
(Indian ancestry) and of Africans were regarded as

inferior and were unfit to serve as protectors of mediums.

In the third phase the spiritism of Umbanda, the spirits

of Indians and Africans were accepted. Umbanda "purified"

the ancestral heritage of Blacks by looking for its roots

in India or Egypt. Blood sacrifices, long initiations and

sorcery were rejected, the orishas were redefined in

"scientific" terms and dead slaves were transformed into

gods who descended into human beings to cure the sick

(Simpson, p. 148, 1978). It is clear that in Umbanda

spiritism, Blacks indoctrinated their most ancient

religious symbols with new feelings and attitudes

(Bastide, p. 343, 1978) . In spite of the levels of

spiritualist ideas, Afro-Brazilians religions are greatly 

apparent in the rituals, the organizations of cult

centers, the preoccupations with undoing sorcery and the

exaltation of African (Yoruban) deities and Indian

spirits. To the extent that Umbanda centers (a pavilion in

which the ceremonies are held) engaged in purely magical 

practices, including sorcery, they are called Quimbanda

(Baklanoff, p. 209, 196'6) .
i

Most members of Umbanda centers come from the

upper-lower and middle classes. In the twelve groups in

Sao Paulo, from 60 percent to 70 percent of the spirit
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mediums were women, but men participated in other ways- as

drummers or as officers in the board of directors at the

centers. The majority of Umbandista in these centers in

Sao Paulo are between 20 and 40 years of age. Classifying

persons according to race is difficult, because Brazil's 

racial categories are not based on physical

characteristics alone, but include such criteria as

wealth, education and personal qualities. Umbanda

encompasses a "wide range of physical types" in terms of

the composition of the population in modern urban slums

and middle class areas. While Black membership looms

disproportionately large, "Umbanda" has attracted too many

persons of non-African background to be classified as a

"Black religion." Whites in Sao Paulo attend Unbandist

ceremonies 'in large proportions' and Japanese also sought

the effectiveness of its magical procedures. Half the

membership of the centers is noted to be "entirely of

European origins." Thus Umbanda is the outcome of a

three-way syncretism associating African, Catholic and 

Spirifualist elements in one loosely knit body of

doctrines, which makes allowance for limited localI
I

variations.

Industrialization in the middle 1900's may have

brought Blacks in Brazil mobility. However they were slow
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to benefit from it, being held back at first by economic

competition from poor whites and immigrants. They were not 

immediately integrated into the- social class system of the

capitalist regime. They formed a kind of sub-proletariat
h

and the development of urbanization, which destroyed their

traditional values without providing new ones in exchange.

Macumba is an illustration of what happens to the African

religions during a period when traditional values are

being lost (Bastide, p. 294, 1978).

Macumba

Macumba, a name more frequently used for the Batuque

cult is the religion of the old Black slaves who were

brought to work Brazil's plantations between the 16th and

19th centuries. Some Brazilians refer to Macumba as a

corrupted version of African animism, a naive, chaotic

hodge podge of superstitions and beliefs, which as they

would have it survived in Brazil as a form of opposition

to the masters during the long period of slavery. Many 

Brazilians deny its existence or pretend to be above it. 

Its practice is attributed to the most illiterate members

of Brazilian society. Serge Bramly wrote that a member of

the religion revealed to him the following: "Here no one

likes to admit to practicing Macumba. Since Macumba does 

not take place on a visible level, its action cannot be
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observed. It reveals itself only in results. It has no

solid scientific base. That is why most people prefer to

deny its existence rather than expose themselves to

ridicule for believing in things' which science disputes."

Nevertheless, Macumba is everywhere in Brazil. It is a 

source'of inspiration for popular songs and carnivals. 

Macumba has penetrated Brazilian culture and some of its 

expressions, often of African origin, have become an 

accepted part of everyday speech (Bramly, p. 10, 1979).

Macumba is a syncretism among the African,

Amerindian, Catholic and spiritist cults. In mapping the 

religious sects of Brazil at the beginning of the 

twentieth century, two systems of belief existed in Rio de

Janeiro: the Yoruba who worshipped orixas (Yoruba deities)

and the Bantu, whose cult is known as the cabula (African

religious sect of Bantu origin,) . Macumba started out as

cabula, an admixture of certain orishas and certain Yoruba

rites.

Within the Black masses ethnic and cultural bonds

were dissolved. Another solidarity emerged, one of

misfortune, of comradeship, in the struggle to' adapt to 

the New World and in loneliness. This'syncretism that 

juxtaposed two systems of belief could not form a coherent 

system. Through the chinks in this new theology,
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hesitantly trying to find itself, other elements crept in

especially when it began to appeal to Whites, who soon

became as numerous as Blacks in Macumba. The first element

was popular Catholicism and the other the spiritism of

Allan Kardec. This encounter and fusion gave birth to

Macumba (Bastide, p. 295, 1978).

Membership in Macumba. In the Macumba religion,

membership is conferred by initiation, which begins with a

purification bath. If a symbolic lock of hair is cut off

seclusion in the sacred room is shortened. The usual stay

in the sacred room is three weeks during which time the

candidate is taught precepts, songs and dances. The

reception of the new initiate into the sect is the

occasion for a great ceremony known as "the crossing" 

because the priest takes an iron sword and traces a cross

first on the back, then on other parts of the candidate's

body. The public ceremonies that wind up as. a consultation

session are a mixture of Africanism, ."low spiritism,'" and

magic. "Low spiritism" is a concept that recognizes two

different "lines," of descent, that of the Indian and the1
African. This pejorative term is used to designate the

I
third and last level of spiritism in Brazil (Bastide,

p. 314, 1978).
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Certain elements of the Macumba ritual deserve a

little more attention. The animal sacrifice takes place 

during the public ceremony, constituting its climax. A

cock is killed and its blood is allowed to trickle over a

woman's body. One feels that the spectacular element is

now the only one that counts and-that commercialized

Macumba is the next step. Macumba has been driven out of

Rio suburbs into the small towns - that form a proletarian 

ring around the city. Macumba flourishes in many parts of 

South America, even though it has changed from a

collective form to an individual one, degenerating from 

religion into magic in the process (Bastide, p. 297,

1978).

Candomble

Candomble, the last of the Afro-Brazilian religions

mentioned earlier, is a cult in Bahia. It is often

identified as an exemplary survival of African culture in 

the Americas. Ironically, oral history identified many of 

its founders as voluntary immigrants from Africa (Matory, 

2000) . Candomble is thought to represent the-most orthodox

expressions of African-magical-religion in the New World.
i

The focus of Candomble worship is the maintenance of a

harmonious relationship between religious followers and

the African gods, known as orixas.
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The orixas are associated with natural elements:

earth, water, fire and wind. Reduced in number from the

Yoruban pantheon, these deities very early assumed the

names, but not the identities, of Roman Catholic saints.

Plants and their products are integral components in every

Candomble ritual and celebration. Hence use of plants for

spiritual and medicinal purposes is fundamental to the 

practice of Candomble. Religious leaders retained elements 

of their ethno-flora by importing Old World species and by 

using accidentally introduced weeds and substituted 

Brazilian species. Ethno-botanical knowledge is basic to 

the practice and ultimately to the existence of Candomble

(Voeks, 1990).

Membership in Candomble. In -Candomble, membership

initiation can last between three months to a year. During

this time the initiates live in the cult center and.

undergo a long succession of rituals involving the shaving 

of the head, taking baths in sacred springs, being

anointed repeatedly with the blood of sacrificed animals, 

eating sacred foods and having their head painted and

washed with special herbs. Finally clad in an elaborate

costume, the newly initiated is presented at a public 

ceremony with great pomp and celebration. In the case of

female initiates, there may be yet another major ritual in
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which the initiate is "sold" to her parents or to her

husband if she is married, at which time her initiation is

complete and she becomes a full fledged member of the

cult.

After seven years a male or female member in the

Candomble assumes a higher status with the group. The

medium is now allowed to set up a shrine in the home where

offerings to the spirits are made on a given day each

week. Although the medium theoretically is a free agent,

participation in all the ceremonies of the cult continues

and he or she is expected to remain obedient to the medium

leader. The medium usually becomes responsible for

important cult functions, such as caring for the stones 

that represent deities, cooking the foods used in

offerings and. lead the singing during ceremonies (Leacock,

p. 285, 1975) . Candomble religion is utilitarian, even in

its raptures, in the plunge into the vast, dark night of

trance, for participation in the. divine restores health, 

improves one's lot and propitiates fortune (Bastide,

p. 249, 1978).

Although some striking differences exist in rituals

and beliefs, the Afro-Caribbean religion constitutes a

rich complex of rites and myths and remains a strong sense

of ultimate African derivation and tradition that members
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try to maintain. The deities have African names and are

thought to have permanent residence in Africa. Another

characteristic shared by all three sects is a stress on

rituals. Not only are many ritual acts observed but a

great deal of attention is paid to the correct performance

of each act.

Umbanda spiritism is very far removed from Candomble

and although it has broken off with'Macumba, which it

contemptuously rejects as witchcraft, it still defines the

civilization and expresses the collective subjectivity of

a social class within the Brazilian community (Bastide, 

p. 405, 1978). Beginning as a religion that gave hope and

comfort to the slaves, these cults have become a religion

that appeals most to the poor arid disadvantaged.

Interpretations of those who study these religions have

stressed the continual instrumental nature of the cults as

the reason for their popularity. The testing of these

interpretations will come when the poor and disadvantaged

come to have a more secure existence. One can safely

predict that the drums will continue to sound, the medium

will dance and sing, and clients will seek out their

I
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favorite encantando7 for many years to come, because the 

standard of living among the poor is improving at an

agonizing rate.

Umbanda

In the belief system of Umbanda in Sao Paolo, five

major types of spirits are identified. First are the

spirits of dead Brazilians Indians; a second type is the

gentle and approachable spirits of dead Afro-Brazilian

slaves. The third type of spirit is the spirit of a dead

child, -and the fourth is the exu (feminine counterpart is 

the Pomba-Gira8) . Such spirits are believed to be those of 

people who were evil. Antisocial attributes and bad

manners characterize the exus. The fifth type of spirit,

the orisha, represents a merging of West African beliefs

and Catholicism.

Umbandists organize their spirits into seven lines,

headed in each case by an orisha, and divided into seven

phalanxes. Each phalanx is in turn divided into seven

legions of spirits (Simpson, p. 161, 1978). Umbanda,

7 encantado: The most important supernatural in the 
Batuque; any of a special category of spirits who are 
believed to possess human beings (Leacock, p. 377, 1975).
8 Pomba-Gira: is Exu's wife or female persona of Exu
(Brambly, p. 224, 1975). . . •
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although it is certainly spiritism of a kind, differs

strongly from Kardecismo.1
Ordinary spiritist sessions end with a moral homily

and the ceremonial.is meager or nonexistent. In Kardecism

the manifestations of the spirits require only that the

medium be in a semiconscious state. There is no trance. In

Umbanda the spirits manifest themselves through extremely

emotional and violent ecstasies. In Kardecism, in the

course of meetings, certain people display mediumistic

talent and may be sent to medium school to develop or

perfect their talent. Membership in an Umbanda sect is

conferred only by initiation (known as crossing).

Initiation into Umbanda still represents a bond between 

the new religion and the old (Bastide, p. 332, 1978) .

In' addition to their beliefs about the spirits, 

Umbandists emphasize a theory concerning supernatural

fluids.' These spiritual emanations are thought to surround

one's body and to come from three sources: one's own

innate spirit, the spirit of the dead and incarnate

spirits of persons who are close by. Umbandists combine

illnesses and personal difficulties under the heading of 

spiritual disorder.

In1 the Umbanda cult, mediums make spirits available 

to anyone for consultations concerning illness,
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occupational success or failure and other personal

problems. There are no seances, no calling up of the

spirits of deceased relatives, and for the most part 

activities are open and public. Umbanda is not a

revitalization movement and its concern is in helping

individuals to solve their personal problems (Simpson,

p. 161, 1978).
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CHAPTER SIX

COMPARISONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Various studies have shown that participation in the

rituals of religious cults provides an avenue of escape

from the anxieties and frustrations generated by life in

the lower socioeconomic class in Caribbean and Latin

American countries. Specific benefits resulting from 

ritual participation psychologically keep members of

religious cults faithful to their religion. Attractions

include obedience to the gods, group affinity, the drama

and experience of rituals, leadership support, guidance

and healing. The building up and release of emotional

tensions and the recognition that is accorded to those who

have special qualities, especially the ability to go into 

trance are added attractions (Simpson, p. 130 1978). I

decided to focus on Afro-Caribbean religions and rituals

as my thesis topic because ideas about traditional

healing, connecting with ancestors, and practices from 

other religious traditions have infiltrated mainstream

American culture.

Because their beliefs were incompatible with the

basic Christian doctrine societies practicing traditional

religions were often discouraged from doing so. These
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aspects included the worship of many spiritual beings, a 

belief in possession, the use of spells and incantation 

for good and in some cases for evil, appeasing ancestors 

through feasts and rituals and the use of animal

sacrifices for some ceremonies. In recent years scholars

have been studying culture from a different perspective.

In time:mainstream religions have become more tolerant and

accepting of other people's culture. These changes have

brought about an evolution of African spirituality.

Afro-Caribbean religions have gained notoriety in the

United States within the past 15 'years. Very little has

been written about Dugu since the early 1950's and 60's,

and since that time the Catholic Church has changed its

approach and attitudes towards other people's culture and 

religious practices. Coelho wrote that Garinagu were

reluctant to discuss some spheres of their basic religious

belief with outsiders, since matters concerning their

ancestors were among the most esoteric aspects of Garifuna

culture ’(Coelho, p. 145, 1955). Today many Garinagu are

more open and many have gone on to achieve higher

education. This new breed of scholars has published books

and journal articles based not only on research, but also

as members of the traditional societies, illustrating a

more personal view to different aspects of culture. As a
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Garifuna, passion for the culture and support from various 

professors and mentors has encouraged me to research 

Afro-Caribbean cultures, which has enriched my knowledge

and cleared up some obscure information.

Many other traditional religions have been affected

by the evolution of African spirituality. Voodoo religion 

still conjures up negative perceptions and literary

fascination at the same time. Voodoo is feared and

misunderstood by many in the United States, while Haitians 

who practice the religion believe it honors ancestors.

What was once an underground practice dating back to the

days of slavery is finally being acknowledged as a

bonafide religion and recognized for its role in defining

Haitian culture (Klarreich, 2000). Fisher, a Haitian

residing in New York, earns a living teaching drumming

classes at Hunter College and gives private lessons 

playing at Voodoo ceremonies and folk performances. He 

even gets lucrative gigs when mainstream artists want a

Voodoo sound. He is admired in Haiti, because he has

managed to make it in the United States without abandoning

his tradition (Ridgeway-, 1998) : Voodoo continues to be 

synonymous with the Haitian Nation, just as Santeria is 

synonymous with the Cubans.
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Millions of Latinos living in the United States

practice Santeria. A casual walk through Latino

neighborhood reveals Santeria religious goods stores, 

commonly known as botanicas. Hundreds of botanicas exist 

throughout the city, purveying herbs, candles, incense,

oils, idols, books, beads and talismans, yet the best

resources are still the people. Their unparalleled

knowledge of mystical powers and healing remedies helps

scores of followers. Their wealth of information is one of

the most tangible links available (Cortes, 1998). With its

transportation to the United States, more non-Hispanics

are joining the religion. Although media coverage in the

United States has progressed, illusions about the religion

persist in American culture. In 1993 the issue of

sacrifice was addressed in the Supreme Court in the case

of Hialeah, Florida-based Santeria church of the Lucumi

Babalu Aye vs. Hialeah Ernesto Pichardo, a Santeria priest

who challenged the ban in the Miami suburb on animal

sacrifice (Flemming, 1996) . In June of 1993, the United

States Supreme Court overturned a Hialeah, Florida law

forbidding the ritual sacrifice of chickens, lambs, goats

and other animals. The court concluded that the state of

Florida had unfairly targeted adherents of the Santeria 

religion' (Zellner, p. 117, 1998). Many Santeria followers
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believe that the religion is booming. Santeria continues 

to enjoy resurgence because people are searching for roots 

and culture, looking for something to evaluate their lives

(Mandel-Campbell, 1996).

While literature is extensive on Voodoo and Santeria,

many of the Afro-Brazilian and Portuguese journals on 

Brazilian religions are limited or not written in English 

(Simpson, p. 407, 1978). Research findings do indicate

that several social factors have furthered the maintenance

of African religions. The suppression of the slave trade

did not stop all connection between Brazil and Africa

(Simpson, p. 173, 1978). Because of the prohibition of

African religious practices, African cults ended up

syncretizing with Macumba, Umbanda and Candomble with 

Catholicism. Encouraged by budding Afro-Brazilians,

religious expression is coming out of the closet. Many

Brazilians do not consider the traditional religion they 

belong to a separate religion, because they claim to be

Catholics with regards to the fiscal census (Pressel,

p. 276, 1973).

Toward the end of the last century, imposition of a

single tradition on'people' has become increasingly

impractical and unacceptable. The growth of democracy in

many Afro-Caribbean regions has fostered greater religious
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tolerance. Latin America is a place where different, new

religions co-exist with ancient traditions, all part of a 

religious diverse life of the regions (Magnani, 1991). The 

legacy of African Diaspora will always remain evident in 

the Caribbean regions and Latin America. Modern technology

has brought people to each other's doorsteps, resulting in

an enormous impact upon the exchange of ideas, experiences

and knowledge for the future.
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APPENDIX A

CENTRAL AMERICA AND THE

CARIBBEAN MAP
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