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" THE ASESEOWA ~ A UNIFYING OBJECT OF ART
"'“1ﬁEEﬁﬁﬁETIiTEEETRI*EﬁEEﬁTEETTEﬁ“‘"‘

by A.K. Quarcoo”

_ History of most areas of Ghara prior to the sixteenth
century and part of the seventeenth century is legendary or
even mythical In-some cases, This is betause usually the
kind of 'records' that wers made have been unintelligible
to us, These records inciude material objects which may be
those of art for their own sake or utilitarian objects,

The kind of history that is told of the origins of groups
"of people Include some migration storles and in the recent
past attempts are known to have been made to link with
places very distant from present day Ghana. The present
name for the country = previously called the Gold Coast
during its colonial) status perlod is one of such attempts
to trade the country's 1inkage with ancient Ghana, While
the evidence we have today points to the fact that there
has been.definitely some movements of a kind, the type of
wholesale migrations about which'we read, cannot, it seems,
be often realistle. For our purpose here, it Is sufficlent
to note that nearly all the ethnlc groups .in Ghana have .
been in this geographical location for many centurles and
that they are discreetly amalgams of peoples and Institu-
tlons, - S )

Among the psoples of Akanland of Ghana and other
southern and even part of northern region for example,
there Is one ubiquitous material object which we here
call) the Yasasedwa', In & number of ways, It fosters
some common institutions and behaviour patterns, A
typicel asesedwa which is an art-cum~utilitarian object

* Dr. A.K, Quarcoo is a Research Fellow in Social
Anthropology.
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which has _t'hrea'parts, a# Hlustrated below:
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These parts are the anlmu, (top) the mfinifinl (middle
section) where there are columns or annan (Teet) and the
last section is the wlabop (the base), The animu Is the
seat, the middle Is the sactlon which bears the design
which names the stool, and the base is that part of the
stool which touches the ground, its name wiaboo literally
means the ‘chewer' or 'grinder' of stonas, As Indicated

in the diagram, thers are the mpua (knobs), on the reverse
side of the ‘upward flyling® edges of the anlmu, They
provide knobs for 1ifting the stool. The ntokurc are
always necessary features of a finished stool, In
domestic stools, they may be regarded as ornamental and
Just the right thing for usable stocls to have. On _
chiefly stools of the senior grade, however, they ars often
also functional, Through them, bells or effigies or some
sorts of tropies may be hung to decorate the stool, and or
record history., The middie section iIs very Important as

it is the bearer of the principal design of a stool and

. stools take their name from the designs,

Around this object of art has developed a number of
soclal usages which make It almost the one object which
may be sald to epltomise the culture of Ghana, The
institutions associated with the object make it a unifying
art In Ghanalan social organization, The seemingly fane
tastic claim for this object of art may be seen In a .
different 1ight when it is recognised that the stool today
is an item of household furniture, the most prized object
or artlcle of a legacy, an article essential in some rites
de passage, politics and regallsm and 1t is also required
in the reverential acts for the dead. The asesedwa had a
function throughout the life span of & person - from the
craddie to the grave. and even thereafter, 0Or. Kyerematen
In hls Panoply of Ghana, neatly summarises the functlon of
this object of art when he writes: ' :

Among the settled peoples of the south,

the acquisition of a stool was regarded as
a prime necessity. The flirst gift to be

* made by a father to his child when the latter
begins to crawl was & stool. Crawling
signifies that the child has come to stay.

A young gir) undergoing the rite to mark her
attalnment of puberty was placed on a stool
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‘and. it was customary for a husband to present
her: ~Newly .marr [ed wife with a stool to make
sure of keeping her, It was on the stool
that a deceased person was bathed before
being lald In state, Because of this close
asgoclatlon batween a person and hls stool -
there .is a seying that there can be no secret
between a man and his stool + it was believed
that -his spirit Tnhabited the stool he regularly
used and this persisted ew after his death.
. Hence one was expected when vacating one's
stool, to tilt on its slde, to prevent someone
‘else's splrlt or an evil spirit from occupying it''.

Kyerematen, 1964, p.11,

It has been observed elsewhera] that an Akan father usual-
ly gave a.crawling child a stool In recognition of the fact. that
the lmmedlate danger 2one for It was passed by the chi!d and
that It was likely to survive, Custom also stipulates® that
any ofie who enters'a house must be glven a stool to slt on,
This i3 a basic ‘¢Ivllity that must be accorded, Next, the
stranger must be glven plain cool water to drink before greetings
are exchanged. and any other business transacted, Aggression or
frlendlessnass or mere uncouthnass is being exhibited if this
basic courtesy is Jacking, Therefore:the particular social

“interaction subsequent to e particular reception is dictated
‘by the' Phceptlon that is glven to an lncoming person,

© - Quite apart from baing an act of courtesy, it was also
belleved by some people that the spirit of & person entering

a house ‘Is given & chance to settle flrmly in him when he

slts down. . This 18 one of the reasons for the custom, Every
housshold therefore has a number of stools reserved for use

by: atrangers as wgli for .Individual members of the household,
Inmates: of & housé' are attached to thelr seats and It [s the
intimacy Betwsen & man and his stool that gave rise to the
genaral ‘be)lef or saying that a man's soul Tives In his stool.
Persénal stools must be jJealously regarded for it was even:
believed that confllict was Inevitable when strange spirits
accldentally or dellberately inhabit other people's stools.

_ As a further development in Importance of personal
_stools, such stools were inherited after the death of their
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owners. As families grew one may assume. that the personal
stools of certain ‘individuals became correspondingly importe
ant. The heads of 1ineages possessed stools which they pass-
ed- down to posterity and the stools so inherited helped to
preserve and present the presence of the departed elders,

The importance of stocls was related to the Importance of

the matrilineal bond in Akan social organization whilist in
the patrilineal comunities the stools were related to the
patrilineal bond, Later patrilineal stools were also Import-
ant. to some extent even In matrl!ineal socletles, Succession
to polltical offices tended to be principally related to the
stools, - This level of development in the Importance of what
began as ordinary 'seats' is that which provided the unifying
institution for the many ethnic groups In Ghana. In other

- words, the institution of chiefship, as a political style,
developed around, and in relation to, the asesedwa as a
symbol of legitimized office and authority. This kind of
institution continues to operate in all Ghana south of the
Northern and Upper Regiohs, MHowever, the political type
even In these two reglons are almost ldentical =« skins being
substituted for the asesedwa type of stool.

in the summary of a recent study of 'Akan stools
and their social context',3 it was indicated that this _
special stool - the asesedwa - acquired a marked Importance
in Akanland and In the Tater 18th-and 19th centurles, this
reached 8 significant height of excellence in Asante where
certain stools as 'community stools?, attached to kin groups
but others to kinship only, Even some offlices purported to
be leadershlp ones were based on the idea of stools even
‘though not necessarlly on physical stools, The complexity
of the expanded Asante kingdom and that of the problems
raised by It brought about the later diversification in
governmental processes which Introduced into the system not
only some patrilineal stools, that is, stools whosé incum-
bents derived their right of Inheritance by virtue of thelir
paternity, but also other kinds of kin-stools, Ostensibly,
the advent of the Golden Stool of Asante vividly crystalised
~ the form of government we designate as the ‘stool pollty’,
This Is not to say that the form was evented by Asante, but
it might be granted that, [t was made a kind of firmly
plastically codiffied politlical theory by Asante - the stool
being the symbol of the BEING and the SOUL of a nation. In.
Asante, thelr supreme national stool was designed to be a-
symbol of their soul and being, solldarity, unity and continuity,
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This notion of one or a group of stools representing
a people or the collectivity was apparently inherent In the
constitutional practice and belfef system of Denkylira, the
great Akan polltical power, which was succeeded by Asante
~ at the beginning of the 18th century. The study of other
Akan communities also suggest that they also had the sams
or very similar political style or ldeology,

Significantly, however, the use of the object and

{dea of the stool spread especially with the Asante but
also to some extent, with other Akan Influence, Among the
Ga, for example, thls object of art Is believed to have
started as a 'war medicine' when the Fanti, another Akan
group, Introduced it to them, There was a strong contrary
view which suggested that the Ga knew and had the kind of
stool ~ the asesedwa - to whlch we refer In this paper in
their culture, fong before 166p. Further [nvestlgations by
an ethnographer 1lke Dr., Fleld" seems to establish that
what was regarded as a particular stool during the reign
of a priest - King Okalkwel of the Ga, was more of a head-
rast characteristic of East Africa. The Ga, today however,
regard the stool as a unifying object and a symbol of
political and ritual offlce., The shape and form of this
stool s typlcally that of the Akan asesedwa. pefora the
asesedwa, however, priasts who were mostiy the influentlal
Toof Ttical ' functionaries, had a round-top type of stool
which again ts very much 1lke some traditlional stools of
Uganda’ in East Africa,5 The relatlonship If any, between
the Ga prlest stools snd such East African stools Is yet
to ba Investigated, The noteworthy thing about the
“political Institutlon of the Ga s that it Is closely,

if not identically, patterned on the stool pollity of the
Akan, The polnts of convergence are many more than the
points of divergence. It Is significant that even the
drum language of this athnic group is Akan and so Is that
of most parts of Adangme, Eweland and Northern Ghana,

It Is reported that the Krobo of the Manys group,
for example, actually learnt the art of chiefship from
Akwamu while the southern Krobo called the Y!lo Krobo,
were introduced to this kind of government by thelr first
tstranger rullng' lineage from Denkyira,b  The object
and ldea of the asesedwa In politlcal organization Is
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Diagram of the plece referred to
' s a Ga stoo) c.1600

Dlagram of the 'stool' referred to by M.J. Field
plllow for the neck'. it Is a kind of artifect
Or. Carl Reindorf referred to as the Ivory stool
of Ashangmo. (Fleld, 1940, 140~145)

Flg. 2
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therefore a widely accepted sociological phenomenon in Ghana,
Stool fincumbents inherit the social personalitles of their
predecessors and so there is the idea of corporations aggre~
gate to each other and represented In corporations sole
which are the stools which In combination form the structure,
(cf. M.C, Smith, 1956, p.68),

The mechanics of the stools and attached offlices and
the exact positions and competences of stools in a stoo!}
pol ity type of administration Is not discussed here.
Suffice It to point out that there are great similarities
or Identities throughout Ghana since basically the pattern
Is the same, _

The point of our. Interest In this survey Is that the
idea and object of political stools polnt to a basic unity
of the structure of government basic to the ethnically
diversified country of Ghana, The resultant political
‘structure of Ghana here called the stool polity, [s, we
- suggest, a-common and unifying Institution,

Quite apart from {ts purely political use, the :
asesedwa - the symbol of offlce = has also become a point
of reference to the ancestors and one of the principal means
by which monuments are ralsed to thelr memory, Stools of
departed chiefs or distingulshed lineage heads are specially
treated and kept for thelr remembrance. Periodically they
are brought In to view or thelr places of rest are visited
and the stools are ceremonlously and revently treated.

If it Is remembered that one of the requirements of
the stool pollity kind of government ‘champloned by Asante
regarded It unlawful for anyone, no matter his soclal or
pel itical status, to refer to the antecedents of people who
may have slave ancestry, the unifying qual ity of chlefly
stools may be appreciated.? The ldea was that none was
to be put at a disadvantage by such references. The seed
of unity seems, It is held, to lie In this requirement since
discrimination on the grounds of difference In ancestral
origin was not counternanced, The feeling under the clircume
stance, was, If anything, denled any force or life or a
spring board from which to vault.
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Early Round-top Priestly Stools of the__'
'Go and Adangme of Ghana

- Plate 1,
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Qur concern here is to highllght the force of the
stool as natlonal gbJect of art and the institutions
which have, In time, developed with It to make it a unify-
ing agent In Ghanalan soclal orgasnization, We have
Indicated 1ts ublquitous nature - belng present at all
the levels of the socla) structure but lald a kind of
emphasis on the political signiflicance of the stool,
Mention has also been made of the use of staols as
monuments to the memory, especially of the good chiefly
ancostors, The fact that these styles of 1ife relating
to the stools are 'near universal' In Ghana 1s what makes
tham a binding force and a significant constant In the
social structure,

Even more so, however, s the resillence of the
object in contemporary Ghanalan culture. At least |t
looks Ilke the symbol which stil) has the suprume political
significance In most parts of the country, Its current
significance may be attributed to a number of things but
principally to the general revival of interests In the
asesedwa type of stool and all |t symbolizes at all levels
of the soclal structure, The mechanism of the Ghanalan
stool polity Is democratic In style and Is comparable to
the weii known political process generally called democracy
or demacratlc government, Imbeded In the constltutlon of
the stool Fglltz are the provisions of checks and balances
where stools at various levels and with various competences -
balance one another, act as butressas to apex stools but
at the same tima, by thelr representation of segmentary
aggregations, provide sanctions on thess 'top' stools,
Tyrants develop only when the poiitical machinery becomes
faulty in ona way or the other or through the weakness of
s people or the extreme craftiness of unscrupulous stool
Incumbents, Often when this happens, therefore, the fault
may be sald to be not with the structure so much as with
the psople and the stoo! 'personnel! of any partlicular time.

The binding associations of this object of art seems
to havae besn demonstrated In Its use as a symbol of respect
and polticical leadership In contemporary Parllament House
of Ghana. This was done even at a time in the first Republlc
of Ghana when, perlodically, chlefship appeared to have
lost its eminlence In splite of its definite entranchment
In the constitutlon, The realfzation of the binding grip
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of the political institution that developed arcund the use
of the stool as a.symbol of office, did not suddenly occur
in Ghanalan culture, -A number of the 'elitist' political
assoclations of the pre-Ghana Indspendence era clearly
demonstrated thelr faith In i{t, The Aborigines Right
Protection Soclety whose last stalward personality may be
sald to be the late lawyer and philosopher, W.E.G, Sekyl,
appeared In principle, to have in many ways, The missionary
princlipal, Rev, $,G, Glbson of Mfantsipim in the days of
Governor Sir Clifford of the Gold Coast becoming aware of
the attathment of the society to the spirit of the Institu-
tlon is reported to have praised them for recognizing thelr
indigenous heritage.8 it was realised that the past was
not all shemeful and nameless end that the forefathers of
the culture did, indeed, avolve a system of customs and
usages and pollty which are collectivaly unifylng and
trustworthy as a democratic system,

The history of Ghana Indicates that there have been
efforts to keep allve the institution of ths Akan $tool
Pollty which malntalned the stool as Its principal symbol,
No genaration of formerly educated people has ever falled,
to indicate that the Akan stool pollity, upon which many
Ghanaian stool politles appear to have been fashioned, need
to be dynamlc. In fact, the'institution showed dynamism
sven In old Asante as we hinted earlier,

When in the colonial era, It became evident to the
aedministrators that there was a strong attachment of
varlous peoples to their 'town' or national stools, a lot
of respect was accorded to the object and the Institutlon,
The unlfying potential of the asesedwa came home vividly
to the British colonial power aven before the effective
annexation of Asante when a woman, Yaa Asantewa, led the
war 1900 agalnst Her majesty's government, It was too
much for the Asante to bear when governor Frederlick Hogson
was alieged to have asked for the symbol of Asante unlity,
It seems reasonable to belleve that the ldea of oneness
as an ldeology crystallzed In the object of the historlc
Golden Stool of Asante has been the first of the main
lessons the stool pollity imparted whenever !t was adopted
in Ghana, Good and unified government was possible through
the stool polity style of government for the process provided
effective lines of communication from the top to even the
vitlage levels,
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There is somethlng unique about the institutlion of
chiefship as practised In Ghana, The unique aspects of
it are not glamourous., It is not the caremonial, or
leadership aspect of It that is unique. [t is not aven
the. functions of the Incumbents of the stool that are
singular but the very institution of the pollty with its
processes that present a blnding and unlfying force In
Ghanalen soclal organizatlon,

The former segmentary or theocratic political
systems of the country adopted, or merged into, the ,
system of a government -~ the stool polity - which paved
the way to an easier amalgation into the so called worid

modern state of today. This proposition may be arguable _"f'f;'.
but it is a fact that the stool and the political institu="

tion that emerged from .its use has been a unifying device
in Ghana, Linguistically - through drum language, and '
~culturally through the patterns of social behaviour and’
acculturation, the stool as an object of art, may be .
regarded as the supreme cultural, unifying, political and :
even the national symbol of Ghana,?
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Current Form of the Ceremonial 'Golden Stool' of Asante

Piate 2.
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FOOTNOTES

‘Akan Stools and thelir Soclal Context', EdlInburgh,
1970. Unpublished doctoral thesls,

Ibid., p.21.

Ibid., pp. 86-87, 102,

Soclal Organization of the Ga People (1940}, p.lko,

Ses overleaf, Wachsmann, K.P, and Trowel Margaret,
Tribal Crafts of Uganda, London, Oxford University
Press, 1953,

Aken Stools and thelr Soclal Context, 1970, p.26h4,

See Busla 1958, pp, 21-22,

Akuamoa Panyin of Juabeng and Osel Yaw Akoto were
destooled, the former for his abusive tongue and the
latter for reproaching people with thelr stave
ancestry.

Alicoe Thomas: Evolution of chiefship In the Gold
Coast, '

This observation Is an element in the concluslons of

my general study of Akan Stools and their Social
Context. The study was princlpally possible through
the help and sncouragement of my head of department

and Professor J,H. Nketia, Institute of Afrlican Studies,
University of Ghana, Legon. The subject was first
suggested to me by Dr. M.J. Ruel of Clair College,
University of Cambrldge, formerly of the Unlversity of
Edinburgh. He took a major part in fashioning the frame-
work of the study, | am very grateful to these scholars
and to the University of Ghana which sponsored my
research and work,
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