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BOOK REVIEWS

Oduduwa’s chain: locations of culture in the Yoruba-Atlantic, by Andrew Apter,
Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 2018, 224 pp., $30US (Paperback), ISBN-13:
9780226506418

Andrew Apter’s objective is clearly an ambitious one.
Imagine being asked to define the essence of US Americanness. Millions of dwellers in North

America, France, and all over the world have debated this matter for nearly two and a half cen-
turies, mainly in projects of mustering unity against a supposedly common enemy or of estab-
lishing who has the foremost rights to the resources, privileges, and honors that are expected
to flow from citizenship. Depending on the race, religion, posture toward workers’ rights, nation
of origin, skin color, or sexual orientation of the population controversially seeking those rights,
the terms of the definition change over time. So, perhaps, US American unity lies somewhere
deeper – say, in the implicit practice whereby towns are microcosms of states, which are micro-
cosms of the entire country, as demonstrated by the fact that the government of each sub-jur-
isdiction features offices and insignia of power resembling the offices and insignia of the larger
jurisdiction that encompasses it, such as elected chief executives and legislators, judges, police
forces, laws, flags, official mascot species, and rituals devoted to the consecration of its unity.
Each of these nested jurisdictions also has people in power and people threatening to remove
them from power, some of them from specific ethnic origins abroad.

In fact, Apter describes a very similar pattern as the ‘primordial principles of boundary for-
mation’ (155) and as the fixed core of a distinct and primordial African ‘culture’ that has sur-
vived wars, migrations, colonialism, independence, an oil boom, and even centuries of
plantation slavery and urbanization in the Americas.

Dr. Apter is a respected student of West African Yoruba society, where his field research
focused on patterns of political segmentation, as understood by the British structural-function-
alists of the mid-twentieth century, and on the relationship between political segments and the
groups of people organized around the worship of the same orisa, or god (Apter 1992). The
current book documents his growth from thinking of lineages as literal and concretely
bounded populations to an understanding of them, inspired by Karin Barber, as a protean
idiom of situational alliance-making and resistance (Chapter 2). Most strikingly, Apter notes
that the orisa cults in North Ekiti recapitulate the hierarchy of offices and the paraphernalia
of the kingdoms from which the ancestral owners of those cults migrated and that the
rituals of those cults implicitly threaten the host kingdom with coups d’état. Although I have
not observed the use of titles from the cults’ towns of origin in the orisa priesthoods of Ọyọ
North, where my Nigerian field research is concentrated, Apter’s observation inspires me to
look again.

Apter is also widely and deeply literate about religious and other social practices or belief
systems in Brazil, Cuba, Haiti, Jamaica, and the United States that have been influenced by
African culture as a result of the slave trade–practices and belief systems that he argues (some-
times interestingly but often implausibly or reductively) originated from the primordially
Yoruba cultural ‘substrate’ that he describes. He finds evidence of this substrate’s survival in
Haitian Vodou, Cuban Santería/Ocha, Brazilian Candomblé, and the domestic life of the Brazi-
lian plantation. However, Apter’s lack of field experience outside of North Ekiti may help to
explain a number of ethnographic errors (such as reports that the Yoruba god Orisa Oko
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comes from the town of Oko and that the Haitian god Azaka belongs to the Petwo nation), false
premises (e.g. that the caboclo cult originated among indigenous Brazilians), and some out-of-
proportion interpretations at the center of his argument.

Apter locates his comparative project at the end of a vigorous stream of scholarship begin-
ning with Melville Herskovits’ and Pierre Verger’s once-innovative efforts to identify the
enduring influence of primordial and unchanging West African cultures on the lifeways of
enslaved Africans and their descendants in the Americas. Sidney Mintz and Richard Price
([1976] 1992) challenged the idea that specific African cultures ‘survived’ in the Americas
but argued that multi-ethnic ‘crowds’ of Africans quickly generated African-influenced but
‘creolized’ cognitive orientations and implemented them, where they could, in the spaces
allowed by the white-dominated plantation system. Apter agrees with them but identifies
the subsequent misstep in the theorization of the African diaspora as the study of Yoruba
‘ethnogenesis,’ inspired by practice theory – the idea that people do not enact fixed, primor-
dial cultures but, instead, disagree and struggle for power by strategically selecting among
available precedents in social fields where the means to assert one’s perspective and to
get one’s way are unequally distributed.

Apter accuses Afro-Cubanists Kristina Wirtz and Stephan Palmié (8–9) of reducing Yoruba
culture and the African origins of African-American cultures generally to a discursive construc-
tion devoid of any real cultural referent. By grouping us together in the ‘ethnogenesis’ school,
Apter also implies that late West Africanist J. D. Y. Peel and I, a trans-Atlanticist, have done more
or less the same thing (155) – that is, denying that there is a real cultural referent that trans-
cends the discourse about it, that there is, in sum, a real ‘“there” there’ (7). So, first, what is
the ‘“there” there,’ according to Apter? Second, does Apter define this referent credibly, in a
manner avoiding the Herskovitsian ‘essentialism,’ ‘ahistoricism,’ and ‘anachronism’ that he pro-
fesses to transcend (154)? Third, has Apter at times misrepresented his adversaries in order to
impress the reader with his originality, and what is the relative credibility of the referent he con-
structs and theirs?

The book has five main chapters, earlier versions of which have all been published else-
where. They have been adapted to subserve his overarching argument that – despite the
origins of the ‘Yoruba’ ethnic category largely after the end of the Atlantic slave trade, the pro-
teanness of its boundaries, the political heterogeneity of the populations that are now claimed
as its ancestors, a long history of change related to warfare, migration, the slave trade, enslave-
ment in the Americas, Islamization, Christian missionization, and colonialism, and what Apter
himself calls the ‘legendary variation [among Yoruba] sub-cultural groups, dialects, patterns
of descent, artistic styles, political organization, culinary preferences, urban settlement patterns,
and ritual performance genres’ (153) – there is a set of ‘deep-level cultural principles’ (120) and
a ‘politico-religious grammar’ (143) that are ‘in some sense essential to Yoruba culture’ (154)
and have ‘some measure of objectivity’ (155).

After the manner of Johann Gottfried von Herder, Apter believes that this essence is rooted
in the language (149) of which, in the twentieth century, the languages of the 19th-century Ekiti,
Ijẹbu, Okitipupa, Ọyọ, Ẹgba, Ẹgbado, Awori, and Anago peoples, to name some of them, came
to be considered ‘dialects.’ Although Apter observed this essence specifically between October
1982 and December 1984 in what he acknowledges are the ‘marginal,’ North Ekiti-Yoruba
towns of Ayede and Ishan, he found affirmation of and a name for it in Helen Verran’s 2001
book on Yoruba quantification. ‘Sortal particularization’ is the logic by which, they argue,
Yoruba people think,

Five oranges are not five individual oranges forming a group, but ‘orangeness’ divided into a
plurality of five. Set membership is not additive; rather it is differentiating or decompositional
—it starts with the whole and breaks it up into parts. (130)
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Similarly, each child is an instance of her family, each sublineage a microcosm of the lineage,
each lineage a microcosm of the quarter, and each quarter a microcosm of the town, or
kingdom (Chapter 3).

The social phenomenon that Apter has identified in these terms is remarkably like the phenom-
enon that the British structural functionalists, along with Apter, call ‘segmentation’ (see also Geertz
1973).1 The only difference is that these other anthropologists have identified this phenomenon in
societies on every continent, whereas Apter believes that it is what distinguishes the Yoruba, and
possibly Guinea-Coast culture generally, from West-Central African and every other culture in the
world. However, Apter reports no comparative review of the literature on the ostensibly contrast-
ing character of these other cultures, or on the similar Guinea-Coast cultures (e.g. 169n33). Because
of its segmentary nature, argues Apter, Yoruba culture overwhelms the other African-diaspora cul-
tures it encounters in the Americas, and both the Haitian state and the gender relations of the
Brazilian plantation have assumed its shape.

According to Apter, several other aspects of Yoruba culture also endure in the Americas. One
is syncretism, or the Afro-Latin American practice of correlating African gods with Roman
Catholic saints, and the use of the latter in rites for the benefit of the former, which Apter
argues is not simply the general African-diaspora phenomenon that others have assumed it
is. Rather, it specifically re-instantiates Yoruba people’s unique and defining disposition to
revise hegemonies by appropriating their language, opposing them, and being incorporated
into them (Chapter One). Unfortunately, Apter offers no comparisons with similar phenomena
in Mexico, Central America, or the Andes to clarify how this is a specifically Yoruba cultural
phenomenon.

Apter argues that the ‘African-derived’ religions of the Americas also owe to the Yoruba their
tendency to define any given god or phase of a god as either ‘cool’ or ‘hot.’ He says that cool
gods support political authority and centralization, while hot gods and rituals are implicitly
transformational, resistant, and ‘deadly’ threats by subordinated parties to their rulers
(Chapter Two). I was disappointed by Apter’s failure to explain why two of the hottest West
African Yoruba gods are closely associated with royal sovereignty and centralization – S ango
in the Ọyọ sphere of influence and Ogun in Ondo. Conversely, most authors associate the para-
digmatically cool god Ọbatala with the populations conquered by Oduduwa, the king of kings
in what is now Yorubaland. Moreover, Apter underappreciates the many differences between
Haiti and the Yoruba-Atlantic. For example, ‘heat’ generally connotes threatening disorder in
Candomblé, Santería/Ocha, and Yoruba ‘indigenous religion,’ but, in Haitian Vodou, it is typi-
cally an expression of the communal energy necessary for institutionalized religion and for
motivating even the ‘cool’ gods to do their work. And my Haitian priest friends do not under-
stand Apter’s claim (53) that the Petwo spirits are associated with the fission of cult groups.

Most confusing, though, is Apter’s Chapter 4, about the influence of Yoruba gender con-
ceptions on circum-Caribbean plantation life. It details the prominence of women as traders
in Yorubaland and the ‘bivalent’ (120) Yoruba understanding of women as both life-giving
mothers and potentially cannibalistic witches. Apter attributes this bivalence to Yoruba
women’s contradictory roles as reproducers of the patrilineage and as potential nodes of
lineage fission. And Apter highlights the continuity between West African and African-diaspora
women’s participation in marketing, even under slavery. So far, so good.

More controversially, Apter recaps the famous Herskovits-Frazier debate about the African
cultural or American social origins of African-diaspora family structures without mentioning
that this discipline-defining debate ever happened. In discussing the ostensible Yoruba proto-
types of ‘matrifocal’ African-American family forms (112, 116) in slave families, Apter seems to
side with Herskovits, prioritizing African culture over American economic and political hard-
ships as incentives to non-monogamy in African-diaspora populations. Yet Apter goes much
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further, interpreting plantation life ‘in West African terms,’ whereby the relationship of a white
planter with his white wife and black mistress was an instance Yoruba polygyny, which threa-
tened the integrity of the lineage-like plantation family with fission, just as it had done in North
Ekiti. By the same logic, the black female practitioners of abortion on the plantation instantiate
Yoruba witchcraft and twin-worship (113–14), and ‘three-generational matrifocal families’ (gen-
erated by the tendency of planters to keep mothers and daughters together while selling off
males) ‘echo not only the logic of matri-segmentation within the Yoruba patrilineage, but also
the transmission of witchcraft from mothers to daughters’ (116).

Despite the variable distinctiveness, accuracy, and credibility of the ‘deep-level principles’
generating these phenomena, they exemplify, for Apter, the ‘“there” there’ – the objective, pri-
mordial, unchanging, and circum-Atlantic essence of Yoruba culture, which pre-dates and
transcends the discourses of scholars, missionaries, colonial officers, and cultural nationalists.
However, it is not obvious to me that Apter has captured the ‘“there” there’ better than
have the people he reduces to their role in the argument about how the ‘Yoruba’ ethnic identity
came about – Peel and myself. Peel authored a major and well-documented opus on Yoruba cul-
tural history, of which his work on ethnogenesis is but one element. However, his work does
avoid Apter’s admitted reliance on the post-colonial ‘ethnographic present’ as the way to rep-
resent the ‘“there” there.’

With reference to my review of Luis Nicolau Parés’s work on Jeje, or Fon-related, religion in
Brazil (Matory 2015), Apter characterizes me as the arch anti-Herskovitsian (169n7), which is
only partially true, since it is hard to deny the influence of Herskovits on my argument. For
example, with reference to gendered idioms of containment, wifeliness and mounting, I
discuss at length the history of a gendered modality of political and religious delegation elabo-
rated by the Ọyọ Empire and re-interpreted by contemporary Nigerian, Brazilian, and Cuban
priests in the service of real-world, contemporary social goals (Matory 1986, [1994] 2005, 2005,
all cited by Apter but without any discussion of their implications for the ‘“there” there’ argu-
ment). I also identify other, rival gendered idioms and the classes of people, including priests,
generals, monarchs, scholars, and cultural nationalists that have favored them over time in
West Africa and the Americas, as well as the history of changes in the currency and efficacy of
those idioms over time. Hence, my position is less anti-Herskovitsian than pro-historical and intol-
erant of arguments like that of Parés, which deny obvious evidence of historical change and
human strategy and of the cosmopolitan, inter-class dialogue that has long shaped the religions
that we research (Matory 2005). Moreover, my position on the nature of the ‘“there” there’ of
Yoruba gender relations is hotly contested by Yoruba-American princess and sociologist Oyer-
onkẹ Oyewumi (1997; Matory 2005, 216–219; Matory 2008). The problem is that Apter’s
Chapter 4 favors free association over any evidence-based contribution to this already eviden-
tially rich and widely analyzed debate – not to mention the Herskovits-Frazier debate – both
of which illustrate how differently the ‘“there” there’ can be represented and the imbrication
of such debates in the dynamic flow of real social and political life. These debates have social
roots and consequences that are of a piece with the ever-dynamic ‘“there” there.’

To put a fine point on it, Peel’s opus and mine are full of named African and, in my case,
African-diaspora actors who have modified the perceived cultural options of subsequent gen-
erations by constructing culturally plausible and even prestigiously foreign-inspired but often
revolutionary models of the enduring core of their respective traditions. And they have often
done so both in pursuit of their own identifiable material interests and against the odds posed
by their racial abjection. To include such named actors and their agency in our accounts is not
to ignore that there is a ‘“there” there’; it is to employ analytical assumptions very different from
Apter’s about the ontology of the ‘“there” there,’ how it came about, and whether it is likely to
continue changing over time.
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Note

1. Also, consistent with the structural-functionalists’ intent to contribute to the project of Indirect
Rule, Apter ‘discovers’ a primordial Yoruba political system in which authorities are con-
veniently divided among ‘royalty,’ ‘civil chiefs,’ ‘military chiefs,’ and priests. Apter is not
sufficiently suspicious that his own discourse, and the British imperial logic from which he
and the colonies inherited it, are part of the cultural ‘“there” there’ that he presumes to
have excavated from the pristine past.
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Growing up in Miami, Florida I met people from all over the Americas, especially the great diver-
sity of people from the Caribbean whom I lived with in the African-American and Haitian-Amer-
ican enclave of North Miami. When I started my undergraduate studies at Florida International
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