QUEST: An African Journal of Philosophy / Revue Africaitie Philosophie
XXII: 163-184

The reality of spirits? A historiography
of the Akan concept of ‘mind’

by Louise F. Miller

Abstract: The reality of spirits? A historiography of the Akan concept of
‘mind’ (La réalité des esprits: Vers une historiogaphie de la conception
akan de I'esprit). In this article the following thesis is consideréte classi-
fications used to define African Indigenous Rehgiare ‘inventions’ of West-
ern scholars of religion who employ categories tlae entirely “non-
indigenous®. The author investigates the presumptions of ttagestent and
discusses the work of scholars of religion studyimgy Akan and in particular
the Akan concept of mind. In the analytic philosephtradition the precise
meaning of Akan concepts of mind suchaksa and sunsum described by
various scholars of religion in different eras, asgiewed. The pre-colonial,
colonial and the postcolonial era all have had ifipanfluence on the concep-
tualisation of the mind. On the basis of an hisiraphy of the Akan mind the
author concludes that, contrary to the originatigsis under review, ‘cultural
background’ and ‘academic discipline’ are relatyvehimportant in the classi-
fication of ‘indigenous religions’. The ‘paradignprevailing within a disci-
pline, ‘personal belief and the spatio-temporal ntext in which
conceptualisations are created, turn out to benfae significant.

Key words spirits, Akan, ‘mind’, classifications, Africamdigenous Relig-
ions, non-indigenougkra, sunsumhistoriography

Introduction

The thesis of this essay is as follows:

‘the classifications used to define African Indiges Religions are ‘inven-
tions’ of Western scholars of religion who themsshemploy categories that

are entirely “non-indigenous™.

| would like to look at the following presumptioribat underlie this
statement, in order to discuss its validity.
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1. ‘African Indigenous Religions’ have been defineddmyolars as a
unity, by using certain characteristics.

2. These classifications are ‘inventions’ of Westezhadars.

3. These scholars have only been Western scholaedigibn.

4. The word ‘are’ presumes that these scholars mastetblassifica-
tions nowadays.

5. The categories these scholars use are entirelynaagenous.

A short research on the conceptualisation of Afribedigenous Religions
(AIRs) shows that the first presumption is valithefe are indeed schol-
ars who have defined AIRs by giving certain comnesbaracteristics of
these beliefs, which can be used to classify tiAdsean religions as
‘Indigenous’. With this opinion these scholars apposed to those who
believe that there is only one ‘African IndigendRsligion’ that can be
compared with monotheistic world religions sucHsiam and Christian-
ity (Cox 1999: 231-232).

The second presumption is valid if ‘indigenousais invention of
Western scholars, but there have been non-Westdiolass using the
term ‘indigenous’ as well. Presumptions 2 and 3tleeefore invalid. The
fourth presumption is valid if the classificatiomdigenous’ of ‘African
Indigenous Religions’ has been made only receBtly.classifications of
what we now call ‘indigenous’ religions are as alsl the intercultural
encounters of Africans with other parts of the wasince 1400 (Wolf
1982: 3-24). As soon as there was contact withratbkures, there was a
necessity for scholars to classify African religgoffPlatvoet 1996: 105).
Although the term ‘indigenous’ is thus new, the lpemn of classifying
African indigenous religions has a long historyeTifth presumption is
logically invalid, because of the word ‘entirelffhe translation of con-
cepts shows that an entirely ‘non-indigenous’ catgds by definition
non-existent. A translation from a concept from targuage to the other,
for example from Twi (the Akan language) to Englishplies that there
must be something in the original language whidht&@ios elements that
make a translation possible (Cox 1998:19-20). Wethas only say that
classifications are partly non-indigenous and ctanlysto what extent
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they are as such (Platvoet 1996: 105). So, althaugltan easily con-
clude that presumption 5 as such is invalid, thestjan to what extent
the categories of Western scholars are non-indigemeeds further re-
search.

In conclusion, an initial investigation shows toaty the first pre-
sumption of the given statement is valid. All thtbey assumptions need
further research in order to draw a conclusion abweir validity. Since it
IS impossible to investigate the validity of thesssumptions for every
AIR in Africa, | will concentrate on one concept ame specific AIR,
namely the religion of the Akan; the major sociugliistic ethnical group
in Ghana and the Cote d’lvoire (Buah 1980: 1-20)er€fore, without
changing the assumptions of the original statememayve narrowed the
thesis as follows:the classifications used to define the conceptiod mm
Akan thought are inventions of Western scholanelgion who employ
categories that are entirely non-indigenouarst, | will discuss the cul-
tural background and paradigms of scholars studtiegAkan religion
(Presumption 2, 3, 4). Secondly, | will describeviebme of these schol-
ars conceptualised the Akan ‘mind’ and to what mixteese conceptuali-
sations are non-indigenous (Presumption 5).

A historiography of scholars studying the religion of the Akan

In my narrowed statement it is presumed that ‘smisbhave classified
indigenous religions. My historiography thereforeed not start before
the time the first scholars researched the indigemeligion of the Akan.
The first Akan studies were namely non-academieyMere the work of
Arab travellers of which Ibn Battuta is a relialdeample (1354), mer-
chants such as the Dutch Bosman (1688 & 1702) &ntfestern mis-
sionaries, such as the English Freeman (1838).eThessons gathered
knowledge of the Akan for pragmatic reasons. Thagted to explore the
area as Battuta did. Other study reasons includedimg to convert the
indigenous population or wanting to know how to wvane them to buy
their products. Although they gathered some infdioma due to a lack of
methodology, academically their work was limitedaffoet 1996: 105-
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138). The first step to academic fieldwork on tHeaA was made by R.S.
Rattray. In 1908, this anthropologist had the henmfuworking for the
English colonial government. As a government argblagist, he re-
ported on the indigenous customs of the Ashangi;ntilajor ethnic group
of the Akan. From the 1920s onward he became ateata anthropolo-
gist.

The above introduction to the historiography of Ak@n gives in-
formation about the validity of presumption 3 and~#4st, it shows that it
IS incorrect to use the present tense of ‘be’ latien to the invention of
classifications, for the first scholar made hissslcations in the Akan
religion in the 1920s. This invalidates presumptorSecondly, it shows
that not all Western scholars who studied the Akare scholars of relig-
lon. For example, Rattray was an anthropologisis Theans that pre-
sumption 3 might be invalid as well. Still, criticeeaders amongst us
could say that anthropological work includes thadgtof religion and
that anthropologists can therefore be classifietsasolars of religion’.
For an utterance about presumption 3 then, wefissll have to look if
scholars studied the Akan from disciplines othantineligion or anthro-
pology. It seems thus that presumption 2, 3 anceSstll left to be vali-
dated. I will therefore look from which cultural ddayround the scholars
studying the Akan came (presumption 2), from whdikcipline they
wrote (presumption 3) and how they conceptualibedAkan concept of
mind (Presumption 5).

Western & non-Western scholars studying the religion of the Akan

This paragraph deals with the cultural backgrouhdaholars studying
the religion of the Akan. It gives an answer to theestion whether the
classifications made define the concept of mind in Akan thougbkte
made by Western scholars only (presumption 2) aoif-Western schol-
ars also played a part in these classificationsll lalso pay attention to
the emic or etic character of these qualifications made by the Weste
scholars Rattray, Parrinder and Platvoet and then&hn scholars Dan-
guah, Busia, Gyekye and Wiredu.
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Western scholars studying the Akan religion: Ratt@arrinder & Plat-
voet

As | mentioned before, the first Western academtbrapologist writing
on the Akan religion was R.S. Rattray. Since hiskwaad to be useful for
the colonial empire it was descriptive and non-tegcal. In the para-
digms of the first academic anthropologists thectfiamalism of the Akan
indigenous belief was emphasised. The religiouebeis studied as if it
was a static system, not sensitive to transformat{®latvoet 1996: 105-
138). This point of view fit with the mainstreameal in the academic
world at this time that non-Western societies did develop and there-
fore could not have a history (Wolf 1982: 3-24)thslugh Rattray’s work
was thus a-historical, he studied and learned Tihe-language of the
Akan.

Besides, the work of Rattray, G. Parrinder, a Afestiberal mis-
sionary, contributed to the study of the religiohtlee Akan. He was
trained in theology and philosophy. Instead of eagmwing the non-
existence of African indigenous religions as a @adligion, as most of
his colleagues did in the 1950s, Parrinder trieshiow that African relig-
ion as a conceptual unity could contribute to thdearstanding of world
religions, which were believed to be rooted in &fecan Indigenous
Religion. In order to validate his research hetsthto universalise the
particular elements in different AIRs. By definiddR as one concept,
the roots of world religions such as Christianitygldslam could be found
easier (Parrinder 1954: 1-15). The Dutch scholarebgion J. Platvoet
describes Parrinder’s work as being decontextudlise

So, next to Rattray and Parrinder, a present-tiapldgian has
contributed to the study of the Akan religion. Rtet describes the spirit-
possession of the Akan (the Bono from the Brongfdhagion) from a
positivistic point of view. He writes, that in tiWestern academic tradi-
tion there is a dichotomy between the supernatrapiritual and the
empirical or material world. The spiritual world asworld that scholars
can not empirically observe and cannot investigata scientific tools.
Platvoet states: ‘Scholars (of religion) have nangeof investigating the
meta-empirical world, because they cannot verify; falsify, whether
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spirits actually ‘take possession’ of their mediamd ‘heal’ or perform
other ‘work’. The only research scholars can dstigly the behaviour of
people practising the indigenous religion, who hiageome possessed by
spirits. Scholars can, for example, study the meaof amnesia after the
spirit has left a medium. According to Platvoets tstrengthens the belief
that mediums are ‘really’ possessed and that theis tondition of pos-
session is not merely a neurological event, but alulturally condi-
tioned, ‘normal’ trait in Akan possession (Platvo#®99: 80-95). From
this statement it becomes clear that Platvoet damedelieve in spirit
possession. He adds that the behaviour of persossepsed by spirits
includes the study of the spirit belief of indigeisopeople, but does not
study the Akan belief in spirits and thus doescaiceptualise the Akan
ideas about the ‘mind’.

We see that the work of Western scholars of varidisciplines
studying the Akan has been more or less positividtiattray tried to
understand the Akan from the inside out and prodiweic knowledge,
but failed to do so accurately because of a lackistbrical knowledge.
After Rattray the orientation of research becanoeeasingly positivistic.
According to this paradigm, the ‘Other’ can only $tadied as an object
and not as a subject. Therefore the scholar haedp his distance and
cannot afford to identify himself with the people Is studying. For the
classifications in religion used to study the cqtcaf mind, this means
that these classifications are made from a distalmca@nthropological
terms anthropologists speak in this sense of anlatguage and termi-
nology.

Ghanaian scholars studying the Akan religion: DaalguBusia, Opoku,
Gyekye & Wiredu

The contributions of Ghanaian scholars studying Akan religion are
made by the theological philosopher J.B. Danqu&9®%11965), the an-
thropologist K.A. Busia (1913-1978), the preseng-dathropologist Kofi
Asare Opoku and the philosophers K. Gyekye and iked\M.

As in the Western academic tradition the firsttabotion made to
the study of the Akan came from an anthropolodrst1928, J.B. Dan-
guah published’he Akan Doctrine of GodPlatvoet describes this work
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as follows:

‘Though the book contained important ethnographetaments from Akim-
Abuakwa traditional religion, its description ofetiikan religion, ‘as it really
was’, was a parade of Danquah’s speculative etipicddsophy: a normative
exposition, by means of a selective use of elemeh#skan culture of what
Danquah thought Akan traditional religion must héeen like - and should
continue to be like - despite overwhelming evidetocéhe contrary’ (Platvoet
1996:119).

Danquah — who was a politician until 1947— heldt thkan traditional
religion was as ethical and monotheistic a religggnwere Christianity
and Islam and delivered academic work with thesaraptions.

Another anthropological study came from Kofi A.d8a who was
a government anthropologist in charge of a sunfdiie Takoradi district
from 1947 until 1949. During that time he was apped Lecturer in
African Studies in the new University College athwoota. He became
Professor of Sociology in 1954, but resigned inGl&8become leader of
the opposition to Nkrumah in Parliament. His worlaswthus political
anthropology and politically motivated. Becausenas a full-time politi-
cian from 1956 onwards, his contribution to thedgtof AIRs remained
limited to one major essay on the religion of th@A Although his study
Is still one of the best brief introductions to Aktaaditional religion, the
weakness set in the book its last pages. In thEaBpresented a static
picture of Akan traditional religion in the ‘cont@arary situation’ and in
the elements which Busia ignored: the belief indpeitual world includ-
ing witchcraft and natural spirits.

At least, this strategy kept him from not beingeta seriously in
the academic world, such was the case with the &aaranthropologist
Kofi Asare Opoku, who was academically doomed a#acking the
Western anthropologist Evans-Pritchard for dectapriwitchcraft an
‘imaginary offence’. To Opoku witchcraft was ‘rdayond the fantasy of
mere imagination’ (Platvoet 1996: 105-138). A betieademic strategy
has been followed by the present-day Ghanaian sgpleers Wiredu and
Gyekye. Instead of contributing to the Akan religiaith an empirical
study, they chose a career in philosophy that edathiem to study the
metaphysical world, without being academically dedmBoth philoso-

169



Louise F. Miller

phers developed a completely different but sucoésstfategy to ap-
proach the Akan religion academically. Gyekye, i@ professor with
the Philosophy Department at the University of Ghahegon, ap-
proaches religion as if he is a Western philosagHeris a Christian who
does not believe in indigenous spirits and trdatsAkan religion as if it
is a coherent and consistent religious scheme,hwfite into the rules of
the North Atlantic bivalent logic. He does not exaenthe Western con-
ceptions he uses to explain the indigenous thouglithas instead incor-
porated Western academic bivalent thinking in otddye accepted in the
mainstream North Atlantic academic world (Gyekye38. 153-169).
Wiredu, who does believe in indigenous spirits, hasiore multivalent
approach to the Akan concept of mind. While workindnis department
at the University in Florida, he is already accdptg the North Atlantic
academic world and can therefore allow himselfrigplkeasise the multi-
stranded, unsystematic and multivalent characterAk&n religion
(Wiredu 1995:123-153).

To conclude the discussion of presumption 2 nbg @estern but
also Ghanaian scholars have made a useful contmibtd the classifica-
tion of the Akan religion. While the classificatiofWestern scholars was
merely etic, Ghanaian scholars have contributetl tth emic and etic
academic work. The work of Danquah, Busia and Ggdlgd a more etic
character than that of Opoku and Wiredu. With rddgar all Ghanaian
scholars it can be said that they have developadra or less successful
strategy in order to be accepted by the mainstridanth Atlantic aca-
demic world.

Academic disciplines of scholars studying the refigof the Akan

The underlying question of presumption 3 is if dah® classifying the
Akan religion were scholars of religion only, ortifey came from disci-
plines other than religion or religious anthropglotn order to validate
this assumption, | will summarize from what dismpl our Western and
Ghanaian scholars approached the Akan religion.fifsiestudies of the
Akan were anthropological or philosophical-theotadi Rattray, Busia,
Opoku and Danquah were anthropologists, while R@eri wrote in a
philosophical-theological discipline. From the 186the discipline of
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history and philosophy independent from theologyl @heology inde-
pendent from philosophy, took the Akan in theildief study. One ex-
ample of such a theologian is Platvoet. Two exampfephilosophers in
this field of study are Gyekye and Wiredu.

In conclusion, there have been anthropologistspldiggans and
philosophers active in the field of African religiowhich means pre-
sumption 3 is invalid. What still has to be dis&dss the validation of
presumption 5, which discusses the extent to wikinehcharacteristics
used to classify African religions are indigenoDsie to my narrowed
statement, | will only discuss to what extend tbaaeptualisation of the
Akan ‘mind’ is non-indigenous.

The contributions of scholars to the Akan concept o f ‘mind’

In this paragraph, | will describe the differentnceptualisations of the
mind made by the Western scholars Rattray, DangnahBusia and the
Ghanaian scholars Gyekye and Wiredu. | do not dathl all scholars
who have been introduced in the last paragrapleedimey have not all
articulated their view on the concept of mind of fkkan.

African & Western anthropological views on the Akan concept of mind from
the early twentieth century: Rattray, Danquah & Busia

Rattray writes that he recognizes three souls iarAthought: thentoro,
the sunsumand theokra. Thentoro is a kind of totem. In the myth of
origin of the Akan the first human beings are biduggether by a snake
(onini). The child they had, bared the spirit of thiskenavho was trans-
mitted to him by the father. When this child bafed own children he
gave hisntoro to them and so to all future generations. Whiterttoro is
transmitted by the father it is also known as seduiis one of the great
elements in every man and woman, together with'rtfeggya’ or blood
transmitted to the child by mother. The combinatednthe mogya and
ntoro give a child hissunsumor personality (Rattray 1923:. 45-77). A
character of thsunsumis that it can be separated from the body. It can
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leave the body to travel through the spiritual \@afl a person goes to
sleep (Rattray 1927: 27-35). Although Rattray gdnese characteristics,
he did not really know how to define the concepics he wrote: ‘the
sunsumis the soul, or power, or whatever we like to dtllRattray
1923:198). At least this definition was clearemthlae one he gave of the
okra, which he called: ‘that force, personal magnetisharacter, person-
ality, power, soul, call it what you will, upon vdi depend health,
wealth, worldly power, success in any venture, aot feverything that
makes life at all worth living’ (Rattray 1923:46)n the field of the con-
cept of mind Rattray’s work was thus not very aater

The philosopher J.B. Danquah delivered a coniobuto the con-
cept of mind by making a comparison between thestain and the Akan
ideas about morality. In his version of Christigriiuman beings had to
follow God’s will in order to live a moral life. Amng against his will was
a sin. Because Adam and Eve ate from the God’sdden fruit, all hu-
man beings were born with sin. Therefore, the @anssoul is not pure
from the beginning. The Akan, on the contrary, laoen as ‘pure souls’.
Their soul orokrais a piece of the Highest God. And since God i3dgo
the okra has to be good as well. Only teensunor personality of a hu-
man being can be evil. By knowing God this evil baneliminated (Dan-
guah 1944, 85-90). The question is now how somgttpurely
good Okra) can bear a part which can be egliisulh Danquah thinks
the ‘okra’is ‘the end ofsunsur or that part of the soul where someone’s
self-controlled personality stops and Nyame comés the field. A hu-
man being ¢nipa) is thus born as a good person, but can do ewivihe
rational part of his soul-theunsurdbrings him to evil thoughts. Danquah
thus believes in a dualism between bobdgpnan) and mindokra and
sunsum There is only one divine soubKra) of which a small part is
filled with the not-divinesunsumSo, instead of linking theunsunto the
ntoro, as Rattray did, Danquah links it directly to thean God. For him
this God (Nyame is comparable with the monotheistic Christian God
(Danquah 1944:8).

Ten years after Danquah’s contribution, Dr. K.Aiska seems to
agree more with Rattray’s basic ideas. He usegdyattstudy and con-
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tributes to it by expressing himself more accuyatddout the mind. He
writes that thentoro, like Rattray thought, is not the same asghesum
Instead, it is a generic term of which the nonmigunsums a specific
instance (Busia 1954: 197). This means that liker&®aand unlike Dan-
guah, Busia believes that the Akan have three atgghisouls. Of these
souls thesunsumis connected with thatoro, and not with theokra
(Busia 1954: 209).

In conclusion, | have answered the question totvexéent the
conceptualisation of the mind by Rattray, Danquald 8usia is non-
indigenous. Rattray tried to conceptualise the ninan indigenous way,
but did not have enough knowledge on the Akan toitdaccurately,
which means it was not very indigenous. Danquall @ésehilosophical
scheme, which didn’t have any connection with tbeiad reality, which
made it not at all indigenous. Busia made Rattréiys contribution to
the conceptualisation more accurate and can beasee social scientist
that created the most indigenous concept of mind.

African philosophical contemporary views on the concept of mind: Gyekye &
Wiredu

In contemporary times two Ghanaian philosopher® varitten about the
Akan concept of mind. | would like to compare tdeas of Gyekye and
Wiredu, keeping the idea in mind that Wiredu bedgwn spirits, while
Gyekye does not believe in the reality of suchtesti Like in the above
comparison, Wiredu and Gyekye’s main point of disagient is on the
character of thesunsurh According to Wiredu thesunsums not imma-
terial butquasi-material Wiredu thinks that the fact that tleansumcan
travel through the spiritual world does not meaat th is a part of that
world. But the fact that it can travel means in@ entirely material as
well. In contradiction to his precessors, Wiredinkls that the Akan con-
cept of mind has not primarily to do with theoro, sunsunor okra. The
Akan word for mind, he says, &lweneThe character of adwene is that
it is non-substantial, because it also means thoughAMestern philoso-
phy the mind is the same as the brain, becausmitingk is an immaterial
entity producing immaterial thoughts. This meanat tthere can be no
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thoughts without the brain. In Akan thought, on tmntrary, a human
being can have thoughts without a brain, becausagtits are connected
to the mind. Therefore, ‘adwene’ means mind inalgdihoughts, which
can be actual or potential. If the Akan say thahesone has no adwene, it
means he has no capacity for having good thougtidhais no potential
of becoming a good thinker. This does not meanhbkatannot have any
actual thoughts. The brain in Akan thought is pu$tinctional apparatus,
which every human being possesses. Back to theepbf the Sunsurm
this means thesunsumis the possessor of adwene, in the meaning of
potential thoughts. Someone with a good personalitihus able to pro-
duce good meaningful thoughts. Tsusunis thus connected to adwene,
which is not an entity or object because thoughtsot be seen. There-
fore thesunsumis not an entity either. Trunsums neither material, nor
immaterial but what Wiredu callguasi-material which means it only
exists as a concept.

The same way of reasoning is valid for tiea. Wiredu thinks the
okrais not the same as the English concept of souhuse the soul is an
Immaterial entity that is created by God. Télga instead is a seeming
immaterial entity received bfyameinside the body of a material human
being. This means thekra is neither a wholly immaterial nor material
entity and is thus-like theunsurrquasi-material. He thus does not be-
lieve that only the body exists as an entity (matsm) or only the mind
exists as such (spiritualism). Neither does heebelithat there are two
different entities called body and mind (dualismip his quasi-
materialism the quasi-materiaunsurhis part of the quasi-material en-
tity ‘okra. By the lack of a better concept Wiredu uses tdren quasi-
materialism, to define these ‘concepts’ that asatled between the spiri-
tual and the material world. Thekra and sunsumtravel through both
worlds and are thus sometimes visible for humamdsei This idea fits
with the worldview of most Akan who believe thaeyhlive with ances-
tors at the same time and sometimes in the sante spal thus empha-
sises the present-day (Wiredu 1995:123-153).

Gyekye does not believe in quasi-materialism hua ibody-mind
dualism. He believes in lifafter death instead of livingvith the dead.
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Gyekye thinks that thekra is an immaterial entity and that the concept
can be translated by the English term ‘soul’. Haks that there is one
world in the present which is the material worlddame world where
people go after they die. After a human being hed His or hepkra will
lead him to the immaterial world, which means is ha be immaterial.
Beside theokra, thesunsunis also immaterial. Otherwise Gyekye cannot
explain how it can fly away during the night, whikee body is still laying
In its bed, for a material object cannot be on plaxres at the same time.
From a dualistic point of view it is easy to undensl Gyekye’s vision on
what he calls ‘anthropological conceptual blunde@yekye thinks that
Busia and Rattrays believe that fwensuncomes from thatoro is abso-
lutely wrong. In his view thesunsumand theokra have both a divine
origin, while thentoro and mogya are given to people by human beings.

To summarize, Gyekye’s conceptualisation of thelknind is
more non-indigenous, than Wiredu's. The causeherconceptual differ-
ences lies in the differences in the worldview oftbphilosophers. Both
Gyekye and Wiredu use Akan concepts of mind ta@dte the position
of African philosophy opposed to Western philosogyt, while Gyekye
uses only Western or etic concepts to articulai® dpposition, Wiredu
creates new emic concepts such as quasi materiabsaxplain the in-
digenous Akan thought.

Conclusion

In the statement discussed in this essay two eritme presumed to be
Important in the classification of ‘indigenous gains’: ‘cultural back-
ground’ and ‘academic discipline’. Scholars makihgse classifications
are supposed to have a ‘Western’ cultural backgt@m are supposed to
be ‘scholars of religion’. | disagree with thistst@ent because its under-
lying assumptions are invalid. First, the scholal® studied the Akan
have not only been Westerners. Also, the academuaptine of these
scholars has not only been those of scholars igioal Further, the histo-
riography of invention of categories by these sat®khows these cate-
gories are not only made in the present-day. Segery translation
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presumes a certain degree of understanding ofttiee’® worldview and

since both Western and African scholars have dmuted to the classifi-
cations of the Akan religion and the conceptuabsadf mind, their in-

vention of categories is not entirely non-indigesioln my essay | have
shown that the extent to which the conceptualisatibomind of scholars
Is indigenous varies.

On a deeper level my essay shows that a ‘paradigtihin a cer-
tain discipline and ‘personal belief’ play a moraportant role in the
guestion to what extent categories made to defarts pf the Akan ‘in-
digenous religion’ are non-indigenous, than thespmeed categories
‘academic discipline’ and ‘cultural background’.&'English anthropolo-
gist Rattray, for example, wrote from an anthrogatal paradigm in
which he explored the Akan religion. He felt attegho the worldview of
the Akan, in which there is a fluid relationshipeeen the spiritual and
the material world. Although he didn’t really kndwaw to conceptualise
‘okra’ and ‘sunsur) he made a great first contribution in explainithg
Akan religion in emic terms. In that sense he madwrore ‘indigenous’
contribution than the etic work of the Ghanaianadah Danquah, who
mixed his ideas of the Akan religion with a Chastiworldview, which
resulted in a dualistic view on the Akan body anddue to the separa-
tion of the spiritual and material world. The Ghamaanthropologist
Busia took a position somewhere between Rattray Badguah. His
belief of the Akan concept of mind was for the ésd emic, but had an
etic Christian tail.

When we look at the contemporary ideas of theogbphers
Gyekye and Wiredu we see that a belief or disbehe& present-day
spiritual world still determines the conceptuaiisatof the Akan mind.
Wiredu, who believes in the reality of spirits g besidehim conceptu-
alises the mind (adwene) and thida andsunsumas quasi-material con-
cepts. The need for Wiredu to create the concemuai-materialism
comes from his belief in spirits. His personal ékthus plays a role in
his choice for an indigenous concept of mind. Gyekyho believes in a
spiritual world after live, uses a more Western dualistic scheme to de-
scribe the immaterial character okra and sunsum According to him
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they are equivalent to the Christian concept ofsind. Due to his disbe-
lief in a present day spiritual world he can allbinself to use already
existing Western philosophical concepts to explaim ideas about the
Akan concept of mind.

In a wider field, to answer the research questias important to
look at the time in which and the locality from wa&nowledge produc-
tion on African indigenous religions takes placs.ry historiography on
the Akan religion has shown, the paradigms in wisiolars of religions
from various disciplines write change over time.e3& changes have
everything to do with the transformations in Afmcaocieties from the
pre-colonial, to the colonial and the postcoloeia.

In pre-colonial times, the study of the Akan by aiamts and trav-
ellers was merely pragmatic. In colonial times, Wlemige about indige-
nous religions in general, was used to facilitateogean appropriation
and the realization of extraction and exploitatadmatural resources in
Africa (Van Binsbergen 2002; 20). Due to Europeapaasion, North
Atlantic science was able to give itself the pegk to universality. Not
coincidentally, in the contemporary postcolonial,escholars of religions
introduce paradigms to decolonise African religmmd take away the
claim of North Atlantic science to be the only dasiystem of knowledge.
As Van Binsbergen concludes in ‘The underpinning@éntific knowl-
edge systems’, (2002) the paradigm in which schalawadays validate
non-North Atlantic knowledge systems is beyond tfatultural relativ-
iIsm, which came up shortly after independence. Biasbergen explains
that the problem of this paradigm was that schohss not allowed to
value the knowledge system of other cultures. Tfhegeno claim about
the validity or invalidity of these systems coulel tmade. Van Binsbergen
describes the current philosophical paradigm hemsdhas follows:

"Nowadays, scholars are allowed to value non-NAtktantic knowledge sys-

tems and conclude that the South has access t® fofmalid knowledge to

which the North Atlantic has no access becausbeftimission, in these sci-
ences, of other sources of knowledge than thosgynézed in North Atlantic
science, as well as because of a knowledge situatiavhich partly different

natural phenomena and different socio-cultural oigion forms of knowl-
edge are involved" (Van Binsbergen 2002; 20).
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Since the contemporary postcolonial era is a peinoahich the
non-North Atlantic systems of knowledge are slowbing recognized,
African philosophers see it as their task to empzieathe validity of Afri-
can (philosophical) knowledge. Wiredu, for exampl@phasizes the fact
that African philosophers need to explain the megnof indigenous
concepts in North Atlantic languages, such as Bhglso that African
scholars can decolonise science. Wiredu explamsi¢icessity of decolo-
nisation since he and most other African philosoplage brought up in
the colonial Western philosophical tradition, dadhe colonial education
system. Wiredu:

‘| think that it is a colonial type of mentality dhregards African philosophy
as something that should be kept apart from theastréiam of philosophical
thinking. Compare how things stand or might stanaay, the study of British
philosophy. Surely, it would be more than mildlyoslyncratic for a British
teacher of philosophy in a British university taopose, in his teaching of,
Metaphysics, for example, to hold in abeyance a&faphysical insights deriv-
ing from British sources until s/he has the ocaasmteach a course on British
philosophy. In fact, there may be no such courdbergiven British university
for the good reason that there may be no need.fttrwould be a great day
for African philosophy when the same becomes tifugnoAfrican university,
for it would mean that African insights have becoiukéy integrated into the
principal branches of philosophy’ (Wiredu 2004).

To decolonise African philosophy Wiredu emphasittes impor-
tance of the study of the language in which thdsmgophies originate.
These studies can best be fulfilled by researcidrs know the lan-
guages involved well. For Wiredu, the study of theaning of the Akan
concept of mind is an example of showing the con@@ifferences in
the Akan language (Twi) and English. By studying thstinctions in
concepts in both languages the particularity ofigain indigenous relig-
lons become clear and the identity of specific &fn communities comes
into the picture. These language studies help tavghe specific face of
each ethnic African group and settles with the wi@lioproject of present-
ing all Africans as one common group, of which shedy of Parrinder is
a good example. The emphasis on communality hdlpedolonialisers
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to subjugate these groups more easily.

According to Wiredu, the nonexistence of the diohwy natu-
ral/supernatural can also be explained by studshegindigenous mean-
ing of Akan concepts. The absence of such an ogit@b chasm has
everything to do with the Akan concept of God, whitiffers completely
from the Christian notion of Goddnnayme,the Highest God of the
Akan, is namely the creator of the world, but ig apart from the uni-
verse. Together with the world He constitutes tba&tis-temporal "total-
ity" of existence and therefore a separation betmtee empirical world
and the metaphysics is not conceptualised in trenA&nguage (Wiredu
2004).

Besides time or the historical period in whichelént perspectives
on African philosophies and religions are created, space or locality
from which they are thrown into the world play dero the classification
of indigenous religions. For example, Wiredu pragiibis current ideas
at the University of South Florida and has workédha University of
Los Angeles and California. This places him in a@ipon to decolonise
African philosophy. While writing from a North Athiic locality he has
the financial sources to start such a project. She lives and writes in a
North Atlantic area, he has the possibility toicizie the colonial way of
thinking about African philosophies and religiokte can challenge the
inheritance of colonial thoughts with the help ofiatercultural dialogue
between scholars of different cultures. Gyekyeth@ncontrary, produces
his knowledge at the University of Ghana. While Imiiing his academic
work in Africa it means he has to take part in th@nstream North At-
lantic discourse. Since he lives in the least etitra continent in the
world seen from the perspective of the North-Squilwver relations he
has no choice but to assimilate himself to the owalogy used in the
North Atlantic academic world. This means for ex#pat his theoreti-
cal framework has to be based on bivalent logic @rthot be based on
the multi-bivalent logic used by the Ghanaiansriterviewed during his
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fieldwork. It also means that he has no opportutatywork on the recog-
nition of sources of knowledge that are still nokrmowledged in North
Atlantic- science, such as intuition, dreams antlaesensory perception.
This knowledge, about non-human realities, thatcesnparable with
North Atlantic science can not be emphasized asgbealid by African
philosophers such as Gyekye. Because of theiritp¢hky are not in the
position to write about this knowledge from a pbapal discourse. The
North-South power relations in the (academic) woelduce the possibili-
ties of philosophers and scholars of religion imi¢€ severely. Due to a
lack of financial resources and academic formeomal structures the
decolonisation project has more chance to succeéside the African
continent. In the discipline of intercultural phatmphy philosophers such
as Wiredu and Van Binsbergen are now creating teéhaadology to
deconstruct colonial ways of thinking. May thesdgqsophers create the
right concepts to contemplate action to fulfill theject of decolonisa-
tion.
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