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Dr J. B. DANQUAH was well known as a fearless critic and a leading opponent of
Kwame Nkrumah, the first President of Ghana. What is less well known is
that Danquah was also a serious writer on social and political questions. It is
the aim of this article to demonstrate that this less studied aspect of Danquah’s
activiies merits scholarly study. We shall therefore try to understand
Danquah’s ideas in terms of the structures of his biographical and social

experience.

Biographical and Social Experience

Before examining Danquah’s experience, it is necessary to insert a footnote,
In speaking of ‘ideas’ we are not suggesting that Danquah’s ‘ideas’ and ‘beliefs’
were organized in any systematic manner. Unlike classical social theorists,
Danquah’s ‘ideas’ are scattered in scholarly treatises, polemical books and
pamphlets, propaganda tracts, newspaper articles and in memoranda concerned
with immediate contemporary events. Of all the articulating parts that give
structure to Danquah’s ideas two particularly need to be noted: first, his birth
to a family which was the ruling dynasty in Akim Abuakwa; and his subsequent
involvement in Akim Abuakwa—Akan traditional and ‘modern’ politics.
Secondly, his exposure as a student in London University to an intellectual
climate of ideas which was dominated by the Idealist school of philosophy.

Danquah was born on 21 December 1895 at Bepong in Kwahu, Eastern
Region of Ghana, where his father worked as an evangelist of the Basel Mission
Society (later the Presbyterian Church of Ghana). He was Christened as
Joseph Boakye Danquah. Until the age of forty Danquah’s father was the
chief drummer at the court of the paramount chief of Akim Abuakwa, and he
married the sister of the chief and had a son who in 1912 was enstooled as Nana
Ofori Atta I, the powerful paramount chief of Akim Abuakwa from 1912 until
his death in 1943. After the death of his first wife Danquah’s father married
Okom Korantemaa of the royal family of Adadientam, near Kibi, and Danquah
was the eldest child of this second marriage. Danquah then was closely related
to royalty in Akim Abuakwa, and was immensely proud of this fact.

His formal education began at the Kibi Basel Mission School where, after
six years, he continued at the Basel Mission Grammar School at Begoro, Akim
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Abuakwa. He finished his schooling in 1912, at a time when his half-brother
was the Paramount Chief of the important state of Akim Abuakwa. After a
formal schooling he began to move in a wider world, for, in 1913 he became a
clerk in the chambers of Vidal J. Buckle, a leading lawyer in Accra; his interest
in law dates from this period. This interest was to grow when he passed the
civil service examination in 1914 and was appointed a clerk in the Gold Coast
Supreme Court. After a year in this office his brother appointed him in 1915
as the Secretary to the Akim Abuakwa Chiefs’ Tribunal, and in 1916 was
promoted as the Chief Clerk and Registrar of the Akim Abuakwa Native Court
at Kibi, the capital. He held this post until 1921 when he resigned to study
law and philosophy in England.

By 1916 Ofori Atta was emerging as a most influential chief in the southern
part of the colony, and was instrumental in convening the conference of Para-
mount Chiefs (Eagtern Province}—an embryonic institution which was given
statutory recognition under the Guggisberg Constitution of 1925 as the Eastern
Provincial Council of Chiefs. Danquah was the Assistant Secretary of this
Conference, and thus helped indirectly to lay the foundations of indirect rule in
Ghana. His work in the Omanhene’s court deepened his understanding and
appreciation of Akan culture, laws and customs; and his attachment to the
institution of chieftainship also dates from this period.

He accepted the aristocratic order as natural at a time when no one envisaged
an alternative to the rule of chiefs. His interest in this respect led him to
collect data for two books, subsequently published in London in 1928, immedi-
ately after completion of his studies in England: Cases in Akan Law and Akan
Laws and Customs.

Danquah also began to develop an interest in nationalist agitation. In 1916
he helped to organize the educated youth of Akim Abuakwa into a Scholars
Union—a modernist organization of which he was secretary, and which briefly
supported Casely Hayford’s National Congress of British West Africa. But
before 1921 his political activides were confined to his native Akim Abuakwa;
it was in 1921 when Ofori Atta sent him as a delegate to the Conference of the
Aborigines Rights Protection Society at Cape Coast that he began to be exposed
to cross-cultural influences. It was at this meeting that he met Kobina Sekyi,
the famous Cape Coast lawyer and cultural nationalist, who advised him to read
law and philosophy at London University.

Having completed his studies for the London matriculation, his brother
decided to send him to England. With his support and that of the Abuakwa
State Council he set out for England in late 1921. He took the B.A. Honours
course in philosophy and passed in 1925, and in the same year was elected John
Stuart Mill Scholar in the Philosophy of Mind and Logic at University College,
London University.

He researched for a higher degree in ethics, and obtained the Ph.D. degree
two years later, his dissertation being entitled ‘The Moral End As Moral
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Excellence’. Simultaneously he studied law, and was admitted in October
1922 as a law student at the Inner Temple; and in 1926 got the LL.B. and was
called to the bar in the same year. After travelling extensively in Britain, Fin-
land, France, Germany, Holland and Switzerland he returned to the Gold
Coast in late 1927 to practice law as well as to engage in natonalist activities.
In 1931 he established the first daily newspaper in the country, West Africa
Times (later called The Times of West Africa).

As he himself often admitted, his political education in England was, on the
whole, poor. He never joined any British political party, but sympathised with
the Liberals whom he voted for in the elections of 1922. He was an active
founder member of both the Gold Coast Students Association and the West
Aftican Students Union, and was the editor of WASU, the organ of the latter
association. He knew little about socialism either as a movement or as a
doctrine, for in his days the British Labour Party was not a major force in
politics. His curiosity about socialism was kindled by aski whose public
lectures he attended, but never quite read any of his books; neither did he go
beyond the third chapter of Das Kapital. Though he was able to read the works
of John Stratchey, the Fabians and the Webbs, international party politics
(unlike Paris-based French-speaking Africans) hardly interested him.

The political and intellectual setting in which Danquah lived his adolescent
and adult lives was defined by two things: the impact of the colonial framework
of institutions of Akim Abuakwa Akan political structure, and the cultural and
political responses this elicited in the Gold Coast intelligentsia in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; and the effect on Danquah of an
education in Idealist philosophy as interpreted in the early twentieth century
by T. H. Green and the British critics of Hegel.

In the first two decades of this century the main problem the British faced
in the Gold Coast Colony was how to base their rule on institutions which
commanded popular assent among the indigenous people. In the coastal
areas the answer was found in the ‘national’ legislative council to which the
professional elite were elected on a franchise severely limited by educational and
property qualifications. In the rural areas where the impact of modernization
was, at best, marginal, the answer was found in the expedient of stimulating
indigenous authority structures to participate in the process of secular decision-
making, that is, the principle of indirect rule.

If the 1920s saw the British attempting to base their authority on traditional
institutions—a process which clearly implied that some respect was being
given to indigenous institutions—before that the belief was widely held, even
among intellectuals in Europe, that Africans had no worthwhile institutions, and
were, therefore, inferior, racially and culturally. Educated Africans protested
against such a view; the protest manifested itself in many ways. But one
clear way in which the protest showed itself was a revival of interest in traditional
African institutions. Like nationalism in continental Europe, therefore,
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nationalism in Ghana at the turn of this century was accompanied by a ‘Renais-
sance’—a growing interest in traditional political institutions, African languages,
customs and religion. This period saw the publication of Sarbah’s Fanti
National Constiturion and Fanti Customary Law as well as Casely Hayford’s
Gold Coast Native Institutions and Ethiopia Unbound. Danquah was an heir of
this tradition in Ghanaian nationalism, and the two books noted already, the
manuscripts of which were ready before 1921, are of this genre. Respect for
traditional institutions, therefore, is a strand in his social and political ideas.

By the mid-1920s the educated elite had begun to criticise the colonial
institutional framework on the main ground that it was weakening tradition and
immemorial custom, and this led to a rift between the chiefs and the coastal elite.
Danquah supported the chiefs, for he believed that the law—the Native Adminis-
tration Ordinance—which set up the institution of indirect rule not only
modernized the ancient state councils and courts, but also gave ‘an adequate
opportunity to bring up (the chiefs’) respective states to a strength capable of
carrying the complexities which the introduction of the new education and the
new economy had rammed into the ancient structure . . ..’ !

By the 1930s, with the exception of the rump of the Cape Coast-based ARPS,
the intelligentsia had become reconciled with the chiefs, and Danquah was
partly responsible for this. He continued his service to the Chiefs throughout
the 1930s and 1940s. He was the secretary of the deputation to the Colonial
Office led by Ofori-Atta in 1934; he helped the chiefs in 1936 in their quest for
principles for organizing the treasuries of the native states; was the legal adviser
to his native Akim Abuakwa States Council, then the touchstone of indirect rule
in the southern part of Ghana; he helped the chiefs to draft a memorandum in
1942 on political and constitutional changes—activities aimed at shoring up the
powers of chiefs.

In recognition of all these services, the chiefs of the Eastern Province at their
Joint Provincial Council meeting in 1946 nominated him as one of the two
Provincial Council members sent to the Legislative Council, enlarged under the
Burns Constitution of the same year. Before this nomination he had sought
since 1929 to broaden his political base through the Gold Coast Youth Con-
ference which he founded as an organization for bringing the chiefs, professionals
and educated sub-elites together to discuss common problems. He, however,
still needed to build bridges to the nationalist elite of the coastal area. This he
did with the formation of the United Gold Coast Convention (UGCC) in 1947,
as the first nation-wide political or ganization which made self-government within
the Commonwealth its explicit aim. The UGCC, under Danquah’s inspiration,
led the independence movement until it was overshadowed by its more radical
offspring, Nkrumah’s Convention Peoples Party, in the 1950s.

The political eclipse of the UGCC did not result in Danquah’s exit from the

1. H. K. Akyeampong. Dangquah’s Historic Speeches and Writings on Ghana, (Accra, n.d.),
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political arena. By this time he was already a national figure, and through a
variety of political associations and alliances he sought to provide an alternative
leadership in the struggle for independence. He was elected as the First Rural
Member for Akim Abuakwa in the 1951 General Elections, and led the effete
opposition in the CPP-dominated Legislative Assembly from 1951 until his
defeat in the 1954 General Elections.

After 1954 he continued his opposition to Nkrumah from outside. He again
narrowly lost in the election of 1956, and in 1960 he stood as the opposition
candidate in the rigged presidential elections, and lost, not unexpectedly, to
Nkrumah. He was first detained in 1961, at the time of the strike by railway
workers, and released nine months later. This did not deter him from opposi-
tional activities; when there was an attempt to assassinate Nkrumah in 1964, he
was once again detained, and died in prison in February 1965.

The second strand in Danquah’s social and political ideas may be traced to
his exposure to Idealist philosophy. It has been noted that Danquah was a
student of philosophy at London University by 1922; and this was a period when
philosophy departments in Britain were strongly influenced by Philosophical
Idealism. ‘With the exception of Cambridge’, observes M. Richter, ‘the
Universities of England, Scotland and Wales were on the whole Idealist in their
teaching of philosophy.’ 2 There is always a problem with questions of intel-
lectual influences, particularly when the influences are of a general kind such as
these. A satisfactory acoount of the idealist influence on the young Danquah
must consider the philosophical bias of individual teachers. Prof. G. Dawes
Hicks of University College, London, was his teacher in Kantian, Hegelian and
Aristotelian philosophy; L. T. Hobhouse, though repelled by the Idealist trend
in British Philosophy, taught him to appreciate the social and political ideas of
Hegel and those of the British Idealists. Danquah himself acknowledges his
intellectual debt to F. H. Bradley and T. H. Green, and admits to the immense
influence on him of V. S. Solovev’s book, The Justification of the Good, an
ethical work in the Idealist tradition.

Nowhere is the Idealist influence more evident than in his 225-page Ph.D.
dissertation which is a critical examination of contemporary ethical theories.
It may be said that in this work may be seen the ideological paradigm of most of
his works. Unless one is familiar with this early study, it is difficult to grasp
the theoretical focus of Danquah’s works, hence it is necessary to review briefly
the main ideas in the dissertation. Danquah seeks to show that the individual
best realizes himself when he consciously seeks to attain the common good.

The psychological foundations of personality, Danquah wrote, are to be
found in three elements—always in the process of growth—that constitute
the human mind. These are cognition, the mental element by which we know
and apprehend; conation, normally the physical condition antecedent.to a

2. M. Richter, The Politics of Conscience: T. H. Green and His Age (Cambridge, Mass-
achusetts, 1964), p. 294.
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bodily movement, the lowest form of which is the uneasiness one feels in the
presence of an object of apprehension, and its function is the desire to effect
a change in the external world. Affection or feeling is the element of pleasure or
displeasure that accompanies action or desire, following closely on the occurrence
of thought (or cognition) and conation.

Development by feeling, though conscious, does not amount to consciousness
of an end or purpose since impulsive activity lacks foresight. An individual
always moves towards an end, and best realizes himself by achieving the ideal
end; and the significance of a self-conscious agent’s activity is to be found in its
ethical import. Thus, moral purpose arises and is to be understood in a teleo-
logical sense. The realization of moral consciousness consists in a harmonious
development of the affective, conative and cognitive elements of mind into the
unity of personality. In other words, it is unity of will which is the functioning
principle of personality.

The development of personality, however, does not proceed independently
of the rational element, even if formal reason by itself cannot be accepted as fully
expressive of the meaning of good in explaining moral responsibility. An
individual person is a moral personality which is neither feeling nor reason
merely, but a self-conscious, self-objectifying agent whose conscious activity
has reference to an organic system of values conceived as his ideal end and for
him absolutely. The good conceived as personal value points to a supreme
good which is abstract, objective and impartial (a higher order criterion which
he calls the virtue of justice and rationality).

This ideal universal good is connected with politics through the idea of an
organic system of values which Danquah, following Green faithfully, called the
‘social or common good’. For Danquah what forms the general standard of
moral conduct may be said to be the expression of the desires of the community
‘as embodied in laws, institutions and all associations to which any individual
member of society may belong’. Explicitly identifying himself with Green
he noted:

It is the general will so described by Green . . . that determines what is
accepted by a particular community as its common good. It is in and
through that, that every individual citizen becomes conscious of this station
and its duties and with reference to which he endeavours to perform the
duties of his station . . .3

The individual’s search for his good is thus an activity in harmony with the
good of other self-conscious agents who accept a common good. Perfection or
moral excellence is manifested in the goodness of character of such individuals.
Danquah, then, like British Idealists such as Green, Bradley and Bosanquet,

3. J. B. Danquah, ‘The Moral End as Moral Excellence’, London University Ph.D.
Thesis, 1927, p. 139.
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regarded the state as a moral society, and saw the relationship of this society to
the individuals who compose it as essentially a moral one.

Social Ideas

In Philosophical Idealism Danquah found a style of thought he regarded as
appropriate for laying bare the social and political relations among the Akan who
believed in group morality. His major work in this direction was The Akan
Doctrine of God, published in 1944, though some of the ideas were foreshadowed
in a small pamphlet published in 1938, Ancestors, Heroes and God. It is facile
to regard these two works as motivated solely by scholarly considerations, for
Danquah went so much beyond all the available evidence that theologians and
sociologists of religion would find it difficult to regard his intention as purely
empirical rather than normative. In these two works as well as in other studies,
there are glimpses here and there of a desire on the part of Danquah to shownot
only what Akan society was in, the past but what also it ought to be. It may be
asked at this point,then, why Danquah began with a study of religion if his aim
was to show the principles of social organization in the Gold Coast? First,
Danquah believed that social reality is spiritual; secondly, he postulated that
in any society what a people take to be their chief good (religion) determines
their culture, habits and forms of government, hence:

In the end we will find that the quest of God in Akanland is a quest of their
culture, their politics, their economics and the spirit of their art and life . . .” ¢

Thirdly, he felt that Africans had embraced Christianity, and if it was not to
remain the foreign veneer it was in his days in the lives of the peoples, then its
true nature must be set forth ‘and related to something rooted in the national
inheritance of the Akan-Ashanti people’.® The African, he finally believed,
had made an original contribution to world religion, and found it ‘painful . .. to
encounter learned men and civilized anthropologists who refuse to believe that
the non-European, non-Moslem or non-Aryan, or, lately, non-Japanese races
are capable of any originality which is not merely “primitive”.’ ¢ For all these
reasons, calling on all his speculative and imaginative powers as well as using the
tools of his philosophical training, Danquah embarked on a grand reflection on
society and politics.

For Danquah the origin of religion lies in man’s desire to identify himself
with superior powers, objects in nature which, however hard he struggles, he
cannot subdue, It is this which leads man to posit 2 God or gods—which he
defined as the ‘ideal of the chief Good’. The attributes people give to God are
dependent on the people’s objects of the ethical good; and each conception of

4. Danquah, The Akan Doctrine of God don 1944), p. 4.
5. Danquah, Ancestors, Heroes and God (Kibi, 1938), p. 16.
6. Danquah, Doctrine, p. 104.



80 AFRICAN AFFAIRS

God has its peculiar system of ethics, philosophy, politics and national spirit.
The Akan, Danquah maintained against all the evidence before him, are as
monotheistic as the West.

The Akan believe in a God they regard as the Great Ancestor, the true high
God, a man-like ancestor of the first man. He is the Creator who has always
existed, and will always exist; the centre of experience as well as Experience
Himself (in the sense in which Bradley used the term). This God is the chief
good of any Akan community, and Akan elders and leaders who model themselves
on him become ancestors who are in line of the Great Ancestor (God). The
elder (or ‘alderman’), or head of family, opanyin, is the nearest of such living
ancestors, and is called Nana, as God himself the first ancestor is called Nana
(or Grandfather). The chief of the tribe, race or nation is also called Nana
as he is in the footsteps of the Great Ancestor the father of all men of one blood.

The continuance of that blood in the continuance of the community is the
greatest single factor of existence, and the purpose of the community is that
the value of life should be continuously kept abreast of the dignity of the
ancestor. Anything short of that ideal, Danquah asserted, is a contradiction
of what man of the ancestral blood should be inspired by.

Apprehension of the Great Ancestor is a definite community act. God is
revealed to us as a series: He is called Onyame or Nyame (God the Shining One);
as he grows to be worshipped and to be intimately known, He is called Nyakopon
or Onyakopon, (the Greater Shining One). He is further seen as the creator par
excellence, the greater beginner, the Odomankoma or infinitely manifold God.
Onyame corresponds to the basic idea of deity as commonly understood in
Christian theology, and Onyakopon is more appropriately understood as Supreme
Being or Supreme Deity in the sense of a personal religious God; and Odoman-
koma corresponds to a Godhead in the sense of an interminable or infinite being.
Thus Danquah made it appear as if the various aspects of God can be put in a
rank order in terms of importance or power. But he stated categorically that
none is a greater religious reality, for the essential thing in this experience of God
is the ‘totality of the series that makes the event, and that without the series
there could not have been the . . . reality. The series is what makes the story’.’

The three constitute the transcendental coordinates of reality; and corres-
ponding to these are individual postulates (concerned with man’s life processes)
and social postulates (concerned with the moral aspects of life).

Connecting the individual and social postulates on the one hand and the
transcendental on the other is the chief or nana, the ideal father and ancestor
whose main social function is to bring man to God and God toman. Danquah’s
views on chiefs are not self-contained, and unless one stresses the religious
significance he attached to chiefs in his religious works any examination of his
ideas on chieftainship is likely to be unbalanced. A word on the nature of the

7. Doctrine, p. 133.






