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The Ashanti

The Ashanti were a complex and intricate society. They occupied the territory just south of modern day Ghana, which is located in West Africa. The land was once known as the Gold Coast due to the abundance of gold. The gold was of great importance to their economy. “During the eighteen century Ashanti had emerged as a powerful national state consisting of a confederation of strong and semi-autonomous chiefdoms grouped around the kingship whose politico-ritual symbol was the Golden Stool.” Radcliffe further describes the Ashanti by stating, “The basis of this confederacy was war” (Radcliffe et al 1950:253). 

The following paper on Ashanti society is divided into three sections. The first section briefly discussed is about the unique kinship structure of matrilineal descent. The second topic examined highlights the social organization of the Ashanti in an effort to illustrate the change from a family oriented society to a highly stratification society with the establishment of various institutions. I will also touch briefly on trade and its importance to their economy because recognition of its importance sheds light on their motivations for further expansion. The last section of the paper is about the establishment of a military system and the struggles to expand the Ashanti territory in an attempt to become a dominant state. I will show how the Ashanti people “crystallized during a time of chronic warfare” (Schneider et al 1962:273).  A comparative analysis that explores the social and economical structures of the Ashanti people allows for a critical evaluation of the gradual change of a family- oriented society to a centralized empire and the motivations that initiated this change. 
The Ashanti were known for their abundance of gold, which was their main trading product that brought them into the economy in the fifteen and sixteen century. The gold allowed the society to transform itself from a hostile, forest environment characterized by hunting and gathering into an agricultural society (McCaskie 1995:25). The land was mainly forest with accompanying hills that split it into north and south along with the varying weather and fertility from one side to the other. The south contained tropical rain forests and rainfall that allowed for thriving agriculture. The north, on the other hand, lacked a large water supply and was characterized by an abundance of savanna-orchard blossom flowers (Schneider 1962:271). It took a lot of effort and time to clear the forest, which explains the clustering of small village communities that were characteristic to the area. But, as circumscription occurred, they became “evolved beyond decentralized rule by autonomous village and compound headsman. The Ashanti had formed state systems, each with a king or chief, who had established sovereignty over the villages and family heads of his territory” (Murphy 1972:383).

The Ashanti are one of the few matrilineal societies in West Africa.  A matrilineage is one in which an individual’s “…affiliation is ascribed automatically according to the rule of descent and follows from his or her association with his mother” (Schneider et al 1962:3). Compared to patrilineages, where both the group placement and authority passes through the male’s side of the family, it was believed that the child’s blood and flesh was received through the mother while the child’s soul was from the father. The mother’s duty was to provide childcare and welcome new members while the father’s role was to have authority. The men of a lineage, once married, leave their lineage to go and live with his wife and her lineage. But, periodically he has to go back to his own lineage to exercise his authority over his nieces and nephews. Thus, it is the mother’s brother that has authority over the children.

 
In a matrilineage the role of men and women are not equal, but women are able to own and tend their own land, which is unlike most patrilineages. There are a few females, however, that have equal and/or higher authority then men. These women are known as senior women or ‘Queen Mothers.’ These women are able to choose and/or nominate a male for the chiefly position. The person’s character, along with his leadership abilities, was all judged in the selection process. Later, in the society development, during the time of warfare, women were known to take over their husband’s role in various social meetings. They were also able to go to war and even initiate war. Queen Mothers were said to start wars even if the men and the chief would rather harshly punish the offending state (Radcliffe et al 1950:256-257). Thorough examination of the matrilineage shows the role of women within the Ashanti. 

In the beginning, the Ashanti’s placed emphasis on family but, as the society became more complex and placed less priority on kinship, they evolved into a kingship system. The Ashanti’s positions were achieved through ascriptive criteria. Examination of their social system shows evidence of social stratification, which reflects differences in political and economical statuses (Schneider et al 1962:273).  On top was the king, followed by the chiefs. Yet, keep in mind that initially the chiefs were on top because there was no king title instituted until later on. Below the king were chiefs and then the council of elders. The commoners followed the council of elders, and at the bottom were the slaves (Schneider et al 1962:273). This system reflects a pyramid-like structure. You may assume that this system was centralized but in fact it was decentralized, at least in the beginning. Although the king was on top, he only had persuasive authority over the chiefs that were directly below him on the status pyramid. 

This system is unlike that seen in the Egyptian kingship because in Egypt the power was centralized in the hands of few (Wilkinson 2000:23-32). By comparison, the Ashanti developed political systems that ensured limitations on power in the form of authoritative leadership (Schneider et al 1962:274). For example, the King was only able to control the council of elders through direct authoritative power of the chiefs. This concept is shown in the following example, A( B( C(D.  A represents the king, B represents the chiefs, C represents the council of elders, and D represents the commoners/slaves. A has to go through B to get to C.  In other words, the king was unable to go straight to the council but rather had to go through the chiefs, who were below him, to get to the council of elders. This system of command may be complicated but it provided limitations on authority (Schneider et al 1962:274). 

Each village was divided into different wards. Each ward represented a particular lineage, either a founding lineage or a non-founding lineage. A chief headed each Ashanti village. He was selected for this position by being nominated by the Queen Mother from the ‘founding’ lineage of the village (Schneider et al 1962:278-280). The Queen Mother consulted with other senior men of the royal and/or founding lineage to choose a noble candidate. If one was not a member of the royal lineage, succession to political office could only be achieved through success in war, which is also know as upward social mobility. 

The concept of upward social mobility is seen in other societies throughout history. For example, both the Inkas and Mongols gained their power through loyalty and warfare not through kinship status. As the Ashanti shifted towards a kingship system, this idea of upward social mobility became increasingly evident. 

If you were not in the royal lineage, but a member of one of the non-founding lineages, you had representatives known as the elders who formed the Council of Elders. The Council of Elders was there to protect the system from becoming top heavy. It ensured that the leader was leading the people through example and persuasion not through force. This type of structure was similar to that found in Papa New Guinea with Onga (Johnson et al 2000:217-222). Onga was a leader who led by example, which is exactly how the Ashanti leader was. Nevertheless, at anytime the commoners could decide not to follow the chief. In the Ashanti tradition this process was called ‘de-stooling’ (Schneider et al 1962:278-280). 

Over time the increase in population caused these small village-based societies to branch out into different territories, within limits, due to the lush forest surrounding the Ashanti land. This formed multiple groups with a different chief for each one. As described by Carneiro, this process is known as circumscription, which eventually leads to endemic warfare (Carneiro 1970:733-738). This marked the beginning of a gradual transformation of the Ashanti into a complex, regional polity (Johnson et al 2000). 

 The increased population brought about the formation of many new Ashanti ‘sub-groups.’ These groups are called chiefdoms but it didn’t take long for a single chief to become situated on top of more than one group. This system allowed the villages to shift into state-like systems. A leading chief eventually persuaded other chiefs of similar politics to merge into a single state under his rule. All of the villages combined represented a state and/or an ‘Ashanti Union.’ The leader, the one who founded the state, was known as the Asantehene (or king). 

The first Asantehene was Osei Tutu. This individual led by priestly supernatural inspiration. Osei Tutu built the nation into a tightly knit superkingdom (Murphy 1972).  He also established the capital Kumasi. A friend of Osei, Anokye, was one of his advisors who started the idea of the Golden Stool (Murphy 1972). This represented and embodied the souls of the Ashanti people. It united them and ultimately was considered to be sacred. But as mentioned previously, although the Asantehene had authority, there were social structures that were established to limit his authority. For example, he was only able to have control over his own state but not over land of individual chiefdoms outside the Union. 

The Asantehene was able to have control over revenue but was unable to turn it into a private fortune. Although the Ashanti were becoming more centralized, there were measurements taken, like the council of elders, to prevent the Asantehene from gaining too much power, at least initially. This began to change as more institutions were established like the military. The individual chiefs were able to gain some money for their own chiefdoms through the taxes, court fines, and other revenues that were for the Asantehene. The Asantehene was fine with this as long as he received his portion of the taxes and it also decreased the likelihood that the elites would rebel.  For example, if the Asantehene needed 10 dollars the Chief could turn around and tax his people 15 dollars. The chief would keep 5 and give 10 to the Asantehene. This institution of elites was beyond the individual. It was not long until the allegiance to family changed, or in other words, the social orientation of the Ashanti society changed. 

Even with checks and balances the Asantehene’s authority grew; “Asante, who had previously given their primary alliance to the family, the clan, and the petty state, proclaimed their common nationality and accepted the legitimacy, the laws, the commands, and the mystical authority of the king” (Murphy 1972:384).  At this moment, the once family-oriented society shifted to a centralized, military driven state and soon into an empire. This change can be seen by the development of the institution of a defense system and the shift in their economy. As mentioned earlier, the Ashanti transformed to an agricultural based economy. Trade was becoming a vital part of their economy and daily life; one would start a war to gain access to more trade. Before the creation of an Asantehene there was no established army. However, with the creation of an Asantehene, all eligible men had to serve in the military with other members of the same lineage under the leadership of the lineage head, usually the chief (Schneider et al 1962:281). 

The Ashanti eventually shed their family allegiance as the state became more institutionalized and the military shifted towards military units of heterogeneous compositions (Schneider 1962:276). This meant that members from various lineages were operating as one unit along with slaves who were captured during war, much like the Mongols (Weatherford 2003:44). This type of organization within the military structure prevented members of the same lineage coming together and rebelling against the Asantehene. Military service became a duty within each group. The development of a military system correlates with the establishment of a regional polity (Johnson et al 2000:259). 

Military development had economic motivations because access to possible wealth in either warfare or trade was mediated by the state (McCaskie 1995:52). The Ashanti were located in the upper lands of present day Ghana, which was known for its rich soils (Encarta). One of the main exchange materials was gold. Gold was used to trade with Europe on the Atlantic Coast, also known as the Gold Coast. Slave trading was also an important part of the Ashanti economy (Encarta). However, “to maintain trade routes and dominance [the Ashanti had to] expand through military conquest” (Encarta). The Ashanti traded with both the South and the North. In the North they traded with the Muslims and beyond. This trading system created an alliance of loyalty. In the South the Europeans traded guns and ammunition (Radcliffe et al 252). More weapons allowed the Ashanti to conquer more territory. These two items were needed to establish power within one’s state and over neighboring states. The Ashanti’s biggest competitor was the Denkyira. 

Denkyira were close to the waterfront, allowing them easy access to trading posts. They were also one of the neighboring states that had begun taxing the surrounding states, which included the Ashanti. With taxes being placed upon the Ashanti, it was not long until conflict started. But first, the Ashanti had to take over the smaller surrounding states before conquering much larger states like Denkyira. This was the beginning of grueling warfare between the Ashanti and surrounding states. 

The Ashanti family structure and political organization was previously mentioned, but as the state became more centralized the roles of individuals shifted. Unlike previous military systems, the new system comprised of members of not just one matrilineage but many. The smaller states and villages that were captured by the Ashanti were taken in as slaves and were either sold in trade or were used to bulk up their military might. The motivations behind these attacks were primarily to gain a complete access to the trade waters and to accumulate the many spoils of war (Schneider et al 1962:276).  It wasn’t far from the Ashanti borders that there were additional resources like more gold, slaves, gums, kola nuts, livestock, and grains (Murphy 1972:386). The progress of the Ashanti military, along with their fighting tactics, is similar to that of the Mongols.

The Mongols were well known for the use of trickery and deception as a military tactic. A comparison of the Mongols and the Ashanti show similarity in military history. The Ashanti prepared for these attacks; it is said that they spent several years accumulating the necessary gunpowder (Schneider et al 1962:277).  Also, the Ashanti hired “…scribes, military trainers, commercial advisers, and artisans…” (Murphy 1972:87). The idea of using other tools to aid in warfare was seen with the Mongols when they hired captured engineers to build them machinery for warfare. The Mongols also adapted the techniques and weaponry that the captured villages had (Weatherford 2003:71-73). The Ashanti showed this tactic when they added “horse-borne warriors” to the army after they defeated a local group (Murphy 1972:386).  In other words, they used the technology gained from conquered lands to form new weaponry for future wars. 

It is also evident that the Ashanti planned for war, which is illustrated by the military becoming regimented. The concept of a regimented army started way before the Ashanti. It began in Egypt during the Akkadian Period, 2300-2200 BC, with Sargon who established the idea of a highly specialized force of men (Lecture Notes 2007). The Ashanti had “…scouts, advance guards, main body, right and left flanks, and rear guards” (Schneider et al 1962:277). The last comparison is the idea of honor and pride. The Ashanti, like Genghis Khan, leader of the Mongols, took great pride in trustworthiness and loyalty. For example, the Ashanti would shake with the left hand instead of the right because the right arm held the spear. They used the left arm to symbolize trust because one had to put their shield down before shaking hands. Overall, the Mongols and the Ashanti were both intelligent societies that created great Empires. 

The Ashanti tried to expand further south towards the Atlantic Ocean because they feared that their access to the sea might be denied. Figure 1 shows the Ashanti Empire in present-day Ghana. The Ashanti faced a dilemma because of British allies. Fante, a captured territory of the Ashanti, was located on the coastal trade waters. The reason for its importance to the Ashanti is that Fante’s alliance with the British correlates with the fall of the Ashanti Empire. Thus, if the Fante had not allied with the British the Ashanti Empire may still exist today.

 The British once thought that the Ashanti were stateless societies, but in fact they “produced the best known and most illustrious polity…” (Murphy 1972:382). The British feared that if the Ashanti became too strong they would monopolize the trade waters (Encarta). The British, in an attempt to prevent the Ashanti from having complete control over the trade waters, became allied with Fante. Wars began to break out between the British and the Ashanti for a period of years. The Ashanti were unable to defeat the British in the end. It is believed that if the British had not defeated the Ashanti then modern day Ghana would probably have been a part of the Ashanti Empire.

 The formation of a state is viewed as a “…mechanism for maintaining the social, political, and economic domination by one segment over another” (Johnson et al 2000:305). This perfectly describes the changes the Ashanti went through to become a complex state. The gradual changes that a society goes through can be seen not only in the history of the Ashanti but in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and with the Mongols. For instance, Carneiro discusses in his article the theory of the origins of a state by describing social development in the Amazon basin. He states that as a group’s population increases it is bound to become circumscribed, which leads to endemic warfare and the emergence of a lead figure (Carneiro 1970:734-736). The establishment of a leader led to the creation of many institutions. The Ashanti began as a matrilineal society and evolved into an empire with the institution of a military and elites.

Altogether, the implications that population, the institution of kingship and military systems have on the formation of a state are immense. All were witnessed in the Ashanti and correlate with its expansion and overall development into a complex-society. The transformation of the Ashanti from a family oriented society to a complex state, “led to the creation of one of the greatest empires ever to appear in the forests of West Africa, the Asante Empire” (Murphy 1972).  
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