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INTRODUCTION

A lot has so far been written about the Akan in terofistheir political
organization — chieftainégnd religious beliefs and practiéesut not much has been
done in the area of the role their religion playdhe institution of chieftaincy. Although
Abraham Akrong and Owusu Brempong have separatelearton the subject in the
edited volume by Awedoba and Odotei, both writedsribt dwell much on the religious
elements in the areas such as the selection pex;emsstoolment and the administration
of a chief in the Akan traditional society whichstipaper addresses.

The main concern of this paper isfital out if indeed religion (African
Traditional Religion) plays any fundamental role time institution of chieftaincy as
claimed by traditional Akan of Ghana. Specific keyues this paper addresses include: A
brief description of religion- African TraditiondReligion-, institution of chieftaincy,
selection and installation (enstoolment) of a cimethe Akan society, and functions of a
chief. The discussion also briefly touches on thstifution as it operates in the
contemporary Ghanaian society. The selection ofAtken is not only because it is the
traditional society best known to me but also l@nvinced that doing a case study such
as this is likely to yield more scholarly dividenitign to do a general study across Africa.

3. The Akan People of Ghana

The Akan constitute the largest ethgroup in Ghana. The 2000 Ghana’s
Population Census put their percentage at 49.1%eofotal population of Ghana. They
are mainly found in middle and the southern paGbana. The Akan group is composed
of different linguistic groups. The tongue of eagbup constitutes a dialect of the Akan
language but most of the dialects are mutuallylligtele. Two of them,Twi andFante
are however, widely spoken in the country. The @iaiect also has two versions which
are popular in Ghana. They are Asafta and AkwapimPart of the Akan is also found
in the Republic of Cote d’'lvoire. This was the reési the balkanization of the African
continent during the colonial period.
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M ethodology

The content of this paper is the resiila research | conducted in some Akan
areas in Ghana between January 2006 and Decem®@&r Ple direct material for this
study is mainly, but not exclusively, primary besauelevant secondary sources were
used to guide the discussion. The aim of the rebeas stated above is to find out the
role of religion in the institution of chieftaincythe target group interviewed include:
Chiefs,Ohemaa(queen-motherspdehyepanyirfthe head of the royal family) and other
traditional rulers, Religious officials, King-malsgropinion leaders and ordinary Akan
citizens. The selection of the above groups wasnmed by the fact that they constitute
the major stakeholders as far as the institutiorctoéftaincy in the traditional Akan
society is concerned.

5. Religion
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There is always a problem when thestjon, what is religion is posed, but it
is not the aim of this paper to open the debattherdefinition of the phenomenon of
religion but rather to describe what the peopleeunstudy see as religion. The
spirituality of the Akan is what is generally knovas African Traditional Religion
andthis religion from a close observation and interactrath the practitioners, can
be viewed as the beliefs and practices of indigen®diiicans which have evolved
over the years and have been practiced by Afri@ms time immemorial. Simply, it
is the religion known to the Africans before theimtact with the Western European
people and religions such Christianity, Islam atidess. Awulalu has a beautiful
description of African Traditional Religioh The main elements of this religion
include: a belief in th®©nyankopo (Supreme Being/God), belief in the divinities or
lesser gods, belief in the Ancestors, belief in ithpersonal forces which manifest
themselvesin the operations of witchcraft, magic, sorcery, amarand amulets,
totemism etc. For the Akan, it is these that givtality, hope and thus make life
meaningful. The Akan believe that these hosts geswatural beings include both
good and bad (evil) ones, but all qualify for auliittention because they have a firm
belief that these spirit beings have the capabiidyinfluence their lives either
positively or negatively. The influence religion has on the lives of theditianal
Akan is so great that it permeates all their endeessincluding their political, social
economic lives etc.

6. Chieftaincy Institution

Chieftaincy is a system of governaaceolitical arrangement under which the
leader is known as a chief. Chieftaincy, can bd saibe the most visible and prominent
form of political system among all the ethnic greup Ghana. However, the history of
the institution in Ghana as Awedoba and Odotightly point out, is not uniform as it
differs with society and there is evidence that, uatil the colonization of the country,
some Ghanaian societies did not have centralizedrgments under chiefs but lived in
what has been described as acephalpusips with no centralized political heads as
such-way of organization. The Akan, however, createditistitution of chieftaincy long
before the arrival of Western Europeans and theexyent colonization of the country.
It is for this reason that the Akan model is chogsm case study in this paper.

Chieftaincy in Akan is based on thaskip system and the chief is mostly
selected from the maternal lineage. The chief isllg considered as the first citizen of
the village, town or state as the case may beisMewed as the source of all traditional
authorities because he is regarded as represethinfgpunding fathers of the state. In
other words, he is the one who stands in the slobethe ancestor as the visible
representative based on the blood relationshipdeiviim and the ancestors of the clan.
This makes the office of the chief a sacred onealise he is regarded as the earthly
representative of the ancestors. In view of tthis, appointment of a chief is normally
preceded by divination and other rituals such &xiofy of prayers, sacrifices etc. This is
meant to help th©hemaaand the king-maketdo select a candidate who is acceptable
to the people and the ancestors. Therefore, foAka®, a chief is ‘a person who belongs
to the royal lineage or family and has duly beemimated by th@®hemaaand accepted
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by the king-makers and has gone through the redj@ostomary processes and rituals
designated for those who are qualified to ascerdstbol of the founding fathers of the
community concerned.’ This explains why in Akan society, the chief is @ated the
greatest respect and obediefte.

Even though, the sceptre, stool, séiaff, crown and other symbols of office set
the chief apart from all others in the commuHitygovernance of the society does not
solely rest with the chief but always there arecotbffice holders in the administrative
set up of the chieftaincy institution. These ofiisi are to assist the chief to rule. They
include the queen-mother, sub-chiefs, family ondie@ads, and respectable people in the
community. These groups of people who help thefdbieule are commonly known as
‘Council of Elders’ or ‘Members of Council of Stat®©ne of the responsibilities of the
Council of Elders is to make sure that the chiedsdnot abuse his office. In other words,
the Council of Elders limits the chief's powerstj@s the powers of a president of a
country today are limited by the constitution arleo institutions such as the legislature
and the judiciary as stipulated by the theory @iasation of powers. Actions constituting
abuse of office may include: disrespectfulness tdwahe Council of Elders and the
King-makers, breaking the oath of office or commgtadultery particularly with the
wives of his subjects. At the first instance, tBkemaamay advise the chief and if
necessary scold him, but if he proves recalcitrafficial charges are preferred against
him and if he is found culpable, a destoolment gssdollows.

Opoku has this to say about the roleebfion in the traditional African society:

A close observation of Africa and its societiesl waveal that religion is at the
root of African culture and is the determining piple of African life. It is no
exaggeration, therefore, to say that in traditioifilca, religion is life and life,
religion...Religion gives meaning and significance tkeir lives; both in this
worll%i and the next. It is hence not an abstradbaina part of reality and everyday
life.

It is this view that made scholars dnidan Traditional Religion like Parrind€r
and Mbit™* to remark that Africans are always religious amat treligion is a key factor
in all their endeavours. The role of religion invgenance in traditional Akan society has
aptly been described by Busia thus ‘the most ingmraspect of Ashanti chieftaincy (the
largest Akan group in Ghana) was undoubtedly tligioeis one’ as quoted in Craljg
Otumfam Osei Tutu 11, the preseAsantehenee-echoed this view in an interview with
the New African Magazine on his l@nniversary celebrations thus: “The Akan tradition
has always been with priest. We have always ruleasugh our priests. They were seers,
and soothsayers; we wouldn’t go to war without cdtrey them. A chief or king
couldn’t do anything without consulting the priésts

7. Selection of a chief in the Akan society

The discussion thus far shows trace®lajion in the chieftaincy issue among the
Akan. The ensuing discussion will throw more ligit the relationship between religion
and politics in the traditional Akan society.
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As indicated above, the selection of a chief amibigAkan is first and foremost based
on hereditary. That is, the person must be fromrtdyal family of the community in
which he aspires to become a chief. Anything sbbthis will result in resistance which
translates into chieftaincy disputes which haveobex rampant today. When a stool
becomes vacant, that is, when the reigning chidicakes or dies, arrangements are made
for his/her replacement. In the case of the deh#hreigning chief, his/her replacement is
made after burial has taken place. Here all thvaise qualify may vie for the vacant
stool. Several people may be interested but agdstahey must belong to the royal
family. Royal lineage here means the family whoseeators founded the community
concerned. It is possible to find more than oneilfamtho may claim ancestry to the
founding fathers of a place. In this case, morerofthan not, the position may pass
alternatively from one family to the other or evam rotational basis among the kinship
groups tracing their ancestry to a common mother.

The selection is very rigorous begathe person selected must be acceptable to
both the ancestors and the subjects. Therefortheasames come up, théh€@maaand
her elders do some sort of screening. The screesindone both ‘spiritually’ and
‘physically’. This is done with the view to shorsting the candidates. The spiritual one
is done mainly through divination to ascertain iight choice. It must be pointed out that
although the @emaais the principal king-maker in the traditional Akarcgety, she does
not do it alone, for she has to engage in a latoofsultations behind the scene with the
Adehyepanyirand those who matter in the royal family. For amste, when the short-
listing is completed, the li@maain consultation with th&dehyepanyiand a few trusted
members of the royal family, secretly send trustedssaries to some selected powerful
diviners and shrines for consultation to ascentdiich of the candidates will be suitable
for the position.

The choice of the diviners is thedhat will be acceptable to the ancestors. It
must be stressed here that it is not only the aoxsewho are consulted but the subjects
especially the opinion leaders to know their prefiee among the candidates. This is
what | call the physical screening. Here the feacttrat come into play are moral
character of the candidate, personal achievempatsptism and general commitment to
the cause of the community. | see the physicalesing as pragmatism, for although the
chief rules in the stead of the ancestors, the esthj(the living) are the direct
beneficiaries of the policies and programmes of ¢hef.When all the background
checks have been made and one of the candidatéebasselected by th@hemaa,she
thenofficially presents the name of the selected caatdido the king-makers as custom
demands, through th@yasehehdchief of the Royal Household). THeyasehenawill
also present the candidate to Kmntihene(the second in command of a traditional area),
and the entirdNsafohengsub-chiefs) of the traditional area concernedeAthis, the
chief — elect is handed over to the Gyasehene ifor tb confine the chief-elect for
preparation for his official installation (enstoant) through the required rites followed
by official coronation on an appointed d4y.

8. Enstoolment of an Akan Chief

Among the Akan the maisihle symbol of office of the chief is the stbblthat

is why when the Akan install a chief they referttas enstoolment. This shows why it is
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obligatory for any one who becomes a chief to cavstool for himself because the
installation of a chief centres on the stool. lotfahe stool is even one of the first items
that a would-be chief must provide before the emistent process begins. This is
because as Akrong rightly observes, ‘the stool biclvthe chief sits symbolizes the link
between him and the founding ancestors. The stioetefore, becomes a sacred location
or the temple that represents the abiding presehtiee founding ancestor&’And in
fact it is this stool that will be blackened aftee death of the chief and added to the
stock of stools in the stool room in the palace.

9. Administration/ Functions of a Chief

Religion does not end with the enlstmmt process but it rather becomes more
crucial in the day- to-day administration of themzounity. It is important to note that the
role of a traditional chief is both religious andlifcal. That is, he is both the political
head as well as the religious head of the state.paiirs libation on his own behalf and
on behalf of his subjects. He officiates during teéebration of festivals and other state
rituals. Though a state may have a priest or @ssstthe religious role of the chief is
paramount in the traditional Akan stéte.

It has been demonstrated from thevaltlbat during the confinement period, the
chief-elect has a lot of taboos to observe. Owusampong puts this thus, ‘taboos are
traditional commandments for every chieftaincy itngion in Africa’.? He adds that
Kings and Chiefs are sacred and must be protecyethlinos. He cites Malefijt as
reporting that early kings were often magicians amgksts or were custodians of
important deitie$® For Gyekye, ‘the taboos relating to his condua emannerisms are
all intended to remind him, his subjects, and athieat the position he occupies is sacred.
The stool (or throne) he occupies is believed taibeancestral stoot” For instance, a
menstruating woman should not enter the palacewmhtthe chief. This stems from the
belief that the menstrual blood is a source of dang the chief and all powerful people
in the traditional society such as, priests, megiamen, diviners etc. This view was
confirmed by all the Chiefs and queen mothers kepoith during the data collection
stage for this paper.

One other occasion on which the &hiedligious duties come to the fore is
during sacred days of the stool he/she occupiest agpecially on festival days.

The following is the literary translation of a liib@n prayer made at the&kondwafieso by
the Omanheneof Berekum Traditional Area at one of the Kwafestivals of the people
of Berekum:

Good morning Nananom (ancestors)

Today is Kwafie, on behalf of my people,

| offer you this drink.

Receive it and grant us long life

Grant health to me

Grant health to the queen-mother,

Grant health to the Akyeame (linguists/spokespesjson

Grant health to all including strangers in our mids

Visit us with abundant rains

Let our crops yield plentifully

So that we can feed you next year

Permit bearers of children to bear children
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Protect us against all forms of misfortune
Whoever wishes evil, let evil fall upon himSelf

The above ritual utterances point out clearly tbhaetextual or petitionary nature of the
Akan prayer. The prayer always reflects the needisaspiration of the people. Also on
everyAdaeor sacred day, the chief is expected to entenkioadwafiesdo pour libation

to ask for blessings from the ancestors who heesgmts, for he has sworn an oath to
carry out all religious rites connected with hifiad. It is this that legitimises his position
as a chief. It is for this reason that a chielestooled in the Akan society if he reneges
on this important religious obligation. The chiedifg the true representative of the
ancestors in the traditional area, makes the cimefa formal sense, the legal
representative of the ancestors in whom is loctttecauthority to and the power of the
ancestors to rul® In the words of Akrong, ‘ the sacred nature ofgship is based on the
belief that the king’s divine status as the mediatbthe divine power enables him to
perform the necessary rituals capable of sustaiamyprotecting society from cha®sit

is, therefore, sacrilegious for one to challenge #uthority of the chief. This also
explains why there was no organized opposition karAtraditional society. Even the
laws, customs, taboos and codes of ethics initiayetthe chief have divine backing since
they are believed to have been sanctioned by tlds god ancestors; therefore, they
invoke divine sanctions on anyone who disobeys thEmere is compliance even when
one is in solitude due to this firm belief of theople. Therefore, the system of
government in Ghana before their encounter with téfasculture can be said to be
theocratic in a way and African Traditional Religiovas the state religion.

One can deduce from the above that ldgal basis of authority for the
traditional Akan chief is religion. And it is geitclear that the appointment or selection
of a traditional Akan ruler- chief has religiousdempinning. The religious influence on
the governance in the Akan society also comesdddte even after the installation, the
Akan believe that the safest means by which a aaafprotect himself, his people and
state is through religion (divination). This explaiwhy diviners, magicians, medicine
men and other ritual specialists are attached tefshpalaces in the Akan traditional
society. This belief seems to be endemic in Ghansaxiety because from the time of
Dr. Kwame Nkrumah, the first President of Ghanalate, it has been alleged that the
heads of state of Ghana have in one way or the athresulted spiritualists or have a
charm of some sort to protect themselves and gjoiernments.

The religious role of the traditiodahder is not limited to men but also it is
extended to women. Thus themaahas the singular duty to make rain whenever the
community faces drought. Whenever the need arsasncillors would tell her, ‘the
people are crying® and she has to act accordingly. Parriftiecontinues that queen-
mother does not act alone in the rain-making ritoatl has to consult or engage the
services of a rain- maker who is always a man. ddmcern here is that women ritual
specialists abound in the Akan traditional societlyy can’'t one be engaged here since it
is the sole responsibility of the queen-mother isuee that rain falls? Can this also be
one of the male chauvinistic tendencies that oparatraditional African societies?
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Ejizu has provided a good summary of both the jgaliand the religious role of an Akan

chief:
The traditional Ashanti Empire of Ghasaa combination of localised lineages
that form a political community. Each lineage hgadsesses his own blackened
stool representing the lineage ancestors and tehwthe lineage head pours
libations. TheAsantehengresides over the Ashanti nation with his own toya
stool believed to symbolise the ancestral spirithe person of thA&santehenes
sacred and he primarily fills a sacred role as‘tme who sits upon the stool of
the ancestors’. He is hedged round with a numbealodos. In addition to his
political role, he is thdink between the living and the deade presides over
important ritual sacrifices at thiedaeandOdweraceremonies. Thus, the Ashanti
king is regarded as the first-born of the kingdohfe is the leader of the living
and their representative before the ancestors.etisaw the vicar of the ancestors
among the living?®

10. Chieftaincy in Ghana today

Arguably, one can opine that claigity; the once revered institution of the
traditional Akan and for that matter traditionalris in general, has been shaken to its
very foundation due to modernity and the wind afigbchange blowing throughout the
African continent and the historical fact of colpaiion with its western form of
governance. The reality is, as Odotei and Awetfobhserve ‘traditional states now
operate within the modern state and conforms tosthectures that the state uses to
regulate its operation.” The state manipulationtieé institution of chieftaincy began
during the colonial era, for the indirect rule syst adopted by the British colonial
powers, subtly made chiefs appendages to the ialppower of Britain and thereby
gradually lost their sovereignty. Even though thdeljpendence Constitution of Ghana
gave some sort of respect to the chiefs, the CdiorenPeople’s Party (CPP).
Government under Dr Kwame Nkrumah came up with @oii®n (Amendment) Act,
1959 which enabled government to dabble in chiedtai(specifically through the
Minister of Local Government) matters without redjém the Regional Houses of Chiefs
as provided in the Independence Constitution. Etheyugh, article 13 of the 1960
Constitution of Ghana stipulates that ‘chieftairstyould be guaranteed and preserved’,
the chieftaincy Act (no. 81) of 1961 makes nonseiserticle 13 of the first Republican
Constitution of 1960 in that Act 81 defines whohget is as “an individual who has been
nominated, elected and installed as a chief in rdecwe with customary law, and is
recognized as a chief by the minister responsitmld_bcal Government.” This is a clear
case of contradiction and manipulation of the tngitin. No wonder Pinckné§bemoans
this bizarre turn of events as it is found in Beakothur:

The gong-gong, which was used to summon the pewo@s,often beaten by a
party official, party rallies competed with tradmial durbars, party drumming
groups competed with those in the chiefs' courts] a&illage development
committees were chaired by party officils.

Those chiefs who resisted this were forcibly delstboThis put the fear into some chiefs
and thus made them appendages of the ruling gowsrriwhat might have accounted
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for this move may probably be due to modernizatiworists of the time who thought
that ‘chieftaincy would wither in post —colonialags® and that ‘modernization and
traditionalism are incongruou®>’ What this means is that the once revered inititatis
becoming a shadow of its former self. It is impotti state that the one area where Dr.
Nkrumah recognized the role of the chiefs was dustate functions where libation
prayer would precede that of a Christian.

Today in Ghana, there is an associdtimown as Christian chiefs Association of
Ghana (CCAG), ostensibly these are Traditionalfshigho profess the Christian faiths.
Some of them became Christians before their irdiali and some became converted
after their installation. Their contention is thedme of the rituals connected with
chieftaincy are demonic and as such they do not weaassociate themselves with them.
For instance, some do not pour libation to the stoce and the state gods during sacred
days. They interestingly have appointed peopleetdopm such rituals on their behalf. Is
this not a clear case of contradiction and hypge@rié you are convinced that the ritual is
demonic and thus bad, why do you ask your fellovsg@e to do it? This simply means
perhaps they do not understand their Christiancppies well, for the Bible says,
punishment awaits anyone who urges his fellow hub&ng to do what is abominable in
the sight of God. | find it difficult to understarttis attitude of the so-called Christian
chiefs. What is, however, clear to them is the fhet failing to perform your religious
duties as a chief is tantamount to abdicating ymsition or you are forcibly destooled
but they do not want to lose their positions agfshibut want to keep two positions which
according to their own interpretation are incomipati

Chiefs as agents of development inrthespective communities cannot be
overemphasized. This, they do, by providing seguiit the areas, justice and
mobilisation of the people to undertake commundiola for the execution of
development projects. This explains why developrnbesbmes stalled in the areas where
there are no substantive chiefs or there are mtetlachieftaincy disputes. Even the land
to be released for development must come from thief,cwho is traditionally the
custodian of the stool land in his/her, area akgliction.

One motivating factor that keeps fine in the chief's burning is the fact of
religion and culture. Culture is that which givearaque identity to any group of people
anywhere in the world, and since the institutioncbfeftaincy is a key element in the
Akan culture and for that matter many African p@spkthe Akan chiefs, the custodians of
the Akan culture would tenaciously guard it evenhe face of difficult challenges. And
it is this that has kept the institution going désphe odds and if any thing at all, it will
transform itself to meet the realities of the tim#sis here that Bottah’'s quotation of
Major (Rtd) Courage Quashigah; Minister of HealtliGhana is relevant:

That posterity would continue to demand accountgbon cultural heritage

bequeathed the chieftaincy institution, if theyoaléd the unique and valued
inheritance to play second fiddle to western cekurHe therefore, entreated
chiefs as the custodians of the land traditionéi€band systems to guard against
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the phenomenal adulteration of the country’s tradél customs, values, norms
and practices or have no rallying point as a petple

These are factors which no contemporary governmme@hana can choose to ignore. It
is this reality that has informed the framers of Ganstitutions of 1969, 1979 and 1992
to give the due recognition to the chieftaincy itusion. Article 270 of the 1992
Constitution of Ghana prevents the Parliament fesracting any law which directly or
indirectly intends to control the institution ofieftaincy in Ghana today.

11. Conclusion

The worldview of the Akan has beenedoto be overwhelmingly theistic and
this finds expression in all their endeavours. Té¢osnes out clearly in their system of
governance- chieftaincy. The stool which the reignchief occupies symbolizes his/her
link with the ancestor of the state. This, therefomakes the chief the visible link
between the living and the dead. Thus, his/hergpeflom the moment he/she ascends
the stool, becomes sacred. He/she becomes bopolitieal and spiritual head of his/her
people. In view of this, he/she is guided and gedroly a host of taboos. This ensures the
sanctity of the institution of chieftaincy. The égoing discussion so far, points out
clearly that in Akan traditional society, it is hirtkable to talk about separating religion
from politics because political leadership is imsically fused with spiritual leadership.
In other words, religion forms the legal basis m@iditional authority and, therefore, to
decouple the two is nothing less than removing tivso from the institution of
chieftaincy.

Drawing from the Akan understandiriguno a chief is, the processes involved
in his/her selection and installation, his/her esitas a chief and even the burial rites
accorded a chief, this paper can conclude or pmsibheory that religion - African
Traditional Religion - is an indispensable elemiarthe institution of chieftaincy among
the Akan of Ghana (and this may hold good for othieican traditional communities).
This is because the supernatural (Supreme Beirdg god the Ancestors) are the pivot
around which the institution revolves and anyone \Wses sight of this reality, will lose
the very essence of the institution of chieftaiaoyong the Akan of Ghana.
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