
  
    [image: ]


  


  
    Yoruba Traditions and African American Religious Nationalism

  


  
    A Volume in the Religions of the Americas Series

    Sacred Spaces and Religious Traditions in Oriente Cuba by Jualynne E. Dodson

    Louis Riel and the Creation of Modern Canada: Mythic Discourse and the Postcolonial State by Jennifer Reid

    Strange Jeremiahs: Civil Religion and the Literary Imaginations of Jonathan Edwards, Herman Melville, and W. E. B. Du Bois by Carole Lynn Stewart

    Shrines and Miraculous Images: Religious Life in Mexico Before the Reforma by William B. Taylor

    Marvels and Miracles in Late Colonial Mexico: Three Texts in Context by William B. Taylor

    Editors: Davíd Carrasco and Charles H. Long

  


  
    [image: ]


    Frontispiece: Handwritten spiritual prescriptions by Oseijeman Adefunmi following a divination reading for a supplicant in 1972. Photograph courtesy of Djisovi Ikukomi Eason and Lillian Ashcraft-Eason.

  


  
    Yoruba Traditions & African American Religious Nationalism

    Tracey E. Hucks

    Foreword by Charles H. Long

    University of New Mexico Press | Albuquerque

  


  
    ISBN for this digital edition: 978-0-8263-5077-0

    © 2012 by the University of New Mexico Press

    All rights reserved. Published 2012

    Printed in the United States of America

    The Library of Congress has cataloged the printed edition as follows:

    Hucks, Tracey E., 1965–

    Yoruba traditions and African American religious nationalism / Tracey E. Hucks; foreword by Charles H. Long.

    pages cm. — (Religions of the Americas)

    Includes bibliographical references and index.

    ISBN 978-0-8263-5075-6 (cloth : alk. paper) — ISBN 978-0-8263-5077-0 (electronic)

    1. Orisha religion—United States—History. 2. African Americans—Religion—History. 3. Black nationalism—United States—History. 4. Adefunmi, Oseijeman, 1928–2005. 5. Oyotunji African Village (S.C.)—History.

    I. Title.

    BL2532.S5H83 2012

    299.6´83330973—dc23

    2011047655

  


  
    To my parents

    My mother, Doretha Leary Hucks (1936–1984),

    my first teacher in life

    My father, Joseph Richard Hucks,

    the “High Priest” in my life

    As co-creators, you will forever remain

    “the strongest leaves of my tree”

  


  
    Pray to the Gods who are not White, who are not Western, for your Life, for your Brother’s Life.

    —James Baldwin

  


  
    Illustrations

    Frontispiece

    Figure 1. Cristobal Oliana

    Figure 2. Entrance to King Shango

    Figure 3. Bus advertising Harlem’s Yoruba Temple

    Figure 4. Original certificate of incorporation

    Figure 5. Chief Orisa Mola Akinyele Awolowo

    Figure 6. Oseijeman Adefunmi at a street rally

    Figure 7. Oseijeman Adefunmi leading parade

    Figure 8. Nigerian drummer Babatunde Olatunji

    Figure 9. Cuban immigrants welcome President Fidel Castro

    Figure 10. Oseijeman Adefunmi performs a ritual

    Figure 11. Leadership of the Republic of New Africa

    Figure 12. Welcome sign written in Yoruba and English

    Figure 13. Shrine of Esu-Elegba

    Figure 14. Arched entranceway to Oyotunji African Village

    Figure 15. Founder of Oyotunji African Village

    Figure 16. Oyotunji African Village residents and chieftans

    Figure 17. Young Oyotunji dancer and drummers

    Figure 18. Tourist brochure featuring Oyotunji African Village

    Figure 19. Oba Adefunmi performing Ifa divination

    Figure 20. Oba Adejuyibe Adefunmi II

    Figure 21. Oba Adefunmi and Oyotunji chiefs with the Ooni of Ife

    Figure 22. Advertisement for First Afrikan Presbyterian Church

    Figure 23. Egungun ancestor masquerade dancer

    Figure 24. Baba Medahochi Kofi Omowale Zannu

    Figure 25. Members of Egbe Sankofa Kingdom of the Gods of Afraka

    Figure 26. Recycle receptacle at Oyotunji African Village

    Figure 27. Processional of North American Yoruba practitioners

  


  
    Foreword

    This text contains two interrelated and overlapping travel narratives. One of the narratives is in the form of a travel in time—the history of ideas, meanings, symbols, and images of Africa in African American culture; this narrative contextualizes the second one. The second narrative tells the story of a young African American male from Detroit, Walter Eugene King, and his journey from Detroit through a variety of times, spaces, and imaginations to his emergence as Oba Efuntola Oseijeman Adefumi I in the new space of the Oyotunji Yoruba Village in South Carolina. It is in fact this story that evoked the necessity for the larger historical narrative that encompasses it.

    Both narratives are concerned with the image and symbol of Africa as a religious orientation. The first narrative traverses historical time, describing and explaining the meaning of Africa in the life and culture of black folk and especially in African American nationalist ideology. Because the narratives are concerned with religious quests, we are immediately reminded of the religious rite of pilgrimage. The encompassing historical narrative takes us through the passages of time, space, actions, and thought of persons and communities of African Americans from their initial enslavement in North America to the present. Within this fulsome narrative we are made aware of the significance, power, and necessity of a “place to be called home” for millions of persons of African descent who were separated from their original homeland and denied authenticity as human beings in North America. The continent of Africa, their place of origin, was remembered, invented, symbolized, and remade within the new spaces and times of North America as a foundation for their humanness as well as a vision for a viable human future.

    The prominence of religious journeys in this study brings to mind the religious rite of pilgrimage, especially in the research of Victor Turner.1 The quest of the young Walter Eugene King, which takes him from Detroit to New York, Haiti, Europe, Africa, and Cuba, corresponds to the liminal phase of the pilgrimage phenomenon as described by Turner. The liminal phase of the pilgrimage is that period between the pilgrim’s departure from home and familiar circumstances until the arrival at the sacred site that is the goal of the pilgrimage. Turner analyses the new social relations and identities that are formed during this phase and time. In addition, during the liminal period tensions, contrasts, and critique of the reigning social order come to the fore. Victor Turner’s other pertinent term of analysis, the notion of communitas, fits well with the kind of knowledges of Africa and the various practioners of African-derived religions King met and consulted with during his pilgrimage and the founding of Oyotunji Village in South Carolina as what Turner might have referred to as a “normative mode of communitas.”

    Now while this text is a biography of Walter Eugene King’s bildungsroman as a religious pilgrimage, it is much more than this. It is at the same time a descriptive and critical history of African American nationalism as a religious phenomenon. It shows how the image and symbol of Africa became the basis for an alternate authenticity for the communities of African Americans in North America. From this discussion we are confronted with the broader issue of the meaning of religion in the contemporary world. The text employs a variety of methods ranging from ethnohistory, history, history of religions, and political science. In so doing, the issue of theory and method in the disciplines of religious studies is raised. Tracey Hucks as the narrator and author of the biography of Walter Eugene King/Oseijeman Adefumi I and the interwoven narratives of African American nationalism suggests a hermeneutical position that parallels the role of a novelist. This novelistic tonality refers us back again to the thematic and stylistics of religious pilgrimage—pilgrimage as the sources of knowledge that combines both the larger context of the history of African American nationalism and the biography of Walter Eugene King. Such a procedure in method is reminiscent of an older meaning of pilgrimage as not only the visit to sacred sites, but equally pilgrimage as the mode for the acquisition of knowledge—pilgrimage as theoria.

    It is at this juncture that we should remember that our word “theory” is from a Greek term that means “spectacle”—seeing, sight. Seeing here refers to knowledge and knowing. Echoes of this older meaning were revived by Michel Foucault when he introduced the term “gaze” as a mode of knowing. Theory as sight refers to a meaning it had in the fourth century BCE in Greece. It did not, however, imply the abstracting domineering “gaze” of scientific technology made popular by Foucault, but it is rather more closely related to what Clifford Geertz, the anthropologist, has called “thick description.”

    Andrea Wilson Nightingale has recently explored the hermeneutical, religious, and philosophical meaning of theoria in Greek thought and culture.2 At one place she describes the pilgrimage structure of theory: “When directed towards a religious sanctuary or festival, theoria took the form of a pilgrimage in which the theoros departed from his city or hometown, journeyed to a religious sanctuary, witnessed spectacles and events, participated in rituals, and returned home to ordinary civic life.”3 This description fits the pilgrimage of the young Walter Eugene King almost perfectly. There is an added dimension when we understand the context of the body of knowledge that evoked his pilgrimage, on the one hand, and how the theoros (pilgrim) journey enhanced the meaning of this body of knowledge.

    In the same book, Nightingale notes that scholars of Greek thought have debated the meaning of theoria, some emphasizing theos, thus interpreting theoria as having to do with sacred things, while others have insisted on thea, spectacle and sight. Nightingale wisely suggests that both meanings are and can be incorporated into the meaning of theoria. In this book, Tracey Hucks has presented to us in a masterful way the rich complexity and seriousness of those religious forms, modes, and styles of a neglected modernity. She has shown why any adequate study of African American religions must undergo a kind of metaphorical pilgrimage that traverses many of the passages, rims, and borders of modern time, space, and imagination. Through her undertaking she has added immeasurably to the theory and method of the study of religion.

    —Charles H. Long, coeditor, Religions of the Americas series

  


  
    Preface

    In Oyotunji African Village, nestled off the coast of South Carolina’s Lowcountry, Her Royal Grace Iyashanla beckoned me to wait as she performed a ritual divination in search of a “new name.” Revealed for me was the Yoruba name Ifasanu—“Ifa Has Mercy.”1 After more than a decade of archival and ethnographic research (1994–2009); thousands of miles of travel throughout the United States, Nigeria, and Cuba; steadfast attendance at Yoruba-related ritual ceremonies and national and international conferences, along with hours of richly textured interviews with African American and Latino/a Yoruba practitioners, Yoruba Traditions and African American Religious Nationalism has indeed culminated in a gift of Ifa’s mercy. This work is not simply a compilation of research. It represents an “experience of research” and an exercise in lived history gathered among communities of African descent in North America whose religious identities, inimitable practices, and shifting social realities form the center of my scholarly investigations.2 Similar to Brazilian Candomblé practitioners’ “struggles for cultural freedoms” in the early twentieth century, black North Americans in the 1950s and 1960s “pioneered the politicization of African-based cultures as an important aspect of their struggle for self-determination.”3 Practitioners, as historian Kim Butler suggests, created a transformative discursive space where “African identity became an articulation of personal choice, rather than an indicator of birthplace.”4

    At its core, this book undertakes the study of a religious symbol—Africa—as historian of religions Charles H. Long critically theorized it close to forty years ago and examines it within the historical context of an extrachurch black-nationalist tradition that chose to revitalize this religious symbol as an effective strategy for mobilization in the second half of the twentieth century.5 As a study in dynamic symbolism, it “allows multiple, often competing, interpretations” of Africa to emerge rather than seeking one definitive historical truth.6 It chronicles the voices of African Americans and their journeys to and through the complex alternative meanings of Yoruba in the United States as its production includes, but remains unbounded by, religious practice, cultural appropriations, and distinct diasporic racial ontologies. It also encourages new theorization on the complex relationship between religion and geo-symbolism, examining the ways physicality and land (i.e., Africa, Jerusalem, Mecca, Rome, and so forth) are infused with “geo-theological” meaning and geo-sacrality. By negotiating a complicated association with distant origins, blurred genealogies, reconstituted identities, and subaltern yearnings, Yoruba Americans framed new discourses on how Africa could be seen as what Ernst Cassirer calls an “index symbol.”7 Africa as index symbol ultimately became envisaged as the transubjective center of a religio-nationalist movement in the New World. Through African reflections of God, they entered into a new religious correspondence that brought new names and new experiences to the history of Yoruba religious studies, thus expanding the geographical, ideological, and theological landscape of Yoruba locales across the globe.

    Yoruba Traditions is a study that examines the performativity of Africa as enacted within a wider “theatricality of nationalism.”8 It seeks to understand the “Pan-Yoruba Diaspora” and its multiple articulations (Ifa, Ocha, Santería, Lucumi, Orisa, Orisha) not as a single fixed religious tradition but as a global religious complex developed within varying “socioreligious locations.”9 Within these various geographical “embodiments of Yoruba religious culture,” innovation, dynamism, and fluidity in practice are all diversely expressed.10 What have come to be known as Yoruba religious cultures in North America, Africa, South America, the Caribbean, and parts of Europe can best be understood not as one rigidly bounded religion but as “a decentralized network of lineages, cults, and disparate public and private ritual practices that readily intermingle across definitional boundaries with other religions.”11 Because of the “emergence of Yoruba as the emblem of the Africanization of the Americas,”12 we must, as anthropologist J. Lorand Matory advises, understand Yoruba worship not as a permanent or predetermined tradition but “instead amid its modern political, economic, and ideological conditions.”13 The orisa acquire significance less in fixed historical domains than in their meaning as living entities across the globe. Thus, orisa worship in the twenty-first century cannot be easily relegated to a single geographical region but exists instead in what Eugenio Matibag identifies as the domain of the “extraterritorial”14 and comprises “multicultural, multilingual, multilayered traditions and expressions” that span across the globe.15 However, as Olabiyi Babalolo Yai discerns, “One of the paradoxes of globalization is that it encourages or produces standardization as it creates multipolarity.”16 These dynamic tensions between standardization and multipolarity are explored throughout the book. A primary assertion is that it is through Yoruba’s myriad of global religious, cultural, and linguistic expressions that we might come to ultimately value the elastic and innovative points of view derived from what Christopher Antonio Brooks labels “localized Yoruba practices.”17 For the descendants of enslaved African communities in North America, what W. E. B. Dubois calls their “foster land,”18 Yoruba religion invokes a meaningful connection to Africa as “originary space” that substantiates human value and provides restorative ontological, historical, and spiritual integrity.19

    In this book, Yoruba religious culture speaks in vernacular—African (North) American vernacular. This vernacular discourse celebrates the dynamic endurance of African religious expressions not as they remained in static and bounded spaces on the continent but as they were creatively embraced and adapted to fit the socially and spiritually tortuous climate of the Atlantic diaspora. Within this geohistorical context, the book explores a distinct path of those Jennifer Morgan identifies as a network of diasporic racialized subjects who use “vernacular creativity” to express their own unique ritual grammar, “distinctive vocabulary or languages,” and social systems of meaning.20 Meaning within this diaspora configuration is never resolutely fixed but is “constant (not given), multiple (not univocal), contested (not shared), and fluid (not static).”21 North America is an emerging site where African, Latin American, African American, and Euro-American Yoruba traditions have created a plethora of interactive and integrative meanings.

    This text is not a history of linear approaches to cultural and religious retentions in the African diaspora.22 Yoruba Traditions instead is a historical analysis of the processes of religious transliteration. Figuratively, I engage in an exercise of religious phonetics determined to reveal representations of how Yoruba religion is articulated and exercised in North American expressions and the ways its subjects choose to be purposefully African in this context.23 Africa as such is embraced not so much as concrete materiality but as “shared, public fact” whose symbolism “can be analyzed … regardless of its source or objective truth value.”24 Increasingly indebted to the works of George Brandon and Steven Gregory for their North American studies, I concur that a Herskovitsian model of retentions is not the exhaustive analytical measure of Yoruba religious cultures in the diaspora and that alongside this model, diasporic religious cultures can also be viewed theoretically as “a sociohistorical site or ‘space of resistance’ … to racially and ethnically-based forms of social domination.”25 Moreover, George Brandon’s trispatial understanding of Yoruba religion as “global, New World, and local-national” provides an important lens for contextualizing this North American study. It allows for an analysis of Yoruba religion in North America whose primary focus is not on “the retention of African tradition but rather the convergence of the reintroduction of African tradition by immigrants from areas where African religions have been retained with greater influence and greater fidelity, with the purposeful revitalization of that tradition by U.S. blacks and Puerto Ricans.”26 Thus, Brandon asserts that “the issue of Africanisms in the United States becomes not only an historical one but contemporary as well and concerns processes of culture change that can be observed in the present and over the very recent past.”27

    Yoruba Traditions is a study of “the very recent past” and a reflection of my intellectual interests in the cross-fertilization of religion and nationalism; the fluidity of black religious practice; and the historical ambiguity of home, place, and national identity for African Americans. I am fascinated by the religious power of African Americans to rename, rehistoricize, ritually produce, culturally express, and textualize in the midst of this ambiguity. It is this power of intentional agency and self-established authority that weaves throughout the pages of this text, seeking to understand what bell hooks names “the authority of experience” in the “lived conditions” of African American religious life in the United States.28

    Above all, Yoruba Traditions is a story of diaspora and an Atlanticized Africa.29 Amidst a growing trend of specialization within Diaspora Studies that often draws an invisible circumference around the Caribbean and South America, my efforts are to maintain the geographical suppleness of diaspora by adding this study to others such as Carol Duncan’s outstanding Canadian study This Spot of Ground: Spiritual Baptists in Toronto, which describe important components of Africa’s North American diaspora and re-diasporaed communities. Because “each diaspora has unique historical circumstances” and “choices of identity and integration vary within diasporan groups,” a dynamic understanding of diasporan identities, particularly in North America, can readily be accommodated to include the “ethnonationalism of communities” like African American Yoruba “whose territories have little to do with physical space.”30 If the black Atlantic can be defined as a “geographical focus, an identity option, and a context of meaning-making, rather than a uniquely bounded, impenetrable, or overdetermining thing,” then black North America is clearly a key contributor to its development.31 Thus, this story begins in the same North American social setting of racialized subjectivity where James Baldwin once aptly acknowledged that “the auction block is the platform on which I entered the Civilized World,” and therefore, “my diaspora continues, the end is not in sight.”32

    Researching a religious tradition that values modes of African sacred knowledge and authority has not been without its challenges. Quite often, combinations of Western Christian hegemony and maligning anti-Africanness both on the African continent and in the African Atlantic diaspora have questioned the legitimacy of Yoruba religious cultures and their merits for scholarly inquiry.33 For example, while I was conducting research in Nigeria, an ethnically born Yoruba and religiously affiliated Deeper Life Church member asked me why I was spending my time studying witchcraft among Nigeria’s Yoruba babalawos, specialists, healers, and practitioners. During my time in Nigeria, I also listened intently as Yoruba Christian ministers on the campus of Abafemi Owolowo University in Ile-Ife definitively pronounced from the pulpit those who were “going to hell,” positioning all Yoruba traditional practitioners and participants in Ogboni and Mami Wata at the head of the hellward bound processional. Yoruba traditional priests such as Oyebanji Awodinni Marawo (Baale Marawo) who perform Ifa divination in Nigeria speak candidly of these pejorative trends in Nigeria when remarking that “today, many people hate Ifa, it is like a filth to them, they call us eaters of sacrifice.”34 Along similar lines, several Oyotunji African Village residents in North America revealed the deep sadness they faced as family members vilified their choice to revere the gods and ancestors of Africa and often chose to distance themselves over time. Thus, I have discovered that to write about the unique Yoruba religious cultures of black North America has meant I must challenge what E. U. Essien-Udom calls “anti-African feelings” and the stereotypical misreadings of “voodooism.”35

    This study spans the period from the earliest decades of the twentieth century through the 1960s, to the subsequent creation of Oyotunji African Village in Sheldon, South Carolina, in 1970, to Yoruba religion’s urban proliferation, and concludes with new trends in the twenty-first century. Published three years after the fiftieth anniversary of Oba Oseijeman Adefunmi’s (formerly Walter Eugene King) 1959 initiation into Cuban Santería, Oseijeman Adefunmi is considered to be among the first known non-Hispanic African American males born in the United States to undergo full initiation in Cuba into the diasporic Yoruba tradition of Santería/Lucumi/Ocha. His initiation solidified a new, pioneering, non-Hispanic American Yoruba lineage during the 1950s and 1960s in the United States, joining a small community of initiated priests and priestesses in the United States, such as Pancho Mora (1944), Juana Manrique Claudio (1952), Mercedes Nobles (1958), Asunta Serrano (1958), Christobal Oliana (1959), José Manuel Ginart (1959), Julia Franco (1961), and Marjorie Baynes Quiñones (1969), the latter initiated by Leonore Dolme (1957) and the first U.S.-born African American woman to receive full initiation.36 This new African American lineage was created not by giving preference to the traditional priestly “seniority” of other “Second Diaspora” Caribbean or South American orisa communities already in the United States but by appealing to new standards of purity and authenticity based somewhat paradoxically on hybridized models of African restoration, recovery, and re-ownership.37

    Although this study foregrounds the life of Oseijeman Adefunmi I, he cannot be isolated from numerous other African American practitioners in the United States who have brought and continue to bring texture to the broader African American Yoruba chronicle. Some among those who have sustained and continue to sustain this religious and cultural community were or are North American–born practitioners and their Caribbean-born supporters like Mama Keke; Cristobal Oliana; Pancho Mora; Queen Mother Moore; Katherine Dunham; Marjorie Baynes Quiñones; Clarence Robins; José Sardinas-Alabumi; John and Valerie Mason; Orisa Mola Akinyele Owolowo; Baba Medahochi Kofi Omowale Sangodele Zannu; Akanke Omilade Owolowo; Oya Dina; Larry Neal; Djisovi Ikukomi Eason; Lionel Scott; Teddy Holliday; Baba Alfred Davis; Edward James; James Hawthorne (Chief Bey); Barbara Kenyatta Bey; Baba Bernard; C. Daniel Dawson; Ted Wilson; Oba Lumi; John Turpin; Osa Unko; Manuel Vega; Oreste Blanco; Olobunmi Adesoji; Majile Osunbunmi Olafemi; Yeyefini Efunbolade; Osun Meka; Cynthia Turner; Lloyd and Stephanie Weaver; Oseye Mchawi-Orisa Aiye; Irene Blackwell; Tejuola Turner; Adekola Adedapa; Baba Ifatunji; Omowunmi Ogundaisi; Obalumi Ogunseye; Ayobunmi Sangode; chiefs Ajamu, Olaitan, Akintobe, Eleshin, and the entire chieftancy and male and female priesthood of Oyotunji African Village; Oba Adejuyibe Adefunmi II; Oba Sekou Olayinka; Iyanla Vanzant; Luisah Teish; Marta Moreno Vega; Angela Jorge; Awo Fasina Falade; Mary Cuthrell Curry; Baba Ifa Karade; and a host of many others too numerous to name who first encountered the deities of Africa on diaspora soil.38

    This study is not one of a single movement but an exploration of a series of Yoruba “religious networks” that African Americans have formed throughout and beyond North America.39 Studies of these religious networks are in progress, and I encourage and especially look forward to the future publication of those women scholars whose doctoral research has made outstanding contributions to expanding North American Yoruba scholarship: Marta Moreno Vega’s “Yoruba Philosophy: Multiple Levels of Transformation and Understanding,” which provides an important regional study of the Yoruba community in New York City; Velma Love’s “Odu Outcomes: Yoruba Scriptures in African American Constructions of Self and World,” which examines the role and meaning of the Ifa sacred oracle among African American Yoruba practitioners in New York City and in Oyotunji African Village; Velana Huntington’s “Bodies in Contexts: Holistic Ideals of Health, Healing, and Wellness in an America Orisha Community,” which explores wellness practices among American orisa practitioners in the Midwest; Elizabeth Pérez’s “Returning to the Drum: Healing and Conversion in an African American Santeria Community,” whose work, like Huntington’s, documents the regional breadth and expansiveness of orisa religious networks as she explores its practice on Chicago’s South Side; Patricia Williams Lessane’s “Tell My Feet I’ve Made It Home: African-American Imaginings of Home and to Find the Orixas,” whose work as an anthropologist continues in building an important corpus of work on Candomblé in Salvador de Bahia, Brazil, and looks specifically at African Americans who opt to perform initiation rites there; Suzanne Henderson’s “The African American Experience of Orisha Worship,” which brings an interesting view to the discourse on African American Yoruba through the discipline of psychology; and Amanda Holmes’s “Spirits in the Forest: Yoruba Religion and Ecology in Cuba,” whose work in ecological and visual anthropology brings a unique disciplinary gaze to African diasporic traditions.

    Although the narrative aspects of this study begin in Detroit, Michigan, it is my home of Harlem, New York, that historically surfaces as one of the formative centers of Yoruba religious practice among African Americans in the United States. For the emically trained specialist in Harlem geography, I grew up in El Barrio—a short distance from La Marqueta—amidst a Cuban, Puerto Rican, Dominican, Honduran, and Panamanian world of rich cultural sounds, tastes, and aromas from Cuchifritos restaurants, coquito icys, ganipas in brown paper bags, green and yellow platanos, Chuck-a-Lug, street-corner dominoes, three-card monte, corner bodegas, Puerto Rican Day parades, Valencia’s cakes, and congas in the summer night air. For an African American, El Barrio coalesced with Harlem creating a parallel African American landscape consisting of architectural icons like the Nation of Islam’s Mosque #7, centrally located on 116th Street, the Nation of Islam’s Steak-in-Take restaurants featuring Hunger Stoppers and bean pies, the black-owned 125th Street Carver Savings Bank, Sylvia’s Soul Food, the world-famous Apollo Theatre, fish ‘n’ chips joints, record shops, Olaf’s sporting goods store and basketball tournaments, the Lenox Lounge, lodies game boxes painted on the ground, Sherman’s Ribs, the men and women on tenant patrol at the James Weldon Johnson Houses, the sounds of hip-hop and “scratchin” blanketing crowds five hundred strong in New York City’s public parks, Well’s Chicken and Waffles, Better Pie Crust, Harlem Week, Mr. Softee with the scratched record, opening the “pump” on a hot summer day, Adam Clayton Powell’s Abyssinian Baptist Church, and community center or “down the ramp” wedding receptions and blue-light parties.

    This African American/Latino community was physically bordered and spiritually resourced by four botanicas—El Congo Real at 1789 Lexington Avenue, Otto Chicas Rendón at 60 East 116th Street, Botanica Almacenes Shango at 1661 Madison Avenue, and Paco’s Botanica at 1864 Lexington Avenue. Paco’s Botanica on Lexington Avenue was where my mother purchased her white, red, green, blue, and 7 African Powers candles that prominently burned on a faux gold ornate mirrored shelf in our home. Paco’s Botanica also supplied the fresh herbal leaves she boiled for cleansing as well as her Murray and Lanman’s Florida Water that perfumed away all bad luck. In Harlem, a mysterious spiritual and folkloric world of Africa was revealed to me most intimately through African American migrants from the South like my mother. My mother, of Cherokee and African American parentage, undoubtedly knew little or nothing about the spiritual world of Santería that the descendants of my Latino neighbors practiced long before their various migrations to the United States. In sharing religious pharmacopeia and botanicas, however, these two sacred worlds comingled, enabling each, like my mother, to draw on spiritual reservoirs from distant places. Thus, Harlem’s community of mestizo and black Latino/as, Caribbean immigrants, and African Americans form the backdrop to this study. It represents a moment in American religious history when Latino/a, Caribbean, and African American cooperation in the persons of Oseisjeman Adefunmi (Walter King), Christobal Oliana, Asunción “Sunta” Serrano, and Mama Keke helped bring to life in 1960 the African Theological Archministry Inc., giving birth to a new North American trajectory in the wider Yoruba cultural and religious geography.

    I come to this text, therefore, blending two worlds, the world of Harlem, which bequeathed to me spiritual and cultural sustenance, and the world of the academy, which affords me the freedom of public scholarly and literary expression. I embody both worlds and continually translate the hieroglyphics of one world into useable fodder for the other. When these worlds collide (as they often do), I am never ambiguous about my location. Like womanist scholar Barbara Omolade, I understand that you must always choose the integrity of your ancestors. For me, however, the ancestors are not a homogenous spiritual entity lacking distinguishable histories and identities but scholarly motivation for perfecting my craft as a religious historian seeking to uncover the multifarious ways in which people of African descent have been religious in the Americas. Thus, this story seeks to broaden our understanding of religions of the Americas and the lived experiences of religiosity that African Americans have contributed to its development. It examines the descendants of “those who were denigrated to the point of invisibility, inaudibility, and inconsequentiality” and their attempts to “create a discourse through which they could be seen, heard, and respected as part of the American family.”40 Therefore, although its historical actors speak “in the name of Africa and African identity,” it is in actuality a complex negotiation of what pastoral theologian Lee H. Butler Jr. calls “an African past that is coordinated with an American past.”41 Thus, it is ultimately a narrative that is “fostered in America and is an integral part of American history and life.”42

    African American and Yoruba are experienced as a complex composite within North America. Throughout my research, I have found that African American practitioners do not readily make historical claims of an uninterrupted or continuous Yoruba cultural heritage (as tacitly assumed in many postslavery South American and Caribbean contexts), nor do they claim a geographically natal and linguistic specificity equivalent to Nigerian Yoruba. The complex pronouncement of Yoruba Americans, however, is this: while positioned in North America, they embody a “self-identification as ritually reborn Yoruba” as Stephan Palmié asserts, yet they also invoke what Fran Markowitz calls an “anterior authenticity” in order to “confront and transcend diasporic displacement.”43 As a component of this anterior authenticity, they posit an undeniable and historically factual ancestored authority that enables them to reclaim the religions and cultures of Africa, recover and re-own Africa as a “continental entity” of primordial origin, and use Africa in religious and cultural strategies of rehumanizing and rehistoricizing their despised identities as located within “the most brutal … and prolonged of human dispersals or diasporas.”44 More important, as Palmié fittingly suggests, because of complex notions of “racially emancipatory—diasporic connaissance,” they do not consider themselves converts but instead reverts to traditional African ancestored epistemologies.45 Thus, Yoruba religion becomes a complex vehicle that “historicizes the African-American within the traditional African context.”46 Yoruba functions as a spiritually pragmatic gateway for ethnicizing ancestral connections broadly understood as African. Its African American expressions reflect the ways the “Africas” produced in the diaspora and the religious traditions they have inspired have been important responses to what James Baldwin calls a wider “terrified dialogue” within the imperializing presence of white supremacy and its subsequent alienation of blackness.47 Yet, as these African Americans navigate a “shipwrecked” identity in the New World, they make no pretense of a possible return to a preslavery “original Africa,” for as Stuart Hall reminds us, “it is no longer there. It too has been transformed.”48 In the end, therefore, Yoruba religious expression among African Americans is not a classical journey of return to a recoverable “original Africa” but instead the undertaking of a new journey—one that has been ultimately transformed into “what Africa has become in the New World.”49
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    The Harlem Window: An Introduction

    On a cold winter evening in the early 1970s, my uncle Johnny “Spip” Speller accompanied my cousin Debbie, my sister Terri, and me to the place where the sacred had allegedly manifested itself to the people of Harlem through a cross of light.1 We arrived at an old Harlem brownstone and proceeded on our journey up several flights of stairs. As we reached the final landing, we entered a crowded apartment filled with numerous African Americans forming a single queue leading to a room at the end of the corridor. Murmurs and chatter filled the apartment as each person exited the tiny room and voluntarily left a small monetary offering in the adjacent shoebox. When my turn came to enter the room and look through the window, I remember not being tall enough to reach the sill and being lifted onto a wooden stool in order to see the great mystery. Filled with the anticipation of a young child, I could hardly wait to see what lay beyond the frosted window: three glowing white crosses. A single large cross loomed in the center of two encircled crosses, all three arising from a smoky haze. The affirmations of those who preceded me confirmed that what I beheld was indeed “real.” Images of the firmament of heaven and God filled my young mind as I was quickly whisked from the stool to accommodate the long processional behind me, a community of witnesses who peered through a window above the streets of Harlem and believed in the power of divinity. Although I was but a child, I understood that this was no ordinary manifestation. I, along with a community of others in Harlem, believed that something transcendent was orchestrating this supernatural moment. In a sense, this event defined one of my earliest formulations of religious meaning and experiences of how communities interpret notions of the sacred.

    The black southern migrants who populated Harlem in the 1960s and 1970s were no strangers to spiritual signs and wonders. My uncle, like so many other Harlem residents, had “gone North” carrying old southern religious orientations to new northern spaces. In the American South of the descendants of Africa, encounters and visitations from the supernatural were not uncommon. Believing in the Harlem window was not unlike believing in the stories my mother told me of people who could see spirits, death being able to knock on the door, or dreams that served as premonitions. In Harlem, these beliefs persisted through northern and southern transmigration lores: Dad’s Harlem barber traveled to consult with one of the succession of Dr. Buzzards in South Carolina whenever in serious crisis; spiritual closure was still sought by driving the bodily remains “back past the house” before interment; and a 7-day African Powers votive candle burned in the home could clear away negative spiritual energy as well as help you hit an occasional bolita in the illegal numbers system.

    At the core of these North/South transmigration dialogues regarding the supernatural was a sustained allegiance to African diasporic folk cosmologies, an allegiance constantly reinforced through the print media of Harlem. Northern newspapers such as the New York Amsterdam News, which South Carolinian James Henry Anderson established in 1909, regularly featured advertisements for spiritual consultations and healers as a service to its southern migrant readership. Scholars such as Yvonne P. Chireau in her book Black Magic: Religion and the African American Conjuring Tradition examine the multiple strategies of self-authentication used in these advertisements to establish spiritual expertise and African authority.2 Maintaining spiritual ties to the African diasporic heritage of America’s black South was an important part of a larger negotiation of identity politics in Harlem. Regarding the Harlem window, the reader might think it absurd for an African American community to believe that God sent a sign through a window in Harlem. Yet the real value in the story lies not in the implausibility of such an event but in the assertion of a community’s agency in the realm of religiosity.

    For scholars of religion, emphasis is placed less on the authenticity or provable empiricism of events deemed sacred and more on the processes or “authenticity of intent” involved in constructing these events as religiously meaningful.3 Similar to the African Americans who found religious meaning in a Harlem brownstone in the 1970s, African American Yorubas found meaning in the new gods of Africa that appeared to them in the late 1950s. Nearly two decades after viewing the Harlem window, I found myself in the royal compound of Oba Oseijeman Efuntola Adelabu Adefunmi I at Oyotunji African Village in South Carolina. Like my uncle, Adefunmi also came to Harlem in the 1950s. Arriving from Detroit, Adefunmi (formerly Walter Eugene King) represented a generation of young migrants attracted to the bohemian life-style of New York City and the black-nationalist fervor of Harlem. Cofounding Shango Temple in 1959 and Yoruba Temple in 1960, Adefunmi and other African Americans in that period renamed themselves Yorubas and engaged in the task of transforming Cuban Santería into a new religious expression that satisfied African Americans’ racial and nationalist leanings and eventually helped to place them on a global religious schema alongside other Yoruba practitioners in Africa and the diaspora.

    Depending on the source of one’s statistics, the number of practitioners of Yoruba religion worldwide can range from Sandra Barnes’s 70 million to Kola Abimbola’s “close to 100 million ‘black,’ ‘white,’ and multi-racial peoples in Argentina, Australia, Brazil, Columbia, Cuba, France, Haiti, Italy, Jamaica, Japan, Mexico, Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, UK, USA, and Venezuela.”4 African Americans in the United States form a small subset of this number and are now approximately three generations or more in the making. Some scholars estimate a combined figure of African American and Latino-American practitioners in the United States at half a million.5

    Many within this number enter Yoruba religious traditions through paths of nationalism and identity politics; from affiliations with other African spiritual traditions; as a way of alleviating malady and misfortune; as a “rejection of a racist and oppressively political, cultural and economic system”; to fill “a religious or spiritual void created by a secularized world”; in search of a “more corporeal, earth-centered spirituality” or “feminine empowerment”; and desirous of spiritual grounding, clarity, healing and guidance.6 These devotees include a broad class range of professionals such entrepreneurs, health practitioners, state senators, social workers, educators and professors, Christian pastors, full-time diviners, scholar-practitioners, musicians, artists, journalists, masons, life coaches, actors, and dancers. Collectively, they form a network of adherents with varying degrees of “religious insidership” ranging from those with full orisa initiation to those with elekes or beaded necklaces; with spiritual pots of the warriors (Esu-Elegba, Ogun, Oshosi, Osun); with one hand of Ifa-Orunmila (the deity of destiny and divination); the uninitiated participants who attend bembe drum ceremonies as well as the clients who seek spiritual counsel from divining priests.7

    African American Yoruba in the 1950s and 1960s engaged in complex identity building that cemented ties not just to the black folk culture of the South but to the spiritual traditions of Africa as well. As an emerging northern generation in the 1960s, cultural revolutionaries and political nationalists helped to extend the scope of black cultural dialogue from transmigratory to transatlantic. Throughout the 1960s the politics of black identity in Harlem gained new potency by engaging in forms of religious nationalism that mobilized around hermeneutical conceptions of Africa that affected religion, history, culture, style, language, and ideology. The history of African Americans in the Yoruba movement in Harlem emerged in large part from these religio-nationalist conceptions of Africa. This book is devoted to the formation of this movement.

    Overall, this text is less concerned with measuring the orthodoxy or authenticity of African American Yoruba religiosity than with examining it as one of many locally expressive Yoruba cultural sites across the globe.8 Stephan Palmié raises for religionists and social scientists of Afro-Atlantic religions the crucial question as to whether or not “New World conceptions of ‘Africanity’ can—or even ought to—be subjected to anthropological or historiographical authentification.”9 The ways African Americans in North America and other global practitioners of Afro-Atlantic Yoruba religions create meaning is extremely diverse. Therefore, studies of the various groups (even intragroups) must always be historicized, contextualized, and localized. It is perhaps more useful to think of Yoruba religion as a dynamic tradition possessing various historical and social moments that are lived out concurrently between Africa and its diaspora. These moments, however, are constantly shifting, evolving, creating new images and iconography, and generating new systems of meaning within their localized contexts. The richness of these plural contexts lies in the fact that over space and time they have created distinct and important interpretations of Yoruba religion that must be viewed as a compilation of multiple spatial African and diasporic trajectories. Understanding Yoruba religion as a mélange of many local interpretations minimizes the need for substantiating notions of authenticity, orthodoxy, legitimacy, or purity. Between Africa and the Americas there are a vast array of sacred Yorubalands in which the orisa reside and engage in meaning making.

    In an area of study where social scientists have made some of the richest scholarly contributions to the study of African diasporic traditions, this text provides a forum for the discipline of religion to offer its unique analysis of the systems of meaning that define African American Yoruba in the United States. As a religious historian, I am most interested in exploring particular historical moments in the United States where African American Yoruba represented and expressed themselves religiously, reformulated the boundaries of their religious identity, and generated their own forms of African-Atlantic religious expression. Albert Raboteau’s assertion in Slave Religion that African Americans made Christianity “their own” is similar to my belief that African Americans made Yoruba religion “their own” and like other diaspora communities “played a critical role in the making of its own alleged African ‘base line’…”10

    This study explores religion as a multilayered site of “conventionalizing signification, of reducing ambiguity, … [of] checking slippage” that “encodes” a subjective “version of the real.”11 It provides a disciplinary analysis of the lived religious space that Charles H. Long calls extra-church and David D. Hall calls extra-ecclesial.12 In this space, I argue that African Americans ultimately created new ways of traditionalizing Yoruba religious cultures in North America. From the standpoint of a religious historian, I use the categorical designator—African diasporic religious traditions—that speaks with greater precision to the historical processes of dispersed African communities and the diversity of innovative practices they attempted to localize and traditionalize throughout North America, South America, and the Caribbean without having to engage the labyrinthic conundrum of quantifying Africanity. African diasporic religions make the category of African much more fluid and receptive to flexible interpretations and point the reader to historical processes without the weighty conclusions and assertions of African-derived, African-inspired, and African-based.

    As I keep in mind J. Lorand Matory’s contention that we live amidst “historically changing realities of what we call ‘Yoruba religion,’” I attempt to engage four theoretical rubrics in shaping the structure and content of this book.13 First, I am interested in narrative and, more pointedly, ethnographic approaches to history. For me, these probe metaquestions of how communities encode themselves in history, narrativize meaning, and engage in active modes of self-representation and traditionalizing. Because “narrations of the self are always in flux and subject to revision with each new telling,” I am aware that they are neither synonymous with history nor a justification for strict methodological teleology but are nonetheless “life histories” whose value lies in the “ways in which people make sense of the events around them” and the ways their “lives are embroiled in larger social, cultural, economic and political processes.”14 Related to this, I am deeply fascinated by the multiple “systems of narration” (texts, autobiographical narratives, cultural expressions and the body, ritualization, and religious practice) that govern the ways that African American Yoruba approach history and divinity.15 I also value insiders’ texts as insightful resources for how African American Yoruba ascribe meaning to history and politics, theology and culture. Throughout the book I employ an “ethnohermeneutic approach” that “pays attention to theories and models” of both scholars and members of the Yoruba priesthood as important epistemological and typological resources for interpreting community identity, texts, and social meaning.16 Finally, as a religious historian I discovered that ethnography proved in the end to be more than just a scholarly method of gathering data; it is what James Spickard calls “a path of knowledge that seeks to understand people rather than explain them.”17 Karen McCarthy Brown rightly asserts that “ethnography is written by making meaning out of others’ processes of meaning making.”18 Ethnography, history, and religion collectively brought me to an understanding of the multiple layers of meaning embedded within this complex tradition.

    For me, engaging in the ethnographic process among insiders in deeply honest ways has meant accepting that narratization is often ambiguous and, at times, a forum for internal community critique.19 Within the multi-voiced narratives I have gathered over fifteen years, I have found that African American Yoruba are not univocal and that voices of difference and contestation inevitably arise. The ability to include the diversity and range of these voices, however, has made this study that much richer.20 In an effort to preserve this candid richness as well as to minimize the effects that a scholarly text might have on the internal dynamics of living religious communities, I identify some of my interviewees, often at their distinct request, using pseudonyms or as anonymous informants in order to protect them from reproach within their tightly woven communities.

    My second theoretical rubric rests with my interest in the ways religious communities become active agents in history and manipulate historical production as a way of reclaiming subjectivity. Considering Victor Anderson’s important assertion that “race constructs not only social ontology,” how might race also express “religious intentions” as it relates to a community’s “historical self-understanding?”21 One answer lies in textuality. Written texts functioned within the African American Yoruba movement as sources of empowerment, purpose, identity, and as meaning inscribers. Religiously negotiating Africa in the early days of the Yoruba movement involved texts and the creation of a literary ontology. My use of textuality here is more than the reading and writing of books; it is the use of texts as a portal to Africa that could be accessed, embodied, and re-owned. In important ways, texts provided a literary link that African Americans needed to establish with Africa. They were more than just reference and resource; they were history and memory that provided possibilities for recovery.

    Connected to this is my third theoretical rubric, which speaks to the ways African Americans sought to re-own or repossess Africa through textual reflections and religio-cultural expressions that centered Africa as the progenitor of a reestablished history. They saw in history what Stephen Palmié ultimately defined as “an assemblage of collective representations” that offered not only a linear subjectivity but ways of re-envisioning their African identity and reconstituting their religious validity.22

    Finally, my broader theoretical query focuses on the shifting social contours of contextual North America and the fertilization, formulation, and articulation of religious identities therein. In examining African Americans in particular, this necessarily involves analyzing complicated negotiations of American national identity; encounters with race (often the “unnamed” and “unmarked category”) as both social constriction and as cultural capital; as well as complex connections to Africa as land, image, and symbol.23 I found it difficult to conceive of the complicated ways black communities historically negotiated this very concrete amalgam of American social location, racialization, and identification with Africa, and have it conceptually annexed to the imagined or the imaginary in contemporary scholarship. Since the revised edition of Imagined Communities in the early 1990s, Benedict Anderson’s category of the imagined has surfaced as a central paradigmatic and theoretical framework for examining the articulation of black diasporan identities and nationalisms.24 Imagined can often be applied to the Atlantic world myopically as though Africans were exclusively imagining their cultural identities in some way detached from a wider imagined consciousness on the part of European creoles and colonists. As I write in the post-Katrina era, where black humanity in New Orleans was in a very real, unimagined, and pernicious way collectively abandoned and discarded as wasted refuse in floodwaters (reminiscent of the waters of the Atlantic Ocean three centuries earlier), I am compelled to be more attentive to the ways categories are haphazardly applied to the historically lived experiences of African Americans. If religious scholar Cornel West is correct when he concludes that “from slave ships to the [New Orleans] Superdome was not that big a journey,” then as academicians we tread perilous ground when we relegate to the realm of the imagination the historically complex modes in which people of African descent in the New World have reformulated their subjective identity and rehumanized personhood in response to this tragic journey.25 In so doing, we run the risk of overlooking the ways the newfound scholarly terminology of the “imagined” and the “imagination” can be subtly juxtaposed with earlier scholarly discourses that denied people of African descent in the New World an assumed natural capacity for intelligence. Curtis J. Evans cites developmental psychologist G. Stanley Hall on this point as Hall identifies the “tropical imagination” of African Americans which has “given birth and currency to the rankest growth of superstition to be found among any race.…”26 Thus, these potent discourses placed the inferior faculties of African peoples with their childlike imaginations center stage in centuries of pseudoscientific debates on brain size and capacity; pseudophilosophical debates on undeveloped reason and intellect; pseudoreligious debates on soul depravity and moral primitivism; pseudosociological debates on social deviance and inherent pathology; and pseudo-psychobehavioral debates on natural childlikeness and innate emotionalism.

    This is not to say that I am wholly dissuaded by scholarly arguments that attempt to parallel African peoples’ conceptions of nationalism and nationhood to Anderson’s focused reading of Europeans, New World white creoles, and Southeast Asians with hopes of broadening his conceptual applications of the imagined. If mediating African American religious, cultural, and sociopolitical discourses of identity through theoretical lenses of the “imagined” means subtly limiting or undermining the legitimacy of the distinctive psychosocial and religio-cultural ways that African diasporic people have attempted to transform and resist their origins as chattel in the New World, however, my sympathy will inevitably wane. I wholeheartedly agree that “cultural identity,” as Stuart Hall argues, “is not a fixed essence at all, lying unchanged outside history and culture” where one can “make some final and absolute Return.”27 As he exclaims, though, “It is not a mere phantasm either. It is something—not a mere trick of the imagination.”28 J. Lorand Matory is insightful in pointing out that historically Africans on the continent and their descendants in the diaspora held complex conceptions of “nation” and nationhood “of a sort unimagined by Benedict Anderson.”29 Moreover, a theoretical primacy of the “imagined” as a fixed and stable category in understanding black communities in the Atlantic world can inadvertently realize a threefold analytically limiting effect: First, it homogenizes difference and competing notions of identity both social and religious that undoubtedly exist within the presumed “imagined” community. Second, it obfuscates and obscures religious practice and the complex modes of religious meaning that are played out in the daily lives of religious practitioners in conflicting and ambiguous ways. Finally, and most important to me, the black “imagined” paradigm often circumvents historical connections with the extremely violent (grotesque) and very real implications of the larger, New World metaimagined narrative of “racial alterity,”30 where blackness was legally and socially constituted as “social and geographical misplacement”31 and inherently designated as “transgressive.”32 Because I, like Jonathan Z. Smith, “accept willingly the designation ‘historian of religion”’ knowing that this obligates me “to submit to a lifelong sentence of ambiguity,” I am far less interested in the heuristic category of the imagined than I am in examining the lived aspects of African American religiosity as it imports and neutralizes boundaries, mollifies and generates both meaning and ambiguity.33 For my purposes, imagined may only be a useful lens of analysis if invoked in the ways Charles H. Long deploys imagination of matter or the ways in which James A. Noel in his Black Religion and the Imagination of Matter in the Atlantic World richly uncovers the “new modes of imagining materiality” through epistemologies of race, religion, and commodification in the Atlantic world, where “black folks were imagined as objects through the discursive practices of their oppressors.”34

    There is, of course, theoretical utility in Anderson’s Imagined Communities for the study of African-descended communities, and for me it lies in an often-overlooked chapter Anderson entitles “Patriotism and Racism.” In this chapter he engages in useful discussions on the role of subnationalisms or popular vernacular nationalisms within dominant societies, their formulation of transnational cross-fertilizations, and their creation of countervocabularies within racialized national contexts.35 Especially persuasive are Anderson’s discourses on religion, history, and race and his insightful articulation on how racialized adversaries are reduced to “biological physiognomy” and how “racism dreams of eternal contaminations, transmitted from the origins of time through an endless sequence of loathsome copulations: outside history.”36 Furthermore, analytical parallels can be made specifically to Yoruba Americans and their use of what Anderson understands as an intentional historiographical consciousness in order to recast history in written form and create a self-defined narrative of the past.37 Taken collectively, the resources of history, along with race and religion, helped to provide important silage for the creative indigenization of Yoruba religion in the United States. Thus, Yoruba’s American-born practitioners innovatively used history, race, and religion as sacred currency for ritual, culture, and textual articulations of Africa.

    History and Textuality in the Shaping of Religious Identity

    The fictional characters Red and Brooks in the Hollywood film The Shawshank Redemption represent the human desire to affect history by inscribing themselves into a particular space and time. At certain points throughout the film, each character etches his name into the wall’s plaster as a reminder to an unknown future viewer that they “were here.” As historians of religion, we are undoubtedly aware that persons and communities “were here,” but we face the daunting challenge of producing convincing histories conveying the complexity and integrity of their existence. According to John Ernest, “African American historical representation is both a reading and an unreading” and requires “a juxtapositioning of documents, ideology, and individual lives.…”38 In this study of African American Yoruba, I incorporate narrative voices as important informational resources. As a historian, however, it is also my task to present a historical reality that unearths moments of tension, conflict, and ambiguity as lived out by religious practitioners and also identify those moments where practitioners may not have yet fully worked out all the layers of ambiguity.39

    Currently, the academic field of Yoruba studies comprises an array of works on culture, language, antiquity, politics, geography, ritual, art, and religion. Its current religious historiography ranges from its traditional practice in Nigeria to its African diasporic expressions in the Americas and the Caribbean. Within Yoruba studies, transatlantic interpretations of the tradition have emerged as important foci for understanding the Yoruba continuum from Africa to the New World. Still needed are comparative studies that uncover the ways many of these diasporic histories intersect and overlap. For example, a story not chronicled to any great degree in this study is that of Yoruba Latinos in New York City since the 1940s, a history Marta Vega richly documents in her “Yoruba Philosophy: Multiple Levels of Transformation and Understanding.”40 Although this book does not engage in this ethnocomparative work, it does offer brief insight into the moments of cooperation and conflict shared between African American and Latino communities that were vital to the development of the tradition in North America.

    Historians of religion like Jacob Olupona recognize that “something different is happening” in the United States when examining the African American expression of Yoruba religion.41 A significant part of this difference lies in the ways texts, race, and nationalism functioned as important variables in the formation of Yoruba religion among African Americans in North America. As James A. Noel stresses, “The conditions within which the gods made their hierophany or appearance in Africa and the Americas” is crucial.42 For this reason, Olupona poses an analytical challenge to scholars of Yoruba traditions to move beyond dichotomous categories of “Africa” and “diaspora” and into more nuanced inquiries that closely examine local communities both in Nigeria and in the New World and the ways these localized geographies contribute distinct sets of meanings to what it means to be “Yoruba” in a global context. I am also indebted to J. Lorand Matory for challenging me to find an alternative discourse that moved beyond traditional discussions of syncretism and survivals that would ultimately have proven analytical misnomers in this study. A new African American Yoruba tradition arose in the United States in the late 1950s and 1960s, initially in the absence of any real immediate physical contact with Africa. As a consequence, African Americans actively began to generate their own religious meaning, produce their own cultural institutions, and historically remake themselves according to their collective understandings of Africa. Within these boundaries of deliberate choice and conscious agency, African Americans determined what would be defined for them as African and Yoruba in North American society.

    The continuity of religious and cultural traditions in Africa is most often attributed to the power of the “oral” and “orature” in history, memory, and expression.43 North American Yoruba transformed this notion of historical transmission in the 1960s by installing written texts as important disseminators of African religion and culture, a practice that continues until today. Texts possessed the transformative power of creating a national sense of community and providing this community with access to a new African world. Many narrative accounts in this study name a pivotal text or set of texts that assisted in the quest toward a more positive relationship with Africa. This was undoubtedly the case with Oseijeman Adefunmi in his formative years. Moreover, equally important to the reading of texts was the production and distribution of texts in the early 1960s. These texts helped to canonize new African American interpretations of and points of view on Yoruba religion, and from this literary agency emerged a distinct written corpus by black North American Yoruba of both non-Hispanic and Hispanic descent. These new “indigenous literacies” were important to understanding the multiple mediums through which reflections on Africa were disseminated.44 The positive depictions of Africa these works represented functioned as emblems of countertextual resistance against a racist literary corpus.

    For many centuries, the portrayal of Africa in pseudohistorical and ethnographic texts conveyed to an American readership negative images of cultural dearth, heathenism, and backwardness. Because “knowledge about Africa was, as a rule, not acquired by direct experience, but was transmitted via the dominant white culture,” many African Americans consumed these distorted depictions as uncritically as their white counterparts.45 This relationship with what Marion Berghahn calls a “textbook-Africa” laid the foundation for much ambivalence on the part of African Americans.46 According to Berghahn, African Americans “were confronted with this negative image in reports by travellers and missionaries, in the mass media, in theatre, literature and school text-books.”47 She painfully concluded that “there existed … a general belief that their dark skin, their curly hair, their physiognomy were direct manifestations of the ‘backwardness’ and of the ‘wildness’ of their African ancestors.”48 African Americans who advocated early emigration movements in the nineteenth century were of little exception and upheld images of Africa equally conflicted. The cultural and political nationalism of the 1960s, however, paved the way for a renewed literary engagement with Africa. A close reading of African American texts on Yoruba religion and culture, particularly those written during the black-nationalist years of the 1960s, reveal several overarching themes. First, they sought to rescue Africa from the grips of “primitivism” and reestablish it within the context of ancient civilizations such as Egypt, Ethiopia, Mali, and Oyo. Second, these texts quite intentionally shifted the history of African American ancestral origins from North America to the continent of Africa. Finally, they endeavored to unify their black literary audience into a common racial nation of African descendants whose humanity was not totally subsumed in Atlantic slavery. Designs of “pastfulness” and “pastness” were richly at play here as Stephan Palmié has aptly suggested. Histories of Africa could conspire with distance by mitigating the distance between a “transcendent ‘Africa-past’” and a “tumultuous ‘New World present’” while at the same time creating ontological distance from the totalized identity of American slave.49

    Although the 1960s can be seen as a moment of heightened racialization, many African Americans at times chose to eschew these racialized notions when it came to acquiring careful textual representations of Africa. Noted scholars such as Melville Herskovits, William Bascom, Ulli Beier, Robert Farris Thompson, and later Wyatt McGaffey were among the “acceptable” white researchers whose textual Africa was not solely rooted in primitivism and thus received more favorably by an African American readership. Both the texts that African Americans chose to read and the texts they chose to produce during the 1960s formed counterimages to the distorted Africa of the American textual past. In the absence of a physical relationship with Africa, African Americans creatively used texts to assuage this spatial cleft. This territorial distance made Africa no less meaningful or useful for the building of a new African diasporic consciousness and for the spiritual re-owning of their former homeland.

    Yoruba Religion and the Reclamation of Africa

    During the academic year 2002–2003 at a conference Dr. Daphne Brooks hosted at Princeton University entitled “Elvis is Dead,” African American rock guitarist Vernon Reid pondered the lack of contemporary black response and outrage at the recent genocidal decimation of Rwandans. He concluded that the dilemma was the result of the fact that for the most part African Americans in the United States possessed a “disembodied idea of Mother Africa,” that African American connections to Africa did not readily translate into the concrete physicality of the continent and the challenges of materiality facing its contemporary inhabitants. For African Americans, exile and diasporicity often created an Africa that primarily fulfilled a yearning for recovery and reconnection. Thus, according to Nicholas D. U. Onyewu, African Americans’ “interest in the welfare and development of Africa stemmed from painful dilemmas within their own country. At the earliest stages they were not particularly concerned with the political aspects of African problems … Their concerns were more racial or cultural in nature.…”50 Reid’s comments on African disembodiment quite vividly expose the complex and paradoxical nature of African Americans’ relationship with Africa and its historical focus more often on Africa than on Africans. From Ethiopia stretching out her hands, princes coming forth from Egypt, the civilizations of the Nile Valley, and the West and Central African connections to the transatlantic slave trade, these “disembodied Africas remain the primary means by which peoples whose ancestors were forcibly spread across the world—from Brazil to the Caribbean to North America and Europe—look to find some speculative origins of their own.”51 Thus, in understanding diasporicity both as a historical event and as a subsequent set of conditions and ongoing processes, the Africa most sought after in the New World was the Africa of symbol that could assuage the alienation of exilic ontology. According to Stephan Palmié, Africa “is not just a ‘place’ but a trope that encodes and evokes complex, historically sedimented, and contextually variable bodies of knowledge pertaining to the nature of human beings, social arrangements, and cultural forms that have variously entered into its semantic purview.”52

    It is in the ancient, not modern, Africa where this great ontological currency is held. Contemporary Africa is potently charged in that it heightens historical chasm and distance and situates identity politics beyond “biogenetic meanings,”53 thus making it duly complicated for a relational Africa beyond an ancestral symbol. Contemporary Africa and its migrants to the diaspora hold the voices that often assertively delegitimize “Africans” of the Atlantic world. This delegitimization is authoritatively ventriloquized in voices like the Ghanaian taxi driver in New York City who admonished that I should not self-reference as African American because I am not an African or the Nigerian man at the Mobil station in Harlem who, in the midst of a dispute with one of my former students, sought to publically humiliate her by shouting, “You Slave! You Slave! You don’t even know where you’re from? You Slave!” Present-day Africa possesses these condemnatory voices and disparaging gazes for African Americans, whereas ancient Africa holds their undisputed “originating ancestors” and an epistemology of ancestral connection and primordialism.54

    Although the transatlantic slave trade was a lethal enterprise in African “bodies,” scholars of the slave period are often primarily concerned with how many “bodies” were transported, how many “bodies” survived, how much labor these “bodies” performed, how much violence these “bodies” endured, and how much culture and historical memory was retained within these “bodies.” Reid’s comments on Rwanda, however, force reflection upon the “disembodied Africa” and this paradoxical disembodiment in African American consciousness. While for centuries North America forced African Americans to undergo a physical detachment from the continent of Africa through slavery, black-nationalist movements and ideologies as early as the eighteenth century helped to foster a subsequent re-ownership of this distant land and a belief in an earlier moment when Africa was “their own.”55 These nationalist projects were also a re-ownership of the black body where the exogenously owned chattled slave could be restored to rehumanized subjectivity.

    Africa in the eighteenth century as well as today continues to be an important hermeneutical resource for theorizing on African American identity. Throughout history, African Americans have formed ambiguous relationships that recoiled and rejected as well as remembered and re-owned the continent of Africa. Ultimately, what these relationships revealed, and what Yoruba movements in North America most clearly exhibited, was that re-owning Africa for African Americans was less about repatriating physical bodies back to Africa than about recouping a spirit of Africa in North American materiality.

    Organization of the Study

    A mentor once remarked to me that my job as the scholar-historian-ethnographer was not to defend, consent to, denigrate, or uncritically mirror the emic claims of religious communities but instead to “add breadth and depth to our understanding of them.” He informed me that this unique study of North American blacks and Yoruba religion “deserves a reconsideration from a new point of view.” His advice fell on fertile ears, for older analytical models of survivals, syncretism, reconstructionism, purification, revitalization, and retentions proved much too static to capture the dynamic fortitude, resolute agency, and determined innovation that characterize African American Yoruba.

    Situating this study within the larger social context of black nationalism and specifically black religious nationalism instead allows the reader to examine the African American Yoruba movement within important articulations of racial solidarity, productions of new histories, creations of cultural countervocabularies, and declarations of nationhood. Thus, the practice of Yoruba religion emerged as a “site of counter-discourse” for African Americans.56 Reminiscent of other African Americans in the 1960s, those involved in the Yoruba movement were not exempt from the black-nationalist impulse either to physically form or ideologically conceive of themselves as a “nation” based on their race as “Africans.” This racialized conception of community, nationhood, and history was linked to an understanding of a shared narrative that predated America and found its roots in Africa. Within the Yoruba movement, Adefunmi, along with other African Americans, promoted a unique expression of Africa, based less on physical encounters with it than on historical and symbolic interpretations of it. They appropriated the symbols of Africa and Yoruba and applied them to “some remarkably different political, economic, and cultural circumstances” creating a “variety of new life ways” within their existing American context.57 These “life ways” emerged as a conglomeration of newly inspired religious practices that possessed their own distinct innovations, variations, and interpretations. Although early pioneers like Adefunmi were determined to restore Cuban Santería to a more authentic and less amalgamated fusion of iconography and practice, paradoxically what eventually emerged were new forms of ritual and theological hybridizations and improvisations.

    The book is divided into two parts: “The Harlem Years” and “African American Yoruba Since 1970.” Collectively, they examine the historical emergence of Yoruba religion among African Americans in Harlem; the relationship between early African American and Cuban practitioners; the importance of Yoruba religion as a source for black identity formation; and the localization, institutionalization, textualization, and racialization of Yoruba religion by black North Americans since 1970. Chapter 1 provides the reader with a broader theoretical contextualization of the intersection between black nationalism and religious meaning. In this initial chapter, I highlight early nineteenth-century moments of African American religious nationalism and their revolutionary efforts to racialize the divinity of God and sacralize black humanity in the midst of American social demonization and violence. In response to the lived contexts of entrenched Anglo anti-blackness, I explore how religious nationalist formulations provided counternarrations and countertheologies to deprecating images of blackness, black humanity, and divinity. Chapter 2 begins with history and biographical narrative as it situates Walter Eugene King, later known as Oseijeman Adefunmi I, as an emerging leader, in both the institutional and figural sense, among African American Yoruba in Harlem, New York. Adefunmi’s narrative functions as one important trajectory into the broader contours of the Yoruba movement as it relates to issues of race, identity, textuality, nationalism, and burgeoning notions of Africa. African American conceptualizations of Africa in the early twentieth century were to a large degree shaped by available historical, periodical, and anthropological resources. These print media on Africa took on new meaning as they fused with black-nationalist ideologies such as Garveyism and pan-Africanism in urban America. Following this, chapter 3 recounts the detailed institutionalization and localization of Yoruba religion among African Americans in New York City’s Harlem. Intricately linked to the larger social nuances of African decolonization, Cuban immigration, and black-nationalist consciousness, Yoruba religion functioned within African American communities as an important medium for locating and localizing a new Africanity as a pre-American and pre–Middle Passage frame of reference. Yoruba Temple was at the heart of cultivating this new frame of reference in Harlem’s urban arena. Chapters 4 and 5 expand upon this and document the challenges in seeking to establish African American legitimacy and authority within the Yoruba tradition. Chapter 4 provides a close examination of the insider literature and literary texts Oseijeman Adefunmi as Temple leader primarily produced in the formative years of the Yoruba movement, examining the ways literary texts strategically mediated the historical, cultural, and restorative recovery of African identity for African Americans. Chapter 5 examines the orthopraxic philosophical tensions that developed between African American and Cuban immigrants over the issue of religious practice, exploring the multiple ways that orthodoxy and orthopraxy were subverted, contested, and negotiated within the two communities. The chapter concludes in the year 1970 with the formation of Oyotunji African Village as an alternative institutional and structural mechanism for advancing African American Yoruba authority, legitimacy, and autonomy. Chapter 6, the first in part 2, “African American Yoruba Since 1970,” explores the internal life of Oyotunji African Village in Sheldon, South Carolina. More important, it examines the ways Oyotunji African Village represents an African American attempt to localize the religious and cultural symbol of Africa within a philosophical context of black nationhood. Chapter 7 explores the lived intersections between African American Yoruba and African American Protestantism and the complex ways a rich “theological openness” informs this unique religious orientation. It broadens the scope of religious practice, complicates issues of religious self-identity, and examines the coexistence of multiple religious affiliations among African American Yoruba. In Chapter 8 the reader is presented with a close analysis of the distinct theological, racial, and ritual interpretations of African American Yoruba and their unique North American diasporic contributions to the global Yoruba tradition. Finally, in the conclusion, I offer reflections on the future challenges and demands facing Yoruba communities in North America relating to globalization, institutionalization, gender, ecology, sexual orientation, and religious authority.

    Yoruba religion has become a valuable passageway for African Americans on a quest for an African sacred source. In this study, I ultimately seek to bracket North America as an important diaspora site and resource for contemporary Yoruba religious articulation. Since the late 1950s, African Americans in the United States have supplied new religious institutions, new theological and ritual vocabularies, and tens of thousands of adherents to the religious and cultural complex known as Yoruba. No longer solely content with the southern religious traditions of their forebears, African Americans in the 1950s and 1960s reshaped the boundaries of Cuban Santería and as “New World traditionalists,” to use John Mason’s words, refashioned it into what was for them an African religion that met their immediate social needs as black North Americans.58 Oseijeman Adefunmi captured the sentiment of this time: “Armed with a growing sense of cultural awareness [and] racial polarities, we no longer attempted to find religions outside of Africa but made a pretense, as it were, admittedly … to begin to organize or devise our own methods of approaching the African God.” This is the story of that approach.

  


  
    Part One: The Harlem Years

  


  
    Chapter I: “We Have as Much Right … to Believe that God Is a Negro”


    Religious Nationalism and the Rehumanization of Blackness

    Described as the “vociferous and controversial bishop” of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, Henry McNeal Turner asked on February 1, 1898, “Why should not the Negro believe that he resembles God as much as other people?”1 In the late nineteenth century, Turner believed that African Americans had “as much right … to believe that God is a Negro” as “buckra or white people have to believe that God is a fine looking, … ornamented white man.”2 Severely criticizing “all the fool Negroes” who believed that God was a “white-skinned, blue-eyed, straight-haired” and “finely robed white gentlemen,” Turner thought it debilitating to the psyche of African Americans not to believe that the image of God was in fact “symbolized in themselves.”3 He was decisive in his position: “We certainly protest against God being white at all.”4 Turner argued for an implicit ontological and anthropological correspondence between the image of God and the humanity of black people. This correspondence subversively undermined Western legacies of racial cosmogony that for centuries had considered black people aberrations and negations of the divine Godhead.

    For Turner, bridging the inherited dichotomy between black materiality and divine essence was as much about religious identification as it was about geographical location. He believed America to be a country where “white represents God, and black the devil”; thus African Americans inevitably inherited a socialized ontological deficiency and would remain “obsequious believers in their own inferiority.”5 He reasoned that as long as the Negro remained among whites in America, “the Negro will believe that the devil is black and that he (the Negro) favors the devil, and that God is white and that he (the Negro) bears no resemblance to Him.”6 As a consequence, Turner staunchly advocated voluntary emigrations to Africa, viewing the “home” continent as “the one place that offers … manhood and freedom” for African Americans.7

    At the dawn of the twentieth century, Turner believed that African Americans harbored a collective need to “find a domain” that rejected the demonization of blackness and precluded its “contemptuous and degrading” effects upon the black soul.8 Black liberation theologian James H. Cone supportively argues that “in a society where blacks have been enslaved and segregated for nearly four centuries by whites because of their color and where evil has been portrayed as ‘black’ and good as ‘white’ in religious and cultural values, the idea that ‘God is black’ is not only theologically defensible, but is a necessary corrective against the power of domination.”9 This sentiment would carry over into African American Yoruba theology when more than one hundred years after Turner, Baba Akinkugbe Karade would similarly declare, “We Africans must see the Creator and the angelic forces in our image just like any other culture.”10 For African Americans like Karade, Yoruba expression not only provides a reifying of blackness within the realm of the sacred but also what he calls a “deifying” of African American experience in light of its slave past.11

    More than a century preceding African American Yoruba, Turner helped to lay the groundwork for a tridimensional nationalism that solidly placed religious reflection alongside the dual traditional nationalist goals of sociopolitical autonomy and sovereign nationhood. Therefore, while black-nationalist advocates like Turner were more commonly political in their agenda, scope, and orientation, they also readily employed religious and theological approaches as necessary strategies for rehumanizing pejorative impressions of blackness. Within the early nationalist context of Bishop Turner and later within the twentieth-century context of the African American Yoruba movement, religion functioned as an important stratum for confronting the historical ways that blackness figuratively presaged evil and human negation. With religious appeals to an African God, the Yoruba movement six decades after Turner similarly countered and encountered challenges of the sociopolitical invisibility of African Americans, the internalization of black inferiority, and, most acutely, the heathenization, pathologization, and demonization of blackness.

    Within nineteenth- and twentieth-century North America, black-nationalist discourses circuitously responded to religious debates several centuries old that equated the blackness of Africans to evil and to incarnations in Satan or the devil. Within these debates religion was almost always the source of these perverse racial ruminations. Even more striking is that this early conundrum of religion and insidious racialization was so enduring that it required African Americans to defend the beauty of blackness and protect the integrity of Africa well into the 1960s. In general, Yoruba Americans, like their nationalist predecessors and other black social movement groups, used religious symbolism and language in their struggle “to escape the biologization of their socially and politically constructed subordination” as determined through their designated and marked blackness.12

    Scholars such as Winthrop Jordan, Joseph Washington, Robert Hood, David Goldberg, and Sylvester Johnson document the prevailing association of blackness with evil, the sinister, the fearful, the diabolic, the licentious, and the morally degenerate within English and English-American religious lore.13 If traced along an exegetical biblical trajectory, scholars such as David M. Goldenberg in his The Curse of Ham: Race and Slavery in Early Judaism, Christianity, and Islam and Sylvester A. Johnson in The Myth of Ham in Nineteenth-Century American Christianity: Race, Heathens, and the People of God periodize this blackness-as-evil paradigm beginning in early antiquity and extending well into the modern periods in Europe and America. According to Johnson, Europeans and their descendants in America designated the descendants of Africa “as (questionably) human beings of a different kind.”14 European and European Americans developed a complex relationship of “negrophilia” that “primitivized,” subhumanized, and imprisoned African subjectivity in a “complex semiology” of racial and religious signs and symbols.15 As James W. Perkinson argues, Europeans were able to “conjure” demons, terror, and evil by mapping these on to a racial blackness while at the same time shielding whiteness from all inflections of deviance.16

    A Western portfolio of anti-blackness emerged throughout Europe and America that historian of religion Joseph R. Washington persuasively argues “can only be understood as a religion.”17 According to Washington, “When the Devil and black people are equated or related and thus condemned, anti-blackness is anti-Blackness personified. I define anti-Blackness as a religion because that is what [it] is; religion is the greatest power of humankind for evil and/or good, but, it is not, like the religion of anti-Blackness, an unmitigated evil.”18 Washington maintains that the intense “spirit of malevolence” with which blackness was brutally negated in the Western world can best be equated to the passion of religious fervor. For Washington, “anti-Blackness” as it relates to African-descended people became “a learned response embellished with religion” that would then “recede into the permanent condition of anti-blackness [an ancient, historical primordial frame of reference], correspondent with the laws of nature, only through the process of unlearning combined with dereligionization.”19 As such, “anti-Blackness” results in “an anti-people religious spirit, or a spirited religion, antiblackness,” where it can become “most dehumanizing.”20 In other words, this occurs when historical signifiers of blackness as evil (anti-Blackness) evolve into direct human associations with a particular racial or ethnic group.

    Some twenty years after Washington, Sylvester A. Johnson’s work would revisit this religio-racial analysis with even more precision. According to Johnson, “nineteenth-century American race discourse, whether religious or scientific, was persistently theological. Race ideas bore immediate implications for claims about the deity and about human access to divine knowledge and divine identity” and “the most enduring renditions of these claims identified the white race as first peoples who had first knowledge of the one true God.”21 Johnson concluded what was at stake theologically “was not a mere association between white identity and the Christian religion.” At stake was something more profoundly significant, what Johnson insightfully calls “the race-ing of divinity.”22

    African American nationalists like Henry McNeal Turner, Marcus Garvey, and decades later, African American Yoruba leader Oseijeman Adefunmi felt compelled, as a consequence, to counter-race the divinity making God Negro in the nineteenth century, Black in the early twentieth century, and African in the mid-twentieth century. This need to counter-race the divinity, I argue, emerged in direct response to the demonic and pejorative “race-ing” of black existence by many Europeans and Euro-Americans who categorically severed black humanity and personhood from ultimate Divinity.23 Within this quasi-theological world view, negative tropes of blackness were mutable within early Christianity and later became easily equated with raced black corporeal beings by large populations of European Christians, a trend intensified with the onset of the transatlantic slave trade. Johnson argues, more specifically, that Anglo religious identity in early America cannot be distinguished from the “confluence between the religious and the racial” and that “ultimately, it confounded attempts to image/perceive the humanity of the Negro, and it bred incredible mythologies of ontological whiteness.” The confluence of race and biblical narrative, in other words, is rightly viewed as an anthropological concern because it principally regards the question of which people are treated as human beings and which are not.24 Collectively, Washington’s notion of the “religious” and Johnson’s notion of the “theological” capture the religio-racial complexities that were quick to correlate “dark bodies with ontological evil, human depravity, and existential abasement.”25

    As scholars of religion and black nationalism in the North American historical context address the ever-persistent quandary of black “ontological evil” and “existential abasement,” it will become clear that although, as Eddie Glaude Jr.’s work points out, “most traditional histories of black nationalisms tend to focus only on the politics as they related to the state,” black nationalism was never exclusively about seeking self-determination and territorial autonomy.26 Eclipsed in many understandings of black nationalism, I argue, is the inherent resistance to social definitions of blackness as a “negatively marked reference” and the accompanying counterforms of religious nationalism adopted in order to reclaim ultimate human worth, meaning, and transubstantiality with the divine.27 Therefore, a call for religious analysis and reflection within the discourse of black nationalism should begin not at its goals of racial unity and national sovereignty but at its root as it attempts to respond to racial alterity, the systematic devaluing of black humanity, and the disciplined efforts “in pathologizing the religious experiences of blacks.”28

    Religious nationalism presumes as its starting point the normalcy, and not the aberration, of blackness and argues for its theological integrity and sacredness. What I am calling religious nationalism in many ways metaphorically begins with Toni Morrison’s literary character Shadrack—who fought in WWII and saw a man’s head blown off and body run headless—the character who occupies the space where Western trauma and black humanity coalesce. To begin African American historical narration any other way, echoing Morrison, would be to “squeeze the specificity and the difference; … the violence done to it and the consequences of that violence.”29 It is a specific sociopolitical and religio-cultural grammar those Morrison calls the “new world black” speak, those she says have been able to extract “choice from choicelessness, responding inventively to found things.”30 Thus, to begin with Shadrack in the dialogical encounter between religion and black nationalism is to come “into immediate confrontation with his wound and his scar” and to call “greater attention to the traumatic displacement this most wasteful capitalist war had on black people in particular, and throwing into relief the creative … determination to survive it whole.”31

    Reconciling black humanity with the essence of divinity has been part of a history of black-nationalist responses of resistance from which African American Yoruba proceed. Black nationalism sought to combat the “traumatic displacement” of black social definition and personhood that so often found political and religious refuge in constructed scientific eugenics and Christian doctrinal and theological thought. Within Christianity, “images of blackness” were readily characterized as “a dialectic between evil and sin, eroticism and carnality, sanctity and magic.”32According to Robert E. Hood, “The Christian tradition provided the moral and metaphysical category of the inferiority of blackness via its doctrines of struggle between darkness and light and its reinterpretation of the devil as a creature of evil and sin.”33 Moreover, he asserts that “blackness symbolized the way of death and eternal punishment, superstition, and transgression.… Later in medieval Europe, this inferiority of being was transformed into inferiority of intellect and religion with regard to black Africans and slaves.”34 Hood concludes that the transatlantic slave trade in African peoples necessarily reinforced the belief in blackness as theologically representing “cosmic chaos and disorder” and culturally representing “bestiality and paganism.”35 The meaning of blackness crystallized as a “fixed negative boundary.”36

    We are left to probe the depths of the religious and theological implications for Africa and its people where negative interpretations of blackness served not simply as physical indicators of difference but as the very core of “African essence.”37 Within this discourse, the color of blackness became translatable into other infected vocabularies. According to Colette Guillaumin, “Taxonomies were transformed into classification systems based on a morphological mark, in which the latter is presumed to precede the classification” and through concrete “social relationships” creates how the marked group will be “seen” and “attached.”38 Therefore, what is the effect on Africans and their descendants as a result of the definitional power exercised in the modern world to relegate Africans to bounded and marked prisons of culture (primitive); science and intellect (inferior); physiology (infectious and diseased); religion and morality (heathen, depraved); and ontology and theology (evil, devil)? How are we to fully understand the cataclysmic impact upon Africa and its fixed meaning in the European imagination “if Africa functions largely as an epistemic gap?”39

    What appeared over time under the rubric of anti-blackness was, in essence, a litany of associations between blackness and the humanity of Africans that expanded to include the moral fiber of Africans and their indigenous religions; African physiology and the black body as a locus for religious and social ideology; dark skin color and hue as a site of infection; and the black soul as depraved spiritual entity. Each rubric merits a brief discussion as a way of connecting the complex inherited legacies of blackness that became an inevitable target of future black religious nationalist counternarratives, countervocabularies, and counter-“race-ings.”40

    Blackness and the Continent of Africa

    By the mid-1560s, the symbol of blackness and the continent of Africa became wedded in the European psyche.41 Africa was perceived as a continent of void and dearth marked by intellectual, religious, and cultural deficiencies and as savage, beastly, heathen, and idolatrous. Geopsychically, Africa became the ultimate “symbol of difference” whereby an objectified and reductionist meaning of its humanity and civilization functioned as its primary global representation.42 As Lee H. Butler Jr. typologized it, this “conjured legacy” served to codify Africa in savagery, primitivism, and debasement, successfully removing it “from the center of any discussion of human equality.”43

    Using the binary lenses of Christendom with which to interpret African traditions, Europeans found it natural to mark the blackness they encountered on the continent as physically and morally evil and degenerate. Winthrop Jordan argues that “steeped in the legacy and trappings of their own religion, Englishmen were ill prepared to see any legitimacy in African religious practices.”44 They used a distorted “Christian cosmology” with which to judge African people that decisively relegated them to “a separate category of men.”45 Hood reinforces this by observing that “Christian exegesis and popular prejudice put together a stable image in which blackness was a sign of evil. Although this was not a matter of conscious hostility to black people, the picture impressed upon the Western European mind was added to the ancient tradition, with the result that the black and his land were thought of as abnormal elements in creation.”46 Thus, European encounters with the land of Africa and its inhabitants were not merely physical but must also be seen as religious. Primary sources observe, for example, that Africans “seeme at certaine times to live as it were in Furnaces, and in manner already halfe way in Purgatorie or Hell.”47

    In many ways, some of the Europeans’ harshest characterizations of the continent of Africa directly targeted the religious identity of Africans and their traditional religious practices. Substantiating this claim was a series of disparaging accounts of Africa and its religions found in English writings from 1553 to 1689. As early as 1553, Richard Eden wrote that the Africans of Guinea were “pure Gentiles, and idolaters, without profession of any religion, or other knowledge of God, than by the law of nature.”48 The following year, in Hakluyt’s “The Second Voyage of Guinea,” Africans are characterized as “a people of beastly living, without a God, lawe, religion, or common wealth.”49 A decade later, during his 1564 voyage to Africa, English Puritan and slave trader John Hawkins remarked of its traditional religions: “For their beleefe, I can heare of none that they have, but in such as they themselves imagine to see in their dreames, and so worshippe the pictures, whereof we sawe some like unto Divels.”50 In 1625, Samuel Purchas published Hakluyt Posthumus or Purchas his Pilgrimes in which he said of Africans, “No Christians among the Negroes. Wee may hold it a punishment of God for their many giddie heresies.”51 Finally, in 1689, echoing this same sentiment was English minister John Ovington, who represented Africans as having a “magical and diabolical” belief system operating in “compact with Evil Spirits.”52 The European imagination perceived Africa primarily as “a land of men radically defective in religion,”53 thus according “moral characteristics to biological difference.”54

    European textual sources ultimately reveal that Africa and its religious mores signified “aberrations in the divine order of creation.”55 Although “heathenism” was universally employed within early Western Christian vocabulary, when applied to Africans it became imbued with anti-black ideology suggesting an “inherent characteristic,” a “natural condition,” and a “fundamental defect.”56 Europeans envisaged that Africans “lacked a universal religion”; that “indigenous African beliefs were idolatrous”; that Africans were “basically polygamous, libidinous, heathen, savage, idolatrous, barbaric, and promiscuous” and were therefore “defective in race, culture, and religion.”57 Their heathenism functioned as a “counterimage” to Euro-Christianity. Taken to metaphorical extremes, these early documents suggest that “blacks were bastard children of religions’ mother whore, Africa.”58

    European and Euro-American texts were crucial in mounting a figurative transformation of the image of Africa and Africans. The ethnic particularities and the cultural and religious complexities through which Africans understood themselves were folded into a wider, sacred European cosmology that now relegated Africans to the realm of the primitive and contra-divine.59 In the end, Europeans believed that Africa and its indigenous traditions possessed no religious capital worthy of divine merit. With the onslaught of the transatlantic slave trade, Africans were systematically robbed (with the exception of their bodies) of “their relative worth in the world economy.”60 As such, they functioned as what Charles H. Long labels “a negative structure of concreteness that allows civilization to define itself as a structure superior to this ill-defined and inferior other.”61

    Blackness: The Veil of Skin and the Sexualized Body

    According to Winthrop Jordan, documentary evidence revealed that for Europeans “the most arresting characteristic of the newly discovered African was his color.”62 Although African skin hues would have ranged from the color of sand to the color of deep molasses, “black” became the primary undifferentiated signifier for demarcating skin color from that of Europeans. The origins of blackness preoccupied the European imagination and readily crept into scientific and religious discourses over the course of several centuries. According to Matthew Frye Jacobson, “Science provided an alternative vocabulary to the polarities of ‘heathendom’ and ‘Christianity.’”63 The European fascination with blackness led to theories of polygenesis, environmental and biological abnormalities, climatophysiology, as well as divine curses and sexual deviancy. Sixteenth-century European travelers to the continent of Africa expressed a general preoccupation with the origins of black physicality. Many speculated that the origin of blackness derived from the scorching of the sun or a liver disorder involving the secretion of bile and the blackening of the blood or that blackness “proceedeth of some naturall infection.”64 Thus, through the transmission of sperm, the descendants of Africa were repeatedly “polluted with the same blot of infection.”65

    Early travel logs, dairies, journals, and letters provide evidence of the multifarious assumptions Europeans held on the question of blackness. In 1695, in a document entitled Two Essays, Sent in a Letter from Oxford, to a Nobleman in London, the author remarked, “This colour (which appears to be as ingenite, and as original, as that in whites) could not proceed from any accident; because, when animals are accidentally black, they do not procreate constantly black ones, (as the negroes do).” The author thus concluded that “a negroe will always be a negroe…”66 In 1732, it was argued that perhaps the blackness of Africans was attributable to their living “betwixt the tropicks in the torrid zones, where the perpetual scorching heat of the sun blackens them.”67 The speculator was perplexed that theories related to hot climates were not always reliable, however, and that “Europeans living within the tropicks, tho’ ever so long, will never turn black and sooty” while curiously enough “Blacks living many years in Europe, will always breed black or sooty children.”68

    Some of the most deep-seated explanations of the blackness of Africans were tied to religious and Western Christian biblical inference. In 1703, prominent Anglicans speculated as to whether the black skin hue would be admissible in the final Christian resurrection. It was concluded, “Black is the Colour of the Night, Frightful Dark and Horrid; but White of the Day and Light, refreshing lovely. Taken then this Blackness of the Negro to be an accidental imperfection … I conclude thence, that he shall not arise with that Complexion, but leave it behind him the Darkness of the Grave, exchanging it for a brighter and a better [one]. . .”69 In catechism instruction, this Anglican query was asked even more pointedly: “Q. Whether, think you at the Resurrection, there will be any difference in the Colour of the Ethiopians and other Men?” The printed acceptable response stated, “A. If their Black Colour be a Deformity now, they will doubtless then be cured of it, rising perfect Man, as they would, if lame or monstrous.”70
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