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In African Possibilities: A Matriarchitarian Perspective for Social Justice author Ifi Amadiume raises 
questions of gender justice and sets forth the concept of what she calls “matriarchitarianism”—a 
gender partnership and people's power-sharing for a transformative, African-rooted ethical and 
political framework (p. 1). Drawing on history, religion, and decolonial critique, she argues that 
African matriarchal values, centered on care, inclusion, and spiritual accountability, are not 
relics of the past but blueprints for postcolonial futures (p. 23). Her book represents a powerful 
intervention on postcolonial gender roles, emphasizing the need to decolonize not only 
institutions but also imagination and ethics.  

Structured into three parts—Voicing, Alternatives, and Possibilities—this book unfolds 
both historically and thematically. In Part I, Voicing, Amadiume critiques the marginalization of 
African spiritual leaders, particularly women prophets, in colonial and contemporary religious 
institutions. She reclaims prophecy as a form of historical resistance and challenges Western 
NGOs and liberal feminisms for overlooking the indigenous civil societies that thrived in 
African history (p. 49). Part II presents ethnographic and historical case studies of matriarchal 
governance and feminine spiritual power. For instance, Chapter Six focuses on Mama Asta, a 
Senegalese Muslim woman whose leadership of a female-headed Sufi community exemplifies 
the coexistence of Islamic devotion and African matriarchal authority. She also recasts the 
Mammy Water deity as a symbol of female sovereignty and spiritual resilience, revealing how 
colonial narratives distorted her role as a guardian of morality, wealth, and fertility (p. 122). 
Part III turns toward forward-looking visions of African justice. Amadiume advocates for a 
return to spiritual ethics, gender complementarity, and cultural autonomy as foundations for 
rights and governance. She critiques the uncritical adoption of Western LGBTQ+ frameworks 
and promotes a culturally grounded understanding of sexuality within African cosmologies (p. 
201). Throughout, Amadiume weaves a coherent argument: matriarchal traditions must not be 
dismissed as obsolete but embraced as viable, culturally legitimate foundations for African 
political futures. This part succeeds in demonstrating how lived examples and spiritual figures, 
such as Mama Asta and Mammy Water, embody enduring matriarchal systems that challenge 
colonial distortions and affirm indigenous African authority and ethics. 

As a historical intervention, African Possibilities challenges dominant narratives that cast 
matriarchal cultures as mythical or marginal. While interdisciplinary, Amadiume’s core 
impulse is historical: recovering suppressed traditions, reinterpreting spiritual figures, and 
highlighting gendered political structures that predate colonialism. Her analysis of Mama Asta 
shows that matriarchal authority persists not only in folklore but also in contemporary practice 
(p. 108). Similarly, her reinterpretation of Mammy Water traces how colonial archives 
transformed indigenous spirituality into deviance, obscuring the deity’s original moral and 
political significance (p. 122). She employs “reading against the grain” as a historical tool for 
interrogating archival silences. 

Amadiume’s framework of “matriarchitarianism” is both a critique of dominant Western 
feminist paradigms and neoliberal capitalism and an alternative to Eurocentric models of 
gender, governance, and justice. Her book exposes how liberal feminism and global capitalism 
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often fail to engage African contexts on their epistemological terms, and it centers a political 
model grounded in communal care, ancestral wisdom, and moral responsibility. Her work 
invites historians to approach oral traditions, spiritual practices, and archival gaps not simply as 
cultural remnants but as political resources. Nevertheless, the book presents certain challenges. 
Some chapters assume familiarity with African religious and gender systems, which may pose 
accessibility issues for general readers. The prose, while rich, can be abstract, and terms like 
“matriarchitization” and “relational justice” would benefit from clearer definitions. Although 
her critique of Western feminism is well-argued, it would be strengthened by deeper 
engagement with African diasporic and transnational feminist scholarship that shares similar 
decolonial aims. 

Overall, though, this book makes a significant contribution to African historiography. It 
offers historians a robust framework for rethinking African pasts and envisioning futures, not 
from the vantage of Eurocentric temporality, but through African-centered spiritual and gender 
systems. Amadiume’s call is not simply to revisit history but to reinterpret it through the ethical 
lens of indigenous knowledge systems. African Possibilities is essential reading for historians, 
feminist scholars, and students of postcolonial Africa. It will resonate with those challenging 
Eurocentric approaches to African governance, gender, and spirituality. Amadiume’s 
interdisciplinary method, grounded in African epistemologies, makes this work a timely and 
compelling contribution to contemporary debates on decolonization. Ultimately, Amadiume 
offers more than a critique; she offers vision. As she writes, “our ancestors left us spiritual maps 
of survival, resistance, and relational justice; our task is to read and implement them” (p. 247). 
For historians seeking to recover marginalized pasts and envision decolonial futures, African 
Possibilities is both a provocation and a guide. 
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