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Scho la r sh ip  on t h e  myth d i s p l a y s  equivoca t ion  on t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  i ts  
presence o r  absence i n  Af r i ca*  ' ,  On , the  one hand, t h e r e  a r e  sever& publ ished 
c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  Afr ican n a r r a t i v e s  des igna ted  ,by t h e i r  au tho r s  as myth, such as 
Woodsonf~s Mr ica  M v t k ,  B e i e r f s  The Or- -d j,J,& a D e a t k  
c r e a m  -9 Knappertl s kkkh .l&gm& t h e  C o w ,  and 
w r i t t e n  by Werner* Even so,  t h e r e  i s  evidence t o  sugges t*  t h a t  no t  a l l  such 
a u t h o r s  were c e r t a i w o f  t he  ca tegory  t o  which t h e i r ~ c o l l e c t i o n s  belong* I n  t h e  
i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  A f r w  m, f o r  example, ,Woodson in t e r changes '  t h e  terms 
f o l k t a l e ,  myth, and legend (Woodson 1928: i x ) *  On t h e  o t h e r  hand, s c h o l a r s  
l i k e  Hermann Baumann and *Ruth Finnegan doubt t h e  e x i s t e n c e  o f  myth i n  Africa, 
but  f o r  d i f f e r e n t  reasons*  To Bamann, t h e  Negro i s  devoid o f  t h e  g i f t  o f  
myth-making ( o f  Radin 1952: 2)  'To Finnegan, however, s c h o l a r s  o f  t h e  Afr ican  
fmythf  have not  provided enough contex tua l  information,  f o r  , t h e i r  c o l l e c t i o n s  
t o , b e , t r u l y  c l a s s i f i e d  as myth (Finnegan (1972: 361 e t  passima)* " 

r ,  

P a r t  o f  t h i s  unce r t a in ty  on t h e  ques t i on  o f  myth i n  Af r i ca  i s  der ived  from 
< ,  t h e  very ,winding d e f i n i t i o n  o f  myth* 

, * 

Myths a r e  prose n a r r a t i v e s  which, i n  t h e  s o c i e t y  i n  which they 
, a r e  t o l d ,  are considered t o  be t r u t h f u l  accounts  o f  what happened i n  

t h e  ' remote pas t  They are accepted on f a i t h ,  they are taught  do be 
bel ieved,  and they can be c i t e d  as a u t h o r i t y  i n  answer t o  ignorance,  
doubt o r  d i s b e l i e f *  Myths are t h e  embodiment o f  dogma; they  are 
usua l ly  sacred ,  and they are of t e n  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  theology and ' r i t u a l  
(Bascom 1965: 2 ) -  8 ,  

' , 

Bascom goes on t o  +add t h a t  myths account f o r  t he  o r i g i n  :of va r ious  phenomena 
'and f e a t u r e s  i n  t h e  world* While t h i s  l a t t e r  poin t  seems t o  have'  motivated t h e  
c a t e g o r i s a t i o n  o f  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n s  by t h e  a u t h o r s  e a r l i e r  c i t e d ,  no t  much 

, a t t e n t i o n  seems t o  have been paid by s c h o l a r s  t o  t h e '  f a c t o r s  o f  belief and 
sacredness ,  which the  e a r l i e r  p a r t  of  Bascoml s d e f i n i t i o n  h i g h l i g h t s *  The 
ques t i on  then  is, do we have a myth where only p a r t  of  t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  i s  
f u l f i l l e d ?  - 

3 . , 

, The 'problem' apparen t ly  d imin ishes  i n  c u l t u r e s  where s e p a r a t e  terms exist 
f o r  f i c t i t i o u s  and belief n a r r a t i v e s  such as t h e  Herskovi t s  ( I  958) r e p o r t  o f  
Dahomey; bu t  even h e r e , -  as t h e  Herskovi t s  po in t  ou t ,  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  i a  
sometimesn b lur red*  ' E a r l i e r  on, Boas ( 1916) had poin ted  o u t  ' t h a t  no c l e a r  
d i s t i n c t i o n *  can be made between myth and f o l k t a l e  i n  some c u l t u r e s ,  and i n  
1940, ~ basedd on h i s  a n a l y s i s  %of  myths and f o l k t a l e s  from t h e  northwest coas t  o f  
America, Boas concludes t h a t  t h e  c o n t e n t s  ' o f  f o l k t a l e s  ,and myths are l a r g e l y  
t h e  same, t h e  d a t a  showing a con t inua l  flow o f  material from mythology t o  
f o l k t a l e  and v i c e  v e r s a  (Boas 1940)* Indeed, t h e  ove r l ap  betweenrmyth and 
f o l k t a l e  h a s  been well >discussed  i n  f o l k l o r e  s c h o l a r s h i p  (See S t i t h  Thompson 
1946 : 367 f f ;  Maria Leach 1950 : 778) ,' and S t i t h  Thompson would even ' cons ider  
myth a subd iv i s ion  o f  t h e  f o l k t a l e *  

It is  s i g n i f i c a n t  t o  note ,  however, t h a t  t h e  pro jec ted  ove r l ap  between myth 
a and f o l k t a l e  i s  hard ly  argued by * s c h o l a r s  t o 4  be based on  t h e  ques t i on  o f  b e l i e f  

b ,  o r  non-bel ief* Rather,  most s c h o l a r s  have l a i d  g r e a t e r  emphasis on conten t  
a n a l y s i s  and observed t h e  o v e r l a p ' o f  motifs%etween t h e  two genres ,  l e a v i n g  
r e l a t i v e l y  ,unexplored t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which t h e  n a r r a t i v e s  i n t e r a c t '  w i t h  t h e  
soc io - r e l i g ious  l i v e s  o f  t h e  people who perform them* I n  t h e  absence o f  t h i s  

I 

l a t te r  supplementary cons idera t ion ,  any test  of  t h e  presence o r  absence o f  
, 

t > 



2 
s p e c i f i c  f o l k l o r e  genres  i n  va r ious  c u l t u r e s  i s  bound t o  be inconc lus ive .  
1 a 

, I  

. Nar ra t i ve s  i nvo lv ing  t h e  t r i c k s t e r  b r ing  i n t o  g r e a t e r  prominence t h e  
~ u e s t i o n  o f  myth i n  Afr ica .  Charac te r i sed  by Radin a s  " c r ea to r  and des t roye r ,  
g i v e r  and nega tor ,  he who dupes o t h e r s  and who i s  always duped  himself"  (Radin 
1956: x x i i i ) ,  t h e  t r i c k s t e r  i s  bound t o  pose problems because no t  only i s  i t  
rep re sen t ed  by v a r i o u s  forms i n  va r ious  c u l t u r e s ;  t h e r e  i s  a l s o  no 'unanimity i n  
t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which i t  i s  sacred.  I n  contemporary Egyptian c u l t u r e ,  t h e r e  are $ 

two t r i c k s t e r  f i g u r e s  which a r e  both human and a r e  be l ieved  t o  have e x i s t e d  
(~1-  ha my 1 980 : 21 9-221 ) . I n  Yoruba and Fon c u l t u r e s  t h e  t r i c k s t e r s  are 
d e i t i e s .  I n  s e v e r a l  o t h e r  p a r t s  , o f  Af r i ca  t h e  t r i c k s t e r  i s  r ep re sen t ed  by 4 

va r ious  t ypes  o f  animal. - Among, most Bantus, i t  i s  t h e  l i t t l e  hare.  The 
t o r t o i s e  i s  t h e  t r i c k s t e r  i n  some p a r t s  o f  West Afr ica .  Among t h e  I l a  o f  
Zambia, hare  and t o r t o i s e  co-exis t  as t r i c k s t e r s .  The an te lope ,  s q u i r r e l ,  
weasel, wren a l s o  occur  as t r i c k s t e r s  i n  o t h e r  p a r t s  o f  Afr ica .  The sp ide r ,  
t h e  b e s t  known t r i c k s t e r  i n  Af r i ca  e x i s t s  i n  Ghana, Ivory Coast, sierra Leone, 
among t h e  Hausa, Luo, Zande and Ngl bandi (Finnegan 1970 : 315 e t  seq)  . 

' I n  s p i t e  o f  t h e  l a c k  o f  uniformity i n  t h e  na tu re  o f  t r i c k s i e r  f i g u r e s ,  
t r i c k s t e r  n a r r a t i v e s  have o f t e n  a t t r a c t e d  t h e  l a b e l  myth (Paul   adin in 1956, 
Pel t o n  1 980). I n c i d e n t a l l y ,  t h i s  h a s  no t  helped t o  boost f o l k t a l e  s c h o l a r s h i p  

, , i n  Afr ica ,  s i n c e  most Afr ican n a r r a t i v e s  d i sp l ay ing  animals  and e t i o l o g i c a l  
traits are au toma t i ca l l y  viewed as  myth by some scholars .  Yet a c l o s e r  look  a t  
Bascom1s d e f i n i t i o n  o f  myth r e v e a l s  t h a t  both conten t  and contex t  a r e  r e l e v a n t  
i n  t h e  de te rmina t ion  o f  myth, t he  i m p l i c a t i o n  being t h a t  i t  t akes  much more 
t han  conten t  a n a l y s i s  on paper t o  t e l l  a myth from o t h e r  t ypes  o f  na r r a t i ve .  

, E l ,  Shamy would indeed  inc lude  the  i n t e n t  o f  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i n  t h e  i n g r e d i e n t s  
neces sa ry  f o r  genre  c a t e g o r i s a t i o n  (El-Shamy '1980: x i v )  and Ruth Finnegan 
bemoans t h e  omission o f  t he  cons ide ra t i on  o f  s t y l e ,  contex t  and a t t i t u d e  i n  

I app ly ing  t h e  myth l a b e l  i n  Af r i ca ,  , 

It emerges t h a t  i n  t r y i n g  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  d i f f e r e n t  c a t e g o r i e s  o f  
Afr ican o r a l  n a r r a t i o n ,  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  p o t e n t i a l  myths, i t  may bemore  

+ I f r u i t f u l  t o  l o o k  not  p r imar i ly  a t  s u b j e c t  matter but  a t  context .  
1 < ,  Ques t ions  about  c i rcumstances i n  which a n a r r a t i v e  took : place,  t h e i r  

purpose and tone,  t h e  type of n a r r a t o r  and audience,  t h e p u b l i c i t y  o r  
secrecy  o f  t h e  event ,  and f i n a l l y ,  even t h e  s t y l e  of  n a r r a t i o n  may be 

1 more c r u c i a l  than  q u e s t i o n s  about  conten t  and characte 'rs.  
1 '  

Unfortunately,  i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  about  t he se  former f a c t o r s  t h a t  we a r e  
less o f  t e n  informed (Finnegan 1 970 : 366). % .  

The advantage i n  paying heed t o  F inneganls  word i s  t h a t  i t  moves t h e  
, 

s c h o l a r  'from his world o f  b l ind  t h e o r e t i c a l  fo rmula t ions  t o  t h e  i l l uminan t  
h e a r t h  o f  f o l k  a c t i v i t y .  I n  t h e  s c h o l a r s h i p  on myth i n  Afr ica ,  t h i s  h a s  been 
t h e  miss ing  f a c t o r .  c 

, This  paper t a k e s  a c l o s e r  l ook  a t  a s p e c t s  o f  conten t ,  contex t  and c u l t u r a l  
impac t .  o f  s t o r i e s  i nvo lv ing  Ananse (Sp ide r ) ,  t he  t r i c k s t e r  f i g u r e  i n  Akan Ãˆ- 

n a r r a t i v e s ,  i n  an  a t tempt  t o  h i g h l i g h t  problems involved i n  c a t e g o r i s i n g  i t  as 
myth. It i s  based on ( 1 ) f ie ldwork I c a r r i e d  o u t  i n  1 979 i n  some Akan a r e a s  
and (2)  Ra t t r ay t  s c o l l e c t i o n s  i n  l&$n - As- Folktales. 

The Akan c o n s t i t u t e  a c l u s t e r  of e t h n i c  groups l i v i n g  mostly i n  c e n t r a l  and 
sou the rn  Ghana. The most important  (numerical ly)  o f  Akan sub-groups a r e  t he  
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Ashanti ,  Fan t i ,  Akwapem. My , f i e l d  work was based on t h e  v i l l a g e s  o f  Gomua' 
Afrans i ,  and Asaasane, both i n  t h e  F a n t i  area. R a t t r a y ' s  t a le  c o l l e c t i o n s  
among the  Ashanti  t hus  provide a u se fu l  supplement t o  enab le  g e n e r a l i s a t i o n s  t o  
be made about  t h e  Akan t r i c k s t e r  n a r r a t i v e .  Below I p re sen t  a summary o f  10 
n a r r a t i v e s  t o  which I s h a l l  refer i n  t h i s  paper. Below each tale I have 
i n d i c a t e d  t h e  r e l e v a n t  'or nea re s t  mot i f s .  Most o f  t h e  t a l e s  used here ,  
however, a r e  not  l i s t e d  i n  Aarne Thompson1 s Tale  Type' Index. 

8 .  

1 
( 1)  How Inc r imina t ion  and Injury-Causing Came t o  t h e  World Narra tor :  Mensa 

Aborompa: Age 20. Place : Afrans i  (Ghana) 

Ã God and Kweku Ananse a r e  g r e a t  f r i e n d s .  Ananse a s k s  God one day, 
"which i s  more pa infu l ,  i n j u r i e s  o r  incr iminat ion?". ,  God says ,  i n j u r y ;  Ananse 
s a y s  incr imina t ion .  I n  an  ensuing argument God t a k e s  a k n i f e  and i n f l i c t s  
i n j u r y  on Ananse. Ananse h e a l s  wounds, and mob i l i s e s  o t h e r  animals  t o  d i g  a 
tunne l  t o  t h e  k i t chen  o f  God' s mother-in-law ( t h e  mother of  God' s newest and 
most b e a u t i f u l  w i f e ) .  Ananse a r r anges  t o  s l e e p  i n  God's house, and i n  t h e  
n i g h t  sneaks t o  t h e  k i t chen  o f  God's mother-in-law. Ananse d e f e c a t e s  i n  t h e  
hea r th ,  where f i r e  i s  made. Meanwhile t h e  tunne l  underneath t h e  k i t chen  i s  S '  

f u l l  o f  musician animals  w i th  drums. A s  God's mother-in-law sweeps t h e  
k i tchen ,  s h e  d i s cove r s  f e c e s ;  as she wonders she  h e a r s  music i n  t h e  background 
say ing  "God h a s  defeca ted ,  God h a s  defeca ted ,  God h a s  defecated.'! 
Father-in-law is informed; he goes t o  check, t he  same song i s '  heard. The 
pub l i c  i s  a t t r a c t e d .  God i s  i n f o r . m e d a b o u t t h e  i nc iden t .  He a t t empt s  s u i c i d e ,  
but  Ananse d i ssuades  him, and a s k s  God's spokesmen t o  remind God o f  a r i d d l e  
Ananse posed two weeks ago, t o  which Ananse and God d i sag reed  o n  t h e  answer. 
Truly,  i nc r imina t ion  i s m o r e  p a i n f u l  than  i n j u r y .  Ananse i s  p r o v e d r i g h t .  

(Mot i f s  N347.6 Fa l se ly  accused manf s s u i c i d e  ; J628 Dissuasion from s u i c i d e ,  
B2 97 Musi c a l  Animals. ) 

(2)  How Ananse Became Flat-shaped. Narrated b y  Owusu a t  Afrans i  (Ghana). 
Age 25. p 

God engages l a b o u r e r s  t o  work on h i s  b i g  farm - i t ' s  sowing time. 
Ananse cha l lenges  God, he can r e t a r d  progress  on Godt's farm. God t h i n k s  i t  i s  
impossible .  a On t h e  day 'of work, Ananse , f e t c h e s  a gourd and fills i t  wi th  
b i rds .  This  i s  hidden underneath t h e  s o i l  of  God's farm. A s  soon  as work 
starts on t h e  farm, t h e  b i r d s  began a melodious song, "A type o f  gourd, a type 

o f  gourd, a type of  gourd. Workers "cannot resist; they :  abandon t h e i r  t o o l s  
and dance. God sends messenger after messenger t o  check what i's happening, f o r  
t h e  workers have not  re turned .  But t h e  messengers are a l s o  a f f l i c t e d  by t h e  
dance d i sease .  God i s  informed about t h e  i n c i d e n t .  He goes t o  t h e  f a r m  
himself. Meanwhile, sowing and ha rves t  seasons  a r e  over. God c o n f r o n t s  Ananse 
and rebukes him. He s l a p s  Ananse on t h e  head, a n d  Ananse f l a t t e n s ,  and can  

Â only  crawl on walls. 

(Mot i f s  K826 Hoodwinked dancers;  B297 Musical animals)  
4 ,  - , '  , ,  

A 

!. ( 3 )  How Wisdom Spread (Narra tor"  Kweku Antobani, Afrans i )  

Fa ther  Kweku Ananse and h i s  wife Okondor and son  Kweku Tsen are i n  a 
v i l l a g e .  , 'Ananse real ises  h i s  son wants t o  acqu i r e  h i swi sdom;  s o  he pu t s  a l l  
wisdom i n  a gourd and moves o u t  t o  throw i t  away. A t r e e  had h a l f  f a l l e n  

, 9 . 8 



4 -  
a c r o s s  Anansets  pa th  a long  t h e  way. If he bends beneath t h e  t r e e  t h e  gourd 
s t r a p p e d  a t  h i s  back w i l l  c rash ,  but  he cannot climb a c r o s s  e i t h e r .  He moves 
back and f o r t h  s e v e r a l  hours  t r y i n g  t o  pass  by t h e  t r e e .  He i s  even tua l l y  
saved by his son  who counse l s  , t h a t  he put  t h e  gourd down, pa s s  beneath t h e  t r e e  
and r each  back f o r  t h e  gourd. Ananse r e a l i s e s  he a f t e r  a l l  does  no t  possess  
a l l  t h e  wisdom. He smashes t h e  gourd a g a i n s t  t h e  ground; i t  breaks and, wisdom 
spreads .  

$ 
(See v a r i a n t  i n  Ra t t r ay  1930, p. 4. Motif L142.3 Son s u r p a s s e s  f a t h e r  i n  

s k i l l .  ) 

(4)  Why Ananse L ives  i n  t h e  Cei l ing .  . 
Narra ted  by Kojo Ananse: ~~6 55. Place - Asasane ( ~ h a k a )  

Ananse steals yam f r o m  t h e  f a r m  of  h i s  fa ther- in- law but  a t r a p  l a i d  by t h e  
l a t te r  t o  apprehend c u l p r i t s ,  en sna re s  Ananse. Trapped, he begins  s ing ing ,  
p u b l i c i s i n g  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  rewards i n  l e a r n i n g  t h e  technique o f  r e l ea s ing .  A 
hunte r  ove rhea r s  Ananse; he i s  deceived i n t o  r e l e a s i n g  Ananse and r e p l a c i n g  
Ananse * s t rapped  l e g  w i t h  his own. Ananse escapes  t o  t e l l  h i s  fa ther- in- law 

, t h a t  t h e  t h e i f  is  t rapped.  But -the t r u t h  i s  out .  Ashamed, Ananse jumps t o  t h e  
c e i l i n g .  

(Va r i an t  o f  Motif 713.1 , Deception i n t o  a l l owing  o n e s e l f  t o  be t i e d .  ) 

( 5 )  Why Anansef s Head i s  Small  and H i s  Behinds a r e  Big. 
- Narra ted  by Kofi Egyin: 35 y e a r s  o ld .  p lace :  Afrans i  (Ghana) , 

Ananse and h i s  son  Kweku Tsen s e t  o u t  t o  l o o k  f o r  food d u r i n g  famine. 
They meet t h r e e  women ba th ing  i n  a r i v e r  - they a r e  indeed  s p i r i t s .  Ananse 
a s k s  t o  j o i n ;  t h e  s p i r i t s  agree.  Ananse1s son i s  no t  i n v i t e d .  The s p i r i t s  
t e ach  Ananse a song bu t  warn him no t  t o  s i n g  i t  anywhere else. He agrees .  But 
on t h e i r  way he a s k s  h i s  son  t o  remind him of  t h e  song ' s  tune,  s o  t h a t  he could 
s i n g  a t  home as l u l l a b y .  H i s  son  dec l i ne s .  Ananse remembers t h e  song, s i n g s  
i t  and h i s  head d i sappears .  H i s  son cal ls  f o r  a i d  from t h e  s p i r i t s .  The 

, . , ,  s p i r i t s  p l a n t  Anansets head back -and warn him. It happens again.  On t h e  t h i r d  
occas ion ,  t h e  s p i r i t s  t a k e  Ananse1 s d e c a p i t a t e d  head and smash i t  on h i s  
behinds. That i s  why Ananse1 s behinds a r e  b i g  and h i s  head small. 

4 - . , 

(Motif  A2355 Why s p i d e r  h a s  small waist; A2241.5 Why s p i d e r  i s  cursed ;  D517 
  ran sf or mat ion f o r  d i sobedience ;  C481 S i n g i n g t a b u )  See a v a r i a n t  o f  t h i s  ta le  
i n   att tray, p. 16. , .  A 

( 6 )  How Deafness Came t o  t h i s  World. 
Na r r a to r  : Yaw Asaber ; , Age, approximate ly  30. Place : Afransi .  

Â Ananse makes a farm wi th  his family,  his w i f e o k o n d o r ,  and c h i l d r e n  
Kweku Tsen, Tsipuropuro (one w i t h o v e r s i z e d  head) ,  Nankonhwea (Thin-legged) and 
Efudohwedahwe (Bel ly-at- the-point-of-burs t ing)  . When t h e  c rops  a r e  ready f o r  t .  
ha rves t ,  Ananse sugges t s  t h a t  they a l l  go t o , t h e i r  home town (mother 's  town) 
f o r  a month s i n c e  t h e  c rops  would o therwise  be consumed before  matur i ty .  They 
all leave .  Ananse pre tends  l e av ing ,  but  comes back t o  consume food on f a r m .  
Ananse blames h i s  wife and b e a t s  her.  Adowa, t h e  a n t e l o p e ,  i n t e r v e n e s  and a s k s  - 

f o r  t h e  d i s t a n c e  t o  t h e  home town of Ananse1s wife, and t h a t  t o  ~ n a n s e ' s  home 
town. That would determine who was n e a r e r  t h e  farm. The home 



5 ' 
town o f  Ananse s w i f e  i s  t h r e e  towns away. Ananse s ays  h i s  town i s  beyond t h e  
fo l lowing  town - K O  bu (GO-and-harvest-crop), '  Konoae (Go-and-cook-it) Kowee 
(Consume-it) and Kopasarpasar (Go-for-a-leisure-walk) . The an t e lope  rules i n  
favor  o f  Ananse. Ananse i n f l i c t s  more bea t ing  on h i s  wife. A l l i g a t o r  
i n t e rvenes ,  and when t o l d  o f  t h e  names o f  t h e  towns beyond wh ichAnanse t s  town 
and h i s  wifet s are, he i m p l i c a t e s  Ananse based on t h e  names o f  t h e  'towns Ananse 

u t t e r s .  Other animals,  i n  admira t ion  o f  t h e  a l l i g a t o r ' s  i n t e r p r e t i v e  w i t  ( t h e  
' s e n s i t i v i t y  o f  h i s  e a r s ) ,  seek t o  a c q u i r e  h i s  w i t .  They p u t  a s t i c k  i n  

a l l i g a t o r ' s  e a r ,  empty i t  and put  t h e  con ten t s  i n  t h e i r  ea rs .  This  l e f t  t h e  
a l l i g a t o r  deaf .  

(Var ian t  of  Motif K1867 T r i c k s t e r  shams dea th  t o  g e t  food;  H602.3 symbolic 
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  names; . J l l 4 9 . 6  Thief de t ec t ed  by answer t o  ques t ion .  ) 
. a 

- ( 7 )  How Ananse Got Aso ( h i s  w i f e )  i n  Marriage. (Ra t t r ay ,  p. 132) 
, , 

> 

Akwasi the-jealous-one l i v e d  wi th  h i s  wife Aso. He was impotent.  God 
rules t h a t  he' who w i l l  impregnate he r  may t ake  he r  over as h i s  wife. Ananse 
t a k e s  up t h e  chal lenge,  c o n t r i v e s  t o  g e t  l a r g e  q u a n t i t i e s  o f  meat a n d t a k e s  it 
t o  t h e  couple'  s house. A s  they eat t oge the r ,  Ananse pu t s  a pu rga t ive  d r u g  i n  
t h e  mant s food. Meanwhile Ananse h a s  given h i s  name a s  Rise-up-and-make- 
love-to-Aso. A t  b e d t i m e ,  t h e  medicine t a k e s  effect on t h e  man, and he 
s u f f e r s ,  c ry ing  o u t  Ananse s name ( "Rise-up-and-make-love- to-Aso" ) f o r  help.  
On hea r ing  t h i s ,  Ananse draws t h e  woman' s a t t e n t i o n  t o  he r  husband' s ' o r d e r s .  
The woman o b l i g e s  and Ananse makes l o v e  t o  her.  This  happens s e v e r a l  times 
t h a t  n igh t .  The woman g e t s  pregnant - t h e  begot ten c h i l d  i s  c u t  i n t o  p i eces  
and s c a t t e r e d ,  spreading  jea lousy  all over t h e  world. 

(A1375 Or ig in  o f  j ea lousy ;  Motif XII I .7  Misunderstood words l e a d  t o  comic 
r e s u l t s ;  Motif Kl.354 Seduct ion by bear ing  false o rde r  from husband o r  f a t h e r ; )  
Var ian t  o f  Type 1563, Both? See a l s o  'w w, p. 222. 

( 8 )  Why Ananse Runs When on t h e  Sur face  of  Water. (Ra t t r ay ,  p. 138) .  
, *  , 

Ananse and Dog se t  ou t  t o  bu i ld  a v i l l a g e .  On t h e i r  way, t h e y  indulge  
i n  a game of  binding each o ther .  Dog binds Ananse and t h r e a t e n s  t o s e l l  h i m .  
He i s  saved by Crocodile.  Crocodi le  goes t o  Ananset s house t h e  n e x t  day. 
~ n a n s e  a t t e m p t s  t o  kill him. Crocodi le  escapes.  Ananse tries a g a i n  and i s  
grabbed by Crocodi le ,  but manages t o  f l e e .  That i s  why Ananse h a s t e n s  on  
water. He i s  a f r a i d  o f  Crocodile.  

, (9) How Ananse Got  a Bald Head. (Ra t t r ay ,  p. 118) 

Anansets  mother-in-law d i e s .  He observes  custom by paying money t o  
t h e  bereaved, and dona t ing  two c l o t h s ,  woole,n8 b lanke ts ,  pi l lows,  e t c .  A t  t h e  
f u n e r a l ,  Ananse d e c l i n e s  t o  e a t ,  t o  por t ray  his anguish, but keeps *h id ing  ho t  
bo i led  beans under h i s  ha t .  He pre tends  t h a t  he h a s  t o  l e a v e  f o r  a hat-shaking 
f e s t i v a l  i n  a n e i g h b o r i n g  v i l l a g e .  I n  t h e  presence of  o t h e r s ,  he begins  
s i n g i n g  w h i l e  t h e  beans under his h a t  burn h i s  head. He can no longe r  bear the  
pai'n; he ' throws o f f  h i s  h a t  and i s  betrayed. That i s  how Ananse g o t  a bald 
head. 



' t 6 .  
( 1 0 )  &*HOW It Came About t h a t  ~nakse Went Upon ~ a f t e r s .  (Ra t t r ay ,  p. 248) 

. . 

Ananse goes  t o  t h e  f u n e r a l  o f  God's mother. On h i s  way, he h i d e s  
sheep, monkey and k i n g j a y b i r d  i n  a s a c k ,  and s i n g s  n i c e  d i r g e s  a t  t h e  f u n e r a l  
w i t h  t h e  h e l p  o f  t h e  hidden animals.  Ananse i s  cong ra tu l a t ed  and admired. He 
i s  g iven  s o  much food, but  e a t s  a lone  wi thout  g i v i n g  t o  h i s  hidden co l leagues .  
During t h e  8 t h  day f u n e r a l  c e l e b r a t i o n ,  Ananse i s  i n v i t e d  t o  r e p e a t  t h e  
performance. H i s  co l l e agues  r e f u s e  t o  h e l p  him. Out o f  shame, he jumps up t h e  
rafters. t 

I h 
The Ananse n a r r a t i v e  i s  mentioned. i n  a few p u b l i c a t i o n s  - Rat t r ay  ( 1930),  

VanDyck ( 1967),  and Pe l  t on  ( 1980). But while Ra t t r ay '  s c o l l e c t i o n  and 
t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  tales are e x c e l l e n t ,  h i s  comments on t h e  t a l e s  are r a t h e r  b r i e f .  
VanDyck and Pe l ton ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, d e a l  w i th  Ananse as dep i c t ed  mainly i n  
R a t t r a y ' s  c o l l e c t i o n s .  The disadvantage i n  s u b j e c t i n g  Ananse t o  a s c h o l a r l y  
a n a l y s i s  w i thou t  d i r e c t  con t ac t  w i th  t h e  people i n  whose s t o r i e s  i t  l i v e s ,  i s  
admi t ted  t o  by Pe l ton ,  

Here I sit, i n  t h e  g r i p  o f  a Canadian w in t e r ,  
l ook ing  o u t  a window a t  ~ i n e  t r e e s  and t h r e e  
feet o f  snow. I r ead  s t o r i e s  i n  Engl i sh ,  n o t  ., 

, Akan, p r i n t e d  and c o l l e c t e d ,  no t  heard i n d i v i d -  
u a l l y ,  and I g rapp l e  w i t h  them i n  s o l i t u d e ,  
g r a sp ing  them and t h e  c u l t u r e  o u t  o f  which 
they arise only wi th  g r e a t  d i f f i c u l t y  ( P e l t o n  
1980 : 20) .  

, m 

But even a f t e r  g r a p p l i n g w i t h  t r i c k s t e r  f i g u r e s  among t h e  Akan, Yoruba, Fon 
and Ogo-Yurugu ( a l l  i n  West Af r i ca )  and acknowledging d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  r e s p e c t  o f  
sacredness ,  between Ananse and t h e  o t h e r  t r i c k s t e r  f i g u r e s ,  Pe l t on  i s  still 
compelled t o  conclude t h a t ,  "The most d i s t i n c t i v e  f e a t u r e  o f  t h e  West Afr ican  
t r i c k s t e r  ( i s )  his a s s o c i a t i o n  w i t h  d i v i n a t i o n  ( P e l t o n  1980: 273). Th i s  is, of  
course ,  no t  t r u e  of  Ananse. B u t  f o r  a s c h o l a r  ope ra t i ng ,  perhaps,  w i th  mythic 
presumptions about  t h e  t r i c k s t e r  i n  Afr ica ,  t h e  conc lus ion  seems i n e v i t a b l e .  
The t r u t h  i s  t h a t  s c h o l a r s  need n o t  g e n e r a l i s e  about  t h e  t r i c k s t e r  i n  t h e  f a c e  
o f  a wide range  o f  d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  t h e i r  s i g n i f i c a n c e  and c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n  i n  
v a r i o u s  c u l t u r e s .  f 

The sac red  o r  s e c u l a r  n a t u r e  o f  Ananse and t h e  n a r r a t i v e s  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  
him may be determined by d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  way h e  i s  dep i c t ed  i n  t h e  s t o r i e s  
(whether animal o r  human), t h e  world o r  worlds  i n  which he ope ra t e s ,  t h e  s o c i a l  
con t ex t  o f  Ananse n a r r a t i v e s  and Ananse's soc io -cu l t u r a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  t o  t h e  
Akan as a whole. 

' r 

L e t t s  begiri by posing a b a s i c  ques t ion .  Is m, t h e  animal t h e  same as 
Ananse i n  t h e  t r i c k s t e r  n a r r a t i v e ?  The absence of  a c a t e g o r i c a l  answer t o  I 

t h i s ,  a t  t h i s  po in t ,  i s  based on t h e  f a c t  t h a t  Ananse o s c i l l a t e s  between man 
and animal. 

I n  morphological and a r t i s t i c  terms, Ananse i s  dep i c t ed  as  a man. H i s  
first name i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e s  i s  Kweku, t h e  day-name g iven  t o  human males born 
on Wednesday (See Nket ia  1 955 : 37).  Even though animals  may be g iven  names i n  
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Akan, hardly a r e  they g iven  day-names. But  Ananse i s  n o t  a younger male i n  t h e  
n a r r a t i v e s .  He h a s a  fu l l - f l edged  family - a w i f e  and f o u r  ch i ld ren ,  who a r e  
c o n s i s t e n t l y  named and c h a r a c t e r i s e d  wherever they appear  i n  t h e  n a r r a t i v e s .  
H i s  wife i s  A ~ Q  among t h e  Ashanti ,  ( a s  i n  Ta le  71, and among t h e  F a n t i  
( as  i n  Ta le  6 ) .  H i s  e l d e s t  son, Kweku Tsen (Ta l e s  3 and 5) i n  F a n t i  and 
Ntikuma i n  Ashant i ,  ' h a s  a human first name. The  rest o f  Anansets c h i l d r e n  are 
dep ic t ed  a s  possess ing  anomalous, neve r the l e s s  human, phys ica l  a t t r i b u t e s  - 
m e d o -  (Bel ly- l ike ly-  to-burst  ) , & t i  - kenen - k e r n  (Big, big,  head) and 

e - (Thin-legged) (Ta le  6 )  . Ananset s family i s  thus  a human fami ly  
wi th  d r o l l  phys ica l  f e a t u r e s ,  a t  t h e  cen t e r  o f  which i s  t h e  h e r o  himself ,  

' 
always on t h e  move, and commuting between t h e  human, non-human and s u p e r n a t u r a l  

Â worlds,  chea t ing ,  gene ra t i ng  cul, t u r a l  phenomena, ' committing a d u l t e r y  , f o o l i n g  , 
I 

and being fooled.  

The w o r l d  o f  Ananse as i n  most animal tales, i s  dep ic t ed  as  a human- 
i n h a b i t e d  v i l l a g e ,  with farms, and neighbors  (Ta le  6 ) .  But d e t a i l s  o f  t h e  
domestic s e t t i n g  i s  never r e v e a l e d  s i n c e  t he  hero  i s  hard ly  s t a t i o n a r y .  I n  
Ta l e  7,  he moves t o  ou twi t  a man who cannot impregnate h i s  wife. I n  ' t h e  
process  he impregnates  t h e  man's  wife, and t a k e s  he r  over. H i s  whole family is 
thus  founded on a n  a c t  o f  a d u l t e r y ,  which Ananse cons ide r s  !pardonable because 
i t  was at t h e  command o f  t h e  sky-god himself .  I n  T a l e  4, Anansets v i c t im  i s  
a g a i n  human, ( a  h u n t e r ) ,  and s o  i s  Ananse himself .  Ensnared i n  a t r a p  t h a t  
would have betrayed h i s  roguery and g lu t tony  t o  h i s  fa ther - in- law,  Ananse 
t r i c k s  a hunter  i n t o  t h e  t r a p  t h a t  had s e i z e d  h i s  f o o t ,  and thereby  r e g a i n s  h i s  
own freedom. The f u n e r a l  Ananse a t t e n d s  ( i n  Ta le  9) a l s o  d e p i c t s  him as human. 
The case i s  more convincing he re  because he d i s p l a y s  s e n s i t i v i t y ,  t o  t r a d i t i o n a l  
custom, and c o n t r i b u t e s  cash, c l o t h s ,  b lanke ta  a n d p i l l o w s  t o  mourn t h e  dea th  
o f  his mother-in-law. Anansets dec l ine  t o  eat  a t  t h a t  f u n e r a l ,  e v e n t h o u g h  a 
t r i c k ,  succes s fu l ly  p o r t r a y s  him a s  a man, f u l l y  conscious o f  Akan f u n e r a l  
custom. , 

But t h e  human f i g u r e  i n  Ananse t a p e r s  o f f  occas iona l ly  and be t r ays  animal 
tendencies .  I n  Ta le  9, i t  i s  r e a l i s e d  how d e s p i t e  Ananset s human image, 
a t t e n t i o n  i s  still drawn t o  h i s  bald head as  an  i n s e c t .  I n  Ta le  10, Ananse t h e  
i n s e c t  jumps up t h e  r a f t e r s ;  and as he a t t empt s  t o  k i l l  t h e  c r o c o d i l e  and fails 
 ale 8 ) ,  he assumes t h e  trait o f  has ten ing  while on w a t e r s  - a trait Ananse 
can possess  on ly  as an  i n s e c t .  But need we conclude t h a t  t h e  dua l  image o f  
Ananse i n  t h e  s t o r i e s  i s  c o n f l i c t i n g  and unmotivated? ' 

One p o s s i b l e  way ou t  of  t he  problem of  i d e n t i t y  i s  t o  p o s t u l a t e  t h a t  t h e  
human f i g u r e  i s  meant t o  an t eda t e  t h e  i n s e c t ,  and t h a t  Ananse s u f f e r e d  
degene ra t i on  from man t o  animal,  t h e  pena l ty  f o r  duping. Th i s  would be 
supported by t h e  e t i o l o g i c a l  cha rac t e r  o f  Ananse n a r r a t i v e s ,  and t h e  fact t h a t  
n a r r a t o r s  t e l l i n g  s t o r i e s  o f  how Ananse acqui red  h i s  animal f e a t u r e s ,  normally 
begin by say ing  f o r  example, "1 am going t o  ' t e l l  you how Ananse walks up t h e  
rafters." From t h i s  po in t  'of view, such s t o r i e s  as well as s e v e r a l  o t h e r s  i n  
t h e  Ananse c y c l e ,  would c o n s t i t u t e  an account of  t h e  fa l l  o f  Ananse, as well as 
t h e  g e n e r a l  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e  world. This  would t i e  up wi th  a p o s s i b l e  view o f  
Ananse as a c u l t u r e  hero  who s a c r i f i c e d  h i s  form f o r  t h e  sake o f  gene ra t i ng  
cu l tu re .  

The v a l i d i t y  o f  t h e  above explana t ion  would rest even tua l ly  on Akants 
a t t i t u d e  t o  ~ n a n s e ' ,  t o  be d i scussed  pr6sently.  Within t h e  contex t  of  t h e  Akan 
n a r r a t i v e s  themselves,  t h e  p o s t u l a t i o n  above does no t  h o l d .  ~ i r s t ,  ~ n a n s e  may 
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ma in t a in  a human f i g u r e  throughout s o m e s t o r i e s  (e.g. Ta le  7);. and a n  animal  
f i g u r e  i n  some o t h e r s  (e.  g.   ale 8 ) .  , Secondly, even though ~ n a n s e  s a c t i o n s  
l e a d  t o  t h e  gene ra t i on  o f  va r ious  c u l t u r a l  f e a t u r e s  and.  phenomena i n  t h e  
s t o r i e s ,  y e t  some o f  t h e s e  phenomena such as t h e  spread  o f  wisdom (Ta l e  3 ) ,  t h e  
spread  o f  d e a f n e s s  (Ta l e  6 ) ,  e t c .  a r e  unintended consequences of  Ananse's 
a c t i o n s .  Far  from making a conscious e f f o r t  t o  gene ra t e  t h e s e  traits i n  t h e  
c u l t u r e ,  Ananse s eeks  h i s  s e l f i s h  ends as h i s  primary motive, and causes  t h e  
a t t r i b u t e s  o r  q u a l i t i e s  t o  be genera ted  o n l y i n  t h e  cause o f  his b e t r a y a l  and 
exposure. I n  Ta l e  3 ,  wisdom sp reads  only because Ananse d i d  n o t  want i t  to .  f 

I n  Ta l e  5 Ananse g e t s  a bald head on ly  as punishment. Thi rd ly ,  even i n  s t o r i e s  
where Ananse does  n o t  appear  as- a c h a r a c t e r  ( f o r  example, s t o r i e s  i n  R a t t r a y  ' w 

pp. 199-21 1 ) a n  e t i o l o g i c a l  s ta tement  may appear  i n  t h e  t i t l e ,  conc lus ion  o r  i n  
both. Th i s  d imin ishes  t h e  l i k e l i h o o d  t h a t  Ananse i s  THE c u l t u r e  bearer i n  Akan 
tales. Nor can we d i s t i n g u i s h  s t o r i e s  i n v o l v i n g  Ananse from o t h e r  f i c t i o n a l  
n a r r a t i v e s  i n  Akan. F i c t i o n a l  n a r r a t i v e s  i n p a r t s  o f  Akan are r e f e r r e d  t o  as  
m e s e a  ( s t o r i e s  o f  Ananse) whether Ananse appea r s  o r  no t ,  bu t  t h i s  i s  only  
because o f  h i s  popu la r i t y  as a p e c u l i a r  c h a r a c t e r  i n  Akan n a r r a t i v e s .  

A more p l a u s i b l e  exp l ana t i on  o f  Ananse's dua l  image i n  t h e  s t o r i e s  seems t o  
be t h a t ,  as a wondering f i g u r e  commuting between human, animal and supe rna tu ra l  
worlds ,  Ananse needs a m u l t i p l e  phys ica l  c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n  t o  enab l e  him t o  cope 
e f f e c t i v e l y  wi th  h i s  manifold t a sks .  This  exp l ana t i on  a s s i g n s  a n  a r t i s t i c  
mot iva t ion .  

A s  Anapse p i t c h e s  h i s  w i t  a g a i n s t  o t h e r  animals  ( a s  i n  8) ,  o r  dupes, i n  
s o l i c i t i n g  t h e  h e l p  o f  o t h e r  animals  ( a s  i n  Ta l e  l o ) ,  i t  i s  only  d r ama t i ca l l y  
a p p r o p r i a t e  t h a t  t h e  immense s i z e  o f  o t h e r  animals, such as dog, and c rocod i l e ,  
i s  juxtaposed w i th  t h e  s p i d e r ' s  m in i a tu r e  image. A s  Ananse o p e r a t e s  i n  t h e  
human world,  h i s  w i t  becomes more conspicuous only when we view h i m  as a n  
underdog. Thus i n  t h e  human world,  Ananse i s  a human being, but  h i s  o t h e r  
image as a n  i n s e c t  p r o j e c t s  i t s e l f  i n t o  t h e  psyche of  t h e  audience and deepens 
t h e  dramat ic  i r o n y  wherever he ou tw i t s  man (Ta l e s  4 and 7 ) .  

But Ananse'  s c h a r a c t e r  i s  g iven  a more complex dimension by h i s  a s s o c i a t i o n  
w i t h  t h e  supe rna tu ra l .  I n  Ta l e  5 he i n t e r a c t s  w i th  s p i r i t s ;  and i n  Ta l e s  2, 7 ,  
and 8, Ananse i n t e r a c t s  d i r e c t l y  o r  i n d i r e c t l y  wi th  God. To Ananse, duping and 
o u t w i t t i n g  need n o t  r e s p e c t  supe rna tu ra l  boundaries.  I n  Ta l e s  1 and 2, Ananse 
and God are g r e a t  f r i e n d s  - a r a r e  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  i n  t h e  l i g h t  o f  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
God i s  g e n e r a l l y  n o t  dep i c t ed  as f r i e n d s  w i t h  any o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r  i n  Akan 
tales. Fur ther ,  i t  seems- t h a t  i n  a lmost  a l l  i n s t a n c e s  t h a t  God occu r s  i n  t h e  
n a r r a t i v e s ,  t h e r e  i s  a c o n f l i c t i n g  i n t e r a c t i o n  between H i m  and Ananse. I n  
fac t5 ,  i n  16 s t o r i e s  i nvo lv ing  God . t h a t  I examined (from my own c o l l e c t i o n s  and 
R a t t r a y ' s ) ,  God i s  mentioned w i th  ~ n a n s e  e l even  t imes.  And while i n  c a s e s  
where God i n t e r a c t s  w i t h  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s ,  those  c h a r a c t e r s  s o l i c i t  God's 
i n t e r v e n t i o n  t o  s o l v e  a problem, wherever God and Ananse i n t e r a c t ,  t h e  two are 
a t  c r o s s  purposes. I n  Ta l e  1 ,  Ananse i s  dep i c t ed  as i n f l i c t i n g  embarrassment t 
on God; t h i s  l e a d s  t o  a s u i c i d e  bid on t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  supreme being. I n  Ta l e  
2, Ananse1s s t ra tegem l e a d s  t o  r e t a r d a t i o n  o f  p rogress  on  God's farm; and i n  t 

10, Ananse p l ays  a d i r g e  t r i c k  a t  t h e  f u n e r a l  o f  t h e  sky-god's mother-in-law. 
I n  a l l  t he se ,  o f  course ,  Ananse i s  even tua l l y  exposed, bu t  we note  h i s  
a r rogance  and h a b i t  of con f ron t a t i on  w i t h  r e l i g i o u s  supe r io r s .  We note  t h e  
d a r i n g  impulse t h a t  p r e c i p i t a t e s  d i r e c t  c o n f l i c t  between Ananse and t h e  supreme 
de i t y .  I n  t h i s  sphere  of  a c t i v i t y ,  where Ananse f r e e l y  i n t e r a c t s ,  a n d  i s  even 
i n  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  t h e  supreme d e i t y ,  our  mind begins  t o  wonder i f  Ananse i s  n o t  
a god o r  demi-god. 
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We a r e  reminded h e r e  o f  t h e    reek god Prometheus who p r a c t i c e s  cunning on 

' 

Zeus (Kerenyi:  1956). We r e c a l l  such t r i c k s t e r  d e i t i e s  as  Eshu o f  t h e  Yoruba 
people,  Legba of  t h e    on, and Ogo-Yurugu i n  Dogon n a r r a t i v e s ,  who f r e e l y  
i n t e r a c t  w i th  t h e  supreme-dei t y  ( P e l  t o n  1980). And our  mind s t r a y s  t o  t h e  
t r i c k s t e r  s t o r i e s  o f  American Ind ians 'whose  c h a r a c t e r s  hare ,  t u r t l e ,  bear  and 

w o l f  are also r ega rded  as s p i r i t s  ( R a d i n  1956: 118 ) .  Unlike t he se ,  however, 
Ananse i s  n o t  dep i c t ed  as a god i n  t h e  ;tales, n e i t h e r  i s  he a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  

, d i v i n i t y ,  as are Eshu, Legba and Ogo-Yurugu. He i s  j u s t  a human-like' buffoon 
ft and a t r i c k s t e r  who d e f i e s  e x t r a t e r r e s t i a l  boundaries ,  and c r e a t e s  humor and 

- i r o n y  by rubbing  shou lde r s  wi th ,  and o u t w i t t i n g h i s  p h y s i c a l ,  mental ,  s o c i a l  
' and r e l i g i o u s  supe r io r s .  

Ã a ,  

Yet one cannot escape  t h e  dilemma Ananse poses  o u t s i d e  t h e  realm o f  t h e  
t a l e .  While on o n e  hand, t h e  evidence o f  h i s  p o s s i b l e  r e l evance  t o  Akan 
h i s t o r y  o r  t r a d i t i o n a l  r e l i g i o n  i s  ske t chy ,  i t  cannot  be i gno red  e i t h e r .  There 
are, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  no r e f e r e n c e s  t o  Ananse i n  some of  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n t  s c h o l a r l y  
works on ~ k a n  r e l i g i o n  (o f  Ra t t r ay  1927, Opoku 1978), n e i t h e r  are t h e r e '  

1 

r e f e r e n c e s  t o  him i n  c u r r e n t  r e l i g i o u s  p r a c t i c e s  ( t r a d i t i o n a l  o r  modern). 
However,, C h r i s t a l l e r  i n  h i s  ~ ~ c t ~  & t h e  JLsmsU refers 
t o  t h e  term -rise W u r o k ~  ( t h e  Great Sp ide r )  as t h e  nickname o f  .Onyamel t h e  
Supreme God. The a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  'Anansel w i th  God he re  is, however, n o t  
exp la ined  by C h r i s t a l l e r  and i t  i s  n o t  c l e a r  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which t h i s  nickname 

. of God1 s was i n  popular usage i n  t h e  e a r l y  p a r t  o f  t h i s  cen tury  and b e f o r e .  It ' . 
i s  l i k e l y ,  t hough ,  t h a t  t h i s  nickname was a p p l i e d  t o  God on ly  i n  t h e  t a l e s ,  
s i n c e  t h e  list o f  ' p r a i s e t  names c u r r e n t l y  app l i ed  t o  God by t h e  Akan i n  t h e i r  
day- to-day l i v e s  does n o t  i n c l u d e  &ag.u$e & & u - o k ~ ,  even .though i t  i n c l u d e s  
o t h e r  a p p e l l a t i o n s  t h a t  have been used over  a l o n g  per iod  o f  time (See Opoku 
1978) . The a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  a p p e l l a t i o n  &&J,Q&Q t o  God i n  t h e  tales, 
i s  a l s o  n o t  borne o u t  by p a s t  and p re sen t  c o l l e c t i o n s  o f  Akan tales. Yet one 
could surmise'  t h a t  i f  i t  was i n  evidence i n  C h r i s t a l l e r ' s  undocumented observ- 
a t i o n s  o f  Akan t a l e s ,  t h e  a p p e l l a t i o n  could be d e p i c t i n g  God's a b i l i t y  t o  make 
p o s s i b l e  t h i n g s  t h a t  are imposs ib le ,  j u s t  as Ananse does  i n  t h e  tales. 

t 4 ,  . 3 .  

The dilemma o f  i d e n t i f y i n g  Ananse i s  f u r t h e r  compounded b y  t h e  c o n t r i b u t i o n  
o f  J.B. Danquah, a well-known s c h o l a r  o f  Akan r e l i g i o n .  Danquah i n  h i s  book 

W D o c t r i m  l b d  reiterates t h e  'view o f  a r chaeo log i ca l  r e s e a r c h e r s  t h a t  
" the  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  Ananse, t h e  mythic personage, w i th  -, s p i d e r ,  i s  a n  
a e t i o l o g i c a l  mistake,  a r i s i n g  from a "confusion o f  names" (Danquah 1 96 8: ,199)  . 
I n  t h i s  view, t h e  name Ananse i s  , a cognate o f  t h e  Babylonian mythic personage 

I ' o f  f o l k t a l e s ,  c a l l e d  Oannes, o r  l a n n e s  o r  Eunanes who i s  supposed t o  have 
. t augh t  mankind wisdom. T h i s  t h e s i s  rests f u r t h e r  on r e s e a r c h  f i n d i n g s  t h a t  t h e  

name Akan i s  g e n e t i c a l l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  Babylonian name Akkad o r  Akara o r  
' Agade, and t h a t  t h e  Akan language i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  language spoken by t h e  

people o f  Sumer and Akkad. Danquah summarily a s s e r t s  t h a t  - Ananse o f  t h e  tales 
was conceptua l ly  and o r i g i n a l l y  a person, n o t  a s p i d e r ,  and t h a t  he was 
t r a n s f e r r e d  from t h e  Babylonian world (Danquah 1 96 8: 200). 

Much as Danquahts t h e s i s  sounds p l aus ib l e ,  however, i t  fails t o  account  f o r  
. t h e  near  ub iqu i ty  o f  t h e  s p i d e r ,  as t h e  t r i c k s t e r  i n  s e v e r a l a r e a s  o f  Afr ica ,  

and i n  o t h e r  p a r t s  o f  t h e  world. I n  most o f  t h e s e  a r e a s ,  i t  may be added, t h e  
s p i d e r  i n  t h e  t a l e s ,  and t h a t  i n  t h e  r e a l  world,  are both r ep re sen t ed  b y  one 
word, whose sound sequence i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  s i m i l a r  t o  -. It may be 
g r an t ed  t h a t  t h e  t r i c k s t e r  i n  t h e  West I n d i e s  and p a r t s  o f  t h e  New World i s  
v a r i o u s l y  r ep re sen t ed  as Miss Nancy, o r  Aunt Nancy, which c o n s t i t u t e  a d i r e c t  

$ 
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. d e r i v a t i o n  from Akan and a r e  appa ren t l y  a carry-over from West Af r i ca  

. dur ing  t h e  t r ans -At l an t i c  s l a v e  t rade .  Yet t h e  s p i d e r  i s  ' t h e  t r i c k s t e r  among 
t h e  Azande, where he i s  Ture, t h e  -same vocabulary f o r  t h e  animal s p i d e r  (Evans- 
P r i t c h a r d  1967) ; he i s  t h e  t r i c k s t e r  among t h e  Ngbandi o f  t h e  Congo (Knappert 
1971),  and exists i n  Hausa tales' as t h e  he ro  (-1. Among t h e  Limba, t h e  
he ro  s p i d e r  i s  w o a  (Finnegan, 1967) , i d e n t i c a l  i n  name w i t h  t h e  i n s e c t  sp ider .  
The use  o f  t h e  same word f o r  t h e  'two e n t i t i e s - > i s  a l s o  ev iden t  among t h e  Gbaya 
(-1 and t h e  S a r a  o f  Chad (Sou) . But t h e  Sp ide r  t r i c k s t e r  i s  n o t  - i n  A f r i c a  c 
alone.  He i s  f o u n d a l s o  i n  some American I n d i a n  c u l t u r e s .  He is, f o r  
i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  t r i c k s t e r  among the .  Dakota t r i b e  where he  i s  JLkto-mi., a word t h a t  
a l s o  means t h e  i n s e c t  s p i d e r  (Radin 1972: 132). Ã 

The s p i d e r ' s  near  ub iqu i ty  i n  t r i c k s t e r  tales i n  gene ra l  as w e l l  as t h e  
absence o f  two s e p a r a t e  e t h n i c  d e s i g n a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  animal and t h e  hero  s p i d e r  
i n  o t h e r  known c u l t u r e s  bes ide  Akan, reduce t h e  t h r u s t  o f  Danquahl s t h e s i s  
t r a c i n g  t h e  Akan Ananse t o  Babylon. 

The knot  i s  n o t  completely unrave l led ,  however; f o r  t h e  s p i d e r  i s  one of  
t h e  de s igns  on staffs o f  Akan r o y a l  spokesmen o r  ' l i n g u i s t s ' ,  t h e  s p i d e r  being 
cons idered  l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  'wi t ty  and s a i d  t o  be t h e  o r i g i n a t o r  o f  language. 
Th i s  f e a t u r e  b r i n g s  t o  mind t h e  ve rba l  a r t i s t r y  o f  Eshu, t h e  t r i c k s t e r  god i n  
Yoruba mythology ( P e l t o n  1980). - But t h e  dep i c t ed  l i n k  between Akan r o y a l  
spokesmen and '  Ananse i s  a p t ;  f o r  one of  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n t  f e a t u r e s  o f  Ananse i n  
t h e  Akan t r i c k s t e r  c y c l e  i s  h i s  fondness  f o r  l i n g u i s t i c  'double-entendre'  a t  
c l i m a c t i c  moments i n  t h e  p l o t ;  t h i s  i s  made ev iden t  i n  T a l e s ,  ( 6 )  and (71, where 
Ananse u s e s  v e r b a l  ambiguity t o  ou tw i t  h i s  opponents. 

If Anansets  r e l i g i o u s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  . i n  t h e  Akan world view cannot  be 
a s se r , t ed  w i t h  c e r t a i n t y ,  one could sugges t ,  perhaps w i t h  co r robo ra t i ve  

e v i d e n c e ,  t h a t  i t  i s  t h e  w i l y  c h a r a c t e r  o f  Ananse t h a t  t h e  s t o r i e s  s eek  t o  
stress, r a t h e r  t han  h i s  r e l e v a n c e  t o  t h e s a c r e d .  The a d r o i t n e s s  o f  t h e  s p i d e r  
i n  sp inn ing  a n  i n t r i c a t e  web o u t  o f  i ts  own s a l i v a  i s  admired, s o  i s  t h e  
a r t i s t i c  va lue  o f  t h e  web. But do we f o r g e t  t h e  s p i d e r ' s  web-trap? 

Akans observe  t h e  s p i d e r  i n  admira t ion  as i t  b u i l d s  i t s  web and rests a t  a 
nook w a i t i n g  p a t i e n t l y  f o r  a prey. When t h e  f l y  o r  a sma l l e r  i n s e c t  f a l l s  i n  ' 

Its web, i t  approaches  i n  cau t i ous  s t e p s  w i t h i n  s t r i k i n g  d i s t ance .  But t h e  
s p i d e r ' s  web i s  l i k e  a hangman's noose; t h e  more you t r y  t o  - f r e e  y o u r s e l f  o f  
i t , '  t h e  more you g e t  entangled.  The s p i d e r  may thus  have t h e  prey wrapped up 
i n  h i s  s t i c k y  web, wi thout  any e f f o r t  on h i s  pa r t .  The s p i d e r  t h e n  sp r ings  on 
h i s  t rapped  prey, winds more web around i t ,  swings i t  i n  c i r c l e s  t o  make i t  
d i zzy  and unconscious,  then  makes a  meal o u t  o f  it. The s p i d e r ' s  c r a f t i n e s s  i n  
t r a p p i n g  a n d  t y i n g  reminds us  o f  t h e  t y i n g  game he p l ays  w i th  t h e  dog (Ta l e  8 ) ,  
a n d  h i s  con t r i vance  t o  t r a p  t h e  hunte r  (Ta l e  4 ) .  Anansets  w i t  i s  thus ,  i n  
p a r t ,  an  ex t ens ion  o f  his  known f e a t u r e s  i n  t h e  Akan world. But t h i s  w i ly  
image of  t h e  s p i d e r  h a s  no t r a p p i n g s  o f  t h e  s ac r ed  i n  t h e  Akan soc i e ty .  

The s p i d e r  i s - n o t  a to temic  animal e i t h e r ;  and even though t h e r e  i s  a c l a s s  
o f  animals  i n  Akan, such as t h e  e lephant  and some s p e c i e s  o f  an te lope ,  t h a t  are 
be l ieved  t o  have s t r o n g e r  s p i r i t s  and are normally accorded r e l i g i o u s  
v e n e r a t i o n  by t h e  Akan (Nket ia  .1973), t h e  s p i d e r  i s  n o t  one of  these .  

I n  t h e  rea lm o f  Akan t r a d i t i o n a l  l i t e r a t u r e ,  Ananse i s  occas iona l l y  
mentioned but  only i n  a l l u s i v e  r e f e r e n c e  t o  h i s  r o l e  i n  t h e  s t o r i e s .  "The 
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s p i d e r  d i d  n o t  s e l l  speech" (Akrofi ,  n.d. : 112) ,  goes  a n  Akan proverb ( t h i s  i s  
r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  s p i d e r  de s ign  on staffs  o f  spokesmen). I n  o t h e r  words, speech 
i s  free, and n o t  p a r t  o f  t h e  t r i c k s t e r ' s  monopoly. The theme he re  i s  a n  
a n t i t h e s i s ,  y e t  a reminder,  o f  Anansefs  s e l f i s h  a t tempt  t o  keep wisdom t o  
h imse l f  (Ta l e  3).  Another proverb: "When t h e  swallow l a n d s  i n  t h e  neighbor 
i n g  house i n  a n  a t t r a c t i v e  d i s p l a y  o f  a g i l i t y ,  Ananse s a y s  t h e  swallow i s  h i s  
son-in-law; bu t  when i n  t h a t  same process ,  t h e  swallow breaks po ts ,  Ananse s a y s  
he knows n o t  t h e  swallow." Here i t  i s  Anansets  o p p o r t u n i s t i c  c h a r a c t e r  t h a t  i s  

fi h igh l igh t ed .  We are reminded he re  o f  t h e  ta le  (Ta l e  10) i n  which Ananse 
e x p l o i t s  t h e  v o i c e s  o f  o t h e r  animals  i n  a d i rge ,  but  f o r g e t s  them when he i s  
g iven  food. I n  t h e  Akan laments ,  t h e r e  are a l s o  occas iona l  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  t h e  

Ã s p i d e r  as i n  t h e  l i n e s ,  

Y o u r  c h i l d r e n  and I w i l l  f eed  on t h e  spide ' r  
The mouse i s  t o o  b i g  a game. (Nket ia  1955:48) .' 

The argument h igh l i gh t ed  above i n  d i  s s o c i a t i n g  Ananse from t h e  s ac r ed  and 
l i n k i n g  him wi th  imagina t ive  f a n t a s y  is supported by t h e  s o c i a l  con t ex t  and 
s t y l i s t i c  f rames o f  ~ k a n  n a r r a t i v e s .  8 p  

The t e l l i n g  o f  m a n s e s e u  i s ,  n o t  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  a p a r t i c u l a r  s o c i a l ,  
r e l i g i o u s  o r  economic c l a s s  i n  t h e  Akan soc i e ty .  Every Akan i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  a 
n a r r a t o r  o f  I n  t h e  curr iculum o f  primary s choo l s  i n  Ghana, t h e r e  i s  
o f t e n  p rov i s ion  f o r  t h e  t e l l i n g  o f  Ananse s t o r i e s ,  and c h i l d r e n  o f t e n  t a k e  
advantage o f  t h i s  t o  sharpen t h e i r  c r e a t i v e  a b i l i t i e s .  I n  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  
DM d i f f e r s  from Akan c o u r t  l i t e r a t u r e  whose s ac r ednes s  makes i ts  
enactment t h e  monopoly o f  a r e s t r i c t e d  class o f  s p e c i a l i s t s . '  If s t o r i e s  o f  
Ananse a r e  no t  sacred ,  t h e i r  s t y l i s t i c  f rames confirm t h i s .  ' 

, ,b ' 

The opening formula of  Akan t a l e s  v a r i e s  from one a r e a  t o  ano the r ;  bu t  they  
all d e p i c t  t h e  absence of  t r u t h  i n  what fol lows.  Among t h e  Ashant i  t h e  
i n t r o d u c t o r y  formula - m, & Q - means "We don ' t  r e a l l y  mean it,  we 
don1! r e a l l y  mean i t ,  ( t h a t  what we are going  t o  say is t r u e . ) "  Among t h e  
F a n t i ,  t h e  opening formula may be wOkodzi wongye ndz i f f  - nu is n o t  meant 
t o  be bel ieved",  t o  which t h e  audience r e p l i e s ,  Wogye sie" - "It i s  meant t o  
be kep t  (and passed on)." I n  t h i s  d i a l e c t ,  t h e  imag ina t i ve  s t o r y  is r e f e r r e d  
t o  by any of  t h e  fo l lowing  terms - m e s e m ,  a, o r  w. ( I n  Ashant i ,  i t  
i s  i n v a r i a b l y ,  w s e s a )  Occas iona l ly ,  t h e  opening formula may be "Anansesem 
da  b i  on  (Ananse t a l e s ,  sometime ago) ,  t o  which t h e  audience respond, "Da b i  
a r a  ne ndew ( p a s t  days a r e  t h e  same a s  today) .  Th i s  u n d e r l i e s  t h e  t ime le s snes s  
o f  tales i n  Akan. 
, , , ' 6 

Upon t h e  d e c l a r a t i o n  o f  t h e  opening  forumla,  p a r t i c i p a n t s  are ushered i n t o  
a world o f  f a n t a s y  and play (Huizinga ' 1955). The o rde r  o f  r e a l i t y  i s  
temporar i ly  suspended, and n a r r a t o r s  and 'audiences a'ssume r o l e s .  I n  t h e  course  

0 o f t h e  tale n a r r a t i o n ,  t h e r e i s  f r equen t  d i a logue '  between n a r r a t o r  and audience  
i n  which t h e  audience may seek  permission t o  s i ng ,  o r  a s k  q u e s t i o n s  p e r t a i n i n g  
t o  t h e  t r u t h  i n  t h e  nar ra t ion . '  I n  Ta l e  5 ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  as soon a s t h e  

d n a r r a t o r  used t h e  opening formula and s a i d ,  "1 am coming t o  show how Ananse1s 
h inds  became b i g  and h i s  head became small, he  was i n t e r r u p t e d  by t h e  
ques t i on ,  were you there?" ,  t o  which h e  r e p l i e d ,  "Yes I was the re . "  On t h e  
n a r r a t o r ' s  r e f e r e n c e  t o  Ananse and h i s  son go ing  t o  l o o k  f o r  food, he was 
i n t e r r u p t e d  a g a i n  wi th ,  "Were you walking w i th  them?" The response was 
p o s i t i v e .  When t h e  n a r r a t o r  r e f e r r e d  t o  t h e  s p i r i t s  ba th ing  i n ' t h e  r i v e r ,  he 

\ .  
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was asked, "You saw i t  wi th  your own eyes?" The r e p l y  was, W i t h  my own eyes ;  

i t s  n o t  a hear-say." And i n t e r m i t t e n t l y  i n  t a l e - t e l l i n g ,  such comments as "You 
a r e  r e a l l y  c h e a t i n g  u s  ( t e l l i n g  l i e s ) ,  It are heard.  

The s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  such d i a logues  i s  t h a t  ta le  p a r t i c i p a n t s  a r e  conscious 
o f  t h e  world o f  f a n t a s y  i n t o  which they have been thrown. But t h e  n a r r a t o r  i s  
a l s o  aware o f  h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  no t  only re -enac t ing  t h e  tale, but  a l s o  
l e n d i n g  i t  a dimension o f  rea l i sm.  So he ma in t a in s  t h e  p l ay fu l  d ia logue ;  he 
was t h e r e  when t h e  event  was enac t ed ;  i t  i s  no t  a hear-say. He was a n  eye- .$ 

d 

witness ,  n o t  a n  wear-witness.w 
'Ã 

But t h e  n a r r a t o r  i s  n o t  a  complete l i a r ;  f o r  h i s  ta le  p a r t i a l l y  r e f l e c t s  
t h e  flaws i n  human s o c i e t y ;  i t  m i r r o r s  t h e  p u n i t i v e  a c t i o n  meted o u t  t o  f r a u d s  
and t r i c k s t e r s  such as Ananse. Above a l l ,  his t a l e  does  n o t  completely t w i s t  
c u l t u r a l  t r u t h .  Anansef s dona t ion  o f  money, c l o t h s  and b l anke t s  a t  t h e  f u n e r a l  
o f  his mother-in-law is i n  f u l f i l m e n t  o f  a t r a d i t i o n a l  custom; s o  i s  h i s  
s i n g i n g  o f  d i r g e s  and abs t i nence  ,from food a t  t h e  f u n e r a l  o f  his mother-in-law. 
However, t h e  wish o f  t h e  supreme d e i t y  t h a t  t h e  impotent  man's wife be 
impregnated by another ,  s t a n d s  r e a l i t y  on i t s  head. The s i g n i f i c a n t  po in t  t o  - 
no te  i n  a l l  t h i s  i s  t h e  i n t e r p l a y  of  t h e  v a r i o u s  l e v e l s  o f  r e a l i t y  i n  t h e  t a l e ,  
and how t h i s  i s  manipulated by t h e  n a r r a t o r .  

A s  t h e  Akan t a l e  ends,  t h e  c l o s i n g  formula once a g a i n  unde r l i ne s  t h e  
supremacy o f  t h e  a e s t h e t i c  i n  t h e  tales. "This i s  my s t o r y  which I have 
r e l a t e d ,  i f  i t  be sweet, i f  i t  be n o t  sweet, some may t ake  i t  as t r u e ,  and t h e  
rest may p r a i s e  me f o r  i tw (See a l s o  Ra t t r ay  1930). 

The Akan t r i c k s t e r  n a r r a t i v e  ( o r  f o r  t h a t  ma t t e r  t h e  g e n e r a l i t y  o f  Akan 
n a r r a t i v e s  whose s t y l i s t i c  frame h a s  been d i scussed  above) can hard ly  be 
c l a s s i f i e d  a s  a b e l i e f  n a r r a t i v e .  

Bascom' s d e f i n i t i o n  o f  myth h i g h l i g h t s  t h e  b e l i e f ,  - s ac r ed  and e t i o l o g i c a l  
c h a r a c t e r  o f  myth. This  , is  p a r t i a l l y  aff i rmed i n  t h e  at- D i c t i o w  
m o r e .  r n o l o g y  m. Myth i n  t h i s  d i c t i o n a r y  is', "A s t o r y  presen ted  
as having a c t u a l l y  occurred i n  a previous age,  e x p l a i n i n g  t h e  cosmological and 
s u p e r n a t u r a l  t r a d i t i o n s  o f  a people, t h e i r  gods, heroes ,  c u l t u r a l  traits, 
r e l i g i o u s  b e l i e f s . .  . " (Leach 1950 : 778). I n  both of  t he se  d e f i n i t i o n s ,  t h e r e  
i s  a n  i n t e r p l a y  between conten t  and c o n t e x t  i n  t h e  c r i t e r i a  f o r  myth. Bascomfs 
words ". . . i n  t h e  s o c i e t y  i n  which they are t o l d  (myths) are considered t o  be 
t r u t h f u l  accounts  o f  what happened i n  t h e  remote p a s t , "  r e v e a l  t h e  n e c e s s i t y  
f o r  con t ex t  t o  be considered;  and Leach's,  "A ' s t o r y  PRESENTED as  having 
a c t u a l l y  occurred... (emphasis mine),  h i g h l i g h t s  con tex t  a s  well. 

The t r i c k s t e r  n a r r a t i v e  i n  Akan, p a r t l y ,  satisfies t h e  e t i o l o g i c a l  p a r t  o f  
t h e  d e f i n i t i o n .  A s  h a s  been pointed o u t ,  m o s t  n a r r a t o r s  o f  Akan t r i c k s t e r  
n a r r a t i v e s  feel bound t o  make a n  e t i o l o g i c a l  s ta tement  as a preface  and c 
conc lus ion  t o  t h e i r  performance. This  f e a t u r e  is, however, no t  exc lu s ive  t o  
t h e  performance o f  t a l e s  i n  which Ananse appears :  Akan n a r r a t i v e s  i n  which a l l  

- ( 
t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  human, may a l s o  be enc losed  i n  e t i o l o g i c a l  s ta tements .  
Ananse i s  n o t  a d i v i n e  o r  s ac r ed  f i g u r e  i n ,  t h e  n a r r a t i v e s  e i t h e r .  Thus even i f  
t h e  c r i t e r i o n  was conten t  only,  t h e  i n g r e d i e n t s  necessary  f o r  myth, would no t  
be f u l l y  s a t i s f i e d  here.  I n  terms o f  s o c i a l  con tex t  and s t y l e ,  t h e  t r i c k s t e r  

, n a r r a t i v e  i s  n o t  a b e l i e f -  one; i t  i s  n o t  t o  be be l ieved ,  n e i t h e r  i s  i t  
bel ieved.  It i s  n e i t h e r  sacred  nor o f  re levance  t o  h i s t o r i c a l  r e a l i t y .  
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Among t h e  Azande o f  ~ u d a n ,  t h e  Spider  (Ture)  t r i c k s t e r  i s  sometimes 

, r e f e r r e d  " t o  as God Ture i n  t h e  s t o r i e s  (Knappert 1971) ; he' i s  t h e  d i a r rhoea  
s p i r i t ,  and a l s o  t h e  f i r s t .  man t o  de'scend from heaven. This  i s  a l s o  t r u e  of  
t h e  Ngbandi (Nappert  1 971 : 167). ' But even here ,  as Evans-Pri t cha rd  p o i n t s  o u t ,  
t h e r e  i s  unce r t a in ty  as t o  whether Ture i s  bel ieved by t h e '  Azandes t o  have 
e x i s t e d  o r  no t  (Evans-Pritchard 1967: 23-32). And even i f  he d id ,  t he  problem 
of  myth o r  f o l k t a l e ?  would still arise s i n c e  Ture n a r r a t i v e s  are presented as  
f i c t i o n .  

I n  t h e  case  of  t h e  Akan, Ananse i s  no t  considered sac red  i n  t h e  s t o r i e s ,  
n e i t h e r  i s  he bel ieved t o  have e x i s t e d  as a human being. He i s  simply a wi ly  
jester i n  t h e  imagina t ive  world. To t h i s  e x t e n t ,  Linda Deghts  c h a r a c t e r i s a t i o n  
o f  t h e  f o l k t a l e  as  f i c t i t i o u s  and " c i t e d  a s  l i e s  by s t o r y t e l l e r  and 
commentatorsn (Degh 1972: 60) is congruent w i th  t he  s i t u a t i o n  i n  t h e  Akan 
t r i c k s t e r  n a r r a t i v e .  

The s e c u l a r  view o f  Ananse presented i n  t h i s  paper, however, need n o t  be 
construed as a c la im t h a t  c h a r a c t e r s  s ac red  t o  t h e  Akan do not  occur i n  Akan 
n a r r a t i v e  s e s s ions ,  o r  t h a t  t h e  Akan do no t  have myths. A s  r ega rds  t h e  former,  
i t  is  noteworthy t h a t  beside t he  sky-god, Onyame, r i v e r  gods occas iona l ly  
appear i n  Akan f i c t i o n a l  n a r r a t i v e s .  Here, even though t h e  d e i t i e s  are 
presen ted  w i t h i n  t h e  r e a l m  o f  f an t a sy  i n  t h e  t a l e s ,  t h e  Akan still accord them 
t h e i r  due vene ra t i on  i n  t h e  r e a l  world. And do t h e  Akan have what may be 
c l a s s i f i e d  as  myth? 

Myth exists among t h e  Akan. There is, o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e  well-known s t o r y  o f  
t h e  s e p a r a t i o n  o f  God from man, which i s  known a l l  over Afr ica ,  and even exists 
among t h e  Greek, Aztecs and Polynesians (o f  Radin 1952: 5 ) .  The widespread 
e x i s t e n c e  o f  t h i s  motif  reduces i ts  sac red  s i g n i f i c a n c e  among t h e  Akan. I n  
f a c t  t h i s  s t o r y  sometimes appears  i n  t a l e - t e l l i n g  s e s s ions .  On t h e  o t h e r  hand, 
t h e r e  a r e  more s e r i o u s  accounts  o f  c r e a t i o n  t h a t  a r e  he ld  sacred ,  f o r  example 
t h a t  embodied i n  t h e  message of  t h e  t a l k i n g  drums - t h e  t a l k i n g  drummer i s  
considered d i v i n e  among t h e  Akan. According t o  t h i s  account,  God f i r s t  c r e a t e d .  
l&,~ ( t h e  cou r t  c r i e r )  t o  e s t a b l i s h  o rde r ;  t hen  came Q k y e r m  ( t h e  t a l k i n g  
drummer) t o  r e p r e s e n t  knowledge (of  h i s t o r y  and l o r e ) ,  and f i n a l l y  Kwawu 
Kwabrafo ( t h e  execut ioner )  t o  r ep re sen t  dea th  (Opoku 1978: '22). This  i s  bes ide  
s ac red  and belief accounts  o f  c l a n  o r i g i n s ,  which are no t  t o l d  i n  s t o r y - t e l l i n g  
s e s s i o n s ,  but a r e  r e l a t e d  by c l a n  e l d e r s  on s p e c i a l  occasions.  I n  none of  
t he se  s ac red  accounts  i s  Ananse mentioned, however. 

The  Akan t r i c k s t e r  cyc le ,  i t  h a s  been argued i n  t h i s  paper, ha s  no 
t r app ings  o f  t h e  s ac red  and i s  b e t t e r  considered as f i c t i o n .  I n  a r r i v i n g  a t  
t h i s  conclusion,  we d i d  no t  make a mere conten t  a n a l y s i s  o f  n a r r a t i v e s ,  n e i t h e r  
d i d  we y i e l d  unquest ioningly t o  t h e  connota t ion  o f  mythology o f t e n  foreshadowed 
by t h e  word Tr i cks t e r .  Rather,  we r e l a t e d  t h e  Akan t r i c k s t e r  cyc l e  as  well 'as 

e i t s  hero,  t o  t h e  s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  contex t  i n  which they l i v e ,  contending t h a t  i n  
t h e  n a r r a t i v e s  i nvo lv ing  Ananse, w e  a r e  i n  no way d e a l i n g  wi th  Akan mythology, 
r e l i g i o n  o r  b e l i e f  systems, but  wi th  a figment o f  imagina t ive  d e l i g h t .  The 

f )  l a te  19 th  century an thropologica l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  " t a l k i n g  animals" i n  
Afr ica ,  t h e  o f  t - a s se r t ed  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of  totem animals  t o  t h e  savage , t he  
concomit tant  charge t h a t  p r i m i t i v e  peoples  could no t  draw a l i n e  between 
themselves and animals,  t he  subsumption by Paul Radin o f  a d i v e r s e  range o f  
n a r r a t i v e  heroes  under t he  l a b e l  T r i c k s t e r ,  need no t  predispose t he  mind o f  t h e  
f o l k l o r i s t  toward predetermining genre c a t e g o r i e s  o f  predominantly i l l i t e r a t e  
peoples. 
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Contextual s t u d i e s  o f  n a r r a t i v e s  i n  Af r i ca  could d i s s o l v e  Finneeant s doubt 

about  t h e  ex i s t ence  o f  myth in ~ f r i c a ;  but contex tua l  s t u d i e s  would a l s o  r evea l  
t h a t  c l eve r  animals  t h a t  t a l k  i n  A f r i c a ,  do no t  neces sa r i l y  b e l o n g  i n  t h e  
mythological  realm. . , 
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