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The oracle Ifá is in a very interesting position today. On
the one hand, it is considered the entry point into a
Yoruba ontology. On the other hand, it is categorised as
a divination practice, comparable to other oracles
worldwide. As the first observation goes, any and every
Yoruba concept should be explained through Ifá, its
practices but especially its idioms. These sentences
typically uttered in a divination are today comprised in
the Ifá corpus, written down since the early 20th century.
Yet, before an interest in the totality of its possible
utterances emerged, Ifá was already embedded in a
number of comparisons that are the roots for both
observations – its cultural key position as well as its
global comparability.
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Using a genealogical approach, the lecture contextualises Ifá’s position today in a global religious history.
The case study for the lecture are speeches delivered by a Christian West African intellectual, John
Augustus Abayomi Cole (c. 1850-1943) who made comparisons between Ifá and occultism and through
occultism, with kabbalah. Thereby, he declared Ifá, often seen as black magic, as the local religion and
science. The thesis is that the ways in which Ifá is considered today can be tracked back to these practices
of comparison, even though its traces have been made invisible by the effects of this comparative
moment, which are among others, ethnonationalism, esotericism studies, and the study of religion.


