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*Teachers’ Workshops.  
The Center offers in-service work-
shops for K-12 teachers about instruc-
tion on Africa throughout the school 
year.

*Summer Institutes.  
Each summer, the Center holds teach-
ing institutes for K-12 teachers.

*Publications.  
The Center publishes and distributes 
teaching 
resources including Irohin. 

*Library.  
Teachers may borrow videotapes and books from the 
Outreach office.

*Community and School Presentations.  
Faculty and graduate students make presentations on 
Africa to local communities and schools.

*Research Affiliate Program.  
Two one-month appointments are provided each 
summer. The program enables African specialists at 

 * The Center is partially funded under Title VI of the 
federal Higher Education Act as a National Resource 
Center on Africa. One of 12 resource centers, Florida’s 
is the only Center located in the southeastern United 
States. The Center directs, develops, and coordinates 
interdisciplinary instruction, research, and outreach on 
Africa.The Outreach Program includes 
a variety of activities whose 
objective is to improve the teaching of 
Africa in primary and secondary schools, 
colleges, universities and local commu-
nities. The Following are some of the 
regular activities which fall under the 
Outreach Program. 

Papa Susso, a griot from the 
Gambia, visits an elementa-
ry school class in alachua 

county.

institutions which do not have adequate resources for 
African-related research to increase their expertise on 
Africa through contact with other Africanists. They 
also have access to Africa-related resources at the Uni-
versity of Florida libraries. 



Back row: Outreach director, Dr. Agnes N. 

Leslie, Cheryl Smith, Heather Christian, Joan 

Stevens, Karen King-Thompson, Kinnas Clark, Bob 

Bergdorf, Josephine Bandinga (presenter).

Front row: Lita Halchak,Antoinette 

D’Assomption (presenter), Sandra Lovelady, Nan-

nette Ransom, Tricia McCall Bagby and 

Ade Ofunniyin (presenter).

Each summer, the Center for African Studies at the University of Florida hosts a k-
12 teachers institute. The objective of the institute is to help teachers increase their 
knowledge about Africa and develop lessson plans to use in their classrooms. The 
creative lesson plans in this issue of irohin were written by participants in the 2003 
institute. please feel free to use these materials in your teaching and share them with 
other teachers. Write or call the Center for African studies for additional copies.

Sincerely,
Agnes Ngoma Leslie
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Background
 Brightly decorated houses are found throughout Africa. 
As recently as the late 19th century, Africans in the Lower 
Nile Valley area, known as Nubia, were known to have 
painted and decorated their houses. Houses in Nubian 
villages were typically made of white washed plaster, 
with vaulted roofs. The entranceways were decorated 
and painted, usually with geometric and representational 
themes. In addition to the use of paint, often broken china 
plates, tin cans and pot lids were placed in triangular 
patterns on the walls. There are no photos of these 
decorated buildings, but verbal description tells us that 
they used themes including fish, birds, flowers, palms, 
animals, geometric patterns and flag-shaped symbols.
 The house decorations were expressions of social status 
and also expressions of religious beliefs. Some of the 
plates had hotel names showing where the owner might 
have worked. The symbolic meaning of the plates was 
to signify the goal of bringing bread into the house, and 
the shiny surfaces were believed to repel the “evil-eye,” 
a belief originating in Upper Egypt. The designs and 
surface attachments seemed to function as powers and 
symbols of powers that could prevent and counteract 
evil. Some designs may reflect things the painters 
do not have, but desire.
 For the Nubians, the exuberant and 
fantastic imagery and decoration of 
their houses might express pride for 
their people, prestige, self-expression, 
and a desire to make the countryside 
more beautiful. Their reason  for this 
kind of art seems  rooted in tradition 
and spiritual beliefs, which reflect 
their need for display, spectacle, 
self-expression, and changing ways. 
Ethnic groups  in South Africa also 
known for decorative house painting 
include the Ndebele, the Basotho, and 

the Lesotho people.
 The tradition of painted houses for the Ndebele people 
of South Africa dates back to about 50 years. Prior to this 
time, house walls were painted with earth-toned colors 
and often the artist would scratch patterns into the wet 
plaster using their fingers. It is believed that these early 
patterns, unlike the more recent painted designs, had 
sacred powers and may have been made to answer the 
request made by their ancestors. The Ndebele people 
prefer to decorate in the winter during dry season because 
in the summer, the intense rains can destroy the painting 
and even cause deep holes in the walls.
 More recently, the Ndebeleʼs brightly colored geometric 
wall paintings are believed to be an attempt to identify 
themselves, and set themselves apart from other ethnic 
groups. This attempt at self-expression manifests itself 
in the colors, motifs and themes used.  
 In Africa women play a dominant role as builders and 
designers. They primarily are the ones who do the house 
paintings. The paintings have symbolic meaning showing 
their rich culture and ancient art-making traditions. 

Politically, these walls were used 
as signs  in the face of 

the oppressive 
a p a r t h e i d 

r eg ime 
o f 

Courtesy http://www.ux1.eiu.
edu/cfrb/paintedhouses.htm

This is an example of a Ndebele 
painted house in South Africa.



South Africa, which tried to oppress and demean  the 
black population. As women painters create the wall 
murals, they depict rituals, announce marriages, show 
forms of prayer and worship, and often depict themes 
of protest. For example, women from the Basotho group 
in South Africa used to paint their houses in the colors 
of the then outlawed African National Congress Party,  
black, green and gold. These party colors would have 
been considered illegal.
 Traditionally, the Ndebele women painters pass their 
skills to their daughters and granddaughters. In the early 
times, the paint was made from cow dung mixed with 
different colors of earth clay to produce black, white, red, 
green and yellow. The paint was applied annually using 
feathers and bundles of twigs with chewed ends. In more 
recent times, they use acrylic paints and brushes, which 
allow more variety in their colors. The earth color paints 
obtained from clay deposits include some colors that 
were so difficult to obtain that in the early days women 
might have to travel as far as 100 miles to find a particular 
color. They would roll the red, brown and yellow ochre 
earth into compact spheres, which would dry with little 
chunks of solid pigment, very similar to our modern 
dry watercolor paints. Black was made by mixing soot 
with the dark soil from a nearby riverbank. Some of the 
women painters have become known throughout the 
world for their beautiful designs, some of which have 
been used in advertising for, the car manfacturer BMW, 
and the airline British Airways.

“The murals are a form of religious art. They honor and 
please the ancestors to whom the Basotho pray for peace, 
rain and plenty. If the prayers are successful, the rains 
arrive and wash away the painting, but the fields, the 
herds and the families of the land all flourish, fertility 
and abundance abound.The mud walls of the houses 
are likened to the fields, and the designs incised into the 
walls and painted are signs of cultivation, equivalent 
to the furrows hoed into the earth. Many mural designs 
refer to flowers and to the plant world, and are signs of 
fertility. Houses themselves are metaphors for the womb 
and Creation, when humans emerged from a cave deep 
in the earth. The symbolism of the houses and the murals 
are thus intimately related in many ways to the realm of 
women.” (Van Wyk p.10)

 Being primarily abstract, Ndebele murals include such 
pictorial motifs as animals, light bulbs and even razor 
blades! They combine sun and tree motifs with letters of 
the alphabet. Other motifs might include inspiration from 
childrenʼs school books (for example, a lion may never 
be seen in real life by the painter, so she would get her 
idea from a story book), telephone poles, wrought-iron 

work, airplanes, staircases and steps. Their geometric 
stylized shapes rarely include human figures, considered 
too difficult to render, but rather they use flowers and 
trees, which are more easily reduced to simplified 
forms.
 Esther Mahlangu is probably the best known of the 
South African women painters. She was the first to 
transfer her designs from house walls to canvas, which 
allows her work to be displayed in galleries around the 
world. Isa Kabini and Francine Ndimande are two other 
prominent women painters. Another known artist, Vasi 
D. Mchunu, says of her work:

“I simply rise up, go to the wall, and start working. I do not 
need to waste my  time drawing sketches and  musing over 
details. As I proceed, I constantly correct any mistakes 
by  hand. Of course my mind is sorting out  the images, 
the patterns, and the colors. I am striving  for harmony 
and  brightness.
 I decorate the front and the sides of the courtyard in the 
same manner. Harmony is my watchword...All the shapes 
are willed by my brain. It is my own creation and I am 
not imitating anyone. My constant guide is the constant 
quest for beauty. I always want to paint.This is my love 
and my  will. Unlike other women artists who decorate 
as a preparation for some occasion or other. Be it a dance  
ceremony...a wedding...not so with me. If when looking at 
my children, I am inspired to create designs for each one 
of  them, I simply go to  the wall and paint this love for 
them to see.”  (From Interview with Vusi D. Mchunu: “To 
paint is to express joy” in AmaNbedele, Signals of color 
from South Africa, Ed. Ernst Wasmuth Verlag, Tubigen, 
Germany, 1991.)

 In the present day, undoubtedly, part of the 
motivation for house mural painting is tourism. Today, 
visitors to the villages in South Africa will pay for a 
tour of the painted homesteads. Monetary negotiations 
vary as to how much is charged for the experience. 
Some Ndebele will charge by the photograph. 

Florida Sunshine State Standards: Visual Arts

B. Creation and Communication
1. The student creates and communicates a range of 
subject matter, symbols and ideas using knowledge of 
structures and functions of visual arts.
VA.B.1.2.1. The student understands that the subject 
matter used to create unique works of art can come 
from personal experience, observation, imagination and 
themes;



VA.B1.2.1.b. The student creates works of art depicting 
how signs and symbols convey historical, cultural or 
personal meaning;
VA.B.1.2.3. The student knows how to identify the 
intentions of those creating works of art.

C. Cultural and Historical Connections
1.The student understands the visual arts in relation to 
history and culture;
VA.C.1.2.1. The student understands the similarities and 
differences in works of art froma variety of sources;
VA.C.1.2.2. The student understands how artists have 
used  visual languages and symbol systems  through  
time and across culture;
VA.C.1.2.2.a. The student recognizes significant works 
of art and architecture and how they have functioned 
over time.

Objective
Fifth grade children will gain an understanding of 
African house painting, why it was done, the symbolic 
meanings, and what materials were used.They will have 
an opportunity to create their own house painting.

Activity
Materials needed:
 Map of Africa
  Pictures of  African Painted Houses
 Tempera Paint
 Brushes
 Water buckets 
    18 X 24 White paper   
 Yellow chalk

Procedure
 Explain the technique to be used for the painting. 
They are to make their house as large as possible 
to fill the white paper. Think about what symbols 
they might want to include in their house painting. 
Use chalk to plan the composition. Fill in the areas 
using colors that they feel will best interpret the 
symbolic message they might want to present. 
This lesson would probably require three 45-
minute sessions: Session #1 would be devoted to 
background study and discussion, and beginning 
the plan for their paintings; Session #2 they 
would begin painting, and session #3 they would 
complete their projects.

Evaluation
  A critique could be done to describe the symbols  
used and the colors selected. Compare these paintings 
to the African house paintings looked at in the earlier 
discussion. 
Questions: Do any symbols look alike? How would you 
compare your painting technique to that of the African 
women? Did you use colors similar to the colors used 
by the African women painters?

References
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Introduction: African Masks

When asked about Africa, specifically African art, one of 
the images that may come to mind is a beautiful, wooden 
mask. Whether the masks have been seen on the covers 
of magazines, in documentary videos, or displayed in 
museums, most Westerners have a concept of the African 
mask. African masks have intrigued me because each one 
is unique with a story behind it. My interest in African 
masks has led me to increase my understanding of their 
significance and purpose in their natural setting and to 
provide a meaningful way for others to better understand 
and appreciate their importance.
 The purpose of this project is for the learner to:

 Δ learn a brief history and meaning behind 
African    masks through examples 
of how they are used    b y  A f r i c a n 
peoples;

 Δ learn the various forms and styles of African  
          masks as well as the materials used in 
their     creation;

 Δ understand the similarities and differences of  
  African masks and head adornments used in   
  Western society ;

 Δ gain a better appreciation of African masks and  
  their significance.

Brief History and Meaning Behind African Masks

 African masks can be traced back thousands of years. 
They still play a significant role for many people in 
contemporary Africa; 1.) Masks are used in many of 
the traditional ceremonies and are both functional and 
artistic. 2.)Masks are also used to represent deities, good 
or evil spirits, mythological beings, and the spirits of 
ancestors. 3.)Different masks are worn during various 
occasions: fertility or initiation rites, celebrations, peace 
and trouble times, funerals, and for entertainment.
 One of the most important functions of the mask in 
Africa is to change the identity of the person who is 
wearing it. To wear the mask along with the rest of the 
costume is to replace oneʼs identity. Other identities 
commonly taken are those of spirits, ancestors, or another 

 

By Tricia Mccall Bagby

person who is either revered or feared. An example of an 
identity-changing African mask comes from the Baule 
peoples of Cote dʼIvoire. Their mask, called the albino, 
incarnates “bo nun amuin—god of the forest” or “amuin 
yasua—menʼs god.” These gods are thought to possess 
the wearer of the mask and a dance is performed to 
protect the village, to discipline women, or at the funerals 
of former dancers and important men. 
 Another significant function of the African mask is  
in te transformation of a person in a “rite of passage.” 
Initiation into adulthood, a secret society, marriage, or 
a person’s movement into a higher rank are just some 
of the examples of ceremonies that marked by a masked 
performance.
 In a “rite of passage” ceremony, the  former identity 
of a person is symbolically replaced with a new identity. 
One of the few examples where women in Africa wear 
masks is during a “rite of passage” ceremony performed 
by the Mende people in parts of Liberia as well as Sierra 
Leone, Cote dʼIvoire, and Guinea. This group of women, 
known as the Sande society, provides a secluded school 
and sanctuary for girls to be initiated into adulthood. The 
masked women officiate the ceremony of the initiatesʼ 
debut after completing their schooling. The Sande 
women officials are adorned in a black helmet mask 
known as a sowei mask. The term sowei stems from 
Sowo, who is the goddess of water and symbolizes truth 
and wisdom; a sowei is the person who initiates the new 
inductees and is their leader and teacher.    
When masks are used for the purposes of entertaining, 
it is often during theatrical performances that portray 
profound ethnic myths. For example, the Dan peoples of 
West Africa wear a tankagle mask to entertain spectators 
during celebrations.
 

African Masks:  Forms, Styles and Materials

 An African mask can be worn in three ways: as a 
face mask, helmet mask, or headdress. The face mask is 
not directly attached to the dancer’s head but is held in 
front of the face, possibly supported by a stick. A helmet 
mask 



   

covers the entire head and a headdress is worn on the 
crown of the dancer’s head and joins a costume that 
covers the dancerʼs body. These masks can be oval, 
circular, rectangular, elongated, heart-shaped, animal or 
human, and may be any combination of these. 
 The styles and forms of African masks are influenced 
by two sources:  the social traditions and religious beliefs 
of the personʼs group  and the individual’s own creativity 
and vision for the mask. Some of the masks are realistic 
portraits of the people’s ancestors and other masks 
represent abstract concepts like courage, beauty, 
nobility, and humor. To express these abstract 
qualities the masks may have exaggerated and 
stylized features. 
 The masks are made from a wide range 
of materials including bronze, leather, brass, 
copper, ivory, terracotta, fabric, and wood. 
However, wood is the most commonly 
used material because of its accessibility 
and the belief that a tree has a spiritual 
soul. Masks are often decorated with 
cowrie shells, beads, animal skins, and 
bone. Wooden masks are often dyed 
with pigments created from plants, 
seeds, vegetables, and soil.

Masks and Mortarboards:
Comparing Rites of Passage 

 Masks are one of the most notable and 
recognizable symbols of Africa and even though 
they have been removed from their natural setting they 
have had an enormous effect on art throughout history. 
However, when discussing African masks, it is necessary 
to recognize that they are not isolated objects without 
a voice, movement, or music, and that they are used to 
transform the wearer into a tangible presence. 
 One method used to understand the various functions 
of something is to compare and contrast it to that which 
is similar in one’s society. Westerners could look at the 
mortarboard (graduation cap) as a symbol used in their 
“rites of passage” ceremony, which is similar to how 
some  Africans celebrate their “rites of passage from 
childhood to adulthood, or from one social rank to 
another, as in the case of the Sande women.
 The mortarboard, like an African mask, is not meant 

to be worn alone, but is accompanied with music and 
a processional, speakers, a robe, and diplomas. Family 
members and friends are present to commemorate the 
passage of the graduate to a higher academic or social 
level. Equally important, is the more subtle meaning of 
the graduateʼs passage to a more mature, responsible 
member of society. 
 Although, the interpretations of these ceremonies 
differ in their cultural symbols, this comparison shows 

that we are not that different in our need to 
recognize and honor the same capstones 

of life:  birth, childhood, adolescence, 
adulthood, marriage, and death.

Activities:
1. Lead students through 
a comparative study with 
African masks and the 
mortarboard by using a venn 
diagram. 
2. Have the students discuss 

and write their own comparisons 
of an African mask and all that 
accompanies the mask to an 
object that is familiar to him/her. 
(for example- a football helmet 
which is accompanied with the rest 
of the attire, parades, bonfires, fans, 

cheerleaders, tail-gating, bands, and 
the games)

3. Compare and contrast “rite of passage” rituals in 
Africa, the United States, and around the world.
4. Have the students discuss and write about non-visual 
masks that we wear at different times to hide feelings 
and emotions.
5. Have the students make masks to represent themselves. 
Numerous websites offer creative ways to make masks 
using various materials.
6. Use a KWL Chart to record the students’ understanding 
of African masks.

photo Courtesy of genuineafrica.com

              This  unique mask is from the 
              Dan ethnic group of the Ivory

               Coast and liberia.  
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           chi wara dance crests 
form Mali are made 

fromwood, raffia, and 
fiber
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 By Kinnas Clark

 Africa is the second largest continent in the 
world. The land mass encompasses more than 
three times the size of the United States. There 
are a variety of climates as well as a diverse 
terrain. From the northern borders of Africa, 
through the Sahara Desert, the ways of life are 
dictated by the heat and dryness. The eastern 
coast of Africa is rich and 
fertile. The landscape includes 
tropical rain forests, as well 
as beautiful beaches. The 
southern region of Africa is 
teaming with natural resources 
such as oil, copper, and bronze. 
The west coast continues 
in the same rich and fertile 
producing tradition as the 
above mentioned three regions 
of Africa. One of the primary 
exports and the most treasured 
metals is gold.
 In ancient Egypt, gold was one 
of the major metals used to portray 
artwork. The techniques of the 
goldsmiths alone were astonishing 
and pleasing to the eye. The Pharoah 
or king often was adorned with large 
amulets, bracelets, statues, staffs, 
and personal jewelry all made with 
near perfect precision. One of the 
most famous kings of ancient Egypt 
was Tutankahem. The discovery of 
his tomb almost fully intact provided 
an opportunity to study the precious 
artifacts and their craftmanship. His 
coffin and burial mask, as well as numerous jewelry 
pieces were all made of gold, which was considered a 
sign of beauty, strength, and power.
 The Akan of West Africa used gold as a means to 
express numerous ideals in their culture. The symbol 
of twin gold crocodiles joined at the stomach depicted 
the belief of political democracy. This same figure 

symbolized unity in two persons as well. The golden art 
work called the Akolena (state swords), symbolize state 
authority, legitimacy, and power. Gold weights in the 
Akan were created and, used “ like spoken language to 
honor social and historical events or entities, to express 
philosophical or religious views, aspirations, and dreams, 
or simply to ask questions, or express displeasure” 

(Nitcki,1982). Gold was also 
used to display historical and 
mythical events as well as 
social values and institutions 
such as marriage and raising 
children.
 Gold containers of pottery 
were fashioned to not only 
beautify, but also edify 
one’s home. Creations in 
gold would serve as storage 
containers even for gold dust 
itself. Encompassing the 
usage of gold by the Akan, 
gold weights served as 
proverb-like symbols. These 
symbols allowed the user 
to express religious beliefs, 
social relations, and wisdom 
without voicing a sound. An 
interesting example would 
be a pair of golden sandals, 
(mpaboa) which states:
 “Wonni mpaboa ape’bi, 
wonni afundora, pe’bi 
n a m n e  w o  w o ’ b i k a 
wo’seramu,”—
If you don’t have sandals, 

find some, if you don’t have gun powder, find some, for 
there is a score to settle on the battleground. This phrase 
usually was a declaration of war. Gold was adorned for 
fashion displays, as well as to show case power, revealing 
religious views, and expressions of political views. 
 The Asante people of West Africa used gold as a way 
of expressing power in the form of a golden stool that 



 

symbolized unity in their political system. The enormous empire of the Asante included the present day countries 
of Gyaman, Gonja, Mano Prussi, Akwamu, and Wassa. Gold was a major export to both the north and the south. 
It was not only used for exporting, but large amounts were used for artwork for the native people. The Asantehene 
custom was to melt down all of their ornaments and have them re-made annually. Arrayed in portraits as well, an 
Asante captain was depicted with ornaments of both silver and gold.
 In modern African society, gold is still a major export. The continent produces some of the purest as well as the 
finest gold in the world. From ancient times to the present gold continues to be an expression of one’s wealth, 
social status, religious beliefs, political beliefs.
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By Sandra (Mudiwa) Lovelady

Objective:

Students will be able to:

*    Define the word symbol,

* Recognize the symbols used on the U.S. dollar 
bill,

* Compare and contrast the meanings of the symbols on 
the U.S. dollar bill as it relates to ancient Africa,

* Illustrate that the African origin of humanity extends 
into the currency of the United States,

* Recognize symbols located in Washington D.C., 
which are linked to ancient Africa,

 Symbols convey meaning in an instant. Young children 
recognize the golden arches of a McDonald’s restaurant. 
The American flag represents patriotism in our country. 
The American bald eagle represents freedom. Symbols 
are around us everyday. These symbols convey meanings 
of countless things in our everyday life. They bring 
vivid images of the object they represent to our minds 
immediately. Symbols help us connect our feelings to 
objects or events.

What is money? What do the symbols on the US 
dollar represent? Today in the United States we are 
literally surrounded by images or references to money. 
Entertainers sing about money, people talk about 
money on the television, we read about money in the 
newspapers. There are even movies about money. How 
are the symbols used on the American dollar bill linked 
to African society?

 The founders of the constitution and creators of the 
monetary system understood the power of African 
symbolism as it relates to life, liberty, freedom and justice 
from the spiritual, physical and mental viewpoints. The 
African philosophy and way of life is all around us.

 Anthony Browder states that a Frenchman named 
Jean Champollion deciphered the Rosetta stone in 1822 
and “revealed the mysteries of the Egyptian hieroglyphs 
which paved the way for the European interpretation 
of ancient African history. Today, an Afrocentric 
decipherment of the Great Seal will also shed new light 
on the establishment of the United States of America and 
its relationship with African people.”



American
The American Bald Eagle is the centerpiece of the Great 
Seal on the back of the dollar bill.

The bald eagle was chosen June 20, 1782, as the emblem 
of the United States of America, because of its long life, 
great strength and majestic looks, and also because it was 
then believed to exist only on this continent. The eagle was 
selected as a symbol of freedom.

African Influence
The African symbol for the ancient Egyptian god Horus is 
the falcon and looks strikingly similar to the eagle used on 
the U.S. seal.

Horus was the falcon-headed solar and sky god from ancient 
Egypt. He is associated with vitality, health and regeneration. 
Horus was the son of Osiris and Isis. His right eye was 
white and represented the sun, his left eye was black and 
represented the moon. According to Egyptian myth, Set, 
Horus’s brother, killed Osiris. Horus fought Set to avenge 
this death and lost his left eye in the fight. The god of 
wisdom and the moon, Thoth, used his powers to reassemble 
Horus’s eye. On presenting Horus’s eye to Osiris, Osiris 
experienced rebirth.

The All-Seeing Eye

The “All-Seeing Eye” located above the pyramid suggests 
the importance of divine guidance in favor of the American 
cause.

The inscription Annuit coeptis translates as “He (God) has 
favored our undertakings,” and refers to the sense of divine 
providence guiding the formation of our government. In 
addition, the inscription Novus Ordo Seclorum translates as 
“A new order of the ages,” and signifies a new                       
                     American era.

The Eye of Horus

The eye of Horus symbolizes protection and the bringing 
of wisdom. The eye also symbolizes our ability to see with 
clarity and truthfulness. The eye of Horus symbol was used 
in funerary rites and decoration, and after 1200 BC, it was 
also used by the Egyptians to represent fractions, based on 
repeated division by two.

Both the right and the left eyes of Horus were depicted by 
the ancient Egyptians. The wounding of the left eye served 
as a mythical explanation of the phases of the moon, and its 
magical restoration meant that the left was usually the one 
used as an amulet and considered to be the ‘Eye of Horus’.

The Egyptian god Horus was very 
important to ancient Egypt.He 
was usually depicted as a falcon 
as seen in this staute or a falcon-
headed man.

Photo courtesy of Guido Van Wijngaarden



Great Seal of the United States

The Great Seal was first used on the reverse of the one-dollar Federal Reserve note in 1935. The Department of State 
is the official keeper of the Seal. They believe that the most accurate explanation of a pyramid on the seal is that it 
symbolizes strength and durability. The unfinished pyramid means that the United States will always 
grow, improve and build.

American
The Number 13

The number 13 is represented throughout the dollar bill and 
other U.S. currency.

a. Thirteen stars in a constellation above the head of the eagle
b. Thirteen stripes on the shield
c. In the right talon of the eagle is an olive branch bearing 
thirteen leaves representing peace
d. Thirteen arrows in the left talon of eagle symbolizing war
e. Thirteen letters in the words E pluribus unum
f. The number thirteen is used thirteen times throughout the 
seal
g. Thirteen steps on the pyramid
h. 13 original colonies
i. 13 signers of the Declaration of Independence

African Connection
Significance of the number thirteen from an 
Afrocentric perspective

Many historians write that the number thirteen represents 
the thirteen original colonies. However, in his book
From the Browder Files, Anthony Browder illustrates 
the significance of the number thirteen. “In masonic, 
esoteric and metaphysical literature, 13 is the number of 
transformation. The completion of a cycle is represented 
by 12, and 12+1 is the transformation of the energy of 
that completed cycle to a higher, more spiritual level. 
We see this philosophy expressed in the symbolism of 
Christ and the 12 disciples, the sun and the 12 signs of 
the zodiac, King Arthur and the 12 knights of the Round 
Table, and December 25 and the 12 days of Christmas.”

The number 13 deals with astronomy and the 12 positions 
in the heavens. The time it takes the sun to complete a 
circuit is called the Great Year (25,827 years). The sun 
travels to the 12 positions of the zodiac and takes 1/12th 
of the Great Year to stay in each house (2.152 years).  The 
Egyptian priests studied astronomy and the circuit for two 
cycles.

Color Green
Growth, nature, prosperity

Color Green
The color  Ausar. It is the color of growth in nature and 
became the symbol of resurrection after death. George 
G.M. Jones stated in Stolen Legacy that the Masons 
copied the education system of Egypt

American African

Configuration of Dollar

Based on the shape of the Grand Temple of Wast.

Configuration of Dollar
The configuration of the dollar bill takes its shape from 
the University of IpetIsut (the most select place) built by 
Pharaoh Imhotep III and designed by Amenhotep the son 
of Hapu. It is also called the temple of Thebes or Luxor.



by Heather Christian

The Pyramid

Signifies strength and duration.The pyramid is made up of 13 
courses that represent the original 13 colonies. The courses 
combine to form a united structure which represents the 
concept that “out of diversity comes unity”. The flat top of 
the pyramid suggests that the final courses have not yet been 
added and that the nation will continue to grow and expand.

The Pyramid

The top of the pyramid contains the capstone and has 
a spiritual connotation. It is a symbol of creation and 
regeneration.

The pyramids have become one of the most 
recognizable images of Egypt. And have been 
represented in other cultures such as on the 
American dollar bill.

Photo courtesy of Chelle Fox
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“Primitive”, “native”, “uncivilized.”  These are terms 
that were used to describe the people of Africa when 
Western civilization first began breaching the soil of the 
so-called “dark continent.”  This terminology reflected 
the deeply ascribed ideologies that perpetrated a myth of 
Western superiority. With 
this sense of superiority 
came, no doubt, a desire to 
acculturate and inevitably, 
t h r o u g h  s y s t e m a t i c 
westernization, to control. 
Thus, it can be argued 
that the beginning of 15th 
century acculturation 
stemmed from a belief that 
in bringing “civilization” 
to Africa, greater chance 
f o r  f u t u r e  s u r v i v a l 
was being gifted to an 
otherwise unknowing 
people. With the advent 
of colonization, the ideas 
espoused in early acculturation practices often became 
laws that led to civil discontent and a loss of traditional 
values and practices. 
 Now too, we must recognize that part of the 
acculturation process involved the infusion of Western 
religion. The vast influx of Christianity and Islam into 
Africa has greatly altered the face of community and 
tradition in many African countries. So we must now 
examine how a post-colonial Africa, already largely 
Christian and Muslim, can begin to re-evaluate and repair 
the mistakes of the past in an attempt to bridge a large 
gap between perceivable Western ideologies and the rich 
traditions of Africa’s diverse religions. While the same 
principles can be applied to Muslim areas of Africa, the 
following will focus on Christianity and the meritable 
infusion of the traditional and the modern. 
 We need to begin this process by understanding that, 
in conversion to Christianity, many Africans were 
compelled to surrender the culture that was so deeply 
entrenched in every facet of their traditional religions. 

 First, we must begin to transform the acculturation 
of previous centuries into a newer understanding of 
inculturation. The difference lies primarily in the 
sensibility that cultures can and do coexist. We are each 
born into a culture that is intrinsically part of who we are, 

and we cannot rightly 
suggest that anyone 
must lay down his or 
her culture to pick up 
the mantle of God. Early 
Christians mistakenly 
adhered to the theory 
that religion was culture, 
when in fact the solidity 
of a faith often becomes 
more binding in regards 
to one’s own communal 
understanding of his 
present and his past. “Our 
imagery and metaphors 
are meaningful only in 
the context of what we 

experience constantly. Our concepts of time, space, 
and religions are all tinted by our ecological glasses” 
(Sarpong 1). Inculturation rests upon the supposition that 
when two cultures meet, both gain from the encounter. 
 
Family and Community

 One of pillars of the Christian faith is the idea of a 
connectedness to all mankind through the Creator in 
whom “there is neither Greek nor Jew.”  Christianity 
espouses the idea that we are family and must provide 
for each other. In the apostle Paul’s writing’s to Timothy, 
he referred to Timothy as his son. They were not blood 
related, but united by a commonality and bond of faith 
and understanding. 
 However, the model of African traditional religions 
is far removed. Entire communities participate in 
rearing a child, and in many African languages, there 
isn’t even a name for aunt or uncle. They are simply 
mother and father. Family, its value to society, and its 



Families are the pillars of the 
Christian faith.

http://www.messagedoctrine.net/

extended nature are tenets of Christianity that we could 
strengthen by observing traditional ideals of African 
religion and moving away from our concentric measuring 
sticks of value that degrade the family, both natural and 
spiritual.
 The social nature within African traditional religions 
could also teach Christianity great lessons about the 

participation and involvement of everyone. Traditional 
religion was not confined to a building, one day a week, 
and intensely personal; it was a way of life, a system of 
beliefs that permeated all social spheres and was societal 
in nature. 
           
Rites of Reconciliation

 Perhaps one of the most profound facets of traditional 
African society can be seen in what is often termed 
rites of reconciliation. Reconciliation is also central to 
worship in Christianity and operates on the principle that 
reconciliation is communal because division affects an 
entire community, not just the people involved in the 
dispute. Believers are admonished to seek out one with 
whom there exists division before coming before God 
in worship.
 Among the Zulus, the rite of reconciliation is called 
“Ukuthelelana amanzi,” which translates, “to wash each 
other’s hands.” When an argument occurs, a mediator 
will invite the parties to cool the heat of anger and hate. 
Sitting opposite one another, they are given a mixture 
of cool water, ash, and traditional medicine to wash 

their hands. Then, each would be given an opportunity 
to speak and the mediator would lead them toward 
forgiveness. Then each would take a sip of the ash-water 
and spit it over his left shoulder and they would together 
drink out of a common cup.
 A similar ceremony is practiced among the Tsonga. In 
this ceremony, an herb called mudahomu is poured into 
a shell with water and each of the offenders takes a sip 
and spits it out. The first recites these words: “This is our 
imprecation. We have pronounced it because our hearts 
were sore. Today it must come to an end. It is right that 
we make peace.” 
 The second, upon spitting out his water replies: “ I was 
angry but let us make peace and eat from the same spoon 
and drink out of the same pot and be friends again. They 
then break the shell and drink beer out of the same cup. 
(Tlhagale 5)
 These cultural observances mimic Biblical principals 
of forgiveness and the cooling of anger and are not 
contrary to Christianity, but rather in accordance with 
it. 
 The preceding examples are only a few of the ways that 
Christianity ignored the fluidity of a deeply connected 
society that had more to offer Western understanding 
then anyone may ever truly understand.
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OBJECTIVES: 
 1.)To build background knowledge of the oral 
traditional language of the Akan people of Ghana through 
proverbs; 2.)to discuss the meanings of proverbs; 3.) to 
collect proverbs from family and friends; 4.)to illustrate 
proverbs and to create a linguist staff.
    
SUNSHINE STATE STANDARDS: 
1. The student understands the power of language;
2. The student uses appropriate words to shape reactions, 
perceptions, and beliefs (figurative language); 
3. The student understands similes, metaphors, and 
alliteration. LAD2.2.1;
4. The student listens attentively to the speaker and 
responds to the speaker by asking questions, making 
contributions, summarizing, and reflecting on ideas. 
LAC1.2.3., LAC1.2.4.& LAC1.2.5;
5. The student creates and communicates a range of 
subject matter, symbols, and ideas using knowledge 
of structures and functions of visual arts. VAB.1.2.1., 
VAB.1.2.2;
 All African societies relied on oral means to preserve 
their knowledge of the past. Each generation added 
or subtracted where it saw the need. Jan Vansina 
defines oral tradition as “verbal messages which are 
reported statements from the past beyond the present 
generation.”
 Traditional oral language in Africa was and is used 
for teaching children, preserving family identity, and to 
explain an individual’s place in the family and community 
as a whole. People achieved cultural consciousness 
through oral traditions by learning proverbs.
 In traditional oral societies, children saw their relatives 
face to face and interacted with them daily. A person’s 
facial expressions, body movement, noise, and gestures 
added to the spoken word and made a lasting impression 
on children. They remembered the lesson as well as the 
speaker.
 To be an effective communicator, one must add color 
to the spoken word. Using similes and metaphors such as 
proverbs brings a clear message that people can connect 
to.
 The Akan word kasakoa means “to twist the language.” 

By Lita Halchak

Many proverbs are twisted so people will take some time 
to think about the lesson or lessons they are intended to 
teach. Symbols can be found in most proverbs that are 
short but teach a short message. For instance, “One finger 
does not catch a fly.” This means that you need more 
than one and people must work together to get things 
done. Trees, animals, people, and objects all serve as 
symbols in proverbs to teach moral and ethical issues. 
These issues are taken to heart and mind because the 
words help people decide between right and wrong, good 
and evil, and justice and injustice. Other proverbs deal 
with spiritual and religious meanings and dictate what a 
person can or cannot do in the community. Daily activity 
centers around proverbs and people seem to find one to 
fit every occasion and situation, but proverbs must  be 
used for a reason or they will not be effective. Ancestors 
spoke in proverbs and because of this, it is customary 
to begin a proverb with, “The ancestors say,” or “The 
elders say,” to give authority to the words. 
 
OKYEAME (THE LINGUIST):
 In the Akan culture in Ghana, a linguist specialized 
in a variety of speech forms that did not involve many 
words. These non-royal priests or advisors to the chief 
would carry, and still do today, tall staffs made of wood 
covered with gold-leaf decorated with motifs. The bearer 
of the staff carried the mark of authority wherever he 
went and acted on the chief’s behalf.
 During colonial rule, African chiefs were given staffs 
by Europeans to control their people. After a while, the 
chiefs handed the staffs over to the okyeame who acted 
as his translator.
 The okyeame would translate the chief’s words into 
the language the people could understand or accept. He 
spoke eloquently and with confidence as he carried the 
staff and revealed the chief’s message as he showed the 
symbol on the staff to depict the proverb he wanted to 
convey to an individual or to the community.

THE LINGUIST  STAFF:
 The linguist staff, akyeame poma, is the official symbol 
of the linguist, the one in which he carries out his spiritual 



PROVERBS:
∗ One person depends on another.
∗ News is like a bird, it flies quickly. 
∗ A person should not in his or her need deceive oth-
ers.
∗ Money has wings.
∗ When a leopard is desperate it eats weeds. 
∗ A royal’s name is never lost.
∗ Every animal eats where it finds peace.   
∗ One man can not build a town.
∗ The one who keeps asking doesn’t lose the way.
∗ The early bird catches the worm. 
∗ To the hunter the animal that gets away is always a  
 big one.
∗ What I hear, I keep.
∗ A toad does not run in the daytime for nothing.
∗ All that glitters is not gold.  
∗ No one says good morning before the rooster.  

∗ No one measures the elephant’s belly before he 
gathers   leaves for it to eat.
∗ The cat may have nothing else, but it certainly has  
 agility and swiftness.
∗ Because lizard is poor it catches spiders.  
∗ The road has ears.
∗ No one pays for someone’s dancing; the dancing 
pays   for itself.
∗ The feet go the way of the head.
∗ What a man likes he does.
∗ A well known person does not cause a disturbance.
∗ Friendship spreads the news.

and ritual functions by order of the chief. The typical    
staff is made of wood and carved in three pieces: two 
for the staff and one for the finial or  ornament.
 The staff is usually decorated with geometric shapes, a 
wisdom knot, and a gilded motif or finial. These motifs 
may be simple or complex and symbolize the many Akan 
proverbs that are taught.

ACTIVITY:
 Students choose proverbs to illustrate or create a 
linguist staff using various materials such as sticks, 
branches, paper towel tubes, and clay. Use cardboard or 
thick poster board for illustrating proverb. After coloring 
with metallic crayons, cut out and have students tell what 
they mean.

Oba nyansafo  The wiseperson                       
Wοbu no bε          is spoken to
Na wanka             in proverbs,
No asεm          not in plain talk             
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Introduction
 In Africa, elders are considered the vision and wisdom 
keepers while children ensure the survival of the 
community. Throughout the continent of Africa life is 
celebrated through various events, festivals, and rituals. 
Many people look forward to these to pledge loyalty to 
their ancestors, for renewal and regeneration.

Pre Birth Preparations
 For the Dagara people of Burkina Faso in West Africa, 
childbirth is looked at as a contract between this world 
and the world of the ancestors or other dimensions. It is 
important for a couple to go on a healing journey before 
they attempt to bring a child into the world. Rituals of 
personal healing may include taking a journey to birth 
places and to the place where placentas are buried. Such 
journeys serve as a way to connect with the past and to 
re-experience what it is like to be a child.
 A fertility ritual of giving away something of value 
follows the healing journey. The woman who wants to 
have a child gives something of value, such as a cloth or 
a basket to another woman with a toddler. The man gives 
away seeds for planting crops or some cereal grains to 
an old woman or old man. Then a communal giveaway 
is done in the form of a feast. The couple cooks a large 
meal and invites all the children from the village to dine 
with their potential sibling. 

Clearing the womb of possible toxic energy
 Before a woman conceives, she has to clear herself 
from whatever weakness she may feel in her femininity 
and amend any thoughts that may endanger the viability 
of the womb. Ritual “sweeping  is done to keep her 
from thinking or feeling negative. With the feathers of 
a baby chicken and some leaves from the gnarur tree, 
her body is swept from top to bottom, and a prayer is 
spoken to protect her from negative energy. It is only 
upon completion of this ritual, that the calling of the 
child to come takes place.

Fertility Rituals
 Traditional indigenous cultures consider conception 
a sacred act and treat it as such. Many cultures believe 

their entry into this world must be welcomed in a sacred 
way. Fertility rituals are performed to invoke the divine 
mysteries, to shower the couple’s life with divine energy, 
and to bring about a constant sacred energy to ensure the 
continuation of life.
 Some rituals start at the beginning of wedding rituals 
where a prayer is performed asking the divine mysteries 
to bless the couple with its fertile energy. At a later time, 
when a couple starts to hear the call to parenthood, oral 
rituals are done to invoke the spirit of fertility. Fertility 
rituals usually take place in caves or at riverbanks. For 
one such ritual, a shrine to the earth and to the spirit of 
fertility is erected at the entrance of the cave, decorated 
with all kinds of child figurines, seeds, eggs, cloths, and 
fruits. An earthen bed is dug inside the cave, and the 
elders and midwives then explain the significance of the 
ritual and the meaning of each symbol on the shrine. 
 The earth and the cave are symbolic of the womb. A 
big clay pot of water represents life. The eggs, seeds, and 
figurines were symbolic of new beginnings and new life. 
The elders also explain why everything on the shrine is 
arranged in groups of three, four, or seven: three is the 
masculine number, four is the feminine, and the seven 
is the combination of the two, which produces balance 
and invokes fertility. Ash is sprinkled all around the ritual 
space to protect it. 
 After a long invocation, the woman is brushed with 
some of the eggs, then washed and carried into the cave 
where she will spend the night in a fetal position. Other 
women spend the night with her, invoking songs and 
gently massaging her. (Some, 48-50)

Pregnancy
 There is great joy and exuberance when a wife finds out 
that she is expecting a child. The community welcomes 
this event with pride, pleasure and satisfaction. An 
expectant child is one of the greatest blessings of life. If 
it is the mother’s first child, then it assures both families 
that she is fertile and able to bear children. Once this is 
known, her marriage is largely secure and her in-laws 
will treat her with more respect. 

children are gifts and blessings from God. Therefore, 

By Nannette Ransom



 Once the word is out, steps are taken immediately to 
ensure the safety of the baby and the mother during and 
after the pregnancy. In some parts of Africa people do not 
allow the expectant mother to do certain types of work 
like cutting firewood, using knives, drawing water, and 
so forth. (Mbuti, 87)  In other cultures, the expectant 
mother is forbidden to eat some foods, such as meat 
killed with poisoned arrows, salt and certain fats.
 Many cultures perform rituals and make offerings 
to  thank God for  the 
expectant child, and to pray 
for the safety of the child 
and mother. When a Twa 
(Rwanda) woman discovers 
that she is expecting a child, 
she offers a portion of food 
to God and thanks him for 
the baby. Oromo women 
(of Ethiopia) perform a 
“birth ritual” by singing 
and beating the skin from a 
fertile cow.

Hearing Rituals
 As the mother-to-be 
and baby journey together 
through pregnancy, there 
comes a time when the 
elders do a life purpose check with the baby, through 
what is called a “hearing ritual.” This takes place a 
few months into the pregnancy. Many people of the 
community take part in this ritual: the elders, the 
women, the husband’s mother, her husband’s sister, her 
own mother and brother, drummers, five gatekeepers, 
representing the four directions, with the fifth standing 
in the middle. This ritual begins at dawn and includes 
singing, praying, and invoking the ancestors and the 
spirits. 
 The elders ask the child what it is coming here for, 
what its purpose is, and why it has come at this particular 
place and time. They ask what needs to be done to have a 
space that is conducive to that purpose. They listen very 
carefully, then set up the space accordingly, and a name 
is found. (Some, 55). For the Dagara society, knowing a 
person’s name is to have an access code to that person’s 
world. A divination is always done to make sure that an 
agreeable name is chosen for the baby, for a name can 
be a blessing or a curse. 
   As the ritual ends, the woman regains her body and 
voice and often feels exhausted from the trance-like 
state.

Miscarriages

 The loss of a baby is devastating, regardless of the 
culture. It is compared to lightning striking a tree at 
its core. Losing a child throws a couple into turmoil. It 
drains them and the community physically, emotionally, 
mentally, and spiritually. 
 While a woman is miscarrying, she is surrounded by 
other women of the village who not only support her, 
but witness and go through the experience with her. This 
intense grieving ritual allows the mother to go through 

her pain of loss. It lasts up 
to seventy-two hours. The 
whole village joins her in 
mourning her loss. (Some, 
78)

Birth
 A mid-wife is always 
assigned to a mother-to-be. 
It is her job to supervise 
each step of the pregnancy. 
She must be attuned to the 
woman’s energy. It is as if 
she becomes pregnant along 
with the mother. Prayer 
rituals are performed a few 
days before the anticipated 
birth to pray for blessings 
of the birth process.

Placenta Rituals
 In some societies, after the baby is born, the placenta 
is thrown into a running stream, buried nearby, or dried 
and kept for later rituals. The disposal of the placenta 
and umbilical cord is done ceremoniously. In Uganda, 
it is dried up and kept for a long time with great care.
Some people identify their origin by the place where 
their placenta is buried.  A child’s birth, which is 
celebrated by the whole community, marks the 
beginning 
of a lifetime of communal celebrations including 
puberty, marriage and death.  An adult person’s death 
is celebrated because people believe they continue to 
impact their societies positively.  Thus the circle of 
life is complete. 
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Introduction
 We begin each new school year with the challenge to 
create a classroom community that, among other things, 
fosters respect, encourages learning, stimulates curiosity 
and creativity, and nurtures the social and individual 
growth of our students. Central to any community is a 
system for handling the inevitable conflicts that arise 
among its members. I also think it’s important to have 
a way for my class to make certain kinds of group 
decisions. Connecting the methods we use in school to 
the broader world will give the students an opportunity 
to apply some of what they have learned and anchor that 
learning in daily living.
 Teaching about representative rule and consensus, as 
practiced by some traditional African peoples, and about 
dictatorship and majority rule that we are more familiar 
with, will help students recognize when each is being 
practiced in our classroom.

Representative Rule and Consensus in Precolonial 
Africa  
 Political organization of traditional African people 
falls into two general categories: centralized and 
decentralized. Rulers with centralized authority gained 
power by inheritance. A few leaders ruled large, 
economically diverse groups that were highly socially 
stratified. Claimants to leadership however often engaged 
in serious battles leaving the state fragmented. (Martin 
94)
 Peoples with decentralized authority were sophisticated 
societies, nonetheless, and were at least as stable as the 
centralized ones. Authority lay with the heads of lineages 
who worked toward consensus. (Martin 94)

Southern Africa
 First we will look at some generalizations about 
traditional leadership structure in neighboring peoples 
of two different linguistic groups in southern Africa: the 
Nguni (Zulu, Swazi, Xhosa, Thembu, Mfengu, Mpondo, 
and Mpondomise) and the Sotho (Tswana, Pedi, Lobedu, 
Basotho).
 The traditional kingdoms of southern Africa had clear 
and elite lines of authority. Some had more centralized 

power and others were more segmented. An age class 
system with elder men in positions of highest authority 
defined power, privileges, rights, duties with rules of 
succession for male leaders in some groups defined along 
matrilineal lines. A leader’s political power was kept in 
check by an inner council consisting of trusted people, 
close relatives and important community members. 
This inner council discussed issues, represented the 
community, and could privately reprimand the leader if 
needed.
 The traditional leader worked with his inner council, 
the council of elders and the village assembly. The 
village assembly allowed all adolescent males in the 
community to discuss political, social and economic 
issues. “The role of traditional leaders in this process of 
community-based decision-making was to reflect and 
discuss the opinions expressed in the village assembly 
and ultimately to suggest and publicly approve a decision 
of consensus, considering the different opinions and 
interests of involved persons. Thus, in precolonial 
societies of Southern Africa the rule of consensus and 
unanimity have been the central principles of political 
decision making.” (Dusing 78)

West Africa
 The traditional Akan groups (including Ashanti, 
Denkyiras, Akims, Akuapims, Fantes, Kwahus, Wassas, 
Brongs, Nzimas and others) lived in West Africa in 
adjoining regions of present day Ghana and Cote 
d’Ivoire. The basic political unit was linear consisting 
of all descendants of one ancestress. A town would 
have a number of lineages each lead by an elder elected 
by consensus among males in the lineage based on 
consideration of his wisdom and rhetorical abilities. 
 The Akan town was ruled by a council of lineage 
leaders with a “chief” or ohene overseeing that council. 
The position of “chief” was partially hereditary, partially 
elected. The general populace was represented by a 
“chief of young men.” This position was unique and 
unofficial in that it was not related to his lineage and 
he was not part of the chief’s council. This system of 
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representation provided two avenues for effecting town 
policies: through the lineage leader and through the 
leader of the populace.
 The Akan ruling bodies made decisions by consensus. 
“Deliberation in council was informed by two 
methodological aims: first, to elicit differences of opinion 
and, second, to iron them out in search of consensus. In 
pursuit of the first, the freest airing of opinions in council 
was encouraged. One relevant Akan saying is that: “even 
a fool is entitled to be heard” (Wiredu 174). The Akan 
were aware of the nature of differences among people but 
believed they could be reconciled. “This view of human 
relations is encapsulated in a  remarkable construction 
of fine art: Two heads of crocodiles are locked up in 
conflict over food, but they have one stomach. The lesson 
is that divergent interests arising out of individualized 
thought and feeling will lead to conflict in society; but 
ultimately all individuals share a  c o m m o n 
interest, and this constitutes 
the natural basis for the 
possibility of conflict 
resolution” (Wiredu 172).
 Even though majority 
ag reemen t  i s  eas i e r  t o 
achieve than consensus, the 
Akan deliberately worked 
f o r  c o n s e n s u s .  C u r r e n t 
f o r m s  o f  d e m o c r a c y  a r e 
generally systems based on the 
majority principle. The party that 
wins the majority of seats of 
the  grea tes t  p ropor t ion  of t h e 
votes, if the system in force is o n e 
of proportional representation, i s 
invested with governmental power. 
Parties under this scheme of politics 
are organizations of people o f 
similar tendencies and aspirations 
with the sole aim of gaining power 
for the implementation of their 
policies (Wiredu 187).
    The traditional 
Dogon people 
lived in present 
day southern 
Mali in three 
d i f f e r e n t 
g e o l o g i c a l 
areas: highlands, a rocky belt and the Seno plain. The 
first structure built in a traditional Dogon town was a 
togu na (“house of words”), placed in the position of 

a head, if the town were to be seen as a person. A togu 
na served several functions including administering 
justice, fixing the agricultural calendar, emergency 
interventions (famine, epidemics, natural disasters), a 
place for meeting, teaching, rest and conversation and, 
most significantly for our discussion, decision making 
(Spini 14).
 Common elements of the togu na in all geological 
areas include vertical pillars, with carvings of cultural 
and mythical significance, supporting a roof covered with 
alternating layers of millet stalks. The height of the roof 
was low making it impossible to stand upright inside the 
structure. This structural feature played a significant role 
in the use of the togu na. Significant to our discussion, if 
a man in the togu na gets up in anger he will bump his 
head, sit down and no longer feel like quarreling.
 Before entering the togu na a man must leave outside 
his domolo, a hook-shaped weapon, symbolic of his 
virility and therefore otherwise inseparable from the man. 
This is to honor the fact that fighting and quarrels must 
be left outside and that only words of peace, wisdom, 
and justice may be uttered in the togu na. (Spini 212, 
213)
 The togu na is constructed with materials available in 
the geological region in which it was built. The pillars 
are often made of stones in a truncated cone shape, 
or in some areas of kile, a hard wood unlikely to be 
attacked by termites.  (Spini 15, 16) Much of the rich 
oral tradition of the Dogon is represented in the structure 
and decoration of the togu na. The number of pillars is 
significant because numbers hold meaning to the Dogon 
and are often represented in the carvings on the pillars 
along with many other symbols from Dogon lore. 
 
Classroom Activities (Created for first grade)
Overall plan: Over the course of the year learn about 
various aspects of community in specific precolonial 

African traditions. Adapt them to our 
classroom community.
*Griots: One of the “classroom helpers” will 
be a griot. First, the class, and eventually the 
individual student, will summarize events 
that took place in the classroom or school. 
The griot will memorize the summary and 
recite it for the class and perhaps other 
classes. We can incorporate simple rhyming 
and rhythm.



*Linguist: One of the “classroom helpers” will be a 
linguist. The class will learn some Akan proverbs and 
their meanings, explore ways to represent them visually; 
then  create a classroom supply of appropriate linguist 
staffs. The linguistʼs job will be to choose the appropriate 
staff for the message, and then deliver oral messages to 
the class from the teacher, principal or other adult.
 The staff could be made from wrapping paper tubes or 
paper towel tubes taped together. The top portion will be 
the representation of the 
proverb drawn on poster 
board, cut out with a tab 
extension at the bottom. 
A horizontal base can 
be made from poster 
board or cardboard and 
be attached to the staff 
with tape. The staff can 
be spray painted gold by 
the teacher or tempera 
painted by students.
Decisions: Give the 
s tudents  numerous 
opportunities to make 
group decisions by 
majority vote, one person deciding for the whole group, 
and by consensus. After experiencing each method, 
discuss the processes and outcome. Teach about the 
ethnic groups of precolonial Africa and how they used 
consensus and why and how it was a part of their way 
of thinking about life. Teach how we vote in the United 
States and how in some governments one person decides 
for everybody. This will be an ongoing process and class 
discussion throughout the year. Pull in examples from 
the news (that are appropriate for children this age to 
discuss) of how decisions are made. 
Togu na: After teaching about the Dogon build a togu 
na in the classroom and think of important stories or 
classroom lore to be represented on the pillars. Think 
of a number that is significant to the class and think of 
ways to represent that number on our togu na. Students 
can work in cooperative groups to create pillars or else 
pillars can be very narrow so that each child can make 
his/her own. Strips of cardboard can serve as the basic 
pillars. Simple images representing the classroom lore 
and the important number can be drawn and then cut 
from other cardboard and glued onto a pillar to give the 
carved effect. More cardboard can form the “wooden” 
part of the roof. 

Possible uses for togu na: 1.) Rules about how to behave 
and conduct oneself inside the togu na must be agreed 
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farm households in the poorest countries and amongst 
the poorest people. 
 Sixty percent of Africa is farmland and three fourths of 
farmers are involved in subsistence farming. Subsistence 
farming is when you are only able to grow enough for 
yourself and your family. Women are responsible for 
80% of the agricultural work. They work from 16–18 
hours per day and do most of the labor by hand using 
machetes and hoes. They farm in communal 

   

Background Information
 Food is an important aspect of cultures around the 
world. The varieties and ways of enjoying food are 
limitless, but the major foods of a society or group of 
people are its staple foods. These foods are usually 
widely grown in a region and are used regularly as part 
of the everyday diet of a community. Crops become 
staples when the climate, soil, and other conditions are 
conducive to the production of that crop. That crop then 
becomes economically feasible to produce and cheap 
enough for all in the region to afford. These 
foods then become ingrained in the culture of 
a particular ethnic group.
 The five main staple crops of the world today 
are:
  Rice - Asia
  Corn – North America
  Wheat – Asia (The Middle East)
  Potatoes – South America
  Soybeans – Asia
These crops sustain the lives of millions of 
people in all regions of the world and each 
culture has its own unique way of using these 
foods.
 The Sahel region of Africa is the southern 
fringe of the Sahara Desert. It extends from 
the eastern African coast to areas of western 
Africa above the savanna region. This region 
is credited with the domestication of coffee, 
sorghum, and watermelon, but sorghum and 
millet are the indigenous staple food crops 
grown on a larger scale than any other. 
 Since the region of the Sahel is on the edge of 
the desert with limited rainfall the conditions for 
growing millet are ideal because it is a drought 
resistant grain. Pearl millet is the variety that 
is grown in this region because it is the most 
drought resistant. Pearl millet has been grown in Africa 
since prehistoric times and it is generally accepted 
that pearl millet originated in Africa and that it was 
introduced into India from there. Today pearl millet is 
grown on 26 million hectares worldwide. A hectare is 
equal to 100 acres. Millet grain is the basic staple for 

A farmer from the Sahel region inspects  A 
new millet crop
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fields to produce their staple crops and store them in 
communal granaries.
 In the Sahel region, millet is consumed in the form of 
fermented and non-fermented breads, porridges, boiled 
and steamed like rice, and in alcoholic beverages. The 
evening meal almost always includes a stiff white 
porridge called “to,” which is made from millet flour 
and eaten with a sauce of vegtables  or meat. It is also 
an important ingredient in couscous. In most homes it 
is ground daily for use in bread making. The straw is 
valued as a building material, fuel, and livestock feed.
 Millet is also grown in Australia, Europe, and the 
United States, but the usage is very different. In those 
areas it is mostly grown for use as cattle and bird feed. 
 In the U.S. millet can be purchased in health food stores 
and cooked in the tradition African way that is similar 
to cooking rice. Millet flour is also available as is bread 
and processed cereals made from millet.

Recipes:

“To”  (rhymes with dough)
 1 lb millet flour
 Water
 
Bring 2 quarts of water to a boil in a large pot over 
high heat. Slowly add about a quarter of the flour to 
the water, stirring quickly and constantly so as not to 
allow any lumps to form. Allow to cook for 5 minutes 
stirring constantly. Reduce heat. Remove about a quarter 
of the flour mixture and set aside in a clean bowl. Add 
the remaining flour bit by bit about a cup at a time. 
Stir vigorously each time flour is added. If the mixture 
becomes too thick to stir, add some of the flour and water 
mixture that was set aside. The results should be a thick, 
smooth paste that is too thick to stir.
 Cover and cook for an additional ten minutes over 
very low heat. Remove from heat and serve warm with 
a sauce or stew.

Boiled Millet
 1 cup millet (dehulled)
 2 cups water
 Salt to taste

Bring water to a boil. Add millet. Boil or steam until 
tender (20-40 min).
 

Suggested Lesson Plan:

Objectives:
1. Students will begin to understand the role of 
agriculture in all societies;
2. Students will understand the concept of staple 
foods;
3. Students will compare and contrast the usage of grains 
in African cultures to usage in the U.S.
Suggested Procedure:
1. Introduce the concept of staple foods and list examples 
of staple foods in the U.S.
2. Discuss the idea that some areas have certain staple 
foods and the reasons that foods become staples for 
particular regions of the world.
3. Discuss what millet is and how it is used in Africa. 
Show an example of millet grain and foods made from 
millet available in the U.S. Share the recipes that are 
used in African cultures that use millet.
4. Divide students into groups. Each group should have 
two tasks; One task is to chart the five major staple 
foods in the world and their continent of origin. These 
charts could be for display. The second task would 
be to compare and contrast the usage of millet in the 
Sahel region of Africa with the usage in the U.S and the 
methods of production in each area.
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