Sjaak van der Geest

Wisdom, an intergenerational gift?
Notes from Kwahu-Tafo, Ghana

Alt wird man wohl aber klug?
Goethe (Faust)

The assumption of a link between growing old ancbb@ng wise seems
universaf Popular sayings, proverbs, songs and stories én ntiost

diverse languages and cultures tell us that, asDilteh saying goes,
wisdom comes with the years. Included in that papwonnection
between age and wisdom is the idea (or wish) oérofstople that their
wisdom can benefit the younger generation. Amerigamdfathers, for
example, expressed a strong desire to ‘instil ingrarvalues within their
grandchildren and to help them learn how to makedit future choices

about their personal lives’ (Waldrop et al. 1999).4Kenyon (2003)
presents the wisdom of older people as an exchafgelling and

listening to stories. Wisdom, again, is seen asesioimy to be shared
with others.

In Kwahu, Ghana, where | have carried out anthiagioal fieldwork
intermittently between 1969 and today, the imagéhefold person with
wisdom is also firmly established. One of the faiteusayings of the
people | talked to in Kwahu was: ‘Unlucky the hows¢hout an elder.’
Such a family would miss the advice and experiesfcan older person.
Wunni panin a, du€Pitiful if you do not have an elder’) is also thide
and theme of an old Highlife song:

There is trouble in the family.
If we have an elder, he would settle it for us.

But since there is no elder in the family,
They are taking all of us awady.

‘Old one may grow, but will one grow wiser?’

2 See, for example: Clayton 1982; Dittman-Kohli 19B4kson et al. 1986; Holiday and
Chandler 1986; Cattell 1989; Assman 1994; Waldromletl999; Kenyon 2003;
Edmonson 2005.

Transcription and translation by Brempong 198@&-487.
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Oral statements by both young and old paint a mctf harmonious
continuity between the generations in the form ofviee, stories,
knowledge of the past and wisdom.

The purpose of this essay is to look again at ntgt da old age and
wisdom in the light of recent discussions in geotody and psychology.
In psychology it is mainly the concept of ‘generay’ and the debate on
‘wisdom’ that have prompted me to write this refien. The research
materials that are being ‘reconsidered’ in thisagdsave already been
dealt with in articles on elderhood, loneliness aheé relationship
between grandparents and grandchildren (Van destGE3¥8a, 2004a
and 2004b, respectively). Here, however, | willgenat the elders not
only as grandparents in relation to their childegrd grandchildren, but
also as a historical generation somewhat in theesehKarl Mannheim:
people who lived in a different time and a differevorld, those who
never, or hardly ever, attended school, who tradellithin their country
to trade but never dreamt of going to Europe or Acag who worked on
their farms, treasured the tradition of eloquenceing) disputes and
libation, and survived without the facilities thite present generation
enjoys. They certainly never visited an Interndé aa disco.

Resear ch and setting

The paper is part of a larger research projecthensbcial and cultural
meaning of growing old in Kwahu-Tafo, a rural tovaf about six
thousand inhabitants on the Kwahu Plateau in th&telfa Region of
Ghana' The local population calls itself Kwahu, a subgraf the Akan
who constitute almost half of Ghana’s 20 millioropke. The Akan, who

4 The research was carried out with the help ofyr@eople. Most prominent was the

assistance given by my Ghanaian co-researchersméwaosu, Samuel Sarkodie,
Anthony Obeng Boamah and Patrick Atuobi. Benjamin Baad Yaw Darko Ansah
typed most of the research material. | am also lgigedebted to Isaac Oppong, Kofi
Ron Lange, Kofi Owusu-Daaku anébusuapanyinNana Daniel Osei Yeboah for
various kinds of support, and of course to thep®dple who shared their knowledge
and concerns with me. An earlier version of thisicer was discussed at the
Generations panel during the AEGIS conference indom, June 2005. | thank the
participants for their comments, in particular SuBa Whyte, Erdmute Alber, Wenzel
Geissler and Mette Line Ringsted.
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speak Twi, have a matrilineal kinship system, whichspite of various
inroads, still exists in both rural and urban catgg

The research is based mainly on conversations 3ttblder people
(18 women, 17 men) and some of their relatives. ddrecept ‘old’ was
not clearly defined before | began the research.'ddynple’ consists of
people who were described by others as ‘old’. bt,f@ld’ proved to be
more of a term of respect than of calendar age@eky only concern in
selecting respondents was to guarantee some wvariatierms of gender,
economic and social status, marital situation,gielis affiliation and
number of children.

Usually a conversation with an older person cirdezlind one topic,
for example, his or her life history, the conceptald’, the power of
older people to bless and to curse, the care gmived (and gave), their
ideas about a successful and unsuccessful lifpecesand reciprocity,
wisdom and witchcraft, love, the experiences oéloess, sex during old
age, death and funerals.

These various topics were not planned beforehantd drew
‘naturally’ out of earlier conversations. This afteneant that one topic
was discussed with one person and another topiicamiother. With some
of the older people, | only had one or two convéosa, with others,
many more. The eloquence of some of the older paspkb striking.

In addition to the longer conversations, there wieeguent casual
meetings with the elderly, e.g. short visits toegrthem or to deliver a
message. Observations during these visits corelitutcrucial element of
the research, as they added depth and contexrhbalveccounts. All the
longer conversations were taped, translated anddrdoed. During most
conversations a co-researcher accompanied me.

| also had conversations with younger people; sonest we held a
formal focus group discussion, but usually our aots were more casual.
My selection of these conversational partners vedsrandom’ (in the
colloquial sense of the term). They ranged in agenfyoung people to
middle-aged men and women. Additionally, in threeal schools | asked
students to fill in a questionnaire expressingrtkieEws on old people or
to complete sentences on the same topic.

5 Other Akan groups include the Asante, Fante, Aky&kuapem, Bono and several

other smaller groups. Studies dealing with Kwaheietg include Bleek 1975; Bartle
1977; Miescher 1997; Crentsil 2007.
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Gener ativity

The concept of generativity originates from Erikg@897) and refers to
the human drive for continuity. Kotre (1984: 20¥ides generativity as
‘a desire to invest one’s substance in forms & &hd work that will
outlive the self.” A person hopes to ‘live on’ inshchildren, who will
continue his work and take care of his propertefuture. Others may
remember him for his ideas and activities or qudien. Kotre
distinguishes four types of generativity: biolodid@ringing forth),
parental (bringing up), technical (teaching skiie)d cultural (passing on
ideas and symbols). Generativity occurs in all esagf life, as Erikson
shows (except the first one, perhaps), but becdamsge’ towards the
end of life when the biological self is about to tscontinued. That
threat to continuity produces a sharper awarene®emeed to look for
alternative forms of continuity.

In Kwahu-Tafo, generativity expresses itself in aevldpeople’s
concerns about living a good and successful liteldimng a house and
having a worthy funeral, and in their ideas abautesterhood.

Success in life is first of all understood in maketerms — material
success leads almost automatically to social sacé&ple sagika fre
mogya(‘money calls blood’, meaning: attracts relativd$)ose who have
been able to amass money and property and passnthdstheir children
and/or other relatives will be praised after tlath and be remembered
in gratitude.

Success in business, farming or otherwise shoufembly be
connected with a good life. A rich person who doesshare his wealth
with relatives and is suspected of having achievisdsuccess by foul
means reaps moral criticism and denigration. Thieues of an older
person who has spent his life well show in his gowhners. The true
apanyin(elder§ controls his emotions; he does not get angpgiyin bo
mfu), does not shout at people and does not listgdsip. Thepanyirs
self-restraint reveals itself also in his attitudsvards food and other
material pleasures. Greed does not befit him, asfdaliowing proverb
indicates: Jpanyin didi adibne a, oyi n'ansankd’lf the elder eats
greedily, he washes his own dish’). One elder enpththe proverb thus:

& opanyin(pl. mpanyimfy is an honorific term used for people beyond the af about

fifty. More than an indication of age, it carriepasitive appreciation of the person:
his/her wisdom, kindness, refined manners andipaliimportance. See further Stucki
1995; Apt 1996; Van der Geest 1998a.
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That man is not kind and so he will not call a @¢hib eat with him. He
will eat it all alone. When he has eaten like tficannot call the child to
wash or remove the bowl. You will have to removewash the bowl
yourself. You are a bad elder.

Building a house is one of the most impressive wafyshowing and
sharing success in life and, by consequence, aaviguarantee that one
will live on in the memory of others (see Van dexeGt 1998b). Forgotten
are those who did not achieve anything importatiéir lives, who did not
leave anything behind to make people think of theng after they have
gone: a farm, precious property, children in a higisition or a house.
Remembered are those who left their imprint belihdn they died. One of
the most effective ways to make people rememberig/¢m build a house.
‘With a building,’” one elder remarked, ‘the wholend will be a witness to
what you left, and your name will never die.” Anetisaid:
When you build, you become a pergpvosi fie a, na woayonipa). If
you have a room full of money and you don't puupuilding, it is of no
use. When you die, only one person will take i ao one will mention
your name any more. With a building, your name wéler be losfwo
din renyera da)Because of this building, my great-great-grandirkih

will mention my name, thabpanyin Dade built this house. It will go on
till the end of the world.

A worthy funeral not only confirms the deceasediscessful life, it also
contributes to his remembrance. Those who attetigeéuneral will talk
about it and still remember the event — and theealsed — many years
later. De Witte (2001) describes how funerals oleids Akan society are
made memorable. A funeral ‘industry’ has evolvedatsfy the demands
of families that want to organize a grand funer@ne aspect is
particularly significant in this context: the filmg of the event. Videos
that record the attendants and repeatedly zoomm ithe dead person’s
body lying in state contribute to the old persdiifs after death”
Ancesterhood is the realization of outliving onesgtveral people with
whom | discussed ‘ancestors’ emphasised the canigrole and influence
of the dead in the lives of the living, but the ineedstentially felt meaning
of ‘ancestor’ was the idea of continuity, of getieity (see Crentsil 2007:
86-93). | asked one of the elders why he poureasidn for the ancestors
and why he reserved food for them since he himgelild eat it in the

" Elsewhere (Van der Geest 2000) | have emphasinether aspect, which is less

relevant in this context, namely that funerals eghe glory of the (living) family more
than the honour and memory of the deceased.
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evening (as he confided to me). Did he think thatancestors still existed
somewhere, alive, and that they would really eat drnk? He frankly

admitted that he did not know: no one had evermetlifrom death to tell
him what death looked like. So why did he pourbatibn? To remember
the ancestors, he said. Remembering and being reenedh because of
what one had achieved in life seemed the outstgnde@ature of

ancesterhood.

Knowing during your life that your children and gdehildren will
remember you after your death because of what yodod them gives
satisfaction and happiness to the older personatiabs, funeral
anniversaries, pictures, tombs, houses, inscription the wall, all
contribute to the remembrance and help to maintaen concept of
ancestor, which itself sheds light on the cultaxaes involved in the life
of angpanyin The kind and reconciliatory comportment of thdeelis a
subtle invitation to start remembering him deanhgd do continue doing
so after he has died. To be an ancestor is torhembered.

Wisdom

Wisdom is another ‘tool’ to facilitate generativityand invite
remembrance. It is the fruit of a well-spent andcgssful life and shows
that the older person has proceeded to the stagelegper understanding
of life. Wisdom presents itself as an intergenerstl gift: ideas and an
attitude that should be passed on and allow thergidrson to continue
his life after his death. Wisdom is different fromany of the other
‘things’ we inherit from older generations becaatés immateriality.
‘Wisdom’ is indeed a common term used when speakingut old
age, but what it is, is far from clear. Most litien@ on wisdom in Africa
is either ‘popular (stereotypical and romanticginor philosophical.
Kresse (2005) gives a somewhat exceptional antlogal account of
the social dimension of knowledge, including thenaapt of wisdom

8 Ancesterhood is the focus of a study of the Anpéople in northern Ghana. The
following quotation summarizes the Anufiew of life and generativity: ‘All of life is
a procession of events in stages toward becomider eind death. But this is not
considered the end of the person. Rather it is titewny to ancestorhood — the
ultimate goal of every Anuf In a sense, ancestorhood is a more normal hutaés s
than corporal existence on earth’ (Kirby 1986: 8®)this point the author refers to
another ethnography of northern Ghana, on the &isdiere similar observations are
made (Mendonsa 1974: 338). See also Goody’'s (1868%ic work on the Northern
LoDagaa.
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(hekima or busurg, in a Swabhili context (Mombasa). He presents
ethnographic cases that illustrate ‘intellectuativity within social
practices’. He also looks at the criteria for ttexial appreciation of
intellectual activity. His purpose is to discusshat it means to be an
intellectual’ in the context of Swahili society. @nall, however, his paper
is more about an intellectual elite — let us dadimh amateur philosophers
— than about the ordinary elders who are regardedise within their
community. |1 do, however, find his brief definitiamseful: ‘Perhaps,
wisdom is to have the ability or good sense tokmaiwledge into action’
(ibid: 18). The Ghanaian philosopher Gyekye (19987) writes that
wisdom includes:

... the ability to think out ways of making succes®ne’s personal life —

to analyse and solve the practical problems ofHifend the ability to pay

reflective attention to fundamental principles utgiag human life and
experience.

In the local Twi languagenyansais the most common term used for
‘wisdom’. Onim nyansa (‘he/she is clever, lit. ‘he/she knows
knowledge/wisdom’) is commonly used in everydayaions and can
apply to young as well as older people. Anothanterhich has roughly
the same meaning, imde: (lit. ‘knowledge thing’ or ‘knowing things’).
The people with whom | discussed the different weann meaning did
not fully agree. Some emphasised thiatde: could best be translated as
expert knowledge that almost borders on wisdom +haaitative
knowledge — whereasyansais wisdom that may not necessarily stem
from knowledge but rather practical experience. &ame else felt that
nimde: is not wisdom but just knowledge.

Christaller’s old (1933) dictionary provides thdldaving synonyms:
nyansa (knowledge, learning, wisdom, skill, dexterity,t,aartfulness,
craft, cunning), nimde (knowledge, understanding; intelligence,
wisdom), anitew (lit. ‘the eye has opened’; prudence, intelligence
sagacity, shrewdness, good sense, judgement, qudiuess,
understanding) andhnifere (sharpness of insight, quick-sightedness,
penetration, sagacity, acuteness, cunningnesfilakis, slyness). None
of these terms is unequivocally positive, as setnis the case for the
English term ‘wisdom’. The intelligence that is egked to in all these
synonyms can be applied to doing well but alsodiogl harm or seeking
selfish ends. The line betweagansa(wisdom) andbayie (witchcraft) is
thin (see Van der Geest 2002).
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Our conversations were sometimes held in Twi, songst in English,
with the various concepts passing in both langualgsinkling is that
the more educated people with whom | discusseddavis had largely
adopted the inherently positive meaning of the Bhglerm, as we will
see further on.

Let us now look at wisdom in relation to ageingri€tialler’s classic
collection of more than three thousand Akan prozéf@hristaller 2000)
contains 23 that refer tayansaor nyansafawise person) and three with
the termnimde;, but none of these refers explicitly to old agehed
proverbs do praise the older person for his wis@ma life experience,
but in a more implicit and metaphorical way (seWw In other idioms
and contextsiyansais also associated with being old. Asked what show
that someone ispanyin one old man replied: “You can see it in the
wisdom he passes on to the young.’

When | invited school pupils to associate freelpuwiigrandmother’
and ‘grandfather’, about one third of them menttbnleat grandparents
gave advice to people in the house, told themesasi helped them in
other ways (see Van der Geest 2004b). To see ollgas wisdecause
they are old is part of an almost ‘natural’ tendetacrespect (or fear) what
is more extended in terms of space or time (se@itCi998). Elders in
Kwahu society are to be feared and respected betheg can bless and
curse, and some are suspected of having witch&afiwing respect and
praising them for their wisdom is one way to avmidblems.

During a discussion in English about the conceptwasdom’, my
friend Obeng Boamah stressed its moral dimengsBming wise, he said,
cannot go together with an improper and disordédy Wisdom includes
both cleverness and virtue. ‘A wise person does'ciase women’ and
does not steal; he lives with his wife and is respe because of his
success in family and business affairs.’ If somenable to settle a
dispute or convince others, it is not only thankshis knowledge and
eloquence, but also because his own life confirmsvords. Conversely,
being successful in life is almost tantamount tmdpavise (stupid people
don’t become rich). One of Christaller’s (2000) yebs alludes — tongue
in cheek — to that link between financial and ietgual capital:Wow

® The moral quality of ‘wisdom’ is also frequentBmphasized in publications on
wisdom in a ‘Western’ context (see, for examplemigddson 2005: 345; Waldrop et
al. 1999: 39).
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sika a, na wfre wo nyansafp(‘lf you have money, you are called a wise
man’; no. 3443).

To conclude his statement about wisdom, Boamald @tgopular
saying about the ‘chief's elder brotheppanyin a wamm obra pa, na
yefre no ohene nua panyfifirhe spanyinwho does not lead a good life is
called the chief's elder brother’). The elder bestlf a chief is typically
an inferior person, someone who should have beeate mhief but was
bypassed because he lacked the capacities neadbd fole.

If the ability to give advice and solve problemséen as the core of
wisdom, the question can be raised: Advice abowtWhVhat kind of
problems? Older people may not have knowledge abdutation, jobs
or getting a visa for Europe, but they do have sap&nowledge about
how to behave in public gatherings, how to dealhwiélatives or
neighbours, how to solve conflicts over land, propand inheritance.
One saying pithily expresses the importance ofdiders for land and
property: ‘It is the uncle wofa, mother’'s brother) who knows the
boundaries of the farm.” Without his knowledge yoay be cheated by
your neighbour. Similarly grandmothers may shaegrthxperiences of
marriage and bringing up children with their dawgbt and
granddaughters. | doubt very much, however, if gopeople consult
their grandmothers about their love affairs. | kateeard of this, although
I admit | never asked them explicitly. The begimsrof love and sex
mostly take place in secrecy (see Bleek 1976; Bodfis volume) and
are only shared with peers.

The most outspoken virtue of older people in Kwalafe is indeed
their wisdom — at least, that was strongly imprdsgpon me during
conversations with elders, as well as with yourggople. The older one
becomes, the more knowledge one collects. Wisdamwledge, life
experience and the ability to foresee what willgepand to offer advice
are indeed considered the qualities of old menvemmien. The fact that
one has lived for a long time means that one hes adot of things and
has begun to see how they are connected. Life iexpey, in other words,
teaches one how events follow one another. ‘Wisadrhindsight’ is
usually an ironic reference to the opposite of wimd- cheap advice that
comes late — but this view needs correction. Wisdsrby definition
derived from ‘hindsight’: learning from past exmarces. Hindsight
becomes foresight. Thganyinmay, on the basis of his understanding of
the past, be able to predict the future and aduésple about how to act
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in order to prevent trouble. When | asked an etdetefinesgpanyin he
said:
An gpanyinis someone who, through his experience in lifes, dined a
lot of wisdom and can know what is good and whahds good....

Wisdom is the ability to think carefully about tigs before doing them.
The young don't have that quality; they just getamgl do things.

The wisdom of thepanyinimplies power and prestige. That is why they
sayJpanyin ano sen sumdfThe spanyiris mouth is more powerful than
an amulet’), that is, the words of an older persglh tell you what is
going to happen. You should listen, or you will geb trouble. The old,
therefore, tend to regard their advanced age amtst gratifying period
of their life. Another elder buttressed his claims wisdom with a
guotation from the Bible:
I have set my mind on the sayings of St. Paul inBible: ‘When | was a
child, I spoke like a child and did things like laild.” Because of this age,
you realise that most of the activities of the ypuare useless, and at
times | laugh when | see them indulging in them .he# you are young,
you make a lot of mistakes. Now that | have growe) bhave realised it,
and | don’t want to become young again ... When ymwgold, you see

a lot of things in life, so it is a blessing frono&to grow old. When you
die young, without experiencing a lot of thingdifa, it is not a blessing.

The view that growing older implies increasing vasdis also expressed
in the Twi term for ‘growing old'nyin. The correct Twi translation of the
English ‘I am old’ ismanyin(‘l have grown’). Whereas in English and most
(all?) other European languages we use an adjdotinelicate the status of
being old, the Akan prefer a verb. This is not puihguistic particularity; it
expresses the quality of the experience of beidd\ylin indicates a process
and suggests a linear type of development: groviftogeasing in size and
content, accumulating whatever is relevant for gnatess of development.
A child can sayrmanyin, if it has ‘grown’ in relation to a previous ped or
another child. It can also be said of an adoleseemiddle-aged person and
finally of an elder wanyiri (he/she has grown). When my Kwahu friends
spoke English to me, they never referred to anyamebeing old’. The
standard English term was indeed ‘He has growné 3&me words were
used in the translations they made of our conversatwith the elderly.
Reluctantly | ‘corrected’ that beautiful idiom inflain English to prevent
misunderstanding by non-Twi readers.

The verbnyin can be used for any being that ‘lives’ and theeettas
the potential of ‘growing’: It is applied to humam=simals, trees, plants and
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fruits. Because ‘growing’ is conceived as a ling@cessnyin is basically a
positive concept, implying accumulation, getting rencof what the
person/animal/tree by nature is supposed to acqlive more one has
‘grown’, the more of a human being one is. Accurtioiteof humanness —
life experience, wisdom — is the almost automaticetate of growing old.

As we have seen above, older people are believadclaim — to put
that wisdom at the disposal of younger relativeh@nhousehold. They stop
travelling and stay at home to take care of famifgirs. Several proverbs
express that idea in enticing metaphors. One $@yghe old person stays
home to look after the bean8kivakora ntena efie mma asaduasnf
while the other relatives are out, the older pensatches the beans that
are drying in the sun. When it starts raining hdl wsover them. The
beans, of course, stand for family affairs. Thevprb cited at the outset
of this article, calling the house without an eld@atucky, expresses the
same idea. True wisdom is shared. One proverb iespl&Visdom is not
like money (or gold dust) that can be tied up aittién away’ Nyansa
nye sika na woakyekyere ayi€Christaller no. 2554). Knowledge that a
person keeps for himself is not wisdom, but ratbelfish cleverness,
tending to witchcraft?

Wisdom and being old are almost automatically cotew in
everyday language, even though people may denytakén-for-granted
connection during a more private discussion. F&Etd950: 276) line is
a good example of that taken-for-granted associatite grandparents,
he writes, are looked to with reverence becausgdhe ‘the repositories
of ancient wisdom.” Perhaps the best-known sayhiag identifies old age
with wisdom is the expressiorfzkobisa aberew#We go and ask the old
lady’). The elders use it before they withdraw frandispute or court
case for internal consultation. Apparently, the tady stands for the
wisdom they need to reach the right decision.

One of the most touching lines | recorded duringresearch was the
remark of an older man that there was no greatgpihass for him than a
young person coming to him and asking him a questiy research has
taught me, however, that a young person rarelyapgpen the scene. The
wisdom and knowledge of the older people is ‘tapgad less by the

19 The thought is strikingly similar to what peoiy about money in general: money is
only good if it is used for the benefit of otheia;, example, to build a house (see Van
der Geest 1998b). ‘We do not ask for your moneyaslefor your house.” Money that
is hidden is bad money.
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younger generation than is generally assuthéhe elder, complained
bitterly about the disinterest of the youth in ki®wledge and wisdom:

.. if an old person dies, there will be no one tbyeu some important
history. | used to ask my elders when | was youmdj laam now handing
it over to the children. Recently one grandchildeamsme something and |
was at a loss. In fact | had to tell him that | diot ask my elders when |
was youngd. So | don't know. Even now, at my ad@edp on asking those
older than me a lot of things. Yesterday | was cainpg to someone
that | don't understand why my grandchildren ardyibung people in my
house don't come and greet me and ask me aboubhtlangs | know. |
want them to come and ask so that | tell them| lblain't get them. If you
don't come, | will die and take it alonlyléwu a na medek My head is
full of things, but I will go with them because théon't come.

Another elder (KA) expressed the same complaird gonversation my
co-researcher Kwame Fosu (KF) and | had with him:

KF: You have many proverbs. Do people come to yolearn proverbs
from you as well?

KA: They don't come.

[A woman from the house had come closer to list#hen we asked her
whether she had learned some proverbs from themald since she had
been living with him in the same house, she ansiveréhe negative].

KA: She will not learn proverbs because proverbd wot earn her
money, but in future they will help you. When yore a&ntering a town
and you hear on thabommaadrums: Namnon tenten reba, namm
tenten reba, namm tenten reba The drummers are informing the
executers that there is someone to be executegbulfunderstand the
proverb (on the drum), you will not be caught ardoaited. You will run
away to save your life. But if you don't understdhd proverb, you will
be caught and killed.

These complaints contrast sharply with the far neamamon claim — by
the young as well as by the old — that the youngalto the elders to ask
their advice and listen to their stories. Elsewl{®&n der Geest 2004b) |
have explained that contradiction as a performariaespect from both
sides. This is not simply a matter of true versalsd, pretence versus
reality. Saying words is doing things, as Austi®§2) argued in his
celebrated William James Lectures. The young shespect for the

11 Edmondson. (2005: 354) closes her plea for amogftaphic approach to wisdom with
a joking remark made by an old Irishman: ‘As we gieter, we grow in wisdom. But
there doesn’t seem to be much call for it!
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elderly by telling the anthropologist that the aldeneration is wise and
that they often go to them for advice; the eldeigeson that respect by
saying the same thing. Admitting that the youngndb come to them is
painful and could lower their prestige in the egéshe visitor. My view,
however, is that there is still something elsesatué: the definition of
wisdom.

Discussion and conclusion

Only recently, the concept of ‘wisdom’ has becomeopic of more

systematic discussion in the disciplines where as lits main roots,
namely psychology and philosophy. Brugman (200&tetins a parallel
trend concerning the meaning of wisdom in bothidistes. That trend is
a development from wisdom as knowledge about bfevisdom as an
attitude toward that knowledge. The first view reféo practical uses:
wisdom is seen as ‘superior skills in solving pesbs of life, in the past,
the present and the future’ (Brugman 2001:'89)iisdom in that sense
needs to be shared by others. Superior skills aogvledge are handed
down to the young, that is, to those with fewellskind less knowledge.

The second view has a more epistemic charactedofviss seen as a
middle position between certainty and doubt, dexefity and awareness
of the illusionary character of life; wisdom is exfise in uncertainty
(Brugman 2001: 99). This second view clashes wiih first, which
implies certainty and superior knowledge. The sdooaw raises doubts
about certainty and relativizes it. Wise is he wmows that he knows
little.

Brugman (2001: 100-106) then proceeds to invedig#te
relationship between ‘wisdom’ and growing old. Fronis perspective
(expertise in uncertainty), the older person wheeéx in sharing out
stories and advice is not the proverbial wise per#ois rather the elder
who is open to stories and advice from others antetv experience who
is wise (see also Staudinger et al. 1998). Wisdoftolerance for value
differences’ (Dittman-Kohli 1984).

‘Measuring’ wisdom, therefore, is not simple. Reshay Baltes and
Smith (quoted in Brugman 2001: 101, 104) measurisdam along five
dimensions and found no significant relationshipwleen age and
wisdom. On the basis of this study and other pabbos, Brugman

12 Translations of Brugman 2001 by the author, SvdG.
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suggests that wisdom is not an age-related phermmedyut rather a
matter of character. He concludes his essay witlng paragraph on the
demasquéf the wise elder.

Ardelt (2000) explored the relationship between s@am’ and
‘ageing well' among 82 older women in the USA. Tdefinition of
wisdom she applied contained cognitive, reflectimad affective
components. Drawing on the work of Erikson (196ad)yton (1982),
Baltes et al. (1992) and Assman (1994), she defivisdom during old
age as a ‘detached concern with life itself’ (Eoks1964: 133), life
satisfaction and the ability to maintain personakegrity in spite of
physical deterioration and closeness of death. fbHewing quotation
from Clayton (1982: 315-316) summarises her view:

Older people with wisdom did not begrudge losshoke people or things
over which they could not exert control; they teshtheir infirmities with

humor as well as medicine and exuded a contentarahtpeacefulness
that drew the discontented to them.

One of the hypotheses of her own research is that ‘dbjective’
conditions in which older people live (health, sbchetworks, the
economic situation, etc.) do not have much inflgeor their satisfaction
about life (read: wisdom). Wisdom transcends tis¢rictions of old age.
That notion of wisdom bears a striking resemblatocthe idealised
image of the elder afanyinin the Kwahu context: patient, mild, gentle,
‘cool’, not worried about trivial things, taking anterest in the well
being of others, looking back on a life well spearid looking forward to
a peaceful death (Van der Geest 1998a). But, aavé lalready said
several times, that mature attitude to life is that prerequisite of older
people — it exists among the young too. Gyekye §19M5), the
philosopher, puts it squarely: ‘Age has nothingléowith wisdom.***
Although Brugman and Ardelt and the authors thegtguderived
their insights from research in a very differeM/dstern’, context, they
also throw a refreshing light on my Kwahu ethnogiemotes. First, the
superior knowledge of the older generation mayidedin this time of
globalization or lose its relevance to the youngegation. What they

13 That getting older does not necessarily lead aoemwisdom is wittily expressed in a
Dutch saying:Hoe ouder, hoe gekkdfThe older [one is], the more foolish [one
becomes]).

14 Ringsted (this volume) discusses the concept sflevh or common sense (Swahili:
akili) among young people in her study of mothers angjldi@rs in Tanzania.
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know about farming, medicinal herbs, traditionastouns, family history

and ancestors has grown obsolete in the eyes ofdhrg. The new

generation needs other types of knowledge to senamd become
successful in life: a school education, knowled§dav to contact the

right person to acquire a job or a visa to go afbrégrandparents have
little in common with their grown-up grandchildreand exchanges of
information between them are declining.

Secondly, and more importantlyyisdom is something else than
knowing how and where to farm, how to pour libascand to pray.
Wisdom is rather the ability to relativize that kviedge, to see its
contingency in the light of changing conditions.kifig Brugman’s
(2001) terminology, being wise means being an dxperhandling
uncertainty. Life experience becomes wisdom ifeads to a milder
attitude to life. Such wisdom is not a matter afwjing old, however, but
rather a life-long attitude.

The term ‘gift’ that | have used, albeit with a gtien mark, has a
long anthropological history, and | must brieflyfu to its role in this
chapter on intergenerational connection and disection. In his classic
essay (1966), Mauss sees the gift as one of thé effestive tools that
people employ to initiate and maintain social iel& and share
culture™ A gift is usually the material translation of acid intention
that invites counter-gifts; it starts reciprociyhich is the basis of culture
and society. Gifts that are not welcome or empty wause disruption
and distance. In this reflection on wisdom and jnsimaring between
generations in Ghana, | have described the gratisappearance of the
gift of wisdom, which the elders would nonethelkss to pass on to the
young. Their inability to do so constitutes an eigee of loss and
marginalization, threatening their very status lders. As we have seen,
the gift of wisdom not only rewards the young fbe taffection and care
they show to the older generation, it also reasstite elders that they
will outlive themselves in their words of wisdomatithe young take on
board and will hand over eventuallytteeir successors. The disruption of
that chain is partly prevented, partly concealgdihe words of respect
that young and old utter about one another.

Wisdom is not about the past; it speaks about totfaglders in
Kwahu Tafo are unable to pass the gift of wisdomt@rihe younger

15" A valuable collection of views and discussionsgift giving and reciprocity from
different disciplinary perspectives is Komter 1996.
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generation, this is mainly for two reasons: theagtical knowledge may
not be useful any more in today’s world, and theyymot be as ‘wise’ as
they claim to be. Older people, who are wise ingbese of being able to
accept the demise of their own world and to renogien to the changes
that are taking place, are scarce, in my own speigtwell as in Kwahu.
That type of wisdom is indeed a rare intergenenaligift.
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