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Introduction

The Encyclopedia of African Religion is the first
comprehensive work to assemble ideas, concepts,
discourses, and extensive essays on African reli-
gion. Over the years, there have been numerous
encyclopedias on religion from other parts of the
world, but African religion has often been rele-
gated to “primitive religions,” “African mytholo-
gies,” or “tribal religions” sections of such works
on religion. It is as if African religion is an after-
thought in the eyes of the authors and editors of
such volumes. Of course, these designations are
clearly based on outmoded and problematic
Western notions of Africa, and we have created
this encyclopedia as a monument to the memory
of those Africans who left us enough information
from which to rediscover for the world the origi-
nal beauty and majesty of African culture.

There were two objectives in advancing this
work to the public. First, we wanted to provide
the primary material necessary for further
research, analysis, and exposition of the concrete
beliefs of African people. Second, we sought to
elevate the discourse around African religion, sug-
gesting by the presentation of nearly 500 entries
that there was still much we did not know about
African culture. Africa is the second largest conti-
nent in the world. Yet its intellectual and cultural
contributions remain among the least understood
if we take the written records about the continent
and its people as sources of knowledge about the
continent. There are still those whose knowledge
of Africa is grounded in the perceptions and atti-
tudes of missionaries, merchants, and marines
who have occupied the continent through foreign
religions, trade, or guns. The enormity of African
contribution to ideas of religion, spirituality, and
ethics has gone unappreciated by religious schol-
ars, although at the beginning of human history,
Africa makes its case for the origin of religion in
an official, formal manner. It is our hope that the
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reflection on African religion occasioned by these
entries will enhance our understanding of the
African world and provide a new adventure for
comparative studies.

Unquestionably, a work as innovative and com-
prehensive as this encyclopedia makes its mark in
the area of intellectual inquiry by staking out new
areas of knowledge. It provides the reader with
new metaphors, tropes, figures of speech, modes
of reasoning, etymologies, analogies, and cos-
mogonies to satiate the intellect. Only in such an
encyclopedia as this can one truly grasp the enor-
mity of Africa’s contribution to religious ideas.
Thus, this work presents richly textured ideas of
spirituality, ritual, and initiation while advancing
new theological categories, cosmological narra-
tives, and ways to conceptualize ethical behavior.

Given that we viewed African religion as one
religion and the African continent as a whole, we
were inclined to introduce classical African reli-
gious ideas, from the beginning of Kemet to the
arrival of Christianity and later Islam in Africa, as
significant forerunners of much of continental
African thought. The same appeal to ethics, based
on righteous character; the same search for eternal
life, found in living a life where good outweighs
evil; and the same openness to ancestral spirits,
kas, as remaining among the community of the liv-
ing, creates an appreciation of the recurring cycle
of humanity. Correspondences of language and
concept as with Amen, Amani, and Imani, which
are transgenerational and transcontinental, remain
vibrant parts of the African legacy of religion.
When the Akan use the words Kwame, Asare, and
Nkwa, they recall the more ancient Amen, Ausar,
and Ankh. Several books, starting with the older
works of Eva Meyerowitz, have examined these
correspondences. Of course, in more recent times,
Afrocentric authors such as Mubabinge Bilolo,
Chinweizu Chinweizu, and Theophile Obenga
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have identified other correspondences in the reli-
gious and philosophical traditions of Africa.

The fact that Western or Islamic categories,
which come much later than African religion, have
often been employed in the discourse on African
religion means that we have not yet established
enough concrete data for asserting the African reli-
gion. Because of this reality, much of African reli-
gious thought has been distorted and confused as
authors have tried to force newly discovered or
uncovered or different concepts into old and famil-
iar classes. Therefore, as editors, we have avoided
ironclad classificatory schemes and sought entries
that revealed as closely as possible the actualities of
African societies. What we wanted the entries to
reveal was the thinking of African people about
religion from the earliest of times.

The 20th-Century Rediscovery
of African Religion

The extraordinary attention and widespread inter-
est aroused by the publication of John Mbiti’s
African Religions and Philosophy thrust African
religion into the modern discourse about ways
that humans have experienced the sacred.
Subsequent African authors such as Bolaji Idowu,
Kofi Opoku Asare, Emeka Nwadiora, Ifa Karade,
Wande Abimbola, and Laurent Magesa engaged
the discussion on African religion with the idea of
expanding and clarifying much of what was writ-
ten by Mbiti in the 1960s and 1970s. Of course,
in most cases, these writers were, like Mbiti,
Christians or newly reconverted Africans who
were attempting to explain African religion in the
context of Christian theology. Mbiti, for example,
had been an ordained Anglican priest who was
eventually elevated to canon in 2005.

Born in Kenya, Mbiti studied in Uganda and
the United States before finally completing his
doctorate at Cambridge. During his career, he
taught religion in Africa and Europe and was the
director of the World Council of Churches’
Ecumenical Institute. Although it was his inten-
tion to challenge Western assumptions that
African religion was demonic and anti-Christian,
Mbiti’s work, written from a Christian perspec-
tive, had the impact of catering to Western ideas
about Africa. As a parish minister in Burgdorf,
Switzerland, Mbiti continued to advance the idea

that Christianity was more significant than
African religion and never returned to the religion
of his ancestors. Although this is not meant as a
condemnation, it is nonetheless an awareness of
the complexity and contradictions of Mbiti’s
approach to traditional African religion.

Mbiti’s African Religions and Philosophy
remains a classic text in the historical sense, but it
further complicates the discourse on African reli-
gion by insisting on a plurality of religions in
Africa. A number of writers have contested this
reading of African culture, claiming that the unity
of African religion is uncontested by philosophy,
practice, and ritual. Actually, Mbiti’s original title
to his book, African Religions and Philosophy,
suggests his own ambivalence about the nature of
this unity. “African religions” in his title is prob-
lematic, but “African philosophy” is not. One is an
insistence on plurality, and the other is a statement
of unity. In the Encyclopedia of African Religion,
we have taken as a starting point the unity of
African religion, although we are quite aware of
the diversity of expressions of that religion, much
like one would see in Christianity, Judaism,
Buddhism, Islam, or other human religions.

African religion dramatizes its unity in the uni-
versal appeal to the spirits that animate all of
nature. Humans, stones, trees, animals, lakes,
rivers, and mountains are conjoined in one grand
movement toward the continuation of life.
However, the entries that are included in our
Encyclopedia have convinced us that the ideas of
reciprocity, circularity, and continuity of the
human community are essential elements in the
discourse on African religion. At the core of this
continuity is the belief that ancestors remain
active in the community of the living. Almost all
other actions on Earth are dependent on the eter-
nal community that encompasses the unborn, the
living, and the deceased.

The Encyclopedia of African Religion articu-
lates a philosophical approach to this topic that
situates African transcendent expressions in a uni-
tary sense. Fractured by numerous cultural and
spiritual intrusions, African religion has with-
stood the worst of human brutality and cruelty
against other humans with solemn resilience.
There are some beliefs and aspects of life and
knowledge that are consistent across the conti-
nent. For example, human beings originated on
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the continent of Africa, and the earliest human
consciousness toward the awesomeness of nature
and the mysteries of life and death was an African
experience. In Africa, the world exists as a place
full of energy, dynamism, and life, and the holding
back of chaos by harmonizing the spirit world is
the principal task of the human being in keeping
with nature. In the African world, spirits exist.
This is not a debatable issue in most African soci-
eties. The existence of spirits that are employed in
the maintenance of balance and harmony repre-
sents the continuous search for equilibrium.

The idea that a creator exists is also at the base
of this African reality. In fact, African people have
lived with the name of a Supreme Deity longer
than any other people because the first humans
who responded to the unknown with the
announcement of awe originated on the African
continent. This is not just true in the sense of oral
tradition, but in historical time we know that the
names of Bes, Ptah, Atum, Ra, Amen, Khnum,
Set, Ausar, and Auset are among the oldest names
for divinities in the world.

Nothing in ancient African culture was more
standard and more consistent than the belief in a
First Ancestor. Whether one was in the Nile,
Congo, or Niger valley, Africans accepted the idea
of a Supreme Being or a First Ancestor. There is
generally the belief that a Supreme Being or First
Ancestor arrived with the first ancestor of a group
of people in a region. Sometimes these two entities
are the same being, and at other times they are
separate. An Akan saying is “God is the Great
Ancestor.” A woman dies and she is remembered
for what she did on Earth, and the story is passed
down from generation to generation; in the trans-
mission, the story is embellished so that a current
generation revels in the supernatural deeds done
eons ago. She becomes the First Ancestor. We are
in the province of mystery here because the
numerous powers that may be called on to explain
various phenomena will have their roots in the
ancestral world.

The African Supreme Being, however, rarely
plays a role in the daily activities of the people. No
one would even think of knowing this being or
trying to know him or her as “a personal savior.”
The Abrahamic deity of Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam is quite different from the African God
of Yoruba, Zulu, and Gikuyu. Who could fathom

the possibilities of the Creator being involved on a
personal level with humans? How could one have
a personal relationship with God? How could
God be a dictator in human life? Thus, the myths,
stories, legends, and narratives that are created
by the various branches of Popular Traditional
African Religion Everywhere (PTARE) are
designed to approximate the nature of the God of
Gods or, at least, to provide the necessary and
attendant assistants in the process of maintaining
ethics without the universe.

What is believed intensely all over the continent
of Africa is that the Supreme Being, who could be
male, female, or both, created the universe, ani-
mals, and human beings, but soon retreated from
any direct involvement in the affairs of humans. In
some cases in Africa, the Supreme Being does not
finish the creation; it is left to other deities to com-
plete. Among the Yoruba, this delegation of cre-
ation appears when Olorun, the Owner of the Sky,
the Supreme God, starts the creation of the
universe and then leaves it to Obatala, a lesser
deity, to complete the task. Among the Herero of
Namibia, the Supreme God, Omukuru, the Great
One, Njambi Kurunga, withdrew into the sky
after creating lesser divinities and humans. There
are neither temples nor shrines to the God of Gods
among most people in Africa. In most cases, the
lesser divinities are worshipped, revered, loved,
and feared. Why should an Akan person fear
Almighty God Nyankopon or the Yoruba people
become frightened of Olorun or the Herero be
scared of Omukuru?

Only at the most critical moment when it seems
the entire universe is topsy-turvy or the cosmos
may fail will the African person appeal to the
Creator God. Of course, this situation is not
expected. It is probably best summed up by the
behavior of the Ewe of southern Ghana, who do
not invoke the name of Dzingbe, the Universal
Father, unless there is a drought. With a drought
comes the possibility that there will be no food,
and if there is no food, there will be no life. It is a
time of severe crisis. They might then say,
“Universal Father, Dzingbe, who rules the sky, to
whom we are grateful, mighty is the drought and
we are suffering; let it rain, let the earth be
refreshed, let the fields be resurrected and the
people prosper!” Otherwise, they do not bother
the awesome Dzingbe.
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Ancestors appear more important on a daily
basis than the Supreme Deity. It is the ancestors
who must be feared, who must be appeased, and
to whom appeals must be directed; they are the
ones who must be invoked and revered because
they are the agents of transformation. In effect,
the ancestors know the people; they have lived
among them and have a keen insight into the
nature of ordinary lives. A person’s life can change
drastically if he or she does not pay proper
homage to the ancestors. Some ancestors, as we
shall see, are more powerful than others, but all
are essentially concerned about the well-being of
the society.

Is Egypt Part of Africa?

There has been a tendency for Westerners to speak
of Egyptian religion and African religion as if these
were two separate entities. What this creates is a
false dichotomy on the African continent, where
Egypt is divorced from the rest of Africa or, to put
it another way, Kemet is divorced from Nubia, as
if there is neither contiguity nor continuity.

What is clear from many of the authors who
wrote entries for this Encyclopedia is that ancient
Egyptian religion was African religion; one cannot
isolate Egypt from Africa any more than one can
isolate a Christian Rome from a Christian Britain.
Two different nations that practice the same reli-
gion with different accents and inclinations can be
found on every continent. Egypt, or Kemet as it
was called in the ancient times, is an African
nation in the sense that the continental memory
and cultural products are similar to those found
throughout the continent.

Forty-two ethnic groups or political units called
nomes existed in predynastic Kemet. Each nome
possessed a name for the Supreme Deity. Every
local deity was considered universal, omnipotent,
ever-lasting, original, and a creator who made all
things in the world. Ancient African sages could
see from their own situations that humans lived in
families, and there was no reason that the gods
could not also have families. So the creator god in
a local nome was given a family that included an
intimate circle who intervened from time to time in
the creation plan or in the organization of the
world. A common family for the Supreme Deity

consisted of a triad. In this pattern, there was a
godfather, goddess mother, and godchild. The
great religious seat of Waset had a triad of Amen,
Mut, and Khonsu while at Men-nefer (Memphis)
there was the triad of Ptah, Sekhmet, and
Nefertum. The Council of Nicea in 325 AD spoke
of the Christian triad as God the Father, God the
Son, and God the Holy Ghost. The female entity
found in African religion had been removed from
what was later called the Christian Trinity. In
terms of the female energy, Auset was replaced by
Mary, who was not a deity, but a virgin.

Clearly for us, this Encyclopedia of African
Religion is focused on the totality of the African
record without regard to region. Therefore, our
headword list had to include concepts and entries
that dealt with the religious thinking of ancient
Kemet, as well as the Kikuyu, the Yoruba, and the
Zulu. What is significant about this is that once a
reader understands the mythological and philo-
sophical foundations of African religion, the
concepts are easy to access; it is like cracking a
combination to a complex lock. Once it has been
cracked, there is a new world awaiting the reader,
who is able to peer through the metaphorical or
mythical veils of African narratives.

Polytheism or Monotheism?

In the Encyclopedia of African Religion, our
authors have shown that the question of monothe-
ism or polytheism is not an African question. It is
profoundly a Western question. Most Africans
believe in a Supreme God who creates the universe
or causes it to be created, although it is believed
that this entity may remain distant because the
Supreme Deity is not a manager, but a creator.
Although there is a unity to African religion,
there are many variations to the characteristics,
rituals and ceremonies, and details of practice
related to the Deity. For example, the Asante, an
Akan-speaking people of Ghana, and the Yoruba
people of Nigeria believe in one great God and are
politically monarchical, but have no regular wor-
ship of the Almighty. Yet both the Gikuyu people
of Kenya and the Ibo people of Nigeria are indi-
vidualistic and believe in one great God, but the
Gikuyu make sacrifices to Ngai, who remains dis-
tant but respected, where the Ibo’s Supreme God,
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Chukwu, is not regularly worshipped in any
sense. Using the African system of understanding,
the nature of being one cannot conclude that there
is only one divinity. Neither can one conclude that
there are many creator deities. At best, one must
accept that the nature of the divinity is one, but
the attributes of the one are found in the numer-
ous manifestations of the one as the many. To say
that the nature of the divinity is one is different
from claiming that there is only one divinity,
although in most African societies, there is only
one aspect of the divinity that is responsible for
creation. However, polytheism in the sense of sev-
eral superdeities responsible for human society
does not exist. Yet there is every reason to believe
that there is a divinity, spirit, or ancestor that is
capable of relating to every human activity.

Even among the Gikuyu, when a taboo is bro-
ken or an injury is caused to someone by another
person, one may appeal to the ancestors for the
proper remedy. Ngai does not bother with the
affairs of one person, but rather with the entire
people, the whole ethnic group, and the entire
nation. Thus, the Gikuyu are similar to other
African people in terms of communion with the
ancestors and ritual sacrifices. Nevertheless, the
Gikuyu are not polytheistic.

The names of the Supreme God are many.
Among the Masai, like the Gikuyu, their neigh-
bors, God is called Ngai. Among the Mende, the
name Ngewo, which means existing from the
beginning, also means Almighty. The Asante
believe in Nyankopon, who may be female or
male. The Ga people of Ghana use the name
Nyonmo, who is the god of rain, but is also
Almighty. The Yoruba of Nigeria speak of God as
Olorun, owner of the sky. The Ngombe believe in
a supreme spirit called Akongo, the beginner and
the unending, Almighty and inexplicable. The
Baganda use the name Katonda for Almighty
God. Among the Kikuyu, God is referred to as
Ngai, the creator. The Kikuyu also use the name
Murungu, which means the one who lives in the
four sacred mountains and is the possessor of the
sky. About 25 other ethnic groups use the name
Mulungu or Murungu for Almighty God. The
Baila people call God Leza. In Tanzania and
Congo, the name Leza is often used for the divin-
ity, the supreme. The Sotho say that the Supreme

God is Molimo, protector and father. To the Zulu,
the Almighty is Nkulunkulu. The Efik or Ibibio
people of Nigeria call the name of the Supreme
God Abasi. But the Ijaw speak of Woyengi, the
Mother Goddess, who created the universe and
everything in it. Included as an appendix in the
Encyclopedia of African Religion is a list of the
names given by more than 200 African ethnic
groups to God.

Attributes of the Supreme Deity

We have discovered that the attributes of God in
Africa are quite numerous. Among the more pop-
ular attributes are the following: the moulder, the
bringer of rain, the one who thunders from afar,
the one who gives life, the who gives and destroys,
the ancient of days, the one who humbles the
great, the one who you meet everywhere, the one
who brings sunshine, the one on whom we can
lean and not fall, the one who is father of little
babies, the high one up, the immense ocean whose
circular headdress is the horizon, and the
Universal Father-Mother.

Unquestionably, however, the African idea of a
creator God who brings justice to the Earth is
the most consistent description of the Almighty.
Among the Konso of Ethiopia, Waqa, the
Supreme God, originated morality, social order,
justice, and fertility. Waqa gave the breath of life
to humans who had been formed, but could nei-
ther move nor speak. When Waqa’s wife saw the
state of humanity, she pleaded with him to do
something about human immobility and lack of
speech. Waqga then gave humans breath and
humans began to speak and to move. Yet when
humans die, they must give breath back to Waqa.

The Akan Nyankopon had to deal with
humans trying to reach God after he had retreated
into a distant abode. A woman wanting to reach
God had her children stack pounding mortars on
each other until they almost reached God. They
were one short of reaching God when the woman
thought that the only way to succeed was to have
one of the mortars taken from the bottom and put
on the top to reach God. When this was tried, the
whole thing crashed to the Earth. Since that time,
no humans have been able to reach the distant
abode of God.
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The Yoruba God name Olorun is derived from
Orun, which means “heaven,” and Ol the prefix
for owner. The myths of Olorun are less anthro-
pomorphic than other divinities. He is considered
a cosmic force, ruler over all other gods.
Controller of all life and natural forces, he is the
Supreme Being to whom man, nature, and lesser
gods answer. It is possible that one other god,
Obatala (Great God) or Eleda (Creator), which is
also another name for Olorun, existed before him
in the Yoruba construction of their pantheon.
However, Olorun created the Earth and gave it to
Obatala to finish.

Although seldom referred to in proverb and
myths, Olorun is known by many names. Among
them are Eleda—Creator; Alaye—living; Owner of
life; Elemi—Owner of breath; Alagbara gbagbo—
all powerful; Olodumare—almighty; Oluwa—
Lord. The term Oluwa is used for other gods as
well, but none are as depended on as Olorun. His
importance is reflected in daily sayings such as
Olorun Yioju ni re, “may God awake us well,” Bi
florin ba she, “if God Goes it,” and ishe Olorun,
“God has done it.” Despite his prevalence in the
Yoruba daily life, there is no regular worship of
Olorun. He is called on during times of great dis-
tress, when all other gods have failed.

The Supreme God stands alone in the African
tradition. As the most ancient Africans believed,
the aim of humans was to maintain balance,
order, and harmony to continue to beat back
chaos. One sees this at the beginning of religious
history in the relationship of the people of Egypt
to their divinities. This is possible because the
Supreme God also made possible lesser divinities
whose job it was to assist humans in the mainte-
nance of harmony. A Supreme Deity is the prog-
enitor of all other deities. For example,
Nyankopon, the truly great Nyame, is personified
by the sun in the culture of the Akan, the dynamic
center of the state as the sun is of the sky. He is the
creator of all gods, and so many golden objects
are symbolic of his radiance. The Queen Mother
is the daughter of the moon, but only the Supreme
Deity is said to be a progenitor of gods.

A Vodun priest in Benin was once asked,
“Where is the house of God?” to which he replied,
“Here, all around us. God cannot live in a mere
house made by men.” It was on the continent of
Africa where humans first built temples hoping to

house the spirit of God. But this was soon aban-
doned as the philosophical understanding
increased to the point where priests recognized
that the Supreme Deity could not live in a finite
house. One could not build a house massive
enough to contain the creator. Karnak temple in
Egypt is the world’s largest religious site. But after
Karnak and Gebel Barkal, Africa built no reli-
gious structure as large ever again, and no other
people have built anything as large as these two
temples devoted to Amen.

The spiritual African knows that the Supreme
Deity cannot be contained. Thus, Lake Bosumtwe
is a huge, perfect circle lake, but it does not hold
the Supreme Deity. It is sacred, but even the lake
cannot house the Great Nyankapon. Nzambi
Mpungu, the Supreme Creator of the Bakongo
people of the Congo, is invisible and omnipotent,
but he cannot be contained. He intervenes in the
creation of every person, indeed, in the creation of
everything. Humans render him no worship
because he has need of none and is inaccessible
anyway. Therefore, Nzambi, the sovereign master,
cannot be approached. Yet it is Nzambi who
watches every human being and then takes him or
her out of life into death. Families have small
shrines in many societies, and the father, mother,
or head of family may simply salute the Supreme
Deity who created Heaven, the sun, and the Earth,
but for strategic living in the community of
humans, it is the lineage deity and kinship ances-
tors that are most important.

The Mwari Triad of the Shona who live in the
Belingwe region see the deity Mwari as the father,
mother, and son. This deity is related to the leg-
endary king, Soro-Re-Zhou, for whom a cave is
named in the Matopo Hills of Zimbabwe.

Given the numerous titles found just among
the Shona people of Zimbabwe, it should come as
no surprise to the reader that the complexity and
diversity of the idea of God in African cultures are
fundamentally philosophical issues. For example,
one can see Mwari as the Supreme Being above all
men and nature, Creator of good and evil, the
Source of Life, who represents fertility and at the
same time know, as most Africans know, that
Mwari is not a daily guide for humanity.

Other African people have shown that their
names for the deity reflect their philosophy and
way of life as well. For instance, the Xhosa of
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South Africa have given the Supreme Being many
praise names, but, in effect, the Supreme Deity
is a Creator God. The idea of praise names is
found throughout the Nguni-speaking culture and
the Xhosa to the deity as uMdali, uMenzi,
uHlanga, iNkosi yezuluk, uMvelingquangi, and
uNkulunkulu, which are also used by the Zulu
and other people, but the terms used for Supreme
Being, Qamata and Thixo, are considered purely
Xhosa terms.

The Nuer of Sudan call the Supreme Deity by
the name of Kwoth, or Spirit. Kwoth is the
omnipresent creator of the universe. He is identi-
fied with the sky, which makes all that is above
sacred. He is also called Kwot nbhial, Spirit of the
sky. The Nuer say he is like the wind, you cannot
see him, yet he is everywhere. He reveals himself
through natural wonders, such as rain, thunder,
and lightning. He is addressed in prayers as
Kwoth ghaua, “Spirit of the universe.” He created
ritual and custom, providing some men with belief
and others with nothing. Sustainer of life, he is
called yan, a living being, whose yiegh is the
breath that gives man life. Nuer believe Kwoth is
their friend, whom they call on in times of sick-
ness. He is their protector, often called guandong,
ancestor, or grandfather. Kwoth can also be angry
and is deemed distant because of his far-away
presence in the sky. He participates in man’s
affairs, but does so through the aid of other spir-
its that haunt the gap between Heaven and Earth.
Kwoth has the power to bring death and take and
protect souls. When the Nuer die, they believe it is
natural, but ultimately attribute it to Kwoth.

The Nupe people of Nigeria believe the uni-
verse consists solely of God, the world, the sky,
and the Earth. Natural phenomenon is said to be
nya Soko, or “of God.” God is referred to as soko
or Tsoci (Lord) and is lokpa, “far away.” Soko is
omnipresent and appealed to in the language of
their daily lives. Although always near, they do
not know exactly where Soko is or what he looks
like. Soko is omnipotent, omniscient, the only
God, creator of all things, good and evil. They
believe all life comes from him and, when not
incarnate, exists in the sky with him. Soko brings
about that which is desired to come. Conception,
birth, and ritual ceremony are his gifts. To seek
further understanding of him is moot because
there is no further knowledge to be learned.

All natural phenomena might be considered can-
didates for divinity. The so-called nature divinities
appear in many varieties. These are mountains,
rivers, and trees that represent certain powerful
aspects of the supreme. For example, among the
Asante of Ghana, the Tano River and Lake
Bosumtwe are seen as divinities. Any natural phe-
nomenon that has been consecrated by certain
human achievements, actions, and experiences can
become identified with the divine. Thus, the
baobab trees that have protected travelers during
particular dreadful droughts have become divini-
ties. There are Ohum and Iroko trees, from which
special signs have appeared to assist humans mov-
ing from one place to another. These, too, have
become divinities. All living things have the poten-
tial of becoming consecrated as sacred. The gulf
that exists between the secular and the sacred in the
West does not appear in traditional African reli-
gion. When the waters of the Tano River do not
seem to flow as they should, the drummer recites an
ancient saying: Pure, pure Tano/If you have gone
elsewhere, come/And we shall seek a path for you.

Nature gods are more common in West Africa
than in Southern Africa. The western part of the
continent is immensely rich in rain forests and
rivers. It might be that the people of that region
have had to deal with more intense natural phe-
nomena and therefore are more apt to recognize
the power of the natural elements. There is, how-
ever, among the Zulu of southern Africa, a female
deity known as Inkosazana who helps corn to
grow. Inkosazana, although not strictly a natural
deity, does perform like a natural deity because
she assists in the harvest, and the community can
appeal to her for this assistance. However,
Inkosazana is not like a river or mountain that has
been deified.

Certain elegant trees such as the Iroko may
have pots and leaf fences around them. Baobabs,
the sacred trees of Senegal, remain a meeting place
of the spirits, sometimes ritual sites of the priests
and priestesses, despite the presence of Islam in
the country. The forests are particularly full of
spirits and divinities. But also in the deep bush are
dangerous ghosts of men who have been lost,
drowned, or burnt alive and have not received
proper burial. Nonhuman spirits exist as well as
totsies, dryads, juogi, and demons that prey on
unsuspecting and unprotected people.
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Snake, tree, and river often figure together in
some religious rites. Some ethnic groups in Benin
believe that snakes are ancestors incarnate. Snake
temples are found along the coast of Africa.
Pythons are kept tame in temples, and people will
bow to them, put dust on their heads, and salute
them as fathers. The vilest crime is to kill a sacred
python in some places.

Africans accept that the most common experi-
ences of human beings are with nature. Because
nature interacts with humans on a daily basis, it is
important to understand how nature figures in
daily lives. All nature deities are useful in the
recruitment of true believers.

Deities are not inconsequential. They are able
to bring about healing or destruction. Sometimes
their potency is expressed in charms, medicines,
and rites of secret societies. Any force that appears
to have magical qualities that are inexplicable
must be considered in the realm of the divine.
These powers are often like energy, abstract, and
invisible; results are visible. They tend to be
amoral and forceful, simply manifesting them-
selves in the Earthly lives of humans.

Indeed, the Earth is a living entity. The Ibo
speak of Mother Earth, and the Akan say the
Earth is Asase Yaa, Mother Earth. Among the Kru
of Liberia, the Earth figures in all actions and can
keep humans from seeing those who are taken out
of the world, those who disappear or who are
removed from the land of the living.

According to the Kru, Sno-Nysoa, the Supreme
God, gave each of his four sons a necklace of leop-
ard teeth. He sent them to visit Earth, but they did
not return. When he inquired of Earth, he was told
that they had been encouraged to return, but
would not. Each time Earth told them to return,
they told Earth that their new home was so beau-
tiful they had no desire to return. One day, Sno-
Nysoa ran into his sons and told them, “You have
made me sad because I am alone and would like
for you to return.” They said, “But the new land is
so interesting we cannot think of returning. There
is so much food and Earth is very generous.”

Sno-Nysoa grew upset with Earth and said to
Earth, “I am going to get my sons back this very
night. You will not rob me of my sons!” When the
sons went to sleep, they slept soundly, and three of
them woke up the next morning, but the eldest did
not awake. Earth went to see Sno-Nysoa and

asked him to explain his secret power over the
eldest son. He noticed that the eldest son was
alive. Earth wanted to know how Sno-Nysoa had
got the eldest son to return. But Sno-Nysoa said to
him, “Don’t worry about my sons, when any one
of them does not awake, just bury him.” In time,
three of his sons slept the long sleep. One by one,
they were found in the company of Sno-Nysoa.
When Earth saw them, they were happy and quite
pleased. When it was the turn of the fourth son,
Earth decided that he would do everything he
could to keep the fourth son, but in time, he also
slept the long sleep. Earth then decided to go to
Sno-Nysoa again to get his secret. However, on
the way to Sno-Nysoa, Earth discovered that the
ladder had been removed and he could not con-
tinue. To this day, no living person can see the
abode of Sno-Nysoa. Now Sno-Nysoa could take
people from the world, and the way to them
remains barred because of the actions of Earth
long ago.

Altars are made for the lesser deities. How is an
altar consecrated? On the advice of a diviner, a
priest may consecrate himself to the service of the
religion. A woman may find something sacred in
her community and build an altar to a deity with
the soil surrounding the place where the object
was discovered. Elaborate ceremonies are created
for the training of priests and priestesses. In some
instances, it may take a person 20 years or more
to learn all the rituals, ceremonies, and sacred
texts necessary to become a priest.

What does the popular expression mean that
Africans are an incurably religious people? Is this
a backdoor way of saying that Africans are super-
stitious? What is the meaning of superstition any-
way? Are the things that we call superstitions
realities for others and vice versa? Africans are not
more religious than any other people; Africans
have had a longer association with the super-
natural because of the origin of humanity on the
continent of Africa. This is not something special;
it is simply a historical fact.

Understanding the origins of African religion
assists the reader in understanding the connectiv-
ity of the philosophical stream underlying all of
the ideas in this Encyclopedia. This allows the
reader to have some appreciation for the dissemi-
nation of religious ideas throughout the continent.
Our aim in the encyclopedia is to have the reader
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ask, “What are the similarities, for instance,
between the Nile Valley cultures and other African
cultures?” Clearly, what is revealed in this work,
written by scores of authors, is the idea that Africa
is one, united, and spiritually related continen-
tally. Although it remains true that Islam and
Christianity have made significant inroads in
Africa, the basic traditional values of the people
are expressed in some of the most private occa-
sions. Nevertheless, the elements of morality,
ethical principles, and ancestor respect are seen
throughout the continent as Africans rely on the
ancient traditions of the ancestors.

Connective and Related Links

Eva Meyerowitz (1951) attempted to describe
how the religious ideas of ancient Egypt were
closely related to the Akan ideas in Ghana. Her
work was groundbreaking, but found few follow-
ers at that time because of the more conventional
Eurocentric interpretations of African culture. She
argued that the similarities and correspondences
between the ancient Egyptians and Akan people
were so great that the relationship was clear. This
line of reasoning should not have created a crisis
in thinking in the West, but the rush to disbelief,
as Basil Davidson calls it, introduced a disconnect
in the thinking of European and American schol-
ars about the connectivity and contiguity of ideas
and cultures in Africa. They wanted an Africa that
was separate, disparate, and isolated. Yet the over-
whelming evidence of linguistics, anthropology,
and cultural studies has shown that Africans have
been migrating from one place to another for
thousands of years. There is no secret to the inter-
action between cultures.

What the authors of the Encyclopedia of
African Religion have demonstrated is that the rep-
resentations of deities in West Africa often share
similarities with more ancient classical concepts.
This was not intentional; it only occurred because
as different scholars wrote entries for the encyclo-
pedia the editors noticed the similarities from one
culture to another. Consider the fact that in Benin,
Mawu-Lisa of the Fon appear in representations as
a joint deity with Lisa holding the Sun disk in his
mouth and Mawu carrying the crescent moon. In
various places in the Nile Valley, one could see
representations of this symbolism, but it is not

only a classical African form because we also see it
in other regions of the continent.

The Yoruba deity Shango has river goddesses as
wives. In many ways, this is like the Asante deity,
River Tano, who has wives as well as siblings. We
know also that pots of sacred water sit in the temples
for beautiful Oshun. The sea deity, among the Yoruba,
is Olokun, normally found in the bronzes of Ife.

Lake Bosumtwe in Ghana is a sacred lake;
when the decaying matter explodes, the people
believe the goddess is active. There are many
sacred lakes in Africa; all are in some ways related
to the Sacred Lake at the Temple of Karnak. In
the country of Cameroon, for instance, Lake
Bamblime is considered sacred.

Any encyclopedia is incomplete almost as soon
as it is published because ideas, concepts, and terms
continue to enrich the particular discourse. This
will be the case with our encyclopedia as well.
However, because our intentions are to set the high-
est standards of scholarship and capture the most
important aspects of traditional African religion,
we seek to establish a baseline for future examina-
tions of African religion. Thus, our encyclopedia is
the best representation to date of the comprehen-
sive nature of the African response to the sacred. As
you read, you understand our initial reaction to the
phenomenon of religion in Africa was to view it as
one single phenomenon with numerous manifesta-
tions depending on the ethnic community. When
our authors began to write and we reviewed the
entries for facts, quality, and contribution, we were
amazed to discover that the authors appeared to
confirm what we had intimated in our original
proposal to Sage Publications.

The entries in this Encyclopedia of African
Religion confirm the idea that religion is neither
merely metaphysics nor simply morality. There is
every reason to believe that the universe of
African religious expression includes all that
humans, in certain areas, know about how the
world works, about what is necessary for humans
to survive in community built in the midst of
an environment that must constantly be coaxed
to allow human settlement, and about what is
known of the prospects of humans overcoming
the conditions of humanity. Answering these
questions and confronting these issues have occu-
pied the minds of African sages longer than any
others.
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Our objective has been to bring to the public a
major reference work that would grow as scholars
and laypeople alike use it to advance their own
research and understand the core beliefs and ritu-
als of African culture. Naturally, we have had
to rely on many sources, references, and scholars
who have demonstrated commitment to an
authentic African voice. This is not a compara-
tivist work because this is the first work of this
type; however, comparison is now possible
because of the existence of this Encyclopedia. It is
to be expected that with the demonstration of the
complexity, texture, and rhythms of the African
religious tradition, future scholars will have a
baseline from which to advance further research.

In editing the encyclopedia, we constantly
reminded ourselves and were reminded by the
authors of these entries that human conscious-
ness is not simply a matter of rational thought,
but something deeply informed by myth and the
mysteries of human life. Furthermore, language
has always been the lever of myth, and our expe-
riences with African languages and African
myths convince us that there are thousands of
ways of expressing the creation or establishing a
proper ritual to recognize an ancestor. One
escapes all mutilation of consciousness by
appealing to these incredibly rich and varied
entries on traditional African religion for a
deeper, more profound understanding of African
culture in general.

Entry writers brought their own styles to the
project. We have dealt with issues of language, for
example, the idea of holocaust of African
Enslavement, where the word holocaust has been
seen as a word that refers only to the brutal expe-
rience of the Jews in World War II. In addition, we
have had to deal with the issue of negative and
pejorative terminologies such as sorcerer, witch,
primitive, cult, and fetish. Given the impractical-
ity of changing the entire reading public’s image
overnight, we have settled for the huge possibility

that this encyclopedia can be used as a back-
ground text for cultural knowledge. Only then
will we have established the key ideas and foun-
dational thinking necessary for moving the dis-
course on African religion forward.

We would like to acknowledge the tremendous
assistance of Rolf Janke, acquisition editor, who
expressed faith in our ability to bring this project
to fruition from the beginning. In addition to
Rolf, we appreciate the work of Yvette Pollastrini,
developmental editor, and Leticia Gutierrez, sys-
tems coordinator, who made possible the smooth
operation of the Sage SRT system and gave us
encouragement and direction precisely when we
needed it. Our work has been facilitated by
Jacqueline Tasch, who has assisted with expert
editing, and the guidance of Diana Axelsen. There
is no way we could have completed this work
without their constant attention to detail.

When we embarked on this project, we were
fortunate to have the blessings of some of the
major scholars in the world of culture and reli-
gion. We thank Chinua Achebe, Africa’s greatest
novelist; Kwame Gyekye, one of Africa’s leading
philosophers; Maulana Karenga, the foremost
African writer on ancient Egyptian religion;
Marta Moreno Vega, scholar of African religion
in the Americas; Isidore Okpewho, the eminent
African scholar of myths and epics; and Kofi
Asare Opoku, author of many books and articles
on African religion and one of the leaders in the
field of African proverbs, for lending their names
and reputations to this Encyclopedia. They gave
their suggestions, waited for our work patiently,
and have become some of our best supporters.
Each of them accepted our request to serve as
board members of the project without hesitation.

Finally, we dedicate this encyclopedia to our
spouses, Ana and Garvey, and our children,
Muswele, Tamu, Kiyaumuya, M. K., Jr., and Eka.

Molefi Kete Asante and Ama Mazama
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The name Abaluyia refers to a large ethnic and lin-
guistic group that lives in Kenya and parts of
Uganda. When speaking of one person, the Abaluyia
use the word Omuluyia, and when referring to their
language, they use the word Luluyia. Seventeen
subnations exist among the Abaluyia. They are
Abakhayo, Bukusu, Vugusu, Banyala, Abasonga,
Abanyore, Abatsotso, Idakho, Isukha, Abakabras,
Kisa, Logoli, Marachi, Marama, Samia, Tachhoni,
and Wanga.

Although the Uganda speakers of Luluyia do
not use the term Abaluyia, a term the elders in
Kenya accepted and adopted from 1930 to 1960,
the Ugandan Luluyia speakers recognize the
Kenyan speakers as related to them. They share a
similar culture with many of the same myths, rit-
uals, and ceremonies. Most of the Luluyia speak-
ers share in the story told by the Vugusu about the
creation of the world.

According to these speakers of the language,
the world was created when the almighty Wele
Xakaba, the Supreme Being, made his own
dwelling in heaven; to prevent it from falling out
of the sky, he supported it with many pillars just
as the builders of a house support the roof with
many pillars. When Wele Xakaba had completed
the creation of heaven, he made the moon, sun,
and clouds and laced the heavens with them. Then
Wele Xakaba created a large rooster and placed
the rooster in heaven. This huge red rooster is the
source of lightning and thunder. It lives among the

clouds, and when it moves its wings up and down
lightning flashes; when it crows, thunder is heard
on the earth. The creation of the rooster is fol-
lowed by the creation of the stars, rain, rainbows,
regular air, and very cold air. It took Wele Xakaba
just 2 whole days to make these creations. But
there was a problem: “For whom would the sun
shine?” This led to the creation of human beings.

The first man was called by the name of
Muwambu. However, because Wele Xakaba had
created this man so that he had the ability to talk
and see, there needed to be someone with whom
he could talk. Therefore, the first woman, Sela, was
created to be Mwambu’s mate. Then Wele Xakaba
created plants, oceans, lakes, rivers, plants, and ani-
mals. Cattle were also created by Wele Xakaba.

Soon Mwambu and Sela had two children, a
son, Lilambo, and a daughter, Nasio. In 6 days,
Wele Xakaba had completed the work of creation.
On the seventh day, God rested because it was a
bad day, probably the source for the negative rela-
tionship and taboos the Abaluyia have with the
number 7.

Molefi Kete Asante

See also Luo
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ABASI

Abasi refers to the Supreme Creator God in the
language of the Efik people of Nigeria and
Cameroon. The Efik people are a branch of the
Ibibio, who are often called Calabar. The Efik have
devised an elaborate narrative about the existence
and function of the Almighty God, Abasi.
Although there are variations to the account as
given by the elders and priests of the people, the
general contours of the account are the same.

According to the belief of the Efiks, the wife of
Abasi, whose name was Atai, convinced him to
allow their adult children, one man and one
woman, to settle on the Earth, but to prohibit
them from reproducing or working the land. The
idea, according to Efik understanding, was that
the children should depend on their father and
mother for shelter, food, and protection. However,
the children resented these prohibitions and soon
returned to heaven when Abasi called them to eat
food when they became hungry.

While they were in the sky with Abasi and
Atai, the children explored many things; they
learned to create, sing, make musical instruments,
and make food. This was not pleasing to Abasi,
and wanting to protect him, Atai did everything
to prevent the children from exceeding Abasi in
wisdom, power, and strength. Atai believed that if
the children exceeded their father in knowledge
and wisdom, there would be great chaos in the
universe. The children, of course, like other
children, wanted to see how far they could go
without being chastised or prevented from their
activities. Atai was so disturbed by this that she
set her mind on preventing a rebellion at all costs.
She loved the children but watched them care-
fully, yet the children eventually broke the rules
that had been established by Abasi. They could
not live in peace with Abasi and Atai and there-
fore were forced to leave the sky again.

The son and daughter returned to Earth with
their limited knowledge and violated most of
Abasi’s rules. They had many children and

worked on the land creating many items for liv-
ing. Soon they caused strife, heartbreak, tensions,
jealousy, hatred, war, and death among their own
children. Abasi and Atai were so disgusted with
the happenings on Earth and with the affairs of
their own children and their grandchildren that
the two deities soon withdrew to the sky, leaving
humans to deal with their own affairs.

This is why Abasi is not known to be involved
in the ordinary lives of the people. He created the
universe and all things that are in it and then, after
failing to control his own human creation, retired
to the far reaches of the sky. Therefore, for ordi-
nary issues of taboos and rituals, the Efik people
must rely on strong ancestral spirits, sometimes in
societies of secrets, to assist them with the mani-
fold problems and concerns of daily living. They
have no possibility of coaxing Abasi to return to
their society to give advice or wisdom; this is now
the affair of lesser spirits.

Molefi Kete Asante
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ABELA

Abela is a simple form of greeting strangers and
familiar people among the Ngemba people of
Cameroon. It is usually interpreted as “How is it?”
The response is “abongne,” meaning “It is good.”
This is a common expression among the Ngemba,
an ethnic group from the Northwest province,
Cameroon. The Ngemba live in several important
towns in Cameroon and comprise nearly 2 million
inhabitants in Tuba, Mankon, Nkwen, and other
towns in Western Bamenda province.

Among the Ngemba speakers are various
family groups who use “abela” as a greeting. They



Abosom 3

are the Pinyin, Mankon, Awing, Bambulewie,
Bafut, Bafreng, Mandankwe, Mbili, Mbambili,
Mbui, Bamunkum, and Kpati. To these people,
the word “abela” has an ancient meaning attrib-
uted to the interactions with strangers and other
people. It signals recognition of the person inas-
much as to ignore another human being is consid-
ered the breaking of a taboo. Thus, it is a vile act
of neglect and disrespect.

Abela being a simple form of greeting has
no other ritualistic origin; however, as a way of
initiating conversation or generating familiarity
and friendliness, it fosters social coercion among
the Ngemba and outsiders who use it. The term
“abela” is so popular that even people from
other ethnic groups now use the term for greet-
ing whenever they meet an Ngemba person. This
is a sign of hospitality and politeness, and it is
part of the grace of demonstrating connection,
togetherness, and respect.

It is believed that the Ngemba migrated from
a place called “Feulu” in Tibati near Banyo in
the Adamawa Province of the Republic of
Cameroon because of the frequent interethnic
wars between the Ngemba and the Fulani, a
large and powerful trading and martial people.
The Ngemba left Feulu under the leadership of
Aghajoo, a wealthy man with numerous victories
in war, and made a brief, but significant, stop on
the fertile and scenic plains of Ndop. Following
tremendous competition for territory and war-
ring feuds with other ethnic migrants, the
Ngemba group left Ndop and continued their
trek, settling by the great Mezam River where
they organized their families.

Africans generally use greetings such as “abela”
to ascertain the status of a person’s family, the
economic well-being of a community, and the
relationship with the ancestors and the spiritual
world. Thus, the greeting “abela,” like similar
expressions in other languages, speaks to the equi-
librium between communities. To ask someone
“How is it?” is to inquire about something more
than the superficial presence of the individual, but
to seek a deeper response about the condition and
life of the community.

A typical greeting only begins with the expres-
sion “abela” and continues with questions about
individual members of the family, relatives, and
even animals. To really know “how it is,” one

must interrogate the entire universe of the person
that you are greeting, and therefore it is not an
easy, quick, raising of the hand and moving
onward. It must be a sincere question, and the
questioner usually receives a full and complete
answer. This is the nature of reciprocity in the
Ngemba culture.

Emmanuel Kombem Ngwainmbi
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ABOSOM

In the Akan tradition, abosom (deities/divinities/
lesser gods; singular: obosom) are the children
and messengers of Nyame (Creator). Similar in
function to Yoruba orisha and Vodun loa, the
abosom are spiritual forces evincing and operat-
ing throughout the Akan universe, assisting
Nyame in the task of managing Creation,
namely humanity. They are found throughout
Ghana and are a major part of Akan cosmology.
Abosom may be male or female or have the abil-
ity to embody both. Although the abosom often
embody various manifestations of nature (i.e.,
wind, bodies of water, trees, mountains, hills,
animals, etc.), these objects are used only as
temporary dwelling places and should not be
confused with the abosom themselves. The
abosom are essentially spirit.
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Descriptive Overview

Created by Nyame to fulfill specific functions, the
abosom derive their power from Nyame and serve
as the mediators between Nyame and human
kind. Because the Akan believe that Nyame is too
great to be reached directly, the abosom, who rep-
resent certain aspects of the power of Nyame,
serve as intermediaries and immediate objects of
reverence. Although their power is a function of
that of Nyame, they have the full power to act in
the realm of their specific area of specialization.
Each obosom performs different functions and
has the ability to reward, punish, protect, and
guide human kind in all aspects of life.

Because they are innumerable, the abosom fall
into various categories. First, there are those of a
tutelary nature who are recognized at the national
and/or community level and whose main function
it is to protect the community from harm. They are
known as tete abosom. Second, there are family
abosom, sometimes known as egyabosom (father’s
deity), that are inherited patrilineally and govern
and protect particular families. The primary func-
tion of the egyabosom is to assist their attendants
in the actualization of their nkrabea (destiny;
Divine function). There are also abosom associated
with each of the various Akan clans (Abusua) who
are connected with particular areas or localities.
The Akan connect the tete abosom, egyabosom,
and Abusua abosom with the origins of Creation
and have thus recognized and revered them from
time immemorial. However, the Akan also believe
that in the same way that Nyame continues to cre-
ate the universe, he continues to create abosom.
These contemporary abosom can be thought of as
a type of medicine in that they are “owned” by
highly specialized spiritualists who use them in the
manipulation of cosmic energy. The continued rev-
erence of these abosom largely depends on their
ability to satisfy their intended purpose.

As intermediaries, the abosom are fundamental
to humanity’s ability to maintain a connection to
and relationship with Nyame. Nyame communi-
cates with humankind through the abosom who
carry messages on Nyame’s behalf. These mes-
sages, as well as the specific powers and energies
of a particular abosom, are invoked through ritu-
als and ceremonies performed by akomfo (tradi-
tional priests; singular: okomfo), also known as

bosomfo (people of the abosom). After being
“called” (“mounted”/“possessed”) by a particular
obosom, akomfo undergo an elaborately intense
initiation, usually no less than 3 years in duration,
in which they essentially “marry” the obosom by
dedicating his or her entire life to the service of the
obosom and learn the laws, taboos, songs, dances,
and so on of the obosom.

Thus, akomfo are highly specialized spiritual-
ists capable of communicating with and intermit-
tently embodying abosom for the purpose of
transmitting and sometimes translating Nyame’s
messages. To provide a space in and means
through which humans can communicate with
Nyame via an obosom, akomfo build bosomfie
(literally “house of obosom”; shrine house) in or
near the locality the obosom is said to inhabit.
Akomfo are held with the responsibility of presid-
ing over the bosomfie, which function as spiritual
healing centers and houses of divination. It is here
that akomfo perform rituals and other tasks
required of the abosom and that members of the
society visit to facilitate their connection to both
the abosom and Nyame.

Some Key Abosom

The role of the abosom in the Akan tradition is of
great importance. As such, there are multitudes of
abosom found throughout Ghana, some well
known, some less well known. What follows is a
brief listing and description of some of the more
celebrated abosom.

Akonnedi/Nana Akonnedi/Akonnedi Abena is
a female obosom whose bosomfie is located in the
Larteh Kubease region of Ghana. She is regarded
as the mother of all abosom, the head of the pan-
theon, and is said to mete out justice and give the
final decision in difficult disputes.

Nana Asuo Gyebi is a wandering ancient river
obosom originally from the northern region of
Ghana who resides in various places throughout
the country, although he has made the Larteh
Kubease region a special home. He also traveled
as far as the United Sates to help the lost children
of Africa reclaim their spiritual past. He is credi-
ted with bringing the Akan tradition to the United
States because his priests were among the first to
be initiated here. He is a male obosom who is a
protector and a great healer.
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Nana Esi Ketewaa is a deified female ancestor
originally from the Akuapem region of Ghana. It
is said that she became pregnant in her old age
and died during childbirth. As an obosom, she
functions as a protector of children and fertility.
Women often seek her protection during preg-
nancy and delivery and after childbirth.

Nana Adade Kofi is a male warrior obosom of
strength and perseverance and is from the Guan
area of Ghana. He is said to be the youngest of
Nana Akonnedi’s children. He is the obosom asso-
ciated with iron and metals, and his sword is often
used to swear oaths of allegiance.

Tegare is the general name for a pantheon of
abosom from the Northern region of Ghana.
Popular throughout Ghana, Tegare lives in the
forest and is a hunter who seeks truth and exposes
liars, thieves, and evildoers.

Mmoetia is a system of abosom who are most
often recognized as “dwarfs” whose feet turn
backward. They live throughout Ghana in the
forests and are highly skilled in the use of herbs.
Considered the great spiritual gatekeepers of the
Akan tradition, they specialize in working with
nature spirits for the purposes of healing.

Yaba Amgborale Blay
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ABUK

Abuk is the name of the first woman in the world
according to the Dinka people of Southern Sudan.
The Dinka believe that the Creator made Abuk
and Garang, the first man, out of the rich clay of
Sudan. Once Abuk and Garang were created, they
were placed in a huge pot; when the Creator
opened the pot, the man and woman were fully
formed as good-looking beings, except that the

woman was small, much smaller than the Creator
thought good. Therefore, Abuk was placed in a
container full of water. She was left there for
a time, and then when she had swelled up like a
sponge to the size of a regular human being, the
Creator was pleased.

However, Abuk and Garang were given only
one grain a day for food, and they were always
hungry. Soon Abuk used her intelligence and clev-
erness to make the one grain a day into a paste to
make it last longer. She also decided that she
would take one grain on alternate days and save it
so that she could plant grain. She did this, and her
work became the source of all grain.

Although this is a historical myth with real
power in the explanation of the origin of Dinka
society, the idea is also current in the lives of the
people. In fact, the Dinka represent Abuk by a
snake. Her favorite animal is a small snake, and
her representation by a snake speaks to the con-
cept of coolness and intelligence that is associated
with women in many African cultures. Abuk is
important in the Dinka culture, so much so that
she has the responsibility to look after all women
and children, fertility, the growth of trees, plants,
and the productivity of the harvest. In addition,
the supply of water is the responsibility of Abuk;
hence, women are known as the keepers of the
water. They go to the rivers for water and are
responsible for making certain that the family has
a good supply of water. Garang is placed in charge
of everything else.

Of course, with so many responsibilities, Abuk
was certain to run afoul of something in carrying
out her responsibilities. She decided that she
wanted to plant more crops in order to have more
food to eat. Thus, she and Garang planted more
grain and tried to be careful so that they would
not harm the earth or create problems with the
Creator who lived in the heavens. When Abuk
took a long-handled hoe that reached to the heav-
ens and began digging in the Earth, the handle of
the hoe accidentally struck the Creator.

At that time, the Creator withdrew from the
Earth because of the offense and sent a small blue-
colored bird called atoc to cut the rope that
humans had used to climb up to the sky. The
Creator then left the ordinary lives of humans
because the world had been spoiled by the actions
of women and men. Everything has changed.
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There is now illness, death, and trouble on the
Earth as a direct result of the separation of the
Creator from the people of the Earth.

Nevertheless, the Dinka honor Abuk as the first
woman and see in her the creation and origin of
all their traditions. As the first woman and the
first mother, she is celebrated in the festivals and
rituals of the Dinka.

Molefi Kete Asante

See also Auset
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ADAE

An Akan term meaning “resting place,” Adae is the
most important festival of the Akan. Connected to
the meaning of the term, it is a day of rest for the
living and the ancestors, and, as such, work, includ-
ing funerals, is forbidden. As the paramount ances-
tral custom, it involves the invocation, propitiation,
and veneration of ancestral spirits. These are
special days on which the ahene (traditional rulers;
singular = ohene) enter the Nkonuafieso (stool
house), the place where the spirits of enstooled
ancestors rest, and pour libation and offer food and
drink on behalf of their people. Every 5 years, the
Asantehene (paramount ruler of the Asante) hosts
Adae Kese (big Adae), a 2-week period of celebra-
tion during which all those enstooled within
the Asante nation unite in Kumasi (the capital of
Asante) and reaffirm their allegiance to the
Asantehene and the Sika Dwa (Golden Stool), the
spiritual seat of the Asante nation.

It is through the celebration of the Adae that
the Akan calendar is conceptualized: One year is
represented by nine Adae. Following the Akan cal-
endar, according to which each cycle constitutes a

period of 42 days, the Adae is celebrated on two
occasions in each cycle—Akwasidae (“sacred
Sunday”; Adae falling on Sunday) and Awukudae
(“sacred Wednesday”; Adae falling on
Wednesday). Distinct from the Adae Kese,
Akwasidae and Awukudae festivals are more
localized, celebrated by every ohene in his com-
munity among his people.

Akwasidae, usually celebrated as a public rit-
ual, is the grander of the two festivals. However,
the general public does not participate in the most
important aspect of the festival, which takes place
in the Nkonuafieso. On the Akwasidae morn,
each ohene, accompanied by his elders and atten-
dants, lowers his cloth to bare his shoulders and
removes his sandals as a sign of humility and
respect before the ancestors. Entering the
Nkonuafieso, he greets the ancestors by calling
each of their names, one by one, and offering
them each a drink through libation. The ancestors
are then offered a sheep, whose blood is smeared
on the stools, as well as special foods prepared in
their honor. The ohene then sits in state to receive
his people. On these sacred days, personal and
community disputes as well as important political
matters are often addressed publicly in the pres-
ence of the ohene.

Equally important to Adae are the preparations
for the festivals. The day before Akwasidae,
Memeneda Dapaa, is considered a good or
“lucky” day. On this day, all of the preparations
needed for Akwasidae are attended to by all those
involved in the celebration. This includes ritual
drumming to announce the events of the coming
day and the invocation of the spirits of ancestral
drummers, seeking their cooperation and blessings
for a successful Akwasidae. Also on this day, ritual
drummers call upon the Creator, various abosom
(deities), and enstooled ancestors in such a way as
to recite the local history of the community.

It is important to note the relative significance
of festivals for the Akan. Rather than arbitrary
celebrations, festivals are reflective of the culture
and traditions of the Akan and serve historical,
spiritual, social, economic, political, cultural, and
moral functions within the society. Thus, the Adae
in particular teaches and reinforces not only the
history of the Akan, but local histories as well;
expresses continuity between the physical and the
spiritual, the living and the ancestral; reunites
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family and friends and provides a site for the
settling of disputes; contributes economically to
the locale via attendees’ contributions; offers the
people an opportunity to assess the efficiency of
their ohene; and strengthens each person’s role in
the community.

On a more individual level, the Adae is also
recognized through ritual by spiritual practition-
ers of the Akan tradition. Each Akwasidae,
Akomfo (traditional priests; singular: okomfo)
and their attendees hold an Akom. Akom is the
general term given to a series of dances performed
by the Akomfo. It is an intricate system of com-
munication and healing that provides an oppor-
tunity for dancing to the specific cadences of
religious drumming during what may be charac-
terized as a spiritual gathering of the ancestors,
the abosom, and the people gathered who sing,
clap, drum, and dance.

The Akom may be thought of as an extraordi-
narily good time, as well as a precise and sophis-
ticated formula for raising spiritual consciousness,
and thus is an appropriate ritual for Akwasidae.
In the spiritual tradition, all are encouraged to
recognize and celebrate Akwasidae because it pro-
vides a communal means through which to main-
tain contact with the ancestors. Awukudae, which
falls on the fourth Wednesday after Akwasidae,
is primarily celebrated in the Eastern region of
Ghana and is seen as the Adae on which people
should work toward good causes (i.e., feed the
hungry, make monetary donations, help the needy,
etc.). During this Adae, particular attention is paid
to the shrines of personal and family ancestors.

Adae emphasizes and further reinforces the
essential Akan principle that the living require the
cooperation of the ancestors in their daily exis-
tence. This periodic invocation and veneration of
the ancestors keeps their memory and spirits alive
in the minds of the people and the heart of the
community.

Yaba Amgborale Blay

See also Abosom; Akan; Ceremonies
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ADINKRA SYMBOLS

Associated most often with a multitude of sym-
bols, the term “adinkra” is more accurately used
to denote a symbolic funerary message given to
transitioning and/or departed souls. The term
“di” means “to make use of” or “to employ,” and
the term “nkra” means “message.” Literally, then,
adinkra means “to make use of a message,” but
when spoken together, the term is understood to
mean “to leave one another” or “to say good-
bye.” Moreover, because the term “nkra” has
“kra” (life force; soul) at its root, adinkra is fur-
ther understood as a message that a transitioning
and/or departed soul takes with it on its return to
Nyame. Thus, adinkra is a type of language.

Although it is clear that the Akan have used
adinkra for many centuries, there has been much
academic debate over the exact origins of the sym-
bols. The most commonly accepted legend comes
from the stampers (those who create/produce
adinkra). Legend has it that the symbols gained
their name from Nana Kofi Adinkra, the famous
19th-century king of Gyaman, located in neigh-
boring Cote d’Ivoire. King Adinkra was said
to have challenged the authority of the then
Asantehene Nana Osei Bonsu Panyin by making a
replica of the Sika Dwa (golden stool).

The result of this spiritual violation of the
Asante nation was the Asante-Gyamn War in
which the Gyamans were defeated. The
Asantehene was said to have admired the crafts-
manship of the replica Sika Dwa, which was
adorned with various symbols, so much so that he
forced the defeated Gyaman craftsmen to dupli-
cate the symbols and also teach Asante craftsmen
how to produce them themselves. So begins the
Akan legacy of adinkra symbols.

The Akan believe that the entire world is com-
posed of two realms—the physical (living) and
nonphysical (spirit). In their cosmology, there is no
clear distinction between the physical and spiritual
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Close-up shot of two adinkra stamps carved out of calabash gourds, from Ghana. Used mainly when someone dies, the adinkra

symbols are stamped on fabric worn on funeral occasions.
Source: Karen Low Phillips/iStockphoto.

worlds—the two complement each other and often
overlap. The physical is directed by the power of the
spiritual—Nyame, the Abosom (deities/divinities),
and the Nsamanfo (ancestors). Each individual
transitions through these two realms by way of the
Akan life cycle: birth, puberty, marriage, physical
death, and rebirth.

Thus, the Akan do not regard physical death as
the end of life, but as the transition from Earthly
life to spiritual life. It is a transition that each indi-
vidual must make to reach the spiritual world and
continue to live as Nsamanfo. Physical death
instead renders family relationships eternal,
and the rituals performed by the living Abusua
(family) emphasize the unbroken bonds between
those living on Earth, the departed sunsum
(spirit), and Nsamanfo. It is the responsibility of
those living on Earth to perform the Ayie so
that the sunsum can properly transition to the
Asamando (ancestral world); if not, the sunsum

will transform into an unsettled and malevolent
spirit and may come back to harm the family.
Thus, great satisfaction is derived from the per-
formance of the Ayie, and the community looks
down on those who do not properly bury their
kin. Unlike in Western society, where the dead are
generally mourned by friends and family, in Akan
societies, the entire community mourns the loss
of one of its members. Communal performance of
appropriate rites helps to strengthen the bond
between the living and the Nsamanfo. The Ayie is
performed in four stages: (a) Adware (preparation
of the corpse), (b) Adeda (lying in state) and Siripe
(wake-keeping), (c) Asie (burial), and (d) Ndaase
(thanksgiving). In contemporary times, the Ayie
usually takes place over the course of a weekend.
To demonstrate the grief caused by the loss of a
loved one, family members must wear black and
refrain from wearing white or any bright colors,
jewelry, or any adornment that may be perceived
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as “flashy” until the Ayie has been performed.
During the funerary rituals, the wearing of partic-
ular and appropriate cloths demonstrates the
attendees’ spiritual and emotional state—that of
mourning. Those who attend the funeral must
wear colors of mourning, which include dark red,
brown, black, and maroon. If the person dies at
an old age, mourners may wear white; and often
to connote extreme mourning, chief mourners
(close relatives) may wear bright red.

During the initial stages, it is appropriate for
close relatives to wear solid black cloth, whereas
friends and distant relatives may wear cloth
adorned with hand-painted and hand-embroidered
adinkra symbols. The wearing of adinkra cloth com-
municates farewell messages to the transitioning/
departed soul and furthermore informs the larger
community in attendance of the message that par-
ticular attendees wish to offer.

Many of adinkra symbols are representative of
Akan cosmology. They represent symbolic illus-
trations of Akan proverbs that portray the ontol-
ogy, ideology, and spirituality of the people. Many
express particular notions about Nyame and his
or her attributes. Some examples of adinkra sym-
bols that specifically encode Akan cosmology are
shown as follows.

Figure | Asase ye Duru

“Asase ye duru se po.”
The earth is heavier than the sea.
Symbol of providence and the divinity of Mother
Earth

Figure 2 Gye Nyame

“Abodee santan yi firi tete; obi nte ase a onim
n’ahyase, na obi ntena ase nkosi n’awie, gye
Nyame.”

This Great Panorama of creation dates back to time
immemorial, no one lives who saw its beginning
and no one will live to see its end, except Nyame.
Symbol of the omnipotence, omniscience,
omnipresence, and immortality

Figure 3 HYEWO NYHE

“Burn; You do not Burn”
“Because God does not burn, I will not burn.”
Symbol of permanancy

Figure 4 Nsoroma

“Oba Nyankonsoroma te
Nyame so na nte ne ho so.”

A child of Nyame, I do not depend on myself.
My illumination is only a reflection of His.
Symbol of faith and dependency
on a Supreme Being

Figure 5 Nyame Biribi Wo Soro

“Nyame biribi wo soro na ma me nsa nka!”
God, there is something in the heavens,
pray let it reach me!

Symbol of hope and inspiration
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B

Figure 6

Symbol of the presence of Nyame and Nyame’s

Nyame Dua
Tree of Nyame

protection

S

Figure 7

Since God exists, I will not feed on leaves [like

Symbol of faith and trust in Nyame

Nyame Nwu Na Mawu
“Nyame Nti, menwe wura.”

an animal or beast].

Figure 8

Symbol of the perpetual existence of

Sunsum

“I Live not when Nyame is not!”

the human spirit

PR

Figure 9

Nyame Nti

“The Spirit”
Symbol of spirituality, spiritual purity and
the cleanliness of the spirit

Yaba Amgborale Blay
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ADU OGYINAE

Adu Ogyinae is the name of the first man in Akan
mythology. Among the Akan, a group of people
who occupy portions of Ghana and Ivory Coast,
it is believed that they descended from a group of
people who entered the area around 2000 BC as
farmers. Stone-using villages have been discovered
in this region, which suggests that they kept live-
stock and cultivated crops.

In the area of Brong, Adansi, and Assin, a
matrilineal Akan group emerged and spread to
inhabit most of the land between the Volta and
Comoe Rivers. They found Guan people, the
accepted early owners of the land, already in some
of those places. Nevertheless, around 500 BC, the
Akan had begun to establish their social and
political institutions. It is about this time that the
mythology of the people began to take shape and
the elders had created legends and narratives that
explained the people’s origins.

According to a traditional libation in Adansi, it
is declared that Adansi was the first Akan state
and that it stands at the head of the Akan Nation.
In fact, the cosmogony given by the elders of
Adansi state that Adansi was the place that Adu
Ogyinae came into existence.

In the tradition of the Akan, the Great Creator,
Odomankoma, another name for Nyame, made
everything in the universe. Thus, Odomankoma
made Awo, Abena, Aku, Aberaw, Afi, Amen, and
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Awusi, corresponding to the English Monday,
Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday,
and Sunday. However, it is in Nyame’s transforma-
tion as Nyankopon that we see the relationship
with Asase Yaa Afua and the creation of
humankind. The first man, Adu Ogyinae, did not
simply appear without the necessary cosmogony;
he represents all of the abusua of the Akan. Many
of the deities of the clans are symbolized by bodies
of water. For example:

Deit Motif Day Water
Bosom Muru  Python Tuesday Muru
Bosom Tano  Elephant  Saturday Tano
Bosom Pra Leopard  Wednesday Pra
Bosom Twi Monkey  Sunday Twi Lake

In addition to the bosoms, there are two
Adae, ritual holidays, every 42 days for recogni-
tion of the ancestors. Every sixth Sunday is the
large Adae for the Royal Ancestors, and then
every sixth Wednesday is the Adae for the non-
royal ancestors.

According to the Akan, a large worm opened a
hole in the ground and seven men, five women,
one leopard, and one dog came out of the hole.
These names are normally repeated on a Monday
or Tuesday, which are called Nykli days. The
names of the original people are as follows:

Males Females

Adu Ogyinae
Opoku Tenten
Adu Kwao
Adu Kwao 2nd
Kusi Aduoku
Ankora Dame
Odehye Sabene

Takyuwa Brobe
Aberewa Noko
Aberewa Samanate
Aberewa Musu
Abrade Kwa

Of the people who came out of the hole, only
Adu Ogyinae seemed to understand. Everyone else
was stunned and bewildered by what they saw on
Earth, and they were fearful. It was then that Adu
Ogyinae began to lay his hands on the other
people to give them strength.

Adu Ogyinae organized them into work teams
to build houses, and in a few days they had built
places to shelter themselves. It was while he was
engaged in felling trees that a tree fell upon Adu
Ogyinae and killed him. This is the beginning of
the Asante wukuda oath, which says, “I swear by
the name of Adu Ogyinae.”

Molefi Kete Asante

See also Ancestors
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AFRICISM

Africism is the term coined by Aloysius M.
Lugira to refer to the system of African reli-
gious beliefs, ritual practices, and thought con-
cerning the Supreme Being, suprahuman beings,
human beings, and the universe. Africism is
the autochthonous religion and philosophy of
Africa. It is autochthonous because, from time
immemorial and independently from develop-
ments in other cultures, it intrinsically pertains
to Africa.

In this age of growing globalization, attention
has been increasingly directed to the acquisition
of objective knowledge about the religion of
Africa. In pursuit of an objective understanding
of the religion of Africa, African scholars have
been encouraged to adopt the African American
approach pioneered by Maulana Karenga, as
stressed by the principle of Kujichagulia. This
Kiswahili term means “self-determination,” that
is, Africans’ ability to “to define ourselves, name
ourselves, create for ourselves, and speak for our-
selves.” This entry describes the geo-ontological
approach to the naming of the religious and
thought systems of Africa, highlights the salient
features of Africism, and describes the develop-
ment of the concept.
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Africism:
A Geo-Ontological Approach

For many years, the religious and thought system of
Africa was perceived through the highly subjective
and often contemptuous lenses of outsiders and
failed to reflect the African reality correctly. The
geo-ontological approach has as its goal the ade-
quate naming of African religion and philosophy,
the concepts behind the religious and thought
system that is indigenous to Africa.

The components of the term geo-ontological are
the prefix geo—, which means “Earth,” and onto-
logical, an adjectival form of “ontology,” the
branch of philosophy that studies the nature of
being or existence. A geo-ontological approach to
the naming of the religious and thought system of
Africa, therefore, means naming it on the basis of
the origin and relationship of its being, within the
context of its geographical reference point. A name
is a point of identification for the bearer of the
name. Africism reflects a geographical belonging-
ness to Africa because this is where the religious
and thought system of concern here originates.

An etymologically clarifying note about Africa
may be helpful. Africa is the name of the conti-
nent. It is derived from the people of North
Africa, whose name was Afer (sing.)/Afri (plur.).
After the homeland of the Afri was colonialized
by the Romans in 146 BC. the name of the home-
land was changed from Carthage to Africa to
mean “the land of the Afri.” Afric— stood as the
root word to which suffixes are added to deter-
mine the meaning. The suffix —ca added to Afri—
results in terra Africa, that is, “land of the Afri.”
Originally, Africa signified what today is called
the former Roman province in North Africa. In
the course of time, through metonymy, the figure
of speech consisting of the use of the name of a
part for the whole thing, the term Africa was
applied for the whole continent of Africa.

Similarly, the suffix —ism can be added to the
root word afric-. Linguistically, it is sound to
employ the suffix —ism in forming the name of a
system, of a theory, or of a practice that can be
religious, ecclesiastical, and philosophical
depending on the situation at hand. Thus, the
term Africism was coined. It is an umbrella term
that, by essence, represents the oneness of African
religion, as manifested in the diverse religious
expressions observed in Africa.

Salient Features of Africism

The salient features of Africism include concepts
about the Supreme Being, suprahuman beings,
human beings, and the universe. They are the
springboard from which a substantive reflection
on Africism is made.

The Supreme Being

In Africism, God is the Supreme Being. This
supremacy is recognized through the numerous
African primary sources that, from time immemo-
rial, have consistently been handed down, in
African folklore, from generation to generation.
Until the globalization of literacy started taking
effect in Africa, most Africans depended primarily
on oral methods and visual texts to convey and
transmit knowledge about their religious and
thought system. The end result of all this was the
promotion of African sagacity and sages.

Within the context of Africist authenticity, a sage
is a person whose upbringing qualifies him or her
to be regarded as an educated person. The two
main ingredients expected to be found in such a
personality are religion and wisdom, which have
been acquired through the oral depository of
African mythology, legends, proverbs, riddles, tales,
songs, names, artfulness, ritualistic performances,
and so on. Out of such cultural storehouse,
Africans have drawn conclusions that have directed
them to the sensing of the hierarchical orderliness
around them. They have identified the source and
origin of such orderliness to be what they regard as
the Supreme Being above which there is no other
being. In Africism, the Supreme Being is the pyra-
midal apex of the African concept of God.

However, this one God is known by many
names, according to the cultural peculiarities of
African peoples. The many names by which
Africans express themselves about the uniquely one
Supreme Being do not, in any way, turn their under-
standing of the Supreme Being into many Supreme
Beings. Here the concept of the Supreme Being
enjoys the unity of essence, on the one hand, while
it entertains the diversity of the manifestations of the
names, on the other hand. By unity, the Supreme
Being is expressive of Monotheism in the religious
and thought system of Africa. Because monotheism
is the recognition of the existence of one God, so,
Africism is a monotheistic religion.
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Suprabuman Beings

Suprahuman beings are spiritual inhabitants of
the spirit world. Some of them are deities and/or
secondary gods, others are specified as ancestors.
Others are considered to have been deified to
assume the spiritual positions of guardians and
intermediaries between the Supreme Being and
human beings. Spirits of the departed inspire a
sense of superhumanity. For that reason, the pre-
sumption in Africism is to handle the spirits of the
departed with care.

Among some Africans, superhuman beings are
recognized as ancestors. Among other groups, spiri-
tual entities are specifically and honorifically
grouped in pantheons. Pantheon is the term under
which gods of a particular African people are
grouped and recognized together as the gods of that
particular people. Some of the most recognizable
pantheons in Africism include the Orisa (i.e., the
Yoruba Pantheon), the Lubaale (i.e., the Baganda
Pantheon), and the Vodun (i.e., the Fon Pantheon).

Some have argued that Africism is polytheistic
because of the existence and veneration of lesser
divinities and ancestral spirits. It must be noted,
however, that Africism recognizes the Supreme
Being to be the one God, above all gods without
any admixture. Africism is more correctly under-
stood as henotheism, that is, the acceptance of the
existence of secondary deities and lesser spirits,
without being distracted away from monotheism,
that is, the idea of a Supreme Being.

Human Beings

Speaking about human beings in terms of
Africism brings to mind the African concept of
Ubuntu. Ubuntu has to do with compassion and
consideration for others. It is summed up in reli-
gious philosopher John Mbiti’s frequently cited
observation about the African view of man/
woman: “I am, because we are; and since we are,
therefore I am.” This is a dynamic statement that
accentuates the communalistic disposition of
Africans. Within the context of Africism, Africans
are by nature communally religious.

Their hierarchical identification with the
Supreme Being, the suprahuman beings and the
ritual activities around them, are visibly expres-
sive of their religiosity. The rites of passage and
other communal rites are clear instances of how

religion saturates all aspects of African life. The
rites of passage are practices, customs, and cere-
monies that people perform to move people
smoothly through stages of life, from beginning to
end. The stages include birth, childhood, puberty,
initiation, marriage, aging, death, last funeral
rites, and processes of reincarnation.

The Universe

In Africism, the foremost attribute of God is
Creation. Creation is the Universe. When the
Buganda of Uganda look around and observe the
orderliness that surrounds them, they conclude
by calling the originator of the Universe
Kawamigero to mean “the Greatest Dispenser of
Orderliness.” Religiously and philosophically,
Africism identifies the World and/or the Universe
to be the base of sacred space, sacred time, and all
sacred elements therein.

The Development of the Concept

Sserinnya bbi lissa nnyini lyo is a Luanda proverb
that means “An inadequate name disadvantages
its bearer.” Inadequate names, which reflect inad-
equate understanding, have not done justice to
African religion. Even today, Western mainstream
newspapers may continue to misrepresent
Africism. An article on religion in Sudan, for
example, may indicate that its residents include
Muslims, Christians, and “Animists.” Animism,
according to the original definition given by the
creator of the concept, the British anthropologist
Edward Burnett Tylor, is “the religion of lower
races.” It is precisely because of such challenges
that the term Africism was coined, as an attempt
to redress the imbalances of past and erroneous
approaches.

In 1950, Edwin William Smith published
African Ideas of God, the proceedings of a sympo-
sium on the religious system of Africa. Ten years
later, in 1960, the International African Institute
of London published African Systems of Thought,
also the proceedings of a seminar on the subject.
During that period of time, these pioneering
activities led to serious academic studies on reli-
gious and thought systems of Africa. African uni-
versities also participated in the rigorous study of
African religion under the leadership of the
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University of Ibadan in Nigeria, the University of
Legon in Ghana, and the University of Makerere
in Uganda. Since then, there has been a vigorous
study of the subject, and this has helped bring
about a renewed awareness and appreciation of
the dignity of the African religious and thought
system. African religion today enjoys dynamism
because it is regaining followers in both Africa
and the Diaspora.

Aloysius M. Lugira
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AFTERLIFE

The idea of the Afterlife first appears in ancient
literature in ancient Kemet. In the Maatian tradi-
tion of ancient Egypt (Kemet), the afterlife played
a central role; the people of Kemet called it wHm
anx (wehem ankh), repeating life. It was consid-
ered a spiritual and ethical goal and a reward for
a righteous life on Earth—in a word, the divine
gift of immortality. Moreover, a theology of
“coming forth” evolved, which contains several
basic concepts and is found in various sources,
including funerary texts and autobiographical
texts. The funerary or mortuary texts that provide
a vivid portrait of the Maatian afterlife include the
Pyramid Texts, the Coffin Texts (The Book of
Vindication), and the Book of the Coming Forth
by Day, commonly called in Egyptology The Book

of the Dead. Other sources include the more eso-
teric texts such as Books of the Underworld.

The Maatian concept of afterlife or immortal-
ity and the theology that undergirds and informs
it can be discussed under five headings: (1) resurrec-
tion, (2) ascension, (3) judgment, (4) acceptance,
and (5) transformation. This entry describes each
of those phases.

Resurrection

The concept of resurrection is rooted in the tenet
that everyone will rise from the dead and be
judged worthy or unworthy of eternal life. This
evolves from the narrative of Osiris, the divine
spirit, who was unjustly murdered, raised from
the dead, and, because of his righteousness, given
eternal life. Through this spiritual act, each person
was given the possibility and promise of resurrec-
tion and immortality through righteousness.
Thus, in the Book of Vindication, the resur-
rected one declares, “I die and I live for I am
Osiris.” Moreover, the texts say, “O’ seeker of
vindication, the earth opens its mouth for you; it
opens its jaws on your behalf.” Also, the Pyramid
Texts say, “Rise up O’ vindicated one. Take hold
of your head. Gather together your bones; collect
your limbs and shake the dust from your flesh.”

Ascension

Next, the concept of repeating life involves ascen-
sion. Whereas resurrection is rising from the dead
or “waking up,” ascension suggests rising into the
heavens. Indeed, the Book of Vindication says,
“Hail vindicated one. Come that you may rise up
in the heavens.” Or again, it says “the doors of
heaven are opened [to you] because of your virtue.
May you ascend and see Hathor [Divinity of
Love, Divine Mother].” Several modes of ascen-
sion emerge from its depiction in the texts.

The first is rising as a spirit. Thus, in The Book
of the Dead, it says, “You ascend into the heavens,
you cross [the firmament].” Other means are
ascending by “lifting up” or via a ladder or stair-
way that is placed for the departed to ascend into
the heavens. The Book of the Dead says, “You are
lifted up into the heavens...you rise...on the
path to everlastingness on the way to eternity.” The
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Book of Vindication says, “For you, a ladder to
the heavens shall be assembled and Nut [Heaven
personified| shall extend her hand to you.”

Also, in the Pyramid Texts, it says, “I place the
stairway. I set up the ladder and those in Amenta
[paradise, heaven, place of afterlife] take hold up
my hand . . . [and lift me up into the heavens].” Or
again the text says, the divine spirits in heaven,
“Take hold of the hand of this vindicated one and
carry him to heaven that he may not die among
men and women.” Finally, a fourth way that a risen
person ascends is through flying up into the heav-
ens. Thus, the Pyramid Texts say, “Lo, the flier
flies, O’ men and women [of earth]. I [rise] and fly
away from you.”

Judgment

The third and most essential concept in the theol-
ogy of afterlife or immortality is the notion of
judgment. It is one of Kemet’s and ancient Africa’s
most important contributions to the development
of the moral and spiritual thought of humankind
because it introduced and led to the concepts
of personal responsibility, free will, determinism,
reward, and punishment in the next life for every-
one. It also determined the afterlife possibilities of
the wealthy, powerful, and the ordinary person,
thus offering a kind of moral restraint on those
who otherwise might be less inclined.

Central to the idea of judgment is the aspira-
tion for immortality through living a righteous or
Maatian life. The concept of Maat is polysemic,
but includes such meanings as truth, justice, right-
eousness, and order; essentially, it means rightness
in the realm of the Divine, natural, and social. It
thus requires right relations with God or the
Divine, nature, and other humans. This inclusive
requirement is found in the Declarations of
Innocence by Pharaoh Unas in his Pyramid Text,
in which he states that he “wished to be judged by
what he has done” and that he has done Maat (the
good, the right) and has not done isfet (the evil
and wrong). He concludes saying that no divinity,
man, woman, beast, or bird accuses him, reflect-
ing his concern for being justified before the
Divine, nature, and humanity.

The Book of the Dead, chapter 125, provides
a clear and elaborate picture of the process of
judgment and justification. The time of judgment

is called “the Day of Assessing Characters” and
the “Day of Great Reckoning.” This reflects
focus on character as a means of living and judg-
ing a Maatian life. It involves first coming into
the Hall of Maat, declaring that one brings Maat
and has done away with evil. Second, one
declares oneself innocent of 36 and 42 offenses
against the Divine, nature, and humans before
42 judges. These include declaring one has not
mistreated people, lied, killed, ordered killing,
injured others, blasphemed, stolen, turned a blind
eye to injustice, had illicit sex, harmed the vulner-
able, misused nature, slandered or cheated,
coveted, or caused strife. These are called the
Declarations of Innocence, but were mistakenly
called the Negative Confessions due to the phras-
ing, which begins, “I have not . . . .” They are not
confessions of wrong, but rather declarations of
innocence. For example, “I have not done isfet to
people” is the first Declaration of Innocence
required. In a word, one confesses wrong, but
declares innocence.

After declaring innocence, one’s heart is
weighed in the Divine Balance of Ra, God, which
measures righteousness. A person’s heart is
weighed against the feather of Maat; if one’s
good deeds outweigh one’s bad deeds, one
receives eternal life; if not, one is consumed into
nonexistence by a being called Ammut (literally
consumer of the dead). In the Husia, in the Book
of Merikara, it says, “A person endures after
death and his deeds are set beside him as a por-
tion. As for one who reaches them [the judges]
without having done evil, he will exist there as a
divine power, striding forth freely like the lords
of eternity.” It reminds its readers that “one day
is a donation to eternity, and [even] one hour is
a contribution to the future.”

Acceptance

The fourth phase of the process of vindication for
eternal life is being declared mAa xrw—maa
kheru, that is, true of voice, innocent, vindicated,
and victorious. If one is vindicated, the Djehuti,
the divinity of justice, law, and reckoning, records
and announces the verdict, saying, “Hear this
word of truth. T have judged the heart of Osiris
[X]. His soul stands as witness for him. His con-
duct is righteous according to the Great Scales.
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And no fault has been found in him.” In The Book
of the Dead, the Great Nine Divinities respond by
saying, “What you have said is true. The Osiris X
is maa kheru [justified] and might. ... Ammut
shall not be permitted to have power over him.”

Having been judged maa kheru, one becomes
an Osiris and, like Osiris, gains immortality and
is welcomed in the afterlife. After weighing and
judgment, then, the Osiris X is led by Horus, son
of Isis and Osiris, before Osiris. Horus reports
to Osiris, saying, “I have come before you ‘O
Wennofer [Good Being], having brought you
Osiris X. His heart is righteous [Maatian], having
come forth from the Balance ... Djehuti has
recorded it in writing. ... And Maat the Great
has witnessed it.” (Maat here is the divinity that
personifies truth, justice, etc.) After this, the
Osiris speaks again declaring his or her Maatian
character and then says, “Grant that I may be like
those in your following....” He or she then
kneels before Osiris, presents his offerings, and is
received into the afterlife and otherworld
(Amenta). The Book of the Dead contains this
prayer for acceptance, “May the Lords of the
sacred land receive and give me three-fold praise
in peace. May they make a seat for me besides the
Elders of the Council.” Again, it says, “Let it be
said to me ‘welcome, come in peace’ by those
who shall see me.”

In addition to immortality in the heavens, the
ancient Egyptians sought immortality on Earth
and in the hearts and minds of the people. One
writer wrote in his autobiography,

May Ra put love of me in the hearts of the people
so that all may be fond of me. May he make my
name last like the stars of heaven and my monu-
ment last like those of his followers. May my Ka
[divine essence] be remembered in His temple
day and night. May I renew my youth like the
moon and may my name not be forgotten in the
years that come after.

Transformation

Finally, the process leading to the afterlife or
immortality involves transformation into a living
and eternal spirit. A prayer in The Book of the
Dead asks, “May I assume whatever form I want
in whatever place my spirit wishes to be.” Here

the vindicated is transformed into various power-
ful and glorious spiritual forms or Axw—akhu.
Indeed, in the Book of Vindication, it is said of
the vindicated one, “I am transformed into one
whose spirits are mighty. I am one with Ra, Lord
of His Two Lands [Kemet] and am she [he] who
is placed behind Him.” In an autobiographical
text, it says that the vindicated has been found
maa kheru, “therefore may you welcome and
transfigure him as a reward for his virtue.” The
conclusion of this process can be summed up in the
following passage from the Pyramid Texts: “Ra
has received me unto himself, to heaven . . . as this
star which lights up heaven ... Never again will
the heavens be void of me or the earth empty of
my presence.”

Maulana Karenga

See also Ka; Maat; Reincarnation
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AGE GROUPS

Among many African peoples, members of the
society are grouped according to age. Although
the practice is not universal, it is widespread
throughout the continent and impacts the social
and religious attitudes of the people. In fact, the
age group organization is woven into the fabric of
the sacred lineage of some East African communi-
ties. Age group sets are the keys to establishing
solid foundations for respect for elders.

Such a system is normally cyclical. Names are
given to the age sets and may reappear in cycles
of 100 or so years when the last person of that
group is deceased. The initiation into an age set
usually happens every 5 years and is dependent
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on the willingness to participate, rather than
descent lineage. Young people are not normally
accepted into the age group organization until
they have reached puberty; then they may join
any of the age group sets that apply to their ages.
Where age group sets exist, by the time a person
is 15 years old, he or she has usually been
accepted into an age group set.

There are a number of theories about age group
organizations. Some believe that they were devel-
oped to deal with military situations. In fact,
the Zulu military organization under Chaka was
based on age group sets. Most East African soci-
eties that have age group sets also use them as
military group and military organization. Among
the Maasai and Nandi, the age group sets pro-
vided ready sources of military troops.

Of course, there are some people who do not
tie their age group sets to military or legal systems;
they are tied to social constructions. Another the-
ory says that age groups reflect the way humans
move into the ancestral realm, that is, with their
age group cohorts. Because all members of an age
group are close in age, this is a logical conclusion
because the group creates a common approach to
society, life, and ancestors. The age group set may
provide the basis for community loyalty. The
participation in the age group is at the core of
the community’s sense of purpose. Those who are
in an age set work within a structure where age
group loyalty trumps all others.

Normally if the particularly ethnic group prac-
tices circumcision, all the boys who are circum-
cised at the same time form an age set. Some
groups practice female circumcision also, and girls
who are circumcised at the same time are mem-
bers of the same set.

Usually age set creation is accompanied by rit-
ual ceremonies of initiation. Only those people
who have been initiated can participate in certain
age set activities. If someone violates the rules of
the age set, then that person might be cursed or
expelled from the age group.

The Tiriki age sets, for example, are given
names according to age and responsibilities. Thus,
you have elders who are deceased or senile
(Kabalach), ritual elders (Golongolo), judicial
elders (Jiminigayi), elder warriors (Nyonje), war-
riors (Mayina), initiated (Juma), uninitiated
(Juma), and small boys (Sawe). One remains with

an age group until all members are deceased; then
the next group becomes the oldest and wisest.

Molefi Kete Asante
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AGRICULTURAL RITES

The manner in which different African cultural
groups perceive and use land influences their agri-
cultural rituals. In those societies that rely heavily
on agriculture for both their sustenance and econ-
omy, compared with herding peoples, the rituals
surrounding agriculture are central to the people
and the most elaborate. They are sacred rites that
secure the communities’ continued survival.

In many cultures, the agricultural cycle, along
with its accompanying weather, mark time and
define the year: planting, harvesting, the dry sea-
son, the rainy season, followed by planting again.
The names of months found among the Latuka
people—“Let them dig!” “Grain in the Ear”
“Dirty Mouth,” and “Sweet grain”—show how
agricultural cycles influence everyday time reck-
oning. People traditionally keep track of their ages
in terms of how many agricultural cycles they
have lived through. Children are named according
to these cycles, such as Azmera, a female name
from Ethiopia meaning harvest, and Wekesa, a
male name from the Luya of Kenya meaning born
during harvest time.

Agricultural rites can be divided into three gen-
eral categories: those for the planting, maturation,
and harvesting of crops. Planting rituals prepare
the ground, seeds, tools, and people for the
upcoming growing season to ensure the crop’s
success. Maturation rituals occur once the crops
begin growing and address factors that can keep
crops from ripening properly, such as not enough,
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or too much water, insects, or animals. Harvest
rituals give thanks for the crop and are the most
festive occasions. All of the rituals in the agricul-
tural cycle acknowledge and propitiate various
spiritual forces involved in the producing of food.
This entry describes rites in each cycle and looks
at related mythology.

The Three Cycles
Planting Rituals

Rituals in preparation for planting are regarded
seriously in communities that rely on agriculture
because the proper timing and performance of the
rituals are the difference between an abundance of
crops and hunger or between survival and death.
Timing planting rituals involves complex observa-
tions that include celestial bodies such as the
moon and stars, the behavior of animals, insects,
water, and air. Plantings are initiated when the
outcome will be most favorable, not for the sake
of one of these particular events. For example, the
position of the moon can be a key factor in plant-
ing; however, if the conditions with water or the
behavior of animals are not favorable, planting
will not occur just because the moon is favorable.

Preparation also includes securing permission
to plant. The Bobo ask permission from nature
spirits and their creator god Wuro before planting
because they believe that every act that takes
something from nature has a negative impact.
Wuro is responsible for nature’s balance. Masks
are used to chase evil from the community and
purify the land. These rituals last for 3 days. In
Senegal, sacrifices of millet cake are made in the
evening. If, on the next day, the cakes have disap-
peared, the land can be cultivated. If not, the land
must not be used for cultivation.

Sometimes restrictions are placed on people in
the community. Among the Ik of Uganda, women
are forbidden from felling any trees, burning
grass, or quarreling before the planting lest an
animal be slaughtered for the transgression. One
restriction or taboo found in many cultures, such
as the Dogon and Ndebele, is that cultivation and
burial cannot happen on the same land.

Planting rituals include special attention to
seeds. The Ik gather seeds from each family. The
men gather on a nearby hill, plant a tree to sym-
bolize the passing of the year without problems,

and the communal seeds are sown. Among the
Dagara, each household brings sample seeds to
the house of the chief of the earth shrine. Some
seeds are known, such as millet, corn, and
groundnuts (peanuts); others are not to be named.
They are magical seeds. Naming them would
destroy their power. They do not grow into plants,
but help the other seeds.

The priest of the Earth shrine takes a single seed
from each family’s basket and places it on the Earth
shrine. The following day, this ceremony would be
repeated by men at their farms in the presence of
their families. The women would then plant the
seeds. The Lozi assemble at sunrise at an altar of
sticks and clay. Each household places seeds, hoes,
and axes on a dish on the altar. The chief then per-
forms a ritual asking for blessing of both the seeds
and the implements used in planting and harvest-
ing. The Akamba, Gikuyu, Shilluk, Shona, Sonjo,
Lozi, Lunda, Nuba, and Tikar have rituals to bless
seeds and work implements. Other communities
offer animal sacrifices when it is time to plant.

Maturation Rituals

After seeds are planted, it is important that they
mature to plants and produce crops. Rains and
protection from birds, insects, and animals are
important factors. Rains are needed to both nour-
ish the seeds and prevent birds from digging them
up and eating them. Sacrifices are made by the
Akamba and Gikuyu if there is a delay in the
rains. After the communal seeds have been
planted, Ik women present beer to the male elders
who are waiting on a nearby hill. As the women
proceed up the hill dressed in traditional goatskin
skirts with leg bells, they sing joyous songs for the
rains to fall. Once they reach the elders, the senior
elder takes a symbolic sip, and then the other
elders do so according to seniority. This is fol-
lowed by communal dancing. In Burkina Faso,
appeals are made to the ancestors to address
caterpillars and crickets.

Harvest Rituals

These rituals often mark the New Year, which is
a time of thanksgiving and joyous celebration. In
Swaziland, the 6-day-long Festival of the First
Fruits of the New Year, or Incwala, is an important
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holiday in which the King bites and spits out spe-
cific plants and fruits of the first harvest. This sig-
nifies that it is now time to partake of the harvest.
Yam or New Yam festivals are similar rituals
that occur throughout the continent because of
the importance of yams in the diets of many
groups. During these festivals, farmers bring their
yams to chiefs who then offer them to deities,
ancestors, elders, and clan heads before they can
be eaten. Sometimes raw yams are offered to the
ancestors and cooked ones for the living. An Ibo
tradition requires the eldest male of the commu-
nity to offer newly harvested yams to deities and
ancestors first. The elder then eats the first yam.
After these rituals, people are now permitted to
consume the new harvest. It is taboo to eat the
new harvest before these rituals are performed.
During this time, old yams are discarded and
contests are held for the biggest and best yams.
Once food supplies have been secured for the
coming year, communities can afford a little mer-
rymaking and the affirmation of relationships. In
Ghana, at least 57 harvest festivals are held from
late July through early October with these themes.
The most widely observed among the Ga is the
Homowo festival, or “hooting at hunger.” One
family celebrates Homowo before all the others.
This signals the start of the season. It is a time for
family gatherings, gift giving, purification, rituals,
meals, dances, and honoring the ancestors. Debt
payments cannot be demanded nor can legal pro-
ceedings be initiated. On the eve of Homowo,
people stay in their houses while the ancestors
walk the streets. The Ga king sacrifices a sheep.
The next morning, a ritual meal of fish stew and
corn dough is prepared and given to the ancestors
along with libations. Then the living family mem-
bers eat. Afterward, the Homowo dance is per-
formed. The next day, those who died the
previous year are mourned by the women, and
family and friends exchange wishes for the year.

Agricultural Mythology

In addition to cultivation for physical nourish-
ment, there are ritual cultivations of crops. The
cultivation of millet among the Ga is associated
with the kpele gods, maize with the ancestors,
and yam with otu gods, chiefs’ thrones, talking
drums, and twins.

The Yoruba divinity Osanyin brought all of the
plants to Earth with their rich and varied shades
of green and colorful flowers. In doing so, he also
brought to the Earth beauty and sacred, which did
not exist before. He also brought animals, but is
more regarded for plants. One day, Ifa asked him
to weed a garden; Osanyin began crying because
the weeds he was asked to remove were beneficial
as medicine. Since then, Osanyin is known as the
doctor in the kingdom of Olodumare.

The Dogon say the sene seed is the first plant
life and it carries with it elements from the first
creation by Amma. Thus, sacrifices made to the
sene tree bring good to all vegetation.

Denise Martin
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AGWE

In Haitian Vodou, Agwe is an important spirit
who represents one of the most powerful and
well-respected forces in nature: the ocean. He is
husband to Lasiren, a mermaid who resides with
him in his underwater mansion, and cousin to her
sister, La Balen, a whale. Although his main con-
sort is Lasiren, it is said that Agwe was seduced by
Ezili Freda at one time. Because some believe that
Lasiren is really one of the many different aspects
of Ezili, in actuality, he would have consorted
with his true wife.

Although often overshadowed by his strik-
ingly beautiful wife, Amiral Agwe, as he is
called by some of his followers, is recognized as
the only true patron of sailors and fishers.
Haitians pray to him when embarking on sea-
ward journeys. If his followers are faithful, he
will guide them safely to their destination and
provide a bountiful catch; however, if they are
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negligent with libations and offerings, they will
tounen men vid, come back empty handed and
encounter turbulent seas among other misfor-
tunes on their journey.

All water spirits are famous for their jealous
nature and unrelenting anger. Although under-
standing, generous, and, in general, slow to anger,
Agwe is also slow to forgive. Many envision him
as a distinguished naval sea officer with ink black
hair just beginning to gray and a well-trimmed
beard; his eyes resemble deep pools of water.
During the day, he sails a large stately ship and
enjoys the refreshing mist of the ocean on his
weathered face; at night, he descends to his watery
abode under the sea. One might imagine that
Agwe feels as a fish might feel out of water
because he rarely ventures far from home, never
wanting to leave any of his seven seas behind. A
solemn deity, Agwe prefers the isolation of his
underwater realm to the ostentatious Vodou cere-
monies where the other Lwa or Vodou spirits
manifest themselves to the faithful. It is because of
this preference that he rarely reveals himself dur-
ing a sevis Lwa, a Vodou ceremony, or in other
encounters with humans.

In Haitian Vodou, each Lwa has certain charac-
teristics, preferences, and attributes. Agwe’s colors
are white and blue, just like the waves of the
ocean. His day is Thursday. His tree is the raisinier
(cocolota wuvifera), and he likes to drink fine
champagne and other expensive liqueurs, like Ezili
Freda. Ordinarily, Agwe is offered cakes, white
sheep, liqueurs or champagne, and white hens. He
is part of the Rada family as a water spirit and
also because of his overall kind and gentle nature.
Unlike the gods from the Petwo family, Agwe is
not easily provoked. His symbols are the fish,
boats, and paddles.

Agwe is clearly a god of African origin, more
specifically Fon, by his name (from the Fon Agbe,
a Vodou divinity of the Hevioso pantheon), his
personality, and place in the Vodou pantheon.
Some other African gods who share a resemblance
with Agwe are Hapi (Egypt/Egyptian), Olokun
(Nigeria/Yoruba), Selket (Egypt/Egyptian), and
Sobek (Egypt/Egyptian).

Kyrah Malika Daniels
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AmbA WEDO

In the beginning, a large snake encircled the Earth
to protect it from crumbling into the seas. When
the first rains began to fall, the Haitian deity, Aida
Wedo, the rainbow Lwa, appeared, and the ser-
pent (who was really the Lwa Danbala) fell in
love with her, and they married. It is said that the
semen of men and the milk of women are actually
the spiritual nectar of Danbala and Aida Wedo
being passed through each generation. The two
Lwa taught humanity about the link between life
and blood, menstruation and birth, and the ulti-
mate power of (blood) sacrifice in Haitian Vodou.

This sort of creation story involving powerful
male and female spirits is not unusual. Many
world religions share similar creation myths,
where contrasting yet complementary forces join
together to conceive the Earth and its habitants.
Often these deities form close ties with their cre-
ations and share with them the great secrets of life
in hopes that they might lead more spiritually
meaningful and fulfilling lives. These unions are
so strong that it becomes difficult to separate
these deities and speak solely of one without
touching on the other; such is the case with Aida
Wedo and Danbala. Although Danbala is the
more primary of the two, Aida Wedo holds her
ground. Powerful of her own accord, she never-
theless is made even stronger through and because
of her consort.

This creation tale also reveals the complexity
of male and female principles in Haitian Vodou.
The Lwa can be at once male and female, and this
fluidity of gender pervades their sexuality as well;
it is not unusual for goddesses to couple with
goddesses, whether acting as female spirits or
playing the role of a male deity. During cere-
monies, women are routinely mounted by male
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Lwa and men by female Lwa, blurring gender
boundaries, as these devotees, chwal of the Lwa,
take on these different gender and sexual roles
with other participants.

Aida Wedo represents fertility along with
Danbala, and together the two bestow luck,
happiness, and wealth on those who serve them.
Aida Wedo’s colors are blue and white. Her day
is Thursday. Her trees are the cotton and silk
trees, and, along with her husband, worship-
pers offer her white foods: cauliflower, eggs,
rice, hens, milk, and white corn. She dwells in
springs and rivers along with Danbala, which
makes their realm water; they are both part of
the Rada family. Aida Wedo’s symbols are rain-
bows and rainbow serpents; Danbala’s symbols
are snakes and eggs, which symbolize their role
in the dawn of Life. Aida Wedo is commonly
associated with fertility.

The couple Aida Wedo—Danbala Wedo owes its
existence to the Fon couple Aida Wedo-Danbada
Wedo from the Vodou tradition of Benin, West
Africa. This comes as no surprise because many of
the Africans who were taken to Haiti by force dur-
ing the European slave trade came from that
region of Africa. There are many parallels—*“dual
deities,” male and female creator-spirits—in other
religions, although in each tradition the pair of
dual forces varies from brother and sister to hus-
band and wife or even rivals. In addition to the
original Fon couple, other African creator gods
and goddesses who resemble Aida Wedo and
Danbala are Aido Hwedo and Mawu (Nigeria/
Yoruba), Isis and Osiris (Egypt/Egyptian), Olorun
and Obatala (Nigeria/Yoruba), and Papa and
Rangi (Polynesia/Maori).

Claudine Michel and Kyrab Malika Daniels

See also Vodou in Haiti

Further Readings

Crosley, R. (2000). The Vodou Quantum Leap. St. Paul,
MN: Llewellyn.

Derren, M. (1953). Divine Horsemen: The Vodou Gods
of Haiti. New York: Thames and Hudson.

Desmangles, L. (1992). The Faces of the Gods. Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina Press.

Metraux, A. (1958). Le Vodou Haitien. Paris: Gallimard.

AR

The earliest philosophical treatment of air is
found in ancient Egypt in the form of Shu.
According to the ancient texts, Shu was one of the
ENNEAD that dwelled at the temple in On
(Heliopolis) and represented one of the fundamen-
tal elements. The tradition says that the Ra, the
Supreme Deity, created Shu and his sisters, Tefnut,
Geb, and Nut, as the four basic elements of the
Universe. Shu represented air, Tefnut represented
moisture, Geb represented Earth, and Nut repre-
sented the sky.

Shu’s function, like that of the other elements,
was critical to the sustaining of the cosmic order
put in place by Ra. Shu, as air, was responsible for
lifting Nut above Geb, that is, separating the sky
from the Earth. In this function, Shu assumes a
crucial responsibility in maintaining balance.
Should Shu disappear then the sky would collapse
onto the Earth and humans would be unable to
survive. Should Shu lift the sky too far away from
the Earth then humans would also die because of
the lack of protection from Nut. Thus, the role of
air was one of sustaining life, maintaining bal-
ance, and protecting humans.

Ra’s creation of Shu and the other elements set
in motion the fundamental pattern of Africa’s
response to the environment. Shu’s role, as under-
stood by the ancient Egyptians, may be seen as
that of protecting the sanctity of the environment.
One can create chaos in the universe by disturbing
the air. In this regard, the nature of air as some-
thing to be protected because of its relationship
to the environment is one of the world’s first
environmental responses.

Humans have received the air as a gift of Ra,
the Supreme Deity by any name, and should pro-
tect its cleanliness, purity, and energy with good
aromas, elimination of bad odors, and ritual
cleansing of the atmosphere.

Shu, in the ancient Egyptian formulation, had a
duty to perform. In other African societies, Yoruba,
Akan, Zulu, Kikuyu, Bakuba, and so forth, the air
is a sustainer of life and also the container of
numerous powers and energies. The discovery of
air as an animating and energizing phenomenon is
essential to the contemporary African appreciation
of the environment as a spiritual context. What Shu
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becomes by virtue of this pervasive emphasis on the
fullness of the air with spiritual energies is some-
thing more than a physical energy; it is because of
its capacity to contain the energies of the ancestors
and the spirit world that the one environmental ele-
ment created by the Supreme Deity to separate
Earth and sky takes on the characteristics of medi-
ating balance in the universe. Thus, air is the ele-
ment that allows us to mediate conditions of maat
on Earth and in the sky.

Molefi Kete Asante
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AIWEL

In the belief of the Dinka people of Sudan, Aiwel
was the founder of the priesthood known as the
spearmasters. He was the son of a water spirit and
a human mother. During his childhood, Aiwel’s
mother died, and he went to live with his father in
a river. When he became a man, he returned to his
mother’s village with a beautiful multicolored ox
he called by the name Longar. When the people
saw him, they called him Aiwel Longar. Thus,
there entered into the cosmology of the Dinka
people one of their most important figures.

Aiwel Longar is representative of so many val-
ues, attitudes, and dispositions in Dinka philoso-
phy that one could almost say that the Dinka
measure other humans by the characteristics of
Aiwel Longar. First of all, his narrative is epic and
shows that he had arisen from a special condition
of being from the spiritual and the human side.
Second, he overcame all conditions of difference
and established himself as the leader of his people.
The story is told that Aiwel Longar performed
many mighty deeds at his mother’s village.

Not long after Aiwel Longar had returned to
his mother’s village, there was a terrible drought
in the land. When the rains did not come, many
people died because they could not find food.
Crops died in the field. There was little grass in
some places and no grass in even more places.
Thousands of cattle also died in the land.

Aiwel Longar was greatly disturbed by the
conditions he saw. Finally, he went to the people
who remained in the village and told them that
they should follow him to a new land because if
they remained in their village they would die.
His confidence increased to the point that he
spoke directly to the elders. He said that they
would have water and grass for their animals as
well as for themselves if they followed him to
the new land.

Although he had traveled where others had
never gone, it was difficult for him to convince
them of something they had never seen. Many
people did not believe Aiwel. They refused at first
to leave the village. They spoke against the plan,
and Aiwel Longar decided that he had to leave so
he began his journey with those who wanted to go
with him and his family. These willing individuals
trusted Aiwel’s words. Some of the people who
had challenged him soon decided that they would
follow Aiwel.

But Aiwel was angry that they had not come in
the first place; when they reached the river, he
killed several people as they tried to cross the river
to join him. The people with him begged him not
to punish all of those who did not initially leave
with the group. Persuaded that all of the people
had not objected to his plans, and after the lead-
ers of the revolt against his idea had been killed,
Aiwel relented and allowed most of the people to
join his group. He gave the men spears, and they
became a part of his spearmasters clan.

Molefi Kete Asante
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AKAMBA

Akamba are a Kenyan people who speak ki-
kamba and are mostly found in the Central
Eastern part of the country (Kitui, Machakos,
Makueni, and Mwingi districts). Early pioneers in
iron smelting within the region, the Akamba had
advanced weaponry (e.g., iron-tipped arrows) that
gave them an edge over surrounding communities
and earned them a reputation as gallant warriors,
great marksmen, and tradesmen. Trading mainly
in ivory, beer, honey, iron implements, and beads,
they bartered their wares with neighboring
Maasai and Kikuyu, as well as with the Arabs
along the coast.

The sociopolitical structure of the Akamba
includes the family unit, musié¢ (both nuclear and
extended), which subsequently is a part of the
small and the big clan (mba7). A clan traces its
origins to a known hero. There are about 20 big
clans, each distinguished by its distinctive animal
totem, with members considered close kin who
predominantly practice exogamy. Initiation/
circumcision, nzaTko, provides another basis of
defining subsets within the population. Occurring
between the ages of 10 and 15, it sorts the popu-
lation into age sets/groups.

At the clan level, ad-hoc councils of elders,
nzama ya atumia—men and women selected by
virtue of their old age (senior most age group),
perceived wisdom, and respect in society—govern
both the administrative and judicial affairs of the
community. The elders comprise the highest for-
mal authoritative body and have the final say on
community matters. In this capacity, male elders
administer a special oath (kTzhitif) with great mys-
tic and magical potency meant to elicit informa-
tion. Fear and respect for the medicine man
(mitndii miie) and the controller of evil (mindit
miioii) also served as a primary component of
social control.

According the Akamba creation myth, after
creating the ancestral or spirits clan (mbatya
aimif ), the Supreme Being (Mi7 lungu/Muwatii angi)
created the first man and woman and placed them
on Mt. Nzaui in Machakos. Imprints of God’s feet
are said to still be visible there. Spirits (and the
living-dead), aimii, mediate between the dead and
the living, as well as punish by inflicting illnesses

and physical damages. For this reason, sacrifices
are offered to them. The spirits also play a crucial
role in the continuation of the community because
they are understood to form the fetus in the
woman’s womb. At death, the human soul departs
from the body and goes to the spirit world,
becoming a living-dead.

Sacrifices to the Supreme Being and the spirits
were performed at designated shrines and usually
included chickens, goats, sheep, cattle, and, on
rare occasions, a human child. In the latter case,
only during national disasters such as famines,
epidemics, and so on was a child from the ances-
tral clan sacrificed (usually at the foot of the
sacred Mitkiryii tree). This was the price that the
ancestral clan had to pay for their failure to make
designated blood sacrifices to the Supreme Being.

Andrew M. Mbuvi
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AKAN

The Akan are one of the best-known cultural
groups in Africa. Currently 4 million strong, they
are the largest cultural grouping of Ghana, repre-
senting approximately half of the country’s popula-
tion. The Akan Abusua (family), or clans, includes
the Akuapem, Akyem (Abuakwa, Bosome,
Kotoku), Asante, Brong-Ahafo, Fante, Kwahu, and
Nzema. The Asante and Fante are the two largest
of these subgroups. Although the political, social,
religious, and customary practices of the Akan are
similar, each clan shares a common cultural heri-
tage and language, which, added to their historical
tradition of group identity and political autonomy,
contributed to the formation of individual nation-
states during the precolonial period. This entry
briefly describes their culture and then examines
their ideas of spirituality in more detail.
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Cultural Characteristics

Lingusitically, the collective term Akan refers to a
group of languages belonging to the Kwa subfam-
ily of the Niger-Kordofanian language family
spoken in both Ghana (south of the Volta River)
and Cote d’Ivoire. What distinguishes one group
from another are their linguistic variants (dialects)
that include Akuapem, Asante, and Fante; the for-
mer two are referred to as Twi. Akan is the first
language of approximately 44% of Ghana’s pop-
ulation, with Asante Twi being the most widely
spoken of the variants.

Making use of figurative speech, the Akan are
probably best known for their proverbial wisdom.
Proverbs are popular maxims used to express
practical truths gained through experience and
observation. They are expressed not only in
words, but also through music, particularly tradi-
tional drumming, and dance, as well as through
textile art, specifically adinkra and kente cloths.
Proverbs constitute an important characteristic of
the Akan language(s) and are used to imbue com-
munication with life. Proverbs, metaphorical
guides for righteous living, provide a better under-
standing of the Akan outlook on existence, both
physical and spiritual. The following Akan
proverbs are instructive in this regard:

True power comes through cooperation and silence.
Two men in a burning house must not stop to argue.
One falsehood spoils a thousand truths.

The one who asks questions does not lose his way.
No one points God out to a child.

A family is like a forest. When you are outside it is
dense; when you are inside you see that each tree
has its place.

The knot tied by a wise man cannot be undone by
a fool.

If you hold a snake by its head, its body will turn
to rope.

Even the teeth and tongue fight sometimes,
although they live together.

Death has no cure. Be a good person and
remember that you will die someday.

If someone takes care of you in childhood, take
care of them during their old age.

If you know how to advise, advise yourself.

What distinguishes the Akan from many of the
other cultural groupings in Ghana is that they are
a matrilineal people. Every Akan belongs to a clan
or abusua (family) and is bound to that abusua
by blood relation. They believe that, during inter-
course, the sunsum (spirit) from the father mingles
with the mogya (blood) of the mother, giving rise
to conception. This joining of spiritual and physi-
cal components gives rise to the mother—child
bond and lays the foundation for the matrilineal
system of descent by the Akan. As the Akan
proverb informs us, “A crab does not beget a
bird.” Thus, a child born to a Kwahu mother and
an Nzema father is a Kwahu.

Spirituality

Although Christianity and Islam attempted to col-
onize their spirituality, the Akan have not departed
from their ancestral and spiritual culture, which
defines them as Akan. Spirituality is the founda-
tion on which Akan society and culture is built.

Cosmogony

A cosmogony is an account of how the universe
(cosmos) came into being. It differs from cosmol-
ogy, or the structure of the universe, in that the
latter aims at understanding the actual composi-
tion and governing “laws” of the universe as it
now exists, whereas the former answers the ques-
tion as to how it first came to be. Abrewa na ni
mba, the Old Woman and Her Children, is the
name of the Akan creation narrative.

The Akan believe that, in the beginning, Nyame
(Creator) lived in the sky, which was actually very
close to the Earth, where the old woman and her
children lived. Each day when the old woman
would pound her fufu, the pestle hit Nyame.
Although Nyame continuously warned the woman
to stop hitting him or else he would move far away
into the sky, the woman continued to pound her
fufu. So Nyame in fact moved far away into the
sky where the people could no longer reach him.
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The old woman, determined to find a way to
reach Nyame and bring him back, instructed her
children to pile all of the mortars they could find
on top of one another until the tower of mortars
reached where Nyame was. The children com-
plied; however, they were one mortar short of
reaching Nyame. Because they could not find any-
more mortars, the old woman told them to take
one out from the bottom and put it on the top.
When her children did so, the tower of mortars
fell to the ground, causing mass destruction and
killing many people.

The story of Abrewa na ni mba not only por-
trays the Akan conception of the creation of the
universe, but also teaches a moral and ethical
lesson. At one time, Nyame lived close to people,
and it was easy for them to reach Nyame with
their concerns and requests. Bothered by the old
woman’s action, he asked her to obey his request
to stop hitting him with her pestle; but because
she ignored his request and subsequently dis-
obeyed him, Nyame moved farther away from
people. Stubborn, the old woman was deter-
mined to reach Nyame anyway, but her disobedi-
ence had already sealed humanity’s fate, causing
people more pain and distance from Nyame. The
lesson is that people must obey the wishes of
Nyame or suffer the same consequences of
Abrewa na ni mba. The Akan identify a constel-
lation called Abrewa na ni mba, which is com-
posed of an arrangement of seven stars, each
corresponding to the seven matrilineal divisions
of the Akan people.

Cosmology

Cosmologically, the Akan universe is essentially
spiritual. All things, animate and inanimate within
the Universe, are endowed with varying degrees of
sunsum. One of the most important aspects of
Akan cosmology is the reverence of the Nsamanfo
(ancestors). In addition to their belief in a
Supreme Being (Nyame), Mother Earth (Asase
Yaa), and a host of intermediaries/deities (abo-
som), the Akan believe in the omnipresence of the
Nsamanfo, made evident by daily acts such as
the pouring of libation, throwing on the ground
the first morsel of food, as well as periodic ances-
tral ceremonies (Adae).

Because the universe is endowed with sunsum,
the Akan consult the Nsamanfo before making
and acting on many daily decisions. For example,
if a person wants to build a house, he or she can-
not just go to the forest, cut down trees, and begin
to build. The trees contain sunsum, and the per-
son must first ask the Nsamanfo permission to cut
down the trees.

Additionally, Akan culture is ancestral: They
believe that, although the Nsamanfo no longer
occupy physical space on earth, they maintain
important roles in each person’s life. Most impor-
tant of their roles is that of direct messenger to
Nyame, as opposed to the Abosom, who are mes-
sengers from Nyame. When Akan pour libation or
chant prayers, they do not reach Nyame directly.
Instead, they invoke the Nsamanfo to pass their
messages along to Nyame because they are the
spiritual representatives of living people and are in
closer proximity to Nyame.

It is believed that the Nsamanfo are spiritual
beings with the power to bring good fortune to
the living, specifically members of their lineage or,
if dissatisfied, to show their displeasure by causing
ill fortune, sickness, and so on. They may manifest
themselves in human form, in dreams, or through
trance, and their spiritual presence may be
invoked to assist the living. Prayers, offerings, and
sacrifices are most often offered to them to seek
their blessings and avoid any misfortune.

Conception of Man/Woman

The Akan believe that each individual consists
of certain material and spiritual elements. The
honam (body) and mogya (blood; connection to
matrilineage) represent the material or physical
components, whereas the kra (life force/soul),
honhom (breath of Divine Life), and sunsum
(spirit; connection to patrilineage) represent the
spiritual or nonphysical components. Nyame
(Creator) bestows these material and spiritual
elements on us at conception and birth; however,
when we “die,” the honam and mogya join Asase
Yaa (Mother Earth), whereas the kra, honhom,
and sunsum return to Nyame.

Good health is contingent on balance and
harmony between both the material and spiritual
elements. If one is injured, the other is affected.
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When a person falls ill, Akan concern themselves
not only with the physical manifestations of the
illness, but the spiritual aspects as well.
According to the Akan, individuals are made
up of kra (soul), honhom (breath of Divine Life),
sunsum (spirit), and mogya (blood). The kra, the
“life force” or the soul, emanates from Nyame.
The kra is said to be the small bit of Nyame that
lives in every person’s honam. Given at birth, it is
the spiritual component of our consciousness and
influences all of our actions. On an individual
basis, the sunsum is the basis of one’s character
and personality and originates from the father. It
is a functionary of the kra in that when Nyame
gives us our kra at birth, it is the sunsum that
escorts the kra; and on physical death, when the
kra returns to Nyame, it is again escorted by the
sunsum. Therefore, the Kra and the Sunsum are
purposeful counterparts of one another.

Libation: An Everyday Prayer

Given the Akan conceptualizations of Nyame,
the Abosom, and the Nsamanfo, and the close
relationship among them, libation functions as a
specialized method of communication with
Nyame through intermediaries. If the living want
to send a message to Nyame, they do so through
libation because Akan have the power and abil-
ity to reach the Nsamanfo directly; but if they
wish to receive a message from Nyame, Akan
consult a traditional priest (Okomfo) because
priests have the power and ability to reach the
Abosom, who carry messages from Nyame. The
Okomfo then conducts rituals, one of which
includes libation. Outside of rituals performed
on behalf of others, libation is used by Akomfo
(plural of Okomfo) to invoke the spirit of the
Abosom that they follow.

Generally speaking, libation represents the
means by which the Akan connect to the
Nsamanfo. When they want to honor and pay
respect to their ancestors, they do so through
libation. When they want to ask for peace, bless-
ings, and forgiveness or to give thanks to
Nyame, they do so through the Nsamanfo, and
they do so through libation. Libation, therefore,
is an important thread in the Akan matrix of
cultural values.

Libation does not involve reciting a memorized
prayer. It relies on the art of improvisation
inspired by the occasion. Although libation offers
the performer a wide range of creativity, there is a
general technique for the pouring of libation. To
pour libation, one requires liquid in some form.
Palm wine was traditionally used in the past.
More currently, Schnapps, a brand of liquor, and
water are used most often. Traditionally, two
people are involved in the ceremony—the one
who actually pours the libation and the one who
assists. After the “officiator” taps the top of the
bottle, the “assistant” opens it and pours the lig-
uid into a container held by the “officiator.”

When performed by a male, the officiator low-
ers his cloth if he is wearing traditional attire,
and if female, she removes her headgear as to be
open to the reception of spirit. Shoes are also
removed as a sign of respect to Nyame, the
Abosom, and the Nsamanfo. The officiator then
lifts his or her right hand and calls on the
intended spirits in ritualized order. The reason
for pouring libation is offered and specific
prayers are then announced. After each step, a
little drink is poured and the assistant, as well as
the participants, respond to what the officiator
conveys to the Nsamanfo by either saying
“Hiao” (may it be so) or “Nsa” (drink). Overall,
libation serves to foster the relationship between
man/woman and the Nsamanfo and the unifica-
tion between the world of the living and the
world of the spirits.

Yaba Amgborale Blay
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AKHENATEN

Akhenaten (1353-1336 BC), whose name means
“he who praises Aten,” was an 18th dynasty king
and philosopher who changed his name from
Amenhotep, meaning “Amen is satisfied.”
Although he was not the first African philosopher,
no other thinker of the ancient period was as sig-
nificant as Akhenaten in establishing a persona
that has reverberated through the ages. None of
the earlier philosophers such as Imhotep, Merikare,
Duauf, or Amenembhat left the enduring reputation
for creativity as did Akhenaten. Yet this popular-
ity has been questioned by numerous African
scholars and can best be viewed by examining an
array of facts surrounding the life and times of
Akhenaten. This entry outlines the religious and
political contexts in which Akhenaten arose, dis-
cusses his reign, and looks at what happened to
his work after his death.

Amen and His City

During the 18th dynasty in the Upper Egyptian
city of Waset, called Thebes by the Greeks, the
god Amen was supreme. No god had dominated
the ancient land as Amen did; his name would
ring eternally through the ages as Amen and
sometimes in combination with Ra as Amen-Ra.
Indeed, the 18th dynasty of Kemet, named Egypt
by the Greeks, was the Age of Amen’s supremacy.
Any god raised up against the might of Amen
would surely be struck down. Any scribe, seshesh,
or, more precipitously, Per-aa, Great House,
called pharaobh by the Hebrews, who dared to
question the predominance of Amen would find
himself or herself resigned to the margins of
Kemetic history and assaulted by 1,000 defenders
of the Hidden One.

In the city of Amen, called Waset, the spoils
of 100 war victories swelled the coffers of the
Almighty and made God Amen all-powerful, in
fact, incalculably awesome. Thus, Amen was
also wealthy, the richest of any deity the world
had ever known. Avenues of sphinxes, grand
pylons of massive stones, decorated the city of
God. Treasures from foreign capitals, including
gold from the kingdoms of Nubia, timber from

Assyria, and spices from Punt, elevated Amen as
paramount king of all the gods, the god of gods.
So great and foreboding was he that neither
the Per-aa nor the high priest could lay claim
to this bounty. It had not been won in the ser-
vice of mere humans; the wealth of Amen was
the precious treasure won in service to the
Hidden One.

There were no gold or silver coins in Egypt, one
of the few civilizations that grew to maturity with-
out metal coinage. But the temporal possessions of
Amen were immeasurable. Donations of real
estate, boats, vineyards, and livestock from the
people of Kemet were constant and an indication
of the popularity of the Supreme God, Amen,
during the 18th dynasty.

But even Amen, as powerful as he was in the
inner sanctum of his mighty temple, could not run
his own operations from his hidden domain. Here
even a God needed people, clerical and adminis-
trative, to hear the word of God and to do his bid-
ding among humans, to carry out his rituals, to
punish the disobedient, and to receive his gifts. It
was also necessary to have people to manage the
increasing stores of goods being shipped daily into
the treasures of Amen. As mighty as he was from
on high, Amen depended on a company of priests
to carry out his will.

Imagine what numbers of functionaries must
have been employed to run this large operation.
The complexity and comprehensiveness of the
priesthood of Amen had no equal among the
major deities of Kemet at this time. In fact, some
of the deities, such as Maat, had no priesthood at
all. Every day more than 3,000 functionaries went
to work at the Temple of Amen. As Waset grew in
importance, made so by the ceaseless energy of the
18th dynasty kings, so did the significance of the
worship of Amen.

Therefore, Waset’s energy and dynamism cre-
ated the spiritual and religious contexts that
would exist for most of the 18th dynasty. This was
part of the context of the king who was born
Amenhotep IV. Perhaps no period in Egyptian his-
tory was as glorious as this, and even the glories
of the next dynasty, the Ramsessid, dominated by
the greatest king in Kemet’s history, Ramses II,
would be judged by the standards of the 18th
dynasty.
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Circa 1350 BC, King Akhenaten and his Queen Nefertiti worship Aten or Aton, the Sun God. Originally named Amenhotep [V, the
king changed his name to Akhenaten (“Glory of Aten”), whom he worshipped as the one true god.

Source: Getty Images.
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The Ahmosian Family

Amenhotep IV would mark out his territory in the
history of the period as if he knew precisely what
he had to do to establish a singular personality in
the impressive lineage of Ahmose, Amenhotep I,
Amenhotep III, Queen Tiye, Tuthmoses I,
Tuthmoses II, Hatshepsut (Maat Ka Ra), and
Tuthmoses III. Already by the time of his acces-
sion to the throne, he would be in the company of
men and women who were larger than life. They
had been the sponsors of God Amen, and their
victories had been the victories of Amen. The
Ahmosian family of the 18th dynasty was every
bit the family of Amen as the Windsors are the
family of the Christian God or the Saudis are the
family of Allah.

Ahmose the Liberator had opened a new era in
the Nile Valley when, in 1560 BC, he expelled the
Hekar Khasut, usually called Hyksos, from all
positions of power and reestablished an indige-
nous Egyptian dynasty over the entire country.
Ahmose and his successors created at Waset,
called Thebes by the Greeks, one of the greatest
cities in antiquity. Here the shrine to Amen, in the
holy of holies, erected by Senursert I (1971-1925
BC) and called Ipet sut, most select of places,
stood as the centerpiece of a spiritual and archi-
tectural revival coinciding with the liberation of
the land. To the south was the shrine of Ipet-rs’it,
the southern select place, also dedicated to Amen.
Across the Nile River to the west was the massive
mortuary temple of Mentuhotep I (2061-2011
BC) adjacent to the spot where Hatshepsut’s
temple would later be built. To the north lay the
tombs of the Antefs, ancestors of Mentuhotep.
Waset, the city, took its place alongside the city,
Men-nefer, called Memphis by the Greeks, and the
city of On, named by the Greeks Heliopolis, as
one of the ruling cities of Egypt.

The Wasetian kings went about their business
increasing the importance of their native city.
Today, the evidence remains quite clear of the
grandeur of the ancient city as more than one
third of all of the existing major monuments from
the antiquity are within 40 miles of the city, now
called Luxor.

But the glory of the 18th dynasty was not
achieved without effort. The modeling of the 18th
dynasty was in many ways the work of Tuthmoses I
(1525-1514 BC), Tuthmoses III (15041451 BO),

Hatshepsut (1502-1483 BC), and Amenhotep II.
The first of these personalities conceived an empire,
the second made the conquest to create the empire,
the third established imperial diplomacy, and the
fourth nearly lost the empire. But even so,
Amenhotep II (1453-1426 BC) was perhaps the
first king in African history born with an empire
ready for his use. He exhibited a flamboyantly impe-
rialistic attitude toward his neighbors, often ridicul-
ing those he defeated in battle.

Amenbhotep I1

Comparing himself to his father Tuthmoses III,
perhaps the greatest conquering leader of the
ancient world, Amenhotep II claimed to have
“entered his northern garden” and took his bow
and shot four targets of Asiatic copper while rid-
ing in his chariot. The text says that he appeared
on his chariot like Montu in his power. He took
his bow, grabbed a fistful of arrows, and drove
north, shooting at each one of the targets like the
bold Montu in his regalia. He hit every one of the
targets. Supposedly, “It was a deed never seen
before.” In reality, his father Tuthmoses III is said
to have done deeds so marvelous and numerous
that they are too many to be mentioned.
According to a text, Tuthmoses III shot seven lions
in the space of a moment and bagged 12 wild bulls
in 1 hour. That his son would compare himself
with his father demonstrates the level of
Amenhotep II’s confidence in his own reign.

Although Men-nefer remained a place where
the kings held residence, by the third year of his
reign, Amenhotep II had already begun to turn his
face toward permanently establishing Waset as the
seat of his power. This was the source of the best
soldiers in the Egyptian army, a convenient place
for recruiting Nubian archers, the famed Ta-Seti
fighters. Furthermore, Waset was deeper into
Egypt than Men-nefer and could more easily be
protected from outsiders.

Amenbotep 111

By the time of Amenhotep III, the legacy of his
conquering ancestors had spread throughout the
known world. He created a court proverbial for
its elegance and luxury. Amenhotep III was truly
the Dazzling Sun Disk, the Sun-King, as he called
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himself. He was king of kings, ruler of rulers,
Heru par excellence, and he who created the foun-
dations of the land. Never before had the world
seen such absolute power, such audacious author-
ity, such exuberant wealth, and so much elegance
as Amenhotep III assembled at Waset in the name
of service to the God Amen. It would be about
1,500 years later and the time of the Roman cae-
sars before this type of accumulation in the name
of conquest would be seen again.

Amenhotep III married a young commoner
named Tiye. She was the daughter of Tuya and
Yuya. Her father, Yuya, was a lieutenant general
of chariotry in the Egyptian army. Tiye became,
notwithstanding her ordinary origin, the Great
King’s wife, the head of all of the king’s spouses,
and one of the greatest power wielders in Egypt’s
history. She would ultimately be the wife of a
king, the mother of a king, the aunt of a queen,
and the grandmother of a king. Her titles multi-
plied during her lifetime. She was the heiress,
greatly praised, mistress of all lands who clings to
the king, lady of rejoicing, mistress of upper and
lower Kemet, and lady of the two lands.

The beautiful Tiye was queen at the height of
Egypt’s power. Its boundaries of influence
stretched from central Sudan to northwest Iraq.
Her husband, Amenhotep III, was no stranger to
the ladies of those lands, marrying Babylonian,
Nubian, Mitannian, and Syrian princesses.
Although he may have been kept busy making
children or counting children, it would only be the
six children of Tiye, the great king’s wife, who
were targeted for the succession. Four were girls
and two were boys.

The oldest girl, Sat-Amen, seemed to be her
father’s favorite, and you could almost hear him
say during this most patriarchal of ages, “I wish
she had been a boy.” She had the spunk, intelli-
gence, wit, matter of factness, understanding, per-
sonal strength, and insight that he wished for his
boys. Soon Amenhotep III elevated her to the rank
of the great king’s wife like her mother, giving her
authority and influence in the inner circle of the
kingship. The eldest boy, Tuthmoses, had been
slated for the kingship, but, soon after being ele-
vated to the rank of priest of Ptah at Men-nefer, he
died and the way was prepared for Amenhotep IV
to become king of Kemet.

Amenbhotep IV in Ascendancy

Thus, in the fifth month (January 1377) of
what had been the 38th year of the reign of
Amenhotep III, his second son, Amenhotep IV,
ascended the great Heru seat as the Per-aa of
Egypt, becoming the holder of the throne of the
living king of kings, lord of lords, ruler of rulers,
mighty in power, given life, health, and stability
for ever and ever. His coronation name would be
Neferkheperura, that is, the transformations of Ra
are beautiful. He would add the epithet wa-n-ra
(unique one of Ra) to the coronation name. He
would take the nesut bity name as king of upper
and lower Kemet.

Amenhotep 1V, following his father, was
crowned at Karnak, the chief place of the God
Amen, which means that he was not in open
revolt against the priesthood of Amen at the time
of his coronation. However, shortly afterward,
Amenhotep IV began the gradual process of
replacing Amen with images of the deity Aten in
the construction of temples and chapels. The so-
called talatat blocks, decorated with a lively artis-
tic style, began to define the early technique of the
artisans of Amenhotep IV. A graffiti at Aswan
written by Bek, the chief sculptor for Amenhotep
IV, claimed that the king taught them the new,
realistic technique. The 12,000 talatat blocks that
the Franco-Egyptian Center for the Karnak
Temples extracted from the demolished ninth
pylon set up by Horemhab give us the best exam-
ple of Amenhotep IV’ art style for the few years
he was in Karnak.

The Transformation of the King

Already by the second year into his reign, the king
was questioning the norms of art, religion, and
philosophy of the society. The king looked to his
first jubilee when he would display his prowess
and show that he was still fit to lead. In his second
year, the idea of an sd festival crystallized in his
mind, and Amenhotep IV, moving rapidly, wanted
to set the time to coincide with his third anniver-
sary of accession to the throne. The repairs and
decorations that he completed during this early
period would eventually be eradicated or his name
eliminated.
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This was perhaps the beginning of the real
heresy of Amenhotep IV. The jubilee was never
celebrated in the third year; it was normally cele-
brated in the 30th year of a king’s reign. To break
this tradition meant that the king could break any
tradition. Of course, the king knew what others
did not know at the time: that was he was plan-
ning his move to a new capital. He called his
sculptors around him and ordered Bek, the son
and successor of his father’s chief sculptor Men, to
begin the construction for the sd festival.

Four major structures were to be erected: Gm-
(t)-p3-itn Gemti pa Aton (The Sun-disk is found),
hwt-bnbn huut benben (the Mansion of the ben-
ben-stone), Rwd-mnw-n-itn-r-nhh ruud menu n
Aton r neheh (Sturdy are the monuments of the
Sun-disk forever), and Tni-mnw-n-itn-r-nhbh teni
menu n Aton r neheh (Exalted are the monuments
of the Sun-disk forever). Although these buildings
were mentioned time and time again, their pur-
poses were not disclosed, and they are nowhere
described in detail as far as I know. Nevertheless,
references to the sun disk appear in the early
instructions.

A New God and a New City

Waset was becoming quite uncomfortable for the
king by his fourth year. During that year, he vis-
ited a site he claims was “revealed by the Aten
himself” and he called it Akhentaten, “the horizon
of the sun-disk.” Amenhotep IV laid out the city
with 14 boundary stelae, 11 on the east and 3 on
the west. This was to be a new Waset, perhaps
even with certain elements of old On, a new
Heliopolis, because he had built a private royal
necropolis and a cemetery to the Mnevis bull.
Imagine what it must have been like when
Amenhotep IV, named after his famous forebears,
announced that he was abandoning Amen and ele-
vating the priesthood of Aten as the national reli-
gion. What terror was struck in the heart of the
Amen priesthood? What confusion existed in the
vast bureaucracy at Waset that had been increas-
ing in size since the days of Ahmose? What would
this official pronouncement mean to the keepers
of the sacred place, the holy of holies? Did the
king know what he was doing? Had he lost his
mind? Was he really an Egyptian? How would the

royal bureaucrats at Men-nefer and Waset take
this sudden change in their status?

Such massive transformation called for a new
title for the king: He proclaimed his new name on
the inscription on the boundary stelae on the east
at Akhentaten. He changed his Heru name from
“Mighty bull, tall of feathers,” which was too
closely connected to the previous kings of Waset,
to “Mighty bull, beloved of the Aten.” His Two
Ladies name, “Great of kingship on Ipet-sut,”
became “Great of kingship in Akhetaten,” and his
Golden Heru name was changed from “He who
uplifts his diadems in southern On” to “He who
uplifts the name of the Aten.” He kept his coro-
nation name, but changed Amenhotep to
Akhenaten, meaning “he who praises Aten,” thus
completing a universal overhaul of his theological
existence by comprehensively replacing Amen
with Aten.

When Akhenaten took the royal authority to
the new town of Akhetaten, he did not take with
him the old religious authority. He took with him
the royal court, and chief among his advisors were
his mother, Queen Tiye, and his wife, Nefertiti.
The mansion of the benben stone in Waset was
given over to scenes of Nefertiti’s dominance over
the enemies of Egypt, but yet she is never men-
tioned in the diplomatic correspondences of the
king. Her influence declines noticeably in the
public record at Akhetaten. His daughters and his
mother are mentioned frequently, and she may
have been separated from her husband given the
fact that one of her daughters, Meritaten, appears
to have taken the ceremonial place alongside the
king and later married Smenkhara who succeeded
Akhenaten as king at Akhetaten.

It is good to remember what the king had left
behind in the glorious city of Waset. Although
Amenhotep IV did not particularly care for the
high priests Her or Suti, he was in many ways a
child of Ipet-sut more than he was of any other
temple or place. The death of his father,
Amenhotep III, coincided with the maturity of the
great temple of Amen at Karnak. An entourage
coming down the river from the Temple of Mut
and turning into the canal leading to the great
temple could see a monumental entry with the
pylon of Amenhotep on one side and farther south
constructions built by Hatshepsut.
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There were other edifices built by Amenhotep
111, including chapels to Montu and Mut, indicat-
ing his love for Amen and his dedication to the
temple complex. Every king wanted to honor
Amen, Mut, or Khonsu at this place above all
other places. Even Amenhotep IV, on his acces-
sion, had found a single obelisk in a workshed,
neglected for 25 years, since the death of
Thutmose III, and had it decorated and dedicated
to Ra-Harakhty. In addition, he continued work
on the two pylons erected but not completed by
his father, Amenhotep III.

His Impact and Legacy

What Akhenaten did may not have been a revolu-
tionary change, nor was it some new revelation in
religion. Musicians and poets may have been
influenced by Akhenaten’s contemplations during
the Akhetaten period; certainly Egypt had a his-
tory of philosophical and artistic responses to
national political developments. The society was
not nearly as static as some early scholars had
contended.

Indeed, powerful movements have always
affected the social, architectural, and artistic life of
a society. Take the impact of Akhenaten’s Great
Hymn to Aten. Some compare it to Psalm 104 in the
Bible. There are similarities in structure and style.
But the significance of Akhenaten’s hymns must be
in the known drama of his transformation, that is,
whereas Ra, the Almighty God, was identified with
the sun, Akhenaten reaches for a new solarization
based on a common ground of religious experimen-
tation started in the Middle Kingdom.

It is excessive to speak of Akhenaten as creat-
ing monotheism. Amenhotep IV chose to worship
the visible aspects of the sun, whereas Ra, repre-
sented by the more invisible power of the sun, had
been seen as the Almighty much longer.

The Words of the Philosopher

So what is meant by these words from the tomb
of Ay, where Akhenaten says of Aten:

“How great are your deeds,
Though hidden from sight,
Only God beside whom there is none other!”

Or when he says,

“You alone, shining in your form of living
Aten,

Risen, radiant, distant, near.

You made millions of forms from yourself
alone.”

Or when we read,
“You are in my heart,
There is no other who knows you,

Only your son, Neferkheperaru, unique one
of Ra,

Whom you have taught your ways and your
might.”

Few scholars would make the claim today that
Akhenaten was the “father of monotheism.” The
fact is that there is no such person, male or
female. The originality of Akhenaten must be
found in the turning of the rays of the sun into a
physical reality. He gave the world a creator who
had physical hands that reached within the range
of humanity. Indeed, he had Aten’s name placed
in a shenu, cartouche, like that of earthly kings.
The image was easy to understand, and he did
not have to rely on a trained clergy to teach
people about the everyday fact of the sun disk
and its rays. It could be seen with a person’s own
eyes. Accordingly, Aten provided humans with an
immediate appreciation of the divine, in contrast
to Amen, who was hidden.

The Last Years of His Reign

In the last 3 years of his reign, Akhenaten
seemed to have had a coregency with
Neferneferuaten Smenkhare, who may have ruled
alone for an extra 2 years. Nevertheless, the last
days at Akhetaten are confused in the literature
because of contradictory evidence. For example,
there is a scene in the tomb of Merire showing the
image of Akhenaten, Smenkare, and Meritaten
together, yet there is almost nothing about the life
or the reign of Smenkare. The town of Akhetaten
was abandoned when Tutankhamen took over the
throne from Smenkhare. The body of Smenkare,
who died at 20, was found in a tomb in the Valley
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of the Kings, but evidence suggested that it was a
hasty reburial. It is conceivable that, during the
reign of Tutankhamen, many of the Akhetaten
royals were reburied in the same tomb.

Clearly at the end of Akhenaten’s life, there
were two male heirs, Smenkhare and Tutankhamen,
who may have been sons or nephews of
Akhenaten. Each was a legitimate heir to the
throne because each married one of the king’s
daughters. When Tutankhamen inherited the
throne at the age of 9, he married Ankhesenpaaten
and lived first at Akhetaten.

Tutankhamen moved the royal residences back
to Men-nefer and Waset soon after he became
king. It is probably the fact that the return to
orthodoxy and the worship of Amen took place
under the influence of the Divine Father Ay, who
guided the steps of the young Tutankhamen. He
issued a famous edict restoring the traditional
priesthoods and encouraging the nation to rise
from the mistakes of Amenhotep IV.
Tutankhamen returned the worship of Amen to
its pre-Akhenaten state and called himself “the
Living Image of Amen.”

The king who closed down the Akhetaten age,
destroying as much as he could of the image of
Akhenaten, was the general of Tutankhamen,
Horemhab, who became king on the death of
Ay. He was called Djoserkheperura Setepenra
Horemheb Meryamun, “Beloved of Amen,”
underscoring the finality of the return to Waset.

No great temples exist at Karnak that show
Amenhotep IV’s presence in art or religion. The vast
complexes of Amen, Mut, or Khonsu reveal little
of Akhenaten, but some representations in battle and
images on recycled talatats were used in construction
by other kings. Part of the destruction of Amenhotep
IV’s memory at Karnak was the use of talatats from
his era to erect the Ninth Pylon at Karnak erected
by Horemhab. It would be Horemhab who
would bring an end to the Akhetaten era.

Thus, the first 5 years of Amenhotep IV’s rule
were basically eradicated from the memory of
Waset by his successors. There are no memorials
or temple carvings, steles, or chapels that remain
on public display at Karnak. Without these major
material pieces of evidence, the life and activities
of the Per-aa at Waset cannot be written, and he
languishes in virtual Wasetian oblivion. This was
precisely the intention of his successors.

A connected, logical narrative was created from
the years at Akhetaten, called Amarna. There are
enough records there to give scholars some appre-
ciation of the immense activities of the king, and
this is what they use. Although he was not a war-
rior king, he was not a pacifist as some have
claimed: A small representation shows him mas-
sacring his conquered enemies in the traditional
depiction as the relief on the facade of the Third
Pylon at Karnak, but also on the talatat blocks
where even Nefertiti was seen brandishing the
White Mace over the heads of vanquished ene-
mies. Even with these skimpy examples of art at
Karnak, it can be seen that Karnak was not his
place and Waset was not his city.

Molefi Kete Asante
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AKHETATEN

Akhetaten is the name of the city built by the king
Akhenaten when he abandoned the capital city of
Waset in a theological and political dispute with
the leaders of the Great Temple of Amen.
Akhenaten, who had been named Amenhotep IV
after his father Amenhotep III, began practicing a
religion that elevated the deity, Aten, to the high-
est position in the Egyptian pantheon. This action
created deep divisions within the spiritual leader-
ship in the main worship center of Amen, Waset.
Because the entire history of the 18th dynasty
until the time of Amenhotep IV had been based
on the great power and energy bestowed on the
people by their devotion to Amen, the action by
the young king was unforgivable and challenged
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the authority of his lineage, as well as his support
among the masses who believed in the triad of
Amen, Mut, and Khonsu.

Given the resistance that Amenhotep IV faced
in Waset, and he did receive resistance, he soon
had to leave the city where his fathers had ruled
for centuries. Masses revolted and burned the
temple he had built in honor of his newly autho-
rized deity, Aten, and the priests, Her and Suti, at
the temple saw him as a heretic. He changed his
name to Akhenaten to reflect his devotion to the
new deity, appointed priests to officiate in the
rituals to Aten, and decided to move the royal
family, indeed the royal capital, from Waset to a
city in northern Upper Egypt to escape the daily
strictures of the officials in the capital city.
Akhetaten lasted from 366 to 354 BC.

Thus, 6 years after the beginning of his reign,
Akhenaten moved the capital to Akhetaten,
meaning “The Horizon of Aten.” In some
senses, this 12-square-mile city located on the
Nile about 100 miles north of Waset was meant
to convey newness in the fact that no other
deities had been worshipped in that location.
Here Akhenaten could convey his love of and
appreciation for the Aten, unfettered by history
and politics. Nearly 400 tablets were discovered
in the 19th century, attesting to the richness of
the city in art and culture. Indeed, the poems
that we now know as reflecting the culture of
Akhenaten court, the Aten hymns, were discov-
ered during this period.

Akhetaten flourished as the capital city
because artists who wanted to please the king
journeyed to its walls. They produced art reflec-
tive of the new religion of Aten and were well
regarded and rewarded by Akhenaten. In the
meantime, it is believed that, although he lived
behind the well-guarded pylons of the city, many
other activities in the kingdom were left untended
to, and soon Waset began to reassert itself as the
true heart of the country. With the death of
Akhenaten and the rise of Tutankhamen, the son
of Akhenaten, the empire went back to its center,
and the royal house was gladly received at the
gates of Amen.

Molefi Kete Asante
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ALAFIN OF OYO

Alafin of Oyo is the title given to the supreme
political ruler of the Yoruba. During the height of
the Yoruba kingdom in the 17th and 18th centuries, the
Alafin once ruled an empire that stretched from the
Niger Delta to Togo, reflecting his military-political
reach within Western Africa. The Alafin of Oyo, like
many African leaders, is considered legendary and
sacred, and there are many regulations and rituals
that go with his position. The Alafin is a divine per-
son who must live apart from ordinary people who
in the past were not allowed to see his face or to
speak to him directly because he was a god. He was
never seen eating or drinking in public. In fact, he
did not die. The Alafin passed from one village to
another village, but death was not a part of his exis-
tence. In this way, the people are protected in their
daily lives, and the stability of the nation is directly
related to the stability of the Alafin of Oyo.

There were occasions when the Alafin was forced
to commit suicide, particularly if the people felt his
divinity has slipped away from him because of some
violation of a taboo or some gross irregularity that
threatened the kingdom. Normally, however, no one
dared to disrupt the Alafin’s rule because his
enthronement was enough to ensure his divinity. He
was god in human form. This entry looks at the
context in which the Alafin ruled and describes
some leaders who held this title.

Historical Background

To understand the role and place of the Alafin, one
must appreciate the fact that the Yoruba are an
ancient people who presently live in southwest
Nigeria, but whose mythology claims a legacy
from East Africa. Their history is long, and there
are oral traditions that trace the origin of the
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people to the Nile Valley. One historian has writ-
ten that the precise origin of the Yoruba is ancient
Egypt. In many respects, the great body of customs
and rituals of the Yoruba reflects their religious
beliefs that are contained in a system called Ifa.

This system of Ifa is a philosophical corpus
related to the myths of origin, ethical ideas, and
cosmological understandings. Contained in 256
odus, the Ifa can be used by a babalawo to give
insight into the ethical decisions that one makes in
ordinary life. This system is responsible for keep-
ing moral, cultural, and political order among
Yoruba. No Alafin of Oyo rules without adher-
ence to the traditions of Ifa.

In the tradition of Yoruba people, two leaders
emerged as the principals of the society: the Oni of
Ife and the Alafin of Oyo. Ifé became identified with
the spiritual and ethical life of the people and
reflected in many ways the Yoruba’s belief in the
presence of cosmological influences on the life of the
people. Thus, the Oni of Ifé is usually referred to as
the spiritual leader of the Yoruba nation. In con-
trast, the Alafin of Oyo was centered in the political
capital of the kingdom and enshrined the notion
that the nation could not exist on spirit alone.

Some Key Leaders

Indeed, the Alafin of Oyo embodied the living power
of the ancestors and carried forth the idea of the
invulnerability of the people based on the political
will he inherited from ancestors. In fact, the Alafin
had to be a direct descendant of Oranyan, one of the
founders of the nation. In his capacity as Alafin,
directly descended from Oranyan, the political ruler
was divine, that is, he was an ever-living presence
who would never die so long as Alafin succeeded
him, took the same power, and made the same oaths
he had made to the ancestors and the people.

The Alafin may have used his power to create
innovations. For example, it is said that Alafin
Ajagbo, who reigned in the mid-17th century,
ordered a theatrical contest by masking the soci-
eties of Oyo for his entertainment. On the occa-
sion, a Nupe man nicknamed Gbarada made two
spectacular masks, a male and a female, that
danced, sang, and made comic remarks. When all
of the other performers had paraded before the
Alafin and gave their performance, the one that

the Alafin remembered most of all was that of the
Nupe man, Gbarada. His name was “he who stole
the show.” As a close friend of Oyo Aso, one of
the grandsons of Alafin Ajagbo, Gbarada went
with Oyo Aso when he went to settle at Egbado.
The tradition of Gelede was introduced among
other Yoruba people because of the actions of
Alafin Ajagbo and his grandson.

Another Alafin was responsible for changing a
custom among the Yoruba as well. He was the
Alafin Ajaka. At one time, the Yoruba practiced
twin infanticide. They believed that twins were signs
of a bad omen and consequently had to be put to
death or left in the forest to die. However, during the
16th century, the Alafin of Oyo, Alafin Ajaka, mar-
ried, and his wife gave birth to twins. He refused to
kill them or abandon them to the forest, but ordered
the mother to take her twins to another part of the
kingdom to raise them. The banished wife went
with her children to a remote part of the kingdom,
and the twins rose up to be rulers of the present
dynasty of the kingdom of Ondo.

During times of political or military stress in the
nation, it is the Alafin who unites the people by
appealing to the subkings of Yoruba to support the
mission of the nation. Should Yoruba go to war, it
is the Alafin who manages to harness the strength
and vitality of the Yoruba people. A history of
skilled Alafins added to the expansions of the
Yoruba population, but they were unable to pre-
vent many Yoruba from being enslaved by
Europeans during the 18th and 19th centuries. Yet
the vibrancy of the cultural and political roles of the
Alafin was not forgotten.

Thus, the Alafin of Oyo is a powerful title of
the political and military ruler of one of the great
peoples of Africa. As such, he reflects the popular
traditional African idea of the divinity of the king
who embodies the spirit of the first ancestors.

Molefi Kete Asante
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AILTARS

In African societies, the object that stands between
humans and the divine is often made of wood, clay,
stone, or metal. In fact, the altar may also be at the
base of an ancient tree or the base of a mountain
or giant stone. Of course, most altars are built by
humans, that is, they are constructed with the idea
of god in mind. The idea is that there is a physical
connection between humans and the divine, and
the altar serves as a repository of the power of the
divine. It is not to be considered the site of god, but
rather the place where the power of god can be
captured and used for the benefit of the society.

This is so even if an image of the deity is carved
and sits on the altar. One does not assume that
one is actually seeing the god, but the sacred
emblem, symbol, or representative of the god at
that place. It is a mistake to assume that the altar
is the dwelling place of the divinity; no one knows
the place where the divine dwells. The altar is
where the human goes to contact the power of the
divine. Thus, a priest or priestess is usually the
only person allowed to officiate at the altar.

Such altars as exist in traditional African reli-
gion are often hidden from the masses. There are
occasions when the priest or priestess will go to the
altar and then return to the people after having
made sacrifices and prayers. Shrines to ancestors
located in homes may also serve as altars in some
cases. Upon this altar might be the traditional
objects that were used by a deceased ancestor.

The most ancient Kemetic tradition has the altar
in the Holy of Holies, the sacred place in the sacred
grove or temple. It is here that the priest goes
before the deity, and it is here that the deity makes
known the power and energy that are necessary for
the community. For example, the holy bark of the
deity may adorn the altar as it did at Edfu or Kom
Ombo and many other sacred sites. One cannot
determine the extent of the deity’s power simply by
seeing the altar because it has to be infused with
power to have meaning. This power comes from
the many years of appeal by the priests or priest-
esses who officiate in the name of the people and
the deity. Sacrifices are left at the altar for the god.

Most traditions understand that the god of the
altar will eat the sacrifice, and therefore the sacri-
fice is left at the altar. In many societies, there may

be one major altar where the divine communion is
made on special days. When this time comes, the
people assemble and the priest and priestess dance
before the people in an effort to contact the divin-
ity. This is done with all the ritual precision col-
lected from many years of experience. Once the
time is ripe, that is, the deity has been contacted,
the officiating religious figure goes to the altar to
have communion with the deity.

It is possible that certain members of the com-
munity, particularly kings, and elders also might
be allowed into the holy place. This usually
depends on the nature of the occasion. If it is a
national occasion, then the special guests might be
invited to view the sacrifice. Rarely, however, will
the guests be asked to participate. Otherwise the
slaughter of an animal for the sacrifice is strictly a
matter for the priest and priestess. Once the sacri-
fice is made, the priest and priestess may consult
again with the deity for information about future
activities of the community. Here the deity
responds, sometimes through an oracle, and
sometimes through the priest or priestess in ecsta-
tic trance. All of this takes place at the altar, the
place for sacred things, and the objects that are
used by the officials at the altar are also a part of
the sacred accoutrements of the occasion.

The function of the altar is purely spiritual. Its
shape is according to the priest’s capability, inter-
est, or expertise. Creation of an altar may be the
work of an artisan who is commissioned to make
an object that might be sanctified by the priest and
made ready to receive the power of god. Among
the Akyem people of Ghana, the great altar is
located in a cool valley near a river at the foot of
a great Iroko tree. It is protected by the priest, and
no one can go there on his own without dire
consequences.

Some groups have been known to make the
mummified bodies of their dead kings packed in
clay their altars in the sense that one is standing
on the foundation of the society. Others have used
objects such as masks, walking canes, statues, and
fine works of jeweled art to decorate their altars.

During the New Kingdom in Kemet, the altar
was the place for the deities Amen, Ra, Ptah, and
Atum. In one of the greatest achievements of the
sacred tradition by a living king, Ramses II, User
maat ra, setep en ra, had his own image seated
next to that of the gods in the Holy of Holies at the
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Temple at Abu Simbel. Nothing seemed to prevent
African religious leaders from exploring all forms
of the sacred, and certainly if one examined the
record from the ancient times to the present times
in Africa this would seem to be the case. Altars
could be erected, and were erected, where the
people believed the sacred to be most manifest.

Molefi Kete Asante
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AMEN

Amen (sometimes spelled Amun) is the name of
one of the principal supreme deities of ancient
Egypt. Alongside Ptah, Atum, and Ra, Amen is
considered one of the central deities in the history
of the Nile Valley civilization. Few deities have
had as long a reign in the human imagination as
Amen. Indeed, reverberations of the ancient
African name can be found in the Jewish, Islamic,
and Christian religions as each religious group
ends its prayers in the name of Amen. This entry
looks at the god and then describes his influence
in the New Kingdom.

Name and Representation

The origin of Amen is lost in antiquity. However,
Amen is one of the ancient Egyptian gods because
we know he appears in some of the earliest texts.
During the Sth dynasty, Amen was considered a
primeval God within the Pyramid Texts. These
were the texts written on the walls of some of
the 100 pyramids in Egypt. It is written in the
Pyramid Texts that ascending into the sky, the per
aa (pharaoh in Hebrew) would, as the son of Geb,
sit “upon the throne of Amen.”

Even then, Amen was different in a sense from
the other deities in the fact that there was little

information about him. He was often described as
hidden, an unseen creative power central in the
Egyptian myth of world creation. Although the
name “Amen” means “hidden” and “unknown,”
this has not prevented human beings from seeking
to make representations of the great god.
Although it is true that the name suggests conceal-
ment, it could also mean invisible, hence Amen is
the invisible force that permeates the sky, the
Earth, and human beings and demonstrates his
universality by concealing his true identity behind
an epithet that means “hidden.” The ancient
Africans in the Nile Valley referred to Amen as
“asha renu” meaning “rich in names.”

The name Amen means “the hidden one” or
“the unknown one” in the ancient Mdw Ntr, the
divine language of ancient Egypt. It is a meaning
that accompanied the name down the centuries.
When people say the name Amen, they are pro-
nouncing the most enduring name of a deity on
Earth. Worshipped as the power that stood behind
the achievements of the mightiest warriors of
antiquity such as Senursert, Thutmoses III, and
Rameses II, Amen takes his place as the war god
par excellence. But more so, because of the
numerous offerings made in his name in the Nile
Valley, Amen is the name most revered by the
ancient priests of Egypt.

Representations of Amen in an anthropomor-
phic sense suggest a figure like a king. He often
appears wearing a crown consisting of two high
plumes. Each feather is divided vertically in two
sections and horizontally in seven sections.
Indeed, other representations of Amen show him
as a man seated on a throne holding a scepter as a
symbol of life, as a man with the head of a frog,
as a man with the head of a uraeus, as an ape, or
as a lion on a pedestal. Sometimes Amen is seen as
a man with an erect phallus. His sacred animals
are the ram with curved horns and the Nile
Goose; both are animals associated with the
creative or procreative energies of the universe.

The greatest temples of Amen seem to have
been at Waset in Upper Egypt and at Gebel Barkal
in Nubia. Here the living god was worshipped
alongside his consort Mut and the child Khonsu,
giving us the trinity of deities that were based on
the original idea of Ausar, Auset, and Heru. In the
processional road to Amen’s temple stood crio-
sphinxes, ram-headed lions, each one with an
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image of the pharaoh between its front legs. Amen
stood supreme for 2,000 years in Kemet and
Nubia, and even when the deity was temporarily
superseded by another such as the case of Aton
during the 18th dynasty, Amen always returned to
his same prominence.

Power and Prominence

In the New Kingdom, the power of Amen was
nearly absolute. Amen is paired with the sun god,
Ra, and is referred to as “a fierce red-eyed lion.”
He is called “the eldest of the gods of the eastern
sky” in The Book of the Dead. No two priests
were ever any more important in protecting the
name of a god than two brothers, Hor and Suti,
who were the masters of the Waset temple in the
18th dynasty during the reign of Amenhotep IIL
They were the architects involved in the construc-
tion of many of the buildings dedicated to Amen.

On a granite stelae now found in the British
Museum, the two brothers had written the hymn
that begins, “Amen when he rises as Harakhti.”
This added prestige to the deity Amen and thrust
him in the forefront of the Egyptian pantheon. He
is called “the king of the gods” at first in the White
Chapel of Senursert I of Dynasty XII. Furthermore,
“Amen-Ra king of the gods” nesu netjeru was a
title given to illustrate the connection between
Amen and the mightiest of the sun gods.

Many Egyptian leaders were given names that
reflected the name of Amen (e.g., Hatshepsut
Khenemet Amen, which means “united with
Amen”; Amenemhat, which means “Amen is pre-
eminent”; Amenhotep, which means “Amen is
satisfied”; and Mery Amen, which means
“Beloved of Amen”).

Hatshepsut called Amen “great in majesty” and
had written on one of the obelisk (tekenu) set up
at the Waset temple that Amen was her father.
Indeed, the office of king that she held was given
to her, she claimed, by the king of the gods, Amen,
her father.

Thutmoses III, not to be outdone by
Hatshepset Khenemet Amen, pushed the Egyptian
army deep into Asia, claiming the territory in the
name of Amen. In fact, Thutmoses wrote the
names of the vanquished kings on leather and had
those names deposited in the great temple at
Waset (Karnak) so that Amen would not forget

the king’s triumphs in the name of Amen. The gift
of Amen to Thutmoses had been nothing less than
the complete domination of the world the
Egyptians knew.

In one of the most written about battles in
ancient history, the name of Amen comes into
play again. Rameses II, the great monarch of
Egypt, is on the battlefield of Kadesh by the river
Orontes; when he finds himself in distress, he
calls out to Amen to remember his paternal
responsibilities. Rameses is surrounded by 2,500
enemy chariots. He asks Amen not to abandon
“his son.” The situation looked hopeless, and
Rameses chides the god, “Does Amen favor the
Asians? Has not Rameses given Amen the spoils
of war, chariots, monuments, endowments of
lands, cattle, and wives? Did Amen count these
gifts from previous campaigns as nothing?”
According to Rameses, the god answered him by
giving him the hand strength equal to 100,000
soldiers and the per aa cuts his way out of the
hostile enemy territory. Of course, the reinforce-
ments arrived just in time for Rameses to tell his
story for history.

Nothing illustrates the power of Amen more
than the two temples on the eastern bank of the
Nile River in the town today called Luxor, but
known in ancient times as Waset. There is the
temple of Luxor, which is Mut’s main abode, but
also a temple of Amen. Then there is Ipet-sut,
the most sacred place where they count off
places as tributes are brought. Here in a vast
enclave of spiritual grounds and religious build-
ings, the name Amen reverberated for centuries
and the people called the place “Akhet,” mean-
ing “the place where the light of dawn first
emerges” because it was a place of education
and spiritual enlightenment. Amen was active
here as the god who advises, instigates, and
fights for Egypt.

Molefi Kete Asante
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AMENHOTEP

Amenhotep, son of Hapu, rose through the ranks
of Kemet’s religious establishment to become one
of the highest-ranking officials during the 18th
dynasty. He served at several temples, but is most
known for his time at Athribis.

A talented individual from the time of his
youth, Amenhotep, the son of Hapu, came to the
attention of the royal house at an early age. In
fact, he was born in the town of Athribis at the
end of the reign of the great imperial king,
Tuthmoses III. His father and mother, Hapu and
Ipu, were probably farmers in the Delta area. As a
young man, Amenhotep became a priest with the
name Amenhotep, meaning one who pleases
Amen. He soon had responsibility for overseeing
the collection of materials, the organization of
labor, and all emergency services for the king, the
Per-aa. He held the title as Scribe of Recruits for
the Per-aa and was given the job of ensuring that
the projects were carried out according to the
plans of the Per-aa.

Thus, while he was still in Athribis,
Amenhotep, the son of Hapu and Ipa, was on his
way to becoming a famous architect, priest,
scribe, and public official. He was given charge of
building projects in the Delta region and soon
acquired a reputation for his skill, brilliance, and
seriousness of purpose. When Amenhotep III was
Per-aa, he supervised the building of the mortuary
temple in Waset. There are two statues that
remain from this mighty temple: They are the
Colossus of Memnon.

Later he was worshipped as a god of healing
during the Ptolemaic period. The people built a
chapel in his honor and for his worship at the Deir
el-Bahri Temple. At this site, he was depicted in
one statue as a young person and in another as
an old man.

What we know about Amenhotep, the son of
Hapu and Ipa, is that he became one of the first
historical human beings to be deified. Alongside
Imhotep, who lived more than 1,000 years earlier,
Amenhotep was worshipped as a god. Considered
for his intelligence, wisdom, and phenomenal
energy in the building of Kemet, he rose to the
height of a great priest, a mighty saint, a demigod,
and then finally someone to be worshipped.

Because of his indefatigable energy in supervising
building projects throughout the country, many
people came to him for counsel. Young men
would consult with him about projects, spiritual
conditions, and maat. As a master of maat,
Amenhotep, the son of Hapu and Ipa, introduced
protocols for construction projects that became
the basis for many temples and tombs during the
18th dynasty.

It appears that Amenhotep was without peer
during his time as a philosopher, counselor to Per-
aas and ordinary people, architectural genius, and
spiritual healer. No one in Kemet seemed to have
had a greater reputation for piety and religious
reflection than Amenhotep, the son of Hapu and
Ipa. When his mortuary cult was established by a
royal decree, it was because the people had
already accepted him in their hearts as one of the
most important human beings living in Kemet.
The people would have made him a god if there
had not been a decree given the legacy that he had
established for excellence, community responsibil-
ity, and maat.

It is believed that Amenhotep died at the age of
80. Manetho, who wrote a history of Kemet for
Ptolemy, the Greek ruler of Kemet, says that dur-
ing the reign of Amenhotep IV, at his transition to
Akhenaten, Amenhotep, who had been the main
architect of Akhenaten’s father, Amenhotep III,
committed suicide because he was disturbed by
the manner in which Akhenaten had distanced
himself from the Almighty Amen. Amenhotep, the
son of Hapu and Ipa, could see nothing that
would inspire him to maintain his relationship to
Amen in Akhenaten’s heresy.

There is another account found in the tomb of
Ramose that says he may have died in year 31 of
the reign of Amenhotep III. This would mean that
he would not have seen the rise of Akhenaten as
Manetho reported during the Ptolemaic era.

This much is certain: After the death of
Amenhotep, son of Hapu and Ipu, the people felt
a great loss. They honored him with song and
poetry, raised his name aloud to their children,
praised his brilliance, and enshrined him in their
hearts. The reverence for Amenhotep as a philoso-
pher and great architect, priest and counselor,
continued to grow.

Molefi Kete Asante
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AMMA

Amma is the supreme creator god of the Dogon
religion, whose efforts initiated the formation of
the universe, the creation of matter, and the
processes of biological reproduction. The notion
of a creator god named Amma or Amen is one
that is not unique to the Dogon, but can also be
found in the religious tradition of other West
African and North African groups. It may be
reflected in the word Amazigh, a name that is
applied collectively to the hunter cultural groups
who preceded the first dynasty in Egypt.

Like other important Dogon cosmological key-
words, the word Amma carries with it more than
one level of meaning in the Dogon language. From
one perspective, it can refer to the hidden god of
the Dogon, and yet, from another perspective, it
can mean “to grasp, to hold firm, or to establish.”
Among the Dogon, Amma is thought of as the god
who holds the world firmly between her or his
two hands, and to speak the name Amma is to
entreat her or him to continue to hold it.

Similar meanings can also be found in association
with the word Amma or Amen in the languages of
the Mande and the Yoruba, among the sub-Saharan
people who were roughly contemporaneous with
ancient Egypt, as well in the ancient Hebrew and
Greek languages. In his Egyptian Hieroglyphic
Dictionary, Sir E. A. Wallis Budge documents word
entries with both of these meanings under the pro-
nunciation Amen, although the more recent and
academically preferred Altaegyptische Worterbuch

defines the Egyptian hidden god under the pronun-
ciation of Imn, a word that is also found in the
Ethiopian language.

Although commonly referred to as male,
Amma is considered to symbolize both the male
and female principles and, as a result, is more
properly characterized as genderless or as being of
dual gender. This dual aspect of Amma’s character
is consistent with the broader cosmological princi-
ples of duality and the pairing of opposites that
are expressed symbolically in all facets of Dogon
religion and culture. It is also consistent with the
male and female aspects of biological reproduc-
tion that Amma symbolizes.

The Dogon religion is characterized as an eso-
teric tradition, one that involves both public and
private aspects. Although Amma could be said
to embody great creative potential, she or he is
in fact considered by the knowledgeable Dogon
priests to be small—so small as to be effectively
hidden from view—although this detail of
Amma’s character is generally not spoken of in
public among the Dogon. This perceived small-
ness of Amma is consonant with the instrumental
role that she or he is said to play in the mytholog-
ical processes of the formation of matter and of
biological reproduction.

Perhaps the first important creation of the
Dogon god Amma was the unformed universe, a
body that is said to have held all of the potential
seeds or signs of future existence. The Dogon
refer to this body as Amma’s Egg and character-
ize it as a conical, somewhat quadrangular struc-
ture with a rounded point, filled with unrealized
potentiality—its corners prefigure the four future
cardinal points of the universe to come.
According to Dogon myth, some undefined
impulse caused this egg to open, allowing it to
release a whirlwind that spun silently and scat-
tered its contents in all directions, ultimately
forming all of the spiraling galaxies of stars and
planets. The Dogon compare these bodies to pel-
lets of clay flung out into space. It is by a some-
what more complicated process that the sun and
the moon were formed, one that the Dogon
equate with the art of pottery. Consequently, the
Dogon priests compare the sun to a pot of clay
that has been raised to a high heat.

Amma is also credited by the Dogon with hav-
ing created life on Earth. According to the Dogon
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myths, there is a principle of twin births in the
universe. However, it is said that Amma’s first
attempt at intercourse with the Earth failed, ulti-
mately producing only a single creature—the
jackal. This failure is seen by the Dogon as a
breach of order in the universe, and therefore the
jackal came to be associated with the concepts of
disorder and the difficulties of Amma. Later, hav-
ing overcome the difficulty, Amma’s divine seed
successfully entered and fertilized the womb of
the Earth and eventually produced the perfect
twin pair, the Nummo.

It has been noted by respected researchers of
Dogon myth—such as historian Nicolas Grimal in
his A History of Ancient Egypt—that there are
likely symbolic parallels between key Dogon
mythological characters and those of ancient
Egypt. For instance, it can be argued that Amma
is a likely counterpart to the Egyptian hidden god,
Amen, much as attributes of the jackal of the
Dogon myths present clear parallels to the jackal
god of the Egyptian Underworld. Likewise, com-
parisons can be made between the Egyptian canid
god Sab who acts as judge between good and evil
and the Pale Fox (vulpes pallida) of Dogon tradi-
tion who is charged with the similar role of judg-
ing between of truth and error.

Laird Scranton

See also Amen

Further Readings

Calame-Griaule, G. Dictionnaire Dogon. Paris: Librarie
C. Klincksieck.

Clark, R. T. R. (1995). Myth and Symbol in Ancient
Egypt. London: Thames and Hudson.

Griaule, M. (1970). Conversations With Ogotemmeli.
London: Oxford University Press.

Griaule, M., & Germaine, D. (1954). The Dogon, an
essay from African Worlds: Studies in the
Cosmological Ideas and Social Values of African
Peoples. London: Oxford University Press.

Griaule, M., & Germaine, D. (1965). The Pale Fox.
Chino Valley, AZ: Continuum Foundation.

Grimal, N. (1994). A History of Ancient Egypt (1. Shaw,
Trans.). Cambridge, MA: Blackwell.

Hagan, H. (2000). The Shining Ones: An Entymological
Essay on the Amazigh Roots of Egyptian Civilization.
Philadelphia, PA: Xlibris.

AMOKYE

Amokye is the name that the Akan people give to
the guardian of the threshold of death. In fact,
among the Asantes, it is believed that Amokye can
be compassionate and kind or difficult and cruel.
There is a story told of Kwasi Benefo in illustra-
tion of this point.

It is said that Kwasi Benefo journeyed to
Asamando, the place the Asante refer to as the
world of departed souls. Of course, this is a story
that shows Amokye in her role as the guardian of
the threshold of death because Kwasi is a hero of
great compassion. Kwasi was a farmer and a cat-
tle raiser. He had many cattle and farmed on good
land, his fields bringing in rich harvests each year.

He did not have a wife, however, to give him
children or to care for his house. He was saddened
by this because he wanted to have a wife to mourn
for him when the time came. So one day he went
looking for a woman to marry and in a village he
discovered a beautiful woman who pleased him a
lot. They got married, and soon the woman took
ill and died. Kwasi Benefo grieved greatly about
this loss. He bought her an amoasie, a small piece
of silk cotton cloth to cover her genitals, and
beads to go around her waist. She was buried in
the amoasie and beads. Yet Kwasi could not for-
get her, and he went around looking for her in his
house, but obviously he did not find her. Soon he
was so obsessed with looking for her that his mind
was no longer with the real world; he was in the
land of make-believe.

Finally, his family tried to intervene. His uncle
and brothers spoke to him to bring him back to
reality. They said to him, “Kwasi, put it from
your mind. This is the way it is in the world.
People live and they die. You must find yourself
another wife.” Soon Kwasi seemed to gain com-
fort. He left his village and traveled to another
village, where he found another young woman.
He made arrangements for her to come home
with him. She was content to live with him and he
with her; she was a woman of good character and
took charge of the household. She wanted to
please Kwasi. He was happy and felt that life was
worthwhile. Soon his wife was pregnant, and he
was hopeful that she might give birth. She became
ill after a while and grew very weak. Soon she
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was dead. This second wife was buried with the
amoasie and beads as well. Nothing could con-
sole Kwasi Benefo.

The grieving Kwasi sat in his house for days
and refused to come out. People said to him that
others had died and that people die all the time.
They told him that he had to get up and go about
his work. His friends pleaded with him to come
out and mingle with them. In time, the family of
the dead woman heard about Kwasi’s grief and
believed that he was grieving much too long. They
said, “Let us give him another wife.”

They invited him to their village and said to
him, “Grieving is necessary but in time one must
move on with life. We will find another daughter
for you to marry.” They told him that what was
past was past and that he would be happy with
the new wife. They said to him, “Let the dead live
with the dead but the living must be with the liv-
ing.” Of course, Kwasi Benefo felt that his wife
was not dead; although she had departed, she was
a part of the ancestral world and called out to him
from time to time. He wanted to know, “How can
I take another wife and still hear the voice of the
one who has died?” The family told him that in
time this feeling would pass. Truly, when he
returned to his village and started working his
fields, the pain lessened. Then he went back to the
village and married the daughter. She gave birth to
a son who was celebrated throughout the land. He
was happy. His life was good, and he shared his
joy with his friends.

There was a day, however, while Kwasi Benefo
was in his fields that some village women ran to
him with news that a tree had fallen. They were in
tears as they told him the news. “Who sheds tears
over a fallen tree?” He knew that there had to be
more to the story. They told him that something
had been left unsaid. Then they told him. “Your
wife was returning from the river where she had
gone to get water. Then she sat beneath a tree to
rest and a spirit of the woods weakened the roots
and the tree fell on her.”

Kwasi ran as fast as he could to the village,
where he found his wife on a mat without life. He
cried out, threw himself on the ground, and lay
there as if life had left him also. He could not
understand anything. He heard, saw, and felt
nothing. Some people came by and said Kwasi
Benefo is dead. The spiritual men and women

came and said, “No, he is not dead; he is lingering
between life and death.” They performed all kinds
of rituals over him—they gave him herbs and
rubbed his body to find the life that was still pres-
ent. They were successful. Kwasi Benefo stood up
and helped to make arrangements for his wife.
The next day, there was a wake for the wife, and
he bought amoasie and beads and she was buried
in these things.

Kwasi plunged into the deepest of despair.
There must have been evil lurking somewhere to
cause him so much pain. He knew that no woman
would want to marry a man who was so unlucky
with women. Who would entrust their daughter
with him? Even his friends began to speak of him
as a person who must not have good character.
Soon he left his village, his farm, and his house.
He took his son to his wife’s home and left him
there with her relatives.

Kwasi Benefo then went into the forest and
walked for many days aimlessly. After a long
while, he arrived at a distant village, but left
immediately and went farther into the forest, feel-
ing that he had to get farther away from the place
of his sadness. Soon he stopped at a place in the
forest that seemed far away from people. He
decided to remain there. Of course, he had to
build a house, and he completed a crude shack.
When he became hungry, this once prosperous
farmer gathered roots and herbs for food. He
made traps to catch small game. Soon his clothes
were tattered and turned to rags. He killed ani-
mals and used their skins for clothes. His life was
wretched, and he almost forgot how prosperous
he had been.

Now it came to pass that Kwasi Benefo left the
forest and went to a village where he was
unknown. He began to farm and soon married a
fourth time. However, when the fourth wife took
ill and died, his will was completely broken. He
wanted to know, “How can I go on with life.”
Once again he abandoned his farm, his cattle,
and his house and journeyed back into his native
village.

Many people came out to see him; they were
surprised because they had thought he was dead.
When his family and friends wanted to celebrate
his return, he told them not to celebrate because
he had only come back to die in his own village
and be buried near the graves of the ancestors.
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One night he could not sleep and thought that
he should go to Asamando, the land of the dead,
to see the four young women whom he had mar-
ried. So he left his village and went to the forest
place called Nsamando where the dead are buried.
When he got there, he found no paths. There were
no lights. All was nothing but darkness. He kept
walking until he found a village with dim lights.
The place was strange. There were no sounds, no
voices, no birds, and no animals. He finally came
to a river. When he tried to ford the river, he could
not because the water was too high. He was sure
that this was the end of his journey.

Just as he was about to give up for good, he felt
a splash of water on his face and looked across the
river. Sitting on the opposite bank of the river, he
saw an old woman with a brass pan at her side. In
the pan were beads and amoasies for women.
Then it was clear to Kwasi Benefo: He knew that
the old woman was none other than Amokye, the
guardian who welcomed the souls of dead women
to Asamando and received from each of them
amoasie and beads. It was also clear that this was
the reason women were dressed for burial as they
were, so that they could use the amoasie and
beads at the river crossing.

Old Amokye asked Kwasi Benefo, “Why are
you here?” He answered, “I have come to see my
wives. I cannot live any longer because every
woman who stays in my house dies. I cannot sleep,
I cannot think, I cannot work, I cannot eat. I want
nothing that the living world has for living
people.” Amokye said to him, “You must be Kwasi
Benefo. Yes, I have heard of you. I have heard of
your troubles and your sadness. However, because
you are not a soul, but a living person, you cannot
cross over.” Kwasi said to Amokye, “Then I will
stay here until I die and become a soul.”

At length Amokye had compassion on Kwasi
Benefo and said to him, “Because of your tremendous
pain, grief, and suffering, I will let you come across.”
Amokye caused the river to run slowly. She caused it
to become shallow. She told Kwasi, “Go that way.
There you will find your wives. But they are like the
air; you will not be able to see them, though they will
know you have come. You will feel their presence and
they will know that you are in their presence.”

Molefi Kete Asante
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AMULET

In Africa, many ethnic groups use objects that
have been set aside as sacred for the purpose of
protection. Thus, an amulet in this sense is any-
thing that can be used to bring safety to the car-
rier of the object. Among some African people,
such as the Tamaschek of Mali and Burkina Faso,
the amulet might be a tattoo on one’s body.
However, in most cases, it is a religious figure or
some symbol that represents an aspect of the
African religion that can be worn around the
neck, ankle, or wrist.

The amulet is not simply worn; it is accepted as
a living, vital symbol that acts as a protector of
the individual wearing it. Among some African
people, a stone, especially a gemstone, might be
considered a guarantor of fortune, welfare, and
prosperity. Indeed, the idea of the amulet is that it
brings the benefits of the sacred to the living.
Thus, all expressions of African religion on the
continent and in the Americas rely on some form
of amulets. Among the practitioners of Umbanda,
Myal, Shango, Quimbanda, Voodun, and
Santeria, one finds various forms of amulets. In
fact, some might think of the special drawings
called veves of Voodun as amulets or the various
colors of cloth or candles as representing certain
powers that repel evil or attract goodness. Among
Africans in the Americas, particularly in the
American South, it was common deep into the
20th century for children to have rabbits’ feet
around their necks or their ankles to ward off all
forms of danger. Indeed, the African belief is that
these items are endowed with special powers if the
proper religious officials have authorized them.

The amulet is one of the oldest traditions in
African religion. During the period of Pharaonic
Egypt, the people discovered remarkable vitality
in many of the arts and artifacts that were created
by the priests. Nothing was so popular as an
amulet as the ankh, which stood for the idea of
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eternal life. When one carried the ankh, it was
supposed to protect the wearer from all harm and
danger. Alongside the ankh was the Khepri, the
scarab beetle, which served as the amulet meaning
transformation or becoming. Having originated in
Africa, the ankh and the scarab are now found
throughout the world.

Examples of clothes decorated with amulets
such as the batakari shirts of Ghana abound in
West Africa where leather amulets are said to have
powers to prevent the wearer from being harmed
in case of warfare. Some people have believed that
the amulets would protect them from bullets.
There are tragic cases of many Africans being
killed when relying on this idea. Nevertheless,
there is evidence to suggest that people have found
amulets to be useful in their own sense of personal
safety and protection. But one is not just protected
from supernatural forces by amulets, but from
other people as well. Soldiers in African armies
have traditionally worn amulets.

Amulets are also seen as means to attract per-
sonal affection, love, and prosperity, as well as
means to protect against greed, envy, and disgrace.
Those who sought the favor of the ancestors often
carried around something that came from the
ancestors’ home. Therefore, a person might carry
around a special tool, piece of fabric, instrument,
or piece of jewelry that came from an ancestor.
This was done to bring the power of the ancestor
to bear on all conditions surrounding the living.

There is also the amulet used for healing pur-
poses. It might be a medicine that is carried in a
belt, on a chain, or connected to the body of the
person with leather or string. Such a healing or
medicinal amulet is usually organic and is made of
plants or animal parts. African priests or priestesses
who devote their energy and time to the descrip-
tion, development, and explanation of natural and
supernatural powers are the final arbiters of any
special energies or mysteries surrounding amulets.

Molefi Kete Asante
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ANANSE

Ananse is the name given to an Akan character
who has become famous throughout Africa
because of his insight, intelligence, and wisdom.
One finds the names Ananse, Aunt Nancy,
Anancy, Hapanzi, and Nanzi used for Ananse as
well. He is one of the most important figures in
the pantheon of cultural icons among West
Africans. In actuality, Ananse is the functional
aspect of the almighty creator Nyame and there-
fore may be seen to carry out the will of Nyame
on Earth. He is able to perform many duties that
are often attributed to Nyame. Thus, Ananse can
cause rain to come, flowers to blossom, and maize
to grow; he can prevent disasters from occurring
to the villagers.

Along with his wife, Aso, Ananse can change
form and may be depicted as a human, although
his normal form is a spider. According to the
Asante people, who are part of the larger Akan
culture, Ananse can be a trickster, that is, a per-
sonality who teaches moral, ethical, political, or
social values based on his ability to lead a person
to the truth through example, puzzles, and the
least expected turns and twists of fate.

Often associated in the Americas, especially in
Suriname and the southern United States, with the
spider or rabbit, the folklore surrounding Ananse
appears to be quite extensive in the African com-
munities throughout the Americas. For example,
the Anansesem or Ananse-Tori, stories about
Ananse’s exploits, are at the core of many of the
moral tales told to children in Suriname, much
like the old Brer Rabbit tales were in the African
American community up until the 20th century.
Many of these stories have disappeared and are no
longer remembered in the black communities of
the Americas, but their relevance and value are
undiminished in the Ghanaian context.

There are many narratives of power in the life
of Ananse. He is credited in some stories with cre-
ating the sun, moon, stars, and planets. In others,
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it is said that Ananse is the one who brought writ-
ing, agriculture, and hunting to the Earth, teach-
ing humans in the process how to take care of
themselves in a world surrounded by bountiful
fields and forests. So smart was Ananse, according
to one narrative, that he collected all of the wis-
dom of the world in a calabash to hold for himself
because he did not trust humans with such potent
knowledge and information. However, wisdom
kept spilling out of the calabash, and he soon saw
how futile it was for one person to try to know
everything and to hold it for himself. In fact, it is
far better, as Ananse understood, for knowledge
and wisdom to be distributed among all people,
and so that is exactly what he did. Consequently,
now no people are any smarter than any other
people because Ananse distributed wisdom from
his calabash bowl.

Of course, Ananse is really the King of All
Wisdom Narratives. Nothing escapes Ananse; he
knows everything, and the Asante people tell the
story of how Nyame made Ananse the King of All
Wisdom Narratives. One day, Ananse, in his form
as a spider, approached Nyame, the Sky God, and
asked him to appoint him as the King of All
Wisdom Narratives. Nyame was amazed at the
audacity of the spider Ananse and thought that if
he had the courage to approach the Sky God in
such a direct fashion, then he must be given a
chance to prove himself. Nyame said to Ananse,
“If you can catch and capture the Jaguar Who has
Dagger-like Teeth, the Hornets Who Sting Like
Wild Fire, the Invisible Fairy of the Forest, you
will be King of the Wisdom Narratives.”

Nyame thought he had given Ananse a chal-
lenge that he would refuse because the likelihood
of anyone achieving success with such challenges
was slight. However, Ananse agreed to the chal-
lenge. Ananse went to the jaguar and asked him to
play a game that would allow Ananse to tie him
up with a rope. So the jaguar agreed, and Ananse
got the rope and tied him up. He tricked the hor-
nets by telling them that it was raining; indeed,
Ananse could make it rain, and he told the hornets
that they could hide themselves in a calabash that
he had prepared for them. Once they went into
the calabash, he put the lid on it. He told the invis-
ible fairy to fight a tar baby and, when he did,
he was stuck to the tar and could not escape.
Confidently, Ananse took all of his prey to Nyame

and showed him that he had succeeded in doing
everything that was asked of him, whereupon
Nyame named Ananse the King of All Wisdom
Narratives. No one has ever been able to exceed
the achievements of this wise personality since the
time he was made the King of All Wisdom
Narratives.

There are versions of Ananse stories that show
him being defeated or almost defeated. For exam-
ple, once when he was tricked into fighting a tar
baby after trying to take some food from the tar
baby, he got stuck.

The lessons of Ananse are social, ethical, and
moral and are at the core of most Akan cultural
responses to society.

Molefi Kete Asante
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ANCESTORS

Ancestors are those who once lived in human soci-
ety and, having fulfilled certain conditions, are
now in the realm of the spirits. One becomes an
ancestor by living and dying in a particular way.
In African religion, to become an ancestor, one
must have lived an exemplary life, shown devo-
tion to one’s own ancestors, respected the elders,
and had children. Among various ethnic groups,
to become an ancestor, one must have died a good
death, that is, one’s death must not have been by
suicide, accident, or other forms of violence, with
the possible exception of heroic deaths on the
battlefield. In most societies, those dying of
epilepsy, leprosy, and lunacy cannot be considered
candidates for ancestorhood. This entry discusses
the general importance of ancestors in African
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Ancient Benin bronze reflecting an ancestor figure in Nigeria.

Source: Molefi Kete Asante and Ama Mazama.
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religion and morality and then looks at particular
ways that reverence is shown. It concludes with an
examination of how ancestor devotion influences
ideas about death and dying.

Veneration Is Fundamental

The veneration of the ancestors is a fundamental
part of African religion. There is a clear reason
for such veneration. The ancestors are respected
and venerated because they are elders and have
walked the path that living people will walk.
They are predecessors to all of those who are liv-
ing and are in a spiritual state of existence that
gives them power to assist those who are living.
People have believed for a long time that the rit-
ualized propitiation and invocation of ancestors
could influence the fate of the living. This is a
belief and practice that has been brought to a
complex and elaborated level by thousands of
years of African thinking.

Indeed, ancestors serve the living as the living
beings serve them. Ancestors assist the living in
court cases, in marriage, in mediations between
family members, and in health situations; in
return, the living offer ceremonies to feed the
ancestors. Libations are usually offered through
drink or food because the ancestors are believed to
continue to live as they did when they were on the
Earth. Thus, even in their spiritual state, they need
to have sustenance. Offerings may be granted to
them individually or collectively or by religious
officials who perform on festival occasions.

Everything in life that matters to the order and
harmony of society must be approached through
the ancestors. This means that in African reli-
gion, there is always ancestral priority, presence,
and power. The ancestral spirits are the most
intimate divinities and must be consulted on
important occasions. This is the reason that
Africans regard the ancestors as the keepers of
morality. One of the ways descendants of the
ancestor maintain a balanced society is by avoid-
ing the activities that were considered immoral
by the ancestor. The living must do everything
they can to avoid leaving the moral path laid
down by the departed ancestors. If someone vio-
lates the moral path, then it is possible that the
ancestors might bring about sudden death.

The social fabric of the African community is
woven together by ancestor reverence. It is the
source of many domestic and institutional rela-
tionships. Therefore, it is necessary to explain that
it is not merely a reflection of the supernatural
world; it is the only world lived in by many
Africans. Thus, the manner of reverence among
African people is relatively similar, which makes it
possible to speak of the commonalities of ancestor
reverence among Africans.

The Descent Line

The descent line is the basic structural component
for all groups who practice ancestor reverence.
People know whom they owe reverence by know-
ing to whom they belong. Constant ritualizing of
the First Ancestors helps to reinforce the appreci-
ation for a particular descent group. Sometimes
the main descent group can be augmented by
other ethnic or clan groups. For instance, the
Ndebele people of Zimbabwe were originally a
royal clan related to the Zulu of South Africa, but
during their migration and conquest northward
out of South Africa, they acquired new clans and
ethnic groups who now appropriate some of the
same ancestors.

Among many African people, the descent is
through the mother—that is, matrilineal. In that
case, many of the ancestors to be revered would
come from the matrilineal side of the family. The
husband would be a part of the family by virtue of
his marriage to the direct descendant. In some
cases, the husband may also revere the ancestors
of his father. The idea is that the ancestor revered
must be within the family structure. If the kinship
structure is patrilineal, this means that the ances-
tors are from the father’s side, and because of legal
affinities, the wife may participate in the reverence
as a member of the family.

African religion is preeminently a religion of
reverence for the ancestors. The Swazi king
appeals to the ancestors on behalf of the nation,
showing himself to be the chief priest. The pattern
of royal intercession is followed by many other
African groups. What is also common and exten-
sively practiced is sacrifice, which always implies
obligation. Kofi Asare Opoku, a major African
scholar on religion, has written extensively on the
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question of obligation in African religion.
Obligation among the Swazi people means that
each year an animal must be dedicated to a spe-
cific royal ancestor and may only be eaten by the
direct descendants of that ancestor.

Reverence Displays

Although it is true that ancestors are revered, it is
also true that not all ancestors are revered in the
same way. A congregation, that is, a kinship
group, so to speak, does not provide ritual service
or respect to every ancestor in all situations. One
might say that the ancestors who are accorded
respect in one situation may primarily be those
who are exclusive to the honoring group. This
helps them to distinguish between collateral
groups, perhaps of the same ethnic group.
However, some ancestors are more than family.
They are national, that is, all families in the ethnic
group are derived from them, and national cere-
monies are held to commemorate those ancestors
who may be the Yoruba egungun or the Asante
nananom nsamanfo.

The complexity of the practice of ancestor rev-
erence varies among ethnic groups. However,
among most groups, the interconnections
between religion and property, marriage, birth,
death, and titles to membership and leadership
of the corporate group are clearly tied to
geneonymy. This word means commemoration of
the ancestors by name. Everyone who calls the
name of the ancestors must use the accepted
geneonymic sequence because that is the only
way the group establishes itself as a congregation.
Another reason that geneonymy is important is
the establishment of ancestral focus. Every mem-
ber of the congregation knows exactly to whom
he or she belongs. One calls the name of the
ancestor publicly so that the ancestor’s name is
spoken again in the community of the living.
Africans do not do this simply for the purpose of
hearing the name, but also to instruct the young
people of the community on the value of com-
memoration. Therefore, it is the highest form of
obligation for the children of the ancestor.

Ancestor reverence or worship should not be
confused with cults of the dead. For Africans,
death in itself has no divine qualities. African

people believe something far more significant than
simply the worship of the dead. In the popular
traditional African religion, there is the idea that
those who have lived in the community actually
affect the lives of the living after death.

Universal Practice

Thus, the deification of the ancestral spirit is
essential to the religion, but death must occur for
the process of deification to take place. Ancestor
reverence, therefore, is not the same as practices
dealing with ghosts and spirits and Hob-Goblins.
Some Western societies have believed in ghosts
and shade cults, but do not have ancestor
reverence.

There is widespread practice of ancestor rever-
ence on the continent of Africa, and the practices
vary in different regions of the continent. Among
the Ga of Ghana and the Nuer of the Sudan, two
of the several groups that do not have an elabo-
rate system of ancestor reverence, there is still a
strong belief in the veneration of ancestors on spe-
cial occasions. The Ga have ritualized libations in
the name of the honored dead during naming
ceremonies, marriages, and the Homowo Festival.
Their practice, and that of the Nuer, may be some-
what like the practice of the Jews and Catholics;
both groups name ancestors on special occasions.
The Catholics have masses in the names of the
ancestor saints, and the Jews name ancestors on
the Day of Atonement and their New Year Day.

In Africa, the Ibo of Nigeria believe that the
ancestors profoundly influence all actions in soci-
ety. Although they do not have kings of their
towns (instead they have a group of elders who
govern the community), they are nevertheless
quite elaborate in their veneration of the ances-
tors. This has far-reaching significance in socio-
logical terms. Among the Ibo people, sacrifice has
to be offered regularly, and a person does not eat
or drink without giving a portion to the ancestors.

The Spirits of the Dead

The spirits of the dead are the ancestors, and the
forces of nature often represent their activities;
they may be the powers behind the storms, rain,
rivers, seas, lakes, hills, and rocks. They are not
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just the rocks or water, but the spiritual powers
capable of manifesting anywhere. There is no sep-
aration between the religious world and other
spheres of human and supernatural activities
because the relationship among the living, the
dead, and the Supreme God is one of mutuality
and connectedness. Humans are intertwined with
the divine; there is no seam in the relationship.
The spiritual world is interrelated with the natural
world according to the Shona of Zimbabwe.
Mwari, the Supreme God, is connected to the liv-
ing through the ancestors and spirit mediums. The
natural world, the world of trees, rocks, rivers,
and so forth, has a direct connection to the spiri-
tual world by way of moral geography.

To become an ancestor, death is necessary, but
it is not enough. Most practitioners of popular
traditional African religion make a distinction
between the dead and the ancestors. In fact,
among the Tallensi people, it is believed that those
who die without offspring live a ghostly existence
because they have no one to provide reverence for
them. A more elaborate understanding of this dis-
tinction is given by the Fon of Dahomey. In fact,
the Fon say that the dead (chio) are not the same
as the ancestors (tovodu). As one would expect,
the people of Benin (the African nation with the
largest proportion of its population practicing
popular traditional African religion) also have the
most complex ritual system for deifying the dead
and turning them into ancestors.

The Ritual Protocols

Clearly the practice of ancestor veneration among
the people of Africa means that there must be a
pantheon of deities. Of course, there exists in all
of these congregations a pantheon, but most often
a judicious and limited one. There are not thou-
sands of deities, as among the Hindu people, or
scores of them as among the ancient Greeks; there
are only the robust ancestral spirits that have been
properly called into service by ritual. They have
been brought home again and have manifested
themselves in the service of the community.
Through prayers, rituals, sacrifice and incest pro-
hibition, and other taboo injunctions, the commu-
nity acknowledges the dead person as joining the
cosmography of the ancestral world.

The Akan people of Ghana have a rather devel-
oped sense of ancestor reverence based on kinship.
The matrilineal forebears can become ancestors
and receive veneration. The Akan may have
established this system because the philosophical
tradition is based on the idea that the person is
composed of the ntoro, the sunsum, the abusua,
and the mogya. The father transmits ntoro, per-
sonality, to the child, but it does not survive death.
The mother transmits the 7ogya, the blood, and
the abusua, family lineage. Thus, in a matrilineal
society, it is from the mother that one receives
those things that survive and are transmuted to
become the spirit of the ancestor. Spirit is a name
attached to certain ritualized relics, such as a
stool, which represents the validation of the
proper ancestral lineage.

Among the Akan, ancestor veneration is more
than a filial relationship to the father or mother; it
is a kinship event with the backing of the political-
philosophical system. Those members of the lin-
eage who are heads of households or holders of
office may become enshrined as venerated ances-
tors. What is true for the Akan matrilineal system
is also true for the patrilineal system in terms of
the rules of selection and veneration.

As an ancestor, a person is able to prolong his
legal existence in his heir or co-heirs. He may have
been a person of bad temper or poor judgment,
but it becomes the inescapable duty of his heirs to
venerate him because he continues to live effec-
tively in the world. Accordingly, it does not mat-
ter what a person’s relationship has been with the
ancestor; once the person has become an ancestor,
it is necessary to venerate him regardless of his
successes or failures as a person. One ancestor is
on equal standing with another so long as he has
been ritualized into ancestorhood, which carries
with it the power to influence lives and intervene
in activities of his descendants.

The Tallensi people, along with many other
Africans, believe that if a man has no sons, he can-
not become an ancestor regardless of his virtue
and success in life. Without an heir to venerate
him, he is in danger of a grievous travesty. What
holds for the ancestor holds for the descendants.
The eldest son must officiate regardless of his
moral condition or his intellectual capacity. No
one can take away from him his right to lead the
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veneration of the ancestors of his parents. He
alone has the lifelong responsibility to carry out
the functions of libation and sacrifices for the
ancestor. If he fails to do so, he is in grave peril.
Should others try to take away his right to fulfill
his responsibility, they will be in peril.

Similarly, the ancestors behave the same way
toward their descendants irrespective of either of
their characters. Ancestors who were good behave
just like those who were bad tempered during
their lifetime. They intervene in the lives of their
heirs regardless of the character of those heirs. An
heir could be trifling or upright and thrifty, and
yet the ancestral intervention will show no differ-
ence. They exact ritual service and veneration in
accordance with the same rules of intervention.

None of this process is a matter of good or evil;
it is a matter of holding back chaos in the world. In
fact, the ancestors neither persecute their descen-
dants, nor punish them for wickedness, nor reward
them for goodness. However, the ancestors may
harass or trouble the descendants for failing to pro-
vide religious submission or service. The ancestor is
not a punishing authority, but a judge who is con-
cerned with the prosperity of the lineage. He is
therefore attuned to the needs of the people and
provides corrective intervention where necessary.

Thus, behind the practitioner of ancestor vener-
ation or reverence is a body of religious beliefs
that are aligned with rules of conduct for desig-
nated authority in the social system of most
African societies. Attending to the rites of ances-
tors is one way to continue to bind the people
together in one community because ancestors
show the continuity of the society and compel
communal action if necessary.

Funerals and Death

Death represents a separation. But something
always provokes, brings about a separation, in
African belief; it does not happen without reason.
Among the Swazis, it is believed that no one dies
without some sort of sorcery. People do not die from
sickness or old age; no one dies a natural death.
Among the Lovedu, the Rain-Queen is not
supposed to die. She becomes divine by taking her
own life. She takes poison, which contains the
brain and spinal cord of a crocodile, among other
things. The queen is buried in a deep grave,

standing upright and facing north, from whence
came her ancestors. The body is wrapped in cloth
and ox skin. It is buried with beads, water, a fire-
brand, a mat, and, in the ancient days, a male
corpse. The grave is gradually filled up and is
only completely covered when the head has
decomposed after 6 months. A year later, the fires
are put out and then ritually relit, and a new
queen is installed. Sufficient time had to elapse
before the spirit of the dead queen could rest.

Like other African ethnic groups, the Lovedu
language of death is indirect. They say,

the house is broken

the king is busy

the mountain has fallen
the mighty tree is uprooted
the queen is elsewhere.

When it is said that “the queen is elsewhere,” the
people are expressing a deep sense of loss, separa-
tion, and mobility.

In the past, the Asante kings were laid out and
the seven openings of the body filled with gold
dust. The body was put in a coffin over an open
pit for 80 days so that the flesh was decomposed,
and then charms were fastened onto the skeleton.
The Swazi specialists squeezed the fluids from the
body to prevent rapid decay. The Swazi king,
divine in life, was apotheosized in death and
entered the ranks of the ancestors.

Traditional African believers accept that ances-
tors are ever-living; they never die. This is not
worship in the sense that the Christians or
Muslims believe in their gods; it is rather that
Africans accept supreme deities. Ancestors have
additional powers; to obtain their blessings,
people must avoid their anger and win their
favor. Because humans are in the midst of primal
struggle between good and evil, they need all the
assistance they can gather. Who better to provide
people with Earthly assistance in this struggle
than their own ancestors, who have a stake in
their survival and abundant living. Ancestors
know their kin, and they know what is necessary
to protect them. Every person is involved in the
struggle for continuity, not just political heroes,
and this means that people must pay special
attention to rituals.
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Heroes and Wars

It was a common practice for the Asante army to
call on famous Asante warriors during battle. The
names would be spoken, shouted, and sung as the
army went into battle. The Yoruba called on a
mythical god of war. Other ethnic groups have
similar ways of expressing their connectedness to
heroic ancestors. Inasmuch as ancestor reverence
is considered to be at the base of all African ways
of obligation, it is the fact that we are obliged to
the ancestors that causes us to grant reverence.

With war comes death. The general attitude of the
African toward the dead is one of respect. There are
certain taboos among some ethnic groups about
death. They do not even speak the word. A taboo is
a socially sanctioned prohibition against performing
certain acts. Most taboos seem to involve sexual rela-
tions with certain people and under certain circum-
stances. The incest taboo applies to a larger range of
people in Africa than in Europe. In Africa, it applies
not only to members of the same family, but also to
members of the same clan or lineage. Taboos against
marriage tend to be stronger and stricter than those
against copulation. Yet the rules of exogamy, which
are a direct result of these taboos, influence the social
structure of African societies. The rules regulate the
exchange of women and marriage compensation,
which work to maintain a society’s cohesion.

Taboos around death are the most troubling.
Among the Akan people of Ghana, one does not
speak of death, and one must certainly not say
that the king is dead. These are taboos for which
the person would have to make restitution in
some ritual propitiation.

The Fear of Death

In all societies, there are people who are terrified
of ghosts and people who have thanatophobia, the
fear of death. This is different from the typical
African’s response to death. In African cultures,
fear associated with death involves collective dan-
ger, not individual fear; thus, the idea of thanato-
phobia in some Western and other cultures is
more an individual rather than a communal fear.
Taboos are communal, not individual, and a per-
son who breaks one actually violates the fabric of
the society. It is like tearing a hole in a beautiful
blanket. It must be repaired or everyone suffers.

Respect for the dead is a given among African
traditionalists and believers. The Asante have cer-
emonies every 3 weeks for the ancestors. They are
given water to wash their hands and soul food,
that is, food for their souls. The Gikuyu elders put
a little food on the ground for the departed spir-
its. The light of the ancestors is thought to stand
in the place where they stood.

People do not pray to ancestors, they pray to
god, but they ask ancestors for intercession. No
Africans pray to their ancestors any more than they
pray to their living fathers. Prayer is reserved for the
gods. A person may pour libations to the ancestors
to ask the ancestors for a special favor. For example,
“Why do you treat us like this? Why did you give us
this problem? What must we do to appease you?”

These are like scolding messages; they are not
insults, but conversations that men hold with the
spirits expressing disappointment for failures.
At the moment of the conversation, one realizes
the reciprocal nature of reverence for ancestors
because, although the ancestors do not speak, they
demand and desire more and more. Believers are
obligated to carry out every sacrifice that is
required to appease the ancestor.

In conclusion, it must be made clear that
Africans do not debate whether the ancestors are
gods; they know that they are ancestors, and this
is a special category of belief. Historically, one can
see that conquerors have often appropriated some
of the ideas of the people they conquered, yet the
conquering religions do not see ancestors as
Africans have seen them. Death is a clear con-
frontation with reality because, in the view of
Africans, it is where one crosses over to the ances-
tral world, and it is only by accessing the ances-
tors that the living are able to commune with
those on the other side.

The Idea of Ancestral Reincarnation

Africans believe in reincarnation, but the African
idea is not based on a written text; it is based on
the belief that humans beings live in a cycle, that
things go around and come around. African rein-
carnation is based on the religion of ancient
Egypt, where the priests said that we shall come
back millions and millions of times.

Two points should be made clear about reincar-
nation. The first is that this belief in reincarnation is
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firmly held in most of Africa. The second one is that
the African idea of reincarnation differs from the
Asian idea. Throughout Africa, people believe that
humans who die return to the Earth in different
human forms, but not, as is found in India, as ani-
mals. There is no idea of suffering in the African
construction. In Asia, one has the notion of rounds
of existences and cycles of rebirth from which men
might escape by Nirvana. This idea is not found in
Africa. Similarly, the idea of reward or punishment
by rebirth into a higher or lower state, as one finds
in Asia, is missing in Africa. There is no thought that
the present world is an illusion and is full of suffer-
ing in the African context. Africans think of world-
affirming, not world-renouncing, activities.

Finally, one reason for which people appeal to
ancestors is that souls are reborn in children, and
the souls who are reborn may be grandparents
returned. There is a saying that the ancestors do
not create the child; the child has been here from
long ago. This means that it behooves the living to
pay close attention to those who have become
ancestors because they are not dead, but living.
As they live, the ancestral name is renewed in the
family. There is revitalization of people, and
believers can expect their descendants to carry out
the same rituals of memory for them.

Molefi Kete Asante

See also Reincarnation

Further Readings

Fadipe, N. A. (1970). The Sociology of the Yoruba.
Ibadan: Ibadan University Press.

Idowu, E. B. (1973). African Traditional Religion. A
Definition. London: SCM.

Karade, B. 1. (1999). Imoye: A Definition of the Ifa
Tradition. Brooklyn, NY: Athelia-Henrietta Press.
Opoku, K. A. (1978). West African Traditional Religion.
Accra, Ghana: FEP International Private Limited.

ANCESTORS AND
HArRMONIOUS LIFE

The ancestors are at the center of African religion
because they are at the core of all harmony or

disharmony in society. No specific African cul-
tural community exists apart from the dynamics
provided by the ancestral realm. In fact, the causes
of all good deeds, fertility as reflected in the abun-
dance of harvest or the productivity of women,
and joy of family are the result of the ancestors.
One could also say that all misfortunes, misdeeds,
famines, and difficulties of living are caused by the
ancestors in African religion. Nothing in society is
immune from the influence of ancestors. The
ancestors are responsible for beneficence and
afflictions. However, harmonious living in society
can be achieved only by following the ritual paths
of the elders.

Malevolent actions are attributed to unhappy
ancestors and those spirits that might assist the
ancestors such as local or nature spirits. Affliction
and chaos can be traced to the lack of ritual and
sacrifice. Thus, it is necessary to have diviners
who can identify the cause of disasters and afflic-
tions to restore balance and harmony.

Communication With Ancestors

All healers and diviners, whether they are called
babalawos or ngangas, are able to detect occult
forces at work in the community. They might be
able to tell a person what spirit or ancestor is
responsible for a certain disease. To resolve this
issue, it is necessary for propitiation in the form of
rules, behaviors, and sacrifices to be followed. If
an ancestor is responsible for creating disharmony
in society, then the resolution has to be seeking
the reason for conflict within the line of descent.
This means that the members of the society who
participate in propitiatory exercises are appealing
to the ancestors to have mercy on the society.

In the typical African society, hierarchy is by
age. Of course, the ancestors are older than the
living, and among the living, the elders are the
highest in terms of authority. Thus, the ancestors
as participants in the society are eager to see the
prosperity and sustainability of the community.
They will be called on by the living, appealed to
in the case of crises, and evoked when children
are born. Their function, it seems, is to hold the
society together.

Actually, the visible and invisible worlds are
intertwined in an intimate interplay of the liv-
ing and the ancestors. This is a richly textured
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phenomenon in which heaven and Earth, vari-
ous levels of humans, spirits that are terrestrial
and celestial, and ancestors all dwell in a power-
ful drama of maintaining the moral order, keep-
ing harmony in place. Because this order works
to the benefit of everyone, it behooves the living
to do everything in their might to maintain this
order. One thing they cannot do is offend or dis-
please the ancestors in any way. Therefore, one
lives with a constant understanding of the bal-
ance that is necessary to keep harmony.

Once a person ends terrestrial existence, the
departed becomes a member of the mediators in
the invisible world. But the departed are never far
away from their old communities. In fact, they
take the harmony of their old communities quite
seriously and, as privileged personalities, are con-
sulted on a regular basis.

Thus, dependence on the ancestors is the key to
appreciating African religion. The preponderant
nature of the ancestral world is such that the
ancestors are everywhere and are entitled to supe-
rior powers giving them authority to keep the
living community harmonious. In reality, this con-
ception of the ancestors depends on the under-
standing of death as the end of the biological
world, but the entrance into the afterlife, where
the spiritual world is filled with energies that
affect the living world.

Ideas About Time and Immortality

Furthermore, there is a belief in immortality; it is
a belief that supports the idea that divinity is wor-
thy of being respected and worshipped. When one
appreciates the nature of time as an active present,
then one can see how the ancestors are constant
even in their immortality.

Every community is a present community; it
does not live in the past, although the past is heav-
ily subscribed to in a historical sense. Thus, time
is different in the African communal sense than
time in the Western sense. Consequently, sacrifice,
redemption, and the world to come are lived in
the present. There can be no resurrection either
because everything is present, including the activi-
ties of the ancestors.

Now the elders remain alive in the commu-
nity as guides. Although they are physically
absent, they are spiritually active and always

present. What does a guide do? He is responsi-
ble for the well-being of the community. As
such, the ancestor oversees the harmony of the
society, guarantees fertility, serves as protector
of the children, and establishes good health for
his descendants.

There are six general prerogatives of the ancestors:

1. Control of the society’s filiations
2. Control of the metaphysical and social order

3. Protection of agricultural rites and keeping the
land fertile

4. Sustaining of unity and harmony
5. Reinforcement of group cohesion

6. Maintenance of harmony between the living

and dead

The ceremonies and rituals that are made to
the ancestors reinforce the bonds between the
ancestors and the living, thus ensuring harmony
in the community. Neglecting the rituals is tanta-
mount to asking for ill fortune and even death.
Everything is linked in the community, and the
living members of the community are responsible
for the journey of the ancestors into the next
world. Ancestors and other divinities are the
recipients and beneficiaries of the rituals made by
the living. They need these forces as they negoti-
ate their way through the universe. Thus, the gen-
erating balance and the extraordinary attention
paid to the community is one of symbiosis. If the
community really wants the intervention of the
ancestors, then the community must show its
support and appreciation for the ancestors by
performing the ritual duties.

When one speaks of the harmonious commu-
nity in the African sense, one is speaking of the
interrelationship between the living and the dead,
the balance between heaven and Earth, male and
female, good and evil, and the visible and the
invisible. To hold this phenomenal situation in
cohesion takes the rituals and ceremonies of the
living and the interventions of the ancestors. In
the end, harmony is achieved.

Molefi Kete Asante

See also Ancestors; Personhood
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ANIMAL IMAGES

All animals are sacred in African religious tradi-
tions. They play vital roles in the creation of the
heavens, Earth, and people. They bring messages
of life, death, social order, customs, and practices.
Some are regarded as deities, whereas others rep-
resent deities. On a practical level, animals pro-
vide food for humans and are a source of social
wealth and standing. Through totems, they also
distinguish relations among members of a partic-
ular community. For this reason, the images of
animals, whether it be in stories or on textiles,
houses, temples, shrines, pots, containers, drums,
and sculptures, impart a sense of the sacred to the
everyday and ritual life of Africans. This entry
examines the background of African attitudes
about animals and then looks at some specific
beliefs and practices.

Origins

Many African stories hold that long ago people
and animals could communicate and that individ-
uals in some cultures were able to become one
with specific animals. Over time, this ability was
lost to most people except for select specialists
such as hunters, healers, shaman, priests, or
priestesses. Although communication was no
longer possible, reverence remained.

Animals, because of their complex human-like
activities, were early teachers of humans, in the
sense that humans learned from watching animal
behavior. By observing their behavior, Africans
were able to discover in-depth information about
themselves and their world. These animals then
became symbols, and their images were used to
convey important information. People of the Nile
Valley have a deity of language and writing called
Djehuty who is represented as a baboon. Baboons

have a language consisting of clicking sounds.
Perhaps these early inhabitants made the associa-
tion of language with baboons based on this
observation.

Another early example of the use of animal
images is among the San of South Africa. A paint-
ing of a dying eland, with zigzag lines emanating
from it, depicts the potency of eland, which the
San believe to be a source of their shamanistic
power. Another image shows the emptying of an
eland’s bowels, perhaps a crucial indicator that it
is the energy release at the point of death, not just
death itself that releases this power. The images
are painted with a mixture containing the blood
of an eland. Other images depict a combination of
an eland and human, or a bird or lion and a
human. These therianthropes appeared in rock
shelters scattered throughout southern Africa and
often overlapped, making it difficult to distinguish
scenes. These “theaters” were vital to the life
of the San people because they were the places at
which the shaman could gather and communicate
information obtained from their experiences with
and as animals in the spiritual world.

Some Examples

Ancient Kemetan culture makes extensive use of
both animal images and related therianthropes.
The written language, Mdw Ntr, contains dozens
of images of animals and birds that act as letters
in their writing system. Sometimes they are read
phonetically, sometimes they are read ideographi-
cally. Egyptian deities appear as both animal
images and therianthropes. The sun deity, or neter,
Ra is shown as a falcon or wings, just as the neter
Horus. The falcon is a bird of strength and aggres-
siveness that soars high, like the sun and with the
sun. The falcon would also be drawn with kings
to reinforce their god-like powers and attributes.
The neter Hathor is a cow or, in earlier times, a
hippopotamus or water cow, both ancient mater-
nal symbols of strength. Sobek is imaged as a
crocodile.

The crocodile represents the monster that sym-
bolically devours the day: darkness or night. The
depiction of a crocodile with a falcon head shows
that it is Heru, or the sun, that is being devoured
or doing battle with the forces of darkness. The
Khepera, the ever-becoming neter, image is the dung
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beetle. The dung beetle buries its eggs in cow dung.
After the annual flood of the Nile, the eggs hatch,
starting a new cycle of life. Out of the less than ideal
settings of dung and a flood, life is still ever-coming.
Sometimes the use of animal images is more
abstract, as in the case of the neter, one of whose
symbols is a feather. The feather represents the light-
ness of heart felt when practicing Maat. The com-
plete bird is an image of justice among the Xhosa,
where it identifies a murderer in a common tale.

No animal is left out of consideration for a
sacred duty; in addition to the beetle, lizards,
chameleons, spiders, snakes, and foxes occupy
prominent positions in religious traditions. It was
often the lizard or chameleon who carried the
message of death into the world. Spiders are held
to be wise, and one of the titles of god among the
Akan and Ashanti is the Great Spider, the Wise
One. Snakes are thought to be immortal in many
societies or represent the departed or living dead.
For that reason, specific types of snakes in the
physical world are not harmed. If they appear in
dreams, they are bearing a message from the
ancestors and, if drawn, are shown consuming
their tails to symbolize eternity.

With animals given such prominence in spiri-
tual and sacred matters, they become archetypes
and their imagery permeates entire cultures.
Among the Dogon, the pale fox, Ogo, rebels
against his creator, attempts to steal seeds of cre-
ation, and, in doing so, introduces disharmony
into the universe. The resulting symbolism of the
fox in Dogon culture is diverse, abstract, and
highly sophisticated. The fox is rendered by a sim-
plistic outline drawing of his body and is found on
totemic sanctuaries and caves throughout Dogon
country. However, symbolic paraphernalia of
the fox can be encountered in children’s games,
baskets, drums, and divination tables.

Another area of where animal images are found
is that of the totem. When a family or clan has a
special and specific relationship with a particular
animal, it is expressed in the form of an animal
totem. Common applications of totems include a
prohibition from eating or hunting the animal.
The use of its image on the garments of ritual
clothing, walking sticks, pots, and statues in
shrines is an expression of totems.

One last area of the use of animal images is in
dance. It is understood that all dance forms

started as a sacred rituals. The movements in the
dances were often pantomimes of activities of ani-
mals such as birds and fish. While the dancer is
experiencing the movements internally, it is an
abstracted image of the animal to those watching
the dance.

Denise Martin
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ANIMALS

Africans rely heavily on the use of symbols to
communicate ideals and universal understanding
of our connection to all living kingdoms. Africans
believe that all life is one and a manifestation of
the One Creator. Ancient Egyptians (Kemetians)
stressed the divine in animal manifestations.
Animals were featured in variation, such as the
animal-headed human, the human-headed animal,
as well as the combination of multiple animals in
one form. Africans also believe that because the
Creator positioned humans at the center of the
universe, animals are designated as servants of
human beings and, as such, are to be used by them
as they deem fit. The African relationship with
animals clearly demonstrates the African pro-
found understanding of and connection to the nat-
ural world. This entry looks at animals in African
ritual and mythology; it also explores the use of
totems and the meaning of specific animal sym-
bols in ancient Africa.

Ritual and Sacrifice

Animals played a role in daily living, economics,
and a multitude of other ways in African life.
Within this hierarchy of life and balance of order,
animals were created with purpose, by God, and
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as needed by humans. Animals are used for fun-
damental survival, as well as for spiritual and
religious purposes. Animals are used in stock-
keeping rituals where people basically slaughter
animals for food. There are rituals associated
with this process because they usually bless the
animal to remove any ill intentions and promote
clean consumption.

Animals are also used in many regions of Africa
for cultural purposes. For instance, animal skins
are used to wrap corpses while hides and tusk are
used to make musical instruments. Additionally,
animal’s blood is used as food without the need to
kill it. For instance, in Uganda, Sudan, Tanzania,
Nigeria, and Namibia, rituals accompany the
preservation of the animal and the people because
the animals are allowed to live.

It is a widely held belief that the killing of an
animal may spare individual as well as collective
lives. In that context, animals are thus slaugh-
tered in an effort to safeguard the community. It
is also a consistent understanding that the life of
the animal is passed onto the people to which
they are closely connected, to strengthen and pro-
tect them. In this respect, both wild and domesti-
cated animals are sacrificed. The most typical of
domesticated animals used in this process are
sheep, goat, cattle, dogs, and fowl. Wild animals
are used in rain-making ceremonies, as well as to
chase away epidemics and public danger and to
purify the environment.

Animals are also used in traditional medicine
and ritual ceremonies as homage to God and as a
way of soliciting his or her help while connecting
to the realm of spirits. Animal’s blood is used in
libations or as an offering to the ancestors, as well
as to fortify the soil and make it more fertile. For
medicine men, the reliance on animals is critical to
the prevention and treatment of disease.

Myths and Totems

In conjunction with breeding, domestication,
hunting, and labor, animals are symbolized in
myths that have shaped African people’s reality
and further defined their relationship with the uni-
verse. In many African cultures, animals are par-
ticularly featured in cosmogony myths because
they exemplify the ability to convey sacred power
and messages. In myths, animals are also known

as totems and play a key role in identity construc-
tion of individuals, clans, and ethnic groups. With
the origins of humankind in Africa, this same
mode of expression is attested in many other cul-
tures, as revealed in daily communication, such as
with oral and literary traditions.

Their connection to the natural world moti-
vated the ancient Africans to identify themselves
with animal totems that best fit or embodied the
power or ability of that particular animal. The
ancient Africans paid their respect to and held
animals in high regard because they believed
that specific animals possessed certain charac-
teristics or features of the gods who revered
them. It was one of the ways that the divine
could manifest itself for human perception and
understanding.

The animals chosen as totems reflected the
Africans’ understanding of themselves and their
connection to nature. Africans also regarded ani-
mals as an archetype or aspect of an incarnate
god. The animals were not god, but a representa-
tion or aspect of it and similarly associated with
the Ba (spirit/soul) on Earth. Their high esteem
for animals went so far as to be associated with
divinity. Gods and human beings in the future
life had the ability to shape-shift or transform
into any animal or other life form (for that mat-
ter) whenever they desired. It is this intimate
respect that led them to mummify and treat the
body of the deceased animal like that of a human
body for the same purpose of afterlife and
immortality. This philosophy is directly tied to
their understanding of god and the mobility of
the soul after death.

Specific Symbols

Among the many animals respected by ancient
Africans, of particular significance was the scarab
or dung beetle because it represented, in allegori-
cal terms, the soul’s journey. The scarab is sym-
bolic because of its connection to the human
kingdom. For instance, it is born in water, also
known to the ancient Africans as the universal life
force and substance of Earthly life. It is also a
symbol of purification or cleansing and balance.
The scarab’s process of procreation is also of
interest because it is orientated by light and fol-
lows the movement of the sun. It fundamentally
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represents the importance of the soul moving
toward the light—that is, moving toward higher
consciousness or awareness.

Finally, the scarab always creates a ball of dung
in a perfect sphere, much like our own planet and
other celestial bodies, and buries it in the Earth for
28 days, the exact cycle of the moon and female
menstrual cycle. The scarab beetle reminds
women and men to adhere to the natural laws of
nature as it works diligently at maintaining order.
The scarab was associated with the solar god of
resurrection Khepri, who was also connected to
new life and creation, Amen.

Another animal worthy of note is the dog or
jackal as represented by Anubis, whose ears are
erect and open. This is linked with the jackal’s
clairaudient ability to hear beyond the capabilities
of the human ear. Next is the serpent or uraeus,
usually depicted on the front of the king’s crown
symbolizing upright readiness and an enlightened
soul. The cobra is also associated with the fertility
goddess, Renent, depicted nursing children and
protecting the pharaoh.

Ancient Africans also connected closely to birds
such as the stork, which symbolized the Ba or Soul
as well as the falcon or hawk. Because of the protec-
tive powers it possessed, it was linked with royalty
and seen as the guardian of the ruler and further-
more associated with the Solar God, Horus.
Similarly, the ibis or akhu bird was considered an
aspect of the soul as was represented by Tehuti, the
god of knowledge. As in the case of Tehuti, more
than one animal is often connected to one deity, and
the same can be said of Amun and his personifica-
tion as the ram and goose. The ostrich is yet another
bird that was associated with Maat, the personifica-
tion of order, justice, and balance. Another animal
of equal importance is the cat as personified by Bast,
also connected to the sun god, Ra.

Furthermore, the lion is one of the most well-
known examples as depicted on the head of the
sphinx. The lion personifies the rising and setting
sun, guardian of the horizon. Lions are also linked
to solar deities and many pharaohs, as well as
Sekhmet, who possessed the head of a lioness. The
lion of Judah is also a prime example because it
symbolizes rulership and ferocity.

Elizabeth Andrade
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ANIMATISM

Animatism, not to be confused with animism, is
the belief in a supernatural power that animates all
living things in an impersonal sense. It is therefore
not individualized or specialized in terms of a par-
ticular object, such as one finds in animism, but is
a rather more generalized belief in an invisible,
powerfully impersonal energy that is everywhere.
Of course, it is possible that some individuals
might tap into this power and consequently be able
to manipulate it better than others.

In some African societies, as among the Asante
of Ghana, it is thought that the king carries with
him the ability to change the nature of society by
how he handles his office. In fact, if he endangers
the order of the universe by violating certain
taboos that threaten to destabilize the community
by misappropriating or misusing the unseen
power of the Earth, he might risk losing his office.

Thus, the belief in supernatural energy that is
not a part of a supernatural being is the essence of
animatism. Derived from the same Latin root as
animism, the term animatism was meant to differ-
entiate the individual spirit in animate and inani-
mate objects from the more generalized belief in
the active spirit of the universe. One cannot grant
any ethical or moral quality to this active spirit
because it is neither good nor evil, neither right
nor wrong, but everywhere present and therefore
inherently dangerous if it is violated. Some have
described it by the electricity metaphor; it is every-
where and it can bring harm, but it is not moral or
immoral; it is amoral.

Although one may find animatism and animism
in the same culture, they must be distinguished as
concepts. Animism may be said to have personality
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and animatism is impersonal; whereas animism
shows us individuals with special spiritual charac-
teristics or traits, animatism simply exists as a force
in the universe in a generalized sense. Of course, it
should also be clear to the reader that Africans have
rarely characterized their societies in this way. Both
concepts, derived from European anthropology,
have been applied to African societies as a way
to explain a complex phenomenon to Western
readers.

Molefi Kete Asante
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ANIMISM

The word animism comes from the Latin term
anima, which means breath. The term animism
was first used in reference to African cultures by
the British anthropologist Edward Burnett Tylor
in his book Primitive Culture in 1871. Tylor
defined the term as a general belief in spiritual
beings. After Tylor, other anthropologists used the
term to refer to African religion, usually contend-
ing that all African religions have as a minimum
the idea of material and immaterial things having
breath or a soul. This minimum constituted for
these authors the idea of a religion that was one of
the oldest forms of belief on the Earth. Some even
tried to date its origin to prehistoric times on the
African continent.

The idea that a soul existed in every object, ani-
mate or inanimate, appeared to represent the sine
qua non of religion. A particular soul, in this con-
struction, would exist or did exist as a part of an
immaterial soul and was therefore universal and
eternal.

Most believers in the animism idea share the
notion that all religions, African, Western, or
Eastern, have some form of this belief in the spirit,
soul, or breath force existing in all things. This
belief is referred to as animitism. Because humans
seem to have this belief transversally, it means that
the idea of shadows, spirits, souls, or breath is
responsible for the general perception in religion
that humans are activated by this life force. Some
people have conceived this force as a vapor or
shadow that can move from one body to another,
passing between humans or between humans and
plants or animals. Indeed, it is also possible for
inanimate objects to have this vapor.

According to the animist theories, humans
came to this belief in shadows, souls, and spirits to
explain the experiences of sleep, dreams, and even
death. How does one distinguish between a per-
son who is sleep and one who is awake?
Furthermore, what is the meaning of a person
being alive and one who is not alive? It is at this
juncture that the minds of humans, according to
the theories of animism, created the idea of spirit
forces. The fact that these ideas appeared quite
prominently in the experiences of Africans caused
the earliest authors, following Tylor, to concede
that Africans had indeed formulated the first
responses to the problem of different states of
consciousness. This concession by Tylor meant
that the so-called primitive religion was the
fundamental reason for the concept of soul,
spirit, shadow, vapor, and breath of life in other
religions.

Animism would be criticized by British
anthropologist Robert Marett, who believed that
it was not possible for Africans to have con-
ceived of this notion of breath, soul, and spirit,
as promoted by Tylor. In Marett’s judgment,
“primitive” people did not have the capacity to
recognize the idea of animism within animate
and inanimate objects. If Africans came to this
position, in the argument of Marett, it was sim-
ply an “emotional” response to the environment
and not a rational one. Of course, it could be
debated how early Africans came to believe in
the spirit or soul as existing in objects, but
one thing is certain, they believed it. This is a
historically accurate fact.
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Indeed, one finds that it remains current in the
context of African religion. Among the Akan of
Ghana, when one wants to create a drum, the
people responsible for making the drum accom-
pany the hunters to the forest, and when they dis-
cover a tree that is suitable for the drum, they
offer libations and prayers to the spirit of the tree.
This is representative of the belief that trees,
stones, and plants have spirits of their own that
must be appeased and appealed to when one
wants to make use of them. Some trees, moun-
tains, or rocks might be thought to possess spirits
that must be feared; others possess spirits that can
be given reverence because of their beauty, histori-
cal significance, or utility.

Animism as a function of African religion has
impacted the world to the degree that, throughout
the world, there are people who believe in the con-
vergence of the spiritual and material worlds; they
believe that nothing separates the sacred and the
secular or the animate and inanimate because they
all possess the spirit or breath.

Molefi Kete Asante

See also Animatism

Further Readings

Asante, M. K., & Nwadiora, E. (2007). Spear Masters:
An Introduction to African Religion. Lanham, MD:
Rowman & Littlefield.

Mbiti, J. (1990). African Religions and Philosophy
(2nd ed.). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

ANKH

The ankh is a pervasive symbol in ancient Egypt.
The meaning of the ankh conveys the idea of life
or the force that generates living. It has been
found on all types of materials, including leather,
stone, copper, and wood, although it is most often
used on gold. The ankh appears in all eras of
ancient Egyptian life and is one of the oldest sym-
bols. However, the exact origin of the symbol is
not known. Kemetologists and Egyptologists have

searched many documents seeking to discover the
first instance of the ankh. This has proven to be a
difficult task because of the provenance of the
symbol as well as its antiquity.

The form of the ankh is an oval supported by
a “T.” Thus, its shape has given rise to many
theories about its original meaning. The three
most prominent ideas are that the symbol repre-
sents the coming together of the male and female
genitalia, a type of sandal worn by ancient
Egyptians, and the Knot of Isis, which appeared
on many fabrics in ancient Egypt. No one knows
for certain whether any of these explanations is
true because there are no records of the Egyptians
giving advice about the origin of the symbol.
Much like the djed, the symbol for stability, or the
was, the symbol for power, the ankh reflects a
concern with the practical life of the people.

As a symbol of life, the ankh was also used to
represent regeneration or be used as an amulet
to protect one against misfortune or as a talisman
to bring good fortune. There was an intense inter-
est on the part of the ancient Egyptians to ensure
that their fortune was good, particularly as it
related to the life after death. The concentration on
prolonging life by ensuring that death would have
no control over the body meant that they looked
for every advantage to secure a firm position on
eternal life. The ankh was used in greetings, salu-
tations, and leave-taking. When the Egyptian
wrote a letter or a treatise, one of the most appro-
priate endings was to wish for the recipient all life,
or eternal life, ankh neheb.

There is some thought by Kemetologists that
the House of Life, a compound of buildings used
for the temple library, the archives of spiritual
chants, and other information available to priests,
was dominated by images of the ankh. In fact, this
symbol is sometimes shown as a scepter that was
held in the right hand of deities, who could apply
it to the nostrils of the dead to resurrect them. To
speak of a House of Life was to discuss the appro-
priate ways of maintaining the society against all
forms of anarchy, chaos, and death.

The best philosophers, priests, and councilors
went to the House of Life to investigate all issues
that related to living forever. So obsessed was
the society with life that the wisest among the
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An ankh, an ancient Egyptian symbol of life, in Abydos in Egypt.
Source: iStockphoto.

Egyptians were employed in the process of
searching out the keys to life. Thus, the ankh rep-
resented the most profound turn of the Egyptian
mind toward eternity. Everlasting life was first
conceived by the Egyptians. One can also see
many examples of the ankh being held by the

loop as if it were a key, giving the impression that
many Egyptians believed that the ankh held the
key to immortality. It could conquer death and
bring about resurrection because, in its essence,
it was a power over death that had been granted

by God.
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Ankhs that were made out of faience, wax,
metal, and gems were popular during the 18th and
19th dynasties as jeweled objects of power. Per-aa
(pharaoh) Tutankhamen had a mirror shaped as
an ankh. His name meant “The living Image of
Amen.” Thus, Tutankhamen carried the great
name of Amen alongside the symbol of life. When
Howard Carter opened the tomb of Tutankhamen
in the Valley of the Kings, he discovered many
objects that had the ankh symbol on them. It
appeared to be everywhere in the tomb.

But Tutankhamen was not the only king
whose tomb was full of ankhs. Ramses,
Tuthmoses, Senursert, and other per-aas had
reigns that included the presence of many ankhs
on jewelry and other personal objects. Other
kings also used the ankh as a symbol of life gen-
erating power. Senursert is seen in a famous pose
holding two ankhs to his chest. This is an exam-
ple of the use of the ankh for protection, security,
and life. One could avoid chaos and death by the
use of the ankh.

Few symbols have ever been as widespread as
the ankh. The ancient Egyptians seemed to have
created the symbol of the ankh on every occasion
that was fraught with decision making. Much like
the Yoruba orisha Eshu, the deity of the cross-
roads, the ankh in ancient Egypt, although not a
representative of a deity, is a powerful object for
social and political transformation. People
believed that the ankh situated over the neb could
render them protected from all problems. In fact,
the symbols suggested that they would have all
life. Death would be unable to conquer them
because they would go into death with the symbol
of immortality. The ankh retained its influence
among the Egyptian people long after the end of
the dynastic period.

Even when Christianity became the religion of
Egypt, the people were still using the symbol of
the ankh. For a while the ankh and the cross were
used simultaneously until the Christians soon
replaced the ankh with the cross. Thus, the vener-
able African ankh moved into popular culture and
has remained one of the most recognizable human
symbols.

Molefi Kete Asante
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ANUBIS

Anubis is the Greek translation for the
Kemetic/Egyptian Anpu. He is the Jackal-headed
Kemetic god of the dead. Although fearsome in
appearance, Anubis is recognized as being a caring
and nurturing god. He holds power over the spir-
its of the dead on their journeys after death. He is
the personification of the Summer Solstice because
he is associated with opening the way to the after-
world. Anubis was integral in the conveyance of
the dead seeking entrance into the Afterlife.

There is a quality of creation to his activities. He is
credited with creating the process of embalming and
mummification, and in Kemet/Egypt, he held domain
over the cemeteries and protected them against
Earthly perils. Anubis was instrumental in the judg-
ment of the Dead and their fate. Satisfactory comple-
tion of the judgment trials of Maat permitted the Dead
to enter into the Hall of Ausar/Osiris for an eternal
joyous afterlife. However, should the Dead fail judg-
ment, they were ushered into Amenti to be ravaged by
Ammut. Anubis is an ancient Kemetic God of noble
lineage; his origins are traced to the first family of
Gods. His mother Nebt-het/Nephthys is twin sister to
Auset/Isis. Some say that his sect of worship was older
than and rivaled that of Ausar. This entry looks at his
functions, characteristics, and lineage.

The God’s Role

Anubis holds dominion over the embalming
aspects of mummification and holds sovereignty
over decay caused by time and the resistance to
decay. He appears numerous times in the Kemetic
Book of the Coming Forth/Going by Day or the
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As aid to Ausar in the underworld,
Anubis is often depicted in funerary text
assisting with the balancing of the heart
of the dead against the feather of Maat.
He presides over the questioning of the
dead in the affirmations of Maat by a tri-
bunal of 42 Gods in the Hall of Maati or
the Hall of Double Truths. Anubis bal-
ances the Tongue of Great Balance,
depicted as a scale, and received the
heart of the Dead. He relays the worthi-
ness of the Dead to Ausar, receives and
presents the symbols of the dead’s wor-
thiness, and acts as an intermediary
between the Dead and the gods.
However, he also protects, prepares, and
cares for the Dead on their journey in the
afterlife. Anubis is instrumental in the
preparation of the body of the dead and
preparing the dead for the trial of Maat.

During the embalming process, priests
of Anubis completing the funeral rites
would wear a Jackal headpiece. In this
way, they would become the embodiment
of Anubis as he was invoked and his pro-
tection sought. The worship of Anubis
can be traced back thousands of years; it
was long lasting and was introduced to
both Greece and Rome from Africa. In
Greece, the Kemetic name Anpu was
changed to Anubis. Later his name was
modified as it was combined with the

Egyptian statue, Anubis. Anubis was the guardian of the dead, who
greeted the souls in the Underworld and protected them on their
journey. Ancient art photographed in Carlsberg Glyptotek, Copenhagen,

Denmark.
Source: Hans Laubel/iStockphoto.

Egyptian Book of the Dead, as well as in funeral
text and tomb and coffin texts. Anubis was the
original god of the dead before Ausar’s reign.
During the reign of Ausar, he serves as an aid and
a helper. The scope and importance of his influence
is evidenced by his role in the resurrection of
Ausar. It was Anubis who judged Ausar’s worthi-
ness at death. He is depicted in some texts profess-
ing to be the protector of Ausar. Anubis used his
influence against time and decay when wrapping
Ausar’s body in his characteristic linens, which
were made by Auset and her twin sister, Nebt-het.
In this way, Ausar’s body would never decay.

Greek God Hermes. The center of Anubis’
sect of worship was in Abydos. When
Ausar unseated Anubis as god of the Dead
and the afterlife, Abydos became the seat
of Ausar’s sect of worship.

Characteristics

Anubis is depicted with the head of a Jackal and the
body of a man. He is shown on ancient papyrus in
coffin and tomb texts with a dark blue or black
Jackal’s head and brown limbs. However, when
Anubis is depicted in gold, he has golden limbs and
an onyx Jackal’s head adorned with gold. Anubis is
rarely depicted as solely human, but can be found
in full Jackal form more often. Later in his worship,
he was associated with the Dog deity; this can be
attributed to confusion between the Jackal and Dog
by foreigners and in foreign lands.
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In various times and places, Anubis was known
by the names Anpu, Imeut, Am Ut, Khent Sebet,
Tep-Tu-f, Yinepu, Khenty Amentiu, and Sekhem
Em Pet. He is also called the Lord of the
Necropolis, Lord of Passage, Guardian of the Veil,
and Opener of Ways. Anubis has been combined
with several other gods over time for various rea-
sons. The combination of Anubis and Horas can
be found. The Greek association of Anubis with
Hermes resulted in Hermanubis/Heru-em-Anpu.
Although Anubis is often mistaken for Ap-uat,
they are distinct deities. Leading to this confusion
could be the fact that both Anubis and Ap-uat
have been depicted as Jackals.

Anubis has several patronages where his pro-
tection and guidance is invoked. Besides the
patron of embalming and mummification, he is
also the patron of orphans, the lost, the wander-
ing, and victory over enemies for Pharaohs.

Lineage

Anubis’s mother is Nephthys or Nebt-bet, the
Kemetic goddess associated with the portion of the
sky or heavens where certain gods dwell. Like her
brother Ausar and sister Auset, she began life as a
human in a royal house of a Pharaoh. Nebt-het is
mostly linked with death, but also life and resurrec-
tion. The twin sister of Auset, she is credited with
helping Auset gather the missing pieces of Ausar.
Nebt-het is the daughter of Seb and Nut and sibling
to Ausar, Auset, and Set. In some instances, where
Nebt-het and Set are a formal couple, it was thought
that Set might murder Anubis because the latter was
Nebt-het’s illegitimate son fathered by Ausar. In
such instances, Auset is credited with raising Anubis
as her own son, with influence from Ausar.

As one of the oldest Kemetic gods, Anubis has
a long history of worship across varied geograph-
ical areas—Greece, Rome, and Italy—and several
Gods have been credited with fathering him.
Generally, his paternity has been attributed to Set,
Ra, or Ansar. Set/Sutekh/Setesh/Seth, the Kemetic
God often associated with foreigners and foreign
lands, is credited with Auset’s murder. Set is sib-
ling to Nebt-het, Ausar, and Auset. Associated
with love, war, and kingship, he is often referred
to as the God of Chaos and Storms. Ra/Re is the
oldest and the first of the Kemetic Gods, called the
Sun God; he is credited with taking his barge
across the sky every day to pilot the Sun.

Ausar/Osiris was the first pharaoh and the son of
Seb and Nut. He was sibling to Ausar, Nebt-het,
and Set. Ausar was murdered by Set and resur-
rected by Auset with the help of Nebt-het and
Anubis. He then supplanted Anubis as God of the
afterlife and underworld.

Anubis has a daughter, Kabechet/Kebehut. She
is considered the Goddess of purification and
assists her father in overseeing the embalming
process. Kabechet is credited with providing water
to wash the entrails of the dead during mummifi-
cation by Anubis. She is also said to give drinking
water to the dead awaiting judgment. Kabechet
appears several times in passages from the
Kemetic Book of the Coming Forth/Going by Day.

Nashay M. Pendleton
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ANUKIS

In ancient Nubia, the name Anuket, in Greek
Anukis, stood for the patron deity of the Nile
River. This deity is normally depicted as a beauti-
ful woman wearing a crown of reeds and ostrich
feathers in the company of a gazelle.

Like many of the deities who found their way
into the Egyptian pantheon from the South, the
goddess Anuket was conceived of as a Nubian
deity who was adopted by the Egyptians as one of
the most important of the deities associated with
the Nile River. For many ancient Egyptians, the
Nile River seemed to originate at the sixth
cataract (inaccurately called the first cataract)
because of the vast cauldron of water that swirled
around the huge stones in the river. There was a
magnificent drop in the river as it made its way
downstream from Upper Egypt, and the water
appeared to boil in rushing waves and speedy
rapids that churned out of the complex of rocks.
Other ancient Egyptians knew that the river came
from much farther south and that the name of the
deity most responsible for it had to be Nubian.
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Thus, Anuket took the form of being one of the
triad of deities at the great temple of Elephantine.
Alongside Khnum, or Khenemu, and Sati, Anuket
oversaw the fertility of the lands next to the Nile.
Indeed, Anuket was worshipped as the great nour-
isher of the farms and fields because of the annual
inundation of the Nile that deposited the heavy
layer of black silt from Upper Egypt and Nubia on
the land. The meaning of Anuket is “embrace,”
and in many instances one can see that the idea of
silt being deposited on the banks of the river was
like an embrace of a much-admired friend and
benefactor. The people worshipped Anuket as the
great giver of the fertile soil because in her natural
form as the inundation she surrounded the river
and the source of the people’s nourishment.

The main temple of Anuket was in Sahal in
Nubia, although she had been worshipped for
thousands of years throughout lower Nubia. The
temple at Elephantine was important as the most
significant temple for Anuket in ancient Egypt.
Yet one does read that at the temple of Philae ded-
icated to Auset (Isis) Anuket was associated with
Nebhet and Neith. This is to be understood in the
sense that, depending on the nome or region,
the people were able to substitute the names of the
gods for each other. Thus, it was not uncommon
to find that Khnum was seen as a form of Ausar
and Sati and Anuket related to Auset and Nebhet.

Clearly, Anuket and Auset may be conflated as
when Anuket wears the disk and horned head-
dress associated with Auset and is called in the
temple texts “the lady of heaven, mistress of all
the gods, giver of life and power, and granter of all
health and joy of the heart.” Thus, this Nubian
goddess is the great cosmic embracer of all lands
and people affected by the inundation. She repre-
sents the comforting waters of the Nile as a
mother’s arms are the comforters of a child.

Molefi Kete Asante
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APEP

Apep was the god of dissolution, destruction,
and nonbeing. Nothing could escape the atten-
tion of Apep when he wanted to advance an
adversary position. Indeed, in ancient Egypt,
Apep was the main adversary to Ra, seeking to
destroy Ra, to bring him into nonbeing, and to
create havoc in the society. He swallowed his
enemies and caused them complete nonexistence;
because no one wanted to be nonexistent, Apep
was especially feared. The ancient Egyptians
believed that Apep was without natural charac-
teristics; indeed, he was outside of the natural
world and therefore could not be looked on like
the deities or humans. As a being who needed
nothing from the natural world, neither suste-
nance nor companionship, Apep was totally
devoid of any respect for humans.

Apep was depicted as a huge snake that
existed at the beginning of time in the primieval
chaos prior to creation, and he was thought to be
impervious to all assaults, attacks, and attempts
to defeat him because he was pure evil whose life
was that of a malevolent force for all eternity.
Often referred to in the tomb texts as an evil
lizard, an enemy to the world, and serpent
responsible for rebirth, Apep was also called “he
who spits” and was connected to the saliva of
the goddess Neith.

There is no evidence of Apep prior to the
Middle Kingdom; when he is written about, it is
as if he existed before the beginning. This situa-
tion has caused some scholars to suggest that the
interpretations of Apep are based on the chaotic
times just after the Pyramid Age. The mythology
that speaks about him comes from the funerary
texts that speak of the attacks on the great barque
of Ra as the sun god made his nightly voyage
through the underworld. But each morning as the
solar barque was entering into daylight, Apep
would attack it again with a terrifying roar that
was intended to frighten Ra as it echoed through
the darkness. Hindering the barque, keeping it
from reaching its destination, was the aim of this
malevolent force.

The serpent’s coils were really sandbanks in the
river or stones or stumps of trees used to prevent
the solar barque from having clear sailing. The
activities of Apep were so mischievous that he was
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sometimes equated with Seth, the god of chaos.
But the character of Apep, unlike that of Seth, was
always consistently that of threats and malevo-
lence. Seth could at times show mercy and be
beneficent and protective. Actually, he was
enlisted by Ra in a battle against Apep, so Seth
seemed to have had some redeeming values,
whereas Apep did not. Seth was able in fighting
against Apep to resist his deadly stare and keep
him at bay with his special spear.

Apep sought to undermine the nature of the
universe, to disrupt human society, and to dis-
solve all relationships between the deities and
humans. If Apep could, he would cancel the plan
of order, harmony, and balance on the Earth.
There was nothing to his work but chaos. He had
to be fought; there was no other way to remain
free and in peace. Thus, it is written in the Book
of Gates that Auset with Neith and Serket and a
few other deities managed to capture the monster
and have the sons of Heru restrain him. Although
it was thought that each night Apep was revived
to fight once more, the society had to hold chaos
at bay.

Apep was said, in one text, to have eaten Ra
and later disgorged him as a metaphor of renewal.
In the funerary texts, Apep is usually shown with
tightly compressed coils to show how large he
really was when he uncoiled himself. It is said that
the first part of his body was made of flint. In the
text, Apep is shown with 12 heads of victims he
has swallowed. When Ra has passed by the ser-
pent, the victims are destined to return to the body
of Apep until freedom is secured.

There were no cult priests for Apep. There were
no temples built in his honor, but he was often on
the minds of celebrants for other deities, and
sometimes the people would make wax models of
Apep and then burn them with fire. Some rituals
involved drawing a picture of a monster, putting it
in a box, and after spitting on it four times, burn-
ing the box. There could be no priests or priest-
esses used in the ritual to Apep.

Even the Dead had to be protected from Apep.
There is a reference to 77 papyri rolls being used to
affect a ritual that would allow the people to cut
Apep into many pieces. The people protected them-
selves from this lurking monster by remembering the
sacred ceremonies and rituals that protected them.
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APIS

In Ancient Egypt, the Apis bull was the calf of a
cow that was never able to have another calf. It
was a calf with distinctive features that made it
remarkable and unique. For example, the apis bull
was black with a white diamond on its forehead,
an image of an eagle on its back, two white hairs
on its tail, and a scarab beetle mark under its
tongue. Such a bull had to be special in the eyes of
the ancient Egyptians. They thought that a flash
of lightning had to strike the cow in such a way
that the cow conceived a calf with the distinctive
marks. This was enough for them to see this calf
as a mark of something uniquely sacred. It had
been sent from heaven by the deity to interact on
Earth with humans.

Nothing persuaded the Egyptians that this was
a coincidence; everything suggested to them that
this was a divine plan, and they articulated the
nature of the bull as a part of their theology. Like
the Mnevis and the Buchis bulls, the Apis bull
was an Earthly appearance of god. Throughout
Kemet’s history, there had been animals that had
interceded between humans and the deities; there
had even been animal representations in stone,
wood, and metal of deities, but this was different.
Here in the living flesh was an animal that was
the incarnate of a god, living and acting like a
bull among humans, but being himself divine.
This idea would not be seen again until it was
seen in human form with Jesus, who was consid-
ered flesh that became god. This entry looks at
the origins of Apis worship, the major festival,



66 Apis

Bronze statuette group of the king before the Apis bull. From Egypt. Late Period, after 600 BC.The Apis bull was sacred to the god
Ptah of Memphis. Only one Apis bull existed at a time, unlike other sacred animals.

Source: British Museum/Art Resource.

and the priestly process of finding new bulls to
take the place of Apis.

Origin of the Idea

The Apis bull concept may have originated in
Nubia. We know that it was worshipped in the
Nile Valley long before it became associated with
a particular deity. However, in Egypt, the Apis
bull was Ausar on the Earth in full manifestation.
Ausar was worshipped as the god of the Dead and
resurrection at the end of the Old Kingdom. By
then, Apis had been worshipped in Nubia and
Egypt since at least the first dynasty. Some authors
think that the Apis bull might be predynastic, a
position that seems quite probable given the data
regarding its presence at the first dynasty. Later, as
Mnevis was Ra-Atum, so Buchis was Ra, and Apis
the resurrected Ausar. These three bulls selected
for their special markings and physical character-
istics were gods on the Earth.

When the Apis died, he was mourned, ritualized,
mummified, and buried with the same pomp and
pageantry that one associated with the death and
burial of a per-aa. Plutarch claims that the Apis bull
was worshipped because the people believed him to
be Ausar. This black bull, the mighty bull, the Great
Black One, was Apis-Ausar, the soul of Ausar
Sacrifices to the Apis bull had to be made with oxen
that were of uniform brown or white color; they
could have no blemish on their hides. The Great
Black One had to have clean, unblemished animals
for the sacrifice to be acceptable.

The ancient Egyptians kept the Apis bull in
Mennefer, the capital city and chief religious cen-
ter in the north of the country. In this city, Per-aa
Psammaticus built a grand court with columns of
12 cubits in height in which the bull was kept
prior to being paraded in public for the people to
see and behold the living Ausar. Psammaticus also
built two stables that were connected to the court
of the Apis bull. These two stables for the animal
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or animals had a vestibule where the people could
come to see the Apis and the mother of the Apis.

The Great Festival to the Black One

The ancient Egyptians believed that it was neces-
sary to honor the Apis bull outdoors to establish
a connection between the people and the real liv-
ing Ausar. During this great festival, which lasted
for 7 days, multitudes of believers would come
from far distant towns and villages to get a
glimpse of the Apis bull.

Masses of people would gather in Mennefer
from every possible place to honor the Apis, to see
the Apis with their own eyes, and to be healed if
possible by just touching those who had seen the
bull. Those who were sick, infirmed, or otherwise
afflicted with psychological or physical problems
would congregate in the city for the 7-day festival.
Priests and priestesses in multicolored clothes
made of animal skins and linens would lead the
sacred Apis bull in a solemn procession through
the streets of Mennefer so that the people could
see with their own eyes the god in the flesh.
Parents would put their children forward, often
lifting them high so they could see over the
crowds, in the hope that their children would
smell the bull. It was thought that if a child
smelled the bull, that child would have the power
of predicting the future. Such a gift would serve
the child and his family well, thus the intense
desire to see and smell the Apis bull.

The priests who kept the court and temple of
the Apis bull also ran the oracle of Apis. Those
people who wanted to consult the living image of
Ausar could, with the proper permission, be
allowed to ask the Apis bull for his opinion. If the
bull were consulted, food would be offered to
him, and if the food was accepted, then the omen
was good; but if the bull rejected the food, then
the omen was bad.

A New Apis

Because bulls did not live forever, the priests who
attended the Apis had to be ready to search for
another bull with the proper signs once the Apis
died. Some have argued that the priests usually
killed by drowning the Apis once it reached 25
years of age. A major funeral was held for the

bull. It was then mummified, and the sarcophagus
was taken by sledge through the town with the
priests dressed in leopard skins wailing and sob-
bing to their god.

When the new bull was discovered, it was
taken to the City of the Nile and kept for 40 days,
during which time priestesses were the only ones
who could go near the bull. When the time was
completed, the bull was transported to Mennefer
on a boat with a golden cabin made especially for
the Apis. When the new Apis appeared, the people
greeted it with as much joy as they had shown
sorrow for the loss of the last Apis bull. All is
restored and the Great Black One lives forever as
Ausar lives forever.
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APULEIUS

In the second century of the Christian Era, Lucius
Apuleius wrote an account of the religion of Isis that
readers have loved. Apuleius was knowledgeable of
the ancient customs of Egypt and Greece and gave
his attention to trying to recast the information
from past thinkers. He is known for his interest in
Platonic philosophy, magical formulas, and histori-
cal mysteries. In fact, he was charged with casting
magical spells on his wife and defended himself in a
work called Apologia. However, for African schol-
ars and those interested in African religion, he is
most famous for his book called Metamorphoses, or
The Golden Ass.

During the Roman Empire, the African deity
Auset, called Isis by the Greeks, became one of
the most celebrated of all goddesses. She was
worshipped, exalted, and praised in every part of
the Roman world. Originating in Upper Egypt,
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this black goddess became the face of woman
throughout the lands where Rome ruled. In
effect, Africa had seduced the Roman Empire
with the worship of Auset.

Apuleius was fascinated by her beauty, power,
and strength. Thus, in response to his interest
in African and Eastern religions, he wrote
Metamorphoses, which contains so many seeds of
mythological and romance tales of the Europeans
that one could almost claim that the source, for
example, of Cinderella, is the Cupid and Psyche
encounter in Metamorphoses. Yet it is in the con-
centration of the religion of Auset that Apuleius
makes his most important contribution.

In the book, the Egyptian deity appears to
Apuleius, claiming to be all goddesses. Her repre-
sentation to him is that she is the name of the
goddesses of the world. No goddess exists with-
out being Auset. She is the Queen of the Sky, and
she is the Queen of Queens, the Lady of all
Ladies, the one and all of all goddesses. He writes
that when he ended a prayer and told Auset what
he needed, he was exhausted and fell asleep.
Soon, however, there came to him the venerable
face of the goddess herself, coming out of the sea
and standing before him in full form. He tried
to describe what he was seeing. It was impossible
to make a complete description because his
eloquence was inadequate. Nevertheless, she was
a powerful figure with an abundance of hair,
probably a huge Afro style as one sees in the wig
room of the Cairo Museum, and many garlands
of flowers stuck into her hair.

Apuleius describes Auset as having a disk in the
shape of a small mirror on her head, and in one
hand she held the light of the moon and serpents
and, in the other, blades of corn. Her silk robe
shimmered with many colors. He is struck by the
complexity of this image of Auset because she
bears with her flowers and fruits, a timbrel of
brass, and a cup of gold. Furthermore, her mouth
held the serpent Aspis, and her sweet feet were
covered with shoes laced with palms.

Then, according to Auleius, the goddess Auset
spoke words to the effect that she had come to
him because of his weeping and prayers. She also
told him that she was called by many names, but
that she was the natural mother of all things, mis-
tress of all elements, governor of all progeny, chief
of all divine things, principal of gods, and light of

all goddesses. Establishing further her authority to
speak and to rule, Auset told him that she con-
trolled the planets in the air, winds of the sea, and
the silences of hell. He wrote in Metamorphoses
that the deity told him that her divinity was
adored in all the world in various manners and
different custom and by many people.

In fact, the Phrygians called her Pssinuntica, the
mother of the gods; the Athenians called her
Cecropian Artemis; the Cyprians called her Paphian
Aphrodite; the Candians called her Dictyanna;
the Sicilians called her Stygian Proserpine; and the
Eleusians called her Mother of the Corn. But
that was not all of the names by which she was
called. She said that some called her Juno, others
Bellona of the Battles, and still others Hecate.
However, the Ethiopians and the Egyptians called
her Auset.

Clearly, Apuleius is attesting to the strength, per-
vasiveness, and legitimacy of Queen Auset, the head
of one of the most heavily propagated religions of
the Roman Empire. His book, Metamorphoses,
remains one of the best accounts of how this African
deity was seen outside of Africa.

Molefi Kete Asante
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ASAMANDO

According to Akan cosmology, the Asamando is
the ancestral world or the land of the spirits.
Whereas the Akan conceive of the entire universe
as essentially spiritual, the Asamando is regarded
as the specific site where the spirits of ancestors
dwell permanently. Revealed religions such as
Christianity regard the heavens or the sky as the
location of God and the hosts of angels, whereas
for the Akan, the Asamando lies beneath the
Earth. This belief in such an “underworld” sheds
light on many Akan ritual practices, including
dancing and pouring of libation, as the Earth
reflects their connection to the spiritual realm.
For the Akan, owuo (physical death) does not
mark the end of life. It represents the transition
from Earthly life to spiritual life, a transition that
each individual must make to reach the Asamando
and join the community of ancestors or Nsamanfo.
Attaining ancestorhood is one of the primary pur-
poses and goals of life. Thus, important to an
understanding of the Asamando are the Akan
conceptualizations of humanity, life, and death.
The Akan believe that each individual consists
of certain material and spiritual elements. The
honam (body) and mogya (blood; connection to
matrilineage) represent the material or physical
components, whereas the kra (life force/soul),
honhom (breath of Divine Life), and sunsum
(spirit; connection to patrilineage) represent the
spiritual or nonphysical components. Nyame
(Creator) bestows these material and spiritual ele-
ments on people at conception and birth; however,
when they “die,” the honam and mogya join
Asase Yaa (Mother Earth) while the kra, honhom,
and sunsum return to Nyame. Although the Akan
believe that the universe and all things, animate
and inanimate within it, are endowed with vary-
ing degrees of sunsum, on an individual basis, the
sunsum is the basis of one’s character and person-
ality and originates from the father. Upon owuo,
it is the sunsum that transitions to the Asamando
and awaits nomination to the status of Nsamanfo.
Because the Akan calendar operates on a 40- to
42-day cycle, the Akan believe that it takes at least
one cycle before the sunsum finally departs from the
world of the living and transitions to the Asamando.
Ayie (Akan funeral rites) are taken quite seriously as

it becomes the responsibility of the deceased’s family
members to perform proper and timely customary
rites as to ensure that the sunsum can properly tran-
sition to the Asamando; otherwise it can transform
into an unsettled and malevolent spirit and may
come back to harm the family.

Once the sunsum has made its transition,
depending on the degree to which the individual
lived a righteous life, his or her sunsum may be
sent back to the Earthly realm to fulfill his or her
nkrabea (destiny) via the honam of a newborn. In
this way, the conceptualization of the Asamando
has further implications for the Akan life cycle, in
that as the elder members of society seek entrance
into the Asamando, its newest members arrive
from the Asamando.

The Asamando is of particular importance to the
Akan cosmology because it provides the foundation
for the collective conscience or ideas of morality.
People attempt to live righteously so that when their
time comes, they will be admitted to the Asamando.

Yaba Amgborale Blay
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ASANTE

The Asante are one of about a dozen groups that
make up the Akan people located in the modern
state of Ghana, West Africa. They are believed to
have migrated from the area of the old empire of
Ghana after the spread of Islam in the North and
parts of West Africa during the 13th century. The
Asante settled in the Adanse region probably in
the 14th century before spreading out and, in the
process, creating more towns during the 15th cen-
tury. This entry discusses their history and reli-
gious beliefs.
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Historical Background

The Asante Nation was composed of several clans
ruled by individual kings. There were many petty
wars between the various states, which weakened
the Asante Nation. As a result, the neighboring
Denkyira Nation conquered the Asante and
forced them to pay tribute to her until 1701. The
Denkyira controlled vast amounts of gold mines.
This helped establish the nation’s power.

Under the leadership of the Asantehene (king of
the Asante) Nana Osei Tutu, several Asante clans
were consolidated through conquest, and the
Asante Nation eventually defeated its Denkyira
overlords. The Asante nation was on its way to
becoming a powerful force in the region. It was
now in control of what would soon be called by
the British, the “Gold Coast.” Through diplomacy
and conquest, the Asante defeated other king-
doms, further expanding the Asante Empire.

Osei Tutu’s celebrated priest, Anokye, created
the Golden Stool, which was believed to possess
the spirit of the nation. The Golden Stool became
the symbol of Asante national unity and remains
so to this day. Kumasi became the center of the
Asante Nation. Nana Opoku Ware succeeded
Osei Tutu in 1719. Opoku Ware reigned for 30
years and was responsible for expanding Asante
boundaries even farther.

The Asante nation was so powerful that, dur-
ing the early part of the 19th century, European
powers that occupied forts along the coast paid
rent to the Asante king. European visitors were
immensely impressed with the Asante Nation’s
size, wealth, and the complexity of its government
and social systems. After developing an economic
and military alliance with the British, the Asante
came into conflict with these “friends” in 1806
for the first time. The Asante and the British
would engage in several wars that became known
as the 100-Year War.

On January 17, 1895, under the leadership of
Nana Prempeh I, the Asante prepared to submit to
British rule. To the surprise of the Asantehene, he,
the Asantehema (queen mother), several members
of the royal family, and several chiefs were
arrested and sent into exile. Adding to this insult,
in 1900, the British governor demanded to occupy
the Golden Stool, the soul of the Asante nation.
Already shamed by allowing their king to be

arrested, the Asante were strengthened by this
arrogant and disrespectful demand.

Nana Yaa Asantewa, who was a queen mother,
assumed the leadership of the Asante because no
male chief was willing to do so. Nana Yaa Asantewa
led the Asante army in what became known as the
Yaa Asantewa War. The British governor, his sol-
diers, and their families were held up in the fort at
Kumase until their escape in June of that year. After
3 months of fighting, British reinforcements arrived
and subdued Nana Yaa Asantewa and her army. In
March 1901, Nana Yaa Asantewa and 15 others
were sent into exile and joined Nana Prempeh at the
Seychelles Island. Thirty-one others were impris-
oned in Elmina Castle. The British officially
annexed the Asante Nation in 1902.

Nana Prempeh returned from exile in 1924 as
a private citizen, but was nonetheless received by
the Asante as their king. In 1935, the British gov-
ernment restored the Asante confederacy. This
confederacy would remain strong and agitated for
self-rule.

Religious Beliefs

For the Asante, like all Akan peoples (or all
African peoples for that matter), religion is at the
center of their existence. The Asante involve reli-
gion in all aspects of life. Religion is deeply
embedded in Akan culture because there is no
dichotomy between the sacred and the secular.
Life is a profoundly religious experience and
phenomenon. Religion, in the Akan context, is
also characterized as being communal and not
individual.

Well before the arrival of Europeans and their
Christian religion, the Akan developed a belief in
a supreme, omnipresent being. The Asante believe
in a single God that created everything in the uni-
verse, including the lesser deities. They call the
supreme god “Nyame.” The creator is referred to
by using many titles: the Great One, the Great
Spirit, the Great Ancestor, Omnipotent, Infinite,
and so on. The spiritual presence of Nyame is in
all things. As such, the Asante venerate the spiri-
tual presence in rivers, trees, rocks, and so on.
However, they do not worship those objects, but
only the spiritual entities that use those objects as
their abode.
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The Asante-Akan, like most Africans, do not
believe in proselytizing. A child, when placed on
his or her back, discovers Nyame’s existence, they
believe. They will see the sky, which is the
Creator’s abode. Nyame resides far away, outside
of the reach of humans. The Akan also believe
that goodness is the chief characteristic of the All
Powerful One. It is believed that Nyame did not
create evil, but rather deities and human beings.
Nyame’s creations created evil.

Africans believe that the soul is an immaterial
part of their existence. The soul survives death. It is
the soul that must account to Nyame in the afterlife.
The soul is the Creator’s spark of life. Therefore,
there is a divine essence in all human beings.

It is no exaggeration to state that religion is
present in all things. Religion dictates the value
that the Akan people place on the collective over
the individual. It further informs the Akan of their
morals and values as they relate to human interac-
tion with each other as well as the universe. Even
aesthetics, the Asante perception of beauty, rests
on the Asante’s religious beliefs. Kinship ties and
marriage are predicated on the religious values of
the Akan as well.

The role of ancestors is also prominently fea-
tured in Akan religion. Ancestors are profoundly
important for the Asante. They represent the link
between human beings and the spiritual world. In
fact, their ancestors reside in the spiritual world.
Ancestors are honored and revered, but not wor-
shipped, although they are believed to possess
spiritual power and to be interested in the welfare
of their descendants. They are ever present and
willing to assist in human society.

Adisa A. Alkebulan
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ASANTEHENE

The Asantehene is the paramount king of the
Asante people of Ghana. In previous eras, the
Asantehene had far more power than he holds
today. Now the kingship referred to as the King of
Asante is more symbolic and ceremonial than in the
past, when the Asantehene held the power of life or
death in his hands. This entry describes the leader’s
significance, the Golden Stool that he is charged
with protecting, and the mode of selection.

The Supreme Ruler

Opemsuo Osei Tutu I was the first king to be
crowned as the supreme ruler, the king of kings of
all Asante. There were regional and town kings
before Osei Tutu I, but no one exercised all author-
ity over the whole of Asante until the enstoolment
of Osei Tutu I in 1701. Since that time, 16 para-
mount kings of Asante have ruled the nation. In
1999, Osei Tutu II became the Asantehene.

The Asante people are a nation of the Akan lin-
guistic group, and this group is divided into clans.
There are eight clans among the Akan, and all
groups of the Akan possess the same clans, which
are Oyoko, Aduana, Ekuona, Bretuo, Asene,
Agona, Asona, and Asakyiri. Each clan is said to
have descended from one of the original ances-
tresses of the Akan people. There are several
groups of Akan—the Baule, Fante, Akyem,
Adanse, and Denkyira—and these groups are
viewed as separate from each other, but they all
have the same structure of an Amanhene, that is,
king of the nation. For example, there is an
Okyenhene for the Akyem and an Adansehene for
the Adanse. However, no kingship has been estab-
lished with as much pomp, pageantry, and wealth
as that of the Asantehene.

The Asantehene is the leader of the nation in
the spiritual response to the Sika ‘dwa and the
master of all religious and cultural celebrations
and practices. Among the Asante, there is the
belief that the Asantehene is the direct descendent
of Osei Tutu I, and therefore he has the responsi-
bility to maintain the nation by evoking and reaf-
firming its beliefs in the ideals that preserve
national life.
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King Otumfuo Opoku Ware Il arrives at his Silver Jubilee celebration in a sumptuous palanquin surrounded by twirling umbrellas
and with his retinue of 150 Asante kings and bearers (August 1995). Carried before him are the swords of state, whose handles
are covered with gold ledf. Beside the palanquin march important clan leaders. Inmensely powerful in their own right, they guide
and protect their monarch when he appears before his Asante nation.

Source: Carol Beckwith/Angela Fisher.

It should be clear that, even during the height
of the power of the Asantehene, the king could
not serve with absolute power. He had to share
legislative and administrative power with the
large Asante bureaucracy. Nevertheless, only the
Asantehene could pronounce the death sentence.
In earlier years, the Asantehene actually went
into battle at the head of his soldiers, but during
the 19th century, the fighting was handled by the
War Ministry.

With the Asantehene, the Asante nation exer-
cised enormous bureaucratic control over its
subjects. Obirempons, the supreme judges,
alongside other administrators served to mediate
the power of the Asantehene. Although they

were “big” people, no one was bigger than the
Asantehene. The Asantehene was also the ruler
of the capital city of Kumasi; hence, he was the
Kumasehene, king of the most significant city in
the Asante nation.

The Golden Stool

The Asante people developed a complex adminis-
trative, legal, and symbolic structure to support
their civil society. Thus, the Asantehene is some-
times referred to as “He who sits on the
Sika’dwa,” meaning the occupier of the Golden
Stool. It is never sat on, but the Asantehene is the
one who protects it, keeps it secure, and maintains
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it. As the object that characterizes the unity and
courage of the people, deriving from one of its
most legendary meetings of its most important
prophet Okomfo Anokye and the first
Asantehene, the Golden Stool, which was com-
manded to come down from the sky by Anokye, is
the soul of Asante. Thus, the Asantehene must
always pledge allegiance to the Sika ‘dwa.
Nothing is more important to the Asante
people than the Golden Stool. Consequently, dur-
ing the national celebration of the Golden Stool,
when the people come out to express their solidar-
ity with truth, freedom and vitality of spirit, and
fertility of their seeds, human and physical, they
proclaim at this great Odwira Festival all that the
stool has meant to them. They are led by the
Asantehene, who proclaims in these words:

Friday, the Stool of Kings, I sprinkle water
on you, may your power return sharp and
fierce. Grant that when I and another meet
in battle, grant that it may be

as when I met Denkyira; you let me cut off

his head

as when I met Akyem; you let me cut off his

head

as when I met Domma; you let me cut off

his head

as when I met Tekyiman; you let me cut off

his head

as when I met Gyaman; you let me cut off

his head.

As the edges of the year have met, I pray for
life.

May the nation prosper. May women bear

children.
May the hunters kill meat for food.

We who dig for gold, let us get gold to dig,
and grant

that I get some for the upkeep of my
kingship.

Selection Process

When a new king is required, the Asantehemaa or
Queen Mother chooses the person for the role, and
he is then selected by the council of elders and, with
their permission, becomes the Asantehene. In the

meantime, between the death of the king and the
appointment of the king, the Mamponghene,
the king of Mampong, the second most important
ruler of the nation, serves as the regent Asantehene.
The Asante people take the leadership seriously
and therefore have several forbidden activities for
the Asantehene. No one can be king who is impo-
tent, infertile, a gambler, deaf, a criminal, or lep-
rous. The idea is that the king reflects the best
ideals of the people’s vitality, beauty, and power.

Molefi Kete Asante
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ASASE YAA

Preceded only by Nyame (Creator) in power and
importance, Asase Yaa (also referred to as
Aberewa [old woman] and Mother Earth) is the
second Great Spirit revered within Akan cosmol-
ogy. The Akan regard the earth as a female spirit
because of her fertility and power to bring forth
life and further personalize her as a mother
because human beings depend on her for their
continual nurturance and sustenance. She is of
paramount importance to the Akan because it is
through Asase Yaa, by way of libation and dance,
that they gain access to and maintain familial con-
nections with the ancestors.

Named according to the Akan tradition of
“day-naming,” she is most often referred to as
Asase (Earth) Yaa (female born on Thursday)
because most Akan believe that Nyame created
Earth on a Thursday. However, among the Fante,
who believe that Nyame created Earth on a
Friday, she is known as Asase Efua (female born
on Friday). Traditionally, among those who call
her Asase Yaa, Thursday is considered a day of
rest, on which there is no tilling of the land,
no burying of the dead, and all acts that may
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desecrate the Earth are avoided. Those who call
her Asase Efua observe this sacred day Friday.
Generally, on any given day, one will not manip-
ulate or agitate the land in any way without her
prior permission, gained exclusively through the
pouring of libation, because serious conse-
quences are believed to befall those who violate
protocol.

Asase Yaa is called in libations (the ceremonial
pouring of liquid), immediately after Nyame, and
it is with her name that the first offering is made
to the ancestors. Thus, because libation is the
vehicle through which the Akan initiate all rituals,
traditional ceremonies, and political proceedings,
Asase Yaa is essentially as prevalent in the spiri-
tual culture of the Akan as is Nyame.

Reverence for her is further manifest in a mul-
titude of Akan rituals. During an infant’s outdoor-
ing (naming) ceremony, once the complete name is
given, the child is placed on a mat to symbolize
thanksgiving to Asase Yaa for sustaining its life
and to the ancestors for their eternal protection
and guidance. During ayie (funeral rites), libation
is poured specifically to Asase Yaa not only to ask
her permission for digging the grave, but also to
ask her to accept and protect the body of the per-
son to be buried. Asase Yaa is also known as the
upholder of truth, and, as such, in everyday situa-
tions, those suspected to be less than truthful are
challenged to touch the tip of their tongue to the
Earth as evidence of their honesty.

There are no shrines dedicated to Asase Yaa
nor are their priests to serve her because she is not
an abosom (deity) whom people may consult
through divination. The Akan believe that every-
one has the ability to show her reverence,
whether through libation or simply keeping the
Earth clean, and that her abundance is accessible
to us all.

Yaba Amgborale Blay
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ASHE

In the sacred creation narratives of the Yoruba
nation, in the spiritual tradition of Ifa, Ashe
(Axe, Ase) refers to the heavenly and godly force,
also called Olodumare, used to bring about the
universe. In renderings of traditional Yoruba cos-
mology, the first spiritual power that existed was
the energy of Ashe. Ashe, using thought, deter-
mined to take material form, thus becoming the
Creator, Olodumare. As God, Ashe then exists at
the center of all that is and all that will be in the
world. Olodumare thus willed itself into being
from its own divine essence (the self-existent
being). Olodumare uses its Ashe, which lies
at the core of its being, to create all things.
Olodumare infused this original force into the
whole of creation, including its own manifesta-
tion of equal male and female source energy
(Olodumare, male; Olorun, female).

Varying interpretations of the concept confirm
that Ashe is a primary example of an organizing
force that accounts for the origins and nature
of humans and the universe. Ashe is believed
to embody “divine power, authority, order, vital
force.” Ashe has been defined as a combination of
“grace and power.” Ashe is “God itself.
Everything that is shared in that divine essence
and is, as a result, sacred.” Ashe is a fluid concept,
in that it bridges the space between the seen and
unseen worlds. It exists in all things, yet it can be
an active or passive force. Ashe is always present
and cannot be destroyed. It is understood that a
priest or priestess could summon the presence of
the orisha to increase his or her Ashe. The concept
is also related to the idea of “soul” in the acquisi-
tion of the dynamic uses of power involving the
material world. In this African spiritual category,
Ashe exercises control over objects. One sees it as
the indwelling vital energy.

The Yoruba concept of Ashe spread outside of
the African continent through the enslavement of
African people during the 18th and 19th cen-
turies. European colonial restrictions on African
culture and religion were unable to suppress the
migration of intellectual and spiritual ideas. Ashe
may have been the most important phenomenon
to survive the Middle Passage. Within the legacy
of the transplantation of African culture in the
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Americas and around the world, Yoruba religion
continues to thrive and develop through the forms
of Santeria, Vodun, and Condomble.

In the global expressions of contemporary
Yoruba religion, Ashe continues to be an impor-
tant concept of ritual expression, sacred empow-
erment, and critical analysis. Because of the nature
of the concept of Ashe, connections to the quan-
tum field theory of physics where Ashe is a form
of charged energy that seeks wholeness with the
Supreme Being, Olodumare are often made. Ashe
then is not only a universal source of energy,
which commands and orders the world, but can
also be used as a form of utterance (as in the sense
of Nommo), which praises and confirms spiritual
authority.

Katherine Olukemi Bankole
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ATEN

In ancient Egypt during the Middle Kingdom, the
word Aten, also spelled Aton, was originally used
to describe the orb or radiant disk of the sun. By
the mid-New Kingdom times, a solar god named
Aten was well known and established among the
other Egyptian deities, although it was not until
the 18th dynasty of Egypt that the worship of
the Aten emerged. During the reign of King
Amenhotep III, the worship of the Aten was

encouraged. Throughout the history of ancient
Egypt, from c. 1550 BC, when the Egyptians
finally drove out the Hyksos from their land, the
god Amon-Ra had been given credit for this vic-
tory and was elevated to the status of chief of all
Egyptians’ traditional gods and from whom the
early Pharaohs claimed descent.

This status was held by Amon-Ra until the
ascendancy of Amenhotep III’s son, Amenhotep
IV (1352-1336 BC), to the Egyptian throne.
During the fifth year of his reign, Amenhotep IV
changed his name from Amenhotep, which meant
“Amon is satisfied,” to Akhenaten, which meant
“Glory of the Aten.” At this same time, the minor
god Aten was elevated to the rank of the state god
of Egypt, replacing Amon-Ra.

Instituting the worship of the Aten was the apex
of religious reformation ushered in by King
Akhenaten. Although Egyptians had always wor-
shipped a chief god, they had also worshipped
numerous other gods and goddesses. Akhenaten
imposed the worship of the Aten on Egyptian sub-
jects as the sole god to be worshipped. He enforced
a new form of strict monotheism, which denied any
rivals to the god Aten. Not only did Akhenaten for-
bid the worship of the former state god Amon-Ra,
he closed the temples dedicated to Amon-Ra, perse-
cuted and dispossessed the priesthood of Amon-Ra,
and removed all inscriptions of other gods from
public temples, monuments, and other building
structures. Akhenaten proclaimed himself the priest
of Aten and the god’s only son. He also had new
open-roofed temples built to reflect the essence of
the Aten’s radiance and power.

The Egyptian gods were traditionally repre-
sented by an animal head atop a human body.
Usually, the animal chosen to represent a god
reflected the character of the god. The earliest rep-
resentation of the god Aten was in the form of a
falcon-headed figure wearing the disk of the sun on
its head. As part of Akhenaten’s religious reform,
the Aten was no longer portrayed as half animal
and half human, but as a solar orb, a sun globe
with long rays, each ray depicted as long stick-like
arms ending in tiny human hands. The hands were
sometimes shown holding the Egyptian hiero-
glyphic sign for life, the “ankh,” which was a cross
shaped like a T with a loop at the top, or the hands
were shown open, extending his power and grace
to the royal family and to all humanity.
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The Aten sometimes wore, even as the sun
globe, the royal uaeus, which was the sacred asp
that was worn on the headdress of divinities and
royal personages of ancient Egypt. This was the
only manner in which the Aten was allowed to be
depicted during the reign of Akhenaten. Because
the Aten represented the sun shining at its bright-
est, no idols were fashioned in the image of the
Aten. Akhenaten declared that the Aten’s form
could not be captured because he was the essence
of the sun’s creative power and, therefore, his
form could not be imagined.

Akhenaten also built a new capital city, named
Akhetaton, which means “Horizon of Aten,” for
the worship of the god Aten. The former capital
city, Waset, had been the residence of the previous
god, Amon-Ra. The King did not want to initiate
the worship of Aten in a city where other gods had
been worshipped; therefore, he moved his capital to
a location midway between the cities of Waset and
Memphis, where Aten could be worshipped on
virgin soil. Today this capital city is known as Tell
el-Amarna. The term Amarna is used to describe
Akhenaten’s extreme ideas in religion and art.

The worship of the Aten was carried out in the
city of Akhetaten, where the Pharaoh had two
temples built in honor of the god. Aten was wor-
shipped as the creative energy of all life. Worship
consisted of offerings of cakes, fruits, flowers, and
the reciting of hymns in honor of the Aten.
However, respect for Akhenaten’s god seemed to
have been only among the ruling elite. There is no
archeological evidence that the ordinary Egyptian
personally worshipped the Aten. The ordinary
Egyptian populace often had little to do with the
religious customs of Egypt except on religious
high days and holidays, when the statue of the
gods would be carried in procession outside of
the temple walls. They were only affected by the
closing of the temples and the termination of the
priesthood of Amon-Ra. Artifacts were found
even in the capital city of Akhetaten, which
revealed that people still worshipped the older
traditional gods of Egypt.

The most important document discovered that
provides some detailed insights into this new reli-
gion is the “Hymn to the Aten,” which was said
to have been written by Pharaoh Akhenaten. This
hymn is among the most famous writings of
ancient Egypt. It resembles earlier hymns to the

sun god and is similar in its imagery to Psalm 104
in the Bible. The hymn extols the Aten as the one
and only true god, and it also confirms the idea of
the Aten as a universal god of all peoples, not just
of the Egyptians.

King Akhenaten’s break with the traditional
customs of Egypt did not become permanent. The
worship of the Aten as the chief god in Egypt
lasted only as long as King Akhenaten was alive.
Although Akhenaten devoted his life and his reign
to the worship of the Aten, after his death, the
new religion was rejected, the old gods reestab-
lished, and the city of Akhetaten was abandoned.
Akhenaten’s concept of solar worship did not sur-
vive, but the influence on art and thinking of this
period of Egypt’s history continues to this day to
fascinate historians.

When a new King took the throne of Egypt, the
Aten’s status of state god came to an end, the capi-
tal city was moved back to Waset, and sacrifices
were once again made to the god Amon-Ra.

Brenda |. Washington
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ATUM

Atum was one of the earliest names for the divine in
its capacity as creator-god in ancient Egypt. Equally
important, the conceptualization of Atum repre-
sents the earliest example of humans developing an
ontology or metaphysical philosophy to explain the
nature of being and existence. The earliest reference
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to Atum in ancient Egyptian literature is in the
Pyramid Texts and is dated to circa 2350 BC. An
analysis of the Pyramid Texts demonstrates that the
deity Atum served at least three primary functions
in ancient Egyptian religious and philosophical
thought: the progenitor of the Heliopolitan cos-
mogony, the author of divine kingship, and, as
already indicated, the primary ontological category
by which all matter, phenomena, and life material-
ized from a nonexistent primordial state.

The word Afum has been variously translated by
Egyptologists as “The All,” “The Complete One,”
and the “Undifferentiated One.” The word is also a
variation of the Egyptian verb #7, meaning “to not
be,” communicating the ideas of preexistence and
precreation. According to ancient Egyptian
cosmogonical narratives, Atum emerges from the
primieval waters of Nun to inaugurate the initial
creative act of creation. Hence, Atum was often
aligned with the Egyptian concept of sp tpy, mean-
ing the “First Time,” the infinitesimal moment at
which uncreated infinity becomes an ever-evolving
existence of countless beings and life forms.

Atum was also central to one of the premier
philosophical traditions in ancient Egypt, the
Heliopolitan cosmology, based in the city of Tunu
and called the city of the sun by the ancient
Greeks because of its principal dedication to the
deity Ra. Ra was frequently characterized as the
active mode of creative energy, whereas Atum was
described as its inert aspect, therefore rendering
the early name of Atum-Ra as indicated in the
Pyramid Texts.

The Heliopolitan cosmological school was cen-
tered on nine cosmic deities, including Atum who
was their “father” and originator. The nine “gods,”
often called the Ennead in ancient Greek and the
Psedjet in ancient Egyptian, represented the totality
of the plurality of all life. The Pyramid Texts refer
to Atum as the creator of four pairs of dyadically
gendered male and female gods functioning as
complementary opposites: Shu and Tefnut, Geb
and Nut, Ausar and Auset, and Neb-Het and Set.
Together these deities formed the basic divine com-
munity of ancient Egyptian cosmology.

Atum as a supreme divinity of creation was
also the authorizer of kingship. In ancient
Egyptian political philosophy, the office of king-
ship functioned as a position emanating from the
power of divine mandate. All kings were viewed

as the offspring of the gods. In particular, kings
were presented as the actual sons of the primary
creator-gods such as Ra, Amen, and, of course,
Atum. The Pyramid Texts reiterates this theme
when it says, “O Atum, raise this King up to you,
enclose him within your embrace, for he is your
son of your body forever.” By the New Kingdom
period of ancient Egyptian history, Atum’s role as
authorizer of kingship was eclipsed by Amen and
Ra, yet the god always remained a primary deity
for how ancient Egyptians explained their primor-
dial beginnings.

Salim Faraji
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AUSAR

Ausar (Asar, Wasiri, Osiris) is an ancient Kemetic
diety whose center of worship and study was
Abydos, a town in the eighth nome of Egypt. Ausar
became the central deity in all mortuary rituals.
Ausar is ruler of the underworld (Dwt, Duat) and is
the personification of the resurrection principle. He
is also associated with agricultural renewal.

In addition, Ausar is one of the main figures in
the creation myth, which includes Auset, Heru,
Set, and Nebhet. The story contained in this myth
(commonly called the Ausarian Drama) is the
basis for many rituals and festivals and is alluded
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to several times in the Prt em Hrw (Book of the
Coming Forth by Day). Ausar became a central
figure in priestly life, and his shrine is located in
one of the oldest predynastic cities in Ta-Merri,
often referred to as Anu, Abju, or Abydos.

Origins

Many have speculated as to the origins of Ausar.
The most prominent explanation is that he was
imported from Waset (Thebes) and brought into
Anu. Ausar is not attested to by name until the
50th dynastic period in the Pyramid Texts. The
probable antiquity of many of the Pyramid Texts
makes it plausible that he was recognized at an
earlier period, perhaps under the name Khenti
Amentiu (Lord of Amenta or Lord of the Perfect
Black; Amen—the Hidden One-blackness).

A central element of the later Ausarian myth,
the pairing of Heru and Set, is attested from the
middle of the 1st dynasty, predating the first attes-
tations of Ausar by six centuries or more. Abbe
Emile Amelineau, a French Egyptologist, discov-
ered a series of tombs in present-day Om El Gaab
(Anu), in which the Tomb of Ausar was found.
This makes probable the notion that Ausar may
have been a real-life personage who was later
deified by the people of Kemet.

Over the centuries, the temple of Ausar was suc-
cessively rebuilt or enlarged by Pepi I, Ahmose I,
Thutmose III, Ramses III, and Ahmose II.
Statuettes of Ausar have been found as far away as
in the Shaba region of the Republic of the Congo
in Central Africa.

Worship

Among the centers of worship for Ausar were
the temples at Abju, 8th Nome, Upper Egypt;
Saqgara, 1st Nome, Lower Egypt; Hut-
Heryib/Athribis, 1st Nome, Lower Egypt; Djedu,
9th Nome, Lower Egypt; Taposiris Magna, west
of Alexandria, Lower Egypt; Djan'net Tanis, 19th
Nome, Lower Egypt; Bigeh, 1st Nome, Upper
Egypt; Waset, 4th Nome, Upper Egypt; and at
Karnak there were five chapels built for Ausar.
The earliest depictions of Ausar are of his head
and torso on a block during the 5th dynasty of
King Isesi. Ausar’s name is written in Mdw Ntr
(hieroglyphics) on the block, and above it the

symbol of an eye (Iri), which means “to do” or
“to make,” and of a throne (As). Ausar is often
depicted in human form, usually in a black or
green color. When he is depicted in the black
color, it is a representation of the people of Kemet,
as well as the richness of the Earth. Often he is
depicted green as a symbol of the resurrection
principle in agriculture. At times he is in Wi
(mummy) form with his arms protruding out
holding the signs of kingship: staff and flail. The
Atef crown (White) of Upper Kemet is also associ-
ated with Ausar.

The Djed or Tet symbol is used in association
with Ausar. Djed is usually to mean “stability” or
“steadfastness.” The Djed pillar is the earliest
known symbol associated with Ausar and may
actually be predynastic. In the Book of the
Coming Forth by Day, often called the Egyptian
Book of the Dead, it is said that the Djed pillar is
the vertebrae of Ausar. Some believe that the pil-
lar is actually a pole in which grain was tied. It is
often seen used in decorative friezes, together with
the Ankh and Was sceptre hieroglyphs, but just as
frequently with the “Tyet” knot, symbol of Auset.
This may be the reason that Ausar is often spelled
Wasiri because his early depictions included the
Was sceptre.

Ausar was also associated with the Sahu or Sah
(Orion) star system of the southern sky. Sahu is a
constellation in the equatorial zone, visible to the
naked eye thanks to its brilliant stars, which form
a quadrilateral enclosing a shape like a “T.”

Myth

According to Kemetic mythology, Ausar was
murdered by his brother, Set, and then brought
back to life by the love of his sister and wife,
Auset. The love of Auset is symbolic of regenera-
tion and the promise of eternal life. The cycle of
destruction, death, and rebirth was repeated each
year in the annual flood of the Nile, the river that
provided the essential ingredients needed to sus-
tain life, giving birth to one of the first civiliza-
tions. Ausar and Auset had a son named Heru.
Together they represent a holy family: god, god-
dess, and divine child. In the New Kingdom, the
main temples throughout Ta-Merri venerated a
holy family modeled on the Ausar, Auset, and
Heru triad.
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Plutarch describes Ausar as a human king who
taught the craft of husbandry, established a code
of laws, and bade men to honor the ancestors.
During initiations, initiates would take on the
name of Ausar in addition to their own name (i.e.,
Ausar Ani) as a way to associate themselves with
the dead king. Mystery plays were used to honor
Ausar among the masses, although special rituals
were reserved for the priests in the temples.

Ceremonies and Festivals

Recognition of Ausar was constant, and it repre-
sented the way the Kemetic people responded to
the presence of the divine among them. Ausar was
written into the fabric of the society because of the
holy days reserved for him in the culture. Among
the celebrations were the following;:

1st Epagomenal Day—Birthday of Ausar

25th Thuti—Ausarian Mysteries

13th Paopi—Day of Satisfying the Hearts of the
Ennead

16th Paopi—Feast of Ausar
19th Paopi—Ceremony of Raising the Djed Pillar

30th Paopi—Kemet in festival for Ra, Ausar, and
Heru

12th Hethara—Ausar goes forth to Abju
11th Koiak—Feast of Wasir in Abju

12th Koiak—Day of Transformation into the
Bennu Bird

13th Koiak—Day of Going Forth of Het-Hert and
the Ennead

14th Koiak—Coming forth of the Bennu transformed
12th Koiak—Raising the Djed Pillar

30th Koiak—The Ennead feast in the House of Ra,
Heru, and Wasir

18th Tybi—Going forth of the Netjeru of Abju

17th Mechir—Day of keeping the things of Ausar
in the hands of Anpu

6th Pamenot—Festival of Jubilation for Ausar in
Per-Ausar

28th Pamenot—Feast of Ausar in Abju

30th Pamenot—Feast of Ausar in Per-Ausar; The
Doorways of the Horizon are opened

30th Parmutit—Offerings to Ra, Wasir, Heru, Ptah,
Sokar, and Atum

18th Payni—Wasir Goes Forth from His Mountain

These festive occasions were repeated enough
that they became the norm for the society, and
people believed that Ausar was essential to the
happiness of the country.

Asar Sa Ra Imbotep
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AUSET

Auset is the venerated ancient Kemetic daughter
of Geb (god of earth) and Nut (god of the heav-
ens). In addition, she is the mother of Heru and
husband of Ausar. Kemetians represented her in
the form of a throne, which represents the seat
and transmission of power for the per-aa
(pharaoh). In the Theology of On (Heliopolis), she
is part of the Pesedjet, the collective company or
“family” of nine gods in the On cosmogony,
which included Ra, Shu, Tefnut, Geb, Nut, Ausar,
Her-wer, Set, and Nebt-het.

Auset represented the female productive
forces in nature. Kemetians recognized her as a
moon goddess and a mystic goddess of the super-
natural associated with the tyet, a symbol of
magic in Kemet. In addition, Kemetians saw her
as a healer and protector of marriage and the
symbolic mother and protector of the per-aa.
She also protected the deceased, providing
them with nourishment for their journey in the
Tuat. Likewise, she was the guardian of the
Canopic jars, particularly the jar known as
Imsety, which contained the liver of the deceased.
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Seated on a throne, Isis suckles the infant Horus. 18th dynasty c. 1400—-1379 BC.

Source: Werner Forman/Art Resource, New York.
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Egyptian cat goddess Bastet. Bastet was the goddess of fire,
cats, the home, and pregnant women. She was the
personification of the soul of Auset.

Source: iStockphoto.

Some early legends portrayed Auset as the wife of
Ra, but later represented her as the devoted wife and

partner of Ausar, whom she helped to govern Kemet.
After Set, her brother, murdered her husband out of
jealousy, she set out in a relentless search to recover
Ausar’s body, which had been cut up and scattered
by Set. Finding all the parts of Ausar except his phal-
lus, she helped him redeem himself as the resurrected
king of the Tuat and magically bore him a child. She
hid, raised, and protected the child, who would even-
tually avenge his father by waging war on his uncle
Set and defeating him with the aid of his mother.

Kemetians depicted Auset on coffins and tomb
walls along with her sister with wings outstretched
symbolizing a protective embrace; likewise, they
showed her in a winged form with her protective
arms around Ausar. Sometimes they depicted her as
a mother nursing her child Heru or both harkening
to her legendary role as protector and redeemer.
Kemetians transferred this protective image into the
new kingdom when Kemetians portrayed her as
protector of the per-aa (pharaoh). Finally, Africans
represented her as a kite hovering above Ausar
creating a breeze of air for Ausar to breathe.

Auset’s epithets reveal the Kemetians, reverence for
her even more: “one who gives birth to the heaven
and earth,” “one who seeks justice for the poor and
vulnerable,” “one who seeks shelter for the weak,”
“queen of heaven,” “mother of the Gods,” “one who
is all,” “The brilliant one in the sky,” “the great leady
of magic,” “Mistress of the House of Life,” “One
who knows how to make right use of the heart,”
“Light giver of Heaven,” “Lady of the Words of
power,” and “Moon shining Over the Sea.”

In early Kemetic legends, Africans portrayed
Auset as a clever and guile trickster as she sets out
to learn the hidden name of Ra. Feeling worthy of
some Ra power, which could be acquired through
knowledge of his name, she tricked Ra into reveal-
ing his hidden name, which grants her a portion of
his power. Furthermore, legend has it that he gave
her permission to pass that knowledge on to her
son, giving him status and power no other could
rival. Henceforth, Kemetians called her “the mis-
tress of the gods who knows Ra by his own
name.” In another story, she tricks Set into incrim-
inating himself before a court of law.

Kemetians mention Auset as early as the pyra-
mid text. Over time, Kemetians assimilated her
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with several other similar goddesses. For instance,
in the early period, her attributes were combined
with het-heru, which explains why her totem is
often a cow or why she is displayed with cow
horns on her head with a sun disk between them.
In summary, Auset was a devoted wife, a magi-
cian, a protectoress, and the ultimate mother.
During the Theban era, Kemetians valued her so
much that they assimilated her attributes with
Mut. Later, the Romans assimilated her symbolic
attributes into the Judeo-Christian mother figure
of Mary. Moreover, in that sense, her legend still
lives on in the African Christian tradition.

Kbonsura A. Wilson
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Ax

The Ax has great religious significance in the Shango
aspect of Ifa religion. It symbolizes the thunderbolts
that Shango hurls to Earth to strike down wrongdo-
ers. In statues and illustrations, it is often seen on
Shango’s head and is equated with his power,
caprice, and the creative experience of human sexu-
ality. The ax represents a warning against the arro-
gant use of military power to political leadership and
represents a symbol of swift and balanced justice. As
a double-edged emblem, it symbolizes Shango’s con-
stant preparedness for adversaries and is often car-
ried on top of the dance staffs called the Oshe
Shango during celebrations and rituals.

The Oshe Shango depicts a female devotee
kneeling in respect to Shango. The balancing of a
double ax refers to an act in Shango initiation cer-
emonies, where the initiate balances a vessel of fire
on top of his or her head to demonstrate Shango

calmness in the face of danger. Its shape also sym-
bolizes the stone axes kept in Shango shrines.

Early axes were made in Neolithic times. These
ancient fabricated objects are believed to be mete-
orites that have fallen to Earth. Africans have
found them lying around on the ground in fields
and picked them up to be placed in covered
vessels on the altars of Shango shrines. Africans
believed that these stones contain the power of
Shango’s fire and that they fell to Earth during
lightning strikes. The image of Shango’s double-
headed ax has been particularly attractive to a
number of African American artists, such as
David Driscoll, Paul Keene, and Jeff Donaldson
as a symbol of resistance and liberation.

Kbonsura A. Wilson
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AzAkA, THE Loa

Loas are a part of the Vodun pantheon; they are spir-
its that are part of one’s metaphysical consciousness
and come into play whenever called on from the
realm in which they exist. In other words, one has to
be conscious believers (Voduists) of their (Loas) spir-
itual existence to be in contact with their energy.
Once their energy is manifested, Loas come into exis-
tence as supernatural beings or spirits that can enter
the human body. Azaka, Azake, Mazaka, Papa
Zaka, Mede, Kouzin, or Couzen came into existence
after the Haitian Revolution when enslaved Africans
were allowed to own land.
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The origin of Azaka’s name is thought to be
pre-Columbian, from the indigenous Taino Indian
language stemming from zada, meaning corn, or
maza, meaning maize. Azaka is mainly depicted as
male, although some scholars say that this Loa is
also female. Similarly, Azaka is said to only exist in
a “good” form. However, it has also been exposed
as having a “fiery” (Azaka La Flambo) side.
Mainly, Loas functions in whatever gender or form
in which humans place them. Loas are neither pos-
itive nor negative. However, they have been used
by human beings for good deeds, such as renewing
balance and harmony in one’s life, or for bad
deeds, such as hurting someone who is unpro-
tected. Azaka remains a steady representation in
Vodun religion as the spiritual connection between
humanity and land, hence the titles of “Patron Loa
of Farmers” and “Minister of Agriculture.”

As the patron Loa of farmers, workers, and
laborers, Azaka functions as a reminder of a shared
inheritance—of peasant ancestry, family ties, and a
profound relationship with the Earth. Azaka, spirit
of the land, nurtures the seeds and tills the Earth. It
is from Azaka, the Loa, that one can learn about
the abundance of steady labor and its possible
fecundity. Azaka is humble in its knowledge of
Earthly possibilities and is therefore always
depicted as shy, yet representative as strongly sym-
bolic of the human spiritual and physical roots.

Loas may show their character by possessing,
riding, or mounting people who may call on them.
While being mounted by a Loa, one may find one-
self capable of participating in acts and speaking in
tones that are unusual for them in a spiritless state.
Hence, if one is ridden by Azaka La Flambo, one
may find oneself experiencing an insatiable hunger
for sex and food. Azaka La Flambo works with the
fire of creative imagination by smoking a pipe
from which figures appear within the puffs of
smoke. Azaka La Flambo handles what the Earth
gives (i.e., lava) and uses that to take from the infi-
nite darkness, the metaphysical and the unseen, to
create images and sounds that tell of the human
experience via myths and stories.

No matter the creative outcome of Azaka,
whether called on as female or male, good or
fiery, Azaka Mede, the deity of agriculture, will
answer when provided with specifics exclusive to
its character. When one is calling on Azaka, one
will wear blue (denim suit or dress) and red (neck-
erchief) and a straw hat; a sack (makout), machete,

or sickle; provide foods such as corn of various vari-
eties and forms, cassava bread, sugar cane, rice and
beans, tobacco, herbs, cereal, and rum; draw a veve’
(symbolic drawing) during a ceremony; as well as
make ritual statements on an altar with an image
representative of Azaka, such as the Catholic image
of St. Isadore. When Azaka arrives, one develops a
long appetite for food and begins to walk with a
limp, representative of carrying a large workload.
One also begins to mimic movements reflective of
hoeing and digging. It is said that the Loa Azaka
requires all of this (colors, symbols, offerings, and
image) to help those who call on it to comprehend
the honest, sincere reality of working hard to earn a
fruitful harvest in their life.

The quality of working hard to produce a fruitful
harvest is what gives Azaka, the Loa, the title of
Minister (Mede) of Agriculture, focusing on the sig-
nificance of its role in the Vodun community, partic-
ularly in Haiti. Neither Azaka nor the practice of
Vodun is exclusive to the Haitian community
because Vodun includes elements from other African
people such as Kongo, Mandingo, Ibo, Yoruba, and
Mondong, along with aspects of the religion of
the Arawaks, Freemasonry and Catholicism. Also
known as Kouzen Zaka, Azaka is identified as the
cousin or brother of the common person. Further,
Loa is referred to as fle’Vodou (flower and quintes-
sence of Vodou) and lewa (the king).

Fle’ Vodou and Lewa, Azaka, the Loa, and the
entire Vodun religion were suppressed temporarily
by people attempting to oppress practitioners in
parts of Africa, Brazil, and the Americas (North,
South, and Central). Vodun was suspect and vili-
fied by Europeans who made every attempt to
eliminate its existence and practice. Voduists were
skinned alive, hung, flogged, and imprisoned and
had their instruments of practice (drums, flags,
clothes, assons—calabash covered with special
beads with a bell tied to it) destroyed. Hence, the
association with Saints of the Catholic religion as
Voduists maintained their practice under their
guise. Azaka is identified with Saint Isador of the
Catholic religion because this is the patron saint of
farmers; he wears blue pants and a cape with a
sack slung over one shoulder as he kneels in prayer
and an angel behind him plows the land with a
pair of white oxen. Azaka, the Loa, is celebrated
and affiliated with Labor Day in Haiti (May 1).

Asia Austin Colter
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AZANDE

The Azande are a people who live in southwestern
Sudan, immediately north of the Congo and east of
the Central African Republic. The Azande traditions
are ancient; they see themselves as having originated
in several clans that stretch back into history. Like
many African people, they have a history of migra-
tion and, within the past 200 years, a history of
fighting for their independence from outside, mainly
European legal and social, encroachments.

Despite these intrusions, the religious principles
that constitute their Azande heritage have
remained relatively intact. Although Europeans
instituted customs and traditions from Europe
into the social life of the people during the colo-
nial period, there remains among the Azande a
strong commitment to their belief in the tradi-
tional conception of one creator deity who
brought the universe into being.

The Azande believe that Mbori, the almighty
God, is responsible for the creation of the
world, but they do not have shrines, temples,
rituals, or ceremonies to worship Mbori. In
many ways, the religion of the Azande reflects
the African understanding of the separation of
the creator from the ordinary lives of the
people. Thus, the people may turn to Mbori for
consultation, but this is rare because the people
are more likely to turn to oracles as daily neces-
sities. This is more in keeping with the ancient
traditions of Africa as seen in the Nile Valley

during the reign of the pharaohs or as seen in
other African traditions.

The principal oracles are identified as having a
direct relationship to the ancestors of the Azande.
Furthermore, the ability to do harm to other
people is considered something that is inherited by
a small group of people who are therefore able to
measure out the kind of discipline necessary to
maintain societal harmony. At the base of all
misfortune, however small, in someone’s life is a
disorder in the human universe. Someone is
responsible. Nothing occurs as misfortune with-
out the intervention of humans. People who die
are usually the victims of murder, in the sense that
someone caused their deaths.

Those priests or priestesses who are able to
discern the nature of order, harmony, and balance
in the society are usually responsible for carrying
out punishment on those who would disrupt the
social order. Out of fear, many people refuse to
engage in negative behaviors. One of the greatest
cultural characters among the Azande is the char-
acter of Ture, who maintains the middle ground
between order and chaos, as in many African tra-
ditions, and applies the conventional wisdom to
various activities, actions, and social situations.
Some authors have referred to Ture as trickster
figure, similar to Ananse among the Akan, but
this is to minimize the psychological and social
effect of a character who is not about tricking
anyone, but rather about enforcing through
instruction the value of the middle ground
between chaos and order.

The process of marriage among Azande gives a
woman the option to reject the marriage if she
finds it unsuitable. After the marriage ceremony,
the husband always remains indebted to the wife’s
family. It is impossible to be truly divorced from
the family of the woman inasmuch as the woman
is considered a valuable part of her family’s wealth.

Molefi Kete Asante
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Ba

Ba, as an aspect of the soul, was represented by
a human-headed bird in ancient Kemet. The Ba
speaks to the oneness and harmony with nature
that is such a central theme in African cosmol-
ogy. In the ancient Kemetic science of the soul,
the Ba is the aspect of a person that represents
the “soul of breath” dwelling within each human
being. The Ba is often depicted as a bearded
man, with the head of a hawk representing its
simultaneous physical and spiritual/transcendental
nature. It is this element of a person’s being that
represents the “world soul” that permeates the
universe, existing within humankind and in the
essence of all things.

The Ba is the corporeal element of the soul that
represents the interconnected nature of all cre-
ations. The concept of the Ba speaks to each per-
son’s innate power because the Ba is representative
of a person’s connection with the creator (Ptah).
Naturally endowed with the creator’s essence, the
Ba allows the person to experience all other ele-
ments of the universe because they are all com-
posed of a common creative substance.

The Ba can be literally translated as “to come
alive” or “spiritual manifestation.” The Ba is
essentially a person’s “breath of life,” an invisi-
ble source of energy. As the breath of life, the Ba
is a person’s vital force, the activating life force
of their being. A person’s Ka, united with their
Ba, forms the nonphysical qualities of a person,

85

their unique character/personality, and moral
conscience. The Ba is capable of changing its
form at will; in fact, the body of the Ba is repre-
sented by the body of a hawk to symbolize the
Ba’s mobility or ability to move between Earth
and the heavens, the visible and invisible, and its
ability to transmigrate between the realms of the
physical and the spiritual.

Although the Ba is a person’s Earthly vital force,
at the time of death, the Ba is believed to leave the
body through the discharges of the flesh and return
to the spirit world to meet Atum while the body
remains behind. The Ba is believed to return to
Earth inhabiting another body (Ka). A person’s Ba
is also said to return to visit its family, friends, and
its Ka. The Ba is responsible for protecting the
body of the deceased. It is also the Ba that supplies
the Ka with air and food when the body is in its
tomb. In fact, many Kemetic tombs were built with
narrow passages that were designed to allow the
Ba to leave the deceased person’s physical body
and the tomb. The Ba is believed to be transmitted
from the ancestors to their descendents.

The Ba is a principle element of the soul that the
people of ancient Kemet believed to be indestruc-
tible, eternal, and omnipresent. It is that element of
being that always remains divine and immortal.
It is often depicted leaving or returning to its body,
hovering over the body, and carrying in its claws a
shen ring, which represents eternity. It was also
believed that God exists on Earth in the form of
the Ba. Instances in which a divine aspect of God
is manifested in any natural phenomena can be
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viewed as the presence of Ba. For example, the Sun
was believed to be the Ba of Re while Apis the bull
was believed to be the Ba of Ausar (Osiris).

Serie McDougal 111
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BABALAWO

A Babalawo is a priest of Ifa, also referred to as
Orunmila, who is probably the most popular
deity of the Yoruba pantheon and certainly one to
whom great attention is paid by all. Indeed, Ifa is
the deity of divination, a most important and
favored epistemological mode in Africa in general.
African people turn to divination on a daily basis
and, therefore, to Ifa in Yorubaland for guidance
and advice on all kinds of issues, trivial or critical.
It takes, however, a person specially and carefully
trained to decipher Ifa’s messages to the humans,
and this is precisely the function fulfilled by a
Babalawo.

Those called into Ifa’s priesthood must undergo
a long and expensive initiation process, which
may last anywhere between 3 and 15 years.
During that time, the initiate must acquire an
extensive body of sacred and secret knowledge
and memorize no less than 4,096 couplets associ-
ated with Ifa. When the initiate has shown readi-
ness, she or he must then prepare for two
important rituals: a ceremony of purification by
water, and a final testing by fire, known as
Pinodu. The latter demands that extremely hot oil
be poured on the initiate’s hands and rubbed on
his or her body without leaving any sign of burns.
It is at this point that the initiate is declared to be
finally ready to undertake their most noble func-
tion—that is, to provide assistance and protection
to others in their community.

Traditionally, there have been three levels of
initiation into Ifa: the olori level, where a person
may worship Ifa, but not divine with it; the orisa

level, where a Babalawo may worship and divine
with Ifa; and, finally, the Amon ti a te ni Ifa, the
highest level, where a Babalawo may not only
worship and divine with Ifa, but also may partake
in the eating of food offered to Igha Odu—that is,
the sacred calabash of Odu. Such a level is
achieved by Chief Babalawos only.

Babalawos who have undergone proper train-
ing and whose initiation has successfully ended
must remove every hair from their body as well as
shave their head. They are also expected to wear
white and light blue clothing. Babalawos are
highly respected because they are believed to have
privileged access to the wisdom of the Ancestors
and the gods and to be able, therefore, to share it
with the rest of the living for their benefit.

To fulfill their obligations, that is, divining to
answer the questions of their fellow men and
women, and possibly alleviate their anxiety,
Babalawos typically use a divination board,
known as opon Ifa, whitened with “divination
powder,” iyerosun. The divination board is usu-
ally round, but may also be rectangular. It may be
decorated or not. In addition to the divination
board, the Babalawo uses 16 palm nuts, ikin. The
Babalawo would most often hold all the palm
nuts in his left hand and then attempt to grab as
many as possible with his right hand with one
grasp. He would repeat this “exercise” eight
times. From this, and depending on the number of
nuts left in his left hand each time, the Babalawo
would draw signs on the divination board and a
pattern, or more precisely an odu, would emerge.

It is then incumbent on the Babalawo to inter-
pret Ifa’s answer, the Odu, correctly for his or her
client. The Odu, however, is always a parable;
because the Babalawo is not supposed to know
the specific situation that brought one in for
consultation in the first place, it is ultimately the
client’s role to apply Ifa’s answer, the parable, to
his or her specific situation.

Another method of divination also commonly
practiced involves the use of a divining chain,
whether made of metal or string, and to which
four half-nuts have been attached on each half
of the chain. The diviner throws the chain away
from him or her and then reads the answer based
on the way each nut fell. Finally, a divination ses-
sion is not complete until the Babalawo has also
informed his or her client of Ifa’s recommendations
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Santeria “babalawo” (high priest) Victor Omolofaoro Betancourt poses in front of his outdoor altar on January 19, 2002, at his

home in Havana, Cuba.

Source: Getty Images.

or demands—that is, of what type of ritual (if any)
is necessary to open the path and ensure success.
The ritual often involves a sacrifice or offering of
some sort to Ifa or some other deity.

Needless to say, given the importance attached
to divination throughout Africa, Babalawos have
their equivalent in many other parts of Africa. In
Igboland, for example, it is the Mboni who fulfills
the same important function, whereas in Fonland,
it is the Bokonon. Furthermore, some scholars
have derived the word ifa from nefer and have
suggested that the origin of the worship of Ifa
must be properly located in Kemet. In the African
Diaspora, the term Babalawo is loosely used and
refers to any priest of a Yoruba deity, not just Ifa.

Ama Mazama
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Baga

The Baga-speaking people live in Guinea. They
include the Baga, Landuma, and Nalu. As people
of the southern swampy lands of the low coast,
between the sea and Conakry, the Baga are an
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important agricultural people. They are rice grow-
ers who have occupied the coastal area for many
centuries. In fact, the low coast, named for the
fact that one cannot tell from the air where the
water ends and the land begins, is a region of palm
groves, salt ponds, and rice fields.

Although the Baga culture has been in flux for
many years because of the inroads being made on
their land by Fula and Susu cultures, as well as by
Christian and Moslem missionaries, there are still
elders who retain an attachment to the rich cul-
ture of the people. In the 21st century, the rapid-
ity with which the young Baga have given up their
language to speak Susu, to convert to Islam and
Christianity, and to turn their backs on their own
customs means that there will soon be a majority
of Baga who do not know Simo, a secret society
written about more than 100 years ago.

The Simo was a society that came alive during
the ancient rice harvests. The Baga people keep
shrines of their ancestors and carve elek symbols
to protect the family and represent the lineage.
When people gathered to thresh the grain, it was
a religious occasion when masked initiates would
dance the ancestral dances around the elek, the
head of a bird with a long beak or a horned ani-
mal, to celebrate the ancestors in the presence of
the family relic.

The largest and most well-known mask of the
Baga people is called the Nimba, goddess of fer-
tility. The great tragedy of this culture is that
this mask, the largest in the African world, has
few adherents in Guinea. Almost all the sculp-
tures have disappeared from the villages, taken
by missionaries, broken by votarists of new reli-
gions, or simply abandoned by the descendants.
Because the Baga no longer celebrate the rituals
of their ancestors, some of which have been
taken up in the Americas, the authentic Nimbas
are difficult to find.

These magnificent sculptures are made of one
solid piece of wood. The face is carved quite nar-
row with a hooked nose and a thin, almost nonex-
istent chin. The huge head is held by a
proportional sized neck that is then joined to two
enormous breasts with a hole, for eye holes, in the
center. When the dancer wears this mask as a head
piece, he is able to see through the hole in the
breast. Raffia covers the sides of the mask con-
cealing the identity of the dancer who wears it.
This is important because the person who wears

the mask is not the spirit of the mask; the mask
has its own spirit, and the wearer of the mask is
merely a conveyer for the spirit of the mask.

To know the mask wearer in his ordinary state
is to know something about the human person,
but it confuses the religious situation. Hence, the
African tradition of concealing the identity of the
wearer is to provide the viewer with the opportu-
nity to suspend the ordinary sense and experience
the spiritual sense of the mask spirit. One does not
need to know the carrier of the mask; this is not
the most important element in the religious sense.

A second mask is the huge bansonyi used during
male initiations. This mask is made with a painted
pole, decorated with colors, and culminating into a
triangular human face, with a calico flag. Most of
these poles and the artwork on them reach to
nearly 20 feet tall. Because the Nimba mask is large
in bulk, the basonyi is tall and colorful. The dance
of this mask is ritualized by the dancing of two
people, each with a pole mask, to represent the
necessity of a husband and wife to champion their
half of the village. Each one represents half. The
women and the men are represented. It is a form of
teaching gender complementarity.

There is a profound philosophical idea in the
gender positions of the Baga. They respect both
genders and believe that a community is without
direction if one part of the community is unrepre-
sented. Africans have practiced these types of rit-
ual dances for thousands of years, and the Baga
are some of the most storied people in West
Africa. Even among the Baga, however, one sees
the invasion of Western or Islamic cultural forms
to the degree that neither the Nimba nor the
Bansonyi are regularly practiced because of the
cultural inroads into their religion and culture.

Among the Baga people, the kinship lineage is
important because it dictates the religious life of
the people. For example, the creator-god is Kanu,
but the most significant deity for the male lineage
is Somtup, the founder and spirit of the male ini-
tiation society. His wife is a-Bol, who governs the
female initiation society and who is the most
important deity for the female lineage of the eth-
nic group. Thus, each sex has its own allegiance to
a deity for that particular sex.

Molefi Kete Asante

See also Ka; Nkwa
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BAGgANDA

The Baganda people are an important ethnic group
in the country of Uganda. The country takes its
name from the people. The people are concen-
trated on the northwestern shores of Lake Nyanza
(also called Ukerewe, Victoria). This lake is the
source of the longest branch of the Nile River.
From here, the Nile flowed down toward the
Mediterranean Sea. The Baganda’s ancient king-
dom was called Buganda and was bounded on the
north by Bunyoro and on the east by the Nile
River. With more than 3 million people, the
Baganda are the most populous group in Uganda.
Of all the former kingdoms that comprise Uganda,
the Baganda were the largest and comprised
slightly more than a fourth of Uganda’s land mass.

The Baganda possess a powerful culture that is
based around the kingship. The king is called the
Kabaka, and when the earlier governments of
Uganda wanted to express their complete control
over the country, they had destroyed the Baganda
and other kingdoms. Nevertheless, the people
maintained their calm and, because of the strength
of their culture, it was easily resurrected when the
political climate changed.

In addition to the centrality of the kabaka, the
people take great pride in their verbally rich cul-
ture. They use many folktales and proverbs to
teach their children moral behavior and ritual cor-
rectness. The children are taught to express them-
selves through word games such as ludikya, which
is often called “talking backward.” For example,
a child may say omuzima (spirit) and then say am-
zi-umo as a way of talking backward. There are
many variations of these word games. At home
the children observe the adults at play with riddles
and learn by studying their elders. They refer to
the collective riddling game as okukokkya.

According to the traditions of the Baganda,
Kintu, the first Kabaka, is said to have married
Nambi. But it was said that Nambi had to return

to heaven, where her father, Gulu, objected to her
marriage because Kintu did not know how to
farm. He only knew how to get food from ani-
mals. Kintu was tested by the relatives of the girl
to see whether he could identify his own cow in
the midst of a herd. Hundreds of cows looked like
his, but nevertheless he befriended a bee who told
him that when he landed on the horns of a cow
that would be his cow. By virtue of his help from
the bee, Kintu was able to find his cow and was
given the girl. The father was stunned by the wis-
dom of the young man. He said to the young man,
“Please take my daughter and go before Walume
(death) show up and want to travel with you.”

They took cows, sheep, birds, goats, and a
plantain tree. However, Nambi wanted to go back
and retrieve some grain that she had forgotten.
Her husband protested, but off she went.
Unfortunately for her, death was waiting for her,
and she ran fast but death ran faster. She could not
get away. After living on the Earth for many years
in peace, death, that is, Walumbe, started to bring
sickness and illness to the people he met.

Most Baganda practiced an indigenous religion
until the assertive positioning of Islam and
Christianity in the 20th century caused the people
to abandon balubaale. They worshipped gods
who represented various physical properties and
mental attitudes. Temples were often identified
with fertility, warfare, water, or health. Even as
Islam and Christianity were growing, the people
still believed in the spirits of the ancestors. They
visited the temples to learn of impending dangers
and how to avoid them. Because the muzimu are
the most important spirits as ancestors, the people
they are able to protect and shelter are always
those who express faith in them.

The rites of passage of the Muganda are a four-
step process:

1. Omwana (child)
2. Omuvubuka (youth)
3. Omusajja (adult)

4. Omuzima (spirit)

Finally, the person becomes a candidate for rein-
carnation. Everything in life prepares the person to
become a part of the unbroken line between the
living ones and the eternal living ones. Among the



90 Bakongo

Baganda, it is important to go through all the
phases where one learns manners (mpisa), how to
greet visitors properly, and how to sit and stand
correctly in order to engage in the necessary prepa-
rations for afterlife. All relationships are valued,
and the idea of being sociable is the key compo-
nent to a good community.

Molefi Kete Asante

See also Rites of Passage
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BAKONGO

More than 10 million people comprise the
Bakongo ethnic group that lives along the coastal
regions of the Congo, Peoples Democratic
Republic of Congo, and Angola. They migrated to
this region in the 13th century from the northeast,
which would place their point of origin in the
eastern Peoples Democratic Republic of Congo or
the heart of Africa. The Bakongo enjoyed a highly
developed kingdom and were one of the earliest
groups to make contact with the Portuguese in the
15th century. Not long after, Catholicism and dis-
graceful Portuguese trade practices were intro-
duced, which caused division among the Bakongo
people, prompting King Affonso to write the King
of Portugal proposing a resolution of the situa-
tion. This would signal the beginning of a long,
tragic, and complex relationship among the
Bakongo, Portuguese, and Catholicism that sent
many Bakongo into the European Slave Trade in
enslaved Africans, set up the Congo for colonial
rule, and influenced the contemporary political
activity of the region. Although Catholicism was
introduced to the Bakongo relatively early com-
pared with other parts of Africa and today retains

a strong Catholic presence, indigenous religious
and cultural practices thrive and have been identi-
fied in Haitian and New Orleans Vodou, Cuban
Regla de Palo, Lucumi, and Regla de Ocha,
Brazilian Umbanda and Candomble, and African
American expressive culture.

Creation and Cosmology

The principle creator of the world is Nzambi
Mpungu, the sovereign master. After creating the
world and all creatures in it, Nzambi Mpungu
withdrew and has little interest in the world and
its inhabitants. Although Nzambi Mpungu with-
drew, he still causes the rain to fall and seeds to
grow into food to sustain people. Nzambi
Mpungu is also responsible for their health and
the birth of children. Nzambi Mpungu is strong,
rich, and good, although also responsible for
death. Nzambici is God the essence, the god on
Earth, the great princess, the mother of all the
animals. Nzambi is the mystery of the Earth. She
was sent to the Earth by Nzambi Mpungu, who
then marries her, making him the father of all
creation. Nzambi gave humanity all laws, ordi-
nances, arts, games, and musical instruments and
settled quarrels between animals. She also stole a
part of Nzambi Mpungu’s fire. Other deities
among the Bakongo are Ntangu who is the sun,
Ngonde the moon, Nzassi who is thunder,
Lusiemo who is lightning, and Chicamassi-
chinuinji who dwells in the sea.

Like many African groups, the Bakongo have
numerous accounts of creation and the origins of
things. Often in these narratives, the activities of
different deities or characters vary from, contra-
dict, or clarify previous information. This is the
nature of oral cultures, in which storytelling is
fluid and contextual, but also in which knowledge
is esoteric. In such cultures, stories mask deeper
knowledge that is known only to initiates. What
follows is an account of Bakongo cosmology,
from an ngdnga, an initiate into an Africa way of
thinking, using concrete and less symbolic or
mythological language.

The world was empty of all life in the begin-
ning. A fire force, kaliinga, emerged within this
empty circle, or mbiingi, and heated up its con-
tents, which, when cooled, formed the Earth. The
Earth, the starting point of the fire, is now a green
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planet because it has gone through four stages.
The first is the emergence of the fire, the second is
the red stage, where the planet is still burning and
has not formed. The next is the grey stage where
the planet is cooling, but has not produced life.
These planets are naked, dry, and covered with
dust. Finally, the green stage is when the planet is
fully mature because it breathes and carries life.
As part of the universal order, all planets must go
through this process.

Another important characteristic of Bakongo
cosmology is the sun and its movements. The ris-
ing, peaking, setting, and absence of the sun pro-
vide the essential pattern for Bakongo religious
culture. These “four moments of the sun” equate
with the four stages of life: conception, birth,
maturity, and death. For the Bakongo, everything
transitions through these stages: planets, plants,
animals, people, societies, and even ideas. This
vital cycle is depicted by a circle with a cross
inside. In this cosmogram or dikenga, the meeting
point of the two lines of the cross is the most pow-
erful point and where the person stands.

Person

The Bakongo person, or muntu, is a living-energy
being and a physical being. Therefore, the muntu
is a complex “pattern of patterns” or “principle of
principles” in being. Muntu is distinguished in
creation because muntu have mwela-ngindu or a
dual soul-mind. The muwela-ngindu has experi-
ences at each moment of the sun. The first
moment is musoni, a time of beginnings. It is the
time of human conception in the womb. Kala is
the time of the sun rising and the physical birth of
a person. Tukula is the period of maturation and
the peak of creativity, a time when the person
ideally demonstrates mastery of life, whether in
familial, social, artistic, or spiritual realms.
Luvemba time is marked by physical death. A per-
son’s dual soul-mind or mpéve-ngindu interacts
with the local and/or world community after
death and continues to have experiences in the ku
mpemba in preparation for a new cycle of cre-
ation. For the Bakongo, a person is a kala-zimi-
kala, a living-dying-living being.

The person standing at the crossroads forms a
“V” within the dikenga. The V is a sacred image
appearing throughout Bakongo weaving and

artistic designs. The three points of the V are also
represented in the three firestones, foundation of
Bakongo social order, and the three different col-
ored ingredients used in the divinatory calabash
and the three divisions of the precolonial Bakongo
kingdoms.

Denise Martin
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BakoTA

The Bakota are an important ethnic group whose
principal location is the northeast of the country
of Gabon in Central Africa. They call their lan-
guage iKota. They are also known as Kota, Kuta,
and iKuta. Their neighbors, the Fang, call them
Mekora. Because the Bakota are organized along
patriarchal lines, they have developed many sub-
groups based on various patriarchies. Thus, one
can find Menzambi, Bougom, Sake, Ikota-la-hua,
and Ndambomo people who will say they are also
Bakota. In effect, these are subclans with their
own particular style and accent of speaking the
iKota language.

The meaning of the term Bakota is controver-
sial, but it seems likely that the idea of bonding is
central to the meaning in the iKota language; this
is in line with much of the thinking in African
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Reliquary figure. From Bakota, Gabon. In this area of Africa, nearly all groups venerated the relics of ancestors, which they kept in
containers with other objects that impart power.The container holding the bones and other magical substances was often
surmounted by a carved head or figure (reliquary).

Source: Giraudon/Art Resource, New York.
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philosophy. When people come together in
family, they are bonded in one way or another. It
might be consanguine or it might be by experi-
ence and political connection. Thus, the Bakota
are said to be people who have tied themselves to
each other in a deeply spiritual and physical
sense. The word kota means to “bind.”

Quite clearly, the Bakota are a united and coher-
ent people, but what is the source of this unity? In
most cases, the patriarchy rules among the various
clans of Bakota, but in some cases, such as the
Mahongwe, which literally means “of the father,”
it appears that this group has really adopted a
matriarchal system of lineage. Therefore, one finds
a patriarchy that has to share space with matrilin-
eality among speakers of iKota. The fact that the
Mahongwe have adopted a matriarchal system of
descent lineage puts them in line with numerous
West African and Central African groups.

The Bakota suffered the same fate as other eth-
nic groups in Africa when European colonization
came and divided up members of their families.
Indeed, the Bakota are most densely populated in
Ogouee-Ivindo province in northeastern Gabon.
Their population can also be found in Congo-
Brazzaville and among the Batanga group, in
neighboring Cameroon. One of the facts of
Bakota life is that the people are conscious of their
numerous relations outside of Gabon; although
there are national boundaries, the communities
view themselves as closely connected despite such
political borders.

Known for their deeply spiritual beliefs, the
Bakota have produced some of the most signifi-
cant art in Africa. Their conception of ancestral or
guardian personalities has evoked some of the
more singularly spectacular sculpture of such fig-
ures. The work is usually done in copper or brass,
but may also be done in wood. These figures are
relics of the great ancestors or spirits of some dis-
tant force that protected the people during times
of trouble.

Among the most popular order of secrets
among the Bakota is the Bwete, which is usually
composed of men who have shown a special rela-
tionship to the society and culture by their ritual
and ceremonial purity. Given that the Bakota
practice circumcision and widow purification,
certain men and women are granted knowledge of
these secrets, whereas others are not.

Most authorities on Gabonese society believe that
the Kota are quite egalitarian as a community and
that openness on all matters of social and political
action, as well as work and responsibilities, fall
equally on all people and cross all lines of age,
occupation, and gender. It is only in the most secret
of secrets, such as circumcision and widow purifi-
cation, that there are special officiates.

The Bakota people value their customs, tradi-
tions, and ancient ancestors, and the children are
brought up to accept this way of celebrating unity
and community. They respect the elders; ritualize
all holy days related to birth, puberty, and death;
and believe that the highest moral ideal is found in
the concept of Ewele—that is, basically character,
pride of being.

Molefi Kete Asante
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BAiLANTA

The Balanta people are found mainly in Guinea
Bissau, although they may be found in areas of
Senegal as well, particularly in the Casamance.
Their heartland is north of the Geba River, an area
rich in elephants, beeswax, and coveted hides. The
people are intelligent and dedicated agrarians,
growing lots of foods, including rice and peanuts.
In many ways, their religious ideas and cultural
ideas have been impacted by the historical, politi-
cal, and economic upheavals of the region.
Although the Balanta are found in the coastal
regions of West Africa, they are said to have
migrated from the East, possibly from the Nile
Valley region of East Africa. Their oral narratives
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and their commercial history have established them
as significant players in the development of the
trade along the coast. However, it is at the level of
custom, culture, politics, and traditions that they
exhibit strong African religious practices. They cul-
tivate yam, paddy rice, and maize. They are known
principally as rice producers, although they only
started that practice when they moved their villages
to the mangroves during the European slave raids
of the 16th, 17th, and 18th centuries.

The intensive human labor that was required
by rice farming also impacted the structure of the
community’s religion because it required high-
density and compact village patterns. The Balanta
had to develop the use of the iron tip shovel,
kebinde, to compete with their neighbors in the
practice of agriculture. Although the Balanta are
not the most numerous people in Guinea Bissau,
they occupy a large geographical area and still
produce millet, maize, and peanuts.

The Portuguese created an enormous crisis in
the culture of the coastal people as the Muslims
had done hundreds of years earlier. The Balanta
had worked to maintain customs and traditions
based on their ancestral histories; however, noth-
ing could prevent them from being seduced by
the unchecked slave raids along the coast. The
European slave trade reinforced ethnic distinc-
tions and led to neighbors fighting against neigh-
bors. The Bijagos ethnic group was well known
as supporters of the European slave traders. But
other groups, such as the Papel and the Manjaco,
were dedicated to producing food supplies for the
European coastal trading posts. When the slave
trade ended, the Balanta, involved tangentially in
the trade, sought to continue their traditional cus-
toms, but the commercial interests established by
the Portuguese produced a desire for many of
them to migrate to Europe and Cape Verde as
share croppers and to Senegal and Gambia as
rubber producers.

Balanta and other groups sought to limit
Portugal’s control of the coast. However, Portugal
gained power over this coastal region through
trade and maintained it by fostering interethnic
conflicts among neighbors. For example, in 1913,
the Portuguese under the leadership of Teixeira
Pinto formed an alliance with the Fula army under
the leadership of Abdulai Injai to defeat all coastal

groups, including the Balanta. By exploiting the
competition among the African groups, the
Portuguese were able to gain control of the food
and water supplies along the coast and contain the
Balanta people. Of course, what they could not
contain or restrain were the traditions of the
people and the survival of their will to respect
their ancestors.

Molefi Kete Asante
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BALENGUE

The Balengue live in Equatorial Guinea bordering
Gabon. Their language is Molengue, a language
that is similar to many in the so-called Bantu
group. However, the Balengue are a small group
of people who are also called the Molendji. They
are related to many of the other people in the
northwestern cluster of Bantu speakers in Gabon.
This northwestern cluster is composed of several
groups, including the Bubi, Duala, and Kossi;
however, the Balengue are a significant group
within the area. Moreover, they are also in close
proximity to the Fang people, a larger ethnic
group that has had an important cultural impact
on the Balengue people.

The Balengue, like other Bantu peoples, believe
in life after death, and they believe that the dead
can and will interact with the living. In this regard,
they are not different from many other Africans
who accept the idea that ancestors are active in the
lives of the living. All Balengue believe that those
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who have died can have a significant influence on
the way the living carry out their lives. Because the
Balengue are a coastal people, much of their reli-
gious ideology is related to the sea.

For the Balengue, the dead can help or harm the
living based on a person’s relationship to the dead
and whether the living are respecting or giving
honor to the ancestors. As in other African reli-
glous experiences, there are spirits that can censure
those who do not honor the traditions, customs,
and rituals of the society. Those who have knowl-
edge and ability to manipulate the phenomenal
world are respected for their closeness to the ances-
tors and their powerful energies. These are energies
to be appreciated for their ability to assist or pre-
vent certain actions. The ancestors also protect
their family members and loved ones from those
who may mean to do them harm. For the
Balengue, as is the case for many African peoples,
the living and the Dead have a close relationship,
and, thus, the ancestors must be regarded as part
of the Balengue society who bring the natural and
so-called supernatural worlds together.

The Balengue have long accepted that spiritual
and physical realities are often merged and that it
is impossible to separate the actual world that can
be seen from the world that is unseen. Moreover,
there are many representations of the spiritual
world manifest in the natural world. Everything
that exists represents something that is spiritual.
Water, trees, animals, and rocks are manifesta-
tions of the divine. It is therefore critical to the
Balengue people that the natural environment be
honored and respected as the ancestors or other
deities would be honored. This is to establish
peace and harmony between humans as well as
between the seen and the unseen.

Paul H. L. Easterling
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BaLl

The Bali Nyonga, also known as Bali Chamba,
are a part of seven ethnic groups that bear the
same prefix (Bali): Bali Nkontan, Bali Kumbat,
and Bali Gwangsun. The Bali Nyonga are rela-
tively newcomers to the grass field of Bamenda.
During the early 19th century, the Bali who were
a part of the Adamawa people suffered famine
and pressure from their neighbors. They were
also raided by the Fulani. The Bali moved from
Chamba, having escaped from wars, a protracted
drought, and other climatic hazards. They were
horsemen and therefore mounted their horses and
moved out to regions in search of food. As they
traveled south, they fought with other ethnic
groups, taking prisoners of war along with them.
Later, they focused attention on markets in the
southern forests, where labor was needed for the
new palm-oil industries.

The Bali Chamba moved south, where they
encountered contingents of the mighty Tikar,
Wute, and Mbum peoples. Around 1835, the Bali
Chamba were defeated by an alliance of Bamileke
chiefdoms at Bafou-Fondo near Dschang. By
1850, they were in the Menda area (now
Bamenda), where they settled and competed with
the already established city states of Mankon and
Bafut to conquer and acquire smaller villages.
After Cameroon’s independence, Bali Nyonga
became a subdivision in the Mezam Division
North West province. This entry discusses their
language, culture, and religion.

Language and Culture

Mbakoh is the original language of the Bali
people, although Mungaka later became the
language of one of the clans. Until the death of
King Gawolbe, one of their important leaders,
the Bali people were one people living under one
monarch, united by one purpose and one cul-
ture. Above all, they spoke the original form of
Mbakoh, which continues to undergo various
linguistic transformations.

Gawolbe’s tragic death marked a turning point
in the union of the Chamba group as the people
split into seven clans: Bali Muti, Bali Nkontan,
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Bali Kumbat, Bali Gasu, Bali Gansin, Bali Gham,
and Bali Nyonga. The Bali Nyonga is the only
group that acquired a totally different language
other than Mbakoh. It is not clear why they
elected to use mungaka.

It is misleading to refer to the language spoken
by the Bali as “Bali” and it can cause confusion
among the villages, the people, and their lan-
guage. This mistake probably stems from the fact
that the descriptive name, “Tsu bah’ ni” in
Mungaka, which literary means “talk (of the)
Bali” or the language of Bali, of the Bali people
is used interchangeably. When a speaker asks, “u
nin chu chu bah’ ni?” (“Do you speak the Bali
language?”), the conveyed meaning is the same if
the speaker said, “u’ nin chu mungaka?”
However, the first, rather than the latter, ques-
tion is frequently expressed.

The appellation “Bah’ ni” is the original form of
the now anglicized authentic form “Bali,” which
dates from the colonial period when the colonizers
found it difficult to articulate the sounds in the
African names. They were forced to proceed with
phonological changes and smoothing. Several
complexities must be noted here—the name of the
people, Bali Nyonga, Ba’ni, and Banyonga, and the
name of the language. Earlier writers indiscrimi-
nately used unorthodox names such as Bali and
Ba’ni to refer to both people and language.

Religious Practice

Medicine and religion among the Bali people are
derived from the same philosophical foundation.
Thus, one finds that the priests and priestesses in
the society can treat physical and psychological
problems. They are able to discern whether a per-
son needs one or the other. This happens because
the doctors are skilled in the study of human
behavior, physical or psychological. Living in vil-
lages with their people, the religious officials are
able to determine who is psychologically in need
of assistance and who is in need of physical help.
They are experts at the use of herbs as well as in
the nature of communication.

The doctors perform rituals that are rooted in
the people’s traditions, and this activity could
include rubbing of special oils to ensure that
the disease does not reappear or slaughtering
chickens and other animals and pouring the blood

on the patient. All of this is done with the sacred
words used to call on the spirits or ancestors
who might be responsible for the patient or the
particular illness.

Among the Bali people, the voma is a male
society of secrets. The voma is a type of cleans-
ing team that would arrive in a village from the
river and enter the town to cleanse it of all evil
spirits. It was considered an abomination for a
woman to view the voma when they paraded
through the village, singing and dancing the
special dance of the religion of the Bali. One
can understand the temptation to view this dra-
matic performance, but women were warned to
stay inside their homes when the voma per-
formed. If a woman saw the voma, she would
have to perform rituals to cleanse herself or she
might not be able to bear children or see. The
Bali also had other societies such as the house
of njong, literally nda-njong, reserved for those
who had completed certain rites.

When a young man inherited a throne and
became a king, he was given the title “Ba Nkom.”
It was the title of a king in a major family. The Ba
Nkom had to observe certain spiritual rules—for
instance, he could not shake hands. This particu-
lar rule was made more explicit when Europeans
started visiting the Bali people. When the
European would extend his hand, the Ba Nkom
would not take it. This would have been a spiri-
tual violation.

The Bali also had rituals that included every-
one. For example, the Lela was a ritual dance that
involved a brilliant array of colors and costumes
at the Fon’s (King’s) palace. The Lela may be con-
sidered the coming together of the ethnic group in
a massive ceremony of the prowess of the ances-
tors, spirits, and deities of the Bali people. As a
crowning festival of the religion of the people, the
Lela created the occasion for unity and reinforced
the connectedness of the Bali people.

Emmanuel Kombem Ngwainmbi
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BaLuBA

The Baluba are one of the largest ethnic groups in
the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Their
number is estimated at around 10 million people.
They are widely known for four major achieve-
ments: their art, whose numerous objects popu-
late, among others, the Tervuren Museum; their
religion; their philosophy; and their political
thought, which is manifested in Pax Luba.

Luba philosophy and religious thought played a
crucial role in the development of African philoso-
phy and the Negritude Movement in the 20th cen-
tury. Luba religion was revealed to the outside
world by the publication of Placide Tempels’ Bantu
Philosophy in 1945. The controversy generated by
this book in the international community placed
Luba religion and thought at the center of the vast
intellectual debate that led to the birth of contem-
porary African philosophy and African encultura-
tion theology. It should be noted in that regard that
Bantu Philosophy was the first book published by
the nascent Presence Africaine. This means that
Luba religion and worldview remain deeply inter-
twined with the development of the Negritude
Movement, as well as the Panafrican Movement.
This entry describes the history, culture, and reli-
gious beliefs and practices of the Baluba, along with
the impact of religious beliefs on government.

Historical Background

The Luba empire is one of the most renowned
African states, along with the Mali empire,
Songhai empire, the kingdom of Asante, Zulu
empire, Kongo kingdom, Mongo kingdom,
Lunda empire, the kingdom of Buganda, the
kingdom of the Mwami of Kivu or Rwanda, or
the empire of the Shona people of Zimbabwe.
Archaeologists have shown that the origins of the
Luba state goes back to the Sth century AD and
spanned almost 1,500 years.

After flourishing from 500 AD to 1900 AD, it
was fragmented by Belgian colonization between
1880 and 1960. However, it survives today in a
variety of polities. Today, Lubaland is divided into
the kingdoms of Kabongo, Kasong’wa Nyembo,
Kinkondja, Kabondo-Dianda, Malemba-Nkulu,
and Mwanza, among the most prominent.
Although these administrative entities are inte-
grated in the modern Republic, traditional
“Chiefs” are recognized by the government. They
administer their territories with a standing police
force and levy taxes.

The Baluba, 1 of the 200 ethnic groups of the
Congo (Democratic Republic of the Congo), are a
branch of the Bantu people and thus share a com-
mon worldview with many other people from
the Equator to South Africa. They live principally
in the Democratic Republic of the Congo, in the
Katanga province. But the Luba empire included a
large number of people living in various countries,
including Zambia and Angola.

The original location of the Baluba is the region
between Lualaba (or the Congo River) and Lake
Tanganika. This location in the Great Lakes
region provided the Baluba with sufficient means
of subsistence necessary for the development of a
powerful civilization: water, abundant food, fish,
and raw material necessary for a technology
needed for protection and agriculture. Some
scholars think that the Baluba are one of the pro-
tobantu groups and that their territory constitutes
one of the main centers from which the Bantu
spread across Central and Southern Africa.

Language and Culture

It is not surprising that languages such as Shona
and Zulu share striking similarities with the
Kiluba language, as do the names of people
and names of God. Typically, Luba names such as
Nkulu and Tambo can be found in Zimbabwe
and South Africa, where the name of God
(Unkulunkulu in Zulu) is well related to the Vidye
Mukulu of the Baluba. Leza, another Luba name
of God, is found in Resa and Lesa variants among
various ethnic groups from the northern Kalahari
into Congo and across into Zambia and Tanzania.

The Baluba are patrilinear; however, in most
cases, men and women carry the same names,
such as Ilunga, Mutombo, Nsengha, Sungu, Seya,
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Nkulu, Ngoy, Nday, Mande, Monga, Numbi,
Mbuyu, Mbuya, Banza, Banze, Mwenze, Mwanza,
Twite, Kabamba, Kabimbi, Kabange, Kabongo,
Kabila, Kalala, Kasala, Kalenga, Kalenge,
Kasongo, Kayembe, Kayamba, Kazadi, Kyungu,
Kyoni, Nkongolo, Mukaya, Mukanya, Mulongo,
Mutonkole,Mwamba, Mwila, Mwilambwe,
Nshimba, Nshimbi, Nyembo, Mpanda, Mpande,
Masengo, Museka, Musenge, or Ngandu. Some of
these names can be found in many countries from
Uganda to South Africa and from Congo to
Zambia and Zimbabwe.

As one of the Protobantu group, the Baluba
shared a profound cultural unity with many other
people across the continent. Kiluba, the language
of the Luba empire, is part of the group of Bantu
languages that is dominant in the whole central
Africa and extends down to South Africa. The
Baluba have a “basic language correspondence”
of more than 60% with neighboring peoples. Not
only are these languages more or less mutually
intelligible, but they are based on similar grammar
and produce a unified logic.

Religious Beliefs

The Luba religion shares a common cosmology
and basic religious tenets with many other types
of African religions. Although the Kiluba lan-
guage does not have a specific word for religion,
it has an extensive lexicon that describes the
nature of the Supreme Being, the supernatural
world, and various religious activities. The Luba
belief system includes the belief in the existence of
a Universal Creator (Shakapanga), the afterlife,
the communion between the living and the Dead,
and the observance of ethical conduct (Mwikadilo
Muyampe) as a sine qua non condition for being
welcomed in the village of the ancestors after
death.

Among the most important components of
the Luba religion, three important figures, Leza
(Supreme God), Mikishi or Bavidye (various Spirits),
and Bankambo (ancestors), constitute the super-
natural world. In the world of the living, the main
figures are Kitobo or Nsengha (priest), the
Nganga (healer), and the mfwintshi (the witch, the
embodiment of evil and the antithesis of the will
of the ancestors).

Religious activities include prayers (kulomba,
kutota), praise songs and formulas (kutoba),
dances, sacrifices, offerings, libations, and various
rituals, including cleansing or purification and
rites of passage. Among the Baluba, Disao, the cir-
cumcision of men, is mandatory. However,
women do not undergo excision.

Besides prayers and invocations, means of
communication with the divine include the inter-
pretation of dreams and especially the practice
of Lubuko (divination) to consult the will of the
ancestors before any important decision or to
know the causes of misfortune. To find out the
truth about a liar, the Baluba use Mwavi (a poiso-
nous beverage) as a test. The assumption is that it
hurts only the guilty.

Besides various shrines, holy places include
sacred mountains, lakes, rivers, trees, animals,
and snakes (especially Moma, Python). One of the
most sacred places of the Luba empire is Lake
Boya near Kabongo City.

It should be noted, however, that the core of the
Luba religion is the notion of Bumuntu (authentic
or genuine personhood) embodied in the concept
of mucima muyampe (good heart) and Buleme
(dignity, self-respect). Bumuntu stands as the goal
of human existence and the sine qua non condi-
tion for genuine governance and genuine religios-
ity. Thus, religion played a crucial role in defining
the Luba vision of good government and “civi-
lized life.” This notion of nobility of heart is
enshrined in the creation myth of the glorious
phase of Luba empire when Buluba (Lubahood)
became a label of quality.

Genesis Stories

For the Baluba, the Buluba refers to a tradition of
wisdom transmitted from generation to genera-
tion for more than a millennium. Buluba, then,
means the core values of Luba civilization, a uni-
fied worldview, a common set of religious ideas
and ideals defining the essence of ethics, human
dignity, good government, and “sage king.” In its
origin, Buluba meant that kind of “refined behav-
ior” generated by Luba courts and extended to
other kingdoms of the vast empire. It is that dis-
tinctive label of quality, that nobility bestowed by
personal dignified ethical behavior (Buleme), and
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the belonging to a community ruled by the
“Bulopwe” that is “civilized government” institu-
tionalized by the ancestors according to the will of
the creator and created for the protection and pro-
motion of the Bumuntu (human dignity).

The Luba genesis saga articulated a distinction
between two types of Luba emperors whose forms of
government were shaped by their own moral char-
acter and private behavior: Nkongolo Mwamba, the
red king, on the one hand, and Ilunga Mbidi Kiluwe,
a prince of legendary black complexion, on the other
hand. It is worth noting that the Baluba of Heartland
prefer to call themselves “Bana Ba Mbidi,” rather
than children of Nkongolo. Mbidi the “civilized
prince” is recorded as the founder of “the golden
era” of the second Luba empire.

The Luba genesis Saga emphasizes the differ-
ence between Nkongolo Mwamba the drunken
and cruel despot and Ilunga Mbidi Kiluwe the
refined and gentle prince. Nkongolo the red is a
man without manners, a man who eats in public,
gets drunk, and cannot control himself. In
contrast, Mbidi Kiluwe is a man of reservation,
obsessed with good manners; he does not eat in
public, he controls his language and his behavior,
and he keeps a distance from the vices and modus
vivendi of ordinary people. In Luba historical
memory, Nkongolo Mwamba symbolizes the
Kilopwe, the embodiment of tyranny, whereas
Mbidi Kiluwe remains the Mulopwe par excel-
lence, the admired caring and compassionate king.

Luba cosmology casts Nkongolo’s evil govern-
ment in esthetic terms. Nkongolo is said to be the
son of a hyena; he was so ugly that no one resem-
bled him before or since. His red skin symbolizes
the color of blood, and he is thus said to be
“Muntu wa Malwa,” a physical and moral mon-
strosity who brings suffering and terror into the
world—an uncivilized man who lives in an inces-
tuous relation with his own sisters.

Mbidi the black prince will introduce the “civi-
lized” practices of exogamy and “enlightened gov-
ernment” based on moral character, compassion,
and justice. He is said to be beautiful, and the people
identify with him. Mbidi functions in Luba con-
sciousness as the norm of the legitimate power of
good government, Bulopwe, which is antithetical
to Bufumu, the brutal and illegitimate power of
Nkongolo. Kalala Tlunga, Mbidi’s son, and, after

him, Ngoy’a Sanza are recorded as the paradigmatic
sage kings, whereas others are denounced as mon-
strous tyrants. In the investiture speech, the young
emperor had to learn from the noble Twite that
“Bulohwe I Bantu” (power is for the people and the
raison d’etre of a king is service to the people).

Leadership

Recorded as the enlightened ruler feared by
thieves and troublemakers, Ngoy’a Sanza (1665-
1685) is celebrated for his openness to cultural
and ethnic diversity and his focus on justice and
respect for human rights. His passion for moral
ethical standards, justice, and law and order led
him to a severe penal code inflicting harsh pun-
ishment to criminals. This punishment included
the cutting off of a hand to a thief, the upper lip
to a liar, an eye or the nose to one guilty of adul-
tery, and an ear to one who does not listen and
disobeys constantly.

Although the Luba notion of Bulopwe is rooted
in the concept of divine kingship, no one in prac-
tice identified the Mulopwe (King) with the
Supreme God, Shakapanga. Power was never per-
sonal; it was exercised by a body of several
people. The Baluba understood that the power of
the King should be limited and controlled to guar-
antee the welfare of the people. Thus, the Luba
empire was governed by an oral constitution
based on the will of the ancestors (Kishila-
kya-bankambo). A powerful religious lodge, the
Bambudye, acted as an effective check on the
behavior of the King and even had the power to
execute him in case of excessive abuse of power. It
was assumed that the king must obey the mandate
of heaven by governing according to the will of
the ancestors. These ideals of genuine personhood
and good government had their foundation in the
spiritual values inculcated by Luba religion.

Mutombo Nkulu-N’Sengha
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BAamMANA

The Bamana people belong to the Mande group
and can be found primarily in Mali. However,
sizable Bamana communities also exist in neigh-
boring West African countries, in particular, in
Guinea, Burkina Faso, and Senegal. There are
about 2 million Bamana, making them one of
the largest Mande subgroups, as well as the
dominant ethnic group in Mali, where about
80% of the population speak the Bamana lan-
guage. The Bamana, as they call themselves, are
often referred to as Bambara, which is likely an
inaccurate rendition on the part of the French of
Bamana. This entry looks at their history and
social organization, and then it turns to their
religion and ritual.

History and Social Life

The Bamana emerged as a distinct Mande group
when the Songhay empire dissolved, after being
invaded in 1591 by troops from Morrocco.
Some of the Mande people then turned inward
and created the Bamana empire in the mid-
1700s, with Segu and Kaarta as major centers of
Bamana power and lasting influence. This
explains how the Bamana came into existence as
an autonomous group.

However, they do share with their Mande rel-
atives many striking similarities. For instance,
the Bamana social structure is patrilocal and
patrilineal. The basic social unit is the family,
which may include anywhere between 100 and
1,000 individuals. Families are formed on the
basis of each one of its members tracing their
descent from a common male ancestor. Families
(or gwa) assume collective ownership of the
land and work together to grow millet, rice,
sorghum, peanuts, melons, and other crops. It is

not uncommon for them to also raise cattle,
goats, fowl, and sheep. Families then form vil-
lages, each with a central figure of authority.
One’s position in the social hierarchy is predi-
cated on one’s position in the initiation groups,
which play a major role in Bamana life and society.
There are six initiation societies known as dyouw.
The main function of the dyow is to teach mem-
bers of the Bamana society about critical issues,
such as the dual (material and spiritual) nature of
the world and ethical standards and expectations
of the community. Without proper socialization, a
person may hinder their own well-being, as well as
the welfare of their community. The six societies
correspond to different levels of education.

Religious Belief

The Bamana religion is based on the belief in one
supreme God, Maa Ngala, “Lord of All,” or
Masa Dembali, “Uncreated and Infinite Lord.”
God is responsible for creating the world and all
that is in the world. It is both immanent and tran-
scendent. As in other African religious traditions,
however, once the initial creative process was over,
the Supreme Being elected to reside in the sky and
delegated the governance of the world to lesser
spiritual entities. It is to those entities, rather than
to God, that the Bamana men and women address
their requests and make offerings. These include
divinities such as Nya, Nyawrole, Jarawera,
Ntomo, Nama, and Komo, which act as Maa
Ngala’s ministers and agents.

In addition to the divinities, ancestors also play
a major role as intermediaries between the living
and God. Ancestors are buried within the family
compound because their involvement in human
affairs remains constant. Libations must be
poured to them regularly, especially before con-
sulting with or requesting something from them.
Upon dying, one is expected to become an ances-
tor. However, this is largely predicated on the per-
formance of the proper funerary rites on the 1st,
3rd, 7th, and 40th days after death has occurred.

The Bamana believe in the existence of an intan-
gible, yet powerful life force, residing in all that is.
It is in every woman, man, child, animal, plant,
and so on. It is life, and it is of divine origin.
Nyama, as the Bamana understand it, is a sacred
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force that animates the universe. It is neither good
nor bad, but may manifest itself under both aspects
depending on the circumstances. Good behavior, in
the form of morality, generosity, and compassion,
will bring about a positive manifestation of Nyama.
In contrast, offenses against morality and the com-
munity’s traditions are responsible for causing great
upheavals. Everything being interconnected, the
violation of the social code of conduct will disturb
the general equilibrium of the universe.

Different people control or inherit different
amounts of Nyama. As one ages, for instance,
one’s amount of Nyama increases, hence the
respect given to older people. Blacksmiths are also
believed to inherit large amounts of Nyama from
their ancestors. They undergo a long and arduous
training to learn how to handle Nyama. The work
of the blacksmiths is seen as sacred. The forge is
therefore a spiritual sanctuary, with the day start-
ing with meditation and sacrifice. In the forge, the
primordial creative act is reenacted by the black-
smith, with the hearth as the female element and
the mass of the anvil the male organ.

The fusion of the female and the male is indis-
pensable to the creation of life. In a similar vein,
women who are mothers are elevated to the status
of semi-gods. It is through the woman’s womb,
indeed, that God continues its creative work, thus
making motherhood sacred. It is in the woman’s
body that Nyama’s power asserts itself, causing
life to germinate and thrive.

Ritual Practices

Whereas God is associated with masculinity, the
Earth is associated with the feminine. The sky,
God, is her husband, fertilizing her when it
releases its sacred semen, rain, and also when it
allows its light to shine on her. The Earth goddess
is known as Lennaya. The Earth is particularly
revered by those who engage in agriculture.
Sacrifices are offered to the Earth spirit to ensure
fertile yields on which the survival of the whole
community depends. Farmers will ask for permis-
sion before sowing and for forgiveness for break-
ing the ground to plant seeds. The women will
have the responsibility of placing the seed in the
Earth itself, as an analogy between the Earth’s and
their own creative power.

In as deeply religious an environment as the
Bamana, life is quite naturally highly ritualized.
As another example of this, before cutting a tree
down, one must ask for permission from the spirit
that lives in the tree. Also, prior to starting to eat
while in the forest, one must throw a few bits of
food to the four cardinal points in acknowledg-
ment of the environment as the place that gives
food, thanks to God’s work. Rituals, indeed, con-
form to the religious and natural order of things,
thus reinforcing it. As human beings engage in
rituals, they become participants in the cosmic
drama called life.

The Bamana are reputed for their beautiful pot-
tery, sculptures, bokolanfini cloth, and iron fig-
ures. Bamana masking traditions are also
extensive and impressive. An object of particular
fascination is the intricately carved headdress rep-
resenting Chi-wara, a mythical and spiritual being
who taught the Bamana the art of farming. The
headdress amalgamates the horns of a big ante-
lope, the body of an aardvark (a ground pig), and
the scaly skin of a pangolin, all animals involved
in digging the Earth. Chi-wara masquerades are
often organized at the beginning of a new planting
season to ensure a good harvest.

Ama Mazama
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BAMILEKE

The Bamileke people are located in the western
province of Cameroon. They share a boundary
with Anglophone Cameroon. Mount Bamboutous,
a well-known demarcation of the Bamileke in
Cameroon and abroad, extends to the Southwest
up to the Nkam region. The High Lands of
Dschang-Bana-Bangante, a relatively cold area
for this part of Africa, divide the land from the
North to the East.

The word Bamileke is a colonial corruption of
the name of the Dschang people, who consider
themselves Baliku—that is, the people of the hole in
the Earth. Thus, the name Bamileke is not an orig-
inal term and carries a meaning never intended by
its people, although it has been embedded in the
culture. The word simply attempts to provide a
description of the location of the Bamileke people.

The Bamileke are found everywhere in the
country given their large population in Cameroon.
They live in small groups surrounded by farms. In
overpopulated areas, it is difficult, if not impossi-
ble, to find unused land. The women are solely
responsible for all farm work, whereas the men
are breeders of small livestock; they are also
merchants and craftsmen. In addition, the
Bamileke have made good use of land between
Nkongsamba and Douala toward the Bassa land
in the Mbang and equally toward Banen of
Ndikinimeki. They are owners of an important
percentage of businesses in Douala.

Many secret societies are in operation among
the 8 million Bamileke spread across more than
94 kingdoms. Given that they had a set of com-
mon customs, the people have built a common
cultural identity and cohesiveness across the coun-
try. They hold closed “family” meetings and dis-
cuss and make decisions on family matters
without involving external entities. Decisions usu-
ally address issues such as financial growth, rea-
sons for a death in the family, and adherence to
the process of becoming a successor. This custom,
also widely known as fumlab, is seen as the nexus
of Bamileke culture and religion; it is also widely
believed and feared as a religion, in which a
person, usually a man, donates to a close friend or
family member evil spirits in the form of human
beings in exchange for financial prosperity.

Like their neighbors, the Bamoun (Banoun),
Kom, and Babanki, the Bamileke believe that
human death is not a normal occurrence, but an act
shrouded in mystery and mysticism. No matter
what his or her age, when a person dies, his or her
relatives must consult a doctor or find the reason for
the death. Each person in the family is forced to
come forward and swear before a totem that he or
she has no hand in the death. If there is a murderer
among them, he or she is instantly “trapped” by the
totem. During the burial ceremony, the family mem-
ber must undergo a ceremony involving pouring
libations into the ground, and all material gathered
from the spot is seen as the skull of the deceased.

Masquerades possessed with ancestral spirits
and magical statues are common artifacts used
within the kingdoms. These artifacts, including skulls
of deceased ancestors and musical equipment—
xylophones, drums, and flutes—are kept in a
secret place in the home of the eldest living male
in each lineage. During the celebration of death of
personalities, like King Njoya’s mother (1913),
elephant masks were worn to demonstrate their
importance.

Women are expected to bear children.
Irrespective of her marital status, if a woman does
not have children, the Bamileke believe she has been
bewitched. Consequently, the doctors are consulted,
and remedies are provided that reverse the situation.

The Bamileke believe in the existence of the
supreme god, Si, but Si is remote, and therefore the
ancestor spirits as imbued in masquerades and
statues are more common throughout the king-
doms. When an elder is obliged to relocate to
inherit another compound and property, the previ-
ous home is first purified by a healer with divine
powers, and a dwelling is built to house the ances-
tral skulls in the new location because the spirits
have nowhere to reside, and leaving them with no
home may cause irreparable trouble for the family.

Emmanuel Kombem Ngwainmbi
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BAaMUN

The Bamun are an important people from
Cameroon. They have a rich religious and ceremo-
nial history that reaches to the migration of King
Nsara and his followers who entered the present-
day Cameroon. The name Bamun literally refers to
the area where the people finally settled, a valley
that was called “mun,” “noun,” or “nun.”

Geographically, the Bamun kingdom is
located near the lands of the Tikar, an artistically
and culturally significant people. Both the
Bamun and the Tikar are known as great artists
creating enormous sculptures of bronze and
beads. In many ways, the flow of the culture
between the Tikar and the Bamun is one that has
enriched both groups. The Bamun essentially
adopted many words from the Tikar language.
They also adopted words from other people,
including the Bafanji, Bamali, and Bambalang.
One can deduce that part of their moral mindset
is influenced by the sociolinguistic and cultural
climates in which they lived.

The Bamun have a rich cultural heritage; how-
ever, in contemporary times, the people have
become mostly Islamic and Christian. Living in
the area of volcanic mountains, the Bamun were
known for festive occasions representing their
experiences. For example, the people dressed in
traditional colors and fabrics and paid homage to
the history of the ethnic group at the palace of
their kings. This practice, which can be traced to
the 14th century, demonstrates a continuum of the
monarchial reign and sovereignty. Thus, this tra-
dition shows the high moral and ethical standards
with which the Bamun upheld their values.

Before the Bamun adopted Islam during the
time of the grandfather of the Sultan Ibrahim
Mombo Njoya, they maintained a strong African
tradition based on their ancestral heritage and
customs. The seventh king of Bamun who became
in fact the first king in the line of the Njoya royalty
(the first king, Chare, 1394-1418), El Hadj
Seydou Njimoluh Njoya accepted Islam, an alien
religion, partly because he had many wives, but
allowed his people the right to practice Christianity.
Other Bamun still practiced the Bamun ancient
religion. The Bamun king is considered among the
most powerful traditional rulers in Africa, yet the

king allowed the people to continue the practice of
the ancestral religion. The Bamun King Njoya
presided over rituals in his palace that were based
on local customs as a way of expressing continuum
of the dynasty. The highly publicized nguon cere-
mony, one of the most elaborate in Africa, cele-
brates the 600 years of the dynasty.

Even today, the king, called sultan in the
Islamic tradition, resides in the palace in the tra-
ditional town of Foumban. In the palace of the
king are found the relics of the past kings and the
history of the customs and traditions of the ancient
Bamun. Kinship remains essential to the Bamun
way of thinking about ancestors and life.

Emmanuel Kombem Ngwainmbi
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BANTU PHILOSOPHY

Bantu philosophy refers to the philosophy, reli-
gious worldview, and ethical principles of the
Bantu people articulated by the first generation of
African intellectuals and founders of contempo-
rary African philosophy and theology. Originally
it referred to research done on traditional culture
between 1950 and 1990 in Central Africa, and
more specifically in the Democratic Republic of
the Congo, Rwanda, and Uganda by philosophers
and theologians such as Mulago Gwa Cikara
Musharamina, Alexis Kagame, John Mbiti,
Mutuza Kabe, and Alexis Kagame.

This research was part of the process of decolo-
nization of knowledge that began with the collapse
of European colonial empires in the wake of the
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first and second world wars. This research intended
to rediscover the ancestral philosophical worldview
and spiritual values that had been denigrated and
distorted by the colonial education. This goal was
accomplished by analyzing African proverbs; the
structure of Bantu languages, songs, art, and music;
and various customs and social institutions. In so
doing, “Bantu Philosophy” scholars defined the
criteria needed for a philosophy or theology to be
“African.” These criteria involved the use of
African languages and an African worldview. This
method of philosophizing and theologizing was
inaugurated in 1910 by Stephane Kaoze, the first
Congolese to gain a substantial training in modern
philosophy. In his work titled “La Psychologie des
Bantu” (“Bantu Psychology”), Kaoze articulated
what he regarded as the Bantu way of thinking
about knowledge, moral values, God, life, and
afterlife. Working in the context of Christian evan-
gelization, Kaoze called for the replacement
of colonial Christianity with an “African
Christianity.” For such an Africanization of
Christianity to occur, he maintained that the gospel
should be preached in foreign languages and with
foreign method, and that it should address the real
issues of African lives, including colonial oppres-
sion. He inaugurated the basic method of African
theology, which consists of the following elements:

b

o the establishment of the elements of a
traditional African philosophy and a
philosophical anthropology to be used as
foundation for a theological discourse;

o the use of traditional religion and wisdom
(proverbs, myths of creation, traditional vision
of God, traditional ethic, and oral literature) as
the foundation for theology;

o the use of African languages;

¢ unveiling the “cultural unity” of African cultures
through comparative studies that grasp the
common features of African worldviews, ethical
principles, and spiritual values and use them to
articulate an African theology; and

e the defense and promotion of human rights as a
fundamental task of African theology.

However, it is the book published in 1945 by
the Belgian missionary Placide Tempels that pop-
ularized the notion of Bantu philosophy in Africa
and in the West.

Published in 1945 (first in Lubumbashi,
Congo), this small book written by a Belgian
Franciscan missionary Placide Tempels generated
a long controversy that played an important
role in the development of contemporary African
philosophy and Inculturation theology. Bantu
Philosophy is a small book divided into seven
chapters: “In Search of a Bantu Philosophy”
(chapter I), “Bantu Ontology” (chapter II),
“Bantu  Wisdom” (chapter III), “Bantu
Psychology” (or “The Theory of ‘Muntu,”’
chapter 1V), “Bantu Ethics” (chapter V),
“Restauration of Life” (Chapter VI), and “Bantu
Philosophy and Our Mission to Civilize” (chapter
VII). The merit of the book resides not in its
content, which is quite poor, but rather in its
challenge and revolutionary outlook clearly stated
in the seventh chapter:

The discovery of Bantu philosophy is a disturb-
ing event for all those who are concerned with
African education. We have had the idea that
we stood before them like adults before the
newly-born. In our mission to educate and to
civilize, we believed that we started with a “tab-
ula rasa,” though we also believed that we had
to clear the ground of some worthless notions,
to lay foundations in a bare soil. We were quite
sure that we should give short shrift to stupid
customs, vain beliefs, as being quite ridiculous
and devoid of all sound sense. We thought that
we had children, “great children,” to educate;
and that seemed easy enough. Then all at once
we discovered that we were concerned with a
sample of humanity, adult, aware of its own
brand of wisdom and moulded by its own phi-
losophy of life. That is why we feel the soil slip-
ping under our feet, that we are losing track of
things and why we are asking ourselves “what
to do now to lead our coloured people?” (p. 73)

Like many European missionaries, Tempels
embarked for the Congo imbued with Levy-
Bruhl’s myths about the primitive mind.
However, after years of work among the Baluba,
Tempels realized the mistakes of the Western idea
of Africa. Having carefully studied the Kiluba
language and discovered the wisdom of Luba
proverbs and worldview, Tempels underwent a
deep conversion that led him to acknowledge
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African moral values and the value of the Luba
conception of God. In a time when the notion of
primitive people was taken for granted, Tempels
shocked the European world by choosing as the
title for his discovery of Luba worldview “Bantu
philosophy,” rather than “primitive philoso-
phy” or “religious thought,” as Marcel Griaule
did with the philosophy of the Dogon. He
demystified the colonial invention of a savage
Africa by demonstrating the existence of a
coherent Bantu ontology, a sound system of
belief in the Supreme Being, and a coherent eth-
ical system that guides African existential trajec-
tory. Well before the proclamation of the United
Nations’ Charter of Human Rights, Tempels
argued that the Bantu have a clear vision of
human dignity and the rights of the individual.
He even speculated on the relationship between
Pharaonic Egypt and Bantu philosophy. This
was radically antithetical to the prevailing
Hegelian Paradigm, Social Darwinism, and
Levy-Bruhlian theories of primitivism. Although
Tempels still remained captive of the colonial
worldview and the belief in the superiority of
Christianity, his mea culpa opened the door to a
radical demystification of colonial scholarship.
This is why the fathers of the Negritude
Movement, such as Leopold Sedar Senghor
and Alioune Diop, and the nascent publishing
house “Presence Africaine” embraced Tempels
and promoted the book in French and English
translations.

Bantu Philosophy is therefore not simply a
book or the philosophy of the Bantu people, but
also a way of thinking that honors African
humanity by acknowledging “African rational-
ity” and a meaningful African presence in world
religions and in the global community of
philosophers.

Mutombo Nkulu-N’Sengha
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BANYANKORE

Banyankore is a word spoken in the Bantu family
of languages and corresponds to “the people of
Nkore,” comprising the Bahima (singular
Mubima) and the Bairu (singular Mwiru), two rel-
atively autonomous peoples cohabiting Nkore
near the end of the 15th century. Runyankore, a
form of Bantu, is the traditional language of both
Bahima and the Bairu. When the British arrived at
the turn of the 20th century, Nkore was one of
four kingdoms in East-Central Africa located
among the high plateaus and fertile plains that
make up the southwest region of present-day
Uganda. Upon incorporation into the Ugandan
Protectorate in 1901, Nkore became known as the
province of Ankole.

Distinct and markedly different ways of life
characterized Bahima and Bairu economic, politi-
cal, and social structures. The Bahima were pas-
toralists whose primary means of subsistence
centered on cattle herding. Meat and dairy prod-
ucts such as butter and milk formed the basis of
the Bahima diet. Gifting cattle served as a means
of obtaining patronage from local authorities and
the principal dowry exchanged during weddings.
Military regimen and warfare, especially against
encroaching cattle thieves, was a regular aspect of
Bahiman life. The political structure revealed a
centralized government administered through a
monarchial system of leadership. Control of the
government rested with the Mugabe, or king, who
was chosen from among a Bahima clan called the
Bahinda. An Enganzi, or court favorite, served as
personal counsel to the Mugabe.

In contrast to this seminomadic existence,
Bairu life was sedentary and largely communal or
clan-based in nature. The cultivation of vegetables
was the primary means of subsistence and formed
the greater part of the Bairu diet. An artisan class
existed and produced pottery for Bahima cattle
herders and weaponry for Bahima warriors.
Although intermarriage between the two groups
was exceptional, some Bairu did become local
authorities within the Bahima political framework
through marriage to Bahima women.

Cultural life in Nkore revolved around the
Bagyendanwa, or royal drums. The Banyankore
connected the Bagyendanwa to the historical
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founding of the kingdom of Nkore. The drums
were the fundamental part of the regalia that
served to legitimize the Bahinda clan as the royal
bloodline of Nkore’s monarchy. The Banyankore
revered the Bagyendanwa as a symbol of author-
ity and national unification. No monarch could
rule without possession of the drums, which were
male and female. Similarly, the Banyankore
believed that the national sovereignty of Nkore
rested with the Bagyendanwa and therefore hid
the drums during times of war. As a means of
ancestral veneration and reflexive memory, the
Banyankore offered supplication and gave charity
in the customs of fellowship and good will that
the drums represented.

Although traditional scholarship holds that
the Banyankore worshipped the drums, the
Banyankore did not believe that the drums pos-
sessed a spirit, and this interpretation is inconsistent
with African religious practice (see e.g., the function
of the Golden Stool in the Asante kingdom).

Malachi D. Crawford
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BANYARWANDA

Banyarwanda (singular Munyarwanda) is a word
originating in the Bantu family of languages mean-
ing “the people of Rwanda” and consisting of three
caste groups: the Batutsi, cattle herders; the Bahutu,
agricultural cultivators; and the Batwa, hunters and
pottery-makers. From the 15th century until its
colonization by Germany in the final years of the

20th century, Rwanda was a kingdom located in
East Africa, to the south of Uganda, and bordered
by Lake Tanganyika, Lake Victoria, and Lake Kivu.

The Banyarwanda perceive Imana as the
Supreme God that created the universe and every-
thing within it. Imana is essentially good and the
life-giving force that sustains all existence. The
material world that humans experience is one of
three planes of reality. Another world called ijuru
exists above the sky, while a third reality exists
beneath the ground. Both of these two anterior
realms are similar in appearance to the material
realities of human existence and are not conceptu-
ally comparable to notions of heaven and hell.
Banyarwanda believe that, after traversing the sky
in the daytime, the sun is cut into pieces by a man
who throws its bone back across the heavens
where it is reborn the next day.

Because Imana does not intercede into the daily
affairs of mankind, for many Banyarwanda, the
most direct means of connecting with the spiritual
realm is through invoking the sacred power of
lesser gods, ancestors, diviners, or sorcerers. One
such lesser god is Ryangombe, the personal ser-
vant and expression of Imana. Banyarwanda
believe that Ryangombe has the power to influ-
ence human affairs and that human will enters the
world through him. Ryangombe works through
the power of his spoken word and often acts on
behalf of the weak and vulnerable of society, some-
times as a challenge to established authority.
Banyarwanda appeal to Ryangombe for good for-
tune. Nyabingi, meaning abundant, rich, or one
that provides, is a female demigod with sacred
power that equals Ryangombe’s in strength.

Knowledge of the meaning and uses of sacred
power in society is imperative to understanding
Banyarwandan cosmology. Authority was depen-
dent on one’s command of sacred power in
Banyarwandan society—a king could not rule
without it. In part, a king’s ability to maintain
powerful practitioners of sacred power at his
court or in his service was an indirect reflection on
his own sacred power.

Human beings, both living and dead, have sig-
nificant powers within this sacred order. For exam-
ple, although Imana determines the nature of one’s
life, ancestors influence its purpose. To forget one’s
ancestry is to forget one’s purpose and can cause
great harm. So, although a Munyarwanda will
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make an offering to an ancestor with the fore-
knowledge that the physical acceptance of the
offering is impossible, it is the fact of remembrance
and the act of giving that aide in the remittance of
trouble. Diviners—those Banyarwandans who can
commune with the spiritual realm—are sought
out to examine the source of a personal problem.
Conversely, sorcerers are thought to be criminals
who practice a learned form of sacred power that
can harm others. Being suspected or accused of
sorcery is a serious matter, while being convicted
of sorcery is punishable by death.

Malachi D. Crawford
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BARIBA

The Bariba, also called the Baatonu, Baatombu,
Baruba, Bargu, Burgu, Berba, Barba, Bogung,
Bargawa, or Barganchi, are the Baatoniim-
speaking ethnic group of the northern part of
Benin Republic in the Borgou-Alibori province.
They actually call themselves Baatonu (singular)
and Baatombu (plural).

Originally, the Bariba migrated from northern
Nigeria to establish in Benin. However, a few
of them, about 60,000, are still found in that
country today, which represents one tenth of their
population in Benin Republic. The Bariba are
the largest ethnic group in northern Benin and the
fourth largest group in the country, following the
Fon, the Adja, and the Yoruba, thus representing
10% of the population of Benin Republic. They
are predominantly herders (who raise poultry and
livestock), farmers (who grow corn, sorghum,
cassava, yam, beans, peanuts, rice, and cotton),
and brave professional hunters.

Many Bariba are known to be superb cloth-
weavers as well. The latter, especially Bariba women,
create excellent designs of woven cloths patterned in
beautiful colors worn as traditional attire. The most
notable festive event among the Bariba is the annual
celebration in honor of the ancestors, called the
Gaani, which is observed throughout major Bariba
cities, namely, Kandi, Kouande, Nikki, Parakou, and
Pehunco, the largest city, home to more than
200,000 Bariba out of 365,000 inhabitants.

The Bariba society is strictly hierarchical and
caste-like. There are groupings as varied as the
ruling Wasangari nobles and warriors, the com-
moners Baatombu, the enslaved people of varying
origins, the Dendi merchants, and the Fulbe
herders. The Bariba still have kings and chiefs
in various regions, such as the Banga (Ruler) in
Kouande, the Saka (Ruler) in Kandi, and the
Sarkin Nikki (Ruler) in Nikki.

Religion is one of the most significant aspects
of the Bariba communities and a strong determinant
of their Cosmology. Many Bariba, like most ethnic
groups in northern Benin Republic today, are prose-
lytized Muslims. The Dendi traders, who were
preaching throughout the north of the country, intro-
duced them to Islam. Otherwise, the original religion
of the Bariba is the African Traditional Religion or
the Popular Traditional African Religion Everywhere
(PTARE), as the leading Afrocentrist, Molefi K.
Asante, termed it. Despite Islam’s stronghold in the
northern Benin Republic, the majority of the ruling
upper class Bariba communities continue, against all
odds, to practice their indigenous religion, PTARE.

In the Bariba Cosmology, GuSunon (Gu = rain,
Sunon = Ruler), hence Ruler of Heaven and Earth,
is the Supreme God. The Bariba never call on Him
directly and invoke GuSunon through the instru-
mentality of several deities known as Bunu. The
Goribu (i.e., the dead in general) and the Sikadobu
(or the family divine ancestors) are venerated as
well. There are several worship places, which are
by a tree, in a river, or in a farm. Each sacred tem-
ple is overseen by a traditional priest, who presides
over various sacrifices, the Gnakuru to the gods,
and performs benediction or Domaru on various
occasions—in times of calamity, disease, famine,
drought, during the enthronement of a dignitary,
and during festive celebrations. Various meanings
are attached to the places of worship. They
are either linked to an event of primal significance
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pertaining to the history of the village or to heroic
deeds of a family, to a legend, or to a person pos-
sessed by one of the Bunu or deities. For example,
Bion Kuru, Kiriku, Seema, or Kaau bii fall into a
trance during traditional dances, such as the
Bukakaaru, the calabash/gourd dance.

Thomas Houessou-Adin
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BAROTSE

The name Barotse refers to an extensive group of
people who occupy the Western part of Zambia,
portions of Angola, Namibia, and Zimbabwe.
They also may be called Barotsi, Barutse, Bulozi,
Marotse, Rotse, Rozi, and Lozi. The original
name of the Barotse was Aluyi. For purposes of
this entry, the name Barotse will refer to all of the
people mentioned.

Barotse history is complex. The Barotse people
are organized with a paramount king and many
subkings. Indeed, it has been said that it is a nation
of royals because of the proliferation of kingships.
Arriving in their present area around the 16th cen-
tury under the leadership of Mboo Mwanasilandu,
the Barotse established their capital at Lealui. In
the vicinity of the capital, the Mashona people, the
majority in Zimbabwe, often traded with the
Barotse, creating a common trade language that
was understood by both groups. However, it was
not the Mashona who were to have the greatest
impact on the complexity of Barotse history, but
another ethnic group from the south, the Makololo.

In the early 19th century, a powerful conquering
monarch of the Basotho people, Sebitoane, led his
Makalolo armies from what is now South Africa
north through the territories of the Tswana and
Shona people leaving devastation in his wake.
Passing through the Kalahari Desert, they encoun-
tered the Barotse people on the flat flood plains
of the Zambezi and subdued them. The armies
of Imasiku, the paramount king of Aluyi, were

conquered in 1838. The Makololo called the Aluyi,
whom they had met and defeated by a new name,
Barotse, meaning “people of the plains.” In the fol-
lowing years, the Barotse became subject people,
rising only as high as they were permitted by the
Makololo elite. After 40 years of subservience to
the Makololo, the Barotse revolted and eliminated
most of the Basotho-Makololo royalty and oli-
garchy, reestablishing their own kingship lineage.

With the destruction of Sebitoane’s dynasty in
1864, the Barotse had declared their national inde-
pendence and selected Sipopa as their king. They
were soon, however, to be subjected to British
colonialism. Nevertheless, the people retained their
cultural practices and heritage based on their long
history. The king and the mokwai, who is usually
the eldest sister of the king, rule with the authority
and prerogatives of the ancestors. They are consid-
ered equal, the male and the female ruler, and each
is required to obtain the assent of the other before
a national edict or law is passed.

The Barotse believe that the Supreme Deity is a
solar deity in the sense that the sun embodies the
power of a force that energizes the universe. There
are no shrines built to this deity, but there are
many ceremonies and rituals intended to appease
ancestral and other spirits. All evil is associated
with some spirit. According to the beliefs of the
Barotse, the ancestral spirits must be consulted
and celebrated on a regular basis as a way of
maintaining harmony and peace in the society.

Molefi Kete Asante
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BAssa

Within the context of African religion, the term
Bassa has strong geopolitical and historical
connotations. In historico-geographic terms, the
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Bassa people have Kemetic origins, having
migrated from Egypt following the collapse of the
Adbassa Empire in the 6th century to Bassa-ri,
Land of the Bassa, which include portions of
modern-day Senegal, Congo, Sierra Leone, Liberia,
Togo, and Cameroon. Oral historical accounts
indicate that the term Bassa seems to relate to
the combination of the words Baah, meaning
“father,” and sooh, meaning “stone.” Thus, one
could derive the name Father Stone from Bassa.
Indeed, an important king was given that name
in Bassa history. Supposedly European merchants,
attempting to negotiate relations with their
African counterparts in the 15th century, strug-
gled to pronounce Baah Sooh Nyombe, meaning
“Father Stone’s people.”

The people are known as Gboboh, Adbassa, or
Bambog-Mbog, an initiate of their patriarch and
elder, Mbog, offering sacrifices of thanksgiving to
metaphysical forces for protection and blessings—
rights of appropriation, in ethnological terms,
consistently had political influence in all of their
settlements.

The Bassa people live in Liberia, Sierra Leone,
Nigeria, and Cameroon. They are found in the
central region of the Grand Bassa in Liberia,
Rivercess, and Montserrado counties, and in
Cameroon they are found in the Littoral, Central,
and South provinces. Some Bassa are found in
Togo and are called Basari; in the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, they are called the Bassa
Mpoku. Culturally, the Bassa people are classified
under Niger-Congo. Atlantic-Congo, Volta-Congo,
Benu-Congo, Bantoid, Southern Northwest, and
Basaa include such dialects as Basa, Bisaa, Mbele,
Mee, Tupen, Bikyek, Mbene, Bicek, Muvele,
Bakem, Ndokama, Basso, Ndogbele, Bibeng, Bon,
Log, Mpo, Mbang, Myamtam, Diboum, and
Ndokpenda. This entry looks at their language
and religious beliefs.

Language

The ability of the Bassa language to communicate
different meanings in one word presents the Bassa
not only as wordsmiths, but it speaks to their intel-
lectual ingenuity and ability to influence opinion.
Proverbs, a typical mode of expression among the
elderly, are aimed at soliciting important informa-
tion. They provide primary and deeper meanings
that must match the context in which they are

used. Proverbs are mostly used in formal settings
and during solemn discourse such as family meet-
ings, court proceedings presided by the village
chief, meetings of the council of elders, or during
discussions on how to lead a morally upright life.

Bassa proverbs usually point to difficult and
complex problems whose solutions require prag-
matic reasoning, hence to understand them careful
discernment of the terms in their totality is
expected. For example, “The elders can always
find the crab’s heart” suggests that elderly people
are smart and brilliant enough because of experi-
ence to locate the most difficult of objects; there-
fore, they can locate any problem and solve it. Due
to their longevity, experiences full of patience,
careful scrutiny, and repertoire of knowledge, the
elderly person can find the crab’s heart.

On the psycholinguistic and semantic levels,
Bassa constructs the brand of a powerful language
with apt imagery and multivariate meanings. The
Bassa of Cameroon address themselves within the
same context of a pluralinguistic community with
supernatural potential. They are Bon ba Ngock
(“Children of the Rock”) and Bon ba Mbog Liaa
(“Children of the Tradition of the Rock”). They
are associated with Hilolombi, The Supreme
Being, the Most High. Hilolombi comprises three
roots: the normative article »i, complementing iloo
(to surpass), and the adjective nlombi (ancient)
when combined means “The-Greatest, Eldest” or
“The-Greatest-Because-The-Eldest.” Given that
Hilolombi, the Supreme Being, is neither male nor
female, but a divine authority with grandeur, one
capable of mercy provides the basis for mitigating
male and female principles in the Bass-ri.

Religion and Moral and Ethical Behavior

The current moral and ethical foundation of the
Bassa is contained in a compendium of ancient
and modern sociolinguistic and ancient values,
where traditional and Judeo-Christian principles
often clash or blend, with decisions made and
opinions formed in consultation with the oracles,
the Holy Bible, or other supernatural entities.
Traditional customs are deeply connected to the
spirit world where humans are transformations of
the supernatural.

The deceased are not dead; they have moved to
another realm and can be reached by libation
performed by the living. They are helpful to the
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living in decision making and judgments about the
future. Therefore, the way to maintain stability
and harmony in society is to remember to ritual-
ize the deceased ancestors, who can help bring
about healing, solutions to problems, and order.

Besides Mbog Panther-men, and law makers,
there are Mbombog and its confraternities, Umi-the
Watersnake-men and judges; Nge-Leopard-men and
executors; Njek- specialized in the implementation
of immanent justice; Ngambi-revealer of secret
truths, present and future; Koo-Snail-women;
Ngam-Spider-men and soothsayers, among other
spiritual forces that mitigate ethical comportment.

The Bible translated into Bassa was published
in 1922, 1939, and 1969, giving the Bassa almost
9 decades of experience with a new religion. The
Christian idea of God as both a revengeful and
compassionate or merciful Supreme Being who
punishes wrongdoers and rewards the righteous
now permeates the psyche of the Bassa, who
equally see the Creator, Elder, as something to
nurture in every member of that society. By the
same token, because the most important personal-
ity in the village is the eldest Mbog-Mbog, the
Creator is greatest because He is the eldest.
Therefore, it is the greatest mistake to adopt
someone else’s idea of God. However, the idea of
the Christian God and that of Mbog-mbog coex-
ist in the psyche of the Bassa.

Emmanuel Kombem Ngwainmbi
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BasuTo

The Basuto people live in southern Africa. They
are a nation composed of numerous Sotho-speaking
people who were organized into one nation,
Lesotho, by the legendary king, Moshoeshoe I.
Whereas the Sotho-speaking people existed prior

to the union created by Moshoeshoe I, the specific
nation of Lesotho is a direct result of the political
activity of the king.

The Basuto live in the high savanna regions of
southern Africa. Among the main groups of
Basuto are the Northern Sotho, including the
Lovedu and the Pedi; the Western Sotho, who are
really the Tswana; and the Southern Sotho, the
Basuto proper of the nation of Lesotho. Most
scholars agree that the language spoken by the
Basuto is a Bantu language similar to hundreds
of languages in southern and eastern Africa. For
example, it is closely related to Nguni, Venda,
and Tsonga. The language of Basuto is aggluti-
native because it uses affixes and derivational
and inflexional rules to build words. The name
of the language is Sesotho. It is one of the lan-
guages from which the artificial language
Tsotsitaal is derived in South Africa. It is a
unique lexicon and a set of idioms that are used
with the grammar of Sesotho or Zulu. During
the past 2 decades, it has become the language of
the Kwaito music in the townships.

Inasmuch as the European domination of much
of the Sotho culture created a serious rupture in
the traditional religion of the people at the visible
level, the language carries an enormous wealth of
information about the way the Basuto see the
world. For example, the word morithi, which has
the meaning of shade or shadow of a human
being, has been translated in English as spirit.
However, it is to be understood from the Basuto
perspective as also conveying the idea of dignity
or reputation and expresses the view that one can
become morithi, one of the ancestors after death.

There is one critical way in which the tradi-
tional religion of the Basuto has been corrupted
by the Christian interpretations brought into the
language. The Basuto word Modimo means essen-
tially the Almighty God. One does not have a
plural for this word in the Basuto. Yet the
Europeans introduced a plural in the form of
medimo, meaning “gods,” a foreign concept in the
Sesotho language. When the Sesotho speak of the
ancestors, they use the term badimo, the ances-
tors; the word is never used in the singular. One
speaks of a person being among the ancestors.

In the 19th century, when the whites began
their push into the interior of South Africa, pro-
ducing a domino effect on various African
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nations, Moshoeshoe I opened his kingdom to
people who had been displaced by the great chaos
of warfare. The king used the strategy of asking
Europeans to come live with his people as a way
of having access to guns and ammunitions as
the whites were pushing into his territory.
Nevertheless, the missionaries were not able to
prevent the inevitable conflicts between the
Afrikaners and the British. The Afrikaners/Boers
had started to move into the area around 1831.
Moshoeshoe I appealed to the British for aid in
fighting the Afrikaners/Boers, but the British did
not respond until 1868 when Queen Victoria
granted some protection. The Basuto people were
placed under a British protectorate and gained
their independence in 1966.

Molefi Kete Asante
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BatA DRUMS

Bata Drums are a set of three drums that are
of Yoruba origin (ethnic group of Nigeria, West
Africa). Although these drums originated in
Nigeria, they are also found in Cuba due to the
forced enslavement and migration of Africans
from Old Dahomey to the former Spanish colony
of Cuba during the era of African enslavement.
The drums are used to play the sacred music of
theYoruba people.

There are two types of Bata drums: the tradi-
tional Bata, which are played in Nigeria, West
Africa, and those that are played in Cuba by
practitioners of the Lucumi and Santeria spiritual
systems (Yoruba-based). The Bata drum is a hol-
lowed wooden cylinder (carved wood/glued slats
of wood) with two open ends (each of different

diameter) that are covered by specially treated
goat or cow skin. The skins of traditional
(Nigeria) Bata are attached to the body of the
drum by a system of interwoven straps. The skins
of the Cuban Bata are attached to the drum’s
body by a series of metal rings and tension rods.

Both types of Bata are played at both ends as
they sit horizontally on the lap of the Bata drum-
mers. The traditional Bata are played with leather
straps, whereas the Cuban Bata are played by
hand. Both heads of each of the three drums has
its own distinct sonar range. While playing these
drums, each player produces a distinct rhythm,
which, when combined with the other rhythms,
produces polyrhythms designated for various
Orisa (deities) of the Yoruba/Lucumi/Santeria
pantheon. The combined Bata music, songs, and
dancing operate in concert to invoke the deities
and spiritual possession.

Along with its own distinct range, each Bata
has its own character and name. The lead drum,
called the Iya (EE-Yah), which means mother
in Yoruba, is the largest and lowest in range.
The middle drum (in range and size) is called
the Itotele (EE-toh-ta-lay), a Yoruba-derived name
that implies completed action. The Ikonkolo (EE-
Kon-Ko-Lo), the smallest drum and highest in
range, derives its name from a combination of the
words Kob (to sing) and Lo (to play a musical
instrument). Additionally, the Iya is adorned with
a string of small bells called the Chawuoro or
Chaguoro, which enhances the sound of the
drum, and a resin-like substance called Ida (EE-
dah), which is placed at the center of the largest
head to dampen the sound.

Bata drums require special care, which includes
consecration, feeding, and special storage. The
drums are consecrated by a babalawo (traditional
priest) after they are constructed. The feeding of
the Bata drums involves sacrifice and ritual, which
is conducted by the Babalawo before they are
played in ceremony. When not being played, the
Bata are placed with their smallest heads facing up
or hung from the wall and not allowed to touch
the ground. Bata drums are also thought to
possess magical powers.

Kefentse K. Chike

See also Dance and Song; Drum, The; Santeria
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BAaTONGA

The Batonga are a southeastern African ethnic
group that can be found in Malawi, Zimbabwe,
and Zambia. Their historians say that they origi-
nated in a land in northeast Africa and migrated
to their present area during a period of political
and social unrest. It is also believed that the
Batonga are related to the Maravi or the Tumbuka
because their languages are similar. However,
among the Bantu, it is possible to see similarities
in the languages and yet not be able to detect a
direct line of descent.

The Tonga or Batonga claim to be a separate
ethnic group largely because they share a common
language and a common name for their group.
Their language is called chiTonga, meaning the
“language of the Tonga.” The Batonga, for exam-
ple, do not accept the identification of the
Tumbuka or the Maravi. Nevertheless, their iden-
tity has been complicated by the fact that they
were invaded and conquered, in part, by the
mighty Ngoni during their migrations up and
down the Rift Valley and into southern Africa. A
group of Ngoni reached the area of the Batonga as
late as the 19th century and defeated the Batonga
in battle, subduing them and integrating them into
the Ngoni civil and social systems.

The Ngoni were a patrilineal people, after
having adopted the practice hundreds of years
before, and they forced the matrilineal Batonga
to accept the new pattern of descent. By 18535,
most of the villages of the Batonga were matri-
lineal and had become areas under the domina-
tion of the Ngoni army. Incorporated into the
Ngoni military units, the Batonga soldiers were
forced to perform the most menial of tasks.
However, in 1876, the Batonga rose in a violent

revolt against their Ngoni overlords and fought
fiercely for independence. They were unsuccess-
ful, and the reaction of the Ngoni was severe.
Members of the royal house of the Batonga were
killed, the oversight of the Batonga people
became more stringent, and the use of the
Batonga in military raids was increased, also
increasing the possibility that they would
become fodder for the armies of opponents.

Remnants of the Batonga who were able to
escape the power of the Ngoni built their villages
on small islands in the middle of Lake Nyasa or in
fortresses alongside the shores of the lake. This
gave them military advantage and protection from
marauding armies. It is easy to see how the religion
of the Batonga was influenced by their lifestyle.

Living in and around Lake Nyasa in Malawi,
the Batonga developed a deep regard for water.
They became principally fishers, although they
ate cassava as one of the mainstays of their diets.
Given that the Batonga were infiltrated by Ngoni
culture, they adopted many of the customs and
styles of the Ngoni. They used lobola, a gift of
cattle, for marriage payments, and they adopted
the Ngoni tradition of the family paying the hus-
band’s family if the wife became ill. There were
certain rules to keep males from divorcing wives
without public hearing and repudiation, although
the wives could dismiss their husbands without
any such formality. This may have been one of
the holdovers from the time of the woman-
centered tradition of the Batonga. If a woman
died away from her family, they could demand
payment from the husband.

The Batonga people have a distant supreme
deity who is quite remote—so remote, in fact,
that the people do not call his name because he
does not figure in their lives at all. It is only
when they are pressed to discuss the nature of
creation that the Batonga would reveal the fact
that they believe in a supreme deity. Otherwise,
the Batonga honor the ancestors whom they
have known. They consult diviners, believe in
the power of spirit transcendance, and search
for answers to ordinary problems from the
ancestors. All spirits are respected, consulted,
and propitiated as needed by the society.

There is also a belief in reincarnation. The
Batonga believe that after death a person could
receive another totem—that is, by consulting the
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diviners, following certain rituals, and taking spe-
cial herbs, a person could become any animal or
person he or she wished to be after death.

Molefi Kete Asante
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BATs

Bats have been recognized as some of the most
mystical creatures and are so often misunder-
stood. Bats are the only existing flying mammals
and, over the course of their long history, have
been depicted with much negativity. Commonly,
in various media portrayals, they are said to be
evil. However, in Africa, bats have their sacred
place in the cycle of life. One can say that the mis-
sion of the bat cannot be replaced by any other
mammal no matter how close the similarities.
These social creatures are nocturnal and possess
the uncanny ability to move in darkness and rely
on sonar in their nose for perfect navigation. They
are also clairaudient: They have a keen sense of
hearing that also makes them unique.

Bats contribute to life because their consumption
of vegetation assists pollination and seed dispersal.
In Ghana, the straw-colored fox (a kind of bat), as
it is referred to, relies on the Iroko tree, one of
Africa’s leading agricultural products. This tree is
highly valued because of its strength and color.

Most bats are mainly fruitarians, but will eat
insects, birds, and even chicken. Their waste prod-
uct, “guano,” is one of their most interesting fea-
tures because it is used as a fertilizer. The African
fruit bats are also considered allies to many who
rely on the West African locust tree for suste-
nance. The locust tree is a survival food and offers
a source of calories and nutrients, especially dur-
ing times of drought or famine. The locust tree is

often used as firewood, shelter for livestock, and
shade and protection. A reliable resource, its
falling leaves nurture the soil, its bark and twigs
help with dental care, and it remains a source of
sustenance for bats.

Bats—particularly the mouse-tailed bat, native to
Egypt as long as 4,000 years ago—were commonly
found hanging out with mummies. During the
winter months, bats would hibernate in the pyra-
mids, eating and drinking every day, but moving
about less often than usual. Their acclimation to
the desert environment complements their ability to
live off their own fat deposits when food is scarce.
The hammer-headed fruit bat lived in the forest
of Gambia, Ethiopia, and Angola near swamps and
rivers, feasting on mangrove and palm trees. In
Central Africa, the fruit bat, or epailette bat, also lives
in forests or fields consuming ripened fruit and juices.

Another bat common to Africa is the yellow-
winged bat, also considered the “false vampire bat”
and one of the best looking of all the species. These
creatures are blue-gray or blue-brown with yellow
wings and ears. The female bat is the hunter,
whereas the father protects and feeds the offspring.
Yellow-winged bats mate for life and roost in aca-
cia trees, primarily in the flowers where they attract
insects for food. Another interesting feature of the
fruit bat is how they hide or nestle themselves
within pouches in their shoulders. These pouches
have glands that give off a strong odor, which is
absorbed and used as a female magnet. This is an
instrumental part of their mating process because
they are able to fill the air with their scent to attract
their female counterpart.

In Africa in earlier times, and later cross-
culturally, bats were a powerful symbol, repre-
senting the souls of the dead, initiation, rebirth,
happiness, and longevity. With respect to nature,
bats or totems represent time for transition or
transformation and letting go of the obstacles that
may hinder growth. They also reflect people’s
need to come face to face or soul to soul with their
true and higher selves. Bats are also symbolic of
new truth and imply great strength and stamina to
handle ordeals that may beset people as they open
to new awareness or consciousness. Bat medicine
teaches people to trust their instincts, open them-
selves to new beginnings, and demonstrate the
ability to embrace the promise and power that
comes from this awakening.
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Bats have also been long associated with lore,
mysticism, and religion. In the Ivory Coast, bats
were seen as the spirits of the dead; in
Madagascar, they were known as the souls of
criminals or the buried dead. In the Cameroon,
bats were capable of blood sucking the life force
of a person while sleeping. Furthermore, consis-
tent with Ibibio tribe, bats were connected to
witchcraft. For instance, the Ibibio believe that if
a bat came into a home and touched someone,
that person was considered bewitched. Bats are
also often associated with nighttime or darkness,
when most rituals were performed.

The blood, heart, and other parts of bats were
often used by African healers for specific pur-
poses. In ritualistic ceremonies, a bat’s blood was
used for spell work directed toward discord, ten-
sion, and havoc; its eye is used against harm and
evil and works as protection. Despite their nega-
tive reputation, bats have played a vital role in the
cycle of life and have made a contribution to
African religious ceremonies.

Elizabeth Andrade
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BaTtwa

The Batwa, also known as the Twa (sing.) people,
are one of the ethnic groups among the original
inhabitants of the equatorial forest of Central
Africa. The forest was granted to them by the
Creator as part of their right and responsibility to
preserve the Great Lakes region. When the Creator
had distributed all the land to other groups, he left
the high mountains and plains around Lake Kivu
in Congo (Kinshasa), Rwanda, Uganda, and
Burundi for the Batwa people to make their home.
Standing at a short stature with red skin and

prominent foreheads, eyes, and teeth, the Batwa
were endowed with the safekeeping of the forest,
which provided them with nourishments and med-
icines and a place for sacred grounds. In this
regard, the Batwa became the guardians of the for-
est and its primary benefactors. This made the
people unique beings in that they lived in harmony
with the forest region that enabled them to become
specialists in forest skills, such as hunting and
gathering and preparing herbal medicines. Because
of this harmonious relationship with their environ-
ment, the Batwa lifestyle was rich in song, dance,
and musical gatherings, which were influenced by
their surroundings. In general, the Batwa utilized
an equalized social system based on their under-
standing of collectivism. That is, they practiced a
communal relationship with one another, a rela-
tionship that allowed them to rely on each member
of the community to contribute to the overall well-
being of the group. Their collective work and
efforts, as well as their unique relationship with the
forest, entitled the Batwa to consider themselves as
supreme. As a result of their special sense of self,
and in an effort to protect it, they worshipped the
spirits in the forest to preserve their special rights.
Their responsibility and privilege as guardians of
the forest enabled them to have a unique connec-
tion to the resources of the lands, and this allowed
them to gain specialized knowledge of herbs and
other natural products. This knowledge gained is
transmitted in oral history through Rutwa, which is
the language of the Batwa people’s songs and sto-
ries. Moreover, the Batwa people have a special
relationship to the spirits of the land and to the
land itself. Their rituals and ceremonies exhibit the
felt necessity for the people to sanctify and legit-
imize rituals surrounding such events as the instal-
lations of the kings and the prosperity and
reproduction of their own societies. The Batwa
people are acknowledged as the original instructors
and leaders of the forest community, and they are
therefore enabled to guide and teach others about
the spiritual connection between the people and the
forest, as their rightful place to protect and pre-
serve, while utilizing the lands for the growth and
continuation of the Batwa society.

Marquita Pellerin

See also Medicine; Trees
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BAwON SAMDI

One of the classifications of deities in Haitian
Vodou is the Gede family, or spirits of the dead.
Bawon Samdi (also sometimes spelled Baron
Samedi) is the father of the hundreds of Gede and
Bawon (Bawon La Croix, Bawon Kriminel, Gede
Nimbo, Gede Zareyen, Gede Ti Pete, and Gede Ti
Pise, to name a few). Gran Brijit, Bawon’s wife
and mother of all the Gede and Gedelia, are some
of the rare females. The Gede are viewed as Lwa
creole, who did not originate from Benin, but
were instead born on the island.

Bawon is considered to be wise because he
holds the knowledge of the dead and the outer
world. The first body buried in a cemetery is said
to become the manifestation of Bawon, guardian
of the cemetery; the first female becomes the man-
ifestation of Gran Brijit. When Bawon ventures
out of the kingdom of the dead, he must wear
dark or colored glasses to protect his eyes from
the bright light. However, he frequently takes
out the right lens to see in the world of the living
while the other lens allows him to keep an eye on
the realm of the dead. It is also said that with his
right eye he keeps an eye on his food, as Bawon
Samdi is notorious for his formidable appetite. He
even makes his own liquor: a raw kleren, a form
of cheap rum, steeped in 21 spices, and so spicy
that no other Lwa can bear to drink it.

At times Bawon Samdi comes to Earth as a
ragtag beggar, but he usually wears formal attire,
which includes his top hat, tailcoat, and long
black cane, complete with a skull handle.
Although his dress attire may indicate otherwise,
he is quite a trickster, and he spends much of his
time engaging in lewd, licentious behavior as he
ridicules those who take themselves too seriously.

Bawon is very much a partier, and no Vodou cer-
emony ends without one of the Gede, often Gede
Nimbo (called Papa Gede), arriving to liven things
up. Bawon’s presence is a constant reminder to
those in the land of the living that all must suc-
cumb in the end to Bawon, ruler of the afterlife.

Bawon Samdi drinks black coffee or vodka
and gin, the strongest of all alcohol, and he often
smokes strong cigarettes. His favorite foods are
black goats and black roosters. Like his wife,
Gran Brijit, Bawon is associated with the colors
black, purple, and white, and because they live in
cemeteries or hidden locations, their realm is the
Earth. Bawon Samdi and Gran Brijit are known
to have a somewhat playful rivalry, and they try
to avoid each other altogether. If they end up
meeting each other, all know to steer clear
because their fiery tempers might lead to long,
drawn-out brawls. The Gede is its own classifica-
tion, its own family, to which Bawon Samdi
belongs. His symbols are a skeleton, a coffin, a
black cross, and farm implements.

Kyrah Malika Daniels
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Bavya

The Baya or Gbaya people live principally in the
Central African Republic (CAR) of Africa. Situated
about 500 miles north of the equator, the CAR is a
land-locked nation bordered by Cameroon, Chad,
the Sudan, the Democratic Republic of the Congo,
and the Republic of Congo.
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Population migration resulting from slave raids
in the 18th and 19th centuries brought migrants
into the area of the CAR. The CAR has more than
80 ethnic groups, of which the major ethnic
groups are the Baya who account for 34% of the
population, the Banda who account for 25%, the
Sara for 7%, the Nabandi for 11%, the Azande
for 10%, and the Mbaka for 5%.

The Baya culture, also known as the Gbaya
culture, is a subset of Ubangian culture that
makes up about 82% of the regional population,
and there are many subgroups within the Baya
culture. Although French is the official language
of the CAR, Sangho, the language of the Baya, is
a common language used for commerce and
intertribal communication. Therefore, the role of
Baya culture in the life of the CAR cannot be
overemphasized.

Like most Bantu peoples living in rural areas,
the Baya are mainly farmers whose staple food is
cassava, and like most Ubangians, the Baya use a
method of farming called swidden or slash and
burn. It involves clearing the vegetation of a plot
of land, spreading it over the area to be used for
planting, and burning it. After about 3 years of
use, the plot is abandoned for about 4 years as
new plots are cultivated in rotation. The Baya use
this method for mostly all of their farming needs.
Cooperative labor enables the cultivation of large
plots. Manioc, yams, millet, corn, and bananas
are the main food crops. In modern times, the
Baya attend to crops such as cassava, yams, and
corn for their own needs, whereas crops cotton
and coffee are grown solely for exporting.

Because of the hot and humid climate, the Baya
live in hut-like homes made of dried bricks with
thatched roofs that tend to keep the rooms cool
during hot days and warm during the cold days of
the rainy season.

Before the advent of the foreign religions of
Christianity and Islam, the Baya had their own
indigenous African or Bantu culture of which the
religious aspect was based on the belief in the
existence of spirits in objects, ancestral spirits,
and gods that can be related to and pacified
through various sacrifices and rituals. The reli-
gious culture of the Baya has been threatened by
both Christianity and Islam, but it has been
resilient enough to enable some of its aspects to
be incorporated into the local practices of both

Christianity and Islam. The population of the
entire CAR is supposed to be mostly Christians,
accounting for 83% of the population, of which
33% are Roman Catholic and 50% are
Protestant; around 12% of the population fol-
lows local original indigenous beliefs, and 3%
are Muslims. Nevertheless, the ancestral beliefs
and practices persist through integration with
both Christianity and Islam.

Daniel Tetteh Osabu-Kle

See also Rituals; Sacrifice
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BEADS

Beads are a vital part of material culture through-
out Africa and simultaneously serve sacred, secu-
lar, social, and aesthetic functions. In West Africa
in particular, beads adorn the hair and body in
the form of headdresses; earrings; necklaces; arm,
wrist, and ankle bracelets; belts; and sashes. Beads
also adorn everyday and ceremonial clothing, as
well as sculptures, charms, fetishes, and other rit-
ual objects. In the past, beads were used as cur-
rency in some areas.

Beads express personal style, but also convey
social standing, wealth, age, marital status, cul-
tural, and spiritual affiliation. For example, in
Benin, a beaded cuff bracelet with a diamond
pattern would identify the wearer as a married
woman. A red, pink, dark blue, black, and white
beaded fringed belt in South Africa would be
worn by a diviner and would convey his status
and association with light, energy, knowledge,
and purity.

The personal use of beads begins in infancy,
where the mother will place a string of beads on
the child to thwart evil spirits. One such example
is found among the Yoruba, who place wristlets
of beads on infants to protect them from the
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vengeful spirits of children who died in infancy.
Common throughout West Africa is the use of a
string of beads around the waist of a child, which
is said to promote good health. Among the
Bakongo, a similar practice exists using a single
bead made from a wooden disk or seed. This
bead is tied and hung around the child’s neck,
waist, or ankle and serves to guide the child’s soul
so that it reaches old age safely. Sometimes the
beads would be fashioned into a net that would
be worn like a shirt or the child’s head would be
adorned with shells that would prevent the Devil
from carrying the child away.

Pregnant women in Ghana and among the
Mende wear beads to ensure protection of the
baby. The use of beads as amulets of protection
stems from the perception that objects are
infused with a spiritual power or force. Some
objects, such as beads, have more power than
others. Specific beads, such as the akori bead,
were highly valued. This bead was used in ritu-
als, burials, and jewelry. In Ghana, this bead was
once equal to gold in value.

Not all beads are used strictly as a form of
protection. Among the Yoruba, beads are an
important artifact in the relationship between a
person and an orisha. When a person receives
the ilekes, a beaded necklace of specific colors,
he or she receives not only the protection of the
orisha, but the orisha’s spiritual force. Beads
were also used to decorate ritual objects such as
calabashes that hold ceremonial palm wine in
Cameroon. The material from which beads are
made varies with the region, but the most popu-
lar materials are glass, wood, shells, and seeds.
The choice and meaning of colors also vary
from culture to culture.

Denise Martin
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BEja

The Beja are a seminomadic group of peoples
united by the common language of TuBedawiye,
who live mainly in Southern Sudan. They are
composed of the subgroups of Ababda,
Bishariyyn, Amar’ar/Atmaan, and Hadendowa.
The Beni Amer are at times also described as Beja,
but they speak Arabic or Tigre.

They have predominantly African ancestry,
unlike the northern Sudanese, who are mainly
either of Arab descent or have developed through
intermarriage with Arab immigrants. The scholar-
ship on the Beja religion suggests that it is largely
Islamic, but an Islam that is often interpreted in
relation to pre-Islamic practices and beliefs.

The development of their dominant religious
beliefs has been shaped by a number of factors.
The first is the emergence of a social and material
culture from their life as nomads. The second is the
influence of Islam, spread through trade and con-
quest. The third is the dislocation of their nomadic
lives when they were forced to settle in one place
because of shifts in their relationship to dominant
centers of economic and political power in Sudan.

Within these historical developments, there
now coexist a cluster of pre-Islamic and Islamic
beliefs and practices. The pre-Islamic beliefs are
constituted by both systematic aspects of their
social institutions and a structure of informal
beliefs and practices.

One aspect of the systematic, formal social
institutions is the possible development of a hori-
zontal sacredness, in which the material details of
physical and social life take on sacred value. This
could be understood to have developed through
the experience of constant mobility, which led to
the creation of a ritual built around the process of
dismantling and moving the tent.

The tent is the central architectural form of
many nomadic societies, and ritual forms have
developed around it in relation to rites of passage
such as marriage. The culture of the tent is not uni-
form to all Beja groups, however, because the pre-
dominant architectural form of the northern Beja
is not the tent, but makeshift huts made of wood.

The structured form of pre-Islamic traditions
includes the Silif, one of the aspects of which is the
managed exploitation of natural resources. This
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might have a relationship with the Islamic con-
ception of khalifar, which is understood as human
responsibility for stewardship over everything in
creation. In a pre-Islamic framework, such a
notion of stewardship in relation to animistic con-
ceptions of nature could have been interpreted in
terms of a sense of coexistence with other natural
forms and the spirits associated with them so as to
preserve the sustainability of natural reserves as
well as their sacred character where applicable. A
central aspect of informal Beja beliefs is the belief
in jinns, which are spirits who are believed to
dwell in both natural and manmade spaces.

Pre-Islamic beliefs are associated with aspects
of Beja identity that are understood as African
and different from the Arab associations of Islam.
These contrasting identifications are particularly
relevant in the struggle of the Beja to preserve
their ethnic identity in the face of socioeconomic
pressures and to consolidate a distinctive political
base in the multiethnic context of the Sudan.

Fiercely independent, the Beja have been con-
sidered a proud people in the sense that they
resist external influences. They resisted domina-
tion by the Egyptian and Ethiopian kings
throughout their history. Even today there are
many who have resisted service in the Sudanese
army. Yet their long history has meant some
involvement with outsiders such as Arabs from
northern Arabia. This has impacted mainly the
religious side of the culture, but the Beja still
insist on their own traditions alongside Islam. It
is believed by some authorities that the Beni-
Amer Beja, whose name and identity were gained
from the Jaalyyin Muslims of Arabia, have
retained more of their customs than other clan
groups because they have had the least intermar-
riage. There is no way to verify this claim; how-
ever, it should be noted that the Beni-Amer have
been the most resistant to foreign incursions.

Historically the Beja sided with the Mahdi in
fighting against the British colonialists. This was one
of the few times that a “modern” European army
was defeated in Africa. Twice the Mahdi’s army
with his Hadendowa Beja allies defeated the British
in the 19th century. In turn, they were asked to fight
with the British against the Italians in World War II.
In defending their own territory, they have been
active soldiers in keeping outsiders at bay.

The Beja have retained a part of their ancient
matrilineal practice, although the culture is now
mainly patrilineal, following the Christian and
Islamic models. The most important person in the
family group is the mother’s brother. The Beja pre-
fer to marry first cousins. They also believe that
rites of passage around circumcision, engagement,
marriage, and death are important.

Oluwatoyin Vincent Adepoju
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BEMBA

The Bemba are a branch of the ancient Luba
Empire who acknowledged the authority of the
chief, Chitimukulu. They reside in the Northern
Province of Zambia and its neighboring countries
with a combined population of approximately
1,850,000. The language of the Bemba is IciBemba,
a part of the Bantu language family.

Bemba religious beliefs and practices espouse a
multidimensionality of the cosmos where Lesa,
God, the Supreme Being, is the genesis and suste-
nance of all celestial and terrestrial beings.
Traditional Bemba proverbs describe beliefs regard-
ing the Supreme Being. For example, God is a
divine being with dual aspects as expressed by the
phrase, Mayo na tata, my mother and my father;
and “Ubwile ubwapika Lesa tabupikululwa,” man
cannot comprehend the mysteries of God. He is all
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intelligence, all science. Another example is “Lesa
shiwatutaula mibanga, God breaks down hard
trees like ‘mibanga’ (by lightning). God is all pow-
erful. Who can resist him?” Kwimba kati kusansha
na Lesa means to seek out a remedy to work with
God. God is the author of all plants and their
diverse properties. Lesa Mukulu is the expression
used for the supremacy of God over all divinities or
superior beings. Lesa is the Great Ancestor, which
is the anterior ancestor.

Imipashi (ancestors) are spirits of those who
died long ago. They can be public and private (i.e.,
familial). Public imipashi are the spirits of
deceased chiefs, and burial places, such as the
Muwalule, the burial place of great Bemba chiefs,
are consecrated to them. Private or familial
imipashi are the spirits of deceased relatives or the
spirit of each deceased individual. Ancestors play
an important role for the success of war, hunting,
fishing, health, and good harvests.

Bashinganga (diviners) mediate between the
spirits of ancestors and the people for the good of
the community. The bashinganga uses knowledge
of plants, incantations, and magic, along with vari-
ous divining methods. Giving children names at
birth, diagnosing the causes of illnesses and death,
performing during the ritual hunt, and finding
sorcerers and evil spirits are among the functions
of the bashinganga.

In African religious thought, all beings, both ani-
mate and inanimate, are interrelated and interde-
pendent, including God. This interrelatedness
and interdependency can be expressed through
umukowa (totems), a special identification of a clan
with an animate or inanimate object. Moreover,
unity, kinship, belongingness, and common affinity
are achieved through totems. The totem of Bemba
clan umukowa is the crocodile. In addition to
the clan umukowa (totem), there are family and
individual wmukowa (totems). Some wumukowa
(totems) include the otter, antelope, fish, lion, leop-
ard, rain, sorghum, millet, and castor oil. Because
the Bemba is a matrilineal society, urmukowa (totems)
are passed through the mother’s family.

The east and west, the sun, the Earth, and the
rainy seasons are powerful, divine symbols. Lisa is
the future (the east), whereas the west represents
the origin of the Bemba people, the ancestors, and
places and traditions left behind. The early morning

sun is the maleness of Lesa, and the sun at noon is
linked with the authority of the male chief. The
Earth is representative of the womb, where every
person returns at the time of death. The three
annual seasons represent male and female. The dry
season represents the female, whereas the hot sea-
son represents the male. The rainy season unites the
two seasons and represents perfection and unity.
Furthermore, the rainy season represents the union
of man and woman, which brings life and continu-
ity to the Bemba. The rainy season also symbolized
the divine gift of parenthood.

Willie Cannon-Brown

See also Fertility; Rain

Further Readings

Emory University, Lingusitic Anthropology, Bemba home
page: http://www.anthropology.emory.edu/
FACULTY/ANTDS/Bemba

Labrecque, E. (1934). Beliefs and Religious Practices of
the Bemba and Neighboring Tribes (Language Centre
llondola, Ed., P. Boyd, Trans.). Retrieved August 10,
2007, from http://bmoz.org/downloads/Beliefs_29_
0608.doc

Mbiti, J. S. (1989). African Religions and Philosophy.
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.

Ottenberg, S., & Ottenberg, P. (Eds.). (1960). Cultures
and Societies of Africa. New York: Random House.

BEs

Bes is the name of one of the oldest deities in
Africa. He is usually represented as a short, stout
man with a broad forehead, wide nostrils, large
phallus, and an open mouth with a protruding
tongue. However, the physical features of Bes
were not the most interesting aspects about him.
Of course, he was an African figure, perhaps rep-
resentative of the Twa or Mbuti people, but he
was more than that to the ancient Africans in the
Nile Valley, who saw him as the great representa-
tive of humanity. This entry looks at his history
and beliefs about his powers.
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The god Bes, usually shown as a dwarf, a domestic god, protector of women in childbirth, also associated with music and dance.
Location: Temple of Hathor, Dendera, Egypt.

Source: Erich Lessing/Art Resource, New York.
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Long History

The god Bes occurred so early in the human imag-
ination that it reaches back to the earliest of
human settlements along the Nile. But Bes is not
only a name that reaches deep into the past, but it
is also one that has a widespread existence in the
ancient world. In fact, there are indications that
the deity’s image was so widespread that it was
found from Punt (Somalia) to Mesopotamia
(Iraq). Who could contemplate the origins of the
human race without thinking of the black-headed
one that came from the ancient cradles of human
beings? Thus, Bes, many scholars believe, sits at
the door of the beginnings of human involvement
with carving images that reflected the most intense
desires of the human community for communica-
tion with the mysterious.

Various representations of Bes reflect the beliefs
and attitudes of the artists carving the image at the
time. For instance, there are portrayals of Bes with
a cape of lion’s skin, with a very high-plumed
headdress, and with knives and musical instru-
ments. Sometimes he is shown with the SA hiero-
glyphs, indicating his protective powers. Thus,
Bes is a multidimensional god with numerous
functions. He could be called on as an energetic
defender of the community, as the symbol of
majesty, as a hunter or an explorer, or as a musi-
cian. These were just some of the activities for the
awesome powers of this deity.

The fact that Bes is so ancient is not amazing
given the fact that childbirth is at the beginning
of the human race and Bes is the deity of the
birthing houses, the mammisi, throughout
ancient Kemet. Mothers went into labor with Bes
by their sides; when they gave birth to children,
the first deity to bless them was often Bes. One
can still see examples of Bes on the walls of tem-
ples in the Nile Valley. At the great temple of
Kom Ombo, one can see evidence of the presence
of Bes as the deity welcoming the newborn child
into the world. Of course, the carving of the
image of Bes on the walls of the temple simply
reflected the consciousness of the people of the
day about the importance of this deity.

The totality of the Bes experience in the Nile
Valley is enormous. Nothing surpassed the
familiarity that the ordinary ancient Egyptians
felt for Bes. In that respect, he was the earliest

comforter of the sick, the disabled, the per-
plexed, and the birthing mother. The joy with
which the people embraced him furthered his
influence as the merrymaker and the creative
force for good and happiness.

According to the ancient texts, the home of Bes
was Punt, but this is not certain because the evi-
dence shows that his provenance was far beyond
Punt. The fact that the greatest representations of
this well-valued deity are found in Egypt suggests
that he might have been indigenous to the Nile
Valley. It is known that Bes was depicted on statues
and in reliefs with increasing frequency as the
Egyptians found themselves invaded by others.
Could this have been a response to the anxieties
and complexities of life that were brought to bear
on the people by the foreign invaders? Although
this question cannot be fully answered, it is proba-
bly that Bes, with his bowed legs and broad ears,
adorned in animal skins, was also a patron of war
and the protector of hunters, suggesting that he was
ready to join with the people in any eventuality.

A God for All Reasons

If the ancient Egyptians could have had an all-
around deity, one to be called on at the moment
of urgent need, one to be available when others
were away performing specific missions, and
when one was alone with individual discomfort,
then Bes was that deity. So ubiquitous was Bes
that, during the Middle Kingdom in the town of
Kahun, there were lion figures associated with
Bes, and in the New Kingdom there were images
of Bes at the Ramesseum. Bes could be called on
during the Middle Kingdom and the New
Kingdom to ward off snakes. In fact, there are
figures of Bes, as the deity Aha, strangling two
snakes with his bare hands.

Therefore, Bes was the deity who comforted
women in childbirth and later oversaw women,
men, and children as they prepared to confront
situations that could bring about their deaths.
Probably no other deity with the exception of
Tawaret was used on amulets for good fortune as
much as Bes. If there were hints of strength,
power, vigor, and cleverness in Bes, there were
also beneficent qualities of sexuality, love, laugh-
ter, and abundance. A deity for all occasions,
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This is a photograph of the ancient deity Bes from a column at the Temple of Karnak in Upper Egypt.

Source: Molefi Kete Asante and Ama Mazama.

using his considerable power and energy, to span
the lifetime of his subjects, Bes remained a popu-
lar deity down through the Ptolemaic Era of
Egyptian history.

Indeed, during the Ptolemaic reign, images of Bes
were painted on the walls of temples, and certain
rooms of those temples became the sleeping rooms
of pilgrims who sought to have healing dreams to
revitalize their sexuality in the presence of painted
images of Bes with naked women. Clearly, Bes

accommodated many people and functioned to bring
blessings to the Nile Valley for thousands of years.

Molefi Kete Asante
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BETE

The Bete people live in the Southwest of the coun-
try of Cote d’Ivoire. Their neighbors are the Akan
ethnic groups to the east and the Guro people to
the north. Although their population is less than
1 million, the Bete have a powerful history of
artistic production. Their art is found throughout
the world as representatives of the best abstract
work from West Africa. They are an agricultural
people, growing cocoa and coffee, whose exis-
tence is primarily linked to their patrilinear orga-
nizational structure. They are not a people with
kings, but rather have villages that are termed
headless, but that are under the authority of the
ancestors’ power as interpreted by intense spiri-
tual individuals who are the mediators for the
ancestors. It is assumed that the people have
maintained their art forms, even exploring other
artistic concepts, particularly because they are
spiritual. Their religion is their adherence to the
ancestors. Their art, therefore, represents the
deepest philosophical concepts of the people.

Like all African people, the Bete have a close
relationship with their ancestors; this allows
them to have harmony, balance, and order in
their society. Although they are in a region of
Africa that has accepted outside religions, the
Bete maintain an effective connection to their
ancestors, who are responsible for all the activi-
ties of the ethnic group. They acknowledge the
work of the Almighty Creator, Lago, but they
neither pray to Lago nor worship Lago. As in
almost all African cultures, the relationship of
the human population to the Creator is distant.
The work of Lago having been done before the
origin of the human race, the people rely on
ancestors and other spirits for everyday support.
All power to protect, bring happiness, support
fertility, and bring harmony among people is
directly related to the spirits with special powers
and energies, such as those that inhabit trees,
rivers, and rocks.

The Bete follow their customs and taboos and
make sacrifices of animals to keep order and bal-
ance. Every ritual is devoted to protecting the lin-
eage of the ancestors. One of the reasons they have
such extensive use of masks is because of the
numerous festivals and ceremonies in honor of the
ancestors. Among these masks are the gre or
nyabwa with the exaggerated, distorted features
around the mouth, forehead, and nose of the fig-
ure. These are masks that presided when there
was conflict in the society. When the people had
achieved peace, they were able to retire the masks.
All masks are endowed with force, and among the
Bete this force is often used by the people to pre-
pare young men for war and to instill terror in the
hearts of enemies. No mask exists without a dance.

It is important to note that the Bete have
created a significant body of artistic work that
elevates the African tradition in the same manner
as the classical productions of ancient Egypt and
Nubia. Their history of art is filled with numerous
examples of works that utilize the principles of
creativity, harmony, fantasy, and myth.

Molefi Kete Asante
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BIRDS

Birds are held in high regard in African religion
because of their ability to cross the barriers among
humans, spirits, space, and time. As with many
African religious systems, this belief is based on
observable phenomena. Birds thrive on land, in
water, and in the sky. The chicken, or bird, may be
the most sacrificed animal in African religious prac-
tices. Practically speaking, this is due to chickens
being domesticated, abundant, and easy to acquire.
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Mythically, chickens are present at creation or
accompany the first humans. Among the Yoruba,
a five-toed chicken accompanies Obatala from
heaven to what will be Earth. Her scratching of
the loose earth brought with Obatala creates the
Earth. The Mende creator god Ngewo gives two
chickens as a gift to the first human couple. These
stories illustrate how chickens have the ability to
mediate between humans and the Divine, hence
their frequent use in sacrifice.

The Mende of Sierra Leone endow birds with
the gift of prophecy because, from their high
vantage points, birds are able to witness events
unfolding from a broader view than the ground-
bound human. Being able to interpret the lan-
guage of birds allows the foretelling of future
events. This ability is generally held by senior-
initiated Mende women. Birds also carry mes-
sages from the ancestors. A person traveling and
hearing the persistent voice of a single bird
could be hearing a message from a spirit being
relayed by the bird.

The chicken is also held in high regard. It
keeps village time with its morning crows and
returns to the coop in the evening. It is ever
watchful and squawks at the first stranger.
Mende women use the leaves a brooding chicken
selects as prenatal medicine. Pregnant women are
encouraged to emulate the self-disciplined focus
of a brooding chicken and are forbidden to eat its
flesh or eggs. The chicken also serves as a distin-
guisher of truth. To determine whether a dispute
has been settled among relations or friends, the
estranged person hold grains of rice in hand. If
the chicken pecks enthusiastically at the rice, the
dispute has been truly resolved. Other examples
of birds being used to distinguish truth exist in
stories among the Xhosa of South Africa, where
a bird identifies a murder, and in ancient Kemet,
where a feather is the ultimate judge of an indi-
vidual’s activities during life.

Another common spiritual association with
birds is their connection to the human soul. The
ba-bird in Kemet depicts a bird with a human
head. The ba is translated in the west as the soul,
but it really does not have an English equivalent.
It is the psychic force of a person that, when they
die, seeks to be united with the ka, the life force
or sustenance of a person for the body to exist in
the afterlife. The image of the ba-bird drawn in

funerary scenes hovering above the body or in
trees around the tomb shows this journey that
must be made every night.

Denise Martin
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BIRTH

In the vast catalogue of African spiritual and reli-
gious concepts, birth is one of the most profound
ideas connected to the major epochs in the jour-
ney of life, death, and reincarnation. Birth is a
sacred mystery to African people, but not entirely
unknowable. Birth reflects the activities of God’s
work. It is generally regarded as an important
event in the endless passage taken by human
beings, a continuum within the human experi-
ence. Birth is a central family episode that is met
with a tremendous amount of joy and sense of
fulfillment because the expectation of a child is
considered the highest gift from God. Thus, birth
is also a significantly revered experience for the
entire community.

According to John Mbiti, a noted expert on
African religion, several key features are associ-
ated with the birth of an African child. First, a
pregnant woman is expected to engage in specific
activities that will keep her and the child safe
until it is born. Second, communities often carry
out expansive rituals to thank God for the gift of
the child to come and to pray for the safety of the
mother and child. In addition, some women will
wear talismans for the purpose of protection during
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pregnancy. It is also a common practice for an
African woman to return to her own family until
the birth of the child.

Many African societies participate in extended
ceremonies and activities to mark the birth of a
child. Furthermore, some societies have developed
complex rituals regarding the disposition of the
placenta because it is the physical manifestation
of the sacred link between mother and child. In
some African cultures, especially among African
Americans, at one time attention was given to the
birth membrane covering the amniotic fluid
known as a caul: When found intact after birth, it
was believed to portend special powers. Typically,
African ceremonies and rituals are dedicated to
praising God and to asking for the continued
protection of the newborn and mother.

A wide range of transformation rites are car-
ried out that involve the entire community. These
rites include naming the child as an initiation into
society/world and the continuation of rituals
throughout adult and elder hood (marriage, pas-
sage of youth, unity, education, death, etc.).
Another important feature in the study of birth in
African societies has to do with the transmigration
of ancestral souls through children, as reflected
in naming practices: In Yoruba, for example, names
like Babatunde, “the father comes again,” or
Yetunde, “the mother comes again,” are common.

The sacred rituals of indigenous African soci-
eties that mark the birth of a human being are
derived from the highly reflective beliefs about
God, the ancestors, and the whole of creation. In
general, African people embrace the ideas sur-
rounding the reentry of the child into the world
through the female body. Their cultural history
and mythology sustain focus on birth as associ