10/01/2020 47' 48'' 

English

El trabajo de la profesora Oyèrónké Oyèwùmi (Nigeria, 1957) analiza las maneras en que el universalismo de la academia distorsiona la comprensión de las culturas africanas, especialmente en el ámbito de la raza y el género. La materialidad anatómica, la visualidad científica y la insistencia en la genitalidad producen una exageración de las diferencias. La profesora Oyèwùmi desentraña cómo esta matriz fue históricamente impuesta en la cultura y cosmovisión Yoruba, cuyo lenguaje, por ejemplo, nunca estipuló la existencia de hijas o hijos, esposas o maridos y en donde las deidades se despliegan siempre en una identidad fluida. Así, más allá del género como una invención abstracta de la cultura, comienzan a situarse las coordenadas espacio-temporales en donde esa invención ha tenido lugar y la imposibilidad de disociarla de procesos abiertamente racistas y coloniales. 

En este podcast, la profesora Oyèrónké Oyèwùmi habla sobre edad, veteranía y respeto, desaprensión y academia, despojo y espiritualidad. Analiza el oxímoron contenido en la noción de "madre soltera”, visto desde la cultura yoruba, y narra el proceso por el cual los hijos eligen a sus madres antes de nacer. Señala también cómo la observación de prácticas comunitarias provenientes de culturas no-occidentales podría constituir un paso insoslayable frente a los desafíos planetarios por venir.   

La invención de las mujeres Yorùbá: Oyèrónké Oyèwùmi
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“El Sexo (con S mayúscula) es el sistema de género de Occidente, pero el Sexo no es la única forma de clasificar los cuerpos humanos, ni el único modo de significar el sexo. Alguien podría imaginar fácilmente lógicas y clasificaciones culturales distintas para las categorías de género, diferentes escenarios que a su vez tomen en consideración la evidencia ofrecida por nuestros cuerpos” Shelly Errington, antropóloga. Por una Antropóloga en la luna
“Es tiempo de que [las personas occidentales] reconozcamos explícitamente que nuestras afirmaciones sobre las mujeres no se basan en alguna realidad dada sino que emergen desde nuestra ubicación en la historia y la cultura; son actos políticos que reflejan los contextos de donde provenimos y los escenarios de futuro que desearíamos ver” Linda Nicholson,(“Interpreting Gender”) El análisis de Oyèrónké Oyèwùmi en su libro «La invención de las mujeres», desafía varias ideas: – Las categorías de género son universales y atemporales; «Con frecuencia la idea se expresa en un tono bíblico, como si se sugiriera que “en el principio fue el género”, escribe. – El género como principio organizativo fundamental de todas las sociedades. – La categoría «mujer» como algo esencial y universal en todas las sociedades y homogénea entre todas sus integrantes. Atemporal y siempre subordinada y antitética a otra categoría inalterable: “hombre”.Comienza aclarando que la sociedad Yorùbá «estaba organizada jerárquicamente, desde la gente esclavizada hasta quienes gobernaban». Eso sí, «el rango de las personas dependía primera y principalmente de la senioridad, la cual se definía usualmente por la edad relativa. Otra diferencia fundamental es que «las posiciones sociales de la gente cambiaban constantemente en relación a con quienes se interactuaba; entonces, la identidad social era relacional y no esencialista.»

Pero en relación con el estudio de género, explica, «descubrí que ya no me era posible hacer un estudio de “género” (una categoría concebida biológicamente) en una localidad Yorùbá; primero tuve que escribir una historia de los debates de género en los estudios Yorùbá». «Me di cuenta que la categoría fundamental “mujer” –elemental en los discursos occidentales de género– simplemente no existía antes de que la tierra Yorùbá sostuviera contacto con Occidente. No había semejante grupo preexistente caracterizado por intereses, deseos o posiciones sociales compartidas. La lógica cultural de las categorías sociales de Occidente está basada en una ideología del determinismo biológico: la idea de que la biología provee la base para la organización del mundo social.» Así, en realidad, esta lógica cultural es una “bio-lógica”. Describe la biología como algo esencial en el pensamiento occidental, de ahí metáforas como «el cuerpo social» o «el cuerpo político»: «La diferencia se entendió como inferioridad genética y esta inferioridad, a su vez, como la razón efectiva de las situaciones de desventaja social.» La desventaja social de agrupaciones que son señaladas e interpretadas como genéticamente constituidas y, por lo tanto, no hay forma de eludir el determinismo biológico. De ahí la importancia de la vista en occidente. El mundo se percibe ante todo por la vista, por la «visión del mundo», otra metáfora que realza la prioridad de este sentido.

«En Occidente (…) quienes posean una inevitable superioridad biológica ocuparán las posiciones sociales de superioridad». Y sin embargo «la biología está en constante transformación y no permanece invariable. Básicamente, el señalamiento más importante no es que el género se construya socialmente, sino que en gran medida la biología en sí misma se construye socialmente y, por lo tanto, es inseparable de lo social.» Un ejemplo es el “descubrimiento” de un “tercer género” (llamado así porque el sistema cultural occidental descarta la posibilidad de más de dos géneros) o de “géneros alternativos” en varias culturas no-occidentales. «El hecho de que el “matrimonio africano de mujeres”, el “berdache” de los pueblos nativos norteamericanos y el “hijra” del sur de Asia se presenten como categorías de género, las incorpora a este marco teórico occidental bío-lógico y engenerado, sin ninguna explicación de sus propias historias y construcciones socio-culturales.», denuncia Oyèwùmi.»En su estudio de la sociedad Igbó de Nigeria (Male Daughters), la antropóloga Ifi Amadiume introduce la idea de “flexibilidad de género” para capturar la separabilidad real de género y sexo en aquella sociedad Africana. Sin embargo, yo pienso que los matrimonios “mujer con mujer” de la tierra Igbó invitan a un cuestionamiento más radical del concepto de género mismo, que la “flexibilidad de género” no es capaz de abarcar.»

Hay sociedades donde los roles y las identidades sociales no se conciben enraizadas en la biología, y ni el sentido visual se privilegia, ni el cuerpo tiene demasiada influencia en el ámbito social. En la sociedad Yorùbá, la anatomía de alguien no define su posición social. En la cosmología Yorùbá, si una parte del cuerpo está singularizada es orí (cabeza), la cual se idealiza como el sitio del destino individual (orí). Así, la palabra orí tiene dos significados: destino y cabeza. Oríkì son las alabanzas poéticas entonadas sobre todo por las esposas del linaje y cantantes profesionales de alabanzas, componente central de cada ceremonia significativa en la vida del recinto y el pueblo. Orí tampoco tiene género.  El lenguaje Yorùbá está libre de género. No hay palabras específicas de género para señalar al hijo, la hija (ọmọ, retoño), el hermano o la hermana, o ìyá (madre). Los nombres Yorùbá tampoco tienen género; tampoco lo tienen ọkọ y aya, dos categorías traducidas al inglés como esposo y esposa, respectivamente–. «Para mucha gente occidental es difícil concebir a las hembras ọkọ (traducido comúnmente como “ mujeres marido”) sin pensar en la homosexualidad y el travestismo. Por el contrario, en la tierra Yorùbá las hembrasọkọ se dan por supuestas, porque su papel es social y no sexual.» Etimológicamente obìnrin (hembra/mujer) no deriva de ọkùnrin (macho/hombre), como en el inglés, donde “wo-man” deriva de “man”. El sufijo común «rin» sugiere una humanidad común; los prefijos obìn y ọkùnespecifican variaciones anatómicas. Únicamente se aplican a las personas adultas, ya que indican simplemente las diferencias anatómicas entre ambos cuerpos respecto de su participación en laprocreación y la relación sexual. El hecho biológico esencial en la sociedad Yorùbá es que obìnrinprocrea, pero ambos dos son ènìyàn (ser humano). La distinción entre obìnrin y ọkùnrin en realidad es reproductiva, indican los roles característicos que juegan cada uno en el proceso reproductivo.Los papeles sociales yoruba de ọba (gobernante), aláàfin (dirigente), y aláwo (adivinadora-sacerdotisa) tampoco tienen especificidad de género. «No puede situarse a las personas en las categorías Yorùbá con tan sólo mirarlas. Lo que se les escucha decir quizá constituya la pista más importante.» Aún siendo la senioridad el fundamento de las relaciones sociales, comerciales, políticas y sexuales, éstas no se sustentan únicamente en lo biológico, sino que son relacionales y dinámicas. De ahí el predominio de lo auditivo (la escucha) sobre la vista.La investigadora pone como ejemplo el estudio de la población Gã en Accra, Ghana, de Claire Robertson. Ella cuenta que su intención fue trabajar con mujeres, pero finalizó haciéndolo con comerciantes ya que eran constantes las actividades comerciales que permeaban cada aspecto de la vida de las mujeres. Y cuando llegó la hora de analizar a profundidad la información, las explicaciones económicas eran las más convincentes.»¿Por qué Claire Robertson, la autora de este estudio, comenzó trabajando con mujeres y qué tipo de distorsiones se presentaron en consecuencia? ¿Y si hubiese iniciado con comerciantes? ¿Habría finalizado con mujeres?» se pregunta Oyèwùmi.Y es que en la concepción Yorùbá original no existe una idea de trabajo basada en el género, sino en la prerrogativa de linajes específicos. La división del trabajo se basó en el linaje y la afiliación al linaje. Como suele decirse en Yorùbá, O bá olá nilé ni (todo queda en familia). «Entrevisté a una cazadora (ìyá ọdẹ), Dorcas Àmàó, de aproximadamente sesenta y seis años y aún activa como ọdẹ (cazadora)», cuenta la académica. El reconocimiento de alguna persona de rango superior no dependían de ser anamacho o anahembra. La persona superior lo es independientemente de su corporalidad.Los pronombres no tienen género. En las interacciones sociales los pronombres de la tercera persona ó y wóṇ distinguen entre la persona más vieja y la más joven. El pronombre wóṇ se usa para referirse a una persona de mayor edad, independientemente del sexo anatómico. También se usa el cambio de entonación de una palabra para señalar la senioridad de alguien. «El insulto supremo será llamar a una personaàgbàyà (mayor que nadie). Se usa para poner en su lugar a la gente si está violando un código de senioridad por no comportase como debiera o está siendo irresponsable. La senioridad es altamente relacional y situacional porque nadie está permanentemente en una posición de mayor o menor edad; todo dependerá de quién esté presente en cada situación específica.» «Las habitantes más viejas del linaje son usualmente las ìyá –las madres del linaje–, (…) y ninguna decisión colectiva trascendente podía realizarse sin su participación individual y grupal. Controlaban la información y la memoria del linaje. «Considerando que se trataba de una sociedad basada en la oralidad, podemos comenzar a apreciar la importancia de sus posiciones.» «En el territorio Yorùbá preco-lonial» apostilla Oyèwùmi, «los derechos individuales derivaban de la pertenencia al grupo. Se trata de una expresión más de la clásica idea africana de lo individual en relación con lo comunitario, tan bellamente sintetizada en la máxima “somos, por lo tanto, Soy”, que contrasta con el pronunciamiento cartesiano de filiación europea “Pienso, luego, Existo”.»»El matrimonio se entendía como un asunto entre linajes, y el linaje era el que garantizaba el derecho a la tierra. La afiliación al linaje se basaba en el nacimiento, no en el matrimonio.» Por lo tanto, se reconoció, promovió y protegió la necesidad de aya (esposa) de procurarse su propio sustento y sus propiedades, no había hacienda conyugal ni las parejas podían heredarse propiedades entre sí. Muchas aya se ausentaban de casa todo el día y algunas veces durante semanas cuando se dedicaban al comercio a larga distancia. Por eso, no tenía que cocinar diariamente en casa, un hecho que habla del tema de la distribución del tiempo. Podían acudir a los mercados de comida cuando tenían necesidad de procurar cena para la familia («ayé lọjà, òrun nilé», la tierra es un mercado y el otro mundo un hogar).»La gente Yorùbá también situó la responsabilidad de la contracepción en donde pertenece: en la pareja y la familia, no únicamente en la aya como individuo.» Tradicionalmente la paternidad se establecía al casarse con la madre de la criatura, independientemente de quién fuera el padre biológico. Ser el progenitor no era una condición necesaria o suficiente para reivindicar la paternidad. «Para cualquier persona adulta, las obligaciones de la maternidad y la paternidad fueron la razón primordial de un empleo remunerado y el principal incentivo de la acumulación fue la necesidad de procurar una dote para las propias criaturas.» La maternidad era un estímulo más que un obstáculo para la actividad económica. Ìyá ni wúrà.Bàbá ni jíngí.Níjó ìyá bá kú ni wúrà bàjé ̣ .̣Níjó bàbá bá kú ni jíngí wọmi. ̣[La madre es de oro.El padre es un espejo.Cuando la madre muere, el oro se arruina.Cuando el padre muere, el espejo se sumerge (traducción de la autora)]. El sistema de gobierno indirecto introducido por el colonialismo británico reconoció la autoridad de los jefes machos a nivel local pero no sucedió lo mismo en el caso de las lideresas.(…) El mismo proceso que clasificó y redujo a “mujeres” a las anahembras africanas, las volvió no elegibles para los papeles de liderazgo.» El papel de las chicas era lucir delicadas y atractivas, listas para convertirse en las esposas y ayudantes de aquellos hombres potencialmente poderosos, el “sostén de la familia”. Las mujeres no fueron vistas como individuos, solamente como esposas. «Aún en la víspera de la colonización había jefas y funcionarias por todo el territorio Yorùbá. Irónicamente, una de las signatarias del acuerdo que cedía Ìbàdàn a los británicos, fue Lànlátù, una Ìyálóde, una jefa anahembra.» cuenta Oyèwùmi.El acceso a la ciudadanía de las mujeres tras el colonialismo estaría mediado por el matrimonio, a través de la “conyugalidad de la ciudadanía”. La esposa perdía sus derechos de propiedad independientes y se la relegaba a los quehaceres domésticos como obligación exclusiva. Oyèwùmi recuerda la experiencia de R.S. Rattray, un distinguido antropólogo colonial del pueblo Ashanti de Ghana. En 1923, luego de pasar un largo tiempo estudiando la cultura Ashanti, quedó sorprendido al “descubrir” la importante “posición de las mujeres” en el estado y la familia. Sumamente desconcertado, optó por preguntar a las ancianas y los ancianos ashanti. «Pregunté a los hombres y a las mujeres mayores por qué no me había dado cuenta de esto –había pasado muchos años entre el pueblo ashanti. La respuesta fue siempre la misma: “el hombre blanco nunca lo pregunta; ustedes únicamente reconocen y negocian con los hombres; supusimos que los europeos consideraban que las mujeres no cuentan, y sabemos que ustedes no las reconocen como nosotros lo hemos hecho desde siempre”R.S. Rattray, The Ashanti (reimpresión; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969).Y apostilla que «a pesar de los extraordinarios logros de madame Curie, que la hicieron acreedora a dos premios Nobel, no fue aceptada en la Academia Francesa de Ciencias por ser mujer.»»El mayor impacto de estas ideas occidentales en relación con la primacía del género, es que han hecho difícil presentar formas alternativas de visualizar las distinciones sexuales anatómicas sin patologizar lo femenino«, denuncia. «En la estela de los conflictos y controversias entre las mujeres occidentales y las no-occidentales, durante las conferencias de la Década de las Naciones Unidas para las Mujeres, hubo una pregunta recurrente: ¿cuál sería un interés común para las mujeres de todo el mundo? Aline K. Wong, una académica de Singapur, afirmó correctamente: “lo que yo pienso es ¿Las mujeres querrán ser mujeres?”. Pero además, una debería preguntarse por qué se eligió esta categoría de “mujeres” y cuál es la composición de dicho grupo.»

Fuentes: Oyěwùmí, Oyèrónkẹ́. «La invención de las mujeres. Una perspectiva africana sobre los discursos occidentales del género». Editorial en la frontera. https://glefas.org/la-invencion-de-las-mujeres-oyeronke-oyewumi/Errington, Shelly. “Recasting Sex, Gender, and Power”. En Power and Difference: Gender in Island Southeast Asia, editado por Jane Atkinson y Shelly Errington. Stanford, Calif.: Universidad de Stanford, 1990.Nicholson, Linda. , “Interpreting Gender” en Signs (otoño 1994)
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Oyèrónké Oyèwùmi: un feminismo decolonial africano
Oyèrónké Oyèwùmi nació el 10 de noviembre de 1957. Es una socióloga feminista de Nigeria. Como socióloga, su trabajo ha sido rescatar las características de la cotidianidad africana, todo ello alejado del método de análisis americano y europeo, pues cree que estos términos y marcos teóricos no contemplan la realidad del contiene africano. Sus análisis, como los estudios de género, han dado cuenta de diferentes aspectos de la realidad de su continente, como: las diferencias de género por colonización, la sexualización de las deidades africanas y por ende el proceso de adoctrinación religiosa, la política y sistema patriarcal africano, la invisivilización y el papel de la mujer en las comunidades africanas; así también como estudios lingüísticos que dan cuenta de cómo las categorías de género occidentales son muy diferentes a las africanas (como las de la comunidad Yorùbá) y por ende crea realidades no correspondidas con los hechos.
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Oyèrónké Oyèwùmi, socióloga feminista nigerniana.

El texto de Oyèrónké Oyèwùmi nos permite volver a analizar y destejer aquellas nociones clásicas que se heredan a partir de la colonización, algunas de ellas como: género, dominio, patriarcado, linaje, etc. Todo esto a partir de datos históricos, estudios de comentaristas, experiencias, testimonios de los presentes de aquel periodo, entre otros. Los cuales nos permiten dar cuenta que la mayoría de estudios caen en un cúmulo de categorías impartidas por el eurocentrismo. La forma de análisis e investigación de la autora es interesante, pues evita caer en estas categorías y busca aclarar las contradicciones o los sesgos de las interpretaciones que se hacen tanto del colonialismo como de los estudios del África. 

Lo político: sistemas administrativos, educativos, legales y religiosos
En el capítulo número cuatro: La colonización de las mentes y los cuerpos: Género y colonialismo, la autora establece como objetivo esclarecer aquellas prácticas e ideologías que influyeron en la conducta de la gente colonizada. Para llevar a cabo su objetivo comienza hablando sobre el colonizador y el colonizado. En este punto es evidente la considerable información que se tiene sobre la participación de la figura masculina en la colonización, al mismo tiempo que se cuestiona sobre el papel poco visible y apreciado de la figura femenina, en especial el de las colonizadas: “Las historias de colonizados y colonizadores se han escrito desde el punto de vista masculino –las mujeres son periféricas, si acaso aparecen–“. (Oyèrónké, 2017, pp. 207). Ahora bien, la marginación de la mujer africana en el periodo de colonización se debió a varios factores, uno de ellos fue la obsesión de la cultura occidental por lo visual. El colonizador observó la distinción de las formas de la hembra y el macho, a partir de ello estableció su objetivo primordial para la construcción de su política haciendo uso del macho. El aspecto físico de las formas parece haber establecido un canon y una jerarquía en la cual la contextura varonil era la más apreciada para ejercer ciertas labores (de las cuales se hablará más adelante). Esta jerarquía está compuesta, dice Oyèwùmi: “Comenzando en la parte superior, estaban: los hombres (europeos), las mujeres (europeas), los nativos (hombres africanos) y lo Otro (las mujeres africanas)”. (Oyèrónké, 2017, pp. 209). La última categoría sobre la cual Oyèrónké enfatiza más, pues es el género oprimido, el género aparentemente sin poder, el género inferior. Estas ideas de género conllevan al planteamiento de un estado patriarcal en el cual la hembra es excluida de toda estructura de estado colonial. Antes, en el territorio de Nigeria, especialmente en la sociedad de Yorùbá, las posiciones de gobierno, de trabajo e institucionales, tanto en hembras como en machos, se implementaban a partir de la señoridad (relativa a la edad) o el linaje. Entonces, la distinción visual de la anatomía de los cuerpos fue implantada por occidente, aportando así un rango de autoridad a los machos y despojando de su institución a las hembras. Sin embargo, ese no fue el único cambio que se estableció por medio de la colonización y el estado patriarcal, pues asuntos como el matrimonio, el divorcio, la sexualidad y el embarazo quedaron a disposición de esta nueva tradición, tanto que la gente africana quedó sumida bajo esta nueva forma de dominación. La académica y comentarista, Nina Mba, de un corte occidental, enfatiza en las ventajas del gobierno británico sobre las mujeres negras, pues ella pensaba que el gobierno mejoraba la situación legal y matrimonial de ellas, a lo que Oyèwùmi responde aclarando la ventaja que representa para el hombre un sistema legal dominado por él y el vacío que se genera excluyendo a la mujer, lo que demuestra que es arbitrario afirmar que fue un beneficio cuando no mostraba la realidad de la situación. El segundo factor que entra en el papel de la colonización es la educación, pues el interés de impartir enseñanzas a los colonizados tenía bajo la mira la idea de introducir el cristianismo y a partir de él reformar la religión que había en el viejo Oyó (un imperio, sobre todo en gran parte de Nigeria), que estaba conformada por deidades y òrìṣàs de ambos géneros. Por ejemplo: el ser supremo Olódùmarè, cuya identidad no tenía establecido un género. Pero la llegada del cristianismo trajo consigo la idea de un Dios único y masculino. La idea de este Dios fue propagada por medio de la educación: sólo ese fue el propósito de las escuelas, el poder evangelizar el territorio africano. Pero esta labor requería de figuras masculinas africanas para evangelizar a los de su clase: aquellos machos que decidían cristianizar a los de su gente se les llamaba misioneros. En el currículum de educación occidental las prácticas se diferenciaban según el género: para el niño había énfasis en lectura de la biblia, gramática y ortografía; mientras que para la niña se veían asignaturas similares, pero introduciendo intensidad horaria en labores domesticas como la costura y el bordado. Estas tendencias en la educación ya mostraban diferencias de género: “El mensaje era simple: los muchachos estudiaban para convertirse en empleados, catequistas, pastores, misioneros, diplomáticos o políticos incluso. El papel de las chicas era lucir delicadas y atractivas, listas para convertirse en las esposas y ayudantes de aquellos hombres potencialmente poderosos” (Oyèrónké, 2017, pp. 222). Poco después los resultados de estas tendencias de educación se verían reflejados en las hembras como amas de casa y los machos como figuras educadas e intelectuales. Sin embargo, la posición social poco a poco fue cambiando de ideal hasta que las hembras con educación eran las más apetecidas para el matrimonio con hombres educados y aquellas hembras cuya vocación ejercida era la de ama de casa eran obligadas a casarse con un macho que tuviera una buena estabilidad financiera. Ahora bien, uno de los efectos que trajo consigo el acceso de los machos a la educación en el contexto africano y a los ideales occidentales fue el efecto psicológico de superioridad de uno frente al otro: “En un principio, hubo mucha resistencia de los estudiantes machos quienes sentían que las chicas no se desempeñarían escolarmente tan bien como ellos debido a su inferioridad mental”[1]. Por ello, una digresión, aún en la actualidad (tanto como en África como en el resto de occidente) hay personas con el ideal basado en que las mujeres no deben ser participes de ciertos estudios, cargos o labores, por la supuesta inferioridad intelectual. Por otro lado, retomando la idea de la reforma a la religión en el territorio Yorùbá, uno de los impactos que demuestra Oyèwùmi fue la introducción de un cristianismo androcéntrico basado en la promoción de la dominación del macho, por ejemplo: la privación y subestimación de la participación femenina en las iglesias misioneras: “Se les excluía del clero y no tuvieron un papel oficial en absoluto. Pero con la fundación de las iglesias independientes, las mujeres comenzaron a asumir papeles más importantes y ello estuvo en mayor sintonía con la participación tradicional de las ana-hembras en la religión Yorùbá” (Oyèrónké, 2017, pp. 232). Es decir, que sólo a partir de la iniciativa independiente de fundar iglesias con la participación femenina fue posible hacer visible la religión tradicional y el liderazgo femenino. (Un breve paréntesis: ¿Qué es ana-hembra y ana-macho? el prefijo “ana” hace relación al concepto de anatómico, lo que refiere a la diferencia entre humanos por su composición física, la percepción visual del cuerpo, etc). Otro impacto visible en el territorio Yorúbá con la llegada de la religión occidental: “Fue la introducción de las ideas de género en el ámbito religioso, incluyendo el sistema religioso indígena. En la religión tradicional, en ninguna parte operaban distinciones de ana-sexo, ni en el mundo humano ni el de las deidades”. (Oyèrónké, 2017, pp. 234). Posteriormente a la introducción de la religión occidental en Yorùbá las deidades y las òrìṣàs fueron masculinizándose: “Olódùmarè comenzó a verse como “nuestro padre celestial”; si se les reconocía, las òrìṣà hembra se visualizaban nebulosamente con menos poder que los òrìṣà macho; y “nuestras ancestras y nuestros ancestros” se convirtieron en nuestros antepasados” (Oyèrónké, 2017, Pp. 235). Finalmente, otra de las diferencias que visibiliza Oyèwùmi es aquella que se dio en el período colonial entre hembras y machos, la administración del sistema salarial y la fuerza laboral. La construcción de la vía ferrocarril que conectaba con tres colonias, posteriormente llamadas Nigeria, fue la fuente de esclavización y riquezas de los británicos. Esta fuente de trabajo colonial mostró cierta distinción y exclusión en su mayoría dirigida al sector femenino, pues el macho accedía más fácilmente al sector monetario, ya que la labor masculina era vista como algo “moderno” y la femenina como algo “tradicional”, lo que de cierta forma denotaba la invisibilidad y poco importancia de la labor femenina aún cuando esta era necesaria para la sobrevivencia de la comunidad. Esto trajo consigo ciertos impactos, uno de ellos es la figura del macho como dominante y la hembra como dependiente, otro es la figura masculina como el “sostén de la familia”, y finalmente el cambio de la mujer africana de ser una Aya a ser esposa.
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El periodo de colonización en los territorios de África visibiliza la rapidez con la que algunas personas abandonaron sus tradiciones y se adaptaron a aquellas reglas e ideales occidentales, que trajeron consigo nuevas categorías de género, nuevas formas de dominación, nuevas formas de educación, nuevas creencias en cuanto a la religión y en especial la visión de la hembra doméstica, marginal, dependiente, inferior, no intelectual. También, una visión del macho dominante, laboral, moderno, privilegiado, educado, superior. La colonización europea arrasó en parte la cultura tradicional que aguardaba en los pueblos africanos, especialmente en la sociedad de Yorùbá. Los impactos nocivos trajeron consigo las jerarquías de raza, forma y género. También el impacto psicológico, pues no importaba si las distinciones eran impartidas desde los más pequeños a los mayores aprovechándose así de la falta de educación de estas personas, resultando en las repercusiones que se lograron en periodos posteriores (La colonización de la mente). La colonización occidental no sólo nos hizo cómplices de su imagen y construcción en los períodos anteriores, sino que normalizó aquellas visiones de superioridad masculina e inferioridad femenina. Por ello la dominación que ejerció Europa aún sigue viva en nuestros ideales de género, pues al día de hoy tememos vigentes aquellos prejuicios: desigualdad académica, desigualdad laboral, maltratos, violación, machismo, segregación, entre otros. Nos queda preguntarnos, por último, si en la comunidad Yorùbá se identificaban o se determinaban según un género, pues sería posible pensar a un ana-macho que deseara identificarse como ana-hembra, o viceversa.



[1] T. Solarin, To Mother with Love: An Experiment in Auto-biography, (Ibadan: Board Publications, 1987), 223.

Oyéronké, O. (1997). La invención de las mujeres: Una perspectiva africana sobre los discursos occidentales del género (Alejandro Montelongo González, trad). Colombia: Editorial en la frontera.
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1 CONCEITUANDO O GÊNERO: OS FUNDAMENTOS EUROCÊNTRICOS DOS CONCEITOS FEMINISTAS E O DESAFIO DAS EPISTEMOLOGIAS AFRICANASOyèrónké Oyěwùmí OYĚWÙMÍ, Oyèrónké. Conceituando o gênero: os fundamentos eurocêntricos dos conceitos feministas e o desafio das epistemologias africanas. Tradução para uso didático de: OYĚWÙMÍ, Oyèrónké. Conceptualizing Gender: The Eurocentric Foundations of Feminist Concepts and the challenge of African Epistemologies. African Gender Scholarship: Concepts, Methodologies and Paradigms. CODESRIA Gender Series. Volume 1, Dakar, CODESRIA, 2004, p. 1-8 por Juliana Araújo Lopes. Os últimos cinco séculos, descritos como era da modernidade, foram definidos por uma série de processos históricos, incluindo o tráfico atlântico de escravos e instituições que acompanharam a escravidão, e a colonização europeia de África, Ásia e América Latina. A ideia de modernidade evoca o desenvolvimento do capitalismo e da industrialização, bem como o estabelecimento de estados-nação e o crescimento das disparidades regionais no sistema-mundo. O período tem assistido a uma série de transformações sociais e culturais. Significativamente, gênero e categorias raciais surgiram durante essa época como dois eixos fundamentais ao longo dos quais as pessoas foram exploradas, e sociedades, estratificadas. Uma característica marcante da era moderna é a expansão da Europa e o estabelecimento de hegemonia cultural euro-americana em todo o mundo. Em nenhum lugar isso é mais profundo que na produção de conhecimento sobre o comportamento humano, história, sociedades e culturas. Como resultado, os interesses, preocupações, predileções, neuroses, preconceitos, instituições sociais e categorias sociais de euro-americanos têm dominado a escrita da história humana. Um dos efeitos desse eurocentrismo é a racialização do conhecimento: a Europa é representada como fonte de conhecimento, e os europeus, como conhecedores. Na verdade, o privilégio de gênero masculino como uma parte essencial do ethoseuropeu está consagrado na cultura da modernidade. Este contexto global para a produção de conhecimento deve ser levado em conta em nossa busca para compreender as realidades africanas e de fato a condição humana.Neste artigo, meu objetivo é interrogar gênero e conceitos aliados com base em experiências e epistemologias culturais africanas. O foco aqui é sobre o sistema de família nuclear, que é uma forma especificamente europeia, e ainda é a fonte original de muitos dos conceitos que são usados universalmente na pesquisa de gênero. O objetivo é encontrar maneiras em que a pesquisa africana possa ser mais bem informada por preocupações e interpretações locais e, ao mesmo tempo, simultaneamente, para que experiências africanas 
2sejam levadas em conta na construção teórica geral, a pesar do racismo estrutural do sistema global.Gênero e a política de conhecimento feministaQuaisquer estudos sérios sobre o lugar do "gênero" em realidades africanas devem necessariamente levantar questões sobre conceitos vigentes e abordagens teóricas. Este é um resultado do fato de que a arquitetura e mobiliário de pesquisa de gênero têm sido em grande partedestilada desde a Europa e experiências americanas. Hoje, estudiosas feministas são a mais importante circunscrição com foco em gênero e a fonte de muito conhecimento sobre as mulheres e hierarquias de gênero. Como resultado de seus esforços, o gênero tornou-se uma das categorias analíticas mais importantes na empreitada acadêmica de descrever o mundo e tarefa política de prescrever soluções. Assim, embora a nossa busca por entender não possa ignorar o papel das feministas ocidentais, devemos questionar a identidade social, interesses e preocupações das fornecedoras de tais conhecimentos. De acordo com esta abordagem "sociologia do conhecimento", Karl Mannheim afirma: Pessoas ligadas entre si em grupos se esforçam em conformidade com o caráter e a posiçãodos grupos a que pertencem para mudar o mundo em torno da natureza e da sociedade ou tentar mantê-lo em uma determinada condição. É o sentido desta vontade de mudar ou de manter, desta atividade coletiva, que produz o fio condutor para a emergência de seus problemas, seus conceitos e suas formas de pensamento. (1936: 4)As feministas, como um destes grupos, têm usado seu poder recém-adquirido nas sociedades ocidentais para transformar o que antes eram vistos como os problemas particulares das mulheres em questões públicas. Eles mostraram como problemas pessoais das mulheres na esfera privada são de fato questões públicas constituídas pela desigualdade de gênero da estrutura social. Está claro que as experiências das mulheres euro-americanas e o desejo por transformação forneceram as bases para as perguntas, conceitos, teorias e preocupações que produziram a pesquisa de gênero.Pesquisadoras feministas usam gênero como o modelo explicativo para compreender a subordinação e opressão das mulheres em todo o mundo. De uma só vez, elas assumem tanto a categoria "mulher" e sua subordinação como universais. Mas gênero é antes de tudo uma construção sociocultural. Como ponto de partida da investigação, não podemos tomar como dado o que de fato precisamos investigar. Se o gênero predomina tão largamente na vida das mulheres brancas com a exclusão de outros fatores, temos que perguntar: por que gênero? Por 
3que não alguma outra categoria, como raça, por exemplo, que é vista como fundamental por afro-americanas. Porque gênero é socialmente construído, a categoria social "mulher" não é universal, e outras formas de opressão e igualdade estão presentes na sociedade, questões adicionais devem ser feitas: Por que gênero? Em que medida uma análise de gênero revela ou oculta outras formas de opressão? As situações de quais mulheres são bem teorizadas pelos estudos feministas? E de que grupos de mulheres em particular? Até que ponto isso facilita os desejos das mulheres, e seu desejo de entender-se mais claramente?Muitos estudiosos têm criticado o gênero como um conceito universal e têm mostrado a medida em que ele é particular a políticas de mulheres anglófonas/americanas e brancas, especialmente nos Estados Unidos. Talvez a crítica mais importante de articulações feministas de gênero é aquela feita por uma série de estudiosas afro-americanas que insistem que nos Estados Unidos de forma alguma o gênero pode ser considerado fora da raça e da classe. Esta posição levou à insistência sobre as diferenças entre as mulheres e a necessidade de teorizar múltiplas formas de opressão, particularmente sobre as quais as desigualdades de raça, gênero e as desigualdades de classe são evidentes. Fora dos Estados Unidos, as discussões centraram-se sobre a necessidade de atentar-se ao imperialismo,à colonização e outras formas locais e globais de estratificação, que emprestam peso à afirmação de que o gênero não pode ser abstraído do contexto social e outros sistemas de hierarquia.Neste artigo, gostaria de acrescentar outra dimensão para as razõespelas quais o gênero não deve ser tomado por seu valor nominal e, especificamente, para articular uma crítica Africana. Em primeiro lugar, explorarei as fontes originais dos conceitos feministas que são o esteio da pesquisa de gênero. Gostaria de sugerir que os conceitos feministas estão enraizados sobre a família nuclear. Esta instituição social constitui a própria base da teoria feminista e representa o veículo para a articulação de valores feministas. Isto é, apesar da crença generalizada entre as feministas que seu objetivo é subverter esta instituição dominada pelos homens e a crença entre os detratores do feminismo que o feminismo é anti-família. Apesar do fato de que o feminismo tornou-se global, é a família nuclear ocidental que fornece o fundamentopara grande parte da teoria feminista. Assim, os três conceitos centrais que têm sido os pilares do feminismo, mulher, gênero e sororidade, são apenas inteligíveis com atenção cautelosa à família nuclear da qual emergiram.Além disso, algumas das questões mais importantes e debates que animaram pesquisa de gênero nas últimas três décadas fazem mais sentido, uma vez que o grau em que eles estão entrincheirados na família nuclear (que é uma configuração institucional e espacial) é analisado. O que é a família nuclear? A família nuclear é uma família generificada por excelência. Como 
4uma casa unifamiliar, é centrada em uma mulher subordinada, um marido patriarcal, e as filhas e filhos. A estrutura da família, concebida como tendo uma unidade conjugal no centro, presta-se à promoção do gênero como categoria natural e inevitável, porque dentro desta família não existem categorias transversais desprovidas dela. Em uma família generificada, encabeçada pelo macho e com dois genitores,o homem chefe é concebido como ganhador do pão, e o feminino está associado ao doméstico e ao cuidado. A socióloga feminista Nancy Chodorow nos dá um relato de como a divisão sexual do trabalho na família nuclear, em que mulheres exercem a maternagem, configura diferentes trajetórias psicológicas de desenvolvimento para filhos e filhas e, finalmente, produz seres com gênero e sociedades generificada. De acordo com Chodorow:A divisão do trabalho familiar em que as mulheres exercem a maternagem dá sentido social e histórico específico para o gênero em si. O engendramento de homens e mulheres com personalidades, necessidades, defesas e capacidades particulares cria condições e contribui para a reprodução dessa mesma divisão do trabalho. Assim, o fato de as mulheres serem mães inadvertidamente e inevitavelmente se reproduz. (1978: 12)Distinções de gênero são fundantes do estabelecimento e funcionamento deste tipo de família. Assim, o gênero é o princípio organizador fundamental da família, e as distinções degênero são a fonte primária de hierarquia e opressão dentro da família nuclear. Da mesma forma, a mesmice de gênero é a principal fonte de identificação e solidariedade neste tipo de família. Assim, as filhas se auto-identificam como mulheres com sua mãe e irmãs. Haraway, por sua vez escreve: “O casamento encapsulou e reproduziu relação antagônica de dois grupos sociais coerentes, homens e mulheres" (Haraway 1991: 138). A família nuclear, porém, é uma forma especificamente euro-americana; não é universal.Mais especificamente, a família nuclear continua a ser uma forma alienígena na África, apesar da sua promoção pelos Estados colonial e neocolonial, agências internacionais de (sub)desenvolvimento, organizações feministas, organizações não-governamentais (ONGs) contemporâneas, entre outros.A configuração espacial do agregado familiar nuclear como um espaço isolado é fundamental para a compreensão de categorias conceituais feministas. Não é de se surpreender que a noção de feminilidade que emerge do feminismo euro-americano, que está enraizada na família nuclear, é o conceito de esposa, uma vez que, como Miriam Johnson coloca, [Nas sociedades ocidentais] “a relação de matrimônio tende a ser a relação nuclear de solidariedade adulta e, como tal, faz com que a própria definição de mulher se torne a definição de esposa.” (19:40) Porque a categoria "esposa" está enraizada na família.
5 Em grande parte da teoria feminista branca, a sociedade é representada como uma família nuclear, composta por um casal e suas/seus filhas/os. Não há lugar para outros adultos. Para as mulheres, nesta configuração, a identidade esposa é totalmente uma definição; outros relacionamentos são, na melhor hipótese, secundários. Parece que a extensão do universo feminista é a família nuclear.Metodologicamente, a unidade de análise é o lar da família nuclear, o que, teoricamente, então, reduz mulher à esposa. Porque raça e classe não são normalmente variáveis na família, faz sentido que o feminismo branco, que está preso na família, não veja raça ou classe.Assim, a categoria fundamental da diferença, que aparece como um universal a partir dos limites da família nuclear, é o género. A mulher no centro da teoria feminista, a esposa, nunca fica fora do domicílio. Como um caracol, ela carrega a casa em torno de si mesma. O problema não é que a conceituação feminista comece com a família, mas que ela nunca transcenda os estreitos limites da família nuclear. Consequentemente, sempre que mulher está presente, torna-se a esfera privada da subordinação das mulheres. Sua própria presença define-a como tal.Ao teorizar a partir do espaço confinado da família nuclear, não é de se estranhar que as questões de sexualidade automaticamente vêm à tona em qualquer discussão de gênero. Mesmo uma categoria como mãenão é inteligível para o pensamento feminista branco, exceto se a mãe é inicialmente definida como esposa do patriarca. Parece não haver compreensão do papel de mãe independente de seus laços sexuais com um pai.Mães são, antes de tudo, esposas. Esta é a única explicação para a popularidade do seguinte paradoxo: mãe solteira. A partir de uma perspectiva africana e como uma questão de fato, mães por definição não podem ser solteiras. Na maioria das culturas, a maternidade é definida como uma relação de descendência, não como uma relação sexual com um homem. Dentro da literatura feminista, a maternidade, que em muitas outras sociedades constitui a identidade dominante das mulheres, está subsumida a ser esposa. Porque mulher é um sinônimo de esposa, a procriação e a lactação na literatura de gênero (tradicional e feminista) são geralmente apresentadas como parte da divisão sexual do trabalho. A formação de casais pelo casamento está assim constituída como a base da divisão social do trabalho.A socióloga feminista Nancy Chodorow argumenta que mesmo uma criança experimenta a sua mãe como um ser generificado – esposa do pai–o que tem implicações profundas no que diz respeito ao desenvolvimento psicossocial de filhos e filhas. Ela universaliza a experiência da maternidade nuclear e toma-a como um dado humano, estendendo 
6assim os limites desta forma euro-americana muito limitada para outras culturas que têm diferentes organizações familiares.A família Iorubá não-generificadaAté este ponto, mostrei que os conceitos feministas emergiram da lógica da família nuclear patriarcal, uma forma de família que está universalizada de forma inadequada. Nesta seção, desenhando a partir da minha própria pesquisa sobre a sociedade Iorubá do sudoeste da Nigéria, eu apresento um tipo diferente de organização familiar. A família Iorubá tradicional pode ser descrita como uma família não-generificada. É não-generificada porque papéis de parentesco e categorias não são diferenciados por gênero. Então, significativamente, os centros de poder dentro da família são difusos e não são especificados pelo gênero. Porque o princípio organizador fundamental no seio da família é antiguidade baseada na idade relativa, e não de gênero, as categorias de parentesco codificam antiguidade, e não gênero. Antiguidade é a classificação das pessoas com base em suas idades cronológicas. Daí as palavras egbon, referente ao irmão mais velho, e aburopara o irmão mais novo de quem fala, independentemente do gênero. O princípio da antiguidade é dinâmico e fluido; ao contrário do gênero, não é rígido ou estático.Dentro da família Iorubá, omo, a nomenclatura para a criança, é melhor traduzida como prole. Não há palavras que denotem individualmente menina ou um menino em primeira instância. No que diz respeito às categorias de marido e esposa dentro da família, a categoria oko, que normalmente é registrada como o marido em Inglês, não é especificada por gênero, pois abrange ambos machos e fêmeas. Iyawo, registrada como esposa, em Inglês refere-se a fêmeas que entram na família pelo casamento.A distinção entre okoe iyawonão é de gênero, mas uma distinção entre aqueles que são membros de nascimento da família e os que entram pelo casamento. A distinção expressa uma hierarquia em que a posição okoé superior a iyawo. Esta hierarquia não é uma hierarquia de gênero, porque mesmo okofêmea são superiores a iyawofêmea. Na sociedade em geral, mesmo na categoria de iyawoinclui homens e mulheres, em que os devotos dos Orixás (divindades) são chamados iyawo Orisa. Assim, os relacionamentos são fluidos, e papéis sociais, situacionais, continuamente situando indivíduos em papéis modificativos, hierárquicos e não hierárquicos, contextuais que são.O trabalho da antropóloga social Niara Sudarkasa sobre as características contrastantes dos sistemas familiares baseados em África e formas baseadas na Europa é especialmente esclarecedor. Ela ressalta que a família nuclear é uma família que tem bases conjugais, que é construída em torno de um casal como núcleo conjugal. Na África Ocidental (da qual os Iorubá 
7são uma parte), é a linhagem que se considera como a família. A linhagem é um sistema familiar baseado consanguineamente, construído em torno de um núcleo de irmãos e irmãs por relações de sangue. Ela explica:Após o casamento, os casais normalmente não estabeleciam famílias separadas, mas sim se juntavam ao composto familiar da noiva ou do noivo, dependendo das regras vigentes de descendência. Em uma sociedade em que a descendência é patrilinear, o grupo principal do composto consistia de um grupo de irmãos, algumas irmãs, seus filhos adultos e netos. O núcleo da unidade co-residencial era composto de parentes de sangue. Os cônjuges são considerados pessoas de fora e, portanto, não parte da família [grifo da autora]. (1996: 81) No caso Iorubá, todos os membros da linhagem são chamados omo-ile e são classificados individualmente por ordem de nascimento. Todas as fêmeas que adentram pelo casamento são conhecidas como iyawo ilee são classificadas por ordem de casamento. Individualmente, um omo-ileocupa a posição de okoem relação à iyawoque chega. Esta relação insider-outsiderestá ranqueada, com o insidersendo o idoso privilegiado. O modo de recrutamento para a linhagem é a diferença crucial – nascimento para okoe casamento para iyawo. Se havia um papel-identidade que definia fêmeas era a posição de mãe. Dentro da casa, os membros são agrupados em torno de diferentes unidades mãe-filhas/os descritos como omoya; literalmente, irmãos filhos de uma mesma mãe-ventre. Por causa da matrifocalidade de muitos sistemas familiares africanos, a mãe é o eixo em torno do qual as relações familiares são delineadas e organizadas. Consequentemente, omoya é a categoria comparável na cultura Iorubá à irmã nuclear na cultura euro-americana branca. A relação entre irmãos de ventre, como aquela das irmãs da família nuclear, é baseada em uma compreensão de interesses comuns nascidos de uma experiência compartilhada. A experiência partilhada definidora, que une os omoyaem lealdade e amor incondicional, é o ventre da mãe. A categoria omoya, diferentemente de irmã, transcende o gênero.Omoyatambém transcende a casa, porque primos matrilaterais são considerados como irmãos de ventre, e são percebidos como mais próximos uns dos outros do que irmãos que compartilham o mesmo pai e que podem mesmo viver na mesma casa. Omoyalocaliza uma pessoa dentro de um agrupamento reconhecido socialmente, e ressalta a importância dos laços entre mãe e filha/o ao delinear e ancorar o lugar de uma criança na família; assim, estas relações são primárias, privilegiadas, e devem ser protegidas acima de todas as outras. Além disso, omoyaressalta a importância da maternidade como instituição e como experiência na cultura.
8 O Desafio de conceituações africanasA dificuldade da aplicação de conceitos feministas para expressar e analisar as realidades africanas é o desafio central dos estudos de gênero africanos. O fato de que as categorias de gênero ocidentais são apresentadas como inerentes à natureza (dos corpos), e operam numa dualidade dicotômica, binariamente oposta entre masculino/feminino, homem/mulher, em que o macho é presumido como superior e, portanto, categoria definidora, é particularmente alienígena a muitas culturas africanas. Quando realidades africanas são interpretadas com base nessas alegações ocidentais, o que encontramos são distorções, mistificações linguísticas e muitas vezes uma total falta de compreensão, devido à incomensurabilidade das categorias e instituições sociais. Na verdade, as duas categorias básicas de mulher e gênero demandam repensar, dado o caso Iorubá apresentado acima, e, como argumentei em meu livro The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western Gender Discourses. Escritos de outras sociedades africanas sugerem problemas semelhantes. Seguem alguns exemplos.A antropóloga social Ifi Amaduime escreve sobre filhas do sexo masculino, maridos fêmeas, e a instituição do casamento de mulheres na sociedade Igbo (Amaduime 1987). Essas concepções confundem a mente ocidental e, portanto, não deveriam ser aprisionadas pela moldura interpretativa feminista. No romance Nervous Conditions,Tsitsi Dangarembga, escrevendo em um contexto Shona, discute os privilégios do que ela chama de "status patriarcal" da Tia Tete, uma personagem da história: "Agora, este tipo de trabalho era trabalho de mulheres, e das treze mulheres lá, minha mãe e Lucia eram um pouco incapacitadas – com Tete tendo status patriarcal, não se esperava que fizesse muita coisa". (1989: 133) Compreendemos que Tia Tete é uma mulher, mas tem "status patriarcal", que a isenta do trabalho de mulher. Emerge então a questão de como a categoria "mulher" é constituída na sociedade Shona. Quem, então, é a mulher que faz o trabalho das mulheres? O que significa tudo isso dentro da organização social da sociedade? Da mesma forma, Sekai Nzenza Shand, escrevendo sobre sua família Shonaem seu livro de memórias Songs from an African sunset, descreve a relação superior de sua mãe para com os varões assim: Em sua aldeia de solteira, minha mãe era visto como a grande tia, ou um homem honorário; os varões deram-lhe o respeito devido a um pai, e minha mãe poderia comandá-los como desejasse. Eles, portanto, vieram à aldeia de seu “marido” para apoiá-la em luto (1997: 19).
9A mãe de Nzenza Shand é um homem (ainda que um homem honorário)? O que isso significa?Voltando à África Ocidental, o linguista ganês, Kwesi Yankah em sua monografia sobre os Okyeame - porta-voz de chefes Akan - ele fez a seguinte observação: "um Okyeame é tradicionalmente referido como o ohene yere, esposa do chefe - é geralmente aplicado a todos Okyeame, se em posições de nomeação governamental ou hereditárias" (1995: 89). Ele explica: "mesmo em casos em que um chefe é fêmea e seu Okyeameé macho, o akyeameainda é esposa, e o chefe, marido" (89). Esse entendimento confunde claramente a compreensão ocidental generificada em que o papel social "esposa" é inerente ao corpo feminino. Finalmente, a historiadora Edna Bay, escrevendo sobre o reino de Dahomey, afirma:O rei também se casava com homens. Artesãos proeminentes e líderes talentosos de áreas recém conquistadas eram integrados aos Dahomey através de laços com base no idioma do casamento. Junto a eunucos e mulheres do palácio, tais homens eram chamados de ahosi. Ahosi do sexo masculino traziam famílias consigo ou ganhavam mulheres e escravos para estabelecer uma linhagem. (1998: 20)A categoria "mulheres do palácio" mencionada na citação não inclui as filhas da linhagem. As fêmeas nascidas na linhagem ficam com seus irmãos na categoria de membros da linhagem, um agrupamento que deriva do local de nascimento. Esses fatos reforçam a necessidade de submeter a categoria "mulher" a uma análise mais aprofundada, e de privilegiar as categorias e interpretações destas sociedades africanas.Estes exemplos africanos apresentam vários desafios aos universalismos injustificados de discursos de gênero feministas. A partir dos casos apresentados, torna-se óbvio que estas categorias sociais africanas são fluidas. Elas não se baseiam no tipo de corpo, e o posicionamento é altamente situacional. Além disso, a linguagem do casamento, que é utilizada para classificação social, frequentemente não é, a princípio, sobre gênero,como interpretações feministas da ideologia e organização familiar poderiam sugerir. Em outro momento, argumentei que o idioma casamento/família em muitas culturas africanas é uma maneira de descrever relações patrono/cliente, que pouco têm a ver com a natureza dos corpos humanos. Análises e interpretação de África devem começar a partir de África. Significados e interpretações devem derivar da organização social e das relações sociais, prestando muita atenção aos contextos culturais e locais específicos.
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“YORUBA’ S DON’ T DO GENDER”: A CRITICAL REVIEW OF OYERONKE OYEWUMI’ s  

The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of Western Gender Discourses By Bibi Bakare-Yusuf 

Discourses on Africa, especially those refracted through the prism of developmentalism, promote gender analysis as indispensable to the economic and political development of the African future.  Conferences, books, policies, capital, energy and careers have been made in its name.  Despite this, there has been very little interrogation of the concept in terms of its relevance and applicability to the African situation.  Instead, gender functions as a given: it is taken to be a cross-cultural organising principle.  Recently, some African scholars have begun to question the explanatory power of gender in African societies.1  This challenge came out of the desire to produce concepts grounded in African thought and everyday lived realities.  These scholars hope that by focusing on an African episteme they will avoid any dependency on European theoretical paradigms and therefore eschew what Babalola Olabiyi Yai (1999) has called “dubious universals” and “intransitive discourses”.   

Some of the key questions that have been raised include: can gender, or indeed patriarchy, be applied to nonEuro-American cultures?  Can we assume that social relations in all societies are organised around biological sex difference?  Is the male body in African societies seen as normative and therefore a conduit for the exercise of power?  Is the female body inherently subordinate to the male body?  What are the implications of introducing a gendered perspective as a starting point for the construction of knowledge about African societies?2  What are the advantages and disadvantages of using explanatory categories developed within the North to understanding different African realities? Most of these questions have been raised in a number of articles, but it is in the book The Invention of Women: Making an African Sense of western Gender Discourses (1997) by the US-based Nigerian theorist Oyeronke Oyewumi that we find a sustained argument against the concept of gender in Africa.   

Constructing a Yoruba World-Sense 

The central thesis of Oyewumi’ s provocative book The Invention of Women¸ is to deny that gender is a fundamental social category in all cultures.  Drawing her examples from the Oyo-Yoruba in western Nigeria, Oyewumi argues that gender has not historically been an important organising principle or a first order issue.  Contra European discourse, amongst the Yoruba, biology was not used to explain or establish social relations, subjectivity, positioning and hierarchy.  She suggests that in European culture and intellectual history, participation in the polis and cultural significance is determined by the meaning ascribed to the body.  Here, her argument resonates with other critiques of the European schism between ‘ mind ’and ‘ body’ .  The body is regarded as the site of irrationality, passion and moral corruption.  The mind, in contrast, functions as the seat of reason and restraint.  This dualism enabled the association of certain groups with the body and bodily functions, and others with reason and spirit.  Those conceived as irrefutably embodied were visibly marked out for enslavement, oppression and cultural manipulation.  For Elizabeth Spelman, the oppression of women is located in ‘ the meanings assigned to having a woman’ s body by male oppressors ’and the oppression of black people has ‘ been linked to the meanings assigned to having a black body by white oppressors ’(1989: 129).  In a similar vein, Oyewumi attributes the biologizing of difference to the primacy of vision in European intellectual history.  Privileging the visual facilitates an emphasis on appearance and visible markers of difference.  Oyewumi concludes that the entire western episteme bases its categories and hierarchies on visual modes and binary distinctions: male and female, white and black, homosexual and heterosexual etc.  The physical body is therefore always linked to the social body (Oyewumi 1997:xii).   

Oyewumi rejects a similarly visualist mechanism at work in African societies.  Her key claim is that unlike Europe, African cultures are not and have not historically been ordered according to a logic of vision, but rather through other senses.  In this way, she suggests that the notion of a “worldview” is only appropriate to the European context. She proposes that “worldsense” better matches the African way of knowing.   At base, Oyewumi contests the idea that a western categorical schema for understanding society and social dynamics can simply be exported elsewhere.  For Oyewumi, students of Africa must recognise that a greater degree of conceptual sensitivity is                                                

 1 See Ife Amadiume Reinventing Africa: Matriarchy, Religion, Culture (1997); the following articles in Jenda: A Journal of Culture and African Women’ s Studies (2001) edited by Nkiru Nzegwu & Oyeronke Oyewummi: Mojúbàolú Olúfúnké Okome ‘African Women and Power: Reflections on the Perils of Unwarranted Cosmopolitanism’; Nkiru Nzegwu ‘Gender Equality in a Dual-Sex System: The Case of Onitsha’ 2 Of course these questions are not new, feminists anthropologist such as Heneritta Moore have posed similar questions along side post-structuralist feminists with their theories of gendered identity that moves beyond the sacrificial logic set-up in second-wave feminist accounts of sexual difference.  
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necessary in order to understand non-western social structures.  More specifically, she claims that in the Yoruba context, a different structuring principle is in operation and needs to be theorised.   

Instead of the visual logic informing social division and hierarchy, through structures such as gender, sexuality, race and class, Oyewumi argues that it is in fact seniority that orders and divides Yoruba society.  Seniority refers primarily to chronological age difference.  However, it also refers to an agent’ s positioning within the kinship structure.  An insider (i.e. extended blood relations) is always senior to an outsider who is marrying into the family.  For the insider, seniority is based on birth-order: the first-born is senior to all the other children.  For an outsider marrying into the lineage however, their seniority rank depends on how many children (including blood relations) is already part of the lineage.  Seniority is therefore always relative and context dependent: 'no one is permanently in a senior or junior position; it all depends on who is present in any given situation (Oyewumi 1997: 42).  For example, even if x is the first-born (and therefore senior in relation to the other members of the lineage), if x marries out, then she automatically is 'junior' with respect to her spouse's lineage.   As an ordering power in the Yoruba context, seniority operates in terms of a patrilineal system (a fact which, remains problematically undertheorised in Oyewumi's account).  For Oyewumi, seniority 'cuts through the distinctions of wealth, of rank, and of sex' (J.A. Fadipe cited in Oyewumi: 41) and is not aligned with biology.   

Oyewumi’ s claim for the absence of gender in Yoruba culture and the centrality of seniority as an organising principle is based on two factors:  a) there is no mark of gender in the Yoruba language (whereas seniority is linguistically marked and is therefore an essential component of Yoruba identity); and b) Yoruba social institutions and practices do not make social distinctions in terms of anatomical difference.
Oyewumi elaborates the first claim by arguing that language is central to the formation of social identity.  Language 'represents major sources of information in constituting world-sense, mapping historical changes, and interpreting the social structure' (1997:32).  As such, African languages have not been taken as seriously as they ought to be by students of Africa.  Instead, knowledge about Yoruba cultures and indeed many African societies is captured in terms of western conceptual categorisation, creating epistemological dependency and laziness.  She argues that this dependency leads 'to serious distortions and quite often to a total misapprehension of Yoruba realities' (ibid:28).  Unlike many European languages, where the category “woman” or “female” is often excluded or marked as Other to “man” or “male” who functions as the norm (in terms of generic usage of pronouns and at a general level of language use), in Yoruba, gender distinctions only occur in terms of anatomical sex difference.  The absence of a cultural or symbolic layer of meaning to gender distinction in Yoruba means that there is no noun equivalent to “woman” or “man” – these terms simply cannot be translated.  Instead, the only distinction possible is between female and male – what Oyewumi refers to as “ana-male” and “ana-female”.  For Oyewumi, the word obinrin, erroneously translated as "female/woman",  

 […] does not derive etymologically from okunrin, as "wo-man" does from "man".  Rin, the common suffix of okunrin and obinrin, suggests a common humanity; the prefixes obin and okun specify which variety of anatomy.  There is no conception here of an original human type against which the other variety had to be measured.  Eniyan is the non-gender-specific word for humans (ibid: 33).  

Against a western mindset, anatomy does not determine position or status in the Yoruba language.  To turn Freud on his head, ‘ anatomy is not destiny’ .  Obinrin (female) is not subordinate or powerless to okunrin (male).  Neither is she symbolically or normatively inferior to him.   Similarly, okunrin is not privileged over obinrin on account of his biology.  In simple terms, sex difference has no normative implications beyond anatomical distinction.  Instead, social positioning and identity is derived through a complex and dynamic web of social relations. Names, occupation, profession, status and so on are not marked linguistically in terms of gender.  Therefore, categories that have the mark of gender in English have no equivalence in Yoruba. 'There are no gender-specific words denoting son, daughter, brother, or sister.  Yoruba names are not gender-specific; neither are oko and aya - two categories translated as the English husband and wife, respectively (Oyewumi 1997:28).  Instead, it is seniority that is linguistically encoded in Yoruba: ‘ The third-person pronouns o and won make a distinction between older and younger in social relation ’(ibid: 40).  An example we can suggest to illustrate the social pressure of this distinction occurs when two Yoruba meeting for the first time are quick to establish who is senior, junior or age-mate.  In the absence of seniority status being agreed, the formal third-person pronoun won is used. Again, the desire to establish seniority and status achieves exaggerated effect in the fetishisation of names and professional titles.  These are often linked together for additional prestige, so that people describe themselves (or are described as): Doctor, Chief, Mrs X or Professor (Mrs) Y.  As one commentator on this phenomenon notes, The love for titles has reduced some Nigerians to sometimes prefixing their professional designations to their names.  Hence such titles which people outside this country would view as absurd: Engineer X, Accountant Y, Architect Z and Surveyor X.  Some individuals who served the country in missions abroad, […] have chosen to be addressed as Ambassador X or Y.  Would it be a surprise if in future we encounter such appellations as Mathematician X, Scientist Y and Linguist Z? (Ezeigbo 1996: 38). 

Thus, in social interactions, there is an obsessive quest to establish seniority early on in an interaction, via what Ezeigbo calls “titlemania”.  As this mode of Yoruba sociolinguistics contrasts so strongly with western forms, Oyewumi argues that it is essential that indigenous categories and grammar are examined and not assimilated into English, as is currently the case.  For Oyewumi, the absence of gender in Yoruba language means that the “woman” theorised in many western feminist discourses in terms of negation and limitation has no equivalent in Yoruba culture.  In contrast to the west, Yoruba women are not perceived as “powerless, disadvantaged, and controlled and defined by men ’(1997: xii).    

This line of argument leads to the second point about the constitution of identity in the social sphere: the absence of gender demarcation in language is reflected in a corresponding omission in social institutions and practices.  Yoruba institutions are traditionally organised around agbo ile – a compound housing facility composed of a group of people with common ancestry, sometimes specialising in a particular occupation such as weaving, dyeing, hunting, drumming and so on.  The lineage group situated in the compound is the site for the expression of social legitimacy, authority and power.  Each member of a lineage (whether ana-male or ana-female) is referred to both as omo-ile (children of the house/insider) and oko (husband).  As we have seen, the Omo-ile/oko occupies a privileged position vis-à-vis an aya-ile (ana-female/wife/outsider).  Social hierarchy is thus structured in terms of an insider-outsider relationship, by which all omo-ile are automatically senior to incoming outsiders irrespective of their chronological age.  A woman therefore, is not intrinsically disadvantaged in relation to a man.  As Oyewumi writes, 
 Although ana-females who joined the lineage as aya were at a disadvantage, other anafemales who were members of the lineage by birth suffered no such disadvantage.  It would be incorrect to say, then, that anatomic females within the lineage were subordinate because they were anatomic females.  Only the in-marrying aya were seen as outsiders, and they were subordinate to oko as insiders.  Oko comprised all omo-ile, both ana-males and anafemales, including children who were born before the entrance of a particular aya into the lineage.  In a sense, aya lost their chronological age and entered the lineage as “new-borns”, but their ranking improved with time vis-à-vis other members of the lineage who were born after the aya entered the lineage (1997: 46).  
Oyewumi goes on to show that social practices (such as the division of labour, kinship, profession and monarchical structures) are not ordered in terms of gender difference but according to lineage.  For example, she critiques the dominant assumption in West African studies that equates man with farming and woman with trading.  She argues that among Oyo-Yorubas both okunrin and obinrin are represented in trade and farming.  These distinctions ‘ are without foundation and so are nothing but an imposition of an alien model that distorts reality and leads to false simplification of social roles and relationships. ’(ibid: 76).  Instead, occupation and status depend on how agents are positioned within the social field – a positioning that is always relative and contextual.  Hence an ana-female could be both an aya and oko (an outsider to one lineage, an insider within another).  At the level of practice, Oyewumi shows that there is no barrier to participation in various fields of power in terms of anatomical differences.  Ana-females are not precluded from becoming warriors, diviners, hunters, farmers and so on.  Nor are ana-male excluded from trading and food preparation, even if this food preparation is only for themselves and not for the family.  In this respect, using a term taken from French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, we can say that Oyewumi points to the Yoruba as having their own "logic of practice”. It is the logic that Oyewumi wants most of all to excavate in order to produce indigenous knowledge. 

There is much to be admired in Oyewumi’ s challenge to current assumptions.  She is surely correct to question the universalisation of gender categories as a fundamental organising principle in all societies and across time.  To commit oneself to the assumption of gender is to remain unquestioningly embedded within a specific western intellectual tradition of critique.  Of course, this does not mean that this tradition is itself fixed and unchanging.  The point is rather that when “foreign” categories are adopted uncritically, they can distort local structuring dynamics and modes of understanding.  It is true that as a first order principle of inquiry, gender may well be insufficient to capture the complexities of Oyo-Yoruba social reality. Of course, the more general point is that the threat of mistranslation works both ways.  Just as the western gendered terms of woman and man do not translate directly into Yoruba, neither does the system of seniority necessarily translate into other cultural contexts.  In this case, the crucial issue is remaining faithful to the specificities of local cultural experience and social structure.  I also agree with Oyewumi when she argues that the way we enter the research field and the questions we ask will in part determine the result we will get.  If a gendered question is posed in a society where seniority is more dominant, a gendered response will nonetheless result.  Contemporary scientific paradigms such as quantum mechanics have shown that the frame of the experiment in part produces its own results (measuring for mass renders velocity indeterminate and vice versa).  In quantum mechanics, as elsewhere more generally in scientific and social scientific method, the shadow of the researcher is always cast across that which is researched.  Again, a basic principle within the phenomenological tradition is that there is no “object” available outside of the subject perceiving 
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it: the seer is always seen, the toucher always touched.  Concepts and categories are never “objective” - they are always caught up in the dynamics of power relations and the field of culture itself.   

Despite the persuasive force of her text, there are two highly problematic aspects of Oyewumi’ s argument.  First, we need to question her underlying methodology and theoretical assumptions of language and discourse.  Second, her call for indigenous knowledge creates a problematic essentialism and authenticism.   

A Problematic Methodology In terms of Oyewumi’ s problematic methodology, I want to focus on three areas: a) the importance she ascribes to language as revealing a cultural essence; b) her understanding of the nature of power; and c) her assumption about the relation between language and social reality.  A philosophical discussion of these issues will clarify the import of her arguments against the universalisability of gender distinctions. 

a) Language as Cultural Truth In order to deny gender demarcation, it is important for Oyewumi’ s critique that she refers to a pre-colonial trajectory of anatomical difference, found in its purest form amongst the Oyo-Yoruba.  In this way, okunrin and obinrin are tainted with symbolic, gender-based layers of meaning only through the colonial project.  She therefore assumes that the original meanings of these words lies beneath the surface of colonial mis-projection and mistranslation. This line of argument is similar to that employed by late romanticist philosophers in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries who were keen to articulate a sense of the power of classical Greece in terms of its parallels with the development of the European modern nation state.  Etymology, and the desire to capture the “original” meaning of German and Greek words, was exactly the method the German philosopher Martin Heidegger employed in order to theorise the historical destiny of the German volk in the run up to the Nazi regime in the 1930s.  In both cases, that of Oyewumi and certain strands of European thought, we can detect a questionable understanding of how words convey their meaning across time.  The problematic assumption is that words have an “original” meaning that can be accessed in some way or other, as if words are like dirty brass plates that need an occasional polish.  On what basis can one guarantee that a word’ s meaning at a certain point in history conveyed a given meaning?  Even if an earlier meaning is detected (an easier task in literate cultures with a history of dictionaries, but more difficult in historically oral cultures like the Yoruba), how can we be sure that this previous connotation is the original meaning? This problematisation is especially pertinent in the Yoruba context - given the plethora of contested origin stories that abound amongst the Yoruba.   

A more accurate account of how words convey meaning across time would be one that emphasizes flux rather than stasis and conservation.  Nietzsche’ s assertion that truth is a “mobile army of metaphors” is more useful here, describing the transient natures of words and the ways in which bodies (armies) transmit and transform words through motile communication with others in each historical presence.3  When truth is understood in this way, we can understand how the meaning of a word reveals the history of the projections a culture or a community has imposed upon it.  In this sense, words are more like totems, bearing the meaning that society projects upon them, yet lasting beyond each epoch of projection.  It may well be that even the history ascribed to a word is in part a projection of the present.  In this sense, Oyewumi’ s claim about language revealing social dynamics can be at most half right.  It may be that okunrin and obinrin appear to reveal little beyond anatomical difference; however, there is nothing in Oyewumi’ s argument that can support her supposition that this has always been the case.   

The danger of resulting to etymological arguments is that they ultimately support an authenticist and organicist approach to language and culture.   Just as Heidegger wanted to express the authentic destiny of the German people, so too Oyewumi is specifically interested in the traditions and world-sense of the Oyo-Yoruba.  But how can she be sure that the Oyo-Yorubas are the true originators of Yoruba beliefs and social practice?  Why and what basis ascribe a linear history to words and their relation to origin myths? Why assume that the explicit meaning of a word forecloses and precludes other possible meanings of words?   Alison Weir demonstrates precisely this point, in relation to an alternative non-essentialist conception of how meaning operates across time.  She writes, referring to the Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein: 

For Wittgenstein, words could be better understood on the model of a rope that consists of a multiplicity of individual fibres: thus, the meanings of words can be better understood in terms of a multiplicity of interrelated usages.  Once this model of language is combined with an historical model, it becomes possible to understand meanings as mediated through complex interrelations of different social practices in different contexts, through different discourse and institutions, which invest these concepts with multiple layers of meanings.                                                 

 3 "What then is truth? A mobile army of metaphors, metonyms, and anthropomorphisms -- in short, a sum of human relations, which have been enhanced, transposed, and embellished poetically and rhetorically, and which after long use seem firm, canonical, and obligatory to a people: truths are illusions about which one has forgotten that is what they are; metaphors which are worn out and without sensuous power; coins which have lost their pictures and now matter only as metal, no longer as coins” Friedrich Nietzsche, 'On truth and lie in an extra-moral sense,' The Viking Portable Nietzsche, Walter Kaufmann transl. 
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Thus, the concept of “women” already includes multiple and often contradictory meanings, and is already open to shifts and changes in meaning.  (1996, 121) 

Ultimately, etymology can only “work” if one assumes that a culture has in some way remained pure across time and that there have not been discontinuities or paradigm shifts in collective self-understanding.  As Weir’ s quote suggests, this belief is even further from the truth when we consider that a spatial (or synchronic) discontinuity can be added to the temporal (or diachronic) discontinuity of language meaning.  The meaning of words even within the same present can alter from place to place and context to context – differing in different institutional or praxial situations.  In contrast, Oyewumi claims to have uncovered a repository for the essential Yoruba system that transcends both space and time.  Oyewumi relies on there being an essence or pure form to the Yoruba culture, social system and language that is unaffected by changing socio-cultural forces and time.  Here, she succumbs to the age-old “will to truth” – the term Nietzsche applied to a fundamental desire present in all western metaphysics since Plato to uncover the truth – a desire that must remain unconscious of the very assumption that motivates it – that there is a Truth (capital T) to be discovered.  For Oyewumi, the Yoruba culture has an unhistorical essence that is unaffected by time and change.  A more attentive listener to the Yoruba language and culture will not fail to notice the absence of such an essence or cultural authenticity.  

b) The Language of Power The second problematic area in Oyewumi’ s account, relates to her understanding of power.  Although Oyewumi’ s account of power dynamics in the Yoruba social system, based around being an insider or outsider in relation to lineage and seniority, involves context-dependency (being an outsider in one context, an insider in another) and relativism (being senior to certain members of the lineage, junior to others) and is inevitably complex in form, it nonetheless remains simplistic in another sense.  The essential pitfall of her account of power, whether that of seniority in Yorubaland or gender distinction in the west, is that a particular variable of power is the same everywhere in isolation from any other form of enablement or constraint.   One can readily concede that Oyewumi is right to argue that seniority is the dominant language of power in Yoruba culture.  However, she is wrong to conclude that seniority is the only form of power relationship and that it operates outside of or in relation to other forms of hierarchy.  In line with recent theories of power (such as in feminist and post-modern thought), I suggest that different modes of power are always working in terms of each other.  No mode of power, be it gender, seniority, race or class, has the same value from context to context and from time to time.  No form of power is monolithic or univocal, existing in isolation from all other modes of social structuration.  Rather, each variable of power acquires its specific value in the context of all other variables operating in a given situation.  The consensus amongst many critical thinkers and feminists today is that the boundaries between different modes of power are often irreducibly blurred.  For example, class difference works only in the way it does through a specific constellation of effects that are articulated in terms of race, gender, ethnicity, religion, geography and generation and vis-a-visa. And of course, this pluralized, context-sensitive approach to class changes how we understand these differentiated positionalities in turn.  Each mode of power is like a thread that creates a pattern of significance only when woven together with all the other threads that combine in a specific situation (the family, the work-place, the city, the culture and so on). 

Oyewumi’ s failure to take seriously the interwoven nature of power dynamics means that she cannot account for the complexity and nuances of seniority as it actually operates in the Yoruba context.  For example, she cannot discuss the fact that the ideology of seniority is very often used as a way of masking other forms of power relationship.  It is in this sense that her theorisation of seniority may be seen as disturbingly naïve and politically dangerous.  The vocabulary of seniority often becomes the very form in which sexual abuse, familial (especially for the aya/wife in a lineage) and symbolic violence is couched.  Her refusal to complicate or interrogate the workings of power is even more alarming giving the virulent abuse of power in the teacher-student relationship in the Nigerian education system that often goes unchallenged by the victim because they are loathe to challenge the abuser in the name of “disrespecting their senior”.  In these situations, what is at work is not seniority but rather another form of power over, disguised as respect for the elder.  Seniority in the Yoruba context is therefore often a ruse for other forms of power.  However, because Oyewumi wants seniority to stand alone as the dominant mode of power in the Yoruba social system, she simply cannot recognise blurred reality for what it is.  She therefore must avoid all work done by feminists and social theorists that stresses the complex interdependency of one form of power upon another and the ways in which one explicitly manifested (and respected!) power often conceals other more insidious ones.  Her monolithic and unsophisticated account resembles early first-wave forms of feminism that stressed the transcendent nature of patriarchal oppression (and bracketed out, at least initially, many other forms of power domination that women were and are subjected to).
Of course, Oyewumi’ s thematisation of seniority in the Yoruba context differs from early feminist discourse in that she stresses power as enabling over power as constraining.  However, the emphasis placed upon positive power serves to highlight the problems with her account.  It is precisely because she doesn’ t recognise that seniority operates in differential contexts, intertwining with other variables (which remain at best “second order” in her account), often functioning as a euphemism shrouding abuse in respect, that enables her to deny that gender distinctions are at work in Yoruba society and deny the existence of gendered based inequality.  Only when 
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isolated from all other conditioning factors can a particular variable of power (like seniority) appear to be wholly enabling.  However, as soon as we adopt a more complex, interrelated notion of power, we can see that power as capacity always operates in the context of other forms of limitative power – what Foucault referred to as “micropower”.  In this way, Oyewumi’ s desire to foreground and celebrate Yoruba or African female power need not preclude an analysis of the ways in which they experience constraint and domination.  Power-over and power-to are then seen as interdependent. To the extent that we ignore either form is the extent to which we simplify social reality and our understanding of the complex operations of power.  

c) Language and Discourse Becoming Social Reality This simplification of the nature of power leads to the third set of fundamental problems with Oyewumi’ s text.  Her etymological/linguistic method of reducing social reality to explicit discourse assumes that the prevalent meanings of words or discourse can completely capture social reality.  Oyewumi flattens completely the relationship between language and reality by assuming that there is total isomorphism between the two.  Although Oyewumi is right to argue that language can express reality, why should we assume that the realm of language, law, discourse or symbols is a perfect mirror or picture of social reality? On what basis should we ascribe a desire to articulate what really happens at the level of language itself?  Oyewumi’ s text cannot answer these questions simply because she fails to make a distinction between de jure and de facto description – that is, between what happens at the level of language, discourse, symbolic or juridical norms on the one hand, and social reality or everyday lived experience on the other.  We can see this absence if we return to her privileging of the anatomical as the basis of “female” freedom.  For Oyewumi, there are no barriers to obirin’ s activities in relation to okurin.  That is, the biological fact of being female does not interrupt or determine in any way (beyond the obvious fact of reproduction) the social perceptions of bodies.  It is this alleged gender neutrality that affords ana-females in the Yoruba context the level of freedom and capacity that they enjoy.  However, just because gender difference is not inscribed within discourse or marked within language doesn’ t mean that it is entirely absent in social reality.  There is often a gap between what happens in law and social reality.  It is precisely by not making a distinction between language and reality that Oyewumi is able to elide this possibility and assume that Yoruba women have the same power as men in their lineage.   

It is easy to introduce examples that demonstrate the necessity of this distinction between language and symbolic representation on the one hand and social reality on the other.  For instance, from the experience of post-apartheid South Africa, there is nothing at a discursive or juridical level that limits a black South African from acquiring the material and symbolic freedoms that white South Africans have long enjoyed.  After all, South Africa has one of the most enlightened and progressive constitutions in the World.  And yet, at the level of everyday lived experience, there are real inhibiting factors that limit the extent to which black Africans can participate in economic life and symbolic representation.  Removing inhibitive barriers (from language and the law) is just the beginning of a long process to creating a just society.  The same story could be told many times over in different historical contexts – for instance, the difference between de jure legitimation and de facto reality for African-Americans after the abolition of slavery and up to the present day in the United States.  It is often the case that people (both oppressor and oppressed) in their everyday interactions continue to act according to a dynamic of symbolic oppression that has long been considered outmoded from an explicitly juridical or discursive point of view.  Hortense Spillers puts the point succinctly when she writes of the continued legacy of slavery in the contemporary situation in the States: 

Even though the captive flesh/body has been “liberated”, and no one need pretend that even the quotation marks do not matter, dominant symbolic activity, the ruling episteme that releases the dynamics of naming and valuation, remains grounded in the originating metaphors of captivity and mutilation so that it is as if neither time nor history, nor historiography and its topics, shows movement, as the human subject is “murdered” over and over again by the passions of a bloodless and anonymous archaism, showing itself in endless disguise (1987: 68). 

De jure and de facto modes of reality are therefore often considerably out of joint and at odds with each other.  The issue then becomes that of recognising and then accounting for this difference.  In the case of women in the Yoruba context, the task, contra Oyewumi, is one of citing cases and frameworks of gender oppression or privilege that are not inscribed within the discursive/juridical sphere.  A key issue here, among many that we may point to, is the fact that in a patrifocal society such as the Oyo-Yoruba, it is the ana-females as aya/wife who generally have to move “out” to another lineage, becoming outsiders and therefore subordinate in their spouse’ s lineage and not generally the ana-males. And insofar as heterosexual coupling and motherhood is privileged, it is ana-females who are expected to marry out.  Therefore, it is women who typically become subordinate (whether as senior or junior wife) to men.  Furthermore, because Yoruba women have primary responsible for food preparation and child-care, they are much more likely to have the dual responsibility of nurturer and economic provider, both normatively female roles in Yoruba society.  

Oyewumi passes over these statistical and normative probabilities by resorting to two strategies, first of all questioning the value of statistics, and secondly by pointing to counter examples.  Neither of these responses is at 
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all adequate in the face of the critique developed here. Whatever one may think about statistics, the fact that probabilities can be calculated on their basis indicates a normative structure at work.  Denying the validity of statistics then becomes a weak way of denying the existence of normativity itself.  It is true that even in the most unreconstructed of patriarchal cultures one could find accounts of women in position of power, taking up a variety of roles such as monarch, hunters, etc.  Again, the use of counter-examples is just another instance of what Bourdieu has termed the presence of the “miraculous exception” within what is in reality hegemonic framework.  Although there are some ana-females who are both aya (in relation to their spouse) and oko (in relation to their lineage) and are hunters and farmers, it is not the case that ana-males as oko have child-rearing responsibilities or food preparation for the family beyond providing for themselves during their stay in the farm.  Using the experiences derived from the “miraculous exceptions” has the function of neutralising the real workings of power and helps to mask oppressive regimes of power.  While one can sympathise with the therapeutic value motivating Oyewumi’ s desire to uncover a pre-colonial, harmonious, ungendered history, the evidence she uses to support her argument simply does not stand up to scrutiny.  We cannot simply use the experience of princesses and privileged women to evaluate the position and experience of most women in society.  Instead, their experience (if at all) should be used to imagine new possibilities and fight inequality and not to deny the collective subordination of women.  

Once we start to recognise modes of oppression that exist below the threshold of discursive analysis, in the way I have suggested, we then need to account for the difference between words, representations, laws and social reality.  It is at this point that we can start to point to Oyewumi’ s text as being caught up in the very modes of power she attempts to articulate.  The central problem for Oyewumi here is that because of the absence of a de jure/de facto distinction, she can have no conception of ideology – a discursive framework that seeks to legitimate and reproduce certain norms of power and privilege.  Without this conception, her thought itself is vulnerable to becoming trapped within the ideology of seniority, rather than simply describing it.  By portraying seniority as the defining characteristic of Yoruba power dynamics, against which all other modes of power are secondary, in the context of a naturalistic and naive approach to the relation between language and reality, Oyewumi’ s text ends up uncritically adopting the very form of power she sets out merely to describe. 

No one has expressed the dangers of such ideological capture better than Bourdieu.  To repeat the sentence cited at the beginning, “The most successful ideological effects are those which have no need of words, and ask no more than complicitous silence.” (1977:188).  Here Bourdieu shows his acute awareness of a de jure/ de facto distinction – that social dynamics and modes of hegemony and repression often exist below the level of discourse and everyday speech.  Again, the quote suggests that the failure to recognise this process (by remaining silent about ideology) runs the risk of complicity and a too easy complaisance.  This is clarified in the section that continues immediately after this sentence in The Logic of Practice: 

It follows, incidentally that any analysis of ideologies, in the narrow sense of “legitimating discourses”, which fails to include an analysis of the corresponding institutional mechanisms is liable to be no more than a contribution to the efficacy of those ideologies: this is true of all internal (semiological) analyses of political, educational, religious, or aesthetic ideologies which forget that the political function of these ideologies may in some cases be reduced to the effect of displacement and diversion, camouflage and legitimation, which they produce by reproducing – through their oversights and omissions, and in their deliberately or involuntarily complicitous silences – the effects of the objective mechanisms. (1977:188-9). 

In this light, Oyewumi’ s attention to language, which appeared at first to be over-emphasised, actually turns out to be not strong enough.  There is no sense in her text in which she allows herself to reflect critically on the apparent neutrality of biological difference at the level of language or suspect that this language itself might be imbued with normative or ideological traces.  She fails absolutely to suspect the potential relationship between power and language.  The result of this is that her text ends up uncritically restating the normative power of seniority.  Moreover, she has no way of addressing the complex relationships in which people ‘ play with ’the normative structure of seniority to their own advantage.  For example, as a junior, it might be in my interest to acknowledge the authority of a senior and show deference because it suits my own needs and purposes.  In this case, my apparent respect is just that: an appearance.  My “respect” is not in reality motivated by the consideration that as an elder they are worthy of that status.  Again, a senior may tacitly relinquish her seniority when she is dealing with a junior because the junior has economic or social capital which the senior wants to access.  A case in point is where an elder brother may give up his status of seniority in relation to a wealthier younger sister.  Seniority thus becomes a ‘ game ’that people can play to different effects and for various purposes.  But if we stay at the level of the explicit meaning and symbolic coding, then we miss out on the gaps, the silences, the concealed meaning in any particular mode of address. Therefore, in contrast to this playful, hybrid and above all else pragmatic approach to the language of seniority mentioned, Oyewumi’ s book is replete with refusals to envisage any other way of viewing the Yoruba social system except as structured by seniority qua seniority.  It is the specific emphasis she 
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places on the Oyo Yoruba (as opposed to all other geographic-cultural variants) that most clearly reveals that her account itself represses difference and impurity in favour of ideologically driven authenticity and purity. 

In this way, Oyewumi’ s text falls prey to a dubious manoeuvre that is commonly made by theorists striving to articulate an account of identity and social dynamics in opposition to the western norm – that of repressing the difference, the silences that inheres within the object of study itself.  As Nancy Fraser writes of those involved in identity politics: 

Stressing the need to elaborate and display an authentic, self-affirming and self-generated collective identity, it [identity politics] puts moral pressure on individual members to conform to a given group culture.  Cultural dissidence and experimentation are accordingly discouraged, when they are not simply equated with disloyalty.  So, too, is cultural criticism, including efforts to explore intragroup divisions, such as those of gender, sexuality and class.  Thus, far from welcoming scrutiny of, for example, the patriarchal strands within a subordinated culture, the tendency of the identity model is to brand such critique as ‘ inauthentic’ .  The overall effect is to impose a single, drastically simplified group-identity which denies the complexity of people’ s lives, the multiplicity of their identifications and the cross-pulls of their various affiliations.  (2000, 112) 

As I have stressed, the critique presented here does not deny the existence of seniority in Yoruba society (both as a structuring form and as a rhetorical strategy); neither does it disregard Oyewumi’ s attempt to show that it often dominates other modes of capability or constraint.  The point of this critique is rather to argue that in claiming an irreducible difference between the Yoruba social system and western systems, Oyewumi herself then undermines the differences that are themselves always already at work in the Yoruba context.    Seniority may well take precedence over patriarchy in the Yoruba worldview.  However, and in sum, her account of language and its relation to social reality remains naïve, her understanding of modes of power and how they operate monolithic (and therefore simplistic), and her conception of the relation between language and power silently complicitous with normative forces that she fails to articulate. 

African Local Knowledge in the Plural  Oyewumi’ s fixation with an untainted linguistic and social indigeneity is ultimately motivated by a desire to assert the radical Otherness of African culture in relation to European.  This desire to proclaim Africa’ s own unique culture, mode of being and hermeneutic tradition has a long tradition in African political and intellectual history, embedded as it is in the quest to contest European denial of African humanity and their global dominance.  Oyewumi’ s project of highlighting a Yoruba cultural logic that is not polluted by Western gender demarcation or inequalities thus situates her in a long list of ‘ race ’men4 keen to uncover and assert indigenous African knowledge and modes of self-representation.  Yet, her desire to uncover a pure Oyo-Yoruba cultural framework that is anterior to colonial projects is deeply problematic and against the grain of the very culture she wishes to uncover. In this final section, I want to challenge Oyewumi’ s “cultural insiderism” by sketching an alternative way of conceptualising power dynamics and the production of knowledge in the Yoruba social system.  This account still allows for sensitivity to differences in social systems (such as the relative absence of seniority in one context and its prevalence elsewhere) without falling into the trap purity, authenticity and essentialism.    

This alternative conceptualisation takes its lead from Weber’ s speculative use of the religious basis of modern capitalism in his book “The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism.”  Just as Weber points to a specific theological context in which capitalism developed (that of a Protestant culture that, in its divorce from Catholicism, had erased all modes of mediation with the sacred, leading to a collective spiritual anxiety that was responded to in terms of a special emphasis on work), so too I will suggest that acknowledging the specific theological-aesthetic horizon of Yoruba culture leads to insights into the structure of Yoruba social dynamics.  In contrast to Weber’ s protestant monotheism, the Yoruba social system is inherently polytheistic.  Polytheism is not simply a plural relation to the spirit-world; rather, deeply inscribed theological imperatives have an organising power that spreads far beyond religious practice. Polytheism engenders a fluid and pragmatic attitude, not just towards gods, but towards all things, categories and concepts. Although contemporary Nigerian society (and contemporary Yoruba culture) is, on the surface, divided in terms of Christian and Islamic faiths, the deep structure of the society is polytheistic and ordered by the spirit world of the accommodative traditional gods.  This theological background is revealed most readily in aesthetic practices such as dance and music.  Polytheism in spirit translates into the aesthetics of polyrhythm.5                                                  

 4 See Cheikh Anta Diop (1981) Civilisazation or Barbarism: An Authentic Anthropology; Amlicar Cabral (1970) Revolution in Guinea: Selected Texts; Nnamdi Azikiwe (1969) I Renascent Africa; Kwame Nkrumah, (1961), I speak of Freedom: A Statement of African Ideology  5 We can speculate that there is a general relation between deep historical-theological structures (even in secularised societies) and aesthetic practice.  Just as in the west, historical monotheism has lead to or privileged monorhythmic practice (for example, 4/4 or 3/4 time in music), so too in Yorubaland, polytheism has nurtured and encouraged the development of 
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Yoruba society has been and still is both polytheistic in its belief structures and polyrhythmic in aesthetic practice and everyday life.  Unlike the European spiritual tradition, there is therefore no central transcendental ordering principle in the Yoruba context - instead individual gods function to serve different spiritual needs.  As a person’ s spiritual needs change across time, so too does their theological allegiance. This does not mean that people change gods intermittently or have an attitude of “anything goes”.  Instead, polytheism involves living with several different moral or truth claims and negotiating the tension that arises from sameness and difference without excluding one or the other. In this light, Yoruba society more closely resembles the account of inter-relational and multiplicitous power structures that post-modern theorists have described.  There is no dominant line of power in a polytheistic society that has a monopoly on truth – rather, there is a shifting constellation of forces of capability and restraint.  Truth, under polytheism, does indeed become a mobile army of metaphors.  At the level of discourse, no one interpretation can dominate; at the level of lived reality, enabling and constraining forces are always in contestation with each other.   

It is in this context that we can contest Oyewummi’ s authenticist and essentialist account of the Oyo-Yoruba.  Instead of privileging a specific form of Yoruba culture (e.g. seniority amongst the Oyo) as the paradigmatic version, a polytheistic take on Yoruba culture and society shows that there is an intrinsic internal difference and differentiation at work which cannot be entirely adduced to European imperialism.  The Beninois philosopher Paulin J Hountondji has argued that inconsistencies, pluralism and discontinuities in African society cannot be explained solely in terms of colonisation.  For Hountondji it is necessary to recognise that: Pluralism does not come from any society from outside but is inherent in every society.  The alleged acculturation, the alleged ‘ encounter ’of African civilization with European civilization, is really just another mutation produced within African civilization, the successor to many earlier ones about which our knowledge is very incomplete, and, no doubt, the precursor of many future mutations, which may be more radical still.  The decisive encounter is not between Africa as a whole and Europe as a whole: it is the continuing encounter between Africa and itself (1976: 165).
Moreover, in contrast to Oyewummi, this approach to pre-colonial internal differences among different African cultures produces a conception of a society that is fluid and open to difference, rather than oppositionally stacked against alternative conceptualisations.  Yoruba culture, as polytheistic, matches Wittgenstein’ s metaphor of language as a rope: certain aspects of the culture extend across time and space, but there is no central strand of the culture (from the perspective of expressive practice or power dynamic) that stands as an ordering principle for the whole).  In this sense, polytheism and polyrhythm operate as an alternative model of social structure and dynamics that contrasts strongly with the essentialist, authenticist schema Oyewumi prefers.  In this view, Yoruba culture occupies an impure, bastardised and bastardising space, inviting inter-mixture and productive dialogue with its outside.  It is this kind of mangled and mixed local knowledge that I find productive: where cable dishes protrude from mud houses, Nike is paraded in the bush and where Mercedes stickers are mixed amongst local fetishes in the bus driver’ s cab.  In a thousand such examples, Yoruba culture displays its polyrhthmic powers of accommodation, adapting to and appropriating external influences just as much as internally transforming its own.  Contra Oyewumi, the “local” in “local knowledge” is just as much about how postmodern and global cultural flows are articulated and expressed in specific contexts as it is about traditions that have been passed down and transformed across generations.  Indigeneity, if it exists at all, exists in the form of cultural juxtapositions that are seamlessly linked via confident modes of cultural agency. 

The important difference between this approach to the Yoruba social system and Oyewummi’ s is that discourse (language, regimes of representation and so on) can now be seen to be perpetually in conflict.  Although one mode of discourse (say that of the necessity of paying respect to seniors) may be hegemonic, an appreciation of the differential character of Yoruba society points to other forms of duty, allegiance, capacity and limitation that is also at work.  It is in this way that approaching Yoruba culture as polytheistic facilitates a critical relation to Yoruba discourse.  Instead of simply accepting one mode of speech or representation (as Oyewummi does), this approach suggests that discourses themselves should be examined in order to work out if they themselves are concealing symbolic violence or are ideologically motivated.  With Bourdieu in mind, we can then look beneath the discursive layer to examine the logic of practice at work.  Instead of concentrating totally on language and what is said, we can then examine what is done, what remain unspoken, using statistics, typical examples and a whole variety of other methods that anthropologists, ethnographers, sociologists and philosophers have spent decades perfecting.  This is not to privilege action over speech, or social reality over discourse and law, it is rather to place discourse in the context of practice and unmasked how they are negotiated and manipulated.  It is in this way that the distinction between de jure representation and de facto reality can be maintained for the purposes of a genuinely critical theory. 

                                                                                                                                                                     polyrhythmic expressive practice.  This relation between religion and rhythm certainly finds concrete confirmation elsewhere – for instance in the polyrhythm of Indian classical music and the structure of Hindu polytheism. 
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In contrast to Oyewumi’ s account of an absolute priority ascribed to seniority in Yoruba society, the approach developed here around polytheism is based on an appreciation of the deeply-grounded theological and aesthetic structures that enable both plurality and for existence across time.  Polytheism helps to explain how Yoruba society absorbed and absorbs change and difference, rather than show how it has excluded it.  It also allows us to move away from a totalising theory based on the idea of the ultimate truth or paradigm as articulated in Oyewumi’ s ideology of Oyo-Yoruba seniority.  In a move that echoes Nietzsche’ s critique of the will to truth, the Cameroonian theorist Achille Mbembe has argued that one of the features of a monotheistic system is the belief in the notion of the ‘ ultimate – that is, the first and last principle of things.  Speaking of the ultimate is another way of speaking of the truth ’(2001:215).  He goes on to say that ‘ there is no monotheism except in relation to producing a truth that not only determines the foundations and goals of the world but provides the origin of all meaning ’(ibid).  A monotheistic conceptualisation can become fixated on a single notion of what the culture is, and block other stories dwelling within the culture.  It is often the case that at the very moment when African thinkers assume that they are paying attention to local knowledge and realities (against western epistemic hegemony) that their own blind-spots and embeddedness within a particular epistemological tradition are produced and made manifest.  In the case of Oyewumi, the blind-spot is that of an unconsciously adopted conceptual monotheism.  Oyewumi’ s figuration of a pure Oyo-Yoruba social landscape marks a refusal to open herself up to the mystery of alterity, of the delicious and contradictory pains and pleasures of a Yoruba world of difference.  The metaphysics of monotheism that underscores her text shows how unwittingly western Oyewumi has become, despite her desire to ground her theory in a Yoruba cultural milieu.  This contrasts with the kind of local knowledge that has been presented here – cultural practices embedded in the spirit of Yoruba eclecticism and pragmatism.  This local knowledge brazenly and playfully admits the Other into its frame in order to critique, work and rework a whole array of influences that refuse the narcissism and singular imperialism of a monotheistic paradigm, such as that staged by Oyewumi.

As an aside, we may now mention another weakness in Oyewumi’ s argument that we haven’ t referred to until now.  This is that she assumes that an egalitarian and anatomical relationship between the sexes has been erased since colonialism.  The question that arises here is this: why should we assume that pre-colonial structures could be so easily wiped out?  Examples of retained spiritual and aesthetic traits of diasporic Africans since the Middle Passage indicate that such structures can survive even the most violent of upheavals (Sturkey, 1987, Sobel, 1987).  In this case, Oyewumi needs to explain how gender egalitarianism was erased through indirect rule, whereas the passage across the Atlantic did not completely erase other structures of African society.  I suggest that the adoption of a “colonial” gender ideology in Yoruba society cannot be easily explained as an erasure of earlier form.  It makes more sense to assume that there must have been an element within Yoruba culture itself - a ‘ cultural fit ’between an unmarked gender ideology in Yoruba society and gender coding in European culture that allowed for easy adaptation of colonial rule. This is not to deny the violent disruption wrought by the colonial processes, rather, it is more the case that cultural actors are more strategic (albeit tacit) in their response to change and innovation.  As an elderly Malian Imam cited by Hecht and Simone puts it, when discussing the ending of the practice of female circumcision: ‘ Change must discover unexpected reasons for its existence; it too must be surprised at what it brings about.  Only in the tension between the old and new does the elaboration of a moral practice occur ’(1994: 17).  Therefore, constructing differential African realities from within - indicated by a polytheistic approach to discursive practice and critique, indicates that Yoruba society, in all its plurality, already had the potential to absorb external schemas and power dynamics.  Again, this absorption is always critical, playful and pragmatic – rather than dogmatic, authenticist or essentialist.     Here then is the final difference between the account of seniority found in Oyewumi and the more hybrid version of the Yoruba social system I have suggested.  Oyewumi ultimately rejects any form of western categorisation as inappropriate to different contexts, such as Yoruba society.  In this case, gender distinction, as with her highly dubious reference to homosexuality, can only be seen as a “western import”.  In contrast, the Yoruba society’ s polytheistic form (as I have been arguing) means that it is much more ready to accept and absorb difference than Oyewumi might think.  Unfortunately, it is often the case that theories of African culture and society reveal more about the angst ridden African theorists and intellectuals who try to universalise and project solutions to their own anxieties, than they do illustrate how the majority of Africans engage and navigate their everyday lived experience.  It is these intellectuals who in fact pose the greatest obstacles to understanding local knowledge in all its richness.  Beneath the surface of language, gender distinctions (as with other allegedly second-order modes of power structure) have always already been at work in Yoruba society; the only thing western discourse has done is to have helped to articulate it and invite more work raising it to a critical discursive plane.  Just as second-wave feminists in the west had first of all to struggle with the ways in which patriarchal ideology exists and invites complicity in language, so too elsewhere.   

What is at stake here most fundamentally in my argument is the necessity to reject an oppositional and rejectionist attitude towards theoretical models and vocabularies derived from elsewhere.  In this respect, as I have indicated, perhaps the biggest irony of Oyewumi’ s text is that it is ultimately very “western” (in the clichéd sense of the word) in its unconsciously monotheistic approach to difference.  Instead of intrinsic difference (the difference of the multiple, of a society that is always at odds with itself, a society alive to the richness of otherness, a polyrhythmic society) Oyewumi invites us to think of difference in exclusionary and oppositional terms.  In this way, she rejects western theory only to commit mistakes that have long been criticised within its terms.  Her account is ultimately 
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ideologically driven by an essentialist will to ultimate truth that must implicitly reject the accommodative and inclusive spirit at work in Yoruba theological and aesthetic tradition.  A hermetically sealed African or Yoruba culture fearful of impurities and contamination has never existed. The desire for purity and a self-contained, referential self/nation, I submit is a construction of the political and intellectual elite in pursuit of the ultimate truth.   

In conclusion, in terms of the question of gender, the forcefulness and conviction at work in Oyewumi’ s account is such that her account of seniority must be taken seriously and be explored beyond Oyewumi’ s own project.  Despite her problematic assumptions about the nature of language and its relation to power, she nonetheless succeeds in demonstrating the need to be aware of the issue of automatically importing assumptions about the structure of society under study which may not apply on the ground.  All future research into gender outside of the west should therefore be mindful that it runs the risk of projecting into the society that which is not there at either a discursive or praxial level.  With this incessant vigilance about the threat of theoretical projections in mind, it is then possible to examine the ways in which gender inequality may yet still exist by other means despite its absence within discourse.  Or it maybe that gender demarcation and discrimination on further exploration is relatively absent.  In this case, the analysis of other social systems may reveal distinctive constellations of power (both as capacity and as constraint).  It is however unlikely that a result which privileges one mode of power above all others (such as Oyewumi’ s notion of seniority or the feminist reification of gender) will entirely escape a similar form of critique as that staged here, which detects ideological complicity at work in the argument.   
Most importantly, we must reject outright any attempt to assign a particular conceptual category as belonging only to the “West” and therefore inapplicable to the African situation.  For millennia, Africa has been part of Europe as Europe has been part of Africa and out of this relation, a whole series of borrowed traditions from both sides have been and continues to be brewed and fermented.  To deny this inter-cultural exchange and reject all theoretical imports from Europe is to violate the order of knowledge and simultaneously disregard the contribution of various Africans to European cultural and intellectual history and vice-versa. Finally, asserting a polytheistic approach to understanding Yoruba (and other African) social dynamics does not lead to an outright rejection of Oyewumi’ s theorisation of seniority.  Rather, what is now required is to open up a space where a multiplicity of contradictory existences and conceptual categories can be productively engaged within our theorising.  It is in this way that we can understand and maintain Africa and local knowledge in the plural.   
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