Surpassing “Survival”: On the
Urbanity of “Traditional Religion”
in the Afro-Atlantic World

Introduction

Both Afncan “survivals™ in the Amencas and
the endurance of “traditional” religron 1 Africa are
often assumed 1o depend on the isolation and pover-
ty of the practitwoners. However, many religrons that
have been showcased as the foremost instances of
“survival” reveal, on closer inspeciion, the active
tnvolvement of prosperous (ravelers, scholars, mer-
chants, and bourgeors cultural nationalbists. These
cases lead us to question the worth of the “survival”
metaphor in the analysis of how “traditional” and
Afncan-inspired religions are reproduced over time
n the Afro-Atlantic world.

THE SCHOLARLY LITERATURE frequently
assumes that the “survival” and centrality
of African religious traditions depend on the
cultural isolation of the host region. Similar-
ly, students of religion in West Africa have
often predicted the demise of “local” reli-
gions amid colomalism and the influx of
Islam and (Ihnsti:mity.l Robin Horton offers
the subtler point that conversion to Islam in
West Africa is actually also a turn toward
high-god twraditions inherent in the local cos-
mology, but this turn, he argues, reflects the
people's increasing exposure to long-dis-
tance and cosmopolitan economic and polit-
ical forces that appear to be beyond the
authority of “local” gods.” Moreover, such
conversion heralds the marginalization ot
those “local” gods Yet, as I have argued else-
where, Islam appeared in West Africa over a
millemum ago, and the demise of “local”
gods remains but a predicuon.’

The Afro-Americanist literature too has
tended to posit that rural isolation and

Page 36

by J. Lorand Matory

poverty are the normal conditons for the
“retenuon” of African culture.' Roger Bastide
accordingly describes Bahia as exceptional n
being a large aity that retained its African reli-
gion with relative purity; Melville J. Herskowits
recognizes Paramaribo, Port-au-Prince and
Bahia as similarly exceptional, and Newbell
Niles Puckett represents New Orleans as
exceptional. Rather than “exceptions,” these
numerous urban cases might better be seen as
disproving any sunple rule Pierre Verger
argues (from a viewpoint closer to mine) that
the “high social class™ of certain enslaved
Afrnicans—such as royals and priests—largely
explains why their religious pracuces pre-
vailed over those of other Africans.’

Mv OWN HYPOTHESIS is more radical still:
that religious practices around the
Atlantic perimeter actually benefitted crin-
cally from their practitioners’ ongoing mter-
class and interregional conncctions, and
from their facility with the modalities of
Western power, such as the printing press;
this applies to many of the religions that
allegedly exemplify African “survival,” “reten-
tion,” and “preservation.” In this essay, [ re-
examine several exceptions to the dominant
“survival through isolation and poverty”
explanatory paradigm for African religion in
the age of Anglo-Saxon global dominance,
and I hypothesize that the cases where that
paradigm actually applies are the real excep-
tions. In this controversy, the very model of
African cultural “survival” stands on trial
Like many I am grateful for what the Her-
skovitsian metaphors of “survival,” “reten-
tion,” and “preservation™ have taught us. But
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I am dissatisiied with their analytic inatten-
tion to contextual meaning and to agency
For the same reason, I am skeptical of the
way that the metaphorical term “collective
memory" has often been used.’

I am gratetul to Sidney Mintz and Richard
Price for their Bastide-inspired “creohzation”
model, which acknowledges the New World
mstitutions that made the convergence of
African modcls socially possible in the Amer-
1cas and productively transformed them nto
African-American models." However, 1
would caution against the possible sugges-
tion that creole languages are the paradigm
case for the production and reproduction of
African-Amerucan cultures—that like creole
languages, African-American cultures are
quick forming, internally systematic, and typ-
ically bounded in discrete units.

PAL’L GILROY'S NOTION of the “discontinu-
ous” reproduction of culture in the
African diaspora positively acknowledges cul-
tural exchange among diverse populations,
but problemaucally represents that exchange
entirely as a reaction to exclusion from the
promises of Furo-American democracy/
modernity, onc that is furthermore constitu-
tionally disconinected from Africa." 1 also
appreciate Joseph Roach's notion of “cir-
cum-Atlantic performance,” which observes
that diverse peoples on that ocean perimeter
have accurately, ficuonally, or ironically mim-
icked each other for 500 years, as a funda-
mental condition of each such people’s for-
mation of its cultural identity.” But, again,
this reciprocal mimicry ignores the historical
and ongoing reality of a real, live Africa con-
stantly in our midst.

The analytic metaphor that I propose
assumes the historical and cultural “coeval-
ness,” to borrow Johannes Fabian's term,
between Africa and the Amencas." Africa is
not to the Americas as the past 1s to the pre-
sent. The analytic metaphor | propose
instead of “survival,” “reinterpretation,”
“memory,” and “creolizauon” is “dialogue.”
It highlights the ways in which the mutual
gaze between Africans and African-Ameri-
cans, via travel, migration, and commerce
berween the two hemispheres, as well as the
movement of ideas through letters, pam-
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phlets, newspapers, and books have shaped
African and African-American cultures 'n
tandem and over time. | wish to offer a few
illustrations of the phenomenon and 10
demonstrate the uuhty of “dialogue” as ¢n
analytic metaphor in general I call attention
to the importance of cosmopolitan, bour-
geos agency i the most “African™lookirg
1religions of the Americas and in the rehgions
of the most rural, poor, and seemingly isol: -
ed areas of Africa.

THERE ARE OBVIOUS EXAMPLES of 20th-cen-
tury bourgeois cultural nationalisms n
Haiu, the French empire, Cuba, Brazil, and
the United States. Reacting against US imp =
rialism and to local bourgeoisies’ feelings f
inferiority to the whiter bourgeoisies f
other nations and regions, the first half of
the 20th century saw these nationalisms
awash with literary, artistic, musical, ard
scholarly tnbutes to the cultural dignity H»f
then dark cumpatnols.” Haitian, Senegales 2,
Martinican, Cuban, and Brazihan elites ga' e
new legiumacy to theiwr nations’ African-
inspired religious practices, particularly ‘o
those that seemed (from their readings and
conversations with literate informants) to t e
the most African.” In the United States sini e
the late 1950s, African-inspired religions
practices have emerged as a major grow'h
industry in New York and Miami, havirg
become emblems of collective identity for
many Latinos and African-Americans.
Though leaders (like Luisah Teish and Ol
Oseijeman Adefunmi 1) have justified the
growth of these religions in terms of cultural
“survival,” that growth has clearly relied «n
lively industries in manufacture, pubhshinz,
and retailing, which in turn shape alivey
mteraction among diverse classes.'

Yet, before these obvious 20th-centu y
Afrophile cultural nationalisms and cos-
mopolitan dialogues, there were others

Travel and the Transatlantic Candomblé

MU(:H AMERICAN RELIGIOUS CULTURE that is
thought to have “"survived” Africans’
enslavement was in fact introduced, sus-
tained and deeply modified by free migrants
circulating berween Africa and the Americas,

Page 27

~ - -Copyright © 2001 ..AlLxrights reserved. - e m——e



e —————

The Brazilian Candomblé religion is often
identified as an exemplary survival of
African culture in the Americas. Yet the oral
history 1dentifies many of its founders as vol-
untary immigrants from Africa. For example,
Otampe OJaro, founder of Bahia’s Alakétu
templc, Marcos Pimentel, a 19th-century
chief priest of the Mocambo Temple on the
island of Itaparica,” and, most importantly,
Iya Nasd, founder of the ancient Casa Bran-
ca temple in Bahia, Brazil, are all identified
as free immigrants from Africa.

Iyd Nasé's mother is said to have secured
her own manumission in Bahia and returned
to Africa but then voluntarily returned to
Bahia to found this first of the three most
famous Candomblé temples in Brazil. Her
successor, Marcelina, is said to have gone vol-
untarily from Africa to Bahia and rewurned
to Africa for an extended sojourn before
returning finally to Bahia, where she too,
assumed the leadership of the Casa Branca
temple.'7 Verger reports that it was Marcelina
who first brought to Bahia the famous Bamg-
bose — babalawo diviner from Oyo or
Abeokuta and founder of Brazil's most illus-
trious line of male priests.” Today Bamg-
bose's Brazilian great-greatgrandson, Aizn-
ho de Oxaguia-, commands the wealthy and
prestigious Pilao de Prata Candomblé tem-
ple in Bahia. Pai Aizinho’s Nigenan coustn
Paul Lola Bamgbose-Maruns is a priest of
Sango. These “jet-setters” supply ritually
important commodities and priestly services
to therr far-flung chients. Whereas Paul regu-
larly shutties between Lagos and Rio, Azin-
heo's occasional visits to Lagos punctuate his
frequent sojourns in New York, Pans, and
Geneva. Sumptuous imported cloth,
kolanuts, beads, black soap, fly whisks, and
sacred art are all available for purchase in his
temple compound.

IMILARLY, IN CUBA, the famous African-
born Adechina is said to have been
enslaved in Cuba but to have returned to
Africa for iniuation as a babalawo diviner,
later returning to Cuba " The oral history
also identifies a free-born African woman
named Efunche (also Efunsetan or La
Funche) who traveled as a free person to
Cuba and there reformed Afro-Cuban reli-
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gion in the 19th century.”

These reports are made largely credible
by archives documenting the return of thou-
sands of Afro-Brazilians and hundreds of
Afro-Cubans to the West African coast.”
Moreover, 1n the lamentably incomplete
Bahian archives of return voyages from
Lagos, | have counted dozens of ships and
hundreds of free Africans traveling from
Lagos to Bahia or through Bahia to Rio or the
State of Pernambuco, Brazil, berween 1855
and 1898. Journalistic, epistolary, and ethno-
graphic evidence from that period reveals
repeated journeys of another score of
African-Brazilian travelers up to the 1930s.”
Many of them carried Briush passports, and
most appear to have engaged in commerce,
selling ethnically marked Brazilian merchan-
dise (such as salted meat and Afro-Brazilian
religious paraphernalia) to returnees in West
Africa and “authenucally African” merchan-
dise (such as the kolanuts and woven cloth
used in the Candomblé) to their black cus-
tomers 1n Brazil Like Aizinho and Paul,
many of these people worshiped and subsi-
dized the worship of gods that have ordmari-
ly been described as “local'—such as Ogun,
Sango, Yemoja, Osoosi, and Da-."

As THEIR WORSHIP BLOSSOMED 1n early-20th-
century Brazil, they displayed not only
the “memory” or “survival” of religious
icons, myths and pracuces from the Africa
that preceded the slave trade, but also the
radical ideological transformations of late-
19th-century coastal West Africa By the md-
19th century, the British-colonized aines of
Lagos and Freetown hosted large popula-
uons of Western-educated Africans and for-
merly-cnslaved returnees from the Amenicas.
The majority of them (or their parents) orig-
inated in the contiguous regions that came
to be known as “Yorubaland” —Ovu Ekuti,
l)ebu, Egba, Egbado, Ilesha, etc” ' Therr liter-
acy allowed them an unparalleled opportuni-
ty to articulate and publish their own viston
of their culture and history. Thus, at the
British-dominated crossroads of African and
African-American interaction, the Yoruba
acquired a highly publicized reputation for
superiority to other Africans. This reputation
was useful in the 1880s and 1890s, as bour-
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geois black lLagosians faced new forms of
economic disadvantage and racial discrimi-
nation Their reaction was the Lagosian Cul-
tural Renaissance, whose literary champions
extensively documented Yoruba “traditional”
religion, advocated racial and cultural punty,
and populanized the adoption of African
names instead of the European ones with
which most of these westernized Africans
had grown up.

THOUGH the Lagosian Cultural Renais-
sance arnculated a preservauonist logic,
the values it advocated were hardly “sur-
vivals” of an African past On the contrary,
the cultures of the Guinea Coast, including
the forebears of Yoruba culture, had long
embraced the virtues of inter-ethnic mar-
riage and culwral hybndity.” The extraordi-
nary value placed on black racial and reli-
gious purity by advocates of the Brazilian
Candomblé since the early 20th century,
does not then originate in pre-19th-century
West Africa.” Rather, these purity-based val-
ues seem rooted in the racial and cultural
nationalism of the Lagosian Culiural Renai-
sance in the 1890s, during and after which
tme Afro-Brazihans were traveling back and
forth between Lagos and Bahia. Long after
that ime, leuers, newspapers, and Lagosian
Renaissance-inspired writings on the alleged
superiority and purity of “Yoruba traditional
religion” coninued to cross the Atlantic. At
least one priestly traveler who sojourned n
tate-19th-century Lagos appears to have used
his readings to justify the invention of a new
category of priestly officials—the obds, or
ministros, ot Xangd — in what 1s still
described as Brazil's most “purely African”
Candomblé temple, 11é Axé Opd Afonyi.”

African Religion and International Politics

THOUCH IT 15 OFTEN ASSUMED that isolation
and poveriy are the normal conditions
under which African “traditions” and “sur-
vivals” endure, the signs of a cosmopolitan
and interclass dialogue both accent and
structure the most “African”-seeming of
practices. The Lagosian Cultural Renais-
sance was onlv the first in a sernes of cultural
nattonalisms that re-shaped black Atantic
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cultural politics between the 1890s and the
1940s. The cultural “content”™ of those pol.-
tics was often Africanuzed rather than simpty
Afncan. Some of 1ts most persistently share i
institutions and moufs derive from a Bridsa
institution—Freemasonry. Freemasonry tock
its modern form as a male fraternal order
and speculative philosophy n early 18th-er -
tury Britain. Over the next two centuries, t
spread to other parts of Europe and t>
Europc's overseas colonies, where membe. -
ship often became a highly prestigious marl.-
er of bourgeois status or an equally presi -
gious context of conspiracy agan:t
European rule, as in the British North Ame -
ican colonies.” Avowedly based on pre-Chri -
uan philosophical and rehigious principle,
and parallel 1o many Afro-Atlantic religiors
in its fraternal secrecy, Freemasonry hus
proved nviung to numerous West African-,
Afro-Brazilians, Afro-Cubans, Haitans, ani
black North Americans Thus, thousands «f
black men around the Atlantc perimeter a2
united by their shared membership in this
British-founded fratermry.

Moreover, Freemasonry has inspired se--
eral neo-traditional spin-off organization .,
such as Nigeria’s Reformed Ogboni Fratern -
ty and Aborigine Ogboni Fraternity of Nig: -
ria, while the Masonic compass, the All-Se: -
ing Lye, and the secret handshakes turn u>
in the apparendy “traditionahst” religions « f
Nigertan villages, Haitian Vodou temple ,
the Atro-Cuban Palo Mayombe order, and i1
least one Afro-Brazilian diviner's office.”

WI:ST AFRICAN NATION-STATES 10 the 200
century have tended to marginalizz
non-Chnistian and non-Islamic religions, re. -
ognizing only Christian and Islamic rehgious
holidays through civil service and schocl
vacauons. But the West African-inspired rel -
gions of the African diaspora have grown
exponentially in wealth and membershi
since the 1960s. In Launo and African-Ame. -
ican communities in the US, these religions
embody a vivid cultural nationalism m Brazi ,
Cuba, Trinidad, and Haiun these religiors
have become both emblems of natinnal ider -
uty and conduits of state influence In Brazr,
despots and politucians alike have souglt
popular support through the temples ¢f
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Afro-Brazilian rehgion.

During the past 40 years, the Brazihan
government, the United Nations (UNESCO)
and various US corporate foundations have
repeatedly sponsored Brazil’s exchange of
priests, professors, and museum exhibitions
with state institutions in Nigeria and the Pco-
ple’s Republic of Benin (formerly
Dahomey). These exchanges have highhght-
ed the Yoruba and Ewe-Gen-Aja-Fon reh-
gious legacy that Brazil shares with Africa.
Brazil’s official support appears motivated
partly by its desire for political and commer-
cial leadership in whal used to be called “the
non-aligned world. "~ The Brazilian govern-
ment effectively established African-diaspora
religion as a medium of transatlantic diplo-
macy and helped pave the way for numerous
trans-oceanic priestly exchanges that have
included Haitians, US Latinos, Trinidadians,
and black North Americans."

Thus, Western-hemisphere governments,
foundations, and priests have inspired
changes in the official cultural policies of at
least one African government The Beninese
government has now established an official
and annual hohda) for the vodun gods, on
January 10." And in February 1993 Benin
Republic’s newly elected President Nicephor
Soglo reversed the atheistic policies of his
Marxist predecessors and hosted a “Reunion
of Voodoo Cultures,” which was intended to
call back the priests of Western-hemisphere
traditions that are affiliated with those of
Benin Republic, and to celebrate thelr
shared legacy in its putative homeland '

THE HAITIAN RELIGION known as “Voodoo,”
or “Vodou," is complex in its hybridity
and highly adapted o the condiuons of life
in the Western Hemisphere. It embodies a
whole pantheon, known as the Petwo gods,
said to have come about locally in Haiti and,
specifically, to manifest the rage of the slave
against the white oppressor. Even the Rada
pantheon of gods, so closely identified with
Ginen, or Africa, and apparently named after
the Beninese town of Allada, includes gods
that are said to be white, such as Ogou Bada-
gl’l whose own name suggests a hzbrld of

Yoruba and Goun (or Egun) origins.

Since 1797, various authors have followed
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Moreau de Saint-Méry in describing the
Hainan gods and their worship as “Vaudoux”™
(or its cognates). Haitian psychiatrist and
cultural nationalist Jean Price-Mars, in turn,
lightly privileged Dahomean ongms in his
explanauon of Haitian folk religion " How-
ever, Haitian worshipers do not typically call
their religion or their gods "vaudoux.” The
gods are instead called “lwa,” a Haitian word
ot unclear ongin. The one Haitian priestess
attending Soglo’s “Reunion,” a brilliantly
black woman, had hitherto avowed no ances-
tral connection to any part of Africa. Howev-
er her trip to Benin strongly enhanced her
emphasis on race as a constituent of her
identity, and her Beninese roots as a con-
stituent of her religion.”

The “Reunion of Voodoo Cultures™ that
brought this priestess "back to” Benin/
Dahomey finds authoritative precedents in
the wnitings of de Samt-Méry, Price-Mars and
Herskovits—and also finds a parallel in the
International Conference of Orisha Trad:tion
and Culre held in Ile-lfe, Nigeria, in 1981.
And it duplicates the performances of pop-
ulist, Afrophile politicians, who pose for the
cameras with prlestesses throughout the
Canbbean and Brazil.” (It also parallels those
efforts by muluple West African governments
to encourage African-American tourism by
building monuments to the slave trade and by
monumentalizing the cultural similarities that
travelers, anthropologists, and cultural nation-
alists in the Western hemisphere have tried so
hard to name and reify.)

YET HAITI’S ACTION in specifying and
strengthening the ties that bind it to
Afrnica did not begin in the 20th century. The
ruler of North Haiti from independence in
1804 ununl 1820, King Henry Christophe,
sponsored the immigranon to Haiti of 4,000
Africans, mostly Dahomean, to serve 1n his
army. One hundred-fifty of the Dahomeans
served as an elite guard. He chose Dahome-
ans not because they had any greater histon-
cal or demographic relationship to Haid
than any other African group (Dahomeans
had never predominated in the Haitian pop-
ulation) but becausc he had heard that the
Dahomeans were excellent soldiers.” This
post-colonial and state-engineered migration
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may or may not have directly influenced the
subsequent character of Haitian religion, but
1t clearly undermines any assumption that
after the end of the slave trade, African cul-
ture in Haitn was inert and isolated.

Thus, religions that might now appear to
prove objective historical connections
between Atrican-American and African cul-
tures have not always been recognized as
such, defined as significant, or interpreted as
the grounds for shared national or transna-
uonal identines. Nor do the connections
that nowadays appear natural result automat-
ically from the demographics of the slave
trade and the “preservation” or gradual fad-
ing of the peasants’ “collective memory.”
Rather, pohincians, hiterary nationalists,
anthropologists, and other thinking people
on both sides of the Atlantic have played a
significant role in constructing the memory,
the reality, and the present-day social conse-
quences of “African cultural survivals” in the
Amencas.

The cultural history that unites African
and African-American religions consists of
much more than pre-slave trade Afncan on-
gins and American “memories,” “survivals,”
and “retentions.” Much that appears to be
primordial is in fact the product of an Afro-
Adanuc dialogue, and much that appears to
“survive” of African rehigion in the Americas
15 1 fact shaped by an African or African-
Amenican cultural politics that long post-
dated the slave trade. Those politics have
also dramaucally superseded contexts of
poverty and isolation

Conclusion

N AFRO-ATIANTIC SOCIETIES, 1solation from
the workings of international commerce
and cultural exchange has hardly ever been
a reality, much less a good explanation for
local cultural histories. And the paradigm
cases of African “survival” that have been
said to result from it seem far more indebted
to the vividly interregional and interclass dia-
logues thait continually re-shape and
strengthen African-inspired relhigion in the
Amencas even today.
The study of the black Atlantic has gener-
ated a series of productive analytic

THE BLACK SCHOLAR VOLUME 30, NO. 34

metaphors, highlighung the cultural, histori-
cal, economic, and poliucal dimensions of
the diaspora with increasing relinement ov-r
time. Yet much that the existing analyt c
metaphors of this circum-oceanic regicn
have led us to overlook is productively hig-
highted 1n a new metaphor—one that repr »-
sents homelands not as the past, but as tle
contemporanes of their diasporas, ard
diverse diasporic locales not as diverge it
streams, but as interlocutors 1n supra-regio 1-
al conversations. Africa and 1ts Amernican
diaspora reflect the effects of an enduru g
dialogue and a dialectic of mutual transfer-
mation over time.
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