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the incipient african diaspora:
the idea of a shared africanness

The idea of an African Diaspora has been present for much longer than
the phrase itself. It may be as old as plantation slavery, beginning with the
fictive kin networks generated by the dislocation from Africa. For exam-
ple, the historian Katia Mattoso writes of the existential indeterminacy
confronted by slaves arrived in Brazil: “But try to imagine what it must
have been like for a Muslim to find himself in a group of slaves practicing
an animistic religion, or for a Bantu to join a community where Yoruban
influence dominated, or, even more complicated, for a creole slave to
confront black religions whose meaning he no longer understood. All
these individuals must have been forced to find some compromise, to
grope toward a modus vivendi in which unresolved contradictions must
have produced constant tensions” (Mattoso 1989: 127).

Finding common ground required both conversion and convergence
of subjectivities, and religion often provided an emergent, interethnic
lingua franca, though which religion would play that role was far from a
given. According to João Reis, describing nineteenth-century Bahia,
Brazil, “Islam . . . was a heavyweight contender in a cultural free-for-all
that also included the Yoruba orisha cult, Aja-Fon Vodum, the Angolan
ancestor spirit cult, among other African religious manifestations. Add to
this a creole Catholicism, and you will have an idea of the religious plural-
ity in the African and Afro-Bahian communities of the time” (1993: 97).

Beyond this plurality, however, and allowing for the strategizing of
shared projects like slave rebellions, lay some sense of an emergent Afro-
Atlantic culture consisting of a loose association of aesthetic, religious,
political, familial, and linguistic overlaps (Thornton 1998: 211). James
Sweet, for this reason, even argued that “becoming ‘African’ was essen-
tially an American phenomenon” (2003: 115–17), as diasporans created
their homeland through a process of hybridization between ethnic
groups formerly distinct in their self-understandings (cf. Palmer 1998;
Matory 2005: 3, 10, 36).

The discursive notion of something like a diaspora, even if the term
itself was not yet invoked, has been in play at least since the second half
of the nineteenth century.14 In the earlier stages of this incubation, at
least, a putative relation to an actual, territorial Africa was often part of
the consensus, whether in actual transport links and plans of return, as
proposed by Marcus Garvey, or in discourses on continuities with the
soil of Africa. When the Martinican Aimé Césaire first used the term
négritude in 1939, for example, in his Notebook of a Return to My Native
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Land (Cahier d’un retour au pays natal), it framed blackness in close
relation to African territorial identity: “My blackness is not a tower or a
cathedral, it plunges into the red flesh of the soil.”15

the nonterritorial african diaspora

The African Diaspora did not exist by that name before the 1950s
(Appiah 1992; Gilroy 1993) and was only definitively established in 1966
with a seminal article by George Shepperson in African Forum, titled
“The African Abroad or the African Diaspora.”16 It was solidified as a
discursive entity a decade later through the publication of a string of
volumes that included the expression in their titles, edited by Joseph
Harris (1971), Jacob Drachler (1975), Martin L. Kilson and Robert I.
Rotberg (1976), and Graham W. Irwin (1977) (Alpers 2001: 7). This
modest academic explosion pushed the term into academic currency
and common usage.

The discursive arrival of African Diaspora was precisely contempora-
neous with the post-1960 migrations from the Caribbean, which at once
granted the new project a broader front and exposed its fissures. The
Caribbean groups who arrived en masse in the United States and Europe
had disparate ethnic, racial, and religious self-understandings, and the
sudden copresence and confrontation between Portuguese-, Spanish-,
French-, and English-speaking groups, all presenting claims on or resist-
ance to the new nomenclature, strained the newly minted diaspora’s
links to even an imagined Africa. The putative organic bonds of territo-
riality were replaced by late-modern signifying chains, and, at least
among intellectuals, the African Diaspora was redefined as a derivative of
shared suffering under slavery and subsequent racialist regimes: the sub-
lime slave (Gilroy 1993) on the repeating island (Bénitez-Rojo 1996).
Here was a means of salvaging a common political project of resistance
and partially shared structures of feeling. The new identification would
be one not essentialized in race, ethnicity, or territory, but rather focused
on history and the shared experiences of subjugation and racial terror
(Mintz and Price 1992; Appiah 1992; Gilroy 1993; Clifford 1994; West
2001; but cf. Lovejoy 1997, Law and Lovejoy 1997, Thornton 1998, and
Sweet 2003 for a somewhat different perspective). Africanness was
rethought as a genealogy of claims and practices rather than a biological
determination or territory (Matory 2005: 15).

Membership in the African Diaspora, it followed, was not an identi-
fication deriving from “hard” racial or ethnic essences. Rather, it was
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acquired through cultural processes—what Weber called “conscious
monopolistic closure” around certain features—that entail a kind of
“conversion” of consciousness (Sansone 2003: 10).17 The disjuncture
remains between the rigid racialist, and racist, classifications migrants
were and are subjected to—but which had also provided the planks for
the initial platform of the African Diaspora—and the newer idea of the
African Diaspora as an imagined community variably adopted by agents
in their own representational practices. So, for example, Césaire’s négri-
tude is still a point of reference, but it is now eclipsed by migritude as
the buzzword of the new Franco-African literati, rendering the territo-
rial consciousness of Africa increasingly abstract.

separating ethnicity from “race”

The uncoupling of ethnic from racial identifications has taken especially
curious forms in the area of religion, as many Cuban and Brazilian prac-
titioners of the religions of the African Diaspora are not black at all,
either in their self-understandings or the perceptions of others (Pierucci
and Prandi 2000). To take an extreme example, someone who identifies
racially as “white” may under certain conditions of “soft racialization”
(Sansone 2003: 53) mark herself as ethnically African when it is advanta-
geous to do so. Such voluntary double consciousness may present
double value (Gilroy 1993: 91), the ability to see and work with multiple
audiences. White Cubans or Brazilians may become “African” by initia-
tion into religions such as Santería, Candomblé, or Umbanda—though
their willingness to do so depends on the ability to shift ethnic codes in
other contexts.18 Thus pan-African or African diasporic identifications
must in at least some cases be distinguished from black modern identifi-
cations, the latter presenting a kind of “lateral diaspora” (Clifford 1994:
306) based on mutually recognized phenotype, style, music, musicality,
and other tastes and habits. Multicentered and utopian, they have no
reference to an idealized homeland or any aspiration of return.19

Given the fractures between African diasporic and black identifica-
tions, African diasporic religious culture may or may not be part of a
person’s repertoire. Some Caribbean emigrants become black through
migration and in consequence of the globalized dissemination, and
domination, of U.S.-produced “black culture” (Bourdieu and Wacquant
1998; England 1999). Others join the African Diaspora through associa-
tions with African diasporic religious affiliations. Some understand
themselves as black but do not locate their ancestral homelands in or in
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relation to Africa (Gonzalez 1988; Torres and Whitten 1998: 21).
Conversely, others locate the homeland there so naturally that they do
not view such descent as worthy of the marked emphasis that diaspora
consciousness often elicits (Appiah 1992: 6–7).20 If joining the African
Diaspora entails a conversion of subjectivity, the practical implications
for collective identifications and representations remain thoroughly
underdetermined (Gilroy 1991, 1993; Gordon and Anderson 1999; West
2001: 141; Sansone 2003). The distinctiveness of the African Diaspora
perhaps lies in the confusion between the way its members read them-
selves in and through elective subjectivities related variously to blackness
and Africanness, and the way they may be read by others as simply black
within the suffocating monopolistic closure of U.S.-style pigmentocracy.

Still, even the race system faced by Caribbean migrants in the United
States is not utterly determinate. The fact that ethnic and racial identi-
fications are not the same, and that the conversions that bring them
into being or transform them are not the same either, is apparent in the
ways the Garifuna read themselves into racial strictures. Sarah England’s
survey of a sample of Garifuna declarations of their “race” on the U.S.
census provides an example: 41 percent declared themselves “Afro-
American/Black,” 38 percent as “Hispanic,” 16 percent as “other/
Garifuna,” and 5 percent as “other/Afro-Hispanic” (England 1999: 26).
Whereas the first identifier indicates a race-based identification, the
other three suggest one based at least partly in ethnicity or culture—in
language, history, and geography.

The selection from among these identifications depends, presumably,
on choices made about what to leave behind and on perceptions about
already existing networks to which Garifuna social actors can attach
themselves. Many such African diasporic networks available to arriving
migrants, including the Garifuna, are religious ones. In the next sec-
tions I evaluate how the host city—New York City, in this case—is indi-
genized by incoming Caribbean migrants through African Diaspora
religions.

African Diasporic Religions in New York:
Making a World in the City
I define African diasporic religions as those sets of religious discourses
and practices that invoke Africa as a horizon of memory, authenticity,
and sacred authority—whether Africa is physically known, imagined, or
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ritually created—and which consider the distance from that idealized
place as a problem that is remedied by rendering the place as present in
ritual. Therefore African diasporic religions can be, and are, performed
by those not of African descent. This view contrasts with the main sort
of rival definition of African diasporic religion—that is, any religion per-
formed by persons of African descent. African diasporic religions con-
stitute a cultural category rather than a racially defined one. Still, the
majority of its practitioners are, in fact, of African descent; in conse-
quence, African diasporic religions in the United States are forged and
maintained under strictures of racism similar to those endured by
people of color. What is that constrained space like, and how do African
diasporic religions occupy and reshape it?

Afro-Caribbeans in New York, including the Garifuna, tend to live in
South Bronx or East-Central Brooklyn, an area Robert Orsi described
as a “post-apocalyptic moonscape, part bombed-out Dresden, part Fort
Apache” (Orsi 1999: 7). This landscape reflects the economic structure
of the city: Manhattan is the showplace serviced by the Bronx and
Brooklyn, replicating on a local scale Immanuel Wallerstein’s descrip-
tion of a world economic structure consisting of a racially defined
“core” and “periphery” (Balibar and Wallerstein 1991: 79; cf. McAlister
2002: 187). The workers come in under cover of darkness to sweep the
downtown clean for each new day of Manhattan’s dealing and dining.
Then they return home across the rivers. The subway ride north offers
a racial index of the shifting space: north of the 125th Street station,
after the train passes under the Harlem River, the commuters are mostly
black and brown, and English is far from the dominant language heard.

Yet the rationally planned cityscape is far from empty of religious life;
nor does it necessarily produce, to take Max Weber’s phrase, a “shell as
hard as steel.”21 The pedestrian in the city engages in constant idiosyn-
cratic enunciations of space. Her movements are in part directed by
proper names, monuments, and lights, yet she makes the street her own
by appropriating that space, selectively drawing to consciousness her
own memories and associations that mark and sacralize certain spaces,
passing over and forgetting others (Certeau 1984: 104). Michel de
Certeau’s (1984: 93–95) figuration of the World Trade Center as the
city’s panoptic eye and sacred center (now absented) serves as a pre-
scient reminder of how rationally planned cities are bent by subversive
appropriations and “symbolic hijackings” of space (Bourdieu 2000: 185),
whether pedestrian or airborne. In the interstices of these enunciations
occurs a “contagious intimacy” of immigrants and natives, constantly
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placing the boundaries of culture at risk (Robert Park, quoted in Orsi
1999: 30). The character of urban religion, at least of those religions not
strategically built into the cityscape—consider Saint Paul’s Church
alongside the site of the World Trade Center, or the Cathedral of Saint
John the Divine, powerfully paired with Columbia University—is one
of disjuncture between territory and practice, or “ecological disso-
nance” (K. Brown 1999: 86). That disjuncture is a religious crisis that
calls forth creativity and innovation.

Religious memory and transmission first require representation
within the limits and available repertoire of spaces and materials in the
new territory. For “second diaspora” religions, already reconfigured
from Africa to the Caribbean, and now again from the Caribbean to
U.S. cities, the mapping of religions onto new territory occurs by three
processes, which I simplify here for heuristic purposes. The first is one
of metaphoric, metonymic, and synecdochic hooking: through the use
of specific religious symbols and sites, immigrants attach homeland
practices to the new landscape as they perceive similarities to other
objects and sites already present in the new terrain. But these objects
and sites in the hostland already carry their own semantic load. When
homeland religious practices are carried in relation to this new material
context, the set of references and therefore also the experience of ritual
practice are shifted (Turner 1967: 45–47; Sahlins 1981: 46; Parkin 1991:
219; Sewell 1999: 58–60). The second process is telescoping (Bastide
1978a: 247–48), the condensation of objects and practices into ever-
smaller spaces.22 The third process is that of additivity (Mintz and Price
1976: 10, 45, 51), as African Diaspora religions begin to read themselves
in relation to each other.

hooking

David Brown asked a Cuban priestess of Santería in New York how she
continued her work without the territorial resources she had at home.
She gave an example: “You have to find a mountain [to revere Obatala,
the Santería sky god]. Where will I find a mountain in New York City?
You have to find a similarity, Riverside Drive, you stand at the base of it
[the rocks] and to you that’s a mountain” (1999: 169). She hooked
Obatala onto Riverside Drive in New York with a chain of associations. Yet
the apparently simple substitution of urban rocks for mountain does not
just allow the ritual action to occur; it opens possibilities for new significa-
tions. Riverside Drive might itself be linked to Obatala; the signification



56 WHAT IS  DIASPORIC RELIGION?

mountain might be transferred to anything one stands at the base of; an
advertisement for Busch beer admonishing viewers to “head for the
mountains” might take on a different connotation from the one its pro-
ducers intended; or a stone from the site might be placed on an altar to
represent the mountain, and replace even the need to return to
Riverside Drive.

The yearly Haitian pilgrimage to Sodo, with its shrine to Notre
Dame du Mont Carmel—transcultured with the Vodou spirit (lwa)
Ezili Danto—is now performed by a visit to the Church of Our Lady of
Mount Carmel (McAlister 1998: 124; K. Brown 1999: 90). To preserve
them, the rites were reinscribed on new maps. The same process occurs
when santeros make the Statue of Liberty a site of the Afro-Cuban ocha
(Yoruba: orisha) Olokun, god of the sea, or visit the East and Hudson
Rivers as the domain of Ochun, goddess of fresh waters and femininity
(David Brown 1999: 169).23

In another example, when Rastafarians rename North America as
“the heart of Babylon,” and thereby cast Jamaica and Africa as authen-
tic centers (Hepner 1998: 209), or refer to Miami as “Kingston 21” and
Brooklyn as “Little Jamaica,” such valuations involve hooking. The
spatial mapping of Jamaica onto U.S. cities entails the erection of dance
halls, reggae clubs, smoking yards or “weed gates,” select storefront
vendors of Rasta apparel, ritual paraphernalia, and ital (“natural” and
approved) foods (Hepner 1998: 206).

telescoping

Telescoping is a common tactic in Santería and Vodou, which rely on
distinctions between humanized and “wild” spaces. The everyday
Vodou ritual practice of pouring libations of rum (kleren) on the earth
for the ancestors of Ginen (Africa) may now be accomplished by in a
high-rise apartment by pouring the libations into a pail of dirt. The pail
becomes “the earth,” which extends metonymically to represent
“family roots” (K. Brown 1999: 85, 99). To reproduce the traditional
Vodou agricultural rite of “cooking the yams,” which lasts three days
and is conducted on the family rural plot, the yam harvest is repre-
sented by a little pile of symbolic yams and the land by a few leafy
branches, with Brooklyn’s Prospect Park standing in for the Gran Bwa
(Big Wood) against which cultivated land signifies (K. Brown 87, 91).

For santeros, the houses of the Yoruba-Cuban ochas are transposed
and condensed to canastilleros, the shelved cupboard shrines of urban
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apartments (Murphy 1988; David Brown 1989, 1999: 161–62). Basements
are the equivalent of the courtyards used as Cuban ritual sites, just as a
park serves as “the forest” (el monte) and the backyard, for those lucky
enough to have one, as “the bush” (David Brown 1989, 1999: 164–67;
Murphy 1988: 57).

Telescoping and hooking do not simply mirror homeland religious
practice in miniature by preserving memory. The process entails trans-
formation and sometimes ritual reductions. As Roger Bastide’s monu-
mental African Religions of Brazil shows in great detail, the move from
one social world to another entails loss, as collective representations
lacking a place or function in the “modern world” fall away (1978a:
242). Religion is a set of memories that must be routinized and trans-
mitted. Without the land, and landmarks, to which memory can be
affixed, constitutive parts disappear, because they are forgotten. Much
like Halbwachs, Bastide was mistaken, however, in viewing religious
dislocation and reterritorialization as a zero-sum game in which preser-
vation and forfeit were the only alternatives (Bastide 1978a: 253). The
African diasporic religions are massively prolific.

additivity

The reproduction of “traditional” religious structures in New York
entails infusion and transformation. When the Vodou rite of cooking the
yams is telescoped to symbolic yams, the chthonic dimension of per-
formance is reduced, and the problem of social relations—exacerbated
in the cityscape by the division of families, both biological and ritual—
is accorded greater weight (K. Brown 1999: 89; 1991: 47). In New York,
with the detachment of Vodou ritual sites from the actual earth where
ancestors are buried, spirit possession by specific family ancestors is
infrequent, while possession by the lwa Gede, the generalized spirit of
the dead, grows (K. Brown 1991: 368). The “hot” Vodou Petwo deities,
meanwhile, known for their fast work, attract greater numbers of devo-
tees in New York than in Haiti, as they better reflect the needs of emi-
grants (McAlister 1992: 21).24

National and racial significations are also brought to the fore. As
Haitians in New York make “pilgrimages” to the Church of Our Lady of
Mount Carmel, this particular Virgin Mary and her associated lwa, Ezili
Danto, become icons of national identity as well as of religious devotion,
all the more so because the site, and festal day, must be shared and spatially
contested with Italian pilgrims (Orsi 1985, 1992; McAlister 1998: 134).
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Religions may also begin to be read against and combined with each
other. Spiritual Baptists (or Converted) who have emigrated from St.
Vincent are influenced by Trinidadian religious style in Brooklyn and
may even adopt the Yoruba orishas in their practice (Zane 1999: 167–69,
175). In the Spanish Harlem barrio, Santería takes on a Puerto Rican
style as Santerismo, combined with Espiritismo to reduce the wide range
of ochas to “Seven African Powers” (Murphy 1988: 48; Brandon 1993:
107–8).25 In this condensed form, the power of Africa is available for pur-
chase in an aerosol spray can (“20% Gratis!”) from any local botánica.
For many New York practitioners of Afro-Cuban religions, the distinct
homeland religious lineages of the ochas of Santería, the spirits of dead
ancestors (muertos) of Palo Monte—an Afro-Cuban tradition with
Kongo roots—and the spirit phalanxes of Espiritismo—a possession-
based tradition originating in France and North America in the nine-
teenth century—are combined in ritual practice, remaking the religious
grammar through code switching. The same ritual act or object can be
discursively framed for different contexts and objectives (David Brown
1999, 2003; Olmos and Paravisini-Gebert 2003). The ochas may be espe-
cially invoked in relation to questions of “roots,” tradition, and
Africanness, compared with the Palo ngangas or muertos, often mar-
shaled in support of missions involving money or lust (Palmié 2002).
The ancestral spirits are discursively invoked for family concerns, while
the discourse of Espiritismo may be viewed as effective in contexts call-
ing for “scientific” debates or ecumenical religious comparisons on
topics of evolution, spiritual cleansing, or reincarnation.

Stylistic crossovers in ritual practice are now also common. At one
Garifuna ceremony I attended in the Bronx, a woman in possession
trance behaved in a manner neither I nor any Garifuna present had ever
witnessed. She picked up burning candles to pour hot wax on her chest
and shoulders, perhaps to prove her trance or give evidence of the
power of the possessing spirit. Because such demonstrations are nonex-
istent in Garifuna homeland possession trances but do occur in Vodou,
she may have learned the new expression at a Haitian rite.

But such code switching between once-distinct religions especially
occurs in relation to second-order verbalizations. Among the various
groups who view and identify themselves collectively as African Diaspora
religious practitioners, and therefore as members of a single supraethnic
religious style, it is now common to hear comparisons of the various
subreligions and their deities, and crediting them with distinct values.
Santería is known for its attention to lineage and its divination specialists
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(babalawos); Vodou for its pageantry and the dramatic “heat” of its pos-
session dances; Palo for its speed and ruthless efficiency; Garifuna reli-
gion for its rustic authenticity—the latter based on its vernacular and
ceremonial use of an indigenous rather than European language, and
the rough-hewn style of its drums and drumming.

What are the processes by which an emigrant group expands this
religious superform in the city, joining the African Diaspora and thereby
bringing into focus a new historical horizon of self-understanding?
What are the consequences for practice in the homeland when it does
so? With the conceptual apparatus of this chapter in hand, I examine
these questions with respect to the Garifuna. The story begins with the
historical formation of the Garifuna as a society with its own religious
repertoire, beginning with its ethnogenesis on the isle of St. Vincent
(Yurumein), the place that defined the first Garifuna diasporic horizon.


