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ABSTRACT 

 
This thesis seeks to move the discourse on women and power from prevailing notions of 

powerlessness to cultural notions of power and authority which brings the discourse closer 

to different notions of agency and actions of women. The presumption that African 

women lack power and agency to effect change is well established in academia. 

Unfortunately, recent studies have not sufficiently addressed this case empirically. 

Evidence from Nigeria and Tanzania show on the contrary that women in some African 

societies have power and agency which raises many empirical questions about notions and 

perceptions of power. The issue of women and power has been a global preoccupation for 

many years. However, different societies approach it differently to reflect their peculiar 

areas of concern or circumstance. In the twenty-first century, there are still key issues to 

address, even though the United Nations prefer a global front using the human rights 

approach. Given that the various member states chartered their individual roads to 

emancipation, and evolved to where they find themselves today at differing times and 

chalking different milestones, it seems contradictory to prescribe global indicators to 

measure where we are and what has been achieved. For example, women in Africa, Ghana 

specifically should not be measured only by the yardstick used in measuring advancement 

in Europe or elsewhere. History and cultures produce different perceptions and as such 

culture is relevant to policy and should be operationalized in their appropriate context. 

Powers that women possess differ from culture to culture and are defined from culture to 

culture. Women, in trying to move with the times have also redefined their goals in certain 

context. Women in Afghanistan for example may still walk behind the men, even in 2020 

not because of religious and cultural reasons, but because of the existence of landmines in 

the fields due to wars. 
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Similarly, women at the Gambaga witch camp in Ghana often return to the witch camp after long and hard fought-

and-won family reunifications. They cite better economic and social conditions at the camp. After instrumentation 

of certain rights, compelling African countries to sign them and trying every conceivable way to incorporate them 

into domestic policies, some African women are secretly going through a medical procedure to fit back into the 

cultures which ‗western liberators‘ fought so hard to free them from. The philosophy that underpinned the study is 

interpretivism, with a qualitative research study design, using interviews, focus group discussions and 

observations in studying a sample of 44 participants of the Akan Asante Kokofu community in Ghana. I examine 

the origin and etymology of power (tumi), and their gendered forms and how they have evolved overtime.   

Finally, I analyze how women in this society define and utilize power from their own standpoint, and how the 

Ghanaian society in general, and communities around them view the whole discussion of the society from their 

own standpoint. Based on focus group discussions with traditional leaders and lay persons in the Akan community 

of Kokofu, this study asserts that women in these societies had power and have always had power, except that this 

power is exercised differently and does not fit into western notions of power and authority which in Akan parlance, 

is referred to as tumi and tumidie respectively. Consequently, this study concludes, inter alia, that the premise of 

empowerment as a development tool and goal is flawed because it assumes powerlessness. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

 
GENERAL OVERVIEW AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY 

 
1.0 Introduction 

 

The discourse on women and power in the twenty-first century has gained and continues 

to gain tremendous attention globally especially, in Africa generally and in Ghana 

particularly. The conventional notion is that women are not only marginalized in decision- 

making processes but also, they are the most powerless in all societies globally (Eyben, 

2008; Pfeiffer, 1994). 

On the other hand, some scholars (Oyewumi, 1997; Swai, 2010) argue that women have 

power and that perhaps the context of women‘s marginalization and powerlessness has not 

been adequately researched and understood from an empirical point of view by the 

scholars, hence the issue of marginalization and powerlessness of women has come to 

occupy center stage of the discourse on women and power in decision-making. 

However, this study seeks to move the discourse on women and power from the 

―conventional notions of marginalization‖ (Oyewumi, 1997) and powerlessness to cultural 

notions of power and authority or agency to help bring the discourse closer to ―alternative 

conceptions of agency and actions of women‖ (Swai, 2010). 

In the meantime, the presumption that ―African women lack power and agency‖ (Swai 

2010) to effect change is well established in academia. Perhaps, the assumption of the 

inherent powerlessness of women came with the making of international instruments to 

promote gender equity and equality and therefore necessitating empowerment as a 

development tool. 
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1.1 Statement of problem 

 

Do all women lack the requisite power therefore needing empowerment to participate in 

personal and national development? Is empowerment bringing the conception of women‘s 

power in the Akan polity close to the conception of women‘s power elsewhere or 

conception of women‘s power contained in international instruments? 

While it has not been completely useless, it has at best been a remedy without ailment in 

some African context. 

The issue of women and power has become a global preoccupation since creation
1
. 

However, different societies approach it differently to reflect their peculiar areas of 

concern or circumstance. Meanwhile, as already indicated, in the twenty-first century, 

there are still key issues to address, even though the United Nations would prefer a global 

front using the rights approach. 

Given that the various member states chartered their own individual road to emancipation, 

and evolved to where they find themselves today at differing times and chalking differing 

milestones, there has been a seeming contradiction as to how to prescribe global indicators 

to measure where Africans in general and Ghanaians in particular are and what has been 

achieved. For example, African women in general and Ghanaian women, should not be 

measured by the yardstick used in measuring or gauging gender inequality trends in 

Europe or America. Diverse cultures produce different perceptions and as such culture is 

relevant to policy and should be operationalized in their appropriate context. 

Powers that women have differ from society to society and defined from culture to culture. 

Women, in trying to move with the times have also redefined their goals in certain 

contexts. For instance, women in Afghanistan may still walk a few yards behind the men 

 
1
 In the biblical story of Adam, Eve and the serpent, even the serpent knew that the best person to approach 

was Eve, not Adam. This was a contribution from an 87-year-old preacher in a focus group discussion. 
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even in 2019. But the reasons may have changed. While they did it because of religious 

and cultural reasons, they currently do so because of the landmines. Similarly, women at 

the Gambaga witch camps in Ghana often return to the witch camps after long and hard 

fought-and-won family reunifications
2
. They cite better economic and social conditions at 

the camp (Tetzlaff, 2015). Elsewhere in Kenya, women are ‗cutting‘ themselves to comply 

with their traditional definition of womanhood instead of illegally subjecting other people 

to Female Genital Cutting (FGC) (Thomas, 2003) 

After instrumentation of certain rights, compelling African countries to sign them and 

trying every conceivable way to incorporate into domestic policies, some African women 

are secretly going through a medical procedure (Hymen restoration) to fit back into the 

cultures (Female Genital Cutting (FGC) which the United Nations through various civil 

society organizations, fought so hard to free them from. 

A cursory examination of the origin, etymology of words and gendered forms of the Akan 

ethnic group in Ghana; and how they have evolved overtime provides an insightful graphic 

of how women in this particular society define and utilize power from their own 

standpoint. It is imperative to note therefore, that a systematic analysis of Ghanaian 

societies in general and the communities around them, and the Akan cultures in particular, 

as this thesis argues, will not only elucidate the clarity of the view of the Akan women but 

also presume that the discussion on women and power could well be understood from the 

Asante Kokofu women‘s standpoint. 

Unfortunately, however, recent studies have not sufficiently explained or addressed this 

 

case empirically. For instance, evidence from Nigeria and Tanzania show that on the 
 

 
2
Monica Tetzlaff: A presentation at the IAS seminar (Univ. of Ghana, Legon). The title of the presentation 

was Alleged Witches Camps, Outcast Homes or Pwaanyankura-foango? A Recent History of Ghanaian 

Human Rights Work in Contested Spaces. It was held on May 29, 2015. 
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contrary, some women in some African societies, have power and agency and hence it 

raises many empirical questions on notions and perceptions of women‘s power and agency 

(Swai, 2010; Eyben, 2008). 

The point of departure of this thesis is that women in Akan societies have power, have 

always had power, except that this power is exercised differently and does not fit into 

western notions of power and authority which in the Akan language are referred to as tumi 

and tumidie respectively. 

Consequently, this study posits, inter alia, that the premise of empowerment as a 

development tool and goal is flawed because it assumes powerlessness. Furthermore, it 

maintains that women‘s empowerment is a western concept which must be recognized in 

trend and that the Africanist conception of power critical to move the discourse away from 

America-centricism and Euro-centricism towards African context for ensuring balance in 

debate on the development plan and development process (Oyewumi 1997). 

As it is to be expected, the various roads to emancipation in Europe and the United Stated 

of America and the varying successes chalked by Europeans and Americans have become 

the yardstick by which other women‘s situations in Africa are measured (Oyewumi 1997). 

These differing roads to emancipation have some commonalities but the cultural contexts 

are different. 

Even among the earlier struggles in Britain, France and the United States of America, 

what was central to all the agitations was the ‗women‘s right to vote‘ or suffrage. After the 

attainment of suffrage, the cause shifted to the fight for women‘s rights and eventually in 

the nineteen nineties evolved into ―Women‘s Human Rights‖ (Bunch, 2000), which gave 

it a global impetus. The emancipation overview is helpful in understanding and 

identifying gaps in the instrumentation, conceptualization and gauging instruments for 
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measuring women‘s power in societies outside Europe and the United States of America 

(Oyewumi 1997). 

Studies conducted by various scholars (Boahen 1983, Arhin 2003, Busia 1951, Stoltjie 

2006, Aidoo 1981) about the Akan culture in Ghana confirm that women in the Akan 

society have always had power before, during and after colonization. Accordingly, it is 

difficult to support with unambiguous evidence because culturally and/or traditionally, 

women are not seen running for political offices or parading in male corridors of power. 

Thus, this thesis posits that the frequently asked questions about women and powerlessness 

 

- related issues can adequately and empirically be answered and addressed by the women 

themselves. It maintains that the instrument used in measuring power is problematic in 

Africa because it uses the western approach (Euro-centric and American-centric) to power, 

and the principal attributes of culture and context do not receive adequate consideration or 

not applied effectively. 

This thesis investigates this Euro-centric-cum- American-centric approach in the fourth 

chapter. It concludes that the western concept of power is in dissonance with the general 

Akan notions of power and the Asante notion of power in particular. In other words, the 

western concept of power has a very different meaning in Ghana, especially in some Akan 

communities. Power is often measured at face value and conclusions of ‗powerful‘ or/and 

‗powerless‘ are measured by sheer numbers and proportions. The essence of cultural 

identity is therefore ignored and invariably lost. 

In development discourse, ‗Empowerment‘, for over three decades, has been fused with 

‗women‘. The fusion, women‘s empowerment, is such that in development discourses the 

two seem inseparable. Some of the ideas and reasons behind women‘s empowerment 

programs are problematic, because there is an assumption of powerlessness or lack of 

power requiring correction through an external stimulus. Once powerlessness is assumed, 
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there is the automatic reaction to empower, which also comes with the need to protect the 

group needing empowerment as victims. Such assumptions with the resultant 

victimizations have the consequences of disempowerment, dislocation, and loss of access 

to traditional avenues to power. (Swai, 2010) 

It seems it is not the lack of understanding but the consequences of such assumptions that 

make the utility of the word empowerment problematic. ―Empowerment‖ means: ―to give 

power or authority to; authorize, especially by legal or official means‖
3
. While its modern 

usage dates to 1984, the concept in advocacy and development discourse is still very fuzzy 

(Eyben 2008). 

I like the term empowerment because no one has defined it clearly yet; so, it gives us a 

breathing space to work it out in action terms before we have to pin ourselves down to 

what it means. I will continue using it until I am sure it does not describe what we are 

doing‖ (NGO activist, cited in Batliwala, 1993). 

It has been said that ‘empowerment is like obscenity, one does not know how to define it, 

but one knows it when one sees it‘ (Strandberg 2001). 

 

 

Others have defined women‘s empowerment as 

 
A bundle of a number of things. An array of policies, practices and attitudes that allow 

women to actualize themselves, to realize their potential‘
4
(Manuh, 2016). 

 

 
‗Women‘s empowerment‘ frames the opening paragraph of the Beijing platform for Action 

and the empowerment has meanings associated with it in the paragraph – participation, 

power, equity, social justice – as resources that state and civil society institutions could 

draw upon to make change happen.5Indeed, within the whole text of the Beijing Platform 

for Action ‗gender equality‘ appears only 12 times, compared with 30 appearances of 

‗empowerment‘. 

 

 

 
 

3
Dictionary.comUnabridged. Random House, Inc. Accessed on 24 Apr. 2016. 

<Dictionary.com http://www.dictionary.com/browse/empowerment>. Accessed 24 April 2016 
4
Takyiwah Manuh in a video http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x2yckl7 Accessed on 25

th
 April 2016 

5
 Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action (1995), Fourth World Conference on Women, Beijing, China: 

Available at: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/beijing/platform/. 
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In the current global agenda of Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), Goal 5 which 

seeks to achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls, assumes general 

powerlessness of women. Such broad and general statements only lead to the women-as- 

victims approach, which systematically denies, obscures and denigrates women‘s power 

(Swai 2007). This has created a sense of dislocation and women finds themselves always 

negotiating their subjectivities (Swai, 2007). 

The various efforts to mainstream gender equity have been slow and redundant in Ghana. 

In September 2004, The Women’s Manifesto for Ghana
6
 was launched. It was the product 

of collaboration spearheaded by ABANTU FOR DEVELOPMENT
7
, together with civil 

society groups, all political parties, NGOs working for gender equity, and committed 

individual women and men. The ministry has changed its name from The Ministry of 

Women and Children‘s Affairs (MoWAC), to the Ministry of Gender, Children and Social 

Protection (MoGCSP). However, Ghana did not have a gender policy until December 

2016. The Ministry operated with a document referred to as the STRATEGIC MEDIUM- 

TERM DEVELOPMENT PLAN, which for all intents and purposes looked like 

something imported from another country into Ghana. The result was a proliferation of 

agencies, both governmental and non-governmental, supposedly to help facilitate 

implementation. Discussions on gender equity for sustainable development abound, but 

the discussion is usually suspended at and confined to the civil society level. In a sense, 

the discussion is usually at capacity development workshops in the urban rather than rural 

areas of the country. 

On June 30
th

, 2004, Elizabeth Akpalu, Executive Director of Advocate for Gender Equity 

(AGE), called on the government of Ghana 

6
 The manifesto is a political document that outlines broad national issues of concern to women that needs to 

be addressed by government and other relevant agencies within set time frames. It is an advocacy and 

lobbying document for the promotion of gender issues and women‘s active participation in public decision- 

making processes. 
7
 ABANTU is an African and a gender-oriented NGO. 
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To develop, publicize and fully implement a comprehensive National Gender Policy by 

the year 2005 to help clarify the relationship between the work of the Ministry of Women 

and Children Affairs (MoWAC)
8
, state institutions and constitutional bodies dealing with 

women‘s issues
9
. She lamented that Ghana had come very far but had achieved minimal 

results where issues of women were concerned, the Minister explained that ―…after 30 

years of establishing the National Council for Women and Development (NCWD) no 

single policy to address women issue had been put in place‖.
10

 

 
Fourteen years after this public lamentation and over forty years after the founding of 

NCWD not very much has changed, and everyone seems quiet, including ABANTU and 

the ministers who were appointed during this period. 

In October 2004, The National Governance Programme organized a conference under the 

theme: ―Traditional Authority and Good Governance: Implications for Democratic 

Consolidation.‖
11

 Two plenary sessions were devoted to the theme: ―Traditional 

Leadership in Search of Gender Equity‖. There were three papers presented: The 

Importance of Gender Relations in Traditional Governance; A Critique of Existing 

Statuses Affecting Female Traditional Leaders; and The Changing Role of The Ohemaa – 

Challenges and Prospects. 

During one of the discussions, a participant wondered what the problem was. He said that 

he really needed help understanding the gender issues and asked if the women leaders 

have been educating community women. He said he wanted to know because he 

personally put a woman on the list as a candidate in the previous Ghana parliamentary 

elections. He financed a good part of the campaign, but women did not vote for the female 

candidate. In fact, some women voters campaigned against her. Most participants agreed 

that there is something missing, but no one seemed to be quite sure. 

 

 

 

8
 MOWAC‘s core mandate is to generate policy, policy coordination and evaluation of gender issues. 

9
 Excerpts from a newspaper article in metro news of Ghanaian Daily Graphic, Friday, July 2, 2004 Pg. 28 

under the title Develop National Gender Policy. 
10

 Excerpts from the Executive Director‘s presentation on the production and dissemination of the women‘s 

manifesto for Ghana. 
11

 The national Governance Workshop 7 (NGW 7) October 27
th

 – 29
th

, 2004 was hosted by the National 

House of Chiefs and sponsored by UNDP through the National Governance Programme. 
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In women‘s rights and gender relations and advocacy theorizing, law has always been 

instrumental. At the same time, we talk about how cultural norms have been resistant to 

social change where gender relations are concerned (Oyewumi, 2007). Civil society and 

UN agencies encourage and appear to coerce countries to enact laws from international 

instruments. It is presumed that law and culture are oppositional, but it is only when law 

operates outside of its culture that it appears alien. The various UN instruments have not 

been easily integrated into policies obviously because their historical bases are either 

missing or unarticulated. 

In Akan societies where wealth is reckoned in people, the expression of power aimed at 

accumulating followers. For example, European missions to Kumasi in the early 

nineteenth century commented on that; 

the elaborate royal receptions for outsiders: a capital crowded with people, many of 

whom had come from outside Kumasi; the rich regalia of important chiefs (umbrellas, 

palanquins, horns, swords, linguist staffs, gold bodily ornamentation); the firing of guns, 

all calculated to create an atmosphere of astonishment of power that impressed European 

and Asante alike.
12

 

 

 

Amid kinship and rank, material culture thus lay at the center of Akan understandings of 

power. Similarly, Akan women point to the number of their children as evidence of their 

power, not where they are located in the civil society corridors of power, for example, 

parliament. 

Power, in particular the exercise of it, has been at the core of gender debate and analysis 

(Aidoo 1984, Oyewumi 2002). Interpretations of who has the right to lead, to exercise 

power or participate in choosing the leader to exercise it have usually been from the 

patriarchal perspective. Whether it is the story of succession (Stoeltje 2006), the 

suffragettes of the seventeenth century or the experience of Nana Yaa Asantewaa of Akan 

(Boahen, 1983; Arhin, 2003), it is usually told by and from the male point of view. It is as 

 
12

 Extracted from a proposal submitted to UNESCO in 2006 titled Astonishment of Power 
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if no other system has existed/exists apart from patriarchy. However, the Akan of Ghana 

are known to be matrilineal (Busia 1961, Allman 1994, Oyewumi 2008), a political 

arrangement whereby the woman, rather than the man in the patriarchal system, is the one 

around whom political power revolves (Meyerowitz 1951) or the source of political 

power. The art, craft and practice of political power in that system must, therefore, offer 

some enlightening insights into the women and power discourse. 

The declaration of colonial rule in the Gold Coast in 1874 saw the passage of Native 

Jurisdiction Ordinances that curtailed the power of chiefly rule and emphasized the 

ascendancy of the new colonial political dispensation. The realities of colonial rule in 

Africa, particularly the need to rule on the cheap, revised the colonial estimation of the 

role of chiefs. The colonial government needed to use chiefs as intermediaries in colonial 

rule (Indirect rule) and thus sought to shore up the waning influence of chiefs. This was 

made more urgent with the onslaught of young men (nkwankwaa) and women on chiefly 

power (Austin 1964, Allman 1991; 1996). Around 1903, the process of strengthening 

chiefly power began, reaching its most formalized sense in the Native Authority 

Ordinance in 1927. The conception of chiefly authority under British rule was generally 

male. Female traditional rulers did not receive the same attention and focus. Yet women 

were the subject of various ordinances passed under customary law and other byelaws, 

redefining marriage, family, inheritance, and other pertinent spheres. These ordinances 

indicate that women in this society were not as powerless as some authors (Farrar1997), 

would like us to believe, but rather legal instrumentation had been steadily used to curtail 

their power and consign them to the domestic realm. On the other hand, around this same 

period in history, women elsewhere in the United States of America, France and Great 

Britain were engaged in a series of civil rights demonstrations demanding rights and 

equality. In those societies they had used legal instrumentation to 

get power. Legal instrumentation had been used in those societies, but they had traveled in 
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opposite directions: The Akan women in Ghana had traveled downward and lost some 

political power gradually, while the women in the Great Britain, France and the United 

States of America had traveled upward and gained more power each time. 

A glance through the evolution of the women‘s rights struggle in Great Britain, then 

France, then the United States of America, then through Africa, Ghana and finally the 

Akan polity of Kokofu will elucidate the historical basis for their struggle and an 

appreciation of some advancements resulting from suffrage agitation and efforts. In a 

sense, a historical journey of how they gained or lost power to understand how they got to 

where they are today. It will also shed some light on how some countries are receptive to 

some measurements and global indicators while others, such as some African countries 

like Ghana do not appear to have historical basis to fit. Another objective for including a 

whole section on the world overview is to lay the right foundation on which to situate this 

thesis. Secondly, this thesis would find its place on the global stage if it is linked as such. 

This summary of the various roads to emancipation illustrates how instruments designed to 

measure power in different societies cannot be adequately useful in discussing and 

analyzing power in African matrilineal societies especially the Akan (Oyewumi 2007). 

The discussions of women and power often raise definitional and yardstick questions. But 

the answer can only be articulated through the understanding of the origins of the suffrage. 

In this case, an overview of the various agitations for women‘s rights in Britain, France 

and the United Stated must be brought to bear. Women in various parts of the world 

designed and chartered their own cause, traveling their own unique journey to 

emancipation. It had been uniquely their own, though there were some similarities. 

Generally, they all realized the right to vote or suffrage, as critical to women‘s 

participation as individuals with equal human rights. 
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Though they vary from country to country in terms of degree and extent, confirming how 

global some of the issues are, there is also the need to accommodate cultural relativity so 

that resultant international instruments can be incorporated into local policies and still 

have enough historical basis to be applicable. A walk through the suffrage histories of 

some countries (France, USA, and Great Britain) paints a vivid picture of why they have 

the laws and policies they currently have – there are historical bases for the policies. In 

other parts of the world while some countries struggle with how to integrate international 

instruments into local laws to formulate policies as in the case of Ghana, others have 

already tried and appear to be struggling with solutions such as affirmative action as in the 

case of Uganda (Tamale, 2015). 

In Africa, the road to emancipation has been different due to the existing laws and 

sometimes contradictory traditions that existed before colonization and the importation of 

western political institutions. Gender is not deployed in African societies the way gender 

is deployed elsewhere. Consequently, any attempt to put them in any singular category 

will yield diverse results. For example, the Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) has a ranking 

system which rates country‘s gender equality status. The same criteria are used for all the 

countries on the listing. The current Inter-Parliamentary Union (IPU) ranking list is topped 

by Rwanda, an African country. The Rwandan parliament is made up of 56% women. 

South Africa is made up of 42%, Mozambique is made up of 39% women, and Angola is 

made up of 38% women. Sixteen countries in African have a higher proportion of women 

in parliament than the United States of America and United Kingdom. Many indigenous 

societies in Africa and many institutions have been developed around women and run by 

women. Therefore, a woman leading is not new in Africa, the foundation has been there, 

just waiting for African women to buy into the idea that ―the equal participation of women 
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in politics and government is integral to building strong communities and a vibrant 

democracy in which women and men can thrive‖ (Swers, 2002)
13

. 

The position of this thesis is not to deny that women are burdened, it is not contesting the 

existence of patriarchy, and it is not arguing that there are no instances of gender-based 

oppressions in contemporary African and Ghanaian society. What this thesis claims, is the 

assumption that undergirded this research, which is that 

Some women in African society exercise power in multiple ways that are 

difficult to acknowledge or recognize when the tools designed to study 

Western societies are to be used to conduct a study of African societies. 

(Anunobi, 2002) 

It should, ―as an initial condition, consider the reality that stares us in the face‖ (ibid), that 

is to say African societies are different and hence acknowledging the difference, poses a 

number of empirical questions about women‘s power or powerlessness. 

1.2 Research Objectives 

 

This thesis intended to tease out what makes people think that women are powerless and 

what constitutes power and powerlessness perception in the power and agency discourse. 

Broadly speaking this thesis explores and analyzes Akan women‘s notions of power with 

all its elements from their own standpoint. This thesis sought to achieve the following 

objectives. 

Objective 1.    To identify and frame the elements that make up the notions of power in 

the Akan Asante polity of Kokofu. 

Objective 2    To ascertain whether Kokofu women have power. 

 

Objective 3 To establish and examine the kinds of power Kokofu women have. 

Objective 4 To investigate the sources of Kokofu women‘s power. 

Objective 5    To analyze how Kokofu women use/utilize power 
 

 

 
13

Retrieved online - www.statusofwomendata.org Accessed on 09/03/2016 
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Objective 6    To articulate the cultural/traditional understanding and notions of power 

from Asante Kokofu women‘s standpoint. 

 

1.3 Research Questions 

 

The central question of the thesis is: 

 
What is the Akan (Asante) women‘s definition and notions of power from their own 

standpoint? 

In answering this central question, the following questions will also be answered. 

 

i. Do Akan women have power? 

 

ii. What kinds of power do Akan women have? 

 

iii. Why do Akan women believe they have that kind of power? 

 

iv. What are the sources of Akan women‘s power? 

 

v. How do Akan women use or exercise power? 

 
1.4 Scope of the Study 

 

This thesis focuses exclusively on women and power in the Akan women from Asante 

ethnic group using the state of Kokofu as a case study. 

There is a proliferation of agencies in Ghana, both governmental and non-governmental, 

supposedly facilitating implementation of women‘s rights and women‘s empowerment. 

However, statistics from both the Ghana Living Standards Survey and the Ghana Poverty 

and Inequality Analysis do not reflect these efforts. Women are still perceived to be the 

underprivileged. The Ghana Poverty and Inequality Analysis, utilizing the Ghana living 

Standards Survey summarizes the state of Ghana in the following manner: 

Women make up 43.1% of the economically active population in Ghana. 

Rates of female-headed households are on the rise in Ghana. The number 

of female-headed households who are either widowed or divorced has also 

risen over time. Contrary to worldwide findings that female poverty is 

correlated with higher rates of female-headed households, findings from 
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the Ghana Living Standards Survey indicate that female-headed 

households may not actually experience higher poverty than male-headed 

households. This is because reasons that females head households differ 

across the country. Ghana‘s child protection law, the Children‘s Act, 

prohibits child marriage; however, data from 2011 shows that 6% of girls 

nationwide were married before the age of 15. Between 2002 and 2012, 

7% of adolescent females (aged 15–19) were married. Most of these 

women live in the Volta, Western, and Northern regions, and generally 

live in rural areas regardless of region.
14

 (Pg. 6 Executive Summary) 

 
The above summary shows that women in the Akan dominated regions of Ghana; Ashanti, 

Bono East, Brong Ahafo, Ahafo, Central and Eastern regions are not open to abuses and 

other prohibited practices such as child marriage. This is probably due to some agency and 

autonomy on the women‘s part. 

There have been studies in the past that made the claim that indeed, some women in Akan 

societies are powerful (Aidoo 1981, Stoeltje 1995, Allman 2002, Clark 1984). Such 

studies then provide us with examples of women who have taken leadership roles in Akan 

societies. There are many examples of such women in Akan history. For example, Nana 

Afowa Dankonto of Dormaa, Nana Yaa Akyiaa of Asante, Akroase Akyaawa of 

Kumase
15

, Nana Dokuaa of Kyebi, and Nana Dwaben Serwaa of Dwaben. 

Understandably, such aspects of power were not known in the West and Europe where the 

colonizers came from, so they made it a priority to curb such powers in Africa through 

traditional authority ordinances. History puts the Akan women listed above within that 

period: eighteenth to nineteenth century. 

One of the issues that will be resolved in this study is the issue of time and space: what 

was happening in Africa, specifically during that period, between 1750 and 1950? To use 

the ladder as a metaphor, women elsewhere (U K, France USA etc.) have been ascending 

while women in Africa, specifically Akan women, have been descending. Law or legal 

 
 

14
The Ghana Poverty and Inequality Report: Using the 6

th
 Ghana Living Standard Survey 2016. 

15
 This is the spelling of Kumase when it is associated with Akroase Akyaawa. 
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instrumentation has been the medium in both cases but oppositional. While the various 

roads to emancipation in the various instances earned women some strides towards 

suffrage and full emancipation, the opposite happened in the Ghanaian/Akan context. In 

Asante, a series of ordinances were introduced to curb the power of women.
16

 

How can diverse groups from different historical experiences be compelled to adhere to 

laws and legal instrumentations which are familiar to some because they can see traces of 

their struggle but appears alien to the other group because there is no historical basis for 

it? 

1.5 Significance of the Study 

 

This study adds value to the ongoing knowledge production on women in African and the 

discourse on women and power in Africa. It sheds light on traditional and indigenous 

notions of power and usage. Traditional notions and definitions of power must be 

documented, studied, and shared. While the rhetoric about women‘s rights as human rights 

continues unabated, amidst the many women‘s conferences and the existing international 

instruments, it is still not clear why implementation and/or enforcement has been so poor 

in several countries including Ghana. The study has practical significance in terms of 

future efforts and campaigns to advance women‘s causes. The realities on the ground must 

be understood through existing cultures before drawing conclusions. It would help develop 

proper policies based on context within the various communities. Universalisation of 

rights and its accompanying instruments are great ideals to strive for. But legal 

instrumentation and their ensuing policies must have local historical basis where culture 

can move policies in instrumental ways instead of dismissing cultural relativity as 

fragmentations. The fragmenting elements that advocate of universalisation would rather 

 
 

16
 Examples of ordinances to control women include Colonial Marriage Ordinance 1884, the Native 

Jurisdiction Ordinance 1924, Native Courts (Ashanti) Ordinance 1935, and the Ashanti (Declaration of 

Native Customary law) Order of 1946. 
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keep closed and not discuss must be opened; it may well be the missing piece. The 

fragmenting aspect contains the elements that will provide what is lacking - a culturally 

relevant and culturally sensitive approach to the collection of women‘s knowledge 

systems, including their notions and perception of power, towards a more just world which 

understands and incorporates all its fragments. 

This study contributes to the general understanding of societies and to the construction of 

appropriate and group/community-specific social theories. For example. One would 

understand the reason why women who are seeking power from every corner and 

opportunity do not understand the rationale behind more women should be in parliament 

or in male corridors of power. One would appreciate the reason for affirmative action to be 

used to ensure access and women‘s visibility at institutions of development and change, 

such as parliament. Women by their sheer numbers can bridge the divide by just voting for 

female candidates. There are some understanding and definition of power or differing 

notions of power running parallel. 

This study helps to provide answers to frequently asked questions as well as suggest a 

roadmap to uncover other avenues of women involvement. It therefore contributes to the 

current discussions and understanding of gender discourse in Africa. Ultimately, it 

redeems, articulates, and shares Ghanaians‘ cultural understanding of power in particular 

and Africa in general. Hopefully, this thesis will fill some gaps in the women‘s knowledge 

collection articulated by Mo Ibrahim as the ultimate goal when he said: 

We must be just as critical of those who seek to hide the challenges we 

face, as those who seek to present Africa as a continent of victims. It is our 

role to speak the truth as we find it and stimulate debate about the issues 

that matter most.
17

 
 

 

 

 

 

17
 This appeared in the Times of London on 19

th
 October 2012. 

http://mo.ibrahim.foundation/news/2012/message-from-mo/ Accessed 15
th

 March 2016. 
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Africa has many challenges but studies such as this show that Africa is not a continent of 

victims: rather many aspects of our lives are glossed over and hidden under a pile of 

automated instruments which are not designed to measure realities in Africa. 

This Ethnographic study of Akan women in Ghana document their definition and notions 

of power. This clarifies what drives the Kokofu community in its development agenda. An 

appeasement, carrot or reward must be well understood as such by all parties. If some 

Akan women do not feel powerless by not going to parliament or participating in the 

political process by running for political office or voting for a female candidate, then it 

may be that they either have power as defined in their own way, or do not feel that 

parliament is the best place to get or exercise power. 

The assumptions of powerlessness lead to 

 

i. disempowerment from traditional/cultural avenues of power, 

 

ii. dislocation from women‘s cultural central space of being, 

 

iii. victimization of women into needing many remedies without factual ailments, and 

 

iv. shields women from the accountability discussion which undermines SDG 5 - 

Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls. 

The discourse on empowerment deserves its own space and forum and does not fit into the 

scope of this study beyond the necessary mention of ‗women‘s empowerment‘ in this 

introduction. 

1.6 Broad outline of the Study 

 

Chapter one is the introductory chapter which covers the background to the study. It also 

states the problem, research questions, research objectives, scope of the study, and 

significance of the study and the broad narrative of the study. The organization of the rest 

of the report is also summarized in this chapter. 
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Chapter two covers the review of literature that is relevant to the subject matter of this 

thesis. The literature reviewed spans over three centuries of writings from 1705 (Barbot) 

writing generally about the coast of Guinea to the twenty-first century writings by Aidoo, 

Stoltjie, Arhin, Oduyoye, Allman and others writing specifically about Akan women. The 

selected literature is organized under themes of historiography of Africa in general, 

through historiography of women in Africa, historiography of Ghana, historiography of 

women in Ghana, to historiography of Akan women in Ghana. The selected works are 

further categorized into three: writings confirming the evidence of power of women in 

Akan society, those who are doubtful (Farrar, 1997), those who are frightened by such 

enormous power (Chinweizu, 1990) and those who unveiled it incidentally (Bartle, 1982) 

and have labeled it ―covert gynocracy.‖ Literature reviewed includes both published and 

unpublished materials on women and power. 

Chapter Three- Conceptual and Theoretical Framework with Methodology 

 

This chapter covers the three distinct theories: Universalism, Cultural relativity and 

Standpoint- how they relate to the global women and power discourse and explain aspects 

of the discourse. It also articulates how Standpoint theory emerges as the preferred theory 

in support of the chosen methodology. The chapter continues with the conceptual 

framework as a guide to explain some aspects of the phenomenon. The chapter ends with 

the methodology for the study: The power of Akan women through the study of women in 

the Akan Asante polity of Kokofu. It was conceptualized for the instrumentation of the 

tools for the data collection. It covers how the ethnographic study was designed to achieve 

the stated goals: justification and scope of the population and sample, stating challenges 

and how they were met, with its limitations and delimitations. 

Chapter four: The Situational Analysis of Women and Power in Ghana covers the various 

roads to suffrage by three countries: United States, Great Britain and the United States of 
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America. This demonstrates the utility of certain indicators and measurements in the 

inequality discourse. The chapter also traces the various efforts at the international level 

and the numerous efforts by successive governments in Ghana to advance women. Various 

indicators and trends are analyzed in relationship to women Members of Parliament (MPs) 

since 1960 to establish the historical antecedent which makes the non-African yardstick 

unfair and inappropriate. Gaps and plausible reasons for them are analyzed under chapter 

four. The chapter then questions the place of culture in this gap. Chapter four ends with 

some cultural dimensions that can fill or bridge the gap between national democratic 

governance and the traditional/cultural governance where everyone‘s power is 

acknowledged, understood, and integrated to accelerate development. 

Chapter five covers The Analysis of Data from Fieldwork. The chapter begins with the 

analysis of key concepts and themes in the Akan worldview: Etymology of Akan, kinship, 

matriarchy/matrilineality, kaniba (Kanniba), Abrewa, hemaa, and are well-

articulated to be understood in the discussion of power. Concepts such as personhood and 

concept of mind are also discussed. There are three main sections or approaches to the 

analysis of the data collected: 

 under four main themes which emerged from the fieldwork discussions, 

 

 The second section falls under the conceptualization of power and how the 

discussion guide was designed. Participants discussed questions of power and the 

transcripts are integrated and analyzed. 

 Issues raised by some scholars in the literature reviewed are addressed. 

 

Some Asante Twi proverbs which featured repeatedly in the interviews have been 

analyzed according to their relevance to the subject of women and power in Asante polity 

of Kokofu. These proverbs and some folk songs represent the collective perception of 

Akan 
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women‘s power. The chapter ends with answers to questions emanating from the literature 

review in chapter two above. 

Chapter six provides the summary, conclusions, and recommendations of the study. It 

discusses the research findings and how it answered the research question and realized 

objectives. It illustrates how the findings of the study contribute to the ongoing discourse 

on women and power. It concludes with recommendations on how the recognition of 

women‘s power can help address real development and societal issues in African 

communities. It ends with references and an appendix. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

2.0 Introduction 

 

In the twenty first century we can boast of many writings about Africa‘s history and the 

many efforts to include women in the historiography. This chapter reviews some of the 

pertinent materials that are related to the subject matter of this thesis: Women and power 

in Africa. 

2.1 Historiography of Africa in general 

 

As well documented, Africa was labeled the ‗dark continent‘ because it was without 

history. And it was termed as such because it was alleged that Africa could not write and 

history is associated with writing and records. In the 1950s Basil Davidson among others 

challenged these assumptions which resulted in a new African historiography. It is 

believed that this also intensified various liberation movements and initiated a ―wave of 

decolonization across the continent‖ (Adjaye, 2008). 

In 1964 UNESCO launched the first phase of the General History of Africa project. It 

ended in 1999 with the preparation and publication of eight volumes. Phase II was 

launched in 2009 entitled The Pedagogical use of the General History of Africa. It was 

during this phase that The Women in Africa History platform was developed to encourage 
 

the teaching of and material support for Women in Africa History. 

 
The general history of Africa project was a demonstration that ―it is possible to treat 

Africa as a historical unit, without injuring the integrity of the diverse cultures‖ (Ogot, 

2015:4). The committee of experts intimated that in writing these volumes, their hope is 

―to provide an account from which further collaborations, refinements and revisions can 

be made in the future‖ (Ogot 2015:6). 
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By studying the contributions of archeology, art and even written sources it is possible to 

understand that Africa has a history that is even more advanced than originally anticipated 

(vocem Personae)
18

. Understandably there was no room for women‘s history while they 

were struggling to get a general history of Africa rolling before refining the specifics. 

Women have been generally ignored in African history and a few books provide any 

overview. As stated above, the whole continent was dismissed not just a particular gender. 

Few authors like Hafkin and Bay 1976, Berger and White 1999, Imam, et al. 1997 

provides an overview. Robertson (1988) offers ―important ways in which African 

women‘s history questions assumptions found in women‘s history and in African history, 

particularly by understanding African experiences of marriage and family, economic 

production, religion, legal issues, and class formation, including slavery‖.
19

 Meena (1992) 

and Oyewumi (1997) give some conceptual and theoretical insights to consider any study 

of Africa women‘s history. Others like Coquery-Vidrovitch (1997) and Imam et al. (1997) 

offer broad chronological categories with themes and chapters on many activities in which 

women have been involved. 

2.2 Historiography of women in Africa 

Writing Women into History 

The many efforts made to write women into history are impressive. Knowledge gathered 

and shared in women studies has also illuminated and opened new avenues to a diverse 

understanding of gender through the development of alternative frameworks to aid our 

gauging and understanding of women in Africa. The numerous and diverse anthologies 

demonstrate the concerted efforts made to write African women into history. 

 

 

 
 

18
https://vocempersonae.wordpress.com/2015/05/03/africa-the-dark-continent-without-history/ Accessed 

1/21/2019. 
19

http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199846733/obo-9780199846733-0005.xml 

3 Accessed on 1/21/2019 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh

http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199846733/obo-9780199846733-0005.xml


24  

In the Restoring Women to History series (1999), an entire volume is dedicated to women 

in Africa. The volume has covered many of the questions deemed current in the field of 

women‘s history. The authors have sought existing evidence to fill the gaps within the 

scholarship, such as ―what type of evidence is available, and what gaps exist within the 

scholarship‖ (Berger, 1999). Restoring Women to History also adds to the knowledge 

production by generating new questions and shedding new light through comparative 

historical analysis. 

E. Frances White‘s essay, Women and Nineteenth-Century States, 

 

examines the status and activities of women in West Africa from the 

earliest periods, through the rise of various kingdoms and states, to the 

establishment of colonies, and independent nations. It looks at women‘s 

participation in trade including the slave trade and agriculture; women‘s 

political roles in chiefship, other leadership positions, and nationalist 

movements; and the current constraints under which women function. 

(White 1999:87) 

 

In Women in Sub-Saharan Africa, Iris Berger (1999) traces women‘s history from earliest 

times to the present. Berger explores the place of women in many spheres and highlights 

the evolving positions. The evolving configurations of gender and how women negotiate 

between their public and private lives is also well documented by Berger. (1999). 

Allman et al (2002), explores the question of ―how African women negotiated the 

complex political, economic, and social forces of colonialism in their daily lives‖ (p.4). By 

documenting the lives of ordinary women at specified periods, the authors challenge ―the 

notion of a homogeneous African women‘s experience‖ (p.8). By documenting life 

histories, oral narratives, and court cases, they could illustrate that ―African women‘s 

experiences defy static representation‖ (p.23). They paint a very vivid picture of how these 

women struggled against colonialism and conclude that ‗those women were not hapless 

victims‘ (p.40). Using ―a broad range of sources: customary court cases, early 

anthropological writings, and colonial government documentation‖ (p.24), the authors 
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transport readers many generations back and offer front-row seats on the trip. The 

anthology is divided into three parts. The first part covers ‗Encounters and Engagements‘, 

the second part covers ‗Perceptions and Representations‘, and the third one covers ‗Power 

Reconfigured/Power Contested‘. 

While all the various writings in the other categories are important contributions to 

African historiography and knowledge production it is the third category that is most 

pertinent to this particular work. Hanson, Tashjian et al., Bastian, Schmidt, and Lyons 

cover a diverse range of historical experience spanning the entire colonial period. Hanson 

(1999) illustrates the kind of power women had before colonization and how they lost it. 

All five writings cover the different ‗ways in which women were excluded from public 

discourse‘, but also how these women stood up and fought the system, challenging the 

innovative use of ordinances as in the Asante cases, and new configurations of patriarchy. 

―Binding Memories‖ by Gengenbach (1995), utilizes a distinctly innovative approach 

which allow women to make and tell their history from their own ‗standpoint‘. This is the 

history of Magude, Mozambique by the women who participated, and witnessed the story 

as it unfolded. When there are discussions or recollections about events, especially about 

war it is usually about the contributions of ―a few Good Men‖ to borrow a phrase from 

Susan Geiger (1996). 

 

The author intimates that the kind of study she had in mind placed her at the confluence of 

two then-prominent streams in African historiography: the rich, often controversial 

tradition. (Gengenbach, 1995: 10) 

 

In Tanganyikan Nationalism as ‗Women‘s Work (1996), the author narrates how a simple 
 

biography with a possible auxiliary data of supporting cast of women in Tanganyikan 

nationalism evolves into a masterpiece where ―their stories revealed their own relational 
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constructions of nationalism; how their pre-TANU life experiences informed their work 

and performance as party stalwarts; and what they shared as a cohort of ―political women‖ 

(Geiger 1996:469). 

 

In these two essays, the authors use very distinct and innovative styles to tell women‘s 

stories. They both utilize interview material to construct biographical narratives through 

which to explore the many facets of women‘s stories or Herstory. 

 

This approach is precisely what feminists argue for, a standpoint approach - where African 

women can tell the story from where they are standing and not from any Western or 

elaborate and laid-down template into which they must fit to tell a story. 

 

In ―Queens, Prostitutes and Peasants‖, Hay (1988) laments over the woeful number of 

writings about women. She notes how many scholars whose focus remains in the urban 

areas of Africa draw a more dismal picture of opportunities for women in towns. Further, 

she points to the newer studies as being considerably less enthusiastic and attribute 

economic independence for women in colonial towns to ―being achieved through 

activities that were illegal, or immoral, such as beer brewers and prostitutes‖ 

(Hay,1988:434). Hay raises some critical issues regarding knowledge produced that do not 

reflect a positive image of women in Africa. Thankfully, most of these writings become 

‗fugitive‘
20

. Fugitive, in the sense that most of the work is not in the mainstream of 

academic publishing. 

 

Allman et al (2002), demonstrate that women had stories to tell by their own agency as 

ordinary mothers, wives, migrants and urban dwellers in any colonial context at any point 

in time. By utilizing primary sources such as life histories, oral narratives, court cases, the 

authors illustrate that African women‘s experiences cannot all be stratified into simple 

 

20
 Fugitive is a word that Hay used in private discussions with a friend to mean that the work is not in 

mainstream sometimes ‗fragmented‘ and deemed incomplete. See p. 437 in her endnote 3. 
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static representations. The authors look at the processes and the contexts to make the cases 

in the various circumstances. The editors also look at the relations and contexts to group 

the various works. 

 

In ―Africa After Gender‖, authors state their two overarching objectives as primarily ―to 

make a productive intervention in the dynamic of North/South relations between scholars 

living and working in Africa and those who reside in Europe and North America‖ (Cole et 

al, 2010), which is demonstrated in the diverse editorial board. They also argue that gender 

in Africa requires a genuinely transdisciplinary approach. (p.3) 

Sheldon (2017) 

provides a chronological overview of African women‘s contributions and 

involvement in sub-Saharan African history. Beginning with early history 

and ending with current events, the book covers religion and slavery in the 

19th century, continuity and change in women‘s work and family life, the 

impact of colonialism and women‘s resistance, and politics after 

independence 

 
With a continent as vast as Africa and women as diverse as imaginable from over fifty 

states, she tried to cover as much as possible. It is clear to see her comfort zone, which is 

the modern era or at least post-colonial. The author just makes the point that women are 

central to every crucial step in Africa and have been since time immemorial. However, her 

inability to delve into the impact of the introduction of agriculture, the arrival of 

Europeans, and Islam on indigenous societies, has been criticized as non-chronological 

and more of a sub-Saharan than a general study of African women. (Schiller 2018)
21

 

2.3 Historiography of Ghana 

 

Writings about what is today Ghana can be divided into phases or periods. The periods in 

Ghana‘s history can be classified into pre-colonial, colonial, post-colonial and national. 

 

 
 

21
Review by Laurence Schiller to be published in The Independent Scholar Vol. 4 2018. Accessed online on 

01/21/2019 
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2.3.1 Pre-colonial period 

 

There are writings about Gold Coast now Ghana dating as far back as 1705 by Bosman 

and even before the work of Barbot
22

. There are also writings by Romer (1756, 1760, 

2000)
23

 and the narrative by Bowdich (1819) with vivid maps. The writings from the pre- 

colonial period, though they serve many useful purposes, are from a period dominated by 

European travelers, missionaries, and traders, who were non-historians and ―whose 

narratives were clouded by their own perceptions of Africa‖ (Adjaye, 2008). Bowdich, for 

example, wrote from the account of his trip to Kumasi ―as a member of a peace mission on 

behalf of the Africa Company of Merchants in 1817‖ (Bowdich 1819:227). The book has 

great maps of the interior because it captured Asante at the peak of its power. However, it 

has been reviewed as ―little more than a jumble of superficial information‖ (Ward 

1966:15). Bowdich himself noted that his book was driven by ―European curiosity‖, and 

conceded that ―superstition - the inability of the natives to compute time, and the 

comparatively recent establishment of the Moors, may be pleaded as additional apologies 

for the imperfect history‖ that he collected (1819:228). However, Romer (1760) mentions 

a  nation ―ruled by a woman and is very densely populated.‖ (Pg.153). The footnote (144) 

places this nation north-east of Asante and the period as ―two years after the Akims were 

beaten‖. Romer does not mention women again in his rather detailed account of Gold    

Coast societies and their traditions. 

2.3.2 The colonial period early 19th century to mid-twentieth century 1800-1957 

 

The colonial can also be quickly separated into writings by non-Ghanaians, writings by 

Ghanaian scholars with European training and expertise, and then the category of works 

by local untrained writers. 

22
 Though Jean Barbot collected his data in 1678, it was not published until 1992. 

23
 According to the editor‘s introduction, the first publication in 1756 was only 64 pages about trade of 

various national companies on the Gold Coast. In 1760, a 348-page book was published by Romer. The 

second book held more details beyond traders and customers, to include the societies and their traditions. 

The current book, published in 2000, is a conflation of both the 1756 and 1760 books. 
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2.3.2.1 Non-Ghanaians 

 

The first in this category are works by Rattray, (1923), Meyerowitz, (1951; and Ward, 

1958. They were non-Ghanaian administrators, anthropologists, and missionaries ―whose 

writings were either clouded by misconceptions of Africa or compromised by the colonial 

project in whose service they operated‖ (Adjaye 2008:4). Many of the writings throughout 

the pre-colonial and the early part of the twentieth century focused on military expansions 

and commerce. However, the anthropologists (Rattray, 1923; and Meyerowitz, 1951; 

1962) produced quite detailed work in language, social structure, law, customs, and belief 

systems. 

The writings from the colonial period, though an improvement on works by European and 

non-trained writers in terms of utility, should also be approached with some caution, 

because some of the writings illustrate that though they were writing about Africans, the 

audience was Europeans. In Rattray's book Ashanti (1924), he writes‖ 

I sincerely hope that some of this material will be of value to African 

missionaries. I have always maintained that necessary and valuable as 

anthropological training is to the administrator or merchant it should be an 

indispensable adjunct to the training of the missionary. (Pg 10) 
 

This statement and many other aspects of his speech at Oxford in 1923 which became part 

of the preface to the book, demonstrate that it was part of a larger scheme of the ‗colonial 

project‘ (Salamone 2000:19). The observation has also been made that ―a large body of 

those works was essentially the history of Europeans in Africa rather than the history of 

Africans themselves‖ (Adjaye 2008:5) An example of this writing was J. W. Blake‘s 

European Beginnings in West Africa 1454-1578 (1937). There was no African agency in 

those writings. The late nineteenth century saw the writing of The History of the Gold 

Coast and Ashanti by a native son, C.C. Reindorf (1895). That was soon followed by 
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Claridge (1915).
24

 Both writers compiled the war efforts and campaigns over two 

centuries. Reindorf mentions ―the old, women and children of Akem and Akwapem  

obtaining refuge in Akra‖ but only to emphasize that the infirmed were protected during 

the battle of Katamansu. (pg.225). Queen Dode Akabi is also mentioned in passing. Both 

authors add a detailed historiography though devoid of women. 

2.3.2.2 Ghanaians trained in the West 

 

The second sub-category comprises the writings by Joseph Casely Hayford (1903) and 

John Mensah Sarbah (1906). Though these scholars were Ghanaians, they had been 

educated in the West and so ―their views were considerably compromised because they 

were trained in the same European tradition‖ (Adjaye 2008: 6). It has been noted that 

―perhaps nowhere in the world has a pre-colonial polity been more thoroughly researched 

than the kingdom of Asante‖ (Hart 1987). But they had mostly been on political history 

devoid of any thoughtful consideration of the cultural context of the society, especially the 

women. A few of the writers in these two categories devoted any time to women except in 

passing or out of fascination, as Rattray did. 

2.3.2.3 Category of Untrained Writers 

 

However, Prempeh I
25

, in the third category (of untrained writers) demonstrates his regard 

for women and illustrates their place in the Akan culture (Boahen, 2003). For example, in 

many instances, he advocated for the women in his fold, which included Nana Yaa Akyaa 

(his mother), and Nana Yaa Asantewaa as colleagues and addressed Nana Yaa Asantewaa 

as ―Chief Yar Asantiwa‖ (p.177). 

 

 

 

 

 
24

 Adjaye (2008) flags Claridge‘s European bias, citing that the book was ―financed by, and dedicated to 

British Governor Sir Hugh Clifford‖ (p.12). 
25

Prempe I‘s diaries and writings at Seychelles Island have been published into a book edited by Boahen et al 

2003. 
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2.3.3 Post Colonial Period (National) 

 

Adu Boahen (1966) shifted Ghanaian historiography in a positive direction by ―looking at 

it from the inside, the African standpoint‖ (Cohen 2001, Adjaye 2008). 

Many scholars (Falola 2006, Temu and Swai, 1981) have also expressed concerns over the 

gaps in the state of African historical production and advocated a quest for a 

historiography ―to be made to relate more effectively to the local context‖ (Falola 2006). 

Emphasizing the need for African voices, others have also asserted that ―there are realms 

of knowledge and programs of knowledge outside the academy that might be understood 

and drawn upon to work at the reconstruction of the African past‖ (Cohen 2001). 

This literature review is not intended to be exhaustive, but rather it cites specific writings 

to demonstrate particular points of view. The approach had been to look at the evidence 

chronologically to see whether there could have been some writings about women. Not 

surprising, there is little (Romer, 1760; Rattray1923) which clearly show that they wrote 

from men‘s perspective. 

2.4 Historiography of Akan women in Ghana 

 

Tashjian and Allman (2002), begin with a quote by Rattray about being ―confounded by 

conjugal relations in ‗this matrilineal society‘‖ (Rattray 1929:22), ―particularly by what he 

saw as the ‗ambiguous position of a wife‘‖ (237). Through the prism of conjugal relations 

in early Asante, Tashjian and Allman (2002) give a detailed account of how the production 

of cocoa and the ―interventions of indirect rule impacted the meanings and makings of 

conjugal relations in Asante‖ (Ibid: 32) It chronicles how Asante‘s first colonized 

generation lived through the evolution and reconfigurations of power and authority. This 

generation came to ―understand the marriages of their parents and the harsh realities 

confronting them when they became adults and tried to negotiate the then monetized 

realities of marriage‖ (2002:63). 
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In Women Writing Africa, the authors have impressively testified to the literary presence 

and historical activity of African women. The volume 2 (West Africa and the Sahel) 2005, 

covers a spectrum of verbal and written forms of expression which demonstrate ―the 

reality of African women‘s lives in history and in the present before a world that is only 

just waking up to their importance‖ (xxi). For example, ―What We Women Can Do‖ 

epitomizes a Ghanaian woman and specifically the sentiments of an Akan woman. 

Incidentally, Efwa is an Akan name and stands for the mother, sister, wife, daughter, aunt, 

or lover in any man‘s life. Women Writing Africa covers many topics. 

Because of such detailed work by such diverse authors, whether as group projects or 

individual studies, there is a better understanding of the situation of African women during 

the colonial and post-colonial periods. 

―The woman in Question‖ (Hawkins, 2002) illustrates how women in Ghana (Northern 

and Ashanti regions), stood up firmly in the face of a deliberate conspiracy between the 

colonial administration and the patriarchal systems in the respective societies. This 

happened during a period when women were the subjects of most litigation but rarely 

appeared in the courts and even when they did, it was without any recognized rights. This 

article also illustrates how ―concepts such as wife, marriage, lover, and adultery became 

increasingly problematic in the colonial courts‖ (Hawkins 2002:118) because there were 

no clear demarcations and categories in indigenous settings (132) or because indigenous 

settings were not consistent with these categories 

In ―Queen Mothers and Good Government in Buganda”, Hanson (2002) gives a vivid 

account of how the well-structured society of Buganda, harmonious with strong and 

powerful queen mothers set on a path of erosion until the queen mothership was reduced 

to a cursory mention in passing. In both cases, the colonial administration used legal 

instrumentation to curb or control the power of women in Nuganda society. The institution 
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of Queen mother declined because colonizing Europeans ―could only see and comprehend 

the political power of men‖. (Hanson 2002:220) The colonial administrators used legal 

instrumentation to curb the powers of the queen mothers into oblivion as they did in the 

LoDagaa women‘s case of Ghana. (Goody 1949; Hawkins 2002) 

2.4.1 Asante women and customary law 

 

Similarly, in Ashanti region, there were many ordinances
26

, ranging from age of marriage 

for girls
27

, which was set at fifteen years of age (Allman, 1996), to when a wife could 

leave her matrimonial home and farm (Allman 2000). The Native Jurisdiction Ordinance 

of 1924 was used to compel women to stay and work on matrimonial farms even though 

they knew the women would not own the farms eventually, in a matrilineal society. 

Customary law was based on the assumption that Africans existed outside of history until 

the arrival of Europeans which is problematic in colonial discourse. In most societies they 

fused pre-existing customs and the applicability as a means of social control with the 

guidance of the men in the various societies. The basis of colonial rule rested on its legal 

structure, through which the colonial state codified the basis of its control. Colonial states 

were forced simultaneously to pursue two contradictory objectives: to ensure capital 

accumulation while also maintaining social control. Their attempt to reconcile these goals 

manifested itself in the notion of "Customary Law" (Mamdani 1996), under which 

Africans were ostensibly governed by a separate traditional legal system. 

Primarily, the colonial administration and the Asante chiefs ―conspired‖
28

 to use The 

Native Jurisdiction Ordinance to reinforce gender subordination, control improper 

marriage and curtail increase in concubinage and its resultant venereal diseases in Asante. 

 
26

 The Native Jurisdiction Ordinance of 1924. (Declaration of Native Customary Law) Order of 1946. 
27

 The 1884 Gold Coast Colonial Marriage Ordinance which was extended to Asante with the 

implementation of the Ashanti Administrative Ordinance, No. 6 of 1919. 
28

At a meeting in Kumasi between the then DC, Major Gosling, and members of the council of chiefs in 

1926 to discuss the possibility of a law. (Allman 2000:170) 
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As Allman wrote, ―The chiefs and D.C. were in agreement that measures had to be taken. 

 

… Every woman should have a husband‖ (Allman 2000: 170). In many instances, this is 

how some aspects of women‘s freedom got eroded (Hawkins 2002:118) but women also 

used their own agency for autonomy in most of these instances, especially in the Ghana 

case. The most interesting but not surprising aspect of many of the works is how men 

collaborated with the colonial administration when it came to power exercised over 

women (Allman 200:170). What is even more interesting is how women contested and 

challenged such actions dictated by indirect rule by demonstrating their agency. For 

example, in the LoDagaa case - ―The woman in question‖ (Hawkins 2002) - Augmin, a 

widow, appealed to the District Commissioner of the Northern Territories of the Gold 

Coast that she had been forced to marry against her will. Augmin won.
29

 In those days 

litigation by women was rare, and appeals were much rarer. The courts did not even enter 

women‘s names because they usually appeared as bystanders and not as litigants. Even 

when they appeared before the courts they did so as ‗the wife of…‘. Augmin challenged 

the earlier ruling that she should be married to her late husband‘s nephew or a man who 

had been helping her since her husband died. This would have enabled the husband‘s 

nephew to collect dowry on her head, and the lover to also get a wife. Augmin opposed the 

ruling of the Native Authority courts that Vaare should take her as a wife. She appealed to 

the District Commissioner of the Northern Territories of the Gold Coast that 

I resist this because I have five children and cannot marry another man 

thereby leaving my children. I also resist the claim that I have not married 

Varre and do not intent to do so, and that Vaare, not being a new husband, 

is not liable for the repayment of dowry (conjugal payments) …. Varre has 

never asked me to marry him…. I would not like to marry Varre even if I 

could take the children with me. I want to remain in my late husband‘s 

house to see his tomb. 

The above case illustrates women‘s hidden ability to defend their identities beyond the 

courts during the colonial period. ‗The woman in question‘ appeared in many court 

29
 National Archives of Ghana, (NAG), ADM 61/4/4, Angmin vs Tabbere, 15 July 1944. 
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records still without a woman‘s name until much recently when they have been replaced 

by such words as plaintiff or defendant. However, Augmin‘s name appeared on the case 

docket. Augmin demonstrated agency and the freedom to exercise such agency 

Much literature exists on how powerful some women in Akan society were. Rattray 

(1923), Busia (1951), Oduyoye (1979) and Arhin (1983), have all discussed the 

importance of the position of the Ahemaa (female traditional leaders). Oduyoye (1979) 

even suggests that it is due to the tenacity of the Ohemaa in administering protective 

regulations for women that matrilineal inheritance has survived in Asante and is 

guaranteed in national law. Similarly, Arhin (2001) gives an account of the political- 

military roles of Akan female rulers and describes their elaborate court with a ‗Ntam‖, a 

formula for starting a judicial process. 

Through various prisms scholars from diverse disciplines have brought some nuanced and 

critical knowledge to the fore: Akyeampong (1990) gives an insightful analysis of how 

gender is configured and understood through spirituality resulting in very powerful 

avenues for women. 

2.4.2 Akan women and Power 

 

Garcia Clark (1984, 1989, and 1994) explored many nuanced pieces of the puzzle and 

demonstrated that women‘s roles cannot be neatly packed into seven clear categories as 

Oppong (1974) would have it. However, Oppong (1980) admitted the frustration and 

difficulty in attempting to document and measure women‘s status
30

. Clark through the 

prism of Asante Market Women in Kumasi Central Market looked at the position of 

women in the economic and social context and gives a view of how women negotiate their 

daily lives as mothers, wives, and businesswomen across household boundaries. 

Clark 

(1994) further explores how women assert themselves in Onions are my Husband by 
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30
 At the UNESCO meeting of experts on the research of ―women, development and population: trends, 

Evaluation and Prospects‖ in Paris on November 28, 1980. Ss/80/Conf.627/5.09 
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negotiating the domestic boundaries between accumulations of wealth, and prevailing 

cultural norms. 

Aidoo (1976, 1981), Arhin (1983), and Stoeltje (1995, 1997) illustrate how women, 

specifically Akan women, have power and authority. All three authors tell what kinds of 

power actually exist. They give examples of such powers through the traditional roles they 

play in the enstoolment of the chief and as members of the traditional council. Another 

example is through their military roles as Aidoo (1981) wrote, by declaring war and as 

Arhin (1983) indicated, by going to war and fighting alongside their men. 

Jean Allman and Victoria Tashjian (2000) add momentum to many attempts to move the 

discourse on women towards bringing women into the mainstream of Asante 

historiography within a comprehensive Asante social history. It provides a fascinating 

counterpoint to the much more prevalent scholarship on African women in patriarchal 

societies. The authors show how, as the colonial economic and political systems 

increasingly favored male interests, Asante women struggled to regain control over the 

products of their labor and their personal lives. But the general focus is on commodity 

production, family labor, and reproduction in colonial Asante. The book captures the 

resilience and tenacity of a generation of Asante women and their struggles in defense of 

social and economic autonomy. 

Similarly, Garcia Clark‘s works (1984, 1989, and 1994) are all in Asante and about how 

Asante market women in Kumasi Central Market negotiated their space in filling their 

three central conventional roles as wife, mother, and trader. Clark has repeatedly showed 

that Asante women are independent and industrious. In Onions are my husband (1994), 

the author tells a detailed story of survival and accumulation by Asante market women. 

Through her detailed ethnographic work, it is easy to understand a part of the 

configurations of gender in Akan society. 
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2.4.3 Authors with some reservation and degree of skepticism 

 

Manuh (1988) outlines the importance of the hemaa‘s court and its utility in the 

advancement of ‗women‘s rights as a human right‘. She traces the root of the hemaa‘s 

court to Asante political and constitutional structure which is sustained by a social context. 

Manuh asserts that, 

 

The hemaa‘s judicial functions primarily revolve around women in line 

with the hemaa‘s role as a protector and enforcer of women‘s rights. 

Given the socio-economic and cultural developments which have occurred 

in Ghana as a whole, for example, the growth of educational opportunities, 

health, migration, and a more heterogeneous mix of the population, 

perceptive changes have also occurred in women‘s roles, statuses, values, 

and beliefs. Thus overall, ―the space now ‗accorded‘ the hemaa has 

contracted somewhat but her office is still important and cases come to her 

court‖ (Manuh, 1988:12). 

 

She notes in her study, ―it is not easy to ascertain precisely what changes have occurred in 

the composition of the hemaa‘s court over time, and how far the present composition 

dates.‖ Manuh‘s usage of the word ―accorded‖ appears to be in the same spirit as how 

―empowerment‖ is frequently used. The context connotes someone giving the space and 

therefore shrinking that given space at will. Nonetheless, her question of composition and 

evolution are explored and covered in this work under the analysis of data from fieldwork. 

The available works range from writing generally about Africa to those writing about 

African women to writings specifically about Asante women. Most of these scholars 

through many narratives have labeled women‘s action as autonomy, and agency, not 

necessarily equating agency and autonomy with power and authority. There are those who 

are frightened by such enormous power by women (Chinweizu, 1990). Chinweizu 

categorizes women‘s power into three: womb, kitchen and cradle, and labels them as 

control centers of female power. Bartle, (2014) unveiled it incidentally and labeled it 

―covert gynocracy.‖ Bartle cites an explanation suggested by Bleak (1975) that 
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“Women hide their power under a barrage of ideology expressing male 

dominance, and the outward show of respect and courtesy of women for 

men defuses potential conflict and protects the economic and social 

position that women substantively enjoy‖. 

 

There are still those who are doubtful that women have any power at all (Farrar, 1997). In 

some instances, women‘s power is dismissed with doubts of matriarchy, as if is it 

impossible to admit that some women in some African societies have some power without 

admitting that matriarchy ever existed. Farrar vehemently dismisses matriarchy as 

A nineteenth-century cultural evolutionist constructs like for example, the 

―consanguineous‖ and ―punaluan‖ stages in the supposed evolution of the 

human family. None of these constructs is based on any evidence of a 

historical nature. Instead, they derive from misinterpretations of 

nonwestern, so-called primitive cultures, combined with clever, yet purely 

imaginary, reconstructions of the primordial human social organization. 

(Farrar, 1997) 

 
Farrar‘s analysis is based on a comparison of the Bono-Nkoranza Hemaa in Ghana and the 

Pabir maigira (queen mother) of a patrilineal people in northern Nigeria. It is tragic that 

anyone would attempt to compare women leaders in matrilineal and patrilineal societies, 

of distinctly different origins. The author even argues that no official in the Asante 

Hemaa‘s administration are males. There are many chiefs (male subordinates) under the 

Asantehemaa and considerably more of her attendants are male. There are many 

contradictions in the paper as he acknowledges the Akan Ohemaa as ―a most potent voice; 

one to be heeded by all, but especially by the King himself‖ (589) 

In his conclusion, Farrar is still looking for a solution to ―the problem of the ultimate 

origins of queen mothership in Africa‖, and suggests ―detailed studies, historical and 

anthropological, of the various female political titles where such studies remain possible‖. 

(590) 

Rattray (1923) worked in Asante for a good while before he realized the authority of the 

women. When he inquired why the informants kept that from him, they simply said, ―The 

white man never asked us this‖ (1923: p.84). Akan women were probably not very visible 
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during that period and that is probably why Rattray did not encounter them early enough 

and why Bartle (1978), in shock, labeled it ―covert gynocracy‖. These are some of the 

factors that make this work timely. 

The above authors provide significant insights into a range of issues in relation to women 

and power. They all serve as building blocks and avenues I can safely consider covered. 

All the works cited in this chapter and many more are focused and necessary pieces of the 

puzzle, and they all fit very well in very special ways. Aidoo (1981) emphasize the 

significant role of Asante queen mothers in the nineteenth century, a role overlooked by 

colonial officials and male historians alike (Hay 1988:433). In this work, I have also 

acknowledged that women alone cannot be a legitimate category of analysis as confirmed 

by the diversity of the works I have become acquainted with in this chapter. I have quickly 

learned that considerations of class, age, ethnic identity need to be added to the distinction. 

Many important gaps still exist. The diversity also suggests that there is the need to rethink 

the basic chronological framework from a woman‘s point of view. There is the need to 

also give attention to incorporating the voices of African women to really uphold the 

slogan ―Nothing About us Without us‖
31

 

I had assumed that, as demonstrated above with knowledge production and historiography 

in Ghana following a linear pattern of progression, the trajectory of women‘s participation 

in political, intellectual, and cultural life in Ghana would follow a fairly uniform, straight 

path, characterized by clearly defined steps and phases. However, the course of women‘s 

historiography may better be viewed as a meandering path without a regular pattern of 

progression. The anthologies are disparate works. Prima facie, they have one common 

characteristic: their chronology spans the nineteenth to the twentieth century with minor 

exceptions. Beyond that, the fragmented nature of modern research takes over, with 
 

31
 A banner and a working group. At the Human Welfare Conference at Oxford University (2017). Under the 

theme ―Reinventing Empowerment in the 21
st
 Century. 
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purpose, content, research design, and analysis differing exponentially. However, as stated 

above they all have a place in the tapestry and puzzle and lay a very important foundation 

for this work to stand on. 

These are all very important works that provide significant insights into a range of issues 

in relation to my work. They all serve as building blocks and avenues I can safely consider 

covered, fait accompli. All the works cited in this chapter and many more are focused and 

necessary pieces of the puzzle, and they all fit very well in very special ways. 

This work is about Women and power in Africa: Case study of the Kokofu - an Akan 

Asante community in Ghana. Many of the works reviewed above discuss women in the 

nineteenth and twentieth century, specifically during the colonial period. Some chronicle 

women‘s struggles in other parts of Africa and specifically in colonial Asante of Ghana 

(what was known as Gold Coast back then). While many covered women‘s experiences 

from their own stories, they have been mostly regarded as illustration and demonstrations 

of women‘s agency in the face of colonialism and patriarchy. Relations of power has been 

at the core of all the experiences, but sadly, none of them has travelled beyond agency. As 

such there is no available literature to review specifically for what women defined as 

power in their respective societies. 

2.5 Influence of Oyewumi (1997) and Swai (2010) 

 

Many African scholars, Ifi Amadiume (1987), Marjorie Mbilinyi (1994), Amina Mama 

(1996), Ayesha Imam (1997), Oyeronke Oyewumi (1997), Tabitha Kanogo (2005) 

Akyeampong (2000) and Elinami Veraeli Swai (2010), have all examined the question of 

power and women in Africa. Most of them have argued that to understand the conscious 

goal of development on the Africa continent and the power relations in society, it is 

essential to understand the current condition of women in Africa. As new avenues and 

concepts became clearer, it expanded the scope of the historiography. The added readings 
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added a scope of spirituality to inform more broadly on institutional definition of power 

from the Asante institutional center. 

This work has been especially inspired by the ideas of ‗cultural scholars‘ such as 

Oyeronke Oyewumi: The Invention of Women: Making an African sense of Western 

Gender Discourse, and Elinami Veraeli Swai: Beyond Women’s Empowerment in Africa: 

Exploring Dislocation and Agency. These works invoke interesting questions that are 

relevant to this work, especially beyond colonial powers into the lives of African women. 

Oyewumi‘s work defines ―feminist scholarship as leaning toward a hegemonic angle, 

where the experiences of western women are used as a measure to gauge the experiences 

of women in Africa‖ (Swai 2010:36) 

In her analysis of struggles by women within historical moments in Nigeria, Oyewumi 

(1997) points out that ―African women have power and this power is not related to any 

modern system‖ (72). As many of these scholars have demonstrated, ―there are alternative 

ways of seeing and studying African women‖ (78). Both scholars suggest that telling the 

stories of women from women‘s own perspective is ―an act of reinserting them in the 

historical trajectory without casting them as silent and powerless female‖ (Oyewumi 

1997:183, Swai 2010:68). 

They have all written-on behalf of women from the inside as cultural scholars, but none of 

them has embarked on the ‗there is an ongoing discourse that you do not have power. Do 

you have any power?‘ 

Even though all the various anthologies by (Allman et al 2002) documented life histories, 

oral narratives, and court cases, the authors did not ask them to share their views about 

power to learn the kinds of power they may have. However, they made the argument that 

there are cultural and traditional avenues to power by some women in Africa. 
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What Oyewumi and Swai have not done yet is asking women to talk about power from 

their own standpoint. This is because, in any power situation, power or the object or 

expression of it must be recognized as such by all parties involved. In a sense, in any 

negotiation situation, a carrot must be recognized as such by all parties as a pacifier in that 

context. For example, an Akan woman should understand that political participation is an 

expression of power. In other words, if you are so powerful how come we do not see a lot 

of Akan women in parliament? This and many other questions have been answered in the 

following chapters. 

In reviewing the available literature for general knowledge, it also became necessary to 

note suggestions and recommendations relevant to research. Most of the recommendations 

(Bartle, 2014), suggestions (Manuh 1984, Farrar 1997), and questions have been addressed 

in chapter five – Analysis of data from fieldwork. 

2.6 Influence of McCaskie (1985) and Akyeampong (1995) 

 

While authority and power are based on rational grounds in the West, power is considered 

mystical in Africa. Mystical power is considered an ascribed aspect of womanhood in 

Akan. 

Akyeampong (1995) highlights the varied and complex nature of power within the Asante 

cosmos. The authors also explored Asante conceptions of power. The essay explores the 

variations in Asante conceptions of power by analyzing three historical incidents in which 

the demonstration of women‘s power was central: 

i. the 1818-1819 Gyaman war and a coup by royal wives; 

ii. the rise of a spiritual, back to our roots movement (Odomankoma); 

iii. and the British attempt to confiscate the Golden Stool and the Yaa 

Asantewaa war of 1900 with a woman commanding Asante military 

forces. (p 498) 
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However, all these instances are historical antecedents and analyses of institutional 

expressions of power. Akyeampong‘s work admittedly ―sought to extend the frontiers of 

discussion on power in Asante society‖ (1995: 506), nonetheless from the center to 

understand how power is pulled, regulated and distributed at the institutional level. The 

essay concludes with a reflection on the relational nature of power in Asante and the 

relevance of spirituality to current Asante notions of power. Akyeampong‘s fieldwork 

ends at the end of the twentieth century and sheds invaluable light on the dynamic and 

shifting cultural foundations of power in Asante. 

McCaskie‘s work analyzes power at the bureaucratic institutional level, while 

Akyeampong looked at power from the center and institutions of kingship and 

matrilineage. Both look at the spiritual dimension of power in the Asante worldview 

which widened the scope of analysis for my work. 

My work continues from where Akyeampong left off; the twentieth century to the present. 

I have sought to look at power at the personal and individual level, by asking Kokofu 

women about their notions of power. Do Asante Kokofu women have power? How do 

individuals, especially women, acquire, control and utilize power in Akan Asante Kokofu? 

Akyeampong‘s work left ample clues to follow in order to capture, analyze and understand 

cultural and traditional notions of power from Asante Kokofu women‘s standpoint. 

University of Ghana http://ugspace.ug.edu.gh



45  

CHAPTER THREE 

 

 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND METHODOLOGY 

 

 

3.0 Overview 

 

Chapter one proposed to move the discussion from prevailing notions of powerlessness to 

traditional notions and understanding of power in Akan society. The ongoing development 

discourse that uses ‗women‘s empowerment‘ as a development tool is flawed because it 

assumes powerlessness in any setting where women are. This is problematic because such 

an assumption also leads to another assumption – women as victims needing protection 

and redemption. This assumption of powerlessness is flawed because power is relative. 

Ghanaian women in general or specifically Asante women may not have the power to 

effect policy change because they are not well represented in parliament, but that does not 

mean they do not have power to effect change elsewhere in the communities where they 

live. For instance, one of the types of power they have, as this research has shown, is the 

ability of women as initiators, facilitators and sustainers of girl/child marriages in Ghana. 

If we recognize them for having that power alone, they can be formidable partners for 

development and could help with bringing solution to that problem. Furthermore, so many 

assumptions have been made about women, all seeing them as powerless, voiceless 

victims, constantly needing civil society to advocate for them. In this study, women shared 

their own personal stories and experience about power from their own standpoint as 

knowledge produced by women on their notions of power and how it relates to them. It 

will give the world a better understanding of how Akan women, well documented as 

having agency and autonomy,
32

 do not seem to strive to be where they can use that same 

energy to effect policy changes. Chapter two discusses some of the aspects of the available 

 
32

Akyeampong 2000, 2006, Allman 2000, Clark 1984, 1994, Stoeltje 1995. 
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literature: overview of efforts made by various scholars not only as knowledge producers, 

but also to write women into history. There are many writings on women and power in 

Africa but few from women‘s standpoint or incorporating their own narratives. A few gaps 

became obvious and the most glaring is the discussion of power and women‘s voices. This 

work fills the gap as Asante women share their definition and notions of power in diverse 

ways, as covered in Chapter 6 (major findings). This chapter (Chapter 3) discusses the 

epistemological and theoretical framework guided by the methodological considerations 

and design of methods which enabled a rich and deeper data collection and analysis for a 

better understanding of power dynamics in Asante society. 

3.1 Focus of Study 

 

In this study, women‘s definition and notions of power are expected to generate a deeper 

understanding of the power dynamics that seem so misunderstood by various people who 

have encountered or read about Asante women. The objective is to document women‘s 

notions of power from their own standpoint. Secondly to identify and frame the elements 

that shapes the concept of power in some African societies, particularly the Asante women 

of Akan society in Ghana. Ultimately, to articulate and share the cultural understanding of 

power in Asante society. 

3.2 Gender and culture 

 

This is a reflection of the political history of the gender epistemology. It also reflects the 

reality that there exists great diversity, not only among feminist/gender scholars, but also 

in women‘s relations with, and responses to ―patriarchy‖. Gender is a social construct 

which includes ways of categorizing beliefs, attitudes, practices, relations, concepts and 

ideas about manhood and womanhood. Social constructs, in turn, are affected by context, 

thus gender, gender relations and the study of gender are influenced by local and 

geopolitics. Thus, in the study of power it is important to be mindful of the relations 
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between gender and other bases of distinction such as age, class, kinship, ethnicity, 

religion, and social class. In this work I have shown how culture has shaped the identities 

and practices of men and women in some African societies. An important aspect has been 

the examination of the different kinds of evidence (ethnographic, historical, literary, 

sociological, and visual) available for studying gender relations and identities, male and 

female roles, and changes therein over time. 

3.3 Search for Theory 

 

There is a search for a social theory to describe and explain the nature of power among the 

Asante women. The search for an indigenous model for economic development is on 

(Akyeampong, 2018)
33

, but we need a model for socio-cultural development. 

The discourse on women and power thrives on cultural understanding and notions of 

power. However, the goal of this study is to situate the discourse at the centre from the 

periphery. In which case there is the danger of universalists dismissing it as hiding behind 

cultural relativity or cultural particularism. 

It is to avoid this conflict that women‘s power, though very heavily laden with cultural 

norms, needs to be discussed from the women‘s standpoint through women‘s own voices. 

3.3.1 Universalism 

 

Universalism in this context refers to ‗the notion that human rights are universal and should 

apply to every human being‖.
34

 Chanock pleads for universalization as aspiration as             

opposed to reality (1988:25). He calls for universalization of rights culture at the national 

level, to counter both the demagogy of local ruling classes, and the threat of fragmentation              

posed by community-based elites. The problem with this position is that it packs all 

notions of difference into a box which makes implementation and adherence at the local 

33
 In a private discussion with Professor Emmanuel Akyeampong on 1

st
 December 2018 at Harvard 

University. 
34

https://www.globalpolicy.org/home. Accessed on May 7th 2018. 
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level exceedingly difficult and almost hopeless. In a sense, by advocating for 

universalization, the United Nations‘ declarations become the standard instruments for all 

member states to comply. But this poses some serious problems because such instruments, 

without cultural considerations are difficult to integrate into local policies. For instance, 

there have been efforts made to get women to participate in governance, but the results 

have been dismal looking at the input in terms of resources over time.
35

 

How come women in Ghana do not seem to understand that political participation is one 

of the best avenues to systematic change? This study shows that the phenomenon can be 

unraveled through the analysis and understanding of the aspects of cultural underpinnings. 

So, while civil society and various experts are busy using standard western gauges to 

measure certain indicators and drawing generic conclusions, the solution is hidden in the 

ignored or excluded variable called culture. Universalisation serves as utility to an extent 

in the analysis of human behavior in conformity. In this work: women and power in 

Asante, there is a wide gap between the notion and concept of power at the local or 

indigenous level and how it is operationalized at the national or international level. Culture 

is one of the key variables that can explain this gap. 

3.3.2 Cultural Relativity 

 

While cultures are the usual way of describing difference, it has not always been readily 

acceptable. It has been variously argued that culture should not be accepted as the primary 

way of describing difference (Chanock 1988: 25) 

Cultural relativists object to Universalists arguments, and argue that ―human rights are 

culturally dependent, and that no moral principles can be made to apply to all cultures.‖
36

 

It has been argued that, ―The rights movement, born of the womb of western culture is 

intolerable of competing world-views.‖ (Nhlapo 2000: 138) Nhlapo does not deny that the 
 

35
 The next chapter is dedicated to the input, expected outcome and measurements. 
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language of culture may mask a defense of privilege of certain times. But he is wary of the 

kind of one-eyed glimpse that sees privilege only in someone else‘s front yard, and thus 

concludes that every attempt to use a different yardstick is nothing but a defense of 

privilege. As far as Nhlapo is concerned, ―Culture is about dignity, and the question of 

dignity is constitutionally guaranteed‖. (139) 

There are concerns that the African context has given rise to a dual breach: between rights 

and justice and, even more so between democracy and justice (Shivji 2000:41). 

The preceding arguments have led to the suggestion that we may need another avenue 

apart from law to express difference. (Mamdani 2000:7) 

The above suggestion will bridge the wide gap between Universalism and Cultural 

relativism. It is not even necessary to list binaries such as north and south or modernity 

and tradition which affect human manifestations of values, principles, practice and 

behaviour. In addition, the geographical spaces in which these manifestations take place 

add to its impact. Some scholars contend that gender is socially constructed. (Oyewumi, 

1997; Swai 2010) This means that the construction of gender will take its own form in 

Africa and not follow the dictates of the western construction. Africa is composed of 52 

countries
37

 and many countries have over 100 ethnic groups. This may depend on what 

counts as an ethnic group. If Somali counts as the basis of ethnicity in Somalia, then there 

is one principal ethnic group with sub-divisions on clan basis. There are currently 73 

living languages in Ghana and the two main languages are Akan and English.
38

 The social 

constructions of any categories is more complex in Africa than anywhere else due to the 

cultural differences. However, in spite of the ethnic diversities there are great cultural 

similarities. Even the languages are related. In the case of Ghana, as reported by 

37
 Some suggest 54 and even 55/56 has been suggested. It is a question of what counts as a country; is it 

merely being a member of the AU? 

38
https://www.ethnologue.com/profile/GH. Accessed on 05/11/2018 
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Ethnologue
39

, most of the 73 languages are subgroups which are variations. For example, 

Akan has many variations with numerous sub-dialects. Nonetheless it does not make it any 

easier to integrate cultures for smooth general operation. Cultural relativity explains the 

phenomenon (Asante women‘s power) exponentially. However, Asante is part of a larger 

Akan group with variations and degrees of Akan (ness) and the extent of the analysis and 

applicability would be problematic if only culture is used in the broadest sense. 

3.3.3 Standpoint theory 

 

Standpoint theory is a postmodern method for analyzing inter-subjective 

discourses. This body of work concerns the ways that authority is rooted in 

individuals' knowledge (their perspectives), and the power that such authority 

exerts (Morrit, 1997:15). 

 

One of the central themes in standpoint theory is that ―Starting off research from women‘s 

lives will generate less partial and distorted accounts not only of women‘s lives but also of 

men‘s lives and of the whole social order" (Harding 1993: 56). Different theorists utilize 

different labels to emphasize their theory: 

Hartsock (2004) uses the label ‗feminist standpoint‘ whereas Dorothy 

Smith uses the label ‗women‘s standpoint‘ reflecting the way in which 

standpoint theory argues for ―women‘s place‖ as a starting point for 

enquiry (Harding 2004:21). 

 
In this study, the emphasis is not necessarily on the ‗feminist‘ or ‗women‘ as the qualifier 

but on the general aspects of the theory. Some of the arguments of the theory‘s developers 

add value to this work. For example, while Hartsock‘s work has clear feminist leaning, 

some of her arguments address difference beyond feminism. The concept of standpoint, 

Hartsock (1983) argues, 

rests on the fact that there are some perspectives on society from which, 

however well-intentioned one may be, the real relations of humans with 

each other and with the natural world are not visible. (117)
40

. 
 

 
39

https://www.ethnologue.com/cloud/aka. Accessed on 18
th

 January 2018. 
40

Hekman (1997) also analyzes Hartsock in Truth and Method: feminist Theory revisited and quotes 

Hartsock on page 3. 
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African societies should be studied by multiple theories simultaneously. To study women 

and power, many tools should be utilized. Some aspects of the phenomenon cannot be 

explained with universalism, but cultural relativism brings out many aspects of the 

paradoxes. This study does not embrace standpoint in totality. The significant aspect found 

useful is the strategy of women telling their own stories and defining their own space and 

disposition. 

Standpoint emerges as the most appropriate theory to explain this methodology and its 

utility. In this work, I have collected data on notions, definitions, perceptions, and 

women‘s role in the pursuit and advancement of power from the standpoint of Kokofu 

women. 

The use of social constructionism was helpful in understanding how the Akan society is 

constructed. Constructionism as an epistemology was very helpful in analyzing power as a 

social construct. How women are perceived as powerful and what is womanhood in Akan 

and what constitutes Akanness, are all norms derived and culture-laden. 

3.3.4 Assumptions of Constructionism 

 

Bur‘s (1995) work on social constructionism highlights four basic assumptions of the 

constructionism as: 

 A critical stance towards taken-for-granted knowledge – the world does not present 

itself objectively to the observer, but is known through human experience, which is 

largely influenced by language. 

 Historical and cultural specificity – the categories in the language used to classify 

things emerge from the social interaction within a group of people at a particular 

time and in a particular place. Categories of understanding are situational. 
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 Knowledge is sustained by social process – how reality is understood at a given 

moment is determined by the conventions of communication in force at that time. 

The stability of social life determines how concrete our knowledge seems to be. 

 Knowledge and social action go together – reality is socially constructed by 

interconnected patterns of communication behaviour. Within a social group or 

culture, reality is defined not so much by individual acts, but by complex and 

organized patterns of ongoing actions. 

 

In this study, I collected detailed data on Asante Kokofu women and their notions and 

definitions of power as part of their knowledge system. The assumption of the researcher 

had been that, prevailing definitions of power had obviously not had any impact on this 

society, so it was time to ask them to share their knowledge about power. However, some 

assumptions will be made from the analysis of data collected, which makes it compelling 

to put these in some context. 

3.3.5 Power –How it is conceptualized for this study 
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Poorly Justified True 
Beliefs 

Beliefs Truths 
Knowledge 

Knowledge is a subset of that which is both true and believed 

not by finding an objective truth waiting for us to be discovered. (Crotty, 2003). I chose 

constructionism because it informs this study, about definition and notions of power, with 

the approach that ―the realities we study are social products of the actors, interactions and 

institutions.‖ (Flick 2006:78). As illustrated below in this proposition
44

, knowledge is a 

subset of that which is both true and believed
45

 

 

 

Figure 1: Knowledge is a subset of that which is both true and believed 

 

3.4.1.1.2 Theoretical perspective 

 

The theoretical perspective chosen for this study is interpretivism, which ―requires the 

social scientist to grasp the subjective meaning of social action‖ (Bryman and Bell 

(2007:19). Phenomenology is selected as my interpretivist approach. As explained by 

many authors, ―Phenomenology is about interpreting lived experiences and situates and 

relates key aspects like ontology, epistemology, logic, and ethics to give meaning to an 

individual‘s experiences of the world through their senses‖. Smith (2003) and Crotty 

(2003) 

 

 

 
 

44
 Adapted from https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/outline_of_epistemology. Accessed on 15

th
 March 2019 
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different assumptions so finding fault with one approach with the 

standards of another only results in misunderstanding. Each approach 

should be assessed on its theoretical basis. (Hammersley, 1993) 

 
As illustrated below in the table, the two methods have distinctly unique features. While 

one approach may be more appropriate for a specific inquiry, the other will add value, 

though complimentary. 

 

The methods explain how the study was conducted for the completion of this thesis. It is organized 

under different subheadings including population of the study, sample and sampling procedure, 

focus of study, data collection instruments, data collection procedure and strategies, and data 

analysis plan.  

 

3.5.1.1 Qualitative Research Approach 
 

The methodology chosen for this study is qualitative research approach. This approach is 

most suitable for this study because it enables the use of varied qualitative data collection 

techniques in the field to gather firsthand information about the phenomenon being studied 

using interviews, focus group discussions and observations. 

3.5.2 Rational for the Qualitative Research Approach 

 

In this study, to document how Akan women at Kokofu define and view culture, a 

qualitative design offers the best approach to data collection. To understand what they are 

sharing, it was critical to interview, involve the participation in focus group discussions 

and observe their daily activities to document the experiences of the respondents in 

relation to the exercise of women. As an Akan, it was tempting to treat the context as 

familiar, but I kept a very safe distance in order that my personal experiences and biases 

will not affect the outcome of the findings. 

Crotty (2003) also caution that: 

 

Culture is not to be called into question; it is not to be criticised, least of 

all by someone from another culture instead, one is to observe it as closely 

as possible attempt to take the place of those within the culture, and search 
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Figure 2: Study area map 
 

3.5.4 Setting/Context 

 

The Akan is broadly defined in this study to cover most of the 10 geographical regions in 

Ghana, generally, where Akan is spoken and specifically where the eight clans‘
47

 

enclaves are found. Asante is defined in this study to cover the traditional area officially 

designated as Ashanti region in Ghana
48

. Asante is defined as the people within and 

outside the Ashanti regional boundaries who are of Asante descent. This population is the 

most cited, discussed, and referred to among all ethnic groupings in Ghana. It was very 

difficult to design the research beforehand. However, because it was not difficult to enter 

the community, it was not very difficult to observe and collect preliminary data in order to 

design many aspects of the research and articulate a sampling strategy. Kokofu‘s 

coordinates are 6
o
 28‘ 13‖ N, 1

o
 37‘32‖ W. However, Kokofu is in the Bekwai district, and 

it is one of the most populated areas in the Bekwai district. However, Kokofuman (the 

kingdom of Kokofu is wider and beyond the geographical boundaries of Kokofu within 

the above coordinates: Kokofu includes some people in the Eastern, Western, Volta and 

other parts of the Ashanti region of Ghana. For this study, Kokofu is defined as the town 

showed within the above coordinates and part of the Bekwai district. 

Kokofu served as the starting point, especially in the development of Asante socio- 

political culture. Kokofu defines a starting point, where Asante customs, especially those 

pertaining to women, can be studied. To study Asante women, Kokofu appeared 

considerably more pristine than Kumasi or Bekwai. Kokofu‘s rich history of matriarch 

Nana AnkyaaNyame
49

 and the title Osagyefo
50

 makes it one of the best places to study 

women and power. Kokofu Hemaa
51

 is the only female stool occupant with the title 

‗Osagyefo‘. Present day Manhyia and the Osei Tutu dynasty started at Kokofu and later 

migrated to its present site Kwaman, which has since been renamed Kumasi. Kokofu 

Hemaa has an elaborate court which is akin to the Asante Hemaa‘s court at Manhyia 
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Figure 3: Sampling Frame 
 

To paraphrase Babbie, 

 

If there is no clear agreement on how to measure a concept, measure it 

several different ways. If the concept has several dimensions, measure 

them all. Above all, know that the concept does not have any meaning 

other than what you and I give it. The only justification for giving any 

concept a particular meaning is utility. Measure concepts in ways that help 

us understand the world around us. (12th Edition, pg. 183) 

 

Every effort was made to acquire and analyse as many objects and sites of possible 

meaning for Asante women‘s power to elucidate the ongoing discussion between 

researcher and the assembled units of analysis. They included observations, group 

discussions, analysis of indigenous knowledge systems and open-ended interviews. 

 

 

3.5.6 Data collection method 

 

The sample included 12 men and 32 women who comprised of community 

representatives, traditional leaders, and functionaries. Kokofu is one of the oldest Akan 

communities in Ghana. The Kokofu traditional system is the ideal structure that most of 

the Akan traditional groups seem to emulate. As shown in Table 2, the data collection 
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- The national/democratic governance, the nation/state, which is a culmination of 

all international instruments, bilateral agreements, and various transnational 

commitments and, 

- The cultural indigenous system, the traditional system, which is based on beliefs, 

customs and traditions passed on through the generations. 

Assuming that the understandings and notions of power are not homogenous, how do the 

different notions of power affect our development thinking at the nation/state level? Does 

this thinking at the state level reflect dealings at the grassroots level where the impact of 

development is felt? 

Psychology is a field that has many dealings with power, and they have managed to 

advance the discussion on the topic of women and power significantly. Feminist 

psychology within the last couple of decades identified some basic problems in the 

literature: ―definition: person /society dualism; and the need to deal with race, ethnicity, 

class, and other social differences besides gender.‖ (Griscom, 1992) There is the need to 

improve the analysis of social differences and resolve person/society dualism. Analyzing 

social difference on its own merits reveals a society‘s potential usefulness in many fronts, 

instead of dualities that tend to expose their vulnerabilities. 

 
 

Figure 4: Flowchart-Status of women in Ghana 
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and a fundamental human right, so the standard indicators are gender inequality ranking. 

The automatic follow up question is how many women are in the parliament of Ghana? 

For many in civil society, this determines how well women are placed at the table to 

participate in the discussion, institute and promulgate policies to drive sustainable 

development. In a sense, if more women are in parliament, it is likely that they will look 

out for women‘s interests and more women-friendly programs will be seen. 

4.4.1 Parliamentary Elections of Ghana 1960 - 2016 

 

Table 2: Trends In Parliamentary Elections in Ghana’s 4th Republic – (1960 – 

2016)91
 

 

 

 Contestants Elected 

 Female Male Total Female Male Total 

2016 137 (11.83%) 1021 (88.3%) 1158 (100) 35(12.73%) 240(87.27%) 275 (100) 

2012 133 (11.6%) 1009 (88.4%) 1142 (100) 30(10.9%) 246(89.5%) 275 (100) 

2008 103 (10.7%) 856 (89.3%) 959 (100) 20 (8.7%) 210 (91.3%) 230 (100) 

2004 104 (10.9%) 849 (89.1%) 953 (100) 25 (10.9%) 205 (89.1) 230 (100) 

2000 102 (9.3%) 986 (90.7%) 1,088 (100) 18 (9%) 182 (91%) 200 (100) 

1996 59 (7.6%) 721(92.4%) 780 (100) 19 (9%) 181 (91%) 200 (100) 

1992 23 (5.2%) 418 (94.8%) 441 (100) 10 (5%) 190 (95%) 200 (100) 

1979 23 (2.9%) 781 (97.1%) 804 (100) 6 (4.3%) 134(99.3%) 140 (100) 

1969 7 (1.5%) 472 (98.5%) 479 (100) 1 (0.7%) 139 (99.3%) 140 (100) 

1965 Not known N/A N/A 19 (18.3%) 85 (81.7%) 104 (100) 

1960 52 N/A N/A 10(10%) 94 (90%) 104 (100) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

91
 Table adapted from numerous sources including Tsikata 2008:21 (for 1960 – 2000), International 

Foundation for Election Systems, Parliament of Ghana (11/01/2017 & 18/01/2017), Inter-Parliamentary 

Union (www.ipu.org) Accessed 06/24/2019. Author added data for 2012 and 2016 from the Electoral 

Commission at www.ec.gov.gh. 
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France, and the United States. This summary of the various roads to emancipation 

illustrates how instruments designed to measure power in different societies cannot be 

adequately useful in analyzing power in African societies (Oyewumi 1997, Swai 2003). 

The various legal instrumentations: international treaties, regional commitments, global 

obligations, and bilateral agreements are all forms of laws and should be based on context 

and culture. But unfortunately, culture is excluded from the discussion. Law has always 

been seen as instrumental. At the same time, we talk about how cultural norms have been 

resistant to social change especially when gender relations are concerned. In that we need 

to use law to sort of push through. It is presumed that law and culture are oppositional, and 

it is only when law operates outside of its culture that it appears alien. My aim is to 

reposition how we live the law and culture in ways in which culture can empower law to 

act in instrumental ways. 

 

 
Figure 5: The ideal composite gender policy of Ghana 

 

 
 

For example, Ghana‘s gender policy should be an integration of international and 

culture/customary laws. Similarly, a country‘s girl/child marriage policy should be a 

culmination of gender, law and culture as shown in the diagrams. It is by interrogating the 
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relationship between culture and law that we can find ways to use laws in ways that have 

resonance for the culture instead of moving laws that have been applied in other cultures 

that women are concerned and applying it here as if laws lack context or is neutral. Law is 

never neutral. Law is always an artifact of culture and law is a product of relations of 

power. 

Figure 6: Ideal girl/child marriage policy of Ghana 
 

 

 

 

 

 
This lays the foundation rights, power and inequalities as defined at the global level 

through the United Nations mechanisms and instruments. I have also covered the narrative 
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It has been variously established by scholars (Dupuis 1824, Meyerowitz 1951) that the 

Akan migrated from the North and Northeast into West Africa and the culture though not 

Negro-African in origin, could be classed as Libyo-Berber. (Danquah 1955) 

The term Akan is said to mean a lot of things – it is the classification of a group and the 

language spoken by the group. There are specific cultures in Ghana that are also attributed 

to the Akan group. Examples of cultures attributed to the Akan are stools, kente
105

 cloth 

and some other regalia. 

 
Figure 7: Ethnology map of Ghana 

 
105

 Weaving is done in almost all the regions and among all the ethnic groups in Ghana, but there is distinct 

difference between the Akan kente, Ewe woven textiles and woven textiles from the northern part of Ghana. 
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are generally mutually intelligible and understood by each other across the dialect 

derivatives. If there is a homogenous language in Ghana at all, it is Akan and all its 

variations. 

Ethnologue – Languages of the world
106

, estimate that the EGIDS
107

 level for Akan in 

Ghana is 3, which stands for wider communication. It also states that, 

Akan is used in work and mass media without official status to transcend language 

differences across the region. Akan is represented by a large, colored dot. Purple = 

Institutional (EGIDS 0-4) — The language has been developed to the point that it 

is used and sustained by institutions beyond the home and community.
108

 
 

Figure 8: Akan language grid in Ghana 

 
5.2.4 Akan concept of personhood (Kanniba

109
) 

 

To understand kinship and other internal norms of the Akan worldview there must be an 

introduction of the Akan concept of personhood. How the Akan view themselves is as 

important as how non-Akan view members of that group who hold or adhere to that 

concept of person. It also determines how other issues that are relevant to the ordering of 

society such as morality, ethics, knowledge and truth are analyzed. Beyond this 

explanation, every other concept is kinship-based and community driven. 
 

106
https://www.ethnologue.com/cloud/aka. Accessed on 18

th
 January 2018. 

107
 EGIDS stand for Expanded Graded Intergenerational Disruption Scale. It is the tool used in measuring 

the stats of a language in terms of endangerment or development. https://www.ethnologue.com. Accessed on 

21/12/2019. 
108

 Ibid. 
109 Kanniba or kanniba means child of the Akan. 
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Figure 9: Illustration of Akan kinship 

 

 
Radcliffe-Brown (1924) differentiates between the term ‗consanguinity‘

117
 and kinship as 

the difference between a physical and a social relationship. Consanguinity is a physical 

relationship and kinship is a social relationship. Kinship, therefore, results from the 

recognition of a social relationship between parents and children which is not the same 

thing as the physical relation and may or may not coincide with it. A kinship system thus 

presents to us a complex set of norms, usages of patterns of behavior between kindred. In 

a sense, 

Every kinship system provides each person in the society with a set of 

dyadic (person to person) relationships so that he stands as it were, at the 

center of a narrower or wider circle of relatives (pg 54). 

 

Evans-Pritchard (1940) studied kinship of the Nuer, Mary Douglas (1995) studied the Lele 

and Fortes (1969) studied the Tallensi. While the kinship establishes one's identity, it is the 

clan or lineage which reinforces and provides a division of the group into distinctly 

separate groups each having its own identity as explored in preceding discussions of Akan 

thought and worldview. In the above illustration of Akan kinship system, the two circles 

and their offspring continue the lineage. Ena (mother) and Agya (father) beget Kofi and 

117
 Sometimes used as equivalent to kinship. But Radcliffe-Brown cautions against such dangerous usage. 

Citing the example of an illegitimate child, he explains that such a child certainly has a ‗genitor‘ (physical 

father) but no ‗pater‘ (social father). 
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Figure 10: Traditional seating at Asantehemaa’s palace at Manhyia, Kumasi 

 

Asantehemaa is flanked on the left by Nsuta, Kuntanase, Akokofe and Adwaase/Ayeduase 

Hemaa. When it is a state (official) ‗sitting‘
154

 of the Kumasi Traditional Council, 

Asantehemaa is flanked on the right by Kenyase, Mamponten, followed by Asantehemaa 

Gyaasehene, and Asantehemaa Akyeamehene, followed by Kotimsi and Nkonson. The 

Asantehemaa is flanked on the left by the members of the Adako who are not of 

paramount status and belong to the Kumasi Traditional Council (Akokofehemaa, 

Adwaasehemaa), followed by Kotimsi and Nkonson. 

The security of the Asantehemaa is under the control of Adumhene: Currently headed by 

Bafuor Agyei Kesse, who oversees the day-to-day security of the Asantehemaa household. 

The coordination of the household and the court is under the Asantehemaa Gyaasehene
155

: 

The Gyaase
156

 division is currently headed by Nana Adoma Serwa, who is also the current 

Dompoase Hemaa. She is the head of the household which comprises of Kotimsi, 

 

 

 

 

154
 When Asantehene ‗sits‘ in state for a pre-planned event or hearing of the Kumasi traditional council or 

when Ashanti Regional House of Chiefs meet at the Regional House, Asantehemaa also sits on her ‗pato‘ 

formally flanked by her family members as described above. 
155

 All high-ranking positions in the Asantehemaa‘s household have male titles, even though the holders are 

female. Examples are Gyasehene, Kyeamehene and Modwoahene who are all women. 
156

 The Gyaase division comprise of the kitchen, logistics and all activities except security. 
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Nkonson, and mmodwoafo
157

. She attends to and delegates the day-to-day activities in the 

household, including the administration of the Asantehemaa‘s court. Asantehemaa has six 

linguists headed by the Asantehemaa Kyeamehene, Nana Konadu, who is also the 

Esresohemaa. There are specific towns that are under the Asantehemaa‘s jurisdiction. 

These include Kodie, Bomso Afrante, Penten, Mpamprom, Buoyam, Sedi, Anyinase, 

Afiduase-Oyoko, Nhyiaeso, Kokoben, Oti, Aprabo, Ekyem-Dayeya, Asawase, Odaso, 

OdenehoKwadaso, Kokode, Aboabo, Akokoamon, Ebuoso, Atimatim-Pataase, Emuoso, 

Nwansamire, Atabiriso, Kwasowa, Nta, Komire, Mesewam, Asokwa, Asamang, Akotosu, 

Dominase and Yasore, among others.
158

 Asantehemaa administers through the chiefs of 

these towns and many other administrative attendants. 

 

 

 

Figure 11: Seating arrangements at Asantehemaa’s court Manhyia palace, Kumasi 
 

 

 

 

 
157

 Kotimso, Nkoson and Mmodwoafo are stool attendants, kitchen attendants and chambermaids in the 

Asantehemaa‘s household. These positions are also by ascription and lineage. 
158

 These twenty-four town are completely under the Asantehemaa. Their land cases and everything 

involving these towns does not appear before the Asantehemaa‘s court but goes straight to her in her living 

room or small private ‗pato‘. 
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5.4.5 The institution of Abrewa, hemaa, and baapanin 

 
Occasionally Abrewa, hemaa, and baapanin manifest into one body which is the ideal. 

 

Figure 12: Nana Ama Konadu II (left) Nana Afia Kobi Serwa Ampem II (right)
168

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
167

 Fieldnotes: Interview with Barima Okogyeasuo Offe Akwasi II, Kokofu palace. 
168

 Picture taken by researcher on Otumfuo‘s return from abroad on 13th July 2014 
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Figure 13: Nana Afia Kobi Serwa Ampem II, Asantehemaa 1977-2016 

 

Nana Afia Kobi Serwa Ampem (Asantehemaa 1977 – 2016) was the quintessential 

 

- a synthesis of Abrewa, aapanin and . This is a combination of 

seniority, rank, status, and authority enveloped in womanhood. The zenith is the  

who is not barred from anywhere to do or say anything
169

. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

169
 An example is menstruation, they can enter stool rooms and also pour libation 
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Figure 14: Nana Ama Konadu II, Asantehemaa 2017-present 

 

 
As people saw Nana Konadu‘s choice and enstoolment as Asantehemaa in 2017 with 

fascination, they did not seem to appreciate these key concepts in the Akan worldview of 

power and leadership. Nana Konadu has also appeared as the ideal , a fusion of 

Abrewa, baapanin and , following her mother‘s footsteps. She was not chosen 

merely because she is the daughter of Nana Afia Kobi Serwa Ampem II, and the eldest 

sister of the Asantehene, Otumfuo Osei Tutu II. Nana Ama Konadu is the most senior 

female of the Oyoko royal family in Kumasi. Before her enstoolment, she was 

affectionately called ‗Nana Panin‘, which means eldest Nana. 

She led in funeral processions and sung dirges for the past thirty years. She facilitated 

naming ceremonies, and ―bragro‖
170

, she led funerals and purification rites and led the 

 

170
Bragro is the female initiation in the Akan culture. This follows the initial menstruation of a girl. 
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Wo dware a hyeda bo no nsuo saa, na wo kasa kyere no. se wo kunu, 

woba, anaa se obi atan wani a ka kyere no. wotwe ne wo suman. De  
gyeara  ne  nsuo  ne  k te .  N‘aduane  ara  ne  nsuo,  nsuo  no  ara  nso siesie 

no, te noho. 

(Obaapanin Adwoa Dentaa of Nkagyaamu on 21
st
 March 2018 at Kokofu.) 

When you bath, intentionally throw a lot of water on it. Then talk to her. If 

your husband, your child, or anybody is making you miserable, just tell 

her. She (your vagina) is your deity. All she takes is water and the penis. 

Her food is water. It is the water that keeps her clean and in harmony. 

(Translation) 

 
Not only is the mystery of procreation deeply feminine, it is also very spiritual. At the act 

of delivery or childbirth only women are present in most cases, to welcome you into the 

world
185

. At every moment when a person is moving socially (what anthropologists call 

rites of passage), it is constructed by women from birth to death. (Thomas, 2003; 

Chinweizu, 2005; Steady, 2011). All these activities mae women very powerful though not 

openly flaunted or discussed. 

5.5.2 Women, Stools, Ancestors and Deities 

 

The link between women and ancestors is the spiritual link through stools and deities: 

Sunsum ne agudie mu tumi.
186

 As matrilineals, it is the women and the stools, which 

brings ancestors and deities together in a relationship that is very profound. In many old 

Akan towns, the chief‘s palace is across from the deity and adjacent to the stool house at 

the entrance of the town. Examples can be found in Akwamufie, Kokofu, Kumasi Adum, 

and Senfi Adumasa in the Ashanti region. Similarly, the deities
187

 of families and lineages 

and the women usually reside together. That is what ‗grounds‘ the family or lineage as 

 

 

 

 

 

185
 This is still the practice at Kokofu. Currently there are male Ob/GYN and other family members who are 

allowed into the delivery chamber. 
186

 Spiritual and socio-political power. 
187

 There are private and public deities. Some deities such as Tano, Kwaku Fri, Tigare, and all the river 

deities are open to public consultation. But there are private deities whose names are only known to 

custodians and members who have matured into personhood and womanhood in the lineage and are close to 

kin. 
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‗Agyinae‘
188

. There is a sense in which the success of the family in both material and 

spiritual terms are enshrined in this Agyinae. The woman head in the person of the 

baapanin or hemaa is the one who chooses the rightful heir to the stool. It is not about 

gender. It is the woman as the foundation of knowledge, and as the repository of 

knowledge. The woman is the one safeguarding everything about the lineage, for the 

lineage. So, women‘s power is both biological and spiritual. The power of reproduction is 

biological and socio-political. And it is linked both to awareness that what they do is both 

biological and material. That is why when people feed or serve the stool deities for a 

while, the loyalties of the stool deities become compromised or diverted. It is for the 

women to make sure this does not happen. And as confirmed by a key informant, 

S  wode ade  hy  baa nsa na wop  a, wo hunu 
(Gyaasehene – Kokofu Traditional Council, Kokofu on 21

st
 March 2018) 

 

When you put things in the custody of a woman it is easier to find it 

(Translation) 

 

That is why Akan women are entrusted with most of the avenues to power. 

 
 

5.5.3 Place of women in an oral society 

 

Even though African societies have become literate people, in terms of matters of power, 

Akan generally and Asante society, remain an oral society. The most pertinent and 

important power issues are not discussed or written on paper. Certain matters are 

discussed at dawn. So, a quick glance gives the appearance that the educated women are 

rising and appear to have power over certain things, but that form of knowledge associated 

with the social and spiritual reproduction of the lineage is entrusted to women: not just 

women, but women who are close to kin. It is their awareness of their centrality or the fact 

that they are indispensable to the functioning of the lineage (which means everything to 

the 

 

188Agyinae is a tree (Nyamedua) planted at the entrance of many old Asante ancestral homes. The baapanin 
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Women in Kokofu still hold their office and their power, confident in all their ascribed 

duties. Women in these societies are not part of the administrative offices that have been 

added on since 1764 or probably before but they have held on to their ascribed powers. 

Women did not lose any power, neither did any power change hands or was taken over by 

any office holder, but as the male office holders with authority, administered by the 

Asantehene himself keep growing even today, the womenfolk office, would continue to 

look smaller and smaller. 

When women begin to talk about power, it is through attributes, characteristics and 

elements like children and the fact that they have the ability to sustain the lineage. So, for 

women it is in their interest to protect and sustain what they have produced, including 

men. The reason why the women participants did not say anything in the mixed focus 

group was partly because in their minds power discussions undermine their role as 

nurturers. Most of these women have the conversations as ‗we are more powerful than 

men, we just want them to feel and think they are powerful‘ as opposed to ‗men have 

some power and we have our own‘. 

5.5.4 The three categories of Asante Kokofu women today. 

 

When an Asante Kokofu woman travel and return home with enormous wealth, she has 

done well for herself but that is not what is expected. What is expected is the social 

fulfillment: a social reproduction. This speaks to Asante women understanding of power. 

This is again speaking to social reproduction and biological reproduction. The knowledge 

about lineage and how the lineage is socially reproduced and sustained by word of mouth 

since Akan is generally an oral society. This analysis started with the discussions on some 

key Akan concepts: there are Akan concepts of personhood and mind and womanhood, 

which guide an kanniba in general thought processes. This does not mean that every 

kanniba    or    Asante    will    go    through    all    these    processes, graduate    to 
 

personhood/womanhood and make many informed decisions based solely on these 
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woman is not Ɔhemaa does not mean they do not have the powers and authorities 

exercised by Ɔhemaa.
200

 There is usually one stool per lineage so only one of the women 

can be called Ɔhemaa, but all the women are potential matriarchs- with potential fertile 

wombs, cradle to nurture and kitchen to feed sons, husbands, brothers, fathers and uncles. 

5.6 The collective perception of Akan women’s power 

 

The collective perception of Akan women‘s power is also very evident through the 

medium of proverbs and songs. There are many Akan proverbs that participants evoked 

into the discussion every now and then to support their worldview of power and authority. 

Proverbs are part of Akan discussions and deliberations. Proverbs are used specially to 

drive certain ideas home and make the expression fit into the context. Proverbs are defined 

as truths based on common sense and packaged in a way that transports the gist of a 

discussion in a very swift manner. Lord John Russell described proverbs as ‗the wit of 

one, and the wisdom of many‘
201

. The famous paremiologist, Wolfgang Mieder describes 

proverb as, 

a short, generally known sentence of the folk which contains wisdom, 

truth morals and traditional views in a metaphorical fixed and memorable 

form and which is handed down from generation to generation (Mieder 

1993:24) 

 
Proverbs are the knotted pieces of speech which propels the speech to exactly where it 

should land. In Asante parlance ‗Ebe ne kasa mu abo hemmaa.‘ (proverb is the 

foundational bridge of a speech) (Agyekum 2005). Se b  nka as m ho a, enwie d  y  (a 

speech devoid of proverb is tasteless.) 

Yankah (1989) defines proverb by its uses, as in ‗me de bo asem po‘ (I use it to tie a knot 

around discourse), ‗me de si asem so dua‘ (I use it to hoist a tree on speech) (p. 328). 

 

 
 

200
 The six days confinement for girls‘ nubility rites in Asante is often referred to as ‗six-day queenmother‘. 

The girls are enstooled as part of the ceremony. 
201

www.forbes.com/the nature of proverbs/html. Accessed on 23
rd

 September 2019. 
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5.6.1 Tumi te s  kosua – Power is like an egg203 

 
Power is like an egg and should be handled with great care. If you don‘t hold it firm 

enough it might fall and break and if you hold it too tight it will break in your hand. It is 

all about balance in the administration and exercise of power and authority. 

5.6.2 Akoko bedie nim adekye enso otie firi onini ano204 

 

The hen knows when it is morning but she hears it from the cock (Translation) 

Asante women know they own the stool that any male occupy. They believe that as the 

nurturer it is their duty to give the man ample room to grow and command as a leader. So 

yes, as hen she can also crow and even without crowing, she knows that it is morning. 
 

Asante women are also saying through this proverb that: 

 
Whatever room is created for him to exercise power and authority, he 

knows and understands that it is a delegated authority. 

(All female focus  Group at Kokofu on 25th July 2018). 

This aspect of man and woman knowing their roles and boundaries is not uniquely Akan 

or Asante. In When hens begin to crow, Tamale (2000) reminds us of the consequences of 

women not developing agency and ability to take part in governance from the grassroots 

up instead of empowerment through state intervention from the top. As discussed above, 

some of the male participants pointed out that Asante women run and control everything 

from birth to death. The women also admit that men are fragile and as perpetual nurturers, 

they have to always create room for their men (sons, brothers, husbands, fathers and 

uncles) to thrive. Women (hen) know how to crow and when it is time to crow, they just 

defer it to men to allow them to feel purposeful and useful. 

In this context, Asante women know how to get to parliament, but most of them will not 

go even if the doors of parliament were left ajar. It has been said that 

 
 

203
 Also discussed by Yankah (1995:38) referring to power as discussed above. 

204
Rattray 210; Christaller 1664 
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If the womenfolk in Ghana‘s parliament are going to increase it will likely 

come from Akan communities because they have agency and autonomy. If 

the perceived status of women in Ghana is going to change, it will be from 

Akan women. (Adu Boahen, 2011
205

) 

If perceptions are to be used to determine whether women in Kokofu have power and what 

kind of power they have, it will be erroneous and misplaced. It will be erroneous because 

unless Kokofu women themselves share what kind of power they have or share their 

notions of power, anyone outside that community can assume incorrectly that women in 

the Asante town of Kokofu have little or no real power. 

5.6.3 baa to tuo a, etwere barima dan mu 

 
If a woman buys a gun, it rests in a man‘s room (Translation) 

 

baa nwene ky m a, etwere barima bo 

When a woman weaves a shield, it rests in a man‘s bosom (Translation) 

 
Asante Kokofu women are very confident that when they give their gun and kyem to men 

to use, it does not mean they do not know how to use them. History tells us that Asante 

women, especially Osagyefo Kusi Amoah of Kokofu, are not new to guns and shooting, 

she fought in many wars. She bought the guns that Kokofu men used in many wars. This 

is what earned her the accolade Otoatuo, which means ‗one who buy guns‘
206

.The gesture 

is to boost the morale of their sons, brothers, and uncles. They know that the men know 

that the women can use the guns if need be. Similarly, if a woman weaves a shield and 

gives it to a man to keep it is not because women cannot throw shields but it is because in 

the traditional procession it is men who throw shields to exhibit their prowess and artistry. 

5.6.4 Ap s  y  k se a, y  ma dufokye 

 
If the woodworm gains weight, it is the rotten tree that benefits 

(Translation) 
 

 
 

205
 Discussion with Prof. Adu Boahen (University of Cape Coast) about my PhD topic on 12

th
 December 

2011 on campus. Repeated for emphasis. 
206

 Field notes: An interview of Nana Adu Brempong Kagya II, Benkumhene of Kokofu Traditional Area. 
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The rotten wood is always picked on by anything in the forest, at least the woodworm is 

softer and cushiony. So, if the woodworm gains weight it becomes softer for the rotten log. 

In this context Kokofu women are saying that whatever men do, they do for the benefit of 

women. As demonstrated in the lyrics of a folksong. The women are singing that 

Whatever men do, they do for women, 

If the Asantehene goes abroad, he goes because of women
207

 

 
The body language of the women in the video also speak volumes, it appears proverbial as 

the lead singer makes certain gestures with her thumb to the crowd.
208

 The chorus which is 

sung merrily by all the women appeared and sounded subliminal to the rest of us
209

. 

5.6.5 Yenim se kontronfi k n wo h , na y de ahoma s  n’asene
210

. 

 
We know that the monkey has a neck but we put the leash around the waist 

(Translation) 

 

If you do not put things where they will foster peace and harmony, you will always reap 

conflict. Kokofu women are saying that they know that most of the things they do are not 

obvious but they work harmoniously and the men understand what the women do. Asante 

Kokofu women are very confident. They know how other groups relate to their men and 

they are saying that they know how the United Nations and civil society would like them 

(Kokofu women) to stand up as equals to their men, but they prefer being perpetual 

nurturers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

207
 Mmaa in this instance refer to all the women in the Asantehene‘s life: his sisters, his mother, his wives, 

his children, his nieces, and his kinship and lineage women. 
208

 The rest of the song is inaudible but the emphasis here is the body language. Video is included on the 

accompanying CD as an appendix. 
209

 The researcher returned to the Asantehemaa‘s court a couple of times after the recording to get someone 

to demystify the chorus but they kept laughing though no translation was offered. The lead singer has since 

died and the Modwoahemaa has also died. 
210

This proverb is also catalogued by Rattray as number 83. It appears in Christaller as number 2343 
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To make it clear that Asante Kokofu women have power, and to emphasize that in fact the 

female power came first before any other power, some of the key informants cited the 

proverb: 

5.6.6 Edware foe ansa na nsuo be to 

 

The bath house was wet before it rained 

It is the woman that begets the man. 

The woman was already there with her power and her stool before the man came. Along 

that same line, they cited 

Abodwese betoo Eninton nwii 

The beard came to meet the eye brows on the face 

The eye brow is older than the beard 

 

Kokofu women are not the least disturbed about men taking advantage of the powers and 

authority delegated to them by women. Kokofu women are confident and relaxed because 

they know their place and also know that the men also know that their power originates 

from women. 

When men addressed the issues surrounding some social and cultural practices like 

girl/child marriage, the following proverb was cited: 

5.6.7 Konkontiba na odane aponkyirani
211

 

 

It is the tadpole that matures into a frog (Translation) 

In other words, it is a girl that matures into a woman 

This proverb was not cited by women. Rather, it was some men in the focus group 

discussion who claim that it is the thinking of some women in the community who initiate 

 

211
 Also cited in a song by Bice Osei Kuffuor popularly known as Obuor, a Ghanaian musician. This 

particular track Konkontiba, made him popular and there was no public outcry against its meaning or 

interpretation. Obour, who is the President of the Musicians Union of Ghana (MUSIGA), dominated the 

airwaves, topped charts and bagged awards including Ghana Music Awards for ―Konkontiba‖, one of his 

biggest career hits. 
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these girls younger and keep them for maturity, an elderly women explained that a mother 

feels burdened from the time a girl matures into adulthood with menstruation and the 

celebration of the puberty rites. The mothers are afraid that the girl could get pregnant and 

bring shame and hardship to the family so they pray that someone would come along and 

ask for the girl‘s hands in marriage. This is illustrative of the contradiction and disconnect 

between the UN concept of age (anyone below 18years) and the socio-cultural 

understanding of age and maturity. The maturity of a girl in the Ghanaian context can be 

defined by age, responsibility and physiology or biology. The concept of a child can be 

defined socio-culturally, chronologically, and legally. Policy makers in Ghana need to find 

a way to reconcile the legal age and the customary ripe age according to one‘s ethnicity, 

for coherence and compliance to policies. 

5.6.8 Kontronfi na neyere awu, ena w’agya atimum. Aserewa, efa wo ho b n?213 

 
It is the monkey who has lost his wife and he has decided to let his hair 

grow indefinitely to demonstrate his grief. You finch (little bird), what is 

your business in this? (Translation) 

Literally meaning, if a hairy animal has a hair issue and anyone wants to interrogate it 

should be at least an animal with hair not a bird. It would not cause a bird any 

embarrassment or shame. 

The context is cultural meanings and understandings of power and its relations. The 

participants were wondering who wants to know what kind of power they have. By this 

proverb they are communicating that their cultures are quite different and as such they 

approach things differently but achieve the same or comparable results. In a sense the 

monkey and the bird probably both mourn, but very differently. Kokofu women know and 

understand their men as children at various stages of development needing nurturing. Part 

 

 
 

213
 Catalogued in Rattray as number 88 and uses the bush-buck as the intruding outsider. Catalogued by 

Christaller as number 1445. 
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5.7 Prevailing paradoxes and contradictions 

 

At the start of the fieldwork many people pointed out contradictions to be investigated. 

The issue was raised because many Ghanaians, while they believe that some women in 

Ghanaian society especially the Akan have power, they also note how these women 

present themselves or are presented publicly as contradictory. 

1. People wanted to know why women, especially the hemaa sits behind and to the 

left of the hene in public, on a much smaller and obscure stool. 

Answer
217

: hemaa sits a few steps back on the left of hene. The explanation 

given is that it is the woman who sits her man (son, brother, uncle grandson) on her 

right, as God did with Jesus Christ, his begotten son. This is discussed elsewhere in 

this chapter. The contrasting size of the stool is to enhance the position of the 

hene and boost his morale. As nurturers, Akan women are always mindful of their 

goal as sustainers of the men in every conceivable way. 

2. Some wanted to understand why Akan women walk behind the men in a 

procession. 

In most Akan or specifically Asante procession the men lead the women. 

Answer
218

: In almost all Akan communities, men always lead in a procession 

except when a woman is leading by way of introduction of the group following 

her. In a traditional procession, the male stool with regalia lead followed by the 

hene, then the female stool with entourage follows before the hemaa. The 

‗mmaa dwa‘
219

 is the oldest, so the last in any procession. In any traditional Akan 

lineal procession, the less valuable regalia are in the front, the least important 

retinue/entourage precede the most prominent figures. 

 

 
 

217
 Answer given by Nana Tromoo Kwagyan II and Nana Tiwaa Mansa of Kokofu. 

218
 Answer given by Barima Okogyeasuo Offe Akwasi II, Kokofuhene. 

219
 The Female stool 
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3. Some people wanted to know why women cook the meals for the 

consecrated/black stools but are not allowed in the stool rooms. 

Answer
220

: The stool house is private with some restricted areas. The Soodohene (a 

male stool house butler) oversees the stool house and handles most of the cooking 

at the stool house. Not all persons are allowed into the stool houses. The 

baapanin of the lineage, who is usually over the age of sixty and usually post- 

menopausal attends to some housekeeping businesses at the stool house. Only the 

hemaa has access to the stool room. The issue of the menstrual blood is explained 

elsewhere in this thesis. In almost all cases, the lineage head, in the person of 

baapanin or hemaa is usually beyond menstrual years and not barred from any of 

these ceremonies. 

 

 
5.7.1 Paradoxes in the Akan culture 

 

There is a parallel running through some of the military ranking and kinship systems as the 

example below illustrate. Among the Akan, the Asante have a duality of matrilineal and 

patrilineal inheritance. Asante is also a fusion of Akan family membership based on 

kinship and matrilineality and a political structure and rank which emanate from 

foundational structures and Asanteman confederacy membership. All Asante 

paramountcies have an Akwamu and Kontire divisions, which are patrilineal. So, 

discussions of power in general are obviously male dominated. In the past, both 

Akwamuhene and Kontihene have sought counsel with Nana Afia Kobi Serwaa Ampem. 

This means that the Asantehemaa acts as surrogate Abrewa to some of the patrilineal 

stools in Kumasi while Kokofuhemaa also plays surrogate Abrewa to the Akwamuhene 

 

 

 

 
220

 Answer given by Barima Okogyeasuo Offe Akwasi II, Kokofuhene. 
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Kantinka was created for Dr. Donkor Fordwor and the Busumuru was created for the late 

Mr. Kofi Annan, former United Nations Secretary General. 

The Asante bureaucratic system is a mixed structure of a hereditary with an overlay of a 

political system where membership to the confederacy is mostly based on military rank in 

the Asanteman council structure, then glazed with an administrative layer of office holders 

with authority to administer specific directives for Asantehene and Asanteman. In this 

mixed system, inheritance or accession to the stool is based on paternal lineage, except the 

first layer which is purely by ascription. For example, the Bantama, Adum and Asafo 

(Kontire, and Akwamu) are patrilineal. Occasionally, the duality becomes more glaring 

through some marriages. For example, 

The current Bantamahene Baffour Owusu Amankwatia is the son of Baffour 

Owusu Asare IV and Yaa Manu, a royal of Mamponten. He could have 

become the Mampontenhene or Bantamahene. Rather, he was given the 

Bantamahene while his maternal senior brother from a different father became the 

Mampontenhene.
224

 

5.7.2 Asante and inheritance 

 

There have been many misconceptions about Akanness and matrilineal inheritance. 

Matrilineal inheritance is through mother or uterine but does not exclude male 

beneficiaries. Men inherit from mothers but cannot bequeath such inheritances to their 

wife and children. For instance, if a mother has four children, three girls, and one boy, her 

property is divided into four after her death. The son can enjoy his share with his family 

(wife and children) but on his death, such property goes back to his siblings not his wife 

and children. On the other hand, whatever he acquired outside of that goes to his wife and 

children. 

Matrilineal Akan manage the existing property of land, farms, houses, and such family 

(Abusua) estates. In many cases, every member of the lineage has an abode in such a 

dwelling and they are managed and maintained by the baapanin whilst the Abusuapanin 

224
 They are currently both chiefs of the Kumasi Traditional Council 
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is in charge of all ensuing litigation with the baapanin as the principal witness. Most 

families do not leave the family without ―Abusua fotuo‖
225

 for incidents such as family 

debt and funeral expenses which are also managed by the Abusuapanin. 

5.8 Akanness in the twenty-first century 

 

The pristine communities where kinship and other concepts can easily be seen and studied 

are dwindling, replaced by members who currently reside in the communities with an 

acute sense of researchers seeking to produce knowledge and what kind of value they may 

add to such a project. Kokofu remains one of the few Asante communities where kinship 

and other elements of Akan polity can still be experienced and studied. As people move 

and mingle with other ethnic groups it should be anticipated that the Akanness will start to 

dissipate or fade. In the Akwamu case, Akwamu is bordered on all four sides by patrilineal 

groups from Anlo. The Akwamu traditional council itself has towns and members from 

the Volta region. The Akwamu definition of power and womanhood is markedly different 

from the definitions from Kumasi and Kokofu. While Akwamu women blamed envy and 

jealousy for lack of support for female parliamentary candidates, Asante Kokofu women 

dismissed the whole idea of women vying for parliament as unnecessary and misguided 

avenue for power. 

Globalization has already shown its transformation on degrees of ethnicity, as many 

Asante and Akan indigenes comfortably call themselves transnationals or global citizens. 

Marriage is also rearing its head in the definition of kinship and family. The three 

categories of women, discussed under section (5.6.4) will keep representing the new 

dynamics but with interesting twists. There are many glimpses of the impact of Christian 

influences throughout this period at Kokofu but not captured due to time constraints. A 

dedicated ethnographic study will bring out such nuances and the effect of geographical 

 

225
 Family treasury or purse. In most cases it is revenue from real estate rentals or farmland leases. 
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location on the degree of ethnicity as people keep moving further and further away from 

ethnic and kin enclaves into more globalized and secular locations and spheres. 

5.9 Emerging theories and models 

 

Theories and models for socio-cultural and economic development have emerged. This 

thesis identified the need for a model for socio-cultural development. I chose standpoint 

because it is an authority rooted in the individual‘s knowledge (perspective): Asante Kokofu 

women‘s notions and definition of power. As stated in chapter three, the aim was not to 

impose any pre-ordained concepts but to allow meanings to emerge from the data. The 

researcher became the primary tool for Asante Kokofu women to share their notions of 

power. While it is understood by many that power is relative, analysis of power in society 

should include culture. (Bourdieu, 1986). The concept of Abrewa and hemaa emerged as 

the most prevalent in this study. While the concept of Abrewa has been awed and 

mystified in some instances, there is a proliferation of hemaa throughout Ghana even in 

communities which do not share other aspects of the Akan culture, such as market spaces. 

The two concepts have thus emerged as models for socio-political development and 

leadership. Habitus is very helpful in explaining this phenomenon. Abrewa appears very 

expedient in many settings where the demands of the current democratic governance 

conflict with cultural understandings of development and there is need for mediation. In 

situations where Abrewa is not part of the institutional framework, the convenience of the 

myth and reverence for the concept is invoked, and it works in many instances. In 

exploring the intersection of knowledge making and custodianship, Abrewa appears as an 

ideal model for conflict mediation and resolution. 

There are few models in the knowledge gap in the new and emerging approaches to 

reconstructing cultural antecedence in women studies, these models for leadership can be 

used as a prism for viewing changes in women‘s lives. 
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hemaa is currently found in every locality in Ghana and as the proliferation continues it is 

also changing how the concept is even seen at its origin. This phenomenon has propelled 

the discourse on Akan women and power (a fringe conversation) to traditional notions and 

understanding of power (a mainstream discussion). 

5.9.1 Bourdieu’s Habitus is very helpful in explaining these models 

 
Abrewa and hemaa are powerful due to their origins and sustainability in kinship. They 

are ―culturally and symbolically created through socialized norms or tendencies that guide 

behavior and thinking‖ (Navarro 2006:568). The Akan ―society has become deposited in 

persons in the form of lasting dispositions, or trained capacities and structured propensities 

to think, feel and act in determinant ways, which then guide them‖ (Wacquant 2005)
226

 

Habitus thus demystifies many aspects of the phenomenon. It is shaped by past events and 

structures and conditions our perceptions. In this study it was very critical to bring out 

aspects of Akan concepts of person and concept of mind to understand why an Asante 

woman in Kokofu would only define her power in terms of her disposition as a nurturer of 

all men in her lineage, and custodian and sustainer of her matrilineage. Bourdieu 

(1984:170) shows that it is such structures and histories that condition our perceptions that 

unconsciously create and reproduce habitus. 

5.9.2 Bourdieu‘s concept of Capital is very useful here. 

 
His definition of Capital is beyond the material asset. This can be social, cultural, or 

symbolic capital, where; 

cultural capital plays a central role in societal power relations as this 

provides the means for a non-economic form of domination and hierarchy 

as classes distinguish themselves through taste (Gaventa 2003:6) 
 

 

 

 

 

226
 Already discussed in chapter three (3.3.7) Repeated here for emphasis and relevance. 
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The cultural capital in the case of Asante Kokofu women is chieftaincy and kinship 

avenues of power. These are inscribed in people‘s minds through cultural products like 

cultural concepts and specific rituals and methods of classification. 

5.9.3 Bourdieu ‗s idea of Fields also shed additional light on these models. 

 
A field is ―a network, structure or set of relationships which may be 

intellectual, religious or cultural‖ (Navarro 2006:18)
227

. 

The power people experience often depends on their field. In other words, establishes the 

foundations of the model depending on the context and environment, then cultural capital 

and field determine how much power commanded by the women in private or public 

sphere. The concept of capital and field makes the two concepts of Abrewa and hemaa 

very mobile and easy to replicate which explains the current trend of proliferation all over 

Ghana and other parts of the world especially in the Diaspora. 

5.10 Summary of chapter five 

 

In the earlier chapter I sought to establish the duality of Ghana‘s disposition: a democratic 

national government with a traditional governance system. I concluded the chapter as the 

story from one of two sides: The democratic national governance. In this chapter I have 

tried to explain the importance and relevance of culture in the discussion of women and 

power in the Akan society. I have defined Akanness and the elements that make an 

individual an kani or Kanniba. The Akan definition of a person; okra, sunsum, and 

mogya are defined, as well as the nton and Ntoro which come together to make the person. 

The personhood in Akan world is also explained under the section on Akan cosmology 

which climax into kinship and moves into definitions of Matriarchy, and matrilineage. The 

understanding of these concepts is key to notions of power in Akan worldview. The 

concepts of Abrewa, hemaa and baapanin are explored to support the analysis of the 

data from fieldwork. The data collected makes it abundantly clear that Kokofu women 
 

227
Bourdieu and 'Habitus' _ Understanding power for social change _ power cube Downloaded on 2/1/2018 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

 
SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION 

 
6.0 Overview 

 

This chapter concludes the study of women and power in Asante Kokofu from the 

women‘s standpoint. 

This thesis moves the discourse on women and power from prevailing notions of women‘s 

powerlessness to cultural notions of power and authority which brings the discourse closer 

to alternative ways and understandings of power in different contexts and actions of 

women. 

 The premise of empowerment as a development tool is flawed because it assumes 

powerlessness. 

 What this thesis claim, is that some women in African society exercise power in 

multiple ways that are difficult to acknowledge, or recognize when the tools 

designed to study Western societies are used to measure any phenomenon in 

African societies. 

 Some women in some African societies, specifically Akan Asante Kokofu women 

in Ghana, have power though understood and exercised differently. 

o Indeed, Akan Asante Kokofu women in Ghana have power as demonstrated 

in this study. 

 Power in the Akan worldview is much deeper and more complex than the number 

of women office holders in typical male corridors or arenas of power such as 

parliament 

 The preceding analysis on the Status of Women in Ghana (Chapter four) also 

proves that there are two sides to the Ghana women and power story, which further 
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discussed. Potential avenues for further research and the limitations of this study are also 

discussed. 

The study sought to investigate what kind of power Asante Kokofu women have through 

their definition and notions of power. This was conceptualized into five main questions: 

 Do Kokofu women have power? 

 

 What kinds of power do Kokofu women have? 

 

 Why do Kokofu women believe they have that kind of power? 

 

 What are the sources of Kokofu women‘s power? 

 

 How do Kokofu women use or exercise power? 

 
These five questions were articulated into six objectives. 

 
6.1 Review of objectives 

 

The main objective of this study: To clearly explore the Akan (Asante) Kokofu women‘s 

notion and understanding of power from their own standpoint. The study sought to achieve 

that by interrogating six related categories of objectives. 

The preceding chapter, (the analysis of data from fieldwork), has articulated what 

demonstrate that women in Kokofu have shared their understanding and notions of power 

by defining power from the Akan worldview. From the interviews the key to deciphering 

their understanding and notions of power is the understanding of the concept of 

personhood and womanhood in the Akan worldview and cosmology. Kokofu women 

confide that they have power. As showed below, in defining their mode of power under 

objective 3, their focus is on ‗power to‘ which is their ability to do certain things. As 

opposed to ‗power over‘ people or things. Power Over is the most popular conception of 

power in western philosophy, political science, and popular culture is straightforward and 
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whether or not Kokofu women have power I looked at some of the symbols and indicators 

and verified their meanings from other informants. 

 This spiritual aspect is deeply rooted in the Akan concept of personhood and 

womanhood as discussed in chapter five under same sub-headings. 

 Kokofu women mentioned various sites of power which include the entire 

female body and the ability to procreate, in addition to known symbols like the 

stool, gold studded slippers and a gun as part of the Kokofu Hemaa‘s regalia. 

6.2 Major Findings 

 

 Kokofu women have power by their own understanding and notions of power 

 

 Women in Kokofu do not share the national definition and notions of power. 

 

 There is a disconnection between the official (national democratic governance 

level) and the cultural (traditional governance or community level) on what 

constitutes power and where, when, and how to get or exercise power. 

 Women in Kokofu fall into three distinct categories: 

 

o Those close to kin and are or will eventually enjoy the cultural avenues of 

power with little or no formal education and have stayed close to kin and 

custodians. 

o Those who focused on academic and professional achievements are those 

who pushed away from the lineage and away from cultural avenues of 

power. This group is the upwardly mobile but away from kin and the 

avenues to traditional power. They assume automatic empowerment 

through education. They are those complaining about needing 

empowerment 

o Those who have received advanced formal education, remarkably 

successful and well-traveled. They have come to be cognizant of the first 
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 Children are highly valued (procreation) by the elders of the lineage whose 

influence in the community depends to some extent on their numbers, therefore 

organization of lineage and kinship remains important in Ashanti social life today. 

6.3 Contribution of the thesis 

 

This thesis has found an indigenous model for development in the concept of Abrewa. 

The institution of hemaa also emerged as a model for socio-cultural development. 

This thesis declares major contributions to knowledge, practice, and methodology as 

elaborated below. 

6.3.1 Contribution to practice of research 

 

 My empirical contribution is exposing the gap between the general definition of 

power as articulated at the national governance level and the cultural/traditional 

understanding and notions of power at the community level in Ghana. 

 In identifying the existing gaps, I have also identified some of the ways to engage 

the two sides to fill the gap. 

 I have shed light for a deeper understanding of traditional/cultural notions and 

understanding of power from Akan Asante Kokofu women‘s standpoint. 

 My contribution is also the dialogue I bring into the conversation with the 

structures of the modern state and what could be gained from that conversation. - 

this thesis propels the discourse on Akan women and power (a fringe conversation) 

to traditional understanding and notions of power (a mainstream discourse). 

6.3.2 Contribution to Methodology 

Akan, specifically Asante, is still a very gerontocratic society and because they still lean 

on the Akan definitions and concepts of personhood and concept of the mind, they are 

comfortable sharing information with equals. This study was done by a sixty-year-old 

female who the interviewees and informants considered as an equal. These same people 
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were approached in 2005 about the same topic and the reaction was quite different then. 

They were either busy or could not understand what I expected them to say or do. The 

method employed in this study was more of peer-to-peer discussions on prevailing issues. 

Some women even came to my house to open up about the spiritual and metaphysical 

aspect of women‘s power. Ethnic and cultural studies should be encouraged where and 

when the researcher can fit into the space of the enquiry. 

6.3.3 Contribution to Knowledge 

 

 This thesis contributes to knowledge production of historiography of women and 

power. This study moves the discourse on women and power from prevailing 

notions of powerlessness to cultural understandings of power. 

 This thesis uses women‘s own voices to share their own understanding of power, 

while earlier studies (Aidoo 1981, Stoeltje 1995, Allman 2000, and Clark 1984) 

mostly pointed to activities of women and analysed the contents for agency. While 

such approaches are not necessarily wrong, the gap in the definition of power and 

the instrument (yardstick) used are not shared. 

 This is the first time that women of Kokofu have been studied exclusively for their 

notion and understanding of power. 

 This study has also illuminated many Akan concepts which need to be studied 

further: the institution of hemaa is the oldest Akan institution. This institution has 

proliferated throughout Ghana to even non-Akan communities where there are 

Ahemaa
228

 at various markets of different categories. 

 There is no earlier study of hemaa which probe into its intricacies and elements as 

a model for sustainable development and leadership. 

 

 

 
 

228 Plural for hemaa. 
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 Abrewa has also permeated into many non-Akan non-matrilineal communities as a 

viable concept and model in mediation and negotiations. 

 Patrilineal enclaves in matrilineal communities have been exposed and need to be 

studied further. 

6.4 Research limitations 

 

This study is limited in scope and applicability due to its limited gaze of age category. 

Even though the study is about the present situation in Ghana, it can only be applied to an 

extent. There were a few hurdles which limited how far or how deep the study could be 

advanced. There were time and budgetary constraints. 

It takes time to develop rapport and gain participants trust and confidence. In some cases, 

most participants were familiar with the researcher, but to maintain ethical distance during 

the two-year period, imaginary boundaries needed to be set. Initially the researcher did not 

have that, and it cost a lot of time because the researcher assumed that familiarity would 

be an advantage, but it did not. At the next appointment, the researcher read the 

questionnaire and started recording, which saved a lot of time. 

6.5 Challenges 

 

Workshop fatigue syndrome as a foreseen challenge: The impact of workshops which 

indoctrinate girls and women on western standards and expectations, have eroded the 

Akan woman‘s cultural capacity to genuinely define power from their own standpoint. 

This was not noticeable in the group discussion at Kokofu since the very young (up to fifty 

years old) excluded themselves. But some women in individual conversations asked for 

compensation with the expectation that women‘s empowerment NGOs usually reward 

participants for giving certain responses. 
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6.6 Recommendations and Potential avenues for further research 

 

There are still many pertinent questions which are beyond the scope of the current study. 

These include: 

• How has women‘s power been conceived and treated over time? 

• What has occasioned the changes if any? Are the changes influenced by external 

ideas or internal ideas? 

• And do we consider the changes positive? 

 
Patrilineal enclaves in matrilineal communities need to be investigated for the harmony or 

conflict they can generate. 

Kokofu women kept defining Parliament as ‗Akono‘: the new Battlefield. If their 

understanding of power at least recognize parliament as a frontier, research into its 

relevance into their definition and understanding of power would enhance sustainable 

development in Ghana. 

6.7 Personal reflection 

 

This chapter concludes the study of women and power in Ghana of the Kokofu case. In 

this chapter, the key findings are presented, in addition to all the achieved goals. 

The above clearly show that Akan Asante Kokofu women have power which they exercise 

in multiple ways. This study also debunks the prevailing notions of women‘s general 

powerlessness. This study shows that powerlessness is just a perception in some cases and 

an intentional façade in other instances such as the studied population. In Ghana 

powerlessness is a paradox in the sense that the women themselves can change that 

perception overnight by getting rid of some of the outmoded taboos, customs and practices 

such as child marriage. But it seems that older women find it as a utility in gerontocracy 

because it keeps the younger generation at bay, in their place. By this study, women‘s 
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power is captured and articulated properly, and not left to assumptions of weak, powerless 

victims. 

This study shows that if women in Ghana are not clamoring to be parliamentarians it may 

well be that they do not agree with civil society that parliament is where power is gained 

or/and distributed. I hope that this study will encourage different methods of measuring 

power in different contexts to accommodate the realities in the local context. 

 

 

 

 
6.8 Final thoughts 

 

I believe that sustainable development could come from acknowledging and supporting 

women‘s knowledge and allowing them to tell their own story in their own way while 

claiming their rightful place in society. The government of Ghana need to acknowledge 

and incorporate cultural norms in development thinking. Akan and Kokofu women need to 

understand that they have had their powers from ‗tete‘ (since time immemorial). But the 

times have changed, and the current democratic dispensation require that they represent 

themselves at the table to participate in the national governance. Kokofu women need to 

utilize the same enthusiasm they exhibit in traditional matters to take space or make space 

for women at the national level, for example, in parliament. 

6.9 Concluding Reflection on Empowerment 

 

Empowerment, as I declared at the end of the introductory chapter, is beyond the scope of 

this research. As I stated: 

The discourse on empowerment deserves its own space and forum and 

does not fit into the scope of this study beyond the necessary mention of 

‗women‘s empowerment‘ in this introduction.
229

 
 

 

 
 

229
 Repeated here for emphasis. 
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If Asante Kokofu women had said they had little or no power, it would have been 

necessary to move the inquiry further. Empowerment is still an ongoing development tool, 

and this study clearly identifies a gap in the discussion which should be further 

investigated: If empowerment is still a useful development tool, then who determines the 

type of empowerment to be employed without dislocating recipients or beneficiaries? 

 

6.10 Epilogue 

 

Kinship still has a way of subordinating women through conjugal dependence and 

marriage, but women still have avenues to many forms of power in Ghana especially 

among the Akan, and particularly among the Asante Kokofu women. 

 

Increased bureaucratization of traditional offices, urbanisation, westernisation, and 

industrialisation have eclipsed the traditional and cultural avenues (ascription) to power 

for women. This current disposition has given the appearance of ―covert gynocracy‖ 

which continues to operate in the modern dispersed community. (Bartle 1982:21) 

 

The aspiration to achieve a complete economic, social, and political equality between 

women and men has been going through a gradual and varied realization. While women in 

some societies are still expected to cook, clean, and attend to children and family, some in 

industrial societies are compelled to join the labor force out of sheer economic necessity. 

In addition, it has been noted that as the economic status of women and their independence 

rises, certain social changes also take place: for example, among women in industrial 

societies and urban dwellers in non-industrial societies‘ birth-rates decline and divorce 

rates also escalate. Women also tend to delay marriage as economic and social status 

change. 

 

These three interdependent factors (economic, social and political) promote equality, but 

in varying degrees since the rate is dependent on the strength of traditional and religious 
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