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Abstract 
Culture the said is the way of life, of the people. Hence Akan people of Ghana have 

its peculiar burial rite as one of the cultural practices. This peculiar cultural practices 

points out at the uniqueness of the burial rite in their culture. Nevertheless, burial 

rites in Akan people of Ghana and that of other African countries are almost the 

same thing. Notwithstanding that there are differences.  

Thus, it is unequivocally clear that the whole African culture value human being, 

value life after death and therefore accord the death its respect in order to enable 

him (her) join the land of the ancestors. This work tried to make a point that Akan 

people of Ghana just like other cultures in Africa have serious regard for the death 

and that burial rites is very important. The work made use of cultural approach for 

its findings. 
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Introduction 

A society is identity as unique by its embedded culture which is cherished by its members. 

The Akans of Ghana are one of such societies who admire their cultural practices. David 

Matsumoto (2007) indicates that culture is the way of life emanating from the use of the 

essential traits of members of a community to deal with challenges posed by the more 

significant environmental context which helps them meet their natural needs and 

shared objectives. In likewise manner, Van Der Erve (1994) asserts that culture is the 

shared values and behavior that join a community together; it is the rule of the game and 

the hidden meaning between the lines that assures unity. Culture, thus, has to do with the 

passion, essence, and existence of a society (Oppong and Osei-Bonsu 2018). The Akans 

of Ghana have unique cultural practices which are vital to their existence as a people. 

Among them are the birth rites, puberty rites (bragoro), marriage rites, and funeral rites. 

These rites serve as a means of depicting the objectives of the community which within 

each has rich rituals. The significance associated with these rites cause the people to 

practice their culture with severe intensity and seriousness (Oppong and Osei-Bonsu 
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2018). This paper hereby seeks to review the burial or funeral rites of the Akans in Ghana. 

As the concept of immortality has special flavor in the African rites, this paper shall as 

well look at the concept of immortality in Akan context. 

 

1.0   Origin of Akan 

The Akan occupy a greater portion of the forest and savannah lands of southern Ghana. 

They constitute about half of the present population of the country. The Akan speak the 

Akan language which has been divided into two: Fante and Twi. The Fante -speaking 

peoples live some 80 miles along the coast, and some 30 miles inland. The main Twi- 

speaking groups include the Adanse, Akuapem (Akwapim), Akwamu, Akyem (Akim), 

Asante Assin, Denkyira, and Kwawu (ikwahu). Other Akan- speaking peoples are the 

Ahanta, Bono (Brong), Nzema (nzima),Sehwi (Sefwi), Twifu, and Wassa (wassaw) (cf. Osei 

Kwndwo 2002). 

 

The origins of the Akan pose difficulty in the history of Ghana. The reason is that there is 

no single theory which sufficiently explains exactly where they originated from. A 

school of thought, led by J. B. Danquah and Eva Meyerowiiz, points out that Akan first lived 

in Ethiopia. From there, they later moved to Egypt and then came to settle in the ancient Ghana 

Empire of the Western Sudan (cf. Osei Kwadwo 2002). This view has, however, been 

challenged in the light of new historical and linguistic research. Based on the new evidence, 

another school of thought led by historians like Adu Boahen and Harry Johnston claims that 

the Akan lived in Yoruba land in modern Nigeria. From there, they crossed the Mono and 

Volta rivers and entered the Afram Offm basin. From this region, each Akan group migrated 

to settle in its present site (cf. Freeman 1967;Buah 1998). 

 

1.1   Akan Belief about Death 

Death is reality. It remains a great mystery. It is one of the pivotal mysteries to religion, 

philosophy, and science since the beginning of human history. To the Akans, death shuts 

the door of physical, visible, bodily existence of a person and opens another door, the door to 

a new life. The aged, therefore, does not face death as a coward. Archbishop Peter Kwasi 

Sarpong in his Classical Book, "Ghana in Retrospect'' (1974, 26), argues that: 

 

Death, as has been pointed out, is never welcome. Everybody tries to 

avoid it. ' I f  one would know where death resided, one would never 

stop there.' And the dread of death influences the behavior even of 

misers. 'Death has the key to open the miser's chest.' But it is not always 

resented. It may be accepted as man's inevitable lot. Ironically people, 

who accept it with dignified resignation, are those who have been 
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successful in life. They can die in peace; they have built a house: they 

are rich; they are famous; posterity will ever remember thai- what more 

do they want in life? One of the signs of a successful life and a good 

death is the way a deceased person's funeral is celebrated. 

 

The Akan has conception that death can be due to many causes. The first is the natural 

degeneration of the body, otherwise known as old age. Old age cannot be reserved and its 

consequences. Death, due to old age, should be honorable and desirable. A patient accepts it and 

his or her relatives should make effort to make the patient happy with it. Secondly, it may be due 

to another person's wickedness, which makes such a person act physically or psychologically 

against the patient, rendering his condition irreversible. Such a patient wins the sympathy of ail. 

The third has to do with the person's own misdeed or sinfulness or foolishness. Diseases that are 

thought to be caused by the Supreme Being the tutelary spirits, the ancestors, fall under this 

category. The person here may not have the sympathy from anywhere and his or her death may 

even be desired by others if not actually provoked. The fourth situation is where it is believed 

that the person's fate had been pre-determined. Either God willed that this be so or the person 

chose such a situation for himself or herself prior to his or her conception (assisted interview 

with Archbishop Sarpong, 2020). 

 

Akan believe that, mankind consist of the soul, blood, and spirit. They believe that the soul 

(3kra) is for the creator, blood (mogya) is for one's family whereas the spirit is for the Akan 

tribe (nton) where they trace their paternal origin from. In view of the above, they know life is a 

cycle and a journey. Each of the constituents has a way of responding to its traits. 

 

One is born a baby, grows as a teenager, and subsequently matures as aged. A typical Akan 

believes,.that this cycle, all things been equal is what the creator (obDadee) in his wisdoms 

designed for mankind. They share the view that, one must pass through the life cycle and later 

joins his ancestors (nananom) in a specially designed place known as ancestral land (Amusie). In 

rich of the states in life be it birth, teenage or adulthood, certain rites are performed to 

make beginning of each cycle (cf. Opoku 1978). 

 

Rattray (1927) iterates that, after these rites are performed, one is specially accepted 

by t society. In view of performing birth rites (abadintoo), teenage rites (bragroa), when 

one reach adulthood, Akans believe there is ancestral iand that one will definitely visit 

to continue Hi This visit to the Akans is not the complete body but one of the parts 

known as soul (okra) does They therefore believe that, soul will depart from the body 

to join his ancestors. This is wh they termed death (owuo). Since the creator has so 

many forms of calling the soul, the Akar belief, depending on the type of calling 
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(death), a transitional rite is performed for the dead t ensure smooth passage to 

ancestral land. 

 

Rites and Rituals of Death and Funerals 

Akans have diverse rites and rituals performed when a person is dead. This session looks 

at these rites and rituals when a person is approaching his or her journey's end and 

eventual death, 

 

1.2   Day of Death 

Before an Akan man is pronounced dead, there are some series of rituals done to the 

person before one can be declared dead. But for lack of modern heath facilities, the Akan 

believe most people considered dead are not really dead and certain hard herbs, hot 

pepper, grinded onion, hot water are smeared on the supposed dead. This is done to 

show whether the person is really dead or not. After these activities are done and the 

person still remains same, then members present could declare the person dead (cf. 

Owusu 1999). 

 

The head of the family of the dead known as abiisitapanin quickly inform family members 

of the decease. He (abusuapanin) later inform the chief (odikuro) of the village offic ially 

with bottle of schnapp for libation, the Akan's mode of prayer is said directly from there 

to inform the ancestors of the new member preparing to join them. God's (Onyankopon) 

blessings are also sought for the dead and the family members at large. The Abiisuupcmin 

upon performing the necessary libations start sending messages to the family members about 

the death of their family member. The Akan believe that if proper message is not officially 

sent people may consider the information as hearsay (cf. Nketia 1955). 

 

1.3   Who Qualifies for Befitting Burial in Akan 

In as much as death is one of the cycles, an Akan must go through. They believe the cycle and 

transition must be smooth. The Akans believe the ancestral home (Asamando) is special and 

enjoyable place for any Akan to meet his life after death and reincarnation (kosanba). 

They believe that most people do come back to complete their task and perform what they 

couldn't finish in the world. All these therefore accounts for the befitting burial rites to ensure 

smooth passage (Sarpong 1974). 

 

In view of the above, the death and the type of dead qualifies the individual for a befitting 

burial. They believe in natural death (owupa), accident death (atofowuo), deaths 

associated with calamity, and curse as a result of the god's being angry and death of the 

children and babies. 
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Apart from the natural death (owupa), the rest of the deaths are considered abnormal and 

certain rites are not performed to that death. The belief is that burial rites are for smooth 

entrance to the ancestral world and should be done primarily for natural deaths (owupa). 

 

They don't want other deaths to be entertained and believe they are abnormal. The natural 

death (owupa) is only death considered by the Akan's as blessings from ones creator and his 

ancestor. As such, they believe that the required age considered for 'man' must be met before 

one qualifies for befitting burial. It is believe that, when one gets old and dies his 

reincarnation becomes easier. This natural death is what qualifies for befitting burial. 

Apart from this natural death, the rest of the deaths also have their own forms of burial 

rites, 

 

1.4   Dressing the Dead 

In the olden days when one dies, they mostly preserve the body for some days. This is 

done to inform the relatives, friends, and authorities for the necessary rites to be done. 

They have so many ways of preserving the body before burial. Before the preservation 

is done, the family members mostly the children and sisters of the dead give the body 

a befitting bath, shave the body, and cut out the nails. They mix fresh sweet scowled 

herbs known in Akan as Hwenteaa. Wisa, and Ankaatwedee and smear it on the body of 

the dead. It is believe that, smearing the herbs will preserve the body and makes it fresh 

(cf. Ameyaw-Benneh 1994). 

 

In most cases, the Akans place bucket and put the face of the dead inside with the legs. 

They believe this will let water and fluids drain out of the body. This they do also to 

preserve the dead body. Where other herbs and the necessary preservations are not there, 

some Akans mix clay and puts it in the dead. This they believe will harden the dead so it 

does not spoil. The corpse may be washed, shrouded, dressed up. Sarpong (1974, 30) 

iterates, "When a person dies, he or she is washed up and dressed in a manner proper 

to his or her age, sex, and status. He or she is laid in state prior to the burial. The interval 

between this state and burial depends to a large extent on the status of the dead person 

and the condition of the corpse." The family members mostly the widow provide items 

to be used to decorate the dead body. Items like mats, fragrance, necklaces, rings, and 

special ornaments (nhwenopa, mpatia. ntoma, and sika) are provided. This signifies 

that the dead is travelling to ancestral land and may need these items on the way. The 

dead will have to pay for transport and may buy water to drink throughout his 

journey. They provide special dress to the decorators mostly a woven cloth known as 

"Kente." The Kente cloth is a paramount and special cloth in Akan. Since the dead is 
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special to the family, his body is dressed in this kente cloth and special ornaments made 

in gold (Sika Fokoo) are used on the dead. This signifies the triumphant transition to the 

ancestral world. In Akan. Chiefs and well to do are dressed with kente and golden 

ornaments as such when one is decorated with these valuable items it symbolizes 

glorification in the dead (cf. A Jehu 2016). 

 

5   Laying in State 

The funeral rites give the opportunity to the community to sympathize and console with 

those in the society whose life has been shattered by the departure of their beloved one. 

Sarpong (1974. 30) attests to this when he said: 

 

It is when the deceased is laid in state those sympathizers from the 

village and relatives living far away and near pour in one by one and in 

groups to have a last look at him. There is often someone, usually related 

to the deceased, sitting beside' the bed on which he lies, driving a\\a\ the 

flies from the corpse. Women bewailing him or her constant!) keep 

coming before and going back, singing out die praises and telling 

everybody in dirges how sad it is to realize that such a good person is 

no longer going to be with them. 

 

This is one of the most essential parts of the initial funeral rite (Doteyie) in Akan. 

There is a saying in Akan that (Asansa fa adee a. ode kyere), meaning when the hawk 

picks an object, it flew it in the sky for people to see. Why this saying, the Akans 

believed that after the dead is properly bathed smeared with super scented perfumes 

and dressed in the prestigious kente cloth, family members, friends and relatives must 

come and look at the body and pay their last respect to the death. The laying in state 

goes with a special rite known as Apƹsiiv (wake - keeping). The Akans keep wake all 

night in the special place design for the rite and be singing and mourning. One is not 

expected to officially cry until the family head performs libation and seek guidance 

from ancestors before he pronounce to members present the official weeping and 

wailing of the death. This is done early morning (down), friends, family members; loved 

ones come around and start mourning in the form of crying and chanting of words. In some 

few cases, guns are fired (Chiefs and hunters) (cf. Forde and Jones 1950; Rattray 1927 and 

Mbiti 1975). 

 

After the corpse is laid on the bed for people to pay their last respect, series of libations 

are poured. The Abusuapanin officially invites children and the widow if any to weep and 
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say their farewell messages to the dead. Whilst this is going on, the place will be covered with 

cloth. They believe that message is special, unique, and private 10 only family members. 

 

1.6 Presentation of Casket (Coffin) 

In Akan, coffin is of much importance to them. The type of occupation, dignity and status 

depicts the kind of coffin one is given. Coffin is provided by children of the dead if any or 

where they are grown ups. The casket is a travelling medium to the ancestral land says Nana 

Amankwa (interview). It signifies dignity and respect the dead is accorded. The belief of the 

Akans of the ancestral world and status accorded to one, when he's dead makes the coffin 

one of the important tools in performing the initial funeral rites. They believe that the type 

of coffin one is put in depicts the kind of ancestors in the "Asamando" who will come and 

meet the guy reported Ameyaw-Benneh (1994). They believe there are warriors along the 

path known as "Amokye" who inspects the kind of goods including the coffin one is put in 

before entering the ancestral world. The way the coffin is carved gives image, hope, pride, 

and dignity to the dead including his family members. 

 

1.7 Presentation of Gifts and its Significance 

The fact still remains that the Akan esteem life after death. They believe the soul (Okra) joins 

the ancestors in the ancestral world and live there on. Gifts and presentation therefore 

becomes very necessary for the dead in his journey back home. The Akans refer to these gifts 

as asiedes. These Asiedee (gifts) comes in many forms. The family members of the dead present 

gifts like buckets, mat, clothes, and money to their relatives. These items are all received on 

behalf of the dead by the Abusuapanin. The widow and children provide gifts in the form of 

buckets, mats, money also to the dead members and relatives mostly present their gifts. In 

the case of fetish priest, sheep's and fowls are also presented as gifts. In the case of chiefs, 

gifts include gold dust, special kente cloths, drinks, cash, sheep, and cattle among others. 

 

Special send off package known in Akan as "Adesua" is also prepared by the in-laws of the 

deceased to show their relationship and allegiance to the dead. The composition of this 

special gift (Adesua) includes cloth, cream, scarf, ornaments, and jewelries. There is one 

aspect of the present to the Abusuapanin. In as much as the gifts presentation give honour to 

the deceased and his family, the Akans believe that the gifts given will ascertain the dead in 

his new home. Some especially the money will be used as transport fare. They also believe 

the deceased in his journey will buy items including water on his way to his ancestral home. 

Mats, Buckets, towels also signify life after dead as the deceased will use them in the 

ancestral world (cf. Adu Addai 2016). 
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Most importantly, the gifts given to the deceased also help him pay those who will welcome 

him in the spiritual realm and give out what he owned in this world to his ancestors. It is 

also a way of showing the ancestor the kind of life one lived on this earth. 

 

1.8   Road to the Grave 

As discussed earlier that the family of the deceased communicate with the dead, so it is 

before the dead is put into the coffin. There's a popular Akan saying Funu hƹyƹ, den na onko 

amena m Literary translated as "whatever the dead does, he will go to the grave.'" Despite 

the mourning the wailing, the incantations, the chanting, gun shooting and singing of 

dirges these comes an appointed time that, the dead will be carried away to his graveyard. 

 

Final Libation is poured by the Abusuapanin to pave way for smooth entry to the ancestral 

land, Bregman, L (2010) itereates. The body is laid in the casket and it is closed for some 

big men to carry it along on their shoulders. Family members, loved ones, relatives 

gather in queue and follow the men with dirges and crying. The widow do follow them 

too if there's any. She takes the lead followed by some women closely. It is a belief 

in Akan culture that the widow (okunafoo) does not go to the graveyard. So as the 

queue reaches the out skirt of the town/Village, she is asked to return back home. 

Before she returns, she is asked to take a stone and throws it back. This stone throwing 

signifies that the children of the dead must grow old like the stone. The widow 

(okunafoo) also is made to carry cooking pot and put three stones inside. After the coffin 

of the deceased passes her, she's asked to break the cooking pot. The breaking of the 

cooking pot also signifies that, the deceased was provider of food in the family and 

commands the wife to cook as such if he is no more the lady is not supposed to cook for 

any man again until all necessary rites known as widowhood rites (Kunadie) are 

performed. The queue also signifies farewell gratitude the living shows the deceased. 

It is believed that the journey is far as such needs accompaniments (Gyekye 2002). 

 

1.9 The Graveyard and the Tomb 

Kwame Gyekye (2002) opines that, as man journey's home, the Akans believe the 

destination must be somewhere safer and nice. The home of the dead in Akan is sacred. 

Akans believe that 

 

In as much as humans live in better homes, the dead must also live in better places. They 

don't consider as just graveyard but sacred place called (Nseedo) the term "Nsesdo" 

(Ancestral land) come from the word "Eise" (Father). They therefore believe that the 

graveyard is not just an ordinary graveyard but a place where our fore fathers live. 
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The Tomb on the other hand is not just small buildings but seen by the Akans the building 

and houses occupied by our ancestors. They therefore pay much importance to the graveyard 

and the tomb. Akans believe that, the kind of tomb one is laid in depicts the kind of home 

he will be given in the ancestral land. The tomb does not just signify the place the dead will 

dwell but give an honour and dignity to the deceased family (Kuada and Chacha 1999). 

 

Most tombs in Akan land are specially built to depict the status of the deceased. Depending 

on the person's status in the community, the occupation, and clan system, one is given a 

place as his graveyard. Akans believe that the spirit is controlled by the father, building 

of tombs and graveyards are mostly determined by the father. 

 

Since the graveyard is seen by the Akans as a community of the forefathers, libations are 

performed on specific days at the graveyard. Before any grave is dug, they perform libation. 

This libation is poured to the ancestors so they open the doors for the new entrant. In the 

graveyard, there are divisions as said earlier. Each clan has specific area designated.  

This division is believed that the family of the deceased in the ancestral world could notify 

a new member and meet the person accordingly. This is the reason why Akans have 

concern for where one dies; they send the body to the family so he could find peace among 

his ancestors. When the dead is not properly buried, they believe the soul cannot rest and 

cannot find its ancestors (cf. Lystad 1968). 

 

The soul of this departed without ancestral home is what they call Samantwenhven (Unsettled 

ghost). They believe until proper rites are done, the ghost of this soul will never find his 

ancestral home. After the tomb is prepared, the coffin believing to be the vehicle for 

transporting the dead is placed inside the grave. Libations are poured ones more to signify 

that, the dead get smooth passage to his new home. The grave is covered and they return 

home. Upon returning, the people don't just go home. Water mixed with herbs is placed 

at the entrance of the house of the deceased for cleansing. The family gathers and prepare 

for the main funeral (AYIPA). 
 

Why so much Concern for the Dead? 

Akans have many reasons for their intense concern about the Dead, but principally it is 

because of their worldview that a meaningful life is found in maintaining harmony with the 

spirit of the dead relatives- the "living dead." 
 

The manner of funeral rituals expresses feeling of sorrow and loss as well as emphasizes 

the belief that death is not the end of the one's existence. Akans believe that, the spirit 

of the deceased will continue to influence the lives of his living relatives with blessings or 

curses depending on how he or she was treated by the living (cf. Mbiti 1992, 119). On the 
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other hand too, it is believe that, the dead have the same desires, such as money, food, drink, 

clothing, so all of these are placed in the coffin as seen earlier. Some families from time to 

time go to the grave to place such items like clothes and food stuff beside it. In the case of 

a chief, weapons and servants are necessary to accompany him (Soper 1938, 67). Hence, 

during the pre-colonial era, people were executed and buried along with a great man. In the 

case of Kings for instance, there are always slaves whose destiny is to accompany the dead 

King by death. 
 

Conclusion 

Every cultural practice stands the platform of evaluation on the basis of the fruits it bears. 

Withstanding the convictions behind the Akan funeral rites, I think that some aspects of the 

rites are sheer profligacy and fall short of sound moral judgment. Aside this too, the 

insurgence of Christianity has deteriorated most of the rich traditional effervescence of the 

culture as well, no doubt about that. My assessments are in one no doubt influenced by 

Christian principles and recent observation of the funeral rites. 

 

Regardless of the gospel about the Kingdom of God. Tradition seems to have over-taken 

the expense of humanitarian services. The hungry are not fed, the naked are not clothed, the 

sick are not attended to, and yet enormous resources are spent on the dead (funerals). This 

is morally wrong no matter how one wants to justify it. The living is more important than 

the dead though homage needs to be paid to the dead. The disturbing part is during the 

lifetime of the dead, no one paid attention to him or her. Although our cultural practices are 

there to unite us as unified beings, there is that ethical vision for care of terminally ill patients 

or elderly. Hence, there must be a different attitude towards our dying persons instead of 

flamboyant funeral celebration. Though our tradition makes us what we are as African, by 

our embracing of Christianity, yet we could embrace the teachings of Jesus in the gospel of 

Matthew 25:30, "that when I was sick did you care for me?" 
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