode of knowing or
practical logic rooted in this reality. For the Akan, existential travail is not to be used as
justification for the decision made by some human beings to simply withdraw from life or
to not face the challenges that life inevitably presents. Instead, the reality of existential
travail is to be acknowledged as part of the very structure of life itself. As a structural
component not only of the human condition specifically but also of the condition of all
life in the material domain, existential travail functions as a source of knowledge that
significantly informs our understanding of ourselves as well as the world in which we
live.

The following Akan maxims bespeak the structural status and role of existential
travail in Akan epistemology: Mumokyire na ehyee na mumokane dee enhye (“Adversity
in later life is painful [literally, ‘hot’] but adversity at its beginning is not painful”);

Mmusuo di adwini (“Adversity practices a trade”).*'

What is important to notice in the
first maxim is that even though adversity (or existential travail) is believed to be easier to
manage early in life and more difficult to manage later in life, adversity is nevertheless
depicted as a perduring reality that affects all stages of life. In the second maxim,
adversity plies a “trade.” Given the meanings expressed in the first maxim and in other
maxims we have referenced that address the reality of adversity, it is reasonable to
conclude that a goal of the “trade” plied by adversity in the second maxim is to affect or
“mold” human experience.’'® Adversity or existential travail is epistemological to the
extent that it influences or “molds” human experience in a manner that contributes to the

production and development of ways of knowing about life and about the world. Far

from simply being a problematic and burdensome truth of the human condition,
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existential travail is an important ingredient of knowledge that helps determine how the
Akan comport themselves in the world. It is also in this somewhat more practical sense
that existential travail plies a “trade.” The nature of existential travail is such that it
exerts a considerable influence on the cultivation of knowledge as well as the practical
implementation thereof. Existential travail thus represents a significant dimension of the
Akan “world-sense.”

Furthermore, the substantial part played by existential travail in the cultivation of
knowledge and practice within Akan communities suggests the hermeneutical relevance
of existential travail. This is to say that the reality of existential travail can in some cases
inform how the Akan interpret human experience as well as the human condition. The
previous point can be brought to bear on the following Akan maxims: Ohia de wo na
emfaa wo nnuruu dee ebeduru a, onnyae wo (“If poverty has overcome you but it has not
taken you to where it is going to take you, it won’t leave you”); Ohia hia wo a, na woto
nsuonwunu mu a, ehye wo (“If you are suffering from poverty and you fall into cold
water, it scalds you™).>!” One observation we can make about these two maxims is that
they associate poverty with existential travail. In other words, the Akan view poverty as
a form of existential travail. A second observation we can make has to do with those
experiences in life that are characterized by periods of unusually acute suffering. The
first maxim explains that there are phases in life when suffering besets human beings and,
despite all alleviatory efforts, remains with them for a designated period of time. The
second maxim explains that there are times in life when, instead of dissipating, suffering
multiplies such that one form of suffering is compounded by another form of suffering in

an unmitigated fashion.
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The emphasis in the first maxim upon a kind of chronologic suffering is a reflection of

318 4 belief we will

the Akan’s firm but varied belief in destiny (nkrabea or hyebea ),
examine in greater detail later in the chapter. The emphasis in the second maxim upon
compounded suffering sheds more light on the meaning of the Akan saying, Obra ye ku
("Life is war"). The second maxim helps us to see that the “war” of life entails not only
existential conflict but also suffering which, I would suggest, is in most (if not all) cases
causally related to existential conflict of one form or another. Moreover, with respect to
both maxims, I would advance the argument that they each manifest the Akan belief in
existential travail as a structural component of being. I would further argue that it is this
very belief in the structural status and significance of existential travail that helps make
possible the kind of interpretations found in the two maxims we are currently
considering. The interpretations found in these two maxims may be thought of as
interpretations of life experience. If one accepts the notion that existential travail is an
important part of what structures the world in which human beings live, then it makes
sense to also take seriously the possibility that, as indicated in the first maxim, there exist
some forms of human suffering that cannot be ended prematurely. Taking such a
possibility seriously would likely involve the adoption of interpretations that emerge
from a fundamental belief in the structural reality of existential travail. Similarly, an
acceptance of the structural import of existential travail vis-a-vis the earthly domain
would also mean taking seriously the second maxim’s point regarding compounded
suffering. Taking this point seriously would in turn mean allowing for interpretations of

human experience and of reality that are consistent with an understanding of the

structural role of existential travail in the earthly domain.



177

Our discussion highlights one of the ways in which we might speak of existential
travail in hermeneutical terms. When understood as a constituent element of the Akan
philosophical system, it is also possible to think of existential travail as a kind of
hermeneutical principle. As such, existential travail participates in a much larger
theoretical framework through which the Akan apprehend the material world. Akan
philosophy does not eschew the reality of existential travail in favor of some utopian
vision that seeks to ignore or escape the uncertainty and terror that so often attends the
human condition. Rather, as the aforementioned maxims illustrate, the reality of
existential travail is embedded in Akan modes of thought and perspectives on the nature
of the material world and human life. In the Akan intellectual tradition, existential travail
functions both as a dangerously formidable reality with which human beings must deal
and as a locus of epistemological meaning.

The last several pages have been devoted to the question of Onyame’s epistemological
significance within the context of Akan cosmology. Through further critical reflection on
the Akan originary narrative explaining Onyame’s withdrawal from direct human contact,
traditional Akan appellations often used in reference to Onyame, and various Akan
maxims, we have attempted to establish a sense of how Onyame may be understood as a
source of knowledge in Akan religious philosophy. The reflection has been framed in
terms of three motifs we have described as the illimitability of spirit, prolific singularity,
and existential travail. We have tried to show how these motifs are expressed in the
Akan cultural idioms listed above. We have also tried to specify what these three motifs
might suggest regarding Onyame’s relevance to Akan epistemology. The task before us

now is to explicitly connect our discussion of Onyame to the dissertation’s basic
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conceptual framework which consists of the motifs of the permanency of existential
conflict, irresolution, and mystery. My argument here is that the motifs of the
illimitability of spirit, prolific singularity, and existential travail signal the importance of
the permanency of existential conflict, irresolution, and mystery as motifs that further
enlarge our understanding of Akan cosmology as a religious or spiritual epistemology. In
the discussion to follow, one motif will be coupled with another motif based upon the
particular implicative link between them. We begin with the motifs of existential travail
and the permanency of existential conflict.
Existential Travail and the Permanency of Existential Conflict

The motif of existential travail brings to light the Akan notion that the human
condition is often a strife-ridden condition. For the Akan, strife represents what is on
many levels a primary context of human life. The reality of strife seems to be endemic to
human existence, so much so that the Akan interpret existence itself as a kind of “war”
(Obra ye ku). Furthermore, as pointed out previously, the Akan are very clear in their
belief that acts performed by human beings in the name of or in service to Onyame, the
“architect” of existence, are also subject to the reality of existential travail (Onyame soma
wo a, oma wo fa monkyimonka kwan so [“If Onyame sends you on an errand, Onyame
makes you walk on a difficult road”]). The motif of existential travail calls attention to
the fact that the world is fundamentally structured such that it often functions in a way
that is antagonistic to the realization of human motives and agendas. Therefore, human
beings must struggle daily for what they need and want. The same is true on a somewhat

more primal level for all other creatures of the natural world. The antagonistic aspect of
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the structure of being suggests that the motif of existential travail can also be translated
and understood in terms of conflict.

Existential travail is often the result of conflict. For example, the communal upheaval
that occurs in the Akan originary narrative examined earlier is causally related to the
conflict that arises between the old woman and Onyame. The old woman’s preparation
of fufuu is obviously intended to promote human survival and well-being through the
provision of food. Even so, the old woman’s preparation of fufuu physically impinges
upon Onyame, thereby creating a conflict that occasions Onyame’s withdrawal.
Moreover, the Akan maxim Obra ye ku (“Life is war”) suggests that conflict is a
ubiquitous reality that all material beings must learn to effectively manage if they are to
survive and attain well-being and prosperity. The ubiquity of conflict as attested in the
statement Obra ye ku brings into view the motif of the permanency of existential conflict
as an important aspect of Akan epistemology. The motif of the permanency of existential
conflict is a serious acknowledgement of the fact that on many levels life is an almost
constant struggle against countervailing forces and circumstances. This should not,
however, be taken to mean that Akan epistemology celebrates conflict, or that within an
Akan epistemological framework life is reducible to conflict. Instead, what this motif
affirms is the idea that a critical acknowledgement of the permanency of conflict in the
world is one way of rendering the frequently paradoxical complexity and messiness of
life more intelligible.

The concept of perduring existential conflict is encoded in the Akan maxim Obra ye
ku and in some of the other maxims we have referenced in this section, particularly the

maxims Onyame soma wo a, oma wo fa monkyimonka kwan so (“If Onyame sends you on
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an errand, [Onyame] makes you walk on a difficult road”), Ohia de wo na emfaa wo
nnuruu dee ebeduru a, onnyae wo (“If poverty has overcome you but it has not taken you
to where it is going to take you, it won’t leave you”), and Mmusuo di adwini (“Adversity
practices a trade”). These maxims seem to reflect a cultural logic in which the motif of
perduring existential conflict plays an important role. Put differently, these maxims
disclose an Akan grammar of knowing that foregrounds the reality of perduring conflict
as a formative aspect of the human condition. As opposed to eliding or ignoring the
reality of perduring conflict in the world, an Akan grammar of knowing suggests that
much can be known through conflict. The “trade” plied by adversity (Mmusuo di adwini)
has an epistemological dimension in that it promotes not only the practical development
of human beings, but also the development of human understanding. It is in this sense
that existential travail is simultaneously and integrally related both to conflict and to the
production and development of knowledge.

One could still press the issue here by requesting that we specify examples of the kind
of knowledge that results from a serious recognition of the reality of perduring conflict in
the world. The four maxims mentioned at the beginning of this paragraph are specific
examples of knowledge derived from a sober awareness of existential conflict. For it is
an awareness or recognition of conflict as a fundamental component of the very fabric of
existence itself that enables the Akan to metaphorically interpret life as “war” and to
incorporate conflict into their conceptions of adversity and destiny as expressed in the
last two maxims. Likewise, a recognition of the structural status of conflict helps give
rise to the maxim which articulates the Akan understanding of what it means

experientially for human beings to run “errands” for Onyame. Furthermore, as it relates
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to practical knowledge derived from the reality of perduring conflict, we could also
specify Akan anti-bayi boro rites, as these rites are expressly performed to address
conflictual and deleterious situations created by the negative utilization of spiritual power
(bayi boro). We will treat Akan anti-bayi boro rites more extensively later in our
analysis. The point in briefly listing these examples is simply to show that the Akan’s
recognition of conflict as a structural component of existence is in fact philosophically
and practically actualized in Akan culture.
The Illimitability of Spirit and Irresolution

Another important thematic coupling to be explored includes the motifs of the
illimitability of spirit and irresolution. It was suggested earlier in our discussion that the
story of Onyame’s withdrawal from the intimacy of human contact can also be
interpreted as a narrative that communicates something very distinct about the nature of
Onyame as well as that of the spiritual world; namely, that it is the nature of Onyame
specifically and of spiritual realities generally to elude all forms of containment. Onyame
and the spiritual world (4samando) are always more than the fabricated concepts human
beings rely upon in order to describe and categorize Onyame and other spiritual realities.
This point helps to further establish an idea of what is meant by the term “illimitability of
spirit.” The motif of the illimitability of spirit is linked to the motif of irresolution in that
the former signals the latter. The idea of spiritual illimitability is a way of articulating the
Akan belief that the powers and meanings of the spiritual dimension are not reducible to
or resolvable within any humanly-contrived conceptual or theoretical configuration. This
is part of what is expressed by the Akan maxim, Wope asem aka akyere Onyame a, ka

kyere mframa (“If you want to say something to Onyame, say it to the wind”). The
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purposeful association of Onyame with the wind indicates that, in an Akan perspective,
spiritual power and meaning has less to do with resolution and more to do with
unpredictable complexity and expanse. In some ways, the unpredictable complexity of
the spiritual dimension in Akan belief positions this dimension as the ultimate seat of
paradox. The Akan therefore say, Obosom a oma mma, na ofa mma (“The spirit which
brings children also takes children™).>"® In Akan cosmology, the spiritual dimension is a
repository of power capable of altering human circumstances that may otherwise seem
unalterable. I would posit that this radically disruptive, re-directive power is to some
degree a function of the irresolvable complexity of the spiritual dimension. A firm belief
in the transformative potential and intentionality of spiritual power enables the Akan to
declare, Dbosom kom a, na emfiri nnyegyesoo (“If the spirit [alights], it is not because of
adulation”).’**

Also relevant to our discussion is the following question: What does the motif of
irresolution imply concerning the status of knowledge in Akan epistemology? We can
begin our response to this query by noting that the motif of irresolution suggests a
correlative link between the spiritual dimension and the material dimension. This link
has its origin in the Akan belief that the material emanates from the spiritual via the
creative power of Onyame. Thus the reality or condition of irresolution is also applicable
to the material world, although the scope of the material condition of irresolution is not
limitless, as is the case in the spiritual world. The epiphenomenal status of the material
world relative to the spiritual world means that, to the extent that Onyame is the
ontological progenitor of knowledge, all knowledge is participatorily rooted in the

irresolvability of spirit.
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The correlative link between the spiritual and material worlds also suggests that
neither knowledge nor materiality is homogeneously conceptualized in Akan
epistemology. Rather, knowledge as well as the material domain of which knowledge
seeks to make sense are understood in heterogenous terms. This is suggested, for
instance, by the maxims Nnipa nyinaa tirim adwene nse (“All men’s thoughts are not
alike™), and Nnipa nyinaa wo ti, nso wontiri nse (“All people have heads, but their heads

are not alike”).*!

What is more, the inclination in Akan epistemology toward
recognizing heterogeneity and complexity in the material domain helps facilitate the
apperception and philosophical integration of, for instance, paradoxical realities. The
following Akan maxims are indicative of such philosophical integration: Papa akatua ne
bone (“The reward of goodness is evil”); Papa asusu de reko no, na bone di akyire
rekogye (“While goodness is thinking where he will go, evil is following him to frustrate
his efforts™).”** Interestingly, paradoxical realities such as the ones identified in these
maxims do not necessarily emerge in Akan epistemology as logical problems to be
resolved and forgotten. The Akan appear not to see paradox as inimical to the
development of a coherent religio-philosophical system. To the contrary, in an Akan
point of view, critical engagement of the reality of paradox contributes to the production
of knowledge while also rendering knowledge a more authentic expression of human
experience. This is one way in which we can think of paradox as a source of knowledge
in Akan epistemology.

The reality of paradox and the motif of irresolution both signal the “elasticity” and

dynamism of knowledge in Akan epistemology. As we will see later in our discussion,

the Akan tradition affords a sacral status to certain forms of knowledge that bear a more
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direct relation to spiritual realities. However, no form of knowledge can ever be as
sacrosanct as the spiritual world it aims to signify and understand. Hence the Akan aver,
Onipa adwene nye Onyame adwene (“A person’s mind is not the mind of Onyame™). In
Akan epistemology, ossified dogma is not the goal of knowledge production. Instead,
knowledge must remain pliant enough to constructively and usefully address the ever-
changing realities of the spiritual and material worlds. For this reason, knowledge can
never be a perfect or closed system of ideas and theories. For the Akan, knowledge
makes sense only if understood as a necessarily fragmentary phenomenon that maintains
a posture of adaptation rather than a posture of stagnation or domination. It is quite
difficult to imagine how the paradoxical sensibilities documented in the maxims Papa
akatua ne bone (“The reward of goodness is evil”’) and Papa asusu de reko no, na bone di
akyire rekogye (“While goodness is thinking where he will go, evil is following him to
frustrate his efforts”) could ever be cultivated and expressed in an epistemological
framework that was not fundamentally oriented toward adaptation.

In the Akan context, knowledge production alone is not an end in itself, nor is the aim
of such production abstract reflection purely for the sake of abstract reflection.
Knowledge production in the Akan context is an ongoing process in which the
irresolvable, mysterious realities that constitute the spiritual and material worlds play a
decisive and primary role in shaping functional modes of perceiving and knowing that
help organize the lives of human communities in meaningful and empowering ways. To
be clear, I am not claiming that Akan religio-philosophical thought is devoid of abstract
conceptualization or contemplation. The specious nature of such a view has been

convincingly revealed in the groundbreaking scholarship of J. B. Danquah, W. E.



185

Abraham, Kwame Gyekye, and others.*”*

What I am claiming is that a major
distinguishing element among the various modes of thought that comprise the Akan
religio-philosophical tradition is an emphasis on developing knowledge that has
functional import within human communities and that promotes the well-being of human
communities. The functional quality of knowledge in Akan culture will be more evident
when we engage in a detailed discussion of Akan ritual practices later in the analysis.
Prolific Singularity and Mystery

The above discussion of the coupled motifs of the illimitability of spirit and
irresolution is a helpful segue into a consideration of the conjoined motifs of prolific
singularity and mystery. We noted earlier that the motif of prolific singularity is
primarily associated with Onyame. This motif calls to mind some of the traditional Akan
appellations for Onyame such as Otumfo (“The Powerful One”), Amowia (“Giver of the
sun or light”), Amosu (“Giver of rain”), Totrobonsu (“The One who causes rain to fall
abundantly”), Ddomankoma (“Creator, Boundless, Absolute™), and Atoapem
(“Unsurpassable”). The Akan conceive of Onyame as a “boundless” primordial being
whose creative scope is also beyond measure. As mentioned previously, Onyame’s
creative scope includes the knowledges upon which human beings rely. Ironically,
however, Onyame’s sui generis ontological status means that Onyame is never the subject
of any definitive or comprehensive form of knowledge.

The Akan do not include Onyame within the realm of realities that are entirely
available to knowledge and thus entirely knowable. As a foundational element of Akan
epistemology, Onyame, who may be thought of as the ultimate and unknowable prolific

singularity of existence, introduces the motif of mystery. The motif of mystery as
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expressed in the Akan conceptualization of Onyame represents one way of
contextualizing how knowledge itself is understood in the Akan tradition. An important
principle of Akan epistemology is the idea that all knowledge is tempered by limitations
naturally imposed upon it by the spiritual world which, as indicated earlier, is simply not
knowable in the way that the material world through which it is expressed is knowable.
Part of what this suggests is that the range of meanings and understandings that
knowledge yields does not completely encompass the realities of the spiritual world, all
of which lie beyond the scope of what knowledge can fully grasp conceptually and
theoretically. In the Akan tradition of thought, knowledge does not depart from its
spiritual moorings. It can therefore be asserted that, in Akan thought, spirit is the
foundational context of knowledge. In this sense, knowledge is never more than spirit.
In its most salutary form, knowledge is a tool that promotes ever-more meaningful and
constructive relation with the spiritual world. The necessarily limited range of
knowledge in the human domain is attested in the Akan maxim, Wope se wohunu nnesma
nyinaa a, w’ani fura (“If you want to see everything, you become blind”).*** Human
beings cannot lay claim to the entire spectrum of knowledge pertaining to the material
and spiritual worlds. In Akan belief, Onyame alone is the one who can lay claim to those
aspects along the spectrum of knowledge that remain mysterious to the human mind.
This belief also acts as a reminder that the spectrum of knowledge itself is a function of
Onyame’s creative largesse.

Paradoxically, it is out of mystery then that knowledge emerges as a spiritually-rooted
tool upon which human beings depend for fundamental orientation and survival in the

material world. Mystery is both the ground of knowledge and the recondite hinterland
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that knowledge cannot penetrate. As a highly multifarious and functional expression of
Onyame’s fecund nature, knowledge both illumines and confounds. It is quite interesting
to note that, in the perspective of Akan epistemology, the confounding aspects of
knowledge are not elided or devalued, as one might expect. The confounding aspects of
knowledge signify the limits of knowledge. One finds in Akan thought the idea that
limited knowledge can be beneficial to human beings. The following Akan maxims
encode this idea: Nyansa bebrebe ma oman bo (“Too much wisdom spoils the state”);
Nyansa dodos gyae aboa (“Too much wisdom lets the animal go™).**> Another
interesting observation to be made here is that these maxims challenge the notion that the
value of knowledge lies solely in its critical ability to aid human beings in the process of
translating their experience of the world into coherent, articulable explanations. This is
not to suggest that the Akan see no value in the explicative power of knowledge. We
should always bear in mind that the functional importance of knowledge in Akan culture
has much to do with the role that knowledge plays in organizing human communities in
ways that are morally desirable and practically efficacious. However, one could
nonetheless suggest that the inherent limitations of knowledge also bespeak its value.

The inherent limitations of knowledge are of value because they uniquely signify the
spiritual world (Asamando). Put otherwise, the spiritual world powerfully (and perhaps
disruptively) comes into view when knowledge reaches the terminus of its explanatory
power. An acute awareness of the explanatory limits of knowledge underscores the need
for human beings to forge strong relationships with the spiritual world. For, as the limits
of knowledge suggest, the power of the spiritual world far exceeds that of knowledge.

Just as the achievements of knowledge function to orient human beings in the world, so
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too do the failures of knowledge orient human beings in the world. The latter form of
spiritual orientation which arises in part from an encounter with that which knowledge
cannot address is reflected in the Akan maxim, Me a meda ayeya menhunu Nyame, na wo
a wobutu ho (“If I who lie on my back cannot see Nyame, how can you who lie on your
stomach?”).**® This maxim implies that not everything is subject to explanation, and not
all problems can be solved. A cardinal insight of Akan epistemology that relates closely
to the point just made is that spirit constitutes the possibility of knowledge while also
confounding knowledge. However, this confounding of knowledge need not lead to
frustration or disillusionment with the human process of knowledge production. Such
malcontent need not occur because the confounding of knowledge can lead to deeper
forms of human growth and empowerment made possible only by the mysterious yet
educative activity of the spiritual world (Dbosom na ekyere okomfoo ntwaho [“It is the
spirit that teaches the priest to whirl around”]).

Thus far our analysis of Akan cosmology has focused on the conceptualization of
Onyame and on how this conceptualization relates to Akan epistemology. We have
considered narrative, appellational, and aphorismal expressions of Onyame’s meaning in
Akan cosmology, and in so doing we have identified some of the ways in which these
cultural idioms illumine important dimensions of Akan epistemology. We will now
transition into a discussion of the role and epistemological significance of the lesser
deities within the Akan cosmological tradition. These lesser deities are members of the
spiritual community over which Onyame presides. Additionally, some of these lesser
deities serve as spiritual intermediaries between human beings and Onyame and therefore

are often more directly involved in the affairs of the human world.
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Lesser Deities (4bosom)
Sunsum and the Lesser Deities

We may think of sunsum (“spirit”) as a foundational principle in Akan cosmology that
frames how the lesser deities (abosom) and other created beings are understood by the
Akan. However, we must note that there is considerable disagreement among Akan
scholars as to the meaning of sunsum. The disagreement seems to center mainly on the
nature of sunsum. For instance, while not disavowing the immaterial or spiritual
dimension of sunsum, J. B. Danquah and K. A. Busia afford sunsum a considerable
measure of materiality by placing great emphasis on its apparent connection to the more
externally perceivable reality of human personality or “ego.” Danquah writes that “we
now know the notion which corresponds to the Akan ‘sunsum’ namely, not ‘spirit’ as

such, but personality which covers the relation of the ‘body’ to the ‘soul’ (okra).”**’

Similarly, Busia describes sunsum as the basis or essence of the human “ego.”**

Kwame Gyekye challenges the perspective of Danquah and Busia as well as
anthropologists and sociologists who prefer to interpret sunsum solely in materialist
terms.”” Gyekye concedes that Danquah and Busia are correct in highlighting the fact
that there is evidence in Akan culture to suggest that sunsum does seem to relate on some
level to the idea of personality. This evidence exists in the form of common sayings
among the Akan. For example, when a person has a strong personality, the Akan often
say, ne sunsum ye duru (“[Her] sunsum is ‘heavy’ or ‘weighty). Likewise, if a person is
in the presence of someone with an especially “impressive” or powerful personality, the

Akan may say, ne sunsum hye me so (“[She] has an overshadowing sunsum’), or owo
b 9

sunsum (“[She] has spirit”’). Persons may also be described as having a “submissive” or
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“weak” sunsum.>>® However, in Gyekye’s view, it does not follow from the adduced
evidence that sunsum is understood by the Akan as a fundamentally material reality.
Gyekye makes three main points in support of his view of sunsum: 1) The Akan widely
and generally use the term sunsum in reference to realities that are believed to be
fundamentally “mystical, nonempirical,” or spiritual, such as sunsum yare (“spiritual
disease”);**! 2) As an immaterial “force” or “power” that the Akan believe constitutes
spiritual entities and inhabits and affects all other created things, including human beings
and the natural world, sunsum is ultimately an expression of Onyame’s power. Unlike
ntoro (a “semen-transmitted characteristic” that stems from a human father), sunsum
“derives” only from Onyame;*** 3) The Akan identify the sunsum as the part of the self
that is active during human dream states, which the Akan believe to be purely non-

. . 333
physical experiences.

Geykye’s perspective is compelling particularly because it seems more consistent with
the fundamentally spiritualistic (or spiritualizing) orientation of Akan cosmology. His
interpretation of sunsum helps us to understand the lesser deities of Akan cosmology both
as non-empirical instances of sunsum and as active agents whose sunsum helps to enable
their efficacious presence in the physical world. Gyekye explains that

The spiritual beings are said to be invisible and intangible, but they are also said to

make themselves felt in the physical world. They can thus interact with the physical

world. But from this it cannot be inferred that they are physical or quasi-physical or
have permanent physical properties. It means that a spiritual being can, when it so
desires, take on physical properties. That is, even though a spiritual being is
nonspatial in essence, it can, by the sheer operation of its power, assume spatial
properties.***

Sunsum participates in the tangible world. Yet in no way is sunsum a fundamentally

tangible reality. Absent the principle of sunsum, it would be quite difficult to imagine —
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much less understand — the lesser deities included in the Akan cosmological scheme.
Sunsum establishes the lesser deities’ inseverable relationship to Onyame as well as the
ontological conditions under which these deities interact with and influence the physical
or “spatial” world. As Gyekye, Danquah, and Busia in various ways indicate in their
respective interpretations, sunsum is a source of spiritual meaning and activity that,
among countless other things, undergirds the human personality. However, Gyekye’s
interpretation of sunsum is more helpful than Danquah’s and Busia’s because Gyekye’s
interpretation clarifies the basic notion that, as a fundamentally numinous reality, sunsum
is never reducible to the human personality nor to the material realities and experiences
related thereto. The religio-philosophical category of sunsum lends a measure of
intelligibility to the lesser deities of Akan cosmology. However, this intelligibility is not
exhaustive; as beings that have their origin in Onyame, the lesser deities are only partially
available to human knowledge. One cannot know all that there is to know about the
lesser deities because the full scope of what can be known about these deities necessarily
eludes measure.**® Part of what is known though is that, as instances of sunsum, the
lesser deities are vital, active agents that play a major role in helping human beings to
achieve and maintain moral rectitude and well-being.

What follows is an analysis of the lesser deities of Akan cosmology that is
significantly informed by the concept of sunsum. An understanding of sunsum as a
numinous yet animative outgrowth of Onyame’s power or being is useful in helping to
establish a working sense of what 4Asase Yaa, the Tete Abosom, the Suman Brafoo, the
Mmoatia, the Sasabonsam, , and the Nsamanfo (“ancestors”) mean within the larger

religio-philosophical framework of Akan cosmology. The idea of sunsum establishes this
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working sense by creating a conceptual context within which we can think about the
lesser deities of Akan cosmology in relation to both the spiritual and material worlds. We
commence our analysis with a consideration of Asase Yaa.
Asase Yaa

The term “Asase Yaa’ is an expression of the Akan idea that the earth itself is a spirit
being. Unlike Onyame, Asase Yaa (known by the Fante as Asase Efua) is a gendered
being and thus also carries the name Aberewa (“old woman/mother”).>*® Within the
cosmological traditions of the Asante and the Fante as well as those of other Akan
groups, Asase Yaa is “outranked” only by Onyame. Therefore, during the offering of
libations (which involves the pouring out of millet-infused water and/or some other
alcoholic beverage as a demonstration of respect and gratitude for a particular deity as
well as the protection or other services that deity provides),”’ Asase Yaa is given her
“drink” immediately after Onyame is shown the initial “drink.” As is the case with
Onyame, no shrines or temples are erected in honor of Asase Yaa, nor are there any
priestly traditions related specifically or exclusively to her. This is so because the Akan
believe that “everyone has direct access to her and her bounty is accessible to all.”***
Hence, unlike other “oracular” deities in the Akan tradition, Asase Yaa is not sought after
for guidance or assistance in times of great travail. She alone constitutes a unique class
among the various deities/spirits that populate the Akan cosmos. This belief gives rise to
the Akan saying, Asase nye bosom, onkyere mmusu (“The Earth is not a god, she does not
divine™).**’
Her unmediated accessibility notwithstanding, Asase Yaa is the subject of sacred days

of observance. In communities where the earth deity is known as Asase Yaa, Thursday is
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designated as the sacred day of observance. In communities that know the earth deity as
Asase Efua, Friday is designated as the sacred day of observance. On these sacred days,
the cultivation of land is expressly disallowed as a “taboo,” the violation of which could
expose the community to harm or “evil.” Opoku adds that “It is also believed that
anyone who ventures into the forest on these special days will encounter the most

unpleasant things imaginable and may not even survive to tell his experience.”**’

341 some of

Asase Yaa is also the focus of various forms of sacrifice (afore or aforebo),
which have to do with farming, burial of the dead, and appeasement due to the violence
of human bloodshed. For instance, before planting their crops, Akan farmers “sprinkle”
the blood of sacrificed fowls on the land they wish to cultivate. Additionally, these
farmers cook different foods which they then “scatter” in four directions (north, south,
east, and west) as another offering to Asase Yaa. The belief undergirding both of these
rituals is that the farmers cannot cultivate the land unless granted permission to do so by
the “owners” of the land — namely, Asase Yaa and the ancestors (Nsamanfo).>**

Sacrifice is also made to Asase Yaa prior to the digging of graves. This is so because
the Akan believe that human beings originally entered the realm of physical existence
through the “bowels” of the earth and therefore must return to the earth in death. Hence,
before the digging of any grave, the Akan pour a libation. This ritual gesture serves as a
formal request for “permission” from Asase Yaa to dig a grave “so that a child of Asase
Yaa may be buried in her womb.”* This practice re-inscribes the Akan belief in the
sacrality of the earth and of human beings’ relationship with the earth. Moreover, to the

extent that this practice seeks to maintain a harmonious relationship with the natural

world, it promotes an existential condition of balance. The same can also be said of
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large-scale sacrifices made to Asase Yaa due to human bloodshed, which she “abhors.”*

Failure to appease Asase Yaa after the shedding of human blood can result in
communities suffering tremendously from “untold calamities.”**> Harmonious relation
with the natural world is also contingent upon a commitment on the part of human beings
to the virtue of honesty, as Asase Yaa is viewed by the Akan as a “keen upholder of
truth.” Thus, when the truthfulness of a statement made by a person is called into
question, that person is “challenged” by the community to touch the tip of his/her tongue
with soil in order to “prove” that the statement he/she made is in fact accurate.**°
Tete Abosom

The Tete Abosom stand as one of the most important classes of deities in Akan
cosmology. As the “children” of Onyame (Onyame mba), the Tete Abosom are said to be
“ancient” and have been a major focus of religious veneration since perhaps as early as
the inception of Akan society.**’ The religious veneration of the Tete Abosom stems
from their relationship to Onyame. The Akan believe that, as “children” of Onyame, the
Tete Abosom are commissioned by Onyame to serve the interests of human communities
(villages, towns, states, etc.) who in turn offer regular veneration. As Onyankopon

3% the Tete Abosom communicate

akyeame (“linguists and mouthpieces of Onyame”),
with human beings and Onyame, thereby functioning as intermediaries between the two.
While the Tete Abosom are believed to be ambulant, they are also closely associated
with particular local sites as well as natural objects such as mountains, hills, rocks, trees,
plants, brooks, lakes, and rivers.* As “communally owned” deities, the Tete Abosom

can be sub-categorized based upon the sector of society with which particular Tete

Abosom are traditionally affiliated.>>® For instance, the river/thunder deity commonly
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referred to as Tano (or Ta Kora)®' is traditionally affiliated with the large-scale socio-
political institutions of the Asante, and is therefore categorized as a State deity. Other
Tete Abosom are aftiliated with, for example, A) specific clans or lineages, B) professions
such as hunting, fishing, farming, artisanry, and entrepeneurship, or C) fertility. These
Tete Abosom are therefore appropriately categorized as clan, patron, or fertility deities.**>
However, regardless of their respective societal affiliations, all Tete Abosom share the
common goal of protection, which is to say that the primary role of the Tete Abosom
involves safeguarding human communities from danger and “misfortune.”*>* This is
precisely why the Tete Abosom are often described as “tutelar” deities.”>* These “tutelar”
deities are essentially functionaries of Onyame. Thus, strictly speaking, the Tete
Absosom are not fully autonomous agents.

Although it has been said that there are “hundreds” of Tete Abosom,*>

it seems nearly
impossible to precisely determine how great the Tete Abosom are in number, as some of
these deities are believed to be capable of “birthing” new deities in response to “the needs
of their subjects.”>® As shown above, the Tete Abosom’s field of operation is quite
extensive. The degrees of importance attributed to the various Tete Abosom correlate
with the kinds of human “needs” for which particular Tete Abosom are responsible. Due
to the fact that state or “national” deities serve the needs of larger Akan political
institutions upon which small towns and villages depend, these deities are typically
believed to be of greater importance than the more localized Tete Abosom that directly
serve the needs of small-scale communities and families.”>’ For instance, of prime

national importance among the Asante are the river/thunder deity Tano, the lake deity

Bosomtwe, the earth deity Asase Yaa (or Asaase Yaa), and the rock deity Mmem Boo;
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Tano is associated with the river Tano and with thunder, Bosomtwe with a lake of the
same name, Asase Yaa with the earth, and Mmem Boo with the rock of Mmem.*®
However, deities such as Mmee Sasa (known also as Abofoo Mmee), Kobiri, Oboo, and
the sea deity Bosompo (to whom Tuesdays are “dedicated” and to whom sacrifices
(aforebo) are offered annually so as to “ensure an abundant fish harvest as well as safe
passage for the fishermen who venture out to sea”) are considered to be of lesser
importance because they do not operate on a national level.”> It is very important to note
again that the natural objects and phenomena with which these and other Tete Abosom are
associated are simply dwelling places. The fact that the deity Tano, for example, is

360 and the deity

believed to reside in the river Tano (and perhaps also in thunderstorms)
Abofoo Mmee is believed to reside in the rock of Mmem should not be taken to mean that
the river Tano, thunderstorms, and the rock of Mmem are deities, despite the common
practice among devotees of making no spoken distinction between these deities and the
natural objects or phenomena in which they reside.”®' This belief also applies to physical
shrines built by human devotees or spiritual medium-priests (Akomfo, pl. Dkomfo) for

. 362
particular Tete Abosom.

In addition to serving as Onyankopon akyeame (“linguists and mouthpieces of
Onyame”), the Tete Abosom also serve as “spokespersons” of the ancestors (Nsamanfo).
The Akan believe that ancestors act as spiritual custodians of society’s moral “order” or
« 2363 .

code. Opoku writes that

The ancestors are believed to have the power to punish or reward the living. They

punish those who violate the traditionally sanctioned [moral] code, and reward those

who keep it. The traditionally sanctioned code includes the customs and traditions of
the society . . . which constitutes what is acceptable in the community.*®*
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It is therefore of paramount importance that human beings maintain a working knowledge
of the traditional moral obligations to which they are subject. The Tete Abosom play a
major role in helping human beings to maintain such knowledge. They do so by
communicating to or clarifying for human beings the “wishes” of the ancestors, thereby
helping human beings to appease the ancestors and thus procure their protection and
favor. This is one of the reasons that the veneration of the Tefe Abosom in the form of
prayers, songs, offerings (aforebo), etc. is so integral to Akan spirituality. The function
of the Tete Abosom relative to the ancestors makes clearer their role as morally-inclined
deities who buttress human beings’ relationship to Onyame and to the spiritual world.
The former function also underscores the role of the Tete Abosom as a spiritual bulwark
against “calamities” such as “bad crops, poverty, and sterility.”®

The Tete Abosom who are believed to be of national significance function in much the
same way as those that operate on smaller local or familial levels. These nationally-
affiliated Tete Abosom are often relied upon to provide information regarding the future
“welfare” of a nation.’®® This is especially true during periods of war. Foreknowledge of
the result of a particular armed conflict can provide a nation with a strategic advantage
that increases its chances of success. In reference to the Tete Abosom’s wartime
prognostications, Peter Kwasi Sarpong writes that “Should they [the Tete Abosom]
foresee defeat, it becomes incumbent on them to prescribe the necessary ‘medicines’ for
victory.”®” Similar expectations are placed upon national Tete Abosom amid other forms
of social crisis as well. Sarpong explains further that “When a nationwide epidemic
breaks out, all eyes and hopes turn to them [the Tete Abosom] for relief and solace. If a

chief falls sick, he is left at the mercy of his divisional gods to find out why he is sick and



198

how to cure him. Certain calamitous events are attributed to angry gods, and so, not
infrequently, people go to them to propitiate them.” The usefulness of the Tete Abosom
in various situations of conflict or “catastrophe” speaks to their adaptability.®® The
seemingly inherent adaptability of the Tete Abosom accounts for why “War-gods turn
into agricultural gods when adopted by farming people, agricultural gods beat their hoes
into spears in time of war, [and] a black-smith-god becomes a fishing-god when he falls
into the hands of fishermen.”*®

Periodically, specific Tete Abosom are the focus of communal worship at local shrines
in Ghana. Such worship may take place on a deity’s (obosom’s) “sacred day” or during
the Adae festival, which occurs on “unlucky days.” The state festivals of Ohum, Odwira,
and Ahobaa, all of which are characterized by “thanksgiving and rejoicing,” are also
occasions for communal worship. In addition, festivals held yearly in honor of certain
deities involve communal worship.*”’

Communal worship of the Tete Abosom is a rhythmically-charged, highly

99 ¢¢

performative event in which “drumming,” “singing,” and “dancing” are all central

features. Having been ritually “purified” through sexual abstention and other traditional

means prior to devotees’ arrival at the shrine, the priest or priestess (Dkomfo)’’!

plays an
integral role in the worship experience as the main “actor,” and therefore, accompanied
by “attendants,” positions him/herself in the center of the worship area as songs are sung.
The songs performed during communal worship at Akan shrines are usually drawn from
a deity-specific repertoire that celebrates a certain deity’s “origin, prowess, and

dependability.”*’> When communal worship commences, the Dkomjfo has usually already

entered an altered “state” or “trance” (kom) in which the Dkomfo “carries” a single deity
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or multiple deities who then use the body and mind of the Dkomfo to express themselves
to those present.””> Once the deity “alights” (nsie-yee) on the “head” of the Dkomfo, the
Okomfo performs Akom (“ritual dancing”) for much of the ceremony while dressed in a
doso (“raffia skirt™) or batakari (“smock™).’™ Before performing Akom, the Dkomfo will
sometimes toss Ayirew (“white clay”) into the air above and then look upward. This
symbolic gesture expresses the Dkomfo’s “recognition” of and “dependence” upon
Onyame. The Dkomfo then tosses some of the hyirew on the ground as a way of
recognizing Asase Yaa (the earth deity) and human beings’ dependence upon Asase Yaa.
During other worship ceremonies, the Dkomfo may make the same gesture of recognition
and dependence with a knife or sword by pointing the knife or sword upward and then
down toward the ground below, at which point the Ayirew is used to draw a white circle
on the ground. The Dkomfo will then dance within this drawn circle.*”

Akom 1is highly structured and is pregnant with meaning. The dancing may “re-enact
some period or incident in the sacred history of the deity or the tribe,” or “depict the
characteristics and idiosyncrasies of the deity which distinguish him [or her] from
others.”’® As suggested earlier, the principal goal of Akom is communication. The
communication that takes place during Akom is mediated by movement. As Opoku
explains, “There is communication between the priest and the deities as well as between
the worshipers and the priest. Through the dance movements the priest communicates,
and the movements say more than verbal utterance.”’’ Akom highlights the “dramatic”
element of communal worship among the Akan. This “dramatic” element compels

worshipers to be active participants in the worship ceremony, responding verbally and

perhaps physically to the communications of Akom, to the singing, and to the drumming.
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Generally speaking, A4kom consists of several different dances (at least twelve

according to J. H. Nketia),””®

most or all of which are performed throughout the
communal worship ceremony. Typically the first dance performed during Akom is
ntwaaho. While performing ntwaaho, the Dkomfo spins around continuously as singers
invoke the appropriate deity. The following is an example of the kind of song that is
sung during ntwaaho:

Dboonyame ee,

Asase 00 nyee.

Dboonyame aboa me.

Asase aboa me,

Akom ba.

Hail Onyame, the Creator.

Hail the Earth.

Onyame, the Creator has helped me.

Earth has helped me,
Child of cult.””

Working in conjunction with the singing and drumming of other shrine worshipers,
ntwaaho helps to set the stage for the continued arrival and manifestation of spiritual
power in the form of a particular deity or multiple deities. The Akan firmly believe that
without communal singing, drumming, and the performance of ntwaaho, a deity will
neither manifest itself nor communicate with assembled worshipers.

Ntwaaho is normally followed by another ritual dance called adaban. In this dance,
the Dkomfo moves back and forth in a somewhat linear manner while songs of
“invocation and supplication” are sung.**" Adaban is important in the sequence of Akom
movements. Its importance lies in the fact that it helps to further create a worshipful
atmosphere that is conducive to the arrival and manifestation of spirit. During the

performance of adaban, the following song may be sung:
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Nyee ee!

Yee Akyena e, bra oo.

Bribi reye me oo,

nyee, nsuo a snyaa agyinaee,
Tano, bra oo.

Bribi reye wo mma.

Nyee ee!

Yee Akyena e, bra nne oo.
Bribi reye yen oo.

All hail.

Yes, Akyena, come along.

Something is happening to me.

Hail the water that found a stopping place.
River god, Tano, come along:

Something is happening to your children.
All hail.

Yes, Akyena come today,

for something is happening to us.*®’

Adaban is often followed by two dances known as abofoo and abofotia, both of which
are similar. The movements of abofoo and abofotia simulate those of a hunter pursuing
prey. The spiritual significance of these movements is that they symbolize the Tete
Abosom’s role as “hunters” of evil.*** It is paramount that we, like the Akan, interpret the
movements of abofoo, abofotia, adaban, ntwaaho, and the various other movements from
the many dances comprising the Akom repertoire as signs of the presence of spirit. Said
differently, the movements of 4kom serve as perceivable points of contact between shrine
worshipers and the spiritual realm. Nketia’s analysis is quite helpful here:

The dance motions are interesting to watch, but the combination of these with

trembling motions, leaps and gesticulations instills awe and terror into the onlookers.

For believers, there is assurance of the divine presence in all these, for while trembling

and falling into ecstasy a priest is no longer himself but the embodiment of the spirit

of his god working through him. The words that fall from his lips, his suggestive

gestures, and any features he introduces into the drama such as impersonations of
creatures, climbing of trees, etc., are carefully noted.*®
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Communal worship — and hence 4kom — may last for an entire day or night. However,
there are “periods of rest” during which the Dkomfo might “walk around the circle and
shake hands with worshipers and onlookers” while sharing messages from his/her deity
via an interpreter or linguist (okyeame).*® Also, it is during this time that physically ill
persons are brought to the Dkomfo for healing. The Dkomfo may then communicate with
the spiritual world through the utilization of divinatory techniques (ebisadze -“to

3% in order to precisely determine what specific ritual procedures or

ascertain or inquire”)
medicines are required to help these ailing individuals.

Communal worship ends when the particular Tete Abosom that has been present
during the ceremony concludes its communication with the assembled worshipers. The
deity departs from the Dkomfo, who immediately “collapses into the arms of
attendants.””®® Gradually, the Dkomfo regains his/her original personality which was
previously “displaced” by that of the visiting deity. As a malleable vessel of spiritual
power and insight who, when visited by a deity, behaves as the deity wishes, an Dkomfo
typically has little or no recollection of what takes place while he/she is being visited by a
deity during communal worship. Having communed with a deity (or deities) and among
themselves over a meal (food and drink are often served during public worship) and
through dancing, singing, and drumming, worshipers are spiritually reinvigorated at the
end of a worship ceremony and therefore may choose to dance along with the drumming
and singing even after the Dkomfo has exited the worship area. Communal worship of the
type just described is an important means of fortifying the Akan belief in the “tutelar”

function of the Tete Abosom.>®
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Suman Brafoo (Bosom Brafoo)

The Suman or Bosom Brafoos are a second class of deities in Akan cosmology. They
are said to originate from northern Ghana and, as historical developments related to an
“intermingling of societies” that some believed required “additional protection,” are
“more recent” than the Tete Abosom.”®® Tt is somewhat misleading for one to conceive of
the Suman Brafoo as deities in the same way that one conceives of the Tete Abosom as
deities. This is so because, as Opoku puts it, these deities (some of whose names include
Tigare, Kune, and Nana Tongo) are actually “physical objects or instruments used in the
practice of magic which have been elevated to the status of gods.”*® Though there may
be instances in which the Suman Brafoo as deified “objects or instruments” are believed
to achieve an ontological position or status that rivals or “merges” with that of the Tete
Abosom, the Suman Brafoo nevertheless continue to generally be regarded as a distinct
class of deities.®® As deities whose shrines are privately owned and who are sometimes

described as “medicine,”391

the Suman Brafoo are not necessarily “tutelar” in the way that
the Tete Abosom are. Unlike the Tete Abosom, the Suman Brafoo “can be influenced to
kill or bring sickness upon one’s enemies.”*> However, it seems the Suman Brafoo are
most commonly utilized to guard against interference from and harm caused by the
activity of “evil powers.”"”

As an inspirited “instrument,” a Suman can be composed of any number of materials.
Often included among the materials used to construct a Suman are elements extracted
from plants and/or trees, both of which are considered to be an important source of a

Suman’s power.”>* In some cases, a Suman’s power may also stem from the Mmoatia

(forest-dwelling spirits who, while unpredictable and at times malevolent, are believed to



204

be masters of plant medicine), the Sasabonsam (a “monstrous, evil” spirit that is also said
to dwell in forests), abayifo (pl. obayifo, human beings who regularly utilize spiritual
power in ways that are often harmful to others), or from communication with the non-
ancestral dead.”® A person seeking assistance from a Suman may elect to visit the shrine
of a Bosom Brafoo and place herself “under the protection” of a deity associated with a
particular Suman.*®® After obtaining a Suman from a shrine or purchasing one from a
priest (Dkomfo) or an Mmoatia-trained herbalist (Sumankwafo), for example,””” the
person will likely be expected to privately worship the Suman at home on a daily basis in
order to “ensure the continued protection” of the Suman. This daily home worship,
which requires moral rectitude on the part of the worshiper,”® may involve the “offering”
of prayers, libations, kola nuts, or the “sprinkling” of sacrificial animal blood on the
Suman/“object of worship.”*’

It is also important to recognize that several smaller religious communities among
the Akan have organized themselves around the worship of the Suman Brafos. Priests of
the Suman Brafoo and devotees declare their “allegiance” to these deities, and in so doing
make themselves subject to strict moral regulations prohibiting “adultery, thieving,
scandal-mongering,” and the like.**’ Historically, the penalty for violating the moral
code associated with the worship of the Suman Brafoo has involved large fines and, in the
most severe cases, death by the power of a Suman. Moreover, due to the fact that Suman
priests are the only persons capable of communicating directly with the Suman Brafoo via
divination (ebisadze), it is common for members of the community to have private shrine
“interviews” with Suman priests in order to request personal “favors” from a Suman such

as “prosperity in trade, increased cocoa yield,” “cures for barrenness and illness,” and



205

“victory over enemies.””" Such requests are accompanied by “promises” of payment in
the form of “money, fowls, sheep,” etc. Failure to “pay” a Suman for services rendered
will result in serious punishment by the Suman.*”

Mmoatia

Unlike the Suman Brafoo, the Mmoatia tend to be associated more frequently with
malevolence rather than benevolence or neutrality. The Mmoatia (“little people”) are
said to be forest-dwelling spirits that assume the form of exceedingly short creatures that
are no more than twelve inches tall. Also, according to traditional Akan lore, the
Mmoatia “have curved noses and yellowish skins” and feet that “point in the opposite
direction.”*” The Mmoatia are said to rely on a “whistle language” in order to
communicate with one another. Furthermore, of the various foods they eat, bananas are
the favorite of the Mmoatia.***

The Mmoatia are hostile towards those who wittingly or unwittingly enter their forest
home uninvited. Trespassers are often “beaten” by the Mmoatia and temporarily held in
“rocky” locales that are “favored” by the Mmoatia. In most cases the Mmoatia are sure
to keep trespassers alive while in captivity by providing them sustenance in the form of
bananas. After a period of time, captives are “released” by the Mmoatia and instructed to
return to their respective homes.*"’

As suggested previously, the Mmoatia are not entirely malevolent. They are
renowned among the Akan for their expertise in plant medicine. Furthermore, instead of
selfishly hoarding their great knowledge of the medicinal properties of trees, herbs, and
other plants, the Mmoatia often share this knowledge with human beings, most if not all

of whom later become specialists in plant medicine (Sumankwafo) who are able to
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“acquire” highly potent cures for “unusual diseases.” When juxtaposed with their more
malevolent tendencies, this rather generous educative practice among the Mmoatia
indicates that their relationship to the human world is somewhat ambivalent.**®
Sasabonsam

Distinguishing the Sasabonsam from the Mmoatia, the Suman Brafoo, and the Tete
Abosom is the Sasabonsam’s characterization in Akan cosmology as a categorically “evil
spirit.” The Sasabonsam tends to take on the form of a “forest monster.” It is also
believed that the Sasabonsam prefers to reside in trees like the odum (chlorophora
excelsa) and onyaa (ceiba pentandra). Moreover, it is common knowledge among the
Akan that the Sasabonsam keeps company with those who utilize spiritual power for
negative or destructive purposes (abayifo).*"” Hence the Akan saying, Sasabonsam ko ayi
a, osoe obayifo (“When Sasabonsam attends a funeral, it lodges with the obayifo™).*®

The appearance of the Sasabonsam is widely regarded as terrifying. It is described as
having “the head of an animal with long black hair, a flaming mouth and a long tongue
which sticks out most of the time.”*” The Sasabonsam’s traditional description also
includes hooves, wings, and a unique tail, at the end of which is attached a snake head. It
is said that this creature wraps its “long,” snake-like tail around the trees on which it
perches, and uses its formidable wings to fly into the “deepest recesses of the forest.” The

99 ¢

Sasanbonsam preys on “hunters,” “travellers,” and other persons who enter forests

intentionally or wander into them accidentally.*'
Nsamanfo (“Ancestors”)

In Akan cosmology, the ancestors (Nsamanfo or Nananom Nsamanfo) function

collectively as a source of spiritual connection between the living and the dead. As
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deceased humans who now live as spiritual beings in the world of the ancestors
(Nsamankyir) and are now wiser and more powerful than humans, the ancestors’
presence can be felt “everywhere” and “at any time.”*'" The ancestors are believed to
live in very “close” relation to Onyame and, after Onyame and Asase Yaa, are held in the

12 We should be very clear in noting that not all

highest esteem among the Akan.
deceased humans become ancestors. The Akan believe that the attainment of
ancestorhood depends upon the kind of life that a person led prior to death. As the
collective “backbone” of Akan society, the ancestors consist only of persons who have
lived “exemplary” lives. The ancestors are individuals who have “lived in anticipation of
the end [death],” acquiring “material opulence” and demonstrating the socio-cultural
norms and moral “virtues that are extolled by the matrikin.”*"® Furthermore,
ancestorhood in the Akan tradition is reserved exclusively for those persons who reach
old age, produce children, and die what the Akan regard as a “good death.” A “good
death” is a death that is not the result of an accident, suicide, cowardly violence, or so-
called “unclean” diseases such as “lunacy, dropsy [edema], leprosy and epilepsy.”*'*
While the ancestors are considered to be important members of the spiritual
community, they are also considered to be authoritatively and influentially involved in
the life of earthly communities as well. As powerful members of the spiritual community

15 sharing their accumulated

who regularly “visit” their “matrikin” as family elders,
wisdom in order to help uplift and develop their families and communities, the ancestors
are frequently the recipients of prayers/petitions, libations, and many other offerings.

These sacred practices signify the ancestors’ role as spiritual intermediaries who can

“negotiate boons for their living descendants.”'® However, it is also important to
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recognize that, in Akan tradition, the significance of the ancestors encompasses more
than their role as spiritual intermediaries. The Akan perspective on the ancestors also
includes an understanding of them as “moral symbols” and as “founders” of the various
societal groups that comprise the Akan.*'” As “moral symbols” and societal “founders,”
the ancestors are very concerned about the well-being of their families as well as that of
the larger human communities of which they are a part. For this reason, the ancestors are
very protective of their communities and will “punish” anyone whose behavior threatens
the well-being of their communities.*'®

The presence of the ancestors in the lives of Akan communities is especially manifest
in traditions relating to the treatment of a particular category of ancestors known as “stool

ancestors.” “Stool ancestors” are Akan chiefs (4henfo)*"’

who are former occupants of
stools, which in the Akan tradition are not just pieces of furniture used for sitting but,
more importantly, are “symbols of office for kings and chiefs.”**® Like other candidates
for the more general category of ancestorhood, candidates for stool ancestorhood must
meet certain socio-culturally defined criteria. Opoku discusses these criteria as follows:
A stool ancestor must have died on the stool, that is, he must not have been destooled
or removed from office. He must also have led an exemplary life and conducted
himself in accordance with the prescribed rules of society concerning chieftaincy and
the precedents of his forbears; his rule must also have been marked by peace and
general prosperity for the entire society.**!
If a chief (Dhene)** meets these criteria, then, upon his death, his stool is stored in a
secure location until it is “blackened” in memory of him during his “funeral celebrations”

by the “chief stool-bearer” (nkonguasoafohene) with the assistance of additional “stool-

bearers” (nkonguasoafo).*”® The “blackening” of chiefs’ stools is a very important ritual
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that “saturates” these stools with the “spirits of the individual chiefs,” thereby marking
the perduring ancestral presence of past chiefs within Akan communities.

The “blackening” of ancestral stools is a private ceremony that is conducted “at night
in a sacred grove” by the nkonguasoafohene (“chief stool-bearer) and the nkonguasoafo
(“assistant stool-bearers”). All previously blackened stools in the community are
physically transported to the ceremonial site so that the new stool “may be added to their
number.”*** After being washed, the new stool is then “blackened” using a mixture of
soot and egg yolk. Later in the ceremony, the blood of a sheep is also smeared on the
stool, after which point a piece of animal fat is positioned on the central part of the stool.
When the ceremony concludes, all of the stools are carried back to a “stool-house” where
they are safely stored together.**’

As “shrines” to the ancestral spirits of former chiefs, “blackened” stools are offered
sacrifices including various foodstuffs and beverages, part of the idea being that, due to
the significant similarities between life prior to death and life after death, ancestral spirits
are regularly in need of sustenance in the form of physical food and drink.**® The belief
among the Akan that the ancestral spirits of past chiefs inhabit or “saturate” “blackened”
stools accounts for why these stools are the focus of such Akan traditions as the Adae
festival, which occurs twice every forty-two days on a Sunday (4kwasidae) and a
Wednesday (Wukudae).*’ A current living chief presides over the Adae festival as the
primary representative of his people who, during this festival, celebrate the perduring
presence of the ancestral spirits that dwell within the “blackened” stools. After humbly
“baring his shoulders and removing his sandals as a sign of respect [for the ancestors],”

the chief conducts rituals on behalf of the community in an effort to effectively solicit the
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ongoing protection and support of the “stool ancestors.”*** The Adae festival is one of
the more public and widely-known traditions in Akan society that acknowledges the
unique and authoritative role of the anestors in the everyday lives of the Akan.**
Traditions such as the stool-blackening ritual and the Adae festival help to strengthen and
maintain the vital connection between Akan societies and the ancestral community that
diligently watches over them.
The Lesser Deities and Akan Epistemology

The following question could be posed in response to our discussion of the lesser
deities of Akan cosmology: What does the Akan conceptualization of the various lesser
deities suggest regarding the nature of knowing in an Akan perspective? Put another way,
what epistemological insights are brought into view by our discussion of the lesser deities
of Akan cosmology? I would posit that one can distill three principal insights from the
foregoing discussion of the lesser deities of the spiritual world (4samando) as understood
within the Akan tradition. These three insights can be usefully and succinctly listed in
the following manner: 1) knowing as a function of regular contact with the spiritual
world; 2) knowing as a heterogeneous and paradoxical experience marked both by power
and limitation; 3) knowing as an ethical mandate. Let us now expound upon these
insights sequentially.
Knowing as a Function of Regular Contact with the Spiritual World

The Akan conceptualization of the lesser deities suggests that a knowledge of the
world, or a mode of knowing, ensues from regular contact with the spiritual realm. This
contact, which, far from being irrelevant or superficial, is profoundly relational and

directly influences what the Akan think about the world and how they conduct
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themselves in the world. Take for example the Akan conceptualization of the Tete
Abosom as “tutelar” deities who safeguard the well-being of communities, communicate
with the ancestors (Nsamanfo) and Onyame on behalf of human beings, and, when
propitiated, can be of great assistance to human beings in the pursuit of a wide range of
material goals such as success in one’s chosen profession and childbirth. Relationship
with the Tete Abosom, whether as a worshiper or as a highly trained medium-priest
(Okomfo) onto whose head these deities “alight” and are “carried” during sacred festivals
such as the 4hobaa festival, makes available a mode of knowing that affirms the
existence of the Tete Abosom as a meaningful presence in the world whose power can be
ritually enlisted to positively affect the challenging realities with which human beings
must deal. Relationship with the Tete Abosom also underscores the preeminence of a
primordial sensibility or cultural logic in which physical realities are meaningful only to
the extent that they are pervaded and ultimately shaped by spiritual realities. In Akan
society, this cultural logic is operative not only on the more general communal level but
also at the state level, as we have seen in the case of the Asante political establishment
and its long-standing veneration of the river/thunder deity Tano, the lake deity Bosomtwe,
and the rock deity Mmem Boo. An implication of this cultural logic is that to know
anything in the world is to know spirit. Perhaps this is in part why an Dkomfo will say,
Jbosom na ekyere okomfoo ntwaho (“It is the spirit that teaches the priest to whirl
around”).

We would be remiss in not mentioning Asase Yaa (the earth deity), the Bosom Brafoo
(also Suman or Suman Brafoo), the Mmoatia, the Sasabonsam, and the ancestors

(Nsamanfo) as deities who also play an important part in making available the kind of
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spirituo-centric knowing we have identified. While relationship with, for example, Asase
Yaa, the Bosom Brafoo, and the Nsamanfo can be beneficial to human beings in any
number of ways, all of these deities nevertheless share in common the potential to inflict
serious harm. In an Akan perspective, then, knowing is not without a significant element
of danger. Earlier we noted that harmonious relation with Asase Yaa (the earth deity) is
contingent upon appeasement, especially prior to the cultivation of land and following the
shedding of human blood, which 4sase Yaa detests. Such appeasement is of paramount
importance, for failure to do so will likely result in “communities suffering tremendously
from ‘untold calamities.’””

Also carefully noted were the malevolent possibilities and tendencies associated with
the Bosom Brafoo, the Mmoatia, and the Sasabonsam. Moreover, we learned that the role
of the ancestors (Nsamanfo) involves, among other things, “punishment” of those who
jeopardize the well-being of communities by disregarding the traditional values and
ethical norms to which communities adhere in order to function effectively and develop
in a salutary, prosperous manner. To the degree that one’s relationship with 4sase Yaa,
the Bosom Brafoo, and the ancestors (Nsamanfo) could potentially become dangerously
or lethally conflictual due to a failure to respect ritual protocol or to human misbehavior,
knowing through regular contact with the spiritual world is always accompanied by
serious risk. Furthermore, whereas the Sasabonsam is inherently malevolent in a way
that is more or less consistent (and maybe even predictable), the malevolence of the
Mmoatia seems somewhat inconsistent and unpredictable, as evidenced by the fact that
the Mmoatia are known to have served in some cases as “tutors” to expert Sumankwafo

(herbalists).**° Therefore, the risk of spirituo-centric knowing in the Akan context is
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generated also by the malevolence and unpredictability of such spirit beings as the
Sasabonsam and the Mmoatia.

Our discussion suggests that the risk of knowing through relationship with the
spiritual world as constituted by the Akan cosmological tradition is very much an
existential risk. Within the framework of Akan cosmological thought, non-existent is the
possibility of gaining knowledge about oneself and the world through a purely casual
relationship with the spiritual realm that is devoid of practical and ethical demands. The
epistemological orientation that arises through an ongoing relationship with the spiritual
world requires a courageous investment of self as well as a careful understanding of and
commitment to the various obligations that must regularly be fulfilled in order to properly
nurture and develop such a relationship. Put otherwise, knowing through relationship
with the spiritual world is literally a matter of life and death in the sense that responsible
management of one’s relationship with the spiritual world tends to be life-sustaining,
whereas irresponsible management of this relationship can be life-threatening. It can be
said then that spirituo-centric knowing as seen from an Akan point of view is an
experience of “endangerment.””' However, this epistemological experience of
“endangerment” is undoubtedly sacral in nature because it is an effect of exposure to the
complex and sometimes tempestuous spiritual community, a community whose diverse
and limitless repertoire of power is often supportive of human life and well-being.

Knowing as a Heterogeneous and Paradoxical Experience Marked Both by Power and
Limitation

The complex spiritual community attested by Akan cosmology also signals another
important aspect of knowing through relationship with the spiritual world that contributes

to the critical perspective on Akan epistemology being developed in this chapter. Upon
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considering the diversity of type and purpose that exists among the spiritual beings that
populate the Akan cosmos, it becomes clear that any artificial reduction or narrowing of
the experience of knowing through relationship with these spiritual beings would be a
mistake of the first order. Such reduction would be erroneous and misleading because, as
we have seen, the spiritual community as understood in Akan religious philosophy is
marked by heterogeneity. Deities such as Asase Yaa, the Tete Abosom, and the ancestors
(Nsamanfo) operate primarily as guardians of the natural world and of human well-being.
However, this somewhat custodial role is not commonly shared among the Bosom
Brafoo, the Mmoatia, and the Sasabonsam.

While it is possible that, for example, the Bosom Brafoo and the Mmoatia may at
times act in ways that are salutary for individuals and communities, they can just as easily
behave in ways that militate against human well-being, as is routinely the case with the
Sasabonsam. Therefore, the experience of knowing through relationship with the
spiritual world cannot be characterized solely as a comforting or hope-inspiring
experience. Within the theoretical framework of Akan cosmology, to know the
protective power of the Tete Abosom or the Nsamanfo is to simultaneously know the
antagonistic, threatening power of the Bosom Brafoo (depending upon what they are
enlisted to do by devotees), the Mmoatia, and the Sasabonsam. This heterogeneity within
the spiritual community of the Akan cosmos creates a potentially volatile environment
that underscores the importance of regular spiritual engagement for human beings. Such
engagement is important because relationship with the more positively inclined spirit
beings provides humans with access to the spiritual power required to counteract the

constant threat posed by the more negatively inclined spirit beings. Thus, rather than
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being passive in nature, knowledge of the spiritual world and its heterogeneity is an
active knowledge that requires persons to make engagement of the spiritual world an
integral part of their daily lives.

The experience of knowing through relationship with the spiritual world also contains
an element of paradox. This paradoxical element stems from the multifaceted
personalities of, for instance, 4sase Yaa (the earth deity), the ancestors (Nsamanfo) and
the Mmoatia, and from the diametrically oppositional possibilities made available by the
Bosom Brafoo. As discussed previously, the Akan believe that Asase Yaa is a primary
source of life and sustaining power upon which all human beings depend. Yet if not
propitiated before the cultivation of land, after the shedding of human blood, or in other
situations requiring a sacrificial response, Asase Yaa can become a destroyer of life.
Furthermore, in a similar discussion the point was made that out of a commitment to the
well-being of their living descendants and in response to the proper forms of veneration,
the ancestors work to procure “boons” for their living descendants. However, if their
living descendants behave in ways that violate the ethical norms and values of Akan
society or fail to remember and provide offerings for the ancestors, then the ancestors
“punish” their living descendants as they see fit. Readers will also remember that the
Mmoatia are inclined to physically assault and kidnap anyone who ventures uninvited
into the forest home of the Mmoatia. Yet in other cases the Mmoatia elect to extensively
train particular humans in the science of plant medicine, thereby enhancing the human
community’s capacity for lasting well-being. Somewhat similarly, the Bosom Brafoo
function within Akan communities as sources of spiritual power that can be ritually

enlisted to help others or to visit harm — or even death — upon them.
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The paradoxical element of knowing through relationship with the spiritual world
highlights the dynamic nature of such knowing. Far from being a static mode of knowing
or epistemological orientation, knowing through relationship with the spiritual world is
remarkably fluid, often oscillating between an acute awareness of the ever-present specter
of mortal danger and an equally keen awareness of the ceaseless quest for human well-
being. This paradoxical ingredient requires a pliability of mind that embraces the tensive
realities and possibilities of existence in a non-resolutional manner while also
acknowledging the simultaneously uncertain, dangerous, and salutary spiritual power that
inheres within these tensive realities and possibilities. The previous point helps to
establish a sense of the seriousness and depth involved in knowing through relationship
with the spiritual world. Knowing though relationship with the spiritual world, or
spirituo-centric knowing, is not a means of escaping or avoiding the heavy demands and
challenges that are part and parcel of material existence. Rather, spirituo-centric knowing
helps individuals and communities to remain connected to spiritual resources that possess
the power necessary to effectively manage the demands and challenges of material
existence. Spirituo-centric knowing sacralizes and makes meaningful use of the
complexities and ambiguities of the spiritual and material worlds instead of eliding them.
This may shed further light on why, before the performance of Akom (“ritual dancing”),
an Dkomfo, with full knowledge of Asase Yaa’s ability to both sustain and destroy life,
tosses hyirew (“white clay”) on the ground as a way of respectfully acknowledging Asase
Yaa and her multifaceted power. This may also help to explain, for example, why the
Akan believe so strongly that the continued efficacy of a particular Suman is contingent

upon a devotee offering daily worship to the Suman.
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Thus far in our analysis we have discussed the experience of relationship with the
spiritual world as an experience of relationship with spiritual beings such as the Tete
Abosom, Asase Yaa, and the ancestors (Nsamanfo). We can also think of and discuss the
experience of this relationship in terms of power. However, this should not be taken to
suggest that the various personalities of these and other spiritual beings discussed above
are ultimately insignificant, or that our analysis is somehow now departing from the basic
framework through which the Akan conceptualize these beings. What we are doing here
is simply acknowledging the centrality of power in the experience of relating to the
spiritual world as understood by the Akan. Relationship with the spiritual world of Akan
cosmology has everything to do with human beings gaining access to an economy of
power that enables them to more effectively manage the often unpredictable vicissitudes,
challenges, and existential threats imposed upon them by the material world. Thus we
can speak, for instance, of communal worship in the form of the Adae festival and of a
person choosing to place him/herself under the protection of a Suman as practices
intended to aid in fortifying a lasting connection to the economy of power that helps
organize the spiritual world (4samando).

This connection is vital not only to the production and acquisition of knowledge in
Akan society but also to the very survival of Akan communities. From within an Akan
perspective, it is quite difficult to imagine how the construction of meanings could occur
in a material world entirely devoid of spiritual presence and connection. Equally difficult
if not impossible to imagine in such a spirit-less scenario is how human beings could
exist at all, much less pursue lives characterized by productivity and well-being. Akan

epistemology is predicated on an abiding belief in the existence of an unseen economy of
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power that is manifest in the purposeful activities of a community of diverse spiritual
beings, and on a belief in human beings’ fundamental existential need for access to this
unseen economy of power. Importantly, however, Akan epistemology is also predicated
on the belief that knowing through relationship with the power of the spiritual world
involves an experience of limitation.

Relationship with the spiritual world and its power does not bestow upon human
beings a knowledge of all things, nor does this relationship lead to humans becoming
infinitely powerful beings. For the Akan, human relationship with the spiritual world
does not amount to a transaction wherein the knowledge and power of the spiritual
community are simply delivered in toto to the human world in exchange for ritual
offerings or other forms of worship. Ontologically speaking, human beings are not
equivalent to spirit beings. Therefore, human beings are necessarily incapable of
knowing all that is known by spirit beings, and of possessing in full the power that spirit
beings possess and utilize.

In Akan religious philosophy, humans are construed as “dependent” beings whose
knowledge and power are limited. This belief among the Akan in the “dependent”
condition of human beings does not stem from or lead to a belief that humans are in some
way inherently defective beings who must be rescued from themselves by the spiritual
world. Rather, the “dependent” condition of human beings is regarded by the Akan as an
innate existential or ontological characteristic that engenders a certain relational
orientation to the spiritual world that in turn connects humans to powers greater than
themselves. The recognition of Asase Yaa (the earth deity) reflected in the tossing of

hyirew (“white clay”) onto the ground by an Dkomfo prior to the performance of Akom
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(“ritual dancing”) therefore emerges as a practice that encodes the “dependent” and
limited condition of human beings.*** In addition, the Akan belief in the crucial and
instructive role played by the Mmoatia in human beings’ attainment of expertise in the
science of plant medicine also functions to encode the “dependent” and limited
dimension of the human condition. The same can be said of situations in which a person
enlists the power of a Suman (Bosom Brafoo) as protection against a threat that the person
alone lacks the power to neutralize. Moreover, this understanding of the experience of
knowing through relationship with the spiritual world as an experience of “dependence”
and limitation is operative even at the highest levels of spiritual training and practice, as
evidenced by the previously referenced Akan maxim, Dbosom na ekyere okomfoo ntwaho
(“It 1s the spirit [not another human being] that teaches the priest to whirl around”). In an
Akan point of view, our lives are contingent upon our relationship with the spiritual
world. Hence, if we choose to ignore this relationship and the knowledge and power that
ensue from it, we do so to our own peril.
Knowing as an Ethical Mandate

In Akan thought, the significance of knowing through relationship with the spiritual
world is not restricted to an experience of paradoxical heterogeneity, limited power, or
human well-being. The significance of such knowing is found also in its ethical
dimension. The knowledge that accrues to individuals and communities through regular
contact with the spiritual world is not intended to be hoarded or to become a kind of
theater for religio-philosophical reflection or speculation that has no relevance to the
well-being and growth of one’s community. For the Akan, the experience of knowing

through relationship with the spiritual world should always involve a serious concern for
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the well-being of oneself, one’s family, and the community in which one lives. In this
sense, spirituo-centric knowing in the Akan tradition is very much a shared phenomenon
that ideally should serve to strengthen rather than weaken human communities. The
highly ethical orientation of the Akan tradition helps us to understand why, for example,
the Akan deem it important (perhaps even compulsory) to be in relationship with and
venerate the Tete Abosom, whose “tutelar” powers serve as a spiritual bulwark against
internal and external forces that threaten the well-being of communities. Therefore,
persons with knowledge of the “tutelar” powers of the Tete Abosom are compelled to
enlist these powers not solely for their own benefit but also for the benefit of their
community. This ethical ingredient also figures significantly in the knowledge that
develops through relationship with 4sase Yaa (the earth deity), who must be shown
proper ritual respect before land is cultivated, and who “abhors” human bloodshed, in the
knowledge that develops through relationship with the ancestors (Nsamanfo), who
demand that their living descendants faithfully adhere to the ethical values and norms of
Akan society, lest they be “punished,” and, interestingly enough, in the knowledge that
develops through relationship with the somewhat ambiguous Mmoatia, who share their
mastery of plant medicine with herbalists (Sumankwafo) so that it may benefit the human
community.

We might also note that the ethical dimension of knowing through relationship with
the spiritual world is also quite salient in the role that Akan priests (4komfo) are expected
to perform in Akan society. Having been “entrusted with the esoterica of their
professions” and having “mastered the secrets of the universe,” Akomfo are believed to be

in possession of the “spiritual and medical knowledge needed to address [the] magico-
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medical, psychosomatic, and spiritual welfare of society.”** By way of their natural

434

spiritual talents and the rigorous training (nkom-mu or akom-mu)™" they undergo during

initiation into the Akan priesthood, Akomfo can claim a uniquely intimate relationship
with and knowledge of the spiritual world (4samando) that enables them to function as
expert spiritual servants within the public and private spheres of their community. While
some Akomfo use their power and social position in ways that are less than ethical, the
clear traditional expectation among Akomfo and within Akan society is that the
knowledge that Akomfo acquire through their relationships and communications with the
spiritual world will be utilized in a manner that is consistent with the “moral standards”
and behavioral norms of Akan society.**> The ritual discussed below (Nhyia), which is
sometimes performed by an Dkomfo in situations involving the “suspicious” death of a
local family’s elder relative, is an example of how an Dkomfo may use his/her spirituo-
centric knowledge in a way that the Akan community would consider ethically
appropriate:

.. . deaths of elders believed to have occurred under suspicious circumstances,
prompts family members to meet the posthumous abstract personality of the deceased
(Osaman), when a medium undertakes a highly dramatic ritual encounter called nhyia
(meeting) of the deceased. The reason for nhyia rituals may be necessitated by a
family’s need to ascertain vital information from the deceased about cause of death.
This rite called for a special ritual perfume ablution by an okomfo, because the
okomfo must journey to the ancestral world . . . in order to bring the dead (Osaman)
back to the mundane. The preferred perfume is Samanadzie ye sum (the Samanadzie
is dark). In other words, to enter Samanadzie (the world of the ancestors), an okomfo
must be sprayed with this particularly strong perfume to enable her to return without
being contaminated by the unique odor of the ancestral world. To enter a world
utterly different from the mundane, one required a special protective shield or aura of
perfume otherwise a medium became [defiled] by the unique odor of Samanadzie,
characteristic of the metamorphism of the residents of the ancestral world. In the
same way as an okomfo carried a deity, she/he must also “carry”” an Osaman. For this
reason, the journey to and fro the Samanadzie must be conducted in a way that would
not prevent the okomfo from carrying other deities, hence the perfume.*°
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The Nhyia ritual is a compelling example of the kind of communally-oriented, ethically
motivated service that reputable Akomfo dutifully provide in Akan villages, towns, and
cities. The Akan believe that in order to successfully navigate through life and
effectively manage the crises that will inevitably befall them, they must rely on the most
potent forms of spiritual power and knowing which are accessible only to well-trained
Akomfo. The reliance of the Akan upon Akomfo bespeaks the status of Akomfo as integral
spiritual and ethical components of the fabric of Akan society.

In the preceding discussion, we have highlighted some of the ways in which the
conceptualization of the lesser deities (4bosom) of Akan cosmology contributes to what
may be described as a spirituo-centric mode of knowing. Such elements as ongoing
relationship with the spiritual world, heterogeneity, paradox, power, limitation, and
ethical obligation have been identified as important attributes of this spirituo-centric
mode of knowing. While the Akan conception of the human being has been touched
upon somewhat obliquely in the above discussion of the lesser deities and in earlier
sections of the chapter, we have yet to engage in a more focused discussion of how
human beings are constituted within the framework of Akan cosmology. It is to this
discussion that we now direct our attention.

Human Beings (Nnipd)

In a previous section the point was made that in the Akan cosmological scheme,
spiritual power infuses the entire created order, including all forms of matter. As a form
of matter, humans (nnipa) therefore exist within the created order as beings that, while
certainly constituted in part by perceptible material realities, are fundamentally

constituted by imperceptible spiritual realities. In the broadest and most ultimate sense,
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human beings are the product of Onyame’s creative will. Hence the Akan saying, nnipa
nyinaa ye Onyame mma, obiara nnye asase ba (‘“All [human beings] are the children of
Onyame; no one is a child of the earth”).*” In a more immediate or specific sense,
however, the Akan also associate the origin of their humanity “with the NaSaman
(Ancestral Mother) in the ancestral world (Samanadzie).”** For the Akan,
“consanguinal” connection to the traditional system of “matrilineal kinship descent”
(abusua), which the “Ancestral Mother” (NaSaman) is believed to have originated, is
important because such connection “confers” upon the Akan “citizenship, by virtue of
having an Akan mother [awo]; political rights, by acceding to a mother’s stool; and
inheritance, by owning property acquired by a mother’s children.”*** The belief that the
Akan share a common spiritual origin in the ancestral realm of Samanadzie invites
further exploration of the Akan’s traditional understanding of how human beings (nnipad)
are constituted. According to this understanding, each individual human being is made
up of five basic elements which include the okra (“soul”), sunsum (“spirit”), ntoro
(“semen-transmitted characteristic”), mogya (“blood”), and honam or nipadua
(“body”).*** While all of these elements work together to comprise the human being, the
okra is of particular importance, as it is what most distinguishes human beings from other
forms of material life on earth. Let us then first consider the concept of okra in
conjunction with sunsum.
Okra (“Soul”) and Sunsum (“Spirit”)

I use the translation of okra as “soul” advisedly, as there is some debate among Akan
scholars regarding how best to understand the concept of okra. Scholarly disagreement

about the conceptualization of the okra has tended to revolve around three primary
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questions: 1) What is the relationship between the okra and the Akan concept of destiny
(nkrabea or hyebea)? 2) Is the okra in any sense a physical reality, or is it a purely
immaterial or spiritual reality? 3) Can the okra be linked to the activity of thought
(adwen)? Kwasi Wiredu interprets okra in a way that addresses these questions. For
instance, Wiredu contends that the relationship between the okra and the Akan concept of
destiny is an inextricable one because, in his view, it is the okra that “receives” destiny
from Onyame prior to a human being’s physical birth.**' Regarding the second question,
Wiredu interestingly argues that what differentiates the Akan concept of okra from
Western formulations that interpret the soul only in non-physical terms is that the okra,
despite being imperceptible to the “naked eye,” is nevertheless a “quasi-physical” reality
that has “paraphysical properties” with which “highly developed” diviners can, through
extrasensory perception, enter into communication.**> With respect to the question of
thought (adwen), Wiredu concludes that “The okra is postulated in Akan thought to
account for the fact of life and of destiny but not of thought.”*** Along with what has just
been noted concerning Wiredu’s perspective on the concept of okra, it is also important
to bear in mind more generally that Wiredu’s scholarship reflects a commitment to the
project of “conceptually decolonizing African philosophy.”*** Wiredu seeks to rescue
African philosophy from dominant Western paradigms of thought through a critical
revaluation and engagement of indigenous African paradigms of thought as primary
frameworks for studying African philosophical traditions.

Kwame Gykeye challenges Wiredu’s interpretation of the okra. Gyekye agrees with
Wiredu’s claim that the okra “receives the individual’s destiny” from Onyame and is thus

the “bearer” of each human being’s destiny.**> However, unlike Wiredu, Gyekye is
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unconvinced that the idea of destiny must play an integral role in the Akan understanding
of the okra. He is unconvinced mainly because there exists little or no cultural evidence
to support the notion that the idea of destiny is always a central aspect of Akan
conceptualizations of the okra. Gyekye writes, “I do not think . . . that the concept of
destiny is an essential feature of the Akan definition of the soul, even though the concept
of the soul is an essential feature of the Akan conception of destiny . . . .”**® Thus, for
Gyekye, the concept of okra can be understood apart from the concept of destiny, but the
concept of destiny cannot be understood apart from the concept of okra. Destiny is an
important idea in Akan cosmology and will therefore be discussed later in this section.
Gyekye is even more unconvinced by Wiredu’s suggestion that the okra is “quasi-
physical” in nature. According to Gyekye, the suggestion that the okra is in any sense a
physical reality is entirely inconsistent with Akan metaphysical belief, which holds that
the okra lives on after the death of the body (nipadua). In response to Wiredu’s
description of okra, Gyekye explains that
Such description of the okra (soul) in Akan thought runs counter to the belief of most
Akan people in disembodied survival or life after death. For a crucial aspect of Akan
metaphysics is the existence of the world of spirits (asamando), a world inhabited by
the departed souls of the ancestors. The conception or interpretation of the okra as a
quasi-physical object having paraphysical properties would mean the total or ‘near
total’ . . . extinction of the okra (soul) upon the death of the person. And if this were
the case, it would be senseless to talk of departed souls continuing to exist in the world
of spirits (asamando).*"’
Moreover, Wiredu’s attempt to buttress his physicalistic interpretation of the okra by
citing the ability of trained diviners (4komfo) to clairvoyantly perceive and engage in
communication with the okra is, in Gyekye’s view, misleading at best. Gyekye writes,
It must be noted . . . that these phenomena [perception and communication with okra]

do not take place in the ordinary spatial world; otherwise anyone would be able to see
or communicate with the okra (soul). This must mean that what those with special
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abilities see or communicate with is something non-spatial. Thus, the fact that the

okra can be seen by such people does not make it physical or quasi-physical . . . since

this act or mode of seeing is not at the physical or spatial level.***
Gyekye’s basic point is that clairvoyant perception of and communication with the okra
does not occur in the material dimension. To suggest otherwise is to adopt a position that
is fundamentally incompatible with Akan metaphysical conceptions of the afterlife.
Hence, in Gyekye’s perspective, Wiredu’s physicalistic (or quasi-physicalistic)
interpretation of the okra is culturally unsubstantiated.

Furthermore, Gyekye objects to Wiredu’s contention that the okra is in no way
involved in the activity of thought (adwen). Wiredu interprets the Akan conception of
okra in this manner in an attempt to distinguish it from Western conceptions of the soul
that associate the soul with human intellect. Wiredu avers,

The okra is postulated in Akan thought to account for the fact of life and of destiny but

not of thought. The soul, on the other hand, seems in much Western philosophy to be

intended to account, not just for life but also for thought. Indeed, in Cartesian

philosophy, the sole purpose of introducing the soul is to account for the phenomenon

of thinking.**’
Although Gyekye fails to address Wiredu’s claim regarding how the soul is understood in
the wider tradition of Western philosophy, he strongly addresses Wiredu’s specific
interpretation of the Cartesian conception of the soul. Gyekye argues that Wiredu’s
interpretation of the soul as understood by the French philosopher and mathematician
René Descartes is far too “narrow” in that it appears to construe Descartes’ conception of
the soul only in terms of “ratiocination or cognition.”*® Consequently, Wiredu’s
interpretation elides the fact that, as Gyekye and other interpreters such as moral

philosopher Bernard Williams have noted, Descartes’ conception of the soul views

“ratiocination or cognition” as encompassing all forms and dimensions of
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conscisousness, the latter being a precondition for the activity of thought.*' Hence, for
Descartes, the concept of the soul is not merely a means of explaining human intellection.
Rather, the idea of the soul provides another way of conceptualizing consciousness in all
of its variation and complexity; indeed, the soul is consciousness. In Gyekye’s point of
view, the notion of the soul as consciousness represents a better translation of okra than
notions such as Wiredu’s which depict the okra as something largely unrelated to the
human activity of thought.

More importantly, it is Gyekye’s analysis of Akan cultural data related to okra
(“soul”) and sunsum (“spirit”) that convinces him of the flawed nature of Wiredu’s
perspective. The ways in which the Akan speak about the okra and sunsum indicate that
the two concepts are not synonymous. The following statements are examples of how the
Akan often speak about the okra:

1) Ne ‘kra afi ne ho (“His ‘kra [okra] has withdrawn from his body™).

2) Ne ‘kra dii n’akyi, anka owui (“But for [her] ‘kra that followed [her], [she] would
have died”).

3) Ne ‘kra di awerehow (“[Her] ‘kra is sad”); “never, ‘[Her] sunsum is sad.””

4) Ne ‘kra ye (“His ‘kra is good”), “referring to a person who is lucky or fortunate.”
[“The negative of this statement is ‘His ‘kra is not good.” If you used sunsum in
lieu of ‘kra, and made the statement ‘His sunsum is not good’ (ne sunsum nnye), the
meaning would be quite different; it would mean that his sunsum is evil, that is to
say, he is an evil spirit . . . .”].***

Sunsum tends to be spoken of by the Akan in a different fashion, as illustrated by the
expressions listed below:

1) “[She] has sunsum” (Owo sunsum), “an expression they [the Akan] use when they
want to refer to someone as dignified and as having a commanding presence. Here
they never say, ‘[She] has okra,” soul, for it is believed that it is the nature of the
sunsum (not the okra) that differs from person to person; hence they speak of
‘gentle sunsum,’ ‘forceful sunsum,’‘weak or strong sunsum,’ etc.”
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2) “His sunsum 1is heavy or weighty” (Ne sunsum ye duru), “that is, he has a strong
personality.”

3) “[Her] sunsum overshadows mine” (Ne sunsum hye me so).

4) “Someone’s sunsum is bigger or greater than another’s” (Obi sunsum so kyen obi
dee). “To say ‘someone’s ‘kra is greater than another’s’ would be meaningless.”***

On the basis of these and other common Akan expressions concerning okra and sunsum,
Gyekye concludes that the Akan understand okra and sunsum to be different but related
and ontologically connected entities. Furthermore, for Gyekye, what makes this semantic
distinction between okra and sunsum authentic and not merely “idiomatic” is the fact that
“the substitution of one for the other of the two terms [okra for sunsum, or vice versa]” in
the above expressions would either render the expressions nonsensical or drastically alter
their meaning. Another significant characteristic of these expressions, especially the ones
that relate directly to sunsum, is that they identify sunsum as a formative factor in the
manifestation of human personality, which of course is, to a large degree, a function of a
person’s psychological make-up. The psychological function of sunsum attested in these
expressions enables Gyekye to connect sunsum, as an aspect or “part” of the okra, to the
phenomenon of human intellection, thereby impugning Wiredu’s assertion that the okra is
not involved in the activity of thought (adwen). Gyekye’s position on okra and sunsum is
articulated perhaps most clearly in the following passages:
The sunsum appears to be the source of dynamism of a person, the active part or force
of the human psychological system; its energy is the ground for its interaction with the
external world. It is said to have extrasensory powers; it is that which thinks, desires,
feels, etc. It is in no way identical with the brain, which is a physical organ. Rather it
acts upon the brain (amene, hon). In short, people believe that it is upon the sunsum
that one’s health, worldly power, position, influence, success, etc. would depend. The

attributes and activities of the sunsum are therefore not ascribable to the okra . . ..

.. . insofar as things asserted of the okra are not assertable of the sunsum, the two
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cannot logically be identified. However, although they are logically distinct, they are
not ontologically distinct. That is to say, they are not independent existents held
together in an accidental way by an external bond. They are a unity in duality, a
duality in unity. The distinction is not a relation between two separate entities. The
sunsum may, more accurately, be characterized as a part — the active part — of the skra
(soul) . .. The fact that we can speak of the inherence of the sunsum in natural objects
as their activating principle means that in some contexts reference can be made to the
sunsum independently of the okra. This, however, is not so in the context of the
human psyche: In [human beings] sunsum is part of the okra (soul).**
Part of what our discussion demonstrates is that even though the okra and sunsum are, as
Gyekye says, “logically distinct” entities, it is quite difficult to describe, for instance,
sunsum within the context of the human condition, without also making reference in
some way to the okra. This speaks to the interrelational manner in which 2kra and
sunsum are conceptualized in Akan cosmology. We have specified above how Gyekye’s
interpretation of what may be called the okra-sunsum complex is somewhat at odds with
Wiredu’s interpretation. However, this is not to suggest that Gyekye’s interpretation is
unusual. On the contrary, Gyekye’s interpretation is fairly compatible with that of Kofi
Asare Opoku, who sheds even more light on the Akan conceptions of okra and sunsum.
Gyekye’s interpretation of okra (“soul’) is more or less continuous with Opoku’s
interpretation, which also appears not to disassociate the okra from the activity of human
intellection. Opoku understands the okra to be the animating or life-giving part of
Onyame within all human beings (nnipd) that separates them ontologically from other
mundane creatures. The unique ontological status that possession of an okra confers
upon the human being is reflected in the difference between how the Akan refer to more
than one animal and how they refer to more than one human being. When referring to

“two fowls,” for example, the Akan say nkoko abien, whereas when referring to two

human beings they say nnipa baanu (the prefix ba, which may be translated in noun form
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as “child” or “offspring,” is attached to the numeric term anu when reference is made to
two persons).”® The phrase nnipd abien would never be used in reference to fowls or
other animals because, unlike human beings, animals do not possess an okra. Instead,
animals (and certain plants) possess a “kind of spirit” called sasa that can be controlled
by human beings.**® Thus it can be said that sasa connotes a non-human, animalistic
mode of being, while okra connotes a distinctly human mode of being.

The Akan believe that the okra is absolutely essential to human life and to the survival
of the human body. Therefore, the Akan equate the permanent “departure” of the okra
from the physical body with death. Yet, somewhat ironically, the permanent “departure”
of the okra from the physical body also signifies the belief among the Akan that the okra
itself does not die. This belief regarding death and the perdurance of the skra is
expressed in the Akan maxim, Onyame bewu na mawu (“If Onyame dies, 1 shall die. But

since Onyame does not die, I shall therefore not die,”).*”’

While it is possible for the okra
to be ritually “called back” to the physical body for the purpose of “communication”
immediately preceding the death of the physical body, the final “departure” of the okra
from the physical body nevertheless involves a momentous return to Onyame, at which
point it must provide Onyame with “an account of its earthly existence.” On the basis of
this account, Onyame determines whether the okra will remain in the spiritual world
(Asamando) or return to the mundane world.*®

Furthermore, Opoku’s formulation helps us to see that the concept of okra
encompasses more than just the idea of the “soul” alone. For example, he notes that

every okra has a specific name that is given to a child based upon the day of the week on

which the child was born. The Akan generally refer to this name as kradin.*® Each
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kradin has a male and female version. The male and female versions of each kradin are
normally listed as seven pairs, each of which corresponds to a particular day of the week
(see Table 1). It is important to understand that these names are not “day-names,” as they
are often mistakenly referred to in the West. Rather, they are

names given to individual “souls” (akra, pl. okra) that enter the physical world through
human birth on various days of the week.**

The idea of okra also involves a somewhat complex “tutelar” component. In addition
to being conceived as the “soul,” okra also functions as a “separate guardian spirit” that
seeks to protect the person to whom it belongs. Interestingly, it is believed that, in this
“tutelar” role, the okra may deliver advice that is either “good” or “bad.”*®' Moreover,
there exists the possibility that the okra as a “tutelar” entity may fail in its efforts to
“guide and protect” the person to whom it belongs. The Akan therefore say, Ne kra apa
n’akyi (“Her soul has failed to guide her,” or “Her soul has neglected her”). It is also
possible for the okra to “desert its owner temporarily in the face of danger.” Hence the
expression, Ne kra aguan (“His okra has taken flight from him, leaving him pale with
fear”).**? Conversely, when a person’s okra is successful in guiding and providing
protection, and the person prospers as a result, the okra may become a focus of worship
and, as such, “may be given thanks and offerings, just like a deity or spirit, in a ritual
called akraguare.”*®
Opoku’s insights also further enlarge our understanding of the Akan concept of

sunsum. The sunsum, which, as mentioned earlier, is widely regarded by the Akan as the

“dramatis personae” of dreams, is capable of leaving the body during sleep and failing to
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Days of the Week Female Names Male names
Sunday (Kwasida) Akosua Kwasi
Monday (Dwowda) Adwowa Kwadwo
Tuesday (Benada) Abenaa Kwabena
Wednesday (Wukuda) Akua Kwaku
Thursday (Yawda) Yaa Yaw

Friday (Fida) Afua Kofi
Saturday (Memeneda) Amma Kwame

Table 1. Associated with each “soul” (okra) is a name (kradin) given to a human
being based upon the particular day of the week that his/her “soul” enters the
material world through physical birth.***

return.465

Moreover, the sunsum, as an “educable” factor that can through human effort
and discipline be strengthened,*® is at once the human being’s best defense against
spiritual attack and a potential source of spiritual illness (sunsum yare). The sunsum’s
protective aspect is referred to in the Akan statement, Wo sunsum ye duru a, obayifo
ntumi wo (“If you have a heavy sunsum, the [person who utilizes spiritual power in
harmful ways] cannot overcome or attack you).**’

The utilization of spiritual power in a negative or harmful manner is not the only

threat that can adversely affect the sunsum and cause a person to become spiritually and

physically ill. A person’s own negative or “evil” thoughts can induce such a condition as
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well. In a discussion of the Akan’s traditional approach to addressing internal factors that

negatively influence the strength (and therefore the health) of the sunsum, Opoku writes,
.. . confessions usually precede traditional treatment of diseases, because they are
regarded as a way of unburdening the encumbered sunsum. But that is not all. The
Akan have established certain institutions in their society which give recognition to

this belief. One such institution is the Apo festival celebrated in some Akan areas,
such as Asante and Brong Ahafo.*°®

One Akan informant interviewed by Rattray elaborates helpfully both on the problems
posed by a “burdened” sunsum and on the Akan’s institutionalized response thereto:
You know that everyone has a sunsum . . . that may get hurt or knocked about or
become sick, and so make the body ill. Very often, although there may be other
causes . . . ill-health is caused by the evil and hate that another has in his head against
you. Again, you too may have hatred in your head against another, because of
something that person has done to you, and that, too, causes your sunsum to fret and
become sick. Our forebears knew this to be the cause, and so they ordained a time,
once every year, when every man and woman, free man and slave, should have
freedom to speak out just what was in their head, to tell their neighbours just what
they thought of them, and of their actions, and not only their neighbors, but also the
king and chief. When a man has spoken thus he will feel his sunsum cool and quieted,
and the sunsum of the other person against whom he has spoken will be quieted
also.*®
These comments suggest that effective management of sunsum is believed to be a vital
consideration in the attainment of individual and communal well-being in Akan society.
We should note as well that sunsum does not belong only to individuals. Nations
consisting of many families also have their own sunsum. A clear example of this is the
Asante nation, whose sunsum is said to be housed or “enshrined” within the Sika Dwa
(“Golden Stool”).*”® The Asante believe that the legendary priest Dkomfo Anokye
brought the Sika Dwa down from the sky when the Asante nation was under the rule of
its founder, Osei Tutu (c. 1680-1717).*’" The Sika Dwa is very carefully protected

because it is regarded as the sacred source of the unity and power of the Asante nation.

The Asante belief in the Sika Dwa as the sacred source of the unity and power of the
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Asante nation is accompanied by the fervent belief that the well-being of the Asante
nation is contingent upon the well-being of the Sika Dwa.*"?
Ntoro (“Semen-Transmitted Characteristic”) and Mogya (“Blood”)

In Akan cosmology, the ntoro (“semen-transmitted characteristic”’) and mogya
(“blood”) are also important constituent elements of the human being. There seems to be
a consensus among many Akan scholars that the ntoro and mogya differ from the skra
and sunsum in that they are “inherited” features, whereas the okra and sunsum are

believed to come from Onyame.*”

We should mention though that this distinction has
been contested by K. A. Busia, who argues that “Ntoro is the generic term of which
sunsum is a specific instance.”*’* However, as Gyekye indicates, Busia’s argument is
undercut by the fact that the Akan themselves tend to maintain this distinction, closely
associating the okra and sunsum with Onyame and the ntoro and mogya with human male
and female parents.*”

The Akan believe that a human being is created when “the ntoro of the father
cooperates with the mogya of the mother at the time of conception.”*’® The ntoro is the
factor that contributes to the formation of a “spiritual bond between a father and his
child” which in turn “balances the relationship between the child and its mother.”*”’ The
father’s ntoro is most active and influential in the child before the child reaches puberty.
However, after the child reaches puberty, the child’s own ntoro becomes active and
exerts a more significant degree of control over the child, even though the influence of
the father’s ntoro never ceases entirely.*”® The ntoro is associated with the dynamic

479

constellation of traits that make up the child’s unique personality.””~ Moreover, the
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father’s ntoro determines which of the twelve ntoro-based Akan patrilineal groups the
child will join.**°

An Akan’s ntoro dictates his/her patrilineal group affiliation. The twelve Akan
patrilineal groups consist of the Bosommuru, the Bosompra, the Bosomtwe, the Bosom-
Dwerebe, the Bosomakom, the Bosomafi, the Bosomafram, the Bosom-konsi, the

1 Members of a

Bosomsika, the Bosompo, the Bosomayesu, and the Bosomkrete.
particular patrilineal group generally share a specific set of behavioral traits associated
with the kind of ntoro they possess. For instance, members of the Bosomtwe group are
said to have a Bosomtwe ntoro and tend to have a compassionate personality, whereas
those persons possessing a Bosompra ntoro are characterized by toughness. Furthermore,
persons having a Bosommuru ntoro are described as “distinguished and noble.”***
Additionally, special names are often attached to the respective ntoro groups. Opoku
notes, for instance, that “people with Bosomafram ntoro are usually called Afram, Peasa,
Dame, Amponsa, Awua and Anokye; typical names for those with Bosompra ntoro are
Agyeman, Akyeampon, Amoako, Asare, Boaten, Boakye, Dkyere, [and] Kwakye.”*®> Each
ntoro group also has a distinctive greeting that is taught to members by their fathers. An
example of one of these greetings is, Wo guare ntoro ben? (“Which ntoro do you
wash?”).**  These ntoro-based patrilineal connections and behavioral patterns underline
the role of ntoro in Akan identity formation.

It is also important to mention that every ntoro is related to a particular day of the
week that is seen as sacred, to various “totems and taboos,” and to bodies of water. For

example, Tuesday is the sacred day for persons having a Bosompo ntoro. Moreover,

persons with a Bosompo ntoro claim the water buffalo as their “totem,” and regard the
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consumption of the flesh of a dog or tortoise as a taboo.*> A second example to which
we can refer is the group composed of persons with a Bosompra ntoro. Their sacred day
1s Wednesday, their “totem” is the leopard, and their taboos include the consumption of
leopards, adowa (a species of antelope), white fowls, tortoises, kwakuo monkeys, water
yams (afase), the tamiriwa (a large snail), and the imbibing of palm wine on
Wednesdays.**® In addition, it is believed that the ntoro has a sacred relationship with
various bodies of water such as rivers, lakes, and oceans. This sacral relationship
between the ntoro and bodies of water is often formative. An example given by one
scholar involving the role of Akan husbands is suggestive of this formative relationship:
“The husband has to mould his character after the river sacred to his ntoro, and he has to
adopt the characteristics which the river (or lake) is believed to possess. For instance,
men of the Bosompra ntoro endeavor to be as tough, tenacious and resolute as the River
Pra....”"" Here again we see the concept of nforo functioning as a source of Akan
identity formation through its establishment of sacred and enduring linkages between
individual human beings and larger familial groups and between human beings and the
natural world.

Equally important in the Akan conception of the human being is the mogya (“blood”).
The mogya, or blood component, is transmitted from mother to child. The mogya is a
vital aspect of the physical and social formation of the child. The vital significance of the
mogya lies both in its role as that which creates a “physiological bond” between mother
and child and in its role as the foundation of Akan matrilineage (abusua or nton). A
child’s mogya connects the child to its mother’s matrikin by granting the child

membership and status within the mother’s matrilineal clan.*®®
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Connection to an Akan matrilineage through mogya is a major factor in the
organization of Akan society. This is so because one’s matrilineal connection plays a
large part in determining one’s social obligations. Within the Akan social structure,
members of a single clan (abusua), even if spread across various groups, are legally
considered siblings and are required to recognize one another as such.*® Peter Sarpong’s
explanation of the abusua is instructive:

Members of one clan are held to be related to one another and bound together by a

common tie. The tie is the belief that all members of the clan descend from one

ancestor or ancestress. Hence, members of one clan are held to be relatives — brothers,
sisters, mothers, fathers, etc. They are therefore forbidden to marry, irrespective of
the degree of the relationship, or the spatial distance separating them. This is referred
to as the rule of exogamy.*’
Sarpong’s explanation clearly reiterates the role of the mogya as a spiritual and biological
agent that irrevocably binds the Akan together one to another, immediately introducing
them at birth into an expansive and diverse familial system whose members are expected
to honor their mutual bond and consider their collective well-being. The expansive and
diverse nature of this familial system is indicated by the number of distinct groups
comprising it. The Akan believe that there were seven original clan groups (abusua
ason). Among the Akan, the Fante still adhere to this original number and therefore
divide themselves into the following groups: 1) Nsona, 2) Anona, 3) Twidan, 4)
Aboradze, 5) Ntwea, 6) Konna, and 7) Adwenadze. However, other Akan groups now
recognize eight primary abusua divisions and subdivisions (the latter of which appear in
parentheses). These groups include the Dyoko (Dako), the Bretuo (Tena), the Aduana

(Abrade), and Asakyiri (Amoakaade), the Asenee (Adonten), the Agona (Toa), the Asona

(Dwumina, Dwum), and the &koona (4sokore).”' The continued existence and social
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influence of these abusua groups among the Akan bespeaks the vital importance of the
concept of mogya in the Akan conception of the human being.
Nipadua (“Body”)

The okra (“soul”), sunsum (“spirit”), ntoro (“semen-transmitted characteristic™), and
mogya (“blood”) do not operate in an immaterial vacuum. Rather, the human body
(nipadua) is the principal physical theater in which these related elements “interactively”
operate.””> The ntoro and mogya have been discussed as spirituo-physical factors that are
transmitted bodily from parent to child. The okra and sunsum have been discussed as
constitutent elements of the human being that are of divine origin. Our analysis thus far
has highlighted the role that each of these four components plays in shaping the human
being; the okra, being perhaps the most essential element of the human being, is the
distinguishing marker of humanity; as part of the okra, the sunsum contributes
significantly to the development of a person’s disposition, personality, and moral
orientation; the ntoro and mogya also contribute significantly to the formation of a person
by establishing perduring bonds between the person and his/her parents and within the
wider familial institutions associated with the ntoro and mogya (i.e., the ntoro and abusua
groups). The presence and proper operation of these four elements is vital not only to the
constitution of the human body, but also to the well-being of the human body. Likewise,
the well-being of the body also affects these four elements. Perhaps the clearest example
of this mutuality involves the okra and the body (nipadua).

The Akan believe that the health of the human body is directly affected by the health

of the okra. Thus, an “unclean” okra (e.g., an okra that is under attack by an “evil” spirit)
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results in an unhealthy body. K. A. Busia addresses this belief in the following
statement:

They [the Akan] believed also that spiritual uncleanness was an element of ill-health

and that the cleansing of the soul was necessary for health. When, for example, a

patient was made to stand on a broom while being treated, it was to symbolize this

cleansing. The broom sweeps filth away from the home and keeps it healthy; so the

soul must be swept of filth to keep the body healthy.*”
In other words, if the okra is unhealthy, then it is impossible for the body to maintain a
favorable condition of health. Hence, the o2kra must be healed by a traditional diviner
(Adunsifo) before the body can be healed.*”* Moreover, in much the same way, the
condition of the okra is affected by the condition of the body. The latter belief accounts
for why the Akan draw a connection between the behavior of the body and the health of
the okra. For instance, if a person’s behavior gives the appearance of happiness, the
Akan say, Ne ‘kra aniagye (“Her soul is happy”); if a person’s behavior suggests
unhappiness, the Akan say, Ne ‘kra di awerehow (“Her soul is sorrowful”).*”> These
statements reflect an understanding among the Akan that, during a person’s bodily
lifespan, the okra and the body share an interdependent connection that is crucial to the
person’s well-being.

The Akan also acknowledge the inevitability of the death of the physical body, which
involves, among other things, the return of the okra to Onyame and the departure of the
mogya down into “Mother Earth.”*® Furthermore, in Akan cosmology, the mogya takes
on a particular significance at the point of physical death. For it is believed that at the
point of physical death the mogya becomes the “ghost” (saman or aosaman) of the

deceased.””” The saman maintains the bodily form of the deceased person, and may be

afforded the opportunity of reincarnation. However, reincarnation of the mogya does not
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abolish or alter the deceased person’s clan (abusua) affiliation, as such reincarnation is
possible only “through a woman of the same clan.”**® The particular significance of the
mogya in relation to physical death indicates that the Akan do not interpret physical death
as an existential conclusion. Rather, the Akan view physical death as a dynamic
transition from a material mode of socially connected existence to an immaterial mode of
socially connected existence that involves ongoing interaction with both the spiritual and
mundane worlds.

Destiny (Nkrabea/Hyebea)

It is appropriate at this point to address the Akan conception of destiny (nkrabea or
hyebea), as it is also considered by the Akan to be an essential aspect of the human being.
The Akan view human destiny as a highly “idiosyncratic” reality.*® The Akan’s firm
belief in the “idiosyncratic” nature of human destiny suggests that, perhaps more so than
the okra, sunsum, ntoro, and mogya, destiny emerges as the cosmological ingredient that
accounts for the uniqueness of human individuals. This perspective is implied by the
Akan saying, Obiara ne ne nkrabea (“Each person has his/her own destiny™).”* There
seems to be general agreement among the Akan on the singular role of destiny in
establishing human beings as unique individuals. However, Akan perspectives on, for
example, how one’s destiny is “received” from Onyame, tend to reflect one of two very
closely related approaches to understanding human destiny.*"’

The two primary approaches among the Akan to understanding human destiny are
related to two words that have traditionally been associated with the idea of human
destiny: nkrabea and hyebea. Nkrabea consists of the words nkra (“message”) and bea

(“manner”). Thus, the literal meaning of nkrabea is “the manner of the message.”’> The
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connotative meaning of nkrabea is of somewhat greater importance in that it can refer
either to the message (nkra) given by Onyame to the individual soul (okra) or to the
message given to Onyame by the okra which, if “approved” by Onyame, is considered
fateful in the sense that it is “binding.” This message is fateful also because it determines
the “manner” in which the individual is to live in the material world.’”> Similarly, hyebea
also consists of two words: /iye (“to fix or arrange”) and bea (“manner”). Hence, hyecbea
refers to “the manner in which one’s destiny was fixed or arranged.”** The subtle
etymological differences between the words nkrabea and hyebea have contributed to the
emergence of two main perspectives among the Akan regarding the establishment or
reception of a person’s destiny. In the first version, the okra appears before Onyame and
gives Onyame a message that conveys to Onyame what the okra would like its destiny to
be. If Onyame authorizes the okra’s message, then the okra is given permission by
Onyame to enter the material world in order to attempt the realization of this destiny.
Once authorized by Onyame, the okra’s message to Onyame becomes a destiny that will
shape the okra’s passage through its life in the material world. In the second version, the
okra appears before Onyame prior to entering the material world through birth and simply
“receives” its destiny from Onyame.”®

Although there are at least two main understandings among the Akan concerning how
a person’s destiny is established, there nevertheless appears to be little cultural evidence
to suggest that the Akan do not commonly share the belief that Onyame ultimately
controls human destiny. Many Akan discussants interviewed by Gyekye and Minkus

9506

were of the opinion that nkrabea and hyebea ““are identical in their referent,”"" or in other

words are synonymous.”®’ The synonymous usage of nkrabea and hyebea among the
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Akan casts doubt upon arguments made, for instance, by Meyerowitz, Danquah, and
Sarpong which suggest that the terms nkrabea and hyebea represent conceptions of
destiny that are ultimately different.’®® Perspectives that promote a dualism or
“doubleness™” in the Akan conception of destiny are also weakened by the existence of
numerous Akan maxims that emphasize Onyame’s singular authority and control over an
individual’s destiny. Some of these maxims include the following: Onyame nkrabea nni
kwatibea (“There is no bypass to Onyame’s destiny’); Onyame hyebea yennae no
(“Onyame’s destiny cannot be altered”); Ade a Onyame ahyehye odasani ntumi nsee no
(“No living person can subvert the order [arrangement] of Onyame”); Se Onyame ankum
wo na odasani kum wo a, wunwu (“If Onyame does not kill you but a human being tries
to kill you, you will not die”); Se Onyame ankum wo a wunwu (“If Onyame does not
decree your death, you do not die”); Yetufo, yentu hyebere (“We offer advice in order to
reform a person, but not to change a person’s destiny”).”'® These maxims show that the
idea of Onyame as the primary authoritative power in the establishment of human destiny
is a salient motif in Akan cosmology.

The following question emerges for our consideration: Is the content of the message
(nkra) of destiny exhaustive or general? Asked differently, does the message of destiny
include every detail and event that will take place in a person’s life, or does the message
indicate only the general trajectory of a person’s life? The Akan appear uncertain about
the extent of the information included in the message of destiny, although Gyekye’s
discussants, for example, were “unanimous” in their belief that the message does in fact
include “the time of a person’s death and possibly also the manner and place of death.”

Two of Gyekye’s discussants also claimed that “rank and occupation” are included in the
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message of destiny as well.”"!

Moreover, there was agreement among all of Gyekye’s
discussants that destiny accounts for the “inexplicable events of one’s life, the unalterable
and persistently habitual traits of character,” and the “persistent actions and behavior
patterns of an individual.”*'* Also worth mentioning is one discussant’s belief that
“Accident [asiane, akwanhyia] is not in the nkrabea” (Asiane, enni nkrabea no mu).>"
Nonetheless, it seems that the extent of the information contained in the message of
destiny remains largely unknown to the Akan. This may be attributable in part to the
belief among the Akan that “the message of destiny cannot be remembered since a large
portion of the soul . . . is said to remain unconscious.” Therefore, Onyame is the only
being with full knowledge of a person’s destiny.”'* This belief is articulated in the Akan
saying, Obi kra ne Nyame no na obi nnyina ho bi (““When someone was taking leave of
Onyame [i.e.,, When the okra was leaving Onyame to enter the material world after
having its destiny established or approved by Onyame] no one else was standing by”).”"
The question of what can be known of a person’s destiny from its message (nkra) tends to
be accompanied by a second question that asks whether or not a person’s destiny can be
altered after it has been established in the spirit world (4samando).

The question of whether or not human destiny can be altered is an unsettled one.
Some Akan researchers such as Sarpong are of the belief that destiny can be changed
through the utilization of indigenous spiritual techniques like divination (ebisadze) or
through other traditional ritual formulae.”'® However, other researchers such as Opoku
and Gyekye hold the opposite view.’'” This disagreement notwithstanding, the Akan

cultural data studied thus far appear to lend more support to the view held by Opoku and

Gyekye. It seems quite difficult to reconcile Sarpong’s belief with, for example, the
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Akan saying that declares, Nea Onyame ahyehye no, odasani ntumi nnan ani (“The order
Onyame has settled, no living person can alter”).”'® Other recently cited maxims such as
Onyame nkrabea nni kwatibea (“There is no bypass to Onyame’s destiny”), Onyame
hyebea yennae no (“Onyame’s destiny cannot be altered”), and Ade a Onyame ahyehye
odasani ntumi nsee no (“No living person can subvert the order [arrangement] of
Onyame”) also trouble Sarpong’s perspective.

Yet perhaps even more troublesome for Sarpong’s perspective is the fact that the Akan
belief in the fundamental goodness of Onyame and hence destiny forces one to ask if it is
appropriate or even necessary to question whether or not destiny is an alterable reality.
As observed much earlier, the Akan cosmological tradition abounds with appellations and
maxims extolling the fundamental goodness of Onyame. Some of these appellations and
maxims include Tweduampon (“The Dependable”), Amowia (“Giver of the sun or light”),
Amosu (“Giver of rain”), Abommubuwafre (“Consoler’), Nyaamanekose (“The One in
whom you confide troubles which come upon you™), Onyame na owo basin fufuo ma no
(“It is Onyame who pounds fufu for the armless one™), Onyame ma wo yaree a, oma wo
ano aduro (“If Onyame gives you an illness, Onyame also gives you medicine”), and
Onyame mpe bone (“Onyame is against evil”). Furthermore, the Akan belief in the
inherent goodness of destiny is reflected in the sayings, Obiara ankra bone (“Nobody’s
leave-taking was evil”), Obiara kraa yie (“Everyone’s leave-taking was good”), and
Nyame boo obiara yie (“Onyame created everyone well”).”"> One ought not lose sight of
the possibility that further advanced research into Akan culture could yield data that are

consistent with Sarpong’s view concerning the mutability of destiny. However, what
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seems likely in any case is that the Akan conception of destiny will continue to play a
significant role in how the Akan interpret the human condition.

The existence of Akan expressions such as Onipa nyini wu na onnyini ntu (“A person
grows in order to die but does not grow in order to fly”)**” indicates an honest acceptance
among the Akan of the fact of human mortality. Yet there appears to be no evidence that
this honest acceptance engenders a sense of despair or disillusionment among the Akan.
While life in the mundane world is fraught with death, unfortunate accidents (asiane,
akwanhyia), perils, and challenges, human destiny (nkrabea/hyecbea) maintains its status
as a fundamentally positive spiritual and existential goal or purpose in life that is worth
learning more about and actively pursuing. As noted previously, the Akan value and seek
after a life of well-being and prosperity. This is why it is important to the Akan to
precisely identify and utilize personal talents and skills that are best suited to the
realization of one’s destiny. Hence the expressions, Anomaa nni nsa, nso ade n’ano
nwene ne pirebuo (“A bird has no hands, but it uses its beak to weave its nest”), Anomaa
ko asuo a, ode n’ano na esa (“If a bird goes for water, it uses its beak to collect it”’), and
Anomaa ahooden ne ne ntaban (“The bird’s strength is in its wings”).”*' The value that
the Akan place on a life of well-being and prosperity also compels them to seek
protection against negative spiritual practices and powers that threaten such a life. The
Akan believe that bayi boro, which was dually described in the first chapter as a negative
presence of spiritual power and as the specialized utilization of this power for socially
destructive ends, represents a serious threat to human life and well-being. Members of
the Akan community who believe themselves to be victims of bayi boro often enlist the

counteractive, protective services offered at local anti-bayi boro shrines in the Brong
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Ahafo region of southern Ghana. In the next and final stage of this chapter, we will
examine the function and significance of anti-bayi boro rites held at local anti-bayi boro
shrines in response to the destructive activities of abayifo.
Abayifo and Anti-Bayi Boro Rites

Readers should be aware as we begin that the examination to follow is in no way
intended to be exhaustive or definitive. Rather, the purpose of the examination is simply
to establish a firmer sense of what anti-bayi boro rites are, of how they function within
the context of the Brong Ahafo region of southern Ghana, and of how they relate to Akan
epistemology. My decision to focus on anti-bayi boro rites in the Brong Ahafo region of
southern Ghana is not necessarily due to a lack of such rites in other regions of the
country. Instead, my selection of anti-bayi boro rites performed in the Brong Ahafo
region — particularly within the town of Dormaa-Ahenkro — is a result of the fact that
some of the most thorough descriptions of these rites are based on observations made at
anti-bayi boro shrines located in Dormaa-Ahenkro. Situated in one of the westernmost
semi-deciduous areas of Ghana near the Cote d'Ivoirian border, modern-day Dormaa-

Ahenkro — capital of the Dormaa district™>

—is a very culturally and commercially active
town in which cocoa production has emerged as an important industry. Dormaa-Ahenkro
is also home to a considerable number of anti-bayi boro shrines which, according to some
researchers, may be related to older anti-bayi boro shrines that were operative in northern
towns like Bole and Wa during the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries.”> Moreover,
anti-bayi boro shrines are also found in other regions of contemporary Ghana such as the
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Asante region.””" We are the