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Guide to Pronunciation

Ā, ā: pronounced as an ‘a’ in space.

Ɔ: Pronounced as an ‘o’ in organ.

ℇ: Pronounced as an ‘e’ in early.

KY: Pronounced as ‘chi’ in church.





Preface

It is generally assumed that African religion is ancestor worship; however, this assumption is incorrect. Alfred Wallis Budge’s definition of African religion as the “worship of the souls of the dead, commonly called ancestor worship” (Budge 1972, 55) is partially correct because the souls are indeed worshipped, but research has shown that the souls of the dead, the ancestors, are not worshipped. Rather, it is the souls of the deities, the Abosom, as the Akan people refer to their gods and goddesses, that are actually worshipped.

So, as research shows, the book achieves two objectives; first, it rejects the notion that African religion is ancestor worship and instead proposes that the ancestors are recalled and remembered, nkai, periodically by living descendants in accordance with tradition; and second, it reveals the exact nature of the soul, Ɔkra, as an eternal agency and the basis for Africans, and the Akan in particular, to worship the souls of God—gods and goddesses—directly and God indirectly.

To be an ancestor is to bequeath to succeeding generations a name worthy of remembrance (nkai) by living descendants. That is, an ancestor’s life continues after death when recalled periodically in matters of state and during festivities honoring the resurrected dead, the Nananom Nsamanfo.

Remembrance rituals suggest that the ancestors are not dead but are alive and well. Indeed, at the center of remembrance is a soul, as Budge rightly noted, and so I examine Akan remembrance rituals relative to the ancestors, their belief in the immortality of the Ɔkra (soul) vis-à-vis death, and the worship of the abosom, gods, and goddesses.

Using the Akan people as a paradigmatic representative African group, this study examines the symbiotic relationship between a name and a soul, because for the Akan people, to exist is to have a name, and to have a name is to have a soul. Indeed, I have been intrigued by the phenomenon of the soul for decades, compelling me to incessantly research the nature and mystique of the Akan Ɔkra or soul. In the process, I found myself also researching yet another perplexing phenomenon: death (owu), because there is also a curious relation between the soul and death.

As the largest group in Ghana (and also in the Ivory Coast), the Akan believe in the immortality of the soul, as well as in a posthumous abstract personality called Ɔsaman. An Ɔsaman is none other than the once human being, a soul (Ɔkra), but who, upon death, becomes known as Ɔsaman due to its new spiritual mode of existence and the basis for ancestral remembrance.

The soul, as the Akan envision it, has dual identities or personalities: female and male, with the female being the soul (Ɔkra) proper, while the male, a consort to the female, is called Sunsum (shadow). While the Sunsum is sometimes treated as a distinct agency apart from the soul, actually, both the soul and the Sunsum are mirror images of the same eternal phenomenon.

Titled ‘The Soul Revealed’, Chapter One focuses on the exact identity of the soul by examining the role of breath (ahom) relative to death and dying, and a name. Every soul has a name, and by the same token, every human being also has a name, which the Akan refer to as Kradzin or soul name, reflecting the day of birth, Krada.

As a very complex phenomenon, the soul encompasses several agencies constituting a holistic human being, including breath (ahom), an essential part of the soul because the cessation of breath is inextricably linked to death and dying. So, while the soul is generally defined as a phenomenon whose absence is death, the essences constituting the soul have not been fully explored.

My curiosity is about discovering the unique ‘identity’ of the soul and what makes living possible, especially since the soul is an immaterial agency that dwells in a material being. Of particular interest is the equation of a soul to a name and vice versa, as well as ascribing consciousness to the soul as an extrinsic agency independent of the mind or brain. The reason is that acquiring a name at birth is the first universal step toward citizenship in the corporeal, to the extent that to have a name is to exist, because to exist is to have a soul on the very day of birth (krada).

Chapter Two, ‘Living a Spiritual Life’, looks at the male and masculine side of the soul called Sunsum (shadow) and how the Sunsum manifests itself behaviorally. The Sunsum is generally defined as spirit, and so the chapter defines what a spiritual life entails, from young adulthood when one becomes morally and ethically responsible for one’s own actions in pursuance of a purposeful life (nkrabea) to the attainment of the highest existential state of being.

As a spiritual quest, the chapter identifies certain intrinsic qualities and attributes, the awareness and application of which propel an individual into the highest existential state of being, in acknowledgment of which a community or group confers an honorific title commensurate with an office or a name as elder (Nana) on a person.

Titled ‘Remembering the Ancestors as Souls’, Chapter Three contradicts the conventional view that the ancestors are worshipped and instead examines nkai (remembrance) rituals for the ancestors. As souls, the ancestors are recalled and remembered periodically in private as well as in all matters of state during festivities honoring the ancestors as living beings.

However, to be recalled and remembered as an ancestor is to have aspired to the highest socio-political and religious state as an elder. Specific rituals that living descendants use to remember their ancestors include offering prayers and libations, food and meal offerings, sacrifices, and, most importantly, periodic festivities honoring the ancestors.

In fact, the Akan believe in a posthumous abstract personality (Ɔsaman), which is none other than the former human being wholly. A person is a living soul, but upon death, the same soul continues its existence in an abstract form, still treated as though it were a physical being.

However, now in a different mode of existence, the posthumous abstract personality is recalled and remembered ritually by a family, community, or group of which the deceased was a member. These ritual remembrances (nkai) have given rise, falsely, to the notion that Africans worship their ancestors.

Finally, contrary to the view that African religion is ancestor worship, the final chapter, ‘Abosomsom’, tackles what African religion as an act of worship is really about. As ultimate souls of God, the primordial gods and goddesses (abosom) are the spirits worshipped in Ghana and elsewhere in Africa via divination. The reason, as evidence shows, is that God is far removed from corporeality and therefore does not concern Himself ‘very directly in person with the affairs’ of humanity.

As such, the gods and goddesses are the agencies divined and consulted daily by Africans because God has ‘delegated His powers to His lieutenants, the Abosom’ to administer both local and universal affairs at God’s behest. This means that God is worshipped indirectly in African theological praxes.

About 48,000 words, the book is first addressed to students interested in the phenomenology of religion, philosophy, and Africana spirituality and metaphysics. Second, it is for those in the general public who are fascinated with the soul and spirituality in general. Finally, the book is addressed to Africans, African Americans, and the black diasporic community in particular because it provides a hermeneutical basis for a deeper understanding and meaning of black spirituality and philosophy.

Anthony Ephirim-Donkor, PhD





Chapter One The Soul Revealed

I was not sure who was dying, but when I was a child, I recall my mother emerging from a room full of people—mostly women—and saying to those outside: nikra kᴐ (the Ɔkra or soul is gone), as tears rolled down her face. I thought I heard another woman also say: na’hom kᴐ (her breath is gone). As a child nearby, it was upsetting for me to see my mother cry, and so I also started crying.

As an adult, I once again saw my mother cry and wail when an older sister of mine died. It was very sad and heartbreaking because I loved my sister, and that experience grieved me to my core. My mother was crying out to her father (and mother) and to me, her son, for answers when I arrived from Simpa (Winneba), Ghana, a neighboring town, to Mprumem, where my mother lived.

And although I could not cry along with her as I did when I was a child because I was then an adult, I had to struggle to hold back my teary eyes from betraying me, as other women shouted at my mother to stop crying, as her wailing was causing me to show emotion in public. Even now, the effect on me still lingers to a point that when I see a woman, any woman, cry, I become very unsettled. The two times that I saw my mother cry were in the context of death, and although I was not present when another older sister of mine died and therefore could not hear what my mother might have said with regard to her soul (Ɔkra), the very idea of having a soul depart from a person has stuck with me to this day.


The Ɔkra (Soul)

What did my mother mean wholly? Did my mother actually see the soul depart the body of the dying woman as a tangible entity or even as an intangible agency? If not, then how did she make the determination that the soul had departed at the precise time that she said the woman’s Ɔkra had departed?

Was my mother saying that the soul or Ɔkra of the dying woman had survived death, while only the corpse died when the woman stopped breathing? If so, where did the soul or Ɔkra go, or conversely, what happened to the body of the woman?

The notion of a soul being gone and therefore the person my mother and others were tending to was dead or about to die as a consequence of the soul’s departure confounded me, so much so that as an adult I have spent considerable time and energy researching this enigmatic Akan agency, the Ɔkra. Although I researched and published on the conception of the soul or Ɔkra decades ago, I still believe there is considerable mystery surrounding the subject matter to warrant additional examination.

Of course, I still do not know what a soul is; otherwise, human beings would live forever, but it is precisely the elusiveness of the soul that draws me constantly to it. Perhaps it is because the soul is both revealing and concealing, just like the crescent moon, which the Akan believe to be the soul of the earth. The crescent moon and the moon, in general, have a side that always faces the earth and humans, as well as an unseen side, making the moon the Ɔkra that the Akan believe in and worship.

Obviously, what my mother and the other woman said in relation to the dying person was the dynamically symbiotic relationship between the soul and death (owu). Another was how the women—my mother and the other woman—frantically called out the name of the dying woman—mostly her first name or kradzin (soul name)—sometimes interspersed with her surname repeatedly. Unfortunately, however, the callings were met with silence, especially in light of the fact that the soul is an agency whose absence is tantamount to death.

The Ɔkra is a very complex phenomenon, an umbrella agency thought to encompass several other agencies, constituting a holistic human being. Understanding the soul—if at all possible—shows that ahom (breath) is an essential part of the soul, if not the soul itself, because the other woman asserted that the dying woman’s ahom (breath) was gone. The two women’s understanding of the soul or Ɔkra is consistent with Akan orthodoxy, although they do not explain the identity of the Ɔkra in ways that reveal what this exploration is about, because ahom alone might not be the soul.

The Ɔkra-ahom nexus was brought home to me one day when my wife and I went inquiring about my 103-year-old mother-in-law through divination. My wife relocated to Ghana from the United States of America, thinking that her mother was near death. But eight months on, Mamaa, as we commonly referred to her, was still active although weak.

Anxious, we consulted the leading god of my hometown, and during our conversation, the god said in response to my question concerning the condition of my mother-in-law that her ahom no kakra wᴐhᴐ (“There is still a little of her breath left”) and urged my wife and me to continue to prepare for her death very soon. The god‘s* answer got me thinking really hard about the symbiotic relationship between the ahom (breath) and the soul (Ɔkra), especially when I juxtaposed the god’s* answer with what the other woman said regarding the dying woman when she said that the dying woman’s breath (ahom) was gone (Na’hom kᴐ).

From the god’s response that “there is still a little of her breath left,” there is a sense that breath is like residual fuel in an engine left to burn itself out, after which the engine stops. This way of rationality may also explain old age and the diminishing process of breathing, perhaps due to the shallowness of breathing. That is, the older one gets, the apportioned breath or ahom diminishes gradually until such time as breath is used up completely.

As such, breath or ahom was designed not to be used up instantaneously and before it ran its course naturally, hence the prohibition on the taking of a life. The Akan refer to such violent and sudden deaths as atⴢfo wu, when breath is suddenly and forcefully snuffed out due to an impact. Shocked and afraid, the soul (Ɔkra) becomes disoriented, resulting in the soul lingering the place at where its death occurred (sasa) until family members rescue and bring the soul back home.

In light of what has been adduced, is the ahom or breath then located in the heart or lungs, enabling the ahom to run itself out? Anyone might be able to predict how much time an older person may have left before death with relative ease, but clearly a god or goddess, which is a soul itself, could observe more than what any human being could conjecture because a god or goddess is a spiritual agency.

There also appears to be a causal relationship between breath and the soul, if the two are not the same phenomenon. Moreover, the decline in physical activities due to old age seems to slow down the use of breath, to the extent that there is less and less breath used because very little, it would seem, is left, suggesting a cause-and-effect relationship between breath and physical activities and mobility.

From this perspective, ahom has to do with the inherent energy or power linked to the agency called Weeri (inherent willpower, strength, or energy), making them closely aligned. In other words, the weaker or slower an ahom becomes in old age or during incapacitation, the lower the Weeri too, making ahom and the Weeri mutually dependent on each other.

Curiously, for instance, my discussants never mentioned mframa (wind, air) as being ahom when discussing the soul (Ɔkra). Instead, breath or ahom was used to describe a dying person, and the shallowness of breathing makes ahom distinctively separate from wind, air, or mframa, although wind or air is the medium through which breath or ahom travels and avails itself.

And while wind or air is more general, breath or ahom is very particular within wind or air, and as long as breath persists, death could not take place, no matter how weak a person is. Still, breath could not be the soul wholly, because the soul (actually the Sunsum or the male consort and companion of the soul, the female) may depart while a dying person is still breathing, that is, sometimes a soul leaves a body long before the last puff of breath is exhaled.

From our first breath as human beings, which is triggered by the Weeri (inherent willpower, strength, or energy), causing our first speech or cry at birth, human beings begin using ahom, as evidenced by the palpitation of the heart until the last breath is used up like oxygen. Ideally, breath must be allowed to run its course; what goes in must come out because the soul is a ‘stranger’ in a human being, and consequently, it must emerge the same way as it went in at first breath, at the end of life, at death.

Incessant breathing does not guarantee prolonged life; only God (Nyame) and the gods and goddesses can end life at any time (as well as prolong it), although the gods and goddesses are not the authors of death (owu); only God is. And so, the dynamism between the soul and breath is clear—not because they are separate and distinct from each other but because they are one and the same mutually dependent stuff.

The soul (Ɔkra or ’kra) means message or messaging, as to when a spirit is taking leave of God with a special message or speech, as one’s very essence. More specifically, the soul has to do with content in the context of a message or messaging, a specific, privately derived message or nkra delivered or acted upon at some point existentially.

Therefore, the soul is the bearer of nkrabea or an earthbound person’s existential career blueprint or endeavor, including the precise moments certain events must occur in the context of timing. By timing, I am speaking in reference to death, as nkrabea is the bearer of death, just as the soul is the bearer of nkrabea, and the precise period during young adulthood when ethical living and generativity begin, that is, when a young adult becomes morally and ethically responsible for one’s own actions and the repercussions of those actions in society.

Content-wise, nkrabea could be misconstrued, missed, or forgotten entirely at the onset of ethical existence and generativity in young adulthood, prompting one to even question whether or not a person made a mistake when initially taking leave of God in the context of what one’s mission or purpose is existentially. This happens when, existentially, one has a reason to believe that an individual has missed something fundamentally important in life; otherwise, everything should proceed normally and successfully.



Krada (Soul Day)

Existentially, the soul has a time of ascendency called krada (an Ɔkra’s day) or simply ‘soul day’. By krada, I mean the precise day and time that a god or goddess, as Su (the essential nature of a human being), comes into being corporeally in the form of a neonate. We have to understand that the soul or Ɔkra is a female and male sibling agency, with the male, the Sunsum (shadow), having already begun the creative process of becoming a human being as a Su in-utero.

However, the soul or Ɔkra proper, the female, only enters the mix later, that is, immediately after parturition, because two souls are incapable of dwelling in a developing fetus—the fetus is already dependent on its mother’s soul for its viability. This is why the krada, as the day of ascendency, is crucial; we are dealing with the day a soul enters a neonate for the first time, enabling it to become a living being.

It suffices, therefore, to say that the efficacy of any rite welcoming a newborn depends on the krada or soul day, knowing exactly when to perform a rite for a person on the day that its soul came into existence. The krada, then, is the day that a soul comes into existence in the corporeal as a fully conscious, pre-existent agency in a newborn.

As evidence, when the soul of a newborn is invoked during divination, it communicates as a fully conscious adult because a soul has a pre-corporeal existence. Also, having a pre-corporeal existence means that the krada must align with the universal divine soul on the same day (krada) as a baby or person to effect maximum ritual efficacy. Subsequently, in accordance with tradition, the Akan name children on the krada or soul day of newborns, on the eighth day of birth.

In other words, after a neonate has survived eight days on earth, and in concert with the universal soul day, the first name assumed automatically by a neonate on its soul day (krada) is its kradzin (soul name), tying a person’s soul name perpetually to the universal soul.

Ontologically, krada is existent universally among the gods and goddesses. In acknowledgment, the Akan “believe in the existence of some seven great tutelary deities who also play a great part in the life of a child; they are: Asi, Adwo, Abena, Aku, Awuo
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