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ABSTRACT 

 This dissertation asserts that members of Ile Asho Funfun, the Lucumí spiritual house at 

the center of the research, is comprised of members who have undergone the process of 

converting to the spiritual practice of Lucumí and, as such, have experienced tremendous 

personal transformation.  The author argues that the religious practice of Lucumí was introduced 

to African Americans through music and dance traditions in the 1940s by performing artists and 

that since that time music has been one of the foremost tools of conversion.  Among the theories 

asserted herein, the author develops the theory of reversion to describe the process of conversion 

from Christianity to Lucumí.  Borrowed from Islamic traditions that use the term to refer to a 

return to the natural state of awareness of the one true God, reversion here is viewed as a return 

to the religion of practitioners’ ancestors and to a set of practices that are innately a part of 

human understanding of the cosmos and Creator as well their place within the cosmos and with 

the Creator.  Furthermore, the author contends that process of reversion is ongoing, informed by 

Afrocentricity, and impacted by the constant expansion and contraction of the religion. These 

occur as individuals and the community adjust to life events while negotiating their identity as 

both African and American. This dissertation establishes the theories of expansion and 

contraction as the processes by which African practitioners of Yoruba-derived religions have 

always adapted their practices to the situation and environment. The author introduces these 

concepts as a more precise description of processes of adaptation than the more commonly cited 

concept of syncretism. The author both observed and practiced the religion for ten years prior to 

undertaking the research and did field work and ethnographic research for six years while 

studying for and writing this dissertation using a reflexive approach. 

 



 

 

ORTHOGRAPHY 

 Lucumí was once a commonly spoken dialect of the Yoruba language as well as a region 

of Yoruba territories in west Africa.  Today, it is used more often to refer to a set of religious 

practices that was from the Lucumí region and brought to the Americas by enslaved Africans 

during the trans-Atlantic slave trade.  The language, as it is now used by African American 

practitioners who are at the center of this research, is a sacred tongue used in rituals such as 

prayer, divination, and initiation by people who are not fluent in Yoruba.  The ethnic designation 

“Yoruba” was used to identify people from the Lucumí region when speaking to foreigners.  It 

was more customary for people of Yoruba descent to self-identify based upon hometown or 

region (Mason 1992, 2).  The term Lucumí comes from Olùkùmí, which translates as “my 

friend,” and was the term listed on some ancient maps as the kingdom of Ulcumi, Lucumi, or 

Ulcami in the northwest kingdom of Benin (Ibid.).   

The language Lucumí, associated with the religion in Cuba, is a combination of the 

Yoruba language, as it was preserved by people from the region, with numerous Spanish 

additions, as well as Yoruba elisions, and words and phrases which come from the languages of 

people of other ethnic groups enslaved in Cuba to include, Fon, Ga Ewe, and Ibo.  The Yoruba 

language has numerous regional dialects and thus, Lucumí as it was preserved in Cuba, is a 

blended language and one which is rarely spoken outside of ritual context.   The members of my 

lineage of Lucumí come from a line of practitioners in Matanzas, Cuba and the way that the 

language is spoken is influenced by the previously mentioned conditions, the manner by which 

we learn prayers and songs (rote and repetition), and by the American English that is our native 

language. 
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The translation of spoken Yoruba into written English presents numerous challenges.  

When writing Lucumí, which is primarily an oral language that practitioners learn in bits and 

pieces in the context of ritual, the process becomes increasingly difficult.  Writing about Lucumí 

as a religion requires the inclusion of honorific titles, song texts, spiritual names, and ideas that 

have been pronounced and spelled differently by elders, initiates, and uninitiated practitioners 

based upon the circumstances and context.  The title ojubona, for example – a term that refers to 

an assistant to the godparent – has been presented to me with four distinct spellings by one elder. 

His particular pronunciation depends upon with whom he is speaking.  When speaking to his 

godmother he will use “ayubona” or “ajubona”1 because those are common pronunciations used 

by practitioners who are Spanish speakers, and she was initiated by a Cuban woman (the 

godmother) who most often used the Hispanicized version of terms in the Lucumí language.  

However, when speaking with someone whose spiritual training comes, directly or indirectly, 

from a member of the Yoruba ethnic group of Nigeria, he may use “ojubona” or “ojubona-kan,” 

which is more closely related to the Yoruba term ojúgbona, meaning eyes (oju) on the road (gba 

elided with ona), which is essentially the role played by this second godparent (see CHAPTER 

2). 

 In order to make this dissertation as consistent as possible, the Anglicized spelling of 

most terms is used (for instance there is no single letter in the English language that equates to 

the ṣ in Yoruba so it is rendered phonetically as “sh”), but in instances where it is necessary or no 

English spelling is available, accents and Yoruba spellings are used (as in the “í” at the end of 

                                                           
1 As Yoruba words became Hispanicized, it was common practice to replace the letter “j” with the letter 

“y” as it is the closest approximation to the original sound. The letter “j” in the Spanish language is voiced like the 
English letter “h” and does not produce the same sound as the Yoruba “j.”  
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Lucumí which implies a high tone pronunciation).2  Additionally, it became clear fairly early in 

the writing of this dissertation that there were a number of terms which would be unfamiliar to a 

person unfamiliar with the religion.  For that reason, terms are defined the first time that they are 

used, either in the text or in the footnote based upon how its definition impacts the flow of text, 

and there is a glossary provided in APPENDIX I to assist the reader. 

 

 

                                                           
2 The Yoruba language makes use of three possible tones for vowels, high, middle, and low.  Respectively 

they are indicated by an acute accent (´) above vowels to indicate a high tone, no symbol for mid tones, and a grave 
accent (`) above vowels for a low tone. 



 

 

INTRODUCTION 

This dissertation articulates the process of transformation that African Americans 

undergo as they convert to Lucumí or Orisha devotion, and investigates practitioners’ internal 

processes of growth in their faith, as well as the application of the core values of the religion into 

their lives. 3  It argues that music has served and continues to serve as an integral part of this 

devotion and as a catalyst for change in their social, cultural, and spiritual behaviors and world 

view.  Devotees believe in Olodumare or Olofi, the highest creator, Ifa, the deity who has 

dominion over destiny, and Orisha, deities who are viewed as manifestations of the highest 

creator. 4  The word Orisha, or òrìșà in Yoruba proper, literally translates as “selected head,” and 

is made up of the two words; òrì, head, and șà, to select (Mason 1992, 4).  In common usage, the 

term – which is used for both the singular and plural – refers to a pantheon of deities, many of 

whom are thought to have lived as humans and who were specially selected for deification based 

on qualities they exhibited while on earth, thus the idea of “selected heads.” Of equal importance 

to these deities are the ancestors--both direct blood ancestors and primordial onesley--who are 

venerated and worshipped within the tradition. While Lucumí has been viewed by some as 

syncretic, this dissertation posits the theory of expansion and contraction, taken from the core 

values of the religion, as an alternative. I use expansion and contraction to elucidate the ways 

that the religious behaviors of African American Lucumí practitioners’ faith are an outgrowth of 

the indigenous spiritual practices of the Yoruba people.  Additionally, I argue that the processes 

                                                           
3 The word Orisha is capitalized because it refers to all deities in the Lucumí pantheon and because it 

references the specific name for the religion. It is capitalized throughout to reference the religion and deities.   
4 Orisha worship is one of the most important elements of the religion because they are the deities to whom 

practitioners petition, pray to, and worship.  While Olodumare is the acknowledged creator and the highest god, that 
entity is believed to be too immense to comprehend and is not worshipped in the same way as Orisha. The Yoruba 
spelling of this word is Òrìṣà, and it refers to the same deities found in Brazilian Candomblé and Cuban Oricha.  The 
word Ocha is a Hispanicized version of the Yoruba word Oosa which is an alternate word used to refer to Orisha. 
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of expansion and contraction are the result of devotees’ contextualization of Christian, Native 

American, and other African religious traditions in the Americas within the philosophical ideal 

of Yoruba world-view. 

The homeland of the Yoruba encompasses Nigeria as well as parts of Benin and Togo.  

The ethnic designation has come to refer to several ethnic groups who consider themselves to be 

descendants of Oduduwa, the first ruler of Ilé-If , the place from which all Yorubas are thought 

to have originated (Omojola 2012, 2).  Within Western Nigeria, those who would call themselves 

Yoruba to foreigners, would, amongst themselves refer to more specific ethnicities that are based 

upon kinship and regional bonds (Mason 1994, 2).  Ilé-If which literally translates as the land 

(ilé) spreads (f ), is considered the site of the appearance of the first piece of land according to 

Yoruba mythology.5 During the trans-Atlantic slave trade, many descendants of Oduduwa were 

enslaved and brought to the Americas, and particularly of interest to this research, to Cuba, 

where their religious culture became known as La Regla de Ochá, Santería, and Lucumí. 6 

Music is amongst the most important tools of Lucumí and music-making one of its most 

important practices.  Music is a part of worship, prayer, education, divination, and all aspects of 

ritual in the religion and serves as a unifier between indoctrination and transformation. For many, 

it serves as an introduction to the religion, culture, and community shared by American devotees 

of multiple African religions that are commonly practiced in the Americas and often referred to 

as African Traditional Religions, as J.O. Awolalu referred to them in his 1976 article, “Sin and 

                                                           
5 According to the Yoruba creation myth the Orisha Obatala climbed from heaven on a chain carrying a 

rooster and a bag of earth.  He sprinkled the soil onto the ocean and allowed the bird to scatter it creating the 
continents.  The place that he descended the chain to and first put down the soil was Ilé-If . 

6 La Regla Ocha translates as the rules of the Orisha or Oricha. 
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its Removal in African Traditional Religion.”7 Informed, as many are, by Afrocentric 

philosophy, 8 the African American practitioners with whom I work often referred to African 

Traditional Religions as a family of spiritual traditions that are branches of the same religious 

construct tree in that these traditions each recognize a single creator, multiple deities, and 

ancestral spirits as being the primary divine forces.9 While members of this group can easily 

identify differences between their respective religious practices, they acknowledge far more 

similarities in their approaches to worship and the philosophies by which they live. Regardless of 

the specific tradition, the majority of these religions include a heavy focus on music and dance, 

and both play a prominent role in rituals, celebrations and spiritual education. 

 In this work I re-define the process that practitioners go through as “reversion” in contrast 

to what other scholars refer to as “conversion.”  Reversion, a term that was introduced within the 

context of the Islamic faith, originally described the process of transformation to Islam 

specifically, a transformation that is viewed as a return to the original or natural religion innately 

understood as one comes into the world, but forgotten as a part of maturing and growing away 

from simple truths. This research focuses on the process of transformation that occurs in the lives 

of practitioners who have left another religion – primarily Protestant Christianity – in order to 

become involved in the Lucumí faith.  I argue that reversion best characterizes this process as 

rather than changing to a “new” way of life, practitioners are reclaiming a culture and religion 

                                                           
7 Awolalu, J.O. “Sin and its Removal in African Traditional Religion.” Journal of the American Academy 

of Religion 44:2 (June, 1976):275. 
8 Afrocentric philosophy here refers in part to those ideas set forth by Molefi Kete Asante in his books 

Afrocentricity: The Theory of Social Change (1980) and The Afrocentric Idea (1998).  This philosophy is discussed 
in greater detail in Chapter 1. 

9 While these traditions consist of varying approaches to these spiritual forces, calls them by different 
names, and acknowledges that they are notably different, they are still seen as being different branches of the same 
principal religion.  For further resources on African traditional religions as branches of a larger religious philosophy 
see John Mbiti, African Religions and Philosoophy (Portsmouth, NH: Heineman, 1969); and E. Geoffrey Parrinder, 
African Traditional Religion, Third Edition (London: Sheldon Press, 1974). 
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which they believe is theirs by right, and which they believe to be an innate and natural way to 

understand the world and the divine.  Reversion represents returning to a state of balance with 

the world and a spiritual realm that is a part of an individual’s intrinsic nature.  This is 

particularly true for the descendants of enslaved Africans in America who have consciously been 

searching for ways to connect with spirit that coincide with the approaches that their ancestors 

took before contact with non-indigenous religions such as Christianity and Islam. I argue that, for 

Lucumí practitioners, reversion begins after the first initiation of receiving ileke and continues 

throughout their lives as their knowledge grows and their experiences compel them to continue 

the process of coming to fully understand the religion.10 Rather than conversion, I determined 

that reversion more aptly applies to the process of coming to the religion based upon the 

descriptions that informants shared about what they sought as they began to practice this form of 

spirituality, as well as the ways in which they continue to grow in faith and understanding after 

long periods of involvement. 

 When embarking upon the process of reversion to the Orisha tradition, practitioners often 

report finding that the amount of personal transformation required more than exceeds their initial 

expectations.  While, for many, the first goals are to reclaim an African identity, reject European 

ideals of socio-cultural practices and philosophies of religion, and/or to become a part of what 

they perceive as a “traditional African community,” they are often forced to do much more 

difficult internal development than expected. Through the process of reversion, practitioners are 

challenged to grapple with larger dilemmas of identity and faith which are explored through 

                                                           
10 Ileke are consecrated necklaces also referred to as collares.  The receiving of ileke from an initiated priest 

in the Lucumi and Santeria traditions begins the godparent/godchild relationship which is intended to be a lifetime 
relationship.  The godparent guides the godchild through other initiations and serves as the godchild’s primary 
spiritual teacher. 
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participation in ritual, periods of solitude, and life experiences that require conscious decisions 

about whether or not they wish to continue.   

 In order to elucidate the process of reversion experienced by practitioners, the role of 

music in this process, and the larger process of transformation that is necessary to go from the 

status of an aleyo (uninitiated practitioner or affiliate) to a fully initiated practitioner, I have 

examined African American Orisha-devotee communities in parts of Florida, Georgia, New 

York, and South Carolina who are affiliated with the spiritual house Ile Asho Funfun, based in 

Tallahassee, Florida.  I have interviewed and spent time with practitioners who were born into 

the religion as well as those who have reverted in an effort to compare their experiences within 

the religion, as well as to further shed light upon the process of mind, body, and spirit 

transformation that is necessary to reversion.  I have examined these practitioners’ journeys, as 

well as my own, as a scholar-practitioner who is undergoing the unending process of reversion.   

My own experiences first as an aleyo, later as an Iyawo (a newly-initiated priestess of the 

Lucumí tradition), and finally as a practicing priestess played a larger role in my research than 

initially expected.11  The process of preparing for initiation, being initiated, and becoming a 

working priestess cannot be separated from this research because the intellectual curiosity that 

the earliest phases of my reversion sparked in me served as the impetus for the research.  I 

believe that my experiences have the potential to inform the canon of religious, anthropological, 

and ethnomusicological dialogue about African spiritual traditions practiced in the Americas and 

conversion in a new way.  Furthermore, my own experiences during the course of this research 

                                                           
11 I was initiated as a priestess of Oshun on May 22, 2010 and am currently a priestess of the orisha Oshun.  

This research began as I was preparing for initiation, during my Iyawo year, and the five years after that initiation.  
The Iyawo year is a time of reflection, training, meditation, and introspection.  During this period, the initiate wears 
all white, does not look into a mirror, does not touch aleyos or non-family members, and must obey several 
restrictions which often times alienate them from society. 
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forced me to evaluate my place within the religion and subsequently served as a test for many of 

the theories that I set out at the beginning of this research.  In particular, the death of my husband 

and the initiation of my son as a priest shortly after his father’s death became focal points which 

seemed exemplary of the theories I am positing and also served as the impetus for far greater 

understanding of the religion as both a scholar and practitioner.  Moreover, as painful as it was to 

write about my experiences during this period, it became very therapeutic to do so and to view 

them as a part of the continuum of my reversion which includes both expansion and contraction.  

In addition to being a resource to scholars in ethnomusicology, anthropology, religious 

studies, and other fields, this dissertation is intended to be accessible to the community upon 

which it is based and to serve as a resource for them.  The work is not a guide book, nor is it 

meant to serve as the basis for aleyo to gain understanding of the rituals, implements, or concepts 

in Lucumí; rather, it examines the process of maturation, indoctrination, and transformation 

through several stages of reversion.  I have intentionally chosen to make the language of the 

dissertation decipherable to scholars in any field and to the aleyo without experience in 

ethnomusicology because, in addition to discussing theoretical ideals about the reversionary 

practice, this work is intended to be useful to both academics and practitioners. The research into 

my spiritual lineage, the record of how people’s lives have been impacted by Orisha worship and 

ancestral veneration, and the music associated with both collectively represent a valuable 

contribution to the African-American community and, in particular, to those who have made the 

decision to participate in the tradition.  
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Background  

 Throughout this dissertation I reference my “lineage.”  This term refers to those who are 

a part of my extended spiritual family through initiation.  The structure of my spiritual family or 

“house” mimics a nuclear family as it is headed by elders referred to as “godparents,” who are a 

married couple, and their initiates, or “godchildren,” who refer to and interact with one another 

as siblings. As such, all of the initiates in the family have responsibilities to our godparents and 

to each other. Principal among the responsibilities to our godparents is to learn about the religion 

primarily from them – and from sources with which they are aligned – and to practice the 

religion in a way that respects their traditions and taboos. Among god siblings, responsibilities 

vary based upon the amount of time that each has been involved in the tradition. Overall, both 

godparents and god siblings work together to maintain and accomplish the mission of the 

spiritual house, which is to give reverence to our personal and communal ancestors, share 

information about the tradition with each other, and to perform the functions and rituals within 

the spiritual family and the larger community that have been deemed necessary through 

divination. 

The Lucumí religion as practiced by members of my lineage often requires participants to 

make significant changes in their understanding of physical health and “dis-ease,” along with the 

causes and sustenance of overall well-being. Additionally, those who have undergone reversion 

are expected to realign many of their philosophies and actions with perceived notions of 

traditional African sensibilities of community and family, in contrast to the American and 

Christian sensibilities with which many are most familiar and comfortable. They are also 

directed to critically evaluate their previous spiritual system and/or practices with the expectation 

that this examination will inspire changes in their perceptions of divinity and their place within 



11 

 

the world. I evaluated these transformations of the mind, body, and spirit in terms of their overall 

effect on rituals and practice in order to explore the aspects of religious experiences that Orisha 

devotees often discuss as the most important aspect of their beliefs and which they cite as the 

impetus for their continued devotion.  By exploring the religion and its practitioners’ processes 

of reversion, this research has the potential to dispel many commonly held misunderstandings 

about African spiritual systems.  Additionally, the dissertation explores the sociocultural 

dynamics of ritual and transformations that take place in public ceremonies such as religious 

celebrations called bembe, 12 osa, 13 itutu, 14  and divination rituals. Before delving into these 

specifics, however, it is necessary to first discuss the history and roots of the religion. 

This dissertation focuses on my lineage of Lucumí, which involves my particular ilé15. and 

my extended spiritual family of practitioners related by initiation; however, there are many ile 

and numerous branches16, of the religion including Yoruba and Santería. 17 While this 

                                                           
12 Bembe are celebrations or parties in honor of the Orisha.  They are held in honor of one specific Orisha 

or for all of the Orisha but always contain music, dancing, and eating for each Orisha.  They may be held after osha 
or in honor of a priest’s osha anniversary. 

13 An osha or ocha is an initiation ceremony during which an initiate receives the “crown” or ashe (sacred 
power) of an Orisha, thus beginning their iyawo year and making him or her a priest or priestess of their Orisha.  It 
is most commonly referred to as ocha and, as such, that is how it is spelled throughout the dissertation. 

14 Itutu is the name of the ceremony performed after the death of a priest or priestess.  It serves to determine 
where that priest’s orisha will go and to deliver messages to the priest’s spiritual family about his death or other 
matters not resolved. 

15 Ilé are spiritual houses or groups of practitioners who are united under the guidance of a specific elder 
priest who is most often viewed as the spiritual god-parent of those practitioners.  Spiritual families are complex and 
often have affiliated ilé who are headed by the god-siblings of the elder priest.  The ilé relationship can vary in 
closeness based upon the leadership style of the elder. 

16 Within the Lucumí branch there are many lineages, each with its own specific traditions in how rituals 
are carried out.  Differences may include things as simple as the method of saluting elder priests or as important as 
the ways that initiates receive Ocha.  Additionally, each ilé respects certain taboos that come from their particular 
lineage and divination that has occurred dictating them. 

17 The religion is practiced differently in Nigeria based upon the taboos and protocol of the lineage.  
Regional lineages that I have found to be most prominent among the practitioners of Yoruba are from Oyo, 
Oshogbo, Ibadan, and Ilé-If but this is only among my primary informants. These practitioners are either trained 
by native Yoruba practitioners, in America or Nigeria, or practice the religion under the tutelage of someone who 
was trained in this way.  Often, priests of Orunmila or Ifa (the Orisha associated with destiny and accessing destiny 
through a specific form of divination known as da’afa) head these religious associations. 
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dissertation mentions members of other lineages and branches of the religion they are not its 

primary focus. Though exploring the other branches would bring insight and is important work 

for the future, to do so in this dissertation would likely be a distraction from its main focus.  

Additionally, those branches and practitioners deserve works dedicated to the specifics of each. 

It is important, nonetheless, to emphasize that participation in one branch over another may 

depend upon familial relationships, exposure and access to elders with whom one may desire to 

work and study, or a combination of the two.  There are many practitioners in America who 

study with elders who are from the Yoruba ethnic group and who, as such, practice Orisha 

devotion as a branch of the Orunmila-centered Ifa tradition.  For these people, initiation and 

acquisition of empowerments such as receiving Orisha may happen in a way that is unique to 

that specific practice and further impacted by the region of Yoruba geographic territory from 

which their teachers come. Of note is that though their practice is different from that of a Lucumí 

aleyo or priest, it is still considered by most to be the same religion. 

 While the Orisha devotee community that I have been studying traces its original roots to 

the region occupied by the Yoruba ethnic group, Lucumí is also influenced by Congolese (Palo 

Mayombe), Ghanaian (Akan and Ewe), and Beninese (vodoun) religious practices. These 

disparate but related spiritual practices came together in many parts of the Americas as a result of 

the trans-Atlantic slave trade, and as a result of the pan-African identity that was created, out of 

necessity, when enslaved Africans were displaced in the diaspora.  The spiritual practitioners of 

Cuba organized themselves into temples, or cabildos, and structured religious “families” with 

surrogate parents, or spiritual leaders, in order to preserve aspects of their culture.18  There, 

                                                           
18 Cabildos were fraternal societies that were organized by African slaves in Cuba according to ethnicity, 

nationality, or religious affiliation as early as the late sixteenth-century. 
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elders of these varying religions recognized the possibility of their particular spiritual systems 

dying out and, thus, began combining their practices with related African spiritual practitioners 

in order to share information and assure the preservation of their practices for future generations. 

This resulted in the blending that is a major feature of today’s practice of Lucumí and Santería.   

 My time spent in Nigeria with priests and priestesses of Orisha and Ifa, and my time 

working with American practitioners of Yoruba aided in my understanding of exactly how 

diverse the religion is among the Yoruba people.  The constant elements in Yorubaland practice 

include the following: 1) Historically, people were devotees of the one or two Orisha that were 

associated with their family, town, or region. 2) Ifa has come to be considered the “highest” 

initiation with these priests and priestesses viewed as having the knowledge of all major Orisha. 

3) While Ifa divination is more widespread and more frequently used than in the diaspora, Orisha 

priests are considerably capable and do often provide divination for clients. 4) Among many 

Christian and Muslim people of Yoruba descent, many indigenous religious practices and 

observations (such as the Oshun festival held annually in Oshogbo, Oshun State) are considered 

“cultural” (except by the very extreme who are more often Christian than Muslim), and as such 

participation in rites and events of the “traditionalists” is not viewed as contradictory to their 

belief in Christ or Allah. Overall, there is a degree of fluidity to the practice of the religion in 

Nigeria, that requires following protocol, but without the rigidity of doing so, that is absent in 

practice of Lucumí and Yoruba.  

Though they are not in the majority, I have encountered many American practitioners of 

Yoruba who see themselves as purists who adhere to the tenets of the religion as they perceive it 

to be currently practiced in Nigeria.  For them, receiving multiple Orisha in the Ocha ceremony, 

for instance, is a perversion of the religion since in most parts of Nigeria, one is initiated to a 
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single deity and only receives others as necessary.  There are some instances of tension between 

practitioners of Yoruba, Lucumí, and Santería devotees because of this. African-American 

practitioners of Lucumí argue that the Africans who preserved their religions and subsequently 

blended aspects of their practices in the Caribbean should be commended for their determination 

to pass on the tradition.  Practitioners of Santería, known as Santeros or Santeras, place more 

emphasis on the role of Catholic saints (hence their name), and those who are African American 

in the Lucumí and Yoruba branches of the tradition often accuse these practitioners  of either 

consciously or inadvertently attempting to divorce the religion from its African roots.  Despite 

the differences, however, I have witnessed gatherings of practitioners from all of these branches 

of the religion and am certain that they view themselves as a part of a community or as they 

often refer to it, “the tradition.” Moreover, similarities in practice are typically given precedence 

over differences. 

 The practices of Lucumí, Santería, Ifa, Yoruba, and the other traditions that are 

considered African traditional religions by the descendants of Africans in America have 

developed out of a unique need.  Unlike any other ethnic group in the United States, most 

African Americans, are unable to truly trace familial lineage beyond the enslavement of our 

ancestors.  While some historians like Henry Louis Gates have facilitated extensive genetics-

based research into the cultural and ethnic history of individuals, his work, and similar 

investigations, are not yet accessible to the majority of Americans of African descent.  We are 

incapable of going back to our ancestral home in terms of identifying a country, ethnic group, or 

clan in the way that most other groups can.  As a result of the trans-Atlantic slave trade our 

history, language, and much of our culture was lost to us, or rather, stolen from us.  The 

popularity of DNA and genealogical research among African Americans has proven that there is 
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significant interest in determining ancestry but, due to the blending of cultures in the Americas, it 

does not completely satisfy questions of direct origin, culture, and ethnicity nor is it accessible to 

all who would like the information. Due to these factors, some African Americans find 

themselves in a position of desiring to connect with what is available, for many that has meant 

that pan-Afrikan19 identity has become the norm, and kinship bonds are often established based 

upon chosen spiritual paths.   

Religious historian Albert J. Raboteau has stated that enslaved Africans in America were 

left to their own religious devices for at least the first century of their presence in America which 

represents several generations.  This time allowed African Americans to continue to nurture the 

principle elements of their philosophies towards spirituality, many of which may well have 

become a part of their later conversion to Christianity. While, on the one hand, conversion and 

salvation of the African’s soul were offered as rationalizations for their enslavement, on the 

other, to baptize the enslaved people would be to acknowledge the existence of their souls and, 

thus, violate British laws against enslaving Christians.  Additionally, many slave owners feared 

that Christian people who were enslaved would become less controllable because they would 

feel that they were on an equal spiritual level with their masters. While Raboteau is quite clear in 

his writings in identifying how traditional spiritual rituals, and beliefs were maintained in the 

                                                           
19 Spelling Africa with a “K” as in Afrikan is a conscious decision to imply unity with people of Afrikan 

descent on the continent and in the diaspora.  “K” is used here, because it implies a hard k sound that was spelled 
with a “c” by colonizers.  “K” is also used to express aversion to European definitions of who Afrikans are to 
include the way that the continent is spelled and implies solidarity with the Pan-Afrikan movement.  Throughout this 
dissertation “k” is used in the spelling of Afrikan when ideas and philosophies experienced after awareness of pan-
Afrikan-ness or cultural memory have been achieved around the idea being discussed.  This understanding has 
grown out of Afrocentric theory, which is discussed in the “Afrocentricity” section of the Review of Literature in 
this chapter. 
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Caribbean,20 he is critical of anthropologist Melville Herskovits’s assertions that African 

Americans retained large amounts of cultural and religious memory.  In spite of the fact that 

Raboteau seems less than eager to discuss this retention in great detail, he does cite a few 

accounts of worship of “pagan idols” on American plantations (Raboteau 1995, 18).   

The religious isolation of African Americans largely ended after the Church of England 

established the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts in 1701 in order to 

convince masters to convert their enslaved Africans, following which many black Americans 

began to identify themselves as Christian.21 While initially a large number rejected Christianity, 

as the laws changed in America, fewer African Americans were able to decide for themselves 

what religion they would practice. Additionally, with the mid Eighteenth-century evangelical 

movement, more blacks converted.  While this conversion was in some instances voluntary, it 

was increasingly forced upon African American enslaved people. In order for enslaved people to 

accept the new religion, it was necessary for them to contextualize it to fit their spiritual, social, 

political, and cultural needs. In the southern United States, many amalgamated African spiritual 

systems were documented.  Louisianan “voodoo” practitioners along with many “rootworkers” 

and “conjure people” in other southern states practiced alongside their Christian counterparts. In 

her 1935 book Mules and Men22  author Zora Neale Hurston wrote that the African-based 

traditions of voodoo and hoodoo were “burning with a flame in America.” She was able to 

illustrate, in that work and others that African Americans were practicing rituals rooted in 

African spiritual systems and had been for some time.   

                                                           
20 See Raboteau’s books Canaan Land: A Religious History of African Americans (1999), A Fire in the 

Bones: Reflections on African American Religious History (1994), and Slave Religion: The “Invisible Institution” in 
the Antebellum South (1978). 

21 Ibid. 
22 Hurston, Mules and Men, 196.  
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According to Blake Touchstone, voodoo existed in New Orleans as early as the late 

1700s, but became more popular with the arrival of people of African descent from Martinique 

and Haiti in about 1800 (Touchstone 1972, 375).  Some of these people came of their own 

volition in an attempt to flee the war-torn Saint-Domingue (present-day Haiti). While some were 

brought as slaves by French land owners in Haiti and turned refugees, there was a small group of 

others who were brought by their Afro-Haitian slave owners. The practices of these devotees 

blended elements of Catholicism, African religious practices, and some elements of Native 

American philosophy and rituals.  Many of the religious descendants of those practitioners of 

Vodoun who helped to establish the uniquely American practice of voodoo and contributed to 

conjure and rootworking culture, now are also a part of the sister faiths of African traditional 

religions, though not a part of the “tradition” as it is referred to in this dissertation.   

Practitioners of the tradition, in all of its forms, believe in numerous deities – all of whom 

are seen to be aspects of the Creator – and they practice varying degrees of ancestor veneration.  

Lucumí is animistic, includes nature worship, and stresses mediumship/possession, while placing 

strong emphasis on moral and upright behavior. Its practitioners draw their sense of power from 

egun23 and Orisha. Since the Yoruba and, subsequently, New World Orisha practitioners worship 

their òrì, or head, and believe that this is the first and most important Orisha, much emphasis is 

placed on care for the God within.  Further, it is believed that one can tap into the power of the 

Orisha, or ashe, by aligning one’s head with the cosmos, Orisha, and Ifa.  

Egun, on the other hand, are ancestral spirits from whom practitioners draw strength by 

observing their traditions and morality, as well as by offering them veneration.  Elders often say 

                                                           
23 Egun are venerated ancestors. 
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that, “If I stand tall, it is because I stand on the shoulders of my ancestors.”  The degree of egun 

veneration depends greatly upon the particular tradition of each lineage or ilé. 

In the tradition, there are several initiations or empowerments that practitioners may go 

through.  After receiving ileke, practitioners typically receive the warriors which gives that 

individual the ability to communicate with and draw strength from four of the Orisha: Elegba, 

Ogun, Osun, and Ochosi who are said to give the person stability and protection. Elegba, also 

known as Eshu or Elegua, is the master of languages and can communicate with the other Orisha 

on behalf of the initiate. In addition, he is the owner of the crossroads24 and the ultimate trickster.  

Ogun is the patron of blacksmiths, the master craftsman and wielder of the machete who is able 

to clear the path of the initiate. Osun is the vigilant guard who warns the initiate of any danger 

whether it be physical or spiritual. Finally, Ochosi is the master tracker and the archer who never 

misses his mark. He is said to be able to help devotees find the shortest and most direct path to 

their destiny. 

In addition to the warriors there are many Orisha that practitioners in the diaspora 

receive.  Though there are 400 “plus one” deities referred to in parts of Nigeria,25 in American 

practice, there are six that are principally worshipped and to whom people are initiated.26 These 

Orisha are representative of those that were the most frequently worshipped by the enslaved 

                                                           
24 Crossroads present a choice to the traveler of which direction to take.  There are infinite possibilities 

there, and that space represents a point that is both nowhere and somewhere, because it is before the beginning of a 
new leg in a journey and after the conclusion of the previous one. The choices, the possibilies, and the chaos are all 
in the domain of Elegba, and he relishes it as the one having dominion over it.  His energy is considered neither 
good nor bad, rather it simply is.  As such, Elegba is extremely powerful, but due to his playfulness many neglect to 
realize his power. 

25 The concept of “plus one” is discussed in greater detail in the “Expansion and Contraction” section of 
Chapter 1.  In short, it refers to the possibility of an unknown Orisha that may later be discovered. 

26 It is important to note that this list represents the most commonly worshipped.  In our own ilé there are 
priests initiated to two others not mentioned here.  They are Oba and Aganju. Additionally, there are instances of 
members having to travel to receive Orisha that our elders do not have and that are not among these most commonly 
worshipped.  
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Africans brought to the Caribbean, or those that survived long enough for their mysteries to be 

passed on by initiated priests.  They are: Yemaya, represented by the ocean and saltwater because 

she is the mother of all things; Oshun, represented by rivers and the bringer of culture and all 

sweet things; Shango, the lightning bolt who is master of the drum and deliverer of justice; 

Obatala, the old man who is the father of all Orisha and the divine sculptor of human beings 

(although only the highest God, Olodumare, has the ability to breathe life into them); Oya, the 

powerful wind and guardian of the cemetery who brings change and has a sacred connection to 

egun; and, Babaluaiye, the patron of smallpox and infectious diseases who has the ability to both 

heal and inflict illness.  

Music’s role in the tradition is multifaceted and complex.  Most simply put, it is used as 

an offering, to worship the power sources and call them into a space, and to purify people and 

places.  In these roles, music is at the center of the process of personal transformation for 

practitioners. As an offering, music is the vehicle for prayer to be heard, as well as the most 

powerful tool in coercing Orisha to manifest through mediums in ceremony. This understanding 

represents one of the first departures from traditional Christian beliefs for many of those 

undergoing reversion into the tradition.  As a mode of calling Orisha and other spirits into a 

space, music facilitates the cognitive flexibility that is required for possession to occur.  The 

ability to accept possession as a reality and to believe that music has the ability to cause or aid in 

possession is another representation of transformation in the philosophy of practitioners.  

The term used for music in Yoruba is orin but Orisha music in the Americas is referred to 

as òrìkì (spiritual songs). Òrìkì (literally, to greet the ori, or head) is often translated as “praise 

name,” and can refer either to a specific name used to refer to a being (human or deity) or to the 

poetry that is common in Yoruba culture to speak about someone with honor at public events.  In 
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our ilé, oriki (without tonal markings) is the term we use to discuss songs about Orisha; this is 

likely due to the lack of working knowledge of the Yoruba language.  I have commonly found 

through language studies that words that we use to describe things or activities are not correct 

literal translations from Yoruba language.  Rather, we may use whichever word most closely 

matches the intended meaning because it is what we have access to.27 In this case, the word for 

what is used in the songs has come to be the term by which we refer to the song.   

Though the oriki that are sung in our ile are the actual songs that include praise names, 

they function much in the same way in the style of singing, the roles that singers and 

instrumentalists play in their performance, and the texts that are sung.  Throughout the 

dissertation there is reference to our oriki and the way that they have evolved in the Americas to 

suit our needs and properly reflect ideals about our culture and relationships.  This is 

accomplished through discussions of the text and as well as analysis of music’s relationship to 

ideologies in the religion and the context in which those songs occur.  Through exegesis of the 

performance practice and the melodic changes that have occurred during the process of 

transformation of the songs to fit our needs, I will later discuss this music in terms of expansion 

and contraction as well as reversion. 

The word akpòn, which refers to the lead singer of ritual songs, stems from the word 

èpón, which means flattery.  According to Lucumí scholar and priest John Mason, “the akpòn’s 

job is to trick the knowledgeable participant as well as the òrìsà.”28  He later adds, “God and man 

in all his/her identities wants, needs, waits to be flattered in order to be forced to do good, and 

then to be praised for what they wanted, needed, waited to do.”29 In other words, the akpòn is the 

                                                           
27 See discussions of expansion in Chapter 1. 
28 Mason, Orin Oriṣa: Songs for Selected Heads, 7. 
29 Ibid. 
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master of words whose job it is to flatter the Orisha and contribute to the creation of ritual space 

in which Orisha will feel wanted or needed.  Once in the ritual space, the Orisha, who have 

mounted or possessed the medium, are able to give advice and/or enjoy the ceremony. Many 

times, Orisha come to ritual to give devotees messages which can incite individual and 

community healing.  

The master drummer, who leads the instrumental ensemble, must be able to play the 

specific rhythms that speak to the entity the akpòn is singing to or about.  He must know the 

language (both literally and metaphorically) of the akpòn, the drum, and the Orisha fluently, and 

be able to read where the akpòn is going musically. Drummers may play congas, as is most often 

the case in my ilé, or they may play batá.  Bata are a set of three, hour-glass shaped drums that 

have a head on either side (one larger than the other).  The consecrated batá drums and those that 

have been initiated to play them are referred to as añya or añyan. These añya drummers are able 

to make the drums speak the praise names of each Orisha during the songs about them, by 

mimicking the rhythm and tonal inflection of the Yoruba language. 

Equally important to the individual roles of the akpòn and lead drummer is that both must 

understand where the chorus needs to go (musically and spiritually) in order to entice the Orisha 

into the space. The chorus is expected to know the proper responses to the akpòn’s calls or the 

oro (order of the songs for the Orisha).  In addition to understanding the orìkì (all sung in 

Yoruba), the chorus, which is made up of all practitioners in attendance at any given spiritual 

events, must be familiar with the traditional dances done for the Orisha that go along with the 

rhythms and songs. According to Akinlana Lowman, a lead singer in training to become an 

akpòn, the songs are the most important and effective tool that bring the Orisha into a 
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ceremony.30  These take precedence over the drumming because they are led by the akpòn and 

involve interaction with the chorus. The call and response of the akpòn and chorus accompanied 

by the drums that are speaking directly to the Orisha make practitioners dance, and the dancing 

builds to the climax, which is the mounting of the medium.   

Transformation occurs on many levels for practitioners in the context of ritual and 

ceremony.  For individuals, these ceremonial events, which last several hours, are representative 

of only a fraction of the large scale transformation that is important to them.  However, for each 

attendee at ceremonies, there may be a different description of what personal changes began in 

that context. 

In my own experience, while ceremonies are opportunities to interact with my 

community and feel the presence of the divine, they do not completely represent what my 

journey has been. These events are beautiful and, for most aleyos, they present a romanticized 

image of what the tradition is all about. For elders who better understand the process, however, 

they are only an introit to what the religion does and is. I had attended many ceremonies before I 

could honestly say that I understood what was happening and began to understand how the 

ceremonies are a starting point for the personal development that is entailed in reversion.  For 

me, true understanding has come--or rather is coming--from daily acts of devotion and reflection 

upon who I was and where I was before and during my road to ocha.  Elders in my ilé remind me 

that, “Elders can see sitting down what children cannot see standing” (Yoruba proverb). This is 

usually said to remind me that it takes time and experience to understand all that is in front of us. 

However, I think that this is an apt description of how time in the tradition and personal 

                                                           
30 Akinlana Lowman, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, April 19, 2009. 
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transformation gives new meaning to what the aleyo may initially see as magical or mystical 

elements of ceremony. While it remains both magical and mystical for initiates, over time it 

appears like a manifestation of the powers that lie within all of us.    

Purpose and Significance 

 Practitioners often describe the time leading up to their initiation into Orisha priesthood 

as the “road to the doors of ocha.”  This dissertation examines the transformation that happens 

both on the road to ocha and after initiation in the life of an initiated priest who has undergone 

reversion, during both the Iyawo year (first year of initiation when the new priest is called an 

Iyawo or a bride of the Orisha), and throughout the life of initiated priests. This transformation is 

viewed through the lens of an ethnomusicologist who is also a practitioner. 

 This research explores how people who revert to the Lucumí religion change both 

mentally and spiritually as a result of their participation in the spiritual community.  It looks at 

the role music has played in bringing the Orisha tradition to the United States, as well as ways 

that music has facilitated changes for  practitioners in the context of ritual space.31  In order to 

ascertain the degree to which these changes have occured for participants, specific questions 

about their interpretation of particular events and portions of ceremony, ritual, and application of 

the philosophy have been asked of colleagues at different points in the research to colleagues.  

This is important to explore because historically the religion has been studied primarily in terms 

of specific rituals, instrumentation, and beliefs.32  Additionally, this topic has been largely 

                                                           
31 These changes will be documented through personal interviews with research colleagues at different 

points in their reversion process.  At each interview, certain questions will remain the same. 
32 For studies on the religion in terms of rituals, instrumentation and beliefs see Omosade J. Awolalu, 

Yoruba Beliefs and Sacrificial Rites (New York: Athelia Henrietta Press, Inc., 1996); William R. Bascom, “The 
Focus of Cuban Santeria” in Southwestern Journal of Anthropology 6:1 (Spring 1950) 64-68; Steven B. Cornelius, 
“Personalizing Public Symbols through Music Ritual: Santería’s Presentation to Aña” in Latin American Music 
Review 16:1, (Spring-Summer 1995): 42-57; Harold Courlander, “Musical Instruments of Cuba” in The Musical 
Quarterly 28:2 (April 1942): 227-240; Bolaji E. Idowu, Olòdùmaré in Yorùbá Belief, 2nd Edition (New York: 
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ignored and underexplored within the African-American community with music and 

transformation as the central themes.  African Americans come to participate in the tradition for 

many reasons; among these is the recognition that there is an imbalance in their lives or a lack of 

a connection to their African roots.  These realizations are often related to their initial contact 

with music and dance.  Additionally, it is necessary to understand what sustains the desire to 

become fully initiated in this religion whose elders often make reversion difficult.   

 

Review of Literature 

There exists a significant amount of scholarship about Orisha traditions as practiced in 

the United States and elsewhere in the Americas, and about the sources of these spiritual 

traditions.  Though very informative, the literature is somewhat limited as it primarily falls into 

one of the following categories: Cuban and/or Cuban American manifestations of Orisha-

centered religion with some ancillary discussions of the Caribbean as a whole or specific islands;  

African origins of diaspora religions and religious practices, focusing on the rituals and 

ceremonies of practitioners; associated phenomena of possession; and discussions of music in 

terms of instruments, songs, and the role of music in ceremonies.  My research builds upon much 

of this scholarship but departs from it in terms of focus and approach. It will contribute to the 

fields of ethnomusicology, anthropology, religion, and related social sciences by providing an 

alternative application of participants’ personal stories and opinions. While elucidating some of 

the previously explored topics, my work, informed by my own experiences in the religion, makes 

                                                           

Original Publications) 1994; Portia K. Maultsby, “Africanisms in African-American Music” in Africanisms in 
American Culture edited by Joseph E. Holloway (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1990): 185-210. 
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a unique contribution by considering the importance of personal journeys in the Lucumí 

community that I have studied.   

African Diasporic Religious History 

 Exploring the diasporic religious experiences of Africans in the Americas was of great 

value as it assisted me in better understanding the cultural influences upon my research 

colleagues’ experiences in the tradition.  In an effort to best situate their current experiences 

within the context of African American, Afro-Caribbean, and African traditional religious 

culture, I studied the work of religious historians, art historians, choreographers, novelists, and 

anthropologists. 

I have relied heavily upon scholarship in African-American religious history including 

the work of John Boles, Riggins R. Earl, Jr., and Albert J. Raboteau among others.  In particular, 

I focused on the work of Raboteau, who has written several books and articles about the religious 

practices of enslaved African Americans in the antebellum south.  He includes slave narratives 

and accounts of slave owners about the spiritual tendencies of blacks working on plantations, 

along with careful consideration of the impact of interactions between these groups.  

Furthermore, his work examines the ways that enslaved people interpreted Biblical scripture to 

negotiate their own beliefs and principles with those of Christianity, as well as their status as 

people who did not have ownership over their own souls.  While there are points with which I 

disagree in Raboteau’s work – mainly the conclusion that most enslaved African Americans 

retained little of their African religious practices because of the nature of their captivity –  he 

provides ample information to inform my understanding of the history of Christianity in the 

black community. 
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The history of Orisha practice in America is firmly rooted in its associated music and 

dance traditions.  The scholarship and performance tradition established by Katherine Dunham, 

Zora Neale Hurston, and Pearl Primus opened the eyes of African Americans to the intellectual, 

spiritual, and cultural wealth that was available to them through participation, observation, and 

study of African art forms.33  Their work was inspired, in part, by the work of anthropologist 

Melville Herskovits, who in his landmark 1937 book Life in a Haitian Valley, dealt with some of 

the African spiritual survivals34 of the Americas.  Upon that strong foundation, Hurston builds 

new connections between the practice of Haitian Vodou and the working of hoodoo in the 

American south in her 1935 book Mules and Men.   

As aforementioned, Albert Raboteau identifies traditional spiritual practices, rituals, and 

beliefs that were maintained in the Caribbean in his books (1978, 1994, 1999), but is critical of 

anthropologist Melville Herskovits’s assertions that African Americans retained large amounts of 

cultural and religious memory.  My research, however, suggests that Herskovits’s assumptions 

were more accurate as I have come to the conclusion that African Americans retained immense 

amounts of African culture which are manifested in many religious practices.  This conclusion is 

supported by the work of author Robert Farris Thompson in his book Flash of the Spirit: African 

and Afro-American Art and Philosophy, which argues that the term Afro-American is a valid 

acknowledgement of the African retentions in African American culture. While he opens the 

                                                           
33 Katherine Dunham and Pearl Primus were responsible for arranging performances of traditional African 

and Afro-Cuban musicians and dancers in the 1940s and 1950s.  Additionally, both started dance companies in New 
York whose repertoire included works meant to inspire interest in African music and culture.   

34 African spiritual survivals includes ancestor veneration, animism, and spiritual philosophies and acts 
which resemble or match those that were a part of traditional religious practices. For additional sources on 
Africanisms and African spiritual survivals see Robert Farris-Thompson, Flash of the Spirit (New York: Vintage 
Press, 1984); Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1992); and,  Joseph E. Holloway, ed., Africanisms in American Culture (Bloomington: Indiana 
University Press, 1990). 
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book by discussing the Africanisms in cultural expressions such as music (Farris Thompson 

1984, xiii), he goes on to discuss in great detail the ways that African and African American 

religious art reflect a shared understanding of the world and spirituality.      

 Herskovits’s research informed the work of William Bascom who, like Raboteau, 

contended that the degree to which African Americans and Afro-Caribbeans retained elements of 

indigenous spiritual practice was less than what Herskovits argued it to be.  In his 1950 article, 

“The Focus of Cuban Santeria,” Bascom asserted that the focal elements of Cuban Santeria may 

“not represent a carry-over of the focus of West African religion, but a shift in emphasis which 

has occurred as a result of culture contact.”  Bascom was not alone in this opinion, which I and 

other scholars, including Farris Thompson, Hurston, and Mbiti, have since disputed.  In his 1988 

article, “Afro-American Religious Syncretism in Brazil and the United States: A Weberian 

Perspective,” Evandro Camara sets out to prove that while Protestant Christianity as it was 

practiced in the United States left little to no room for African cultural retention, in Brazil, the 

similarities in Catholicism and traditional African religious practices permitted not cultural 

retentions but parallels that allowed the process of syncretism to occur (Camara 1988, 299-318). 

Though both Bascom’s and Camara’s conclusions regarding the degree of retention are incorrect, 

they are both still valuable today, if for no other reason than their work increased the general 

interest in the subject matter. Bascom’s contemporaries in the field of anthropology and religion 

spent similar amounts of time discussing Orisha-centered religion in the diaspora as a syncretic 

phenomenon while identifying specific elements of the practice.35  My work builds upon 

                                                           
35 For more on syncretic aspects of Orisha-centered practice in the diaspora see James Houk, 

“Anthropological Theory and the Breakdown of Eclectic Folk Religions” in Journal of the Scientific Study of 
Religion 35:4 (December 1996):442-447; Jacob U. Gordon, “Yoruba Cosmology and Culture in Brazil: A Study of 
African Survivals in the New World” in Journal of Black Studies 10:2 (December 1979): 231-244; Andrés I. Peréz y 
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Bascom’s valuable record of the practice, ritual, and ceremony of Orisha devotees but also 

reflects current anthropological and ethnomusicological approaches to culture including 

informant-centered ethnography, reflexivity, and polyvocality.  While I see the value in 

examining how these progressive thinkers of their time explored themes of divinity, possession, 

and objects in the religion my work departs from theirs by exploring in greater detail--and with 

less ethnocentricity--how practitioners feel about their experiences with divinity, possession, and 

objects in the religion.  Additionally, I conducted my work from an ethnomusicologist’s 

perspective with a particular focus on the processes of participants who were not born into the 

religion,36 as is the case with most of the practitioners that I worked with.  Finally, by focusing 

on what most practitioners identify as their primary personal benefits of remaining in the 

religion, I believe that I have achieved a new level of depth in understanding the meaning of their 

behavior and beliefs.  

The religions and surrounding cultures at the center of my dissertation have been 

explored from the perspective of historians and religious scholars as well.  James Houk explored 

Trinidadian Orisha devotion as a part of his study of “eclectic folk religions” and identified 

elements of these folk religions that have been misunderstood by scholars as a result of their 

inability to depart from traditional theories in religious studies.  Similarly, Evandro Camara 

examined African religious elements that have survived in Brazil and compared the degree of 

                                                           

Mena, “Cuban Santería, Haitian Vodun, Puerto Rican Spiritualism: A Multiculturalist Inquiry into Syncretism” in 
Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, 37:1 (March 1998): 15-27. 

36 The phrase that those undergoing reversion to Lucumí were not born into the tradition indicates one of 
the primary ways that reversion is viewed differently in this work than how it is viewed within Islam.  In the Islamic 
faith reversion is seen as a return to the natural religion of man that is a universal truth.  Here it means that reversion 
is a return to the ways that their ancestors related to the divine and a natural way of doing so in spite of the fact that 
their parents were not practitioners of this mode of religious behavior.  The process of reversion, therefore is a return 
to both the individual and ancestral way.  By referring to them as people who were not born into the religion, I am 
simply saying that their families were not practitioners.  
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retention there to that of blacks in the United States.  While both of these studies contributed 

greatly to the discourse on African spirituality manifested in the Americas, neither dealt with the 

issue of personal transformation or the unique experiences of African Americans.  Furthermore, 

the approaches of Camara (a comparative study between survivals in two vastly different 

cultures) and of Houk (from the perspective of the religion nearing a breaking point because of 

the necessity to conform to European ideals of organization) neglected to consider the process of 

enculturation and the perspectives of those who participate in the religion.  These shortcomings 

noted, I found the explorations of cultural memory (Camara) and religious theory (Houk) are 

valuable to my examination of identity and history in the African American communities of 

Orisha practitioners in the United States.  

African Origins of Lucumí  

Africanists like Awolalu (1996), Idowu (1994), Courlander (1973), Law (1997), Lucas 

(1996), Matory (1999), Barber (1991), and Smallwood (1975) provided the historical basis upon 

which much of my analysis was built. Their work – which represents diverse fields and differing 

perspectives – traced the Yoruba and Lucumí nations in Africa and their associated religious 

traditions to the Americas (Awolalu, Idowu, Courlander and Smallwood) and also provided 

historical, religious, linguistic, and social backgrounds and theories (Law, Lucas, Barber, and 

Matory) that I was able to build upon.  In particular, Courlander and Idowu’s works provide 

varying levels of emic views of the relevance of stories of Orisha (itan in Yoruba, apataki in 

Lucumí) and linguistic clues regarding the origin of many practices that are unique to African 

American communities of devotees.  What these scholars lacked in musical expertise they more 

than compensated for in their grasp of the historical record and its relevance to “new world” 

interpretations of the African spiritual practices.    
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While both Idowu’s and Courlander’s work gave voice to the practitioners who are 

experts on the subject, both approach their work from the perspective of ethnographers who, for 

varying reasons, failed to capture the essence of the religion.  Courlander, for instance, provided 

detailed information about the instruments used in Santería rituals in his 1942 article “Musical 

Instruments of Cuba,” but neglected to discuss why they are used. It is therefore my goal to 

allow my research affiliates to begin to discuss practical applications of these stories and the 

ways that their meaning has evolved through daily interaction with, and devotion to, the Orisha, 

egun, and spirit guides.  

Furthermore, while Idowu, who was a Methodist minister, provided a very informative 

and detailed history of the concept of the highest god/creator, known as Olodumare in Yoruba, 

tracing the linguistic history of the word, and delving into the religious philosophy of the Yoruba 

people, while providing insight into larger West African indigenous religious thought, he did so 

from a purely academic perspective without any interest or attention to the religion and its 

meaning to practitioners.  His work lacks attention to people’s feelings about the philosophy and 

the religion as well as how the religion’s philosophy allows for constant recontextualization by 

its believers.  Additionally, as the document was originally written as a dissertation towards a 

doctoral degree in divinity and the author--himself ethnically Yoruba--expressly rejects the 

indigenous religion in favor of Christianity, there are some parts that, whether intentional or not, 

seem theocentric. There are also portions that gave the impression that the author was defending 

the practices of Orisha worshippers against what was likely a negative attitude towards them by 

the church all of which leave the reader with the impression that the religion is a backward 

tradition of the past. 
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Karin Barber contributes greatly to an understanding of how Yoruba oriki texts can be 

analyzed and, in so doing, provides great insight into how I have come to analyze those 

encountered in my research.  She discusses the art of praise poetry and asserts that òrìkì, as they 

are performed by Yoruba praise singers, must be analyzed as oral performative works.  In her 

book, I Could Speak Until Tomorrow: Oriki, Women, and the Past in A Yoruba Town as well as 

in her article “Quotation in the Constitution of Yorùbá Art,” she asserts that reducing the art of 

their quotations and improvisations to a scriptocentric analysis of texts is a Eurocentric endeavor.  

Also of note, she discusses the ways in which the craft transforms over time and how even set 

texts that incorporate quotations from oriki change due to cultural shifts and socio-cultural 

pressures.  In her discussion of this phenomenon she says that “literary texts tell us things about 

society and culture that we could learn in no other way” (Barber 1991, 1), going on to note that 

that oriki have the ability to reveal ideals about community from which they come, but more 

importantly they reveal relationships and between people and people and the divine (Barber 

1991, 2).  Building upon her work, I have endeavored in my analysis to consider performance 

context as well as akpon’s intent when singing oriki.   

Musicological Studies  

The majority of musicological studies related to Orisha tradition, explore the bata (sacred 

drum) tradition and the instruments that are at the heart of religious ceremony.  Steven Cornelius, 

for example, dealt with the presentation to Aña (cult of consecrated sacred bata) and the ritual 

associated with those ceremonies but did not address the aspect of transformation that is a part of 

the initiation ceremony which requires presentation to Aña. Harold Courlander has written on 

Afro-Cuban instruments but omitted discussions of the metaphoric role and identity of these 

instruments and the process of learning, performing, and teaching them. Kevin Delgado provided 
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a fascinating exploration of the instruments of the Santeria religion in Cuba as well as a detailed 

history of the religion and though his work informed much of my thinking about the instruments 

used in ceremony and the repertoire associated with Orisha, since my focus was on the ways that 

those instruments made practitioners feel, I did not specifically reference it.  It did impact some 

discussions with drummers however, in terms of better understanding the struggle that African 

Americans had in obtaining access to the drums and therefore directed some of the dissertation’s 

direction.  Judith Gleason explored several song texts associated with the religions but does this 

from her linguistic perspective without a discussion of the culture which surrounds the songs.   

Ethnomusicologists have, without a doubt, done cutting-edge research and produced 

important ethnographies which have contributed to cultural explorations.  Katherine Hagedorn 

took a reflexive approach when exploring the social, economic, and cultural impact of music 

associated with African derived spiritual systems on Cuba.  Similarly, I incorporate many of my 

own experiences as an ethnomusicologist who was in the process of initiation while undertaking 

the start of my research and, later, as I explored my own reactions to events and rituals that 

occurred over its course.  Unlike Hagedorn, however, I choose to discuss both my own processes 

of transformation along with that of my research collaborators and the role of music as an overall 

theme.  Additionally, my work differs from hers in that I endeavor to shed light on rituals and 

ceremonies not through an exploration of what takes place in them, but in examining what takes 

place for individuals before, during, and after said rituals and ceremonies, to include changes in 

attitude, cognitive processes, interpretations of events, and formations of identity within and 

outside of those ceremonies.   

 Likewise, Gregory Barz and Timothy J. Cooley’s seminal work, Shadows in the Field 

with its varied approaches to fieldwork and ethnography impacted my thinking about approach 
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significantly.  Essays in the edited book emphasized experiencing the field in which the 

ethnomusicologist found himself and seemed to encourage reflexivity and phenomenology.   

Like many of the essays in the book, Kay Kaufman Shelemay’s, “The Ethnomusicologist, 

Ethnographic Method, and the Transmission of Tradition” led me to believe that I could be a 

successful participant and conduct research.37  Moreover, her essay validated my belief that as 

such, I was perhaps more qualified to write about my own community.  Other essays in the book 

like Deborah Wong’s “Moving: From Performance to Performative Ethnography and Back 

Again” clarified for me the ways that representation of the community being studied is informed 

by observation as well as drew my attention to the ways that perspective and cultural experience 

informed the lense through which ethnographers view, present, and interpret the behaviors of 

informants.38 

 Ethnomusicologist, Steven M. Friedson’s book Dancing Prophets: Musical Experience in 

Tumbuka Healing, gave me insight into what a phenomenological and reflexive approach to 

fieldwork and ethnography actually is.  Though I realized very early in my research what 

information I was attempting to gather, this book helped me to realize the importance of being 

aware of my expectations and the potential for them to impact how I gathered information.  As 

such, I reminded myself often of the potential for discoveries and was open to exploring them in 

a more honest way.  My research and the conclusions that I drew about spiritual and emotional 

growth in the Lucumí tradition therefore, became increasingly based upon both my, and my 

                                                           
37 Kay Kaufman Shelemay, “The Ethnomusicologist, Ethnographic Method, and the Transmission of 

Tradition,” in Shadows in the Field: New Perspectives for Fieldwork in Ethnomusicology, 2nd Edition, edited by 
Gregory Barz and Timothy J. Cooley (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 141-156. 

38 Deborah Wong, “Moving: From Performance to Performative Ethnography and Back Again,” in 
Shadows in the Field: New Perspectives for Fieldwork in Ethnomusicology, 2nd Edition, edited by Gregory Barz and 
Timothy J. Cooley (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 76-89. 
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informants’ lived experiences.  Since I was a part of the community that I studied, unlike 

Friedson, I worried that my research would lack the element of surprise or departures from my 

expectations, but I found that I was surprised often and the author’s concepts of lifeworlds within 

lived experiences helped me process these occurances.  

Bode Omojola’s thoughtful book, Yorùbá Music in the Twentieth Century: Identity, 

Agency, and Performance Practice assisted me greatly in navigating the complexity of Yoruba 

ethnicity.  By addressing the group’s internal diversity despite its seeming external unity and 

coming to understand that the Yoruba ethnic identifier is incomplete at best when discussing the 

people to which it refers, I was able to better place the traditions of African American informants 

who identified their practices as simply “Yoruba.”  Additionally, his discussion of drumming 

styles associated with one of the three classes of Orisha (primordial, elevated heroes, and those 

associated with natural phenomena) provided evidence of both theories that I develop over the 

course of the dissertation dealing with the diasporic practitioners’ ideological approach to the 

religion. 

Experiential Approaches 

Perhaps the most significant contribution of existing scholarship to my dissertation is in 

terms of methodological and theoretical approaches, both of which were informed by scholars in 

varying fields.  Michael Atwood Mason explored bodily enactment of belief by describing the 

cognitive transformation that practitioners go through as they learn to prostrate themselves in 

front of elder priests.  While practitioners prostrate in acknowledgement of the ashe that those 

priests carry with them rather than a form of worship of the person, the act is very difficult for 

many to understand and its meaning is often misinterpreted until practitioners reach a certain 

level of transformation.  Atwood is the only scholar that I have found who acknowledges the 
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need for practitioners of Orisha traditions to actually change their view of themselves and elder 

priests in order to come to a deeper understanding.  I explore this level of transformation in more 

depth as well as how new practitioners and aleyos view the act of prostration.  Furthermore, I 

discuss the act in terms of the presence of people not of African descent and the necessity of 

performing this act of respect for people no matter their ethnicity as an example of evolving 

understanding in the tradition.   

 Donna Daniels, an initiated priestess and practitioner of Yoruba, explored her traditions 

in terms of experiences of women practitioners of color in the San Francisco Bay Area.  In a 

similar vein to my work, her reflexive approach both complicated and aided her research and 

contributed a level of honesty, respect, and reflection that I have not encountered in other 

resources about the Orisha tradition.  Likewise, Timothy Rice, Michael Bakan, and Valena 

Huntington, study diverse forms of music of different world cultures (and in Huntington’s case 

dance/movement as well) with the recognition that not only can their own experiences be a part 

of their understanding of the subject area but that they cannot, in fact, be separated from their 

interpretations of specific phenomena.  I recognized from the outset of this research that my 

experiences had to be explored as an integral part of this dissertation because they have served as 

the impetus for this research and would therefore inform my findings.   

Philosophers’ works have similarly impacted my approach to this research; In particular,   

phenomenology as advanced through the work of Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and Michael 

Jackson.  Jackson developed Hegel’s ideas about the truth of experience and the nature of being 

into the contemporary view of a phenomenon or event’s interpretation being based upon the 

experiences, understanding, and beliefs of the observer and also his notions of the validity of 

more than one reality.  Building upon these ideas, I have written this dissertation remembering 
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that the perspective of my research informants is as valid as my own.  As is common in 

ethnography informants’ perspectives are framed by my own, but it is not my intent to privilege 

existing scholarship or my perspective over theirs.  

Afrocentricity 

 Afrocentricity is a philosophy which, according to Molefi Kete Asante, makes Africa a 

subject as opposed to an object.  Proponents of the philosophy aim to “...seek ways to unite the 

country (America) based on mutual respect for the cultural agency of all its people” (Asante 

1998, xi).  The goal is to place Africa and African people at the center of analysis that involves 

African culture and behavior (Ibid, 2).  While this is a very simple concept, studies of African or 

diasporic cultures or behaviors have not been studied this way for most of Western history. 

Asante expresses frustration that I and other scholars also feel at constantly having aspects of 

culture that are clearly African examined and analyzed from a Eurocentric perspective or 

constantly compared with what is presumed the European baseline.   

My work and general disposition is heavily in line with Afrocentric philosophy as it is 

defined in Asante’s The Afrocentric Idea.  Specifically, I aim to work from the perspective of 

African people and use African frameworks to build the theories upon which my research is 

based because it is about African cosmology that has survived the great tragedy of the trans-

Atlantic slave trade, and been re-imagined and re-invented by Africans born in the diaspora.   

This philosophy of Afrocentricity should not be mistaken for Afrocentrism, which has 

drawn many critics.  Afrocentrism, according to its critics, is based on untruths about the African 

presence in the ancient world as they are compiled and told in Martin Bernal’s book Black 
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Athena, Volume 1. 39  In that book, Bernal claims that much of what we know as Greek history is 

based upon the thoughts and innovations of Africans in Egypt and Asians.  These ideas are also 

expressed in George G. M. James’ Stolen Legacy. Though Asante notes that he is interested in 

the work of Bernal and James, his work is not based upon theirs.  While I am similarly 

disinterested in debating the validity of some Afrocentrists arguments about the African presence 

in the ancient world.  I am very explicit about my research being based in an African-centered 

approach.  In addition to the above mentioned goals of my work, it is also aimed at placing 

Africa, African people, the African diaspora, and the ideals of both of those groups of people at 

the center of this research as I believe that it is of the utmost importance that any scholar of 

African and/or diasporic studies be Afrocentric if they hope to present a fair analysis of the topic.  

In light of this, I assert that the work of Malcolm X, Bob Marley, Fela Kuti, and thousands of 

others is Afrocentric. 

 

Methodology and Theoretical Approach 

 The nature of this research and the resulting document required that my methodological 

and theoretical approaches be uniquely combined.  My methodology is informed by the work of 

historians, anthropologists, sociologists, ethnomusicologists, and art historians.  I seek to 

describe a process of transformation that I have been living for the last fifteen years and that I 

continue to live, and in doing so I had to answer several of my own research questions.  It is 

therefore necessary that I describe the methods by which I undertook this project, and the 

                                                           
39 These critical views are expressed in Mary R. Lefkowitz, Not Out of Africa: How Afrocentrism Became 

an Excuse to Teach Myth as History (New York: Free Press/A New Republic Book, 1992); Mary R. Lefkowitz and 
Guy Maclean Rogers, eds., Black Athena Revisited (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996); Stephy 
Howe, Afrocentrism: Mythical Pasts and Imagined Homes (London: Verso, 1998). 
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theories that informed it, at once rather than in the traditional mode of separating them.  As such, 

I provide here the theoretical approaches which support each aspect of my methodology.   

I used several theoretical approaches in this research.  Principal among these approaches 

was reflexivity.  Due to my involvement in the tradition and my own experiences as I continue to 

undergo reversion, it was necessary and unavoidable to reflect upon my role within the religion 

and how my presence in ceremonies and interaction with participants impacted the resulting 

document and analysis of information.  As a result, I found it necessary to include polyvocality 

and phenomenology in my approach to this project.  As a practitioner, and in order to analyze the 

information that I was given in the most ethical way, I gave voice and authority to my 

informants.  These approaches seem to me to be the most natural and honest ways to grapple 

with the challenges that I faced as an insider discussing the spiritual practices in which I 

participate and the people with whom I have strong personal bonds.  

Reflexivity 

In order to fully explore the tradition that I was studying, and because of the intellectual 

curiosity that was aroused by my own participation and the related experiences, my 

representation of ceremonies, rituals, and interactions that I  had as a participant required honesty 

and sensitivity.  Timothy Rice has said that, “personal experience is … the place where 

understanding begins and in some sense remains located.”40  I understand reversion as a person 

who has undergone and is undergoing the process.  I could only truthfully speak about 

transformation if I acknowledge that my understanding of it as the core of the religion came from 

my own involvement.  Similarly, my recognition of these processes at work, and the role of 

music in each, came from my academic and professional experiences.   

                                                           
40Timothy Rice, May it Fill Your Soul: Experiencing Bulgarian Music, 10. 
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As Michael Bakan has written relative to being a student and a performer of Balinese 

beleganjur drumming, “I have attempted to demonstrate by way of example that explicitly 

acknowledging and engaging with one’s own experiential path through the interpersonal 

encounters of fieldwork is of scholarly relevance whether or not the particular experiences 

explored ultimately lead beyond themselves and the ostensibly ‘fabricated,’ ‘artificial’ spheres of 

intercultural musical interaction from which they originated.”41  Like Bakan, I believe that I 

needed to explore my experiences with my teachers because they have ultimately made me 

rethink what ethnomusicology is, and is capable of, as well as my role within it.  My world view 

and the resulting dissertation that I produced may or may not significantly impact the way that 

outsiders view my religion.  However, if there is even a chance that it will, I knew that it was 

important that I be honest about the relationship that I have with my informants and the 

community that I study.   

Mary Louise Pratt argued for the inclusion of personal narrative in “Fieldwork in 

Common Places.”42  There, she discussed the reason that such inclusions have not been “…killed 

by science, and why they are worth looking at, especially to people interested in countering the 

tendency toward alienation and dehumanization in much conventional ethnographic 

description.”43  While I do not believe that the majority of ethnographic description dehumanizes 

those whose culture is being researched, I acknowledge that this happens more often than it 

should.  It is my belief that if I attempted to present the facts that I learned about these processes 

of transformation without self-reflection upon my own process, I would not have produced an 

                                                           
41 Michael Bakan, Music of Death and New Creation: Experiences in the World of Balinese Gamelan 

Beleganjur, 330. 
42 Mary Louise Pratt, “Fieldwork in Common Places.” In Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of 

Ethnography, ed. James Clifford and George E. Marcus (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986), 27-50 
43 Ibid. 33. 
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honest and ethical document.  Though this dissertation is not primarily my story, it is not 

completely divorced from my story.  Further, as a result of my participation in the community 

that I studied, the dissertation traced the process of transformation of an individual who is able to 

articulate stages of this process without the formality and assumptions that are often a part of 

telling one’s story to a “researcher.”  

The research for this dissertation took place primarily in Tallahassee, Florida though 

some interviews were conducted in Atlanta and New York during visits there for ceremonies. 

My presence at and interpretations of all of the events--which included initiations, naming 

ceremonies, rituals, divinations, and itutu ceremonies--were an integral part of my ethnographic 

work.  While it was not my initial intention to place my own experiences at the center of the 

dissertation, due to events that occurred in association with my initiation, my son’s initiation, and 

my husband’s end of life rituals, they became the main events at which I conducted research and 

was able to reflect upon, and test, the theories I had begun to formulate about the experiences 

associated with spiritual growth. My own life became representative of the transformation that I 

had planned on examining as a scholar.  I also told the stories of other initiates and aleyos, and 

believe that through sharing all of these I was able to present a more complete, honest, and 

personal picture of the tradition than has been previously presented.  

Phenomenology  

 While examining Lucumí using a reflexive approach, I have come to view the religion 

from the perspective of, and consistent with, practitioners.  It is my belief that my elders in the 

religion are the authorities on the community that I studied, and their voices are therefore 

privileged and afforded special merit in this work.  Recognizing that events, experiences, music, 

and religious philosophy may have many truths and/or interpretations, I used each of these to 
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provide insight into the subject matter without privileging an outsider’s interpretation over that 

of an insider.   

 I used phenomenology as the foundation upon which I constructed a post-modern 

ethnographic dissertation and therefore include reference to the work of Steven Tyler here.  

Tyler’s contribution to the book, Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, 

provides an idealized definition of post-modern ethnography.  He states that, “A post-modern 

ethnography is a cooperatively evolved text consisting of fragments of discourse intended to 

evoke in the minds of both reader and writer an emergent fantasy of a possible world of 

commonsense reality, and thus to provoke an aesthetic integration that will have a therapeutic 

effect.” 44  He goes on to discuss the importance of dialogue as opposed to monologue and 

stresses that the nature of ethnography should be cooperative and collaborative resulting in “a 

polyphonic text,”45 and, further, establishes that, “the point of discourse is not how to make a 

better representation, but how to avoid representation,” in an attempt to evoke an integration of 

fragmented experiences and understandings.   

In short, I build upon Tyler’s model of post-modern ethnography in terms of privileging 

discourse which “…foregrounds dialogue as opposed to monologue, and emphasizes the 

cooperative and collaborative nature of the ethnographic situation in contrast to the ideology of 

transcendental observer.”46 I present practitioners’ narratives along with my own analysis--with 

clear delineation between the two--in order to preserve the oral history in written form.  The 

                                                           
44 Stephen Tyler, “Post-Modern Ethnography: From Document of the Occult to Occult Document,” in 

Writing Culture: The Poetics and Politics of Ethnography, ed. James Clifford and George E. Marcus (Berkley: 
University of California Press, 1986), 125. 

45 Ibid., 128. 
46 Ibid., 126. 
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elders of this tradition have witnessed the beginning of this particular manifestation of African 

spirituality in the Americas from its inception and therefore, deserve to be heard uninterrupted.   

Ethnographers since Tyler’s initial contribution of a post-modern model have come to 

understand that even the most earnest attempts at collaborative ethnography privilege specific 

opinions in varying ways.  However, the attempt at polyvocality with honest reflexive and 

phenomenological approaches is able yield superb work.  Though there are significant 

differences in our approaches, this dissertation is informed by the methodology of 

ethnomusicologists Frank Gunderson (2010), Steven Friedson (1996), and Kaye Kaufman 

Shelemay (1989). 

I conducted my preliminary research with elders in Ile Asho Fun Fun (the house of the 

white cloth), which is my own spiritual lineage, and who are based in the North Florida/South 

Georgia area.  I interviewed these elders in order to ascertain the history of the lineage, the 

process of enculturation of those practitioners, and the history of the religious tradition.  

Additionally, I interviewed initiates and aleyos, from my lineage and others, who have specific 

roles in music, to include drummers, lead singers, and chorus singers.  Many of these people are 

personal contacts that have extensive archives of pictures, recordings, and documents which I 

was able to examine.  I undertook these interviews and archival research in an attempt to broaden 

my knowledge about the tradition as it is practiced in this particular lineage and in order to 

develop a larger base of understanding of processes of enculturation, agency in the community, 

and music performance practice.  Additionally, I interviewed singers and drummers from other 

lineages as well as priests of Ifa, some of whom are associated with my lineage and some of 

whom are priests born into the tradition in Nigeria. 
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As a part of my own spiritual development, I was initiated into Lucumí in May of 2010.  

This event afforded me the opportunity to speak with additional notable priests, practitioners, 

and aleyos during the Iyawo year and after.  During this time and before, I participated in rituals 

with priests who have visited my home and who have allowed me to visit them at their homes in 

order to perform rituals with me and on my behalf.  I conducted interviews while on an eight-

week language intensive Fulbright-Hays Fellowship in Nigeria during the summer of 2011.  

Then I continued with informants in the North Florida region through April 2013.  After that, I 

began writing with the intention of finishing my dissertation in 2014 but had a number of life 

events that altered my plans.  Principle among those was my husband having a heart attack.  A 

year after his recovery he had a stroke and died four months later.  Six months after that, my son 

was initiated.  There is no way to describe the degree to which these events impacted all aspects 

of my life.  However, principle among the changes in perception were the ways in which I 

viewed my religious experiences and these strongly impacted the dissertation. Throughout this 

work, I present my contacts’ opinions and personal stories along with their own interpretations of 

Lucumí and its relevance to their life and the world holding them as the experts on the subject 

because of their experience, interaction, and understanding of the tradition.   

Reversion  

 Converts to Islam often speak of the process of coming to their faith as a reversion to the 

innate religion that has always been their natural state or philosophical belief.  It is believed that 

every person is born into Islam however, through enculturation and socialization, they may 

become followers of other religions.  To come back to the natural way of acknowledging the 

creator through the teachings of his prophet, Mohamed, is therefore reversion.  This process is 

akin to what many African Americans reported to me when discussing coming to the tradition 
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and devotees often refer to coming into the tradition as “going home” or “finding the truth.”  

Because conversion represents a change and reversion implies a return, I chose to reject the 

concept of conversion in favor of reversion as it is, for me and others, a more apt description of 

being an African American seeking divinity within oneself, as well as seeing manifestations of 

God that are physically and emotionally self-reflective.  The term also encompasses a theoretical 

approach to exploring the processes of practitioners transforming their belief systems, resulting 

behaviors and attitudes, as well as their physical and mental state as they become practitioners of 

Orisha-centered religions.   

My godfather has told me many times that our religion cannot be forgotten, nor can it be 

a cultural memory, because it is inherently a part of us and he cites himself and me as proof of 

this fact.  Initially, Lucumí felt like an exotic and spooky departure from my Mississippi United 

Methodist upbringing but, the more that I learned about the religion, the more I realized that it 

was less of a departure from what I had been doing than a vehicle to a more honest approach to 

it.  After seriously studying and critically evaluating African Americans’ practice of Christianity, 

I came to understand that I had been born and raised in a religion that had served as a tool of 

manipulation and oppression for my ancestors for generations.  Despite my personal rejection of 

practicing Christianity, maturing in the tradition has helped me to better appreciate my parents’ 

practice of Christianity as well as other African Americans as  I know that manipulation was 

cultural and does not reflect what I, or practitioners believe is Christianity. I have actively sought 

a way to honor the spirit of being Christ-like without relegating my ancestors who did not 

practice Christianity to an abyss.  I also looked for a way to understand God that did not require 

me to negate my innate African self.  Through time and practice, I found Lucumí to be an 

application of what I would have said I was doing as a Christian.  Moreover, many of my 
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colleagues in the religion discussed feeling that since they have been practicing Lucumí, they 

have connected with what their ancestors, both Christian and African, believed in and envisioned 

for their descendants.  My application of reversion represents this process and is at the core of 

the transformation that I explored.   

 

Content Overview 

 The information in this dissertation is subdivided into five chapters that deal with specific 

aspects of transformation in the African American Lucumí communities.  The first chapter 

explores the theories of expansion and contraction that are central to the Yoruba world view and 

the process of practitioners reclaiming their cultural history through the practice of Yoruba-based 

traditions.  It provides a history of the Orisha tradition in the United States and explores the role 

music played in bringing it to African Americans.  This chapter also begins to explore the idea of 

transformation in the reversion process by explaining the concept of sankofa and how it has 

always been a part of some practitioners’ openness to reversion. 

 The second chapter, Sacred Ibeji: Familial Roles, Lineage, and Kinship in Ile Asho 

Funfun, posits the structure of the spiritual family that is at the center of this research as a twin of 

the nuclear family by first exploring the sacred twin Orisha, Ibeji.  The ile, Ile Asho Funfun and 

the titles, relationships, and lineage are elucidated through discussion and diagramming the 

family tree with reference to each of the initiated priests as of July 2015. 

The third chapter, Elders Can See Sitting Down What Children Can’t See Standing: 

Ways of Gaining Knowledge in the Tradition, is about the ways that knowledge is acquired in 

the Lucumí tradition – and in Ile Asho Funfun in particular.  In addition, it explores the familial 

structure of Ile Asho Funfun, and discusses the levels of initiation within the ile.  Here, I was 
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able to chart the history of the lineage back to the first African American initiate in our line, as 

well as to discuss the concept of cognitive flexibility which, I argue, is necessary to begin the 

reversion process. 

 Chapter Four, “Holy Ground: The Creation of Sacred Space and Healing and 

Empowerment in the Tradition,” shares an aleyo’s first encounter with the music and ritual of a 

bembe.  It provides a concrete example of the way that an encounter with an Orisha has the 

potential to change a person’s life, as well as the reversion that can begin from that.  

Additionally, it discusses the process of an akpon preparing for a ceremony and the ways that the 

body can become sacred space. 

 “Ocha to Itutu,” the fifth chapter of the dissertation, is a look backwards in time to my 

son’s initiation, his father’s death rituals, and to my own initiation, all in an effort to explain the 

cycles of reversion we individually and collectively experienced.  It explores the way that music 

functions at the beginning of life in the priesthood, and the ending of life as well, when my 

husband joined the realm of the ancestors through music.   

 The final chapter, “Mirror Work,” reviews the theories presented in each chapter as well 

music’s place in the cyclic reversion cycle.  It additionally offers directions and questions to 

scholars for possible future research.  
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CHAPTER 1 

EXPANSION, MEMORY, AND SANKOFA: THE RETURN TO ORISHA TRADITION 

IN THE AFRICAN AMERICAN COMMUNITY 

 

Nigerian Memories 

 Thus far, I had only experienced muggy nights in Nigeria.  Though the majority of my 

time had been spent in Ilé-If , I was now in Iṣara Remo, in Ogun state and I had come to the 

point that I had reached nearly every evening for the previous six weeks: I felt dusty – maybe 

gritty was a better way to describe it. The day had consisted mainly of sitting outdoors and 

listening to the babalawo conduct divination for my good friend Funlayo E. Wood as she 

prepared for her odun ifa, or the anniversary of her initiation into Ifa.47  I had also witnessed, for 

the first time, the sacrifice of a pig to feed her Ifa.  In my American practice of Orisha and Ifa 

worship I had mostly seen birds sacrificed though I had occasionally witnessed some larger 

animals, such as a goat, offered.  I had learned, back in Florida, to see sacrifice as a sacred gift.  

There I had learned--after several failed attempts--to calmly watch the entire process without 

squirming or crying and to pray and be grateful to have the tools to restore balance to my life and 

my environment through ebo, or animal sacrifice.  I had even been able to sacrifice a few small 

birds myself with the help of an elder.  The sacrifice of the pig, however, had been the only time 

I was fully engaged that particular day. 

                                                           
47 A babalawo is a father of secrets or mysteries.  He is a fully initiated priest of Orunmila, who is the 

orisha of destiny.  It is believed that Ifa (used as an alias for Orunmila because he is so closely connected with the 
Ifa system) was present when each human, before her birth, told the creator what her highest destiny would be on 
earth.  As such, Ifa is consulted to ensure that a practitioner is on the path to achieving her highest destiny.  Odun Ifa 
is literally the “day of Ifa,” and refers to an initiate’s anniversary of their initiation to Ifa. 
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As had often been the case while in this country far from my home, my family, and 

especially my three-year-old son, my mind was drifting.  I did not speak the local language 

fluently enough to understand everything being said--especially in the religious context where 

priests mostly spoke in parables--so my attention drifted in and out of what was going on around 

me for the majority of the day that the readings of Funlayo’s orisha occurred.48  I tried to remind 

myself to focus, to listen, and to make notes in my fieldwork notebook. But after several weeks 

of only being able to really grasp about thirty percent of what was being said, I often found 

myself turning off my listening ears and just thinking about my son.  It was too much work to 

piece together everything that was being said in the Yoruba language all the time.   

Now it was dusk and we had all eaten the meat of the sacrificed animals and were 

drinking our Star beers under a large tent.  The conversations around me were soothing 

background noise as my mind drifted between thoughts of how I felt physically and what my son 

might have been doing at that moment back in Mississippi with my mother.  The students of Ifa, 

some still in initiatory whites, were gathering and sitting on the ground at the front of the tent.  

They ranged in age from six to thirty and, once they were seated, they were joined by their 

teacher, Baba Efuwape Olatunji.49 Suddenly, my drifting mind was brought to attention as the 

clangy timbre of the agogo rang out.50 As the students rang bells of different sizes with varying 

pitches in a steady tempo, the hairs on the back of my neck stood up and I immediately felt a 

                                                           
48 The terms “reading” and “divination” are used interchangeably throughout this document because priests 

refer to what they are doing in divination as reading what spirit is saying through the shells, coconut pieces, or chain 
that is used during the particular type of divination.  Depending upon who is speaking, both terms are common.  In 
Nigeria and in Ifa worship, the term da’afa, literally “the interpretation of Ifa,” is also commonly used. 

49 Baba Efuwape is the godfather or Oluwo (Ifa head priest of a group of Ifa practitioners) of my friend 
Funlayo Wood, who was celebrating her anniversary that day. 

50 Agogo is the metal bell rung by Ifa priests as they chant.  I have not seen it used for any other purpose in 
the tradition and it is not used during divination.  This metallic bell, traditionally made out of wrought iron, is a 
small handheld single bell.  The name agogo is Yoruba for bell, however, and in other contexts may refer to a 
double bell, similar to what is found in Brazil and other cultures in the diaspora and west Africa.  
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breeze move through the compound.  The air became pleasantly cool and was no longer still as 

the students began chanting the sacred odu. 51<SOUND CLIP IN APPENDIX IV> Even the 

youngest chanted the intricate parables which were sacred verses of Ifa as we all sat around and 

listened, nodding our heads in agreement. One student would chant a line of odu and everyone 

would respond by repeating it. It felt like the chanting was, at once, endless and yet not long 

enough.  It was impossible to think of anything else while it was going on.  And even though I 

could not understand most of the words, they resonated with me and I knew immediately that I 

wanted be inside of the sound. I imagined my son chanting with the priests; I imagined the chant 

coming from my own mouth. And when the chanting and playing stopped, I realized that it had 

been going on for over an hour. I had tears on my face that I did not realize I had shed while I 

was, at the same time, smiling uncontrollably.   

Later, as I wrote about the chanting in my notes, I reflected on what had been lost to me 

and to my ancestors.  I could not help but wonder if my ancestors had missed this sound as they 

became acclimated to the foreign wilderness of America.  Had babalawo chanted odu as they 

endured the cramped spaces, foul smells, and horrors of the Middle Passage?  Had their families 

chanted odu as they went missing from their towns and villages after slavers kidnapped them? 

Did the hush groves that formed on US soil ever ring out with the sound of these chants?52  And, 

as I often have, I wondered to what degree I would be able to restore some of what had been lost 

of our culture, spirituality, and collective memory to my son and our descendants through my 

practice of Ifa and Orisha worship. I reflected on the way that the chanting--the sound of it, the 

musical elements of the tradition--had always been a bridge to understanding and spiritual 

                                                           
51 Odu are the sacred verses of Ifa.  They are parables that are used in teaching or divining about a situation. 
52 Hush groves were places in the wilderness where enslaved African Americans met in secret for religious 

services. 
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revelry, and that the music, the musicality, and the bodily enactment of the Orisha religion had 

been the major catalyst of its reemergence in the black community in America. 

 

Chant versus Music from an American Perspective 

 As an American musician the experience of hearing sacred odu chanted in Nigeria was a 

confusing one for me.  Though it was not music (sacred chanting is not considered music by 

practitioners), it was musical and, as such, it provoked both a spiritual experience and intellectual 

line of inquiry. In order to explore that encounter with sound and correctly place it within the 

context of the reversion experience, this chapter explores the theory of expansion and 

contraction: the organizing principles of the cosmos according to the Lucumí faith.  This is 

viewed as an extension of cultural memory, the way that music was the impetus of the African 

American reversion experience, and, finally, the structure of the ethnographic field that is at the 

center of this research. 

 Like the music associated with Orisha that I had previously experienced, this chant 

consisted of long strings of static, declamatory melodic contour.  The similarities between chant, 

oríkì (praise name poetry), and orin Òrìṣà (songs of the Orisha) that I heard throughout Oshun 

and Ogun states (my principal locations in Nigeria) added to my inability to fully appreciate the 

orin Òrìṣà in Nigeria as music.  It occurred to me that the difference between their Nigerian 

Yoruba songs and our African American songs in celebration of Orisha differed in the length of 

melodies and that the differences in aesthetics that we have developed may be related to the 

greater influence of European hymnody, Gregorian chant, and folk music on Cuban performance 

of Orisha music, since Cuba is the primary source of our music.   
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 In Cuba, it seems, there was a need to repeat melodic and textual motives in the music, 

likely because as music was passed down from generation to generation the degree of fluency in 

the Yoruba language lessened.  In Nigeria, where there was no need to repeat motives, where 

people  live in societies  traditionally  based in orality53 rather than written culture, Orisha music 

sounds very different from our own.  For instance, I struggled with learning long rhythmic 

phrases without transcribing them when I began playing djembe and it was even more difficult 

when I was asked to recall them at a moment’s notice days later. Those rhythms, like the lyrics to 

Yoruba Orisha music, were a language that I did not understand and my cultural experiences 

with music had taught me to recall them when looking at a symbolic representation of them on a 

staff.  Clearly, when one is raised in an oral society, one’s memory is forced to work differently, 

as is one’s mode of communication, and this impacts the way that one constructs melody.  This 

explained why the Orisha music that I encountered in Nigeria sounded more like chant 

(containing less repeated motives and long strings of text) to me than music and impacted my 

hearing of the chanting of odu that night. 

 

Afrocentricity Experienced 

 In order to analyze this chant and to place it within the larger discussion of reversion, it is 

necessary to first explore some of the lenses through which I viewed this particular event. To 

begin with, as a person who subscribes to many of the philosophies of Afrocentricity, this event 

                                                           
53 For information on orality and oral literacy see Karin Barber, I Could Speak Until Tomorrow: Oriki, 

Women and the Past in a Yoruba Town, (London: Edinburgh University Press, 1991); Karin Barber, The 
Anthropology of Texts, Persons, and Publics: Oral and Written Culture in Africa and Beyond, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007); Kristina Wirtz, Feb 2007, “How Diasporic Religious Communities Remember: 
Learning to Speak the “Tongue of the Oricha” in Cuban Santería” in American Ethnologist 34:1, (February 
2007):108-126. 
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represented a life changing moment at which point I was able to feel as though I had 

symbolically come home.  It was a day that I believed my ancestors had prayed for.  We, who are 

the descendants of enslaved people, are unable to claim a specific homeland since we lack the 

means to identify which traditions come from our own ancestors versus those which may be 

from a different ethnic group.  As such, and with Afrocentric ideals, we have adopted a number 

of identities by choice, based upon what is available to us.  This is an important process, though 

widely misunderstood by many who have different histories and experiences than we do.  That 

evening, I experienced the chanting as a symbolic homecoming in which I had achieved the 

prayers of my ancestors, to return to a place that they had longed for even if it was not the 

precise place they left--and to hear and feel the things that they had once heard and felt. Whether 

this was the exact place of my ancestors’ origin or not did not matter, it was the available 

experience and I adopted it in the same way that many African Americans have historically 

gleaned what they could from the diverse cultures of the African continent and made it their own 

in an effort to reclaim their history and identity. 

 

The Theoretical Path to Expansion in the Americas 

 An example of this reclamation can be seen in the use of the Kiswahili word ma’afa.  In 

her 1989 book, Let the Circle Be Unbroken: The Implications of African Spirituality in the 

Diaspora, Marimba Ani, a leader in Afrocentric philosophy, translated the word ma’afa as 

“disaster” and used it to refer to the trans-Atlantic slave trade.54  The term has been more precisely 

translated by Swahili speakers as many deaths.  Ani used it to imply a great tragedy and, for several 

                                                           
54 The term has since been re-translated more literally by Swahili speakers as “many deaths.” 
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decades now, the term has become a common descriptor for the trans-Atlantic slave trade among 

African Americans who subscribe to Afrocentric philosophy.  Ani brought the term to the forefront 

of the spiritual movement associated with Afrocentricity, and used it to assert that the Islamic 

incursion and slave trade as well as the trans-Atlantic slave trade were, in fact, intended as a 

holocaust of Afrikans. This was accomplished, according to Ani, by not only taking people’s 

freedom, but also by inflicting lasting emotional, social, and spiritual damage that Afrikans--both 

on the continent and in the diaspora--continue to struggle with. 

 The spiritual damage that occurred is intrinsically linked to the other forms of abuse that 

enslaved persons who were taken from Africa and brought to America underwent.  People’s 

history, their identity as a part of a familial unit, with knowledge of their ancestry and ties to a 

specific ethnicity was stolen.  That, along with the loss of the ability to practice their spirituality, 

contributed to the sense of absolute confusion that I, and others who are a part of my spiritual 

family, understand continues to inform delinquent behaviors in the African American community.  

Out of necessity, people of African descent in America who have made a conscious decision to 

reclaim as much of the knowledge that they have lost as possible, have begun to recognize the 

continuity and similarities between indigenous African religions.  Without a viable means of 

determining a specific ethnic background, and as a result of multiple generations of genetic mixing, 

the practice of African traditional religions has become another way to reclaim our culture and our 

souls after generations of being told that they did not belong to us.   

The practice of religions that have waned in popularity in the lands where they originated, 

as is the case in Nigeria where many people think of indigenous practices as being backward or 

“bush practices” (as a young college student remarked when I told her what my research is about), 

have become a means through which many Afrocentric young people in America have asserted 
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their identity as Afrikans.  Though not all African Americans who practice Lucumí or other African 

traditional religions would self-identify as Afrocentric, a great number of my spiritual family and 

informants proudly do.  Additionally, grouping the practices of numerous African traditional 

religions together and referring to them as “the tradition” or as “sister religions” recognizes the 

instances of overlap in those philosophies and principles and suggests and understanding that 

African religions – regardless their point of origin on the continent--have much in common, in 

contrast to Christianity and Islam, both of which’s world views feel comparatively foreign.   

   Orisha traditions arrived on the shores of the Americas as a result of the maafa, or the great 

tragedy of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Sacred objects, medicines, and implements were hidden 

in body cavities, while odu and other sacred knowledge were mentally preserved by practitioners 

in varying degrees.  But Orisha practitioners were not alone. They were shackled to people who 

also smuggled memories and implements of the Vodun, Akom, Nkisi, and other indigenous 

African faith traditions as well as amulets and prayers of Islam.55   

 Upon arrival in the Americas, Africans’ new religious experiences varied, based not only 

on the place where they were settled, but also on the nationality (or ancestral home) and religion 

of their enslavers.  Those who found themselves in the Caribbean were less often restricted in 

their spiritual practices and found ways to hide the ideals and images of their traditional beliefs 

by masking them in the visages of the saints venerated by those who had enslaved them.  This 

was especially true on farms and plantations where blacks outnumbered whites and the two 

                                                           
55 Loa or lwa are the names of the syncretized deities of the Fon and Ewe people of west Africa, in 

particular in the Republic of Benin where vodun is the national religion.  However, the religions that worship loa are 
also present in parts of Nigeria, Togo, Ghana. Akom are deities of the Akan people of Ghana.  Nkisi are deities of 
Kongo people. 
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groups did not live in close proximity.56  Additionally, Catholicism, as the dominant religion of 

Spanish and Portuguese landowners in the Caribbean, allowed the time as well as the context for 

African spiritual practices to flourish in secret.  Examples of this phenomenon include prayers to 

saints, ritualistic bodily enactments of worship such as kneeling, and reverence for priests, nuns, 

and clergymen.   Because Catholicism generally emphasizes ritualistic worship and venerates 

saints to a greater degree than American Protestantism, it presented numerous opportunities for 

Africans to mask the worship of their own deities as well as to find new ways to make sense of 

the world in which they were living.   

The idea that all captive Africans blended their practices with Catholic ones by adopting 

the worship of saints and believing that those saints were manifestations of the Orisha--a process 

commonly referred to as syncretism or syncretization--has been significantly debated by scholars 

over the last several decades.  Scholars who oppose this notion, more often believe that Catholic 

saints were used to hide Orisha worship.57  There are likely some instances of the blending of 

iconography, ideas, and archetypes however, implying that all Orisha worship, over time, 

became completely linked to veneration of saints is an oversimplification of the degree to which 

                                                           
56 Hurston, Zora Neal. “Hoodoo in America.” in Journal of American Folklore. (October-December 1931): 

317-417. 
57For scholars who have opposed the notion of Orisha becoming saints see Andrés I. Perez y Mena. “Cuban 

Santería, Haitian Vodun, Puerto Rican Spiritualism: A Multiculturalist’s Inquiry into Syncretism.” In Journal for the 
Scientific Study of Religion. (March 1998): 15-27.  In this article, the author builds upon the work of Raúl Canizares, 
Ana María Díaz-Stevens, Luc de Heusch, and Ernesto Pichardo (Oba Irowo), who have all, over the last 25 years, 
asserted in different ways that orisha were masked in the shell of Catholic saints and thus, syncretism is no longer an 
accurate description of what occurred in African diasporic communities.  Furthermore, he asserts that the term 
syncretism itself is a “Eurocentric presumption,” and implies that an oppressive and hegemonic system created the 
idea of syncretism in an attempt to undermine the African retentions of blacks in America, and their culture, brought 
to the Americas. Canizares, Raúl, Walking with the Night: The Afro-Cuban World of Santería (Rochester: Destiny 
Books), 1993. Díaz-Stevens, Ana María, Oxcart Catholicism on Fifth Avenue: The impact of Puerto Rican 
Migration Upon the Archdiocese of New York (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame), 1993.  Heusch, Luc de. 
“Kongo in Haiti: A New Approach to Syncretism.” In Slavery and Beyond: The African Impact on Latin America 
and the Caribbean, Edited by Darein J. Davis (Wilmington: Scholarly Resources, Inc.), 1995. Pichardo, L. Ernesto 
(Oba Irowo). What you Need to Know…but Can’t Get Anywhere (Miami: Church Lucumi Babalú Ayé), 1992. 
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people were willing to relinquish the most sacred aspect of their culture.  As such, it also places 

European religious philosophies on a misinformed hierarchical pedestal.  Moreover, it is worth 

considering the ethnic and social biases that have informed the scholarship that suggests that 

enslaved people would willingly adopt the religion of their captors if given the opportunity to 

maintain their traditions by hiding them and furthermore, share with those captors their spiritual 

beliefs and ideologies.   

If syncretism is combining cultures or schools of thought to produce new culture or 

school of thought, though it a likely part of what happened, it does not aptly describe the entire 

processes at work in the practice of African traditional religions in the diaspora.  Unfortunately, 

the term syncretism has become a “catch-all” phrase that applies to nearly every aspect of 

culture, its overuse oversimplifies the roles of each contributing culture and obscures the fact that 

the world’s cultures have never existed in isolation.  There has always been an exchange of 

ideas, behaviors, and approaches between cultures and, as such, all cultures are the product of 

syncretic behaviors.  Though it appears the term is convenient when cultures come in contact 

with Europeans.   In Africana religious practices the use of syncretism to explicate the existence 

of these manifestations of Afrikan spirituality, or its most important attributes is inaccurate.  

Moreover, many of the tenets that justify the belief in syncretism at work--such as the use of 

Catholic saints and the acceptance of a new savior--from and Afrocentric perspective, appear 

distinctly African.  All branches of Yoruba religious practice, for instance, assert that there is 

room among the Orisha for the addition of more. Jacob Olupona (2011) notes that in accounts 

from some areas of Yorubaland like Ilé-If  there are “201 (200 plus 1),” while in other regional 

versions of the same account the number is “401 (400 plus one)” (1-2).   It is noteworthy that, 

according to my elders, the “plus one” represents the ever-present potential for expansion of the 
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number of Orisha to include those that reveal themselves over time and/or in new lands.  

Olupona adds, however, that the “plus one” may also represent the sacred king, “the only deity 

who speaks in a human voice” (Ibid).  Those who claim syncretism is at work can then make the 

assumption that the Orisha were combined with the saints of Catholicism in Cuba or equate 

Elegba with the devil.  Principal among the failures of this train of thought that begins with 

syncretism is the inability to credit the Afrikans--both on the continent, and in the diaspora--with 

having highly evolved, complex, and meaningful spiritual systems of their own.  The 

oversimplification of the role of Africa and Africanisms that survived the Middle Passage is 

related to the era during which the theory of syncretism was developed and applied to African 

traditional religions in the Americas.  Earlier discussions of degrees of syncretism was a 

progressive analysis of the spiritual practices of Santeros58 of Cuba and Houngans59 of Haiti in 

the early and mid-twentieth century, but I assert that today it is an antiquated label of the process 

hiding deities in the clothing of saints. 

The misconceptions of syncretism are rooted in the work of early twentieth century 

scholars such as Melville Herskovits, Branislaw Malinowski, and Joseph Murphy. 60  Much of 

their research into African diaspora religions builds upon the theme that the religions are 

syncretized.  Furthermore, their respective works support the idea of the “marginal man,” which 

places the African in the diaspora on the outskirts or margins of both African and American 

                                                           
58 Santeros are initiated priests in the Santería religion in Cuba. 
59 A houngan is an initiated priest in the Vodou tradition in Haiti. 
60Melville J. Herskovitz, “African Gods and Catholic Saints in New World Negro Belief” in American 

Anthropologist New Series (October 1937): 635-643; Melville J. Herskovits, The myth of the Negro past (Boston: 
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Kaspar Malinowski, A Scientific Theory of Culture. (Chapel Hill: The University North of Carolina Press, 1944); 
Bronislaw Kaspar Malinowski, Introduction to Cuban Counterpoint, Tobacco and Sugar by Fernando Ortiz, translated 
by Harriet De Onfs. (New York: Vantage Books, orig. pub. 1940); Joseph M. Murphy, Santeria: An African religion 
in America, (Boston: Beacon Press, 1988).  
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society. 61 This is in staunch opposition to the idea of “double consciousness” as posited in the 

1903 work of W. E. B. Du Bois which struck so many African Americans as familiar then and 

which is still relevant today (Du Bois 1903, vii). 62  

Du Bois argued that in order for people of African descent to survive in America they 

have learned to function both as black and as Americans and have, thus, developed a double 

consciousness.  This chameleon-like characteristic allowed black people to behave with an 

understanding of their African heritage within the context of a Eurocentric upbringing, 

education, and social structure informed by the legacy of slavery.  It also refers to the ability for 

black people to see themselves in the way that many white Americans see them: with both pity 

and disdain.  He went on to say that within the black body there are two co-existing souls and 

that the only reason that this duality has not killed the inhabited body is because it is strong and 

working to reconcile the two aspects of self (Du Bois 1903, viii). 

Likewise, Roger Bastide’s concept of compartmentalization, or principle of 

disassociation, which he used when describing the Candomblé--while not without its 

shortcomings--provides a point of departure for understanding and describing practitioners’ 

ability to be both African and American in spiritual practice.  Bastide’s theory recognized the 

idea of role-play and the masking of African spirituality in Catholicism by Africans in Brazil that 

led to the blending and then re-solidifying of a culture, which he likened to the coagulation of 

blood after it has been spilled (Bastide 1978, 279).  An idea in need of deeper examination, 

                                                           
61 Park, Everett V. “Human Migration and the Marginilization of Man,” in The American Journal of 

Sociology.  (October 1928): 881-893; Park, Everett V. The Marginal Man. A Study in Personality and Culture 
Conflict. (New York: Scribner’s Sons Publishing), 1937. 
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however, is his assumption that people of African descent were able to simultaneously live, 

function, and believe in two worlds--Catholic and African--and to simultaneously rotate on very 

different spiritual axes (Ibid).  While it is true that many Africans in Brazil truly believed in 

Jesus, in the teachings of the church, and in being Christ-like, their acceptance of Jesus as Christ, 

at least initially, in my opinion, was more likely an extension of their belief in a pantheon of 

deities. 

Bastide’s assertion of this theory is coupled with a conviction that there were, in essence, 

different degrees of blending of beliefs which varied in relation to a person’s birthplace; for 

instance, whether one was born in Africa and enslaved and brought to Brazil, or born in Brazil 

and into slavery along with the Creolized descendants of the native African who had already 

mixed, both culturally and genetically, with people of European descent.  These two versions of 

syncretic activity seem to be an oversimplified analysis of memory and the recreation or 

reinterpretation of culture to fit the needs of the diasporic person and her beliefs.  Nonetheless, 

this concept of syncretism is valuable in that it led to the establishment of more advanced studies 

of African cultural survivals in the diaspora.  Additionally, it has provided a basis upon which –

with the assistance of many other sociologists, historians, and culture theorists –contemporary 

scholars have been able to assert the links between Africa and the Americas. It has also inspired 

further study into the unity of practices in the homeland and abroad. 

Although he distinctly seeks to separate it from religious meaning, Richard P. Werbner’s 

usage of bricolage (Werbner, 1994) may be a more appropriate description of the cultural 

processes involved in reinterpreting religious philosophies, concepts, and theories based upon 

previous world views and notions of spirituality than is Bastide’s compartmentalization.  The 

term bricolage was first used by Claude Levi-Strauss in the 1960s though, according to Bastide 
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(1978), Marcel Mauss described it in the 1920s long before Levi-Strauss used the term.  Levi-

Strauss used bricolage to represent a mythical thinking about and within traditional societies 

(Levi-Strauss 1966, 22) and it is,  in essence, the need and ability to create new ways of solving a 

problem or understanding a situation using a combination of tools from the homeland--

incorporating real or imagined memories--and tools newly acquired in the diaspora.  Werbner 

uses bricolage to refer to the blending, re-imagining, and reinterpreting of culture and Bastide 

contends that bricolage allows for new realities to exist based upon previous ones which are no 

longer realistic or plausible within a new environment. 

Syncretism, compartmentalization, and bricolage all relate to, or rely upon, memory.  In 

my 2005 Masters of Music thesis “Making it All Click: Reawakening Memory and African 

Identity through the African Caribbean Dance Theatre,” I establish that for many involved in the 

world music ensemble the African Caribbean Dance Theater (ACDT), both the music and the 

culture surrounding the music making process provided a means through which ensemble 

members were able to recreate a “traditional African community” (Beckley, 2005). Whether this 

community was based upon a real or imagined remembrance of the past, it served the purpose of 

allowing members the opportunity to celebrate a culture which had existed pre-enslavement, and 

involvement in this group was the introduction for many participants to African traditional 

religions.   Furthermore, the ensemble served as a means for members to work through issues of 

identity, which many informants felt that they experienced as a result of being cut off from their 

ancestral traditions and cultures. Their comments are akin to those from collaborators in my 

current research who have identified their spiritual journey as a part of their reclamation of the 

culture and traditions of their ancestors.  My thesis built upon the work of Maurice Halbwachs, 

whose concept of collective memory--or memory shared by a faction of society based upon 
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familial, ethnic, and social bonds and the desire to maintain it--informs the work of all of these 

scholars of syncretism, compartmentalization, and bricolage.63  I argue that none of these 

concepts alone, however, adequately describe the phenomena that have occurred within African 

and African-derived religions, as they are constantly evolving both in their native lands and in 

their diasporas based upon the needs of those who practice them. 

I assert that expansion is a more accurate term than either syncretism, 

compartmentalization, or bricolage to describe this evolution in belief and practice.  Practitioners 

of the Orisha and Ifa traditions from the Yoruba culture understand the world in terms of 

contraction and expansion and we express much in terms of these counter forces that are 

necessary in order to achieve balance which, along with an alignment with an individual’s 

highest destiny, or divine path, is the ultimate goal of every practitioner’s life.  We typically 

recognize periods when we are in alignment as times of expansion and ire64 and rituals, sacrifice, 

offerings, and prayers are all done in order to achieve and maintain this state of expansion.  It 

should be understood, however, that the state of contraction--or osogbo, or being out of 

alignment--is not necessarily a bad thing by virtue of being in opposition to expansion.  Rather, 

times of contraction (osogbo) are opportunities to reflect and mature in order to reinstate a period 

of expansion (ire).  Expansion, in terms of the acceptance and practice of Christianity by African 

descendants in the Americas, can be viewed in this light as an opportunity to accept more ways 

to achieve ire.  It is a way of further increasing the practitioner’s means of achieving alignment 

through a philosophy not completely foreign to her in terms of ethical living. 
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Evidence of expansion can be seen in descriptions of meetings, initiations, and worship at 

hush harbors in the South, in the ring shout tradition, in contemporary evangelical Christian 

African American worship services, and certainly in past and current practices of African-

derived religions in the Americas, both for those born into the traditions and for those who return 

to it through reversion.   Each of the aforementioned practices allows for developments that take 

the experiences of a “remembered” African existence and cosmology into consideration along 

with Christian and Western ideals.  In current practices of Orisha and Ifa, many devotees 

continue the expansion process by traveling to Nigeria and Benin to learn how traditions have 

been practiced in the homeland and how they have changed based on the cultural interactions 

and social pressures exerted on them there.  While continental African practices are often 

presented and spoken of in the community--both by Africans themselves and by African 

Americans--as being “pure” or “unchanged,” it would be more accurate to acknowledge that 

there has been considerable expansion and contraction there due to the influences of Muslim and 

Christian missionary work, colonialism, and the ever-increasing presence of diasporic 

practitioners returning “home” to receive initiations, empowerments, and the tradition in what 

they perceive to be its “pure” form.65  Along a similar vein, many American practitioners travel 

                                                           
65 The idea of returning “home” is one that I have heard some American practitioners of Yoruba use when 

discussing travelling to Nigeria.  It is a reminder of the Afrocentric ideal that Africa is in fact the home of all 
members of the African diaspora.  The idea of the tradition being practiced in its “pure” form is more contentious.  It 
implies that the practice of indigenous religions in Nigeria is homogenous and has remained unchanged over the last 
several hundred years.  This idea alone is untrue but the implication that the practice has been perverted in some way 
in the Americas is also insulting to those of us who acknowledge that it has some differences due to the 
circumstances of it coming to the “new world” but has survived true to its most important tenets.  Moreover, there 
are a number of ethnomusicological studies that show that music traditions tend to remain most authentic in diaspora 
communities that attempt to preserve it in as “pure” a form as possible (examples can be seen in English folksongs 
and traditional Irish musics in the diaspora.)  These studies raise the question of the degree to which diaspora 
practices of Orisha traditions may be more “traditional” than those in the religion’s homeland.    
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to Cuba for initiations and spiritual work because some believe that the traditions have been 

maintained there more “authentically.” 

For many devotees, the desire to continue expansion in knowledge of Orisha and Ifa 

tradition by traveling to its sources is motivated by the desire to reclaim some of what was lost 

through the trans-Atlantic slave trade, the cultural and geographical colonialism66 that followed 

it, and the cultural genocide and brainwashing that continues to occur in the Americas, by 

systematic racism and Eurocentrism.  Whether real or imagined, many African Americans feel 

strongly that there is continuous pressure to be less “black” in behavior, dress, language, and 

interactions of all types in order to make whites feel more comfortable; for some this means 

being less African, remembering less of their history prior to being slaves in America, and 

distancing themselves from any African religious practices. 

Among Cuban practitioners of Santeria or La Regla de Ocha, the manner in which the 

African roots of their practices are acknowledged varies from one spiritual temple to the next. 

While the vast majority of practitioners in the Caribbean (and particularly in Cuba) identify 

themselves as Catholic, many of them worship Orisha, ancestors, spirit guides, and nkisi 

alongside their Catholic practices and they often express the holy spirit of the Trinity and the 

communion of saints as an intricate part of that group.    The survival of initiatory rites, rituals, 

songs, chants, and spiritual bodily enactments of worship and veneration, however, support the 

assertion that Catholic saints historically served as the cloaks of African gods and the means by 

which their worship was safeguarded. 

                                                           
66 Cultural and geographical colonialism refers to the colonizing of most of Africa and the resulting 

colonization of much of Africa’ intellectual traditions. 
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In Haiti, most of the Africans who survived the Middle Passage were of west and central 

African descent and, in particular, a large number were from the central African region (Kongo), 

Benin (Ewe and Yoruba), and Nigeria (Igbo and Yoruba).  This blending of peoples led to the 

development of Vodou (a syncretic Yoruba, Ewe, and Igbo religion) and Palo Brillambe 

(primarily a Kongo practice) alongside Catholicism and, later, Protestantism. These African-

derived practices made their way to the United States--specifically to New Orleans and the 

surrounding areas – as a result of mass migrations surrounding the Haitian revolution.67  Later, 

mass migrations of Haitians to south Florida resulted in further blending many of their practices 

with those of Cuban American Orisha practitioners.68 

 The first Africans taken to Jamaica were brought from West Africa by way of the Iberian 

Peninsula.  Later they came directly from Africa, primarily from Ghana (Fon, Akan) and Nigeria 

(Yoruba, Efik, and Moko).  There, Africans, through expansion and contractions adopted 

versions of their captors’ Christianity were able to maintain some cultural, if not spiritual 

elements of  Orisha/Akom69 and indigenous Native American practices, to form Revival Zion, 

Kumina, and, later, Rastafarianism. Today practitioners of any “traditional” or African-derived 

religion are known as obeah practitioners and typically face a large degree of social alienation 

according colleagues from Jamaica. 

 In Puerto Rico, Africans first arrived on the island with Columbus as explorers.  They 

were later brought through the slave trade primarily from the regions of Africa currently known 

as Nigeria (Yoruba and Igbo) and Guinea. Catholic slave masters gave those that they enslaved a 
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68 Rey, Terry and Alex Stepick. Crossing the Water and Keeping the Faith: Haitian Religion in Miami.  

(New York: New York University Press), 2013. 
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great deal of freedom religiously, and unbeknownst to them encouraged the practice of 

indigenous religions through the Africans’ use of Catholic iconography of saints.  There, the 

Orisha tradition grew up and was practiced as a part of spiritualism or espiritismo.70  

 In Cuba, the largest ethnic groups brought to the island –particularly toward the end of 

the slave trade were those of Kongo, and Yoruba descent.  It was there, along with Brazil, that 

Orisha, Ifa, and Palo traditions seem to have remained the most intact. 

 

Reversion at Last!: Orisha Tradition in America 

While it is common knowledge that Orisha and other traditional African religious practices 

arrived intact in the Caribbean, there is no doubt that Africans arriving in the British colonies – 

and, later, the United States of America – also concealed knowledge and some spiritual implements 

in determination to hold on to the practices of their homeland and ancestors.  For many generations 

they were successful in maintaining as much of their culture as possible, mostly in secret or within 

their new Christian context. However, as native-born Americans of African descent were distanced 

by generations from indigenous Africans, the origins and differentiation between practices based 

upon specific ethnicity, as well as some of their meanings, were lost.  Nonetheless, the practices 

were not abandoned. 

 Among the barriers to conversion of African Americans to Christianity were language 

fluency, fear of empowering slaves through religious education, and varying beliefs about whether 

                                                           
70 Espiritualism or Spiritualism in the Caribbean comes from French Kardecian spiritualism, reflecting the 

teachings of Leon Rivail, who published a series of books of spirituality in seven books under the name Allen 
Kardec in the 1870s and 1880s.  Based in Christianity, the books were initially adopted as a philosophical look at 
relating to God.  In Puerto Rico, however, the prayers that it contained and the emphasis on connecting with spirits 
led to its association with ancestor veneration.  Eventually, it incorporated themes and figures from Orisha-centered 
religion through contact with Cuba. 
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blacks had souls to be saved.  Nonetheless, once the evangelical Baptist and Methodist churches 

began to accept and encourage black baptism and membership, African Americans began the 

tenuous process of changing the religion to better suit their needs.   From the beginning of the 

conversion process, through to their contemporary practices of Christianity, blacks have created 

their own language, practice, and experience in the religion by re-contextualizing religious 

iconography, music, and bodily enactment of worship into forms that expressed African 

manifestations of spirituality.  

While enslaved Africans often viewed Christianity as a tool used to take ownership of their 

souls, with the expectation that this would lead to the eventual emancipation of their physical 

selves, slave owners saw it as a way to exert both physical and spiritual control over them.  As 

such, it is clear that for both the enslaved and the enslaver, Christianity--not unlike Afrikan 

indigenous religion--was a tool for empowerment.  The iconography and stories from the Bible 

were interpreted simultaneously as a means to support the racist institution of slavery, and an 

assertion of personhood and the right to be free. 

 With each generation born into the system of slavery in the United States, however, both 

conversion and devotion to Christianity became easier and more complete.  Ancestral practices 

were still present, but were so well integrated into Christian practices that they were no longer 

visible.  Both expansion and contraction had taken place.  Traditional beliefs had expanded enough 

for Christianity to become a part of the arsenal of protection tools and as evidence of the humanity 

of blacks, but the circumstances of slavery had forced the contraction of indigenous practices so 

that even those that survived simply became amalgamated into Christianity.   

Not surprisingly, musical elements of religious practice provide the most concrete 

examples of expansion in African American spirituality.  The ring shout is one such element and 
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it exemplifies both expansion and contraction.  The embodiment of worship in this form included 

shuffling in a counter-clockwise formation while singing hymns and clapping polyrhythmic 

patterns. This type of movement was derived from similar western and central African ancestral 

veneration practices as well as from a world view in which worship of the divine should include 

bodily enactment, symbolic movements that mimic a specific natural or religious phenomenon, 

and incite spirit possession.  The landmark book, Shout Because You’re Free:  The African 

American Ring Shout Tradition in Coastal Georgia, asserts that some of the shuffling of the feet 

may have been linked to the resulting circle that was drawn on the ground, implying a desire to 

recreate African symbols and it discusses the African association with ancestors that the circular 

dance evoked in great detail (1998, 21).  The performance of the ring shout contracted due to social 

pressures: the dance became a shuffle so that dancing prohibitions were not violated and spirit 

possession was replaced by a desire to “catch the Holy Ghost.”  At the same time, the concept of 

being “mounted” by a spirit or Orisha, as it is described in the Lucumí faith, was expanded to 

include the conceptualization of the Holy Spirit of the Trinity as an entity that could possess a 

medium through song and the creation of ritual space, i.e., the circle--a phenomenological 

expansion requiring considerable cognitive flexibility.   

Another example of expansion in the African American Christian experience was “lining 

out” hymns.  Lining out as a practice was brought to the United States in the 1700s by Puritans 

who appointed a literate elder to read or recite a verse of the Bible and asked the congregation to 

repeat it. African Americans have since made this tradition their own and it is still practiced in 

many churches.  Walter Pitts described the occurrence of lining out as an opening devotional 

portion of the service in the Afro-Baptist church service and noted that it was a solemn time where 

an elder began singing as congregants gathered and others joined in (Pitts 1989, 281).  As more 
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people sang and the church service progressed beyond the devotional, it became livelier.  In my 

observations of a Baptist church in Holly Springs, Mississippi, an elder deacon began the 

“devotional” or opening of the worship service by singing a line of an old hymn.  This practice is 

another example of expanding ritual spiritual possession, as the Holy Ghost may be “caught” 

during this experience.  Both the elder leading a song, and members of the chorus who “raise the 

hymn” by singing along, may be subject to going into a trance-like state where they shout, cry, 

dance and/or speak in a foreign language--referred to as “speaking in tongues”--during the 

devotional; this process is known as “catching the Holy Ghost” or “getting happy.”  The practice 

and resulting phenomena are further evidence of African Americans’ ability to recontextualize 

their African experiences within their new home and religious context.  Today, lining out remains 

an aspect of the African-American Christian experience whose performance practice feels 

distinctly African to those familiar with African religions.  

There are numerous other examples of expansion in the African American religious 

experience such as burial rites, yard art, and prophesying, that suggest a (perhaps subconscious) 

desire to maintain aspects of African spirituality within the framework of Christianity.  Each of 

these practices was remembered by the African in America and made to fit within the Christian 

faith, thus preserving and also expanding its meaning to encompass the new theological 

framework. 

While it is quite easy to see, even today, the ways that African traditional religions survived 

in the Caribbean, recognizing them in the American mainland is much more difficult since they 

are most often covertly practiced.  This began to change in the 1940s as artists such as Katherine 

Dunham heralded a growing black American awareness and interest in African and African 

diasporic culture. Their cultural and artistic endeavors brought the movements and music of these 
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spiritual traditions to the African American public and the associated religious traditions soon 

followed.  Dunham taught and shared dance as both an anthropological and historical lens into the 

African American persona and as a representation of a beautiful African existence that had not 

begun with European contact.  In its truest sense, it was an effort at sankofa and it manifested as 

Dunham’s life mission. This mission also motivates many contemporary practitioners of Afrikan 

traditional religions. 

Sankofa is a term in the Ghanaian Twi language--also rendered as an Asante adinkra 

symbol featuring a bird with its head turned backward--that literally translates as “go back and 

fetch it.”  It is used both in west Africa and among diasporic communities to imply that individuals 

have a responsibility to retrieve ancestral knowledge that has been lost and, furthermore, to respect 

and preserve their cultural history.   Dunham’s professional training in anthropology and fieldwork 

experience in the Caribbean impacted her perception and understanding of dance and led to the 

creation of a technique and pedagogy rooted in Vodoun, Orisha, and Akom.  Her work was 

informed by a growing notion that African--and, by extension, African-American and Afro-

Caribbean--cultures and arts were beautiful, valuable, and necessary for African Americans to 

understand in order to attain mental, emotional, and spiritual emancipation. 

Even more significantly, Dunham’s work, which included the performance of the music 

and dance tradition associated with Orisha and other African deities, re-introduced these faith 

systems to African Americans.  Much like the individual practitioners’ processes of becoming 

involved with the religion, the basis of the resurgence of African American practice, as a whole, 

is rooted in the introduction of music. 

Dunham and her dance company began sharing Orisha dance and drum techniques (along 

with numerous other African diaspora dance expressions) with blacks in Chicago, New York, and 
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many other American cities.  Her choreography, and the music that accompanied it, were heavily 

informed by her studies in sociology and anthropology at University of Chicago and fieldwork that 

she had done in the Caribbean while working on a master’s degree that she chose not to complete 

in order to pursue dance.71  Her dance company brought Cuban drummers Julito Collazo and 

Francisco Aguabello to New York in 1952 when she was unable to find suitable musicians in New 

York to play the repertoire she wanted to perform.72 Collazo, according to Marta Morena Vega, 

became instrumental in bringing the Orisha practice to New York City and establishing the first 

spiritual houses there.  

Collazo was not, however, the first worshiper of Orisha in New York, according to John 

Mason (Mason 1992).   Pacho Mora, also known as Padrino Ifa Morote, was the principal babalawo 

in New York for many years.  He established the first documented ile, or spiritual house, there and 

was the first to perform Ifa divination in the city. Alongside these Afro-Cuban priests, African 

Americans became increasingly interested in first learning about these traditions and, later, 

reversion to them.  

 

Reversion, Sankofa, and Lucumí Versus Yoruba 

In the same way that musicians, choreographers, and dance companies brought the tradition to 

New York as a part of the cultural movement of the Harlem Renaissance, African music and dance 

companies now play a major role in the reversion of African-American Lucumí practioners today.  

The process of reversion is at the core of the transformation of practitioners of African traditional 
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religions.  With sankofa as its foundation, reversion is the conscious decision to return to Afrikan 

spiritual and cultural practices.  For members of my spiritual community, their experiences of 

emotional and spiritual transformation are a return to the understanding that we are reflections of 

our gods, both literally and metaphorically.  The iconography of Lucumí shows our deities are 

black, like us. More importantly, the ways that we acknowledge, worship, and function with them 

as the centers of our lives is a return to our most natural way of doing these things and it is the way 

that our ancestors did them. 

 When I met Rodney Austin Roberts and we first began to speak about the Orisha 

tradition, I asked him why he decided to join a Lucumí ile when there were numerous ways of 

getting the tradition directly from people who had been initiated in Africa and had studied with 

Nigerian babalawo and Orisha priests.  I knew that some people who studied with Nigeria-

initiated priests felt they were receiving a more “accurate” form of the tradition because it was 

“from the source.”   His response was that although he thought those were great priests and he 

was grateful for opportunities to learn from them, he was even more grateful to his spiritual egun 

in Cuba who had done whatever was necessary to preserve the old ways and to other egun in 

America for doing what was necessary to make sure that they reasserted their rights to the 

information that the Cubans had preserved.  It was at that point that I recognized how both the 

Lucumí and Nigerian-initiated groups were seeking sankofa, and I later realized that both were 

using expansion to contextualize the religion.  Both types of devotees had a sincere need and 

desire to return to what they viewed as their ancestral traditions and, regardless the form it took, 

their participation within a community of practitioners provided them with an opportunity to 

perform ethnicity and culture.  
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 Now, when I hear African American babalawo chant odu in their divination system, I am 

reminded of the night that I heard the chanting in Nigeria.  I still wonder if these chants were a 

part of the sounds of the Middle Passage and hush groves.  But, I find myself more content when 

I imagine that there was someone on a ship headed for the unknown who prayed that her children 

would know the sounds of chant and would one day be able to alter the physical space that they 

were in by reciting odu.  I imagine that we are those children and that, as such, egun see in us the 

potential manifestation of those prayers as they usher more and more of us toward reversion.  
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CHAPTER 2 

SACRED IBEJI: FAMILIAL ROLES, LINEAGE, AND KINSHIP IN ILE ASHO 

FUNFUN  

 

 My first exposure to the Orisha Ibeji was at a study group on the songs and dances of 

Orisha hosted by Dr. Huberta Jackson-Lowman and led by Dr. Nzinga Metzger in 2000.  At the 

time, I did not know either of them well and had only gone to the study group because a cousin 

that I had met a few weeks before told me that it might be a good place to learn a little about “the 

tradition.”   Five years later Jackson-Lowman would become one of my closest spiritual teachers 

and family friends but, on this night, I was still on the outskirts of this community.  I was an 

aleyo.  After giving a brief introduction to the characteristics of the Orisha, both priestesses 

(Jackson-Lowman and Metzger) suggested that we begin by singing a song for the Orisha.    

 

Children born in twos; children born in twos console mothers 
Chorus- 

Little by little make yourself of great importance 
Leader- 

 quickly do; console mother 
Chorus- 

Little by little make yourself of great importance 
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Figure 1: Transcription of Ibeji song for clave or cow bell and voice. Transcription by 
author. 74 
 

 The Ibeji are the sacred twin Orisha who are magical, powerful, and representative of 

blessings coming in two.  The birth of twins, both in the spiritual realm and the human realm, is a 

miracle and a manifestation of the duality of all things.  Yoruba twins are referred to as Taiwo, 

the first born, and Kehinde, the one who follows.  Despite being born first, Taiwo is considered 

the younger of the two as her job is to come into the world and check that everything is safe for 

her elder sibling, Kehinde.  . Twins, whose rates of births are extraordinarily high among the 

Yoruba, are viewed as a blessing and embodiments of the magic associated with Ibeji; as such, 

there are numerous customs and taboos associated with them.  Upon meeting twins, it is common 

                                                           
74 Mason, John. Orin Òrìṣà:Songs for Selected Heads (Brooklyn: Yorùbá Theological Archministry 

Publishing, 1992), 193. 
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to give them money, candy, and gifts so that they may multiply those blessings for the one giving 

the gift and, especially, so that they will help to assure fertility. 

The song above is a very common one sung for Ibeji at rituals, and deals with the roles 

that they--both the Orisha and human twins--play in a family.  Children are given names to 

express their birth position, their designated role in the family, or the events surrounding their 

birth.  In the song, we are reminded that Ibeji are viewed as children that come to the world often 

to console their mothers.  The caregivers for ibeji (their mothers or the devotees of the Orisha) 

are often granted special favors from Orisha. The chorus, “Little by little make yourself of great 

importance,” as well as the dance associated with that line,75 implies that individuals grow into 

the roles that they are destined for.  The following line, “Àlàbà yáa; Ìdòwú yá rè makes 

reference to Alaba and Idowu, the first female and male children, respectively, born after 

Kehinde.  Because the birth of ibeji is thought to bring more blessings and require more children 

(the ultimate blessing in a family), this line asks that the next child comes quickly after the birth 

of twins and notes that Kehinde –the second born but eldest of the twins –will help usher in 

Alaba’s birth and assist their mother.  By doing this, the second born of the Ibeji makes herself of 

even greater importance and fulfills part of the role of Ibeji to usher in more blessings.  This is 

signaled by the chorus’ refrain, “Kéré kéré yan.”

The character of Ibeji songs is unique among oriki.  Unlike most other songs for the 

Orisha, this piece is in 4/4 rather than 6/8.  Rhythmically, this seems to reinforce their 

personification of duality.  Songs for other Orisha in 6/8 strongly emphasize the two sets of three 

quick beats in a measure or unit of time while the Ibeji songs, with the syncopated cow bell or 

                                                           
75 At the chorus everyone takes five little steps forward, one with each syllable of the words “kéré.”  

Starting in a stooped position and gradually, with each step, the chorus stands up taller.  
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clave, feel more like subdivisions of two sets of two in a measure.  Their songs feel more playful 

because of the meter shift when they are played in ceremony after several songs in 6/8 and 

because of the tempo and timbre as the Ibeji are always represented as children.  We are 

reminded through their music and worship that each of us is a child and that there is immense 

room for growth in all of our lives.  Like Ibeji, and all children, we are intended to play a specific 

role within our families. I have come to see that my spiritual family mirrors the structure of a 

nuclear family and that, like Yoruba families and like Ibeji, we function with titles that indicate 

our roles, responsibilities, gifts, and position within that family.  This chapter explains the 

structure of my spiritual family and the ways that within it, each of us plays a specific role. 

 

Ile Asho Funfun 

Spiritual houses are not actually physical places although they may meet or be associated 

with a specific place. They are, rather, collections of people who worship, practice, and learn 

together under the tutelage of a presiding elder or group of elders.  In order to elucidate the structure 

of a spiritual house, it is important to first understand the roles, titles, and responsibilities of the 

members of a spiritual house.  It is important to clarify, however, that each group is structured 

upon the traditions of their lineage,76 which means that the following modes of organization may 

vary from one group to another.  In addition, interactions within a group of Lucumí practitioners 

are heavily impacted by the particular elders, and their personal approaches and philosophies 

regarding the nature of their relationships with their godchildren.  In my particular spiritual house, 

                                                           
76 Lineage here refers to spiritual lineage.  It will be shown that each person working within our spiritual 

house has an elder, and that the people who have the same elders, or are related through initiations by shared elders, 
are a part of a lineage.  In much the same way that a family tree can be drawn to explain common grandmothers, 
parents, or ancestors, spiritual families can connect themselves through their own initiations and those of people 
spiritually related to them. 
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the heads have always been invested in the ideals of Afrikan liberation and sankofa, and are also 

members of the academic world. For these reasons, their approach to godparenting may be 

different from other elders in my lineage with their own ile.  Additionally, because of their 

experiences with their own elders, they have made conscious decisions about how they will interact 

with those who choose to learn from them – much in the same way that parents make decisions 

about how to raise their children. 

Though there are some common titles and ways of defining and describing roles, 

ceremonies, and spiritual items, the description that follows is based upon my lineage and, more 

specifically, my spiritual house, whose members served as my primary informants.  The term most 

often used to describe a spiritual house, or sect of practitioners, is an ile. This term literally 

translates as “land” or “ground,” but is used interchangeably with the word for “house” both in its 

native Yoruba language and in the Yoruba spiritual diaspora.  Ile are typically headed by an elder 

olorisha or iyalorisha. These terms refer to a priest or priestess, respectively, who have been 

initiated to an Orisha and perform spiritual work for people other than themselves.  Practitioners 

and people who are not initiated to Orisha are referred to as aleyos and,  while this term typically 

refers to any non-initiate, in our ile it is most often used for the members/practitioners in the ile 

who are not initiated.  Initiated elders are called Baba (father) or Iya (mother), depending on their 

gender, even by other adults who may be chronologically older than they are; small children, like 

my son, however, use these titles for all adults even if the adult is an aleyo and the child is an 

initiated priest.  Both Iya and Baba serve as prefixes to the name one prefers to be called (i.e., Iya 

Lisa).  While many African American practitioners of African religions in our geographical area 

choose to use their spiritual names at all time, most priests in our ile go by their given names or 

nicknames, reserving their spiritual names for use during ritual.   
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Ile Asho Funfun is the name of our ile.  It is headed by a married couple, Mr. William 

“Bill” Lowman--to whom we always refer as Baba Bill--and Dr. Huberta Jackson-Lowman, 

known as Iya Huberta.  The name of our ile translates as “House of the White Cloth” and was so 

named because both elders, Iya Huberta and Baba Bill, are initiated to the Orisha Obatala who is 

known as the Orisha of white cloth.  Obatala is associated with wisdom, old age, the mountains, 

and the formation of the human body from clay.  Though it is the responsibility of the creator, 

Olodumare, to breathe life into all humans, Obatala’s work is to sculpt us.  Our ile’s name both 

pays homage to him and directs our behavior to be ethical and exhibit character that is 

unblemished, like clean white cloth. 

While godparents take primary responsibility for training and presenting empowerments 

and Orisha, they never work alone.  The godparent, often through divination, chooses for an aleyo 

an ojugbona or an ajugbona.  Ojugbona literally translates as “the eyes on the road,” but the 

Spanish-speaking Cubans who practice the religion altered the term over time (as they did with 

much of the language of the religion as noted in the introduction), and it became ajubona or 

ayubona.  The word is sometimes shortened to ajugbon when used as a verb, as in, “He will 

ajugbon for the aleyo.”  The term is Yoruba and is an elision of three words, oju meaning “eyes,” 

gba meaning “to take in,” and ona meaning “road.”  Baba Will, my son Amari’s ojugbona, 

described his duty to attendees at a celebration for Amari’s initiation saying: “I’m the Iyawo’s 

ajubona. And I am literally his eyes on his path. I’m like a guard dog. I’ll be hard on him but I’ll 

be harder on any threat to him.  My job is to protect him and his ashe at all costs and so that’s what 

you’ll see me doing.”77 

 

                                                           
77 William Ozier, Tallahassee, Florida, July 12, 2015. 
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Figure 2: David Amari Roberts poses for "selfies" with his ojugbona and Iya Helen on the 

night before his initiation.  Friday, July 9, 2015. Photograph by author. 
 

An ojugbona is chosen at one of the earliest rites of passage for an aleyo, when he receives his 

consecrated beads or ileke.78  Because, for most of us in my ile, our godparent is either Iya Huberta 

or Baba Bill, the other one typically serves as the initial ojugbona, however, other priests who are 

in the house or who are in some way related to it may also serve in the position. An individual may 

have different ojugbona for different stages of initiation. For instance, I served as the ojugbona for 

a god sibling when she received her ileke, but I may not necessarily be the ojugbona for her if and 

                                                           
78 The initiation of receiving ileke is discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4. 
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when she is initiated to her Orisha. A godparent and ojugbona are always acknowledged first in 

the godchild’s prayers unless one or both of the aleyo’s parents are priests and are living.  Both 

the godparent and ojugbona train, counsel, and do spiritual work for the aleyo.   

Cuba’s preservation of these practices and the titles and roles associated with them is 

particularly important to this research because it is there that the Ile Asho Funfun lineage was born.  

The first African American in my lineage to be initiated was Iya Penelope Stubbs (Iya Penny, as 

we refer to her, or Oshun Gwere Egbe Kunle, to use her spiritual name), who was initiated by Iya 

Juana Marinque (Omi Yinka).  At the time, she was dating Baba Christopher Oliana who was only 

the second African American to ever be initiated to Orisha when he, along with Baba Oseijeman 

Adefunmi I, traveled to Cuba where they were initiated together. Baba Chris worked Orisha and 

initiated people independently while Baba Oseijeman went on to found the Yoruba temple of New 

York (which no longer exists) and, eventually, the Oyotunji African village in South Carolina, 

which is famous in the African American Orisha community.79 

Though Iya Penny dated Chris Oliana, she was initiated by Iya Juana, an Afro-Cuban 

woman living in New York.  Many years later, Iya Penny served as ojugbona for Iya Huberta, who 

was introduced to the tradition by her husband and my godfather, Baba Bill.   Baba Bill was later 

initiated by Iya Penny, with David Coleman (Baba David Tenu Leri) serving as his ojugbona.   

I am the third initiated godchild of my godfather and my ojugbona is Helen Philips (Iya 

Helen Salaako, ibaye).80 My spiritual name is Osunleti, which means literally “in Oshun’s ear,” a 

                                                           
79 Oyotunji residents identify themselves as living in a sovereign African nation within the United States 

and are governed by the eldest son of Baba Osejiman, along with a council of elders.  There are around twenty-five 
families that live permanently on the property of “The Village,” but there are many members of the larger ile (who 
do not live there) which incorporates elements of Ifa, Orisha worship, and Vodoun in their practice.  

80 Ibaye is a prayer to bless the soul of a deceased priest in a lineage, and is used after Iya Helen Phillips’ 
spiritual name as an honorific. 
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name which implies that I am able to hear the Orisha Oshun, to whom I am initiated, and that she 

is able to hear me.   Iya Sheridan Booker was Baba Bill’s first initiated godchild and Iya Penny is 

her ojugbona. Iya Sheriden was followed by my late husband, Baba Rodney Austin Roberts (Baba 

Austin, ibaye), whose ojugbona was Baba David.  Baba Bill is also godfather to many aleyo.  Iya 

Huberta has one initiated godchild, Adeniji, as well as many aleyo.  These priests and aleyos, along 

with Iya Huberta and Baba Bill’s son, Akinlana Lowman (Baba Akin, who is an initiated priest), 

and numerous spiritual aunts, uncles, and cousins are the members of Ile Asho Funfun, made 

family through initiations.  

These relationships are all pictured in Table 1.  Excluded from this list is Baba Oseijeman 

Adefunmi I, who was initiated with Baba Christopher Oliana.  Though he is extremely important 

to all African American Orisha worshippers and he is a spiritual uncle to some elders, he is not 

directly linked to any present members of Ile Asho Funfun.  There are other distant spiritual 

relatives who have functioned in positions of eldership in our ile because they are a part of our 

lineage but, again, since they are not directly linked to any current priest--by directly I mean as a 

godparent or ojugbona--they are omitted from this chart. 

Our ile is a large family that appears, to outsiders, to be full of complex relationships.  

However, it functions like my natal family and like most families that I have observed.  It seems 

to be no accident that it is structured like a biological family; it is my belief that the structure of 

our ile, along with other ile and religious practices in the African diaspora, developed out of a need 

to make and have familial collectives like those that were lost due to the ongoing damage caused 

by the trans-Atlantic slave trade.  What was and is still is lost was the ability to develop and 

maintain extended lineages.  The ile has provided for its members a spiritual and social base 
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Figure 3: Priestly lineage of Ile Asho Funfun. Godparents appear above each priest, and 

each box contains the priest’s spiritual name, the name he or she is known by, and the 

name of his or her ojugbona. 

 

upon which not only can religion be learned and practiced, but also cultural memory may be 

performed.  Members of the ile are given the opportunity and space to perform ethnicity in an 
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authentic way.81  This includes forming our own robust familial relationships and seeing a 

 

Figure 4: Priests surround the Iyawo. (L to R in back) Baba Bill, Baba Will, Iya Huberta, 

(front) Iyawo and Iya Helen (ibaye) on the night before the Iyawo’s initiation. July 10, 

2015. Photo by author. 

 

                                                           
81 By using the term “perform” I do not intend to imply that it is less than authentic.  Rather, it is culturally 

and historically authentic based upon perceived memories or ideas of what it is to be African.   
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healthy marriage based in both love and commitment to the tradition modeled for us.  

Additionally, the spiritual house is a space where members are able to practice African traditions 

in song, dance, speech, and, dress among other things, and where they are encouraged to take 

pride in this knowledge and these performances. The performance of the roles of godparent, 

priest, and aleyo are also enactments of sankofa.  They are an attempt at reclaiming identity 

through spirituality. 

 

Expansion in Ile Asho Funfun 

 Within our ile, the case for expansion can be further explored by observing the use of 

multiple approaches to achieving ire by each individual.  While many Western religions 

emphasize the need to accept one truth, one God, and one path to a meaningful life and afterlife 

(heaven for Christians, Jews, and Muslims), Orisha-centered religion emphasizes the importance 

of each individual’s path to her highest destiny.  Again, it is important to recognize that members 

of other ile may interpret what that means in different ways, but, after consultation with Orisha 

and ancestral spirits, the elders of Ile Asho Funfun have sometimes directed their godchildren to 

realize their paths by way of other, non-Orisa-based religious practices.  As such, there are many 

members of our ile who are also practitioners of other Afrikan spiritual traditions.  Most common 

among these is Palo, which is a Kongo-based spiritual practice involving deities that are more 

often associated with the earth than are the Orisha of Lucumí.  According to an elder from 

another ile in Tallahassee:  

Palo is akin to the Nigerian Egungun cult and deals with ancestral spirits.  It came 
to America via Cuba and was practiced by Santeros there who had lost the 
knowledge of Egungun, but were forced to syncretize their beliefs with those of 
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Congolese83 practitioners who were enslaved in order to access some of the power 
of ancestral worship that was native to the Yoruba. 84   
 

Though neither of the Lowmans are practitioners of Palo, they are both very knowledgeable 

about it based on spiritual work they have done with priests in Palo and through their 

interactions with numerous Paleros, or practitioners of Palo.  They serve as godparents to many 

priests and aleyos who they have directed to have work done through Paleros, some of whom 

have been initiated in the Palo religion at one of the many levels of Palo initiation.   

 Often, the need to receive Palo empowerments has a great deal to do with either having 

ancestry from the Congo or the determination that the practitioner has a spirit guide who is a 

Palero,  Both of these reasons may be ascertained through divination.  In my ile, Iya Huberta 

most often does merindinlogun (or dilogun for short) divination, while Baba Bill most often does 

obi divination.85  When I came into our ile, I came from a spiritual house that had practiced 

Orisha worship in a distinctly Yoruba fashion.  The elder of that ile had been initiated in Nigeria, 

and was making an effort to re-Afrikanize her community of practitioners through cultural study 

and practicing the religion in the “traditional” way.86  For this reason, it had been “marked,” or 

foretold through divination, that I was destined for initiation into the Egungun cult.  Egun is the 

term for ancestors in the Yoruba language.  Egungun is a cult dedicated to the mysteries of the 

                                                           
83 The word “Kongolese” is spelled with a K to refer to the ethnic group rather than the geographic region. 

K is often used to refer to the way it would have been spelled by indigenous people.  However, Europeans, because 
Romance languages do not have a similar hard “K,” used a C to spell words with this sound. 

84Iya Omi, April 24, 2004. Presentation to members of Sankofa Sister Circle. 
85 Merindinlogun or dilogun divination can only be done by a trained olorisha, and involves the 

interpretation of sacred parables about the orisha that can be identified through the casting of sixteen (merindilogun 
in Yoruba) cowry shells that have been opened and consecrated as a part of initiation to an orisha (ocha).  Obi 
divination is a form of divination done with four pieces of coconut.  It derives from the Yoruba practice of reading 
with four pieces of palm or kola nuts. Similarly, obi divination can speak in parables, but may also be interpreted to 
simply give yes and no answers, which is the most basic form of divination that aleyo learn. 

86 The issue of “traditional” practice of the religions of the Yoruba people by Americans is discussed in 
detail in Chapter 5 as a part of the discussion of my previous ile experiences. 
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ancestors and tasked with helping to maintain balance and proper interactions between the living 

and their deceased relatives – both their personal ancestors and those of the community.87  

 

 

Figure 5: Dilogun on a divining tray. September 30, 2015.  Photograph by Baba Bill. 

 

Based upon numerous experiences I had with that elder and as a part of that ile, I made 

the difficult decision to leave them and to join Ile Asho Funfun, which was the spiritual house of 

my then-fiancé, Rodney “Austin” Roberts.  One of the first things that was determined once I 

became a member of the new ile was that rather than being initiated to Egungun I needed to be 

                                                           
87 This description, like many given of secret and initiatory practices, is a very vague description of the 

purpose.  It is my intent to elucidate the nature of many aspects of the religious practices discussed here (as in 
Egungun) in order to adequately make my scholarly point, without ever betraying my informants or my own 
integrity as a priestess and practitioner of the religions that I am involved in.  It is important to note that details of 
ceremonies, secret societies, and other matters bear no weight on the research this work represents. 
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“scratched,” or initiated in Palo.90 Because of the Cuban practice of initiating practitioners to 

Palo as a means of dealing with ancestral issues, I learned that Ile Asho Funfun members most 

often work with their own ancestral shrines or through Palo to resolve problems related to egun 

that may arise rather than initiating into the Egungun cult.  Despite this, both Iya Huberta and 

Baba Bill are familiar with Egungun through participation in the group’s rites both in Africa and 

in America.  They have previously assisted one aleyo with whom they were working (though not 

in the capacity of godparents) with getting initiated into Egungun.  While it took several years 

for me to be able to get scratched, I did eventually become an initiated member of a Palo 

spiritual family.  In addition to Palo, both of the Lowmans have godchildren who are also 

involved in Akan, Vodoun, Christian, and Peruvian Shamanic religious practices; as 

aforementioned, most were directed towards these traditions by Orisha through divination and 

then encouraged to follow that directive by their godparents. 

 All members of Ile Asho Funfun are devotees of Orunmila, also known as Ifa, who is the 

deity over destiny among the Yoruba people. Although Ifa is associated with a different cult or 

spiritual group than the other Orisha, they are all interrelated and there are different points at 

which priests of other Orisha may need to seek out Ifa priests.  In Nigeria, people were usually 

initiated as devotees of one specific Orisha, which was typically the patron of their family or 

town.  In Cuba and some other regions in the Caribbean, however, it became customary to 

become initiated to one primary Orisha, but to receive others through initiations and rituals. This 

is yet another example of expansion that arose out of necessity as, in order to preserve the 

knowledge of as many of the Orisha as possible, practitioners in the Americas combined their 

knowledge rather than have any deity die when devotees of that spirit died in captivity.  While 

                                                           
90 Initiation into any level of priesthood in the Palo tradition is referred to as being scratched. 
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the worship of Ifa was widespread in Nigeria, it was not common for African American olorisha 

to consult Ifa with the frequency that we do now.  For many reasons, it has become more 

common--and it is considered a higher honor in some ways--for American Orisha practitioners to 

initiate to Ifa and practice divination or seek divination by Ifa priests using ikin or opele.91  This 

is referred to as d’afa or divination with Ifa.  

Members of Ile Asho Funfun regularly receive d’afa, and the ile has a hand of ifa that is 

consulted for an annual reading of the year,92  an annual divination session that takes place near 

the beginning of the calendar year and which serves a time of fellowship, rituals, and learning.  

The d’afa gives us directives, taboos, guiding Orisha, and rituals that must be completed over the 

course of the year to assure success, health, and alignment, and it is the culmination of a 

multiple-day meeting of members of the ile.  It is a time when Iya Huberta and Baba Bill’s 

godchildren, as well as some elders from the lineage, come from all over the country to 

participate in rituals and reconnect with the elders and members. Those who are not able to be at 

the gathering sometimes call in via conference call services, use video chat applications, or send 

the implements of their Orisha to members who are local in order to have them read or given an 

offering, all in an effort to be a part of the collective ashe.  This annual reading attracts more 

members than any other event during the year, with the exception of when we are performing an 

initiation.  Our ile works closely with our own oluwo, or babalawo, who is the head of our Ifa 

ile.93  He conducts our annual reading of the year, attends and helps to work all initiations to 

                                                           
91 Ikin are consecrated palm nuts and opele is a chain which has seeds attached to it both of these 

instruments are used for divination by priests of Ifa. 
92 A “hand of ifa” is a pot which contains the ashe and some sacred implements of the orisha Ifa including a 

set of consecrated palm nuts.  Receiving it is an empowerment, and an initiation takes several days to complete, but 
receiving hand of Ifa, also known as k’ofa, does not make one a priest of Ifa.  Rather, to achieve priesthood, one 
must undergo a far more complicated initiation. 

93 Oluwo is a term that implies the chief priest or head of a group of Ifa practitioners.  He conducts 
initiations into Ifa. The title Babalawo literally means father (baba) of secrets or mysteries (awo).  It is the title for a 
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Orisha as he is able, and performs spiritual work on our behalf as he does for any of our god 

family in Ifa that might not be a part of our Orisha ile. 

In addition to practicing some spiritual systems individually and others, like Ifa, as a 

collective, members of Ile Asho Funfun also practice a form of spiritism or espiritismo through a 

ritual known as misa.  Spiritism, in the way that we practice it, is far more akin to what Puerto 

Ricans brought to the United States during the twentieth century than it is to nineteenth century 

French spiritism, even though it developed out of the French practice.  Misa are technically 

translated as masses for the dead, but they are actually gatherings of members of the ile where 

we recite prayers and songs in the hope that a medium will be able to make a connection with a 

spirit guide and pass messages to the ile.94  At a misa, everyone is a potential medium and 

Rodney Roberts, who before his death often “sat” for misa, would say that “We are all equal at 

the misa table.”95  This was an encouragement for anyone who felt that they were being given a 

message from spirit guides to speak up and realize that, unlike other ceremonies where aleyo and 

even young priests are expected to be quiet, this was an event at which they should feel 

comfortable speaking. 

The sister faiths that members of Ile Asho Funfun practice are meant to benefit the 

individual as well as the larger ile.  The wisdom, means of managing challenges in different 

ways, and understandings of various African traditional religions can all be used to assist our god 

                                                           

priest of Ifa who has been fully initiated to Ifa having received both hands of Ifa.  Babalawo are initiated by and 
have an oluwo. 

94 Spirit guides are spirits that have attached themselves to a person for various reasons.  Spirit guides may 
be with a medium to protect them, or they may be an ancestral spirit.  There are instances where spirit guides attach 
themselves to a person to pay a karmic debt.  There are also times when people have an unevolved spirit that has 
attached to a person.  In these cases, they must be removed through spiritual work by an orisha priest or a babalawo.  
This may also be work that a palero may deal with. 

95 To sit for a misa is to head the table.  This means that you are one of the mediums expected to pass on 
messages and possibly become possessed by one of your spirit guides. 
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siblings and our godparents.  Moreover, participation in these religions provides the well-trained 

practitioner with more tools to help potential clients or future godchildren as well as facilitates 

connections with like-minded practitioners of the sister faiths.  

Ibeji, the two Orisha who are miraculous because of the nature of their birth and because 

of the power that their arrival brings to the world, are an apt metaphor for the way that spiritual 

families mirror nuclear ones and the blessings that birth in a different branch of the tradition 

bestows on the entire family.  The ibeji’s birth becomes a marker for themselves as well as their 

parents and siblings. Similarly, new empowerments and initiations in other branches of the 

tradition bless those who are receiving them and the rest of the spiritual family.   

 

 

Figure 6: The author poses with her godfather in Palo Baba Ifakunle.  April 2015. Photo 

courtesy of Baba Ifakunle. 
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CHAPTER 3  

ELDERS CAN SEE SITTING DOWN, WHAT CHILDREN CAN’T SEE STANDING: 

WAYS OF GAINING KNOWLEDGE IN THE TRADITION 

  

I was in fourth grade math class with Mr. Hawk, and he was going around the room 

asking us our times tables.  I was panicking.  As he circulated the room, asking students “four 

times six?” or “five times six?,” I felt sick to my stomach.  “I do not like math,” I thought, “and I 

hate Mr. Hawk!”  Students who did not know the correct answers were made to stand on the side 

of the room in a line.  As he asked the student in the desk in front of me her question, our 

principal Mr. Stone came in.  “Oh God!” I thought.  The girl before me was the third person out 

of fifteen so far who was made to stand in the line.  “Lisa, seven times six?”  I froze. I tried to 

calculate the answer in my head, but couldn’t do it. “I don’t know my sevens,” I croaked.  “Get 

in the line,” he said.   

I felt like crying.  The girl in front of me was crying.  “I’m never going to not know the 

answers again!” I thought to myself.  This was the beginning of my extreme hate for math and 

also the beginning of my obsession with knowing the answers.  With the help of my sister and 

her tricks for learning times tables, I mastered them.  I crushed them!  I drilled them excessively 

and became fanatical about not being embarrassed in front of my classmates, friends, and 

especially not in front of elders like Mr. Stone.  I became a good “A”/strong “B” student.  I got 

one “C” (in eighth grade pre-algebra of course, I never did learn to like math), but was otherwise 

an honor student through high school.  In college I did equally well, graduating with honors, and 

I went on to do very well in graduate school.  “I’m a good student,” I would say proudly to 
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myself and to anyone who might inquire.  That is, until I became a student of the Orisha 

tradition. 

 I began inquiring about Lucumí and Ifa after many conversations with a girlfriend, 

Mellenee, about different world religions.  We decided that we would have a weekly spiritual 

discussion on Sundays and talk about ways to achieve spiritual growth, something we both felt 

was missing from our lives.  We had both been raised Christian and had graduated together from 

a small United Methodist college.  Having both graduated with honors, we approached this like 

an academic study.  We chose topics to research and came back to report to each other on what 

we had learned.  We spent hours talking about the traditions that we hoped would get us closer to 

God.   

 Mellenee and I also had music in common.  While I had studied harp, she was a vocalist, 

and we often talked about the fact that we both felt closest to God when we were performing or 

when we became lost in music making.  In fact, our conversations about spirit, spirituality, and 

God somehow always led to music. 

Several months into our methodical search and study, I learned that I had a cousin named 

Omi who lived in Tallahassee.96  I met with her, and after learning that she was a practitioner of 

“Yoruba,” as she called it, I invited her to come and speak to Mellenee and me at our next 

spiritual meeting.  

A week later, another friend, Erica, invited me to her home.  We had been chatting in a 

common area when we went to her bedroom to get something.  Upon entering her room, I 

noticed a very low table with a glass bowl of water on it accompanied by a beautiful vase of 

                                                           
96 Omi is an alias for the cousin (eventually my first godmother) that I met in Tallahassee.   
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flowers, some pictures, and little trinkets.  It was clear that each item had been carefully placed 

there and was attended to regularly. I was drawn to it and asked her what it was. “It’s my altar,” 

she said shyly.  “I’m starting to learn about this religion and I wanted to set up a place for them.” 

 “For whom?” I asked 

 “For the Orisha and ancestors.  For my spirit guides.  But I’m just starting to study 

Yoruba, so I don’t know if it’s right.  It’s just what I started with.” 

 My mind immediately flashed back to my conversation with my cousin.  I recalled that 

she had said that she was Yoruba.  She had mentioned that as a New Yorker in the South, people 

always asked her about what sorority she was a part of and what church she attended. “Two 

things I am not into!” she stated emphatically.   

“So, what are you into?” I asked as nonchalantly as I could.   

“I’m Yoruba.” She said. 

I was so excited that I think I actually shouted at Erica that I had just met a cousin in 

Tallahassee and that she, too, was Yoruba.  Erica seemed to jump out of her own skin with 

excitement.  She bombarded me with questions about when she could meet Omi, if she had an 

ile, and if she was she initiated.  At the time I knew nothing about whether she was initiated or 

even what an ile was, but I promised Erica that I would set up a time for us to all get together. 

Within a matter of weeks, Erica and I met with my cousin and were becoming a part of a 

small circle of women who were studying Afrikan culture under her tutelage.  We were like a 

book club but with stronger bonds.  It was obvious that all of us were interested in learning about 

the religion, and there were some who were already involved in it.  But my cousin insisted that in 

order to learn about a group’s religion--their most sacred selves--we needed to understand better 

who we were through study of our history as well as the study of their culture and history.  I saw 
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it as an opportunity to learn about the religion, make some connections with like-minded people, 

and figure out exactly what I had seen at a community dance class when young people seemed to 

lay down on the floor in front of elders.  What I did not understand at the time was that I was 

already in a family/ile environment with an elder at its head; I had unknowingly a part of the 

structure through which the tradition has survived in the diaspora.  

I had gone my whole life without ever encountering the words Orisha, Yoruba, or 

Lucumí and then all of a sudden, it seemed, I was inundated by them.  In my African Drum and 

Dance Ensemble, the instructor decided that we should perform an Ewe piece that originated 

with the Yoruba people and was related to the Orisha religion.  In a music of the Caribbean 

course, we studied Orisha music in Cuba and I learned that there was an Orisha priestess in my 

class who began to discuss her practice.  I continued attending dance rehearsals at the community 

center and made note of the “strange” behavior that people seemed to demonstrate regularly, like 

lying on the floor to greet certain people.  Several people wore beaded necklaces and they 

seemed to be the ones always being saluted or saluting others.  I paid careful attention to the way 

that they always gave each other double sided hugs and referred to elders as “Iya” and “Baba.”  

Later, as a practitioner, I would understand these “coincidences” as opportunities for spirit to 

introduce itself to me and to manifest the saying that my cousin used often: “everything is 

singing!” 

As I continued to interact with the circle of women who were a part of the study group 

and to learn from my cousin, I quickly realized that there was something innately different about 

how we were being asked to retain information in contrast to the ways I had come to know things 

in my Western education.  It was similar in that she would give us assigned readings and engage 

us in long discussions about them, but the way that she forced us to look at our own lives and 
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how we were either living (or leaving) these ideals in our lives was difficult to handle.  I was 

often forced to look at my shortcomings in a way that I had never been asked to before and I felt 

defeated most of the time.   

This is where my new education differed most from that to which I was accustomed.  I 

did the work!  I read the material and took notes, I studied it constantly, I drilled the information 

consistently, and yet I could not fundamentally change who I was --which seemed all wrong 

according to what I was learning.  Though I was and am, at my core, a good person, I never 

seemed Afrikan enough according to what we were learning. A great deal of my sense of defeat 

had to do with my own insecurities, but there is also often a manner of teaching in the tradition, 

in both ceremonial and informal settings, which comes across as harsh and less than supportive.  

I have often witnessed practitioners being scolded by their teachers and elders for not responding 

correctly or appropriately to situations, particularly when those responses reflected a lack of 

understanding about the urgency of much of the spiritual work that is done in Orisha traditions.  

Nonetheless, I began eating, speaking, and dressing differently to reflect my new way of 

life, and I felt great about it.  I had always loved my Afrikan heritage and embraced it, but I now 

had a renewed sense of ownership as a result of my studies and I was excited to live it.  People 

around me noticed the difference as well.  Some commented on how beautifully dressed I was, as 

I wore every thread of Afrikan attire I could find in my wardrobe and made a point of buying 

things that looked more Afrikan, and others mentioned that I seemed to be speaking more 

mindfully and contemplating things in a different way.  But there were those, including many of 

my instructors and some long-time friends, who mentioned that I also seemed irritated.  While all 

of these things were true, that last observation touched on a nerve.  Because of much of what I 

was learning, I found that I became increasingly angry with white people.  I had been raised by 
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very culturally conscious parents on historically black college and university (HBCU) campuses, 

fully (I thought) aware of my history.   But the history I was now learning was different from the 

one that I had learned before, or at least my perception of it was becoming different.  I became 

an empath for my ancestors for a time, and as I read about the whips biting their skin, the chains 

shackling them, the unbearable stench of the slave ships, I swallowed the bile that rose in my 

throat and cursed those who had held the whips and the keys to the shackles and who had 

navigated and made purchases from the ships.97  I also began cursing their descendants.   

I had traveled abroad numerous times and had been exposed to all types of people, 

cultures, and ideas.  I knew in my heart that my anger was justified though, perhaps, misdirected 

as I recognized that there are good and bad people and that white people are not fundamentally 

bad.  Despite this recognition, I had difficulty seeing past my emotional reactions to the 

information I was learning.  But, I knew that I had to in order to be the productive person I 

needed to be, and  in order to bring about change and evolution for my people who were still 

reeling from the terrible tragedy, the Maafa, that we had suffered only a little over 100 years ago.  

I began to feel guilty because my experiences were very different from the majority of other 

African Americans and members of the African diaspora.  My parents, our social and economic 

background, and my chosen field of work (classical music at the time) were not Afrikan enough, 

it seemed to me.   

To add to this emotional turmoil, I was frustrated by my inability to find the right 

answers in a book.  I sought the approval of my circle of friends and my cousin by being able to 

regurgitate the “right” answers from the readings and discussions.  I rushed to answer questions 

                                                           
97 An empath here refers to one who is empathetic to the point of feeling and experiencing the thoughts and 

feelings of those she is around or of whom she has knowledge. 
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in our meetings because that’s what good students did, rather than meditating on how concepts 

could be applied to my life. Much to my chagrin, the answers were not necessarily in the books.  

Rather than providing the answers, as they had always done in my academic life, the books only 

supplemented the real lessons, which came through experience.  My cousin kept pushing me, my 

study group kept challenging me, and, ultimately, I had to be quiet--for 90 days, actually--in 

order to hear what they were saying.  I had to be still and listen at the feet of my elders, and work 

within the tradition to learn how to make the magic happen. 

 The essence of becoming a practicing and believing follower of any spiritual tradition is 

coming to understand the ways that knowledge is gained in the religion and, further, having the 

cognitive flexibility to develop that knowledge--of the ways and means of the religion--into 

wisdom.  This chapter focuses on the process of attaining knowledge as a devotee of Orisha 

under the tutelage of a primary teacher--a godparent--and further explores the steps on the path 

to ocha.  There are a number of initiations in the reversion process and, at each stage, there are 

new realities that must be accepted if a practitioner is to continue.  Among the theories that have 

informed the analysis of the ethnography at the start of the chapter are cognitive flexibility, 

reversion, and embodiment of veneration. 

 

Levels of Initiation 

My experiences discovering the Orisha tradition were not unlike those of many of the people that 

I interviewed.  In fact, a common theme brought up by those who were in the reversion process, 

who had gone through it, or who were on the outside of the tradition looking in as an aleyo, was 

their struggle with negotiating the personalities in the tradition, their place within an Afrikan-

centered lifestyle and community, and their feelings of inadequacy as they embarked upon the  
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Figure 7: The author poses with Erica Hubbard. Here, the two embrace days after 

Hubbard attended the birth of author’s son. October 30, 2007. Photo by R. Austin Roberts. 

 

transformation.  Additionally, many of them had witnessed others struggle with these issues, 

which had deterred them from becoming involved sooner or kept them from participating in a 

specific ile. 
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In our American education system, we tend to equate degrees and certifications with 

wisdom. We also often incorrectly equate knowledge with wisdom, but these things are not the 

same and this was my most difficult lesson.  I thought that, as a scholar, I should be asking 

questions of the material and of the source and I strove to discredit or rebut a given theory or 

assertion rather than absorb it.  Adding to my difficulty, I was unaccustomed to the way that the 

messages were delivered.  I initially reacted as any individual would who had been educated in 

America by parents who told me that I was to give respect to those who gave it to me, and I 

became arrogant and insolent.  I decided that there was an inherent problem with the tradition--or 

with any religion or person--who taught lessons by being disrespectful to those seeking 

knowledge.  

 Dr. Huberta Jackson-Lowman, or Iya Huberta, as we call her, had observed the tradition 

for years before becoming a practitioner, and alluded to having been disinterested due to the 

amount of “work” that was involved, both literally and metaphorically.  She also commented on 

the ways that some of the elders in the tradition were harsh in their teaching methods and 

discussed her introduction to the tradition in this way: 

 

Lisa: Can you tell me just how long you’ve been in the tradition? 

Iya: It’s been probably about 32 or 33 years in terms of my being in the 
tradition. Actually, it’s been about 30 years, because I was really introduced to 
it about in about ‘76 or ‘77 around that time I received ilekes around ’78, 
because it occurred around the birth of my first son. 

Lisa: And, what was your draw? What brought you into the tradition? 

Iya: Seeing it work, seeing it actually work, because I had actually been 
around it for a couple of years before I actually recognized and appreciated its 
value. Of course, my husband had been involved in it before I was.  But there 
were things that really did not appeal to me in relationship to it, and so I was 
just kind of just hanging around the periphery, essentially.  But, I went 
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through a crisis in my life as I was completing my doctorate, and I was very 
frustrated with the whole process of getting my dissertation completed.  I lost 
my only copy of my dissertation, in the era before computers, and it was 
through the work that I did in the religion that I was able to get the sole copy 
of my completed dissertation back so that I could finish.  And that’s really 
what convinced me that there was obviously something-some power, some 
empowerment, some possibilities that were far beyond anything that I had 
ever encountered. That was something that I just couldn’t simply turn my 
back on.   

Lisa: You mentioned that there were some things that really didn’t appeal to 
you.  Do you mind talking about that? 

Iya: (both laugh) Well, it just seemed like there was a lot of work involved.  
That’s what didn’t appeal to me.  I mean, everything I saw, it seemed like it 
was people working for long periods of time, and it was just like I just 
couldn’t get to it.  I wasn’t really actively involved. I mean, even though I 
grew up as a Christian, I wasn’t really actively involved with the church at 
that particular time, and though I had been away for it for a while, it wasn’t 
what I was accustomed to.  I just didn’t make the connection between the 
work and the benefits of the work that you do, and so therefore I wasn’t 
excited about all the work.  That’s basically what it amounted to. 

Lisa: What kind of work? (both laugh) 

Iya: Well, if you go to any of the rituals there are people who are working in 
the kitchen and they are plucking birds and things of that sort, and of course I 
wasn’t used to anything like that, so that wouldn’t have been anything that 
would have appealed to me. But, cooking --and I was never someone who was 
very domestic, so cooking was never anything that was all that exciting to me. 
And, what they call pulling the ashes from the birds and animals and doing 
that kind of work. It was kind of bloody work, and in general it was just doing 
things that really did not appeal to me. Plus, it went on from the beginning of 
the morning almost to the beginning of the next morning.  So it was all this 
work, and I just didn’t understand it, and I didn’t see any benefit, at least that I 
could perceive. So, the level of knowledge was lacking, it was actually next to 
nothing.  And also, the priests that I met at that particular time were just very--
not just confrontational, they were confrontational, and they were very…well, 
they just said whatever came to their minds, essentially.  There was no 
diplomacy, in terms of just telling you about yourself.  And I didn’t really see 
-- or I didn’t appreciate or understand--a lot of the things that they were 
saying. It took me a number of years to appreciate them and some of the 
information that they were sharing with me about me and what I needed to do, 
what I needed to be or to manifest all that they saw as my potential.   
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Lisa: I’m interested in that, some of the things that didn’t appeal to you, 
including the lack of diplomacy of the elders.  How has that affected your way 
of communicating with your godchildren since you are an elder now? 

Iya: Well, at first because I did not appreciate it, I tried to move in the 
opposite direction.  As I’ve gotten older I’ve really come to appreciate more 
of where they were coming from, and I’ve gotten to see the value in that.  
And, sometimes it really is important.  You know as young people we often 
don’t understand how critical things are, we don’t appreciate the nuances and 
we don’t see the bigger picture. And so there’s a proverb that says, “Elders 
can see sitting down what youth cannot see standing up.” Now that I have 
grown a lot, and I guess this takes you maybe growing older and you having 
experiences, now I can recognize it.  I am able to recognize that, and I am 
beginning to appreciate why they were-harsh is what I guess I would say.  I’m 
able to see why, in many of those circumstances, why they were so harsh, and 
why it appeared that they lacked patience.  They just weren’t willing to deal 
with silliness. 

 

 The unwillingness of Jackson-Lowman’s elders to “deal with silliness”--and my own 

experiences with elders in the tradition who were less than kind in their dealings with me--

represent two issues.  The first was that many of the elders were not living the example that they 

tried to teach me (this I will address later).  The second issue had to do with my understanding of 

what a teacher/student relationship was supposed to be like.  My understanding was solely based 

upon my previous experiences, in which it was assumed that teachers were to treat their students 

with respect and dignity, and to praise them when they get an answer right.  But in this system, 

the teacher’s role is seldom to coddle or praise.  Rather, as my first godmother used to say, the 

teacher’s role is to help me see myself clearly in the mirror.  To see yourself clearly, though, you 

are required to spend a great deal of time acknowledging and addressing your shortcomings.  

Ideally this is done with support and encouragement from godparents, but rarely does that mean 

being gentle and nurturing in the way that many people would expect. 
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 Initiates and aleyo in the Lucumí tradition have godparents, or primary teachers, from 

very early in their training.98  While there is much that can be learned by reading books, 

researching online, and through other means, in order to progress in the religion, it is essential to 

have a godparent or godparents.  Typically, one chooses a spiritual teacher or elder in the 

tradition with whom to do spiritual work.  This spiritual work may include spiritual purification 

rituals, animal sacrifices (referred to as ebo), food offerings (called adimu), divination, or other 

rituals.  Godparents can be determined either after the student indicates that she would like to be 

the godchild of the olorisha and it has been confirmed by divination, or if it is first divined and 

then both the godparents and potential godchild agree. Once the blessings of Orisha are given 

through divination indicating that the student should become a godchild, one of the first steps is 

to consecrate an ancestral, or egun, shrine in the home of the potential initiate. 

An olorisha is an initiated priest or priestess of an Orisha.  In our lineage, initiated priests 

do not typically take godchildren until they have themselves undergone significant training with 

their godparent(s) and it has been divined that they may have godchildren.  In my own case, 

though I have brought students to my godparents for spiritual work, which in some instances is 

an indication that those people would become my godchildren, my elders and I mutually agreed 

that I was still too young of a priestess to be a good godparent. 

 There is a fundamental belief within Orisha tradition that ancestors are one of the primary 

keys to a person’s destiny.  This topic arose during a discussion on womanhood at an Afrikan-

centered women’s society with which I have done a great deal of my research.  Participants 

                                                           
98 The concept and/or function of godparents varies greatly from one spiritual house to another.  It is 

important to note that here, and in the majority of my references to the structure of the ilé, I am speaking of those 
that I have been a part of and more specifically about that of Ilé Asho Funfun, my spiritual house.  In some ilé the 
relationship between godparent and godchild is less personal and the dynamics of relationships between godparents 
and godchildren vary greatly, based upon the needs of the godchild and the personalities of each. 
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discussed the idea that a woman is born with all of the eggs that are necessary to bear children.  

Furthermore, those eggs that are fertilized and that become women likewise carry within them all 

that is necessary to bear children.  Based upon this primary understanding, Afrikans believe that 

we are at once carrying all of our descendants and have been carried by all of our ancestors.  

Additionally, as practitioners of Lucumí also believe that through reincarnation we are always 

born into the same family, it is deemed each individual’s responsibility to propitiate his ancestors 

and prepare for their return.  While in the ancestral realm, our forebears have the potential to 

petition on to the creator and Orisha our behalf and they, in turn, expect their descendants on 

earth to do the spiritual work that will aid in their elevation so that they may be reborn.  Lucumí 

practitioners believe it is a part of our responsibility to venerate ancestors and to make our family 

and the world better in order to both enable their work on our behalf and to smooth our own 

paths on earth –which will, in turn, make it better for their eventual return. 

 Ancestral shrines may consist of many items, but principal among these is an opa egun or 

ancestral staff, water, and a candle. The opa egun is a staff the same height or slightly taller than 

the devotee, having bells and nine different pieces of fabric in varying colors attached.  It is 

“fed” a rooster’s blood which is sacrificed to consecrate it.  The shrine is viewed as a portal 

through which spirit is able to come into a physical space and, through consecration and ritual, it 

is opened only to ancestors who work for the elevation of the devotee.  This space provides a 

safe zone or area where she can speak and make offerings to and with them.    A Yoruba proverb 

often recited to Ile Asho Funfun’s new devotees says “Water has no enemies.”  From this we are 

to learn that water is necessary for all life and it cannot offend.  Water is, therefore, placed on the 

ancestral altar to provide refreshment and coolness for the ancestors and it is also used in all 

rituals to make the path, home, and the practitioner’s head cool and calm as well as to contribute 
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to the success of the ritual.  The candle placed on the altar serves as a beacon to let ancestors 

know that they are welcome and represents a prayer that their spirits find light and elevation.  

Additional items which may be placed on the shrine are pictures of ancestors, names of known 

ancestors, prayers, mementos or items that belonged to ancestors, and offerings of food and other 

items. 

 Once the ancestral shrine has been set up, a practitioner usually takes some time to learn 

to work with and to manage the sacred space during which period she may also be performing 

other rituals and/or doing spiritual work.   If the practitioner chooses to continue along the path, 

it is then customary to undergo the first initiation or empowerment--the receiving of ileke--which 

makes official the godparent/godchild bond.  Up until this point, the godparent relationship and 

interaction has been significant but informal. The godchild has been learning through setting up 

the ancestral shrine, having divinations done, attending ile meetings, and interacting with the 

godparent.  Each of these provides unique and vastly different insights into the tradition and 

gives both the elder and the aleyo time to evaluate each other and their roles in the tradition to 

decide if they would like to move forward. Ileke are consecrated beads worn on the initiate’s 

neck.  Each Orisha that the initiate should have, as determined through divination, is represented 

by a different strand of beads and the consecration rituals empower the beads with the protection 

of that specific Orisha.  As the bead patterns and colors are specific to each lineage, if one is 

familiar with the patterns of lineages, she would be able to determine the Orisha ancestry or 

lineage of the initiate by carefully examining the ileke.   

In each learning situation, music, sacred proverbs, chanting, and praying are performed.  

Songs provide an interesting microcosm of the way that people who are “young,” or 

inexperienced, in the tradition must learn.  Most practitioners begin singing the songs through 
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rote and repetition; they are sung in call-and-response in the sacred Lucumí language and new 

aleyo are seldom told the translations.  Some books do exist that contain very rough translations 

of Orisha songs, but many of the songs that are taught (egun songs in particular) are not 

included.  It is through this process of simply trusting and repeating the songs phonetically that 

an aleyo first gets the experience of simply doing the ritual or prayer and learning more as she 

goes along.  This is a manifestation of my godfather’s saying that, “I didn’t know what they did 

to me behind that white sheet, but I knew that it was a miracle and that I needed it!”99 

Receiving ileke is one of the first and possibly the most important of bonds formed 

between the new godchild and godparent.  For members of my lineage, this is much like a 

marriage between the two and a huge commitment for both.  With the ileke initiation, the 

godchild commits first to living a life with iwa pele, or good character, as dictated by the Orisha.  

Second, she pledges to learn as much as possible about the tradition and the divinities that we 

serve, including our egun, by receiving the ileke the initiate is vowing to do this work in the way 

that the godparent does it, who is in turn doing it the way that his elders in the lineage have done 

it.   Finally, the initiate is making a commitment to be a part of our ile.100 As a part of that 

commitment to the ile, the new godchild is expected to understand that our ile approaches the 

                                                           
99 The white sheet that he mentions here is a reference to the way that in ocha initiations, and in many other 

rituals, things are done behind a white sheet that hangs from the ceiling.  Only initiated priests who have gone 
through both ocha and other intiations and rituals are allowed behind the sheet.  In initiation, the initiate is not 
allowed to see much of what is happening, so they often feel as though even though they have been initiated it is still 
a mystery until they themselves have undergone the necessary rituals to participate and work in someone else’s 
initiation. 

100 The ilé is our spiritual house.  These terms (ilé and house) are used interchangeably because that is the 
word’s rough translation.  It is like a church, and ours, like many others, is registered as such.  Membership in the ilé 
has its own set of responsibilities and expectations discussed earlier but it is important to note that in addition to 
those, it is expected that members will participate in house rituals, attend meetings, represent our godparents in a 
positive way through behavior and demeanor, and contribute financially, physically, emotionally and spiritually to 
the success of our ile functions and work. 
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tradition from an Afrikan collective perspective, which includes the reclamation of principles of 

Afrikan community and family structure.101 

While godchildren seldom recognize it, in our ile, the commitment that the godparent is 

making is complicated and detailed.  The godparent must be willing to behave in an ethical and 

moral way, in order to set an example of the ways that Orisha worshippers live the tradition.  We 

expect that she will provide a safe environment in which spiritual growth can occur, while 

gauging the progress of the initiate’s spiritual growth and guiding her to ways in which she can 

continue to evolve as a practitioner and human being.  This includes ensuring that the godchild is 

not sexually or physically abused.  The godparent commits to actively participating in rituals and 

initiations (to her best ability) that will foster growth and development of the godchild and 

challenge preconceived beliefs and notions of reality and spirituality.102  Having done these 

things, it is expected that the godparent will eventually crown the godchild with the ashe of the 

Orisha if it is in that individual’s destiny to complete that stage of initiation. 

In the final part of the ceremony that occurs in order to present the ileke to the new ileé 

member, she kneels at the feet of her godparent, ojugbona, and any other priests who are present 

to receive information about each Orisha for whom she is receiving ileke.  The godparent stands 

and tells her about the characteristics of that Orisha, provides examples of how the Orisha has 

manifested in her life, and prays to that Orisha for the new practitioner.  It is a perfect beginning 

to the newly formed bond and speaks volumes about how the relationship will evolve. 

                                                           
101 Real or imagined memories of Afrikan values include but are not limited to family and extended family 

structure, which makes privacy a luxury.  Additionally, the upliftment of self, family, ilé, community and Afrikan 
nation are foremost.   

102 It should be noted, however, that some rituals may require other priests, priests of other traditions, or 
elders to perform.  For example, in my ilé, people receive a hand of Ifá which is only given by priests of Ifá. 
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After the godchild has become a member of the ile through receiving ileke, the next 

initiation is the receiving of the warriors.  The warriors are four Orisha--Elegba, Ogun, Ochosi, 

and Osun--whose primary purpose is to protect the initiate and guide her through obstacles.    

Each of these Orisha empower the initiate, and she is able to communicate with Elegba, Ogun, 

and Ochosi, through the ritual of obi divination.103  The ability to divine for oneself represents a 

level of independence, and is a significant part of the development of an initiate.   

Orisha, including the warriors, are never made from scratch, rather they are “born” from 

the godparent’s Orisha, which in turn were born from their godparents’.  In this way, they are 

much like humans.  The physical implements of the Orisha which the devotee receives are 

material manifestations of the spirit and are imbued through ritual with the ashe, or spiritual 

energy, of the Orisha.  The Orisha’s implements--which are typically stored in ceramic vessels 

such that they are sometimes referred to as “pots”--function as embodiments rather than relics of 

the Orisha and receive offerings of blood, food, money, prayers, songs, and dance.  The ashe of 

the Orisha can leave the material object if they are not attended so rituals must be performed 

periodically in order to restore the ashe.  

 

                                                           
103 Obi divination is a form of divination which involves four pieces of coconut.  Among the Yoruba I 

encountered while studying in Nigeria, this basic form of divination involves the use of cola nut or obi abata.  With 
the cola nut one is able to determine the gender of each of the four pieces, which gives depth of meaning to each 
cast.  In our ilé we use the coconut meat most often, but sometimes we use the shell in order to get an odu or sacred 
verse, which will provide us with yes/no answers as well as insight into the situation.  We do not, however, assign 
gender to the individual pieces of coconut (though we are able to determine the gender of the coconut itself). The 
idea of gender specific pieces for obi divination seems to have been mostly lost as the tradition came to the 
Americas, though there are other forms of divination which are gender specific. 



108 

 

 

Figure 8: Author wearing ileke. September 21, 2015. Photograph by author. 

 

In our ile, one might also receive one of the warriors, Elegba/Eshu, from an Ifa priest or 

babalawo depending on what has been divined for the initiate.  Because our ile works closely 

with our oluwo, or head Ifa priest, it is not uncommon for members to receive two Elegba/Eshu, 
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one from the oluwo and one from our godparents in ocha.  Upon receiving divination, some 

devotees are determined to need—multiple types of Elegba implements. These may include two-

faced Elegba, traveling Elegba, ota or stones of Elegba, and others. Each of these manifestations 

of Elegba serve different purposes and can be viewed as roads of the Orisha.  Elegba is, to some 

degree, a road of Eshu.  As the Orisha of the crossroads the energy of Eshu typically seen as too 

“wild,” chaotic, or strong to be indoors and he is, therefore, often kept outside.    His playfulness, 

along with the unpredictability of his unruly, uncouth energy typically needs to be in nature, but 

close to a home.  Elegba, on the other hand, is a manifestation of Eshu that can be inside, and 

should be near a door to both guard and assess everyone who enters a home as well as receive 

information about where those who leave plan to go.   

Once an initiate has received the warriors, she may also need to receive additional Orisha 

or empowerments, including hand of Ifa, Ibeji,104 Olokun105 or other washed Orisha.106 

Additionally, as aforementioned, some practitioners may have to receive initiations into other 

traditions such as Egungun or Palo.  Having achieved these empowerments and initiations, those 

practitioners who are marked through divination to do so may seek initiation into Orisha 

priesthood or Ocha/Osa. 

Specific Modes of Teaching 

Godparents and ojugbona in my lineage teach in a number of ways.  Principal among 

these methods is what I call “on-the-mat training,” which means that initiates learn by attending 

                                                           
104 The Ibeji are powerful twin orisha discussed in the second chapter of this dissertation.  
105 Olokun is considered the “big egun.”  It is the orisha of the depths of the ocean, and very mysterious. 
106 Washed orisha are those that are typically received in prior to ocha initiation.  They are referred to as 

washed because they are not divined with and may not have received the same types of animal sacrifices that Orisha 
receive during their birth in initiation.  However, in some instances practitioners may need to receive them early for 
some reason.  These do not come with the ability to divine with them as they do in ocha initiation. 



110 

 

rituals and being requiring to “work them.”  In this environment the teaching can happen in 

several ways – learning is often about getting one’s hands dirty and working from the bottom of 

the totem pole up.  The instructions in ceremony are often given in a very forceful way; while I 

have  

 

Figure 9: Author dances at the ritual of being presented to the drum after ocha.  Baba Bill 
(godparent) and Iya Helen (Ojubona) stand protectively behind as Iya Huberta looks on.  March 
16, 2013. Photo by Andrae Harrison. 
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Figure 10: Feeding Orisha.  Baba Bill looks on as Iya Huberta and Iya Helen feed an 

Orisha a rooster.  January 18, 2013. Photograph by Austin Roberts. 

 

been given instructions with love and support, I have also been yelled at and I have learned that yelling 

or using a severe tone is sometimes necessary.  The work that we do is about restoring balance, 

aligning peoples’ destinies, and saving lives so it is literally a matter of life or death, at times, to 

ensure that we get things done correctly and quickly.  

In 2012, I attended an initiation of two Iyawo in New York.  I was there to be “presented 

to the room,” a part of my own elevation which meant that I was then empowered to witness and 

participate in the most secret parts of rituals at an initiation.  At one point on the second day--one 
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of the most important of days because it is when the initiate is actually “crowned” with the ashe 

of the Orisha--everyone was working in frenzy to organize herbs and get animals ready for 

sacrifice.  The kitchen was buzzing as the people who were in charge of working it barked orders 

to aleyos and others who were helping to prepare the animals that would soon be brought from 

behind the curtain where the initiation rites were taking place to the kitchen where they would 

need to be cleaned, plucked, and/or cooked.  One of my elder god sisters was being beckoned to 

come and do something that she clearly did not feel excited to do.  She complained that there 

should be someone else to do it and, when she was again reminded that it was her responsibility, 

she moved very slowly to get to her post in order to complete the task.  Immediately, the new 

initiates’ godmother, who was an elder woman, walked up to her and yelled at her about what the 

task involved, questioning why she had been initiated if she thought she was too good to do the 

work and telling her that she should leave if she was unwilling.  My god sister, though clearly 

upset by being scolded, took her post and performed the tiring task.  Several hours later, when 

things had calmed down, she sat in the kitchen casually eating a sandwich but still very upset.  

She had complained about the incident to another elder in our ile who had simply listened and 

shaken her head.  The initiates’ godmother who had spoken harshly to my god sister came into 

the kitchen, looked her in the eye and said, “You know I don’t care one bit about you being mad 

at me, right? You were wrong and I’m gon’ tell you today and every day that I’m witness to you 

being wrong!  Now shut up! You still my baby!”  Then she took my god sister’s face in her 

hands and kissed her on the cheek.  My god sister hugged her and they both laughed.  In that 

moment, all was forgiven and the ceremony continued without incident between them.   

This incident was not unlike many I have witnessed.  I have seen people in tears over the 

way that elders talk to them, and have myself been in tears about it before, but I have come to 
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understand it much better as I mature in the tradition.  In that instance, the lesson was about 

being humble and completing the ritual.  At that moment, there was no time for pride, nor was 

there time for an argument.  The job had to be performed, and like every task in the initiation 

process, its being done properly could make or ruin the ceremony. Ocha is done to save and 

elevate the lives of those being initiated and their families; it is ritual death and spiritual rebirth, 

and it requires a very intense investment of time, energy, and ashe on the part of all those 

present.  There is no room for error or pride in that space, and that was the lesson that my god 

sister had forgotten.  She needed a reminder of her role and, while it is certain that she would 

have preferred being reminded in a different manner,  ultimately, she got the work done and was 

also reaffirmed in love. 

  Elders with the Lucumí community expect to receive a certain level of respect and, 

according to tradition, it is due them because they are the keepers of both knowledge and 

wisdom.  Respect is also due them respect because they have lived, which is considered an 

initiation in itself; this view of elders and the level of respect that they garner is derived from 

sub-Saharan African societies.  There are specific ways in which this respect is shown which 

include particular modes of address and greeting as well as acceptance of the ways in which  the 

elders share information--even when they feel harsh--and these are present in both the African 

and  diasporic manifestations of the religion. 

The act of touching the floor in front of an elder and remaining in a prostrated position 

until the elder raises the younger person is known as “saluting.”  I witnessed this for the first 

time at a dance class, and it was very confusing.  After asking my cousin about it, I learned that it 

is a way of acknowledging the ashe that a priest carries in her head as a result of initiation; I was 

told that this is a common act within the African American Lucumí religion and I later learned 
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that it comes from the manner of greeting elders in Nigeria.107 The act of laying on the floor that 

I witnessed later in ceremony is called a dobale, or full salute, in our tradition.108  This bodily 

enactment of faith, according to Michael Atwood Mason, is an activation of signs which 

communicate cultural meanings109  which include an understanding and acknowledgement of 

ashe, or sacred power, and an acceptance of the elder being saluted as a vessel of knowledge, 

wisdom, and vital force.  Furthermore, the dobale shows that the person saluting is humble 

enough to prostrate herself before another person. 

 Like many who are new to the tradition in America, I struggled with this act.  Jackson-

Lowman cited this, along with the tremendous amount of work put into every Orisha-centered 

event, as one of the primary things that served as a deterrent for her entry to the tradition.110  

From an African-American perspective, this act initially appears degrading as, to the descendants 

of enslaved Africans, saluting in this manner seems akin to some of the undignified ways that 

African Americans were forced to show obedience and respect to their captors.  However, as a 

result of better understanding the way that Africans relate to one another and, in particular, to 

elders, every practitioner comes to a point where they are able to salute an elder priest without 

                                                           
107 In most parts of Africa, elders are shown a great deal of respect.  One of the traditional ways of showing 

this is through various ways of saluting them.  In Nigeria, for instance, women used to get onto both knees to greet 
elders while men would lay on their stomachs.  In contemporary society the women have shortened the gesture to a 
semi-curtsy while men will typically simply touch the ground in front of elders.  These forms of greeting vary 
between ethnic groups.  In Akan culture, people kneel on one knee in front of elders. 

108 To dobale is to salute the orisha or an initiate who carries the orisha’s ashe in their head (i.e., he has 
been initiated and crowned with the orisha).  In our ile, the style of the dobale depends on the gender of the orisha 
that the person saluting has been crowned with or for whom he received his ileke.  Those who are crowned with or 
who have a female orisha dominating their heads are required to salute by lying on the side with legs bent and to 
hold the side of the head with one hand and while placing the other hand on the hip, and then repeating the position 
on the other side.  Those who have a male orisha must lay flat on the floor with their foreheads touching the ground 
and both arms flat on their sides with palms facing up. 

109 Mason, Michael Atwood. “I Bow my Head to the Ground: The Creation of Bodily Experience in Cuban 
American Santeria Experience.” In The Journal of American Folklore. Vol. 107:423 (Winter 1994): 23-39. 

110 Huberta Jackson-Lowman, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, April 19, 2009. 
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issue.  This is part of the realignment of ways of learning that characterizes the journey from 

aleyo to initiate.    

 This shift in paradigms--from an African American observing a salute given to someone 

that the practitioner may not like, to an Afrikan in America who is able to show respect for all 

elders--requires several readjustments in thinking.  The first of these adjustments is in 

understanding precisely what is being saluted.  Going through the doors of ocha means that one 

has been initiated and this is referred to as “crowning” because the ashe of the Orisha to whom 

the practitioner is being initiated is placed in the head of the initiate through a lengthy and 

involved ceremony.   When practicing aleyo meet initiates who have completed their one year as 

an iyawo (bride of the Orisha), they acknowledge the ashe with which the initiates have been 

crowned by saluting them whenever they are in sacred space.   The salute is an outward display 

that they understand and respect the process that the initiate has gone through to be crowned and 

that the aleyo respects the ashe that the initiate walks with even if they don’t feel that way about 

the practitioner. 

The next adjustment that a person must make in order to salute another person’s ashe is a 

type of humbling that is necessary to lower oneself to another human being.  One older priestess 

told me that she refused to go to events being held at specific ile because she knew that white 

people might be in attendance at these events and she was not capable of saluting a white 

person.111 She said that her understanding of our collective past as African Americans simply 

                                                           
111 There are many white practitioners in the Lucumi tradition and in ile headed by Afrikan Americans who 

emphasize the process of re-Afrikanization.  However, at the ceremonies held in Tallahassee, a very Afrikan 
nationalistic Orisha community, their presence is not common.  Moreover, it is not welcome by some within that 
community who have observed that some white aleyo are ‘tourists’ looking for an exotic experience.  Multiple 
informants have spoken to me about how the presence of whites (practitioner or tourist) adds a level of dis-ease to 
the event and detracts from participants’ ability to actively participate and engage because of the sense of awareness 
of a person who is an outsider to the culture.  Also, it is important to note, that in the past many white people who 
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would not allow her to do it.112  The larger issue here is related to the reason why many African 

Americans come to the religion which includes their need to re-affiliate with idealized, 

romanticized, or actual ideas of Afrikanness.   

There is an initial attraction to a fanciful version of Afrikanness that incorporates the over 

simplified view that, either in contemporary or historical Africa, people lived in community, 

were supportive of each other, and maintained a level of sacred spirituality which allowed them 

to be empowered and of one mindset.  In reality the process of re-Afrikanization, which 

according to Jackson-Lowman is a necessary goal of our reversion to this spiritual tradition, is 

significantly more complicated.  For one thing, living in community can feel like living in a 

house with no doors.  In my ile, as in an Afrikan community, there is little in the way of privacy 

for individuals.  Moreover, the role of elders and the dependency upon members of one’s age-set 

is also a very difficult adjustment for those who did not grow up in such an environment.  The 

extended family structure in general requires a paradigm shift with which most aleyos, and many 

initiates, struggle.  One important task of the elders in our ile is to recreate the family structure 

with parents (godparent and ojugbona), and children of varying ages/stages of initiation who 

support each other spiritually, socially, and psychologically.  While the focus of the relationship 

is spiritual growth, personal growth and work are required. 

Additionally, the constant negotiation of racial identity that African Americans deal with 

in the United States is at work and clear in the afore quoted statement by the priestess indicating 

that she was unable to salute a white elder, in spite of the ashe that he or she might carry.  

Intrinsic in many of my research colleagues’ experience and discussion of similar feelings is the 

                                                           
have attended ceremony did so out of curiosity in Tallahassee as well as exotifying those who they witnessed 
practicing the faith. 

112Anonymous. Interview by author. Tallahassee, FL, November, 2004.  
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need to find a safe space in which they can unapologetically be black and to re-claim the pride of 

being Afrikan, which may mean a variety of things.  For many this includes dress, social 

commentary, and political and social affiliations.  However, it must also include economic 

endeavors, investments, and basic behaviors.   

  While my elders would comment that the elder priestess’ aversion to saluting whites 

demonstrates the ways that many practitioners have misinterpreted the tradition, they also 

emphasize frequently the need for us to re-Afrikanize ourselves as a part of the reversion 

process. The elders in my ile believe that the Orisha do not worry about color but they are, at the 

same time, self-professed Afrikans who work diligently in and for the black community locally, 

nationally, and internationally.  They have on numerous occasions done spiritual work for white 

people and have had white practitioners at ceremonies that they host.  This has been a point of 

dissension in the larger Tallahassee Orisha/Ifa/Palo community, which has often times brought 

ridicule on them as individuals and us, as an ile.  Nonetheless, they insist that the Orisha 

determine who they work with, not humans.   

This lesson--that you can be Afrikan and still work, live, and love with people who are 

the descendants of those who enslaved the ancestors that you venerate--is one of the easiest and, 

at the same time, the most difficult in the reversion process.  It requires that you place yourself 

within the world in a balanced manner and that you do so with a holistic understanding of your 

history.  As I came to my godparents broken, as I was, by self-doubt, anger at the white world, 

and confusion about what it meant to be Afrikan, I began to realize that coming to a new 

understanding of my people’s history and my own place within my family’s lineage did not 

require me to reject my love of harp, classical music, or my white friends and family but that it 

should, instead, help me to release the anger I had been holding onto. 
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Figure 11: Celebration for Iya Penny's Fortieth anniversary of initiation to Orisha Oshun. 
(Left to right) Baba Bill, Iya Lisa, Iya Huberta, and Iya Helen (ibaye) stand together after 

author performed.  November 12, 2006. Photo by Austin Roberts. 

 

 From my elders’ perspective, the aforementioned priestess’ refusal to salute any white 

initiate was an outward sign that her own ashe was not aligned with iponri,113 ori inu,114 or the 

Orisha.   It was a blockage that was preventing her from being fully invested in the religion.   

Though that priestess had been my godmother for several years and, through a number of 

“lessons,” I had come to share her view, rejecting that reality was an arduous but necessary step 

in moving forward with my practice.   

                                                           
113 Heavenly double. 
114 The navel, or the place which represents our inner ori (head or soul) and is linked with the iponri. 
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Saluting elders, regardless of their color, was something that I came to accept the need to 

do.  This acceptance arose with time, maturity, the evolution of my spirit, and also as a result of 

rejecting any other person’s view as my own. While I initially felt that saluting was somewhat 

degrading, I came to understand that only in a Western paradigm could it be less than honorable 

to show respect to elders and, more importantly to the ashe that they walk with.  

 Once I became a part of the sisters’ study circle, I was taught that it was appropriate to 

tess ile, 115 before our mentor, my cousin, who became my first godmother.  To my 

understanding I was showing her my respect and following the protocol of the tradition, as I was 

coming to understand it.  While this became normal for me and something that I was happy to 

do, I also started to understand more about the importance of eldership in the religion and that in 

order to learn in my new classroom I needed to be at the feet of an elder who was knowledgeable 

but, more importantly, wise. 

 My teacher’s mode of instruction, however, was harsh and   I eventually rejected her as 

my primary instructor.  This was not because of her harshness but because at a point it felt as 

though her punitive behavior was less out of concern for me and my wellbeing and more because 

she had issues with my place--and her own--in the world and Orisha tradition. Her inability to 

salute any priest or priestess who was not of African descent was evidence of this difficulty.  

Later, I realized that her attitude toward me had much to do with my position within the 

reversion process as well as her inability to see my intentions and potential.  Nevertheless, I 

learned much from her and am eternally grateful to her for helping me to begin my journey in 

Orisha worship. 

                                                           
115 Tess ile means to touch the earth or to bend over and touch the ground in front of an elder. This is done 

as a sign of respect and is considered a half-salute.  The elder then “raises” you or lifts you up while saying a prayer 
or blessing over you. 
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 Chief among the lessons I learned from her were those about egun as the foundation of 

our religion.116  The first song that we learned emphasized this point: 

 Orisha bi egungun ko si 
 Without Egun there would be no Orisha 
 
 Orisha bi egungun ko si 
 Without Egun there would be no Orisha 
 
 Orisha bi egungun ko si 
 Without Egun there would be no Orisha 
 
 Bi egungun ko si…ko si o-oo! 
 Not without Egun, not at all! 

 
 

She translated the song for us and asked if we understood what this meant.  While I 

thought I knew and sought to demonstrate my knowledge, using my former understanding of 

what it meant to be a good student, she was quick to point out that until I knew my ancestors 

well--along with those of my community and this country--how could I fully know?  Donna 

Daniels describes one of her informants’ ancestral shrine as a site of growth, reflection, and 

communication which she went to daily thusly: 

This most intimate site of religious belief was where Bunnmi prayed and 
likely inhabited that crossroads--like space that women described--that 
wherein the porous boundary between the living and the dead becomes 
clear, and where the activities of personal and spiritual growth are 
joined.117 

Daily attention to this area includes making offerings of food, prayer, and other gifts.  These may 

be viewed as sacrifices which facilitate the growth of the worshiper and strengthen of the bond 

between her and the spirits she is supplicating.  Daniels’ observation particularly alludes to the 

                                                           
116 Egun is the Yoruba term for ancestors 
117 Daniels, Donna. 1998. “When the Living is Prayer: African Based Religious Reverence in Everyday 

Life Among Women of Color Devotees in the San Francisco Bay Area.” Stanford University, 6. 
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necessity of working at spiritual growth and the subsequent acquisition of knowledge in the 

tradition and in my lineage, as in Bunmi’s, this is done with the guidance of an elder. The idea of 

a “crossroads” where this growth happens suggests a liminal space which is the Orisha Eshu’s 

domain. Within this space, all kinds of chaos can happen; but traversing this space through daily 

practice can also lead to the acquisition of great knowledge in the tradition. 

 In the time since my initiation, I have had the privilege to become the ojugbona of one of 

my god siblings who I helped to enter into our ile.  As we consecrated her egun shrine and made 

offerings there, we sang Negro spirituals and ancestral songs.  We used these songs and this 

opportunity to help her understand the role that her ancestors must play in her life and in her 

growth in this tradition.  Our godfather and I spoke gently and lovingly with her about how to 

care for her ancestral shrine and stressed the necessity for her to do “work” there regularly.  This 

work includes telling the egun about what’s going on in her life, offering them food and prayers 

for their evolution and uplift so that she, too, may evolve and be elevated.  We also encouraged 

her to use that space and those energies as empowerments. 

 Since beginning along the road to the doors of ocha--a process that began with receiving 

ileke from my god father and me and included the consecration of her egun shrine--my 

goddaughter has experienced significant growth, but also significant chaos.  We understand that 

this is the natural cycle of life and that while practice and devotion in this religion does not 

assure a smooth, worry-free existence, it does give us the tools to handle the cycles of expansion 

and contraction that we experience in life.    

 Without explicitly saying it, my godfather and I try hard to model the ways that we learn 

and grow continually in this tradition for our goddaughter, and she has learned well.   This 

learning occurs at the feet of we, her elders, and application happens daily. 
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Important Lessons at any Stage of Reversion 

We had been in Belize for seven days and it was becoming increasingly apparent that my 

original godmother, my cousin Yeye Omi, was not getting along very well with my new 

godmother.  My new godmother was allowing my god siblings and me a day of rest after we had 

performed a great deal of spiritual work, and we were going to enjoy it at the beach, with Yeye 

Omi accompanying us. Our godmother asked us to bring her something to eat from a lunch stand 

she liked, and we had gotten her food at about noon.  It sat with us at the beach until we returned 

to the ile at around 5:30 and, when we gave it to her, she was livid; she threw it down and asked 

who we expected to eat food that had been sitting out all day and then she turned to Yeye Omi 

and yelled, “What did you think about this?” to which Yeye Omi replied simply and calmly, “I 

failed.”   

With that, my world was turned upside down and I can still see Omi’s face and hear her 

tone as if it happened yesterday.  Those two words summed up how I had felt so many times and, 

yet, I had never said them.  “I failed.”  Rather, I had tried to explain myself, defend myself, lie, 

justify, or do whatever I could to shift blame.  Although I am no longer Yeye Omi’s godchild, on 

that day I learned one of the most valuable lessons of being in this tradition.  I learned that we 

are forever learning, that there is always an elder to be accountable to and, most importantly, that 

when we fail we must admit it and move on.  I had been accustomed to seeing things only from 

my perspective, but that day I realized that we are all living and learning.  My godfather says that 

even if he and I look at the same thing, I may not see what he sees.  As I mature in this tradition I 

am seeing things more clearly and have less (though still some) issue with sitting at the feet of 

my elders to learn, prostrating there to give honor--and sometimes kissing them when I have 

done wrong. 
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Figure 12: The author poses with her god daughter, Giltrecia Head, at a birthday party. 

June 10, 2015. Photo by passerby. 
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CHAPTER 4  

HOLY GROUND: THE CREATION OF SACRED SPACE AND THE ROAD TO 

HEALING AND EMPOWERMENT 

 

 I will always be grateful to my first godmother, Yeye Omi.  She is a beautiful, strong 

woman and a daughter of Yemonja, the great mother of the fishes, seen in nature as the ocean, the 

mother of all life.  My Yeye spoke to me about the religion, Orisha, and ancestral practices in a 

way that reflected her deep love and respect for them.118  She aimed to teach me about not only 

being a practitioner, but also about being a strong Afrikan woman in America who displays good 

character.   

After indicating to Yeye Omi that I was very interested in learning more about the Orisha 

tradition, she invited me to be a part of a circle of young women for whom she was a mentor.  

There, she began my introduction to the religion by requiring not that I learn about the religion, 

but that I study my own personal and cultural history.  We read and discussed books, articles, and 

films about the history of Africans in America, the social and cultural implications of religion 

(namely Christianity, Islam, and Yoruba-derived practices) in the lives African American people, 

and the impact of current events and social trends on us as women as well as on the larger family 

structure.  It was a difficult time for me during which I was forced to re-evaluate many of the 

lifestyle choices, ideas, and views that I had once held onto very deeply.  As enriching and 

transformative as this period was, it was also troubling because while she taught us about these 

things and spoke with us individually and collectively about her beliefs, I found myself very much 

                                                           
118 Yeye is another word for mother in Yoruba.  It was the name we called Omi out of respect and a term of 

endearment. 
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in disagreement with some of her approaches to teaching and I felt that some of her personal beliefs 

were misaligned with what I believed the tradition was about.  Nonetheless, I was new to Orisha 

worship and trusted that she knew better than I did about what the sacred odu said and the ways in 

which it should be interpreted.  This attitude, I now believe, was the result of my upbringing in the 

United Methodist Church--having been a Sunday School dropout--and years of doing what my 

mother told me “because she said so.”  

I was like many newcomers to the tradition; I trusted Yeye Omi explicitly and never 

doubted that she had my best interest at heart.  I believed her to be the most knowledgeable vessel 

of Orisha knowledge and power possible, brimming over with ashe.  I placed her on a pedestal 

from which it would have been impossible for Shango himself not to tumble down. The first time 

that she showed us her human flaws, I interpreted it as proof of my weakness, my lack of 

knowledge, lack of discipline, and lack of ashe--and I totally agreed with her when she pointed 

these things out to me.   

 Eventually, the circle of women under her mentorship became her godchildren and we 

formed our own little ile, although she preferred to refer to us as an egbe.119  Over the course of 

the three years that I was her goddaughter, I felt increasingly like an ugly step child.  I longed to 

connect with her, to make her proud, to answer her questions correctly, but I failed more often than 

I succeeded.  This was partly because I was arrogant; I had achieved a certain level of success as 

a student of harp and ethnomusicology through discipline, hard work, and because I understood 

how the academic game was played.  But I knew nothing of how to function within an Afrikan 

                                                           
119 An egbe can refer to an organization or club.  These may be mutual aid societies, groups of people with 

ethnic ties to a specific place or common ancestry, or people of a specific age set.  The term may also refer to a 
heavenly/other worldly/pre-birth age set or group of spirits with a pact.  People may be born who were leaders of 
their heavenly egbe or with specific responsibilities regarding their heavenly egbe which must be fulfilled while on 
earth or by a specific time. 
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paradigm.120  Sitting at the foot of an elder and learning under her tutelage and experience was 

different, to say the least, and there was also the constant fear of reprimand and the demand for 

absolute secrecy about everything we did (including the group’s very existence and that she was 

at the helm), as well as the expectation of complete loyalty without question.  I tried to apply the 

methods of attaining good grades from school to our ile’s learning environment and they simply 

did not work.  Often, as a result of my shortcomings at trying to be a star student in the ile, I was 

humiliated in front of my god siblings and subjected to punishments, including extensive lectures 

about my failings, among other strange methods of discipline.  I was once made to be silent for 

ninety days because I told my then-fiancé about an opportunity that he might have to become a 

part of the ile--a fact that we discussed during a meeting--when all meeting discussions were 

supposed to be top secret.  Upon being found out, I took the cowardly route and lied to cover my 

mistake but I confessed the next day because I felt guilty (and because the lie was obvious) and 

received the punishment of silence.  When I wanted to speak to my god siblings at meetings-- one 

of whom was my best friend--I had to write them a note, and I was forbidden to call them outside 

of meetings.   

There were many times when Yeye Omi showed natural human flaws such as favoritism, 

jealousy, and behaviors which I felt were not aligned with the principles of good character that she 

was teaching us.  I questioned these events inwardly and often discussed them with my best friend, 

who was also often reprimanded and punished.  We joked that we took turns being the bad kid, 

                                                           
120 Yeye always explained to us that we were recreating an Afrikan society through our work.  By this she 

meant that our way of functioning and interacting should reflect what she viewed as Afrikan values. These, whether 
real or imagined, included the importance of eldership, expressions of good character, honesty, and above all 
privacy/secrecy due to the fact that we were an organization with rites and rituals which were particular to our group 
and therefore necessary to remain secret. 
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but we usually came up with justifications for Yeye Omi’s actions against whichever one of us 

was in trouble, pointed out our weaknesses to each other and, ultimately, agreed to whatever 

punishment she had doled out thinking that it would make us better.  In many ways, it did.  But it 

also left both of us with deep feelings of sadness and guilt.   

In addition to the doubts I had as a result of Yeye Omi’s treatment of us as godchildren, I 

was always curious about why she had always taken us to a babalawo for spiritual work instead of 

ever doing rituals herself.  I had friends in other ile who were always having ceremonies and doing 

rituals and, while they learned from doing sacrifices, celebrations, and ceremonies, we only read 

about these things, and very rarely were we allowed to read any books with rituals in them.  Yeye 

explained that this was because we did not yet know enough about the culture and complained that 

other ile were always celebrating and not doing the internal work on themselves and their groups.  

After some time, however, she decided to bring in a priestess to work with us on protocol in the 

tradition and to do some ceremonies for us.  This Iya was clearly knowledgeable and Yeye 

obviously looked up to her.   

Later that year the two of them decided to combine ile and we planned to travel to the other 

Iya’s home in Belize for a week of ceremonies, intensive learning, and spiritual retreat.  While at 

the retreat several people were to be initiated into priesthood and we were all going to help them.  

Once we arrived it was almost as if blinders had been taken off of most of us.  Yeye Omi, who had 

already been there for a week, seemed incredibly subdued, and it became clear that there was 

tension between her and the other Iya.  Despite the obvious friction, we were thrilled to be 

experiencing the tradition in this new way.  Every day was magical because it was filled with 

actual hands-on spiritual work, which all of us had been hungry to do.  The new Iya, who was also 

our godmother now, performed divination with such mastery that we were all able to learn while 
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just sitting in on sessions.  She was funny and strong, and being in her presence was both 

intimidating and inspiring;  I felt in my heart that this was how the tradition was supposed to be, 

and I prayed my thanks to the Orisha and my ancestors several times a day for bringing us here.  I 

was certain that things would be different. While it was obvious by the way that this Iya spoke and 

interacted with me that Yeye Omi had filled her in on all of my shortcomings, I felt like she was 

giving me a chance.   

While my godsisters and I were in heaven, it seemed as though Yeye was in a bit of hell.  

She received less and less respect from those of my god siblings who had been her favorites and 

my best friend and I marveled at how they spoke to her.  While we tried to remain somewhat 

neutral and continued to pay her due respect, we were clearly growing partial to our new 

godmother.  Our new Iya made an example of Yeye Omi on several occasions, and though I felt 

sorry for her and understood how she felt--because she had often made me feel the same way--

there was also a sense of justice in it all.  My best friend and I whispered to each other about the 

possibility of Yeye asking us to choose when we got home, but quickly dismissed it.  When we 

did return home after close to two weeks, however, Iya Omi summoned us to a meeting where we 

were asked to make that very decision.  She said that she would give us time to think about it, and 

while we saluted her and said goodbye in order to discuss it together and make our decisions in 

the allotted time, most of us knew already that we wanted the new Iya.  Our little egbe--all except 

for me--eventually chose the new Iya.  I built up the courage to say goodbye to both of the ileé and 

chose, instead, after many sleepless nights and long conversations, to become a part of my future 

husband’s god family.  This family promised no secrecy, no emotional abuse--I had finally come 

to recognize all of the lectures about my failures and the painful and embarrassing punishments as 

such--and no dueling approaches to the way things should be done by different sets of godparents. 
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The aftermath of my decision was chaos.  Yeye Omi was, predictably, hurt and angry.   

Though she expressed this to my new godparents rather than to me, I still felt a distinct coolness 

from her.  The new Iya and my former god siblings, however, were openly outraged.   I had tried 

to call her several times with no luck and so I settled on sending her an honest e-mail in which I 

expressed my gratitude for her showing me that the tradition was loving and supportive, in contrast 

to the way I had felt with Yeye.  I tried to explain that my decision to leave the ile had nothing to 

do with any shortcoming on her part but that it came about because I recognized the difficulty 

inherent in my husband and I being in two different lineages.  Hers was more Yorubaland-based, 

while his was Lucumí which meant that we would have trouble working together spiritually and 

our future children might be confused and torn between us.  She had pointed much of this out to 

me long ago and had also brought to my attention, in no uncertain terms, the shortcomings she saw 

in what my fiancé had been learning and practicing and the way in which he was supposed to be 

getting initiated.  While I was nervous about her reaction, I felt confident that I was making the 

right decision and that she would ultimately agree that one of us--either Austin or myself--would 

have to decide to change houses.  Since he was already on the path to initiation, it made sense that 

I should be the one to change.   

Two days later, I received an e-mail reply from her which she copied to the entire ile.  It 

included my letter and a one sentence response to my message: “This is the thanks that I received 

from Lisa.”  This message was followed by at least a dozen replies from god siblings all berating 

me for being ungrateful and demanding an explanation for why I was abandoning the ile--my 

family--“just for a man.”  I responded to each one, thoughtfully and apologetically attempting to 

explain myself.  Each of these was met with a reply from the original sender plus one or two more 

attacking me.  Iya even went so far as to send out a copy of the transcript from my first dilogun 
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reading in the ile--a document which I had believed was confidential since no one else’s personal 

readings had been shared--and it was filled with her commentary about how my selfish behavior 

was a reflection of all that she had divined about me being self-centered and unteachable because, 

according to her, I thought that I already knew everything.  My former god siblings replied to this 

e-mail with cheers and chants about how I was selfish, ungrateful, boy crazy, and predictions that 

my marriage would probably fail.  Sprinkled in were two kinder messages from god siblings which 

said yes, I had made a mistake in the way that I left the ile, but that it was my choice and they 

wished me well.  My best friend never addressed my e-mail or those being sent back and forth 

about me, but she told me that she supported me.  Eventually, Iya sent out a message stating that 

anyone else who wanted to leave the ile would be required to wait until the next year’s meeting at 

her home and to discuss it with the entire ile.  Furthermore, she instructed that I should be removed 

from the mailing list and, since that time, I have never heard from any of my god siblings aside 

from the ones that I began with in our egbe with Iya Omi.  I have seen both of my former teachers 

since then--Yeye Omi several times more than the second Iya--and while Yeye has since embraced 

me several times and seems genuinely pleased to see and talk with me when I run into her ten years 

later, the other Iya has refused to lift me when I have saluted her, has never spoken a word to me, 

and I have heard that she and the rest of the ile refer to me, Yeye Omi, and several others who have 

since left the ile as “those in the wilderness.” 

Eventually, I left all of this in my past.  It has taken ten years, a fortune’s worth of spiritual 

work, several initiations, hours of talking with my husband, godparents, and family about this time 

in my life, and even writing this dissertation to think about that time as a part of my road to ocha.  

More than that, I realize that these events--the painful period of being in those houses and the 

difficulty that I encountered getting out of them--were a part of this tradition that is probably the 
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most profound to me.  While I am eternally grateful to those Iyas for the hard work and ashe that 

they put into me and I am grateful for the relationships that I had as a part of their ile, through 

prayer, meditation, and spiritual growth, I have begun to recognize my own strength, value, and 

power.  In my quest to gain perspective and alignment with my higher self, I have realized that I 

had a tendency of deifying people and devoting myself to the messenger rather than the message.  

In order to move beyond that I had to address the underlying insecurities which allowed me to 

remain in relationships that were not healthy.  I had to be in a place--and create a space within me-

-in which I could heal from these events and, in order to do that, I had to take ownership of my 

shortcomings and move beyond them.  

 

Healing and Empowerment 

      This chapter explores the way that music, prayer, and embodiment of worship are used 

to create sacred space within the Lucumí tradition.  Furthermore, it broadens the definition of 

sacred ground to include Orisha devotees themselves with the intent of both healing and 

empowering individuals and the larger community of practitioners. 

Through my research and personal experience I have come to understand that, for Orisha 

practitioners, balance cannot be achieved without spiritual work which includes sacred healing 

with the goal of wholeness.   With this in mind, the chapter will also explore some of the 

revelations that practitioners have shared with me, as well as some of my own journey, in order 

to elucidate the ways that being a part of an Afrikan religion in the diaspora has the potential for 

creating a state of wholeness--i.e., healing and a state of empowerment.  Though I would not 

have been able to articulate it in this way years ago when I began to participate in the Lucumí 

and Ifa traditions, I was seeking both of these things.  What I have found is a method for 
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achieving the wholeness that is ultimately the goal of any spiritual path.  I have found that for 

me, and for my research informants, reversion to this particular Afrikan-centered spiritual system 

is in itself a journey towards empowerment, and that journey--along with the necessary 

adjustments to philosophy, cultural understanding and interaction, and personal balance--is at the 

core of that transformation. 

Lastly, I will use this section to investigate modes of empowerment and healing that are 

the result of reversion on the road to and in the life of ocha.  In so doing, I will discuss theories 

of empowerment within the black arts, political, and social movements of the 1960s, as well as 

the legacy of enslavement.  Additionally, I address some specific experiences shared by a 

number of the priests and aleyo in my ile as well as members of the larger African American 

Orisha community that led to empowerment and healing during their reversion process.  I will 

also explain some of the specific roles played by certain members of the spiritual community in 

the process of empowering Orisha devotees--that is, the akpon’s role, the 

initiate/aleyo/practitioner, etc.--in order to explicate several forms of empowerment that are 

enabled by the Lucumí religious tradition.   

Many African Americans, while fighting for social and political freedom in the 1950s and 

1960s, waged a battle to reclaim a culture which had been lost to them as a result of the 

enslavement of their ancestors.  While it received little mainstream coverage, in the course of 

this struggle Africa--real and imagined--became a symbol for all that had been lost, all that could 

be, and all that could have been.  Those who considered themselves “conscious” began to see 

African art, culture, philosophy, and religion as a source and symbol of authentic power and 

wisdom.  They felt strongly that if the civil rights struggle was concerned with desegregation and 

equal rights, it should be equally concerned with gaining and teaching African spiritual and 
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cultural knowledge to African Americans and with reclaiming this knowledge as their own.  

Furthermore, these activists often expressed their belief that one could not be gained without the 

other, and that the former was of less importance to the overall wellbeing of the African 

American community and future generations than the latter.  The desired affiliation with being 

African became a rallying cry for those who made the decision that this was who they were, in 

spite of being born in America.  Tracey E. Hucks refers to this as a “religio-nationalist movement 

in the New World.”121   Many of the spiritual elders in my lineage were a part of this movement, 

which is highly significant as the activities of this period led to the formation of most of the 

African American ile in the United States. 

Participants in this religio-nationalist movement saw Yoruba, Ifa, Ocha, Santería, 

Lucumí, Orisha and Orisa religious philosophies and cultural expressions as a path towards 

empowerment.  This path was their road to ocha, or as Hucks describes it, “a series of Yoruba 

religious networks” or a pilgrimage.122  In the 1950s and 1960s, Baba Oseijeman Adefunmi I, 

Baba Cristopher Oliana, Iya Penny Stubbs, Iya Cynthia Turner, Mama Keke, Queen Mother 

Moore, Katherine Dunham, Iya Marjorie Quinones, Baba John and Iya Valerie Mason, Baba 

Alfred Davis, Chief Bey, Iya Barbara Bey and many more now revered elders and ancestors of 

the community became Yoruba and Afrikan through reversion.  They did this partly because 

being Afrikan connected them to a past and a power that they did not feel they had as black 

Americans and because that designation represented, for them, a wholeness and a state of health 

to which they wanted to return and into which they wanted to bring their children. 

 

                                                           
121 Tracey E. Hucks, Yoruba Traditions and African American Religious Nationalism, xviii. 
122 Ibid. xxiii. 
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Holy Ground 

Wholeness, healing, and empowerment are achieved, according to my informants, 

through daily practice and the creation of sacred space.  This concept of holy ground is not 

wholly unlike what I had studied about as a child growing up in the United Methodist church, but 

the ability to create it--as well as the approach to dwelling in it for the purpose of healing--is 

quite different.   

Before I dropped out of Sunday school at the tender age of 14, exhausted from being 

rebuffed for asking too many of the wrong questions, I remember reading Exodus 3:1-5. These 

verses spoke about Moses being approached by the spirit of the Lord in the form of a burning 

bush:   

Now Moses was tending the flock of Jethro his father-in-law, the 
priest of Midian. And he led the flock to the back of the desert, and came to 
Horeb, the mountain of God.  And the Angel of the LORD appeared to him 
in a flame of fire from the midst of a bush. So he looked, and behold, the 
bush was burning with fire, but the bush was not consumed. Then Moses 
said, “I will now turn aside and see this great sight, why the bush does not 
burn.” 

So when the LORD saw that he turned aside to look, God called to 
him from the midst of the bush and said, “Moses, Moses!” 

And he said, “Here am I.” 
Then He said, “Do not draw near this place. Take your sandals off 

your feet, for the place where you stand is holy ground.123 
 

Fifteen years later, on the outskirts of the Lucumí tradition, these verses took on a new 

meaning for me. I was drawn to the spiritual system because it encouraged me to find my way in 

the world through an understanding of how spirit is manifested in nature and I was moved by the 

                                                           
123 Exodus 1:1-5 (New King James Version). 
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potential for manifesting healing and balance in my life. There I was at a misa, or mass for 

connecting with spirit guides, being asked to remove my sandals because I was entering ritual 

space; a space which evolves, through the collective spiritual work of those present, into holy 

ground on which transformation, healing, and empowerment may be achieved. 

The connection between the events in the Bible and those at the misa--or any spiritual 

space--became evident when interviewing my god sister, Jessica Noel, about how and why she 

came into the religion.  She discussed the legacy of abuse in her childhood and how she was, in 

many ways, broken as a result of it.  Through a number of seemingly unrelated events she 

attended a celebration in honor of the Orisha Oya and, though she was an aleyo, or outsider to 

the religion, at the time, this event allowed her to interact with spirit which transformed and 

empowered her.     

The bembe Jessica attended began with a tribute to the ancestors performed by a group of 

djembe and dundun players before a small egun shrine.124  The music was accompanied by 

spirited clapping, some singing, and the occasional ululation and, like most egun tributes I have 

observed, included songs in Lucumí as well as Negro Spirituals.   Participants typically recite 

prayers and ritual purification of all attendees is also common, being performed either at the 

entrance to the event, at the egun shrine, or both.  In this instance, the cleansing was done at the 

entrance and after the egun tribute attendees went into another, larger room where the bembe was 

to take place.  The ceremony began with the oro secco, or instrumental tribute to the Orisha, 

during which a bata ensemble played particular rhythms each of which corresponds to an Orisha 

and which constitute prayers and praises.  The bembe proper did not begin until the drummers 

                                                           
124 Egun shrines generally consist of an egun staff decorated with bells and ribbons in nine different colors.  

It may also have an egun pot.  Most home egun shrines include pictures, flowers, candles, bowls of water, and 
glasses of gin or other alcohol.   
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had played for all of the Orisha, concluding with the rhythms specific to the Orisha for whom the 

celebration was being staged.  At this point the dancing and singing began. 

During the ancestor tribute at this celebration, there was a significant lift in the “energy” 

or atmosphere of the space and the aleyo, including Noel, seemed to relax.  In remembering my 

own first experiences with ceremonies and celebrations, I reflected on having a moment of 

realization that this is not a “spooky” gathering and that everything will be okay.  Later, during 

the oro secco, as people swayed to the rhythm their faces and bodies relaxed more.  As most of 

the attendees at this event were aleyo, and even those who were practitioners had little 

experience with bata.  There was little indication of which Orisha’s rhythm was being played at 

each turn, other than the announcements from the akpon.  Dancing and singing – which provide a 

more clear indication of the Orisha than the bare drum rhythm--is prohibited during the oro seco, 

so it was difficult to be sure unless one was familiar with the rhythms and language of the bata.  

Nonetheless, the gentle swaying of attendees and the occasional break the drummers took to 

drink from the jicara indicated that this was not a strict formal event like those many of the aleyo 

might have been familiar with from Christian church ceremonies.125   

 Finally, the bembe portion of the ceremony began. The bata continued to play, now 

accompanied by the akpon’s singing and Noel, along with everyone present, began to participate 

in a conscious and active state of praise.  For each piece sung and played, there are specific 

dance steps that are performed by all, and all are expected to sing as a chorus in response to the 

akpon’s leading vocals.  While few people know precisely the direct translation of each song, 

most understand the overall story that it is being portrayed and know which Orisha is being 

                                                           
125 A jicara is a small gourd cup.  Drummers usually have a mixture of honey and rum in the jicara and 

ritually take small sips from it and share it amongst themselves. 
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praised in part because there is a set order in which the songs are sung.  Most also understand 

based upon the dance steps which exhibit aspects of the Orisha and the story.   

During the bembe Oya mounted her horse,126 Oyaniyi (the spiritual name of Nzinga 

Metzger, who is mentioned in chapter two), in honor of whose eleventh initiation the ceremony 

was being held.   After saluting her shrine and the initiated priests in the room, Oya spoke to the 

group as a whole giving us advice about how our community needed to function in order to 

continue to evolve, after which she began speaking  with each individual in attendance. As 

people lined up to receive advice from the Orisha, Noel, who wanted to ask Oya about some 

troubling dreams she had been having, was called out:   

And so I’m standing in line, trying to formulate my question, 
and I just remember--Oya, she turned to me.  She looked at me, she was in 
the middle of a consultation, and she walked over to me and she pulled me 
out of the line and she grabbed Iya Huberta, and she said, ‘Is this your 
daughter?’ And Iya said no, because I wasn’t yet. She was like--she starts 
telling her what I need to do, how I need to get cleaned off and all of these 
things.  And she pulled me aside from everyone else and at the time--it 
was so weird, it was so interesting…I’m telling you, it made me a real 
believer at this moment, a real believer. I had been battling with a lot of 
things, with abuse that had happened. I had an experience when I was 
younger, I was sexually abused when I was growing up.  And I didn’t 
know how to confront it, I didn’t know what to do next or anything, or 
what to think or anything.  She grabbed me and she was just talking to me 
like a mother… this was Oya, and she was like basically telling me that… 
she was smacking my arm and telling me that this is just flesh.  She kept 
telling me that nobody can touch you inside.  And she told me, “Don’t 
worry about that!”  And she grabbed Iya Huberta and gave her something 
for me to do.  I didn’t even understand what was happening really.  I was 
so overwhelmed I kind of just stood there shocked.  I was like, how did 
she know that? That wasn’t even the thing that was on my mind! The other 
thing she told me to do was…she said, “No one can shut you up! If you 
wanna talk about it, then talk about it.  That’s what you need, you need to 
talk about it!” And then just like that it was over.127 

 

                                                           
126 When Orisha possess initiated priests, it is referred to as “mounting the horse.” 
127 Jessica noel, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, October 19, 2011. 
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Noel told me that she had been prepared to experience something, but she was not 

prepared to have to face this.  While she was not actively “seeking” the religion, nor did she have 

a particular interest in becoming a practitioner, as a result of this celebration she began a process 

of healing through reversion.  She told me in a subsequent interview that the help and rituals that 

were prescribed for her at the bembe were the beginning of her reversion: 

That absolutely was the turning point. The following week I got my first 
reading, then my first cleaning, and a series of things. That was the turning 
point. It transformed me… it shook me in a way that I had never been 
shaken.  It cleaned so many things off of me and allowed me to just… to 
take a deep breath and say, okay, I can do this and I’m obviously on the 
right path… I’m doing the right things and it gave me a new type of 
strength.128 
 

Viewing the creation of holy ground through the lenses of reversion, cognitive flexibility, 

and medical ethnomusicology, this event raises a number of issues. The healing and the 

empowerment that occurred for Noel at that bembe, for me at my first misa, and at for many 

other reverts at various other religious ceremonies, were possible only because of the holy 

ground that had been created through music, prayer, and meditation.  This creation of sacred 

space was at the core of both my informants’ processes of reversion to the tradition and my own.  

Borrowing from Rand Spiro and J.C. Jehng’s work in cognitive sciences, Benjamin Koen 

defines cognitive flexibility as a process that “encompasses the dynamic between thought and 

action, which, as emergent-properties of consciousness, must also be seen as inseparable from 

emotion, bodily state, and spiritual sensibilities.” That is, cognitive flexibility requires the ability 

to accept alternate realities from those normally perceived as static truth in reaction to various 

forms of stimuli. Koen goes on to describe factors which contribute to cognitive flexibility in his 

                                                           
128 Ibid. 
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attempt to describe how music functions as a source of healing among people of the Pamir 

Mountain region in their maddah (praise) music. He asserts that music, along with prayer and 

meditation, create the cognitive flexibility necessary to incite healing.  

I extend Koen’s theory by positing that while music, meditation, and prayer create 

cognitive flexibility within individuals during Lucumí rituals and personal daily devotion,  they 

also have the power to physically alter a space, making it sacred enough for healing to occur. 

Furthermore, I believe that the mental state of cognitive flexibility consecrates the mind itself as 

a holy ground on which miracles like magic and empowerment can--and do--occur. This is the 

essence of spiritual power, mediumship, ashe, and becoming a spiritual vessel in Lucumí.  It is 

also a fundamental aspect of reversion, which can be viewed as a process of the practitioner 

becoming aligned with a higher manifestation of herself or himself. 

Evidence of this theory can be seen in the ceremony that my informant attended, both in her 

own response and in the way that the celebrant and medium prepared for the ceremony at which 

she became a vehicle for the deity to enter the ritual space and heal those present.  When I 

interviewed Nzinga Oyaniyi Metzger, she stated that during a bembe the acts of prayer, the 

music, and the embodiment of praise through dancing and producing the breath to sing songs to 

the Orisha, all have a significant impact on the space and on her.  She also noted that 

preparations for the ceremony, such as the simple act of dressing and consciously acknowledging 

that the purpose of the bembe is to create a space in which Orisha will come, may contribute to 

the ability of a medium, such as herself, to be possessed along with the proper rituals done in the 

period leading up to the ceremony.   

As a priestess of Oya and an akpon, Nzinga Metzger views her reversion process as an 

answer to ancestral calls.  An American born to a family with roots in Sierra Leone, she was 
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afforded the opportunity to travel to Africa several times in her youth.  Although she was raised 

Christian, Metzger felt disconnected from the traditions of her Catholic upbringing and, after 

exploring the Ausar Auset tradition129 and recognizing that it was not for her, she became 

affiliated with a Lucumí religious house. Three years later was initiated to the Orisha Oya in 

Abeokuta, Ogun State, Nigeria.  Her ties to religious communities in Philadelphia, Abeokuta and 

Osogbo, as well as with branches of the religion in other part s of the diaspora, afford her the 

opportunity to connect not only with spiritual power but also with an artistic outlet as an akpon.  

She states that music was what brought her to the religion. After being on the periphery of the 

religion for years through her involvement in the African drum and dance community, it was at 

an Odunde festival in Philadelphia in 1996, where she heard the bata drums that are used in 

ceremonies for Orisha, that she became sure that this religion was for her. 

Music is a large part of what empowers ceremony.  Bembe, or celebrations for Orisha, 

and other rituals are enacted for the specific purpose of bringing the Orisha and other spirits into 

a space whereby practitioners may communicate with them via divination; it is this process of 

direct interaction with the gods which makes empowerment and healing possible for individuals 

and communities.  In order for a medium to be possessed by an Orisha during a bembe, the space 

has to be prepared for its arrival through music, dance, and ritual.  Upon the mounting of the 

horse--or possession of the medium--attendees at the ceremony may receive advice or spiritual 

prescriptions for various forms of dis-ease.  In an interview just before her celebration in 2009, 

Metzger expressed why she loves to sing and explained what singers do during a ceremony: 

                                                           
129 Ausar Auset is a religious organization based upon Afrocentric and Kimetic (Egyptian) spirituality.  Its 

main principles come from the books Metu Neter Volumes 1-6 by Ra Un Nefer Amen (published in 1990, 2008, 
2010, and 2012 respectively) and emphasizes the importance of meditation as a means for best understanding spirit 
and the connection between spirit and one’s “true” self. 
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I don’t know why I like to sing.  I think that I’m a very sensate person.  
And there’s something about breath and the vibration of singing that 
physically feels good to me.  And I love the melodies.  I love the way that 
the melodies intertwine with the rhythms, and I love the call-and-response 
element of it.  I really like being able to affect a congregation and be[ing] 
able to influence the energy of a congregation and get people into a space 
of worship, as opposed to spectatorship. It’s kind of like that bible verse, 
“make a joyful noise” and what that scripture is implying.  It’s saying that 
you have to open yourself up to praise God, the universe, whatever you 
want to call it. And so I think that the akpon’s job is to model that and to 
transmit that and also to engender that in the congregation.130  

 

Within the physical space of ceremony, practitioners expect healing to occur, be it an 

individual’s physical, social, or emotional dis-ease or group or community ailments. From a 

Lucumí perspective--as is the case with many systems based upon indigenous peoples’ 

spirituality--dis-ease is seen as a physical manifestation of spiritual imbalance.  In Lucumí 

specifically, dis-ease is seen as a lack of connectivity with the iponri.   Within a Yoruba/Lucumí 

framework, the head--or ori-- is considered a deity or aspect of the Creator and is treated with 

due veneration. As such, practitioners believe that any time that one’s head is not in line with the 

ultimate manifestation of her or his destiny, this manifests an imbalance which causes dis-ease of 

some sort. The purpose of ritual, therefore, is to restore balance and it is my assertion that 

through the reversion process--and ultimately over the course of the Lucumí practitioners’ life 

and daily practice--the primary aspiration is to return to alignment with the iponri.  

In order for a ritual to take place and be successful, a number of things must occur: prayer, or 

the asking of a question; meditation, or listening for the answer; divination, or conferring with 

the divine; and preparation of the physical and mental spaces both of which are prepared through 

a process of purification which typically involves herbal baths, prayers, and music. In Lucumí 

                                                           
130 Personal interview. Tallahassee, FL, February 13, 2009. 
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the individual seeking balance has the principle task of beginning to prepare their ori for 

cognitive flexibility. Prior to attending ceremonies, and often as a part of devotion, practitioners 

take spiritual baths as well as pray and meditate; many of these prayers are in the Lucumí 

language, while some are in Yoruba proper, and all have a melodic, chant-like quality. In the 

context of ritual, it is often the akpon’s job to work with instrumentalists to manipulate the 

spiritual energy of a gathering, which is a complex task involving a degree of cognitive 

flexibility based upon spiritual insight and experience.  

Akpons interact with the attendees at a ceremony through call-and-response singing of 

sacred songs to, for, and about the Orisha or other deities.  As part of my fieldwork I spoke with 

Iya Olufemi, who served as the akpon for the bembe that Noel attended, and I asked her to talk 

about what got her interested in the tradition and singing:  

[The music] just was spellbinding.  I was in awe, always in awe.  And then 
these people that I know are African Americans were singing in this 
language, and they were playing this music.  It just sounded like 
something that I should know… something that I should be doing… 
something that I should be practicing.  It was just like I found my house, 
you know what I mean?  Like I found my home...  Like that lost sound, 
family, something that I was missing I found, because I felt home.  Even 
as a kid.  As a kid, I couldn’t get enough of it… I still can’t.  

 

After speaking about this for some time, I asked her to talk about why she sings and how she 

conceived of her role in ceremony:  

First of all, I sing because I love the Orisha music.  But, I love to see in the 
religion… in a function, for example at an ocha or a bembe, singing the 
Orisha music and getting a response from the people.  First, I love to see 
me sing and them respond.  We’re the ones that really are controlling… 
we’re the callers of the Orisha… and at times when you’re trying, of egun 
too.  So we’re the ones that are sending the messages, as well as the 
drums, because we’re calling them, we’re praising them, we’re speaking 
things to them for them to answer. 
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  As I analyzed these interviews with Metzger and Iya Olufemi, which were conducted 

weeks apart, I made note of the idea of “space” that both women mentioned and that, either 

consciously or unconsciously, both made reference to altering the space through music.  One 

commented that she enjoyed being a caller of spirit and a part of bringing spirit into a space 

while the other spoke candidly about loving to affect a congregation and bring them to a “space” 

of worship as opposed to spectatorship. . But how does this happen? As noted in the 

introduction, John Mason, the one Lucumí elder and scholar most widely cited by my informants 

as the authority on Orisha tradition, and the associated music, said “the akpòn’s job is to trick the 

knowledgeable participant as well as the òrìsà.” In other words, cites the akpon as a “master of 

flattery” who uses songs to bring Orisha from the spirit realm into the human realm via a 

medium’s possession. Through their texts and associated rhythms, these songs, alter the holy 

ground on multiple planes: first, the sound vibrates within the physical space; second, the ori of 

the participants are energized through hearing and reproducing the sound in response to the 

akpon; and finally the space is charged and opened, enabling spirit to manifest.  

At the start of the ceremony, the energy of the physical space is in a state of liminality 

during which aleyo, practitioners, and even priests are unsure of what will happen and how 

events will unfold.  While all are prepared for the manifestation of a spiritual phenomenon, the 

realization that chaos may unfold and that individuals and community may fluxuate between 

states of dis-ease and wholeness lends itself to an anxious state of being.  In fact, all ceremonies 

and rituals of which I have been a part have started with a certain level of frenetic energy 

partially because preparations always seem to fall behind schedule, even with the best planning 

by those organizing the events.  Elders commonly speak about “Orisha time,” meaning that while 

those in charge of the event have a schedule, things happen when Orisha want them to.  
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Typically, divination is performed before events can begin and it is often revealed that spirit 

wants one more thing, or requires a more extensive ebo than was planned in order for the event 

to have the desired outcome.  But, synergy occurs through rituals performed at or prior to the 

beginning of the event, and through the musical tributes to egun, the oro secco, collective prayer, 

and praise.   

When enough participants attain cognitive flexibility and the space has been transformed 

to holy ground, communitas arises and, provided that mediums have achieved cognitive 

flexibility, spirit is able to manifest in the space.  Through personal experience and interviews I 

have come to understand that one’s ori needs to become holy ground in order to begin to attain 

balance.  In ceremony, the expectation is that priests have done the necessary ebo to ensure that 

his ori is aligned with enikeji131; there is also the issue of whether she has done the necessary 

initiations to become mounted.  As a part of the initiation of ocha, a priest is born through a 

complicated process which involves the death of some part of the old person and then the rebirth 

of the priest.  As a part of this rebirth, the ashe of the Orisha is put into the head of the initiate, 

which is sometimes referred to as “receiving the crown,” and, in my ile, only initiated priests can 

pass Orisha.  In many instances, once the ashe has been placed in the initiate’s head he becomes 

possessed by the Orisha while, in others, it may be many years before possession occurs or it 

may never happen at all.  Not all priests are horses for their Orisha and, even for those who are, 

                                                           
131 Enikeji is an individual’s “spirit double” who is thought to live in the immaterial world and to be able to 

either abundantly bless an individual or disturb her or him if not properly aligned and propitiated 
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further ceremonies beyond the initiation may be required before he is able to become mounted 

by his Orisha.132 

After being a part of the tradition for five years, I submitted to the direction of spirit and 

began preparing for initiation, or ocha. My road to ocha took five more years past that time and 

was filled with financial, emotional, physical, and spiritual challenges. Reflecting on this period 

and the struggles I have had since then, I realize that it was a part of the creation of sacred space 

within myself in order to be ready to achieve healing.  This phase of my life was, metaphorically, 

an akpon’s song--changing the space--and creating within me the holy ground which was 

necessary in order to house the Orisha, It was an extended period of prayer, meditation, and 

music, during which I was able to reflect on my reversion process and explore how I could 

achieve cognitive flexibility.  

Through the process of reversion, my informants and I have been challenged to come to 

grips with who we are as individuals and to what degree our imagined version of who we would 

be as a result of reversion would matches that reality.  Through our experiences in the religion, 

our faith has been explored, waned, and expanded and through this progression of events I have 

discovered that the process of reversion is cyclic and never ends.  While the music and the 

bembe often begins reversion, there is still much work to be done afterwards as one seeks ways 

to strengthen their bond with spirit.  Furthermore, individual empowerment through reversion 

depends upon one’s ability to function within a community.  It is important to note that while an 

                                                           
132 There are times when orisha priests become mounted by spirits other than their particular orisha such as 

egun and spirit guides in misa.  There also three orisha who may mount priests of any orisha; Babaluaye, Obatala, 
and Oya. 
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individual’s path to her highest destiny is a primary focus of the Lucumí tradition, there is 

nothing that can be achieved without the support of a community. 

Recently I saw my cousin and first godmother, Yeye Omi, at a local event for the first 

time in years.  I was extremely happy to see her and, after I saluted the ashe that she carries, we 

embraced warmly.  Two weeks later my husband had a heart attack and she was one of the first 

people who called me saying that she had heard and that she was sending him healing energy and 

wishing me “stability and priestly control.”  I realized at that moment how integral her presence 

had been in my life.  While I remembered bitterly an incident when she had humiliated me in 

front of my god siblings with a dramatic flair and thought nothing of it, I also remembered how 

that moment had shaped me and brought me closer to the doors of ocha.  I thought of the healing 

energy that Yemaya133--who is Iya Omi’s guardian Orisha--had brought to me at my husband’s 

ocha, how she had saved my life then, and, subsequently, through ebo, prayer, and meditation, 

she had saved my husband’s life for a year after his heart attack.  I thought of how I had, because 

of Orisha, decided long ago that I was strong enough to stand up to her and leave her egbe (a 

strength that took years to build) and I reflected on the fact that I had ultimately received my 

crown because of her introduction to the religion. In this moment of contemplation, all I felt for 

her was love and gratitude. As my godfather’s wife, a very important and close elder, said in a 

2009 interview:  

I think we put our emphasis on how do you do this ritual, or that ritual, or 
that. It’s not so much about that. And yes, those things are important, you 
want to know how to do those things and know how to do them correctly, 
at least in terms of whatever the tradition happens to be… the bottom line 
of all of this is really, we are wanting to re-Africanize ourselves.  And so 
what does that really mean? It means changes in terms of our values, it 

                                                           
133 Yemonja and Yemoja are typically considered Yoruba spellings of the name of the same Orisha.  Here I 

use the Hispanicized spelling Yemaya because that is how it is most often spelled in the Lucumi tradition into which 
Austin and all priests of Ile Asho Funfun have been initiated. 
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means changes in terms of our behavior, and our day to day functioning. It 
means dealing with issues around character. And those things, for the most 
part, we don’t pay that much attention to. Because we are wanting to 
know, how I do divination, or how do I do this particular ritual or that 
particular ritual, and we want to know how to do those things, we don’t 
particularly want to know the process for transforming of ourselves. 
Because what initiation is really about [is] transforming ourselves. And 
then we have tools that we use to facilitate that transformational process, 
and those tools they come through things like the divination and rituals 
and things that help us to be more in tune with nature, with divinity, with 
the divinity that is within us, because divinity is not outside of us. 134  

 

This is the empowerment that we who are going through the process of reversion have 

been seeking, and this is the healing and empowerment that the African American founders of 

our religion sought.  I have found that rather than the stones that represent powerful deities and 

sticks that may be used to tap into the spirit world, practitioners believe that the personal 

experiences, daily acts of devotion, and realization of philosophical ideals are at the core of this 

religion. .  The true strength, empowerment, and healing that can come from this religion lies in 

the power that its adherents find existing within themselves through the process of growing in 

faith and practice.   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
134 Personal interview, April 19, 2009. 
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CHAPTER 5 

OCHA TO ITUTU: THE QUESTION OF FAITH AND EXPLORATIONS OF 

CONTINUED TRANSFORMATION AFTER REVERSION 

 

The Iyawo, my son, could hardly stand still.  He had asked me what would happen a 

million times, and I had answered, so he knew what was coming.  He had waited fairly 

patiently through all the songs of the oro for the other Orisha and kept looking at me and 

whispering, “Is it time yet?”135 

 “Not yet.” I whispered back and winked at him.  It was hot.  He and I were in our 

throne clothes, garments that were only to be worn on the day of our own initiation 

celebration, the day that the next person crowned in our ile was celebrating his initiation, and 

then, finally, when we were buried.  Both of us had on many layers, and as the outer layer of 

my top was bespeckled with glitter that I realized had gotten all over my face, hands, and on 

everyone who hugged me that day.  I remembered wondering on the day of my celebration if 

that had been Iya Dottie’s intent when she made it for me.  Despite his youth, Iyawo was 

taking everything--including the temperature--in stride.  I felt light-headed from all of the 

singing, from the drums that were so close to us, from the bell which seemed to somehow 

always get inside of me, and from the presence of my Orisha just at the corner of my 

consciousness seeming to test the waters of my resolve not to be mounted. 

                                                           
135 The oro is the set order of the songs, and here refers to the songs themselves, that are sung for the 

Orisha.  They are always sung in a prescribed order and in instances where a celebration is being held for a specific 
Orisha, the songs for him are sung last. 
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Baba Bill was to my left and he had noticed that I was struggling a few times as I 

moved to the rhythm, doing the specific dances for the Orisha who was the object of our 

singing and playing.  “You feel something coming?” he asked me. All I could do was nod.  I 

knew that in addition to the Orisha and the music, I was also feeling the presence of Austin, 

the Iyawo’s father and my husband, who had died just seven months before.  I wanted to hold 

it together and be present for all of the ceremony, though.  I wanted to relish the joy of it 

because it had been so long coming, and I had worked so hard to make this day happen--the 

entire ile had. 

Finally, I heard the beginning of a familiar Obatala song and smiled at Iyawo and 

whispered, “It’s time”136 (see Figure 13).   He smiled widely, showing off his jagged front 

teeth, still a bit too small and needing to grow in completely.  I hesitated, waiting to see what 

dance step the elder priests were doing and I immediately joined in, stepping lightly.  I 

nodded at Iyawo and whispered, “You can dance now.”  He rocked from side to side a little. I 

looked to Baba Bill, who only moved a little.  Finally, Baba Will, the Iyawo’s ojugbona, took 

his hand and said, “Since your godfather doesn’t know how to dance, I’ll show you!”  I 

smiled, thinking of how much of a son of Shango Baba Will was.137 Then they started 

dancing and Baba Bill stood on Iyawo’s other side, so that he was flanked by his godparents, 

as they danced for Obatala.  Iyawo had a full out grin and was obviously delighted.  He was 

                                                           
136 Obatala is the Orisha that my son was initiated as a priest of and was the father Orisha of his father.  He 

is an Orisha associated with eldership, wisdom, and the formation of the body.  He is also known for wearing 
immaculate white clothes and is the spirit for whom our ile is named, Ile Asho Funfun, since both presiding elders 
are priests of Obatala. 

137 Shango is the Orisha associated with swift justice.  He is a tactical Orisha and a boisterous king.  
Devotees of Orisha say, “Shango only speaks once!” Because of his power and might, he is not to be ignored.  
Those initiated to him, or his children, often similarly command space and attention, and are harsh disciplinarians. 
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finally initiated, his “lifelong dream,” as he had told me at least ten times over the last few 

days that he had been in seclusion undergoing rituals.   

 
            Le                        se                      kaaaa! 

Figure 13: Transcription of song for Obatala performed for David Amari's initiation 

celebration on July 12, 2015.  Transcription by author. 

 

 Baba fuu ruru, (O) ‘l
Father of local white cloth that rises and swells (like a cloud) 

 Owner of whips of profit.  Boa very honored, Chief of Èjìgbò 

 Elérí’fà gbá si gbá sá wõ Èjìgbò (o) r á si gbá wõ 
The Owner of the Head of Advantage strikes and strikes (with a stick) just 
behold.  

 
Èjìgbò’s whips of profit, strike and strike behold. 

ù àyé.  á wa l’ ò. l’ ò á (Mason 1992, 285-
286) 
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Overcome with emotion, I smiled, laughed, and I cried.  I could not stop crying.  I had 

never been so proud of my son and I had never missed Austin so much at any point since his 

illness and subsequent death several months later--never more than at that moment which we 

should have shared as a family.  I thought to myself once again, “It isn’t fair!”  I realized that 

I still was angry with Orisha for not allowing his father to see this even though I thought that 

I had moved beyond that stage of grief.  I cried more at this thought but I kind of laughed 

also at the absurdity of fully participating in a ritual which had promised Austin long life and 

still believing in it very much while, at the same time, feeling supremely let down.  My faith 

had been tested in the months leading up to the Iyawo’s initiation and, in many ways, I was 

sure I had failed miserably.  I remembered thinking that maybe my initiation had not “taken,” 

like maybe it was a lemon.  How could I have been initiated and still have had so many 

doubts, so much anger, and have felt so very alone?  I had enough faith or fear to know that 

this initiation must be done, though.  I had only shortly before Iyawo’s initiation been able to 

bring myself to go to my altars and shrines and cry, pray, and meditate.  There, alone with 

my Orisha and egun, I had begun to be able to hear their voices and feel their presence again.  

My anger had started to recede and I realized that I had not stopped believing, I had just been 

so hurt and angry with spirit and myself that I had stopped wanting to believe.  But even at 

the darkest moments, spirit had given me too much evidence to doubt its presence. 

The three of them danced and sang for the next ten minutes.  And then the celebration 

ended with a feast.  People came and saluted the shrine and made offerings.  Iyawo and I 

hugged and whispered back and forth to each other about how well he had done, and that 

now he was beginning his journey.  As he started to talk with his godparents and others who 

were near him, I reflected on how he was a product of his father’s and my reversion.  He had 



152 

 

never been Christian.  He had been raised to know that we worship our ancestors and 

manifestations of God in nature from the beginning of his life.  He had understood what it 

meant when his father had become a part of our ibayes in our prayers instead of the 

kinkamase.138 

 

New Reversion Practitioners versus Practitioners Born into the Tradition 

 The pinnacle of initiation is the celebration and the moment when the Iyawo is allowed to 

sing and dance for Orisha.  Likewise, the conclusion of the Itutu ceremony occurs nine days after 

death when the deceased is given a place at the Egun shrine of his survivors by way of their 

processing to the shrine with songs.  In order to fully reflect upon this experience, it is necessary 

to elucidate the similarities in experiences and ways of processing life events from the 

perspective of a person who has undergone the reversion process versus one who was born into 

the religion, the cyclical nature of the reversion process, and the ways that expansion and 

contraction are ever present in the life of a practitioner.  In so doing, I explore the ways that 

reversion is linked to a desire to reclaim a history that those born into the tradition, in contrast, 

seem to feel innately is theirs.  However, regardless of the time spent as a practitioner, one’s faith 

in the tradition and understanding of how to internalize and perform the its philosophies changes 

and deepens throughout life, much in the same way it does for devotees of any spiritual practice.  

The religious philosophy of expansion and contraction are ever-present in these experiences and 

are the basis of the divination systems which may be viewed as living and breathing 

manifestations of the religion’s understanding of the universe.  If practitioners believe that 

                                                           
138 Kinkamase is said as a prayer of blessings and protection for priests, and all priests living in our lineage 

are a part of the kinkamase section of a prayer, as opposed to those who are deceased and a part of the ibaye section. 
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expansion and contraction are the organizing principles of the cosmos, then it is reasonable to 

surmise that each major life event is either an expression of one of these states or a part of the 

journey from one to the other.  This chapter, which explores the symbolic beginning of a 

practitioners’ life as a priest through ocha and ends it via the itutu ceremony, also mirrors the 

way that reversion begins and ends with music. 

The experiences of those who undergo reversion are far different than those of 

individuals who are born into the tradition. Those born into the tradition have understandings of 

the way the world works that are different from those people who come to accept the tenets of 

Orisha worship at a later point in their lives.  While the goal of a Lucumí practitioner who 

undergoes reversion is often a combination of sankofa and the instinct to move towards a 

tradition that is more in line with one’s personal goals and values, our children who are raised in 

the tradition typically do not share the same interests or concerns. .   

Often, the arrival of a child through birth or other means is foretold to practitioners 

through divination or the pronouncement of mediums in a misa.  While there are specific odu 

which indicate birth and fertility, these odu may also be metaphors for new ideas or other births 

of the mind.  Prior to my husband and I deciding to try to have a child, we were both told in 

different divination sessions that there was a child who wanted to come to the world through us.  

We were warned that he would be very strong willed, filled with ashe that would need to be 

trained, and that he should make ocha as young as possible.  Once I became pregnant, we had 

numerous divinations that confirmed those messages and gave us directives regarding how to 

bring our son safely into the world.  He was a part of our religious community before he was 
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born and, upon his birth, he had an esentaiye to reveal his life challenges and gifts.139   This was 

a sign that we had been at least partially successful in our attempt at sankofa as Austin and I had 

envisioned a family that included children who were raised in the tradition, who knew the oriki 

the way that we had known hymns, and who understood the role of ancestors, Orisha, nature, and 

the creator in their lives. 

Iyawo has, like all of the children in our ile, grown up with the idea that ebo, adimu, 

misa, bembe, and initiations are all normal events, and that being able to participate in each in an 

ever-increasing role is like a rite of passage.   It is now common to hear one of the older children 

speaking with the younger ones about egun and Orisha and explaining how to behave and what 

to do in ceremonies.  More importantly, children and adults raised in the tradition do not seem to 

feel or do not express the “awakening” that many of us who have gone through reversion do.  

And subsequently they have not shown indications of anger and trauma like what I experienced 

when I came to terms with the history of this country and my ancestors’ treatment while 

enslaved, or the same separation anxiety that I had with the continent of Africa.  Iyawo has 

always expected that, at some point, we will live in Nigeria for at least a year and that we will 

spend extensive time in Cuba to learn more about the roots of our religion and lineage.  He 

always knew that he would someday be initiated, and he understands that this was only one in a 

series of initiations that he will need to undergo on his path to greater knowledge in the religion. 

He is also aware, at least to some degree that one of the reasons that we need to do so much egun 

work is because it is our responsibility to heal many of the mental and physical wounds inflicted 

                                                           
139 Esenteye are d’afa done by babalawo on the occasion of birth.  They are done as early as nine days after 

birth or as late as a child’s first birthday.  At that point his name in Ifa is given and the parents and community learn 
about what he brings into the world with him and how best to help him reach his highest destiny. 
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on our ancestors through the trans-Atlantic slave trade and subsequent treatment during their--

and our--presence in the Americas.  

The experiences of those born into the tradition are not completely ideal, however, and 

this is cause for concern as they deal with outside pressures that we did not have.  At a very early 

age, we began talking with our son about the fact that people who are not in our religion might 

not understand what we do spiritually and we urged him to be proud of our beliefs and to feel 

free to explain what he felt and understood about our tradition to people who asked and with 

whom he wanted to share, although we warned him not to volunteer too much information.  I 

have come to worry about ridicule from children and adults who may view our beliefs as “evil” 

based upon sensationalized and inaccurate Hollywood representations of African religions and 

their diasporic manifestations and this feeling has intensified as we relocated from Tallahassee, 

Florida, where we had the support of an Orisha community that included our own ile as well as 

many other practitioners, to a more culturally conservative southern city with fewer practitioners 

and no Orisha community to speak of. 

My son, and others who are born into the tradition in our ile, have been surrounded by 

practitioners who are students, professors, and artists for most of their lives.  Because one of our 

elders, Iya Huberta, is a college professor and the ile is based in a college town, we tend to attract 

people who have intellectualized much of their spiritual journey, as I did.  While we are in some 

ways unique because of this, by and large, my fellow Lucumí practitioners are among the most 

educated, well-traveled, and well-versed people I know, in spite of media representations that 

suggests otherwise.   We expose our children d to the spiritual elements of the tradition as well as 

the historical and cultural importance of our natal and spiritual lineages and our personal and 

communal egun.  Additionally, through our interactions, worship style, and training, our 
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children--along with all of us who are learning alongside them--gain an understanding of the 

relationship of Orisha with nkisi, loa, and other African spiritual presences and the ways that our 

individual traditions represent aspects of the same divine cosmologies.  Furthermore, as the black 

liberation movement has significantly impacted our ile in ways that it may not have affected 

many African American practitioners in other parts of the country, also impacts our children’s 

view of the religion and their role within it. 

The black community in Tallahassee is very Afrocentric with strong nationalist 

inclinations.  There are many reasons for this primary among which is the presence of a strong 

psychology department at Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University (FAMU) and the work 

of the Aakhet Cultural Center, owned and operated by Dr. Dana and Dr. Sharon Dennard, both of 

which have always emphasized black spirituality and pro-Afrikanity.  The Dennard’s 

commitment to education through the Sakkara Youth Institute, a private, Afrikan-centered 

elementary school (which has now closed), has also contributed to this cultural milieu, as has the 

strong African drum and dance community--rooted in the work of Orchesis Dance Collective and 

the African Caribbean Dance Theatre of Tallahassee--which has significantly impacted the 

cultural, social, economic, and artistic emphasis on sankofa in the area.  As the home of Ile Asho 

Funfun, Tallahassee has provided a fertile ground for the re-Afrikanization of many of those 

seeking reversion and the city is now the locus of a very large faction of African Americans who 

support and nurture children born into the tradition.  Due to the intellectual and generally liberal 

lifestyle of many of Tallahassee’s residents, these children are allowed to express their culture 

without much judgment, or at least without significant harassment.  

Akinlana Lowman, or Baba Akin, is one of three adults in our ile who was raised in the 

tradition.  He, like his parents, is a priest of Obatala, and he is also an akpon and drummer. When 
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asked about his experiences being raised in the ile, he commented on always having had an 

awareness of the divinity in the world and a love for Lucumí music, culture, and concept of an 

individual’s destiny. These he cited as the most important to him and he realized this was 

different for him than for most of the other members of the ile.  During one meeting, members of 

the ile--mostly people who are undergoing reversion--were discussing a concept in odu and an 

aleyo made a reference to a hymn and growing up in the church.  Most of us found the humor in 

the story, but when I looked at Baba Akin, he laughed and said, “Yeah, I don’t have a clue what 

that means.”   This was the first time that it dawned on me how different his experience had been 

from everyone else’s in the ile, and it piqued my interest in interviewing him about these 

disparities. 

When asked about what has kept him in the tradition that he was raised in, after coming 

to an awareness of being a minority within society, Baba Akin answered: 

Destiny.  I just always seemed to be moving towards my destiny.  I’ve 
always been fascinated by the tradition. The music, of course the songs 
and all the instrumentation, but also even the ceremonies.  It was always 
just something about it.  I would watch the priests, the elders in my 
community in Pittsburgh, and I’d think about how one day I wanted to do 
that.  For me, it just seemed like I just came here with this connection that 
never--it just only got stronger as time went on.140  

 

Although most were not reared in the tradition many members of the ile, were raised by 

parents who emphasized pan-Afrikan identity, black liberation, and African models of 

community.  For them, the reversion process and the cognitive flexibility that it requires appear 

to have been less complicated. 

                                                           
140 Akinlana Lowman, interview by author, Tallahassee, FL, April 2009. 
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The Role of Faith in the Tradition 

“This religion doesn’t require your faith. With or without it, it works.” This is what Iya 

Penny told me once when I was in a panic.  I was six months pregnant and my husband had gone 

out of town and had not called in two days.  I was convinced he--along with Iya Huberta and 

Baba Bill, none of whom had answered their phones--were in a ditch on the side of the interstate 

in pain and wondering why I had not sent the police out looking for them.  Iya Penny was sure 

they were all fine and that I was just an emotional, frightened pregnant woman and, on that 

occasion, she was right.  And after I assaulted all of them with my words for not calling, I 

thought about Iya Penny’s theory that our tradition works with or without faith, and concluded 

that perhaps this is why so many people had undergone reversion and remained practitioners.  I 

had almost forgotten this when, a few years later, I was faced with another crisis and Iya Huberta 

repreated the same sentiment, followed by Baba Bill a month or so after her. 

As my husband’s health progressively got worse following the stroke he suffered in 

September 2014, I thought of these words often.   While I wondered why the Orisha were 

working in the way that they were, I knew that they were working.  Throughout Austin’s illness 

and following his death, I performed rituals, said prayers, sang songs, and did the prescribed 

spiritual work, but found that I did it all with a sense of resentment.  I do not believe that I lost 

faith, per se, but I struggled (and I continue to struggle) with how and why things happened the 

way that they did. 

While it is an extreme illustration, Austin’s death is an example of the type of challenges 

for which ocha is intended to prepare practitioners.   Through experience and interviews I have 

learned that ocha is more of a beginning than an end and that the reversion process requires a re-

sorting and expansion of practitioners’ normal means of handling challenges.  Austin’s death, for 
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example, was an opportunity to explore issues of faith, identity within the tradition, and different 

modes of managing periods of extreme contraction in the face of crisis.  Recalling that 

contraction, or osogbo, is a time when it is the devotees’ duty  to re-align themselves with their 

highest destiny, members of Ile Asho Funfun and others in the lineage responded to this loss and 

sought balance by performing the ritual Itutu.141   

Austin’s itutu occurred four days after his death, when everyone’s emotions were raw and 

I was still in shock.  It occurred on the same day as the funeral and it had already begun when I 

arrived.  It took place at Iya Huberta and Baba Bill’s home, and my ojugbona, Iya Helen, ibaye, 

was there along with the presiding oriate, Baba Senayme, and other priests who had traveled 

with him from Atlanta.142  The aleyo of the ile were there preparing food and drinks for the 

priests who were working in a separate room sealed by a door which also had a sheet in front of 

it as is the Lucumí custom so that even if the door was opened, the aleyo would not be able to see 

what was happening inside.  They all greeted me before I knocked and was granted entry to the 

room to begin assisting in the work and I recall thinking how much entering this room felt like 

entering a room where ocha was taking place.   

 

                                                           
141 Itutu is a ritual performed after the death of an initiated priest or priestess in the Lucumi tradition.  It 

involves divination to determine messages from the priest’s Orisha concerning their messages about the life and 
death of the priest as well as where the Orisha born in ocha and those from other empowerment ceremonies will go.  
Additionally, it provides an opportunity for priests and aleyo to fellowship, although the ritual portion of itutu is 
done solely by priests. 

142 An oriate is a master diviner of Orisha dilogun.  Oriate preside over initiations, and perform rituals and 
divination which require skill and ashe.  Baba Seneyme was the same oriate who presided over Iyawo’s initiation 
later that year in July. 
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Figure 14: Author, Jacqueline Beckley Abdullah, and David Amari Roberts (Iyawo) 

prepare to attend Itutu of Rodney "Austin" Roberts. December 6, 2014.  Photo by 

Christian Lampley. 

 

Unlike previous rituals, like ocha and the reading of the year, the itutu offered me little 

comfort, but it did help me to begin the process of moving from osogbo to ire, from contraction 

to expansion.  After it was all over, Iya Helen commented, “It is so powerful to have seen and 

been a part of those Orisha birthed and then to have seen and been a part of the itutu,” to which 

the other priests present agreed. We refer to making ocha it is referred to as being “crowned” and 
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devotees often mistake this for a coronation that ensuring that things will go well from then on.  

When Iya Helen made her statement, I fully understood the concept of tears coming with the 

crown--which I had learned from my first godmother, Yeye Omi--and that I recognized the 

degree to which I still needed to transform and grow within the tradition.  Yeye Omi had scolded 

us about acting as though it was a feather in our hat to be marked for initiation, but I was too 

early in my reversion process to understand that the tears she spoke of as coming with the crown 

were to be the result of harder work, more difficult challenges, and heartbreak as a result of the 

responsibilities that come with initiation. 

Growth in Orisha worship, and particularly in Ile Asho Funfun, relies upon a basic 

working knowledge of the culture of Yoruba, Afro-Cuban, and African American peoples who 

have practiced the religion.  The progenitors of the religion, the Yoruba people of Nigeria and 

Benin, understood that death was a part of the life cycle which includes reincarnation.  While 

undoubtedly altered from the original, as are all diasporic ceremonies, the itutu ritual comes from 

the seven days of rituals performed in Yorubaland called etutu.  These rituals take place after the 

most desirable type of death, one which is the result of old age; most other forms of death are 

considered to be the result of spiritual imbalance and are, therefore, subject to different types of 

ritual.  This ritual changed over time for Afro-Cubans during enslavement because young death 

came far more frequently and, while reviled in Nigeria, we can assume that Afro-Cubans  may 

have seen early death as an ascension from the turmoil of such a difficult life, in the same way 

that African Americans facing similarly tumultuous circumstances often celebrated going to 

glory.  As well, the itutu changed due to the liturgical shift toward initiations in which 

practitioners received multiple Orisha rather than just one, as in Nigeria or Benin and also as a 
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result of the need for significant condensation of the amount of time devoted to funerary rites 

even in the most liberal households under slavery. 

In our lineage and among African American practitioners who are heavily influenced by 

Protestant Christian backgrounds, the itutu is a daylong ritual that includes divination, chants, 

oriki, and later a small feast reminiscent of the Nigerian feast on the final day of the etutu, or the 

Christian repast.  It is a time of joking, telling stories about the deceased, catching up with 

practitioners from distant places, and fellowship.  The feast following all rituals in our ile, always 

served as a time for the young priest or aleyo who was able to be quiet and go unnoticed to learn 

a great deal as elders discussed stories of Orisha and discussed many aspects of the tradition over 

the food.   

Though I normally help to “work the kitchen” at our ceremonies and rituals, for this one I 

was able to just sit, listen, and be a part of the conversation.143  Like many times before, it was 

the place where other itutu as well as other death rituals were discussed.  I shared a conversation 

I had with Baba Abiodun Agboola, a babalawo in Nigeria, during one of our long discussions of 

Ifa and Orisha: 

Before we are born our ancestors give us instructions because we are 
leaving their house. Sometimes they give us a list of things to learn and 
collect. And then, they send us out to the market. When we die we return 
from the great market and if we have done what they said, they say, “well 
done my son.”144  

 

                                                           
143 Working the kitchen refers to preparing and serving meals (often out of the animals sacrificed during 

ritual) as well as cleaning up the kitchen.  I have been working the kitchen at rituals since I started participating in 
them.  Everyone at rituals works in some way and jobs include gathering animals, slaughtering animals, butchering 
animals, preparing herbs, plucking birds or preparing them in some other way for disposal or cooking, and 
divination, to name a few. 

144 Abiodun Agboola, interview by author, Ile-Ife, Oshun State, Nigeria, July 2012. 
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Figure 15: Baba Abiodun Agboola, priest of Ifa from Oya State and professor at Obafemi 

Awolowu University, Ile-Ife, Nigeria. July 22, 2012. Photo by Funlayo E. Wood. 

 

As a part of that conversationI asked him about the Orisha Oya and her association with 

the market.  Oya is the Orisha who is most associated with the dead, and it is believed that she 

lives at the gates of the cemetery and she is thought to a close relationship with egun.  The color 

associated with her is a dark shade of purple or intense burgundy, but her skirt usually has 

multiple colors in it, similar to the nine ribbons or fabrics of different colors that adorn the egun 

staff in our ile.  Baba Agboola explained that as the Orisha most associated with egun, Oya is the 

one who communicates with them and guards the thin veil between their dimension and our own.  

He spoke of Oya’s relationship with both the living and the dead explaining that she is powerful 

because of her relationships with egun. 
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Ironically, shortly after his father’s death, Iyawo became convinced that while his father--

or primary Orisha--in Ocha was Obatala, Oya would be revealed as his mother.  While both his 

father and I had discussed Oya with him before, he had never seemed particularly interested in 

her until this time which led me to understand that she attached herself to him as a means of 

providing support during this difficult time.  After Iyawo’s initiation it was revealed that 

although Oya is incredibly close to him it is not her but the Orisha Oba who is his mother in 

Ocha.  When discussing the matter with my ojugbona’s daughter and initiated priestess of Oya, 

Teniade Fann, she stated her belief that Oya was, in fact, his mother but decided to give him to 

Oba who is also closely associated with egun but is a more maternal figure.  Her reasoning was 

that Oya understood that because of his age and all that he had been through with the loss of his 

father, her energy might overwhelm him and make him internalize those events and feel a sense 

of responsibility for them whereas Oba’s energy would be more comforting. 

 

Cycles of Reversion 

Through my research and experience, I have determined that reversion occurs in cycles 

for myself and my informants.  It ebbs and flows in concert with the energy of expansion and 

contraction and mimics the life cycle.  Orisha practitioners in my lineage believe that children 

are born as reincarnations of ancestors from their same family and of the same gender.  In the 

best scenario a child is born, lives, and learns the lessons that she is meant to learn in that 

incarnation, and then when her destiny is accomplished, she dies.  Before she is reincarnated, she 

spends some period of time in the realm of the ancestors and declares to Olodumare, the creator--

with Orunmila as witness--what her potential destiny is in the next incarnation.  At that time, she 

chooses her parents, the challenges of her life, and her guiding Orisha.  While this is the ideal 
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cycle, there are certainly exceptions as some children are stillborn others die shortly after birth.  

This phenomenon has a name, and while it is taboo to discuss, it is sufficient to say that those 

children are manifestations of a specific energy that must be remedied through spiritual work so 

that the ancestors who are meant to pass into the realm of the living may do so.  There are also 

instances of people who die before achieving their destiny and here, as in Nigeria, it is believed 

that their deaths are the results of spiritual imbalances that should also be handled under the 

direction of a priest or priestess with spiritual work.   

For those of us who come to the religion as adults and undergo reversion, our walk in the 

tradition is similarly represented.  My first godmother referred to her godchildren in age sets:  we 

were newborns when we first became her godchildren after a year of study, and our god sisters 

who had been studying with her for a year longer than we had were called toddlers.  Since 

leaving that environment I have come to realize how apt a description it was.  The process of 

reversion begins as aleyo outside of the religion begin to study and to gather information about 

Orisha devotion and continues through a deepening of knowledge and becoming attached to an 

elderbut is not truly considered to have begun until after the aleyo make the commitment to 

receive ileke.  As knowledge deepens and reversion continues, practitioners are faced with 

challenges to their world views and interpretations of life events.  By the time of ocha, it is 

logical to believe that reversion is complete however, I assert that this is yet another beginning 

within the reversion process.  In my experience, the path to and through the doors of ocha is the 

beginning of the challenges and preparation for greater ones.  It is through the lessons learned, 

the skills gained during the Iyawo year, and the years-long training that follows that a young 

priest gains the tools to handle the challenges to his faith and practice.   
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In addition to beginning a deeper level of reversion, ocha may be understood as a 

crowning moment that is an outward statement as well as an internal commitment to living a life 

in line with Orisha devotion.  Because each journey to the doors of ocha involves financial and 

emotional struggle, it is easy to mistakenly think that it is the end of all problems or the final 

destination.  It took ten years for me to raise the funds for my initiation, and during that time it 

became an ideal and a goal in itself without much forethought as to what would happen after.  In 

a similar vein, my son struggles with learning and behavioral delays and, without consciously 

recognizing it, I began to think that initiation might solve his issues and I watched him carefully 

for evidence of a transformation upon his receipt of ocha.    While he was not miraculously 

healed as I had clandestinely wished, we did receive some direction as to what may have been 

causing his struggles from a spiritual perspective, as well as insight into his personal destiny and 

challenges which helped me to better accept his exceptionalities.   

The revelations about Iyawo, as brought to light through odu discussed in his ita, or life 

reading, affirmed that as he began the next stage of his journey in Lucumí, I was also entering a 

new phase of my own reversion.  I was able to recognize what I had hoped to achieve through his 

initiation as well as appreciate that, although it wasn’t exactly what I expected, what I received 

was perhaps an even more beautiful gift from Orisha as it allowed the potential for expansion for 

both of us.  For him, it supplied a road map to which he now has access for the rest of his life, 

offering insight into his potential as he moves toward his destiny, and for me, as his mother, it 

provided insight into ways that I can support and help him on that path without changing him 

into what I had imagined would be a truer version of who I thought he was.  He is who he was 

destined to be and the challenges he faces are, in fact, a part of his path. 
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As I reflected upon Iyawo’s initiation and the ways in which it did and will continue to 

shape me as a priestess and as a mother, I was forced to acknowledge that, like an aleyo, I was 

waiting for the magical, mystical miracle to happen rather than understanding--as a mature 

priestess--that that is not how ocha works.    Wishing for my son’s miraculous healing would be 

akin to wishing for a different child when I had already been given a perfect one.  In that way, 

his initiation was also my own into a deeper level of understanding as his ocha, like all of those 

at which I have worked, presented an opportunity for my own evolution in the tradition.  Often 

that growth came from hearing some aspect of Orisha I had not before, learning a new skill, 

being shown something, or being allowed to work on a new aspect of initiation.  In the case of 

my son’s initiation, however, it was more than the simple acquirement of knowledge or a skill, 

but rather coming to a greater understanding of how Orisha work being reminded that, more 

important than quick fixes, ocha provides the tools necessary to choose the path that one should 

take.  Initiation offers all involved a chance to be reborn and to develop, and it is a part of the 

cyclic progress inherent in reversion. 
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Figure 16: Stages of reversion charted with the ways that reversion evolves and cycles in 

the life of a priest.   

 

Expansion and Contraction Revisited within the Context of Reversion 

Historically speaking, expansion and contraction were clear within the context of initially 

converting Africans in the Americas to Christianity and the process is equally present in the 

Surface level faith at beginning of reversion 

based upon interest and the culture 

surrounding tradition  

Aleyo: developing faith and  

acquiring knowledge 

Road to Ocha: deepening faith 

and commitment to the Orisha 

and tradition 

Initiation: Deep belief in 

the power of Orisha  

Iyawo year: increasing 

understanding of power of Orisha. 

Maturation in tradition 

Deepening understanding of the role 

of spirit in the practitioner’s life as well 

as the ways that the tradition works 

Mature priest recognizes how little he knows 

and how much more he must grow to learn, 

as well as how much of his old life must still 

be rejected, metaphorically beginning 

reversion again 
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reversion cycle.   For practitioners coming to understand Orisha after practicing another religion-

-or no religion--expansion can be seen as an extension of cognitive flexibility.  Periods of 

contraction are the necessary times of struggle that one encounters that facilitate growth and 

understanding of Orisha, egun, and spirit guides.  Members of Ile Asho Funfun are encouraged to 

work toward self-reliance in the religion, though they are supported by the elders.  Periods of 

“working” the religion and gaining empowerment through rituals performed independent of 

other members of the ile require study and an understanding of one’s own ori, egun, and the 

Orisha that have been entrusted to a practitioner’s care. The hope is that, through time and 

patience, the devotee will build a relationship with the Orisha and spirits so that they are able to 

understand the way that that energy “speaks” to them as individuals.  This process varies in 

length for everyone, and the period of discovery through which each person must go may be 

viewed through the lens of expansion and contraction. 

In the same way that enslaved Africans were able to make room for the existence of a 

new savior in Christ, their descendants have come to understand that Orisha, spirit guides, and 

egun are similarly children of or aspects of the divine which has expanded their comprehension 

of what role such beings are capable of playing in their individual and collective destinies.  

Likewise, those practitioners who have gone through reversion and who are aware of its cycles 

have recognized the degree to which they must work to re-align themselves with those spirits in 

order to reverse the continual pressure of contraction that the period of enslavement continues to 

exert on the African American community.  Through empowerment and the recognition that 

Orisha traditions have the ability to create sacred space within a practitioner, it is easy to imagine 

the ways that such revelations could have a larger impact on the black community in America if 

more reversion were to occur. 
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Baba Bill was both Austin’s and my godfather and, up until a year before Austin’s death, 

Baba Bill had been one of Austin’s closest friends and had even been his best man in our 

wedding.  Due to a series of disagreements, however, their relationship became strained at which 

point a rift developed in our ile and Baba David stepped in as Austin’s godfather.  This caused 

the relationship between Baba Bill and Baba David (who are godson and ojugbona, respectively) 

to deteriorate significantly.  Moreover, Austin was asked to leave Ile Asho Funfun, thus ending 

the godson to godfather relationship between himself and Baba Bill.  Iya Huberta--who had 

given Austin his ileke, functioned as his godmother for over 15 years, and presided over our 

wedding--also found that she no longer had a relationship with Austin.  When Austin became ill, 

however, both Baba Bill and Iya Huberta put aside their differences with him and performed 

spiritual work on his behalf, solicited prayer from others in our lineage, and spent a great deal of 

time with him.  Baba Bill eventually performed his rites of passage immediately following his 

death, stating, “If things had gone as they were supposed to, he would have done this for me 

instead of the other way around.”145   The period marked by Austin’s illness and eventual death 

was a time at which I would have liked to forget my faith in the Lucumí spiritual system and all 

that my elders had tried to teach me.  It would have been much easier not to believe in the power 

of divination and the concept that we chose our destiny, including when we would die, as I did 

not want to believe that Austin would have chosen to leave us.  I made sacrifice and prayers to 

try to save his life and while I initially felt that they did not work, I came to understand that they 

had worked, just not in the way that I wanted.   But, the embodiment of the principles of good 

character, or iwa pele, that both Iya Huberta and Baba Bill showed to a former member of our ile 

                                                           
145 This was the statement that Baba Bill made to me and to Austin’s parents immediately following the 

first rite of passage for a deceased priest of Orisha, called the removal of ashe. 
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served as a constant reminder of spiritual bonds of ocha that are impossible to break.  Through 

their actions, Iya Huberta and Baba Bill reminded me at once of, of Christ-like behavior, Afrikan 

ideals of community, and the divinity in Orisha’s ashe that is given through ocha, that all 

provided the basis upon which I was able to achieve an ever deeper reversion and expansion. 

As my son and I exited the church after Austin’s funeral, following behind his casket, 

there was a group of women who represented each ilé of which I was aware in Tallahassee 

singing a song for Austin’s  Orisha Yemoja: 

Y
Yemoja is the Gush of the Spring. 
The Gush of the Spring is Yemoja

The Mother of the Children of Fishes is the Owner of 
Rivers. 
The Owner of Rivers is the Mother of the Children of 
Fishes. (Mason 1992, 370) 
 

 
 

                  Figure 17: Transcription of Yemonja Song. Transcription by author. 
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I motioned for them to sing louder.  The song had been one of the first I had learned 

when I was in the study group where I met Austin.  I began singing along with them and felt 

comforted even as I began to cry and it was the only time during the service both I and my son 

had cried out loud.  The women sang and the men loaded the casket into the hearse. As my son 

cried out loudly at the sight and sound of the door to the hearse closing, the men gathered around 

him. I tasted the salt in my own tears and was reminded of Yemoja’s roles as the great mother, 

the mother of the children of the fish, Austin’s mother, the mother of all things, and as the ocean-

-the womb of the world.  I felt that I was at once a child and immensely old and despite my 

sadness and tears, I felt strongly rooted in my belief that Austin was now joined with her. 
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Figure 18: The author makes prayers for her family at the sacred grove of Oshun in 

Osogbo, Nigeria.  June 26, 2012. Photo by Funlayo E. Wood. 
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CHAPTER 6  

MIRROR WORK: REFLECTIONS AND SUMMATIONS 

  

 The mirror is principal among the symbols for the Orisha Oshun.  When a devotee dances 

for her,  will often be seen holding one hand up as if looking in a mirror and using the other hand 

to mime adjusting her makeup or hair.  Oshun’s initiates are often described as being vain for the 

tendency to want to look at themselves in mirrors and even the Orisha herself is often accused of 

vanity.  Many “roads” or aspects of Oshun are described as incredibly beautiful and she is 

associated with beauty, fertility, love, sweetness like honey (one of her favored foods), and 

celebrations. 146  She is often represented by a peacock or pictured with a fan of feathers and in 

nature she is associated with fresh, flowing water as in rivers and waterfalls.   These descriptions 

are, however, only the most basic and general description of who she is and belie her complexity.  

While many of her roads are young, beautiful women she is also represented as an old woman, a 

vulture, and murky waters in her other variations.  Many of the symbols, though beautiful or 

harmless, are also a part of her medicine and weaponry.  The mirror is one such icon.  Though 

Oshun does use it to ensure that she looks beautiful, she more often employs it metaphorically to 

reflect upon how she presents herself to the world as well as to see all that is around her so that 

she is always prepared. 

 Oshun’s children are often charged with the task of “mirror work” meaning that they are 

expected to seek to see themselves clearly including flaws, scars, changes which are a reflection 

                                                           
146 Each orisha has multiple roads.  The term road refers to embodiments of the orisha.  They each have 

specific folklore, odu, symbols, and characteristics and are personified with different names.  When an aleyo’s head 
is marked as a child of a specific orisha the road, however, is not identified.  That information, as well as the 
devotee’s other parent orisha is revealed in the ita after initiation. 
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of growth and experiences, and to recognize when they have gone through periods without 

change and become stagnant.   Initiates of Oshun also grow to be fierce in battle not through the 

traditional forms of combat but rather with the force and beauty of a powerful river and they 

should, through training and meditation, become deep thinkers who are capable of seeing, 

reflecting upon, and adjusting to multiple modes of attack.  Oshun is said to be a fierce defender 

of women as well as a powerful sorcerer and her children also often fulfill these roles.  

 Though she is the youngest of the Orisha, and often oversimplified and overlooked, 

multiple oriate have told me that real Orisha worshippers know that fiercest Orisha, the one you 

never want to anger is Oshun.  In a reading with Baba Moses Changowole I began crying and he 

said repeatedly, “We need to finish this reading!  I don’t want an Oshun (referring to me as a 

priestess of Oshun) crying on my mat!  Y’all always make me nervous when you start crying, 

you make things happen!”  Though he was making jest, all the priests present, agreed and later 

commented on how there is power in Oshun’s tears.  When she mounts her horse in ceremony, it 

is a welcome sign when she arrives crying and when she laughs, it is a frightening cackle and it 

is seen as a very bad omen if she arrives laughing.   

Every initiate must go to the river before initiation to receive Oshun’s blessing.  One of 

the stories about her describes how, at one time, she wore a white dress but it turned yellow; in 

one version of the story this was because she washed it in the river over and over and in other 

versions of the story, the dress turned yellow from all of the tears she shed onto it.  While both of 

these stories are meant to explain why the color gold is associated with Oshun, the one about the 

tears also gives some indication of her personality.  Though she is often pictured dancing, 

laughing and being seductive, she is also an Orisha who deals in the intense emotion of sadness. 
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At my shrine for Oshun I frequently make offerings of food, prayer and song but, most 

often I just sit there or lay on the floor in front of her and reflect on where I am in relationship to 

her.  I examine myself emotionally and spiritually in order to better understand how I have 

remained on or departed from the path to my highest destiny.  This is one of the ways that I have 

grown accustomed to hearing Oshun speak with me and that I feel I speak to her.  As 

aforementioned, my name in Ocha, Osunleti, means Oshun has my ear and I have hers and the 

implication is that we are able to communicate clearly with one another. 

 

Figure 19: Alter and shrine dressed for celebration of author's fourth anniversary of 

initiation to Orisha Oshun. May 22, 2014. Photo by author. 

 



177 

 

Expansion, Contraction, and Sankofa 

 This final chapter is a set of reflections of what has been learned over the six years of 

field work that resulted in this dissertation.  It is an opportunity for me to review the theories, 

methodologies, and approaches that I set forth at a much earlier stage of my reversion, as well as 

to discuss the ways that each of those elements of this work can evolve as it continues.  

Additionally, this set of considerations is intended to provide a space for drawing further 

conclusions as well as making connections again about the ways that each chapter is related to 

the overarching theme of the transformation process in reversion. 

Expansion and contraction initially provided a framework to explore the African 

retentions in the African American Christian experience as well as an expression of the 

tremendous burden that being in America and under European control placed upon the enslaved. 

These phenomena were also present as African Americans went through the reversion process.  

Ultimately, the ability to view the world in terms of expansion and contraction, both historically 

and in contemporary environments, allowed Africans to incorporate elements of their previous 

indigenous faith practices into the new one.  For African Americans converting to Christianity 

this was most profoundly notable in  music traditions like the  ring shout, lining out hymns, and 

“catching” the holy ghost discussed in chapter one. 

 For African Americans undergoing reversion to Lucumí expansion and contraction can 

be seen in the music practices also.  The most obvious example is that African American egun 

worship typically includes singing Negro spirituals and hymns along with songs in Yoruba to 

honor elevated ancestors.  Expansion and contraction are also evident in contemporary neo-soul 

and hip-hop music that incorporates traditional themes, melodies, and lyrics into them.  The 

praise songs, or oriki, are re-imagined by artists such as WolfHawkJaguar in his rap lyrics as the 
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chants and prayers typically reserved for private devotion serve as backdrops for songs which 

deal with modern manifestations of the Orisha.  Similarly, neo-soul singers of the group Ibeyi, 

named after the twin Orisha Ibeji, make constant reference to the religion in the lyrics, rhythms, 

and melodies of their songs.   

 WolfHawkJaguar is the stage name of Adimu Madyun, a talented artist who is 

experiencing reversion.  His music, a blend of traditional Lucumí chants and west coast hip-hop, 

explores his own experiences with his ancestors and his responsibility as a role model to the 

youth in his community in songs like “Egungun,” on his 2004 debut album, Hunter Poetry.   In a 

documentary that was released in 2015, the artist traveled with his bandmates to Nigeria in 

search of answers to questions posed by youth that he mentors, answers which are to be provided 

by a mythical coconut tree.  Once in Nigeria he meets with elders of the Ifa and Orisha faith and 

also has a chance encounter with a young African American woman who is also visiting Nigeria 

and who has the ability to speak to and with trees. Though not overtly the main theme of his 

music, film, or work within the community, Madyun seems to work through issues of identity 

and cultural acceptance of ethnicity through his work to “return” to the “motherland.”  He 

recognizes Africa--and particularly Nigeria--as an ancestral home which he believes holds the 

key to helping himself as well as the young people for whom he feels a responsibility.  His work 

places the stories of the Orisha and egun, their music, and the lessons of expansion and 

contraction into a modern context making it accessible to a new generation of practitioners.  It is 

evidence of the ways that Orisha devotees have always recontextualized their religious practices 

to suit the environment in which they find themselves. 

 Ibeyi, unlike Madyun, were born into the Lucumí tradition.  As twin daughters of a 

prominent Afro-Cuban drummer, their lives have been spent surrounded by an awareness of 
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Orisha, Egun, and the songs associated with them.  With this knowledgebase and interests in 

soul, rhythm and blues, hip-hop, and rock, the two created their debut album, “Ibeyi,” which 

includes oriki to Elegba, Oya, Oshun, Egun, and Ibeji.  Also, in contrast to Madyun’s work, the 

sisters of Ibeyi do not attempt to negotiate their blackness or place within the religion in their 

music, rather, they deal more specifically with negotiating life and death, as well as issues of 

beauty and performances of gender. 

 There is infinite space for continued exploration of the theories of expansion and 

contraction in the historical conversion process of African Americans becoming Christians, and 

in their reversion experiences as they return to Orisha devotion.  Future ethnomusicologists, as 

well as scholars from other fields, would be providing needed knowledge were they to to 

compare the expansion and contraction of the two processes and find points of overlap that I am 

certain exist.  

 

Kinship 

 Chapter two builds upon the first chapter’s outline of the theories that are at the center of 

this research and prepares the reader for understanding the ways that knowledge is acquired in 

the tradition by explicating the structure of the spiritual house Ile Asho Funfun.  The structure of 

the spiritual house, the titles of priests, and the larger relationship that we have with priests that 

are in our lineage exemplify the theories of expansion and contraction in the sense that they 

replicate the family structure and broaden the base of people that are a practitioner’s kin.  

Additionally, the ile structure to include extended spiritual family and the elders of all members 

to include that that are deceased deepens the roots of an individual by providing spiritual 

ancestors that may work in concert with the personal blood ancestors of an individual.  Like the 
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Orisha Ibeji the spiritual family is a powerful force and belonging to it signifies continued 

reversion, as well as responsibilities and gifts to those who become members. 

 

Ways of Knowing and Reversion Cycles 

 As was described in Chapter Three, learning anything in Lucumí requires significant 

patience, a sense of humility, and a willingness to receive information from a trained, ethical and 

knowledgeable elder in the format that they believe best for presentation.  The differences 

between learning in the tradition and learning in the ways common to Eurocentric, American 

traditional education are tremendous.  When learning in Lucumí, there is more emphasis on the = 

the practitioner’s ability to internalize the lessons of the tradition and move in the world 

informed by them than there is on to recalling, discussing, and describing them.  Additionally, 

because Ile Asho Funfun’s elders stress the individual path to a well aligned life, much of the 

acquisition of knowledge--and the subsequent opportunity to express that knowledge as wisdom-

-occurs as a result of lessons shared through spiritual activities, and opportunity to display 

mastery of the lesson.  Spirit continues giving these lessons and providing these opportunities 

until mastery is attained.  What the cycles of reversion have helped me to realize is that there is 

always a deeper wisdom to be attained from each lesson and level of initiation. Future research 

should build upon the cycles of reversion and should use the theory to explore other religious 

conversion processes.  I believe that the theory is universal to faith practices and could prove 

beneficial in religious studies.   

 In the music of Lucumí, I have similarly found that there are ever-deepening levels of 

understanding and constantly developing approaches to performance practice. “Traditional” 

music is constantly going through a process of expansion as performers experience reversion. 
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Through comparison of oriki performed in Ile Asho Funfun and those that are re-imagined in the 

work of artists like Ibeyi and WolfHawkJaguar, we can observe the similar phenomena to that 

which occurred when the tradition moved from West Africa into the Americas and then from 

Cuba to the United States. 

 

Empowerment, Healing, and Sacred Space 

 Ultimately, the most powerful tool in the Lucumí faith is self-awareness.  With it, 

practitioners are able to gain the stability necessary to heal dis-ease within themselves and, with 

time and practice, within their family and community.  This healing comes through prayer, 

meditation and spiritual work that individually and collectively include music, chant, and dance 

and allow the practitioner to create sacred spaces both physically and internally. 

 The role of the akpon, as leader of singing within ceremonial celebrations like bembe, as 

well as that of the presiding elder in private ceremonies is in need of further explication.  Serious 

consideration should be given to the lyrics, melodies, and rhythms of songs and chants and their 

ability to sonically effect a space.  Additionally, further study and collection of people’s 

impressions of public and private ritual is necessary to better understand the process of creating 

sacred space outwardly as well as internally.   

 Lucumí’s potential for healing, both physically and spiritually, as a result of cognitive 

flexibility is also in need of further exploration.  While I am aware of several instances of 

physical healing through Lucumí ritual, I am not aware of any formal studies of this 

phenomenon.  This may be in part because of the taboo surrounding recording Orisha when they 

mount a medium, however, I believe that there are other ways in which to study these 

phenomena and that such studies would prove incredibly beneficial. 
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Cycles of Reversion 

 As previously mentioned, the study of reversion cycles in the context of other religions 

would also prove beneficial.  As an extension of this work, I would like to speak with more of 

the elders of the tradition all over the country who have over forty years of Ocha to acertain their 

thoughts on the continuing process of growth in the religion.   

 I have become increasingly aware of the depth of meaning of the music of the tradition 

and the cyclic process of learning the songs and dances of the Orisha.  For African Americans 

who are learning these songs and dances by rote and repetition without a thorough knowledge of 

the translations or the cultural significance of all of the references, cycles of understanding and 

incorporation of those lessons are a part of reversion.  Applying the idea of cycles to the 

reversion process alone will prove revealing for future research. 

 

Lessons Learned 

On the path to ocha, I made many mistakes.  My reversion included two ile before I 

settled into Ile Asho Funfun as well as a host of unhealthy relationships with people who were 

involved in the religion in varying capacities.  Looking back, I realize that I was so hungry for 

insight into the religion that I remained in unhealthy situations that I would not have tolerated in 

any other arena of my life.  While people took advantage of me emotionally and financially, I do 

not blame them and, in fact, I am not at all angry with them as I am able to look back at these 

situations and see the valuable lessons that I learned as a result of them. I recognize that, even 

then, the Orisha were guiding me to the place where I now stand and those situations were a part 

of the destiny that I chose for myself.  They were a significant part of helping me to learn the 
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lessons that I needed learn to in order to attain my current state of expansion and for that, I am 

grateful.  

Unfortunately, the host of negative things that occurred along my journey are not 

uncommon in the practice of Orisha devotion in Tallahassee, the United States write large, Cuba, 

Nigeria, or anywhere that the tradition is practiced.  I do believe, however, that we in the African 

American community are especially vulnerable to certain types of manipulation as many 

practitioners, myself included, seek sankofa so intently that we are willing to put aside our most 

fundamental principles and ideals of behavior in order to attain it.  It is then possible for 

unethical priests, practitioners, and lay men to manipulate us financially, physically and/or 

emotionally.  At the root of these instances of tolerance of inappropriate behavior is a desire to 

recreate an idealized version of African community. 

Due to the systematic racism that we face daily, many African Americans want very 

badly to connect with a tradition which offers them a sense of community, a deity who looks like 

themselves, and spiritual spaces that allow us to celebrate our history which pre-dates slavery in 

America.  Lucumí and other Afrikan traditional religions offer black people an opportunity to 

have all of this and also encourages them to see the divinity in themselves.  Being a part of 

Afrikan traditional religions also rekindle memories of an Afrikan existence, whether real or 

imagined,  allows Afrikans insight into the ways in which their ancestors made sense of their 

world and as such, into our world.  Practicing Lucumí also gives us the opportunity to reflect 

upon our place within the world and to see ourselves as a part of the entirety of creation rather 

than being above it or having “dominion” over aspects of it as we are often taught within the 

Protestant Christianity that many of us come from. 
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 This dissertation is in no way an attempt to romanticize Lucumí or to put practitioners on 

a pedestal.  Rather it is an exploration of the experiences of devotees, myself principal among 

them, as they have become entrenched in a set of beliefs that they believe have healed, 

empowered, and transformed their lives.   Moreover, it was an opportunity for practitioners to 

express their beliefs and their interpretation of what has happened in their lives as a result of the 

religion.   

 From the outset of the dissertation it was my intent to allow the voice of the practitioner 

to serve as the authority interjecting my interpretations only when it was necessary and in 

relation to my own experiences.  I continue to believe that those who have been trusting enough 

to share their thoughts, reflections and sacred truths knew best what they meant without me 

asserting myself as the “expert” or scholar.   This approach has led to a very personal document 

which is inherently reflexive.   While I have read ethnographies that masterfully accomplished 

this task , my lack of experience is to blame for any shortcomings in the work and should not 

reflect negatively on the community that I have sought to represent.  While I fear that my 

approach will in some way discredit the importance and value of my informants’ stories, my 

hope is that it will prove itself valuable when studying Lucumí religion and music, as well as 

other cultural expressions which are in the minority within our society.  I am particularly 

optimistic that those religious practices that have often been subjugated by academic studies 

which have placed them on an evolutionary ladder of sophistication or advancement--with 

Western cultural and religious expressions on the highest rung and all others below--will have 

the opportunity to be studied by scholars who recognize the expertise of the practitioners.   

 Another goal of this work was to focus on the elements of the religion deemed most 

important by the informants.  This meant that rather than answering questions about the 
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significance of ritual items or the interpretation of elements of worship, this dissertation focuses 

on the internal transformation that is a part of the different stages of the reversion process.  Faith, 

emotional growth, and cultural expressions remained at the forefront of the ethnography with the 

contents of ritual, meaning and paths of Orisha, and description of sacred objects used as a 

backdrop.  This was intentional and it is my hope that these omissions highlighted the themes of 

reversion rather than left a gap in the discovery.  Discussion of Orisha and particular terminology 

were employed only when it seemed necessary to clarify a point about the main ideas. 

 Finally, it is important to note that while this work is intended to fulfill the requirements 

of degree conferral, it is also intended to be of some service to the community upon which the 

research is based. Copies of all interview recordings and transcripts, along with pictures and a 

final copy of the dissertation will be given to the elders of Ile Asho Funfun in the hopes that it 

will serve to inform future members of that community as well as serve as a resource for current 

members.   

 

Crossroads 

Music has informed the transformation and reversion of the entire Orisha-centered 

community in America and has been especially integral in the African American sector of 

devotees.  It continues to serve as a source of inspiration, and a tool of reversion used not only by 

people but also by spirit.  We, members of Ile Asho Funfun and the larger African American 

community of practitioners of our ancestral religions, now stand at a crossroads as our religion 

continues to grow and transform before us.    

As young practitioners begin to re-contextualize oriki of Orisha into hip-hop and neo-soul 

genres, information transferal, and degrees to which the secrecy and public performance of 
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devotion is appropriate to fit their needs, we are witnessing the continued negotiation of 

expansion and contraction in the faith.  Likewise, as individual practitioners we are navigating 

these same challenges while also grappling with life events and the cycle of reversion in which 

we find ourselves.  I relish the opportunity to contribute to both the expansion and contraction of 

the tradition as a practitioner, a scholar, and one who is writing about the tradition as both; this 

work has been challenging, enlightening, and cathartic and for that I am grateful. 
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APPENDIX A 

 GLOSSARY 

 

Adimu: A food offering for Orisha or spirits. 

Ajubona: This is a way of spelling and pronouncing the Yoruba word Ojugbona.  It refers to the 

assistant to the godparent who is the initiates guide, and at times their guard, on their path.  In 

ocha, the ajubona sleeps near the Iyawo and is with them nearly all of the time. 

Akan: An ethnic group primarily in Ghana.  Term also refers to the indigenous religion of the 

Akan people. 

Akom: A deity in the Akan religious tradition; may also refer to a ceremony in the Akan 

religion.   

Akpon: A lead singer in rituals responsible for knowing the songs and rhythms associated with 

Orisha and egun in order to entice, flatter, insult, and assist spirits who come to ceremonies by 

“mounting their horses” i.e., possessing mediums. 

Aleyo: An unitiated practitioner of Orisha tradition; may also refer to a person outside of the 

tradition. 

Ayubona: This is a way of spelling and pronouncing the Yoruba word Ojugbona.  It refers to the 

assistant to the godparent who is the initiate’s guide, and at times their guard, on their path.  In 

ocha, the ajubona sleeps near the Iyawo and is with them nearly all of the time. 

Babaluaiye: The Orisha of small-pox and infectious diseases.  He is a great healer and medicine 

man closely associated with the earth. 

Bembe: A party or celebration in honor of Orisha or a specific Orisha. 

Cabildo: A mutual aid society or fraternal organization of Orisha devotees. 
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Dilogun: Term for cowry shells; also, a form of divination used by priests and priestesses of 

Orisha. 

Ebo: An offering to the Orisha or spirit. 

Egun: Term for ancestors; in some branches of Orisha tradition this term is only used for 

evolved ancestors who either lived a good life beneficial to his descendants or one who has, 

through the spiritual work of descendants, evolved enough to join the venerated ancestors. 

Egungun: A group of ancestral spirits who are worshipped and propagated by members of the 

Egungun cult.  Term may also refer to members of the Egungun cult. 

Elegba: An Orisha who may be viewed as a road of the Orisha Eshu.  This Orisha, or road of 

Eshu, is able to be indoors and is a part of the group of “warriors” that may be given to a 

practitioner as an empowerment for protection.  Elegba is considered a tamer version of the 

unpredictable Eshu though he is also unpredictable, associated with the crossroads, and playful.  

He is considered a linguist who is able to speak with all of the Orisha and is the first to be 

acknowledged and given offerings in ceremony.  His name is used interchangeably with Eshu at 

times.  Elegua is another way to refer to him. 

Eshu: An Orisha associated with the crossroads.  He is unpredictable because of his position in a 

liminal place in the world, and his playfulness or trickster ways make him dangerous. This 

Orisha is given primarily by babalawo or initiates from the Yoruba branch of the religion.  His 

name is used interchangeably with Elegba at times. 

Ifa: The Orisha of destiny.  Consulted through the opele and also referred to as Orunmila. 

Ile: Literally, ground, but refers to a spiritual house or home. 

Ileke: The consecrated beads worn by devotees of Orisha. 
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Ire: The state of expansion and being in alignment with the heavenly double known as ori iponri.  

It may also loosely translate as blessings. 

Itutu: A ceremony to elevate the spirits of deceased priests that occurs shortly after death. 

Iyawo: The bride of Orisha.  Refers to a newly initiated priest and used as his name for the first 

year and seven days after Ocha.  It may be shortened to Yawo. 

Maafa: Kiswahili word for many deaths.  It refers to the “great tragedy” of the trans-Atlantic 

slave trade. 

Misa: A mass for the dead.  It is a gathering of spiritualists to connect with spirit guides who 

may be direct ancestors or spirits that may have attached themselves to a person. 

Oba: The Orisha associated with strategy.  She is closely related to Oshun and Oya. 

Obi: Four coconut pieces or pieces used in divination. 

Ocha: The initiation of a devotee to an Orisha.  The initiate also receives several other Orisha in 

the Lucumí tradition.  It may also be referred to as the crowning of an initiate with the ashe of an 

Orisha. 

Ogun: The Orisha of Iron and metal.  He is one of the warrior deities, and known for clearing 

the path of devotees. 

Ojugbona: A secondary godparent.  She is responsible for day to day affairs at Ocha and is 

meant to assist in training initiates as well as guiding and protecting them. 

Ojubon: Short for ojubona.  May also refer to the act of being an ojubona. 

Olodumare: The highest creator.  Seen to be too vast to comprehend. 

Olofi: Another name for Olodumare. 

Olorisha: A priest of Orisha. 

Opele: is a chain which has seeds attached to it both of these instruments are used for divination  
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by priests of Ifa. 
 

Ori: The head.  The first Orisha to be worshipped. 

Ori Inu: The navel and the point that we are connected with the perfect spirit double of  
 
ourselves in heaven known as Ori iponri. 
 
Ori Iponri: The perfect spirit double that lives in heaven. 

Oriki: Praise poetry or the music in the Lucumi tradition. 

Orin: Yoruba for songs. 

Orisha: Divinities or deities that are viewed as aspects of the highest creator. 

Osa: Another name for Ocha. 

Osogbo: The energy of contraction. 

Osun: The Orisha who is always on guard.  He is one of the warriors and is tasked with guarding 

the home of devotees. 

Oshun: The Orisha associated with culture, music, fertility, and love.  She is also a powerful 

sorcerer and devoted mother. 

Oya: An Orisha associated with the cemetery and warfare.   

Palo: A spiritual tradition of the Congo.  Palo is associated with working ancestral spirits. 

Lucumí: A traditional African religious tradition which is an outgrowth of the indigenous 

practices of the Yoruba people. 

Reversion: The process of returning to the spiritual tradition that is innately true for African 

Americans and their ancestors.  It refers to returning to one of the traditional African religious 

traditions. 



191 

 

Sankofa: Literally translates as “go back and fetch it.”  This term refers to the practice of 

studying the past and learning it as in reversion. 

Santería: The Afro-Cuban branch of Yoruba traditions. 

Vodoun: An African traditional religion that comes from the Fon, Ewe, and Yoruba people.  It is 

the national religion of Benin and it is practiced in Haiti with examples of expansion and 

contraction. 

Voodoo: Related to Vodoun, the manifestation of vodoun commonly found in the American 

south which has expanded to include some aspects of Catholicism, Native American practices, 

and practices from additional west African indigenous religions.  

Warriors: The four Orisha received as an early empowerment in the Lucumí tradition.  The 

warriors include Elegba, Ogun, Osun, and Ochosi. 

Yawo: A shortened version of the word Iyawo. 

Yemonja: An Orisha known as the mother of the fishes.  She is associated with the ocean and is 

viewed as the great mother of all. 

Yemaya: The Hispanicized version of the name of Yemonja. 

Yoruba: An ethnic group primarily in Nigeria and Benin today.  The term may also be used to 

refer to the indigenous religious practices of the Yoruba people in the diaspora. 
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APPENDIX B  

SELECT INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPTS 

Interview with Nzinga 

February 13, 2009 

Lisa: Can you start by telling me your full name? 

Nzinga: My name is Nzinga Metzger 

Lisa: Okay, and today is February 13, 2009. I just want to ask you some general questions about 
your involvement in Lucumi tradition and Yoruba.  Can you tell me how long you’ve been 
involved? 

Nzinga: I started, or I should say, I became a devotee in 1996. 

Lisa: Okay, and how did you get involved? 

Nzinga: I moved to Philadelphia to start my master’s degree and I was introduced by a friend to 
a house there in Philadelphia. So, that’s where I began my initial exposure into the Lucumi 
tradition. But, prior to that I was living in Atlanta and I had gone to a couple of Auser Ausset 
classes, but I quickly found that I wasn’t interested. 

Lisa: So, what was the draw to this tradition? 

Nzinga: For me it was the music.  It was absolutely the music. Before I moved to Atlanta, well 
before I moved to Philadelphia from Atlanta, I had traveled to Philadelphia a couple of time.  
One time to see Odunde which is the annual Oshun festival that they have in Philadelphia and I 
didn’t know what it was. I had no concept, no frame of reference into anything as far as what 
Odunde was. So, on Saturday night typically before Odunde they have a procession with the 
egungun masquerades and then on Sunday is a procession to the river with the offerings for 
Oshun and I remember hearing the bata drums and I felt very resolute when I heard the music, 
cause it sounded very familiar to me for some reason.  I don’t really know why, but it was the 
music that drew me in initially. 

Lisa: Since your initial involvement in 1996.  Wait, let me go back.  You’ve been initiated as a 
priestess.  How long have you been initiated? 

Nzinga: Since 1999. 

Lisa: So, 3 years into the tradition you were initiated. How did that happen so quickly, how did 
that transpire? (laughing) 

Nzinga: You know, I never really thought about it in that context before (laughing). But, I was in 
the house in Philadelphia and I had some differences with them. I was told that I needed to be 
initiated in Yorubaland and when they decided that they weren’t really interested in facilitating 
that happening, I decided I was going to just do what I needed to do. And, the opportunity 
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presented itself, first in 1998 but I wasn’t comfortable going in 1998 because there was a military 
coup in 1998 in Nigeria so I waited until the next year.  And, that’s what happened.  I had a 
reading, I don’t remember what year I had the reading in, but the reading said that I needed to be 
initiated and that I needed to be initiated in Yorubaland and that’s when the wheels started 
turning and I got initiated in July of 1999. 

Lisa: Were you able to observe some major differences between the music that you encountered 
in Yorubaland and what you had encountered here in the States? 

Nzinga: There are definitely differences.  When I went in 1999 I was not an anthropologist yet, 
but the music that was used during my initiation was all dundun which is talking drum. And, 
when I went back in 2003 and then 2004 I was able to hear bata drums.  The bata drums in 
Yorubaland, that I’ve encountered, are typically tuned differently from the ones that I hear here 
and they also play with one strap as opposed to no straps, although I do know that in Matanzas 
Cuba they do play with one strap sometimes. The drums are a little bit different, here they have 
the iya, they have the itontele, and then they have the okonkolo in Yorubaland they have the iya, 
they have the middle drum, which I can’t remember the name that they call it, and then they have 
these small, there are three small drums that are attached to each other that are played in a 
vertical position rather than in a horizontal position so, the music is definitely different.  
Although I did play some music from here for bata players in Yorubaland and they were able to 
translate what the drum was saying, they asked me why were the drummers saying the same 
thing over and over and over again, which, is a whole nother line of inquiry. But, basically, the 
Yoruba drums are speaking drums.  All of the drums that they have pretty much are speaking 
drums and so the notes they play correspond with the Yoruba language tonally so when one is 
playing the dundun drums you are able to speak the Yoruba language…not an approximation, 
not a reference but you’re actually speaking sentences, phrases, prayers and that type of thing 
and the bata drums speak as well.  But, they call the bata drums the stammerer because the bata 
doesn’t speak as smoothly as the dundun. It literally stutters.  

Lisa: What have been your observations of women’s roles here as opposed to what you 
encountered in Yorubaland? Similarities and differences? 

Nzinga: I would say, I’ve noticed mostly similarities in women’s roles.  What I’ve seen on both 
sides of the Atlantic is that women seem to be much more numerous in the tradition and they 
seem to form a larger core of devotees but I guess that would correspond with numbers in the 
church or what have you.  

Lisa: I have a question a little bit more controversial.  Forgive me, I’m jumping around a bit, just 
bear with me. 

Nzinga: That’s okay. 

Lisa: In the States, the idea of iyanifa.  Did you observe a comparative initiation for women in 
Africa? What if any, has been your experience with the iyanifa initiation? 

Nzinga: Well, what I’ve learned from my teacher, my oluwo, who is Baba Ifayemi, is that there 
is no controversy, no conflict.  If you are in a divination with ifa, and you’re a woman, and the 
divination says that you’re supposed to receive ifa, then you receive ifa.  There’s no 
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interpretation, there’s no filter.  As a matter of fact when I was there I went to the funeral of a 
very old woman who was an iyanifa.  So, there isn’t this idea…people receive ifa.  The 
difference in Yorubaland, at least in the compound that I stayed, was that all the male children 
receive their own ifas. And then, it’s up to the girls. I think that if they want to receive ifa and or 
study ifa, because usually girls leave.  It’s a patrilineal local culture so girls leave, and so it’s up 
to them if they want to decide to pursue studying ifa or not, or if they want to prioritize getting 
married and having a family.  But, my experience has been that there have been no prohibitions 
or limitations on what a woman can do as a priest of ifa. I’m sure there are taboos once you 
become a priest of ifa specific to being a woman but as far as my experience there has never 
been a prohibition on women becoming priests of ifa.  I think the problem has been with this idea 
that there should be female babalawos, which is stupid. It’s stupid because you can’t have a 
female father. In the Yoruba concept we tend to deal with the way that people are born. You’re 
either born a male or you’re born a female. So, there’s no way for a woman to be a father, 
because the word babalawo translates as “father of the secrets” so you can’t be a woman father 
of the secrets.  You can be a mother of ifa which is translation of iyanifa. So, this whole concept 
of there being female babalawos is just a western imposition on a Yoruba concept. But, again 
there are no prohibitions on women becoming priestesses of ifa. 

Lisa: In the U.S., and I can only speak of my experiences and the U.S. because that’s what I’ve 
known, but in the U.S. there are many taboos in the tradition involving for instance reading with 
egun or not being able to do certain things when you are on your cycle and I was just wondering 
if you can comment on any of those and what they might mean, or why they are important? 

Nzinga: I really don’t know why that is or what that means.  While I was Yorubaland I didn’t 
encounter any proscribes or prohibitions on dealing with Orisha when a woman is on her cycle.  I 
did witness an egbe initiation that could not begin if a person was on her cycle, but if her cycle 
came on while she is in the process of initiation, then there’s no problem.  This concept of 
reading with egun is really a western development because you can throw kolanut whenever you 
want to. And, you can throw obi, kola nut, to any of the Orisha.  Again, I wasn’t made aware, but 
I did ask one person about the mensies and dealing with my particular shrine and I was told that 
there was no problem because my shrine is a female shrine. 

Lisa: You also perform, you sing, are you an akpon? 

Nzinga: I’m studying to be an akpon, but I’ve been on hiatus for some time now.  I haven’t had 
exposure or access since I’ve been in Tallahassee to as much music as I’d like to be.  And, I 
don’t learn very well from recordings.  I mean, I can learn the words from recordings, but I’m 
better at learning in situ and there isn’t a whole lot going on here. So, I’ve kind of been stunted in 
my growth.  I’m hoping that whatever city that I go to next will be better for me to study singing. 

Lisa: How does that process work? What goes into becoming an akpon? 

Nzinga: I don’t really know what goes into becoming an akpon from a traditional stance, I can 
only speak about my own experience.  But, I started trying to study the songs as soon as I came 
inculcated into the tradition in Philadelphia.  And, basically what I did was go to every ceremony 
that I could possibly go to or have access to, which often time between the spring and summer 
was every weekend and I had my little recorder and I would ask if I could record and I would 
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listen and record and then play it over and over again. And, then once I kind of found somebody 
that I was interested in studying with I just followed her around for two to three years. I just 
showed up whenever I knew she was going to be in town because at the time she lived in New 
York and she would come down to sing in Philadelphia.  And so, I just showed up and would 
just sit until she felt like teaching me something. And that went on for about three or four years 
and then she actively began teaching me, and putting me on the spot to sing and things of that 
nature. 

Lisa: There a lot of men who are doing this, not a lot of women.  How many women do you 
know of who are really akpon? Really going out and doing it? 

Nzinga: I know a few people but I don’t know everyone’s last name.  I know Olufemi Dewitt 
who I claim as my teacher.  I know Amma McKenn, I know there’s one woman by the name of 
Ola, and there are two Olas in New York.  Both of them are African American. And they’re both 
initiated to Obatala. And both Amma and Iya Olufemi are initiated to Yemoja.  And, those are 
the only women that I know in the African American community at least, there may be others in 
the Lucumi community, the only other person that I’m aware of…and I’m again, sure that my 
knowledge is extremely limited.   But the person that I was exposed to as a famous female akpon 
was Amelia Pedroso and then there’s Mercedeces Valdez, but I don’t really know if she was 
famous in Cuba for singing in ceremony or if she was just famous for recording.  And I’m sure 
there were others, but I’m just not aware. 

Lisa: I’m wondering if you have a theory as to why there are so many men out there and so few 
women. 

Nzinga: I think that it is because typically the drum ensemble comes with a singer and the 
drummers are men. So, it would be unlikely for a woman to be around the drum that much and 
around the music that much to where she would develop the singing skills. That’s the only thing 
I can come up with. And then also, if you’re going to be initiated to Anya, Anya is a male cult.  

Lisa: How many of the people that are initiated to Anya end up becoming akpon? Is that 
common? 

Nzinga: I would imagine.  The thing is you have to learn all the songs to learn how to play the 
drums. SO, those two things kind of go hand in hand. I think for women it’s interesting and 
different because we don’t learn the drum we have to learn the songs without physically playing 
the drums.  But, my teacher knows all the parts to all the rhythms for all the different types of 
songs, even though she doesn’t physically play the drums.  So, she can sing somebody’s part if 
they’re off.  But, that’s because in New York in the 60s when she was coming through, she ran 
with a crew of drummers.   

Lisa: Well then how do you get that type of experience considering we’re not in that type of 
setting? Well, you do kind of run with a crew of drummers (laughing). 

Nzinga: I do. (laughing) 

Lisa:  But how can someone else then, get that type of experience if they’re not drummers, 
because you really do need to know all those parts? 
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Nzinga: Well, when I was in Philly that’s what I’d do.  I ran with a crew of old men who were 
drummers and I just hung around.  I don’t really know, unless somebody’s gonna start a 
university or something, I don’t know.  This is just the natural way that things are transferred 
from one generation to the next. And right now, I don’t have that access.  I’m hoping that the 
next city that I move to will have a core a drummer core and we’ll be able to work together. Like 
I did rehearse, we’d do rehearsals and stuff in Philadelphia.  I just can’t imagine how else one 
could do it.  It would be like singing gospel without having to go to church.  Or you know, I just 
don’t see how that would really work. 

Lisa: Why do you feel the pull to perform? To sing the songs? I mean you talked about it feeling 
familiar, with the drum rhythms, is that part of the reason you feel the need to perform? 

Nzinga: I don’t really like to perform.  (laughs) People are always really shocked to hear me say 
that, but I don’t really like to perform. I do like to make music though. So, I guess those things 
kind of like, at least in our culture in the U.S., or maybe not, it’s just that in mainstream culture 
they’re not music makers like in some other countries making music communally is just 
something people do and we don’t like typically do that.  There are some cultures here that do 
that, but I don’t know why I like to sing.  I think that I’m a very sensate person and there’s 
something about breath and the vibration of singing that physically feels good to me. I love the 
melodies and I love the way that the melodies intertwine with the rhythms.  I also love the call 
and response and I like being able to affect a congregation and be able to influence the energy of 
a congregation and get people into a space of worship as opposed to spectatorship. 

Lisa: What is that process like, how do you do that? I mean, what does that involve? 

Nzinga: I never really thought about in a methodological way. But, I would imagine that a 
person that is an akpon would embody and really be open to that.  You cannot be kind of person 
that is suppressing or repressing the energy that you feel in the process of worship. And I think 
that’s one thing that I have observed in the presence of all of the akpons that I’ve ever seen sing.  
Even if it’s just a ceremony where people are just taking turns.  Each person has that sense of 
they are bringing forth their own sense of enthusiasm or their own joy of the moment to share or 
to disperse throughout the congregation. So, I think that there’s that and then you also have to 
have you have to be observant and you have to know what is called for from one moment to the 
next.  Like you need to know that in one moment that this is the time for cooler, slower songs, or 
now I need to push the envelope and it’s time for hotter songs, or now it’s hot and it’s time to 
cool it down, or it’s really cool, lets pick up the pace.  I mean you have to constantly, it’s like 
being a conductor, that’s the way that I characterize it.  It’s like being a conductor. What else? 
You have to be able to sing (laughing).  Like, even if you don’t have the best voice, it should at 
least be compelling.  Because many people would say that Lazaro Ross has an aesthetically 
pleasing voice (laughs), but it’s definitely very compelling.  And, you gotta be able to hear it 
over those drums. And, that’s one thing that I find amazing about my teacher. I’ve met her in 
Orlando last year and we went to this ceremony and I’m trying to follow my google directions 
and I’m driving around, lost, and I finally find the house and I’m parking and I could hear her 
from outside the house, over the drums.  Her voice was the only thing I could hear.  Like, I heard 
the drums muffled and her voice was like.  I was probably like from here to where those 
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apartments are across the street and I could hear her projecting over the drums. And, she ain’t but 
5’2” (laughing). She’s little but she’s got some big lungs. 

Lisa: You talk about this ability to embody or to be able to relate and accept the spirit and 
anticipate what’s needed and being open does leave you more open to becoming possessed? 

Nzinga: No, because as a singer it’s your job to not become possessed while you’re singing.  
And so, it’s not that you embody the Orisha, but that you embody the spirit of praise, the energy 
of praise and you’re open to disseminating that energy and you’re not going to allow yourself to 
in the context of singing to be like, you know it’s kind of like that bible phrase that says make a 
joyful noise and what that scripture is implying is saying is that you have to open yourself up to 
praise God, the Universe, whatever you want to call it. And so, I think that the akpon’s job is to 
model that and to transmit that and also engender that in the congregation. 

Lisa: We had this conversation a little bit before.  My thought was, via other people’s idea, that 
to a certain extent to be open to praise in that way, to be a conduit of that energy into a space in a 
sense you are slightly in a state of possession.  What’s your opinion? 

Nzinga: I think that’s a valid interpretation, it’s almost similar to like in the Lucumi 
performance/stage tradition that has evolved in Cuba with the way that they dance the whole 
thing, when you look at those performances, those performers are enacting the characteristics of 
those specific Orisha and to a certain extent that in itself is a certain kind of possession. So, I 
guess the singing and the being able to kind of do that, the visual image that I have is like a lump 
of clay that is on a wheel and how you have to contain it to make it into something.  When you 
center the clay on the wheel, it’s wobbly and you have to hold it so that it’s centered, and then 
you can begin to form it.  So, I guess it is a certain type of possession.  And, I have seen people, 
women mainly, singing and then they take themselves out.  I guess the entities are responding to 
them or for whatever reason but it’s generally frowned upon for the akpon to possess in the 
process of singing, just as it’s frowned upon for the drummer to possess in the process of 
drumming. 

Lisa: Okay, in your opinion, since you are a scholar, what do you think that scholarship can 
contribute to the traditional Afrikan Religions community in general and in particular to the 
Lucumi community? 

Nzinga: I think that it can contribute exposure.  I really think that it’s important for people to 
realize that there’s more than one way to skin a cat.  And, in these traditions I think that a lot of 
times people get really caught up in  this concept that this is the way to do something and they 
attach themselves to these processes and the idea that this is how it is done as opposed to this is 
how we do it.  There is another way out there that does it differently and so I think that 
scholarship and documentaries and things of that nature can  contribute to people just being 
exposed to the wide variety and diversity that exists within African and African based religions. 

Lisa: What are some of the risks that you can see with people doing research into these 
religions? What sends up red flags for you when you see people coming into the community? 

Nzinga: Of course there’s always the risk of the information being bastardized, appropriated, co-
opted,  disseminated for money and just generally misused. And, then something that I’m 
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personally against, that I personally have a problem with is just, our traditions being treated as if 
they are just exotic “things” exotic little toys for scholars and other people to play around with. 
So, I’m very on alert to those things because I feel like there’s enough “othering” that goes on in 
the scholarly community of people of color. It is yet another place for us and our expressions, 
and our art forms, and our spiritual orientations to be objectified and then studied as if they are 
separate from people. 

Lisa: Are there any representations that you have encountered that you are specifically fond of 
and/or that you appreciate the way the community has been presented or represented? Are there 
any specific ones? 

Nzinga: There’ve been a few videos that I’ve seen.  Like, I like “Ile Aye” that’s on Candomble, 
and there’s a video that I saw, I wish I knew the name, but it has John Mason talking on it, and it 
has performance, and there’s also video I’ve seen from Nigeria, but other than that no. 

Lisa: No scholarship, nothing has been written in academia that you’ve felt like… 

Nzinga: Hits the nail on the head? 

Lisa: Yeah. 

Nzinga: Not really. I saw an article by a woman named Karin Barber that I thought was 
particularly good. 

Lisa: Oh, okay. 

Nzinga: I don’t remember what she is, but there’s also Suzanne Buble.  “Africa’s vodoun..”  

Lisa: But, you’re struggling to think of something and I know that there’s a lot that has been 
written. 

Nzinga: Yeah, and I’ve read a lot. I’m a fan of Robert Farris Thompson, although a lot of people 
have problems with him. I think what I appreciate about him is that he has an eye for the black 
Atlantic expression. There are people who love Michael…”Santeria enthroned”…Is it Michael 
Brown?  And, I think it’s a very thorough work on Yoruba tradition. I like George Brandon’s 
The Dead Cell Memories.  I think that at my core, I’m very much a traditionalist and I’m really 
not very interested in outsiders’ interpretations of my tradition.  And, for me, there’s a scholarly 
part that says you did a good scholarly exegesis, but then there’s the practitioner part that is like, 
what areyou talking about? You know what I’m talking about? And, I find that a lot of the 
literature, I would say the vast amount of literature, i.e., not the work that is coming out of 
Chicago University or Indiana Press or any of those kinds of publishing houses, but the vast 
more popular I guess corpus of literature, I find extremely lacking and you know just sloppy and 
inaccurate. 

Lisa: As a person who is yourself a practitioner and an anthropologist and you’ve written now 
about it. What do you think that your main goal as a practitioner is, to write about? 

Nzinga: Well, when I was writing my dissertation my main goal was to serve a mouthpiece to 
the degree that I could.  I really wasn’t trying to tell anyone’s story.  I was trying to be a conduit 
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for people to tell their own story and I think that’s important and I think that that stands in 
contrast to the vast majority of what’s out there.  There are a few books like Mama Lola for 
example, and maybe a few others that I just can’t think of right now.  But there are a few pieces 
of work that focus on the community. So, my goal was to be a conduit for people to tell their 
own story and also to give a voice to the African American practitioner, because I think that that 
is also severely lacking.  And I when I say African American, I mean African north American as 
opposed to central, south, or Caribbean American.  I think that the focus is always on Cuba when 
in fact there is a burgeoning community of African American practitioners that have yet to be 
studied and a lot of time when there has been a study of African American Orisha worship it has 
focused on Oyotunji and that in my experience is not the centerpiece, it is definitely a starting 
point for many people in the community.  But, my research has born out that there were many 
things happening at the same time that Oyotunji was happening, so there are a diversity of 
experiences even within our relatively small coast to coast, community of African American 
practitioners.   

Lisa: That has to be challenging though, because I think that anthropology must be similar to 
ethnomusicology and the pressure to not only tell the story, or allow people to tell the story, but 
to also analyze or put your own spin on what is happening, or frame it in terms of the available 
scholarship.  How do you deal with that type of pressure? 

Nzinga: I just resist it. (laughs) Philosophically, I just don’t agree with that.  I would prefer to 
have someone tell me what they are doing than for me to tell them what they’re doing. It just 
seems innately arrogant. And so, the only place that I feel like, in my work, I did put a spin on it, 
was when I was noticing all of these vestiges of Protestantism.  And, I don’t think that those 
things are things that people were cognizant of.  But, they seem pretty obvious when you hear 
people saying things like, “let’s go to chuuch..” like it doesn’t really seem like it would take an 
extensive analysis to get to that.  I don’t have to impose much of my own ideas to be able to see 
that “oh people equate this with church.” And so, from that point, then I began to look at other 
things in the community that I was looking at to see where else were people drawing those same 
type of parallels and relating in similar ways.  But, outside of that, I really just don’t believe in, I 
don’t believe in that. 

Lisa: To what degree is oral tradition still a part of the tradition?  

Nzinga: I think to a lesser and lesser degree. Because people are relying more and more on these 
really terrible books to tell them stuff that they have to then unlearn unless they get a really good 
teacher.  I think that in some of the more traditional houses that it does still play a huge role.  
But, not just oral but physical, like you are physically participating in things and you learn that 
way.  I just don’t think that it’s the only way.  I think it’s still the central means of learning but I 
think that it’s becoming less and less the case. We’ve got the internet which is huge, then we 
have all of these books, and we’ve got all of this other stuff.   

Lisa: I was going to ask what approach or what scholar’s method did you use as guides to taking 
your kind of hands off approach to analysis? A model? 

Nzinga: Well, I was told to read Carol Stack (laughing), which I didn’t. I am a little stubborn, 
actually I’m a lot stubborn when it comes to what I view as my expression.  And, I really don’t 
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want anyone influencing what I express. So, I really didn’t want anyone or I didn’t want to read a 
lot of ethnography and then copy someone else’s approach.  Yeah, I didn’t read. I’m sure that my 
work resembles someone else’s work, but it wasn’t intentional. 

Lisa: Was it that you avoided reading ethnographies of African religions or did you just avoid 
reading ethnographies in general?  

Nzinga: Ethnographies of African religions I avoided.  I mean I read Zora Neale Hurston, and 
even she…it was her voice, her voice, her voice. My dissertation has my voice as the scholar and 
my voice as a practitioner, and then it has the voices of the community members. And those, my 
chapter 5 which is the voices of community members, is like the meat of my dissertation where I 
use a lot of direct quotes from my interviews so I really was trying not to impose myself on their 
story.  I wanted the story to tell itself.  

Lisa: How did your committee respond to that? 

Nzinga: They liked it! I was kind of surprised cause my advisor kept saying, I don’t know if this 
is gonna work and I think you need to put these two chapters together or you need to add another 
chapter,”  but I was like no. I didn’t want to do that.  They seemed to like it though, I presented it 
at the American Anthropological Association last year and people liked it.  I don’t know what’s 
gonna happen from here. I hope somebody thinks I got some sense (laughing). 

Lisa: I’m pretty sure they will.  As a practitioner yourself did you have any pressure either put 
on you by yourself or by others to write about a community that you felt so connected to? 

Nzinga: I didn’t.  I felt pressure to be a very stereotypical anthropologist and go off to some 
untouched region of the dark world and uncover something.  And, I felt very uncomfortable to do 
that because that brings me back to my position on not telling someone else’s story.  I thought 
about going to Haiti, I thought about going to Brazil, I thought about going to Cuba, I thought 
about going to Yorubaland, I thought about going to all of these different places but I just felt 
unqualified to speak with any authority about any of those places and I still would have felt 
unqualified if I’d spent the prerequisite 1 or 2 years there doing field research.  That’s not 
enough time.  If you just think about friendships, you know it takes more than 2 years to become 
somebody’s friend.  It takes a lot longer to really get to know them.  To get to know people it 
takes longer. And, so when I was developing my prospectus I just decided that it made the most 
sense for me to go to the place where I was actually an expert which was my own community. 

Lisa: Were you asked at all to tell stories from that community or about things that you didn’t 
feel necessarily comfortable talking about? 

Nzinga: Yeah. And, I was asked about those things in the process of writing my dissertation and 
also even in my defense and I just resisted.  Because I just felt like, I made a promise to my 
community that certain things would not be discussed in my dissertation.  Certain kinds of ritual 
analysis which I feel is just nobody’s business.  And, certain types of esoteric symbology and 
interpretation I just feel like I don’t feel like having those types of conversations with outsiders, 
because I don’t see the point.  This is not a prosethelyzing religion so there’s no need for me to 
tell anybody anything. Now maybe that’s nihilistic in some ways, but I’m just very much in 
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alignment with the absence of prosthelytizing, so I don’t need to gain anything or share anything 
about my tradition to anyone who’s not in my tradition.  

Lisa: Did you encounter any resistance within your tradition and community because of past 
experiences with researchers? 

Nzinga: YES! I had to really work to get people, I mean I had to. I wrote a letter to my 
community that I dispersed and before I started doing my interviews just to let people know what 
I was doing.  But, I think that by the time it came time for me to do my work I had been in the 
community for so long, that people didn’t think that I was going to be one of these people that 
was here, got all this information, and ran away and wrote a book.  I’m still in touch with people 
in Philadelphia.  I still go to Philadelphia for ceremony. It’s still very much my community.  So, 
I think that is really the only thing that kind of gave me the grace, the community gave me the 
grace that it did. I was invested in the community. I buried one of my friends in that community.  
I went to naming ceremonies in that community. You know there’s been a lot that has happened 
over the last 13 years now. So, I think that’s what allowed them to share what they share.  I also 
think that my orientation, my research orientation also helped because I really wasn’t asking 
about ceremony, I wasn’t asking about ritual I wasn’t asking about initiation like, (in a 
whispering/mocking voice)“what are the secrets of initiation?” or “what do you do” or “can you 
tell me more about this and can I get into a ceremony? Or ritual”.  I really wasn’t asking about 
any of that.  Mine was more about a social history and so, I focused on that and people were 
more than willing to talk about that.  My basic question was “how did you get involved in the 
tradition?” “What was it like back then, what did you do? Who did you meet? What kinds of 
experiences did you have?” and people were very open about that cause they wanted to talk 
about that anyway.  But I think I would have been met with a different energy if I was like, 
“Well, you know can I see what’s in your pot?” (both laugh) They would have been like are you 
kidding me.  And it was hard enough for me to be able to record in public ceremonies.  I have a 
little bit of footage from bembes but people are really not into you recording in the context of 
ceremony.  So, I had a hard enough time with that, let alone for me to be all taboo like national 
Geographic’s The Taboo Investigator.  There’s a show called Taboo that talks about all these 
different things that are like “exotic” and strange to the Western eye. 

Lisa: I think that’s it unless you had something you wanted to add? 

Nzinga: No. 

Lisa: Well, thank you so much Nzinga. 

Nzinga: No problem  
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Interview with Iya Huberta 

April 19, 2009 

Lisa: Can you tell me your full name? 

Iya: Huberta Jackson-Lowman 

Lisa: Today is April 19, 2009. Can you tell me just how long you’ve been in the tradition? 

Iya: It’s been probably about 32 or 33 years in terms of my being in the tradition. Actually, it’s 
been about 30 years, because I was really introduced to it about in about 1976 or ‘77 around that 
time I received ilekes around ’78, because it occurred around the birth of my first son. 

Lisa: And, what was your draw? What brought you into the tradition? 

Iya: Seeing it work, seeing it actually work, because I had actually been around it for a couple of 
years before I actually recognized and appreciated its value. Of course, my husband had been 
involved in it before I was.  But there were things that really did not appeal to me in relationship 
to it, and so I was just kind of just hanging around the periphery, essentially.  But, I went through 
a crisis in my life as I was completing my doctorate, and I was very frustrated with the whole 
process of getting my dissertation completed.  I lost my only copy of my dissertation, in the era 
before computers, and it was through the work that I did in the religion that I was able to get the 
sole copy of my completed dissertation back so that I could finish.  And that’s really what 
convinced me that there was obviously something-some power, some empowerment, some 
possibilities that were far beyond anything that I had ever encountered. That was something that 
I just couldn’t simply turn my back on.   

Lisa: You mentioned that there were some things that really didn’t appeal to you.  Do you mind 
talking about that? 

Iya: (both laugh) Well, it just seemed like there was a lot of work involved.  That’s what didn’t 
appeal to me.  I mean, everything I saw, it seemed like it was people working for long periods of 
time, and it was just like I just couldn’t get to it.  I wasn’t really actively involved. I mean, even 
though I grew up as a Christian, I wasn’t really actively involved with the church at that 
particular time, and though I had been away for it for a while, it wasn’t what I was accustomed 
to.  I just didn’t make the connection between the work and the benefits of the work that you do, 
and so therefore I wasn’t excited about all the work.  That’s basically what it amounted to. 

Lisa: What kind of work? (both laugh) 

Iya: Well, if you go to any of the rituals there are people who are working in the kitchen and 
they are plucking birds and things of that sort, and of course I wasn’t used to anything like that, 
so that wouldn’t have been anything that would have appealed to me. But, cooking-and I was 
never someone who was very domestic, so cooking was never anything that was all that exciting 
to me. And, what they call pulling the ashe’s from the birds and animals and doing that kind of 
work. It was kind of bloody work, and in general it was just doing things that really did not 
appeal to me. Plus, it went on from the beginning of the morning almost to the beginning of the 
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next morning.  So it was all this work, and I just didn’t understand it, and I didn’t see any benefit, 
at least that I could perceive. So, the level of knowledge was lacking, it was actually next to 
nothing.  And, also the priests that I met at that particular time were just very-not just 
confrontational, they were confrontational, and they were very…well, they just said whatever 
came to their minds, essentially.  There was no diplomacy, in terms of just telling you about 
yourself.  And I didn’t really see-or I didn’t appreciate or understand-a lot of the things that they 
were saying. It took me a number of years to appreciate them and some of the information that 
they were sharing with me about me and what I needed to do, what I needed to be or to manifest 
all that they saw as my potential.   

Lisa: I’m interested in that, some of the things that didn’t appeal to you, including the lack of 
diplomacy of the elders.  How has that affected your way of communicating with your 
godchildren since you are an elder now? 

Iya: Well, at first because I did not appreciate it, I tried to move in the opposite direction.  As 
I’ve gotten older I’ve really come to appreciate more of where they were coming from, and I’ve 
gotten to see the value in that.  And, sometimes it really is important.  You know as young 
people we often don’t understand how critical things are, we don’t appreciate the nuances and we 
don’t see the bigger picture. And so there’s a proverb that says, “Elders can see sitting down 
what youth cannot see standing up.” Now that I have grown a lot, and I guess this takes you 
maybe growing older and you having experiences, now I can recognize it.  I am able to recognize 
that, and I am beginning to appreciate why they were-harsh is what I guess I would say.  I’m able 
to see why, in many of those circumstances, why they were so harsh, and why it appeared that 
they lacked patience.  They just weren’t willing to deal with silliness. 

Lisa: In your experience how has the tradition changed over the last 30 years since you initially 
became involved? 

Iya: Well, there’s a lot of changes, particularly because of the computer age…has changed a lot.  
So people can do a lot more on line. We almost have this online religion.  We have many more 
books.  It was much more of the oral tradition when I first began because it hadn’t been in 
existence that long in the U.S.  I think in this country maybe the late 50s early 60s it began to 
emerge.  Because my godmother was actually initiated in 1966 and she was among the first of 
the priests, African American priests at least, initiated in this country. Everything was oral and 
living away from the center-because we didn’t live in New York, where my godparent was-that 
was really kind of the heart of the tradition.  We travelled back and forth.  We constantly were 
travelling back and forth through blizzards and in all types of weather.  We were constantly 
trying to go to New York to try to just be around the tradition to learn about it.  Now people can 
go online, but you lose a lot in that process because even though there is a lot more that is 
available in terms of books and websites and things of that sort.  How you learn about this 
tradition is really in your participation and involvement in it directly.  It’s a sacrifice that you 
make in terms of being there and really being involved, because most of the learning like in those 
rituals and ceremonies are occurring in the conversations, the informal conversations, that’s 
where you’re learning and it’s not so much a classroom experience. 

Lisa: Well, you just got at the heart of a few things that I was going to ask you about. Let me ask 
you, about this idea of you learning about this tradition by your involvement.  One of the things 
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I’m dealing with, as I mentioned to you, is representation.  In all the scholarship and all that is 
being written about our culture and in particular about the music culture, what are some of your 
observations of how people coming into the community, who are not a part of the tradition, how 
are they writing about us? How does, if at all, that affect their representations of us? 

Iya: Oh, yeah, most definitely, I was trying to think of some examples.  I mean, we are a 
tradition that gives you rights to participate in certain rituals and activities.  You’re only able to 
participate in certain rituals and activities based upon your initiations and things of that sort. So, 
consequently there’s only going to be so much information that is going to be made available to 
you. And, that’s even with this greater openness about the tradition. Because, people are writing 
about things that typically would be kept secret and you would not be aware of until you actually 
went through that particular ritual or initiation yourself.  So, you might be able to see but you 
won’t really see.  There’s a saying, I can’t remember who said it, but…”you can look where I 
look, but you can’t see what I see.”  And that’s essentially what it amounts to.  That we can both 
be looking at the same thing, but what we see may be very different because of where we are 
spiritually.  

Lisa: Along those same lines, what are some of the things that you believe that scholarship can 
offer to our community and maybe about our community?  

Iya: Well, I think that for the most part, even with the greater amount of writing and research 
that is being done on the TAR’s,147 I think that the info is still very limited, it’s still very much 
under the radar as far as larger society is concerned.  In particular, in the African American 
community, but not just in the African American community.  Many people are not aware or 
cognizant of the presence of TARs and the fact that they are operating right alongside 
Christianity, Islam, Judaism, and Buddhism.   They’re not aware of that. So at least it gives 
people more awareness of the diversity that exists in terms of the various spiritual traditions.  I 
think that that is helpful in terms of people recognizing that there are many different ways of 
acknowledging one’s spirituality, one’s connection to a higher power, and it’s not limited to 
those better known practices. 

Lisa: What are some of the risks of scholarship in our community? 

Iya: Well, I think one of the risks I see is that this tradition is really growing by leaps and bounds 
and people are just feeling that they can just learn this tradition by reading a book and by just 
following this book. And, on page 1 there is a recipe for doing this, and if I follow this recipe, 
this is how I do it.  Now, we are scattered all over the country, there are not necessarily large 
groups of people who are experienced and knowledgeable in great numbers in many places, and 
a lot of times we will figure that we can just pick up the book rather than going ahead and 
making the sacrifice to get involved with the rituals and ceremonies that are occurring in other 
places where we might really be able to learn it from an insider’s perspective rather than just 
trying to look at a book and assume that the book is going to tell you everything.  Most books 
don’t tell you everything, it’s almost impossible.  I mean the level of detail.  African traditional 
spirituality is really about the detail. But, it’s not really just about the detail, it’s about the 
lifestyle.  And so, we are trying to, as if we were going to just go and take a course or something, 
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we are trying to just add something on top of what we already do as opposed to making the 
changes internally that we need to make.  Cause, it’s really about making the changes internally, 
changing our lifestyle. And, that’s the most important thing, most of us don’t realize how 
westernized that we are. 

Lisa: What would you hope would come out of the scholarship of, say there was a nice young 
lady like myself, who was in the tradition or a part of the tradition who was doing research into 
it.  What type of information would you like to see come out of that research? 

Iya: I think we put our emphasis on how do you do this ritual, or that ritual, or that. It’s not so 
much about that. And yes, those things are important, you want to know how to do those things 
and know how to do them correctly, at least in terms of whatever the tradition happens to be, but 
there’s just a lot more in terms of…the bottom line of all of this is really, we are wanting to re-
Africanize ourselves.  And so, what does that really mean? It means changes in terms of our 
values, it means changes in terms of our behavior, and our day to day functioning. It means 
dealing with issues around character. And, those things, for the most part, we don’t pay that 
much attention to. Because we are wanting to know, how do I do divination, or how do I do this 
particular ritual or that particular ritual, and we want to know how to do those things, we don’t 
particularly want to know the process for transformation of ourselves. Because, what initiation is 
really about is transforming ourselves. And then we have tools that we use to facilitate that 
transformational process and those tools they come through things like the divination and rituals 
and things that help us to be more in tune with nature, with divinity, with the divinity that is 
within us, because divinity is not outside of us.  And so, I guess that would really be what I’d 
like to see happen, you know, people giving that kind of perspective. 

Lisa: Can you think of any examples of people who have done research into Lucumi and TARs 
that have been really good, thorough, representations of the tradition from both insiders and 
outsiders? 

Iya: Well, John Mason. And, I’m not saying that because he’s someone that I’ve known for a 
very long time, but his work is very thorough, and it is obviously from an insiders perspective, 
but it includes the person in it, the people, that are the sources of the information that he’s 
providing for us. So I think he’s one of the foremost people in terms of being able to do that. 
And, there are others there are books, for example Olodumare, I’m forgetting the author right 
now, but it’s excellent. People that have come actually out of Africa.  Wande Abimbola is one of 
those. There are a few others in this country too, John Thompson, is one of those. No, Robert 
Farris-Thompson. 

Lisa: Was that Idowo’s Olodumare; God in Yoruba belief? 

Iya: Yes. So, those are some of the excellent ones. 

Lisa: Of those that you have read that are maybe not so excellent, can you point to specific 
things, I know you’ve mentioned a few things already, but any more specific things that are 
troubling to you about the way that the tradition is written about that may be problematic? 

Iya: Well, I do think that there are some things that really should not be in books. That there is 
knowledge and some things that well, let me put it this way, books that are to sell to the general 
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public, the information can be misused and that it’s not necessarily understood that the book 
should accompany the relationship with somebody who is knowledgeable who can help you to 
utilize that information most effectively, and also judiciously. Because, sometimes people don’t 
recognize that.  One of the things is that we don’t recognize unless you have some experience in 
the space, you can’t differentiate between what is accurate (for lack of a better word), although 
accuracy is really not what I’m driving at.  But, we can’t differentiate between what is useful and 
what is not useful. And so, all of it that we may be reading we just take it lot, stock, and barrel, 
and that’s not necessarily helpful in fact it can be harmful. So, that would be one of the things I’d 
want to see is that people would probably not, I know we live in a capitalistic society where 
everyone is trying to make money with everything that they do. But, I would like to see less of 
that, people trying to make money or just using the tradition as a way to make money.  You 
know, like, “I’m going to write my book and I’m going to make money and my book is going to 
be a best seller because I’m going to expose all kinds of secrets and it’s going to be a best seller.” 
And, “I’ll be the whatever…” 

Lisa: Have you observed any impact of scholarship on the field or on practitioners? How has the 
presence of a researcher impacted the practice and the product? 

Iya: Oh Yes, some positive and otherwise.  It’s been very positive in helping us to re-Africanize 
in many ways.  I say that because our ancestors did a great job of preserving for us and passing 
down in the best way that they could in very challenging conditions.  And we have many people 
now who are learning the language and they are now able to make the connections between 
Yoruba the language and what has been modified by whatever the language, particularly 
Spanish, that people were forced to speak in the Americas. I think that’s been a phenomenal 
contribution. 

Lisa: Any negative impacts? 

Iya: Well, I can’t think of any other than what I’ve already said, other than people thinking that 
they can just experience and engage in this just through reading a book. 

Lisa: How does that impact people who have experience who have been in the tradition, when 
they come to you or are in ceremony or ritual?  

Iya: Well, I know that a lot of elders get very frustrated with that and with people just taking 
things out of a book and just trying to do it without any consultation from their elders.  The other 
thing is that this is a tradition that is based on egun. And things are passed down based upon a 
specific lineage and, when it’s presented to you in a book, it may be presented base upon 
someone’s particular lineage, the lineage of their particular egun, which may or may not be the 
particular lineage that you come from. And so, our commitment is to the egun on whose shoulder 
we happen to stand in terms of maintaining the tradition and they look to us to continue it and 
when we don’t then it is to them that we have to answer.  And, a lot of time we end up mixing 
apples and oranges from this and from that and it’s not so much, you know some people are very 
concerned that we have this strand and this strand and this strand, that doesn’t really bother me, 
there are times when we can all come together to do things and then there are times that we are 
like families and we each of us as a family does it differently.  This family does it this way and 
that family does it that way.  And there may not be any particular need to force families to do it 
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all the same way.  They do it that way because it has particular meaning for them based upon 
their own lineage and for their ancestors.  And, as long as it’s not harmful to them, and is based 
upon their lineage, then it’s not a big deal.  But it’s almost like its forcing us into this big pot 
where we all have to be and doing everything exactly alike otherwise it’s not correct or 
something’s wrong with it.  Now sometimes we haven’t gotten the information correct but we do 
have ways of correcting that. So I do think it’s important for us to not feel like it all has to be 
done one particular way and there is a time and place for us.  The Yoruba community has a place 
for all different strands in it and, there are times for us all to come together to do something 
collectively and then there are times when you have to do those things related to your particular 
lineage and that is valuable and has to be respected.  Just like in nature we don’t see all of the 
trees all coming together and deciding they’re just going to look alike, or the flowers or anything.  
We see diversity in nature and so I don’t see anything wrong with diversity as long as we’re 
respectful of diversity. 

Lisa: You mentioned that the tradition has grown by leaps and bounds over the last 50 or 60 
years and you also mentioned the fact that there’s still a lack of awareness of the presence of the 
tradition in particular in the African American community.  I’m curious about your opinions 
about why the tradition is growing at the rate that it is growing and what is the void that it is 
filling for so many people 

Iya: That’s a really good question and I really think that’s one that would probably be the book 
that I’d like to see.  Why is it that people are seeking this out?  I guess I can go back to my own 
personal story as this is where I could be all of who I am, where all of me is valued, where I can 
be empowered, and to be able to do whatever it is that I need to do.  I mean really and truly, I’m 
not a rich person or anything of that sort but if there is something that I really really need I know 
that through the tradition, and if others have it, that I can accomplish these particular things.  It is 
the recreation of not only our ties to family, transcontinentally because to some degree that has 
been broken, so we have as African Americans we have elected to reconnect ourselves.  Some of 
us have elected to reconnect ourselves through Yoruba, some of us through Akan, and some of 
us through Congo traditions, and various traditions. But we are deciding for ourselves that we 
want to re-establish that connection with our motherland whether it actually be with the actual 
group that we descended from or not, there is the desire to make the connection.   

Lisa: You have a PhD and you are a professor of psychology and I’m wondering how your 
western training, your American existence has impacted your full participation in the tradition. 
And by that I mean committing to so many different aspects that go against what you have been 
taught is real and rational. 

Iya: Well, it’s very challenging, it really is very challenging, because it’s like you’re living in 
two different worlds.  If I go to conduct or participate in a ritual, for example over the weekend 
it’s like I've entered a whole different portal or realm.  It doesn’t have the same clock nothing is 
the same about it, and then I come out of that portal to begin my week again.  Now, the other 
aspect of that is this isn’t something that I just do on weekends, this is really something that I do 
every day.  So, how I allocate my time is always an issue.  The western clock is nine o’clock you 
do this, then you do that, well if I’m starting my day, I typically start my day with something 
spiritual, prayer or meditation or things of that sort.  That may take longer, depending on how I 
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go about that process and if I have something that I have to be at or do then that whole time thing 
is thrown off kilter, at least from a western perspective, certainly not from an African 
perspective.  Although, probably what I should say is that usually what I’ve found is that it 
always worked out anyway, like they cancelled the meeting or something worked out anyway 
that it didn’t turn out to be the disaster that I thought it would be because I got involved in my 
own spiritual work or activities.  But it is a challenge because there are, when you become 
involved in this tradition, things that you do, that you may not do, clothing that you may wear, 
clothing that you may not wear.  I mean there’s just a lot of places you may go, places that you 
may not go, because your whole lifestyle is affected. And so, that can be an issue.  I was just 
thinking about it, for instance when I was first initiated, and of course that’s when it’s much 
more of an issue, cause then you have this issue of sitting in front of a mirror, and you’re taking a 
picture of me, and none of that would be going on, you see during that time period. And I’d be 
required to be in white throughout the year.  Now we’ve made a lot of accommodations to this, 
some of them I’m not sure if they’ve been in our best interest. But, a lot of things we’ve had to 
accommodate so that people could still fit in as far as society is concerned.  So, to some extent 
there are still challenges and compromises that one makes in order to live this life. 

Lisa: I’m thinking about what you said, in terms of the portal that you enter to exist in this other 
aspect of your life that is constantly present.  I’m thinking again about doing research on that.  I 
have two questions, but let me just stick with one.  First is it possible to be in that space and still 
be an observer that is able to process that information as a scholar? 

Iya: Yeah, I think that is possible. 

Lisa: Is it possible for someone who is not necessarily a part of the tradition, I guess this goes 
back to seeing what you see, but to be a part of the process and to still be living a very different 
experience and yet portray accurately what happens? 

Iya: Well as I said, I don’t think so.  I mean I think that they are able to present from whatever 
perspective that they have, but I don’t think that they can present what’s really happening.  Now 
whether or not it represents…and maybe people may communicate that to the best of their ability 
with them, but, there are limitations 

Lisa: Maybe from your perspective as a psychologist, what do you think that the impact that this 
tradition has had on the psyche of African Americans who are now participants?  I know that’s 
probably a very big question, but can you give me just some basic idea? 

Iya: Well, I have seen just major transformations of people and probably the most dramatic are 
for people who probably may have had very low self-esteem.  Because they come into the 
tradition and they are recognized when they are initiated you become a king or a queen.  And, 
you have maybe as few as fifteen but maybe sometimes up to eighty people or more helping to 
make you this king or queen in that ritual that you are going through and then the focus is all on 
you and what is your purpose, why are you here, what kind of contribution can you make? And, 
what do you need to do what changes do you need to make in your life in order to manifest all of 
the potential that exists within you? So, it just, you know these are people who may have never 
had that before. 
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Lisa: I’m thinking now about that’s such a beautiful image of what’s happening to you 
emotionally, spiritually, physically, being built up (laughs), and yet I’m thinking about my own 
journey to get there and sometimes the feeling of being a little beat up on the way to getting 
there. 

Iya: Exactly!  And that process is constructive.  I mean I always say that to people.  All we 
usually think about is how do I get there, but the process is very instructive it teaches you all 
kinds of things about yourself. Your level of commitment, your willingness to sacrifice, how you 
prioritize things, and what’s really important to you are revealed through the process.  And so the 
path that you take is a story in and of itself. 

Lisa: Well, thank you so much!  I think that’s a lot to get me started and I hope that we can 
follow up really soon. 
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Interview with Akin Lowman 

April 19, 2009 

 

Lisa: Okay, can you begin by telling me your name. 

Akin: Yes, Akinlana Lowman 

Lisa: And, today is April 19, 2009.  Can you tell me a little bit about how long you have been 
involved in the tradition? 

Akin: I have been involved since I was born, so 23 years. 

Lisa: So, you were raised in the tradition, which is a different experience for many Americans.  
Based upon that, do you… Well, I was born into Christianity and I’m wondering what has kept 
you in the tradition? 

Akin:  I think that destiny is the first thing I’d say.  Because, I just always seem to be moving 
towards being involved heavily in the tradition.  I was always fascinated in it myself of course 
the music, and the songs and the instruments, but also even the ceremonies.  There was always 
something about it.  There were a few priests in my community in Pittsburgh and I would watch 
them and just say one day I want to be there and do that.  For me, I think I just came with this 
connection that never went away and just got stronger as time went on. 

Lisa: And, how long have you been initiated? 

Akin: It will be 5 years this year.  I got initiated in 2004 

Lisa: For you, what is the value or the importance, the relationship of music to the tradition? 

Akin: I see it as music is so beautifully integrated into all the sides, in Nigeria people will be 
praying as a song and we do the same thing, we say our prayers in a rhythmic way and there are 
songs that are specifically done at certain ceremonies, but they’re not musical ceremonies.  The 
songs are engrained in them because they speak of or call on the Orisha or the egun/ancestors, or 
they tell a specific story that correlates to the specific ritual that you’re doing.  So, it’s so 
beautifully integrated into every level of what you do.   And, of course there are songs for events 
which are more heavily musical.  At the same time, it’s not about coming here to hear some great 
licks on some instruments or to hear some nice songs, but the music carries a message and a 
story and the music is so meaningful.  You’re here for this whole purpose of worship and music 
and dance are such important parts of that. 

Lisa: Can you tell me about the instruments that you play and what you do as a musician in the 
tradition? 

Akin: Well, I mainly play conga in the tradition using the style of music called guiro using 
mostly one conga, sometimes two, a bell, and shaker or a few.  I do play bell and shekere, but 
that’s what I’m most proficient in.  I’m learning bembe style of the lucumi drumming which is 
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people playing on congas and dundun with stick and hands, with shekere.  And, I’m just now 
learning the bata drums so, that’s what I’m doing musically and you can consider the singing 
also. 

Lisa: With the different guiro and bembe style is there a difference in the rhythms that are 
played in those styles for bembe or rituals? 

Akin: Yeah, there’s definitely a difference.  I think that guiro is a little bit more relaxed to me.  
Guiro it’s just real sweet and not a whole lot of volume.  And, the singing is always going to be 
the heaviest, but when you get into bembe (style) it’s really moving with the, but it has that drive 
to it (sings). You have different drum parts and that drive just keeps growing.  And, in guiro or in 
each style everything builds but in guiro everything is a lot more it has a lot more of a chill ride 
to it, even when it’s the party.  It’s like partying with class, everything is smooth (sings) and the 
space between notes is dragged out and lends for more meditative focus.  Bata has more, to me 
the most, range because bata can be so sweet and mellow and you’re hearing literally, 6 drum 
heads at one time.  Probably something like a maraca or a shekere or clave in the back.   But, in 
hearing that it can still be very sweet and smooth and the way that it builds, it’s got this ride 
(sings), it’s like riding a horse after a while and sometimes it can be so intense.   So, I think that 
it has the most range.  Then, of course, the songs that go with each style are going to be different. 
Some styles are sung in both guiro and bata bembe (celebrations), but others are only going to be 
in guiro or bembe.  But, guiro and bembe (style) are pretty similar, but it’s when you get to bata, 
that you’re going to have some songs that are only sung with bata. 

Lisa: You’re also singing a singer.  The differences in songs, if you are not a drummer if you 
don’t have anya, for instance women akpons, how do they begin to grasp what songs go with 
what drum style or orchestra?  How do they gain that knowledge?  I’m just interested in how you 
become an akpon if you’re not a drummer? 

Akin: That is, you pretty much kind of answered it, because you have to learn the rhythms you 
just do.  And, based upon the akpon, the singer, is where the changes happen.  The singer is 
moving like this and alright, it’s time to go this way.  And yet, even though the singer is the 
leader you still have to know which rhythms are played for which Orisha, how do you correlate 
it, where do you start singing in correlation to the rhythm that’s being played so you just end up 
having to learn even if you are not playing it.  And, of course you need to be there in person to 
see to match what you hear with what you see, I think that makes a big difference as well.  You 
end up just learning it, because all the songs ride the rhythms.  I can sing a song in perfect timing 
without any instruments but in my head there is always a bell going keeping timing. That’s what 
keeps people in time, at least for me, is understanding how to ride the rhythm with the song.  
Like, how this sound matches up with this part of the rhythmic phrase. 

Lisa: And, you were a drummer before you started singing? 

Akin: Right. 

Lisa: How long had you been drumming before you started singing? 

Akin: Well, I guess for me I started to take an exact interest in playing the instruments in the 
tradition, I was probably close to the age of 8.  I was probably around there.  I don’t think before 
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then I did too much. I mean I was around, but I didn’t necessarily have too much involvement.  
But, I do remember this one time, this one event stands out, it was this oro or some kind of event 
at our house in Pittsburgh, and I have these two friends, I call them my cousins because we came 
up together they’re twins, and their godfather is of course a priest, but he’s also a musician, he 
sings and was teaching them things and we were here doing this and somebody handed me a 
shekere and I just started to mimic.  And from there, of course me and my two cousins were just 
playing around, on the drums, and everything was just watching everything that was played and 
just mimicking, and you knew how it sounded.  And of course we could listen to tapes, but we 
just started trying to do it.  It was probably between six and eight. But, before that when I was 
little I was just beating on everything. My parents got me some bongos and I played those until I 
busted a hole in it.  And, my father had a congo so every once and a while I would play on that.  
So, I was just moving my hands and drumming.  And then, really in the between most of the oros 
at bembes is where I really started to focus on a specific style.  Because the African drum and 
dance classes that were going, no one really knew any of the specific rhythms from Guinea or 
Mali or anywhere.  The dancers were specific but the music was just a collaboration of people 
playing.  There were djembes, congas, pianos, flutes, I mean…whatever you could get your 
hands on.  There was rhythm but it wasn’t specific, so I was developing rhythm but it wasn’t 
specific yet.  I guess it was around that time six or eight.  I didn’t really actually do something. 

Lisa: So, before then, before six to eight were you actually playing for dance classes? Doing 
some rhythmic accompaniment? 

Akin: Yeah, I was that one child that was there sitting down with the drummers or listening 
while all the other kids were playing, I was either listening or trying to play something. 

Lisa: And do you know around what age that started? 

Iya Huberta (from the sofa): two! 

Akin: Two as my mom says.  Because she was dancing, and she was dancing before I was born 
so I was always at dance class. By the time I was able to be moving around and doing stuff, I 
started. 

Lisa: Wow.  In your process of learning you speak of primarily being in the context of a dance 
class and then being in ritual to learn.  Is that the general process of learning to play for the 
tradition, there’s a lot of people who play who don’t go that route.  Do you think that is the 
foremost process for learning? 

Akin: Yeah, I think that being there is the best way to learn and it’s funny because there are 
many things that I’ve learned because I was there in the cultural space and where things were 
happening.  There’s a little bit, or things that I’ve learned because I was in the class but I do 
think that for this you need to be there.  Just being there in the space I think that the most 
important thing that happens is that not necessarily that you’re learning the technique or the 
rhythms but that you’re seeing why it’s being played, how loud it’s being played. So, that means, 
oh it’s not louder than the songs, so okay the songs are more important…so the songs have more 
rank, they rank higher than these rhythms, we need to hear these songs before or more than we 
need to hear this.  The music on the instruments supports the singing, so that’s what you 
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understand.  And the dancing goes along with the singing just as the rhythms do.  The rhythms 
are going to go with the songs and higher than that are the Orisha that the songs are for.  And, the 
dances go with the singing because the dances that you do are for the Orisha and when the singer 
changes, or say when the singer is singing a certain song and they change the timing of the 
rhythm or it may not, but they may tell you through song, to do a different dance step.  So, 
learning in context gives you the full picture.  Whereas, if you get into a class where things are 
fragmented, you’ll …maybe you’ll get the technique in a few weeks, or maybe you’ll learn the 
rhythms.  You’re learning quick…quick…but, you don’t have a full sense of a proper 
perspective on the way things go all together.  What is most important? What is a little less 
important? What needs to happen first, and how do you as a drummer conduct yourself? How do 
you as a singer, how do you as a participant, a non-initiate, an initiate…you see how all of this 
comes together.  And when you’re there, so as your learning you’re learning in context and 
you’re learning properly and not just fragmented and out of place.   

Lisa: There are fewer events, places where you can get that here in Tallahassee.  Now, I know 
you’re from Pittsburgh and that you were there in a really crucial part of that development until 
you were 15.  Since being here, how has that affected your development as a musician? How can 
a person here get that type of training? 

Akin: Well, then that’s definitely when the class is useful.  And, I think the class can always be 
useful and classes have always been happening throughout human history, just not 5-6:30 we 
meet and I’ll give you a lesson plan.  A lot of times we meet or a child in a traditional village you 
were tagging along with the medicine man and they gave you just tidbits as they’re going 
through a day.  Maybe they’re not in ceremony but they’re telling you things like, “okay, child 
when you’re doing this you blah, blah, blah…” and that’s a class.  Where,  in the ceremony there 
learning a lot of things but maybe there’s no time for that specific one on one or one on three 
type of training.  So I think that the class, you have to do it if you want to really do this.  Because 
you can listen to the music but then there’s gonna need to be, sometimes it’s confusing, you 
might not know which Orisha it’s for, or sometime it’s from the Dahomey tradition and not 
necessarily Yoruba, but we are singing that too because maybe the Orisha came from the 
Dahomey to the Yoruba.  There’s so much information that’s crucial and important.  So, having 
class with somebody who can tell you that information helps you to advance and every so often 
when you have a ceremony you’re putting it all to use. 

Lisa: Why do you perform? Why do you do this in the tradition? 

Akin: I guess it makes me feel good. There’s so much.  I guess I’ve just had this love for the 
songs for so long.  I can say that singing them makes me feel a wide range of emotions and it 
makes me feel good. Sometimes, I’ll be just driving along and hear a song and just want to sing 
it.  And then, maybe my day goes a certain way and that song lets me know that your energy this 
day is going to be very Ogun.  I don’t know there’s something about singing this music. 
Something it does, it does so much for me.  And, I like to show my appreciation of Orisha and 
egun through this medium.  And, the songs are just beautiful.  Now to have access to learn what 
they mean, that enhances my understanding of the Orisha.   

Lisa: Because there was a time, a long time, when people were singing by rote and repetition, 
not necessarily understanding what they were singing, right?  Did you have to go through that? 
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Akin: Oh yeah. I don’t remember what year John Mason’s book came out but, I don’t know if 
we got it that year or soon after but it so cool.  But before that you learned it either at the event 
and myself I did a lot of learning through cassette tapes, either a cassette tape of a bembe that I 
couldn’t attend because it was in New York that was handed down to me or it was a 
professionally recorded tape and I just played the tapes back and forth back and forth over and 
over.  What was the question again (laughing)? 

Lisa: I’m just curious about people like you who had to learn these songs and didn’t know 
exactly what they were saying.  And, still was the draw the same? 

Akin: Yeah, the draw was definitely the same because those were definitely years I spent a lot of 
time just listening to tapes.  I used to attempt to go to sleep listening to tapes as I went to sleep 
because I’d been up studying these tapes and I would say, “I’ll let it play out as I go to sleep.” 
And I’d be listening I’d have to turn it off (laughs). Yeah, but the draw has always been there, I 
don’t know, it’s in the way that the words are sung.  There’s just something about the way that 
the words are sung, the melodies, just the way they’re sung.    The language and all of it, the 
music, it always made me feel really…just really good and grounded and its’ always given me 
that feeling.  So knowing or not knowing what it meant wasn’t as important, it was that feeling, 
the feeling that I got was right so that’s all I needed. 

Lisa: As a musician in the tradition you mentioned that you had taken a world music class. In 
that class did you all discuss the music in the tradition? 

Akin: Yeah. 

Lisa: How was that discussion for you? How did you find the way that it was presented? 

Akin: Let me see, how did that go?  I think that it went really well.  I don’t know how much we 
did, oh wait I remember.  I don’t know if I said too much, but I thought it was presented pretty 
well.  There wasn’t a lot of information, and I don’t think we took too much time on that as 
opposed to the secular afro Cuban music, but for the most part it went pretty well. 

Lisa: Did people in the class know that you were a practitioner? 

Akin: I don’t think so.  I remember talking to the professor about it, but not so much in class. 

Lisa: well, that gives you an interesting perspective.  What were people’s reactions to it that you 
could tell? Did it surprise you? It’s like you get to be a fly on the wall.  How did it go and how 
did you feel about people’s reactions? 

Akin: I think people’s reactions it wasn’t too much. I don’t think people thought much. I think 
they were like, “oh another type of world music that we don’t really know a whole lot about” and 
that was kind of how it was, people heard it and were like, “cool.”   

Lisa: Can you recall from the presentation or from the readings in the textbook if it was a clear 
study of culture and music? 

Akin: I think that in that section as far as the Orisha music I don’t think there was too much 
breakdown of the music or culture. But, when it came to the break down it would talk about a 
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part of the music, but they really had it for the secular Afro-Cuban stuff and not for the sacred.  It 
may have been because of the complexity of the song that was played, it had bata drumming in it 
and that is complex.  You know it had the three drums and basically the rhythms are walking and 
into different things, I don’t think there was anything on all of that.  So it mentioned in the 
readings the differences between the religious and the secular and this music was praise music 
and the other music was not. But there wasn’t a musical breakdown of that part that much.  

Lisa: I was just interested in your take on it. I was going to ask you about similarities and/or 
differences that you noticed in religious music here in the Americas and in Africa.  Because 
you’ve been in Nigeria.  So, what were some of the similarities and differences in the playing 
style and the sound? 

Akin: Nigeria just has this, the Yoruba that I personally heard while there it had a more rapid 
pace.  Of course the whole feel of it was different.  It had this really big feel.  My first time ever 
hearing the bata that has continued to evolved, was at the Oshun festival.  And, four drummers 
and I couldn’t stand close, I had to move away because it was soooo loud.  It was like louder and 
more piercing than a really loud car system.  It was like (singing), it was really intense and so I 
think it has a different type of intensity.  It’s not always that fast, as when I listen to recordings 
and it’ll be different, the rhythms for different things.  But, of course with them playing with a 
leather slap which gives it the whack, whack, whack, just the real the slap.  You know already 
the slap in the Afro Cuban style gives this really nice high pitch, but this gives this real tense 
sound and again the color of the music.  The bata in Cuba has two different styles that were 
played, and what I’ve heard is that on one side it’s a little more (sings) sustained and it has this 
softer feel.   Where on the other side it’s a little harsher (sings). And the others you know 
(sings..) it seems that the other side where the tones are shorter is a little more similar in sound at 
least a little to what’s in Nigeria.  The rhythms, I mean, you can tell that you have these drums 
where there parts interlock to create other rhythms.  But of course when you’re there you notice 
it’s the same thing, their drums interlock in the same way.  But in Nigeria to Cuba things just 
happen differently, it’s hard to describe that difference, but it’s just a lot sharper in Nigeria I 
think.   The sound is sharper and when it gets moving rapidly it’s a seriously fast horse, like a 
train just rolling. 

Lisa: Do you think that in some ways linguists have shown that the Yoruba language in Cuba 
and the Caribbean remained more true to its form at that time in the Americas.  Would you think 
that in some way that is the same with the drums that people, in an attempt to preserve the style 
stopped developing the instrument and the playing style to a certain degree while it continued to 
change at least in different ways in Nigeria? 

Akin: Yeah, I would definitely say that because from the times that of course in Cuba in the 
period of enslavement, they were bringing Africans from the continent even after the U.S. had 
stopped, they were still bringing over Africans that were bringing what they were just doing 
before they were captured to Cuba or wherever they were going in the Americas.  So whatever 
was going on was just there it stayed that way.  So people were like, “we got this, we are doing 
what we were doing and we’ve got to pass it along otherwise we’re going to die” not just their 
bodies, but who we are, if we don’t keep it, pass it on to our children and maintain it.  Whoever 
of course came, for generations even the Africans that were new integrated into that and they 
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may have brought something new but they were still integrated into that and that was still 100s 
of years ago.  What was from then, was from then and the adaptations happened early on.  The 
obi to kola nut, to coconut, had to happen. Whatever the translation was in this new land, it had 
to happen pretty quickly.  You have to look and find the plant and okay this plant is like that 
plant and of course it takes a while, but they just stuck and sustained because of the necessity of 
survival.  Some things changed I don’t believe that people received Orisha in this same way as 
far as receiving at least five Orisha when you were initiated as a priest, but it wasn’t like that 
even hundreds of years ago in Nigeria and it’s not like that now, but just the necessity and the 
harshness of slavery.  Living a life where everyday you are being actively oppressed and put 
down, I think a lot of things formed to combat that and to make them stronger to deal with what 
they had to deal with and also to keep things going because there’s no free flow of life and 
information. You can’t just freely say I’m going over here to teach you how to divine and make 
your life easier, or you’re going to come over from the complete other side of the island to learn 
this from me.  I’ve got to teach somebody, or six of us have to teach this one person everything 
that we know and that one person has got to know it all. So it’s just compacting info a lot so that 
it can keep going. Because you can’t as a person say “oh, I’m going to go study at the Shango 
village, then I’m going to the Oshun village.” It’s like you live on this plantation and you’re not 
supposed to be learning about that so when we give it to you, we’ve got to give it all to you.   

Lisa: As a person whose been raised as a practitioner, born into the tradition, do you notice any 
differences in the way people view the tradition who come into it later in life as opposed to you 
since it’s always been a part of your worldview?  What processes do people have to go through 
as an adult that you’ve not necessarily had to deal with in the same way? 

Akin: The majority of people I see, in the U.S. have come to the tradition, Lucumi or Santeria, 
through Christianity and they are here and then you come here, same with my parents.  Of course 
one thing is animal sacrifice.  That’s got to be the one that it’s kind of funny to see people so 
squeamish.  There’s a lot more than that to have to then clean an animal, pluck a chicken and 
take out the insides, things like that watching people who haven’t been around that there’s that 
difference in being kind of weirded out.  Like, okay I’m going to put my hand inside of a dead 
animal and I’m going to take out…even just the ideas of dealing with water a body of water as a 
living entity or a tree or some plant that may be able to help them as a person.  That also, is one 
switch that I notice, but I think one thing is that at least for African Americans, the spirit of the 
people in the practice is familiar and that makes it that much easier because it feels like church. 
It’s the same spirit. I notice there’s that point where people think it’s not so or the people aren’t 
so different. As for me, I was encouraged even as a child to have my own relationship with spirit, 
I had warriors, two Orisha and I was encouraged to have a relationship with them. And I was 
kind of educated into who those Orisha were and contrary to what many people think that 
relationship was not with this object right here.  I knew, “okay this is Elegba” no this is the 
microphone or a microphone with which I can speak to Elegba and I was given this specific 
Elegba.  But, I was led to understand that Elegba is everywhere, you can walk to the crossroads 
or the points in your life, or everything that Elegba is about. So, I was interacting with the world 
and had this understanding of the Orisha as forces of nature, as things that were all around me, 
the push and pull of the universe, the Orisha.  That’s something that I understood earlier and 
other people coming from Christianity the focus is not “that” most of the time.  A tornado is just 
a tornado or maybe not, but being able to see your not going to the Orisha that governs things or 
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that aspect of nature. Things are more removed for them you’re relationship with God means 
God is right here and everywhere and everything and the person you thought was racist or did 
this towards you or the nicest person, there’s…the connectedness of people and the way things 
work in the world and everything wasn’t localized. I wasn’t able to say this has got to be this, 
nope, it’s that now but in two minutes it may switch and that’s how the world works and I have 
an avenue to work with these forces and to appeal to them. 

Lisa: You’re at a significant advantage because I’m learning what is real as an adult.   

Akin: I think I understand a lot more now, I did or had more of a connection and understanding 
maybe more than other children but over the time getting to really understand and to be able to 
break it down and think it through.  Now I’m older I’m able to see it as reality but it started for 
me as a child.  Now I can look back and see oh yeah it makes perfect sense and now I can break 
down how it made sense even though back then it just was.  Now I can figure out the equations 
differently. 

Lisa: Well, thank you.  I’d like to meet with you in a couple of weeks once I have time to 
process, but this is a great start. 
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Iya Olufemi Interview 

July 21, 2009 

Lisa: Iya will you tell me your full name? 

Olufemi: Olufemi and my ocha name is Iya Kere. 

Lisa: And today is July 21, 2009. Can you tell me how long you have been in the tradition? 

Olufemi: Since 1962. 

Lisa: 1962. And can you tell me a little bit about what brought you to the tradition and how you 
got involved? I know we had this conversation. 

Olufemi: My brothers introduced me to the religion and the culture. They were drummers and 
they used to play with Olatunji and Imram – these were people who were around, some of them 
are still around. But it all started really at the Yoruba Temple that Baba Oseijeman Adefunmi – 
who became a babalawo who is now an ancestor – opened up on 116th street between Fifth and 
Lenox Avenue, I think it was in 1959 when the temple opened up.  

Lisa: And you were hanging around with your brothers?  

Olufemi: Yeah I was a little person and they just took me, I was hanging out with them, that’s 
exactly what I was doing. They used to go there and drum and Oseijeman had gone to Nigeria 
and brought back some culture and some tradition. And then he went to Cuba and he was 
initiated and he sort of put all that together and he opened up this temple full of people. 

Lisa: And while your brothers were taking you around the tradition because they were 
drummers, were they involved in the tradition at all? 

Olufemi: Not so much. As far as the clothes and the food and the drumming and so forth but not 
the religious aspect of it. They had respect for it but they didn’t get involved in that. 

Lisa: So what do you think was different for you? What was the draw for you? 

Olufemi: Everything, everything. The people, the music – the music really drew me in. The 
language, the culture in terms of – because it was totally different from… I was born and raised 
in New York City in the village of Harlem so people are speaking African and wearing African 
attire, which I’ve always seen but you know, we didn’t wear that in my family and that’s 
something that I’ve always liked as long as I can remember. So it felt very at home to me, even 
though I was really young, it’s like I went home. Very natural to me. 

Lisa: And your family’s spiritual tradition was? 

Olufemi: Baptist. 

Lisa: Baptist. Have you noticed any similarities? 
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Olufemi: Oh absolutely – in being a Baptist? Oh yes, definitely. And even in certain ceremonies 
that they do that they don’t necessarily do on Sundays with the congregation. And prayers, what 
they say in the libations, yeah. The way they take care of each other, it’s the same, yeah, it’s the 
same.  

Lisa: So your attraction had to do with all that was involved, the people, the music –  

Olufemi: Definitely the music, definitely the music.  

Lisa: Anything in particular about the music? 

Olufemi: It just… It was spellbinding. I was in awe, always in awe, I couldn’t believe what I 
was hearing. And then these people that I know are African Americans are singing in this 
language and they’re playing this music and it just sounds like something that I should know, 
something that I should be doing, something I should be practicing. It was just, it was like I 
found my house, you know what I mean? I found my house, that lost sound of it, the lost family, 
something that was missing I found. Because I felt [old?] even as a kid, I couldn’t get enough of 
it. I still can’t. 

Lisa: That leads to my next question, what doyou think has kept you grounded in the tradition. 

Olufemi: Oh wow, besides the love of it, the love that I have for it, the respect that I have for it – 
my egun. Because I came from a very wholesome family, my family is still wholesome; I was 
raised by both my parents, by my grandparents on both sides, and I had all my aunts and uncles. 
We were always in each other’s houses, they always visit, we always visit them, we always did 
things together, you know, we always knew to stay in our place – and I grew up like that. So this 
was just an extension of that, actually. Yeah, it’s like I found more family because it was still 
that way. There was an order. 

Lisa: What have you noticed have been the changes or the developments to the tradition since 
you came in? 

Olufemi: [Deep breath] The changes… good or bad? 

Lisa: Both, whichever you’d like to start with. 

Olufemi: Well, the exploitation of the culture, the exploitation of the religion is very sad to me 
because it’s about a dollar and people have it – you know it’s like anybody can be a part, they 
met them or allowed them to be a part and it’s really not here [touches chest] it’s to sell it to the 
world. It’s to, like I said, exploit it, take advantage of it. Those things, that’s very annoying to 
me. On the other hand, all that’s good about it is that I love the Orisha. I always say maferefun 
egun, I praise you because without egun we wouldn’t even be here. But the Orisha are… You 
know, there’s one God. But the Orisha are deities that once walked the planet like we do now so 
you can sort of get a little taste. You know like when one has a reading or goes to have 
divination done for them and a particular Orisha is talking I think the reason why they can tell 
you so much about yourself is because it’s happened before. Like my grandparents or my parents 
used to say when we used to do something, “You think you’re the only one, you didn’t start this. 
We’ve been doing this a long time that’s why I’m way ahead of you. I already know what you’re 
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thinking before you do it.” It’s really the same thing on a different level, but it’s the same thing. 
Yeah, I wouldn’t trade it for anything. 

Lisa: Why do you sing, why do you do what you do in the tradition. 

Olufemi: Because I love to sing, but singing the Orisha music, it just puts me a little closer with 
Olodumare. And I feel a special – a certain kind of connection. First of all, I sing because I love 
the Orisha music. But I love to see, in the religion – at a function, for example, at an ocha or a 
bembe – singing the Orisha music and getting a response from the people. I love to see me sing 
and them respond. And I sing certain things and people will pass Orisha or the Orisha will come 
down, but you have to be doing and singing certain kinds of things to make that happen. 
Sometimes people can pass Orisha walking down the street – nobody was singing, there was no 
drumming – things like that happen, down the street, in your house, in the kitchen it can happen. 
But I’m talking specifically at functions, it makes me so happy. It just makes me happy. 

Lisa: I’m wondering about your state of mind and the focus that is required to do what you do 
and keep the energy where it needs to be. And I’m wondering if in a sense there doesn’t need to 
be some type of cognitive flexibility or some type of maybe, in a sense, possession that is 
happening with you or channeling of something else. 

Olufemi: Well, no possession I don’t think, but all of the above, yes. And a channeling and 
focusing because, for example, you can do five Elegba bembes and each one is different. You 
might start off with the same songs – you might sing the same songs at each one but it won’t be 
the same order, different things will be happening and you sort of follow – I don’t know, they 
talk to me. The egun talk to me and tell me what to do. And not only do they tell me, I’m 
watching. And sometimes priests will come in – I don’t know each and every one, I try to make 
it my business to – but I don’t, so sometimes I will ask – because you salute them or you salute 
their head – what Orisha they have. But you watch the people and my egun talk to me, “Do this, 
sing that, go over there.” Sometimes I’m all over the room, I’m in and out, I don’t always just 
stay up by the drums because things are happening in the back sometimes. Sometimes I go to the 
back or go halfway just to bring it forward, to bring it in front of the drum, the energy. Yes I am 
talking about a person, but I’m really dealing with the energy more than the person.  

Lisa: How has the process been for you gauging how to do that? Is it something that 
immediately when you started you were able to do or…? 

Olufemi: Yeah because I – I don’t know, I can’t answer that really. 

Lisa: How long have you been singing for ceremony? 

Olufemi: Since 1964.  

Lisa: So since the very start! You started immediately. 

Olufemi: Yeah. 

Lisa: How did you start? And how old were you? 
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Olufemi: Oh don’t ask me how old. I was a teenager, I was a very young teenager. The first 
person I really heard singing Orisha music was Nana Oseijeman, yes. He was the first one I 
heard when I went to the Yoruba temple on 116th street, and it was like “Oh my God! What is he 
saying? I don’t care what he’s saying, I want to learn that!” Because it just sounded so heavenly. 
You know, it didn’t sound like R & B and jazz and mambo, it didn’t sound like gospel, it was 
something else softer but it was… I don’t know, it was out there, it was really out there, and it 
took me out there like into a trance almost. Nobody ever said I got possessed so I just say a 
trance in my own mind. But I remember that was the first person I ever heard physically sing 
Orisha and then I just started paying attention. I had an album, I had a couple of albums, it was 
called Santería and the lady that sang was Mercedita Valdez. One album was yellow and green 
and I think the other one was red and yellow or something like that, these were real old albums 
that had Santería music on it way back in the day. I mean in the 50s, early 60s – I can’t even 
remember when the album was but I know I had them. And from the Yoruba temple I just 
happened to be going past a Spanish music store and something said Santería. I didn’t know it 
was a connection, but I bought it because of the picture and the color, and when I turned it over it 
said something about Elegua and Shango and that was it; that was the beginning of the 
beginning. And I listened to it all the time on our record player that played 45s and 78s and LPs. 
And then my brothers, specifically my brother Wayne, who’s a Shango, he took me to a bembe 
one time, he took me to this bembe – this is outside the Yoruba temple now – the timespan is not 
far, it’s like next week or like that. I wasn’t quite 14 yet – the first time I sang a bembe I was 14 
– but I wasn’t quite 14 and a man named Juan Candela, iba e, he had Shango made and then he 
became babalawo and it was Totico who has Yemaya now, he lives up north, and some other 
men, they were playing and singing so everything it just fell into place. Every time I went 
someplace it kind of [slaps hands together] it was like a confirmation that this is what you’re 
going to do, this is where you’re going to go, this is what it is. It was like it was being laid out for 
me almost. What I think about it in hindsight, it was really being laid out for me. I never thought 
about it like that, but it was, it was. So then I went to the temple, like I said, and I heard him sing. 
Then I went to another bembe and I told my brother “I want to learn these songs,” and Totico, 
the same person, was singing and there was Pachato he was a very famous drummer. Have you 
heard of him? 

Lisa: Mm-hmm. 

Olufemi: I was at his ocha; I took him out and presented him to the drums. Anyway, it was 
Totico and Pachato and Julito Culianso, ibaye, these people were singing and I said I want to 
learn it. I asked them if I could write it down and they said, “You can’t write anything down, we 
better never see you with a recorder but you can come and learn. You have to learn by listening. 
You have to be here to learn it, we’re not going to let you write.” And they never let me write 
anything down, I never wrote anything down. I had to be there to learn it. That’s why the people 
today are so fortunate – how lucky they are! They even have DVDs. I mean they had books 
before but we had to go to Fort Knox to get them, you know? But they’re so lucky today, there’s 
lots of albums, lots of everything. On the internet, I mean, come on. Everything was behind 
doors then. 

Lisa: What was their reasoning for not letting you write it down or record it? Did they ever tell 
you? 
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Olufemi: Well, I think it was one way to see if I was serious, also to see what I may do with it – 
even though I was young, you never know. And if I really wanted to learn I’d be there and I 
would go through it just like they did. Later on other things happened for me but that’s how I 
learned, that’s how I had to learn, that’s how I had to get what I got.  

Lisa: Just by being there? 

Olufemi: Yeah, I had to be there. They said, “You can ask us over and over again but you have 
to be here. Don’t let us see you writing!” But you know it’s funny because when I’d go home, 
I’d remember so much I just wrote down everything because I would remember the melody, the 
hard thing was remembering the words. Once I had the words I had the melody already. So yeah.  

Lisa: You mentioned that we’re lucky today because we can learn by recordings and write things 
down – how to you feel about that, other than being lucky. Do you think that’s a good thing? 

Olufemi: Oh yeah! Oh most definitely! Sure do, it can reach the masses quicker. I’m all for 
technology, I don’t like exploitation. I don’t like to be taken advantage of, misused, 
misunderstood, kindness for weakness – but I’m for it 100 percent, yeah sure. 

Lisa: How has the way that you were trained and the advantages that are out there now, how has 
that affected the way you teach? Because I know like Nzinga calls you her teacher. Do you have 
a lot of students? 

Olufemi: Not now. Not now, but I did and I do and I’m sure there would be a lot if I would just 
be still, but there’s always something to go get, you know? And somewhere to go, and something 
to do, so that’s what kind of spirit I have. I’m grounded, but I’m not still. What was the top part 
of that question again? 

Lisa: How does that impact the way you teach? Or what would you tell somebody who wanted 
to learn? 

Olufemi: Oh, no I definitely believe in go and get this tape, go get this DVD, get the book, and 
let’s go through it. Yeah, definitely. And here’s a little something from my little stuff here too. 
Yeah, sure. 

Lisa: So what role do you thing the oral tradition plays in the music aspect of the tradition now. 
Is there a place for it today or…? 

Olufemi: Oh, yes. If it wasn’t, it just wouldn’t be. I think that’s the center.  

Lisa: Do you think that one mode of learning the music is better than others? To be in class is 
better or to be in ceremony is better? 

Olufemi: I always thing ceremony is better. Yeah, I always thing ceremony is better but class is 
just as good because class can prepare you for ceremony. 

Lisa: What is the role of singing in the tradition and in ceremony? Why is that so important? 
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Olufemi: Well, we are the ones that really are controlling – We’re the callers. We’re the callers 
of the orisha and, at times, if you’re doing egun, that too. So we’re the ones that’s sending the 
message as well as the drums. Because we’re calling them, we’re praising them, we’re speaking 
to them, we’re saying things to them for them to answer. I mean when you have, for example, 
bembes – usually there’s an orisha shows up. I have done bembes where not one. Many egun 
showed up though. I mean that’s another thing that that was happening, that’s happened. But we 
call them to come down to help the people. You don’t just call them for no reason, like, “What 
did you call me for?” “Well this is why I called you, for so and so and so and so,” like that. But 
you call them and they come to help the people, to clean the people, to comfort the people, to 
give them some insight on their life or a recipe or a remedy, yeah.  

Lisa: How is the role of the drummer different in ceremony? Or is it more alike than it is 
different? 

Olufemi: That they’re not singing.  

Lisa: They’re still speaking though. 

Olufemi: Yeah. Their role is obviously different – besides that they do sing, but they are the 
drummers. They are the ones that’s really – I call on one end, they call on the other end. So it’s 
like a driving force, one pushes the other to make the circle, to make the connection. I could 
really expound on that more but I’ll leave that for Chuckie. 

Lisa: Alright, when you started you mentioned not knowing exactly what they were saying. 

Olufemi: No I didn’t, but I did. 

Lisa: Right. 

Olufemi: I didn’t, but I did. 

Lisa: I always wonder about how people are able to so clearly communicate through those songs 
without necessarily understanding what it is and that process. 

Olufemi: Once again, I think it’s egun. Egun is all in all under and around. Because I used to 
wonder, until I really started paying attention, that it is egun because egun, like I said, talks to me 
and tells me… Like, besides the order, for example in the beginning of a tambor or bembe or 
ceremony of drumming, with bata for example, you do the oro seco which is played just for the 
orisha. Then you have the oro cantado which that same oro in order of the orishas from Elegba to 
whomever the ceremony might be for is last. Then it’s sung. First it’s played with no song, then 
it’s sung in this order. But – I was right there, my mind is all over. Help me again. 

Lisa: So the order, first you play everything and then you sing it without any dancing. 

Olufemi: No but you do dance, you do dance to the oro cantado. You do dance to the oro 
cantado but it’s not like the bembe part. The bembe – after the oro cantado it’s open, but after the 
oro seco it’s open, because during the oro cantado people will come and salute the drums, they 
will put money in the jicara – if they have it or they don’t. And during the oro cantado, people 
will come. When I say salute the drums, not only salute but they salute the drums when they’re 
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playing to their orishas – I’m not talking about aleyos, I’m talking about priests, iya- and 
babaloshas or santeros and santeras – to their orisha and they will come and salute the drum and 
they will dance. And then when that song is over, they go to the next oro song and it’s like that. 
Because you don’t have to be still during the oro. Sometimes you have ceremony, for example, 
let’s say somebody wants to give an oro in their house, it’s not a bembe but “I’m giving an oro 
I’m just going to play for the orisha and I would like everybody to come.” So when the oro seco 
is played just for the orisha, the oro cantado is now stretched out a little longer because it’s not a 
full-fledged bembe, but let’s say “I’m just having oro I would like you to come,” people should 
not have to stand around. Everybody is singing, you’re dancing. You don’t stretch it out too long 
because it is only an oro cantado, but you don’t have to stand there, everybody is dancing and 
singing. You don’t have to sing 50,000 songs because you’re not making it a bembe, it’s an oro. 
So you sing a few songs to this one, a few songs – not seven or eight, maybe three or four, 
maybe two or four – like that. And people can dance and sing because it’s just an oro, the party is 
just an oro. So you don’t have to stand there all day like that, that’s not the way. That’s not the 
way I learned; that’s not the way I learned from the west, that’s not the way I learned from Cuba, 
that’s not the way I learned up north. 

Lisa: Were your teachers primarily Cuban or were they American practitioners? 

Olufemi: Primarily Cuban and American. Cuban, Cuban-American, and African Americans, 
yeah. 

Lisa: Did you notice any difference in the approaches to orisha worship through music. 

Olufemi: In the beginning, yes. For me when I was younger, African Americans played more 
bembe or 6/8 with the conga drums and the shekere and the cow bell, and the Cubans played 
more bata. Because bata wasn’t everywhere and it’s sort of played behind closed doors. 
Everything was like – well the Religion was really like hush hush when I first got into it, it 
wasn’t anything like it is now. Nowhere near anything like it was now in terms of being open. 
You know, it was hush hush. But at the Yoruba temple we had bembes every Friday. He did this 
so the people could see and learn and understand – I mean it was an introduction to the Yoruba 
culture, Yoruba religion. So he did this and every week it was for somebody different. Not 
necessarily a priest was there, but he was a priest so he could set it up for whomever he wanted 
to. And that’s how that happened. So that took me to that and it all came together like one big 
family for me. 

Lisa: So there’s more similarities than differences?  

Olufemi: Oh yes, much more similar than different. Because those same brothers back then who 
were just playing conga and shekere learned to play bata and it all came together. 

Lisa: How many women were singers when you –  

Olufemi: That’s a very good question, I didn’t know any.  

Lisa: And yet you felt right at home doing it. 
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Olufemi: Oh yeah, you know I really did. I know one woman, her name was Olympia. I know 
her last name, I just cannot remember right now. She was Cuban, she had Yemaya, ibaye tonu. 
Beautiful lady, beautiful voice. I just was – She took me under her wing, she took me under her 
wing because every time I saw her from the first time I saw ever her – still whenever I’m 14 – 
every time I saw her – because now my brother has to find these places and take me every 
weekend. “Leave me, I’ll be fine. I’ll be fine. No I don’t know anybody, well I know one 
person” – one of the drummers he might know, and – “I’ll be fine.” You know he started doing 
that and anyway I started going by myself. But this lady Olympia had this voice, the way she 
sang… I would watch her sing and watch what happened to the people. I would watch her sing 
and just, things would be happening and she would be right here [gestures up toward the sky] 
you know, her eyes. Like she was praying, she was praying and whatever she was saying was 
happening here. “I’ve got to do this.” And she took me under her wing, I got to know her, I got 
to know her and she just took me under her wing. You’ve got to be there though, she wouldn’t 
let me write down anything I just had to be there. So I had these other men, I had Juan Candela, 
iba e, I had Totico, I had Julito Culianso, I had Nana Oseijeman, I had Olympia.  

Lisa: All these were your teachers. 

Olufemi: What? And anything else I could get on the side, you know what I mean? Yeah. 

Lisa: And today, how many women do you know who are singing? 

Olufemi: Oh, I know some sisters up north, there’s Amma McKen, she has Yemaya; there’s 
Oladoyin she has Obatala; and there’s another Amma [perhaps Oloriwa! Amma] – I’m sorry 
baby girl – but she has Obatala and they’re beautiful. They sing and they’ve passed it on, they’ve 
passed it down too. Because Amma the Obatala, she’s a beautiful writer, she writes orisha music 
in English. Yeah I’m sure the world will be hearing from her real soon. Her daughter has a 
beautiful voice and it’s happening, it’s happening. There are other young women that are now 
singing so it’s quite a few, which is wonderful. It’s not enough. 

Lisa: Why do you think historically it’s been more of a man’s – 

Olufemi: Ah, chauvinism. But here – I don’t think in Cuba, there’s just as many women that 
sing, just beautiful. But here, I really don’t know. Because it’s so macho here, I don’t know. 
Maybe they [the women] feel a little inhibited to – I never felt that way. They never made me 
feel that way. Or maybe my mind was somewhere else, I just never let that kind of energy in. I 
really don’t know. There’s so many women I know that want to sing, too, and know a lot or have 
the ear and they just won’t, like “I don’t want to,” I’m saying, “Go ahead! You have to start 
somewhere. Just do it, we’ll all help you.” I never felt that way, it’s a lot of things that I don’t 
know but my heart and my ears are like this big to know. Just let me hear it one time and I got it, 
I’ll get it. 

Lisa: What do you think women’s roles have been in general in the tradition, especially here in 
this country? 

Olufemi: To hold it together! I’ve said it. To hold it together. We have held it together, too. I 
think in the Latin community and in the African American community, definitely. I mean, we 
have lots of men that are holding it together, but we hold it together. I think we are the glue. 
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Lisa: Do you notice any difference in, say, the tradition as practiced in the African American 
community from the Cuban community at all? 

Olufemi: Practicing, what do you mean specifically? 

Lisa: I mean the roles, like I know even in my lineage, it was a woman who really started our 
line, my ile is pretty much run by my Iya.  My godfather is there, and he’s a leader and has a 
role, but it seems to me, in the African American community, when I go to ceremony it’s the 
women who are the elders and who are really – Now I see more men. And I just don’t know 
because I haven’t been to a lot of things. 

Olufemi: Well for me too, yeah it’s been like that. You know, the women run – what I’ve seen 
and how I grew up in it in New York – that the women, they run everything except what’s going 
on in the room. Not that they’re not there but when ceremony is happening, the men are 
conducting it – be it an oba or a babalawo – and the women are doing everything else. They’re 
doing everything else. So, really, the women are doing everything except the matanza, which is 
the sacrifice of the animals, but they do everything else. They do the osayin. The oba does the 
calling and – that’s the main part. In the room the men are the center, the women, we do 
everything else. We hold it down, and we get it together, and we put it together and make it 
happen. Without giving you details about everything.  

Lisa: Right, I’ve been there yeah all the way in. What would you hope that research could offer 
to you and to this tradition? 

Olufemi: The truth. The truth on our culture – we’re talking about research now – the truth on 
our culture and tradition. Because so many things have been distorted, so many things have been 
lied about, so many things have been mixed up and it’s become His-story as opposed to our 
story. That I would like to see change so we can be free to celebrate and practice our religion and 
culture just as everyone else does without being put in a category. Because, for example, anytime 
they find a chicken or goat head or something like that, “It’s Santería.” Once they say “Santería” 
we all know it’s Yoruba something, something happened. But why does it always have to be 
negative? When you’re always trying to get in there and find out what we’re doing in the name 
of, “Well we just want to study this and we’ll give you a grant and we’ll do this for you if you 
just let us in,” to exploit us. You know, and then turn it around. And you always make it your 
own, you try to make it your own but we get no anything for it. They wind up going away to 
teach – they teach all of our everything. I mean, we have ocha in the museums – full ocha – it’s 
keeping the museums open, and what? It’s not a bad thing that people can see to share, but 
enough is enough. We don’t know what they do in the Vatican, do we? I mean, that’s a whole 
nother something but I’m just talking about that’s just another branch of, you know, I’m just 
talking about religion. And our people – I don’t know so much the African Americans when I 
say “our people” I’m speaking of people of orisha so I don’t really have to be specific – our 
people are exploiting it now because they’re hungry and they just need the dollar, or they want 
the dollar, or they want to be famous. It’s just sad to me, it’s sad. Because once it’s no longer a 
secret it’s no longer sacred, and that’s sad to me.  

Lisa: What would you really hope to see in the Yoruba community in America over the next ten, 
twenty, fifty years? 
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Olufemi: What would I like to see happen? Wow. That we could just all come together and 
really love and unite and support each other and show orisha – or respect orisha as we really 
should, as we say we do. And each other. I would love to see that happen right here in the United 
States. I would love to see all the houses be able to come together and really mean it, you know, 
and be one. Maybe that’s just too far-fetched, but I would love to see that. I would love to see it.  

Lisa: Well, Iya that’s all I have right now. 

Olufemi: That was a lot. 

Lisa: That was a lot? Well I was going to ask you, can I maybe follow up later on? Call you or 
come visit you? 

Olufemi: Absolutely. 

Lisa: Thank you so much, okay. 
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Interview with William “Bill” Lowman 

February 12, 2010 

 

Baba Bill: To help our people, you know you’re also strengthening you. Cause, I don’t know, I 
have a problem with throwing pearls before swine.  Helping people who just ain’t ready. 

Lisa: Right, I don’t want to come across as that. To me it would have been valuable, It is 
valuable to look at women associated with this…the music tradition.  That would be interesting 
to me, as a practitioner, as well as a scholar.  But, is that…you know…contributing anything to 
our community? To what we have.  Like, John Mason’s book has contributed to people being 
able to participate in the ceremonies 

Baba: At this point, almost anything you do Lisa, to document and promote just what’s going 
on, to document what’s happening is going to be helpful.  Because there is well, what’s going on 
this dominant level is they can’t even begin to wrap their heads around who we are or it’s like 
sometimes what I hear in the background is, “well it ain’t your time yet! We ain’t come around 
to discover you to throw the light on ya’ll and don’t try to jump in line!.” It’s like, you’ll get your 
turn when we come to ravage you. But, it’s like they can’t, they can’t…Cause I went to the 
democrat.  I went to the Tallahassee Democrat before black history month, last year, actually, the 
year before… and said to them, “You know there’s something else going on here. You think that 
the Afrikan centered school movement died or the black studies movement died, it didn’t. It 
became this. It became this. And so, my interest wasn’t that all black folks need to come into this 
tradition, I’m just saying there’s something else going on and that you’re not paying attention to. 
So, all of the sudden one day, the image that comes to me is egungun dancing down the middle 
of Monroe street, with a thousand people dancing behind it and you know…drums, and 
everybody dressed in Orisha clothes and they gone be like, “how’d that? Where’d they come 
from? When’d that happen?” And we were trying to tell you.  Ten years ago we were trying to 
tell you this is what was happening and they didn’t want to know.  They don’t want to know.  
But, almost anything you do at this point is going to be helpful. Um, because it’s not…no one 
wants to know this..it’s like they’re not paying attention and there’s all kinds of stuff that is not, 
almost anywhere you look to do something, it needs to be done. Even if it’s been done, ain’t 
enough of it been done.  (Laughing) So, don’t limit yourself. Don’t think that you know, there’s 
too much been done or you know…this is the tip of the iceberg. Cause no one’s done the history.  
And the people who are coming I have no real sense of how short a period of time this is.  Ya’ll 
comin in at this time, but it’s been 50 years.  And you know, the people who started this died 10, 
15, 20 years ago. You know they were still here. You could have talked to the man who got it in 
his head that he was going to bring this here. Just a few years ago.  And many of the people who 
are here today, like me who dealt with him directly, but this is so short a period of time. And, 
you all have so much to do. Y’all have so much more to do, it’s not even funny (laughing) !  
Ya’ll..you know. Don’t even think about it, ya’ll have so much to do. 

Lisa: For the record let me get you to say your full name and your ocha name. 

Baba Bill: Juan Alvarez (both laugh)…Is that on? 
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Lisa: Yeah, cause you started before I was even ready! 

Baba Bill: Bill Lowman, originally from Pittsburgh Penn! 

Lisa: And, today is February 12th. Can you tell me how many years you’ve been in the tradition? 

Baba Bill: The way I measure that is by the age of my daughter, who will be 33 this year. So it’s 
been 33 years 

Lisa: And, how did you come into it? How did you become interested? 

Baba Bill: Well, I initially was interested in being a Catholic priest when I saw some black 
Catholic priests in Pittsburgh for the first time. When I was in high school I was about 17, but 
then what came along was the black studies movement. And, the black power movement and I 
started looking for something, a religious tradition that more represented black people.  So, I 
didn’t know what that was because with where I was coming from I was angry with the Catholic 
Church that I had grown up with.  I just kind of had an attitude with them, but I also had an 
attitude with the black church. So, I didn’t consider becoming a Baptist minister as buying into 
or being a part of that black power/black studies movement.  But, I didn’t know what it would 
be. Over the course of the two to three years I took black studies courses and I was taking a 
course on black philosophy, I don’t know what it was called.  But, I ran into a young man, a 
young black man at the University of Pittsburgh who was mopping the floor.  He was a janitor at 
the University of Pittsburgh and he knew about the class I was taking. And, about the professor 
and we were talking about metaphysics or whatever and this spooky stuff and that spooky stuff 
and he said, “if you really interested in this, you need to go to New York and see this man.” So I 
was like…okay. (both laugh) I mean I didn’t really know the young man but he was named 
Timojen Ekunfe 

Lisa: That was the janitor’s name? (both laugh) 

Baba Bill: Yeah, and he’s now a priest of Aganju, and he got me started in this. But I went to 
east 89th street in Manhattan and went to see Chris Oleana who was the founder of this tradition 
in America along with Oba Sejiman the king of Oyatunji. 

Lisa: Did you go to see Oba Sejiman or were you just mentioning him as… 

Baba Bill: No, I went to see Chris Oleana. I didn’t have a clue as to what this was called or who 
he was or what he did, or why really I was going to see him.  I just knew I was looking for 
something and Timojen said, to check this guy out. When I got there it was a typical New York 
apartment, it was a mess, a hot mess and so was Chris (laugh). But, clearly it was exactly what I 
was looking for.  He gave me a reading and ibaye, Chris Oleana could read you just by looking 
at your forehead like he was watching a movie on your forehead.  That’s how he could read you, 
and that’s how I got involved. 

Lisa: What was it that has kept you involved over the years? Because it’s a challenging tradition 
to be a part of and to remain faithful to.  What has been the main thing, you can sum it up into 
one or two things that has been the reason you felt like you could stay in this tradition, as 
opposed to any other you may have encountered? 
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Baba Bill: Well, nothing else has captured my imagination like this.  I was specifically looking 
for an African based religion, okay, and I can’t really say that I have explored a lot of other 
African based religions other than this.  I never really felt a need to. But, it captured my 
imagination and it’s continued to grow as I have grown and understood this.  This continues to 
grow larger and larger the more I learn about it, the bigger it gets. So, I’m never bored by this, 
I’m always fascinated by what I discover and what I do in this.  It’s been everything that I’ve 
looked for and more. 

Lisa: What changes have you noticed in the tradition in the 33 years you’ve been involved? 
What have been the major things that have evolved or changed? 

Baba Bill: Well, first of all when I first came in, I didn’t know anything.  There wasn’t a whole 
lot to know, at least for African Americans at that time.  And, I guess that’s one of the biggest 
changes is that there was probably some really tiny number of African Americans involved in 
this 33 years ago.  What people knew was what they could get from Cubans or Hispanics in the 
tradition that would share with them that would translate that would break things down.  And, 
you had many, many people over the years that studied that who researched and worked, and 
wrote and made things available to other people.  Now we have tens of thousands of people, 
African Americans, in this tradition, as well as other people and it’s just amazing how it’s grown. 

Lisa: Your first reading was with Chris Oleana and yet your godmother is Iya Penny.  What was 
the relationship, how did you become… 

Baba Bill: Well, Iya Penny was Chris Oleana’s girlfriend and Chris Oleana..I wrote about this a 
couple of years ago.  But, Chris Oleana is on one level like the dragon in some epic stories, that 
guards this treasure, right. And, in order to get to the treasure, you have to risk being torn 
asunder by the dragon or the monster (laughing) and sometimes, some of the relationships 
between godchildren and god parents is that kind of adversarial relationship and some people 
survive it and some people don’t.   I was able to get some treasure from that relationship, but 
then the rest of it I didn’t survive. So, I had to move on and luckily Iya Penny came to the rescue 
and took over at that point. 

Lisa: And, what have you witnessed, what have you seen with Iya Penny, or women’s role in the 
tradition in general? How are women functioning in the tradition socially or politically or how… 

Baba Bill: Well, I don’t really know how strong it is in Nigeria or Cuba, but in the African 
American community because of just what we were saying before, the nature of America and the 
enslavement here, women have been able to survive, not well, certainly not well.  They have not 
enjoyed what I would say was a positive experience here, or really good, but better than many 
men, just because of the nature of the politics or the economics and power in America is that 
men definitely were not trying to get any love from this country. And women being devalued and 
dismissed and thought to be weak and insignificant were like, “okay, well ya’ll can have these 
crumbs.”  So, that black women in this tradition really are the base of it. They’re the base of it 
and even with the things that they quote, unquote, can’t do or not supposed to do many of those 
things get done because the women see that the men learn it and get those skills and have that 
ability and move forward.  The women in this tradition are the majority of the people who are in 
it. I guess in many cases women are smart enough or smarter to get in the door to get into the 
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door, to see in the door to see what this is. Many times smarter than men that think, they know 
every damn thing anyway. You know, they don’t need nothing. And a lot of times what I hear 
from men is “I can do this” or there’s a level of subservience in them that’s a part of this, that’s 
inherent in this that many men can’t handle. Many men cannot handle this because there’s an 
aspect of humility in the relationship with Orisha, with egun, with just spirit that you have to be 
willing to bow down. Now, it’s not just bow down, cause you got to be able to stand up too and 
wear a crown, but you definitely have to bow down. And many men can’t handle that.  Whereas 
women, in many cases, women grew up with that sense of you know you can bend and be rigid 
and bend alternate between those two. 

Lisa: You talked about the things that women were not supposed to do.  Can you talk a little 
about why there are certain taboos, where they might have come from? For instance, like in our 
lineage women are not supposed to read with ancestors or when they are on their cycle they are 
not supposed to do things, I’m just wondering about where those things come from. 

Baba Bill: I really don’t know exactly where they come from. The only thing I can say is, it’s 
what human beings have always done.  You know, culturally that they assign roles and duties, 
and responsibilities, and some people will say well the Orisha determine that.  Well, I don’t 
know whether they did or not, but there are women who can read dilogun but they’re not 
supposed to sit on a mat and read dilogun, you know…they’re supposed to sit in a  chair and read 
dilogun, but then some people will tell you well that ain’t right either. So, I don’t really know 
where they come from.  We preserve them and keep them as best we can based on what our 
elders tell us. And then sometime they change or other people will change and push the 
envelope. I don’t necessarily see them as good or bad or positive or negative.  It’s just what 
people do. I don’t get a sense necessarily that they’re about controlling women all the time or 
keeping power from women. Because that is not the case in this tradition. Women have power in 
this tradition.  And it is recognized that female power is legitimate power and is not diminished 
power in this tradition. And although individual men or women may believe that or think that or 
express those ideas it’s not really overall what’s presented by this tradition that women should be 
controlled or that their power is less than the power of men or male power. 

Lisa: Can you cite a few examples of how female power is acknowledged and considered equal 
to or as valid as a male’s power? Like, are there any specific traditions? 

Baba Bill: Well, just the idea. I’ve thought a lot about this whole idea of women being on 
shequa and the idea in my mind, on one hand is that, that is acknowledged as a power in itself. 
The reason that you don’t salute a babalawo when you’re on shequa or you don’t work with 
Orisha when you’re on shequa is not because there’s something negative about it, or that there’s 
something wrong about it.  It is that it is a power in and of itself.  It is the only way in which 
human beings come to the planet, in which spirit comes here to the planet. And I can’t imagine in 
my mind that African people would diminish the only process we have for bringing human 
beings onto the planet. Okay, so I don’t think that we think that that’s dirty, or negative, or 
wrong. Cause we don’t have any other alternative.  If women don’t renew that chamber with that 
process than we don’t have a future, we don’t have descendants, egun cant’ come back (laughs) 
so, I don’t think that that is. And, we have some people who see that from a western perspective 
because that’s how we’ve grown up. You know, that women have to hide that and “oh, don’t tell 
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nobody, and it’s quiet, and we not gone tell your daddy we just gon take you over to the 
drugstore and get you what you need.” Like you’ve done something wrong. No, you’ve fulfilled 
role that only women can fulfill on the planet.  You know they’re trying to do this in the 
laboratory but come on now. Ya’ll don’t need no 100s of millions of dollars’ worth of facilities 
and equipment.  All ya’ll need is show up (laughing) and ya’ll make people.  That’s not wrong, 
that’s not negative and that’s acknowledged when they say, “okay, when you’re doing that, 
you’re doing something important you doing something special, you need to step back.” 

Lisa: Well, what about some of the initiations, that have been somewhat controversial, like 
Iyanifa?  How are iles able to function when they have women at the heads when they are still in 
those years of menstruating?  How are they able to function if they have specific events that they 
have to do or rituals that need to be done and women are on shequa? 

Baba Bill: Well, what traditionally I’ve witnessed and experienced, and the way I’ve practiced 
and the way my elders have shown me to practice is that we don’t do this by ourselves, we do 
this in conjunction with other iles with other communities, with other priests so that we form 
alliances and relationships.  It’s almost like how kingdoms intermarry, that’s how we initiate one 
another, we initiate each other within and amongst other iles to create these alliances so that 
when a women who may still be menstruating is the head of a household and she needs to do a 
ceremony that requires a man or an older woman then she can call on these other communities 
and have them come and work with her to do what needs to be done. So, we don’t work alone, 
we’re not…at least how we’ve… I think what works best is working within a community.  You 
know, inviting other people and having them come. 

Lisa: Why are initiations like iyanifa necessary? These initiations, like ifa is a man’s priesthood 
or cult.  Why have they become, or how old is the tradition of initiating women? 

Baba Bill: I mean, I don’t know. There’s, that’s an ongoing controversy and it probably will be 
ongoing for sometime until something really definitive happens or comes down.  I can’t really 
speak to that because I don’t know that much about ifa. I don’t have that much experience with 
that. I know that there are any number of restrictions that I’ve come across, like supposedly gay 
men are not supposed to be initiated to ifa gay men are not supposed to be initiated to palo, but 
we know that these things have been done. Women are not supposed to play bata , but there are 
women who are playing bata…so, the issue is if after a while the sky doesn’t fall in or folks 
don’t get run over by a truck, then I guess we’ll figure some kind of way of widening the 
envelope and say well it must be okay. Maybe, or maybe not, maybe folks will get hit by a truck 
(laughs).  

Lisa: From your understanding of the tradition in Cuba where the tradition has survived, have 
you come across any differences in the way that women function here in the U.S. from the way 
they function in Cuba? 

Baba Bill: No, I don’t think so, it’s just that with the idea that we are initiated to these Orisha 
and they’re male and female Orisha, from the human perspective, it’s like these Orisha have this 
unlimited potential even though in comparison to another Orisha they may be called smaller or 
bigger in comparison to who we are they’re just limitless. So, even the idea that you could 
exhaust your understanding of Oshun, or Yemaya, or Oya, or Oba, no.  Women in this tradition 
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probably in Cuba and here run things. They run things, they are elders, they are fierce, they are 
feared, they are respected and it has to be. Because of what it is that they represent, what it is that 
they are connected to is fierce.  It is fierce. It’s awesome power. So there’s no, from being on the 
human level, there’s no real sense of well we can just dismiss you, honey” or “you just go over 
there and sit down” because the little tiniest woman can one day grow up to be the most fierce 
madrina, you know (laughs). 

Lisa: Speaking of fierce, can you describe the iyami energy, what iyami is? 

Baba: I don’t know, I don’t want to try to speak definitively on that because I haven’t really 
explored that or studied that extensively.  But, just my sense of the little that I’ve heard people 
speak about iyami it’s really, really, really ancient female power and probably more than that. 
And when you ask about iyami, it gets to this whole idea of why are things secret or unknown in 
this tradition. It’s because that knowledge, you have to be ready to hold that, you have to be 
ready to understand that.  And, there are things that people know that there are things that you 
can learn through experience that are so horrible and so terrible that they can destroy you.  Just 
knowledge.  Just knowledge of them. And I’m talking about knowledge through experience. So, 
the idea that after 50 years of African Americans being in this tradition, that most of us still don’t 
really know what iyami is, that most of us still don’t know who Oya is, that’s not necessarily a 
bad thing, it’s just the nature of what it is that we’re dealing with.  The things that I have learned 
through working in this tradition and being in certain places and doing certain things, not 
horrible things, not awesome things necessarily, but their very powerful.  This very powerful 
sense of self. And the things we interact with if you just talk about the ocha with Yemaya or 
fresh water and what it does or does not do on the planet…these are phenomenal things, these are 
miraculous miracle experiences, right. So the idea that you can know this, like you can pick up a 
book and read it, it’s not realistic, it’s not realistic, you know.  And it’s not just about secrets or 
“I know something and I ain’t gon tell you.” It’s about do you know how deep that is, that there 
are human beings that are in mental institutions because they learned something that they 
couldn’t handle.  I’m talking about people coming back from Iraq, people who came back from 
WWII, people who came back from Korea who learned something about the nature of physics 
and how a piece of metal flies through a human body, that they can’t stop knowing and it’s 
driving them crazy.  And, I’m saying knowing aspects of Orisha of egun, of iyami is that 
significant, is that powerful.  So when they say, women or baby just step around that there and 
put it right there that’s alright cause if you dip your toe in some of that stuff, it’d be too much for 
you. And it’s not just about trying to keep secrets, there some things you don’t want to know. 
(laughs). And the other thing is that things are too big.   It’s like asking an electrical engineer to 
explain to you “well how does electricity work?”  He could do that, he could tell you, but how 
long would it take?   

Lisa: To what degree is oral tradition still a part of Lucumi practice in this country? 

Baba Bill: It’s diminishing because people won’t spend the time.  It’s falling apart because 
people don’t have the time.  But oral tradition means that you were sitting there with some 
people for days.  You’re sitting there for days and you’re working and you’re doing some 
repetitive task, or you’re doing something day in and day out and the elders are talking, 
right…and you’re listening. And what’s happening today is that we have so many people who 
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want to learn so much, so quickly but they don’t have time to sit and listen.  And, just the way 
we live you now everybody got a job, everybody got family, they’ve got kids…they don’t have 
time to be sitting around two or three days with these old people, waiting for them to tell them 
something. But that’s that oral tradition. Thank goodness we have people who are writing books 
now and they’re doing a lot of good work. But half the time you don’t really know half of what 
these people are talking about because there’s more going on than what’s on the page. There’s so 
much more going on than what’s on the page. You know, I can write down an experience that I 
had, but I can’t put the words on that page, the sound of the shekere’s that made that experience 
happen, you can’t do it.  

Lisa: So, what can scholarship contribute to the tradition? What can we do to help contribute to 
preserving knowledge? 

Baba Bill: Well, I think one of the things they can help do is look into the history of their own 
tradition. The traditions of academia, of scholarship, of science and this idea that there’s some 
objective place that you can stand that does not need to be defended on the planet.   That doesn’t 
exist. And we need to be more open to being a part of what it is that they’re looking at and 
working with and, be more willing to hear the people and let the people that are in that tradition 
speak, and explain, and translate. Because, you know there’s a lot of, there’s control that goes 
with this. Like, they get to control the image, they get to control the idea of what this is and they 
say what it is that they want it to be compared to whatever the nature of their experience has 
been. And, that’s okay that’s what people do, but that’s not always helpful. And, to move beyond 
just the book thing. To move to another medium aware that we’re going to do a dvd or a 
recording where you have the ability to hear the music, to see things. But also to just 
acknowledge that there needs to be more interaction more workshop, conference type interaction. 
But, know that you can’t know everything, that you everything is not meant to be known.  It’s 
like the idea that you don’t have to be an automotive engineer to drive a car.  And if you ask 9 
out of ten people who drive a car, “what are the intricate workings of the transmission?” they 
couldn’t tell you.  They don’t need to know that, all they need to know is how to drive the car.  
So, what goes on in religious  practice in or spiritual practice or understanding is, yes there’s 
someone who can break that transmission down or strip it down, or rebuild it or all that, but most 
folks just need to know how to drive the car.  And, when that person shows up who can break 
down that transmission, most of the people are like (fake yawns), “okay, whatever…” you know.  
Don’t tell me.  And when that person shows up they’re knuckles are busted, they’ve got grease 
all over, you know what I’m saying? And it’s dangerous dirty work that they do, so the people 
who know who iyami is, and the people who know the secrets, the deep deep, dark 
secrets…secrets of palo. They’re necessary, they’re very important people, but everybody don’t 
necessarily need to know all that. When you stick the key in the ignition and turn it and the car 
turns on and it makes that little purring sound, you know, you can go, that’s what it’s about. 

Lisa: what risks do you think are associated with people researching the tradition? (inaudible) 
what would be some of the red flags for you? 

Baba Bill: I don’t think that there are risks, I think that there are problems in that  if you don’t 
have a sense of what this is about you can get connected to some people who don’t care, who 
don’t know, who would just you know…have no integrity.   The other thing is there are, I would 
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call them, “available” secrets that without initiation you can’t know.  You know, that are not 
going to be shared with you and should not be shared with you because that’s our thing.  That’s 
how we make the sausage and the people who have all their special recipes they’re not gonna 
show you how to make the sausage.  They’re not going to show it to you!  But now they’ll show 
you if you’re going to be one of their people making the sausage.  But, no I don’t think there’s 
necessarily a risk other than being just misled and coming up with the wrong information.  

Lisa: Are there any representations of the tradition or culture that you are most fond of, that you 
recommend for people, that you think are really good? Helpful? 

Baba Bill: I think anything by John Mason, I think is a historical document because of John’s 
relationship with Chris, because when John came into this tradition, and because of the research 
he’s done, the travel that he’s done. And, the work that he’s put in is very important. But again I 
also say that everything is not on the page, you can’t put it there.  The most important, the most 
valuable thing for me has been being in ritual, in ceremony, being there because this truly is 
about experience.  It’s about what you know from what you do.  This is how you are known. It’s 
how, you know we don’t carry around i.d. cards that say, I’m a priest of Obatala.  We don’t carry 
around i.d. cards. The reason we know who really knows, is because they have worked with me.  
They know who I am, what I’ve done, and how I’ve done it.  They know they have a sense of 
what my reputation is.  It’s not just like I can go around and show my i.d. card and say let me in.  
The other thing is this whole idea of community and relationships. So whose godson or 
goddaughter are you? Who’s your godfather? And so that they know who that person is then they 
know who you are. 

Lisa: Well, that’s interesting and it’s really different from the western idea of identity being 
wrapped up in who I am as an individual. So you’re saying identity is directly related to where 
you come from in that line? 

Baba Bill: Right, and who knows you, who do you know, who knows you. 

Lisa: Why is that important? 

Baba Bill: It’s important because it’s like a direct experience of who you are. Cause I can go to 
Atlanta, and I have done this, and meet some people who for the first time, who we know similar 
people in New York. But, it’s only because of their understanding of who I am and they can call 
this person and say “Bill was here, you know Bill/Olaitan?” and they’ll say, “Oh yeah!” You 
know, I am who I say I am. As well as the level of knowledge and ability I have in doing the 
work. But it’s really about well, who are you? Who was there? Who witnessed your initiation?  
That’s part of the process is that when you’re initiated priests who come to your initiation sign a 
book that says “I was there, I witnessed this, I was a part of this process. It was done right or not, 
but I was there.”  So, you have these witnesses that say yeah I was there when they made you a 
priest. 

Lisa: who keeps that book? 

Baba Bill: well, you do and your godparent does. You have a copy and they have a copy. 
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Lisa: Have you run into anyone who has found that is challenging to have to have to deal with 
your identity being related to who you are to other people? 

Baba Bill: No, not really, because if it’s something questionable then you just wait.  You just be 
patient. Because I have met other priests that I didn’t necessarily know who they were or who 
their godparent was or how they were made and so over the course of time you see if this person 
is the real deal. But it does, it will manifest if that is the case. 

Lisa: well, that’s all I have right now.   

Baba Bill: Lord, have mercy (laughing).   

Lisa: thank you! 

Baba Bill: Thank you! You made me think about some things that I hadn’t thought about.  You 
know I have this thing about people wanting to know…..cause Sheridan came in with that idea 
that she just wanted to know everything.  It’s not that you can’t know….it’s that you’re not ready 
to know (laughing). 
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Jessica Noel Interview 

October 19, 2011 

Lisa: Just for the record today’s date is October 19, 2011 and are you aware that I’m going to be 
using this video and the information that you share with me for my dissertation and possibly 
future articles and book projects when I’m dealing with oral history and conversion theory? 

Noel: Yes. 

Lisa: You’re okay with that?  

Noel: [nods] 

Lisa If you have any questions about that feel free to contact me. Can you state your full name? 

Noel: My full name is Jessica Noel.  

Lisa: Jessica Noel. And tell me your occupation, what you do. 

Noel: I am a full-time – over full time student. 

Lisa: At which school? 

Noel: Florida A&M University. 

Lisa: And how did you end up coming to Florida A&M and to Tallahassee. 

Noel: My father went to an HBCU, so after graduating high school in Hollywood, Florida I just 
wanted to attend an HBCU and I didn’t really apply anywhere else because I knew I wanted to 
attend FAMU. So that’s how I got here. 

Lisa: Okay and were you raised as a Christian? Were you raised in a specific religious tradition? 

Noel: I was raised very loosely as far as religion. My mom had me and my sisters – we kind of 
grew up as Jehovah’s Witnesses but very loosely Jehovah’s Witnesses and so we still did 
Christmas on occasion, we still did Thanksgiving on occasion. What I think it was is that my 
mom wasn’t 100 percent convinced either initially. And then my mom’s Mexican so my family 
is very spiritual, very Catholic, so she was kind of like, “Oh you guys do whatever moves you, 
use your gut and your intuition” and all that in addition to loosely practicing being Jehovah’s 
Witnesses. 

Lisa: That’s interesting was she raised Catholic? 

Noel: Yes my mother was.  

Lisa: Okay. And do you know when in her life she decided to convert to a Jehovah’s Witness?   

Noel: I think it was like maybe her mid-20s when she decided to convert. She was living in 
Arizona and my mother was raised Catholic and when she got out of my grandparents’ house she 
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kind of stopped that and then she married someone who was very, very [Protestant] Christian and 
then when she got out of that relationship she found the Jehovah’s Witnesses. 

Lisa: And your dad’s religion? 

Noel: My dad is Catholic but he’s kind of the same way, very loose very open to other traditions. 
Just extremely open.  

Lisa: So as a young person, younger than you are now, what were your feelings about religion or 
spirituality before you even came here and got involved in the Religion? I was just interested in 
how you felt about it. 

Noel: Well my mom, because she’s so open and we talked very openly about spirit and about – I 
have a lot of Native American in my family, so my mom was always very in tune with that and 
she used to tell me kind of like ghost stories and stories about weird happenings when she used 
to live next to the reservation and things with ancestors and things like that. So that’s how I grew 
up. She implemented that in me to be very open to that; we used to speak very openly about 
dreaming and she’d be like, “Oh, you dreamt your ancestor!” and stuff like that, dream 
interpretation. So she fostered that in me. She’s not at all like that anymore, but she’s definitely 
the one who put that seed in me. 

Lisa: Has she become more of a traditional Jehovah’s Witness?  

Noel: Yeah maybe about three years ago she became very devout. So she goes to the Kingdom 
Hall, I think she goes like two or three times a week so it’s a part of her regiment now. 

Lisa: Okay, phenomenal. And how did you get involved in Lucumí? 

Noel: I worked at Amen-Ra’s, which is an African book store that’s kind of by FAMU. That was 
my first job in Tallahassee and I just was working there and I think just naturally when you 
frequent spots like that you run into people who are in the tradition or who are in other traditions 
and it causes you to ask them a lot of questions. And then there was a lot of literature in that 
book store about Lucumí and just traditional African religions and so that’s what kind of opened 
my eyes to it. I wasn’t searching but it just informed me on it. And then it caused me to ask 
questions like, “where does my family come from?” because my dad is from Trinidad and my 
mom is Mexican and I grew up with my mom so I knew all about my Mexican side but I didn’t 
know anything about my father’s side. So when I finally started to ask questions and start 
digging, I found out that my family was Yoruba and my uncle was telling me that there were 
priests in my family – priests of Shango, priests of Ogun, things like that – so I didn’t know what 
any of that meant so I just started doing a bunch of research and asking people.  

Lisa: Wow so being there kind of spawned your interest you were reading information about it 
and then you come to find out that your family were practitioners. Were they Yoruba 
practitioners in Trinidad or did you know that they were actually from Yorubaland? 

Noel: They were in Trinidad.  

Lisa: They were in Trinidad that’s really fascinating.  
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Noel: Yeah I had no idea. My uncle started doing the African ancestry, like the DNA stuff and 
started making all these trips everywhere to try to find out our lineage and who spoke what. 
Because there’s this name in our family and it’s Ogunile, and they used to call my dad and his 
brother’s that and they would be like, “We’re not African don’t call us that!” They kind of took it 
as an insult, but when he went back and researched the name he was like, “Oh my goodness this 
is a very extremely Yoruba name and it means something” and that’s kind of what got him 
started doing all the research.  

Lisa: And they were raised in Trinidad? 

Noel: They were raised in Grenada, my grandparents were from Grenada and my dad, I think, 
was the only one of his brothers who was born in Trinidad so they moved and they kind of grew 
up there and then they came to the states. 

Lisa: Okay, so as you started doing more research on your own family and being drawn to the 
tradition, can you tell me a little bit more about how you ended up being in Ile Asho Funfun? 

Noel: I don’t know, there’s like so many things involved in that. 

Lisa: I know, it’s always that way. “Let’s see, which part do we [tell]?” 

Noel: Let’s see, I met Iya Huberta way before I even knew what I was doing or what I was 
researching into and I saw the books in her office and I was like “I’m going to research that 
word, I’m going to look up this” and so that helped me into it a little bit. And then I think a 
mixture of just being in contact with people who are in their ile and I was seeing someone who 
was directly affiliated in their family and so I think the one thing that sparked the whole thing 
was my first time going to a bembe. 

Lisa: Okay. 

Noel: And that just flipped one domino and they’ve just kind of been going and going and going 
ever since. I had to get some work done and so it was just like keep going to her all the time and 
getting work done and going to Baba Bill and getting work done and then, obviously, getting 
readings where things are shown to you like, “Oh you have to do this, you have to get initiated 
into that.” And I saw how the – just how my life had kind of turned upside down and things were 
getting better and I was understanding a lot more about my family and also about myself, so I 
think all of those things mixed up just kind of pointed me in the direction I needed to go.  

Lisa: Okay, I’m interested in two things let me just make sure I don’t forget. First, about the 
bembe you went to: where was that bembe and who was it for? 

Noel: It was a bembe for Oya and it was at the old Prophecy Center.  

Lisa: Was that the bembe for Nzinga’s ocha anniversary? 

Noel: Yes for Nzinga’s ocha anniversary. 

Lisa: And how did that – do you want to talk about what happened there that kind of really –? 



240 

 

Noel: Yeah, okay, first I didn’t grow up in church. Like we never went to church even though we 
studied this, even being Jehovah’s Witnesses and so I didn’t know what to expect. A lot of my 
friends told me that once they go to a bembe the first time they’re like, “Oh that’s like the black 
church, I felt comfortable.” But I had never experienced anything like that and so I was just 
really open I just wanted to absorb everything and so it wasn’t a fearful experience for me, I was 
just really excited to be there. So when Oya came down, I was incredibly interested because I 
dream a lot, they’re very vivid, they’re very real, and very accurate. And so it was kind of 
aligning with things I had dreamt before and didn’t know what they were. So Oya came down 
and I just remember clinging to Iya Huberta like, “Okay, what’s happening now? What do I do?” 
things like that. And so we were standing in line to ask her a question or to get are we on the 
right path or whatever, and I was standing in line and I was so nervous because I wanted to ask a 
question about my egun – because I was dreaming but then I stopped dreaming for almost a year, 
like I wasn’t having any dreams so I was like “Aww, man my ancestors are mad at me or 
something” like, I didn’t know what to think, I didn’t know who to talk to about that kind of 
thing. And so I’m standing in line trying to formulate my question and I just remember Oya she 
turned to me, she looked at me – and she was in the middle of a consultation talking to somebody 
– and she looked at me and she walked over to me and she pulled me out of the line and she 
grabbed Iya Huberta and she was like, “Is this your daughter?” And Iya Huberta said, “No” 
because I wasn’t yet. And she starts telling her what I need to do and that I need to get cleaned 
off and all these things and she pulled me aside from everyone else – and it was so interesting, 
I’m telling you, it made me like a real believer I think, this moment. I had been filing a lot of 
things with abuse, I had had a lot of experience when I was little, I was sexually abused when I 
was growing up and I didn’t know how to confront it, I didn’t know what to do next or what to 
think or anything and she grabbed me and she was just talking to me like a mother – this is Oya – 
and she was basically telling me that, she grabbed my arm and she was like smacking her arm 
and she was like, “This? This is just flesh, nobody can touch you inside” and she was like, 
“Don’t worry about this.” And she grabbed Iya Huberta and she gave her this – I don’t even 
know exactly what it was because I didn’t understand what was happening really – and she was 
telling her everything I needed to do. And I was so overwhelmed, I kind of just stood there just 
kind of shocked like, “How did you know that?” That wasn’t even the thing that was on my 
mind, you know? The other thing she told me to do, she said, “No one can shut you up. If you 
want to talk about it, then talk about it. That’s what you need, you need to talk about it.” And 
then just like that it was over, it was done. And I think that absolutely was the turning point. That 
was when – maybe like the following week I got my first reading, after that I got my first 
cleaning, and then it was like “well you have to do this and the Orisha are saying this and your 
egun are saying this” and so that was the turning point. 

Lisa: Wow, that’s quite an experience. I don’t want to oversimplify, but if you could sum up one 
or two words about what that experience did for you. What do you think happened? I know that’s 
kind of hard, such a powerful experience and so many things happened. I don’t want to put 
words in your mouth but it seems like it was the beginning of some big healing.  

Noel: Yeah, it was very – it transformed me. It kind of shook me in a way that I had never been 
shaken. I don’t know it just cleaned so many things off of me and allowed me to take a deep 
breath and say, “Okay, I can do this. I’m obviously on the right path, I’m doing the right things.” 
And it just gave me a new type of strength. So, those are a lot of words but –  
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Lisa: No that’s perfect, great. So that strength that it gave you, that transformation, that’s pretty 
amazing. That was a moment, that pivotal moment, but I’m interested in the things that led up to 
it, your feelings going to that bembe. You were very open and just kind of like, “Oh let’s see 
what happens” but can you describe when you got there what happened? What do you remember 
about it? 

Noel: I remember trying to make sense of everything, trying to figure out – like I was looking at 
everybody who was going in front of me and I was like, “Okay, they’re lying on the ground and 
then they wait until they do this thing and then they get up,” you know, just trying to figure 
everything out. I knew a lot of people who went so that made it a lot more comfortable for me. A 
part of me was nervous just trying to figure out the protocol and everything but it wasn’t – I 
mean, I had been doing so much reading at that point that a part of me was looking at it through a 
very anthropological type of lens, like “Okay, I’ve been reading about this so I’m finally going to 
see it.”  

Lisa: What were some of the books that you had read? 

Noel: I had read Finding Soul on the Path of Orisa, I read this very I think it’s a very generic 
type book that talked about the characteristics of the Orisha. A lot of excerpts from John 
Mason’s books, I didn’t have the books but I was doing a lot of online reading. I read a lot of 
books talking about different characteristics and different terms. 

Lisa: How was your experience that day similar or different from what you had read?  

Noel: I mean, reading about it you can’t compare. The room is heavy with spirit and it’s hot and 
it’s just… I think things just kind of get jumbled because everything happened so quickly and, 
yeah it was just… It didn’t go exactly how I thought it was going to go, obviously, because I’ve 
never been in that kind of situation but umm, I don’t know. It’s a little bit of a blur right now. I 
just remember just that one moment when Oya came down, everything was just like blink before 
that.  

Lisa: The things that lead to her coming down, I’m thinking in terms of the music and things like 
that, how did that – the smells. I always think it’s complete sensory, like every sense is 
stimulated when I walk in. I’m just curious about how those things, if you can remember any of 
it. If any smell, anything made you feel a certain way or a sound or anything like that.  

Noel: I remember the music and trying to catch all the words and even I just remember 
everybody – At first I was really shy about like, “I don’t know these words, I’m not just going to 
make up words” and they were like “No, say something! Just make some sound, hum, do 
whatever.” And I remember looking at everyone’s mouth and trying to figure out what they 
words were and the bata and just trying to find the rhythm. And then we’re dancing, trying to 
find the rhythm like when my feet fall, watching everyone and watching everyone’s feet through 
their dresses – like you can’t see anyone’s feet from the dresses – and just trying to catch onto all 
the dance moves and singing at the same time. I don’t remember if there were incense or cigars 
or something. I remember I could smell something, and I remember smelling molasses too, I 
remember that. And just it being incredibly hot and everybody – or mostly everybody – was 
moving, and at first I didn’t want to dance and just being shy, just wanting to stand back and 
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look at everything and watch everything happen. Then someone was like, “No, this is what 
you’re supposed to do, this is going to invoke the spirit, this is going to allow Oya to come 
down,” and I didn’t even know what that mean, I was just like “Alright” and just went along with 
it. So yeah all of your senses are involved with it and it’s absolutely necessary – I realize now, 
not then, but I realize now that just like in doing ebo and doing spiritual work, you have to put in 
all that work, you have to put in all that energy in order to get what you want or for the spirit to 
come down and help you or lead you or give you insight.  

Lisa: That’s very interesting. Before you went to that bembe, were you starting to think “Okay 
maybe this is the tradition for me,” or “Maybe this is the religion” or were you still?  

Noel:  I still didn’t know. I mean, again, I wasn’t searching, I was just very open, I was just still 
trying to deal with some of the things in my past and just wanted to deal with those things and 
didn’t want to take on too much. But I still had so many questions, I had questions about my 
dreaming, I had questions about different things I was feeling, different things I was seeing and 
hearing and I just don’t think was paying attention… If it really was like ancestors or something 
saying, “Look Jessica!” They just kept dropping things in my path like little words or me talking 
to my uncle about our lineage and it was finally like, “Look, this is what you’re supposed to do, 
pay attention! This is what’s going to help you, this is going to help you heal and help you 
address all the things you’re questioning.” And so it was the bembe that was like, “Oh okay” but 
everything leading up, I wasn’t searching for religion. I was just very open. 

Lisa: That was, was that three years ago that bembe? 

Noel: Mm-hmm. 

Lisa: Wow. Have you found that what you’ve encountered in the religion is what you were 
expecting? You weren’t really looking, so for you, personally, what did you hope to get out of it? 

Noel: Initially I didn’t know. Initially I accepted it as, “Okay this is the tradition of my ancestors 
and so I absolutely need to look into this.” And then it wasn’t until later I started tying it in 
together with my healing and that was even still something that I very much do on my own, I 
find those links. I think, just like with any religion, you should try to make it your own, not 
everyone practices anything the same way. And so all the work in going and trying to find out 
who my ancestors are and the type of lives that they lived, that in itself became a form of 
healing. That allowed me to look at all the women in my family and their experiences and it 
transformed me because after learning some of their stories I didn’t want to make the same 
mistakes, I wanted to heal a lot of the things that ailed them which, in turn, was healing for me 
and is healing for me even still. So I didn’t think that “I’m in this tradition and it’s going to fix 
me.” I didn’t think that at all because I was already in the process of trying to heal myself. So 
this was just like a catalyst, it was the base, the home to do so that gave me all of the tools not 
just to heal things on the surface but to go down to the root of the issues and address those first. 

Lisa: Hmm, that sounds like an evolving process, it’s constantly –  

Noel: Mm-hmm, all the time. It’s just allowing me to question certain things, question myself, 
question those around me. And also has really been impactful on my artwork which is probably 
the main source of healing for me is doing my artwork. My artwork addresses a lot of just my 
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experience altogether but I’m noticing now that it ties in a lot with my tradition, my religion. 
And so that’s probably right now the most exciting thing is the healing through my artwork and 
tying in my belief system. 

Lisa: Hmm, so this is a very personal spiritual journey. 

Noel: Yes. 

Lisa: Does it have anything to do with the people that you’re also interacting with in the 
tradition, does that affect you in any way? 

Noel: Absolutely, I like listening to the stories like what you’re asking me, “How did you get 
into it? What was the turning point for you?” and just realizing that everybody’s journey is 
different. It allows me to not be so self-conscious about mine, because it kind of just fell in my 
lap is how I feel. So just interacting with everybody. It’s also very affirming and reaffirming 
talking to everyone and getting their insight whether it be that we’re all just at a house meeting or 
in a misa, just getting everybody’s insight on you and what they observe about you or what 
they’ve observed about the religion and just giving advice. And the thing that I value so much is 
the elders. I didn’t grow up with my grandparents, so I’ve always, “Oh I want to talk to 
somebody older and get their experience and get their advice,” and I get to have that, I get to 
have another family that I can just go and spill myself onto and get their advice and allow them 
to participate in my healing too in this really spiritual very intimate process in the religion. 

Lisa: So, fast forward from the bembe to now, where are you – if we can think about moving 
forward on a continuum from complete and total not even having a clue about the religion to the 
aleyo, moving around on the outside. So where are you now, what have you done in the religion? 

Noel: I just received my warriors, which is really interesting because my Elegba is coming to me 
in all kinds of interesting ways it seems. Before that I got my ilekes… everything is just 
happening really quickly I think. One of my really early readings was like, “One day you have to 
be initiated, you need Ifa, you need this” and I was like, “I don’t even know what this stuff is!” 
So that’s where I’m at. I’m trying to save money to get everything that I need and learning to 
work with my warriors still because that’s all very new, I think that happened like two or three 
weeks ago that I got my warriors. 

Lisa: Congratulations! 

Noel: Thank you, it’s very exciting.  

Lisa: It’s interesting that you say he shows up in all these different places, yes he will do that. 
What is the major empowerment that you think you have from being in the religion? 

Noel: I think just the connection to spirit, I feel like I can hold onto it and tune into it, like I have 
the right station and I can just turn it on and really just communicate very openly and very freely. 
I have my egun, my ancestors, that I can communicate with and I have my spirit guides and I 
have my warriors. It’s very involved and incredibly empowering. I think life affirming, affirming 
something higher than yourself or something that just can’t be explained. And for me, that part of 
it is incredibly empowering because I feel like I’m more in control of my destiny, I feel like just 
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how I was explaining before, my healing I can delve deeper than the surface, I can go to the root 
of the issue and try to heal it that way. Just to be able to do that. And I think the days that I feel 
kind of down, or discouraged or kind of beaten up in a way, it’s affirming to think I can go to my 
spirit guides and feel renewed, I can go to my egun and feel renewed, I have this question and I 
can read about it and just get more insight on it. That is amazing and it’s beyond the 
confirmation that you can get just asking some person or talking to your parents or your friends 
of anything, it’s like a confirmation. And then knowing that when you walk around your egun 
are with you, your spirit guides are with you and you feel – or at least I feel – this sense of 
protection and acknowledgement that they’re in everything and the Orisha are in everything so I 
just feel very protected and very in tune that I can access all of those things at the same time. 

Lisa: Because of your relationship that you were in, you were on the periphery of music a lot 
and I’m wondering how or if it that impacted your journey in any way or if it impacts your daily 
practice. I know you’re an artist, so I’m just curious about that as well. 

Noel: I see – because of my relationship and also because of just being involved and going to 
bembes and seeing how heavily music is involved – t blows my mind that when you put tones 
together they can invoke spirit. That is amazing to me when you think about it. When you put 
tones together, words together, move your mouth a certain kind of way – that is amazing. I 
always remember this story that I think it was Nzinga that was telling me and she was 
somewhere in Africa – I don’t remember where – and she walked into this sacred space and they 
rang this bell and her Oya came down and she was not expecting it at all. And then when she 
came out of it and she was like, “What happened?” they were like, “We wish you had told us you 
had Oya or we wouldn’t have rang that bell.” And just to know that that tone of that bell caused 
her Oya to come down, that is amazing. So I see what a huge part language and music play 
together definitely. And also the intent behind the words because even still I don’t know the 
words to a lot of songs and I’ll just kind of be watching everyone’s mouth loosely making up 
words and still they have their power because of the intent that’s behind them. So I’m constantly 
reminded of it, I’m constantly thinking about – and trying to learn the words – and I just think 
it’s amazing. I see what a huge, huge part music plays in it, it’s absolutely vital. And then the 
bata drum, it’s like words coming out of a drum, it’s really amazing. 

Lisa: Okay, one last thing: if you were going to try and define this religion to someone who had 
never heard of it or to a little kid, how would you in short say “This is what my version of 
Lucumí is”? 

Noel: I would say that it is a way of being in tune with everything around you from the things 
that you see to the things that you don’t see, to the things that you feel. Even the people in your 
family, the people who have passed on, it’s just a way –    
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Interview with Baba Felix Omidire 

(with Funlayo E. Wood) 

July, 2012 

Lisa: Let me a bit about my research, my research is on Ifa and the Orisha traditions in my area 
in the United States, specifically my lineage and dealing with issues.  

Omidire: And where is that? 

Lisa: North Florida, South Georgia, and also my lineage is in New York that’s where it really 
comes from. But I’m looking at the whole process of transformation that happens for individuals 
as they go from, usually, Protestant Christianity into Orisha traditions and especially the role that 
music is playing in that whole transformation. So that’s what I’m really interested in and that’s 
for my research. I’m also interested, on a personal level, in looking at issues of collective and 
cultural memory in the diaspora, and that’s what my Master’s thesis was really on, was 
reawakening a sense of collective memory through African dance in Florida. So I’m still fine-
tuning my research for my dissertation but I know that long term this is the core of what I’m 
really interested in looking at is this African diaspora – particularly Yoruba diaspora because of 
my own spiritual interests in the culture. So, that’s what I’m doing and was just so excited to 
hear your presentation and I wanted to get your input and some ideas about (positioning 
recorder) I wanted to ask if maybe you could think of any suggested readings to start with? Some 
things that would deal with your scholarship on Yoruba diaspora in Latin America, some things 
that you would suggest? And if you even want to think about it and let me know later you can. I 
don’t know if you have some –  

Omidire: Let me start off by telling you that I don’t really know much about the United States 
so I’m like zero when it comes to the geography of the United States. In fact, my understanding 
of the Orisha lineage in the United States was that it came in through the Cubans through Miami 
–  

Lisa: It did. 

Omidire: So I was thinking Florida would be closer to Miami? 

Funlayo: Miami is in Florida. 

Lisa: It is in Florida, yeah. 

Omidire: Ah ha, so now that you say the thing actually came from New York I got a bit lost. 

Lisa: There was a large wave of migration into Miami and also there were a number of Cubans 
that went to New York. In the 20s and 30s there were –  

Omidire: They went to New York via Miami or direct from Cuba into New York? 
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Lisa: Directly –  

Funlayo: Kind of directly but most of them kind of at least stopped in Miami first but basically 
directly.  

Lisa: Yeah and then it was also related to a cultural movement with certain anthropologists / 
musicians and performer who were bringing in performers from Cuba to New York to do these 
kind of cultural performances that Black people started getting interested in. They were doing, in 
those performances, Orisha music and that became one of the ways that African Americans were 
introduced to the culture. 

Omidire: Okay, okay. Because actually my own studies on what I call the Yoruba Atlantic 
diaspora, I’m interested in that – the stages. That’s why I made this first statement about how it 
went. “Was it first from Cuba into Miami and then to New York? Or come directly from Cuba 
into New York.” Because, for example, in the South American hemisphere that I’m more 
familiar with, and the Caribbean, you know that you have these points of irradiation like the – In 
fact we talk about the primary diasporas and secondary diasporas in the New World. The primary 
Diasporas will be the place that received people directly from Africa. For example, Bahia is one 
of the primary Diasporas of the Southern cone of America and Cuba is another one, Haiti is 
another one. Those ones received directly and that’s why you’ll see that the magnetic pull of the 
culture there are stronger. They still have more or less like direct connections to the homeland, to 
Africa, whereas, for example from Brazil you have irradiations into Uruguay, into Argentina, 
where you have “weaker” versions – in quote, everything is relative anyway – of the presence, of 
the memories, of the manifestations of the African cultures in those places as opposed to a place 
like Brazil where you really have it first-hand. Remember when I was talking about on the 
Correo Nago? You know that kind of direct connection with the homeland, with the West 
African homeland. So I was thinking maybe that would be the same reality in the North 
American scenario. But now with your explanation I’m beginning to see another part about that.  

Lisa: And there’s also another –  

Omidire: And also we have to contextualize in terms of the dates, you know, of late movement. 

Lisa: Mm-hmm. But I also found in my research – and I didn’t realize this growing up as an 
African American – that the beginning of slavery in the United States in for the first 125 to 150 
years, Africans were not forced to convert to Christianity and so they were practicing traditional 
religions in America. And there are even some places in the United States where they have found 
implements from these traditional West African religions they were practicing, Yoruba being 
among them in St. Augustine, in Florida near where I live. 

Omidire: For the first 100 to 150 years, that would be from what year to what year? 

Lisa: There was a big movement of conversion that happened in 1728-30ish and that was a time 
when the Protestant churches in Europe passed these edicts that said African slaves in America 
should be baptized. [The belief before that was that] they didn’t have souls, and there was also 
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the fear that by baptizing slaves you would in some way give them the feelings that they had the 
same rights –  

Omidire: Rights as the white folks.  

Lisa: - they would be Christian brothers and so that would be problematic, so there was a big 
fear of that. But instead they turned Christianity into more of a tool to actually try and control the 
slaves is the way that they used it in the United States. 

Omidire: Okay, you know and you had exactly the opposite in the Caribbean and Latin 
America. Because religion – Christianity – was used also to control them but from another point 
of view. The issue of whether they had souls or not, that too also arose if you look at the debates 
between Bartolome de las Casas and Sepulveda, you will see all the exchanges back and forth 
about whether they had souls or not, whether they were human or not. But then Christianity like 
we just mentioned in the genesis of the Portuguese presence in Brazil in the first place, 
Christianity was always used as a kind of discourse to justify their presence in that place. They 
didn’t want people to look at them because Portugal – the Iberian Peninsula – has always been 
particularly religious in the Catholic way. So they always think of the Catholic doctrine of 
charity, love, and brotherhood so they were not as pragmatic as the English that colonized North 
America. They were not at pragmatic they were more sentimental. But even then that did not 
stop them from practicing slavery and using their religion to actually maintain that privilege. The 
privilege of the white race, of the rich class, of everything. That did not stop them. And of course 
they had other mechanisms. But at times people had that tendency – which is all together wrong 
– to say, that’s part of the reason why they will say that slavery in Latin America was “softer” 
was more “human,” that it had a more human face than in North America. When you call it 
slavery it can never have a human face, it cannot. It cannot. But then they felt more that they 
owned the slaves in terms of owning them soul, body, and mind whereas the English only 
wanted their body, that is, “Let your body work for me. I don’t care what you do with your soul 
but let your body do the work I want you to do” so they were more of the pragmatic type. But the 
Latins, they wanted everything because they thought they had to render some account even of 
those slaves unto their God. That’s why with the multiplicity of saints’ days that the Catholic 
calendar has, the slaves in Latin America had to observe those [saints’] days and that aided the 
formation of Candomble and all the other African religions in Latin America. Because of course 
during those feasts, the Blacks were allowed to beat their own drums, to organize, and that’s how 
actually these blendings between Catholic saints and Orisha, Vodoun, Nkisi really started. While 
the slave master is doing the feast to St. Peter, St. John, the Africans will be singing along with 
him but they will be using the words they use in praising their Ogun, their Shango in their own 
homeland. So you have that kind of thing. And then also the issue of baptism, for example. Until 
today most Candomble would not initiate anybody that is not baptized. If you are not baptized, 
they will refuse to initiate you in some of the Candomble houses because it is still a part of that 
indoctrination that they received from the Portuguese that, “Look, anybody that is not baptized is 
not human” so you can’t even think of bringing that person into the religion. 

Funlayo: It’s like that in Vodou too, in Haiti. 
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Omidire: In Vodou, yeah. In Port-au-Prince they have that same context so it is something of a 
Latin nature and that really helped the Africans to kind of keep their collective memory because 
the opportunities that that opened for them, they were able to expand it each time to really take 
more and more advantage, gain more and more space. For example there are the cabildos in 
Cuba and Hispanic America and you had the confrafreias in Brazil and these were actually 
Catholic Church institutions – like associations – like Catholic brotherhoods, associations for the 
lay people. And of course the priest would be involved as a kind of supervisor, but the 
brotherhood is meant for the laity – the non-clerics – and then of course they have programs, 
social programs, religious programs. And then from there too they also have economic aid 
groups, and all of this the Africans were able to use to their own advantage. So it’s a lot of things 
that helped them to preserve and also to recreate that society that they kind of lost in Africa when 
they were enslaved. So they were able to recreate it and to use it to their own advantage. So you 
have that basic distinction and the issue of the memory – the collective memory – being more. 
And the role of women, also. 

Lisa: I’d like to hear about that. 

Omidire: The role of women – In all of slavery, wherever it is, women always had this 
important role as the one who is less supervised, less brutalized in terms of physical 
brutalization. Of course we know the African woman was still subjected to rape, to sexual abuse, 
but even in that, there is still some element of affection and sentiment involved as opposed to the 
male who are just seen as the brutes so the whites tried to keep them at a distance, keep them 
under surveillance all the time because they think they might be planning some revolt and they 
want to avenge their fate on the white folks and everything. So the African woman she really had 
a great opportunity, a greater latitude to actually bring together all that is African within the New 
World because she would be the one to cook, the one to talk – What interests me in it, too, is that 
it includes the songs that you just mentioned. And the tales, the African tales – the folks tales of 
Africa. They are the ones who would actually maintain them and they would use the songs from 
the folk tales and other folk songs to rock their own black children, and also the children of the 
white man, to sleep. So they are actually the ones who were like the empire builders of the 
diaspora because they brought all these repertoire from Africa and they were able to practice it 
with less frowning from the white folks. For example, a passage that struck me a lot in Alex 
Haley’s Roots was when the wife, Kate – that’s the wife of Kunta Kinte, the woman he 
eventually married who gave him that girl Kizzy – when he decided to name their only daughter 
Kizzy because he said that would be the only translation he could have for the name he wanted to 
give her in his native tongue. The mother said, “Look, you are looking for trouble. If you go on 
using this African language and all this reminiscence the white folks will look on you with a lot 
more suspicion and you are really looking for trouble I don’t want no African name for my child! 
Just give her a simple Christian name because the more they think we are acculturated the better 
their conscience will sleep. That way our resistance will be dulled a bit.” So, that really struck 
me, that discourse of the lady. Whereas in Latin America it would have been the complete 
opposite. Because the idea of the cabildos and the confrereia was to allow the slaves to feel less 
estranged in the New World.  

Lisa: To help them have that community. 
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Omidire: So by having the support of their kinsmen, their own brothers that speak the same 
language and everything around them, that would make them to be more docile and more 
organized. And also they would think they have something at stake in that society so they will 
not think about killing off everybody. As opposed to if you bring Bambara, with the Mandinka, 
with the Zulu, with the Swahili, with the Yoruba, with the Fon, with Ga – you bring them 
together and probably they were enemies from Africa in the first place so if they Ga man thinks 
of avenging his [people] he would just poison everybody including even the African ones and 
they won’t have anybody. But if he knows he has his own brothers in that community he would 
not want to set everything ablaze so that was also part of the reason that really permitted them to 
allow for the congregation of Africans to form communities in Latin American slave society. 
And the role of women around that place because the white masters already look on them as the 
objects of their sexual desires and, at times, the thing actually even goes out of hand for them 
that they end up falling in love with these black ladies and that will even cause trouble for him in 
his own white matrimony but he will always prefer the black lady. And with that, black ladies, of 
course, are lovers of these white guys and they have their own ways of really softening them up 
and getting them to change their mind about terrible punishment they intend to mete out on the 
menfolk for whatever reason or the other. So it’s really a lot of negotiation. In fact, that’s the 
word we use a lot in the literature of Latin America, the negotiation that was going on between 
the enslaved and the enslavers. There was a lot of tacit negotiations, on the religious level, you 
have the confrereias, the cabildos, at the social level, you have the feasts. For example look at 
these images of Our Lady, in Guadeloupe you have that image of Our Lady with all the 
implications it has for the Amerindian and the Black communities. In Brazil they have this image 
of Our Lady which is actually supposed to be a black Our Lady because they said when the 
statue was found it was cut in half so the guy that found it first found half of it all black and he 
was amazed and then when he went back to the same place a week later he found the other half. 
Then a cult grew up around it and she became Our Lady of Brazil and everything. That was why 
they asked my daughter to be Our Lady in our parish in Salvador in 2004, because of that black 
identity attached to that. When you see most of the images that you see they are usually black 
when it’s Our Lady of Brazil.  

Lisa: Wow. 

Omidire: They’re all painted black. So it’s also a way of negotiation by letting the blacks feel 
that we too have a stake in this society. We contribute, we are part of this. So it’s something 
that’s also worth research. And since you say you are also interested in the musical memory of 
Africa in the New World, it is really one of the greatest contributions of Africans and one of the 
greatest mechanisms of the preservation of the collective memory of Africa in the New World. 
Because virtually every aspect of the enslaved African in the New World was permeated by 
music. When he was happy, he had his music, when he was sad, he had his music, when he was 
planning a revolt, for those who could listen they knew the kind of music that would come out. I 
was telling Funlayo – when we were going this morning when we were talking about Brazilian 
music – that in Yoruba we say “Aifeleke bo si, ni o ja remi bami jo si” that if we knew how to do 
your lamentation in a melodious way, surely some people will feel like dancing to it even though 
it’s a lamentation. A good example of that is the music that grew up out of the black 
lamentations on the plantation. Soul music, jazz music, all of those are actually music that we 
originally meant to express the anguish, the pains, the sadness brought about by slavery. So 



250 

 

that’s musical memory, and within it, the words they use, the languages they use, the rhythms, 
the drums. There is nothing as amazing as the array of drums that you have in Latin America. 
Both the ones that came from Africa like the bata you have in Cuba, like the [ronron pile?] that 
you have in Brazil, like the conga that you have. And then the ones that were also developed in 
the New World itself, the timbales of the Trinidadian groups and everything. So you have this 
fantastic imagination of the black man that is connected to sonority, that he really creates sounds 
to express every – It’s like he paints his world with the sounds that are made both at the level of 
the natural vocal chords as well as with the instruments he uses and that actually helped to 
prolong the African memory in the New World and to renew it each time. For example, you can 
see what groups like [23:25?] are doing with Cuban and African music, even in Europe today. It 
also creates a kind of continuation. There is a kind of rupture and at the same time continuity that 
you have in that respect. 

Lisa: Can I ask you a little bit about the role of women in Brazil, in terms of the Orisha religions 
historically and in contemporary times? 

Omidire: Well, like I said, the role of women in religion has always been very fundamental. 
Even from Africa. Some scholars that work on Brazil because they did not take into cognizance 
the African antecedent of the realities they have in Brazil, they tend to make some mistakes. 
Even in Africa, although we say – Well, another problem is that people over generalize. It’s not 
“African society” that is patrilineal, we have African societies that are actually matrilineal. But 
people will say even the matrilineal ones, the ones who have the say are the male and this and 
that. But then, the power of women, the participation of women in every aspect of life – the 
economic, political, and social life – it has this strength of a bedrock where it may not be visible 
all the time but without it, if you remove it you don’t have anything again. That [cult?] will not 
stand. For example in Yoruba we always say that any oro that a woman does not participate in 
cannot survive, will not stand because the force, the natural spiritual force of women is always 
necessary to keep the balance. Like we say in Yoruba, we don’t believe in Yoruba and most 
African philosophy, we don’t believe in that polarity of good versus evil, we believe that the two 
are complementary. Just like electricity will prove that to you that you need a positive with a 
negative before you can have light. If you put two positive, no way. If you put two negative, no 
way. It has to be the positive and negative and just like you have it also in the odu Ifa, that 
binarity that’s what we work [with]. So the force of the women – that’s why we always use, 
“tibi/tire, tako/tabo, tosan/toru” you know that’s the binarial complementarity, not oppositions. 
So the strength of the women – because some people will claim to you, “But they say awo 
Egungun lobinrin le se wo kele obinrin lemo gbogbo obinrin fojo gboro dagbe” that is, you only 
find women in the egungun cult, you only find women in the gelede cult if they dare go into the 
oro cult they will die because you know, when the oro is abroad, women are supposed to go hide 
themselves. But actually, before the oro goes abroad there has to be women’s participation too 
just like any other cult that you have in the Yoruba culture.  

So that was the background, and with that now getting to the diaspora and the privileges that 
women have to be more of household slaves than plantation slaves you know many of the 
women – of course many of them too that were plantation. But a very good percentage – because 
the whites, especially in Brazil and in Cuba, the Portuguese one, the had fewer women. On fact, 
until very, very late, until maybe the 17th or 18th centuries it was not allowed for women to travel 
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in the exploratory trips of the Portuguese on the traditional waters. They’re not supposed to go 
along on those trips. So they go without their women so that’s why they are ready to mix with 
any women they meet on their trip because they just have that [penury?] on their side. So 
women, the enslaved women, were of particular interest and importance to them at the sexual 
level and at the economic and social level they need the presence of those women. Again, even 
their own women – the few that manage to get to the New World – they are usually so frail and 
fragile that they die quite prematurely. Most of them, if they managed to have a child that’s it, 
they just die off like chickens. So usually the ones who raise their children are the black 
mommies, you know, breastfeed them, spoon feed them, do everything for them. And with that 
the influence of the black women will continue to grow. They can actually indoctrinate because a 
woman that breast feeds a child, of course, there is some spiritual connection between the two of 
them irrespective of their social or racial status, there will always be that connection between the 
two of them. So that was something that also played in favor of the black women within the 
slave environment. And also that coupled with the idea that women are less aggressive than men, 
they are less rancorous than men, they are less desperate to want to run away, to want to kill 
themselves, to want to kill other people. So the whites will trust them more, will relax more in 
their company, and that facilitated the women being the ones to kind of sow the seed of 
acceptance, gradual acceptance of African spiritual religious practice in the New World. When 
the men do it, it has to be in hiding and secrecy because the whites will always suspect anything 
they do outside of the work. Even while they are there working, that’s why they always have 
these their foremen on horseback with their eagle eye looking at everybody. “Are you really 
working or are you fooling around?” with their long whips always reminding them who was the 
boss and everything so, you had that, but you had a lot less of that in relation to the women. So 
they had that advantage. Also when it came to the religious advantages that they gave them the 
opportunity of being part of the religious brotherhoods and sisterhoods, the sisterhoods also had 
greater latitude to operate without the direct supervision of the white folks, of the priests, so they 
could really plant ashe of Orishas, do this, do that. But of course with always the support of the 
men doing everything. So that was the kind of background we have. For example, I have some 
books I will show you later on the history of Afro-Brazilian religion, that’s Candomble in Brazil. 
How it went and the protagonism of those women, how they were able to actually do that. It’s 
not as if the men, too, did not have important roles but because they were more under 
surveillance they could not really operate as freely and as successfully and with more impact as 
the women were able to do, so you have that. And then later, even, the ideas of modernity – I’ve 
already now moved into the 1900s – the idea of modernity affected that because in Brazilian 
Candomble historiography, it is on record that it was about the time that Ruth Landes, this North 
American researcher went to Bahia it was about that time – a lot of things were happening and 
the historic context of that time was really fertile. It was the time the dictatorship of Getúlio 
Vargas was becoming very strong in Brazil and so as a part of the way of getting people to 
accept his government he embarked on some projects of popular appeal to the people and one of 
that was liberalizing religious expression. And then he opened up to allow and give some 
opportunity for the non-Christian, non-Catholic sects to also have some say, to be able to talk in 
public and present themselves in a more open way, so you also have that. That also encouraged 
some of the Orisha houses to actually come forward and say, “Look, our own religion too is a 
religion of peace, it’s a religion of progress, so it’s not opposed in any way to the agenda of this 
nation.” Because Brazil was really desperately trying to modernize and trying to show the 
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European world and North America that it was also a civilized society, so some Orisha houses 
were also able to use that as another way of negotiating that, “Look, our religion will not detract 
from the modernist outlook of this country, it will also add to it.” And then also at the same time 
the same populist government of Getúlio Vargas that’s trying to woo all these alternative 
expressions was at the same time persecuting the certain voices of intellectuals. And many of 
these ones that were being persecuted by this government would run into these Orisha houses 
under the cover of night and they were protected spiritually and physically by this. In fact, in 
Bahia they said some of the intellectuals like [name?] before went on exile, like Arthur Ramos, 
like Edison Carneiro, that they had to run into Ile [name?] and Edison Carneiro [?] who was 
wanted desperately then by the police, he had to lay low in the house of Xango, in the real [?] of 
Xango covered by the same cloth that they use to cover the axe of Xango. And only two people 
in the whole of the community knew of his presence because the police were really looking for 
him and had they suspected he was there they would have invaded the temple. So only two 
people, the Iyalorixa of the house and her successor a few years later, [name?], only those two 
people knew. All the others did not suspect. So the second in command was in charge of feeding 
him and making sure that he had no reason to let the cat out of the bag and then, of course, the 
Iyalorixa – so the only two that knew. And he was there for months until things cooled down and 
he could escape out of the country. So of course those intellectuals, too, at the same time as soon 
as they go out they also are full of the praise of these Orisha people and also showing that they 
could actually be more spiritual in invocation than the so-called Catholic Church, because the 
Catholic Church would not have done that for them, would not have protected them. And that 
also added to the popularity. Of course in this narrative the protagonists would be the women 
who kept them alive in such a trying and desperate moment. So all those added to it. So it was 
that scenario that Ruth Landes met in Bahia and discovered how these women could move about 
and go anywhere. I have a film you can watch. And she now said she was so impressed to 
discover a city where women – who are normally the underdogs in any society – are like kings. 
Because she discovered that the politicians, whether openly or secretly they consult these Orisha 
ladies to look for power and protection, the intellectuals do the same, the student class – who 
were also actively fighting the dictatorship – they do the same. So she discovered the centrality 
of these Orisha women at keeping the community together and the way they were able to relate 
to the hegemonic powers of society: the governor, the police, the whatever. And that how she 
developed that research that she called the “City of Women.” 

Funlayo: Did you ever see it? 

Lisa: Mm-mmm. 

Omidire: I have the film here.  

Lisa: Oh wow. 

Omidire: So that was part of the first. Later the anthropologists took over and developed a 
whole discourse about how it was like that in Africa, that actually the Orisha presence. 

Funlayo: That’s Matrory-an. 
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Omidire: Yeah that’s Matory for you. That actually in Africa the power of the Orisha belonged 
to the women and the men are only the amogbalegbes and that. So they really developed that and 
because of that, in Brazil, the thing really turned into another thing altogether. Now men when 
they want to be Babalorixa, in order to legitimate their hold of the axe they have to effeminize 
themselves and with that, homosexuality became the way for a male to be able to find footing in 
the Orisha community. So you have those discourses.  

Lisa: That’s interesting and dealing with the orisha I’m also interested in why certain orisha in 
particular traveled to the so-called New World and in Brazil. I know that in the United States 
there are certain core Orisha that we know about and it has to do, I know, with which groups 
came over, where they came from, but I’m also a little bit curious, I also want to go into that a 
little deeper if you know how certain ones came and how the age of those who were enslaved 
when they were enslaved may have impacted the Orisha that traveled. Or any information about 
that that you might be able to –  

Omidire: Well, I tried to do some research along that line also and I discovered that it was more 
a function of who went where, basically it was that. You know, for example, that in Yorubaland 
that was one of the things that people would first notice when they come here. In brazil and other 
places in the Americas, you have all the orishas together in the same temple – Obatala, Ifa, Osun, 
Ogun, Oya, Osoosi – you have all of them in the same temple, the same house, under the same 
whatever. Whereas in Africa, orisha, basically one. They are orishas of families and not just 
individuals; families, lineages, clans and of course the entire community. So they really are not 
supposed to be the individual. The individual has his orisha as part of the family to which he 
belongs. For example, my family is Omidire, and the “omi” we are talking about is Osun. So we 
have an Osun behind our family compound that is there and that has its own link to the throne 
and all that. So another family would have another orisha that was connected, so that’s how it 
was in Africa but of course in the New World because of the peculiarity of their own situation, 
they now put everything together and have the same head – Iyalorixa or Babalorixa – to take care 
of everything together. You have that in the New World. So that basic difference already tells us 
something, for example, in Africa – when I’m talking about African I’m talking about 
Yorubaland – that okay, Ogun is popular among the Ekiti, the Ijesha. The same thing is Osun 
among the Ekiti, Ijesha, Ife. Whereas Sango is popular among the Oyo, Oya also because of the 
influence of Sango among the Oyo. So, pockets like that, for example, they say Esu is basically a 
Ketu deity that although you have it [?]. You know because Ife is the only place – Ile-Ife is the 
only place that’s supposed to have all the orishas. That’s why we say in Ile-Ife we have 401 
orishas and that basically every day is the feast day of one of the orisha. That there is only one 
day in the whole year that there is no feast day for any orisha and it’s only the king that knows 
that one day. And the story of migration said that when each of these groups were moving out of 
Ile-Ife to go and found their own settlement, they would always go with their titulary orisha from 
Ile-Ife and so with that the emphasis where they go, always their first homage and whatever 
tribute will be to that orisha of that community. And so, when people moved into the New 
World, they would move originally with that idea of the titular orisha of their clan or their 
lineage. But since that lineage had been broken up – maybe it’s only a member of the Ogun 
worshipping lineage from Ijesha that got into a place – he would have to reconstitute the whole 
of that lineage alone there through the children he would have, through the associates he would 
have – friends and everything – he would have to build it up. So that one, and other people 
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would also bring other ones, so that’s how you started having these congregation of the orisha 
and people started talking about using terminologies like “pantheon.” People talk about 
pantheon: the pantheon of orishas the pantheon of vodoun which actually is not something that is 
particularly local and indigenous into the way people look at that religion in Africa originally. So 
you have that angle from which to look at it.  

Lisa: And that they came from those areas in particular. 

Omidire: Yes they came from those areas in particular, so you have that predominance. For 
example, I was in Cuba – You have more orishas from the Oyo-speaking areas and moving a bit 
more toward the Ife are also in Cuba than you have it in Brazil and Trinidad for example. In 
Brazil you have also the Oyo areas but more of the Ketu. You know the Ketu, the Anago orishas 
were more present. And even you that are working with music, if you see the music – For 
example, in Brazil, all the orishas, they all dance to the same kind of physical drums, that’s the 
orun ron pile, the three drums. And those drums were actually drums – the shape of the drums – 
they are actually drums that are not particularly indigenous to the Yoruba speaking areas, they 
are more midway between Yoruba and the Ewe Fon speakers. Because their shape is more from 
a type of drums that you find all the way from the Asante to the Ga to the Gun to the Ewe to the 
Fon and all the rest, so you have that. Because you know that the orisha drums here they are as 
varied as the orisha themselves. There is a particular drum for Ogun – when we say “drum” we 
mean a whole ensemble! A whole ensemble; the dundun and the sekere for Osun, the aluja and 
the bata for Sango, the agere for Ogun, so you have all those. And even the shape of the drums 
are different, the sounds are different, the chords. For example for Ifa you have the agogo and 
the sekere, there’s even some that you only have the pate, clapping. So you have that. But all that 
was leveled, for example in Brazil, so what they now do is they maintain – since they can’t 
reproduce the drums, what they maintained are the rhythms. So for example when they are 
beating for Ogun it is faster, it is still agree, they call it agaere, the rhythm is agere but they will 
use the same drums that they will use and not the drum that we call agere. Because the name that 
we use agere in Yorubaland is more related to the drum itself, the physical structure of the agere 
drum. But now they are using agere drum beat. The same thing with aluja that is for Sango. They 
don’t even use bata. For a long time I heard people talking about bata in Brazil and I was 
curious, I wanted to see, but when I saw it I saw that it was not bata. 

Lisa: Yes, they were playing the bata rhythm. And also they don’t remember the entire rhythm, 
they may have a specific portion of it that was passed down –  

Omidire: Just sequences of it, yes, that’s also a detail. 

Lisa: Yeah because when the Yoruba bata players here listen to our recordings of bata from 
Cuba and from the United States, they ask “Why are they saying the same thing?” They keep 
saying the same thing over and over. 

Omidire: When I listen to it too I feel that it’s too much, but not only that it’s so much because 
bata is so variated and so lively. So that’s why when I listen to my Cuban [days?] I get bored 
easily by the time I listen to the third or the fourth track I get bored because it’s the same thing 
all over and over and over. But you have to put that in perspective. 
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Lisa: Yeah it’s a beautiful thing. 

Omidire: Because they have forgotten the different patterns so they now use the same thing: tu-
gun-tu-gun-tu-gun da-da-da tu-gun-tu-gun-tu-gun. 

Lisa: Over and over again, the stuttering. With the orisha traveling through the slave trade, since 
orisha are born I’m interested in the way the implements of the orisha traveled. And I was really 
intrigued when you were talking about the postal system that was established in order to get – So 
I was just wondering if you can talk about in the first wave of those enslaved Africans that came 
to the Americas the ways that they were able to birth orisha with what they had, what they were 
able to bring, and how they brought those things. And then how the postal system played into 
that process. 

Omidire: That’s also a good research topic for people to work on because, just like we said, the 
first wave of enslaved Africans did not have any chance to carry anything along with them. 
Anything they saw on them they would quickly tear them off and throw them away because of 
course the kidnappers were also afraid of the power of all those things, too, on them so they 
actually stripped them naked literally. But then, you see this lady – Karin Barber – she has a 
paper called “How Man Makes Good in West Africa” – and of course I like that title because it 
really talks about the Yoruba concept of orisha. That orisha, in spite of all the spiritual power 
that they have, they are also subjected to human agency, let me use that word.  

Lisa: Yeah, I thought that was a really unique approach she took.  

Omidire: For example when you want to make your orisha you give it the shape you imagine for 
it spiritually, and then you have to empower it with the ritual – blood rituals, this, this that you 
have to do to transfer the power into it. So actually it is the power that you have transferred into 
it, that power, the ase of the ritual that you did that is really keeping that thing alive. So the day 
you think maybe the wood is getting worn out or something, you can actually do another ritual to 
remove the power from that. That thing becomes an ordinary wood again and the power goes 
into another thing that you consecrate. So it’s completely different than how other religions look 
at spirituality as if something that is independent of man. So in our own it is not, the agency of 
man in it is whatever. And so that’s why we say when an orisha does not even do what you want 
you can punish it by refusing to feed the orisha or, you know, you can do a lot of things. So it’s 
really a lot of negotiation; what is sacrifice and ebo and etutu if not negotiation between man and 
the gods. So what that goes to say is that it is not the effigy the statues that they take or that they 
cannot take along that is really the force. So, for example, when many of them had some which 
they had their orisha and maybe when they were enslaved that was taken away from them, many 
of them will have a way of removing that power from the orisha, swallowing it and so, of course, 
wherever they go the thing is with them. At the earliest opportunity they just recreate another 
receptacle for that power and then they pour it out. Even until today you have people who do 
that, they have powers and then then at the point of death they will call somebody that is close to 
them and they will pour it. [They will] just say “Open your mouth” or “Open your hand” and the 
thing will come out from them they will and say, “Okay this is how you do it, either you swallow 
it or you do this or you do that so the power can live on. So basically they were able to cross the 
Atlantic with the orishas in them. And of course later during this [correo?] Nago period the 
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things that were actually changing hands were those productos da costa, you know, obi, orogbo, 
atare, those things that they can now use to call out the spirit of the orisha to be able to accent it 
properly. So those were the things they were selling most, until today. When you go to Brazil 
and Cuba too, they have a very thriving trade in those things. They have a very, very thriving 
trade because people – although of course today because of the difficulties of getting some things 
from Africa they can’t always get them so they have substitutes that they use but they know that 
for some levels of rituals you need the real African ingredient and that the substitute may not be 
able to work as well as they want the thing to do. So the orishas, they crossed the Atlantic both 
physically in ase forms, in effigy forms or whatever, [when things were easier?] but more 
importantly they crossed it in the form of the spirit. People could just swallow the power of it, 
the ase of it so that they could bring it out again at the right time. Some people would 
immediately the minute they would get to the New World the first thing they would do is just run 
into a place. Because the power too will continue to grow in them, so the first thing is they may 
look for a tree and quickly bring it out and hide it in that tree so that the thing could continue to 
grow there and whenever they now find a better place for it they’ll go out there – So you know 
there is this [thought] like you are keeping something valuable and it changed positions and 
everything. As far also from person to person so you have that ability. There are also some that 
traveled in drums, you know when they bring the drums there are some ase of orishas that 
traveled in those drums without anybody knowing. 

Lisa: The instruments were the vessels. 

Omidire: Yeah they were also vessels of some of this. For example even an ordinary agogo 
could become a receptacle for a particular spirit, for the particular power of the orisha. So you 
have various ways. Africans we are one of the most resourceful peoples on earth because of the 
difficulties we have had to face so people have had to be resourceful and imagine things and the 
kind of technology that is involved, it’s only because it has never been patented so the credit will 
never go to the people that should have them.  

Lisa: In my mind I would think that music is the most clear example of a cultural collective 
memory in the diaspora. What would you think is another really clear example or the clearest 
example and why? 

Omidire: Well I think music, of course, it’s basic. But apart from the music, you also have the 
sound. I’m trying to differentiate music – the rhythmic music – from sound that you can have in 
names, you can have in the spoken word, that you can have even in cries of anguish. Those were 
also like conductors of the African spirit within the New World because you can see the power in 
the names like for example I know how much you value your name, Osunleti, I know how much 
you value it. I know how much she values her name, Efunfunlayo. In fact, in most diasporic 
communities – at least I know of Brazil and Cuba – these names, you don’t allow people to use 
them for you in public. Many of the people in the diaspora they don’t even know why, they just 
practice it as something that has been passed down from generation to generation that, look, the 
day the orisha pronounces that name for you and really sets it down on your head that it becomes 
your sacred identity. But the real secret behind it is that in the Yoruba African context until 
today, the sacredness of name really speaks to the being himself or herself. That is, your name is 
more than just an attribute, it is not external to you, it is internal, it is where you actually live. For 
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example, if the Yoruba want to do something positive or evil to somebody, they will ask for at 
least two names: your given name, the name that you were given the day the esentaye thing was 
done for you and the same name of your mother. So anybody that has those two can bless you 
and do things that would really make you to be happy and prosperous and can also do the 
opposite. Because it’s like the password to your life. That’s why no Yoruba person would ever 
allow you to shout his name across space, so if you want to call somebody living in that house I 
may have to send somebody to call the person instead of standing [snaps fingers] at this place 
and shouting the name across space. Because you don’t know who may be listening and who 
may now capture that name and use it for good or evil for that person. So that was the secret, 
actually, that was taken to the diaspora and that was why when people now change names in the 
symbolic rebirth of initiation and you get that new identity, that new name, that name is not 
supposed to be broadcast, to be used outside. And that’s why just like in Africa we encourage 
people that are initiated to use half of it, not always the full. So if you are “Efunfunlayo,” use 
more of “Funlayo” because if anybody wants to use it they would have to find out what’s the 
source because the “Funlayo” anybody can use that, but the “efun” behind that already tells the 
person who is the owner of your head. And with that one they can negotiate and bring something 
against you. So when I tell my Brazilian students they will say, “Ah!” now they understand 
because they really had to keep that a big secret in their own context so I know told them it was 
because of that. Especially not in the marketplace, you don’t shout people’s name in the 
marketplace. You don’t, in Yorubaland you can’t because it’s like you are making them to be 
vulnerable to any kind of attack. 

Lisa: Okay one last question, I don’t want to hold you too long: there is a strong movement in 
the US to reconnect with an African identity and to recapture some of our collective and cultural 
memories so much so to the extent that people are almost inventing things and saying this is an 
“African tradition.” We’re so hungry for the knowledge and a reconnection because I think, 
especially in my generation, our parents in a lot of senses – well, I wouldn’t say my parents, my 
grandparents – were still trying to “Americanize,” like we have with so many migratory groups, 
immigrants. But I’m wondering if you’re seeing similar movements in other parts of the 
diaspora. Because my thought is that more and more as we are trying to associate ourselves with 
something African as African immigrants are coming to America – and I’m not sure exactly how 
it is here but I would say those who are immigrating to America we’re missing each other 
because they are trying very hard to Americanize and to move away from that identity so I’m 
just wondering about how you’re seeing –  

Omidire: I think it has to do with the different kinds of diaspora. Remember during the lecture I 
was talking about the original diaspora that was born out of slavery, enslavement and all that 
anguish and that one the essence was always to go back. So for example even in the same 
communities where you had those trees of forgetfulness where they enslaved people are 
supposed to move around a certain tree so that they will forget who they were and they were 
supposed to go into the New World as zombies, they say in the same communities there was 
another tree where they would do a counter-ritual and the purpose of that second ritual was that 
whenever that person dies in the diaspora his soul must come back to the homeland. Each one 
has an explanation as I’m always explaining to my students. The zombification is really 
something to allay the fears of the agents of enslavement because in Yorubaland and most 
African cultures, anybody that you are exiling or that you are killing, maybe as a human sacrifice 
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or something, anybody that is starting on a long journey from which he or she may never return 
must never say anything evil before he or she leaves because it is believed that if he should utter 
any evil word it must come to pass. So that was why if you look at pictures that depict human 
sacrifice in those days, the mouth has to be gagged so that he doesn’t utter any curse on the king 
or on the agency – even on the orisha. Because the curse at that point could affect even the 
orisha, thoughtless of human beings. So that was the purpose of the ritual of the zombification so 
that that would paralyze their memories so that they would not be able to use that power. But 
then they still realized that these were human people and these were a part of their community so 
that’s why they do the other ritual to make sure that when they die out there the soul must come 
back. Because in Yoruba we believe that where the placenta is buried is supposed to be sacred to 
you because that’s where your essence is. And that’s why we don’t let people know where we 
have buried the placenta of our children. It is a real sacrilege to let people know where you have 
buried the placenta because people can use it for anything. So that is that connection. So the 
inverse situation that you are describing actually stems from the inverseness of the diaspora. The 
diaspora of the Africans that are going to America today is the economic diaspora. They are 
actually running away from their homeland. Hmm? They were not being expelled, they were not 
being exiled, they were not being stolen away like the enslaved ones were. Though, it is not as 
voluntary as they would think it was because when they say, “Ah! I’m leaving this goddamned 
country behind!” it’s not as voluntary as they think. Because actually by the time he gets out 
there, he would always have a lot of longing for what he left behind, for the homeland. But 
because of the overriding power of the dollar and then after some time there is also the prestige 
attached to the fact that he is now on that other side where it’s supposed to be better, where 
everything is supposed to be easier for him, where it’s supposed to be more prosperous, more 
prestigious. So there’s also that aspect of prestige that is also holding people. But deep inside, the 
longing is there for them to be able to come back home. But then, in their effort to be accepted 
by that society there – You know, when they go there they are not really looking for the 
acceptance of the African Americans, no. They are looking for the acceptance of the oligarchy, 
of the hegemony, of the ruling class which is white. So that’s why they want to keep as much 
distance from the African Americans – even if possible from their own African brothers and the 
African homeland. It’s like a renunciation, they have to renounce their African identity, their 
African values so as to be acceptable and accepted by the community because of course there’s 
always that element of suspicion and everything. So they have to kind of overcome that and that 
is why you have that kind of converse and contrastive ideas between the two diasporas, that is a 
way one could explain that. Eventually, by the time they now get more comfortable there, they 
want to get more Africanized. I don’t know if you have been seeing the pattern? When most of 
our people leave here, they get there, they don’t want their children to speak Yoruba, they don’t 
want them to watch Yoruba movies, they don’t want them to dress Yoruba, they don’t want them 
to even use their Yoruba names if possible. But after they have settled down properly there, they 
now have their green card, they now have some status, they now want to go back to that 
Africanness as a kind of negotiative power for even better conditions there. Because they can 
now have African Americans to move closer to them, to learn something from them, to ask them 
to buy things when they eventually go home – “Bring this back we will buy it from you” – so 
then they now suddenly remember their Africanness. So it is more of economic than whatever, 
because they deep thing is that every human being, you have that attachment to your origin. So 
that’s why I started that lecture trying to define what diaspora really is. The same way it was to 
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the Jews it can only be to the Austrians, to the Albanians – look at what the Turkish did to the 
Albanians and the kind of diaspora – the Kurdish people, anybody.  

Lisa: What about those of us who are descendants of that forced migration? Are you seeing a 
similar move to try and associate with something African in other parts of the diaspora?  

Omidire: Yes, in fact it is something that is so strong that in spite of the suspicion that the white 
class had for anything black, they gradually over the past four decades, at least, they have been 
won over by the appeal. The tenacity of the belief of this African diaspora people that they have 
gradually given some opportunity for that Africanness to be associated even with their own 
national image. Brazil is a typical example, Cuba is another one. Even in the peak of Fidel 
Castro’s dictatorship in Cuba, there was always this cordial and tacitly supportive relationship he 
had with the Santería group. For example, when I was in Cuba in 2003, most of the places we 
went for shows and everything, it was the Cuban government vehicles that would take us, they 
were facilitating a lot of things. And of course if you consider the kind of repressive nature that 
that communism had where people would tell on their neighbors, where people would always 
want to be sure that you are still in line with the revolution, that you are not thinking different 
from the leader and things like that, you know what that means. And then even from the internet, 
any – until when they say whatever “Groupo Folklorico del Cuba” you can be sure 90% of their 
repertoire is Afro-Cuban, religion, culture. So that expression is there. In Brazil, wherever, it is 
that culinary, music, literature, they always showcase that Africanness of their culture. It didn’t 
just come out of the blue. No. It was due in thanks to the effort of generations after generations 
of enslaved Africans and their descendants who, as part of their resistance – because African 
resistance in the New World took different forms. At first there were the ones who were 
desperate that “Look, instead of being enslaved I will die.” Those who jumped off the ship, those 
who jumped into the mouth of the sharks and the whatever. And then, of course, those that 
fought and made sure they were killed, and after that we had the ones who were using poison on 
the white folks and everything then, later, you started having the ones who would run away at the 
risk to their lives and everything. You had all that. But later, little by little, the resistance started 
taking other forms and the forms they are not less expressive or less powerful. In fact, they are 
more powerful because of their subtle nature. Because resistance through food, through 
language, through dressing… You know what just plaiting your hair means in the diaspora, you 
know things that our children take for granted here, people will be ready to pay a lot of money to 
have their hair plaited [there]. Something that Fikayo does here every week with 100 naira she 
will have a beautiful hairdo. In Brazil, the black segment has a lot – she [referring to wife?] did a 
lot of hair places in Brazil, she did a lot of that in Brazil. And you know, the black people in 
Brazil they are still so economically disempowered. They didn’t have the money, but they will 
still save this one because to have a hairdo in Brazil you can spend between $80-120 and that 
could represent a whole month’s salary for some of them. So they will do it and they will keep 
this thing so jealously – six months, eight months – they will keep it. Something that here, by the 
time it’s a week the children here are already starting to loosen the thing so they can do another 
one that same day or something. In fact we used to have friends in Brazil who will keep eight 
months, a year a hairdo and the thing will have started tearing off, even tearing out their own 
natural hair because you know when the thing really wears off if you don’t remove it quickly it 
can even pull off your real hair from the root. They were ready to really even pay that price just 
to be able to make that statement that “I am African and I want to be seen as such.” So those 
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kinds of resistance, they are even more powerful than the resistance in terms of fighting with 
knives, axes, with guns, revolting. And at the end of the day that one – because it also has the 
aesthetic. In Bahia we talk about combining the ethnic with the aesthetic. In Portuguese the two 
it’s just one letter that’s different – etnico, estetico. So we have that blend. So that’s why we 
have the groups in Brazil – Ile Aiye, Olodun, Mozenza – those ones who really showcase those 
African things. For example, before about two weeks before the carnival in Bahia they have 
something that they call Noite da Beleza Negra. Literally it means night of black beauty. What 
they do is they have a competition – contest – to select the queen of the carnival for that year. 
The queen of the carnival will be the lady who will lead the carnival dance of Ile Aiye, for 
example and they dress them up in African aesthetics. That is the dream of every Black lady in 
Brazil today to be elected queen of the Black Carnival. So they cultivate the dance steps, the 
poise, and everything. They cultivate it consciously so it’s a very strong resistance. And because 
of the beauty and because of the way they take it so seriously the white folks ended up now 
admiring – just like it happened during the time of slavery when during the feast days of the 
church the black rolled out their drums and the beauty of their rhythm would overshadow the 
beauty of the classical music of the white folks and they would quickly retire their own music 
and say, “Please take over” and those ones would now really pull out all the stops and give them 
a fantastic show. The same thing is happening now, that’s why the carnival of Brazil is attracting 
such a huge crowd. In Salvador 15 million people participate in the streets carnival for six days 
in Bahia. And actually between 2000 and 2005, I noticed another trend: that the thing got s 
contagious that not only did it attract blacks from other parts of Brazil and other parts of [South] 
America but even from the Northern hemisphere. We had a few American friends who came into 
Brazil just as tourists just to look at it and by the time they saw how proud these blacks are of 
their heritage and how they are using it daily to really wrestle power from the hegemonic class, 
they decided this is a better place to live. So about four or five of our friends from America and 
from Britain ended up buying houses in Brazil. We have a friend now that’s a cook now in 
Brazil; he has a restaurant, he’s from North America. He’s running a restaurant there now. So 
just like you have it in the US. And even Cuba, with the poverty they have there and everything, 
they too they do a lot. In their own innovative ways they try to really connect themselves. With 
the white clothes they use, with the beads they use. Unfortunately they don’t have access to the 
African prints that they have in Brazil. In Brazil, when they dress up – wow! No queen can 
match the Brazilian black queens. 

Lisa: What is the reaction to that type of movement from [continental] Africans? Because my 
experience when I’ve had – I have a lot of friends who are African who come to Tallahassee for 
school because it’s a school town, and we’ll talk about our thoughts on politics, like a black 
nationalist type of movement, pan African identities, moving into that pan-African identity like 
they have the pan-Indian identity because in America we’re forced to do that. The Indians were 
forced to no longer be Iroquois and Seminole, they were just Indian. But my reaction from many 
of my African friends is, “Why are you so angry?” So I’m just curious about what the reaction is 
– I mean, I think that your reaction to us is probably not necessarily typical. That’s what I would 
assume, but I don’t know. As an academic, you have Americans coming here who are hungry to 
learn the language every summer and like Funlayo who’s interested in learning Portuguese and 
Spanish and Yoruba language so she can study this kind of African culture all over the world. It 
would seem that your reaction to us might not be the typical one so I was just wondering about 
that. 
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Omidire:  It still has to do with that issue of economy. Just like it happened in the origin of the 
African presence in the New World where everything black was denigrated, downplayed as evil, 
as inferior, as something that you cannot be proud of. The unfortunate economic situation of 
most African countries and then of course being associated to that you have what the media 
would project about Africa and Africans in the great metropolis made most Africans not to be 
proud of who they are. And then to make things worse you have this religious brainwashing by 
the proselytizing so-called “world religions” Christianity, mostly. And so for example in Nigeria, 
since the 1970s when the Pentecostal movement came into Nigeria you had this very unfortunate 
attitude of a very important segment of the African society – which is the intellectual class – to 
want to disassociate themselves completely from everything African because everything African 
is seen as “The reason why Africa is backward is because we still wear these African dresses, we 
still sing these African songs, we still worship these African deities!” That that is the reason why 
Africa is still backward. So in order for them to get acceptance and to get accepted into the 
societies that they look upon as progressive, developed – whatever – they want to throw all that 
behind them. So many of them after they have been – It’s not really a question of indoctrination, 
because you find that in spite of all their intolerance toward anything that is not monotheistic 
religion, that is not Christian, that is not whatever, you still see that it is only a question for 
convenience for them. That deep within them their humanness, their Africanness is still 
surviving. There is nothing they can just do about that. For example, these family that would put 
religion as their emblem: the father is a pastor, the mother is a pastress, the children are –  

Lisa: Acolytes, yeah. 

Omidire:  And they try to project that image. It is actually as a result of that movement – the 
Pentecostal movement of the 1970s when they started saying it. The thing actually came out of 
America. Until very recently, most of those [?] churches, they used to have the word “Inc.” after 
their name, incorporated. And those that have incorporated really means that they have a 
headquarters somewhere in the states who is actually financing that church. So in the beginning 
when they are receiving that full finance from the US and from these Northern Hemisphere 
countries, they would actually do [?] welfare programs for would-be converts. “Hey we want to 
sponsor your children’s education. We want to give you free this free that.” So that idea of the 
free lunch. They will bring it using the money that they get out there. But behind that there’s a 
very powerful ideological statement that, “Look, if you want to be as successful as we are you 
must accept our God and forgo your own gods. You must dress the way we do” – you know, the 
suit and tie and everything – “You don’t have to be bothered about the 50 degree Celsius 
temperature that you have, you must wear your black suit and your black ties and your 
uncomfortable shoes just to look like the white pastors. You must carry a bible that’s as big as 
your own weight even though you don’t have enough food in your belly to counterbalance the 
weight of that bible.” Don’t you see these guys around? You see these thin guys and then they 
carry this big bible that if anything should jostle them they would just topple over because the 
weight of the bible is almost equal to their own body weight. So they now project that and they 
say, “Look, we speak good English! We will be the university people, we will be this, we will be 
that.” And so that image is projected as the progressive, as the developed, as the successful. And 
so they sold that to people. Even when they go out and they start the process of wanting to 
migrate to the US, to the states, they carry that same image even to the visa interviews to show 
them, “Look I’m a civilized guy, I won’t be causing trouble when I get to your country. I know 
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the Lord Jesus Christ as my personal lord and savior.” So they will project that as also a part of 
the negotiation that they are doing to get the visa and when they get out there they believe that 
same talisman will work for them to get jobs and be able to reap and be part of the American 
dream, the European dream and all that. So because of that, they do a complete – at least 
apparently – divorce from their tradition. So I have heard people made African diaspora people 
cry when they tell them, “Look what are you people still doing with this orisha stuff? Those 
things are forgotten in Africa, nobody talks about them anymore, they don’t exist again! How 
come you are still so backward? How come you are still sticking to this?” They make people cry 
out there, I feel so bad. So I just say, well, just like their Christian ideology will teach them 
“Father forgive them for they don’t know what they are doing” because that’s basically what it 
is. So, you will now realize that years later when these same people are now settled in that locale, 
that environment, they will be the ones now to find a way of smuggling their kids – their 20 year 
old kids, their 25 year old kids, their 15 year old kids – into your group of African Americans 
coming to Africa to learn Yoruba for their own kids now to come and learn their own mother 
tongue. I’m surprised that in your set you don’t have too many of them. 

Lisa and Funlayo: We do. 

Omidire: How many of them? 

Lisa: There’s a couple three or four. 

Omidire: Oh ok I thought you didn’t have as many. Because every year you have a sizeable 
number of them who –  

Lisa: And they don’t speak –  

Omidire: They don’t speak! And even they will not learn as well as you will do because even as 
they are here, that shame is still accompanying them. When they go out with you to the market, 
to these places, they will be the one hiding behind you when you are asking questions and 
everything they don’t want these people to suspect that they are actually children of Yoruba 
people. Because that brainwashing that their father had had been passed on to them. But now 
their fathers are trying to repent of their own original crime but now the scapegoat will be their 
own children that they are now pushing, “Oh sorry it’s mea culpa, we are the ones who robbed 
you of that identity. Go and see if you can get it back.” But then it takes another reorientation for 
that child to be able to recover that identity, so that’s where the conflict actually lies. That’s 
where the conflict actually comes from. 

Lisa: I’m sorry, ok. I just have so many questions. 

Omidire: No, really I always enjoy sessions like this.  

Lisa: I enjoy talking to you so much, I’m so appreciative. Like my family, for instance, is 
Seventh Day Adventists – my host family here. And I don’t understand everything they’re saying 
but I’m quite clear that they are making comments about my interest in orisha and Ifa. Like 
everybody from the grandmother to the children keep dropping these things like, “But your son 
is David, that is a Christian name” or they keep showing me these movies that have the 
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undertone of I’m going to hell. And so I’m just curious about – Because I have always thought 
about most African families, probably as having this – unlike America where the attitude is 
you’re either this or you are that, “You are either Christian or you are going to hell” – I always in 
the back of my mind I think I hoped and I believed that the idea was that you could be both this 
and that. That you can be both Christian and accept the truth, to some degree, of your native 
belief systems. And here I am in this situation where that has clearly been proven false. So I’m 
wondering, which is the more common attitude? 

Omidire: Well that’s really a question for sociologists, but I will risk a fallacy – but at least I 
will be able to tell you of an experience that I had and that I know of. You see, whether the 
African man likes it or not, he cannot stop being an African. At least we have some proverbs that 
will say that the fact that a log of wood has stayed 20 years in the water will not make it turn into 
a crocodile, it will not become a crocodile just because it has stayed still in the water like a 
crocodile for months or for years so the thing will always be there. But because of the economic 
gains and also the prestige and the – You know it’s almost like an awo that they have turned this 
religious fundamentalism. Before, we used to use the word “SU” for them. SU was actually a 
sect, the Scriptures Union. They are the ones that started this religious fundamentalism, at least 
they were the ones that espoused it and really popularized it in the first place; those who were the 
first generation of the 70s, 80s. They were called SU, Scriptures Union. That sect is even no 
longer in existence, but it has been replaced by about 200-400 other ones. So you have that sect, 
that fundamentalism that really was a like a constraint on people’s lives. They were using the 
yardstick of “What will my Christian brothers say of me when they hear that I wear this, when 
they hear that I do that, when they hear that I go to this place?” But then, deep inside where they 
live, when they have a problem that they know their religion will not solve, they go in hiding to 
use –  

Lisa: Yeah they’ll still do that. Even my family will still do that, yeah, okay. 

Omidire: So it’s real hypocrisy. It is just pure and simple hypocrisy. That’s the beauty of the 
diaspora, that’s one of the greatest lessons that the diaspora has given us: that the world is a 
pluralistic place. That it’s impossible for you to think of any universalism in terms of culture, in 
terms of religion, in terms of identity – they are not static, they are not universal, but they are 
pluralistic and diverse. So that is the problem that most people have. I will give you an example 
– well, this year it didn’t happen that much, so it’s almost as if it didn’t happen at all but – here 
on campus, we have factions… We are really the avatar, we are supposed to be the intellectuals 
of the whole nation, we are supposed to be the most connected to what is happening in the world 
and of course you know the academic community was one of the strongest bases of religious, 
Christian fundamentalism, Pentecostalism. You just need to go out even in the evening you will 
see they turn every available space – classrooms, auditoriums, even the sports field – they turn it 
into religious worship areas. These Christian people you will see this one doing arapapa-popo-
yapapa you know all this speaking in tongues in this corner. They have multiplied their sects and 
factions all over the place. And this is something that was popularized right from the level of the 
lecturers themselves like, “Look, you want to be successful? You want to have promotion? To be 
able to move up you have to be part of this, this is the in thing.” The funniest thing is that when 
the time comes to select a new Vice Chancellor of the University – the President of the 
University – the contest often times is among so many of the so-called Christians. Of course 
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many of the Christians will be ones contesting too, but you’d be so surprised that by the time the 
race begins you will see ebo all over the place, people carrying ebo and everything.  

Lisa: You see ebos left all over the place. 

Omidire: All over the place! Putting sacrifices all over. Where did they get them from? So 
people will still go back in their hypocrisy they will talk, “I’m a Christian, thank God I’m saved! 
Thank God I’m born again! Thank God I’m this, thank God I’m that,” but when they really need 
something real bad they run back. The run to the babas and everything. The babalawos they 
know them, you know? So they run there. So it is more of hypocrisy when they talk. That’s why 
anybody here in our environment, the minute he puts “pastor” in front of his name I suspect him 
twice because I know that’s what it is. So that’s really a big problem that we have. But it’s 
because of those values that have been attached to it originally from outside and now that people 
have interiorized and they are still trying to live up to those images and everything. The real ones 
among them who have really interiorized that thing and really make a lifestyle, they are so few 
and far apart. Because traditionally, our traditional religions are inclusive, not exclusive. We are 
so accommodating. And that’s why it’s possible – Because remember when we say the Orisha 
Tradition for example is a tradition of families, a tradition of clans, and communities. And if I 
from my community where we worship Oya, I go out to marry a woman from a community 
where they worship Osoosi, of course automatically she will bring something of that Osoosi to 
that family too and she will be able to create a shrine for her own Osoosi and continue it. And of 
course when she’s having odun for Osoosi, all of us will participate, we’ll contribute, we’ll eat, 
we’ll dance together, and so she doesn’t have to go out and preach to all of us that you must 
accept –  

Lisa: “Accept Osoosi or go to hell!” 

Omidire: - Osoosi as your personal lord and savior or else you will go to hell or whatever. You 
don’t need to do that. In fact that’s what a researcher found out in Brazil, he said that in spite of 
the fact that the African traditional religion does not proselytize, it’s one of the fastest growing 
religions in the world, so they tried to find out why. And it’s basically because the values that the 
African traditional religion tries to project, they are so powerful that they appeal to the inner 
bosom of every individual so it’s only when you want to do the show off and the hypocritical 
that people will say, “Ah no I don’t want anything to do with that.” In Brazil, I like the way they 
put it, they call the temples “Egbe” and egbe really means it’s like a social organization. So that 
really means anybody can go to it, you can go there, now the level of your involvement is now 
dependent on how you now decide yourself. For example in Brazilian Candomble they have 
different levels: you can be going there just as a simpatizante (sympathizer), you can go there 
you can be there for 10 year as an abian, that’s somebody that’s not yet a novice, but somebody 
that just likes the place and wants to associate and participate in some whatever. And then from 
there you can become a real novice, and from there you become iyawo, and from there you can 
do the deca and become iyalorixa. So it is so accommodating and you are not forced to come and 
do this ritual or come and do that ritual or you will be excluded if you don’t do this ritual, so it’s 
really one of the appeals that it is having mostly not only to African diaspora people but even to 
non-African people, especially intellectuals. The intellectual class are the first ones to really 
catch onto the force within this. Because the philosophy of African traditional religion is one of 
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the most powerful theologies you can find anywhere because it’s not an ontology of 
destructiveness and, “Look either you do this or this happens to you” it’s not an ontology that 
threatens you with annihilation, but it is one that tells you that whatever your situation, there will 
always be a place for you within this context and that is what makes the difference, so it’s quite 
interesting.  

Lisa: Oh well I’m sad you’re leaving I would like to keep talking to you. I wish I had been over 
here last week asking you questions. 

Omidire: You can also send me questions on email.  

Lisa: How long will you be in Germany?  

Omidire: 14 months. I’m writing a book on the Yoruba Atlantic diaspora and the construction of 
cultural identity in Latin America.  

Lisa: And you’re doing it in Berlin. 

Omidire:  Yes because the Germans are paying. 

Lisa: Well ask them if they want to have a young ethnomusicologist come with her family and 
write about –  

Omidire: I got the AVH fellowship, they support such fellowships.  

Lisa: Will your family join you there? 

Omidire: Certainly they will.  

Funlayo: Which fellowship is it? 

Omidire: The Alexander Von Humboldt fellowship, it’s the highest fellowship in Germany so I 
got that one for experienced researchers. You know they have them in categories, they have the 
one for postdoctorals and then they have the one for experienced researchers.  

Lisa and Funlayo: Wow congratulations. 

Omidire: Thank you. I’m still looking forward to being able to do some research on the African 
American community in the United States on the one hand and also the Latin community, the 
Latin immigrant communities in the United States. In fact, I wrote a proposal last year to the 
Smithsonian Institute to do a research like that with Latin immigrant communities to see how 
much of their Africanness they have been able to maintain and preserve in their new locale. 
Because by the time they transfer from Latin America to the US there must have been a lot of 
negotiation to see how much did they preserve, how much did they leave. I also wanted to do 
something like that.  

Lisa: I would love to hear about that, to read that. 
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Omidire: So I’m still waiting for the opportunity to do that because I have to negotiate time with 
my University.  

Lisa: Yeah you can’t be on leave the whole time.  
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