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Abstract 
 

The article is devoted to the African symbols of adinkra and their meaning for understanding the 

culture and way of life of Ashanti people, who live in the southern part of Ghana. They are a 

“translation of thoughts and ideas, expressing and symbolizing the values and beliefs of the 

people among whom they occur”. The most important problem for researchers is that linguists 

do not regard adinkra as true writing. The author suggests that adinkra may be the ancient 

mathematics of Ashanti. The multi-faceted nature of the concept of adinkra and the sphere of its 

application in modern society is especially noted. 
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Introduction 
 

The Gold Coast, which is likely for some time to attract the public attention, extends from the 

river Volta to the river Assini (Dalrymple Hay 1874: 5). In pre-colonial times in the region 

existed a number of ancient kingdoms, including the Ga Adangbes on the eastern coast, inland 

Ashanti kingdom and various Fante states along the coast and inland.  

 

Pic. 1. Ghana on the map of Africa (image source: Catolico.info) 
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About 300 years ago, the Ashanti states united to resist invasion and seizure by their neighbors. 

This early Ashanti kingdom was based on an agreement that the Asantehene was king of all 

Ashanti. 

For centuries, Ashanti prospered. The market of Kumasi was said to be the largest in all of West 

Africa; Ashanti arts and textiles were known far and wide, as they still are.  

For a very long time during the European activity along the coast, geography allowed the 

Ashanti to remain secure. In the 1470s, the Portuguese were the first Europeans who arrived on 

the West Africa shores. They gave the Gold Coast (Ghana) its colonial name and built forts to 

protect their gold trade. Later the Dutch drove them out, and slaves trading became more 

remunerative than the sale of gold. When British replaced Dutch, they controlled their trade with 

the help of a string of small tribes near the coastal forts (O'Grady 2016: 5).  
 

 

Pic. 2. Kumasi and Ntonso on the map of Ghana (image source: Air France Magazine). 
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Once the United Kingdom granted independence, the name Ghana was chosen for the new 

nation, a reference to an empire of earlier centuries. This name is mostly symbolic, since the 

ancient Empire of Ghana was located to the north and west of current-day Ghana. But the 

descendants of that ancient empire migrated south and east and currently reside in Ghana. 
 

 

Pic. 3. The ancient Empire of Ghana and current-day Ghana (image: Janakesho). 
 
 

Adinkra is a printed or stamped traditional cloth made by the Ashanti people in Ghana, 

especially in the village of Ntonso.  Adinkra symbols have been used in Ghana on clothes, walls, 

pottery and as logos since the early 1800s, when king Adinkra was a king from the Ivory Coast. 
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Each symbol had a special meaning, and some have been passed on for over 100 years 

(Kidworldcitizen 2011).  
 

Each symbol of adinkra has its own name, and has a great meaning based on values which can 

be considered as universal human values such as: family, integrity, tolerance, harmony, 

determination among many others.  

 

West African wisdom: adinkra symbols and meanings 

 

Adinkra symbols can be primarily observed today in Ghanaian textiles.  Many of their geometric 

forms exist in older archaeological artifacts, across a wider geographic range.  

In the case of the textiles, these were originally used in the funerary arts with each symbol 

communicating a particular idea to the departed loved one. Contemporary uses of adinkra 

symbols have expanded well beyond the funerary arts.  

The dye used in stamping them is made from the bark of a tree called in Ashanti badie. The bark 

is cut up and then boiled in a big pot, into which several lumps of iron slag (etia) have been put. 

The bark and slag are boiled for several hours until two-thirds of the water have evaporated; the 

remainder is strained off. The liquid is now called adinkira aduru and is the color and 

consistency of coal tar; when this has cooled, it is ready for use. A flat piece of ground is cleared 

and swept, and upon this the cloth to be stamped is pegged out taut with small wooden pins. The 

stamps, cut in the various designs, are made from fragments of old calabashes, with small sticks 

leading from the stamp to a point which enables them to be held between the thumb and 

forefinger (Rattray 1959: 262).  

In the 21
st
 century, adinkra has become a global phenomenon. These stamped cloths have most 

interesting designs. 

Each symbol represents a colloquial saying connected to cultural and ethical values.  

For example, dwennimen (pic.4), the ram’s horns, is associated with the saying “it is the heart, 

and not the horns that leads a ram to bully”. Mr. A.W. Kayper-Mensah, a Ghanian poet, 

explained a collection of Adinkra designs by interesting short poems. For example, for this 

symbol he said:  
 

You only have to see them fight  

             to feel a ram’s strength of horn (for more details see Kayper-Mensah 1976: 10). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pic. 4. The adinkra symbol dwennimen (ram’s horns)  (pic. source: Adinkra symbols.). 
 

The gye nyame symbol (pic. 5) is a generalization of log curves as emblematic of life in general. 

The saying associated with this symbol is “no one except for God”. The bumps down the center 

represent the knuckles of a fist; a symbol of power. At each end there is a logarithmic curve, the 

curves of life (Babbitt, Lachney, Bulley 2015). Thus, the aphorism becomes less cryptic: “no 

one except God holds the power of life”. Among verses written by Mr. A.W. Kayper-Mensah 

there is the following poem: 
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Unless Nyankopon
1
 nods consent 

No storm can blow my wawa
2 

down 
Only He can see in the darkness 

Where we came from, where we go (Kayper-Mensah 1976: 8). 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pic. 5.  The gye nyame symbol (no one except for God)  (pic. source: Adinkra symbols.). 

 

Another interesting adinkra symbol is sankofa (pic. 6), that means: “you can always return to 

your roots” (hence the bird looking backwards). That is, we should reach back and gather the 

best of what our past has to teach us, so that we can achieve our full potential as we move 

forward. Whatever we have lost, forgotten, forgone, or been stripped of can be reclaimed, 

revived, preserved, and perpetuated. Here is a Mr. Kayper-Mensah’s poem related to the symbol: 
 

That bird is wise, 

Look. Its beak, back turned, picks 

For the present, what is best from ancient eyes, 

Then steps forward, on ahead 

To meet the future, undeterred (Kayper-Mensah 1976: 4). 
 

 

Pic. 6. The adinkra symbol sankofa (you can always return to your roots)  (source: Adinkra 

symbols) 
 

Despite the clear presence of mathematical concepts such as geometric transformations, the 

Cartesian plane and basic computations employed by artisans in the making of the adinkra 

symbols, none of these resources are fused into the teaching of math and science in the 

classroom. 

The issue that challenges the fusion of culture into math, science and technology education is 

the fact that each of the ten regions in Ghana has differences in their cultural practices and 

values.   This is a reason why adinkra is particularly appropriate; the symbols have taken on a 

status as part of the Ghana national culture shared by all regions, and even internationally as 

symbolic of African heritage. While adinkra symbols have taken on a national identity in Ghana, 

                                                           
1
 Nyankopon or Nyame is the God of the Akan people of Ashanteland. His name means "he who knows and sees 

everything in the Akan language. 
2
 Wawa is name of tropical tree Triplochiton scleroxylon in Ghana. 
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and even pan-African symbolism globally, there is still a sense of its close identification with 

Akan cultural heritage. 
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