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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines the manners in which dancing in Lucumi religious 

rituals, as a practice in cosmological embodiment, destabilizes and/or subverts normative 

secular values and structures, and considers what this subversion reveals about the 

development of civil discourse and participatory parity in the United States.  In particular, 

this dissertation focuses on the destabilization of the public/private binary, the use of 

secularization by religious communities for their own benefit, the unsettling of the 

boundaries of the category of religion, and the exposure of the fallacy of secularism as a 

hallmark of the liberal nation state.  The theoretical foundations of the study are in 

Carribeanist anthropology and postsecularism.  Dance and performance ethnography are 

the primary methods used to analyze two cases studies.  The first case study takes place 

at a Lucumi religious drumming ceremony, known as a tambor, held in the basement of a 

private home in New York City.  The second case study takes places at a Haitian Vodou 

drumming ceremony held at Riis Beach, in Queens, New York.  The findings taken from 

these case studies suggest that embodiment plays an important, yet often 

unacknowledged role, in the development of civil discourse, and supports the postsecular 

argument that in a society defined by plurality, religion(s) offers substantial material in 

service of the creation of moral frameworks.  Dance, in particular, allows bodies and 

ideas to bridge spaces and ideologies, thus contributing to how individuals perform their 

identity in society, and to how society envisions itself as a whole.   
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
 
ACHÉ:  A complex concept that references both the form and potency of energy imbued in all 

things. 
     
AHIJADA:  Sp., a godchild. 
 
AIYE:  The planetary earth. 
 
AJUBA:  To praise. 
 
AKPWON:  A ritual officiate who leads the singing during drummings. 
 
ALACHE:  The head cook for ritual events. 
 
ALEYO:  A person active in an ilé, but uninitiated and without elekes, and therefore not a 
“child” of the house.  Literally means “stranger” or “visitor”. 
 
ASON:  A small instrument similar to a maraca, but with beads on the outside. 
 
AYUBONNA:  The second godparent to a ahijada.  Literally means “eyes on the road”.   
 
BANQUITO:  Sp., a small wooden bench that is low to the ground. 
 
BRUJERIA:  Sp., witchcraft. 
 
CABILDO:  Sp., in the context of Cuba, a mutual aid society for Africans and Afro-Cubans 
organized along ethnic lines. 
 
CIMARRON:  Sp., in the context of colonial Cuba, a person who escaped enslavement and lived 
in the bush.  Literally means “thicket”. 
 
COMPARSA:  Sp., a style of dance and music that involves ensembles of singers and musicians 
followed by groups of dancers and attendants often in costume who travel down the street during 
carnival. 
 
CONJUNTO:  Sp., a small group of performing artists. 
 
CORROS:  Sp., in the context of Cuba, circular dances performed during parades. 
 
CRIOLLO: Sp., creole.  Literally meaning “native to the locality”. 
 
DERECHO:  Sp., a financial or material payment for services, protection, and respect.  Literally 
means “right”.   
 
DIA DEL MEDIO:  Sp., the middle day of a three day initiation ritual. 
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EBO:  A sacrifice or offering made to orisha or egun. 
 
EGUN:  The ancestral spirits, either familial or through one’s religious lineage. 
 
ELEGUN:  An initiated priest or priestess who gets possessed by orisha. 
 
ELEKES:  Beaded necklaces that puts one under the protection and tutelage of a godparent and 
their orisha, and makes them a member of a specific ile. 
 
EMANCIPADOS:  Sp., those Africans living in Cuba as “free” who were brought on ships 
sailing from West Africa or between North and South American to be sold as chattel slaves, but 
were intercepted by British patrols following the British Parliament’s outlaw of the transatlantic 
slave trade. 
 
ESHU NI PACO:  The space on the back on one’s upper neck considered the site of one’s 
ancestral soul. 
 
ESPIRITISMO:  Sp., spiritism.  A mediumship practice used for communicating with spiritual 
forces. 
 
EYELE:  A dove. 
 
FUNDAMENTO:  Sp., a drumming that uses consecrated bata drums. 
 
GUAYABERA:  Sp., a popular style of men’s shirts designed to remain untucked.  Often made 
from cotton with light embroidery decorating the front. 
 
IBEJI:  Twins. 
 
IDEJO:  Land administrators that represented a particular ethnic group’s interest. 
 
IGBODU:  A sacred space such as a grove, shrine or room. 
 
IKU:  Death. 
 
ILE:  House or religious family. 
 
INVENTO:  Sp., an invention or something that was added to a practice later. 
 
IWAJU:  The space between the eyes. 
 
IYA/BABALOCHA:  A gender-specific term for godmother or godfather.  Literally means 
“mother” or “father” “of the orisha”. 
 
IYAWO:  A newly ordained initiate.  A term for a bride.   
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IYAWORAJE:  The first year of an ordained initiate, meaning “the state of wifehood”. 
 
LA REGLA DE OCHA:  Sp., literally the rules of Ocha, referencing being in service to orisha. 
 
LIMPIEZA DE SANGRE:  Sp., in the context of the Spanish colonies, a voucher or document 
that stated a person had a minimum of three generations of family that were not considered 
Muslim, Jewish, or African.   
 
LWA:  The deities associated with Vodou. 
 
MARIWO:  Palm fronds. 
 
OBA:  King or, in the context of daily religious practice, a trained officiate for ritual ceremonies. 
 
OCHA:  The pantheon of orisha and the systems associated with the order Lucumi. 
 
OJA:  Market place. 
 
OLODUMARE:  Considered the source of all life, that which everything emanates from. 
 
OMO-ORISHA:  Child of orisha, those who are either marked for an orisha or are initiated to an 
orisha. 
 
OPA IKU:  The stick or cane used to call the dead during propitiation. 
 
ORISHA:  The deities associated with Yoruba-based religious practices. 
 
ORO: A circle.  A cycle of sung prayers. 
 
ORO CANTADO:  The portion of a drumming during which attendants sing and dance for 
orisha. 
 
ORO SECO:  The protion of a drumming during which only the drums play sacred rhythms to 
each orisha, while attendants stand quietly. 
 
ORUN:  The realm of the sky.  The realm of non-earth. 
 
OSOGBO:  Negativity. 
 
PALANGANA:  Sp., a large bowl or pail. 
 
PATAKI:  A didactic story. 
 
PELADORA:  Sp., in the context of Lucumi, a person who plucks feathers from birds. 
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PRENDA:  A sacred home for forces associated with the practice of Palo. 
 
QUILOMBO:  A Brazilian hinterland settlement founded by people of African origin. 
 
RAMA:  Sp., a branch of a religious family.  Literally means “branch”.  
 
REGLA:  Sp., the rules associated with religious practices and cosmological order. 
 
SANTERIA:  Sp., a vernacular term for the practice of orisha worship first applied as a 
derogatory name in rural Portugal and Spain for those who propitiated saints rather than Jesus. 
 
SANTERO:  Sp., a vernacular term that originally began as  derogatory label for someone who 
worships orisha or the saints. 
 
SARAYEYE:  A cleansing in which a person is cleansed by passing a material over the body. 
 
SOCIEDAD:  Sp., in the context of Lucumi, a mutual aid society also known as a cabildo. 
 
TAMBOR:  A ritual drumming held to honor orisha. 
 
TEMPLO:  Sp., in the context of Lucumi, a space in which the head of an ile’s orisha live or 
where cabildo proceedings are held.  Literally means “temple”. 
 
TERREIROS:  Pr., a sacred space or compound in Candomble where orisha are kept and where 
rituals take place. 
 
TRONO:  Sp., literally means “throne”. 
  



  

   xiii 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the winter of 2016, I attended a tambor, a religious ritual drumming, for Obatala (a 

deity in Yoruba-diasporic religious traditions), in the Adam Clayton Powell State Office near the 

express stop on the “2” train in the heart of bustling Harlem in New York City.  This civil service 

building differed drastically from the cramped, hot and airless basements in residential sections 

of the Bronx where tambors are frequently held.  In order to enter the building, I walked under a 

cold, vaulted, granite archway and showed identification to security guards.  I passed through a 

metal detector and took a swift and spacious mirrored elevator up to the 12th floor.  Inside a 

large, drab conference room lined with windows overlooking the west side of Manhattan and the 

New Jersey “skyline” there was a beautiful, white trono (throne) erected in Obatala’s honor.  In 

attendance was a crowd of about seventy-five people.  While devotees prostrated one-by-one 

before the trono, ritual musicians drummed and sang in a call and response manner.  Other 

priests and priestesses were already dancing in small, repetitive steps:  a ball-change starting 

with the right foot on the first two beats and finishing by closing the right foot next to the left on 

the third beat.  This was then repeated by starting with the left foot, and continued in this pattern 

for several minutes.  As the dancing and music intensified, I noticed others close to me beginning 

to perspire.  Within moments, a priest with a slight build began to stumble.  He had previously 

been on beat but now he seemed unable to find his footing.  He fell against my right shoulder.  

The mass of his body seemed disproportionately large for his frame.  For the priest, this 

experience of "getting touched" - not quite possessed yet not fully present - was familiar.   

 The above description is of a Lucumi religious ritual held in New York City and I offer it 

to introduce my research area, which concerns dancing in the Lucumi religious tradition.  
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Lucumi is a widely observed Afro-diasporic religion formulated in Cuba and has a large diaspora 

in the western hemisphere, particularly in the United States, Puerto Rico, Venezuela and Mexico, 

with a smaller, but historically resolute, diaspora in the Philippines.  In different contexts it may 

be called Santería, Cuban Yoruba, La Regla de Ocha, or simply “the religion”.  Lucumi was 

developed in Cuba by enslaved Africans of the Lucumi and Arara ethnic groups and their Afro-

Cuban descendants.1  In Lucumi, the orisha, deities or energies of Yoruba and Dahomeyan-based 

religious traditions (known in Cuba as the Arara), are associated with particular aspects of nature 

(for example, the ocean), natural phenomenon (for example, the rainbow), or energies of life (for 

example, death or war), and are honored through drumming, dancing, singing, prayers and 

material offerings.  Forming the largest percentage of enslaved peoples in Cuba prior to 

independence in 1898, the Lucumi, Arara and their descendants have had a lasting influence on 

the formation of Cuban identity.  Though not necessarily as widespread as Kongo influence in 

the United States, as the religious tradition has travelled between Cuba and the United States, its 

influence on American identity has grown.2  Many migrants have carried with them the practices 

                                                
1 For more on the relationship between the kingdoms of Ile Ife, Oyo and Benin that existed prior 
to the Trans-Atlantic slave trade, see Olupona (2011). The term Lucumi was used in Cuba for the 
purposes of identifying enslaved peoples who spoke dialects within a larger regional language 
family now known as Yoruba.  Prior to the mid-nineteenth century the term Yoruba as an 
ethnonym that referred primarily to those people of the Oyo kingdom.  The term was not widely 
applied to the orisha-based devotional practices from Cuba until the late 1980s after Wande 
Abimbola and the Ooni of Ile Ife visited Cuba (Ramos 2016).  Prior to this, La Regla de Ocha 
was commonly used by practitioners.  The term Santeria has also been used both within and 
outside of the religion though the term has a long and controversial history.  Generally accepted 
as an Anago term (considered a subgroup of the Yoruba) that survived in Cuba for use as an 
ethnonym, there is evidence to suggest that Lucumi and Arara were used in multiple areas 
around the Hispanophone Caribbean and Central America as Lucumi and Arara appear as last 
names assigned to enslaved people and their descendants. 
 
2 It is possible that as early as the nineteenth century religious practices associated with Lucumi 
have been present in the United States.  Since, orquesta tipicas (dance bands) travelled back and 
forth frequently from Havana to New Orleans during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth 
century, it is not unreasonable to assume that some of these musicians would have been devotees 
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of orisha worship, including dance, and have initiated godchildren in the United States such that 

the Yoruba-based Lucumi religious diaspora has come to include diverse populations and 

devotees around the globe.    

 Lucumi continues to retain a structural, ethical, and philosophical relationship to Yoruba 

religion and culture, which centers around ancestors, orisha and family.  In my sixteen years of 

practice as a devotee and initiated priestess.  I have witnessed and experienced how the 

veneration of ancestors, the propitiation of orisha, and the celebration of family form a repertoire 

of interrelated rituals that rely on various embodied performances.  These rituals form an 

interdependent practice, traced through embodied means, for developing individual and 

communal balance, and sustaining life for self and others.  Significantly, there is no hard and fast 

divide between a sacred world and a profane world.  In Lucumi, spirit force forms and permeates 

all things.  For example, recall from the opening ethnographic description, that the priest is 

“touched” in an otherwise mundane setting.  Notably, in certain oral stories that make up Lucumi 

liturgy, it is said that only a veil separates the material from the immaterial.  The veil is an apt 

metaphor for many of the defining features of Lucumi where practices, such as dance, are 

permeated by other practices, such as song; what separates them is more akin to a river rather 

than a wall.  In this manner, the cosmological flow, or logic, of Lucumi does not align with 

conventional Western notions of religion and non-religion, or more specifically, divisions 

between the sacred and the secular that then translate into divisions between the private sphere 

                                                                                                                                                       
for two reasons:  the majority Afro-descended Cubans trace their lineage to the ethnic groups 
now categorized as Yoruba, and historically many of the best musicians who played for rituals 
were also well-known popular musicians.  Also, during discussions one priest discussed how his 
great grandparents, aunts and uncles, most of whom were initiated, moved to Tampa Bay during 
the late-nineteenth century with other black Cubans and displayed photographs of their 
gatherings with orisha in the background.  Certainly since the Cuban Revolution the presence of 
orisha devotional practices has increased manifold. 
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(the sphere most frequently associated with religion) and the public sphere (the sphere 

considered the space of civil society).  Thus, when I attended the tambor in the Adam Clayton 

Powell State Office, even though I mention that it is not common to hold a drumming in a civil 

service office building, it was not surprising to me either as I have also attended drummings in 

community centers, public school gyms, and public parks.   

Hence, the ethos of Lucumi assumes interdependence is built into all aspects of existence.  

This framework of interdependence creates its own rules for embodiment, made evident through 

the practice of dancing for orisha.  Unlike secularism, with its tendency towards a logocentric 

mind/body split, where the mind is privileged and governs the body, the body and dance is 

centered in Lucumi in such a way as to challenge its marginalization in secular frameworks.  

Ergo, issues of embodiment within secular/religious frameworks should be concerns taken up 

within dance studies.  Additional Lucumi institutions, sensibilities and practices, guided by a 

complex cosmology, which I examine in Chapter Three, also inform embodiment in Lucumi and 

further the blurring of secular binaries.  I note two of these institutions below because they 

reappear throughout this dissertation and have political implications within both case studies that 

add nuance to the ethnographic analysis I provide.   

First, the institution of orisha and ancestral worship, as structuring and performative 

tropes, guides how devotees spatially and temporally orient their lives, impacts how they 

perform their identities in the world, and assigns value to embodied practices in ways that 

counter logocentric and linear epistemes and ontologies that undergird secularism.  Chapter 

Three provides a foundational explanation of the above, focusing on how this particular 

institution functions as a structuring and performative trope for Lucumi dance practices and 

devotee identities in ways that circumvent the influence of secularism.  In particular Chapter 
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Three elaborates on the capacity for dance to impact life force and social structures.  Chapters 

Four and Five demonstrate this structuring force in action.   

The second practice and sensibility that informs the ethnographic analysis in this 

dissertation is the centrality of caring for orisha, family and ancestors through communal, bodily 

labor, of which I focus on dance.  As is evinced in Chapters Four and Five, communal dance 

establishes time, space, energy, and movement as relational senses between practitioners, rather 

than individual, autonomous senses and experiences.  These shared sensibilities foster broad 

diasporic bonds that cross national, ethnic and racial boundaries and politically impact the 

manner in which identity is performed in “private” as well as in “public”, and in ways that 

destabilize otherwise normative categorical boundaries associated with secularism.  When taken 

holistically, the institution of orisha and ancestral worship and the shared sensibilities established 

through the communal labor of dance highlight the blurring of strict secular divisions between 

the sacred and the secular that seem arguably common in the West.  Thus, as my ethnographic 

analysis will show, these practices and sensibilities noted above contribute evidence to support 

the critique made by scholars that these divisions marginalize religious contributions to civil 

society (Cady and Fessenden 2013; Mavelli and Wilson 2017). 

 In this dissertation, I examine the role that dance has in orisha worship and the 

subsequent ways in which the embodiment of the Lucumi cosmology destabilizes normative, 

secular frameworks, in particular the conceptual binary of the public/private sphere.  It is 

important to consider the relationship between dancing for orisha and normative secular 

frameworks, because, as will be made apparent in Chapters Four and Five, the secularization of 

public space and, at times, the interpretation and enforcement of secular policy, has been used to 

marginalize Afro-diasporic religious devotees and their embodied practices in ways that impact 
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their ability to perform their identities and contribute to civil discourse.  In this introduction, I 

will set out the following: key terminology concerning secularism; the central research question 

and the rationale for this inquiry; two ethnographic case studies that will offer sites for analysis; 

a review of pertinent areas of literature; the methodology; a brief structural outline for chapters 

of the dissertation; and a concluding statement on the contributions that this research project will 

provide within the fields of dance studies and religious studies.   

  

Secular, Secularism and Secularization 

 Paradigms of contemporary secularism, secularization and the secular are a Western 

configuration, and scholars trace their beginnings to Enlightenment-era debates with significant 

focus Christianity (Asad 2003; Cady and Fessenden 2013, Dubuisson 2007; Eagleton 2014, 

Fitzgerald 2007; Pecora 2006; Warner 1993).3  These debates revolved around questions of 

where God ought to be relegated to, as opposed to the question of whether or not God existed 

(Eagleton 2014).  The debates of this period did not argue for the end of religion but for 

“arousing common people against authority and tradition” while reframing morality as a rational 

practice with a “Christian provenance” (Eagleton 2014, 9).  Therefore, as discourses and 

definitions of the secular took shape, so too did discourses and definitions of religion (Dubuisson 

2007).  The ideas that emerged from these debates have been linked to liberalism and have all 

played an important function in the spread of modernity, and the role of religion within it (Butler, 

Habermas, and Taylor 2011; Cady and Fessenden 2013; Eagleton 2014; Wallach Scott 2013; 

Warner 1993; Weber 1993). While I will discuss the development of a normative American 

                                                
3 Edouard Glissant characterized “the West” as an on-going project based on contact between 
disparate populations, including indigenous, rather than a collection of countries or particular 
region of the globe.  It is in this sense that I use the term “Western”.  For more see Poetics of 
Relation (2006).   
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secular framework further in Chapter Two, here I examine the terms secular, secularism and 

secularization to provide a framework for the exploration and critique of these concepts through 

the performance and reception of dancing for orisha.  

 Before proceeding with an explication of these terms, it is necessary to provide a brief 

reflection on my use of the term religion, since secularism’s relationship to religion is 

fundamental to its function.  Additionally, I am aware that by troubling the terms secularism, the 

secular and secularization as subjects of analysis, I also trouble religion, since religion and the 

secular arise and co-create the need for the other at a particular moment in history.  Offering a 

definition of the term religion is challenging because the assumption that religion is a valid 

category of analysis draws its provenance from specific Western European Post-Enlightenment 

cultural and political shifts (Asad 2003; Fitzgerald 2007).  Furthermore, though the term has 

considerable traction, it has not been consistently used inside or outside the academy and may 

carry little cross-cultural meaning.  This raises doubts that religion is a universal feature of 

humanity and suggests that it can only be understood if it is situated historically (Dubuisson 

2007; Fitzgerald 2007).  For my purposes, I employ the term to reference a “cosmological 

formation” or system that unifies sociological, phenomenological, ecological and philosophical 

experiences of inner beliefs and external realities (Dubuisson 2007).  However, not all meaning 

within these formations comes purely from human-to-human social interaction.  For example, 

Lucumi, as a cosmological formation, is ecologically embedded in a relationship with nature, and 

is highly concerned with orisha as a network of related deities and unseen forces (such the dead) 

that place their own demands on the development of meaning and the assignment of value.     

 Secularism, which I define and explore below, is an equally problematic term.  As 

Stephan Warner (1993) convincingly asserts, older models for the sociological study of religion 
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centered the narrative of secularism around the, “growing tendency for mankind to do without 

religion”, because of the assumed unstoppable force of Enlightenment thought and the desire for 

political and material power (Sheehan 2003, 107).  However, this paradigm failed to gain lasting 

traction or applicability in the United States, because it focused on religion in a somewhat 

singular sense and as the property of a whole society, and paid little attention to existing 

religious pluralism and its relation to race, ethnicity and gender (Warner 1993).  Additionally, 

the older paradigm took for granted that, “superstitions are superstitions” and discounted how 

supernatural and cosmological concerns have been sources of political motivation for change in 

the secular world (Warner 1993, 1046).   

By the early 1980s, scholars like Mary Douglas (1982) asserted, with ample evidence, 

that even if secularism were taken to be a normative liberal, democratic structure, religion 

remained socially relevant and politically significant.  Notwithstanding a rise in religiosity, 

secularism, the secular and secularization did not vanish as a sociopolitical tool and philosophy 

in the United States.  Instead, newer paradigms argue that secularism, though still in existence, is 

more than the absence of religion (Kahn and Lloyd 2016).  These paradigms complicate the 

distinction between realms of secular and religious in order to implicate each within the other 

(Kahn and Lloyd 2016).  This dissertation is in that vein.  I assert that it is necessary to analyze 

secularism in relation to Lucumi embodied practices, because secularism and the secular remain 

discursive and ethical stances that inform and effect how religious citizens express their 

commitments and contribute to society.  Moreover, as religious studies scholar Jeffrey Stout 

(2004) points out, notions of secularism and the secular are still invoked in important moments 

and spaces (political, judicial and social) in American society and secularism still involves 

policing religion within the public sphere.  This is a complicated matter for while Warner (1993) 
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demonstrates the manner in which this policing has benefited religious plurality, conversely legal 

and religious studies scholar Danielle Boaz (2011) demonstrates how secularism and the secular 

have been weaponized as a form of terrorism by white supremacists and the American 

government during various moments in American history to persecute black religious practices.  

I do not point this out to argue that there is an absence of secular policies or ambitions in the 

United States that seek to foster religious equality and freedom, but to suggest that the 

relationship between secularism and religion in this nation is complicated and that secularism 

can be employed for multifarious purposes.  Like other concepts such as religion or race, 

secularism and the secular may function as objective tools or as discursive fields, with an agentic 

reach that is often determined by political support for the ideology that drives its use.  Thus, as 

problematic as these concepts may be, secularism, the secular, and secularization continue to 

require interrogation, particularly from the perspective of Afro-diasporic religions because it is 

through this lens that the imbrication of race, religion and secularism becomes evident.  

However, before pursuing this interrogation, which I conduct in Chapters Three, Four and Five, 

it is necessary to delimit the boundaries of what I am claiming secularism is for the purposes of 

this dissertation.   

Religious studies scholars Luca Mavelli (2017), Erin Wilson (2017) and Vincent Lloyd 

(2016) convincingly argue that secularism is considered institutionally and culturally normative 

in the West, even as each of these scholars problematize taking this assumption at face value.  I 

agree with their general arguments that religion and secularism co-exist in their discursive 

capacities and define secularism by three key features, none of which are inherently for or 

against religion (Bilgrami 2014; Kahn and Lloyd 2016; Mavelli and Wilson 2017).  First, as a 

political doctrine, secularism takes its stance in the realm of the polity, vis-a-vis religion.  This 
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includes doctrines such as the First and Ninth Amendment of the United States constitution, 

which protect religious practice from civil persecution and from any law being formed that 

would disparage and infringe upon a particular religious practice.  The First Amendment’s 

Establishment Clause is perhaps the clearest example of secular political doctrine.  This clause 

prohibits three forms of governmental action:  governmental establishment of an official religion; 

governmental action that unduly favors one religion over another; and governmental preference 

for religion over non-religion as well as non-religion over religion.  Additionally, this 

amendment protects the rights of peaceable assembly, free speech, freedom of press, and 

petitioning the government to redress grievances.  The right of assembly will factor into the 

historical and ethnographic analysis of Chapter Five.  The second feature of secularism is a 

moral and political stance that includes efforts to keep the polity outside of religion in order to 

counter the potential threat of religious majoritarianism, secular majoritarianism, and the 

perceived harms to minority religion(s).  This moral and political stance has contributed to the 

development of spatial boundaries, both tangible and intangible, concerning where religion is 

represented and practiced, and to the notion that how religion contributes to moral and political 

norms is limited to individual or communally atomized adoption of religious morals and ethics.  

This is important to the ethnographic account in Chapter Four where I closely consider dancing 

for orisha in what is considered the private sphere, and in Chapters Four and Five when I 

examine the manner in which the embodiment of Lucumi religious morals and ethics come to 

play outside of the immediate religious community and their ritual drummings.  Notably, these 

first two features are potentially in conflict with one another.4  The third feature of secularism is 

                                                
4 For example, two separate court systems may exist in a society that considers its justice system 
to be secular.  This is the case in New York City where there is a non-secular, rabbinical court 
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that it is a moral and political stance taken specifically and overtly about religion, as opposed to a 

stance towards other classifications associated with modern society, such as race, gender, class or 

ethnicity though scholars have demonstrated how it overlaps with the politics associated with 

these classifications (Boaz 2011; Bilgrami 2014; Cady and Fessenden 2013; Mavelli and Wilson 

2017).  

 Secularism addresses the “how” and “where” of religion as much as the content or 

“what” of religion.  In particular, secularism in the West requires religions to have sociocultural 

contexts in place that are capable of supporting the concept as a cognitive and normative position 

or approach to reality (Berger 2014; Mavelli and Wilson 2017).5  These contexts grant 

secularism meaning within religious cosmology.  However, in the case of Lucumi, no such 

sociocultural context exists within the cosmology itself.  While contemporary practices of 

Lucumi and other Afro-diasporic religions may seem to adopt secular features and use 

secularization to their benefit, as I will establish in Chapter Three, features such as the 

acceptance of religious plurality, which religious studies scholar Stephan Warner (1993) 

thoughtfully credits in the United States to the First Amendment, existed within the cosmology 

prior to exposure to European secularism and the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade.  Therefore, 

secularism does not necessarily function equally in relation to all religions, and may vary in 

actual practice, depending on the polity to which it is instituted.  This will be important to 

consider when critiquing secularism in relation to the performance and reception of dancing for 

orisha.   

                                                                                                                                                       
system that holds more esteem, and therefore functions with more authority, for a percentage of 
the Jewish population than the city and state court system.   
 
5 Peter Berger gives these supporting contexts the term “plausibility structures” (Berger 2014). 
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 Distinct from the term secularism and yet related, the concepts of the secular and 

secularization are social and intellectual phenomena and processes (Bilgrami 2014; Bruce 2013; 

Butler, Habermas, and Taylor 2011; Habermas 1989; Warner, S 1993; Warner, R 2010).  The 

secular implies the spatial and practical phenomena of the world that are outside the reach of 

religious institutions, and because of their function within a particular polity either cannot or 

should not be religiously sacralized.  However, which spatial and practical phenomena are 

relegated to a privatized religious sphere and which are subjected to secularization and relegated 

to the secular varies from polity to polity.  Secularization then implies a process that religious 

practice undergoes to become secular.  This process includes the systemization of religion in 

accordance with culturally-relevant notions of rationalization.  This also has implications for 

conceptions of individual identity and notions of autonomy, as the processes involved in 

secularization also create a systemization of self and other objects in the world.  In the case of 

the United States, rationalization suggests an intellectual structuring distanced from religious 

meaning where the order and design of the world stabilizes and legitimates an individual’s 

perception of their worldly autonomy as free from a higher power.  This systemization of 

individualization in turn leads to the development of religious bureaucracy, which includes a 

differentiation of labor between priests, prophets, magicians and laypeople (Bourdieu 1991; 

Weber 1993), all of whom offer specialized services and goods for the laity.  This systemization 

and differentiation also produce the loaded spatial and ideological conceptual binary of the 

public/private sphere.  The public sphere is generally understood as singular, secular, and driven 

by emancipatory principles and autonomous performance of the laity (free from coercion, 

religious or otherwise), and has been differentiated from the private sphere, understood as plural 

and driven by the potentially irrational wants of religion and the passions of a collective unit or 
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of the body (Bilgrami 2014; Butler, Habermas and Taylor 2011; Cady and Fessenden 20130; 

Goode 2005; Habermas 1989; Wilson 2012).  Each of these categories places people (and their 

bodies) in a distinct relationship to perceived authority.  This process of rationalization and its 

effects tend to be mirrored in the ethos and structure of societies that identify as secular 

(Bourdieu 1991; Weber 1993).  However, as will be made evident in Chapters Four and Five, 

Lucumi as a subaltern group, does not mirror American society via the reproduction of these 

processes and conceptual binaries but instead strategically engages with, destabilizes, resists, and 

remixes them according to cosmological principles. 

 Following the development within theories of secularism within philosophy (Marx 1970), 

sociology (Weber 1993) and religious studies (Berger 1967), many scholars assumed that 

secularization would unilaterally lead to the decline of religion, as mentioned earlier.  However, 

this older model of secularization theory has been set aside as the number of religious adherents 

in the United States along with the number of religions in practice has increased during the 

twentieth century (Warner, S 1993; Warner, R 2010).  Thus, secularism as a stance and doctrine 

falls on unstable ground as it is intended to address a form and scale of religiosity in a particular 

population that may not exist as assumed.  As more religions that do not accommodate a 

secularist framework are practiced in the United States, scholars of secularism are divided over 

the usefulness of current interpretations of secularism, the secular and secularization 

(Abeysekara 2008; Berger 2014; Bilgrami 2014; Butler, Habermas and Taylor 2011; Bruce 

2013; Habermas 2010; Warner 1993; Wilson 2012, 2014).  Predominant in the debate are 

questions of whether secularism can be rehabilitated or if it should be abandoned; what 

religion(s) can contribute to the public sphere; and, if secularism is to be rehabilitated, how to 
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reformat to protect those religions which do not contain sociocultural contexts that rationally 

produce secularism.   

 The discourse around secularism currently articulates key positions that already existed in 

Lucumi embodied practices.  As a form of rationalism not based on Western foundations, 

Lucumi does not passively conform to secularist principles but often pushes against them, 

particularly in the manner in which it unites the public and private spheres and the role that the 

body has in bridging these spheres.  This has implications for the manner in which the 

intertwined relationships of law and justice, history and memory, and natural phenomena and 

daily life are experienced (Bilgrami 2014, Butler, Habermas and Taylor 2011, Mavelli and 

Wilson 2017; Wilson 2014).  However, the debate also addresses the violence of secularism as a 

Post-Enlightenment Western hegemonic ideology, which will be further explored in Chapter 

Two, and its role in erasing blackness and Afro-diasporic religions and culture from society, 

which I explore in Chapters Four and Five.  For more than a century the Lucumi community has 

grappled with this violence on a daily basis.  The bodily impressions left on Lucumi practitioners 

by secularism, which Danielle Boaz (2011) argues has been employed to discriminate against 

and slander Afro-diasporic religions, become evident in the way practitioners utilize dance to 

transmit knowledge through movement and respond to the exclusion secularism has produced.  

In Chapters Four and Five, I attend closely to these bodily impressions and responses, and it is 

against this hegemonic framework that I ask what dancing for orisha exposes in the processes 

that produce the public and private sphere in American secularism, and how does dance in 

Lucumi destabilize its effects.   
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Research Question and Rationale 

 My research focuses on the effects of dancing for orisha on secular frameworks.  From 

data collected during this research, I assert that dancing for orisha subverts the dualism of the 

public and private sphere, and the sacred and the secular, within secularism.  From this assertion 

I then ask, how does it unsettle these features associated with secularism, the secular and 

secularization in the United States?  As a priestess and a dancer trained in Afro-Cuban folkloric 

styles, I argue that dancing for orisha destabilizes four particular themes within secularism and I 

seek to explore these within the dissertation.  First, orisha dance is performed not only in rituals 

held in private homes, but also in public rituals that non-practitioners regularly happen on, such 

as at Riis Beach in Queens, New York, the location of my fieldwork in Chapter Five.  This is 

done in part because orisha require propitiation in nature and other spaces such as market places, 

crossroads, and even courthouses, which further blurs the boundary between sacred and secular.  

When dancing in public, whether or not the dancing is seen as religious has much to do with the 

religious and ethnic demographic of the audience.  Hence, embodiment in Lucumi makes its own 

demands on the public/private division that counters normative spatial associations between the 

public sphere as secular and the private sphere as sacred.  The various complexities of this theme 

in relation to Lucumi are closely considered in Chapters Four and Five. 

 Second, I assert that religion as a fixed category is unsettled by Lucumi and by dancing in 

particular.  As a creole religion, the boundaries of Lucumi have moved in accordance with 

historical and present circumstances.  Many Lucumi rituals and embodied practices, including 

dance, take into consideration the material and social instability associated with enslavement, 

segregation and immigration, and thus are outgrowths of improvised Yoruba-based rituals 

intended to maintain and further social structures.  Therefore, Lucumi is a highly dynamic lived 
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religion with ritual structures that bear the marks of periodic shifts associated with processes of 

creolization and folkloricization.  These shifts and processes, which I attend to in Chapters Two 

and Three, have had correlating effects on practices of embodiment within rituals that are 

critically captured in Chapter Four.  

  Third, the presence of Lucumi has at times exposed the fallacy of the modern, liberal, 

secular nation-state as a zone of religious neutrality that protects the rights of religious 

minorities.  Feminist religious studies scholars Linell Cady and Tracey Fessenden (2013) call 

this the “myth of liberalism” (6).  As Danielle Boaz (2011) points out, at various moments in 

American history, local, state and national government has effectually restricted the types of 

ceremonies that Afro-diasporic practitioners have been able to legally perform because they were 

considered distasteful or threatening (Boaz 2011; Church of the Lukumi Babalu Aye v City of 

Hialeah 508 U.S. 520).  This has effected both the location and number of ritual gatherings that 

involve drumming and dancing.  I examine issue of religious neutrality in Chapter Five where I 

consider the right to assemble peaceably in public for the purposes of drumming and dancing. 

 The fourth and final assertion I consider is the manner in which Lucumi opens up to 

debate framings of secularization as a market-oriented, liberatory and irreversible process that is 

always detrimental to religion.  The overlapping folkloricization and commercialization of 

“orisha dance” is an example of how, through a process of commodification that sets things 

"free" to circulate in the public domain and the market, and through the liberatory narrative of 

secularism, individuals labeled as premodern become modern.  This is important to explore 

because the dominant narrative of older secularization theories indirectly frame religion as a 

confining, isolating or inhibitory institution.  However, counter to the claim that secularization is 

always detrimental to religion are two important developments:  the popularization of dancing 
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for orisha in the form of Afro-Cuban folklore which has resulted in a widening interest in the 

religious practice, and the ability for religious practitioners to gather and perform these socio-

religious traditions in public arenas.  I take up the issue of secularization, and its effects on dance 

and in access to public arenas, in Chapters Four and Five.  

 In this dissertation I show how dancing in Lucumi reveals the borders, limitations or 

practices of these four themes associated with the secular: the division of the public and private 

sphere; the fixing of religion (and its practices in time, space and bodies); legal neutrality in 

regard to religion; and the framing of secularization as liberatory and detrimental to religion.  By 

examining the tangible, embodied practices in my fieldwork, it becomes clear that dancing 

intervenes in the positivist framing of these assertions and exposes the substantial contribution of 

religious embodiment to the structuring of society.  The following ethnographic case studies 

provide opportunities to see these four issues in action and offer space to examine how dancing 

for orisha then destabilizes a normative secular framework.     

 

Research Case Studies 

 For my ethnographic case studies, I focus on dance performed for orisha at both indoor 

and outdoor formal ritual settings, or, more precisely, spaces of strategic, practical action 

conventionally held as either sacred/private/religious or profane/public/secular in the United 

States.6  I examined two distinct sites, a private home and a public beach, where dancing for 

orisha complicates this dualism.  The first case study took place during an intense heat wave in 

                                                
6  For more on ritual, see religious studies scholar Catherine Bell’s (2009) thorough analysis of 
the term, the practice and the use of ritual in society.  Ritual, as a term, is more fully defined in 
Chapter One where I set out my research framework and consider the implications of conducting 
ethnography in ritual spaces. 
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July of 2018 at a ritual drumming, known as a tambor, in the basement of a private home in the 

Bronx, New York where approximately seventy-five people gathered to sing, dance and drum in 

celebration of the orisha Ochun.  Tambors, which are considered communal rituals, often occur 

in secret within private homes, even though during the rituals no initiate of the religion may be 

turned away from the home.  Rituals such as this one, held in private homes, utilize a realm 

generally designated as the private sphere since the homes are not owned by the State.7  

However, during the fieldwork it was clear that this event did not follow the stereotypical 

sacred/secular divide and that the events in the basement spoke back to broader social structures.  

In this instance, in attendance were many LatinX elders as well as a young, new initiated 

priestess from Europe, each bringing a unique perspective to the relationship between race, 

religion and the politics of performance.8  Thus, this first case study provided important insight 

into the core of Lucumi embodied practices and the manners in which they decenter normative 

concepts of the private sphere, as delimited earlier in the Introduction.  In the process of 

decentering dominant conceptions of the public/private binary, dancing exposes the role that 

secularization has played in the spread of the Lucumi religion and subsequent contestations 

about how religious devotion is performed, thus unsettling definitions of the sacred and the fixity 

of religion and religious identity.   

                                                
7 The majority of the court cases relating to the First Amendment that I was able to find 
addressed the practice of religion in the public sphere, particularly on State owned property.   
 
8 I have chosen to use LatinX instead of Latino because it is gender neutral.  While within 
Lucumi most words around gender are used in specific applications, for example Obini means 
wife or woman, while Okanrin means husband or man, Lucumi liturgy makes space for non-
heteronormative identities.  Thus, it makes more sense to also select a gender neutral term to 
describe the portion of the spanish-speaking population who adhere to a Lucumi cosmology.  For 
more see J. Lorand Matory (1998). 
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The second case study took place in August of 2018 at a public ritual drumming held by a 

Vodou house at Riis Beach, a national park within the Rockaway Beach community in Queens, 

New York, to which the Lucumi community and several masonic lodges were invited as a 

gesture of interfaith coalition building.  This case study, held at a busy public beach and under 

the close gaze of law enforcement, provides an example of a ritual drumming held in the public 

sphere and an opportunity to examine how religious pluralism and the existence of alterity 

complicate the systemization of and replication of the sacred/secular and public/private binaries.  

This publicly held ritual also demonstrated what stands to be gained by making space for religion 

in the public sphere.  When dancing for orisha (and for lwa, the deities of Vodou, in this case) is 

performed as part of a ritual on a public beach it intervenes in universalist notions, such as those 

of philosopher Jürgen Habermas (1989), concerning how the public sphere functions and who 

has access and instead exposes the friction, negotiation and relationality that produces a dynamic 

public space and subsequent civil discourse.  During this case study, in addition to addressing the 

limits of the public/private binary, dancing unfixes religion from its diptych relationship with 

secularism and demonstrates a counter narrative where the role embodiment, as opposed to 

logocentric rationalism, and the role of religion, is essential in the production of the American 

polity.   

Before offering a brief rationale for my case study selections, I would like to note that I 

explain my justification for limiting my geographic range for case studies in Chapter One.  Since 

I place dancing for orisha into a relationship with normative Western concepts of the secular and 

secularization in order to address my research focus concerning how dancing for orisha unsettles 

secular features in the United States, case studies situated in a private home and at a public beach 

allow me to examine dancing for orisha in sites conventionally designated in American culture as 
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either secular or religious.  These distinctions have direct bearing on secularism’s ability to cause 

religion to retreat from the public sphere, a realm theorized as open to all where individuals 

voluntarily collect to criticize political authority, form popular opinion and engage in public 

debate (Habermas 1989).  Within the context of secularism in the United States, while it may 

seem that Afro-diasporic religions retreated from the public sphere during the nineteenth and 

twentieth century due to persecution to become secretive, private cults; in practice, dancing for 

orisha has often blurred the distinction between public and private throughout various moments 

in history, which I detail in Chapter Three, even as it has had to engage with this binary 

(Brandon 2003; Ochoa 2010).9  Exemplifying this are the events that unfolded in ways intimately 

tied to the settings of both the case study of the drumming for Ochun in the private home and the 

case study of the Vodou drumming at the public beach.   

 

Review of the Literature 

 Having set out my dissertation focus, key terminology, and case studies, I now offer a 

review of the existing literature concerning three areas that I conceptualize as follows:  Yoruba-

diasporic religions in the United States; dance as resistance; and postsecularism.  Since I 

examine key practices of embodiment within the Lucumi tradition, I consider the existing 

discursive field that addresses the Lucumi religion, as part of the Yoruba diaspora, in the United 

States.  This will clarify where my research falls within the discourse area.  Furthermore, since I 

assert that dancing for orisha fails to conform to normative Western notions of secularism, it is 

worth considering scholarship concerning orisha dance’s ability to subvert dominant social and 

                                                
9 G.E. Brandon (2003) discusses how orisha worship was pushed further into the private sphere 
during the nineteenth century as a result of the reduction of Church influence in the forming of 
fraternal societies.   
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philosophical structures.  Finally, as I make a critique of secularism, it is important to consider 

the strongest assessments of secularism already in the field of religious studies and philosophy.  

These critiques are from a position known as postsecularism, which arises in the nexus of 

religious studies, migration studies, human rights debates and environmentalism, and are 

invested in how religion might enrich the public sphere to better address human rights concerns, 

integration in postcolonial settings, and the manner in which humanity integrates itself into a 

larger web of life (meaning how can we as humans rehabilitate our relationship to one another 

and the environment).  Evaluating these three areas of literature establishes the scholarly works I 

am building upon and the academic fields to which I am contributing, while also flagging 

blindspots and theoretical insufficiencies for which my ethnographic analysis offers 

interventions.   

 

Area One: Yoruba-Diasporic Religions 

 Since the mid-1980s the literature on Lucumi as a Yoruba-derived religion in the United 

States has increased exponentially.  Beginning with Black Gods:  Orisha Studies in the New 

World, by John Mason (1985) and followed quickly by Joseph Murphy’s, Santería:  An African 

Religion in America (1988), scholars in the fields of religious studies, sociology, and African 

American studies, and independent authors who bridge multiple fields of discourse, have at times 

moved uniformly towards acknowledging an Americanized orisha devotional tradition, while at 

the same time diverging on the following issues:  disjunctures between West African, Caribbean 

and American Yoruba-based practices (see Childs and Falola 2004; Hucks 2012; Matory 2005; 

Yai 2008); transformation in ritual practices (see Hucks 2012; Mason 1985; Murphy 1988); the 

social construction of identity in African religions (see Atwood Mason 2002; Moreno Vega 
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2000); and the historical and technical structure of Afro-diasporic religions in the New World 

(see Olupona and Rey 2008).  This literature has produced an interesting reflective/reflexive 

impact on the field of religious studies and on Lucumi as almost all of these authors are also 

practitioners.  Unfortunately, even as they all discuss how the body is altered through ritual, the 

body is not frequently theorized as having its own agency.  Rather it is acted upon or made 

sacred through consecration.  While most of these authors are initiated and thus familiar with the 

philosophical position that the body is always to be cared for in a manner that Western culture 

might term “sacred”, their research often relies on a hermeneutic that does not account for this.  

What results is a privileging within the discourse of only those bodies that are initiated as priests 

and priestesses when, in reality, all beings are considered to have aché (generative force) that can 

be increased or decreased based on a variety of circumstances and activities.  Only Olupona 

(2011), Brandon (2008) and Atwood Mason (2002) take up the body so centrally in their work.  

It is important to address this common narrative that focuses on the initiation and religious 

responsibilities of priests and priestesses as the focus on priestly bodies, instead of uninitiated 

bodies, reinforces a sacred-secular split, and exposes how deeply secularist hermeneutics are 

engrained in scholarly approaches to religion and the arts.  Furthermore, Tracy Hucks (2012) is 

one of the few authors to take up the broad contributions of Yoruba-based religions to black 

nationalist identity, and therefore the overall expansion of the civil rights discourse in the United 

States.    

 The majority of issues mentioned above, particularly the disjunctures between American, 

Caribbean and West African communities, all belong to an era that Olabiyi Babalola Yai (2008, 

235) calls the “Post-Atlantic” phase of Yoruba-based religions whereby urban centers in the 

United States are a new pole on an axis, with Nigeria, Haiti, Cuba and Brazil as the other pole.  
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This is a key intervention into this area of literature.  The drastic shift in axes from the previous 

phases (specifically West African and Atlantic), where West Africa originally represented one of 

two poles, creates a disruption concerning the gatekeepers of knowledge as access in the form of 

written books becomes a key criteria for many in the United States.  This observation is quite 

important as it exposes a blindspot in American scholarship and the degree to which in the 

United States scholars have circled the wagons around particular identity politics that constrict 

the religious community’s bonds with other orisha traditions.  This blindspot results in missing 

the impact of globalization on what Yai calls “our understanding of African-being-in-the world” 

(234).  Yai suggests that obsessions with issues such as those mentioned above (for example, the 

social construction of identity) are the result of tensions related to the “increasing centrality of 

the book” within an oral tradition and a cosmology that privileges embodied knowledge.  Yai is 

cautious to note that while the majority of scholarship on the Yoruba religious diaspora may very 

well be written about non-American communities, this does not translate into authority for these 

communities.  Rather, these materials are written predominantly by and for American academic 

and popular audiences.  Hence, Yai asserts that the increasing importance of books and 

technology upends not only the axes of wisdom and authority but also the cosmology of Yoruba-

based religion, which considers the oral transmission of knowledge from master to student to be 

imbued with more aché than simply reading alone from a book (241).  Additionally, because 

Western culture places so much value on the written word, Yai asserts that this also makes space 

for the introduction of doctrine and dogma, which were not features of orisha traditions during 

the “West African” and “Atlantic” phases (241).   
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Area Two:  Afro-diasporic Dance as Resistance 

 The second area of literature that I examine concerns Afro-diasporic dance forms’ ability 

to subvert and unsettle dominant socio-cultural structures in the context of the Americas.  First, it 

is important to address that, while orisha dance in the form of Afro-Cuban folkloric dance is 

increasingly popular in American universities and private dance training institutions as a 

technique, and draws many religious and artistic tourists to Cuba, there has been relatively little 

written about this religious dance form as practiced in the United States.  The absence of 

research conducted in the United States is problematic.  Scholars conducting research in Cuba 

and Brazil cite the importance of making hemispheric connections to orisha devotional practices 

in the United States, yet present neither richly developed connections nor the drastically different 

sociopolitical, economic and neo/post/colonial circumstances between these three communities 

(see Daniel 2011, 2015; Wirtz 2017).  The dominance of discursive areas whose research does 

little to interrogate the relationship of African diasporic religious dance forms in the United 

States to other diasporic communities adds to troublesome ideas of authenticity and exoticism as 

it concerns Lucumi.  It also reinforces the idea that African diasporic religious dance is located 

outside nations considered successful in global economics, infrastructure development, public 

health, and liberal politics, and thus reinforces a dominant hierarchy that conflates secularism 

alongside modernism and religion with the premodern.  Furthermore, most research focused on 

dancing for orisha in Cuba or Brazil often takes up the task of comparing folkloric dance to 

religious dance, even if these are not tropes that the local communities see as separate and 

impermeable categories (see Daniel 2011, 2015).  This reinforces a sacred/secular split.  

 Therefore, to address African diasporic dance practices as subversive practices, I have 

selected material that includes research within a broader African diasporic frame: samba and 
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capoeira (Browning 1995; Daniel 2015; Johnson 2002); tap (Kraut 2016); orisha, Congolese and 

Carabali dances (Brown 2003); carnival (Browning 1995; Daniel 2011; Wirtz 2014) and 

“frolics”, “huskings" and wedding ceremonies (Tompson 2014).  I break this literature down 

further into groups that address dance in celebration, dance and the development of black 

consciousness, and dance’s ability to resist legal structures. 

 First, several authors build off Henry Louis Gates’ (1988) concept of “signifyin(g)” in 

black vernacular language and movement to theorize the development of a diasporic dance 

language that both conveys celebratory social meaning and communicates secret knowledge 

(Daniel 2011; Tompson 2014; Wirtz  2014).  Kristina Wirtz (2014) asserts that dance undergoes 

a process of “entextualization” by which series of signs become collated as genres that can be 

read, replicated and mobilized to create social meaning (181).  While the majority of her work 

revolves around the construction of blackness for a “racism-free” Cuban national audience, her 

description of the “Congo Invasion”, an annual parade of predominantly comparsa,10 draws on 

the metaphor of strong, African warriors capable of overturning a system of domination at any 

time.  Katrina Tompson (2014) points out in her work on the intersections of dance, labor and 

identity during the antebellum slavery that secret meetings where dancing might occur for 

worship helped to develop early African American spiritual traditions as well as legacies of 

community organizing that would be important to later periods of American history.  These 

traditions first existed as a secret code for emancipatory ideas and ultimately became the 

foundation for liberation theology.  Yvonne Daniel (2011, 2015) strongly asserts that an afro-

diasporic consciousness in dance is palpable across North and South America and is articulated 

                                                
10 A form of dance with roots in Congo “King and Queen” processions. 
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through movement that exhibits particular technical features and polyrhythmic aesthetics that 

may convey both secular and sacred meanings.   

 Second, dance has been important in the process of developing community and black 

consciousness.  While Wirtz (2014) and Daniel (2011, 2015) juxtapose folklore (public) against 

religion (private or secret), and Tompson (2014) discusses secret religious gatherings, David 

Brown (2003) analyzes the public, religious, and community-oriented Day of Kings Processions 

in Cuba in which cabildos would march through the streets of Havana periodically stopping to 

perform corros (circle dances) (50).  These dances, starting out with courtly expressions that 

would have given the appearance of quasi-European culture to white creoles,11 gave way to what 

Brown calls “deeper African sensibilities” as each ethnically-specific cabildo would perform 

according to their cultural group’s repertoire while onlookers tossed money from a distance to 

diabolitos (little devils) (50).  These processions maintained a broad spectrum of African 

cosmologies in an increasingly Lucumi-dominant Havana, and conveyed a set of values that 

adhered to a broader West African and Congolese ethos concerning authority, community, and 

the importance of the presence of energies of disorder and chaos.  

 Finally, the ability of dance to negate legalized binaries, many of which are at the heart of 

secularism is important to consider.  Anthea Kraut (2016) points out that “an underlying 

assumption of race-neutrality pervades copyright scholarship” (27), which elides an important 

foundation of any law, specifically the enshrinement of tradition and history.  She speaks directly 

to the resistance of alienation of labor from product, which is a key stage in secularization.  

Tracing the use of copyright law in dance to highlight how legacies of racial and gendered 

                                                
11 These processions were led by “Kings” and “Queens” dressed in clothing that played off 
eighteenth and nineteenth century European images of royalty.  Diabolitos (dancers wearing 
masks specific to each ethnic group) would accompany the Kings, Queens, and their entourage.    
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injustices are entangled with ideas of who possesses the rights to movement, who is authorized to 

borrow from whom, and who profits from the circulation of dance, Kraut is able to address the 

alternatives through which African Americans have claimed ownership of dance and their bodies 

that did not or could not rely on official legal structures.   

 Barbara Browning (1995), Paul Johnson (2002) and David Brown (2003) also address 

dance as capable of pressing the boundaries of law.  Their research takes up mass public 

performances of religion that must negotiate legally divided public and private spheres.  

Browning (1995) discusses how carnival groups erase national borders and instead invoke 

cultural, religious and ideological identities that are otherwise out of place in official Brazilian 

national identity.  She uses her focus on the larger cultural contexts of samba and capoeira 

filtered through the lens of carnival as a means to prevent “losing some of the political potential 

of rootedness, of respect for deep funk, of the eloquence of an old man’s body in motion” (124-

125) in spaces where Otherness is seen as an obstacle to progress.   

 Paul Johnson’s (2002) research on Candomblé details the relationship between local 

samba schools, terreiros (religious homes), and the Brazilian government’s attempt to modernize 

according to European bourgeois values of progress, specifically the separation of religion from 

medicine, strict delineations between races, and morality as public health issue (85-90).12  

Johnson asserts that dance and the body as a container for secret knowledge helped to create a 

sense of an almost otherworldly capacity to push against authority and the hegemonic logic of 

the public sphere as a sanitized and whitened realm.  This is useful for my research because there 

is an indirect association between orisha dancing, drumming and animal sacrifice, the last of 

which is regulated as a potential public health risk in many cities.    
                                                
12 Closed as dangers to “public health”, terreiros and samba schools were classified as illegal 
during the first half of the twentieth century (Johnson 2002, 88).   
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 Finally, David Brown’s (2003) description of cabildo processions utilizes attention to 

legal detail that indirectly references four observations important to my research:  dancing in 

urban gathering spaces for enslaved people that lived outside Havana provided important 

community building and cosmological engagement; tensions existed over rights to move freely 

in city spaces; religious performances in otherwise public spaces has a longstanding history in 

Afro-Cuban religions; and that dance was seen as a threat to maintaining the order of the day.   

 

Area Three:  Postsecularism 

 The final area of literature examines the discourse of postsecularism and the spectrum of 

positions taken up by scholars of religious studies.  Postsecularism responds to the violence 

produced by the tenets of secularism and in particular secularization theory,13 which posited that 

religion would slowly disappear as modernity became a global framework.  Rationalism 

(including economic and scientific standardization), bureaucracy, and the removal of “god” from 

the public sphere would result in a decline in individual religiosity, the impact of religion on 

community identity, and the influence of religion in the polity.  It was assumed that with the 

decline of religion, there would be a decline in violence, economic disparity, disease, and 

infrastructure underdevelopment in non-Western areas, as science and rationalism would 

eliminate the conditions that caused these occurrences.  For decades this position dominated not 

only the academy but also politics.  However, in recent decades, former supporters of 

secularization theory have shifted their position as data collections have shown that more people 

claim religious affiliation and that the number of religions practiced has increased.  

                                                
13 The most famous and well-developed example of secularization theory is Peter Berger’s 
(1967) The Sacred Canopy.  Several decades later Berger would renounce his support for 
secularization theory.     
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 For the purposes of this dissertation, the most important tenet of postsecularism comes 

from Jürgen Habermas (2011) who asserts that, in order to counter the growing cynicism and 

distrust of citizens towards their government, secular western societies need the resources of 

religion, particularly that of the moral, to renew society’s faith in the polity.  In the face of 

growing populism, Habmeras, Peter Berger (2014), and Akeel Bilgrami (2014) assert that a 

postsecular revisioning of the polity would allow for secular and religious actors to contribute as 

equal partners in an open-ended process of production of public and legal policy, social meaning 

and governmental institutions.  Habermas, Berger and Bilgrami do not represent the whole of 

postsecularist critique though.  In general their work does not tackle the effects of secularism on 

gender, racial and ethnic constructs, it often takes on a tone of rehabilitation, and it considers 

secularism to be a recently failed praxis.   

 Other postsecularists feel the entire framework should be abandoned because it functions 

on a myth of religious violence (Cady and Fessenden 2013; Mavelli and Wilson 2017) and on the 

binary framework that to be modern is to be secular and to be religious is to be pre-modern 

(Abeysekara 2008; Cady, Fessenden 2013; Mavelli and Wilson 2017, Wallach Scott 2013). 

Feminist scholars Joan Wallach Scott (2013), Linell Cady and Tracey Fessenden (2013), and 

political science scholars Luca Mavelli (2012) and Alistair Ager and Joey Ager (2017) argue that 

secularism has not just recently begun to fail in the face of religious pluralism, but always 

fronted a liberal myth of tolerance and liberation while enacting patriarchal violence and 

Western ideological hegemony.  These scholars are less hopeful about the ability to rehabilitate 

and decolonize secularism precisely because it arose under imperialism/colonialism and assert 

that secularism would no longer be framed as necessary if the conditions of 

imperialism/colonialism no longer existed.  Furthermore, they highlight how religion has driven 
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liberatory and social justice movements.  While these scholars acknowledge that within certain 

cultural milieu secularism has offered liberatory potentials, they point out that these narratives of 

liberation (for example reproductive rights as being inherently anti-religious) have themselves 

become hegemonic.  Additionally, Cady and Fessenden (2013), Bilgrami (2014), and Alistair 

and Joey Agar (2017) critique the current boundaries of secularism that give shape to what we 

understand as religion. 

 Other postsecularist theologians argue for a form of secular theology, an individualistic 

approach to reconciling religion with advances in the sciences, the formation of post-industrial 

capitalism, and a culture that critically questioned reason based on tradition (Parmiksiz 2018).  

To achieve this reconciliation, secular theology shifts the relationship to the texts upon which 

normative religion in the United States has relied.  Rather than viewing liturgical texts, literature 

and even governmental documents such as the Bill of Rights as historical facts or literal events, 

the narrative and figurative ideal is pursued, thus emphasizing the textual representation of 

overarching value sets so that what can to be gleaned within these foundational texts is less a set 

of universal and evidential truths and something more akin to an aura or energy best understood 

by the individual experiencing it.  Therefore, secular theology represents a phenomenological 

orientation towards both religion and the secular that reconciles the two by placing the 

responsibility of finding meaning in either realm entirely within the individual.  (Henry 2000; 

Parmiksiz 2018)  

 Finally, Ananda Abeysekara (2008) who, in addition to acknowledging the data that 

religious practice continues to thrive, considers the entire foundation of secularism to be an 

aporia, or a concept composed of irresolvable contradictions that cannot be reconstructed for 

more useful purposes or made into something more functional.  Abeysekara argues that 
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secularism, like all aporias, functions on the deferment of the fulfillment of its promised goals, 

namely the successful division of the world into clean binary spheres.  He points specifically to 

law and justice, the public sphere and private sphere, the secular and the religious, and history 

and memory to highlight the inability for secularism to fulfill its goals.  Additionally, 

Abeysekara asserts that the basic tenets of secularism not only contradict one another, but also 

are irreconcilable with the reality of what the tenets produce.  Hence, Abeysekara maintains that 

secularism cannot deliver today what it claims as its goal, because if it were to do so it would 

render itself useless.   

 Each of the three literature areas directly or indirectly circumscribes notions around what 

is normative in Western social and philosophical structures, how these norms relate to dualism 

with secular frameworks, and how this dualism is either maintained or transgressed.  (I return to 

the issue of norms in Chapter Four.)  By melding philosophy with historical and ethnographic 

methods, details emerge from these areas that, when understood comparatively, respond to the 

claims of secularism - particularly that of inclusivity and non-violence - in order to reveal a 

different reality.  From these details also rises a call to acknowledge the needs of a plural society, 

in which religion(s) play an important role for more and more people.  Methodologically, I am 

called to contemplate the limited definition of religion and correlating forms of practice that 

secularism is challenged to institute in a plural society, and to contemplate what the dancing 

body can teach us about alternatives to such a system. 

 

Methodology 

 In this section I introduce the research methods and theoretical lenses I use to examine 

dancing for orisha and secularism.  My ethnographic research methods are further examined in 

Chapter One, while the theoretical foundations for this research are developed in Chapter Two.  I 
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use ethnography as my primary research method to collect field and interview data at my 

research sites, to analyze dance and other embodied activity, and to tease out its relationship with 

secularism.  Textual analysis and archival research are also employed as supporting methods 

with particular uses that are detailed below.  Ethnography has the ability to accomplish four 

important goals in regards to examining dancing for orisha in relationship with secularism.  First, 

it can draw attention to the variations between the lived experience of orisha devotees and the 

tidy, sensational, exotic or negative descriptions of “typical” orisha and of Lucumi ritual 

functions that the broader public has been exposed to (Gonzalez-Wippler 1989, 1992; 

Schlesinger 1987; Sinclair 1992).  These accounts have done much to form public opinion of the 

religion, caused ill-founded debates about ethnic and religious purity and have instigated moral 

panic about Afro-diasporic religions.  Ethnography offers opportunities to neutralize these 

portrayals by drawing attention to the gap between sensationalism and a highly rational, 

creolized embodied experience, or as anthropologist Stephen Tyler (1986) wrote regarding the 

poetics of ethnography, “to evoke in the minds of the reader … a possible world of 

commonsense reality” (126).  Second, ethnography allows me, as a priestess, to represent my 

community in its own cosmological terms, in a manner that is faithful to a communal self-

understanding using what Olupona (2011) terms “indigenous hermeneutics” (1), while speaking 

back to individuals and institutions that cannot completely escape their own colonial legacies or 

the Christian provenance of secular language.  By indigenous hermeneutics I am not suggesting 

that I write in solidarity with or through the eyes of a Yoruba person.  Rather I am invoking a 

quasi-autochthonous counter hermeneutics forged in the Caribbean.  Thus, I do not proclaim an 

anti-Western stance but rather challenge the structural relationship of secularism to the 

construction of identity silos and the dominant narrative that the West is Euro-American.  Third, 
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even though I do not use autoethnography as a method, reflexive ethnography still provides me 

with the opportunity to reflect upon my own understanding of my community.  While being a 

dancer and a priestess may have greatly reduced the time required to complete fieldwork, this 

insider status may cloud my ability to notice details I experience as “obvious”, “minor”, or 

“unnecessary” in the larger narrative of dancing for orisha.  Finally, and most importantly, rather 

than understanding secularism strictly from a theoretical perspective, ethnography provides 

material and experiential context through which to understand its operations.  In other words, it 

has the ability to ground theory.  

 The second method for my research is textual analysis.  In addition to scholarly texts in 

the areas of dancing for orisha, Lucumi and postsecularism, I analyze the liturgical material of 

the religion itself, known as odu, in which there exists gestural performances and didactic stories 

(known as patakí) that accompany each odu and which describe (through allegory) where, when 

and why orisha and devotees dance.  For my third supporting method I performed archival 

research within repositories that blend together writing (such as newspaper articles, poetry and 

obituaries), crafts, video, and audio materials to tell stories of African culture in the United States 

and cross the African, Caribbean and Post-Atlantic phases of development in the Yoruba 

religious diaspora.14 Materials that help to set up this long-term pattern are useful in providing 

context for my overall research while also countering the link between rationalism’s privileging 

of the written word and the manner in which this privilege furthers issues of disembodiment.  

 Methodologically, to examine how dancing for orisha circumvents the dualist hegemony 

of secularism and, in doing so, disorients secular norms, I draw on two key theoretical and 

philosophical areas of scholarship: Caribbeanist anthropology and postsecularism.  These 

                                                
14 These repositories included Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, the Caribbean 
Cultural Center, the Smithsonian Latino Center and the National Museum of African American. 
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theoretical lenses bring into focus the unique interface of secularism and dancing for orisha in 

the United States, without isolating or disjointing the relationship that dance has to Lucumi in 

Cuba and to the larger Yoruba-based diaspora.  In choosing these theoretical perspectives, I 

attempt to keep two significant facts in sight while taking into consideration the material and 

political conditions in the Northeastern United States that combine to influence corporeal 

dispositions and moral dimensions of behavior specific to secularism and dancing for orisha.  

First, many members of the Lucumi community identify as descendants of enslaved or 

immigrant populations.  Thus, the existence of Lucumi in the United States often carries 

associations with displacement or errancy (Glissant 1987).  Second, this displacement or errancy, 

as a system of representation, produces flows of people between Cuba, Nigeria, the United States 

and other areas with large Yoruba diasporic populations (Otero 2010).  Therefore, the “unique” 

conditions that make up the interface of secularism and dancing for orisha in the Northeast 

United States are not hermetically sealed within the borders of the United States, but actually 

include complex global-local exchanges and pathways that transcend borders.     

 It is for these reasons that I turn to Caribbeanist anthropology and postsecularism. 

Caribbeanist anthropology is a decentralized approach to cultural comparison and analysis that 

foregrounds relation and interference, while closely considering what these processes reveal 

when examined through the local-global channels that pass through the Caribbean.  It is in many 

ways both a method and mindset that acknowledges that, even though transnational processes 

have always existed, the one-way, global-to-local impact of agency is misleading.  Rather, 

concepts like region and community give local specificity to experience as both local and global 

call and respond to one another.  Caribbeanist philosopher Edouard Glissant (2006) makes 

similar arguments, suggesting that cities like New York, Philadelphia, and other eastern 
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American ports, have always maintained close transnational ties to Caribbean port cities, such as 

Havana, Kingston, and Port-Au-Prince.  In effect, this strategically expands the Caribbean to 

include American cities, and pushes back against the hegemonic narrative whereby the 

northeastern United States is labeled as modern, global, logical and of European decent, while 

the Caribbean is labeled as its “Other”.  I will use this approach to conceptualize dancing for 

orisha within a larger diasporic body as I conceive orisha devotional practices in the United 

States as part of a dispersed transnational process. 

 Furthermore, Glissant (1987, 2006) characterizes these expanded Caribbean transnational 

paths as errancy (or straying from traditional courses or standards), a mode of being that he links 

to resistance against a totalitarian relationship between nation and culture, the secular and the 

religious, and the global and the local.  Instead, Glissant argues that through errancy one 

maintains “a fundamental relationship with the Other” (14).  It is useful for me to think of dance 

through Glissant’s errancy, a bodily ways of knowing and being, because it creates and maintains 

space for mobility while opposing “the rationalist pretense of penetrating the mysteries of the 

known”, of linearity, and of a subsequent fixity of the “so-called natural order” (2009, 624-625) 

of the Western world.  By foregrounding a subaltern West built upon errancy, Glissant presses 

against the commonly held conceptions of Otherness that dancing for orisha and religion are 

embedded within in relation to secularism.  

 As signaled in the literature review, the second area of thinking that I draw upon is 

postsecularism.  While dancing for orisha is shaped by Lucumi cosmological principles, it also 

shapes the development of relationships between larger cultural structures (for example the 

relationship between the New York City Department of Public Health and Hygiene, the local 

Rockaway Beach community, which surrounds Riis Beach where my second case study takes 
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place, and the Lucumi community).  In this regard, religion is informing public debate and 

opinion, and intervening in spaces not usually considered open to religious voices.  In other 

words, it is embodying aspects of postsecular principles.   

 This inclusion, rather than exclusion, of a diverse chorus of religious and secular voices 

has the potential to reshape the foundations of American society - in particular law and history 

(Abeysekara 2008).15  Examples such as the Vodou drumming at Riis Beach hint at the potential 

for a deep revision or the abandonment of secularism, and the capacity to create space in the 

public sphere for what Olupona terms, “indigenous hermeneutics” (2011 1, 8) and diasporic 

ontologies.  Since dancing for orisha represents both a form of embodied hermeneutics and a 

diasporic ontology that is currently overlooked in the polity, by focusing a postsecularist lens 

upon it, I am able to draw out the way it poses unique challenges to secularism while also 

contributing to the process of meaning-making in a plural society.   

 

Dissertation Structure 

 As I have established, Lucumi negates a secular/religious division, whereas modern 

western philosophy, which, in the United States includes a Euro-American Christian provenance, 

is reliant upon it.  Secularism and religion have a discursive relationship that is interwoven into 

the epistemological hierarchy of society in the United States, and contains particular normative 

undertones related to this provenance.  Thus, my research design and analysis of dancing for 

orisha examines how this practice interfaces not only with the category of the secular but also the 

category of religion.  Chapter One, “Bodying the Discourse Through Design and Methodology,” 

                                                
15 Within law and history, other postsecular scholars point more specifically to the effects that 
cultivating religious pluralism in public debate would have on environmental rights, citizenship, 
Human rights and gender constructs (Bilgrami 2014; Cady and Fessenden 2013; Mavelli and 
Wilson 2017). 
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provides key definitions to the terms “community,” “Lucumi,” “Yoruba-based” and ”dancing for 

orisha” as these terms effected both the design of my research framework and informed my 

ethnographic analysis in Chapters Four and Five.  This chapter maps out my mixed-method 

framework and examines how method choices, such as dance and performance ethnography and 

archival research, can draw our attention to the discursive capacity of macrostructures, such as 

race and religion, in shaping the ontological starting points of fieldwork.    

 Chapter Two, “Caribbean Anthropology and Postsecularism:  A Counter Discourse of 

Modernity,” establishes a theoretical framework that triangulates discourses of modernity, 

Caribbean anthropology and post/secularism.  Each of these discourses respond to one another in 

their theorization of how subjecthood, rational discourse, embodiment, religion and culture 

should function in a contemporary democracy.  This chapter considers modernity from the lens 

of epoch, epistemic position and existential experience.  Each of these three angles of analysis 

attends to the development of the private sphere, the public sphere and the role that has been 

delegated to religion within modernity.  It is necessary to examine the development of these 

concepts in order to establish the importance of bodily practices in the postsecularist assumption 

that faith and religion, as social constructions, shape and are shaped by the lived experiences of 

Americans in ways that defy the dominant categories of “secular” and “religious” (Csordas 1997; 

Mavelli and Wilson 2017, Tweed 2008).    

 Chapter Three, “A Cosmological and Historical Contextualization of Lucumi," provides a 

pertinent historical overview concerning Lucumi origins.  This chapter addresses the 

amalgamation of Yoruba, Bini, Fon and folk Catholic culture, the impact of shifting political 

situations in Cuba during the nineteenth and twentieth century, and the growth of the religion in 

the United States during the twentieth and early twenty-first century.  The evolution of dancing 
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for orisha in Lucumi will also be addressed and linked to my fourth assertion concerning the 

effects of secularization.  The information provided in Chapter Three presents Lucumi as a 

mobile set of beliefs that have endured via adaptation rather than as a static practice that 

struggles to find a place in the modern world. 

 Chapters Four and Five present two case studies in relation to key concepts in secularism 

and postsecularism, and address one or more of the four themes associated with secularism 

mentioned earlier in this Introduction.  Chapter Four, “Secrecy, Privacy and the Subaltern Public:  

This is Not a Simulation,” focuses on how a tambor held in a private home challenges normative 

conceptions of the private sphere.  In this chapter I take up three assertions related to secularism, 

and demonstrate how they are interrelated.  In this chapter I focus on my assertion relating how 

dancing for orisha destabilizes the division of the public or private spheres and subsequent 

divisions between the secular and the religious.  I also address two other assertions including 

how dance performances at this tambor rattle the fixity of religion, and the ability of dance to 

illuminate the multifarious potential of secularization as it related to the presence of folkloric 

dance practices within ritual settings.  To do so, I put into dialogue Habermas’s conception of the 

private sphere (Goode 2005; Habermas 1976), Nancy’s Fraser’s (1992) subaltern public, and 

Fred Moten’s (2017) minoritarian citizen.  Using the concepts of the subaltern public and the 

minoritarian citizen, I examine how dance and other embodied practices learned in both 

dominant and subaltern public spheres directly inform the ritual and the manner in which the 

community positions itself in relation to formations of the secular.  This capacity for ritual 

dancing to have latent, yet potent, political function is made manifest in ethnographic 

explorations of dancing as leisure and/or labor, and the performance of secrecy via embodiment 

in Lucumi.  These ethnographic descriptions serve to deconstruct understandings of “private” 
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and “public” as purely spatial concepts, instead framing them as porous boundaries between 

areas of social phenomena and embodiment that otherwise transect multiple domains of society.   

 Chapter Five, “Dancing at ‘The People’s Beach,” takes place at a Vodou drumming held 

in public at Riis Beach in Queens, New York and examines the fundamental debates of 

secularism, particularly where religion should be relegated to and the right of peaceable 

assembly as a religious imperative.  In addition to examining how dance destabilizes the division 

between public and private spheres and the fixity of religion, this chapter foregrounds a critique 

of the secular, liberal nation-state as a zone of religious neutrality.  My ethnographic account 

focuses on what happens when dancing rouses a diverse group of common people to act against 

hegemonic structures.  By focusing on a ritual drumming ceremony in a space conventionally 

accepted as the public sphere I am able to interrogate how dancing confronts the processes of 

secular structural replication, the political implications of this confrontation and, consequently, 

what embodied, ritual performances contribute to civil discourse.  This chapter pays particular 

attention to how secularism has been employed in white supremacy and religious 

majoritarianism, how dancing exposes the performance of religious marjoritarianism in spaces 

often accepted as religiously neutral, and how a ritual dance event, constructed upon acts of 

hospitality, is able to overcome this to unite a diverse group of participants across lines of race, 

ethnicity and religion.  

 The Conclusion for this dissertation revisits my overall research objective of examining 

how dancing for orisha and other practices of religious embodiment destabilize dominant secular 

frameworks.  I place this focus in relationship to the collated evidence of previous chapters and 

summarize the political capacity of dance in Afro-diasporic religions, as a mechanism of 

postsecularism, to effect the formation of the public sphere that it may better serve a plural 
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democracy.  Finally, I consider how this research benefits the field of dance studies, and explore 

how the limitations of this project act as impetus for future areas of research. 

 My goal in this dissertation is to impart upon the reader the impact of secular frameworks 

on religious embodiment and, conversely, the impact of religious embodiment on secular 

frameworks, both of which contribute to the politics of participation in American society.  Often 

these frameworks reflect particular hierarchies in Western secular/religious dualism.  However, I 

show in this dissertation that dancing for orisha, as a ritual practice, has the capacity to engage 

with the entangled hierarchies in the secular/religion binary in manners that destabilize and 

decenter this dualism.  The four themes mentioned earlier in this introduction (the binary 

relationship of public/private; the fixity of the category of religion; the religious neutrality of the 

liberal nation-state; and secularization as inherently liberatory) are specific issues that I 

interrogate through a mixed-method framework rooted in dance and performance ethnography to 

make clear the limitations and violence that logocentric, secular mechanisms are capable of 

producing as it relates to the ability to participate in the public sphere.  In particular, I show how 

dancing for orisha intervenes in the secular/religious binary to potentially cultivate greater 

democratic parity in the United States.  Consequently, this dissertation also demonstrates the 

unique value that the field of dance studies contributes to broader academic discourse concerning 

religion and the public sphere.  By analyzing dancing for orisha and how this bodily practice 

functions as a way of looking at and being in the world, it is possible to give evidence to the 

argument that religion and dance are political, can enrich civil discourse and present potential 

solutions to the deficiencies in participatory parity that the United States, as pluralist democracy, 

currently faces.
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CHAPTER 1:  BODYING THE DISCOURSE THROUGH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 
 

 In my examination of dancing for orisha and the manner in which it blurs distinctions 

between religion and the secular, I draw on methods capable of attending to danced, oral, and 

textual aspects of the Lucumi cosmology.  In this chapter I establish my research design, 

examine and define ethnography (particularly dance ethnography and performance ethnography), 

textual analysis and archival research as methods of data collection and elaborate on their merits 

and limitations for examining movement and dance in ritual settings.  I then address four key 

terms that delimit my research.  Each of these terms are employed out of need, but also present 

issues that affect my attempt to accurately represent my subject in ethnography.  These specific 

terms are, “community”, “Lucumi”, “Yoruba-based” and “orisha dancing”.  After discussing 

these terms, I explain my research design and methodology in reference to the philosophical and 

practical foundations of data collection.  I then set forth two case studies that form the focus of 

my analysis, provide an explanation of data collection at each case study location, and address 

the ethical issues I encountered. 

 Before proceeding with an examination of these terms, I briefly establish a working 

definition of ethnography as dance ethnography and performance ethnography are the primary 

methods of inquiry for this dissertation.  These methods have a bearing on how I engaged with 

these terms during fieldwork as well as the selection and execution of textual analysis and 

archival research as supporting methods.  Ethnography provides a method for understanding 

what constitutes cultural knowledge for both individuals and groups of people (Geertz 1973; 

Sklar 1991).  It is both a research process and written product that involves observing subjects in 

the field via methods of participant observation whereby a people’s “most comprehensive ideas 

of order” are taken in as actualities (Geertz 1979, 89).  These observations produce data that is 
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recorded, coded and later presented as meaningful, performative, sensitive evidence that enables 

the researcher to convey, through writing, complex webs and currents of meaning-making.  

Hence, ethnographic writing is a powerful “decoding and recoding” method situated between 

philosophical and embodied epistemes that, “describe processes of innovation and structuration, 

and is itself part of these processes” (Clifford 1986, 2-3).   

 However, ethnography is not a direct line that penetrates to the heart of culture to reveal 

truth.  At times it has been labeled fiction, simply meaning opposed to truth (Clifford 1986).  As 

James Clifford (1986) suggests, ethnography “looks obliquely” in an attempt to cultivate an 

engaged clarity about the world around us (2).  The fact that ethnography is embedded in varying 

forms and degrees of interactive experiences makes it, and the poetics it contributes to, a 

complex method accompanied by ethical issues that cut across cultural production, politics and 

history.  The ethical issues that accompany embedding culture and values in streams of shared 

experiences also means that the ethnographer is implicated in the creation of the experience and 

text, and that the academy owns a portion of accountability for how societies are represented. 

Thus, ethnoraphy creates and presents complicated, multi-dimensional contexts that connect 

internal and external experiences, varying sense of time and space, individual and communal 

values and desires, and local and global happenings. 

 Dance ethnography and performance ethnography are two particular forms of 

ethnography employed extensively in this dissertation.  Dance ethnography takes the position 

that cultural knowledge is embodied and that it includes codified somatic practices termed 

“dance”.  According to dance ethnographer Deidre Sklar (1991), dance contains knowledge 

defined by values, which are mental, emotional, intellectual, and historical in nature.  In the 

process of conducting dance ethnography, particular attention may be guided towards bodily 
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practices and movement patterns, the relationship between the environment and bodily habits, 

and the customs and subtle events made evident through interactive physical experience.  As 

religious studies scholar Yolanda Covington-Ward (2016) asserts, this is because the body is a 

conduit, catalyst and center of experience that is simultaneously productive, archival and 

indexical.16  Thus, dance functions as embodied theorization.  Hence, the ethnographer focuses 

on dance and the dancing body as a product and producer of cultural knowledge in order to give 

written form to the cultural currency and the ethos of a people.  This makes perceptible how, 

through movement and bodily experience, a group of people cultivate meaning and embody their 

worldview (Sklar 1991). 

 While performance ethnography and dance ethnography have overlapping interests, 

particularly the focus on the body as a site of inscription and meaning-making, performance 

ethnography does not necessarily take codified somatic practices, such as dance, as its primary 

focus.  Performance studies scholar E. Patrick Johnson (2013) describes performance 

ethnography as a means to understand how individuals and communities perform their identities 

within “macro-structures of political economy … [and] how macro-structures impinge on micro-

textures” of subaltern peoples (7).  As a qualitative method, performance ethnography attends to 

improvisatory and choreographic tactics and strategies in the employment of capital at an 

individual’s and community’s disposal to consider how “the power of symbols and imagination 

in both consolidating and contesting oppression” are creative acts of human agency that are both 

“inscribed and incited by domination” (7).  Thus, it differs slightly from dance ethnography 

because it takes performance as a lens of analysis and a broad-range strategy that can be 

observed in embodied activity.  Primary to performance ethnography is the relationship between 

                                                
16 For more on the body as conduit and catalyst for the relationship between religious 
performance and national culture, see Covington-Ward (2016).  
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space and performance, especially the politics of location, not simply as a circumscribed site but 

as an intersecting area of “geopolitics and local development” within which the body illuminates 

how one lives, travels and longs for shapes perceptions, both internally and externally, “about the 

discourse that one inhabits” (10).  Individually and collectively dance and performance 

ethnography treat the body and the performances it executes as a medium of power that is 

simultaneously creative, reflective and reflexive.  In doing so these methods materially root the 

abstract theories of culture and the politics of secularism and religion in the body, and root the 

body in this world, which is key to my exploration of how dancing for orisha interfaces with 

features of secularism.  However, as will be explored below, these methods also produce and 

highlight difficult ethical concerns for the researcher when designing a project, delineating a 

community of study and executing a research in a manner that honors the principles of those 

subjects involved.   

 

The Effect of Terminology on Communities and Content 

 The decision to employ ethnography creates its own quandaries particularly when, as 

both a priestess and researcher, I dance back and forth between intimate participant, co- 

performing my own political interests, and academic commentator, offering textual, scholarly 

interpretations.  This issue of translating performance and the “feel” of the field to text,17 and the 

creation of meaningful terminology for academic use that reflects the poetics of the embodied 

relationships affected the earliest design of my research protocol and manifested long-term 

implications throughout the execution of project.  In particular, the terms “community”, 

“Lucumi”, “Yoruba-based” and “orisha dancing”, were interrogated during all stages of design, 

                                                
17 The feel is a term examined and described at length by E. Patrick Johnson.  While I explain my 
use of the term in Chapter Five, for more, see Johnson (2013). 
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and again during the execution of ethnographic fieldwork, textual analysis, archival research, and 

thus molded the framework of the final product.  In order to be transparent about my usage of the 

terms and the problems that accompany them, I examine the power relations that each term 

reflects and enacts.  These terms, which were used prior to and during the execution of my 

fieldwork, and during the writing of this dissertation, carried their own discursive power, 

creating opportunities and obstacles in each phase of the research design and execution. The 

instability and inaccuracy of these terms required reflexivity, particularly in the development of 

research questions and delimiting the research area prior to fieldwork, and stimulated my own 

awareness of how I performed my own identities and contributed to the creation of the events I 

represent in writing.18 

 The first term I examine here and use throughout this dissertation is community.  Firstly, 

I utilize the term community because it is a common vernacular term that devotees frequently 

use, when speaking in English, to reference Lucumi practitioners as a broad collective.19  It does 

not necessarily carry a positive or negative connotation but always functions as a vague, 

indexical device that is contextually nuanced, and situates practitioner(s) within a relationship 

with other individuals who also worship orisha.  However, as this scholarly text it is also 

necessary to consider what this unstable term does from the perspective of the social sciences.  

To quote Robert Schrauf (2016), the term community, “does important rhetorical work [that] 

smuggles” in both popular and social scientific discourses around the notion that “culture and 

ethnic membership are coterminous” (29).  He elaborates, 

                                                
18 For more on the challenges of language in conducting cross cultural and ethnographic 
interviews, see Clifford (1986; 1988; 1997), Shrauf (2016), and Madison (2012). 
 
19 When speaking in Spanish, the following terms are often used, “todo el mundo” (everyone), 
“los gente” (people), or “los santeros” (a general reference for devotees that functions similar to 
“we”). 
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The word is so attractive … because it appears to value people as members of a special 
collective.  That what is special about the collective [in the case of subaltern groups] is 
that they are readily presumed to share a culture in its reified form (29). 

 
The dominant discourse around “community” connects concepts of culture and ethnos, while 

furthering the assumption that minorities must share the same culture by necessity of their 

particular subaltern or minority bond (Bellah 1996; Shrauf 2016).  These issues seep into the 

usage of the other terms I have listed, even as the bodies that populate the ceremonies I observed 

challenge these notions of community.  First, the Lucumi community has vague boundaries.  

Some practitioners divide those who practice Santería from those who practice Lucumi or 

Cuban-Yoruba and those who practice Yoruba Traditional Religion.  Conversely, when the term 

community was used by subjects during ethnographic interviews, it was often inclusive, 

suggesting anyone that considered themselves a devotee of orisha and moved, spoke and 

interacted with others “with a certain criollo sensibility” that may have been learned in the home 

or through a religious family (Anonymous 2, 2018).  Furthermore, African Americans, white 

Americans, and LatinX Americans who do not speak Spanish often expressed feeling on the 

fringe of the community when performing rituals with older, predominantly Spanish-speaking, 

LatinX elders.20  Consequently, while members of the Lucumi community may implicitly 

acknowledge that they share some culturally specific experiences of ethnicity, race and heritage, 

the variability to which subjects identify with normative Lucumi, LatinX, American or Afro-

diasporic values, beliefs and practices may impact their access to participate as a representative 

of the community.  This is made evident in Chapter Four when I illustrate the role that dance 

plays in one’s access to and position within the Lucumi community, and in Chapter Five when I 

                                                
20 For this reason, I performed interviews in my own motley mix of English and Spanish, 
switching languages within my beginner-intermediate ability based on the cues of my 
interlocutor. 
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explain how I came to be invited to a Vodou drumming, and how race, language and religious 

difference affected my own capacities to actively and passively participate during this event.  

This raises questions within my research concerning how I use the concepts of dance and 

performance to bound community, and who, as a result, is included or excluded.  While my 

“insider” status may make me more sensitive to some of these concerns, labeling the population I 

study as a “community” remains open to debate.  Hence, it is important to remain aware, 

subtextually, of the political, historical and cultural charges carried within these issues. 

 Nonetheless, in order to design a research project it is necessary to bracket a population 

based on certain defining features before beginning the process of ethnographic or archival 

research.  In alignment with the cosmological overview established in Chapter Three, I 

prioritized religious self-identification, lineage, and proximity to ritual practice.  I chose to 

delimit a population of individuals who are involved in individual and communal orisha 

devotional practices, are ritually attached in quasi-family structures known as ilés, are ritually 

descended from Cuban religious lineages known as ramas (branches) (regardless of individual 

demographic identity), and live predominantly in the metropolitan northeast United States.  

However, I am conscious of the critiques leveled against early ethnography that too often the 

investigator selected the features that most interested them, and then confined and labeled the 

population according to these features regardless of whether or not these features were held with 

equal esteem by the people being observed (Clifford 1986).  Certainly, my own lived experience 

as a priestess, my religious training, and preliminary ethnographic research played an important 

role in delimiting the subject population.   

 Despite this, the extent to which this selected population could be referred to as 

community depends in part on each individual’s perception of oneself.  As it concerns the subject 
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population of this project, these individuals generally perceive themselves as part of a larger 

group that at present deals in similar cultural currencies, which includes holding certain 

practices, images, and ideas in varying degrees of affinity as well as trading in common 

experiences.  This contingent nature of community and individual perceptions of belonging are 

important within Chapter Four.  In this chapter, dance, as a sharable currency, flows between the 

secular and the religious to shape individual and communal religious performances that carry 

political potency that spills out beyond the ritual event.  Furthermore, on some level the 

individuals that make up the selected population acknowledge a shared culture and heritage 

regardless of the degree of cohabitation or fraternity that takes place.  In Chapter Five, the 

experience of African diaspora as a shared heritage, and the affinities that exist as part of 

experience, in particular the centrality of dancing as a community, are integral to understanding 

the interfaith event that brought together Vodou, Lucumi and predominantly black and LatinX 

Masonic practitioners.  Overall, in the case of the Lucumi community represented throughout 

this dissertation and the interfaith community represented in Chapter Five, many of those shared 

practices, symbols, heritage and ideas revolve around orisha (or lwa), and crystalize for the 

ethnographer through participant observation of rituals and ethnographic interviews. 

 As previously signaled, the issues of the term community impacted other choices in 

terminology and methodological application, including the second term Lucumi.  Currently, the 

term Lucumi is an overarching identifier for a religion, though historically it was an ethnonym 

that circulated in the Caribbean basin while also referencing a set of religious practices in Cuba. 

Often it is used by practitioners in the United States to place the community in relationship to 

other branches of orisha devotional practices (for example, Yoruba Traditional Religion).  

(Furthermore, in my experience it is not used to identify the dancing whether in a ritual or 
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folkloric setting.)  Within LatinX American ritual settings, terms such as Ocha, “the religion”, 

and Santo are more frequently used to describe the community and its practices in ritual and 

familial settings.  Furthermore, my decision to connect dancing for orisha to “Lucumi” impacts 

the framing of the data I collect, for my intention is to draw a direct link between movement and 

a religious form of worship, as opposed to a folkloric dance practice, or strictly diasporic cultural 

practice.   

 Similar issues arise when using the third phrase “Yoruba-based”.  As discussed in the 

Introduction, the term Yoruba is a relatively recent identifier for an ethno-linguistic group found 

in large numbers in present-day Nigeria and Benin and with a large diaspora in the United States, 

Europe, Brazil and parts of the Caribbean (Brandon 1999; Childs and Falola 2004; Murphy 

1988).  Using the term “Yoruba-based” to index a set of creole cultural and religious practices 

that compose the Lucumi cosmology is imprecise, but it does effectually locate the practice 

within the African diaspora and as having retained a measure of West African provenance. The 

locative attributes of the phrase “Yoruba-based” puts Lucumi in proximity to other diasporic 

traditions including Candomble, Yoruba Traditional Religion (YTR), and Trinidad Shango. 

However, it problematically separates Lucumi from Palo, a Congolese based tradition developed 

in Cuba into which Lucumi practitioners are also often initiated, and other religions of the 

diaspora associated with Christianity and commonly practiced by Lucumi devotees such as 

espiritismo, Spiritual Baptist and Southern Baptist, and Catholicism. Thus, the term “Yoruba-

based” falls short, especially when we consider that some branches of Lucumi incorporate  
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traditions from the Arara religious practices, the Catholic saints and espiritismo into a complex 

meta-framework.21 

 The imperfections of this label are glaring when we consider the instability of dance as 

compared to spoken or written language. Compared with the more concrete traces in Lucumi 

language connected to terms used in the Yoruba language, the dances executed for orisha in 

Lucumi rituals reflect the shifting bodily circumstances of life in urban centers of Cuba.  Scholar 

and community elder Raymond Crawford (2009), who has spent significant periods studying in 

Brazil, Cuba and Nigeria comments that, on the surface, dancing for orisha in Cuba and the 

United States does not resemble dancing for orisha in West Africa or Brazil.  “The Cuban style is 

significantly less subtle than in Nigeria or Brazil.” (Crawford 2009).  Crawford suggests that 

dancing for orisha was heavily filtered, reformatted and added to in Cuba amongst enslaved and 

free Afro-Cubans and again during various cultural and political shifts occurring in Cuba during 

the late-nineteenth century and throughout the twentieth century.  Therefore, to be clear when 

using the phrase “Yoruba-based”, it is to index an overarching Lucumi cosmology, and not 

necessarily the dancing (which is a Cuban creolized dance form created through a filter of West 

African sensibilities) or the racial or ethnic demographics of the religious community involved in 

the dancing.   

 The instability of labels extends to the final phrase I examine, “dancing for orisha” or 

“orisha dancing”.  The phrase more commonly used to denote the practice or offering of dance in 

service to orisha is “dancing for orisha”. Even more simply, practitioners often use the term 

                                                
21 Recently some practitioners in the United States and Cuba have purged their personal practice 
of Catholic saints and the Christian prayers often used in espiritismo masses, knowns as misas. 
However other practitioners see the inclusion of the saints and the pliability of the misa structure 
as a strategic Africanization of Catholic attributes in a way that is both transgressive of white 
patriarchy and cognizant of what are considered specialized, highly-accessible energetic 
capacities of “elevated spirits” and ancestors. 
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“dancing”, followed by whichever orisha is being played for by musicians, for example “dancing 

Ochun”. This is juxtaposed with “orisha dancing”, or “orisha” for short (as it is often referred to 

in the folkloric class setting), which refers to a particular genre of folkloric dances sourced from 

the Lucumi community that is often presented in a highly-choreographed, presentational and 

energetic manner as a celebration of the legacy of dance as a portion of Afro-Cuban culture.22 

 The religious and folkloric dance forms cannot be neatly separated as the best dancers in 

ritual settings contributed substantially to the formation of the folkloric form in Cuba during the 

latter half of the twentieth century.  Furthermore, contemporary religious practitioners in the 

United States frequently attend folkloric classes to deepen their technical understanding of 

music, dance and the meaning of certain movements.  However, both forms tend to delimit the 

variety of movement qualities and commonly performed vocabulary within each respective 

arena.  To paraphrase one respected elder and priestess, folkloric dance is academic, performed 

with the intent to “show what you know” and elicit awe from an audience (Anonymous 2, 2018).  

On the other hand, she characterized dancing in a ritual as, “criollo or social [as she held her 

hands, waist high, palms facing up and gently twisted her shoulders front and back like a slow 

shimmy to demonstrate a beckoning for interaction]” (Anonymous 2, 2018), because people 

dance together as a way to communicate en masse to orisha.  As my interlocutor noted and I 

have witnessed, most dancing for orisha involves simple “two-step” actions or “step-ball-

change” that everyone can execute (though more complicated movements certainly take place). 

The collection of devotees dancing together as an improvised chorus generates energy to help 

facilitate possession.  It is often just prior to or when possession happens that the most 

spectacular dancing often takes place as even the least musical of initiates, once possessed find 

                                                
22 For more on folkloric dance as a presentational art form see Nahachewsky (1995). 
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themselves dancing on beat with deft coordination.  However, this is not always true, for how an 

orisha possesses an individual is out of human control.  For my interlocutor, the lack of 

rehearsal, the intention to move as a collective, the body as a conduit for real-time expression of 

immediate needs and desires, and the manifestation of something beyond one’s own skill is what 

makes dancing for orisha “criollo” (Anonymous 2, 2018).  Therefore, dancing for orisha refers 

to an expressed desire to have orisha manifest in the flesh, as well as an act of giving, an act of 

communing and an act of taking on (should one become possessed) in a manner that subverts 

codification.  Conversely, my interlocutor described folkloric dance as both highly codified and 

“at this point [in history], commercialized”, and with its presentation reflecting a taste curated 

“for [white] European and American audiences” (Anonymous 2, 2018).   

To summarize my intention for examining these terms closely, my goal is not to offer 

succinct or mechanical definitions of the terms that I have probed.  Instead, the goal is to nuance 

the dimensions of my research focus, the role these terms play in my research design, and the 

issues these terms raise concerning access and reflexivity. 

 

Research Design:  Delimiting the Field of Bodies 

Research Design 

 Before proceeding to a discussion of the methods used to gather and organize data, which 

includes participant observation, ethnographic interviewing, textual analysis and archival 

research, I introduce the parameters of my research design.  I used dance and performance 

ethnography to conduct two case studies involving the Lucumi religious community, each in a 

particular location that approaches the concept of the public sphere and private sphere through a 

different lens.  As mentioned in the Introduction, these two locations include a private home and 
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the beach. I selected these locations because of the presumed concentration of Lucumi and Afro-

diasporic religious practitioners, the expectation that those present will dance to ritual or 

religiously-inflected music, and because each location problematizes the secular/religious 

relationship as well as different points in the secular/postsecular debate.  Nonetheless, after years 

of attending ceremonies I have learned to remain conscious to the fact that, while there is a 

general structure to the various events and that some things may feel familiar, what happens in a 

ritual setting is never completely predictable, and any number of factors may influence the speed, 

movement, order, energy and presence of participants.  Possible shifts in location, demographics, 

and the resulting dialogic experience do occur in relation to larger macro-structures.   

 I utilized participant-observation in each case study, and position my collection of data 

via modes of dance and performance ethnography.  Using multiple modes of ethnography 

allowed me to collect general field information (such as the weather, geographic location, and 

spatial layout), bodily movements, relationships between bodies and the environment, and power 

dynamics particular to each case study, and to accommodate shifting factors in the field which 

later facilitated the integration of data in a manner that best expresses the discursivity of Lucumi 

culture. 

 As a participant-observer, my field notes from the tambor and the drumming for Agwe 

were recorded from memory immediately following the functions I attended and coded for 

patterns of interest in the days that followed.  The taboo of audiovisual recording or 

photographing, typically strongly enforced at Lucumi events, was not an issue at the drumming 

for Agwe as almost all the participants took photos and even FaceTimed friends and family 

during various parts of the ceremonies.  I entered field notes for both events in a journal broken 

into two sections, one allocated for each case study, paying particular attention to relationships 
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between bodies, to clothing choices, to relationships between the environment and the body, to 

the body while dancing, to the execution of dance steps.  Dance steps at rituals were notated 

using abbreviated names related to the rhythm they are associated with (even if that is not the 

rhythm being played).  Coding these notes for patterns or areas of interest took place in two 

stages: immediately after each field note entry and then in conjunction with the coding done 

following interviews. 

 I conducted seven ethnographic interviews with devotees of the Lucumi tradition ranging 

from priestly officials including two eleguns, three omo-orisha who have been trained in Afro- 

Cuban dance styles, one oba, three drummers, and two aleyos.  Part of the reason for the limited 

numbers of interviews concerns the limited number of eleguns, obas, and drummers.  Not all 

practitioners who dance get possessed and even fewer are trained as ritual experts or drummers.  

Additionally, while some of the interviewees were respondents to an open call for research 

participants that I posted in closed social media groups, others are personal acquaintances that I 

consider experts in the field.  My semi-structured interviews, for which I secured IRB approval, 

focused on the experience of dancing for orisha in ritual and non-ritual settings. These interviews 

were conducted off-site from the case studies and in-person at an agreed upon location.  Most 

subjects switched between English, Spanish and Lucumi and preferred not to be recorded which 

made transcribing exact quotes rather difficult.  The transcriptions were then coded, paying close 

attention to the following themes:  the collapse between religious and non-religious spheres; the 

relationship between public and private spheres; and dance in relation to dominant Western ways 

of knowing, particularly logocentrism.  These interviews provided a diverse cross-section of the 

Lucumi community including those who identify as Cuban, Puerto Rican, and African American, 

white American, and from various Caribbean islands and nations.  In addition to these 
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interviews, the discussions held at the basement tambor described in Chapter Four were rich and 

informative, adding a great deal of data to my research, and by comparison, less encumbered 

than most of my interviews. 

 Additionally, I conducted supporting research using textual analysis of Lucumi liturgy. I  

selected this as one of two supporting methods because the didactic stories that comprise the 

bulk of divination and form the basis of ritual order reference the importance, use and power of 

dance in daily and in ritual context.  The liturgy, known as odu, incorporate didactic, allegorical 

stories, or pataki, which sometimes feature dance as a means for generating or expressing power 

individually and/or communally.  Many of these particular allegorical stories relate drumming 

and dancing to the management of individual and societal difficulties.  I examined in particular 

the pataki of Ojuani el Diablo, and offer it to the reader in Chapter Three to provide a clear sense 

of the power Lucumi practitioners believe exists in the act of dance. 

 I also conducted archival research at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black 

Culture, the National Museum of African American History, the Smithsonian Latino Center, the 

Caribbean Culture Center African Diaspora Institute (CCCADI), and in the private collections of 

priests and priestesses.  I drew from newspaper articles, photographs, curated ritual items, 

abstract art, and video to find data that supported or challenged the information gathered in the 

field. Additionally, I looked for examples in the “popular music” genre for performances that 

drew on orisha devotional culture and existing interviews with artists regarding their artwork and 

documented these findings through photographs and written descriptions of each item. 

To problematize an often over-simplified narrative of the public/private binary, I also sought out 

legal documentation for orisha-devotional events held in public spaces in the United States using 

the New York Public Library’s online catalogue.   
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Case Studies 

 As part of my research design, I visited two events each taking place at a location that 

occupies a different position on a private sphere/public sphere continuum.  I attended a religious 

drumming, known as a fundamento, in a private home in Bronx, New York and a drumming 

hosted by a Vodou house Riis Beach in Queens, New York, where practitioners and guests 

danced under a peristyle. I conducted research within private homes and at the beach because 

ritual dancing as performed in each of these settings exposes the porousness of secular/religious 

boundaries, and the conflicts that concretizing these divisions create for individual practitioners 

and collectives.  Furthermore, as performances in these public and private settings elucidate, 

where the secular interfaces with the religious it becomes evident how religious cosmological 

conceptions of the universe shape the concrete actions and social relationships of religious 

practitioners that are then deployed outside of ritual events.  Finally, these case studies highlight 

how religion and secularism have come to inform hierarchies of class and race in the United 

States. 

 I attended only two events for several reasons. First, there are a limited number of 

tambors that take place during the time I had to conduct research, particularly those that take 

place in public settings.  Second, for the most part in-home tambors have an established 

framework that guides the flow of the event with minimal variation between these kinds of 

events.  Third, most people who come to dance at tambors are either members of the host ilé or 

initiates who live nearby and enjoy attending drummings. Often times, one will see the same 

individuals at a tambor in the Bronx on one weekend and see them again at a tambor in Brooklyn 

or Queens the following weekend. 
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The Vodou drumming presented different constraints.  I attended the event in August of 

2018, but had not originally planned to use this experience as a case study.  Instead, my goal had 

been to attend the annual Yemaya Festival at Rockaway Beach.  Unfortunately, this event was 

cancelled due to poor weather conditions.  The timeframe of my dissertation demanded that I 

either find an additional public ritual, which I had no guarantee of finding, or utilize my personal 

notes and experience from the Vodou drumming.  Fortunately, this event provided ample 

material for the examination of dance and the role of Lucumi in cultivating a postsecular society.  

Having attended more than forty ritual drummings and six annual Yemaya Festivals during my 

time as a devotee, I am comfortable asserting that this collection of case studies provided ample 

opportunity to collect data that accounts for both convergence and divergence in the way dancing 

for orisha takes place in public and private spaces.   

 The first case study, explored in Chapter Four, took place indoors at a ritual drumming in 

celebration of Ochun. The drumming held in the basement of a private home touches upon and 

yet exceeds certain normative subject models and characteristics associated with the Post-

Enlightenment private sphere.  Historically, domestic ritual sites would have served as a space 

somewhat protected from intrusion or violence, and offered opportunities for practitioners to 

learn to dance for orisha in a sphere that was both social and religious.  This facilitated moments 

for absorption of the rules of movement-as-language through kinesthetic societalization: 

engaging with the sound of the drums, the singing, the movement of other bodies and one’s own 

relationship with orisha.  The sensibilities embedded in these movements are both 

cosmologically guided and in response to systems of power that some might consider secular.  

As anthropologist George Brandon (2008) asserts, “Body movements, gestures, placement of 

objects in space and demarcation of boundaries concretely convey ideas and conventions” (450). 
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 The second case study, which I explore in Chapter Five, took place at Riis Beach, one of 

New York City’s busiest stretches of public beaches, where a Haitian Vodou family hosted a 

drumming for Agwe, a lwa (deity) associated with the ocean.  While this was a Vodou 

drumming, the host family intentionally invited members of the Lucumi community, often 

regarded by some as “cousins” within the New York African diasporic religious community, and 

members of both Prince Hall and Freemason lodges.  By virtue of its location, this event was 

partially open to the public, yet remained regulated internally by community gatekeepers 

concerning the procession of activities and participants, and externally by the presence of Parks 

and Recreation officials.  Dancing in nature, particularly in a setting such as Riis Beach, 

brimming with diversity, creates opportunities to venerate deities in their associated natural 

setting and to establish and perform subaltern communal identities that speak back to dominant 

power structures. 

 As it concerns access to rituals held in the home, as someone who is “crowned” (initiated 

to a tutelary orisha), there are multiple means of access.  First, crowned practitioners have full 

access to any Lucumi ritual function.  However, I only attended ceremonies to which I received 

direct invitations.  Second, my elders may invite me or I may ask them to take me to events that I 

have heard about.  This is often the case in regards to events where I do not have an existing 

relationship with the members of the ile or where racial and ethnic tensions may surface.  My 

elders function as liaisons who can vouch for me to other gatekeepers who then vet me based on 

my performance at the event.  In these situations access is a privilege that extends beyond 

religious protocol to incorporate trust.  An invitation does not immediately position me as a guest 

as much as a devotee whom has gained some trust and recognition from others in the 

community.  However, behaving as a guest is an important aspect of building and maintaining 
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individual and community relationships, complicates the idea of participant-observation, even for 

an insider, revealing how performance effects power relations.   

 

Politics of Place and the Rationale for Case Study Site Selection 

 The rationale for examining orisha dancing within a metropolitan American Lucumi 

context, with a specific focus on performances of dance for orisha in New York City, is 

influenced by my relationship to the religion in practical, ethical, theoretical ways and carries 

political implications.  Practically speaking, I was initiated in Brooklyn, New York and belong to 

an ilé founded in the United States by Rudy Dominguez, who was initiated in Cuba and 

immigrated to the United States in the early 1960s, and am the fifth generation in my Ocha 

family to be initiated in and practice in a metropolitan area of the United States with a large 

LatinX population.  

 While many practitioners within Lucumi maintain an awareness of the importance of 

Cuba and the Yoruba diaspora within their larger cosmological understanding, the social, 

political, cultural and economic conditions that surround devotional practice in metropolitan 

areas of the United States cannot be escaped.  Predominantly Cuban and Puerto Rican born, my 

elders (who travel frequently between the Caribbean and various major American metropolitan 

areas to conduct religious ceremonies) have detailed the variations in contemporary 

circumstances from city to city and country to country.  They note perceived correlations 

between these circumstances and how practitioners engage with their spirituality and, of equal 

importance, how orisha manifest or present themselves.  The utilitarian shifts in practice and 

presentation between Latin America, Nigeria and the United States are well within the 

parameters of a Yoruba-based cosmology, yet also create qualitative differences between 
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locations.  In his study of orisha worship in Ile Ife, Nigeria, religious studies scholar Jacob 

Olupona (2011) explicates how the worship of orisha in the urban, cultural centers morphs in a 

manner that mirrors the conditions and needs of local adherents, and articulates the important 

macro-elements, including socio-political and socio-economic conditions, environmental issues, 

and interethnic relations that shape transformations within local religious practices.  His research 

provides a comprehensive understanding of the shifting power and purpose that ritual 

performance occupies within a geographically and culturally-situated matrix.  Hence, I agree 

with Olupona’s (2011) assertion that while Yoruba-based traditions are not created within a 

vacuum, neither are they “universal” in that they cannot “be applied arbitrarily to other cultures” 

(3).  Therefore, as a Lucumi practitioner in New York City, I choose to locate all my case studies 

here as well.     

 Additionally, I focus my research in metropolitan New York because urban centers have 

long played an important role in both Yoruba-based religions and in the diasporic networks that 

united these religions. According to the US Census Bureau, in 2013 almost 1.5 million Cuban 

immigrants lived in the United States, predominantly in metropolitan areas in Florida, New 

York, New Jersey, Texas and California, with approximately twenty percent accounted for in the 

northeast (Batalova, Rusin and Zong 2015; US Census Bureau 2013).  In the United States, the 

distribution of orisha devotees reflect the urban routes that Cuban immigrants have taken.  This 

tendency of Cuban migration toward urban residency is a result of several factors that can be 

divided along the lines of socio-economic pressures, religious tradition, and familial ties.  

Metropolitan areas of the Northeast have often been considered favorable socio-economic 

locations for seeking official and unofficial forms of employment near well-established LatinX 

communities within which new immigrants often seek to establish themselves.  Furthermore, 
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urban life has played a key role in Yoruba-based religions in Yorubaland, Cuba and now the 

United States.  The most important religious and cultural centers for the Yoruba of Nigeria who 

observe indigenous religious practices are often major cities, in particular, Ile-Ife, which are the 

residencies of important royal figures.23  Additionally, Oyo and Egbado cities were home to 

many of those transported to Cuba, particularly the cities of Havana and Matanzas (Brandon 

1993; Otero 2010).  It is in these two cities where key alterations occur to Yoruba-based 

traditions that ultimately produced what is now known as Lucumi (Brown 2003).  While a 

significant amount of exchange did take place between Matanzas and Havana, during the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth century local elders made strategic choices to retain locally-

specific practices.  The ritual and dance practices bear the marks of each respective 

geographically-specific lineage to this day.24    

 In addition to the importance that urban centers have played in the spread of the Yoruba 

diaspora and the development of the Lucumi religious tradition, there are two additional practical 

considerations concerning why I have chosen this particular geographic region.  First, financial 

constraints determine the decision to research a Lucumi proximal to Temple University as my 

place of study.  Additional time and funding would facilitate a more geographically diverse study 

                                                
23 In the United States, Oyotunji Village is a historically important center for adherents of 
Yoruba Traditional Religion (YTR).  In my interviews adherents of other divisions of Yoruba 
based religions in the Caribbean and the United States recognized its historical significance but 
did not regard it as an important contemporary center for the religion(s).  
 
24This is evidenced in the ajuba, or praise invocation, that opens ceremonies and during which 
the names of the ancestors of the ile are called upon.  In the United States one will frequently 
hear names of elders from Havana-based iles.  One particular exception includes ceremonies for 
the orishas Olokun and Babaluaye, as those orisha were shared with Havana practitioners by 
priestesses from Matanzas.  In these instances all recipients of these orisha and all lineages of 
Ocha trace and praise the ancestors from Matanzas.  Currently, as Havana has becomes more 
expensive to travel to, American practitioners are travelling more frequently to Matanzas and 
bringing Arara-inflected ritual practices back to their Ocha families in the United States.   
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that would include fieldwork in Miami, Florida, Oyotunji Village, South Carolina, Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania, and Washington D.C.  Second, though financially unable to conduct research on a 

national scale, the Lucumi community in the northeast United States represents an extremely 

diverse community of Afro-LatinXs from throughout the Caribbean and South America, white 

LatinXs, African Americans, white Americans, and Asian Americans.  Thus the dancing often 

incorporates multiple subconscious, embodied histories that overlap in the space, practice, and 

ethos of the Lucumi religion.   

 There is also an ethical case to be made for studying Lucumi dance in the United States.  

Though somewhat ameliorated in recent decades by the efforts of scholars such as Joseph 

Murphy (1988), John Mason (1985) and Marta Moreno Vega (2000), Western scholarly 

imaginings of Cuba and Afro-Cuban religions have not completely escaped subtle, pre-existing 

biases about hierarchies of research sites and the hierarchies of knowledge that can be gained 

from such sites.  The slow progress made by Western scholars to open up these ideological 

boundaries for Lucumi religious practices in the United States is partly because of the 

longstanding tendency to perceive the existence of Afro-diasporic constructs as “Other” within 

the United States as I evidence in Chapter Five, along with a tendency to classify Afro-diasporic 

religious systems and their correlating dance practices as "folklore", relegating them to a by-gone 

era or isolated population.  To account for a thriving, systematic, counter-Western logic existing 

within the culture of the United States would require a shift in cultural orientation and a rewriting 

of the hermeneutics used to explain the most entrenched American narratives and sacred symbols 

in popular imagination.  As Olupona points out to scholars interested in indigenous and African 

religions in the metropoles of Europe and the United States, “scant oral and material culture 

survives to document these cultural traditions” (2011, 5).  However, Olupona does not assert that 
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these traditions cannot and should not be studied.  Rather he makes the case that scholars have an 

ethical and intellectual obligation to future generations that demands the study of such practices, 

especially when what is lacking, as in the case of Lucumi in the United States, is not the 

existence of material evidence but rather the public and academic validation of the existence of 

the practice.   

 This relates to the second issue.  In the residue of modernity, intellectual cognition is still 

often understood as “Western”, while embodied cognition is viewed as non-Western.  These pre-

determined assignations drastically impact what kinds of religions and religious practitioners are 

legitimated in scholarship and in society.  As Olupona asserts, the “overemphasis on cognition 

and rationality in ritual undercuts the importance of the ritual act itself to the “participant-

insider”, as defined within the religion” (3).  Thus, orisha worship, which does not readily align 

with Western conceptions of rationality, struggles to find validation in American society because 

of the either/or relationship between intellect and embodiment and its scaling on a culturally 

hegemonic spectrum of rationality.25 By conducting my fieldwork in my “native” setting, I will 

be able to deeply examine the seemingly innocuous hierarchies and assumptions about purity and 

culture that might undergird researching Lucumi in general. 

 Finally, related to the issues of theoretical and ideological boundaries, and of equal 

importance, is the fact that this dissertation attempts to address the expansion of civil discourse 

and the public sphere to accommodate an increasingly diverse American society.  Therefore, 

                                                
25 Yai (2008), however makes a strong argument regarding the hegemonic position that 
Westerners (black and white) have moved to take up in the larger diaspora of orisha devotees, 
made possible by technology and the emphasis on written knowledge and culture.  While Yai 
regards this with distrust, scholars on the “African Spirituality Roundtables:  State of the 
Tradition” (2018) at the CCC/ADI felt that it was the responsibility of Americans to take on 
leadership roles in relation to practitioners in West Africa, because the United States constitution 
offers opportunities for religious equality not found in in every West African nation.   
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issues of social and democratic participatory parity will be raised that are in direct dialogue with 

postsecularism and indirect dialogue with globalization.  For particular scholars, postsecularism 

calls for an expanding civil discourse brought into existence through wider deliberative 

democratic practices (Butler et al 2011; Habermas 2010; Mavelli and Wilson 2017; Parmaksiz 

2018).  However, globalization, which implies contact, has altered both anonymous individual 

and group relationships with the public sphere by having the effect of making the Other seem 

always already within us.  This occurs even as globalization gives space to continued cultural 

hegemony (Chatterjea 2013).  Civil discourse cannot continue to address rights and 

responsibilities as related only to the “common good” or widest segment of the population and 

still remain a civil discourse (Butler et al 2011).  To do so would eclipse issues of access to the 

public sphere along with the needs and concerns of an increasing number of people in the United 

States, particularly when the “common good” or “widest segment” function as aphorisms that 

conceal hegemony.  If we are to address the trajectory of civil discourse and the public sphere in 

the United States, then examining the individual (for example, American Lucumi practitioners) 

and local collectives (for example, those who frequent Afro-Cuban dance classes but are not 

practitioners) must be done with the understanding that these groupings are linked “communities 

of fate” (Habermas 1976).  Thus it is important that I not passively accept methodological 

inheritances that favor looking outside of one’s own body and one’s own community for 

solutions, nor bracket what appear to be private or special group interests.     

 

Integration of Data 

 Prior to integrating ethnographic field notes that took place at each specific case study 

with data collected via ethnographic interviews, textual analysis and from archival research, four 
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guiding factors influenced what materials I selected for integration.  First, both the research topic 

and design model were predisposed to focus on data that elevates movement and performance to 

the level of theory.  Second, my religious affiliation with and ethical commitments to the Lucumi 

community impacted ontological and epistemological selection of what data was considered 

important and sharable.  Third, the theoretical approaches driving my research (postsecularism 

and Caribbeanist anthropology) influenced what my attention was drawn to, what I ultimately 

determined to be meaningful data for the purposes of this dissertation, how I interpreted the data 

and how I represented such data in writing.  Specifically, I was interested in accumulating and 

comparing data that centered dance within the practice of religion.  I specifically attended to data 

that demonstrates how dance conveys meaning across spaces deemed secular or religious, creates 

felt understandings of space, influences formation of community, and interfaces with secularist 

structural framings of time, space and identity.  Finally, knowing that discourse serves to 

circulate power in niche communities and wider publics, it was important to me to be 

conscientious of ways in which the data collected using my previously stated methodology 

articulated with how power gets “distributed among those who participate in [community, 

dialogue and discourse] and what might account for that distribution” (Schrauf 2016, 3). 

 In summary, each case study was a site where I executed danced and performance  

ethnography via participant observation.  These case studies represented my interest in the 

effects of dancing for orisha, shaped by the Lucumi cosmology, on notions and practices of 

secularism.  Each case study provided an opportunity to examine how values framed as “private” 

shape individual and communal performance in “public”, suggesting that individual and 

subaltern community identity is created in dialogue with society-at-large and that conceptions of 

secularism are implicated by performance(s) of religion as much as conceptions of religion are 
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implicated by performances of secularism.  Ethnographic interviews, textual analysis and 

archival research provided additional information that was used to reveal a dialogue between 

religious performance and the public and private spheres.  Each of these methods used in my 

research carried its own particular challenges and drawbacks, which I explore below.  When 

employed together the method structure provided a well-rounded framework to capture both 

lived experiences and theoretical implications of dancing for orisha as it relates to secularism. 

 

Research Methods:  Bodying the Discourse 

Performing Ethnography in a Post/Neocolonial Context 

 Along with performance studies scholars Dwight Conquergood (2013), Judith Hamera 

(2011) and Soyini Madison (2014), I believe that a research method is best understood as theory 

in action.  As a method, ethnography is performative, meaning that it is not a neutral report about 

the world but is itself a social action.  In this regard, ethnographic reports should be understood 

as curated inquiries, rather than facts, that foreground cultural context, temporality, ethical 

commitments, personal interests and intentions, and dialogue.  These elements can be 

challenging dimensions to adequately accommodate in writing for two reasons.  First, writing 

privileges verbal and written discourse.  This can displace the body from a complex site of 

meaning-making to tertiary supporting evidence.  In reality speaking and writing are themselves 

both products of and producers of power-laden relationships within the subject community and 

between investigator and research subject, and are meaningful to methodological design as well 

as collection and analysis of data (Grau 1999; Nahachewsky 1999).  Second, in light of the 

tendency for a linear style of writing in academic discourse, if the bodily sensations that cue us to 

the multi-dimensional nature of the field are not given adequate status, then writing will flatten 
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the complexity of the ethnographic data.  Together these challenges risk the production of an 

ethnographic account that fails to trouble itself. 

 However writing a dissertation demands that the researcher position the subject matter 

within an existing written discourse.  Consequently, the methodological design of this 

dissertation required taking into account sparse pre-existing supporting literature and media on 

dancing for orisha in the United States as well as its relationship to the larger secular framework 

of the United States.  The methodological design also needed to demonstrate the relationality 

between the academy and object of study.  Until recently, Lucumi has remained a relatively 

obscure religious practice in the United States.  This is owed in part to the manner in which 

Afro-Caribbean religions have been vilified during their history as part of the West (as will be 

more closely considered in Chapter Five),26 in part to its limited presence in the United States as 

a large-scale, organized practice prior to the 1950s, and in part due to the religious practice’s 

own value-emphasis on secrecy which stems from several complex events and ideas which will 

be examined in Chapters Three and Five.  Furthermore, historically anthropology and geo-

politics have categorically separated Cuba from the rest of the Caribbean and the United States, 

instead emphasizing its relationship with Latin America (Dash 1999; Gordon Nesbit 2015; 

Rosenberg 1999).  This obscures the important ties created by trade and flows of people, 

between Cuba, the Gulf Coast of the United States, Haiti, and other North Atlantic port cities.  

Thus, scholarly publications often bore the same characteristics of categorization, treating Ocha 

                                                
26 Late nineteenth and early twentieth century politicians in the United States, Cuba and Haiti 
framed Lucumi and Vodou respectively, and Afro-diasporic religions in general, as threats to the 
stability of the nation-state and would seize drums used for rituals (Ramsey 2002; Velez 2000). 
In early 2018, eleven Lucumi practitioners in Texas were arrested during a ritual and charged 
with cruelty to animals even though animal sacrifice is protected by federal law (Collier 2018; 
Rodriguez-Ortiz 2018). Other contemporary newspapers still frame Lucumi religious offerings 
left in public spaces as vandalism and “black magic” (Faynberg 2015). 
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as it has been practiced in Cuba as separate from Afro-Caribbean religions of the English and 

French-speaking islands and the United States.27  One of the results was an obfuscation in 

scholarship of two key areas:  the on-going cultural exchanges between people living in the 

Caribbean basin, the United States, Brazil and West Africa during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries (Otero 2010); and the early development and practice of Lucumi in the early-twentieth 

century in the United States by first and second generation LatinXs, English speaking Afro-

Caribbeans, African Americans and later white Americans (Brandon 1999).28   

 Edouard Glissant (1989) connects the challenges of ethnography mentioned above and 

the gaps in the discourse of the Caribbean when he asserts that the results of most Western 

anthropological, historical and political narratives of Caribbean cultures privileges the 

Anglophone and Francophone Caribbean and are, “generalized projections of a [linear] series of 

events that obscure the network of real links” and contact within a convoluted material exchange 

between islands and the mainlands (14).  This deprivation in scholarship leaves gaps concerning 

social connections and events in the Carribean as a region, the development of “the religion” in 

Cuba, Latin America and the United States, and the manner in which Lucumi has influenced the 

structure of society in the region.29 

                                                
27 Rebecca Gordon Nesbit (2015), Yolanda Martinez-San Miguel (2014) and Edouard Glissant 
(1989) all lament the manner in which Cuba and Haiti and have been isolated geo-politically 
from the region and in scholarship even when scholars from the Caribbean have repeatedly 
discussed the importance of understanding relationships regionally. Outside of Africana studies 
programs, Carifesta, a gathering of Caribbean artists and intellectuals was all but ignored in 
Western scholarship. 
 
28 Even though Cuba has had a long history of cultural exchange with the United States there is 
little to no scholarship on the early decades of established Ocha houses performing rituals in the 
United States.   
 
29 While, historian John Mason has evidenced that organized Ocha houses and public temples 
existed in Tampa, Florida as early as 1907 most scholars and practitioners still erroneously 
declare that the practice arrived during the 1950s (Mason 2018). 
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 However, as the number of adherents has grown in the United States, the number of 

popular television shows, newspaper articles and social media publications depicting aspects of 

the religious tradition has increased.30  Trailing somewhat behind this trend are critical 

publications focusing specifically on Lucumi in the United States (Atwood Mason 2002; 

Olupona and Rey 2008; Palmié 2013; Moreno Vega 2000; Velez 2000).  The practice of dancing 

for orisha and Afro-Cuban folkloric dances in the United States has even less written and 

recorded material.  Thus, not only are the lessons of plurality and currents of cultural flows 

missing in the broader discourse of orisha devotional practices and Afro-Cuban folkloric dance, 

but so too Afro-Cuban dance as a praxis that makes its own contributions to public and academic 

discourse.  As media studies and Habermasian expert Luke Goode (2005) states, critically-

minded social theorists “should always remain attentive to the significance of marginal and 

subaltern political spaces whose existence, but also more significantly, whose formal and 

procedural characteristics, fall outside the purview of mainstream narratives of the past, present, 

and future” (31). 

In terms of research for this dissertation, what fell outside of mainstream narratives 

concerning Lucumi and the Caribbean as a dynamic area of convergence was reclaimed during 

the semi-structured ethnographic interviews and interpersonal dialogues, physical interactions 

and dancing in the field.  Alternatives to dominant verbal and written discourses and subaltern 

elements of cultural context, temporality, ethical commitments, personal interests and intentions, 

and dialogue register (for example, story, confession, or gossip) were acted out, spoken, and 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
30 Spike Lee’s “She’s Gotta Have It” (2017) features an episode that depicts one form of ritual 
divination. In the television series, the religious practice is referred to as Yoruba which sparked 
heated debated amongst practitioners from various branches of Yoruba-based traditions 
including the Lucumi and the Yoruba Traditional Religious (YTR). For a more detailed history 
on the branches of related practices and their relationship to one another see Palmie (2013). 
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lingered in the spaces between people suggesting an orientation towards leading one’s life that 

was more rhizomatic than linear.  These moments, filtered through the lens of performance, 

allowed for stories conveyed through conversational devices such as jokes, facial expressions or 

a change in tone to, “introduc[e]… worlds [that] reflect larger social identities” (Shrauf 2016, 

13).  As it concerns Lucumi, this is important as most people introduce themselves through story, 

sharing how, when, and why they chose to devote themselves to the orisha and how they are 

related to other members of the community. These stories often include bodily performances as 

aspects of dialogue, including gesture, intonation, spaces of silence, and registers of dialogue that 

alert me to power relations and modes of performance.  Dialogue, which implies, “instances of 

meaningful communication between people who share resources of something describable as a 

language,” is a necessary yet fraught area of ethnography and speaks to the importance of 

understanding story-telling (as opposed to listing facts or reporting) as a way of being in the 

world (Schrauf 2016, 12).  I found that conventional ways of communication create and are 

created by conventional forms of embodied logic structure and delimit the boundaries of 

“community” for those I considered my subjects.  Accordingly, ethnographic accounts of these 

stories spotlight inhabitable and yet fluid “categories of identity” through which subtle 

memberships or positions in large webs can be indexed (Schrauf 2016, 177).  If we consider 

Clifford’s labeling of ethnography as an oblique way of looking that highlights the inexplicit 

aspects of society, then dance ethnography, and the attention it gives to the body as the primary 

means for knowing and expressing knowledge, becomes a particular prism through which 

“affinities with adjacent ethnographic discourses” and theoretical frameworks become more 

apparent (Buckland 1999, 2).   
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 When possible I engaged my subjects with a common verbal, kinesthetic and spiritual 

language and remained attuned to the importance of eye contact and facial gestures.  Attention to 

these practices helped to cultivate a shared connection and sense of cultural solidarity even when 

viewpoints diverged.  In this way, quite often my subjects commiserated with me about a way of 

being in the world, rather than listing off facts about their religious practice.  Throughout 

interviews and fieldwork, actively attending to translations of bodily expression-to-idea rather 

than only direct word-for-word or action-for-action translation prevented some of the effacement 

of cultural meaning that occurs when non-discourse specific language is translated into 

discourse-specific language.  As Robert Schrauf (2016) points out, “what is lost in translation 

might very well be the difference that makes the difference” (45).   

 However, while dance ethnography pays significant consideration to practices of 

embodiment and movement, for the purposes of my research it was not always sufficient to take 

movement-as-theory at face value during the case studies.  For the subaltern, the body often 

engages in the production of multiple meanings simultaneously and contains a hidden transcript 

(Scott 1990).  Movement can include intentionally evasive tactics intended to resist the 

ocularcentric authority of dominant populations.  These tactics may camouflage the meaning of 

movement, gesture, facial expressions and the like, or create a myriad of potential meanings that 

have been cultivated in accordance with the environment where one exists.  Therefore, I als 

strategically choose to slip between the roles of ethnographer and the devotee who knew 

personal, contextual information regarding why certain moments unfolded in the manner they 

did.  Doing so helped to balance the forms of data that were privileged for collection, and to 

offer, to the best of my ability, accurate representations of the Lucumi cosmology, those subjects 

I interviewed and observed, and their embodied practices. 
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 By attending to the political performances of both practitioner-researcher and subject 

embedded in both interviews and case studies, I was able to foreground the instability and 

relational nature of culture, whether considered religious or secular.  Performance ethnography 

was particularly useful for my analysis of dancing for orisha, because it drew attention to the 

politics and intentionality of location, expression, improvisation, and previous iterations in the 

practice of embodied ritual.  This was certainly the case during the drumming I attended at Riis 

Beach, where practitioners remained alert to the presence of law enforcement while also paying 

ritual homage.  Similar to the experience of conducting interviews, it was of equal importance 

during case studies to consider how individuals and communities intentionally wielded embodied 

practices as a performance of identity in a web of larger political formations.  These 

ethnographic intersections allowed me to stage my interdisciplinary arguments concerning how 

dancing for orisha interfaces with and destabilizes the secular’s position as the norm. 

 

Balancing the Benefits and Challenges of Ethnographic Research 

 Several challenges inherent in my ethnographic research have already been laid out, 

including delineating spaces of research, bracketing populations intended to accurately represent 

my research focus, and ethically interacting with and portraying the Lucumi community and 

individual subjects.  However, ethnography was beneficial to this project because I employed it 

strategically, via the lens of dance and performance, in order to problematize the framing of 

rationalism as disinterested, disembodied and culturally ubiquitous in the West.  Doing so 

exposed power dynamics involved in the design and execution of my research methodology, in 

the performance of Lucumi religious dance in a secular polity, and in my theoretical 

commitments to postsecularism and Caribbeanist anthropology, as counter-rational theoretical 



  

   33 

frameworks that privilege bodily discourse that challenge purported sacred/secular divisions.  

Most importantly, dance and performance ethnography protected the humanity of my subject.  

The focus on embodiment, movement and performance as a lived experience that occurs in 

relation to complex dimensions of power collapsed the distance between what investigators often 

distantly refer to as “human subjects” and people, with bodies, desires, needs and wants.     

 One particular challenge of this project was to unveil the relationships between the large 

institutional frameworks of secularism and religion and the personal and communal embodied 

practice of dancing for orisha.  Ethnography highlighted the relationship of power to the body 

and, consequently, how practices of secularism and religion in the United States both have the 

capacity to shape how people move.  By focusing on dance and performance it becomes evident 

how the body functions as a site of meaning-making in Lucumi that directly impacts how 

practitioners engage with the cosmology daily, and perceive and respond to society.  

Performance ethnography carried this one step farther, drawing attention to how religiously 

inspired movement was be wielded for political purposes, and how ethnographic encounters in 

spaces deemed either secular or sacred mutually inform one another over space and time 

(Johnson 2013; Rey 2016).  In doing so, the performance of dance functioned as a legitimate and 

ethical method of analysis and mode of participation capable of responding to and contributing to 

the politics of representation.   

 Dance and performance ethnography also revealed possibilities for altering the limits that  

circumscribe subjecthood and its formation within my research.  This project focuses heavily on 

the contributions of Lucumi to the de/formation of a public sphere and private sphere, the ways 

in which the Lucumi cosmology envisions society, and where there is potential to rehabilitate the 

means for cultivating civil discourse for greater religious and non-religious equality.  However, 
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as Chapter Five demonstrates performing in the public sphere, the so-called realm of civil 

discourse, raises the question whether participation predicated on consensus and the need to 

make the unfamiliar translatable is capable of producing a public sphere that can accommodate 

plurality?  The potential exists to present a form of acceptance based on voyeuristic violence 

where orisha devotees are burdened by the demand to expound and translate their cosmology in a 

linear and fixed manner, even if that is cosmologically inappropriate.  Furthermore, it raises 

issues concerning who will be selected to represent the Lucumi community, which by design, is 

decentralized.  By foregrounding the ways in which logocentrism effects embodiment and 

obscures knowledge contained within the body, dance and performance ethnography reclaim the 

dialogic potential of subaltern communities so that they too may be understood as contributors to 

the production of knowledge and larger social structures regardless of the level of attention that 

is sought in return for such contributions.  By connecting movement and embodiment, as issues 

of power and location, with performance as an act of ethics, these methods open the field of 

research up to intervention by a multitude of subjects that are otherwise overlooked when we 

privilege a logocentric, explicit, expert-oriented approach to research. 

 With these benefits in mind, Soyini Madison (2012) also asks investigators to remain 

aware of the harm or negative consequences that ethnography could produce.  Ethnography does 

not inherently privilege a subaltern discourse.  As already pointed out by Yai (2008), the Post-

Atlantic phase of Yoruba based religions has been marked by American hegemony and the 

disruption of an oral tradition in favor of the written form.  My concern is that by creating 

another written account of an Afro-diasporic religions tradition, I will simply be contributing to 

the creation of an American-centric dogma within Lucumi that elides the reality of status 

differentials involving class, space, technology, race and gender and blindly dismisses the 
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twenty-first century capacity of orality as an ontological and epistemological approach to 

understanding the world.  Tensions also exist between the political potential of dance and 

performance ethnography and the larger American academic model, which is increasingly reliant 

on a free market model of education and knowledge production that benefits from the publishing 

of evermore information (Martin 2004).  Nonetheless, while offsetting my Americanness or the 

academic market for which this has been written is not entirely possible, textual analysis and 

archival research can help to locate specific data that speaks to Yai’s critiques while recuperating 

some of the power held for the concept of embodied knowledge as a foundation to the 

cosmology.  I believe that by exposing these tensions now and at particular moments throughout 

this dissertation, I can redirect the use of this material away from dogmatic agendas. 

 

Supporting Methods:  Textual Analysis and Archival Research 

 While scholarly texts in the areas of Afro-Caribbean folkloric dance, Lucumi and 

postsecularism provide theoretical support for my larger assertions concerning the ways in which 

dancing for orisha destabilize binaries within secularism, it is important to balance ethnographic 

research with an analysis of the liturgical material of the religion itself, known as odu, for it to 

remain grounded in praxis. Odu, which loosely translates as “a container for knowledge” 

(depending on the tonal inflections), encapsulate concepts, gestures, didactic stories, restrictions 

on activities, advice, and maxims that describe (through allegory) where, when and why orisha 

and devotees dance.  Originally passed along orally, odu are now written down, but the recitation 

of the material and the performance of correlating gestures is still the primary method for 

learning, transferring and activating the knowledge embedded in each odu.  Gesture, as a form of 

knowledge, is used to activate one’s memory, to call upon creative forces, to dispel destructive 
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forces, and to educate the person to whom the knowledge is being transferred, while the didactic 

stories, known as pataki, educate the person receiving divination on the sociocultural structures 

of the Lucumi community and use the aché of the tongue to speak solutions into reality.31 

 In order to explain the rationale for using textual analysis to examine odu, I call upon 

Olupona (2011) who states: “The most intellectually valuable benefit that can be gained from the 

study of religion is an understanding of what a religion means to the participant-insider” (3).  To 

decolonize concepts such as secularism and religion, it is important to privilege the language 

(both verbal and embodied) and orientation of the subject community.  By analyzing odu, the 

material that physically, orally, and compositionally describes the cosmology of Lucumi, I show 

how secularism is sidestepped in the “indigenous hermeneutics” of the religion itself, a 

hermeneutics that includes embodied knowledge.  As performance studies scholar Diana Taylor 

(2003) asserts, embodied performance has played a role in “conserving memory and 

consolidating identity”, and that not everyone “comes to culture … through writing” (xviii).  

Here Taylor not only makes a case for embodied knowledge but also the indigenous hermeneutic 

that Olupona defends. 

 However, while the body has a role in the production of knowledge, Yai (2008) has 

shown us that how this knowledge comes to be understood and written about is problematic. As 

Taylor (2003) notes, “it is difficult to think about embodied practice within the epistemic 

systems developed in Western thought, where writing has become the guarantor of existence” 

(xxi).  Dancing for orisha, odu and the Lucumi community are not exceptional in this regard, as 

an epistemological divide separates them from Euro-American culture on one hand, while on the 

                                                
31 While an entire book could be dedicated to the concept of aché, for the purposes of this project 
it will be defined as the a life force that has the power to makes events, materials, and states of 
being manifest. 
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other the American Lucumi community’s reliance on writing concerning dance, odu and history 

situates it in a complex relationship with the global Yoruba-based religious diaspora.  My goal 

has been to mitigate the drawbacks of textual analysis in a logocentric sense, including the lack 

of attention paid to the lived experience of religious practitioners and the role of embodiment in 

the development of the public sphere, by attending to how the body is positioned as a site of 

accrued cultural meaning and a source of meaning-making within liturgical material.  To the 

degree that writing can accommodate, the body emerges as a space of meaning-making, 

knowledge production and power struggles. Furthermore, by partnering this research with dance 

and performance ethnography, the millenia-old knowledge of odu is grounded in the present so 

that dancing for orisha resists historical objectification (and ossification) and remains useful to 

the community. 

 My approach to textual analysis of odu is filtered through the fields of dance studies and 

Caribbeanist anthropology, which considers writing in relation to the lived rhythms of the 

cultures within which my subjects locate themselves.  Furthermore, these fields consider writing 

and textual analysis on par with oral and embodied techniques of a culture that, formed from a 

multitude of lived experiences, “fuse … without destroying or reducing each other” (Glissant 

1989, 154). This is important because as Martinez San Miguel (2014) argues, experiences of 

diaspora do not fit neatly or fully into linear, logocentric formulas.  This approach to textual 

analysis pays heed to bodily, emotional and environmental information informed by Lucumi 

cosmological currents that adds to the larger ethnographic narrative of this project and reclaims 

what Glissant (1989) terms “effervesecent” or “nonhistory” histories dislocated from linear 

narratives that slip from the official record to intermingle with the lived experience (62).  These 

aspects, taken holistically, form a movement-based poetics that exceed the limits of purely 
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secular, logocentric frameworks that insist on transparency and linearity while demoting 

embodied knowledge and culturally-specific ways of knowing to “opinion.” 

 This is key because while secular time and space are characterized as universal, 

suggesting a linear and continuous existence, Lucumi is marked by breaks in the transfer of 

tradition and by subsequent opacity as it concerns the existence of knowledge, not because of its 

religious nature but because of enslavement, migration and displacement. Thus, textual analysis, 

situated within dance studies and Caribbeanist anthropology, becomes an approach capable of 

acknowledging the pain of opacity while also articulating it as a performance and choreographic 

strategy embedded within dancing for orisha and in recitation of odu. Thus, as a supporting, 

rather than dominant method, textual analysis counters logocentric ideas concerning how 

discourse is formed and how knowledge is conveyed.  This aids me in troubling the divisions 

often assigned within normative secular frameworks between mind and body, and the sacred and 

the secular. 

 Finally, in light of Taylor’s (2003) critique regarding the privileging of writing and static 

objects, I performed archival research within repositories that blend together written, craft, video, 

and audio materials to tell stories of African culture in the United States.  I began my archival 

research at the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture because it has curated a 

collection of orisha-related materials, mostly folkloric performances, that include a cross-section 

of LatinX and African American experiences.  From there, I moved to the Caribbean Cultural 

Center, which places more emphasis on regional links between the American orisha devotional 

communities and the Caribbean, while privileging religiously-inflected dialogue.  I completed 

my archival research at the Smithsonian Latino Center and the National Museum of African 
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American history as these collections categorize materials according to ethno-national 

characteristics and larger hemispheric socio-political connections. 

 Though some of my archival research provided me with rich dialogue on the current state  

of affairs in Afro-Cuban and Afro-Caribbean religions broadly, my archival experience spoke to 

several difficulties in finding tangible evidence to support theories about subaltern embodied 

practices.  First, a folkloric lens that presented movement and music in a highly secularized 

fashion dominated the organization of audio-visual material that related to embodied orisha 

devotional practices.  Second, searching using pre-chosen key terminology proved to be a 

challenging exercise.  Finally, my own visceral response to these issues made being in the 

archive a daily test. 

 As it concerns the lens through which the materials were organized, while searching the 

catalogue using the words “orisha”, “religion”, “dance” and “United States”, two genres 

dominated the arrangement of archival categories; popular music and Afro-Cuban folkloric 

traditions.  While the genres of folkloric or popular music are not inherently non-religious, the 

terms “folkloric” and “religion” were often conflated within the archive, even as both terms are 

highly politicized.  It felt misleading to see predominantly staged dances, mostly from the 1970s 

and 1980s, captured in an archive as the sole representative of the religion.  Photographed, 

recorded and catalogued after the folkloric turn that took place in Cuba during the 1960s, these 

contemporary Afro-Cuban folkloric performances were meticulously orchestrated for large 

group ensembles and choreographed most often for foreign tourists.  These performances 

included presentational adaptations or didactic stories, clear staging, and choreography and 

videography meant to capture the impressive scale of large group performances of national 

ethnic and cultural heritage.  In some ways, criticism of this is not useful since it is generally 
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taboo to record rituals.  Furthermore, I would not have an opportunity to interview any of the 

dancers in these videos since most were dead, and therefore would never know how these 

dancers, many of whom were initiated, self-consciously perceived themselves or their 

performance.  However, I felt the predominance of folkloric documentation in the archive 

created a different narrative of the purpose of dancing for orisha than the one elders often spoke 

about in regards to their lived experience.  The archive seemed to conceal possible spiritual and 

ritualistic dimensions of dancing in orisha devotional practices and culture.  As I pondered this 

with some frustration, I recalled the words of historian and Lucumi elder John Mason (2018) 

who, wary of forms of coercion that often accompany institutional legitimation, said, “certain 

strategies don’t need to go into a book” as he spoke about methods for educating future 

generations of practitioners.  With this in mind, I considered that what was missing had equal 

value to what was present in the archive such that the “folkloric” style became useful 

information because it highlighted generational strategies for negotiating religious performance 

and secularism in varying political contexts. 

While dancing for orisha, and its historicization and association with the term folklore, 

was implicit within the archived materials, popular music performances that drew from orisha 

devotional practices were not historicized to the same degree.  Electrifying performances by 

Celia Cruz, La Lupe, Ray Barretto and other Latin music artists reflected a certain “everyday” 

nature of orisha in their artistic expression.  Though lyrics from religious songs, Lucumi 

terminology and dance steps were represented in the various concerts I watched, the recordings 

captured a comparatively less staged experienced than the dance troupes and retained the criollo 

essence mentioned earlier.  However, these popular music performances made up the smallest 

portion of the materials I was able to find.  I found myself wondering what made dance so 



  

   41 

politically potent that it became the political target of folkloricization.32  Possible answers to this 

contemplation emerged months later when I attended a drumming for Ochun and witnessed the 

way in which “folkloric” and “criollo” emerged as embodied positions from which people 

embarked upon engagement with the world, which I detail in Chapter Four. 

 Other issues also arose as I looked for legal documentation for Ocha-related events held 

in public spaces in New York City.  As I searched for applications for various types of licensure 

that allowed for public performance, including the closure of streets for parades and the use of 

public spaces, I found in the archive that the strategic and tactical battle to control defining 

oneself and one’s community has been waged at the most minute levels of social organization.  It 

was difficult to locate applications since the catalogue language used for people of color, their 

various cultures, and the events sponsored within their communities shifted drastically between 

decades, with changes initiating from both within and outside communities of color.  For 

instance, for materials prior to 1970, the research librarian suggested using the term “negro” or 

“colored.”  For materials catalogued between 1975 and 1985, I needed to use the terms “blacks” 

and “black religion” in order to find materials related to almost any Afro-diasporic religion in the 

United States.  Furthermore, in general these terms were not useful when searching for Afro-

Cuban culture, because the provenance of the terminology was American and therefore did not 

account for Afro-diasporic culture from the Spanish-speaking Caribbean.  “Afro-Cuban” only 

yielded folkloric music and dance materials related to religion, giving the impression that all 

black Cubans were professional artists, when I had hoped to find more examples of average 

people practicing their religious beliefs.    

                                                
32 Bata and other forms of drumming have also been subjected to processes of folkloricization.  
However, bata drummers maintain a particular cult within Lucumi that has helped to assuage the 
codification process to which dance seems to have been more susceptible.  
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 I struggled with the kinesthetic and cognitive dissonance that using this language 

produced.  It was saddening to pass through decades of material, ever changing my terminology 

in order to find people of the Lucumi tradition.  With each shift in language, certain bodies and 

stories became hidden in plain sight, while others emerged.  Even within an archive dedicated to 

the posterity of African diasporic people and culture, my research agenda made apparent the 

problematic relationship between academic classification and social norms concerning race, 

ethnicity and religion.  However, there was no immediate action I could take to challenge these 

problems at the moment that they arose in the process of data collection and for that, I felt 

culpable in white patriarchy.  My hands felt tied as I tried to find people and events, even 

searching for members of my own ile, using labels they may or may not have approved of.  

Furthermore, with only two hours allotted per day on certain materials, I felt I was committing an 

injustice for the speed in which my gaze flew past certain pages that I knew did not contain 

information related to my project.  Ultimately, very few examples documenting orisha devotional 

related activities in public spaces existed outside of the annual Yemaya Festival. 

 At the CCC/ADI I found that the archives were quite accessible, particularly because the 

language used to organize data concerning dancing for orisha came directly from the Lucumi 

religious practices.  Furthermore, art installations were found throughout the center and 

incorporated religiously-inflected materials such as opa iku,33 masks, and beaded necklaces, as 

well as paintings, verse of poetry and other natural materials.  These installations created a stage 

perimeter within which the archives were set and surrounded seating areas where panel 

discussions were held concerning historical matters and currents events and issues in the Afro-

diasporic religious community.  Returning to Yai’s call to examine axes of power and the 

                                                
33 A consecrated stick used to call upon the dead. 
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production of knowledge, these art installations actively contributed to panel discussions 

concerning Afro-diasporic religious experiences and audience sensory experience, thus 

problematizing the divide between intellectual and embodied knowledge that more frequently 

privilege writing. 

 In summary, dance and performance ethnography call attention to material ways in which 

methodological approaches to data collection and research can bring to the forefront differences 

in the way knowledge is produced and represented.  Both explicate the importance of power 

dynamics in relation to embodiment and the ways that this and other status differentials are 

represented in discourse and the archive.  Though the archive did not yield as much supporting 

tangible materials as I had hoped, the experience, when combined with textual analysis specific 

to the Lucumi liturgy and dance and performance ethnography, furthered my position that 

conflicting issues of embodiment lay at the heart of the paradoxes within secularism and capture 

the value of the argument in favor of postsecularism. 

  

The Politics of Discourse and the Importance of Reflexivity 

 This final section further develops the relationship between power and academic 

discourse in order to highlight why reflexivity in the ethnographic field is of major ethical 

importance to this project.  First, I examine dance as a research method capable of intervening in 

dominant, logocentric forms of methodology.  Then, I address my how my presence as a 

practitioner-scholar impacts the Lucumi community.  This is important to connect issues of 

power in discourse to my position within my own research, because regardless of where the field 

falls on a continuum of public-private, there will always be underlying inequalities to 

contextualize in order to prevent bolstering “default cultural values" (Goode, 2005, 39). 
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Dance as a Research Method 

 Though I have provided justification for my focus on dancing for orisha in the larger 

scope of the project in the Introduction, it is important to discuss dance in relation to my 

methodological framework.  Since any research focus has a direct bearing on the methodological 

approach, it is worth considering why dance, as an embodied method of data accumulation, 

inquiry, meaning-making, and archive, is being studied through other methods, including 

ethnography, textual analysis, and archival research.  Western academic discourse, including 

research methods and dominant theoretical lenses, has been criticized as logocentric by many 

scholars across multiple disciplines and as such has been indicted as neocolonial, masculine, 

Western and hegemonic (Cady and Fessenden 2013; Fraser 1992; Schrauf 2016; Wallach Scott 

2013).  As Goode (2005), Fraser (1992) and Yai (2008) point out Western academic discourse 

has been guilty of framing cultures that utilize predominantly oral and embodied transmission as 

deviant forms and epistemologically deficient.  Religious studies scholar Akeel Bilgrami (2014) 

further argues that the academy in general has historically been dogmatic to subaltern 

interventions in method discourse, “circling [the] wagons around our own frameworks for 

discussion so that alternative frameworks for pursuing the truth simply will not even become 

visible on the horizon of one’s research agenda” (90).  As a result, discourse is commonly 

understood in academia to mean a field of verbal dialogue, most often in written form. This 

draws into view “the notion that the power to speak within … discourses is unevenly distributed 

across institutional, economic, and social worlds” (Schrauf 2016, 11). Furthermore, the uneven 

distribution of the power to participate in dialogue is often produced by the bracketing of 

perceived embodied differences. 

 I assert that dance is both a mode of theorization and method of research in its own right 
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capable of critiquing hegemonic epistemologies by bringing awareness to the importance of 

movement and the body as a source for producing and transmitting knowledge and in ways that 

writing might otherwise obscure (Foster 1995, 2003).  In this way, my methodological 

framework functions as a critical counter-method to ocular and logocentric notions of 

ethnography, textual analysis and archival research.  Dance as a mode of research does not attack 

reading and writing, but rather assigns value to these practices as acquired technologies that 

produce and give access to specific forms of “knowledge”, particularly those which are 

empirically verifiable and privilege autonomous thought.  While this is not a new argument, it 

remains necessary to declare that techniques of reading and writing are not universal forms of 

knowledge production or analysis (Goode 1996; Conquergood 2013; Schrauf 2016).  Thus, when 

combined with ethnography, the oral, the lived and the written confront one another relationally, 

in the words of Edouard Glissant (1989), a poetics finds expression.  To be more precise, the 

knowledge formulated through autonomous written reflection privileged in dominant research 

methodology is balanced with what Pierre Bourdieu (1986) terms “domestic education”, 

meaning modes in the practices of daily life.34  This helps to privilege dance and further situate 

the knowledge shared in this dissertation as a historical and cultural product of dialogue and 

negotiation that occurs within and between the Ocha community, the academy, and civil society.  

Attention is directed towards forms of embodied knowledge that cannot be fully grasped through 

writing and dialogue alone.  This allows for aesthetics and embodiment, as modes of meaning-

making, to becomes issues of social parity, as opposed to giving preference to the execution of 

written and verbal discourse imparted with a tone of staid debate.35 

                                                
34 For more see Bourdieu (2008). 
 
35 Luke Goode (2005) draws from Sennet (1986) to characterize this as “secular charisma”. 
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 However, as a dance studies scholar, I am aware of ethnography’s role in colonialist and 

neoliberal agendas.  Ethnography has been guilty of freezing subaltern and subordinate people in 

idealized and orientalized time and space (Clifford 1986; Said 1978), while the field notes 

(including photographs, recordings, and drawings) having been collected in Western archives, 

locations of legitimized “evidence” that social science research continues to sift through.  This 

suggests that early ethnography and the formation of institutional and scholarly archives continue 

to play a role in lineages of domination traceable from colonization through to globalization.  At 

the end of the twentieth century Edouard Glissant (1989) and Michele Rolph Trouillot (1992, 

2002) expressed concerns that even contemporary ethnographies concerning cultures of 

Caribbean people continued to insist on “fixing object[s] of scrutiny in static time” (Glissant 

1989, 14).  Both scholars argued that ethnographies about Caribbean culture (as opposed to 

Caribbeanist ethnography) promoted a nostalgic ideal of survival in relation to the flux and 

hybridity caused by globalization, and romanticized acts of agency as synonymous with 

resistance.36  To counter this, Glissant (1989) suggested that, “we abandon the idea of being  

fixed” (14), to which the body, ever-changing, lends itself.  However, as Thomas Defrantz 

(2012) argues we cannot forget that subaltern bodies do not benefit from un-fixity the same way 

that dominant groups do, as subaltern groups are often erased as the producers of embodied 

knowledge that circulates through popular culture.  By focusing on the significance of bodily 

action as a form of theorization, dance and performance ethnographers from dance and 

performance studies have begun to redress ethnography’s use in colonialist projects and 

contemporary expressions of discourse that favor Western rationalism (Browning 1995; 

                                                
36 This continues to be a concern in Caribbean Studies as reflected in the more recent essays of 
Beyond the Blood, the Beach and the Banana: New Perspectives in Caribbean Studies (2009), 
edited by Sandra Courtman. 
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Chatterjea 2003; Savigliano 1995; Srinivasan 2011).  This is important in relation to the Lucumi 

community, as the transmission of knowledge within the religion finds itself on conflicted 

ground.  The growing inclusion of writing, particularly in the form of auto-ethnography, has not 

necessarily found a harmonious balance with oral and embodied traditions of transmission.  

Elders voice concerns about repercussions in the way knowledge is formulated, who is 

considered an expert and subsequently who become gatekeepers for the maintenance of the 

tradition.  This has strong political implications already mentioned by Yai (2008) in the 

introduction to the dissertation. 

 

The Importance of Reflexivity in Method Execution 

 Having presented a brief exploration regarding systemic concerns and interventions 

relating to my methodology and discourse production, it is important to address issues of 

conducting research “at home”, particularly my own access and reflexivity, if this project is to 

contribute to a decolonizing agenda.  There exists a power-laden relationship between the two 

positions I occupy as a white, American priestess in Lucumi, and a white scholar at a higher 

education institution, a relationship that is already marked by secular binaries.  As already 

mentioned earlier in this chapter, I perform a role as a priestess that allows me to gain and 

maintain access to the fields represented in the case studies.  In this role, I am a sort of “insider”, 

with first-hand knowledge of my community.  This position carries ethical and moral 

responsibilities that I position above other roles that I perform.  I also perform my role as a 

scholar, contributing to the production of information, which could have both positive and 

negative potential for myself and my community.  Thus, it is worth examining what “access” 

means and how it takes shape when conducting ethnographic research. 
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 As a white practitioner, I reflexively consider how my race and religion impact my ritual 

access and performance, as this factors into each case study in unique ways.  As a white person, 

access to any setting is something I am often given without the need for me to ask.  However, it 

is only a portion of the benefit of my skin color.  My white skin affords me welcome in most 

spaces, makes me the recipient of unsolicited generosity from most people.  Most importantly, I 

do not know what it is to feel unsafe on a daily basis anywhere.   Thus, as it concerns my access 

to Lucumi rituals, while having Yemaya crowned implies certain rights and privileges, I do not 

believe that I am owed anything.  It is my responsibility to enter a ritual and demonstrate my 

commitment to the Ocha community and the well-being of everyone present based on the terms 

that they establish for their safety and comfort.   

For many practitioners Ocha rituals are spaces of and for individual and communal 

performances of blackness, in a variety of ethnic and national forms.  While I am not the first 

American scholar-practitioner to write about orisha devotional practices, I remain aware that it is 

not simply how a scholar-practitioner performs at rituals, but how one presents and represents 

the community in scholarship that can contribute to or assist in dismantling less visible forms of 

white supremacy in academic discourse.  Quite often how a scholar-practitioner performs in a 

ritual setting hints at the politics that will emerge in writing.  Hence, frequently in rituals I 

choose to step back, to listen, to wait for others to speak first, and to accept that my story of how 

I came to be involved in this tradition is no more miraculous than any other practitioner.  I 

choose to refrain from trying to place myself at the center of any event or dialogue, because a 

Lucumi ritual is one space in a limited number of spaces where ways of being and knowing do 

not revolve around whiteness and white people.  Hence, I do not write ethnographic accounts as 
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if the Ocha community were a multicultural utopia, because the discourse of multiculturalism is 

so entrenched in the undeclared centrality of whiteness (Glissant 1989; Henry 2000).  

 Earlier in this chapter I set forth the typical ways in which I gained access including 

rights accorded with initiation, invitation, and personal referral.  It is necessary to reflect upon 

the associated assumption that as a practitioner, I have special access to “facts” as well as a field.  

Grau (1999) suggests the formation of facts is subject to pre-existing positions that collide in the 

field during contextually specific interaction and are remade as the scholar reengages the 

material during writing an analysis. This implies that factual construction is a layered process.  In 

Chapter Four, I problematize the notion of access and facts, particularly the idea that one can 

find a way into the “totality” or “essential workings of a culture” by putting themselves in close 

proximity to “natives” (Comaroff 2003,153).   

 In summary, the data I collected for research and my positions as scholar and practitioner 

were constructed during transcultural interactions, which Mary Louis Pratt (1992) characterizes 

as, “the range of discursive and material interactions that occur when cultural groups, often in 

‘highly assymetrical relations of domination and subordination’…engage in sustained contact” 

(4).  These interactions, the process of contact, the construction of identity and the interpretation 

of data involved issues of power between subjects and scholar, and within discourse.  Therefore, 

the ethnographic product that I have written is perhaps better understood as a snapshot taken in 

mid-flight from a particular vantage point rather than as definitive account of Lucumi practices 

in a secular society.  Hence, even as I engage with it, I remain wary of the dominance of 

logocentric, systemized scholarly research and its ability to elide these power relationships via a 

writing tone of affective disinterest.  In the case of this dissertation, I have made use of my own 
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transcultural positionality to strategically represent my community in writing in a way that 

pushes back against these dominant structures and scholarly framings. 

 

Conclusion 

 Since I desired for this dissertation to benefit my religious community while also 

contributing to the discourse of postsecularism and dance studies I chose methods that privilege 

embodied practices and attend to ways in which power and performance are in dialogue. My 

research design and methodology, including ethnography (particularly dance ethnography and 

performance ethnography), textual analysis and archival research each have particular merits and 

limitations related to these power dynamics that made themselves evident in relation to 

contextual aspects of each case study and in the execution of interviews and archival research. 

The overall integrity of my research design, my capacity to execute the methodology, and my 

ability to gather fruitful information ultimately hinged on my awareness of my own positionality 

and the power dynamics that both myself and this research project are embedded in. Thus, while 

I acknowledge that I have a political agenda for my research, I carried out this entire project with 

a sense of duty to support my community and in full knowledge that I would be held accountable 

by my community for every word I wrote and every resulting action. 
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CHAPTER 2:  CARIBBEANIST ANTHROPOLOGY AND POSTSECULARISM:  A 

COUNTER DISCOURSE OF MODERNITY 
 

 
 Central to the theoretical framework of this dissertation is the epistemology of modernity, 

which is related to, but will be differentiated from, the aesthetic philosophies of modernism and 

postmodernism.  It is valuable to revisit modernity because current conventional conceptions of 

“religion” and “dance,” and the use-values assigned to them are rooted in debates about religion, 

art and secularity that took place during this period.  Even the act that this dissertation 

undertakes, that of qualitative inquiry into the ability to objectify and isolate dance and religion 

from one another and from society at large, hinges upon assumptions about empiricism and the 

capabilities of human reason that were proposed, normalized, and thus made reasonable during 

early modernity.   

 One narrative thread emerging from debates concerned with the elevation of human 

reason over religious faith revolves around the production, use and appreciation of art.  Though 

arguments would vary during early modernity (which includes the era of Enlightenment) and 

classical modernity concerning the extent that religion and art could be and should be separated 

from one another, the separation was generally accepted to be in the interest of political liberty 

(Baudelaire 1964; Bourdieu 1996; Eagleton 2014; Pecora 2006).  Religion and art were to be 

understood independently and empirically, thus implying that art functioned as an autonomous 

field composed of equally autonomous producers who developed a logic, or ethical and aesthetic 

rules, liberated from the ethical and aesthetic rules of religion (Bourdieu 1996; Eagleton 2014).  

To the extent that religion and art were understood as sources and acts of creative meaning-

making, the secularization of religion and art shifted the center of “meaning-constituting” 

activity from the body to the ego (Henry 2000).  Thus art, including dance, could circulate 
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between the public sphere and the private sphere with decreased risk of being deployed for 

political means by powerful religious institutions.  Furthermore, acts or attempts to impact power 

dynamics that relied on autonomous verbal expression over symbolic or other forms of embodied 

expression became the accepted social convention.   

 However, the narrative of the emancipation of art from religion, tradition, and politics 

and the emergence of an autonomous new man, a key component in the functioning of 

secularism, has itself become a hegemonic narrative that extends beyond early, classical and late 

modernity and obscures its own Euro-American and Christian specificity, or what secularism 

scholar Bruce Robbins (2011) calls, “religious baggage” (91).  Accepting the universality of this 

narrative at face value would result in a sorely deficient understanding of the relationship of 

subaltern individuals and communities, including Lucumi, to religion, art and politics, and their 

contributions to modernity.  Therefore, before proceeding it is important to chart the 

developments within modernity as it concerns secularism, religion, autonomy, and the formation 

of an ordered society, and examine counter developments that occurred within subaltern 

communities of the Caribbean and United States.  

  This chapter explores modernity, particularly as it relates to the Caribbean region and the 

United States, through three lenses, each divided into specific sections:  modernity as an epoch, 

modernity as an epistemic position, and modernity as an existential experience.  Within these 

sections I address how theoretical frameworks of Caribbean anthropology and postsecularism, as 

discourses that emerge within modernity, critique normative framings of it.  It is important to 

establish the beginnings, prime features and temporal and geographic trajectories of modernity as 

an epoch, epistemic position and existential (or lived) experience because this informs my 

epistemological employment of the term.  In this first section, which attends to modernity as an 
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epoch, I focus on modernity’s emergence in varying geo-political locations, particularly the 

Caribbean as the center for New World modernity.37  This is necessary because Lucumi is the 

result of diasporic routes through Cuba and in dialogue with the archipelago, West Africa and the 

United States, and dancing for orisha in Lucumi in particular is an Afro-Cuban innovation.  The 

second section then examines modernity as a distinct epistemic position in the formation, 

communication, critique and justification of knowledge in the West, while accounting for the 

variations between modernity in the New World versus in Europe.  This section will receive 

substantial attention because both Caribbeanist anthropology and postsecularism have made 

important theoretical interventions into the normative ways that modernity functions 

epistemically, particularly in relation to art and religion.  The final section considers modernity 

as an existential experience and draws from the understanding that I established of modernity as 

an epoch and epistemic position to examine macro features of modernity and its effects on daily 

life.  The conclusion to this chapter provides a concise explanation of how modernity as an 

epoch, epistemic position and existential experience influences dance in relation to the 

performance of individual and communal Lucumi identity.  I establish these discursive sections 

now so that the close investigation of dancing for orisha in Chapters Four and Five can be 

vividly appreciated. 

 Before proceeding to the first section, which introduces modernity as an epoch, I briefly 

address the concept of “multiple modernities” as an intervention necessary to this dissertation, 

and my decision to employ Caribbeanist anthropology as a theoretical framework.   Multiple 

modernities, which argues that modernity and Westernization are not the same phenomenon, 

                                                
37 I use the term “New World” in the manner that Glissant employs the term, to signify the 
regions (North America, the Caribbean Sea and South America) where cultures collided in ways 
that destroy formal definitions of history.  For more, see Glissant’s theorization of “nonhistory” 
in Caribbean Discourse (1989). 
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allows for the occurrence and experience of both convergence and divergence in the 

development of culture and knowledge (Eisenstadt 2000).  However, the historically dominant 

narrative of modernity associates it with the end of feudalism and the Reformation (Abeysekara 

2008; Pecora 2006).  This is valid if we conceive a modernity focused within Europe and certain 

trajectories in and towards the United States.  However, as a normative narrative this starting 

position inadequately addresses modernity’s beginnings and trajectories in other geographical, 

religious and cultural contexts.  While many scholars agree that an albeit uneven development 

and spread of Enlightenment principles occurred between the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 

(Berger 1967; Eagleton 2014; Pecora 2006; Weber 1993), the dominant narrative of modernity’s 

beginning in Europe suggests a singular modernity that spreads outward from Europe.  This 

framing either conflates Westernization with modernity or elides cross-cultural contact as a 

necessary component in the emergence of modernity.   

 The Caribbean and port cities of the United States represent key socio-geographic 

locations for the contact between, spread of, and upheavals wrought upon diverse cultures and 

ideas, as well as the creation of quasi-autochthonous cultures in the New World.  Scholars such 

as Yolanda Martínez San Miguel (2014) argue that ignoring the contributions of the Caribbean 

region to the formation of modernity,38 and therefore the refusal of “multiple modernities,” has 

several detrimental effects.  It elides the violent enslavement and extermination of indigenous 

people, which was part of the impetus for the Trans-Atlantic slave trade, and the contributions of 

their knowledge and culture to the development of American and Caribbean cultures.    

 Furthermore, I cannot ignore the fact that modernity is a framework where local and 

global are in constant dialogue.  This would require that I abstain from referencing Europe and 

                                                
38 Caribbeanists include New York, Charleston, Miami, and New Orleans in the framing of the 
Caribbean as a socio-cultural region. 
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West Africa in relation to Lucumi religious practices, focusing only on Cuba.  Were I to do this, 

I run the risk of relativizing the cultures of the Cuba and the United States in a way that renders 

me unable to give dimension to the ways in which local diasporic culture speaks back to both 

West Africa and the American metropole.  It is within this extreme universalism and extreme 

relativism that the experiences of contemporary peoples of the Caribbean, whether living in the 

United States or in the archipelago, are sometimes trapped.  Martínez San Miguel (2014) argues 

that this produces relatively fruitless postcolonial discourse where processes of indigenization 

and contributions of intra-colonial migration to the creation of autochthonous and quasi-

autochthonous knowledge are obscured. 39  Edouard Glissant (1989) and other Caribbean studies 

scholars suggest that for the Americas, modernity explodes into existence in the Caribbean when 

the first enslaved Africans are brought ashore by their European captors and encounter the 

indigenous populations of the Carib and Arawak (Benitez-Rojo 1989; Dash 1999; Walcott 1993).  

Hence, to understand the effects of these encounters, it is important to conduct a balanced 

examination of what modernity is, and the value and function of what it has produced.  

 

Epoch 

 As an epoch, modernity is marked by distinct meta-narratives, each that marks a period of 

substantially increased contact between specific communities of Others.  In fact, Martínez San 

Miguel (2014) asserts that contact is the primary feature that marks modernity as an era, upon 

which the more oft-examined framework of rationalism (and its tendency to classify based on 

                                                
39 Dancing for orisha is one such example of a quasi-autochthonous form of knowledge that 
undergoes a process of indigenization, and demands to be understood through contact as well as 
Africanist aesthetics.  As mentioned in the introduction to this dissertation, these dances and the 
movement style associated with them are not direct transplants from west Africa but are 
developed in Cuba beginning in the nineteenth century within an epistemology that is Afro-
diasporic.  For more on indigenzation see Martínez San Miguel (2014). 
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differences) is reliant upon.  The Americas, in particular the Caribbean and port cities of the 

United States, represent key socio-political geographies in the role that contact has to play in the 

emergence of modernity.   

 As an epoch, modernity is assumed to begin during the mid-fifteenth century and 

continue through to the late-twentieth century, and is often broken down into early, middle and 

late periods, and followed by either hypermodernity (Giddens 1999) or a new era termed 

postmodernity.40  It must be noted that this framing of early, middle (or classical) and late 

modernity is problematic in regions such as the Caribbean and the United States, where features 

of postmodernity, particularly the enmeshment of culture and capital, and the 

convergent/divergent relationship of universalism and relativism is present from the start of 

colonization.  Therefore, what follows below offers a general historical overview of modernity 

though I do give some attention to interventions in the broad discourse of modernity that are 

germane to developing an understanding pertinent to this dissertation, to U.S. and Caribbean 

relations, and to religion and art as autonomous categories.   

 The advent of early modernity is often registered as a shift beginning during the late-

fifteenth century and stretching through to the late-eighteenth century.  While the selection of 

overarching features that mark early modernity in different geographic regions proves 

challenging, this period is strongly marked by the circulation of features particular to the 

                                                
40 Several scholars extend modernity into the present moment.  Anthony Giddens (1999) disputes 
that modernity came to an end during the late 1980s.  Instead Giddens labels our current 
condition as hypermodernity, suggesting that the phenomenon of extreme individualism and 
disaffection of large groups from the narratives of nationalism and globalization results from 
super-concentrated forms of the primary features of modernity.  Habermas also agrees that 
modernity has not reached its conclusion though for different reasons.  Habermas argues that the 
shift in contemporary socio-cultural conditions is not a result of the abandonment of 
Enlightenment principles, but a crisis caused by products of Enlightenment principles, 
particularly pluralism’s failure to neatly accommodate either universalism or relativism (Butler, 
Habermas, Taylor 2011).   
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Enlightenment including the meta-narrative that science and rationalism were conquering 

superstition and tradition.  Through European circumnavigation, the colonization and 

extermination of indigenous populations and their replacement with enslaved peoples and 

displaced peoples, this meta-narrative would bear on the development of societies in the 

Caribbean and the United States in more recent centuries.  Features that include the spread of 

Enlightenment principles considered to be universal, particularly rationalism, individual liberty, 

and the secularization of politics, along with mercantilism, various forms of imperial 

relationships, and expanded trade routes all have some bearing on this dissertation.  However, 

the spread of Enlightenment principles, in specific rationalism, individualism and the 

secularization of politics and art from religion will receive more attention below, when 

modernity is explored as an epistemic position.   

 The shift into middle or classical modernity is generally considered to occur during the 

late-eighteenth century, beginning with the French Revolution, and lasting until the early-

twentieth century, ending around the time that World War One begins (Hobsbawm 1962, 1968, 

1975, 1987; Rosenberg 1999).  This period is often spatially situated with beginnings in the birth 

of modern France and ends with the emergence of the United States as a regional superpower, 

and often privileges urbanity in the metropole (Baudelaire 1964; Glissant 1989).  However, this 

obscures that in many cases, it is the Caribbean that functions as the stage upon which both 

nations act out aspects important to their particular modernity (in Haiti, Martinique, and 

Guadalupe for France, and Cuba, Haiti, the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico for the United 

States).  As it relates to this dissertation, this middle period in particular is marked by the 

inauguration of Lucumi as a widespread practice in Cuba, during which the first bata drums 
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made in Cuba are played,41 dancing for orisha as an Afro-Cuban formation percolates between 

the various naciones of Lucumi,42 and key creolizations are made by a small group of powerful 

female priestesses to Ifa-centric aspects of religious rituals,43 creating a foundation for the 

religion as a New World diasporic formation. Therefore, rather than simply focusing on the 

trajectories of nationhood in France and the United States as a unilateral example of the meta-

narrative of the era, for the purpose of this dissertation it is useful to re-center our attention on 

the complicated relationships between metropole and colony.  This gives more meaningful 

dimension to the contrast between Caribbean islands and mainland European and African nations 

during classical modernity regarding the incorporation of the universal absolutes of the 

Enlightenment into frameworks for centralized, secular nation-states. 

 I caution that, because of its totalizing tendency, looking at the nation-state or 

nationalism, even one focused on the Caribbean, as a primary, periodized narrative of modernity 

has important but limited use-value in examining the material and embodied culture that this 

dissertation focuses upon.  Unlike the colonies in North America and South America, 

independence and autonomy do not necessarily arrive for all the Caribbean colonies of the 

                                                
41 Bata drums are double headed.  As sacred drums they are cut from particular wood and ritually 
prepared for ceremonies.  The Ifa priest, Adechina, is credited with building the first bata drums 
in Cuba (Brown 2009).   
 
42 Prior to the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, cabildos, or religious fraternal 
organizations were organized according to nacion.  For example, there would have been a 
separate cabilos for Lucumi-Oyo and Lucumi-Ijesha. 
 
43 Female elder priestesses made specific interventions to the structures of divination and 
ordination that circumvented the dominance of the cult of Ifa and prevented the loss of lesser 
known orisha that would have otherwise occurred due to the lack of priests initiated to those 
particular orisha.   
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French and Spanish empires.44  In fact after Cuba was ceded its independence by Spain, it would 

experience two periods of occupation by the American military, the first from 1898-1902 and the 

second from 1906-1909 (Rosenberg 1999).  Furthermore, even though Lucumi plays an 

important role in the performance of politics in Cuba, its actual liturgy is void of nationalist 

sentiments.  Therefore, in this dissertation nationality is used to highlight the importance of space 

and embodiment in the dialectical development of religion and dance, while dance and religion 

will be given priority when examining principles of rationalism across hierarchies of public and 

private life.   

 Late modernity, sometimes associated with the phrase “the American Century”, begins 

circa World War One and draws to a close during the mid-to-late 1980s (Gidden 1999; 

Habermas 1989; Massumi and Dean 1994).  Undoubtedly, the twentieth century is marked by the 

economic, military and political power of the United States, however it is with whom and how 

the United States engages in conflict and cultural exchange that gives body to the narrative of 

this period and connects it to the material of this dissertation.  Conflicts arose across all areas of 

society, not only between socialist and capitalist centered movements.  Nationalism, 

communism, feminism, the Civil Rights Movement, the “end of Empire”, American economic 

imperialism and the rise of finance capitalism define the dialogue and cultural exchanges taking 

                                                
44 As an example of the unevenness, the Haitian Revolution, unarguably one of the most 
important events in the Americas if not the modern world, brought about independence in 1804 
after eleven years of war.  Cuba would not gain its independence until 1898, though it was soon 
after brought under a neocolonial relationship with the United States that lasted until the mid-
twentieth century.  In the same year that Spain ceded independence to Cuba, it allowed the 
invasion and annexation of Puerto Rico by the United States.  This marked the start of a 
metropole-colony relationship that is perhaps closer to Martinique’s relationship with France 
than with any other US-Latin American political relationship.  For more see Martínez San 
Miguel (2014), Glissant (1989) Gonzalez and Ustet (2017), Rosenberg (1999).  
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place between the American metropole and the Caribbean archipelago.45  Though this period is 

not when Lucumi first appears in the United States, after the Cuban Revolution in 1959 Lucumi 

practitioners became a considerable presence in the Miami and New York metropolitan areas.  

Within one decade of the foundation of a socialist government in Cuba in 1959, the Cuban 

population in the United States grew from 79,000 to 439,000, with most settling in Miami and 

New York (Batalova and Zong 2015).  By 1990, more than three quarters of a million Cubans 

would immigrate to the United States (Batalova and Zong 2015).  Currently sixty-four percent of 

the Cuban population lives in the Miami metropolitan area, with the second largest percentage 

(6%) living in the New York metropolitan area (US Census Bureau 2013).  However, these 

figures do not account for the intra-national migration that takes place between these two areas, 

which I explore further when considering modernity as an existential experience.                  

 The current period is generally considered to begin circa 1989 with the end of the Cold 

War.  This period is sometimes called by two different labels, hypermodernity by scholars who 

assert that we are in a phase defined by the intensification of modernity’s characteristics, 

particularly individualism, free market capitalism, and globalization (Gidden 1999), and 

postmodernity by others that assert modernity’s defining features have splintered, resulting in an 

inability to rationally classify knowledge according to structures that had previously been 

naturalized (for example race or gender), thus intensifying the role of the self and ego in 

reflecting upon experiences and constructing reality (Adorno 1973; Derrida 2002; Glissant 

1989).  Possibly the most defining difference between hypdermodernity and postmodernity is the 

dichotomy between the universalism of the former and the relativism of the latter, though some 

                                                
45 Finance capitalism is rehearsed during the late classical period (from 1898-1917) in the form 
of dollar diplomacy models put in place between the United States and several Carribean, South 
American, European and Asian countries.  For more, see Rosenberg 1999. 
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scholars argue that relativism tends to universalize itself on principle and therefore cannot be the 

foundation of an era distinct from modernity (Bilgrami 2014).   

 It is possible to find evidence for the co-existence of universalism, relativism, 

hypermodernity and postmodernity in contemporary Lucumi practice.  Furthermore, each phase 

of modernity left unique marks on the way the cosmology is embodied and performed.  For 

example, in Lucumi cosmology it is said that every element of the universe has aché, or a life 

force, that sustains and compels further manifestation.  This concept is often misrecognized as 

parallel to the idea of equality and progress (when in reality it intends something more akin to 

the universality of co-dependency).  This suggests a universalist inclination.  However, the 

manner in which a person cultivates (or starves), sustains (or decreases) and shares aché with the 

world is particular to the destiny chosen by each soul before birth.  This is often read as 

equivalent to autonomy and responsibility towards the execution of individualism.  The co-

presence of these features informs embodied performances in Lucumi rituals.   

 Innovations in Cuba during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century provide 

evidence of the co-existence of these features.  For example, the introduction of the tambor on 

the dia del medio (middle day) during a priestly initiation is, according to my sources, a 

relatively recent invento (invention) that appeared during the early-to-mid-twentieth century 

(Anonymous 3, 2018).  Prior to this, drummings were held for funerals, for ebo (offering or 

sacrifice to orisha), or in celebration of a particular orisha.  However, the exodus of people from 

the island first during the late 1950s and again during the 1970s stretched iles across time and 

space, challenging the way Ocha families built relationships internally and maintained ritual 

continuity.  The addition of the drumming in celebration of a new priest/ess was added in order 

to facilitate longer family gatherings, strengthen individual and communal social bonds through 
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celebration, circulate financial capital within the community, and create more opportunity to 

orient younger practitioners cosmologically and culturally.  Disembedded from strong local and 

regional Ocha communities in Cuba, these events, though discussed with mixed emotions in 

relation to differences in engagement and use between generations of devotees, addressed the 

needs of individual practitioners and the community as a whole.  These drummings also provided 

opportunities to learn, in condensed time frames, when and how to dance as part of the group in 

order to contribute to a collective generation of energy, and when and how to incorporate 

individual style and knowledge in service of celebrating orisha.  The balance of these two poles, 

the universal need of the community and the relative needs of the individual, was and is 

informed by the function attributed to dancing and drumming within the cosmology.   

 Overall, the tension between universalism and relativism is a structuring force that takes 

on particular significance in Lucumi, a relatively decentralized community.  Hence, it is 

important to this dissertation to retain the interventions postmodernism has made concerning the 

influence of the local in a globalized world, particularly the power of individual choice in 

communal trajectory, the problematic position of the Other in postcolonial conditions, and the 

instability of tradition and identity (Bhabha 1994; Hobsbawm and Ranger 1993; Slocum and 

Thomas 2003).  However, taking account of current features that attest to the extension of 

modernity into the present moment, including the roles that bureaucracy and nation-state (not to 

mention the presence of hyper-individualism, free market capitalism, and the increasingly 

abstract existence and flow of capital) play in the practice of contemporary Afro-diasporic 

religions, complicates arguments that suggest modernity has been completely left behind.  

Therefore, my research draws from scholars of both camps and treats 

postmodernity/hypermodernity as imbricated and potentially co-existing periods.
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Epistemic Position 

 As an epistemic position, modernity shaped (and arguably continues to shape) the manner 

in which people exchange and justify knowledge, particularly through the dominant episteme of 

rationalism.  Formulated during the Enlightenment in part as a result of intercultural and 

intracultural contact and in response to a dramatically shifting relationship between the polity 

and the authority of the Catholic church, rationalism and reason have since gone through 

iterations within each period of modernity, influencing our understanding of religion, art, 

selfhood and subject (Bourdieu 1996; Eagleton 2014; Pecora 2006).  This section examines the 

legacy of rationalism and reason in the formulation of post-Enlightenment concepts of normative 

religion and secularism, concepts of autonomy and the body, and the distinction between the 

public sphere and the private sphere.  Finally, I will briefly examine how Lucumi, Caribbeanist 

anthropology and postsecularists counter rationalism as a Western norm, and link it to my focus 

on dancing for orisha. 

 The Age of Enlightenment is generally associated with early modernity (Cady and 

Fessenden 2013; Eagleton 2014), and is geographically situated in Western Europe.  Though 

often studied as a historical monolith, intellectual movements within the period known as the 

Enlightenment varied as did regional and national forms of it.  Regardless, European intellectuals 

of the Enlightenment left a philosophical heritage (influenced by contact between indigenous 

peoples, African and Europeans) that forms part of the foundation of liberal thought in the 

Western hemisphere.  Central to Enlightenment philosophical foundations are issues concerning 

the place of religion in politics, and in general the place of god in society (Cady and Fessenden 

2013; Eagleton 2014; Pecora 2006). 
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 Terry Eagleton characterizes the Age of Enlightenment as a predominantly cosmopolitan 

project (as opposed to one isolated in nature or rural experiences) that judged humanity to be 

universally positive in its essence and progressive (as in moving away or rising above original 

sin) (Eagleton 2014).  Though philosophical perspectives varied greatly on the ontology of 

knowledge, rational reason and faith, the Enlightenment was dominated by the idea that human 

reason and rationalism could evolve to such a superior level of judgement that a Creator could 

then recede from the demands of founding order and maintaining reason for that order.  Implicit 

in this concept of rational progress is the notion of autonomy, whereby each individual is made 

responsible for the order and progress experienced during their lives.   

 Furthermore, idealists such as David Hume argued that morality was a product of 

individual human passions and emotion circulating within particular communities and that there 

could be no basis for the assumption of a common human nature (Eagleton 2014).  Instead, 

autonomy and morality shifted from directives of the divine to products of human development.  

This, combined with a lack of universal empirical evidence to verify the “religious experience”, 

further distanced religion from rational critique and law, making it a phenomenon to which 

“judgements of truth and falsehood could [not] apply” (Eagleton 2014, 38).  The emphasis on 

verifiable experiences of an autonomous individual would have a lasting impact on what would 

be considered knowledge (versus belief) and how this knowledge would circulate.  It also shifted 

away from examining laws of nature as a source of order towards finding order in mathematics 

and the physical sciences.  These particular emphases influenced the development of social 

norms that endowed particular populations with the ability to have a rational experience while 

denying other populations of the possibility.  The development of these norms also addressed the 

separation of religion from western concepts of rationalism, the development of secularism, the 
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formation of law in Western secular societies, and whom law would recognize as a subject 

capable of participation in the secular public sphere (Abeysekara 2008; Cady and Fessenden 

2013; Eagleton 2014; Habermas 2010; Johnson 2002; Mavelli and Wilson 2017). 

 It is also important to remember that Euro-American rationalism and secularism are by-

products of a struggle against the monopoly that the Catholic church held over land, politics, and 

moral order in Western Europe prior to the late-eighteenth century.  Thus, during the era of 

Enlightenment the dominant formation of rational discourse as secular discourse results from 

questions about and potential solutions to this monopoly circulating amongst Christian 

intellectuals at that time in Western Europe.  Max Weber (1993) and Pierre Bourdieu (1985, 

1991) attend to the presence of Christian religious concerns in the development of 

rationalization, drawing attention to the manners in which secular systems of power in western 

European countries shifted in order to account for the existence of Christian beliefs relating to 

the supernatural by both the common people and the financially enfranchised.  While Weber 

draws attention to the manners in which labor is differentiated and systematized in the West, 

Bourdieu further theorized how structures of differentiation are reproduced and legitimized.  

Both scholars demonstrate how the systematic differentiation within religion tends to be mirrored 

in society’s secular structures.  

 This structural condition is evident in Eagleton’s observation that Enlightenment thinkers 

existed for the most part as their own patrician, intellectual culture separate from the masses.  

Pierre Bourdieu (1985), drawing on Friedrich Nietzsche, characterized this class of thinkers as 

those who announced the death of God and “seized all his properties” for themselves (189).  

These intellectuals considered themselves to be an example of the progress that was possible 

through rationalization (Eagleton 20, 2014).  Troubled by what would actually hold a modern, 
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capitalist society together, Enlightenment philosophers disagreed on whether the society should 

be composed of an intellectual class that, believing rationalism to be the “viceroy” of God, 

would lead a docile mass that maintained its own religious doxa, or if there should be large scale 

effort to educate citizenry in particular forms of rationalism, even at the risk of developing a 

population capable of “potential political disaffection” (24).  Thus, post-Enlightenment forms of 

rationalization and definitions of religion have often been dominated by an underlying layer of 

Euro-American seculonormative and religionormative concerns that privilege individualism and 

autonomy.  Presently, taken as a non-religious teleology, rationalization, which Talcott Parsons 

summarizes as “the intellectual clarification … and systemization of ideas, especially the 

teleological meanings of man’s conceptions of himself and his place in the universe” which 

“legitimize man’s orientations in and to the world and which give meaning to the man’s various 

goals,” has come to serve as a normative control in many western aspects of Western society and 

functions in a circular manner, making human actions goal-oriented in that the goal is to 

legitimate one’s self (Parsons 1993, xlii).  The results of this universalist teleology include the 

formation of law that upholds the separation of religion from the polity; that distinguishes 

between the public sphere and the private sphere; that desacralizes nature and legitimates free 

market capitalism.  Recalling from the Introduction, the secular public sphere is generally 

understood as singular, driven by autonomous performance, and the space in which civil 

discourse is controlled and contrived through rational thought.  Thus, it is differentiated from the 

private sphere, which is understood as plural and driven by the wants and passions of a collective 

unit (Bilgrami 2014; Butler, Habermas and Taylor 2011; Cady and Fessenden 20130; Goode 

2005; Habermas 1989; Wilson 2012). This is highly important to understanding how art has 

come to function in the binaries of secular society, and how dancing for orisha destablizes 
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secular frameworks and is potentially politically revolutionary in its performance, as is examined 

in Chapters Four and Five.   

 In The Rules of Art, Pierre Bourdieu (1985) examines autonomy and the establishment of 

art as a separate field from religion.  Following the Enlightenment, Bourdieu suggests that the 

power of art and its meaning, which had previously been theorized as negotiated between the 

Creator and the creator (or God and the artist/s) was now taken to originate entirely within the 

artist who can look only to him or herself for meaning, inspiration, and value (1985, 189).  The 

field of art adopted an almost charismatic ideology more often associated with religious figures, 

labeling individual producers as “artistic geniuses”.  Bourdieu suggests that this prevents 

consumers of art from asking “who has created this creator” (167) and normalizes artistic 

autonomy.  However, Bourdieu asserts that smaller fields of power tend to mirror the structural 

features of larger fields of power.  In this case, art becomes the objective of the autonomous self, 

rather than something that arises between the “convergence of dispositions of a producer” and 

the possibilities inscribed within a social space (128).  Thus, the field of art, though supposedly 

the place where spirituality is relegated to after science demythifies the world,46 both legitimates 

and is legitimated by dominant power holders because it mirrors secular society.  Bourdieu is 

critical of these forms of teleology that validate and sanction one’s own position in the world, 

while also rendering the rules of the field unintelligible.  In Chapter Four and Chapter Five, I 

level a similar critique and demonstrate how dancing for orisha unmasks these rules while 

challenging the portrayal of the public sphere as a space that fulfills the progressive concepts of 

autonomy, self-determination, and the self-evident equality of all people. 

                                                
46 For more see Eagleton 2014. 
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 Similar to Bourdieu’s assertion that the intellectual framing of the field of art serves to 

consecrate existing fields of power, postsecularist scholars and Caribbeanist anthropologists have 

also challenged many of the above normative readings of modernity arguing that they are either 

Euro-American centric and/or unable to account for the manners in which knowledge is 

produced outside of the metropole (Abeysekara 2008; Bilgrami 2014; Cady and Fessenden 2013; 

Glissant 1989).  Furthermore, both groups of scholars point out that the contemporary 

demographics of society demand a reevaluation of the epistemological tools of modernity, 

specifically rationalism and secularism, and how they effect the formation of law, and the 

hegemony of free market capitalism (Abeysekara 2008; Berger 2014; Butler, Habermas, Taylor 

and West 2011; Cady and Fessenden 2013; Warner 1993).47 

 Religious studies scholar Charles Taylor (2011) asserts that at present the rational, 

secular public sphere struggles to account equally for the influence of individual subjects, 

societal organizations, special interest groups, and the pressure of collective private interests.  In 

fact, in response to Habermas’s return to an ideal egalitarian public sphere where autonomous 

and common people (minority and majority) can freely represent their concerns about equality 

and equity (predominantly through verbal discourse), media studies scholar Luke Goode (2005) 

argues that the public sphere was always a space where the collective private interests of 

dominant populations found immaterial, material and verbal representation.  Goode (2005) 

challenges the emphasis of autonomy in law and the subsequent characterization of the public 

sphere as a space where information circulation is not distorted by forms of coercion that would 

impact participation or consensus.  As Linell Cady and Tracy Fessenden (2013) point out, an 

incredible amount of coercive violence has been carried out in the public sphere in the name of 

                                                
47 For more see Peter Clegg and Lammert de Jong in Beyond the Blood, the Beach and the 
Banana (2004), edited by Sandra Courtman. 
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rationalism and liberal democracy.  Even Akeel Bilgrami (2014), a proponent of secularism, is 

critical of current formations of the secular public sphere, in that individual autonomy and the 

capacity to express self-evident “truths” can only be achieved by those who are recognized as 

rights-bearing, disinterested subjects, and that this legitimized position often arises from 

majoritarian culture and religious principles prior to being recorded as law (145-147).  Bourdieu 

(1985) points out the irony of this, noting three important facets:  that no one is ever truly 

disinterested; that if only those who claim autonomy and disinterest are allowed to speak then 

artists, intellectuals, religious figures and many others associated with subaltern communities 

will be silenced; and that by favoring the concepts of autonomy and disinterest, what is 

considered culturally sacred by the dominant group will “never have to enunciate” itself (185).  

This places what is culturally sacred to or associated with subaltern communities at a potential 

disadvantage, for these communities are often forced to justify and express their cultures through 

the lens of community (instead of autonomy) and through detailed, rational articulation and 

explanation in the language of the dominant group.  

 Having established the importance of autonomy and disinterest in dominant theorizations 

of modernity, I now relate these concepts to accepted formations of rational discourse.  The 

universal modernist public sphere is entirely dependent on the capacity to verbalize one’s 

concerns.  As Luke Goode (2005) has argued, this obscures the fact that the public sphere is 

“populated with bodies as well as words” (54).  Goode criticizes Habermas and other modernists 

for their reliance on the written and spoken word, and along with Nancy Fraser (1992), is 

concerned with the ability for bodies marked as Other to enter into public discourse.  For Fraser, 

the public sphere is not a space of equity and equal autonomy, but a polarized space of power.  

The navigation of this space is greatly influenced by and through the ways that various forms of 
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capital are embedded in the body and its performance.  Both Goode and Fraser insist that 

contemporary models of the public sphere need to account for the ways in which plurality and 

Euro-American centric understandings of the rational public sphere have afforded or limited 

autonomy, anonymity and the possibilities for “reconfigured embodiment” (Goode 2005, 55) in 

both the public sphere and the private sphere.  Fraser (1992) offers an important intervention, 

asserting that if multiple modernities exist in a globalized world, so too does the possibility of 

multiple public spheres, many of which draw on non-normative cultural and religious principles.   

 The importance of embodiment is buttressed by Bilgrami’s (2014) concern that the 

modern secular public sphere has transformed the ecological concept of nature into a 

systematized concept of natural resources to be consumed at the private level.  Humans, rather 

than being understood as an organism in an interrelated field, become consumers in a market 

where nature is viewed as part of the economy.  When viewed as a resource in a larger economy, 

nature loses its ability to makes its own demands on civil society, eliminating the need to engage 

with the environment, and its materiality, on a moral level.  However, the Lucumi view earth and 

its many ecosystems as non-neutral orisha (meaning nature in its various forms can and does 

make its own demands known).  Dance as a ritual practice for producing, remembering and 

transmitting knowledge is understood as having key functions in the ecology of human-nature 

relations and is therefore taken up as a moral as well as ceremonial act.  However, the 

secularization of nature complicates the possibility that Lucumi practitioner concerns, founded in 

subaltern cosmological principles that privilege nature and embodied experience, might enter 

into the discourse of the public sphere.   

 Finally, rather than privileging the secular polity as a space void of religion, Joan 

Wallach Scott (2013) reminds readers that just as many discourses in religion as those of 
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secularism have allied with both civil rights movements and colonial domination, and that the 

discourse of religion and secularism are co-constitutive.  Neither religion nor secularism can lay 

full claim to the development of emancipation for as Scott asserts, agency and autonomy are not 

“the innate property of an abstract individual but the attribute of subjects who are defined by 

[religious and secular] discourses that bring them into being as at once subordinate and capable 

of action” (Scott 2013, 40).  Recalling Bourdieu’s (1985) argument concerning the intellectual 

class’s self-deigned position as moral and cultural authorities, what Post-Enlightenment liberal 

discourse has done is establish rules for which bodies and communities whose seizure over the 

control of power will be “consecrated” (or legitimated) and those whose attempts to seize power 

will be delegitimated (Bourdieu 1985, 169).  This is an important intervention by Scott and 

Bourdieu because they denaturalize Western, liberal, democratic discourse, its self-framing as an 

inevitable political norm, and the tendency to assume that all liberal democratic societies are 

more or less developing in uniform ways.  In doing so, Scott in particular reinserts local dialogue 

composed of distinctive local interests (including local interests in global issues), which makes 

space for scholars to consider how minority religions such as Lucumi might contribute to the 

public sphere in Western, liberal society 

 Caribbeanist anthropological readings also critique the overall focus of Euro-American 

centric understandings of modernity as an epistemic position.  They intervene to offer an 

alternative employment of modernity in relation to the formation of culture, which posits the pre-

modern past as an unverifiable, rather than transparent, reference point.  Drawing more 

frequently from Baudelaire and Adorno than earlier modernists, Caribbeanist scholars assert that 

creolized cultures of the Caribbean are produced by discontinuity, rupture, and contingency 

(Benitez-Rojo 1989; Carpentier 1957; Glissant 1989; Lamming 1960).  Edouard Glissant (1989) 
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puts forth the images of the belly of a boat, the breadth of the sea and the bottom of the Atlantic 

Ocean, dotted with the irons of the enslaved thrown overboard and swallowed under dark waters, 

knowledge obscured, as a starting point for understanding modernity as an epistemic position, 

which differs drastically from European enlightenment philosophers.  He asserts that what unites 

people in the modern world is not rationalism, autonomy, the voluntary exhibition of self and 

emancipation, but this “abyss” as a realm of rupture.  Glissant (1989) uses the term opacité, the 

obscured, to discuss the abyss as a productive unknowable, or that which cannot be rationalized 

and systematized yet continues to produce.  It is a means of knowledge production and knowing 

based on the absence of surety, on those drowned and the knowledge that their absence 

represents.  Hence, for Glissant, modernity has an epistemic underbelly of anti/production, 

haunting and deferred arrivals, of people, places and ideas that are obscured, yet ever-present.  

Therefore, how things come to be known is not through the ego’s ability to intuit existence, but 

through shared experiences that call out to obscured histories (Henry 2000).    

 From a Caribbeanist anthropological perspective, while knowledge exists, it can approach 

but never quite reach the state of being a fact.  Instead of reducing the world to an object that can 

be rendered transparent and from which emerge isolatable properties, knowledge is produced 

relationally through storytelling, myth, and movement.  For example, in Antonio Benitez-Rojo’s 

The Repeating Island (1989), the scholar frames knowledge as something constructed through 

accumulation of fragments brought on shore by the waves of the Atlantic Ocean and that, from 

time to time, specific elements of the past can be sensed or revealed through “a certain kind of 

way” of moving, speaking, singing, cooking, and so on (16).  Benitez-Rojo, citing syncretism in 

Afro-Cuban religions and art, asserts that this “certain kind of way” contributes to how a society 

functions and provides an alternative to the normative rationalist drive for transparency and 
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progress that discounts uncertainty, the value of myth, or the reality of fragmentation (Benitez-

Rojo 1989).  For Benitez-Rojo religion and art are experienced as performative discursive 

traditions built from fragmentation and subaltern social formations that are capable of paying 

heed to violent histories in a way that dominant Western formations of modernity fail to 

adequately attend to.  For Caribbeanist anthropologists, this reinserts the value of performance as 

a mode of participation in the creation of the West, which undergirds my assertion that embodied 

religious practices, such as dancing for orisha, can and do contribute to the development of civic 

discourse.  This is key to grasping the counter narrative role that alterity plays in modernity as an 

epistemic position.   

 Furthermore, similar to Benitez-Rojo’s evocative ocean metaphor, Caribbean 

anthropologists shift the power away from the metropole-local axis and place it in diasporic 

routes of migration, privileging movement as a creator of knowledge and means of 

communication (Cesaire 2001; Glissant 1989; Martinez San Miguel 2014; Wynter 1970).  Paget 

Henry (2000) characterizes this epistemic position as de-centered, diverse and intertextual (7), 

escaping absolutism, contributing to both political and ego needs (16) and complicating modern 

notions of autonomy.  In this way, modernity becomes an episteme rooted in the body, as well as 

the mind.  Here we see where postsecularism and Caribbeanist anthropology intersect, as both 

theoretical frameworks privilege relationality, the body and the environment in the formation of 

knowledge.   

 Regardless of whether one is critiquing modernity as postsecularists and Caribbean 

anthropologists do, or arguing for its latent potential (as Habermas does), the manners and 

methods for communicating and receiving knowledge in cross-cultural contact during the 

modern era, whether through oral or written history, or through dancing or verbal public 
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discourse,48 have been subject to fluctuating frameworks revolving around notions of 

individualism, universalism, relativism, rationalism, urbanization, globalization, free market 

ideology, and technological innovation.  Each of these notions influence the shape and 

relationship between theory and praxis locally and globally for both individual and society in 

everyday life.  Consequently, approaching modernity as an episteme with various positions 

provides a valuable means for understanding how the development of secularism and the Lucumi 

religion (and the narratives associated with them) can take shape contemporaneously.  The 

presence of counter positions within the episteme of modernity is a large part of what prepares 

the stage for my assertion that dancing for orisha destabilizes secular frameworks. 

 

Existential Experience 

 As an existential experience, modernity is characterized most generally by dis/embedded 

relationships to time and space (Baudelaire 1964).  The dis/embedded relationships to these 

dimensions depend heavily upon the regional variation of modernity of which individuals and 

communities have been subjects.  Baudelaire (1964) captured the contradictory nature of lived 

conditions of the modern subject as transitory and contingent, emphasizing the ever-increasing 

interconnection of the metropole and the local on global systems.  This interconnection, 

produced via pathways between the global and the local, draws attention to the lived experience 

of mass movement of people tracing and retracing global routes of commodities.  Antonio 

Benitez-Rojo (1989), Edouard Glissant (1989) and Thomas Tweed (2006) have characterized 

these flows of people and cultures through rupture, discontinuity, and the im/possibility of 

                                                
48 I do not list these forms of communication here to emphasize their difference but rather that in 
modernity, these forms of knowledge and communication came to be understood through 
difference. 
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returning to the past via the promise of a better (or different) future.  Emphasizing the cyclical 

nature of migration (even if part of the cycle is deferred), these scholars consider shifts in 

location and the in/stability of the past and the future as lived experiences that produce 

innovation within culture, while also destabilizing its products.  These innovations and 

destabilizations may either reify or reject tradition, in order to accommodate lived conditions and 

are key to nuancing my analysis in Chapter Four.   

 Furthermore, rather than emerging from a uniform experience of modernity, Benitez-

Rojo (1989), Glissant (1989) and Martínez San Miguel (2014) assert that the migration routes 

between American metropoles, west Africa, and the Caribbean archipelago and the impact of 

socio-political movements that rise and fall throughout the Caribbean emerge from the uneven, if 

not outright asymmetrical employment, of Enlightenment principles in the West.  These scholars 

argue that the deferment of nationhood, the prolonged existence of routes between metropole and 

colony, and the cultures that produce and are produced by such routes are more important to 

understanding the relationship between modernity and diasporas in the Americas than the arrival 

of nationhood, which for many Caribbean islands marks the beginning of neocolonial dynamics 

rather than classical modernity features.  Paget Henry (2000) provides philosophical 

corroboration of this view noting that even with revolution and statehood, particularly because 

the Caribbean is in the United States’ “backyard,” varying degrees of imperial, anti-African and 

anti-black values remain internalized in both political doctrine and in daily life (13).  

 For instance, conservative estimates suggest that about 800,000 enslaved Africans came 

to Cuba between 1804 and 1850 in large part due to the consolidation of capital between 

American cotton merchants from Rhode Island to South Carolina and Cuban planters following 

the shift in sugar production in the aftermath of the Haitian Revolution (Gonzalez and Ustet 
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2017).  Cuban planters and American merchants maintained these capital (human and financial) 

networks long after the abolition of slavery in the United States (Gonzalez and Ustet 2017).  

These routes provide an example of how, in modernity’s pursuit and justification of progress, the 

economic networks and socio-political movements (as these networks would later play a role in 

the US occupation of Cuba) arising during the era often contradicted many of the hierarchies, 

principles and imagined lived experiences that rationalism was purported to foster.      

 Miguel Barnet’s, Autobiography of a Runaway Slave (1966), provides supporting 

experiential evidence for the dis/embedded relationship to time and space.  Based on interviews 

conducted in 1963 with the centenarian narrator, Esteban Mesa Montejo, the reader witnesses a 

compressed (or sped up) version of modernity.  Montejo’s story takes place between the 

latifundia of rural Cuba, the dense forests beyond the plantations, and the city.  Born into slavery 

circa 1860, in his early life Montejo labored alongside African-born enslaved people from five 

different ethnic groups.  As a young man, though not joining a quilombo (an escaped slave 

community), he ran away, living in the precarious seclusion of the woods stating, “I felt good 

being a cimarron.  Because I was my own boss and defended myself on my own” (Barnett 1966, 

52).  After abolition, in his thirties Montejo labored on a sugar mill, witnessing incredible 

technological advancements alongside dehumanizing treatment of a compesino (country-folk) 

labor force composed of Africans, Afro-Cubans, white creole men and women, Chinese, Canary 

Islanders, Filipinos, and Romas, saying that, “[Masters] treated them the same as they did before 

[the end of slavery]” (Barnet 1996, 62).  Montejo, who would fight against Spain during the War 

of Independence, cynically discussed the presence of Americans on the island at the end of the 

war and condemned the official government narrative, which minimized the roll of black Cubans 

in winning the war.   
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 Through all of this Montejo comments that it was not the white master, business owner, 

American soldier or Catholic priest that provided him with wisdom or education.  Montejo 

insists that it is the African-born people on the island that taught him what he holds in highest 

value, “not to meddle in other folks’ problems, speak softly, be respectful, be religious and a 

hard worker” (150-151).  He states this after describing the “casas de Santería” (houses of 

Santeria), their dances and drummings and reflecting on their contribution to Cuban society, as it 

is during his lifetime that Lucumi and dancing for orisha would undergo processes of 

indigenization to become quasi-autochthonous cultural practices.  Most interesting is his belief 

that when Africans died, they flew back to their homeland by use of a prenda (sometimes 

translated as a magical, “charged” item often linked to nature and the dead).  Even though a 

prenda is related to Congo rather than Lucumi practices, Montejo reveals the manner in which 

Afro-diasporic cosmologies contain their own means and metaphors for emancipation not based 

on a secular, liberal democratic framework.  Most evocative of the disjunctured experiences 

during Montejo’s lifetime, in his closing comments Montejo states, “If I could, I would tell the 

whole story” (200), leaving the reader to wonder what Montejo has felt he needed to censor in 

1963. 

 Another example of the experience of dis/embedded relationship to time and space, but 

one which highlights more specifically religion and migration can be found in Thomas Tweed’s 

Crossing and Dwelling (2006), where he draws attention to the fact that a great deal of religious 

life centers on movement and relationality.  Tweed states that the world is now characterized by 

“objects in motion” and pays close attention to issues of position and relation, and the 

importance of travel, routes, and mapping potential trajectories (22).  However, when dealing 

with theory and terminology, Tweed cautions the reader to remember that religion (like 
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secularism) is a product of nineteenth century issues produced by intolerance towards an 

increasing plurality spurred on in large part due to colonialism.  Since many cosmologies, such 

as Lucumi, have histories that reach back beyond the inception of the secular/religious divide, 

Tweed suggests that while we may be stuck with the terms religion and secularism, we need to 

make them functional without masking the point of origin in history or obscuring the lived 

experience.   

 Focusing on the Catholic Cuban diaspora in metropolitan Miami, Tweed characterizes the 

experience of this particular population as that of dwelling, which carries a sense of temporary 

inhabitation or existing in a place as a conditional state.  Within Tweed’s focus community, 

religion functions as a “watch and compass” (83), a cultural process that, in response to the 

disruption caused by migration and transnationalism, marks time in the form of Mass and annual 

celebrations of the la Virgen de la Caridad del Cobre (the Virgin of Charity), and creates spatial 

cognition as individuals understand where they are according to the manner in which they 

practice their faith in Florida versus “across the water” in Cuba (94).  Tweed proposes that, 

similar to Appadurai’s ethnoscapes, “sacroscapes” highlight the intercultural and intracultural 

flows of people and ideas, along with ethnicity and technology (61).  Tweed emphasizes that 

sacroscapes are historical, cultural, geographic and organic.  He does so in order to highlight the 

notion that “embodied beings are produced by organic processes [and local environments] as 

much as by cultural practices” (65).  “Religious [people] make meaning and negotiate power as 

they appeal to contested historical traditions of storytelling, object making, and ritual 

performance in order to make homes and cross boundaries” (74).  This observation highlights 

how religion helps practitioners confront issues of mobility and embodied limits in modernity.  
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For Tweed’s focus community, religion often creates the limits it seeks to cross by transporting 

or transforming “teleolographies”, thus enabling or constraining terrestrial crossings. 

 Though through different methods, Barnet (1966), Benitez-Rojo (1989), Glissant (1989), 

Martinez San Miguel (2014) and Tweed (2006) all draw attention to a lived experienced that is 

de-centered, where bodies are marked by both discursive violence and healing, and where 

spirituality and religion plays an important role in the formation of politics, history, morality, 

self-realization and community.  This is valuable to supporting two of my arguments.  First, that 

in order for Lucumi practitioners to contribute to the public sphere as "full selves,” it is necessary 

to revisit secularism and its relation to colonialism, imperialism, race, embodiment, autonomy 

and subsequently individuality, and second, that attention paid to embodied practices such as 

dance offers insight into how secular doctrine might be reformatted to imagine other means for 

creating a more equitable public sphere. 

 

Conclusion 

 This chapter establishes that modernity can be understood as a temporal or cultural era, 

an epistemic position, and an existential experience.  Both modernist and postmodernist readings 

of modernity highlight the importance of intercultural contact, migration and displacement, the 

spread of rationalization, free market capitalism, and the effects of disjuncture.  As Caribbeanist 

and postsecular scholars point out, it is important to remember that, even if we fall on the side of 

postmoderntiy, all of these features of modernity are still in play at the present moment.  Thus, 

modernity is not a distant era, epistemic position or experience, but, in totality, still quite present.  

However, the lived experience of modernity has also produced counter narratives within the 

tropes of autonomy, progress and rationalism.  In this regard, the formation of modernity 
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between the Caribbean and the United States provides context to understanding religion as a 

category and as an embodied practice, which is necessary for the remaining chapters of this 

dissertation.  Lucumi dance practices are understood as a product of contact, displacement, and 

migration, and have a discursive and embodied relationship to secular frameworks.  Thus, the 

many concepts associated with modernity explored in this chapter have played an important role 

of the development of Lucumi dance traditions and its spread in the United States.   

Furthermore, in establishing the connection between modernity, secularism, religion and 

art I answer two important questions:  what of this concept known as modernity and why does it 

relate to dancing for orisha as a destabilizing force in secularism?  As I have made apparent, the 

foundation of modernity (and secularism) are paradoxes built from contradictory features.  At 

first glance, the surface of each paradox has an almost mythical superiority and assuredness.  For 

instance, the notion that through reason the future will somehow redeem failures of the past or 

present has deeply influenced narratives such as the American Dream, yet it also has the 

shadings of recast religious messianisms.  Embedded within these paradoxes are dominant and 

counter narratives that require equal examination and critique.  Also, rationalism’s bifurcation of 

society into the public sphere, the realm of the rational individual and the secular, and the private 

sphere, the realm of the nuclear family, personal passions, and religion, is a basis for many 

liberal democratic structures.  However this division ignores Johnson’s (2013) commentary on 

performance as a mode of participation and the way this relates to the politics of embodiment 

and the way capital is tied up in the body, which I explore in Chapter One.  Furthermore, this 

binary ignores the fluidity of culture and religious conviction, the performance of individual and 

community identity and the creation of social bonds as processes that occur across these 

categories.  Finally, by privileging individualism the hallmarks of modernity are 
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underrepresented or misrepresented, including the effects of migration, displacement and contact 

between groups of people as a building block of society.  Though these paradoxes can be 

intellectually discerned, embodied performance, including dancing for orisha, makes these 

contradictions a reality and heightens both the cognitive and kinesthetic understanding of what it 

means to live in the paradox of modernity.   

Dancing for orisha within Lucumi is unquestionably a product of modernity.  However, 

rather than adopting logocentric features, dance continues to hold a central place in Lucumi and 

thus turns these paradoxes into a performance.  The act of dance during Lucumi ceremonies does 

not eliminate the positivist tendencies that continue in contemporary popular political rhetoric, 

nor the fabricated bifurcation of public/private or religious/secular.  Instead, the body-in-motion 

becomes a pool where these qualities and the non-legitimated qualities of the Other’s modernity 

swirl amongst each other.  In doing so, dancing for orisha turns the dominant narratives of a 

secular public sphere based on rationalism, liberalism and equality on its head.  In this manner, 

the moving body inadvertently questions the stability and function of secularism.  Hence, 

understanding modernity is important to any examination that seeks to comprehend the 

contemporary relationship between secularism and cosmologies, such as Lucumi, that do not 

adhere to the current normative secular structural frameworks.   
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CHAPTER 3:  A COSMOLOGICAL, CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL 
CONTEXTUALIZATION OF LUCUMI 

 

 In this chapter I provide a cosmological and historical overview of the Lucumi religious 

practice as well as pertinent events that relate specifically to its practice in West Africa, Cuba 

and the United States.  This chapter helps to situate the practice socially, geographically and 

historically, and provides a functional structural framework necessary for comprehending later 

case study analyses.  Chapter Three commences with an introduction to Lucumi cosmology as 

understood by contemporary American Lucumi pracitioners.  I situate the cosmological overview 

in contemporary Lucumi as practiced in the United States in order to later compare patterns of 

ritual and social practices that bridge three geographic areas.  The data provided in the 

cosmological overview of this chapter has been collected from my experience as a practitioner, 

from interviews with elders, and from cross-referencing scholarly works on Yoruba and Santería 

(Brandon 1993; Brown 2009; Murphy 1988; Otero 2010; Olupona and Rey 2008; Twinam 

2015).  I then offer a historical overview beginning in the late-eighteenth century and extending 

through the early-twenty-first century that provides periodized, and sometimes concurrent, 

developments in West Africa, Cuba and the United States.  Here I address developments in Cuba 

and the United States that support my fourth assertion by evincing how, in the case of Lucumi 

dance practices codified as Afro-Cuban folklore secularization did not necessary lead to the 

unilateral decline of religion.  Overall, this information provides a foundation for the 

interrogations that take place around issues of the public sphere and private sphere in Chapters 

Four and Five.   

 In briefly setting out the Lucumi cosmology I do so with benefits and drawbacks in mind.  

Regional and lineage-specific variations occur across all aspects of Yoruba-derived orisha 
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worship, therefore this is not a definitive picture of Lucumi.  Additionally, the danger of 

logocentric approaches, and their ability to make ideas, once malleable and practical, into brittle 

and distant “facts” are never far from my mind as I explain some of the most general and yet 

important aspects of orisha worship as understood by Lucumi practitioners.  This sort of “report” 

fails to capture the complex avenues of how one comes to possess and share this knowledge 

within contemporary Lucumi, avenues that traditionally stretched over extended periods of time 

between godparent and godchild in ritual and social settings, and during unexpected 

conversations that could not be conjured through interviews.  These avenues are now 

complicated by the ease of access to information on the internet and the primacy of written 

materials that circulate mostly in the United States (Yai 2008).  However, even in light of these 

drawbacks, this chapter provides an opportunity to emphasize the importance of place, space, 

geographic specificities, individual agency, and societal shifts in the development of Lucumi, 

and, when possible, specifically in the practice of dance.  This prevents both Lucumi and Afro-

Cuban dance forms from being subsumed by the monoliths of “folkore,” “the West” or “Africa”, 

and the inevitable inaccuracies that these monoliths produce.  It also recognizes the contributions 

of enslaved and migrating individuals of the African diaspora and situates the Caribbean as a 

critical generative space for local-global culture flows that bond (albeit with tension) the United 

States, Europe and West Africa.  With these drawbacks and benefits in mind, Chapter Three 

provides an introduction to the development of Lucumi religion from West Africa to the 

Caribbean and the Americas.  Within this comparison of cosmology and history, I make apparent 

the cosmological system’s precedences that complicate current concepts of religion and identity 

politics, and the categorical separation of religion from the public sphere.  The knowledge 

gleaned from this chapter illuminates how secularism carries the legacy of colonial anxieties 
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about contact, and undergirds my arguments in Chapters Four and Five about how dancing for 

orisha destabilizes American understandings of secularism.   

 

An Introduction to Lucumi Cosmology 

 This introduction to Lucumi practice in the United States begins with an examination of 

its name(s), followed by a clarification of what the religion is not.  I also introduce the most 

general precepts including the liturgy known as odu, the construction of knowledge, the entities 

of orisha and ancestors, the roles that humans play in the cosmology, and the practice of dance 

and music as mediums that tether the living, the dead and the divine together.  While there are 

additional aspects to the cosmology that are important, I have chosen to limit the introduction to 

these areas because they weigh heavily on my selection of research methods, theoretical lenses, 

and ethnographic data.  In addition to introducing necessary language, I highlight the importance 

of the earth as a public space of performance, the concepts of relation and amalgamation, and the 

esoteric potency of the mundane world according to the cosmology.   

 Before proceeding, I need to problematize the explanation of Lucumi based on a negative 

comparative relationship to more dominant characteristics associated with the category of 

religion in the West.  This practice of tying things together in a diptych actualizes the secular 

binaries that this dissertation attempts to complicate and restricts the ability to see the ways that 

practices of exclusion in secularism are linked to racial, ethnic and religious colonial baggage.  

To define Lucumi via the negative positions it as the functional shadow of the self-enclosed 

framework of Western rationalism and reinstantiates its othering (Henry 2000).  As Paget Henry 

(2000) points out, “Because Westerners have consistently othered African thought and identity, 

this category of the other has been the liminal point of departure for many Africana thinkers” 
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(179).  Orienting Lucumi based on positivist traits of dominant practices potentially objectifies 

Lucumi and creates misunderstandings that position it as inherently antithetical to dominant, 

Western religious norms that claim a Euro-American sociohistorical legacy.  Based on Henry’s 

(2000) analysis, this othering impacts practitioners in the following ways:  reconstructing them 

as the phobogenic object that must be suppressed by Western rationalism (Fanon 2008; Henry 

2000); causing them to disappear phenomenologically in society as a result of the practice of 

“non-seeing” (Gordon 1995; Henry 2000); and turning their bodies and embodied practices into 

liminal zones experienced as sources of chaos in dominant, sociocultural systems (Hnery 2000; 

Wynter 1984, 1992).  This reinstantiation of the objectification of African thought and 

experience reproduces the secularist categorical structures of differentiation (public/private, 

man/woman, white/black, rational/illogical) that make the principles and paradigms of reciprocal 

recognition and mutual understanding, which I and other postsecular scholars argue could be 

cultivated through a rehabilitation of secularism, an impossibility (Henry 2000).   

With all this in mind, I have to recognize that my audience may not have a deep 

knowledge of Lucumi cosmology or history, and that it is difficult for anyone, myself included, 

to proceed from a place other than the one they occupy in larger fields of power.  However, since 

I assert that dancing for orisha offers a glimpse into the possibilities for different forms of secular 

relations, it is necessary to illustrate how and where its ethics and structure differ from 

contemporary, dominant formations of both the secular and religion.  In light of this project’s 

unavoidable demands, I ameliorate this issue and address the above damages by writing from the 

place of a practitioner-scholar.  As a scholar, I interrogate the data in this overview via a practice 

of relationality in order to soften perceived boundaries created by delineating what is and is not 

Lucumi.  As a practitioner, in order to cultivate structural insight, I draw upon didactic stories 



  

   86 

from within the cosmology.  I avoid detailed, dissecting analyses of these stories in order to let 

myth stand as a model rather than only a metaphor.  I also remain cautious of oversharing. I 

respectfully recognize the way other ethnic, national, religious and social systems articulate with 

and have been amalgamated within Lucumi.  Furthermore, I value the power of secrecy, which 

means that this chapter will intentionally fail to tell the whole story.    

 Lucumi is a widely practiced Afro-diasporic religion formulated in Cuba from Yoruba-

based socio-religious practices with a diaspora that now spans the globe (Olupona and Rey 

2008).  The practice goes by various titles, suggestive of how travel/displacement and 

amalgamation have impacted the religion, though the title of Ocha or just “the religion” are 

commonly used labels in the New York City community.  As mentioned in the Introduction, 

Lucumi was originally an ethnonym that circulated through the Caribbean basin and Spanish 

colonies and was applied to those who would now be considered ethnic Yoruba.  It gained 

traction as a term for the culture and religion of this demographic during the mid- to late-

nineteenth century.  While drawing predominantly from Yoruba-based traditions, it also 

incorporates elements of Bini and Fon practices, particularly in specific lineages or ramas 

(branches), and in the worship of specific orisha.  Folk catholic practices were also modified and 

incorporated during the nineteenth century and can still be seen today in the use of candles, in 

alter and throne construction, and in certain ritual supplications for the dead (Brandon 1993; 

Brown 2003; Twinam 2015).  The amalgamation and systemization of seemingly disparate 

elements into layers of practice has contributed to the religion’s resistance to orthodoxy at the 

individual and communal level.  

  In general, whether practiced in West Africa or the diaspora, orisha worship is not 

considered a “revealed religion”, meaning that it did not manifest through a single charismatic 
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leader or series of leaders’ divine inspirations, miraculous visions of divinity or long-term 

prophetic trajectories through which to define the practice as whole.  Instead, it is a 

comprehensive yet adaptive system that is the result of the on-going process of exchange 

between peoples bound by common, if not also distant, ancestry, which is represented in the 

story below by the sixteen children of Oduduwa.  Hence, it is a highly decentralized practice.  

Furthermore, Lucumi liturgy known as odu, retain space for multiple religious affiliations, 

mentioning in particular Islam, Palo, spiritual mediumship (usually understood as espiritismo 

though in the United States broader interpretations are developing), and “religions of the east” 

(Crawford 2009; Lele 2012).  Lucumi is not oriented towards salvation or progress up a 

hierarchy of experiences where health and prosperity are understood as rewards for accrued good 

behavior.  However, contemporary practices in the United States are increasingly oriented 

towards popular notions of self-development or self-help that carry Protestant inflections.  

(These shifts mark the contextual differences between practices in West Africa, Cuba, and the 

United States, which will be explored later in this chapter.)  All forms of existence and possible 

“paths of life” are considered to have value, because one learns from privilege as well as 

hardship.  This is evidenced in the presence of deformed humans in the excerpt below, who, 

rather than being viewed as mistakes, are considered sacred to the orisha Obatala and retain 

special positions within his cult.   

Because Obatala, the orisha given the task of molding humans, drank palm wine, and in 
his drunkenness deformed some of the humans he had molded, Oduduwa, another orisha, 
was given the task of finishing molding humans.  After he descended the chain from orun 
to aiye and molded the rest of the humans Oduduwa had sixteen children of his own that 
he sent off in different directions to establish kingdoms in the areas surrounding Ile Ife.  
All iyalocha and babalocha are descended from these sixteen obas (Extract from a 
Lucumi creation story). 
 
 
Obatala himself, though guilty of getting drunk, retains his position as the “molder of all 
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humans”, and is treated reverently in Lucumi, even if Oduduwa becomes the father of the first 

obas (rulers).  I highlight this to show that instead of a pyramidical hierarchy oriented towards 

perfection in this life or salvation in the afterlife, the basic cosmology of orisha worship, 

“encompass[es] a coherent system towards the facts of human existence,” and thus is oriented 

towards the cultivation of prosperity, wisdom, good character and health in the here and now 

(Brandon 1993, 11).  This is not to say that the past lacks value, that death or illness are 

automatically categorized as negative experiences, or that the future or the afterlife are 

inconsequential, for this is a cosmology that attempts to, “[account for] everything that … 

contained a seed of significance from the perspective of human beings” (Brandon 1993, 11). 

That stated, the emphasis of orisha devotional practices is placed on actively intervening in one’s 

destiny to make the experience of being incarnated in the material world as positive and 

pleasurable as possible.  The above pataki, a didactic story told often by elders, is one of the 

most frequently recited stories for non-practitioners because it provides an entry into 

understanding the cosmology of Lucumi orisha worship.  In particular, it highlights the value 

attributed to all beings and things, the complex relationships between orisha, and the places, 

spaces and activities central to the cycles of life and death.   

 

Spaces of Relation in Lucumi Cosmology 

The story above emphasizes three key spaces in the Lucumi cosmology:  aiye, orun, and 

Ile Ife.  Aiye means earth, orun means something akin to the firmament, and ile means home.  

Portrayed in Lucumi as two halves of calabash bound together by a chain, orun and aiye 

symbiotically correspond and are traversable through magical means, making them spaces of 

relation that correspond to Lucumi understandings of the body and soul.  The Earth (aiye), 
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envisioned as a lively West African market (oja), is a “sphere of performance” (Otero 2010, 1) 

swirling with humans, plants, animals, inanimate yet powerful objects, phenomenon (such as the 

wind), orisha, and ancestors each with their own particular interests in the environment and 

experiences taking place around them.  Aiye’s materiality (and the materiality of the beings that 

populate it) is the primary means of relation between humans, other animate and inanimate 

objects, ancestors, orisha and the forces that populate orun.  Materiality suggests the dimension 

of space, which is understood as a porous medium for the transfer of energy.  Particular spaces 

function as dwellings or portals favored by specific orisha and spirit forces for interaction, 

including the street corner, the marketplace, the doorway, the forest, the garbage, the ocean, the 

river, the cemetery, the mountain and the human body.  In the process of transferring energy, 

spaces accrue histories and subsequent knowledge.  Thus, space can be transformed via 

intentions, activities and the concentration of force.   

Orun is the space likened to home (ile), a place for potential rejuvenation.  It is not 

likened to Heaven, which has a binary relationship with Hell, a concept that does not exist in 

Lucumi.  Instead, orun is understood as a parallel space that articulates with all aspects of aiye.  

Here all knowledge of the past and present, and all potential futures are known.  Here all things 

return to upon death (iku), ancestors reunite, actions on earth are accounted for and shed, 

destinies for future lives are chosen, rest is had and most importantly, all things choose whether 

to reincarnate, remain a mobile spirit force traversing realms, or rejoin with the source of all 

creation, Olodumare.  Therefore, human life on aiye and the state of orun are interrelated, and 

the needs of a being in one sphere can effect the state of beings in the other.  A dynamic balance 

is achieved through material and verbal supplication of forces and spirits that are able to traverse 

between the earth and the realm of orun.   
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For example, during a cleansing ceremony called sarayeye (to be washed clean of 

rancor), a dove (eyele) is passed over the body of a person as that person executes slow rotations.  

As the bird’s wings flutter the person prays to be released from particular osogbos (blockages or 

negative energies) that are availing themselves of his or her bodily space.  The rotations help to 

unwind the energy coiled around the body.  After the ceremony, the dove is tossed into the air 

and as it flies it is said to carry away osogbo and deliver the prayers to the realm of orun.  The 

dove’s ability to wash a person with its own pure energy and then flow between the realms of 

aiye and orun allows material and immaterial boundaries to be traversed and transformed.  The 

dove’s capacity to occupy a particular material form and yet exchange energy with another body 

suggests that for Lucumi embodiment is bounded and yet boundless.  The ability to be elastic, to 

stretch, travel between and connect different realms produces layers of meaning and identities 

that are mirrored in the social, spatial and material realities and bodies of Lucumi practitioners.  

 What I have offered above is an introduction to the importance of the earth as a public 

space of performance, the notion of traversing seemingly distinct realms through material means, 

and the central role that the body and movement serve in the cosmology.  For the remainder of 

the cosmological overview, I will focus on the most general precepts including the liturgy known 

as odu, the construction of knowledge, the most commonly referred to orisha, the role of 

ancestors, and the role of dance in the religious practice.  I will provide portions of pataki 

(didactic stories) to further develop these areas. 

 

Odu:  Migration as an Epistemic Position in Lucumi 

 The term odu loosely translates as a container for knowledge and forms the liturgical 

corpus of the Lucumi cosmology.  Though there are only sixteen primary odu, conceptually they 
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require more unpacking than can be done in this chapter.  Thus, I will focus on how their 

function within the cosmology and practitioners’ lives.  It is worthwhile to follow the above 

introduction with the liturgy of the tradition, because odu are endemic to non-Christian, Yoruba-

based religions, form the foundation from which most advice is dispensed in divination, and 

provide explanation for larger esoteric cosmological concepts.  Furthermore, I draw upon odu as 

part of my literary analysis to provide evidence of the way dancing for orisha destabilizes secular 

binaries.  After conceptually introducing odu, I offer several recited proverbs and oral stories, the 

traditional manner in which odu are conveyed, to relate them to the material of this dissertation.   

Odu are considered active energies that drive the overall attitude of Lucumi towards life 

on a meta level.  Broadly, the stories, or pataki, that odu contain offer meaning to all forms of 

experiences.  As active energies, odu, of which there are sixteen, are said to give birth to one 

another.  Thus the internal logic of each particular odu is intersectional because it maintains a 

relationship to its parent odu and any to which it gives birth.  While odu are deeply complex and 

engage with all aspects of life from daily habits to astronomy and provide explanations to all 

variety of phenomenon, their primary function for the average practitioner is to offer practical 

advice and material solutions for issues at hand via the assistance of orisha, ancestors and other 

spiritual forces.  Hence, the cosmology places great value in the epistemological and 

supernatural source of mundane or this-world realities.  For example, the process of migration is 

explained in the Lucumi proverb, “knowledge is spread throughout the world”.  This proverb 

creates an imperative for some individuals to travel, embrace contact and seek out education 

beyond the boundaries of their home and traditions, while for others it offers guidance on how to 

manage the challenges of displacement.  This speaks directly to the common reality of 

displacement and dispersal in modernity.  Furthermore, the sixteen children and the kingdoms 
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they establish in the story represent the sixteen primary odu.  Thus, when Oduduwa’s children 

are sent to settle new kingdoms, they take with them particular bodies of knowledge and 

mysteries related to orisha knowable only through maintaining networks of exchange that cross 

ethnic, cultural and more recently, national boundaries.  Therefore, as initiated ritual experts 

(who are considered descendants of Oduduwa’s children and also take the title of oba) have 

migrated or been displaced, odu have been able to absorb the impact of new existential 

conditions in meaningful ways. 

 The practical explanation of global movement is undergirded by the esoteric net-like 

framework of odu themselves.  As containers or vortexes of energy, each of the sixteen odu 

contains differing and seemingly conflicting epistemes and ontological perspectives through 

which all things circulate during their existence.  These epistemes and perspectives create 

permutations for the practical creation, destruction and functionality of all things in the world.  

Due to the nature of permutations, the accounting for time, space, movement and knowledge is 

non-linear, but reflects the epistemic and ontological viewpoint of the particular odu.  Therefore 

movement between states of being (for example illness versus health), states of embodiment and 

states of consciousness, and how one materially engages with the world around them is related to 

the odu within which they are currently existing.   

 

Orisha, Egun, and Aché 

 It is said that there are over four hundred and one orisha, a number meant to evoke the 

sense that orisha are incalculable, and that the cosmology retains the option to adopt deities from 

other cultures.  Orisha have entered the cosmology in several ways.  They may be original 

ancestors to humans (such as Obatala and Oduduwa), manifest concomitantly with changes in 
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society, migration, or empire expansion, which resulted in adopting local deities into the 

cosmology; or be gifted as a result of kinship ties.  Other orisha were once humans, but during 

their lives demonstrated such remarkable achievements and strength of character that they were 

elevated to the status of orisha.  Orisha are not infallible, as evidenced in the story of creation.  

Instead, they are all-encompassing, gathering the paradoxes of existence within their essence.      

 In addition to orisha, traversing the realms of orun and aiye are ancestors and various 

other spirits and vital forces.  Of the various spirits and vital forces that traverse the two realms, 

ancestors and orisha are considered the most interested in the affairs of humans, with orisha 

retaining “ownership” (olo) over particular human experiences, aspects of nature, particular plant 

and animal life and social phenomenon.  As plants, animals and inanimate things are integrally 

related to the life of humans and the continuation of orisha worship, every plant, animal and 

inanimate thing “belongs” to a particular orisha, and therefore has aché that relates to the 

conditions of life specifically governed by that orisha.  In terms of behavior, it is arguable that all 

orisha love to eat, dance, and interact with humans, though how, when and where is specific to 

each orisha. 

 The dead form another key portion of every human’s existence and well-being, and can 

be separated into two groupings, egun (ancestors of blood, fictive kin and religious ancestors) 

and muerto (spirit guides and other disembodied beings).  There is a saying in Lucumi, “egun 

lobi ocha” or “ancestors give birth to Ocha”, or more generally “ancestors come before Ocha”.  

This is true at both an individual level and at the level of a communal lineage, meaning 

individuals must propitiate their ancestors, via prayers and material offerings placed on the 

ground, almost daily.  The ancestors of one’s blood and ritual lineage must be propitiated by 

members of an ile before any ceremonies can take place.  More recently, in the United States the 
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dead have been increasingly assigned a primary interest in the advancement of the individual for 

the sake of the individual, which some practitioners connect to the influence of secular theology, 

American culture, and Protestant traditions.     

 In Lucumi, regardless of whether they are laity, priests of particular orisha, and/or Obas 

(highly trained ceremonial officiates), humans occupy the central position responsible for the 

propitiation of ancestors and orisha.  Regardless of their initiatory status or personal religious 

practice, individuals are mandated to act not only on one’s own behalf but also in the best 

interest of their lineage and of the environment around them.  Guiding this process are priests 

and priestesses, or iyalocha (mother of ocha) and babalocha (father of ocha).  Initiated through a 

series of rituals and educated in various mysteries and ritual secrets, iya/babalocha act as 

intermediaries between laity, orisha, ancestors and other spirits.  In addition to caring for the 

orisha, one of their primary responsibilities is divining for individuals and communities in order 

to determine what is needed by various supernatural forces to bring negative situations into a 

positive state or to ensure the positive outcome of some desired experience.  

 The force that flows through aiye, orun, orisha, ancestors and humans is called aché.  

Returning to the indigenous metaphor of the enjoined calabash, all of creation, seen via the orb, 

is the result of Olodumare.  Considered the source of all creation, the name Olodumare translates 

loosely as “that which cannot expand”, or “the container of all things” (Lele 2012).  All things 

manifest from Olodumare’s dispensing of aché.  Aché may generally be understood as the power 

or energy to manifest.  Other scholars and priests describe aché as indefinable (Brandon 1993) 

and capable of being used for beneficent or malevolent agendas (Verger 1966).  Aché exists in 

varying amounts in everything, is transferable, and can dwindle or be replenished with certain 

activities, such as drumming, dancing, children’s laughter, and particular foods.    
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Dancing and the Body in Lucumi 

Dance is broadly understood as a relational practice that contributes to building 

communal and spiritual relationships, and cultivating personal and communal aché.  Dance is 

enjoyed by orisha, ancestors and humans, and conveys knowledge, via steps and gestures, 

associated with specific odu and orisha.  Its performance also contains layers of historical 

awareness related to social, cultural and geographic details that resurface from time to time 

during tambors and possession.  For example, when dancing for the orisha Orunmila, women 

form a circle around the male priests of Orunmila, who are ritually forbidden from dancing.  The 

women travel around the circle dancing as the priests of Orunmila give them money, gesturing to 

the preferential treatment of women in the cult of Orunmila and the West African practice of 

men and women dancing in separate groups.   

Central to the practice of dance is the human body, which spatially serves as a vessel, 

juncture and conduit for transporting aché and prayers to and from realms that, though seemingly 

distant, are understood as separated only by a veil.  The act of dancing attracts and remixes 

earthly, human energy and spiritual, otherworldly energy, and in doing so “opens” an individual 

to channel and act as a conduit.  Thus, dance facilitates shifts in material conditions and 

correlating spiritual conditions.  For Lucumi this means that in the mundane world, the 

channeling of energy via dance has practical as well as esoteric functions that can alter 

individual, lineage and community life trajectories.  The story below of Ojuani el diablo captures 

the multidimensional power of dance. 

The ibeji, the magical twins, decided to venture out on different paths.  As Taiwo, the 
younger of the orisha walked along, Iku (the orisha of death) took notice that he was 
without his sister and decided to lay a trap, knowing that if she was able to catch one of 
the twins the other would then attempt a rescue.  Iku dug a hole and covered it with 
greenery and when Taiwo came down the trail, he fell into a hole too deep to climb out 
of on his own.  He began to shout for assistance.  Though his sister, Kehinde, was miles 
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away, she felt his need and heard his shouts, and immediately turned to follow his path.  
Kehinde carried a drum with her and when she came upon Iku she insisted that Taiwo be 
released.  Iku refused.  Kehinde asked Ellegua, who, as always, was watching, to play 
the drum.  Kehinde told Iku that if she stopped dancing first, Iku could have both the 
Ibeji.  However, if Iku stopped first, Taiwo must be released.  Iku felt certain of victory 
since she had always won against time and began to dance.  Hours passed and Kehinde 
did not stop dancing.  Iku grew weary and begged Kehinde to stop.  Kehinde insisted 
that she would only stop if Iku promised to allow her and her brother to go free.  
Exhausted, Iku promised to allow them both to go safely.  Eventually Iku collapsed to 
the earth and Ellegua stopped drumming.  Kehinde freed her brother and before Iku 
could recover her strength, Taiwo pushed her into the hole, and he and his sister fled. 

 

While multiple metaphorical meanings can be drawn from this pataki, as a myth it provides an 

explanation for the power of dance, an activity that rescues Kehinde from the grave.  The living, 

represented by the Ibeji, dance in order to stay alive.  While everything in the world, even death, 

may enjoy dance, knowing how to dance is integral to sustaining life force.  Dancing with 

sustainable energy neutralizes death, staving off its ability to take hold of humans.  This story 

exemplifies the attitude that the earth is a place for movement, family and music, and that we 

only die when we stop dancing.  

 To summarize, space, activity and the entities of the Lucumi cosmology exist 

relationally.  Orun, aiye, and the groups of entities that occupy these spaces are interdependent 

and their needs co-construct reality.  These needs are satisfied through rituals during which 

materiality, in particular the dancing body, plays an important role.  The human body offers its 

physical space for the interweaving of meaning and function between disparate elements.  Dance 

in particular, “provides … models for the formation of community and history through ritual 

performances” (Otero 2014, 19).  These models for the function of the human body and the 

formation of community contained within ritual performance and cosmology gesture towards 

Yai’s “African being in the world” (Yai 2008).     
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Overlapping Developments Across Time and Space:  A Historical Overview of Lucumi 

 The manner in which these models of community occurred during particular historical 

periods and in particular geographies provides important contextual evidence for understanding 

Lucumi in the United States as a practice of non-linear accumulations.  In order to offer the most 

valuable historical insight to Lucumi, I address the development of the religious practices of 

ethnic Yorubas and the groups with whom they interacted and lived across three regions:  West 

Africa, specifically the Kingdoms of Ile Ife, Oyo, Benin and Dahomey; Cuba, in particular the 

cities of Havana and Matanzas; and the United States, in particular the cities of New York and 

Miami.  The historical developments of Lucumi in these regions are imbricated with one another.  

Therefore, rather than attempting to present a linear history, I instead offer an overview that 

privileges space and movement.  Each regionally organized section is further broken down into 

periods of time that reflect major upheavals either in the region or abroad, but which impact local 

religious practices.  Some of the major historical events that tie these regions together include the 

following:  the collapse of the Oyo empire occurring parallel to the height of sugar production in 

the Americas; the repatriation of thousands of ethnic Yoruba from the diaspora to Lagos during 

the nineteenth century; American political and military presence in Cuba after 1892; the creation 

of the Cuban diaspora following the political upheavals of the mid- and late-twentieth century; 

the spread of Protestant traditions throughout the diaspora (including West Africa); and the 

recent trend in the late-twentieth and early-twenty-first century to purge Lucumi of Christian 

influences.  Where possible I address dance in each region to highlight the accumulation and re-

assemblage of religious ritual that took place across and in dialogue with each region.  However, 

the absences in the archive concerning dancing for orisha in West Africa prior to and during 

early colonialism creates challenges.  Nonetheless, as dance scholars Kariamu Welsh (1993) and 
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Yvonne Daniel (2011) have noted, certain characteristics thread their way through dance in both 

particular areas of West Africa and the diaspora, and are highlighted accordingly below. 

 

West Africa 

 In the words of George Brandon (1993), “To understand African religion on its own 

terms … means not to look at it as a body of beliefs, doctrines and rituals but rather as the 

ongoing manifestation of a basic attitude toward life which is expressed in a variety of ways and 

a variety of contexts” (11).  In his examination of African and Afro-diasporic religions, Brandon 

emphasizes that they are contingent rather than static, eschewing orthodox systemization, and 

reflecting practices of exchange that are ill-suited (if not ill-disposed) to the isolation of 

institutionalism.  To understand these “attitudes towards life”, which are important to analysis in 

Chapters Four and Five, I examine the context in which interethnic relations developed and 

circulated within the Atlantic rim.  

  

1600-1850 

 Prior to the development of widespread organized orisha worship in Cuba, the Yoruba, 

Fon and Bini people of West Africa practiced an exchange of cultures and beliefs for more than 

seven centuries that resulted in a regional and ancestral based system of orisha worship (Brandon 

1993; Olupona 2001; Otero 2010).  By regional system I refer to the exchange of deities and 

practices between kingdoms, often as a result of marriage and in acknowledgement of shared 

ancestry.  By ancestral system, I refer to the on-going worship of deities specific to local 

geographic areas and local family networks.  Together these systems overlapped to produce rich, 

local formations of worship that interwove with larger regional trends and traditions.   
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 The Yoruba, Fon and Bini people each belonged to particular kingdoms that functioned 

as vassal populations under various powerful kingdoms.  Each of these ethnic groups traced their 

ancestry to the sixteen children of Oduduwa, and considered the city of Ile Ife to be the ancestral 

home of what contemporary Lucumi refer to as the lagba lagba (oldest of ancestors).  Since the 

smallest social unit in Yoruba, Fon, and Bini culture is not the individual but the lineage 

(meaning the dead, the living and the unborn), this acknowledgement of shared ancestry placed 

the kingdoms in relationships that included obligatory duties that were not necessarily based on 

economics, but rather on kinship (such as raising armies, exchange of wives for royal marriages 

and appeasing deities) (Brandon 1993).  This is not to say that these kin did not fight.  Each of 

these monarchies carried great influence in the region and though they considered themselves 

family they fought at different periods for control of particular cities, trade routes and political 

power.  Internecine wars between the three kingdoms during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

century coupled with colonial resource extraction and political meddling ultimately led to their 

dwindling power in the region (Otero 2010).  During periods of war, each kingdom sold 

prisoners of war into slavery.  Wars between the kingdoms also left towns and villages 

susceptible to raids by slavers.  Ultimately, due to regional political instability, each kingdom, 

sapped of economic resources and people, was subsumed by European colonization.  

 The Fon people lived in the Kingdom of Dahomey, which stretched from the port city of 

Ouidah and north beyond Allada along the Ouémé River in what is now the country of Benin.  In 

the east it bordered the city of Porto Novo, which was predominantly ethnic Yoruba, but which 

also had a substantial Fon population (Bay 1998).  Established in the early-seventeenth century it 

was one of the few kingdoms in the region to maintain a professional standing army, which 

allowed Dahomey to take control the port of Ouidah during the late 1700s (Law 1986).  As a 



  

   100 

major slave-trade port, Ouidah provided the monarchy with substantial income used to support 

the kingdom’s military pressure against the neighboring city of Porto Novo (Law 1986).  

However, Dahomey’s domination of the Atlantic coastline also put the kingdom in an on-going 

regional conflict with the Oyo empire and its tributaries, which included Porto Novo.  

Eventually, the kingdom became a vassal state of the Oyo empire and paid tribute until 1823 

(Otero 2010).  Some forms of tribute included monetary taxes and sending Fon royal children to 

live in the city of Oyo (Bay 1998).  Porto Novo eventually became home to the largest 

population of repatriated Afro-Brazilians of Fon decent during and after the eighteenth century 

(Otero 2010).  This repatriation, along with that of the ethnic Bini and Yoruba in Lagos is 

explored further below.   

 The Fon people are not part of the same ethno-linguistic family as the Yoruba, and do not 

call their deities orisha.  Rather they are of the Aja ethno-linguistic group, and are associated 

with the religious practices of Vodou.49  Though of a separate linguistic group, the Fon trace 

their ancestry to Oduduwa.  The veneration of particular deities of Vodou are believed to have 

been shared with ethnic Yoruba groups prior to the Transatlantic slave trade, even though their 

mysteries remained with the Fon people (Bay 1998; Brandon 1993; Otero 2010).  The most well 

known of these is Sakpata, also known as Shopona or Babaluaye by the Yoruba and the Lucumi, 

and Asojano and various other praise names by the Lucumi and Arara.  Widely venerated, 

Babaluaye is responsible for both spreading and curing infectious diseases.  The practice of Fon 

priests performing rituals with Sakpata for Bini and Yoruba people continued across the Atlantic, 

where the Arara, descendants of enslaved Fon, shared the mysteries of Asojano with the Lucumi 

in Cuba.  (While the role of sharing the secrets of Sakpata to build and sustain kinship ties is not 

                                                
49 Haitian Vodou traces its major roots to the Fon and Kongo people, with some influence from 
the Yoruba, which is discussed further in Chapter Five. 
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directly examined in Chapter Five, this implied link of shared ancestry is important to 

understanding why Lucumi priests and priestesses were invited to the drumming for Agwe). 

   The kingdom of Benin, home to the Bini (or Edo as they are also known) lasted from 

approximately 1300 and 1850, and dominated the diverse port city of Lagos until 1850s (Otero 

2010).  Home to dozens of ethnic groups, Lagos functioned as an important cosmopolitan 

exchange center with major ethnic groups from the region sending idejo (land administrators) to 

represent their interests in the city (Otero 2010, 64).  This diverse representation created alliances 

that would later have important influence on the formation of colonial agendas in the region as 

the different ethnic groups choose between English, French and Portuguese interests (Otero 

2010).  The Kingdom of Benin formed its strongest alliances with the Ijebu Yoruba and the 

Portuguese.  By aligning with the Ijebu, the kingdom of Benin shared access to the interior of the 

mainland with the Ijebu, creating a formidable trade network, which included prisoners of war 

from on-going regional conflicts to be sold into slavery (Otero 2010).          

 Though the majority of Lucumi in Cuba trace their ancestry to Oyo, Lagos’s influence on 

religion in West Africa and the Americas cannot be overlooked as it was an important location 

for the British Church Mission Society, the point of departure for many enslaved Oyo Yoruba, 

the repatriation of emancipated ethnic Yoruba, and a site for extensive exchange of regionally 

specific orisha worship practices, including that of Olokun (Brandon 1993; Otero 2010).  In 

addition to the presence of orisha worship, Islam, Catholic traditions brought by the Portuguese, 

and Protestantism brought by the British, beginning during the eighteenth century Lagos became 

home to a vibrant population of repatriated Afro-Cubans and Afro-Brazilians of ethnic Yoruba 

descent (Otero 2010).  This group became known as the Aguda and retained transatlantic familial 

and economic networks between Havana, Bahia and Lagos well into the early-twentieth century 
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(Otero 2010).  The Aguda brought with them diasporic traditions, which were integrated into 

local religious life, such that one can still see the Songo Egungun dances that were formulated in 

Bahia, Brazil (Otero 2010).  Furthermore, changes made in orisha worship after the British took 

hold of Lagos in 1852 found their way to Cuba (Otero 2010).  For example, after the British 

banned infanticide, the ibeji (twins) were elevated from magical beings (who had previously 

been killed) to orisha.  This practice appears in Cuba during the mid to late-nineteenth century in 

some part due to this trans-Atlantic network (Brandon 1993; Otero 2010).    

 Conversion, multiple religious affiliations, and religious revisions were common practice 

in Lagos (and are traits exemplified in Chapter Five).  Religious folklorist Solimar Otero (2010) 

notes in her research on Afro-Cuban diasporas in West Africa of the multiple conversions of 

Lagosian elite, who, in addition to continuing orisha worship, would convert from Catholic to 

Protestant to Muslim.  Conversion to various religions was seen as an approach to establishing 

oneself in multiple communities and displaying tolerance in a diverse society.  Otero (2010) 

states, “persons of high social status were expected to convert, change, and merge beliefs for the 

sake of communal, especially familial, harmony” (63).  Thus, to be a community leader, 

“required a spiritual component whereby he or she ideally ameliorates divisions in belief by 

personal example in the name of tolerance” (63).  In this manner, religion in Lagos became a 

social adhesive capable of facilitating functional flows of culture and ideas across diverse 

communities.   

 The Oyo empire, the largest of the three kingdoms overviewed here, was led by Oyo 

Yoruba and came to govern over not only a multitude of ethnic Yoruba but, as mentioned, also 

collected tribute from kin in the powerful kingdoms of Benin and of Dahomey.  With a strong 

cavalry and its capital in the savannah city Oyo, the Oyo Yoruba rose to military power in the 
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region around the 1300s, peaking during the mid-seventeenth century after succeeding the 

kingdom of Ile Ife as the regional military and economic power (Crawford 2009).  The 

dominance of Oyo cavalry left its imprint on dance as specific orisha associated with the Oyo 

empire perform steps that represent horseback riding.  During this time period, the local orisha of 

Oyo (in particular Shango), the orisha of nearby towns, and orisha of the Egbado Yoruba, who 

managed trade routes through areas inaccessible to cavalry, came to be more widely worshiped 

throughout the empire (Brandon 1993).  However, Ile Ife retained its importance as the spiritual 

center for the Yoruba, Fon and Bini, because the city is considered the site at which the orisha 

first descended to earth.   

 The collapse of the Oyo empire during the early-nineteenth century was precipitated by 

internal political intrigue in the capital of Oyo.  The subsequent instability in what had been a 

highly developed, centralized government created opportunities for tributaries, including the 

Egba Yoruba and the kingdom of Dahomey, to rebel against further payments to the empire 

during the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century (Otero 2010).  The result was a series of 

internecine wars, lasting from the late 1700s through the 1840s, which culminated in the largest 

mass trans-Atlantic dispersal of ethnic Yoruba.  By 1852 the British had taken control of Lagos 

and began to restrict the flow of enslaved people out of the major ports.  However, between 1810 

and 1865 more than 600,000 enslaved would embark from the Bight of Benin, with the largest 

portions landing in Brazil and the Spanish Caribbean (Lovejoy 2004).  Hence, in Cuba there is a 

predominance of Oyo traditions that one can still hear and see today in Afro-Cuban orisha 

worship, and which is explored below.   
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Cuba 

 Prior to the influx of ethnic Yoruba, religion (if it is possible to even speak of it in the 

singular) in Cuba had already undergone a process of creolization, such that when the 

importation of enslaved people peaked during the nineteenth century, those arriving would have 

experienced a culture already becoming uniquely “Cuban” rather than strictly Spanish, African 

or indigenous practices.  Between the early-seventeenth and mid-nineteenth century the Catholic 

Church and influential African-born Lucumi and their creole descendants shared incredible 

influence over these developments.  During the late-nineteenth century, the creole-born merchant 

class of Cuba began to drain the political power of the church from local government, and found 

themselves negotiating with African and creole-born Lucumi elders for control of the public and 

private performance of religion.  After Spain ceded Cuba its independence in 1898, in part due to 

American military influence, the government greatly restricted the freedoms of Lucumi 

practitioners via bureaucratic obstacles and harsh law enforcement for infractions, forcing the 

religion “underground” (Velez 2000).  However, the republic was short-lived, only lasting until 

1959, after which the socialist revolutionary government would take an openly oppositional 

position to religion in general (Ochoa 2010; Velez 2000).  Each of these players requires some 

attention in order to develop a general understanding of the foundations of what would 

eventually produce the American branch of the Lucumi community, and the threads of functions 

and styles that practitioners understand to exist within dancing for orisha. 

 

1600-1800 

 During the sixteenth century, the Spanish monarchy decreed that only Catholics with 

limpieza de sangre, four generations of “clean blood,” could receive permission to settle in the 
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Spanish Americas, with first priority given to powerful families from Spain, Portugal, France, 

Ireland and the Low Countries (Brandon 1993; Twinam 2015).  This meant that baptismal 

records, which functioned as birth certificates, needed to display at least four generations of 

Catholic ancestry, with no Moor and Jewish ancestry within that time period.  The enslaved that 

were brought during the sixteenth- and early-seventeenth century, predominantly ladinos 

(Spanish-speaking, Catholic Africans from the Spanish peninsula), Africans (mostly of Kongo 

decent), and Christians from the Mediterranean and Levant, often secretly retained their folk 

practices (Brandon 1993; Twinam 2015).  However, in most cases there was insufficient 

concentration of any single ethnic group for these folk practices to take on a definable form 

separate from Catholicism (Brandon 1993).  Instead, once landing in Cuba, these groups found 

themselves amongst a diverse society of native Carib and Arawak, an increasingly mestizo creole 

population and peninsulares (people from mainland Spain) (Brandon 1993).  

 The Spanish monarchy had historically used religion as a stabilizing force in the 

peninsula and abroad, which often resulted in two forms of Catholicism, institutional and folk 

(Brandon 1993; Otero 2010).  The term folk is employed here simply to mean practices of 

everyday life of majority or subordinate groups.  The institutional form of Spanish Catholicism 

exported to Cuba was of a distinct counter-Reformation style that favored ritual, rites and relics 

in opposition to Protestant intellectualism (Brandon 1993; Twinam 2015).  However, counter-

Reformation vigor for art and aesthetics functioned just as well in non-institutional folk 

traditions, which took on a human-centered framework in Cuba.  Instead of focusing on inner 

religiosity or using the saints as models for personhood, a framework coalesced made of 

Africanist, indigenous and Spanish folk traditions.  Tolerance for folk religious practices was 

generally accepted by the Church and monarchy in the interest of social stability in distant 
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colonies.  Therefore in Cuba, folk Catholicism flowed between public secret and accepted 

reality.  Folk religious practices centered on the virtues of saints and the means to make such 

virtues “manifest as forms of power … that made a difference in daily life” (Brandon 1993, 47-

48).  Though practicing under the auspices of the Catholic church, the diverse demography of 

increasingly disenfranchized peoples (creole, indigenous, and people of color) often built home 

altars composed of images of saints, objects associated with them, and candles (Brandon 1993; 

Otero 2010).  As George Brandon (1993) notes, the creole religious culture that was developing 

prior to the “sugar boom” of the nineteenth century exhibited both secret and public forms of 

culture in an increasingly diverse society held together by language and religious complex better 

understood as Afro-Amerindian-Catholicism (43).   

 As decades passed during the nineteenth century, governors of the island wrestled the 

control of social groups and religious feast days away from the Catholic Church in an attempt to 

dominate an increasingly African population (Twinam 2015).  This power struggle directly 

addressed the marks religion(s) could and should make on the public sphere as it concerned the 

formation of a political will that was turning increasingly towards revolution and independence.  

However, the stage had already been set for popular religions to hold a position of cultural 

dominance and function as a cohesive force.  The eventual development of a more formal, 

communal practice of Lucumi in many ways absorbed and reformed this relatively de-centralized 

religious culture of the early colony, composed of African, folk Spanish and indigenous 

elements, to suit the needs of an increasingly cosmopolitan, African population.   

 

1800-1920 

 Three important events would triangulate to bring more than three quarters of a million 
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Africans into Cuba’s diverse society between 1790 and 1850 (Brandon 1993; Falola and Childs 

2004; Otero 2010).  These events include the internecine wars and subsequent decline of the Oyo 

empire between 1790 and 1850 as described earlier.  These wars resulted in the exportation of an 

estimated three quarters of a million people to Cuba, predominantly of Yoruba decent (Brandon 

1993; Reid 2004).  Additionally, the revolutions in Haiti (1791-1804) and the United States 

(1775-1783) resulted in an influx of wealthy, plantar class French and English royalists who 

often brought enslaved with them, which resulted in an increase in the presence of Haitian 

Vodou in eastern Cuba (Otero 2010).  Though the majority of those displaced from Haiti would 

be expelled to New Orleans, the Haitian Revolution shifted the majority of sugar production 

from the island of Haiti to Cuba, which created an economic boom for the Spanish colony but 

not without stark inequities (Munro and Britton 2012).  In addition to an influx of wealthy 

families from the Spanish peninsula, some of the wealthy “refugee” families from the Americas 

retained the economic means to purchase royal decrees allowing them to use vast tracts of lands 

known as latifundia for large-scale sugar and tobacco production as well as mining (Brandon 

1993; Munro and Britton 2012; Twinam 2015).  The creole class, who were being quickly 

outnumbered by the influx of African enslaved, were predominantly small-scale farmers and 

tradesmen that lacked the means to petition the crown for land use, resulting in enmity between 

them and the newly arrived foreign elite and peninsulares (Brandon 1993, Twinam 2015).  

Finally, improvement of medical care for the enslaved in Cuba had an important impact on the 

formation of culture on the island (Brandon 1993).  These improvements in health care were 

precipitated by two issues:  the awareness that purchasing enslaved Africans was far more 

expensive than increasing the Cuban-born population of enslaved Afro-Cubans, especially at a 

time when the creation of latifundias required large numbers of enslaved to function; and that the 
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British government was actively pursuing means to restrict the transatlantic slave trade (Brandon 

1993; Otero 2010).  Anxieties about economic and resource inequities, lack of representation in 

the colonial government, and the increasing African-born population meant that Africans and 

Afro-Cubans faced rapidly shifting hostilities during the nineteenth century. 

 During this time period, the port city of Havana, the nearby city of Matanzas, and the city 

of Palmira all experienced sharp increases in African-born populations.  Between 1790 and 1822, 

250,000 enslaved Africans were brought to Cuba, making the Creole population a minority for 

the first time in more than a century (Brandon 1993).  By 1840, sixty percent of the island 

population was by black and by 1870 seventy-five percent of Cuba’s black population had been 

born in Africa (Brandon 1993).  The majority of those brought during this time period would 

come to live in the western portion of the island, specifically in or close to Havana and Matanzas 

(Brandon 1993; Otero 2010).  Their overwhelming numbers, their concentration in western Cuba 

and the improvement in survival rates, meant that the Yoruba, Fon, and Bini ethnic groups 

retained a greater degree of what Brandon calls “cultural containment” or control over the 

developments and changes within their inherited religions (56).  However, these ethnic groups 

did, in varying degrees, incorporate aspects of folk Catholicism.  This is particularly evident in 

the construction of altars, initiatory thrones and in the use of candles.  Furthermore, the emphasis 

on rituals, rites and material objects was not foreign to ethnic Yoruba.  Thus, the creolization of 

folk Catholic practices allowed for a dual function in Lucumi as a means for Africans and Afro-

Cubans to propitiate orisha, saints and ancestors while challenging models of intellectual 

colonization. 

  The cultures of Havana, Matanzas, and Palmira reflect this cultural containment, as 

Havana became increasingly Lucumi-Oyo centric, Matanzas became Lucumi-Egbado, Fon and 
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Bini centric, and Palmira became Lucumi-Yesa centric.  However, similar to what Otero (2010) 

described taking place in Lagos during the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth century, a 

particularly cosmopolitan approach to coalition building between these communities took hold, 

particularly between Havana and Matanzas.  It was not uncommon for individuals and families 

to use the exchange of the mysteries of particular orisha to cement relationships and establish 

themselves across multiple communities in both cities.  These forms of exchange sutured 

enclaves together as ethnic and ritual kin (Brown 2003; Otero 2010).  As influential Lucumi in 

Havana and Matanzas molded inherited practices into new formations, they created, “alliances 

based on commonalities,” (Olupona 2001, 89) for the purposes of developing a functional 

adhesive that could accommodate an increasingly diverse range of histories that included those 

of Lucumi already living in Cuba, the newly arrived, creole-born enslaved, and free people of 

color as well as an increasing mixed race population. 

 In addition to the exchange of ritual mysteries, another important strategy that facilitated 

the exchange of ritual practices in the urban settings for the purpose of creating alliances was the 

forming of cabildos.  Sanctioned by the Church, African and Afro-Creole cabildos, which were 

more often led by women than men, functioned as mutual aid societies and were organized 

around ethnicity or nacion (for example, Oyo, Egbado, or Congo) (Brandon 1999; Brown 2003; 

Otero 2010).  Prior to the 1840s, cabildos were formed by petitioning the Catholic Church for a 

license, which, provided that regular visits from a priest produced satisfactory reports concerning 

the cabildo’s activities, did not require annual renewal (Brandon 1999; Twinam 2015).  Cabildos 

required oath-taking, various degrees of secrecy, and offered space for recreational, religious, 

political and cultural meetings out of direct site of dominant powers.  Often with the assistance 

of cabildos, urban enslaved and free people of color invested in property and businesses, 
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purchased homes, bought the contracts of other enslaved as a means for shortening their “debt”, 

paid for manumissions outright, held funerary rites in accordance with ancestral traditions, and 

performed religious services.  Cabildos also created important avenues to exercise communal 

and individual political interests via religion, which will be examined later.   

 By the 1850s the local and Spanish government became concerned with the increasing 

size and potential force of the African born population, and, implementing “Good Governance 

Laws”, stripped the Catholic Church of its authority over cabildos, placing the licensing process 

in the hands of the governor of the island (Twinam 2015).  From 1850 onward, cabildos were 

required to purchase a new license annually, and by 1877, the election of cabildo officials had to 

be presided over by white state representatives since it was argued that those without limpieza de 

sangre did not have the authority to officiate affairs controlled by the government (Brandon 

1993, 82; Twinam 2015).  Nonetheless, the legacy of cabildos remained important to the practice 

and transformation of orisha-based worship even as the religious practice was driven 

underground during the early years of the republic.  

 One function of the Lucumi cabildos was to serve as a legal umbrella institution for 

religious and cultural social activities (Brown 2003).  Some of the more common and most 

important recreational activities sponsored by cabildos that directly served members of the ile 

were celebrations in honor of patron saints, which usually began during the late morning with a 

priest offering the sacraments followed by a veneration of a Catholic saint.  After the priest 

would leave the premises, the cabildos would then continue with drumming and dancing 

honoring the orishas particular to their ethnic group (Brandon 1993).  In addition to saints’ feast 

days, celebrations would take place during initiations, funerals, and other activities.  Each 

cabildo had distinctive drum types, songs, music, language, rhythm and dances, and “would 
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perform in the style of the nation after which the Cabildo [was] named” (Brandon 1993, 71).  

 Anthropologist David Brown (2003) offers a rich account of one such event in his book, 

Santeria Enthroned.  Swedish traveller Fredrika Bremer was invited on a Sunday afternoon in 

1851 to visit a “club”, “the Luccomée cabildo”, officially known as the Cabildo de Señora Santa 

Bárbara de la nacíon Lucumi Alagua (the Cabildo Santa Barbara of the Lucumi Alagua Nation) 

(51-52).  Bremer goes on to describe the dancing, 

One woman danced alone, under a canopy supported by four people … all kinds of 
handkerchiefs were hanging about her, and a hat, even, had been placed upon her head.  
The women danced on this occasion with each other, and the men with the men … 
While this was going on, a figure was seen advancing with a scarlet hat upon his head, 
and with a great number of glittering beads round his neck, arms, and body, which was 
naked to the waist, from which hung scarlet skirts.  This figure, before which the people 
parted to each side, approached me … and as he did so the whole upper portion of his 
body seemed to move in snakelike folds (Brown 2003, 52-53).   

 
Bremer’s account describes a possible initiation or possession of a woman (under the canopy) 

evidenced by the hat and other adornments, and a possessed priest of Chango, which Brown 

terms the “African counterpart to the cabildo’s official patron, Santa Barbara” (53).  The account 

highlights the serpentine action of the possessed priest’s spine, highly characteristic of Lucumi 

dancing in Cuba.  Descriptions of practices traditionally found in West African cultures are also 

present in the passage, including men and women dancing separately, which would eventually 

fall out of use in both Cuba and the United States.  Though not included in the passage above, 

Bremer’s description also describes the presence of a cabildo king and queen who preside over 

the entire function suggesting that within confines of the cabildo, matters were governed over in 

accordance with Lucumi-based values and ethics derived from African sensibilities (Brown 

2003).   

 During the late-nineteenth century and early-twentieth century a Lucumi reform 

movement took place in western Cuba, created in part through the decisions of powerful female 



  

   112 

community leaders.  In particular (but not limited to) the African-born Ochosi priestess Efuche, 

who came as a free woman from West Africa and ultimately settled in Havana, and the African-

born Aganyu priest Octavio Samar Obadimelli, who is linked to Matanzas iles though he also 

settled in Havana, forecasted the need to alter rituals  (Brandon 1999; Brown 2003).  These 

leaders, with extraordinary stories of their own, sought to reform and define the, “institutional 

and cultural boundary markers … that gave concrete meaning and discipline to the concept of 

regla (rules)”, as in La Regla de Ocha in Cuba (Brown 2003, 72).  Increasingly, ritual knowledge 

and cultural and material wealth were defined, created and circulated within the boundaries of an 

urban “Lucumi” religious community, as the identifier became more commonly associated with 

a religious identity as well as with an ethnic community (Brown 2003; Cabrera 1983).    

 During the early- to mid-nineteenth century with the influx of African born enslaved, 

these boundaries became more clearly defined along Oyo, Egbado, Yesa and Arara lineages, as 

each group had religious experts present and were thus able to re-introduce ethnically-specific 

drums, rhythms and dances.  As the nineteenth century neared its conclusion, the local Afro-

creole traditions that had developed in Cuba prior to the 1800s were confronted by what Brown 

(2003) terms, “the arrival of [African] specialists” (109).  Earlier traditions of local exchanges 

that had allowed drum rhythms and dance styles to filter across ethnic boundaries became subject 

to “shifting criteria of purity” animated by local and sometimes personal interests (Brandon 

1999; Brown 2003, 109).  For example, the Cabildo Africano Lucumi’s charter from 1900 stated 

that during celebrations, “the African drum dances of the name Tambor,” according to the 

reglamento (regulations) should note that, “the use of rhythms not of the African nation to which 

they belong are prohibited” (Brown 2003, 72).  It is reasonable to assume that similar 

prohibitions to dances were also in order since drum rhythms and dances have historically 
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correlated with each other.  Taking into account earlier religious amalgamation practices of the 

seventeenth and eighteenth century, during the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century the 

boundaries of a formalized Lucumi religious structure were more frequently declared as well as 

being made visible through drumming and dancing.   

 The complexity of the interests rose as descendants of African emancipados (those 

Africans on slave ships intercepted by the British before coming into port) who had repatriated 

from Cuba to Lagos and Porto Novo began returning to the island at the beginning of the 

twentieth century (Brown 2003; Otero 2010).  Those returning with new practices (such as the 

consecration of the Ibeyi) or who had been initiated in Africa were subject to a legitimation 

process, which sometimes demanded re-initiation as in the case of Obadimelli (which means “the 

king who is crowned twice”).  This suggests that what was considered “authentic” or correct 

centered on standards establish in Cuba as opposed to Africa (Brown 2003, 110).  By the 1920s a 

formalized religious process had coalesced in Cuba, developed through negotiation between 

African and creole-born, between Oyo-centric Havana and Egbado and Arara-centric Matanzas, 

and between particular Lucumi leaders (Brown 2003).  Nonetheless, while the Lucumi religious 

practice was dominated in number by those of Oyo-centric traditions, the tendency towards 

elasticity and amalgamation continued as the Oyo-centric bata drumming tradition slowly began 

to absorb rhythms, songs and dances from the Egbado, Yesa and Arara traditions (Velez 2000).  

The result of this elastic practice of domination through amalgamation is visible in the United 

States, wherein New York City, one can see the smooth steps and rippling spine of Havana 

centric dance traditions for particular Oyo-centric orisha and then see the shoulder roll and 

bounce associated with Arara styles as the drums move through the oro.   
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1959-1989 

 Following the socialist revolution, the Cuban government’s official position on religion 

complicated matters for Lucumi practitioners.  One could not serve in the communist party and 

openly maintain a religious practice.  Anthropologist Todd Ramon Ochoa (2010) writes that 

during the 1960s the Cuban government attempted to systematically eliminate autonomous 

institutions, such as religion, which the communist party largely marginalized.  In fact, possibly 

the only government institution where one could claim a religious standing was in the Conjunto 

Folkloric Nacional, as experts in multiple religious traditions were convened to advise on the 

content, pedagogical structure, and performance practices related to Afro-Cuban religious arts 

(Ochoa 2010; Reid 2004).  Thus, as Ochoa’s (2010) interlocutor Teodoro tells readers in Society 

of the Dead, for Lucumi and Palo practitioners there was, “No moving up!  You couldn’t become 

a member of the party, and being a member of the party here is like being a capitalist in the 

United States” (64).  Hence though the state recognized African culture as an important part of 

social and cultural identity of Cuba, it did so primarily through its formation of national folkloric 

groups, which some practitioners felt became a state-manipulated tool that commercialized and 

destroyed the nuance of African-inspired culture on the island (Ochoa 2010).  Ochoa reflects 

that, “in retrospect, the Conjunto [Folklorico Nacional] appears to have been the Revolution’s 

attempt to sublimate African inspirations into its great modern edifice … elevating antithetical 

religious practices into aesthetic forms in the same instant it divested them of social and civil 

standing” (55-56).  In other words, it was subjecting Afro-Cuban traditions to a process of 

secularization in order to prevent the development of a counter-revolutionary or antithetical 

political will.    

 Regardless, the popularity of the Conjunto would have a lasting effect on dance both 
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within the religion and in popular culture in Cuba and the United States (as will be made evident 

in Chapter Four when I examine dancing at a tambor in a basement in the Bronx, New York).  

With the convening of the Conjunto, an official form of folkloric dance developed that was 

distinctive from ritual, vernacular forms of dance in the manners in which energy was built and 

used during performance.  This invocation of “folk” dance did not gesture to the everyday 

practices or poetics of lived religion, but rather to a hypothetical common history of a nation’s 

population.  Ritual dance, assumed to be simplistic by comparison, progressed slowly over hours 

and, in general, practitioners refrained from excessive individualistic flourishes of movement 

when one was not either facilitating a possession or getting mounted themselves.  This varied 

greatly from the official folkloric form, where large groups of dancers would perform 

complicated choreography and often act as a supporting chorus to a principle soloist who would 

execute fast spins and expansive jumps.  Not only did this folkoric style excite audiences, it 

played on the imaginations of American practitioners who came to Cuba hoping to study 

“authentic” orisha dance.  For some religious tourists, the dichotomy between folklore and ritual 

suggested that folklore had preserved a lost Africanness while ritual forms were somehow 

diffused remnants of the “real” dance form.  Indeed, beginning during The Special Period, which 

began in 1989, the state employed its Afro-Cuban folkloric dance ensembles to act as cultural 

ambassadors, attract tourism and generate income (Gordon Nesbit 2015; Wirtz 2014).  Thus, 

American dreams of authentic culture belied what was often being negotiated in a classroom 

setting.  

 Between 1960 and 1990, approximately 750,000 Cubans would immigrate to the United 

States (Batalova and Zong 2017).  Many Cuban Lucumi practitioners brought with them the 

tendency towards secrecy.  Some, including professional folkloric dancers, also brought a certain 
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ambivalence for official folkloric dance, aware that ritual styles and standards would shift as the 

folkloric style grew in popularity (Brandon 1993; Wirtz 2014).  Ritual forms of dancing for 

orisha were not constructed from codified pedagogies, but rather had the vernacular quality of 

being created by the shared accrual of daily, lived experiences.  (These shared experiences 

involve both an antagonistic and receptive relationship to dominant power structures and thus are 

in dialogue with history and the present.)  My own teacher, Xiomara Rodriguez, would on 

occasion remind students that “this is not how things are done at a tambor” during her late night 

Afro-Cuban folkloric class held at Boys Harbor, a public school in El Barrio in East Harlem.  

Just as my subject above described how the teacher’s experience in rituals came into the 

classroom, there was an awareness that the classroom experience of mostly uninitiated dancers 

would find its way into rituals if students were not educated to become aware of the differences.   

  

New York City and Miami: 1960-Present 

 Though it is often noted in the Lucumi community that the first initiation took place in 

New York City during the mid-twentieth century, orisha worship was already present in the 

United States prior to the 1960s.  According to historian and Afro-diasporic religious scholar 

John Mason (2018), the first religious templos or sociedades, which functioned similarly to 

cabildos, opened in Ybor City, Tampa, Florida during the early 1900s when large numbers of 

tobacco farmers from Cuba migrated to southern Florida.  In New York City the first Shango 

Temple opened in Harlem during the 1930s and moved locations several times until the 1960s 

(Mason 2018).  In Tampa, the temples were originally open to all devotees but, according to 

Mason (2018), white Cubans quickly forced black Cubans out of the existing temples.  By 1904, 

black Cubans had formed their own sociedad, naming it after lauded Afro-Cuban war hero 
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Antonio Maceo (Mason 2018).  However, the largest numbers of initiates, mostly from Havana, 

began arriving during the 1960s.  Temporarily held on military bases around the country (for 

example a priest of Ochun said he spent five months in Ft. Atkinson, Wisconsin), elders in the 

religion state that the majority of Cuban immigrants settled in enclaves in Jersey City, Miami and 

New York City.  As George Brandon (1993) notes, these enclaves became racially defined, with 

the majority of black Cubans settling in the northeast and the majority of white Cubans settling 

in Miami.  Regardless, the majority of Cubans to come to the United States during the late 

twentieth century were white by American racial standards, which is reflected in the priesthood 

(Brandon 1993, 104).   

 The early practice of Lucumi in the United States by Cubans retained its characteristic 

secrecy, because, as Brandon (1993) writes,  

secrecy was not only an external adaptation [to persecution] but almost an independent 
cultural element in its own right which defined Santeria as occult.  In the new American 
context, Santeria was not a suppressed religion but a secret society (117). 

 
While I disagree with Brandon’s statement that Santeria has not been suppressed in the United 

States and take this up in Chapter Five, it is fair to say that in a new country the filter of secrecy 

took on new meaning for orisha worship.  Secularism in the capitalist United States was 

drastically different from secularism in communist Cuba, though both tended to commodify and 

neutralize the political potential of Lucumi art.  Furthermore, the potential for display in public 

intersected with a variety of cultural, community, individual and political interests in the United 

States that included Black Nationalism, the rise of The Young Lords, and attempts by the Cubans 

to differentiate themselves racially both within their community and from the large population of 

Haitian refugees.  The relationship between LatinX and African American practitioners is one 

important example where specificity of practicing the religion in the United States was made 
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palpable.  Some African Americans entering into Lucumi felt held back by the practice of 

secrecy and believed that racial and personal identity should be found through the religious 

traditions of orisha worship and expressed openly (Brandon 1993).  While leaders of this 

trajectory of Lucumi eschewed all forms of racism, their practice of black consciousness in 

American form did not always harmonize with Afro-Latino consciousness, particularly 

concerning issues related to secrecy, Catholicism, and the boundaries of racial categories 

(Brandon 1993).  Some alterations taken up by some African American practitioners, both 

initiated and not, included using sacred initiation names for daily use, purging the observance of 

saints’ feast days, and the creation of public temples with ritual education events open to non-

practitioners.   

 At times these practices led to discord between LatinX and African American members 

of the community.  In New York City, Osejiman Adefunmi, who had been initiated into Lucumi 

in Matanzas, made personal interventions into the practice that would give rise to a new branch 

of Yoruba based religions.  Raised in Detroit as a Baptist, Osejiman Adefunmi, a former dancer 

with the Katherine Dunham dance troupe, pressed for change feeling that Cubans and Brazilians 

had defined orisha worship for themselves and so too should African Americans (Brandon 1993).  

This deeply distressed many Cubans and Puerto Ricans, many of whom could claim ethnic 

Yoruba ancestory, for they felt that they had carried the religion to the United States where it did 

not exist as an organized communal practice, and considered the changes disrespectful and at 

times a form of cultural appropriation (Brandon 1993).  

 Adefunmi’s reforms are important to understanding the history of orisha worship in the 

United States, because they would eventually coalesce as another branch of orisha worship and 

plant the seeds for what is now widely known as Yoruba Traditional Religion (YTR).  However, 
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for the purposes of this chapter it is his connection to the travel and dance works of Katherine 

Dunham, whose concert dance pieces frequently took up tropes of possession and spiritual 

transformation through a lens of Haitian religiosity.  These tropes manifested in the activities at 

the temple in New York City founded by Adenfunmi and in his project, the Oyotunji Village, in 

South Carolina.  Adefunmi frequently erased boundaries between the secular and the sacred by 

hosting religious drum and dance performances that attracted sizable numbers of non-

practitioners; encouraging African Americans to adopt a broad range of West African and Afro-

diasporic sensibilities and practices; and conducting religious study groups open to non-initiates 

(Brandon 1993).   

 Though his model for celebrating African religion and culture garnered significant 

support, during interviews some of my subjects have criticized the quality of the artistry that was 

produced.  His tendency towards public display of secret community practices also created a 

discomfort.  Some practitioners drew parallels between Adefunmi’s black nationalist politics and 

Cuba’s nationalist folkloric project, both of which attempted to press against the practice of 

secrecy for political purposes, albeit with different implications concerning race.  Others 

suggested that the riff between the LatinX and African American community was not nearly as 

deep as Adefunmi portrayed it, and that he had exaggerated the claims in order to justify his own 

choices.  This also irritated some African American practitioners I interviewed who felt that 

secrecy indeed has a pre-existing cultural context in the practice and understanding of religion in 

African American communities (Anonymous 1, 2018).  Nonetheless, his ability to generate 

energetic support for such endeavors did translate across ethnic and national boundaries, as did 

the value of establishing a corporeal-cultural home through dance and music.  Oyotunji Village 

became an important gathering place for African Americans, Cubans, Brazilians, Yoruba, and 
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those in Yoruba-based religions.      

Black folkloric dancers defecting from Cuba arrived, particularly in New York City, to a 

community already exposed to cultural-nationalist forms of art and began to fill a void in Cuban 

folkloric dance classes and ensembles.  Overtime, these classes and ensembles have gained 

popularity in part because many practitioners feel cut off from the opportunity to learn orisha 

dances in a social setting.  More recently, in an increasingly diverse society where difference is 

both celebrated and erased, where individuals are encouraged to bring their “full self” into their 

public life, these classes make space for a communal, corporeal-cultural home that speaks to 

Lucumi practitioners of Cuban lineages.  Furthermore, many of the dance teachers and ensemble 

directors of these classes have capitalized on the trend of arts education tourism and religious 

tourism, offering all-inclusive trips to Cuba to study folkloric dance, while also providing 

significant opportunity for Cuban dancers and teachers to find entry into the United States as 

temporary guest artists.     

However, the public performance and commercialization of religious identity has not 

been universally accepted.  In the summer of 2018 a roundtable discussion was held at the 

Caribbean Cultural Center to discuss the potential for the formation of a community owned 

religious temple intended to serve all Afro-diasporic traditional religions.  This roundtable would 

have significant influence on the trajectory of this dissertation as I witnessed a highly intentional 

practice of coalition building that intersected ritual, artistic, political, geographical, and 

economic need.  Elders from the American Lucumi community, the Haitian and Haitian 

American Vodou community, leaders of the Vodou community of Benin, and practitioners from 

Nigeria representing their respective Yoruba lineages gathered to engage in a dialogue about the 

need for a space where practitioners across diasporic traditions could “find people of good 
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character, see their esteemed elders … and have a physical space for dialogue and respite” (Bella 

2018).  This interreligious panel focused on the means and methods to develop a “solidarity 

economy within these ways of life … forms of economy in alignment with our [African and 

Afro-diasporic] concepts of justice, ancestors, and land” (Charlotin 2018).  The need for 

economies of physical interaction and intercommunal unity was underwritten by a narrative of 

discretion and the value of secrecy.  In the words of the elder panel member, John Mason (2018), 

a Harlem native descended from American Garveyites and Afro-Cuban tobacco growers, “you 

cannot be sure of the resolve of others or who will turn [against us] … I still take issue with 

‘coming out of the basement’ but I participate in the discussion openly and I listen.”  Mason 

reminded those present that though there has been an explosion of popularity of Cuban folkloric 

arts, of religious tourism to Cuba, of religious tourism to West Africa, and in renewed relations 

(and tensions) between the YTR and Lucumi community, unlike in places like Trinidad, 

traditions of orisha worship have not been given equal or “legitimized” footing in the United 

States or most of Latin America.   

 Panel member, Abiodun Bella (2018), though lamenting the physical attacks and 

destruction of shrines by evangelical Christians in West Africa, the Caribbean and Latin 

America, stated, “The change we want to see in Africa and the Caribbean [will need to begin 

here] … the respect [for traditional religion and its continued practice] starts here [in the United 

States].”  As he developed his statement, it became evident that Bella was invoking the narrative 

that the United States is a spatialized idea founded on the concept of equality and working 

together across boundaries.  Deeply conscious of both the paradoxical relationship between the 

narrative of the American Dream and the reality of racial and ethnic inequality in the United 

States, elders of the Lucumi community, in particular those with the title of Oba, have formed 
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temporary counsels to discuss the trajectory of the practice in the United States.  Since 2012, 

these counsels have issued oral statements to the community through their respective iles 

clarifying their position concerning shifts in practice that have taken place over the past two 

decades.  Interestingly, some of these positions represent departures from what is now common 

practice in Cuba, while also challenging norms of American secularism.  For example, 

American, Cuban and Puerto Rican born elders in the United States have issued statements in 

support of clothing traditions no longer uniformly observed in Cuba.  These include the 

following dress:  wearing white clothes, covering one’s head, and wearing gender-specific attire 

to community functions, which is intended to demarcate a sacred space (both within the body 

and within the home where the drumming is held) and bring “cool” energy into the function, thus 

setting it apart from the “hot” energy of the street.   

 Statements have also been issued in support for the tradition of wearing gender-specific 

white attire for slightly more than a year for those completing their ordination, an act that marks 

one as a child of orisha, a person going through ordination, and someone making a sacrifice.  The 

insistence of maintaining the tradition of the year-long process is a direct oppositional response 

to shifts found in Cuba, where the ordination process has frequently been reduced to three 

months, with claims that the clothing necessary is too difficult to obtain.  The trend has more 

recently appeared in United States, though not because of scarcity of white clothes.  Many in the 

community feel that this trend ignores the bodily role in the transformation brought about by 

maintaining a symbolic separation from conventional social practices.  Critics claim that those in 

favor of the trends position religion as an intellectual choice and process and ignore how, to 

borrow from Michel de Certeau (1999), habits, as in clothing and behavior, both form and 

perform concepts of value and spirituality.  Additionally, practices related to dance and 
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drumming have been increasingly defined according to earlier practices of these traditions.  For 

example, elders priests and priestesses and those who “mount” are to dance at the front, while 

younger initiates who do not get possessed and non-initiates are to dance at the back.   

 By addressing these issues via dance and clothing, the values that produce communal 

structure and religious performance are made visible.  Layered within the counsels’ statements 

are the delicate politics associated with the American Lucumi community’s ability to exercise an 

identity that is descended from yet adjacent to the Cuban Lucumi community and a larger Afro-

diasporic religious network.  While the issues addressed seem relatively benign they represent an 

American interpretation, produced in dialogue with other Afro-diasporic traditions, of a 

cosmological order that does not face the material circumstances of those in Cuba or the physical 

threats of those in West Africa or parts of Latin America, yet continues to remain outside modern 

western seculonormative systems.   

 

Conclusion 

 As established in the cosmological overview and traced through the historical overview, 

where the continuation of lineage across time and space takes precedent, local context matters 

greatly.  In each geographic area, from West Africa to Cuba to the United States, and through 

each generation, the centrality of the body’s materiality and the performance of the continuation 

of lineage have remained important.  Dance and other aspects of embodiment are key practices in 

these performances.  Though a saddening void is felt due to the absence of descriptions of 

dancing for orisha in West Africa, what is known is that dancing did indeed come with those 

who faced the perilous transatlantic journey (sometimes more than once).  The dance forms they 

brought became important pieces in the negotiation, creation and performance of individual and 
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group identities in multiple geographic locations.  The elasticity of Lucumi cosmology has 

allowed these identities, assembled through the layering of multiple cultures with that of daily 

earthly experiences, to flourish in drastically different political, social, environmental, cultural 

and economic conditions.  Furthermore, the value given to mundane realities of human existence 

collapses the space between the sacred and the secular and allows for diverse populations to 

celebrate orisha alongside one another in relative concord.  This practice has proven to be more 

than merely utilitarian accommodation.  It is the complete rejection of analogical reasoning that 

values group specificity as a necessary component for peaceful cohabitation (Butler et al 2011).  

Lucumi cosmological privileging of the mundane and of cultural amalgamation resists the 

tendency towards universalism and homogenization by centering instead on local contexts that 

contribute to an ethics of relationality, exposing an alternative reality that is, to quote philosopher 

Judith Butler, “mired in dependency … and effaced by those that depend on an ontology of 

volitional individuality” (Butler et al 2011, 88).  At present, dancing for orisha in ritual and 

concert settings is an important theater where oppositional forms of reasoning take “center-

stage” simultaneously across multiple geographical regions.  The remainder of this dissertation 

explores this very issue as it materializes at ritual drummings held in New York City. 
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CHAPTER 4:  SUBALTERN DANCE MOVES/THIS IS NOT A SIMULATION 

  

 It was a close friend’s Ocha birthday.50  I sat on a low stool at the feet of two elders who 

were in folding chairs in a small room at the back of my friend’s apartment.  Against the walls of 

the room where we had gathered were cabinets filled with old, unused soperas,51 which, in a 

common act of reciprocity, circulated through the family when those who urgently needed to be 

initiated lacked the necessary funds to buy these pieces.  At the end of the iyaworaje, the period 

of isolation following the initiation, they returned the soperas to my friend, having had an extra 

year to save money and purchase a permanent home for their orisha.  The tureens filled the room 

with a rainbow of colors and as the setting sun came through the window the gold and silver trim 

sparkled.  The glint contrasted the dark wooden masks on the wall, making the carvings stand 

forth like relief on a frieze.  I had given up my seat because there were no more chairs and 

nestled my stool between two elders and the throne, which was encircled in mounds of green 

bananas.  Everyone had eaten, and the party was winding down so the host settled in and joined 

the conversation.   

 One of the elders recalled a sibling’s initiation where no drumming was held because the 

family’s finances were very limited.  This conversational thread transitioned into a discussion 

concerning whether or not tambors were a necessary part of initiation.  My friend was a few 

years shy of being the oldest priest/ess in the room, but was by far the most knowledgeable 

                                                
50 An Ocha birthday is a casual reference to the annual celebration of the anniversary of a 
priest/ess’s initiation and the orisha that were consecrated during that initiation.  These do not 
necessarily involve music or dancing, but do usually include a “throne” built for the orisha, with 
fruits, flowers, and food spread around the throne, along with offerings brought by everyone who 
attends.  It is common that people gather around the throne to sit, eat and converse. 
 
51 Soup tureens used to house the orisha. 
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concerning the religion, and noted that it is not necessarily part of the tradition to always have 

tambors for people getting initiated.  As we continued the discussion, several elders recalled that 

in the past if a tambor was thrown on the dia del medio [middle day of initiation], it was because 

it was divined that circumstances required it as part of the sacrifice of getting initiated.  It was 

not a standard portion of ritual initiation, though it has since become popularized as such in the 

United States.  In fact there are only three instances where tambors are mandatory; playing for 

godparents’ orisha; playing for godparents’ orisha upon their death; and in instances when it 

has been divined or asked for by an orisha directly.  As one elder commented,  

Iyawos are not allowed to dance so why are we throwing a tambor?  It is not for the 
iyawo.  Some people say it is to honor the orisha that have been born, but you can sing 
an oro for that.  Tambors are ebo [sacrifice], not a party to make your godchild feel 
special in an expensive traje (Anonymous 3, 2018).   
 
 

 I did not ask a follow up question because other elders were commenting that too often 

tambors were played as a way to show off wealth.  I doubted that this was a recent phenomenon.  

My Oluwo used to tell me stories about how his madrina threw a tambor every other weekend 

since their work afforded them the funds to do so.  However, my Oluwo also learned to sing, 

drum and follow the dancers’ cues because of these tambors.  What he and other elders 

uniformly agreed on was that the protocol for how one participated at tambors had become 

Americanized, lax and careless, and as a result not enough initiates were learning how to 

communicate with orisha.  Comments began to fly around the room.  I silently wished the junior 

priestess who had recently made a spectacle of herself at a tambor were present to hear these 

elders. 

 “When I got made, you learned [to dance] at tambors”.   
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“You didn’t show up pre-trained from folkloric class”.   

“There was no google or YouTube to watch dance or learn songs.  Now people know the 
rhythm names and the step names, but don’t know how to BEHAVE with the family or 
during a tambor, and dancing is a part of behavior”.   
 
“Protocol, knowing how to approach orisha and let them approach you through song 
and dance is something you learn – a feeling you get familiar with, a flow you learn to 
participate in.  You learned to see and feel subtle cues, and the songs to call orisha were 
then chosen accordingly”.   
 
“You don’t have ocha made.  Stand at the back.  You have not been presented to the 
drum.  Stay towards the back – and if it’s a fundamento and your godparents are not 
around you better run for the hills because you know you’re not supposed to be there.  
You have a couple years [as an initiate].  Stay towards the back.  You don’t get mounted.  
Stay towards the back.  You’re the youngest person, even if you have thirty years, and 
priests older than you who mount are dancing, move back”.   
 
“We are not keeping the community together if we keep going outside of the community 
to learn how to sing and dance”.   
 
“I used to sit for hours against the wall at tambors, listening to those old people tell 
stories.  The only time people danced big was if their orisha were coming down.  I don’t 
mean they didn’t have rhythm or style, but they weren’t all florecientes [flourishes]”.   
 
“I was not allowed to do anything else [makes a gesture of zipped lips].  I couldn’t really 
dance until I learned how to behave and had Ocha made.  But I still had to show up [to 
the tambor]”.   
 
“Because you were part of the family”.   

“And if I asked too many questions … my godmother hit me”.   

Laughter burst out in the room.   

 The conversation continued concerning the reluctance of elders to give too much 

knowledge too quickly to a person who had yet to experience things that words could not 

capture.  It was discussed that since one’s aché is supplemented by the total community, an 

individual who learns an abundance of information but is deficient in embodied, communal 

experiences is like “the fog – you’re just all ideas and nothing…[raises hands as if to suggest 

holding something heavy].  You don’t actually know anything.” (Anonymous 3, 2018).  
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The above description captures when and why tambors are held in Lucumi and speaks 

directly to the issues at the heart of Chapter Four, “Subaltern Dance Moves:  This is Not a 

Simulation”.  This chapter focuses on a communal ritual in a private home known as a tambor, in 

which dancing, as a means to call upon and venerate orisha, figures as an important mechanism 

in the development of a subaltern social life and structures as well as communal and individual 

identities.  Within this case study, while I acknowledge my fourth assertion concerning how 

secularization may enhance as well as inhibit religious vitality, I deliberate most deeply upon 

two of the four assertions established in the Introduction concerning how dancing for orisha 

subverts or destabilizes secularism.  Specifically, I look at the first assertion, how dance 

destabilizes the normative public/private binary, and the second assertion, how dancing for 

orisha unsettles the boundaries of religion as a category.   

As alluded to in the series of quotes in the ethnographic passage above, this chapter 

concerns specific issues in practices of participation, particularly the different ways that devotees 

engage with the practice of dance during a ritual drumming to articulate cosmological and 

cultural attitudes about what is private, what is public, and what is sacred.  As it concerns the 

first assertion that dancing for orisha destabilizes the public/private binary, I am interested in the 

ways that the dancing of particular devotees exposes tacit assumptions that circulate in dominant 

narratives about Afro-diasporic religions that articulate with racialized discourses concerning 

folkloric dance and religion.  Additionally, I am interested in whether or not tambors are 

instantiations of private citizens engaging in religious worship separate from secular life, of 

public performances of a community’s will, or of a conscious, errant engagement of both sides of 

the binary that produces a hybrid space.  My ethnographic account highlights how the dancing 

bodies of Lucumi practitioners distort the normative boundaries of public and private and reveal 
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the ways in which practitioners filter individual and collective engagement within the Ocha 

community and with society-at-large through the lens of dance.   

Through ethnographic analysis I also evaluate the second assertion concerning how the 

practice of dancing for orisha in the basement of a practitioner’s home challenges the fixity of 

the category of religion by highlighting the debates concerning the characteristics used to 

delineate the boundaries of Lucumi in terms of its practices of time, space and embodiment.  I 

consider the political nature of racialized aesthetics in religious “vernacular” forms and folkloric 

forms of dancing for orisha; dance as a kind of labor; and dancing for orisha as a practice in 

public participation.  Within my evaluation, I contemplate important Lucumi conceptions about 

the role of dance as an exercise in social and religious participation that contributes to the 

development of civil discourse(s) concerning the common good where practices of blackness are 

often excluded.  This analysis is then placed in relation to practices commonly employed in the 

formation of contemporary civil discourse in order to problematize the role that exclusion and 

obscurement of difference has historically played in the process.  If civil discourse is ultimately 

the foundation a broad political will that shapes the norms of governance and policy, a close look 

at how embodied practices (such as dance) and religion provide meaning that finds a way into 

the formation of public and counterpublic spheres can help us to identify what and who is 

included/excluded in the process of discourse development. 

I focus on dancing and tambors (as dance events) in particular for several important 

reasons.  Dancing for orisha, as an episteme that embodies the complexity of contact in 

modernity, proposes epistemological and dialogic limits to the use of the rationalist binaries and 

linearity.  Conversely, dancing also captures the limits of the materiality of the world, showing it 

to be transient and never truly possessable.  In doing so, the dancing elicits a social formation 
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and subjecthood that favors porous boundaries along the presumed edges of “public” and 

“private”, and “secular” and “religion”.   As stated in the Introduction, while tambors are often 

held in secret (in that knowledge of the event circulates almost exclusively within the Ocha 

community) and take place on privately-owned property, they are considered open to anyone 

both within and outside of the community, provided attendees consent to adhere to particular 

rules (specifically wearing white pants or skirts depending on gender at birth, and showing 

deference to elders).  Thus, the stark separation of public and private fades before entering the 

space of the tambor.  Furthermore, dancing during tambors is compulsory and intended to pay 

homage to orisha and facilitate possession, during which orisha speak about the daily needs and 

desires of individuals and the Ocha community.  Orishas’ interest in meeting the common and 

mundane wishes of devotees allows for the lived experiences of practitioners to spread out across 

the assumed silos of public and private or secular and religious in a way, “ that never runs out 

and is never over” (Moten 2017, xi).  In this regard, the Lucumi cosmological framework values 

dance as a generative embodied means for creating connection between the spiritual realm and 

the social and material world.  

This chapter is organized into three sections.  I first set out an examination of the 

scholarly framework within which I am working.  I specifically address the relationship between 

Glissant’s Caribbeanist anthropology and Habermasian postsecularism.  Within this section, I 

offer a brief demonstration of how Lucumi tambors and dancing for orisha strategically evade 

easy classification within normative logocentric schematics, and offer further support for a 

Caribbeanist repositioning of postsecularism by drawing upon performance studies scholar Fred 

Moten’s (2017) concept of the “minoritarian citizen” and Nancy Fraser’s (1992) “subaltern 

public”.  This is followed by an explanation of the role of norms in American formations of 
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public/private and secular/religion binaries.  I then present my ethnographic account of a Lucumi 

tambor I attended in July of 2018 in the Bronx, New York, during which the act of dancing 

became a controversial activity that led to heated debate between elder and younger practitioners 

that encapsulated arguments concerning alternative epistemes to secularism. 

 

Theoretical Framework and Method 

I now turn to my theoretical framework for analyzing dancing for orisha in this chapter.   

While Lucumi is euphemistically indexed by invoking its syncretic qualities (Palmie 2013), its 

relationship to secularism, secularization and Christianity is infinitely more complicated.  

Lucumi cosmology permeates the categorical limitations of secularism, ameliorating some of the 

epistemological violence of logocentrism, and even utilizing aspects of secular frameworks to 

further its own needs.  As my ethnographic analysis shows, dancing for orisha actively engages 

the “outside world” in tambors and functions relationally to many aspects of ritual performance, 

lending it the ability to intervene in normative definitions and narratives of religion and the 

secular in the United States, Christian norms within American secularism, and the whiteness of 

both.  Instead, as this tambor demonstrates, dancing for orisha in ritual settings elucidates 

problematic aspects of folkloric training that contributes to Othering, religiously, socially and 

racially.  Hence, I engage with Edouard Glissant’s theorization of relation and opacité as a 

means to explain the bodily maneuvers within dancing for orisha that circumvent dominant 

norms concerning religion, race and secular binaries.   

As mentioned in the Introduction and Chapter Two, both Habermas (1989, 1998) and 

Glissant (1989, 2006) believe sociocultural and socioreligious practices contribute immensely to 

the production and negotiation of meaning in plural societies.  Furthermore, both scholars 
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consider the power-laden relationship that links the public and private spheres together.  

However, Habermas’s postsecular public/private dichotomy focuses on the manner in which the 

autonomous individual expresses private interests via speech acts within a singular public sphere 

and the manner in which transparency of private interests is necessary for bracketing.  Habermas 

(1989) considers bracketing as necessary to meaningfully delimit a “common center” capable of 

determining sets of moral norms employed in reaching practical decisions about “common 

concerns.”  What implicitly exists outside of this common center can be understood as the Other.  

Thus, underpinning Habermas’s postsecular society is the dilemma of liberalism:  how to 

transform the relative into the universal.   

However, as my elders suggested at this beginning of this chapter, modes of 

communication, including dance, cannot be made natural and universal because they are 

products of complex networks of exchange and judged in accordance to dominant norms rather 

than natural criteria.  Furthermore, in Lucumi dancing serves a purpose, specifically to 

communicate through sweat (a material form of aché) and bodily energy in order to facilitate 

possession.  This purpose cannot be adequately fulfilled by logocentric approaches, not simply 

because of the loss of common language resulting from enslavement but because of the integral 

role that the body as a sensitive receptacle plays in possession.  By insisting on the common 

within the construction of language while denying the role of power in embodied experiences, 

the shadow of Habermas’s logocentric unified center, that of Otherness, is obscured, forced into 

the private sphere, or framed as disruptive in its discursive contributions to civil discourse and 

society.    

Instead of engaging with postsecularism through this familiar liberal lens, I utilize 

Edouard Glissant’s (1989) framework of creolization, which, as detailed in Chapter Two, is 
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founded on relation and opacité.  Creolization is a mode of being that counters “the rationalist 

pretense of penetrating the mysteries of the known”, and a reaction against a fixity and “so-called 

natural order” (Glissant 2009, 624-625).  Relation suggests a spatial component where disparate 

bodies in various states of flow articulate with one another.  These points of articulation act as 

junctures where difference becomes evident, yet remains unresolved and, in response, produce 

new individual and cultural practices.  Opacité, the productive unknowable is equated with the 

right to be opaque even within relation, and pushes back against the injustice in the spread of 

transparency as a project of dominant Western mode of thought (Glissant 1989).  Glissant’s 

primary concern with transparency is that it tends to fix ideas, immobilize bodies (particularly 

bodies of color), and perpetuates uneven power distribution.  Instead, Glissant (2006) argues that 

difference and the unknown cannot be circumvented, denied or systematized and are in fact the 

primary means through which people relate to one another in Western society.  For example, 

considering the increasing ease with which anyone can read about Lucumi rituals and learn 

dances for orisha online, elders will often refrain from explaining a ritual or dance step as it is 

happening and instead insist that the persons with questions simply participate again and again 

until the activity makes sense in relation to other ritual aspects.  This also occurs in the ways the 

elder priests upend the concept of codified steps in favor of danced values.  While elders may 

perform one or two more complicated steps, rather than teaching younger practitioners “correct” 

steps, they simply say, “you’ll learn by going to tambors and watching the older people dance”.  

Opacité, as a strategy also favors experience over explanation, and signals the limits of what can 

be understood and translated cross-culturally.  It is suggestive of a form of protection and implies 

a degree of “closedness” which functions to resist the temptation to explicate (as if any 

description could be definitive) or engage with the grand narratives of “progress” or 
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“transparency” (Glissant 1989).  Thus, as a method of cultural anti/production opacité is a means 

of preserving the “irreducible kernel of identity that maintains what is diverse [and] culturally 

specific”, because it refuses to yield to “the false light of universal models” (29).    

Opacité extends to comprehending embodiment as well.  I was once asked by a trained 

folkloric dancer if, due to her years of training and skill as a dancer, she would get possessed 

someday.  I simply directed her to watch a particular elegun (a priest/ess who gets possessed) 

who had no formal dance training and no discernible rhythm (until after he was possessed).  She 

was deflated to find out that an aptitude for dance had no universal direct correlation to 

possession, and that what facilitated possession could not be codified or streamlined into a 

reliable recipe.     

It is not surprising that Glissant insists on an alternative to a logocentric framework for 

understanding Afro-Caribbean culture and society, because nothing that exists in the Caribbean 

is of a natural order:  the absence of the Carib, Arawak, and Taino, the presence of peoples 

descended from enslaved Africans and white European slave masters, and the unnatural 

landscape, once covered in forests now stripped of its timber to make way for sugarcane, rice, 

and tourism are all the result of contact and violence.  Thus, for Glissant (2009) creolization is a 

means to integrate these “upheavals of the world” (626) with the hybrid cultures expressed in the 

daily lives of Afro-Caribbeans.  Of equal importance creolization allows for the development of 

collectivity and resistance to modernity’s alignment with colonialism and patrilineal society.  

Together, relation and opacité demand that one yield to a reality where no person or culture is 

either completely closed or entirely openly constructed.  Composed via relation and opacité, 

tambors, as subaltern public spheres, function as a network for social and spiritual exchange that 

efface boundaries just as they engage with them.  By blurring the boundaries between public and 
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private, Lucumi tambors cause a shift whereby these terms are no longer specifically spatial but 

are understood as being incredibly pervasive projects that cut across all areas of social 

phenomenon even where they have little functional traction.  This implies that those 

phenomenon, including religion, commonly relegated to the private sphere have, in fact, always 

already occupied the realm the public sphere.   

To more deeply connect Glissant’s Caribbeanist concepts to my examination of how 

Lucumi practitioners destabilize the public/private binary, the fixity of religion as a category and 

the employment of secularization for various means, I draw upon performance studies scholar 

Fred Moten’s (2017) “minoritation citizen” whom he characterizes as having a surplus of 

experiences and qualities and therefore embodies the limits of norms (36).  For example, the 

minoritarian citizen speaks too many languages, is too religiously devout, or has seen too much 

violence.  The anxiety concerning surplus and what contact with Otherness might produce also 

undergirds many conceptualizations of secularism (Cady and Fessenden 2013).  However, just as 

secularism must reengage with religion in order to reaffirm its dominance, the minoritarian 

citizen, by virtue of the relationship between norms and otherness, finds his or herself in a 

complex relationship to centric identity politics and accepted modes of participation, often 

testing the elasticity of American inclusivity, rendered invisible, or perceived as a threat.   

Like Moten’s (2017) minoritarian citizen, as a racial, ethnic, and religious minority, 

Lucumi practitioners’ inability to remain within the rigid codes of performance of the normative 

public/private, religious/secular, and black/non-black binaries is not a result of deficiency, but of 

a surplus of diverse features that complicate the ability to sequester the practice and the 

practitioners within these dichotomies.  Lucumi performances and materiality apply African and 

Afro-diasporic sensibilities to concepts, objects and practices often normatively delineated as 
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Christian or secular, and in ways that allow permutations of the religious practice to spread 

across silos of identity and social structures.  I briefly offer three examples, all of which have a 

relation to one another.  First, as mentioned in Chapter Three, the religious fraternal aide 

societies (cabildos) that housed the earliest Lucumi iles in Cuba were registered under the names 

of Catholic patron saints.  Though the land where the cabildos met was owned privately by free 

people of color, and not the church, Afro-Cubans still had to petition the State for licensure 

(Brandon 1993; Otero 2010).  Second, the tendency for multiple religious affiliations by 

individual practitioners has often meant that, whether for strategic purposes or to honor one’s 

ancestors, rituals of various faiths may often be performed in preparation for, or following, a 

Lucumi ritual.  Finally, the importance of payment for ritual services, spaces for ritual events, 

and individual contributions, including paying those who get possessed to dance, is compulsory 

within Lucumi.  The physical exchange of material in return for one’s efforts is considered 

integral to the movement of aché through the world.  Thus, both the accumulation and 

disbursement of money is considered a practical, cosmological necessity for maintaining balance 

in society.  As these brief examples show, as a way of life, Lucumi either circumvents or exceeds 

possibilities of conformity within normative secular binaries.  Due to this, the orisha devotee 

comes to function as “anti [and/or] ante-citizen” whose way of life challenges “the statist and 

static institutionality” (Moten 2017, 164) in both discourse and society concerning religion, 

secularism, and race and directs attention towards issues within the postsecular debate.  

Particularly  

issues [that] are fundamental to the possibilities and impossibilities of minoritarian 
citizenship … particularly when the would-be minoritarian citizen constitutes the 
embodiment not only of racial, class, gender, sexual or national difference, but of analytic 
modes that constitute a certain desire for the nonstatist or nonstatic (Moten 2017, 36). 
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Within Lucumi, the practice of Arara dances offers an example of how Afro-diasporic 

dances embody these alternative analytic modes.  Visually, dances for Arara orisha are complex 

and sometimes jarring to watch because all of the joints seem to be executing an independent 

motion.  However, in reality Arara dances are an inversion of what the eye perceives and what 

the logocentric-trained mind comprehends.  While dancing for Afrekete (an Arara deity who is 

associated with Yemaya), dancers pulse their knees to a rolling, 6/8 drum rhythm.  The drums for 

Arara, which sound unique in the repertoire of percussion instruments used in Ocha, are felt like 

a sonic pulse inside the abdomen, even when the singing is so loud the drums cannot be heard.  

As the knees bounce, the weight of the body falls into the pelvis, rolls down the thighs, into the 

feet and then suddenly rebounds into the shoulders.  The movement generated by the downward 

accent of the bounce in the lower body pairs with a subtle spinal undulation that causes a 

rebound in the shoulders and chest that gives the illusion of a dramatic shoulder roll.  Meanwhile 

the arms cast out in wide arcs.  These gestures are repeated in seemingly endless variations, 

overhead, in traveling circles, in syncopated rhythms, and with erect and bent torsos.  While the 

dances looks jarring, in practice dancing Arara actually necessitates a relaxed and responsive 

relationship to the earth.  This relaxed response to the earth and to the music facilitates guidance 

that flows from within the body, and produces an agility that the logocentric mind cannot 

administer with the same speed.  This agility, coupled with the lack of unified directional 

projection of body parts makes even one dancer seem to spread and occupy an immense amount 

of space.  The elasticity and rebound of the movement captures the non-static quality of the 

relationship between the dancer, the earth and surroundings.  The embodied logic of the bounce, 

the rebound, and the necessary relaxation allow the dancer to experience both herself and her 

environment in multiple different ways at once.  Thus, Arara dances, as multi-modal embodied 
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experiences, privilege the body’s ability to respond in a multitude of ways, which corresponds to 

a cosmological imperative of dynamic, circular flux.   

These danced flows of embodied logic are integral to the creation and maintenance of 

Lucumi ways of life that one learns during tambors, as mentioned in the introduction of this 

chapter.  However, tambors are hybrid public spaces where those in attendance contribute to and 

receive an education in Lucumi values.  Thus, tambors provide much needed social space for 

Moten’s (2017) “minoritarian citizen” who collectively compose Nancy’s Fraser’s (1992) 

“subaltern public”.  Fraser (1992), concerned with the exclusionary tendency of Habermas’s 

concept of the public sphere as a singular space and the manner in which it obscures subaltern 

interests and contributions in society, asserts that subaltern populations form and contribute to 

society via “counterpublics” that often function both in secret and publicly (36).  These 

counterpublics create the metaframework of plural society that counters the homogenizing force 

set in motion by secularist bifurcation of social identities, and reinserts the vernacular in the 

shaping of civil discourse.  Fraser’s conceptual contribution of counterpublics offers an 

important entry to interrogate the practice of bracketing Afro-diasporic culture and religion as a 

means for facilitating equality in the public sphere, while challenging postsecularists to expand 

their conceptual means by which a postsecular society would be achieved.  As counterpublic 

arenas of practice, tambors, and the dancing that takes place during them, present alternative 

epistemes for forming and interrogating civil society that exceed Habermas’s characterization of 

the public sphere and private sphere.  Combined, Fraser (1992), Moten (2017), and Glissant 

(1989) offer a theoretical lens that is counter-Western, meaning they utilize the anxiety of 

dominant, Post-Enlightenment norms concerning contact for productive means.  As evident in 

my ethnographic analysis, dancing during orisha worship blends cosmological worldviews and 
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sophisticated debate with contemporary, seemingly mundane interests.  This allows me to 

consider how both individual and collective dancing for orisha dissolves secular tropes of public 

and private life, making it possible to sense alternative, postsecular forms of civil parity offered 

in Lucumi.  

 

Norms, Binaries and Relation 

 Before continuing with my ethnographic analysis, I examine the concept of norms and 

their relational existence to dominant narratives concerning race, religion in general and Lucumi 

specifically, and the place of religion in civil society.  I address this because the concept of the 

norm, and the capacity and means of the subaltern to respond to such a standard is important to 

Caribbeanist anthropology.  Likewise, within postsecularism there are debates concerning the 

role that norms play in bracketing, the execution of logocentric procedure (such as deliberation) 

and rationalism (Habermas 1989, 1992; Parmaksiz 2018).  Furthermore, as outlined in the 

Introduction to this dissertation, my research rationale is founded on four ways in which Lucumi 

subverts the normative dualism of public/private and secular/sacred within secularism.  As a 

result of the dancing at this tambor, debates took place that touched upon the conflict between 

the popularization of Afro-Cuban folkloric dance classes as the dominant form of dancing for 

orisha and the actual needs of the Ocha community.  Questions (and declarations) arose 

concerning what a Lucumi dance practice looks like, what values these aesthetics capture, how it 

is performed and according to whom, and how appropriate behavior is determined within the 

Ocha community.  At a meta level, the dancing at this tambor raised issues with the ethical 

implications of the application of secular performance norms, particularly that of the autonomous 

individual, and how resistance to or engagement with these norms effect participation by 

individuals and the Lucumi community as a whole. 
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 Jürgern Habermas (1998) and philosopher Dianna Taylor (2009) assert that norms are 

achieved through a mixture of consensus and coercion.  Taylor further argues that norms are 

often embedded so deeply that they appear to be autonomously adopted and, “are perceived not 

as a particular set of prevailing norms, but instead simply as normal, inevitable, and therefore 

immune to critical analysis” (Taylor 2009, 47).  Norms are linked to disciplinary power, and thus 

target bodies and populations to train subjects that are efficient, obedient, self-constituting and 

oriented towards the proliferation of society built upon optimal models of aesthetics and 

behaviors (Taylor 2009).  By widening the application of norms from the individual subject to 

the evaluation of populations, “normal curves” are established in relation to the optimal model, 

which are then employed to regulate populations, particularly through the production of 

Otherness.  As concepts, categories and principles, norms encourage subjects and whole 

populations to become efficient at “performing a narrowly defined range of practices” (Taylor 

2009, 47) and inform popular and political opinion concerning those who cannot or do not fit 

within the narrow normative range of behaviors, ideas and aesthetics.   

 Secularism is an accepted norm in much of Western culture with religion considered its 

subordinate, though the structure and practice of this relationship vary regionally and nationally 

(Mavelli and Wilson 2017).  In the United States, while secularism is a lauded ideal, in practice, 

the pervasiveness and equal application of secular policy is subject to debate.  Nonetheless, Post-

Enlightenment secular philosophy has contributed immensely to contemporary American society 

in terms of values, structure and performance practices.  Within secularism, autonomy and 

individuality are accepted performance norms.  Furthermore, because of secularism’s dominant 

position in the secular/religion binary, these performance norms tend to supercede alternatives as 

the benchmark for social and civil participation.  However, secularism and the normative 
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behaviors associated with it is, in many ways, dependent on religion.  As religious studies 

scholar Vincent Pecora (2006) points out, there is an internal paradox to secularism, particularly 

that it assumes by ideologically and spatially sequestering religion, that religion can be made 

more rational, individualized and thus more truthful.  Hence, secularism reinforces the idea of 

truth and meaning in religion.  With religion sequestered to spaces assumed to be beyond the 

reach of public deliberation, religion is framed as being immortal (Pecora 2006).  This enables 

secularism to redefine and reenergize its processes by continually referencing codified religious 

traditions and scripture.  Consequently, secularism actually “preserves by making rare precisely 

what it seems to destroy” (Pecora, 2006 20).  In other words, secularism is constantly doubling 

back on itself to recuperate its moral authority (Pecora 2006), but in order to do so must 

constantly recuperate religion as well, in the same manner that the dominant must constantly 

recuperate narratives of the Other.  Ergo, religion functions as a reflexive norm within 

secularism.   

 Additionally, normative practices of racialization within secularism are also observable in 

the establishment of accepted religious norms (Lloyd and Kahn 2016).  In particular, the focus 

on bodily aberrations of normative practices has played an important role in perpetuating fears 

projected towards Afro-diasporic religions, including Lucumi.  The media and even legal records 

tend to collapse highly nuanced and regional practices under the term “voodoo”, which is 

actually a mis-assocation between Afro-diasporic religious and magical practices of African 

Americans in the gulf region of the United States and the practice of Haitian Vodou.  As I 

examine more deeply in Chapter Five, this term has an extensive history of being applied in a 

derogatory or sensational manner and is often attached to images circulating in popular culture of 

entranced practitioners dancing sexually around flames, unable to control their desires.  For 
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example, in the eighth movie of the James Bond series, Live and Let Die (1973) sorcerers are 

framed as the villainous oppressors of the people of the ficticious island, San Monique, a 

Hollywood parallel to Haiti.  In this movie a “witch doctor” dances suggestively with a black 

snake around the shoulders while in a trance, and later threatens to rape a white woman, which 

earns Bond’s wrath and results in the bombing of the island.  These derogatory framings and 

images have long informed negative public opinion of Afro-diasporic religions and their 

practitioners.52  These practices produce and are recursively undergirded by dominant narratives 

that suggest African based religions are superstitious, violent, and primitive, placing them in a 

diametric relationship with Christianity and whiteness as acceptable, correct and universal 

norms. 

 The assumed existence of norms as the primary philosophical force in the production of 

society (as opposed to one of many philosophical forces) and the demand for norms in dominant 

discursive practices is also important to comprehending my claim that Lucumi proceeds from an 

all-together different epistemic seat, thus evading many of the accepted binaries that emerge 

during the Post-Enlightenment period.  To quote Taylor (2009), “the norm is a norm” (46), and 

thus in a circular logic is accepted and assumed as necessary for making sense of the world and 

establishing social structures and classes of identity.  Thus, the coercive force of norms, its 

subsequent creation of the Other, and the demand for discernable normative criteria upon which 

the cycle of norms are perpetuated does much to undergird rationalist discourses of secularism 

and Post-Enlightenment concepts of religion and the secular that were laid out in Chapter Two.  

In particular, the norms established as a product of Enlightenment era debates, including the 

allocation of God to the private sphere, the secularization of art that allowed it to circulate 

                                                
52 For additional examples, see Nick Caistor (2003); Phil Hill (2014); and Eric Faynberg (2015).   
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without religious meaning in the public sphere, the association of staid autonomy with whiteness 

and the public sphere, and inferiority and objectification of those people and practices cast out as 

Other bear on the analysis of dancing in this chapter.   

 In summary, the concept of norms and normative behavior exists in both plain and highly 

nuanced relationships to power and performance.  The concept of the norm in Lucumi is 

contentious, because Lucumi cosmology incorporates creolization into is framework allowing for 

shifts in form and function as well as multiple religious affiliations, as mentioned in Chapter 

Three.  Hence, Lucumi practices read as unintelligible and even dangerous in societies where 

secularism is the norm and where whiteness and Christianity are norms within religion.  This 

contributes to a lack of representation in dominant definitions of religion and misrepresentation 

of Lucumi in the public eye.  The dancing at this tambor elucidates secular norms that impact the 

conceptualization of folkloric and religious dance and highlights how issues of subjecthood, 

often divided as public or private and religious or non-religious, constantly slip between the two 

seemingly sequestered spheres.  

 

Lucumi Tambors as a Subaltern Public Sphere 

                The differing sense of subjecthood and the absence of a clear threshold separating 

public and private or sacred and secular reappeared to me at this particular tambor in mid-July of 

2018 when I passed through the gate in the chain-link fence at the house where the tambor was 

being held.  Beneath my feet, at the edge of the sidewalk etched into the cement when it was 

poured more than a decade earlier was the name “Negrito and Company.”53  I had been to this 

home many times before and never failed to notice the epithet.  The words, “and Company,” 

                                                
53 Negrito, in this case, is a nickname and term of endearment between Afro-LatinXs.    
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conjured mental images of organized, laboring bodies of priests and priestesses for some, while 

others said, “that [Negrito and Company] would have been a good name for a gang in The 

Warriors,” a 1980s cult-class about New York City gangs.  Almost everyone who saw it 

commented, “this is how you know this is an Ocha house”.  The name etched into the concrete, 

“Negrito and Company,” an unofficial title that declared itself as if it were otherwise, only 

further entrenched my awareness that Lucumi practitioners existed at the fringe of society, and 

often have no problem using irony to make issues of precarity, alterity, and power known. 

                The permanence of this epithet, at the edge between the sidewalk as public property 

and the chain-link fence marking private property, enunciated a political presence, a knowledge 

of exclusion and a cultural pride, mixed with a need to declare alternatively organized arenas.  It 

demarcated a subaltern public space where those who come to gather do so in order to build 

solidarity, clarify identities, and find a voice beyond the standard models of social identity.  

Discursively developed in dialogue with and as necessary alternatives to the official public 

sphere, for Lucumi practitioners these alternative spaces create room to withdraw and regroup as 

well as to function as an agitational or antagonistic training ground in relation to the wider public 

sphere.  The epithet carved into the ground captured Lucumi tambors as a subaltern public space 

almost too perfectly, as it put into play operative boundaries just as it challenged them.  The 

name outside of Rosa’s house matched the activities that would take place within, and 

strategically employed, “a practice of concepts [that] must be judged as a function of other 

practices with which it interferes” (Manning and Massumi 2014, vii).   

 After wagering with some fellow Ocha family members on who carved the name in the 

ground, I trailed behind to enjoy a cool breeze.  The drummers had just begun playing the oro 

seco so I didn’t linger too long, as it is my favorite portion of a tambor.  As I walked down the 
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cellar stairs, I ducked so as to not hit my head on mariwo (palm fronds) that hung like a short 

curtain across the doorway.  Once down the stairs I walked through Rosa’s laundry room, past a 

dusty corner where a tall wooden stick known as an opa iku, nine glasses over various kinds of 

drinks, a plate of breakfast food, and a bouquet of flowers were tucked.  This was the corner 

where ancestors were paid homage before any ceremonies began.  As I crossed through the 

doorway to the room where the tambor would be held, I ducked again to avoid hitting the green 

bananas tied with a red ribbon to a low pipe that ran across the ceiling.  By crossing under the 

mariwo at the cellar entrance and then green bananas outside of the igbodu, I embarked on a 

passage from a “hot” and chaotic field (the street) to a “cool” and clean field.  However, while a 

tambor may start out “cool”, depending on the energy that individuals contribute it may 

transition to “hot”.  Thus, I chose to calmly make my way into the space, bringing the memory of 

the cool breeze on my skin into an already steamy room where the oro was being played. 

 Though it is often assumed that a tambor is entirely for the person who was just initiated 

or who is hosting a drumming, during an oro seco there is no dancing as this music is 

specifically to call and pay homage to the orisha that were born the previous day or to the Orisha 

being honored.  During this portion of drumming those in attendance stand in reverent silence 

and stillness while the drummers play an extended liturgy of rhythms.  Each orisha is honored 

with a specific series of rhythms that begin at a low intensity and then peak before changing to 

the next orisha’s rhythms.  It is perhaps the most formal performance on the dia del medio.  As 

the sound of the drums reverberate through the house and into the street, an energy accrues that 

anchors the space.  Even after fifteen years, the energy of an oro still electrifies my bones.  The 

still concentration of those in attendance on the orisha imparts a groundedness to the afternoon 

that lingers even after the dancing begins.  Most often, this portion of the ceremony is attended 
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only by elders, those hosting the drumming and a few practitioners like me who consider this one 

of their favorite parts of the ceremony.  Others prefer to arrive later after “the party has started”.    

 After this portion of the ceremony (and a brief coffee break), the oro cantado commences 

and dancing for orisha begins.  Normally, the dancing slowly departs from the formality and 

coolness of the oro seco, while maintaining a correlating ebb and flow of energy intensity, 

slowly building, reaching a peak and then settling back into a valley.  However, the physicality 

of the dance or an increasing pace are not necessarily the key signals of transitioning intensity.  

Like the drummers who must remain aware of one another, listen for calls from the iya drum to 

signal changes in rhythm and style, and maintain their own groundedness, the collective 

mannerism, degree of composure, and comportment of those dancing are also key ingredients.  

Furthermore, these aspects of performance index individual familiarity with values associated 

with the cosmology.   

 Later in the afternoon, the dancing of my elders and the dancing of a junior priestess 

expressed drastically different energies, one cool and one hot, as well as different mannerisms 

and comportment.  Their contrasting styles embodied differing value sets associated with 

subjecthood in Lucumi and secularism and contributed to differing forms of social identity and 

collective will-formation in ways that exceeded the capacities of verbal deliberation and any 

production of consensus.  The young priestess’s controversial decision to stake her claim on 

Lucumi culture in the presence of community elders via dance indexed two drastically different 

modes of being.  Rather than through verbal explanation, the values of the Lucumi cosmology 

were made starkly apparent via the physical articulation of contrasting ontologies, producing a 

heated clash concerning individuality, the values contained within performance styles and the 

politics those performances embodied.   
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The junior priestess, Belle, is in her mid-thirties.  She was raised in western Europe and 

had moved to the United States to study Hip Hop and other African diasporic dance forms about 

fifteen years earlier.  To her credit, she was a beautiful Afro-Cuban folkloric dancer.  She had 

trained extensively in rigorous, academic settings in Cuba and the United States where she had 

mastered the aesthetics of a highly presentational form of orisha dancing.  For years, she had 

attempted to use this capital to gain entry and trust in various Cuban Lucumi and Brazilian 

Candomble houses, but had drifted around having never felt fully welcomed into these close-

knit, familial settings where the durability of a relationship and the commitment to the “family”, 

a concept that takes on dizzying, rhizomatic qualities, was highly valued.  Eventually, she joined 

an ile in the United States led by and filled with other professionally trained folkloric dancers 

from Cuba who had grown up in “the religion” well before immigrating to the United 

States.  However, she had fallen out with her madrina (godmother), and looked to me and my 

elders for communitas.  As I knew her previous godmother to be incredibly knowledgeable in the 

religion and highly adept at navigating the grey area between formal religious ceremonies and 

folkloric dance, I took for granted that Belle understood the unspoken rules of social etiquette 

within the Ocha community.  My elder’s advice was to remember that, “she will fall in line with 

Orisha, or she will fall out.  You don’t need to push either way”. 

Partly as a product of her formal training, Belle had developed a perception of Ocha, 

thrice removed from the actual religious practice in the United States.  Having first been to Cuba 

after the Special Period was well underway, and after the Cuban government began to soften the 

official position on religion, Belle did not witness widespread exclusion or persecution of Afro-

Cuban Lucumi practitioners in politics and society, nor the racism that black Cubans faced upon 

entering the United States.  Rather, she went to Cuba at a time when folkloric performances and 
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religious tourism generated large amounts of income for the struggling State.  First exposed 

through dance concerts in Cuba, then through folkloric training with various government-

sponsored conjuntos in Cuba and dance companies in the United States, and finally through 

tambors held by her previous Ocha family, Belle had first come to understand dancing for orisha 

through the highly-sensationalized aesthetics of concert folklore, where dancing, as an official 

performance of the public domain, is filtered to audiences and tourists through a politically-

mediated reconstruction of Cuban history that progresses towards a post-racial utopia.  For Belle, 

the secrecy of elders in the American community, the ubiquity of Afro-Cuban religions in 

Havana and Matanzas where she studied, and the folkloric characterization of Ocha in Cuba, as a 

spectacle open to all and yet pure or “real” in its Africaness, combined to create an exaggerated 

sense of mystery, as well as a general disdain for the “impure” American Lucumi community.   

 The day prior to the tambor described below was the first initiation that Belle had worked 

since she was initiated as a priestess in 2017.  It was an incredibly hot weekend, but Belle had 

decided this drumming was the day that she would step out from the corps of peladoras and 

show her Ocha family,54 composed mostly of community elders (both in ritual and actual age), 

“what SHE knew.”  Conceiving of her initiation as a legitimation of her position in the 

community, something she had long felt denied, she had never considered that the elders would 

not be mesmerized by her individual dancing, or her training in Cuba.  Thus, she was not 

prepared when they choose to politely rein in her folkloric performance spectacle. 

  That Saturday we had all labored plucking feathers off sacrificed birds to cook them for 

those attending the drumming.  Seated for hours, the repetitive tearing action demands one to 

engage with the meditative qualities of a simple yet lengthy task.  As we sat on banquitos (short 

                                                
54 A term meaning “pluckers,” which references the task of cleaning sacrificed birds. 
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stools) and hunched over palanganas (large bowls) filling with feathers, most of us allowed 

ourselves to get lost in the bonds of inside jokes and friendly chatter that bounced around the 

circle of priests and priestesses.  This was the place to be if you wanted to hear stories about the 

old days when the community was still centralized in Harlem and the Bronx.  My elders, who 

were not above the menial task of plucking feathers off poultry, recounted stories of the priests 

and priestesses who left indelible marks on their godchildren and the community.  Oftentimes 

while we plucked, an elder priest/ess would demonstrate gestures, dance moves or tell stories 

about the characteristics of “when so and so’s orisha would mount.”  As a sort of introductory 

task, young priest/esses who sat as peladoras gained cultural insight as well as historical and 

ritual context.  More importantly, by sharing in the physical space, the communal task, and the 

conversation, they found themselves being woven into the fabric of the ile.  This low skill task 

left space for gaining proficiency in social etiquette and liturgy, receiving tips for various 

technical tasks they would perform in the future, and oftentimes participating in a sort of 

“history-in-the-making” as uproarious jokes, gestures, impersonations and commentary circled 

about.                                   

 However, Belle was barely able to mask her dislike of being a peladora.  She proceeded 

slowly, using her first finger and thumb to pluck one feather at a time.  When an elder offered to 

show her how to make the task easier, she replied sweetly yet dismissively, “I have my own 

way.”  (Nothing will close the window of access to an elder’s knowledge faster than a new priest 

or priestess who is unwilling to receive guidance.)  Her unwillingness to just get on with the task 

magnified her boredom as she sized up the bucket of birds in front of her, and none of this went 

unnoticed by those around her.  There was nothing sexy about plucking poultry for two hours.  It 

is backbreaking, tedious work that demands one keep up with the collective pace to ensure that 
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each orisha is given the proper ritual food.  No one strives to be the star of the peladoras.  One 

simply gets down to work because if there are delays or mistakes amongst the pluckers, then 

those actually preparing the meat to be cooked would also be delayed and could possibly cook 

the wrong ritual food for the wrong orisha.  Furthermore, since this is also the food that priests 

and priestesses will eat, it is imperative that the correct meat be grouped together, as most 

initiates have food restrictions against eating animals sacrificed to their tutelary 

orisha.  Basically, we were a key juncture in the ritual assembly line and if there was no food to 

prepare on Saturday night, the host of the drumming would be incredibly embarrassed on Sunday 

afternoon. 

            When Sunday afternoon arrived, Belle came to the tambor with me, ready to 

dance.  Gone was her sullen disposition and listless movement of the previous afternoon.  She 

stepped on the epithet, never noticing “Negrito and Company” carved into the sidewalk, as she 

took long strides passed myself and my godfather towards the concrete stairs into the 

basement.  Inside, the drummers proceeded with the oro seco.  Though I had explained to Belle 

several times over the past year that there is no dancing during the oro seco, she proceeded to 

dance.  As she rhythmically rolled her shoulders, pulsed her chest, executed a series of 

syncopated steps, and bobbed her head with a smile of satisfaction, she attracted the attention of 

myself and my direct elders.  I caught her eye and, raising my hands to shoulder height, made a 

gesture to her to control herself by turning my palms to face the floor and evenly pressing the air 

beneath them slowly.  When the drummers finished, she walked over to me and proclaimed, “I 

just can’t help myself when I hear the drum”.  After the oro seco the drummers began the oro 

cantado. 

 During the first phase of the oro cantado the drummers cycle through a series of ritual 
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call and response songs honoring each of the more widely known orisha.  Most houses allow that 

when the drummers play for a specific orisha during the first phase of the oro cantado, priests or 

priestesses of that orisha should dance and offer a small derecho to the drummers and 

akpwon.  During the second phase, the akpwon will generally select songs and rhythms for the 

orisha being honored, or for the tutelary orisha of elders who get possessed.  Often people slowly 

filter in during the first phase of the oro cantado, with the largest crowd forming when it comes 

time to dance in a circle, known as an aro, for Yemaya.  However on this day even though the 

drummers were incredible, the basement was not crowded.  The temperature inside the basement 

was topping 100 degrees.  Outside, there was little relief at a sweltering 98 degrees in the 

shade.  Most of those attending the tambor danced for a few minutes, executing only a simple 

“ball-change-step-to-the-side,” the gentlest of swinging arm gestures, the most subtle of spinal 

undulations and rolling head nods.  They then returned to their seats along the walls or headed 

for the cellar stairs and walked up into hot breeze that was blowing through the south Bronx. 

                I had worked thirteen hours at the ceremony the day before and gotten home well after 

midnight, so like most others who had worked the day before and many of the elders, I reserved 

my energy and danced only for my father in Ocha, Ellegua and for my crown, Yemaya.  I knew I 

would dance more once they began the general singing for the second portion of the oro cantado, 

but until then I was going to stay as cool as possible.  Though Belle had been told that she 

needed to stay at the back of the room since she was not an elder, was not dancing for her crown, 

and had yet to be presented to consecrated drums, I sensed she would test these rules.  She 

pressed forward, forcing people to move aside.  With each song, her dancing took up more 

space.  She participated less and less in the simple ball-change steps, instead incorporating more 

theatric gestures, spins and complicated footwork.  Her awareness and acknowledgement of 
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others in the room shrank with each passing minute.  And as dancers turned into spectators, her 

smile grew.  

 As the drummers played for Obatala, she began to dramatically swing her arm in the air 

as if wielding a saber to signal, “Forward ho!”  Technically, in a folkloric class this is the correct 

step to perform in accordance with the rhythm played by the drummers.  However, her 

movement was taking significant space and people around her continued to move away and 

watch.  Unfortunately, too many spectators at a tambor takes away from the social nature and the 

dialogic exchange of energy between the dancers, the drummers and the akpwon in service of 

“bringing down the orisha.”  While Belle was tickled to have an audience, less and less did it feel 

as if she was there to participate, and more and more as if she came to perform a solo.  My 

elders, keeping an eye on my reaction, encouraged me to be diplomatic and discreet.  I waited 

until the musical rhythm slowed and came over to her and whispered that while there was 

nothing wrong with, “putting a little spice on the steps and playing off the drummers,” she 

needed to respect the tambor as a collective space.  “It takes a blend of everyone’s energy to call 

orisha down.”  My point went unheard as she gave me dismissive smile, saying, “Don’t 

worry.”  My godfather saw my face turn to stone and said, “Don’t worry, I will keep an eye on 

her.”  I grabbed a cool glass of ice tea and walked up the cellar stairs. 

                Outside was the place for chitchat and for anyone who could not tolerate the heat in the 

basement.  Inside, I could hear the drums playing for Ochun, Belle’s tutelary orisha.  However, 

Ronnie Yemaya and I had fallen into an intense discussion on urban gardening.  As the drums 

picked up the pace, more and more elders slowly ascended the cellar stairs, including two priests 

who jointly had almost 100 years in the priesthood of Ochun, and well over 100 years as 

practitioners.  They were best of friends, had just finished dancing for their crown, Ochun, and 
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were slowly making their way towards me.  Glo, a refined British woman in her late 80s and her 

godbrother George, a Puerto Rican of Cuban decent, who had grown up in the religion in the 

Bronx, approached me.  In the sweetest of tones, Glo spoke to me, “You know how much I love 

how Belle dances, but … she is inside dancing like she’s about to get possessed.  Why aren’t you 

inside?”  Glo was politely chastising me for not attending to Belle more closely while also 

informing me that Belle had, intentionally or not, shown herself to be a novice.  In a dry, 

straight-forward tone that barely masked my frustration, I said, “She’s not getting 

possessed.  That’s just how she dances.”  Georgi, who can have a tongue like a viper, but is a 

well of wisdom and knowledge said in the perfect mix of sweetness and saltiness, “Well if she’s 

not getting possessed then there is no need to be dancing like that.”  He took a sip of ice water, 

leaned back allowing his ornate cane to fall across his lap, and began to fan himself. 

 Hours later, Belle sat in the car with tears streaming down her cheeks.  “No one wants me 

to be happy.  I don’t care if I never learn how to pluck feathers.  I’m a dancer.”  I experienced 

her reaction as a mix of narcissism, lamentation and obstinance, which tested my patience.  I 

could not help but think, “typical millennial.”  Earlier in the day, she could hardly contain her 

excitement about the prospect of dancing at her first tambor hosted by her Ocha family since 

finishing her iyaworaje.  Now, she felt unwanted and cried, half-asking, half-proclaiming, “Is it 

because I am white?”  As I attempted to explain to her what Georgi and Glo had said, I could see 

her body stiffen and her lips tighten.  “I don’t understand what I did wrong.  Nobody was 

dancing.  Aren’t we supposed to dance at tambors?”  My elder attempted to clarify that tambors 

for initiations were a relatively recent invento because, “Iyawos cannot dance.”  He took a long 

pause before continuing, “However, the issue is that you were dancing like you were getting 

possessed, but you weren’t.  You can’t force possession.  That’s why everyone dances easy.  So 
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they can be cool and build up the energy.”  She shot back, “How is the energy going to build if 

no one is dancing?”  My elder stopped her in mid-sob.  “Who is to say they weren’t dancing?  

People dance in their own way.  Everyone has something to contribute, whether you think 

they’re doing it right or not.”   

Belle gulped in air as her eyes turned to slits.  She was clearly taken aback by the thought 

that her highly technical, rhythmically exact movement and everyone else’s movement all 

qualified as dancing for orisha.  She argued that no one was moving on the correct beat or 

performing the correct step per the rhythm played.  “They look like they don’t care.  They just 

look miserable all the time.”  I could only assume that she was comparing the theatrical 

expressions of folkloric dancers to the casual expressions of the mostly elderly crowd at this 

tambor.  It was as if she had inverted the vernacular and the academic.  She mistook the ease of 

movement and casual expressions of others as a need for training.  To Belle, her dancing was the 

sacred idiom of a community of people who had lost their roots.  Her position correlated closely 

with the pervasiveness of the bourgeois public/private binary where the codified realm of official 

culture trumps the colloquial vocabulary and means for cultural maintenance of subaltern people.  

I responded sharply, “This is not about showing what you know.  I told you to stay at the back.  

To keep it cool.  To be aware of your space.  You can learn a lot by watching an old elegun 

dance.”  My elder cut me off to insert a piece of common sense, reminding Belle that half the 

people there were over the age of fifty and it was 100 hundred degrees inside.  Her response 

betrayed the way in which she mythologized black Cubans in Cuba and felt LatinX and black 

Americans had lost touch, “But everyone in Cuba dances all the time.”  At this point, my elder 

took a very diplomatic approach as he knows I have very little tolerance for the comparison 

between Cuba and the United States, whereby individuals, ignoring context, try to delegitimate 
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the other’s culture.  His next comment was delivered so calmly yet is etched in my memory for 

the way it cut to the heart of the matter.  

See, you’ve been trained extensively in folkloric.  And that kind of dance is for the 
concert stage.  It is meant to entertain and maybe even educate people who know nothing 
about the religion.  It’s for simulating possession.  This [tambor]… this is not a 
simulation.   
 

He took a long pause before he continued.  I felt the gravitational field shift away from 

Belle’s tantrum and towards my elder, who remained unruffled by her tears, such a true child of 

Obatala.  Everyone in the car sat still as he reminded her that in Yoruba culture the aesthetic is 

“cool.”   

Everything we do is about keeping the head cool.  So the aesthetic of the dancing is cool.  
Because that’s what Obatala wants us to be.  That’s how we live well, by keeping cool.  
Those old elders, Georgi and Glo…never mind that it was 100 degrees…they’re giving 
guidance on how to do that.   
 

She dismissed his comment, “But I am a dancer.  That’s what I know.  Why don’t I get to 

show that?”  She paused and then sobbed, “No one wants to be happy.  Everyone just wants 

everyone else to be miserable.  I’ll just never dance, then everyone will be happy.  Dancing is 

what makes me special and no one wants me to be special.”  My elder’s patience had finally 

reached a level similar to mine.  He dryly said, “You’ve been initiated all of one year and a few 

months.  Nobody gives a fuck what you know.  And no one is going to teach you if that’s the 

attitude you keep up around elders who have been working this, dancing this, and living this their 

whole lives.”   

               My elders’ comments were an umbrella for an alternative mode of membership akin to 

Moten’s (2017) “minoritarian citizen” that address particular elements of participation, or 

performance of values, in Lucumi:  reality versus simulation, labor and durability, and cool 

aesthetics.  By the nature of the juxtaposition of these elements in Belle’s folkloric style versus 
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the elder's vernacular style (a style based on lived, informal experience), values became evident 

that indexed differences in what it means to participate in service of community.  First, both 

Georgi and Glo were referencing the taboo of simulating possession, though in Belle's defense 

she was not consciously simulating or faking possession, but rather performing a style of dance 

that by its function simulates possession and intentionally marks its own distance from religious 

ritual.  Second, Belle's dancing ran counter to an important value concerning labor and 

exhaustion.  Though hard work is highly admired during Lucumi rituals, so is the ability to 

modulate the outflow of energy in a way that sustains, that is durative, and durable.  Finally, the 

undercurrent that connects both of the previous values is the “cool” aesthetic of Yoruba-based 

religious practices combined with a tendency towards nontransparency when it comes to 

learning, practicing and performing in black subaltern culture.   

The taboo of simulation touches upon rights of the minoritarian citizen and the practices 

of subaltern people and the counterpublics they create, particularly the right to opacité, to remain 

opaque, obscure, and unreplicated.  In an age when difference and intersectionality are both 

trumpeted and commodified (Chaterjee 2013; Glissant 1989), Glissant (1989), Moten (2017) and 

Fraser (1992) attempt to offer a respite from the violence entailed in the process of making 

something transparent, and interculturally legible.  It cannot be forgotten that in order for orisha 

worship to persist in Cuba and the United States, it has had to conceal itself.  Furthermore, since 

the late-1950s the spread of orisha dance as a folkloric form has been intimately tied to global 

political agendas.  Therefore, my elders’ disapproval of simulated possession and overly stylized 

folkloric dance in ritual settings was related to an intergenerational will to resist attempts to 

coerce colonized peoples into replicating modes of domination.  Unlike Belle’s dancing, Georgi 

and Glo’s manner of dancing at this tambor performed a political imperative within opacité, one 
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that, “corresponds to the need for the fugitive, the immigrant and the new (and newly 

constrained) citizen to hold something in reserve” (Moten 2010, 105).  It is not that my elders 

pathologized a particular aesthetic or the spectacle of folkloric dance, for Lucumi culture is not 

necessarily an ascetic one.  (Nor does Lucumi set ascetism in opposition with indulgence.)  

Rather, many elders recognize that aesthetics and spectacle are easily politicized.  They 

possessed both an embodied and intellectual understanding that the aesthetic Belle demanded 

had at times been a mode of control that “[masqueraded] as abandon,” and that the spectacle of 

simulated abandonment devalued the labor that has created vernacular culture (Moten 101).  

Thus, to engage with folkloric aesthetics and spectacles without internalizing them remains a 

means to rebel against externally produced narratives about Afro-diasporic religions.  Hence, 

within a counterpublic setting where folkloric dance forms are increasingly seen, “to keep a 

secret … even in the midst of its intensely public and highly commodified dissemination” 

becomes both a means to exercising autonomy as well as preserving community (Moten 2010, 

105).  

Belle’s proclamation of the “correctness” of her dancing and the imperfections of those 

dancing around her made clear her ignorance to the purpose and value of such obscurity.  As 

Saidiya Hartman (1997) notes, “opacity … enables something in excess of the orchestrated 

amusements of the enslaved,” and that there are, “screams lodged deep within confound simple 

expression and, likewise, withstand the prevailing ascriptions of black enjoyment” (36). 

However, Belle’s insistence that all practitioners, young and old, not only dance in the sweltering  
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heat, but in the manner she deemed correct seemed to echo ostentatious, brutal demands for the, 

“hypervisibility of the enslaved,” whose privacy was constantly under attack (Hartman 1997, 

36).  

The sweat and hours of labor from the previous day and the contributions that afternoon 

failed to meet Belle’s superhuman fantasy about Lucumi practitioners.  For Belle and everyone 

present, dance was a mechanism for the creation of social life.  However, the social life of a 

subaltern public sphere, though created in dialogue with the dominant public sphere, is not 

produced via the same concept of labor.  Though it is arguable that Belle and others had a 

reflexive awareness of what this mechanism of dance could do and how they could employ it, of 

what rhythmically wielding their own individual bodies amongst other bodies potentially created, 

the approach to dance as labor diverged.   

Belle engaged in an approach intended to empty, or fully exhaust the body, and whether 

intended or not, seemed to possess shadings of stereotypes about the extraordinary labor 

potential of black and brown bodies.  Belle had proclaimed, “Everyone in Cuba dances all the 

time.”  Prior to that afternoon, she assumed that elders would gleefully keep laboring away in the 

service of orisha even as exhaustion approached.  She had never worked a ceremony of this scale 

and was given only the simplest of tasks.  Thus, she did not grasp what was demanded of more 

experienced practitioners or why elders stopped the ceremonies to take breaks throughout the 

day.  These interludes, when practitioners grab coffee, water, cigarettes, and head outdoors to tell 

stories, give everyone a chance to recover their energy.  Instead, in order to solidify her position 

as someone intimate with Cuban culture and as a crowned initiate, she sought to “outdance” 

herself and everyone else in the room.  If necessary, she commented that it was my responsibility 

to carry her off the dance floor after she gave her last drop of sweat.  She would leave no step 
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undanced, even if it betrayed a lack of connection to the energy in the room.   

My elders sought a durative approach.  My elders understood that the composition of 

dancing for orisha, meaning its history and the accumulation of sedimentary embodied 

knowledge, extends beyond that which could ever be quantified, stylistically compartmentalized, 

or adequately explained.  No single period of sustained dance will ever exhaust the meaning 

contained within the action of dancing for orisha.  Hence, my elders did not seek to physically 

deplete themselves of all possible means of expression as they already knew that the exhaustion 

of these mechanisms was ever-present anyway; that sometimes the needs that dancing addresses 

reaches an endpoint during that moment, just as the need to talk or the need to eat does.  They 

viewed the labor of dancing as something, “done for a time,” that had its place amongst many 

things.  In this logic, one does not necessarily identify exhausting dance over a period of time 

with exhausting oneself.  One could say, my elders “danced” on the edge of exhaustion, and 

showed their deep wisdom in the way they regulated this flow.  Their approach allowed for the 

accumulation of a surplus of energy for other mechanisms of Lucumi social life, such as 

chatting, singing, eating, the physical demands of prostration, and possession.   

At the root of the above differences are oppositional conceptualizations of dance as a 

praxis.  Belle’s willfulness masked an unwillingness to accept that after investing hundreds of 

hours and thousands of dollars in studying folkloric dance, that the social codes and modes of 

artistic production she had learned in these settings were not necessarily the norms within the 

subaltern reality of black, Afro-diasporic religious practitioners in the United States.  Instead 

Belle’s conceptualization of dance as a praxis aligns closely with dominant Euro-American 

frameworks of the public sphere and norms of performance, privileging autonomy, individuality, 

and the linearity associated with grand narratives whereas the more common conceptualization in 
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Lucumi privileges relation and errancy.  Belle understood herself only as a dancer, and therefore 

abandoned all other social responsibilities to the community.  For her, dance needed to be 

intensely joyful and exhaustive, even as the folkloric aesthetics that expressed this were highly 

politicized.  If she reached the maximum of both joy and exhaustion through dance, if she 

“outdanced” everyone else, then she successfully expressed the boundaries that made her a 

unique and autonomous individual.  Ironically, though her way of dancing was her means to 

feeling special, her insistence that everyone look like her would seem to undermine what she felt 

made her distinctive.  Yet, even while relishing in her own unique spectacle, the failure of other 

bodies to appear similar to her illicited her harsh judgement.  Her tongue felt like a whip when 

she commented that, in comparison to herself, she perceived a lack of joy and energy in the 

dancing bodies around her.  Furthermore, I couldn’t overlook that she was one of a dozen white 

practitioners in a room full of priests and priestesses of color.  Therefore, her critical words, 

“they just look miserable all the time,” combined with her out-of-place folkloric aesthetic, 

brought to mind the ways in which norms of the dominant public sphere, where folkloric 

performance is most often located, uphold the centricity of whiteness and the white gaze.  The 

ability of single white woman to demand a set of highly politicized aesthetic norms in black 

spaces speaks to the manner in which the performance of autonomy has, in large part, been based 

on practices of exclusion of difference and wielded as weapon in American society.  

Alternatively dance as a praxis in the Lucumi community more often relates to the way in 

which it provides structure for the tambor and the religious practice in general.  The 

“imperceptible fluctuations,” the ebb and flow of energy in the dancing, music and singing, 

creates a sense of formal structure (Moten 2017, 101).  Similar to what Moten (2017) notes about 

music, making dance is the art of transition.  Important fluctuations are not necessarily or 
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obviously signaled by large jumps, complex turn patterns, arm gestures that reach to the heights, 

vocalizations meant to capture the character of the orisha or other moves associated with 

folkloric possession tropes.  Instead, more often it is the minute transitions, such as when a 

dancer turns quickly, yet slightly offbeat, that attune the observant to a shift.  When one catches a 

movement out of the corner her eye and asks oneself, “did her head dip subtly? Was that a 

stumble?”  When the old man with a cane shuffles his way to the front to dance amidst the young 

energetic priests and priestesses.  Or when the akpwon suddenly switches to sing for the orisha 

Oya when a priestess of Yemaya is close to possession, because he senses the priestesses 

relationship to both of these forces.  The truth is, once the “fireworks” start for an elegun, the 

transition has already begun.  Rather than establishing a perceptible threshold that is transcended, 

dancing for orisha is a praxis that suggests impermanent shifts in states of being. Hence, dancing 

for orisha honors the sublime in the minute, the accrual of lived experience that composes the 

vernacular, and the unrefined alongside that which is elegant, obvious, and ordered.   

In this way, dancing for orisha as a subaltern praxis privileges a certain amount of 

instability that ran counter to Belle’s ideal.  Belle’s conception more closely aligns with 

dominant Euro-American frameworks of modern cultural production laid out in Chapter Three, 

where the labor of the individual genius is the primary building block for art products that are 

deemed valuable by a mixture of market-logic and consensus that are then disseminated to 

private individuals (Bourdieu 1996).  Alternatively, dance as a subaltern praxis of the Lucumi 

locates the inception of culture in relation, when during intimate interactions as well as during 

more formal, regulated moments, the labor performed is deemed necessary and valuable for both 

the lineage and the individual.   

The ability to “keep it cool,” to remain unflustered, to have control of one’s emotions and 
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levels of excitability, creates space that slows one from rushing to find acceptance in normative 

society.  The term cool is applied to experiences, demeanors and sensations that are the opposite 

of hot, a certain internal calm composure that allows one to maintain focus and presence and to 

direct their energy where it is needed.  It also implies the practice of non-transparency as an 

embodied value favored over dominant logocentric tendency towards transparency and full 

disclosure of opinions, feelings and information in liberal American culture.  Not only is it 

unnecessary to reveal everything at once, it is believed that a cool head will allow the individual 

to pay close attention to subtleties and increasingly comprehend without direct, verbal 

explanation.  This has in many ways allowed for the continuation of Lucumi tradition in the 

United States, precisely because it has continued to foster relation and opacité under 

circumstances where society-at-large would be hostile.  This manifests in the aesthetics and 

education of dance.  In Lucumi the “traditional” means of learning and practicing dance 

intentionally evades detailed description, linear structure, or overt demonstration.  While linear 

structure and overt demonstrations might efficiently build a cadre of works, they do not 

necessarily foster the dialogic social qualities.  Nor do they sufficiently build a cohesive, 

relational social structure of creative individuals capable of withstanding the erasure of common 

language or the policing of movement, which Lucumi practitioners have historically been 

subjected to.  Rather a cool approach to dancing allows practitioners to learn the movement 

vocabulary and style, as well as attune themselves to the appropriate application of the 

movement. 

 Furthermore, at tambors, the collective cool allows participants to remain attuned to the 

fluctuations in the total energy of the tambor.  When a critical mass has been reached, the 

akpwon, the drummers, or a particular dancer or group of dancers may then “turn up the heat” in 
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terms of rhythm, pace, volume, song choice or in the manner of dance, in order to facilitate 

possession.  However, if everyone is watching one person there will not be sufficient energy in 

the room.  The “cool” head is capable of remaining in dialogue with those around it.  On the 

opposite end of the spectrum if everyone is dancing in one’s own wild abandonment, the energy 

cannot crescendo because it is too hot from the start.  In order to cultivate an environment that 

can support a possession, the dialogic social nature, or what one practitioner called the “criollo 

nature” of music and dance, takes on primary importance (Anonymous 7, 2018).  Furthermore, 

though the dancing is celebratory and joyous, it is not uncommon to witness certain somber or 

serious expressions pass over the faces of practitioners.  Sometimes, it is inexplicable why 

someone has this expression, but some practitioners expressed a sudden “sense of gravity to the 

whole event” (Anonymous 3, 2018), “of how lucky we are to still have these traditions” 

(Anonymous 7, 2018), or of “being overwhelmed by what it means to have Ocha crowned” 

(Anonymous 1, 2018).  Like all things born in the underbelly of modernity, Lucumi bears marks 

of both pain and joy.   

 

Conclusion 

 Through the heated discussion that Belle’s dancing caused, I have shown that what is 

public and what is private are not constants, regardless of how norms contribute to their static 

facade.  As it concerns the assertion set forth in the Introduction concerning how dancing for 

orisha destabilizes the public/private binary, a tambor is not a hermetic supernatural arena, 

beyond the reach of secular problems (such as racism or politics).  Certainly, things do take 

place, such as possession, that exceed logocentric analysis, but these occur alongside the 

mundane.  What becomes centrally important is not whether a tambor, as a religious event, is 
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public or private, but rather how to balance individuality and collectivity in service of activating 

and reinforcing Lucumi cosmological values.  The dancing at this tambor shows how issues 

taken up in religious, subaltern public spheres are also issues that directly comment on broad 

social and civil issues and contribute to the larger public sphere.  At this tambor, Belle’s 

movement and that of my elders was in dialogue with a larger society, even as they conflicted 

with one another.   

 The experience of elders was reflected in their movement choices and functioned as 

commentary on the assumption that the secular is both constant and natural, and that religion is 

inherently a private practice and fixed in its characteristics and boundaries.  This directly 

addresses my assertion that dancing for orisha subverts the fixity of religion (and therefore the 

secular) as a category.  Instead, in this chapter the elders made evident that the secular has 

shifting manifestations that call upon codified folkloric dance and religious vernacular dance at 

different times for different reasons, and that Lucumi, while cosmologically consistent, has 

responded to these shifts, while also implementing its own reforms to sustain itself during 

periods of broader social change.  Recall that in Chapter Three, in support of my fourth assertion 

concerning the ability of secularization to have multifarious effects, I discussed how Lucumi 

practitioners directly contributed to the foundation of a national Afro-Cuban folkloric dance 

tradition in Cuba during the mid-twentieth century.  Almost sixty years later, the same 

practitioners, some of whom were at this tambor, demonstrated that it has been necessary to push 

back against the dominance of folkloric styles in order to retain the vitality and applicability of 

dance within Lucumi cosmology, even as it was through folkloric dance that Belle was first 

exposed to traditions of Lucumi.   

 However, what emerged during the fieldwork that remains with me are the politics of 
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embodied performances, the value attributed to bodily experience, and the choices that 

individuals and groups consciously make, via bodily movement, in order to create and recreate 

identity and cosmologies.  The distance between Belle’s dancing and my elders showed that 

dialogue as a verbal practice is not entirely sufficient to foster or guarantee parity in any society.  

Values are also embodied and thus, due to the inescapable nature of the body’s materiality, are 

equally if not more so subject to conflict, bracketing, mistranslation, appropriation, and 

politicization.  The fact that Belle was so unfamiliar with the nuances of the religious community 

that is the source of the folkloric material in which she is highly trained speaks to the degree of 

exclusion faced by Lucumi practitioners.  These are violences that cannot be entirely corrected 

through verbal deliberation.  Here Habermas’s (1998) reliance on translation, the fluidity of 

meaning, and consensus undermines his postsecular goal.  For too long, translation and 

consensus, in the service of speech acts, have been understood as more static, durable, and 

equitable than they prove to be in practice.  Yet, by choosing to continue to rely on these 

practices to amend the public sphere of religious and racial intolerance is to perpetually 

“rewind”, back to the moment when the materiality of African religious practices and bodies 

were wounded, “a rewind that tends to exhaust the metaphysics upon which the idea of redress is 

grounded” (Moten 2017, ix).  Instead, a bearing of the world cultivated in the underbelly of 

modernity, that of the acceptance of opacité and the increased reflexivity brought about by 

conscious relation offer more in the interest of addressing issues of parity for subaltern people 

and for the development of a peaceful plural society.  
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CHAPTER 5:  DANCING AT “THE PEOPLE’S BEACH” 

 

 Just behind the sand dunes and boardwalk that overlooked a packed beach and blue-grey 

crashing waves, on a lawn occupied by a number of groups barbecuing and playing radios and a 

small number of Parks and Recreation officials stood a blue and white tent with an altar covered 

in cakes, fruits, alcohol, and pictures of a saint I did not recognize.  In the middle of the tent a 

wooden pole was planted around which were seated approximately fifty practitioners, mostly 

Haitian and Haitian American, dressed in coordinating blue and white outfits.  Beyond those 

seated were another fifteen to twenty members of other faiths and ethnicities, many of whom I 

knew from my time spent in the archives at the CCC/ADI, who attended as guests.  Against the 

rhythm of the tide, those present sang a litany of songs and carried offerings to the altar built in 

honor of the lwa Agwe.55  The man who sang controlled the pace of the proceedings, and at his 

cue two women, one holding an ason, an instrument similar to a maraca except with beads on 

the outside, and one holding a jicara of food I could not clearly make out, softly curtseyed with 

their left foot crossed behind their right, turned one full revolution to their left, curtseyed again 

and turned one full revolution to their right before sashaying up to the altar with their eyes 

lowered. 56  The blue satin details on the pristine white fabric of their full skirts and flouncy 

shoulder cap sleeves accentuated the grace of the curtsey, and seemed to draw swirling ribbons 

of blue light around them as they turned.    

 

                                                
55 Lwa are the deities of Vodou.  Several lwa overlap with orisha, including Legba/Ellegua and 
Ogu/Ogun.  Agwe is, most generally, a lwa associate with the ocean.  The picture of the saint on 
the altar may have been St. Ulrich, who is associated with Agwe in Haitian Vodou.    
 
56 A jicara is bowl crafted from the dried gourds of the calabash tree. 
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In this chapter, I draw upon ethnographic data to analyze an intercultural religious 

drumming ceremony hosted by a Vodou house at Riis Beach in Queens, NY on a warm August 

day in 2018.  Behind the beauty of the crashing waves, warm breeze and singing, this case study, 

by virtue of location, participant demographics, and ritual practices including dancing and 

drumming, raised awareness of some of the most fundamental questions of secularism contained 

in the First Amendment, which protects the right to assemble while prohibiting the government 

from favoring one religion over another or from favoring non-religion over religion.  Specifically 

this drumming ceremony’s location on a public beach and its interfaith nature brought to the fore 

the following questions:  what does religious assembly look like, where ought religious assembly 

be relegated, and what is gained or lost in such relegation?  More deeply, this case study raises 

issues with secularism as a means for managing, rather than protecting religious and racial 

diversity.  These questions are unpacked via the key assertions presented into the Introduction 

concerning how dancing in Afro-diasporic religious traditions destabilizes or circumvents secular 

binaries.   

Initially, I consider my third key assertion when I argue that the bodily performances 

analyzed during this case study, of which I focus on dance and other physical interactions, bring 

to mind the ways in which the United States government has, during certain historical periods, 

actively persecuted Afro-diasporic religions, and in general failed Afro-diasporic religious 

practitioners in its implementation of religious neutrality.  However, this case study also 

highlights the relationship between my first assertion and my fourth assertion by focusing on the 

efforts of Afro-diasporic religious groups to strategically engaging secular policy and 

secularization through embodied practices as a means to exercise their First Amendment right to 

assemble in an area considered a public forum for necessary ritual purposes.  In doing so, the 
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Vodou family hosting this event challenge spatial associations between the public sphere as 

secular and the private sphere as sacred.  Furthermore, as mentioned in the Introduction, there is 

a correlation between secularization and individualization.  Therefore, I also attend to my second 

assertion to address how this interfaith dance event disrupts typical identity politics and, in doing 

so, unhinges the fixity of the boundaries of religious differentiation.  I explore how the 

performance strategies at this drumming ceremoney relied on embodiment, and dance 

specifically, to build an interfaith coalition and unsettle the way that religion(s) are defined and 

differentiated.  With these four assertions in mind, I analyze how dance, gesture and eye contact, 

as bodily actions, publicly established this interfaith coalition, and cued important moments 

during the ceremonies, including when law enforcement arrived.  I do this in order to expose a 

legacy of (neo)colonial racial anxieties embedded within secularism and to make apparent the 

powerful ability of Afro-diasporic religious dance practices to challenge dominant dogmatic 

claims to particular spaces and concepts, particularly the exclusion of religion from the public 

sphere based on in the interest of protecting the parity of citizens.   

 To effectively present my argument and support my four key assertions, first I briefly 

highlight key aspects of this dissertation’s theoretical framework that will be important in 

executing my analysis.  These include the manner in which Caribbeanist anthropology and 

postsecularism consider the body as a nexus for the intertwining of theory and praxis, and 

performance ethnography, which examines how the performance of identities speaks back to, 

resists and informs the shape and function of social structures.  I then trace the manner in which 

Afro-diasporic religious practices have been deliberately defamed and excluded from the public 

sphere, and the way that secularism was used to reframe these traditions not as religions but as 

criminal behavior and threatening to public health and national stability.  Next, I establish my 
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relationship to Vodou and my reason for including this drumming ceremony as a case study in 

the dissertation.  Finally, I consider three moments during the ceremony that allow me to address 

several ways in which dance and other embodied performances contribute to the public sphere 

both by offering a bodily commentary on the historical and current state of participatory parity in 

public spaces and by contributing to new and different horizons for a postsecular, pluralist 

society. 

 

Theoretical and Method Framework 

 Like Chapter Four, my analysis of this case study is rooted in Caribbeanist anthropology 

and postsecularism.  As mentioned in Chapter Two, both Caribbeanist anthropology and 

postsecularism place theory and praxis on equal footing.  This closely aligns with the position 

taken by performance studies scholar Dwight Conquergood (2013), who argues that by 

considering theory and praxis equal and intertwined, the ethnographer facilitates the unveiling of 

a culture’s poetics in such a way that “dissolves the hard-edged distinctions between self/other, 

subjecthood/objecthood, rational/irrational” (17).  The attention given to embodiment by 

Caribbeanist and postsecular scholars furthers a general assertion that culture derives itself from 

human interests made tangible through in/actions of the body (Cady and Fessenden 2013; 

Glissant 1989; Mavelli and Wilson 2017; Moten 2017; Tweed 2006).  To illuminate the role that 

dance and the body played within this drumming ceremony, and the political potency of the body 

as a site of agency, I privilege performance in my analytical framework for this chapter.  This is 

doubly warranted because the drumming at Riis Beach inhabited a unique politics of location 

comprised of historical contingencies related to how “bodies and meanings travel through 

various routes, diasporas, and displacement” (Johnson 2013).  As will be made evident in my 
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historical examination of Afro-diasporic religious performances and popular and political anxiety 

about these practices during the nineteenth and twentieth century, Afro-diasporic religions have 

existed at an intersection of geopolitics and local politics, and thus their performance practices 

directly inform the construction of the public sphere and civil discourse and vice versa.  

Considering the long, intertwined relationship between politics, public sentiment and the ability 

of Afro-diasporic religious practitioners to assemble for worship, it is valuable to engage the 

method of performance ethnography in the vein of Dwight Conquergood (2013) who argues that 

performance, as a lens for examining culture, is that best way to understand how people make 

meaning in their lives.  Furthermore, performance ethnography (as both theory and method) 

reveals how bodily actions can consolidate and contest oppression, and how agency can be 

inscribed by and incited by domination as will be evidenced later when I consider the 

interactions between Parks and Recreation officials and the host Vodou family.  

The events analyzed via performance and dance ethnography in this particular case study 

focus on dance and other embodied performances of Afro-diasporic religious frameworks, as 

these cultural expressions make evident how bodies contribute to the explicit declarations of, and 

symbolic undercurrents within, civil discourse.  By first examining historical examples where 

Afro-diasporic religious performance was directly and indirectly implicated in the development 

of civil discourse and law, I establish the precedent that embodied performances of Afro-

diasporic religious identity has been deeply formative in debates concerning the secular in 

American politics and law.  I continue to utilize performance and dance ethnography as I 

examine how people, including beach goers, Parks and Recreation officials and religious 

practitioners, and the various faith communities in attendance performed their identities and 

interact with one another during this drumming, and I consider how embodied performances 
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speak back to secularism as a structural form of power.  Finally, by focusing on performances by 

religious practitioners it is possible to problematize the assumed “logical positives” of 

secularism, particularly those embedded in the First Amendement, including the right to 

assemble and the protection of religious freedom, and the necessary separation of religions in the 

interest of social stability (Conquergood 2013, 17).57  Ergo, performance and dance ethnography, 

seated within a Caribbeanist and postsecular framework, allows me to analyze how secular 

mechanisms that contribute to “macrostructures of political economy” articulate with 

“microtextures” of Afro-diasporic religious experience and embodiment (Johnson 2013, 7).   

 

Afro-diasporic Struggles for First Amendment Rights 

In the First Amendment of the United States Bill of Rights, the right to religious freedom 

is addressed alongside the right to assemble peaceably.  In delineating the terms for the right to 

assemble, the First Amendment also establishes spaces known as public forums where the right 

to assemble may be exercised.  Within the First Amendment some spaces considered traditional 

public forums where access cannot be restricted based on the content expressed by the user 

include streets, sidewalks and parks.  There are instances when the right to religious freedom, the 

right to assemble in public forums, the right to free speech and the government’s commitment to 

refrain from favoring a particular religion have been in discord.  The discord is often apparent in 

the tense relationship between social stability, the common good and individual rights 

(Habermas 1996).  In this section, I interrogate the way the concept of social stability in the 

public sphere and the common good has historically been constructed around anti-black 

sentiment and the vilification of Afro-diasporic religions, particularly Haitian Vodou and 

                                                
57 A logical is rooted in neopositivism, which asserts that outcomes and evidence are only valid if 
their claims of existence can be directly verified through observation.   
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Lucumi.  As will be demonstrated below, intentional incitation of fear and panic concerning 

Afro-diasporic religions at local, state and national levels of the United States government was 

used to construct a form of social stability that upheld broad sociostructural and racial inequities 

within the United States and in the Caribbean.  Centuries of denying Lucumi, Vodou and other 

Afro-diasporic religious practitioners their First Amendment rights has left a legacy of fear and 

panic still palpable today and made evident during the analysis of the drumming ceremony at 

Riis Beach in Queens, New York.   

Though not all religions or religious events necessitate group assembly in public spaces, 

assembly being defined as three or more people according to Constitutional law, the heart of 

Lucumi and Vodou does indeed involve times when the ability to assemble is integral to 

worship, particularly to drum and dance as a community and “family” in certain areas that 

overlap with public forums.  As addressed in Chapter Three, family, lineage and community are 

understood as important foundations for the spiritual well-being of both Lucumi and Vodou 

practitioners, and dancing plays an important role in establishing these familial connections, 

creating solidarity within the community, fostering reciprocal relationships with deities, and 

sharing aché.  However, dancing as a community does more than just reinforce faith in 

comprehensive moral and ethical frameworks embedded in religious cosmology.  As seen in 

Chapter Four, assembling at rituals to dance provides opportunities to create, reinforce, and test 

individual and community identities and nuanced social codes that, in addition to furthering 

lineage and the cosmology, are intentionally in dialogue with local, regional and global socio-

political issues.   

Yet the rights of religious freedom and of assembly have not been applied equally to 

Lucumi and Vodou historically and even presently.  Derogatory tropes of Haitain Vodou, 
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Lucumi, New Orleans Voodoo, Obeah, and other Afro-diasporic religions have circulated in the 

media, personal letters of United States government and military officials, and American travel 

journals since the eighteenth century, demonstrating that these faiths have been present in 

American consciousness even when their presence was hidden or geographically limited to the 

Caribbean (Boaz 2011; Johnson 2002).  The manner in which these religious practices have been 

stigmatized and distorted over centuries has negatively impacted the safety and overall well-

being of individual practitioners as well as the stability of entire communities and even countries 

(Boaz 2011).  As legal scholar Danielle Boaz (2011) points out, many of the misconceptions of 

and discriminatory actions taken against Afro-diasporic religions in the United States, though not 

new, were amplified following the success of the Haitian Revolution in 1804.  Though the 

United States had agreed to the outlaw of the transatlantic slave trade, the American economy 

was still reliant on enslaved labor, and fears of region-wide slave revolts quickly spread.  

Historian Julius Scott (2018) observes that powerful planters and traders in the Americas 

reasoned that, “masterless men and women … embodied submerged traditions of popular 

resistance which could burst into the open at anytime” (4).  Popular media stoked these fears 

with reports that Haitian Vodou practitioners had held ceremonies and made sacrifices to ensure 

the success of the revolution.  Derogatory tropes were deployed under the term “voodoo,” which 

became a generic moniker in American media and legal discourse for all Afro-diasporic religious 

and healing practices in the United States, Caribbean and South America.  The term was 

associated with savagery, cannibalism, child abuse and hypersexuality.58  Dancing in particular 

was often associated with hysteria and violence that led to cannibalism (Boaz 2011).  These 

images were employed by politicians and government officials in a direct attempt to stoke 

                                                
58 On this issue, see From Vaudaux to Voodoo (2004) by Alasdair Pettinger and Lorna Milne. 
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proslavery sentiment and undermine the organizational power of African-based religions 

amongst enslaved and free people of color within the United States.  By fostering the notion that 

these religions were primitive, barbaric and criminally dangerous, pro-slavery politicians and 

white citizens claimed to have justification for enslavement as a means to protect American 

citizens as well as proof that Africans and their descendants were not civilized or fit to govern 

themselves (Boaz 2011).  Haiti, along with the term voodoo, became dogwhistle words to swell 

fears of black-led insurrections and non-Christian religions.   

The defamation of the country of Haiti and its people continued well into the twentieth 

century and perpetuated white American social anxieties concerning Afro-diasporic religious 

practitioners.  For example, in 1920 National Geographic published an article titled, “Haiti and 

its Regeneration by the United States” in which the author declared that cannibalism, women 

dancing around open flames and the rites of “voodoo,” including the sacrifice of children, were 

rampant.  These claims, made by United States Marines, were used as supporting evidence in the 

argument that it was necessary for the Marines to establish surveillance of Vodou practitioners in 

Haiti (Boaz 2011, 264).59  Dancing and drumming associated with Vodou were restricted by the 

occupying military force and those caught performing ceremonies or suspected of practicing 

Vodou were sentenced to hard labor in conditions barely better than enslavement (Boaz 2011).  

Around this time period in Cuba, a series of kidnappings of white children was attributed to 

Afro-Cuban religious practitioners, referred to simply as “black brujos” (Boaz 2011).  Three 

Haitians and two black Cubans were charged and executed for the crimes.  The story, which was 

                                                
59 The first United States occupation of Haiti took place from 1915-1934. In The Spirits and the 
Law:  Vodou and Power in Haiti (2011), Kate Ramsey explicates the complex relationship 
between the American military occupation, the maligning of Haitian Vodou by foreigners, and 
the external and internal political stakes involved in the promulgation of the Haitian 
government’s persecution of Vodou.    
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widely reported in American newspapers as a voodoo rite, produced a hostile, public backlash 

against both Santeria (Lucumi) and Palo in Cuba and the United States, and gained traction as an 

urban legend in areas of the United States with large Haitian and Cuban immigrant populations.60   

These sensationalized stories fed public demand for the surveillance and criminalization 

of all things associated with voodoo in the United States during Jim Crow on the grounds that it 

was necessary to prevent the backwards slide of society that the media, politicians and military 

associated with Haiti.  The media encouraged suspicion of black men and women, particularly 

midwives, herbal healers and those practicing various forms of Hoodoo and New Orleans 

Voodoo (Boaz 2011).  One instance involved a man name Black Herman, a professional 

magician, entrepreneur, Garveyite, and rootworker.61  Herman was frequently harassed and 

arrested by New York City police during the 1920s.  He was accused of selling “voodoo charms” 

and charged with practicing medicine without a license, a charge applied liberally to anyone 

caught practicing Afro-diasporic healing and religious traditions during the nineteenth and 

twentieth century (Boaz 2011).  The stigma associated with all things considered voodoo has 

endured into the present as well.  As recent as 2010, Reverend Pat Robertson cruelly declared 

that the earthquake in Haiti, which caused an estimated 150,000-300,000 deaths, was God’s 

retribution for Haitian Vodou’s legacy in the island’s liberation from France in 1804, echoing 

                                                
60 Some of my subjects are descendants of black Cuban tobacco farmers who settled in the 
Tampa Bay area in the early-twentieth century.  Their grandparents, initiates of Lucumi, relayed 
to their grandchildren the fear that spread amongst the white Cuban community following the 
kidnappings.  Articles about the kidnappings were published in the Billings Gazette, The 
Galveston Daily, the Moberly Monitor, The Victoria Daily Advocate and many other newspapers 
between 1919 and 1922. 
 
61 This story was told to me by the groundskeeper at Woodlawn Cemetery in the Bronx, New 
York, and corroborated by several hoodoo workers descended from families from the area of 
Virginia where Black Herman was born.  There is limited biographical information on him 
outside of newspaper articles recounting his magic acts and his death in 1934. 
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longstanding sentiments that Haiti’s woes are the fault of Vodou practitioners and not colonial 

and neocolonial military, political and economic violence (Boaz 2011).62 

In the United States, the American media’s attack on Afro-diasporic religions and the 

attempts to discredit individual practitioners directly influenced the creation of specific laws 

targeting Afro-diasporic religious practitioners’ ability to assemble, as well as more generally 

laws framed as secular and in the interest of public health.  There exists hundreds of examples of 

state action taken to proscribe the practice of these traditions with the intention of controlling the 

lives of the enslaved, suppressing their contributions to potential revolts, and as a general means 

to police the lives of people of color (Boaz 2011).  Many of these state actions inhibited or 

outrightly restricted dancing in large groups and the ability to play drums.  For example, after the 

United States took control of Louisiana, the federal government issued decrees curtailing 

drumming and dancing by enslaved Africans and African Americans in public spaces (Boaz 

2011).  However, it was the severe, municipal brutality that effectively drove Afro-diasporic 

religious practices underground in the United States during the late-nineteenth and early-

twentieth century (Boaz 2011).  Local ordinances forbidding or limiting the days and times that 

enslaved could congregate, particularly for the purpose of dancing and drumming, were common 

in Louisiana, Georgia, Florida, Mississippi, and Alabama, but also existed in New York and 

Pennsylvania (Boaz 2011; Nyong’o 2009).  The largest number of arrests was recorded in 

Louisiana, involving women who had gathered in secret to dance and drum (Boaz 2011).  Even 

after emancipation and extending into the early-twentieth century, arrests of Afro-diasporic 

religious practitioners increased, with generic charges of “malicious mischief” and “disturbing 

                                                
62 Robertson was not the first to suggest that Haiti’s political, economic and social struggles are a 
form of divine punishment.  Dr. Terry Rey noted in conversation that evangelical Christians in 
Haiti have been teaching this since the 1980s. 



  

   177 

the peace” with “wild” dancing and “infectious” drumming leveled against them (Boaz 2011).  

Punishment included penal labor on chain gangs, crushing fines (which could result in arrest if 

one was unable to pay), and even death (Boaz 2011).  As late as 1993 Afro-diasporic religious 

practitioners’ right to assemble was still under public attack.  That year the Supreme Court heard 

the case of Church of the Lukumi Babalu Aye v. City of Hialeah (O’Brien 2004).  Following the 

necessary legal announcements posted in newspapers by a group of Lucumi practitioners to lease 

land and establish a house of worship in Hialeah, Florida, the city council held an emergency 

public session during which it sided with predominantly white, Cuban-American residents’ 

concerns that the religious practice was inconsistent with “public morals, peace and safety” and 

declared the city’s “commitment” to prohibiting Lucumi practices (508 U.S. 520).63  

In June of 2010, I personally experienced the degree to which individuals and law 

enforcement will go to prevent Lucumi practitioners from assembling.  I had left a café where I 

had been working on my master’s thesis and, as I strolled towards my apartment in Brooklyn, 

New York, I noticed a squad car from the New York City Police Department outside my home.  

The officers, one of whom I knew, had come to my own home after someone had incorrectly 

informed him that my ordination to Yemaya would be held in my house that day.  Had their 

informant known the correct date and location, they could have attempted to arrest more than a 

dozen practitioners for unlawfully keeping livestock within city limits and/or seized thousands of 

dollars worth of items necessary for the ritual, though they were in no position to take action as 

the rights of orisha devotees to hold ceremonies involving animal sacrifice have been upheld by 

the Supreme Court (O’Brien 2004).  

                                                
63 While, by American standards the overall racial and ethnic demographic of the church was also 
white and LatinX, deep divisions exist in the Cuban community concerning how race is 
performed and the place of African heritage for white-presenting Cubans.   
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  I set out the above examples to demonstrate that the United States, at the local, regional 

and national level, has historically failed in the secular effort of maintaining religious neutrality, 

often with the intentional purpose of oppressing people of color and portraying Afro-diasporic 

religious practitioners as a danger to social stability and public health.  It is important to connect 

the negative portrayal of dancing and drumming in Afro-diasporic religious traditions in the 

United States to the criminalization and persecution of Lucumi and Vodou practitioners, because 

these actions taken against these religions served as a means to deny Afro-diasporic people of 

their First Amendment rights.  The supposed secular agenda behind the rhetoric of advancing 

society racialized the embodiment of religion as well as the concept of assembly and contributed 

to the construction of lines between black and white.  In particular, the spread of the term 

“voodoo”, divorced from its roots in New Orleanian religious practices, became a mechanism for 

cultivating styles of thinking about secularism and religion(s) and styles of acting out secularism 

and religion(s) that rendered black religious traditions illegible, while the norm of both religion 

and public space became increasingly constructed around whiteness.  The fact that dancing and 

drumming as a communal practice has remained such a vibrant and vital portion of these 

traditions speaks to the courage of centuries worth of practitioners who faced violence, 

imprisonment and even death.   

Today, while laws directly prohibiting the practices of Lucumi and Vodou have been 

struck down by the Supreme Court, negative public perception of these traditions linger.  

Furthermore, as evinced by my own experience with harassment by law enforcement, 

practitioners continue to be troubled by the use of seemingly secular laws to disrupt ceremonies.  

By excavating the (neo)colonial violence, often seated in seemingly secular agendas, acted out 

upon Afro-diasporic religions, it becomes clear that Lucumi and Vodou pracitioners have at best 
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been able to precariously exercise the right to religious freedom and the right to assemble.  Thus, 

in the wake of this historical overview, it is clear that it in order to foster religious freedom, it is 

necessary to decolonize secularism (and postsecularism) by reexamining the ability to fully 

exercise the right to assemble from the viewpoint of Afro-diasporic religious performance.   

 

Making Space Through Interfaith Allegiances 

As evinced in the preceding historical overview, though all Afro-diasporic religious 

traditions have suffered discrimination and persecution in the United States, Haitian Vodou has 

been particularly demonized since the late-eighteenth century (Boaz 2011, Ramsey 2011; Scott 

2018).  This has caused the community to cultivate innovative and shifting strategies for 

circumventing discrimination.  The events that took place during the drumming at Riis Beach 

were a culmination of some of these strategies, which included the decision to invite an interfaith 

coalition of Prince Hall Masons, Free and Accepted Masons, Lucumi iya/babalocha, Haitian 

Vodouisants and dignitaries from Benin; the prioritization of dance; and the manner in which the 

value of bodily presence is acknowledged.  As it concerns the make-up of the coalition, as 

mentioned in Chapter Three, the ancestries of Vodou and Lucumi are intertwined.  However, the 

racial and ethnic demographics of the Lucumi guests varied.  Masonry is a religious mystical 

fraternity often loosely associated with Christianity in popular culture.  However, several of the 

lodge members in attendance also identified as Catholic, Vodou and Lucumi practitioners 

respectively.  My Oluwo, an African American Free Mason, said that the only requirement to be 

a Mason, beyond gender, was the belief in a higher power in general, though that higher power 
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need not be Christian.64  The decision to invite a group with such an array of intersectional 

identities was done with the goal of bolstering the Haitian Vodouisants’ right to assemble 

peaceably.  All of those in attendance danced with varying intensity, such that even when a break 

in the ceremony took place, the dancing never reached a full stop.  Most importantly, throughout 

the ceremony, and in particular when first greeting an attendee, both dance and eye contact 

functioned as a means for introductions and welcomes. 

Recalling Chapter Three, Lucumi and Vodou share overlapping cosmologies and a legacy 

of exchange between the Fon, Bini and Yoruba both in West Africa and in the Caribbean.  These 

two religious traditions diverge in that Haitian Vodou is markedly influenced by Kongo 

traditions whereas Lucumi is not.65  However, though distinct in structure there are aspects and 

essences that practitioners from each respective tradition would understand through a felt 

familiarity, of which I benefited from the afternoon of the drumming.  For example when Ogun 

dances in Ocha or Ogu dances in Vodou, a raw a strength comes through in chopping motions 

that produce images and feelings of a swinging machete.  This is my relationship to Vodou, of 

felt familiarities from Ocha (and spectral sensations of my grandmother’s New Orleans roots).  

However, Ocha and Vodou, and New Orleans and Haiti are distinct, and I am generations 

removed from life in New Orleans.  So the descriptions that follow are not of the expert insider; 

instead, they are of an American who has inherited a dance, academic, personal and religious 

legacy upon which both Cuba and Haiti have had immeasurable, though often unrecognized 

influence.   

                                                
64 An Oluwo is a title given to a babalawo, a priest of Ifa, who was first initiated to a tutelary 
orisha (other than Orunmila) before passing to the cult of Ifa. 
 
65 For more on this issue, see Karen McCarthy Brown’s (1991) Mama Lola, Alfred Metreaux’s 
(1959) Voodoo in Haiti and Robert Farris Thompson’s (1984) Flash of the Spirit.  
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 I did not attend this event for the purposes of research in August of 2018, but because I 

was compelled to show my support for the Haitian Vodou community.  As mentioned in Chapter 

One, I had intended to attend the Yemaya Festival at Rockaway Beach for research purposes 

scheduled in September of 2018, but unfortunately that event was cancelled due to dangerous 

weather conditions at the beach.  However, this Vodou drumming at Riis Beach so closely 

resonated with the topic of this dissertation that I felt it must be included as it richly captured 

how Afro-diasporic religions challenge white supremacy within American secularism.  

Nonetheless, during the drumming I did not consciously attempt to attune myself to examples of 

postsecular performance potential.  My notes were written down retrospectively in my personal 

journal, and reflect where my attention was drawn as a priestess and to those moments that 

moved my heart, as effusive as that may seem.  Furthermore, because I did not initially intend to 

draw on this event for the dissertation project, I did not disclose myself as a researcher or share 

my project with anyone present, though several people there were already aware of my work.  

With this in mind, I have intentionally left out the names of the Oungan and those guests that are 

not family or public figures in order to respect their identities.   

I was a welcomed as a guest at this event because I was the godchild of a respected 

Oluwo who was a masonic brother to the host Oungan.  I accepted the invite because my Oluwo 

said, “We [practitioners of Afro-diasporic religions] don’t need allies.  We need accomplices.”  

His call resonated deeply with me, because of the ways in which both Vodou and Lucumi have 

been negatively framed by outsiders.  Despite the shared history of persecution, the Haitian-

American community has at times experienced a complex relationship with the LatinX American 

community in the United States, which has been exacerbated by immigration policies that have 

been comparably favorable to Cubans and discriminatory to Haitians.  This institutional racism 



  

   182 

and ethnic discrimination, with roots that can be traced to colonialism and more specifically to 

European, American and white Creole backlash to the Haitian Revolution and later to Cold War 

politics that fostered sympathy for Cubans leaving behind communism, has fostered tensions of 

unfounded fear and distrust from some LatinX, white and African American Lucumi 

practitioners towards the Haitian community.  Some members of the Lucumi community 

negatively frame the Haitian community by suggesting Haitians have dangerously powerful 

capabilities for brujeria (witchcraft).  This framing couches a desire to disassociate Lucumi from 

Vodou.  This exemplifies a painful legacy left by media and political campaigns discussed earlier 

in this chapter that, in a binary of good and evil, always positioned Vodou as the evil.  The result 

has been to fuel misunderstandings of Afro-diasporic religions in general and weaken both 

communities.  More recently, this legacy and the misunderstandings it has produced has fed into 

the gentrification of both Haitian and LatinX neighborhoods; spaces (including private homes) 

once frequently used for ceremonies have disappeared; suppliers of religious goods close their 

shops unable to cope under skyrocketing rents; viveros, licensed suppliers of livestock within 

city limits, close because of shifting neighborhood demographics; and churches, which have long 

played an important role for practitioners in both traditions have been sold for real estate 

development, further complicating matters for vodouisants and santeros who attend Catholic 

Mass and feast day celebrations. 

This strain on the physical contiguity of space and its correlating relationship to the fabric 

of these communities, sometimes subsumed under the terms “business improvement district” 

and, more recently, “Opportunity Zone”, is a pressing matter that led directly to the decision by 

the family hosting the drumming to invite “community outsiders” and make this an Afro-

diasporic interfaith event.  A few weeks prior to the drumming ceremony, at the Caribbean 
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Cultural Center in Harlem, also known as the CCC/ADI, the eldest man and woman of the host 

family sat on a panel composed of LatinX, Haitian, Haitian-American, Nigerian and African 

Americans.  The topic, “African Spirituality Roundtables:  State of the Tradition”, brought 

together eight elders from Lucumi, Haitian Vodou, Vodou as practiced in Benin, and Yoruba 

Traditional Religion.  The panel’s primary focus was on reclaiming rights of access to spaces 

considered integral to worship, while maintaining the recondite nature of each practice.  When 

the topic of solidarity was brought forth, the Haitian elders asked their surrounding panel 

members, “Can you show up for us? Can we show up for each other?”  This poignant question 

drew awareness to the ways in which the derogatory tropes of Lucumi and Vodou have forced 

practitioners to the fringe of society, excluded them from the public sphere and splintered their 

capacity to act in solidarity.  That evening, these eight elders committed to answering calls of 

support, particularly as it related to the creation of safe spaces for Afro-diasporic religious 

practitioners to assemble for ceremonial and non-ceremonial purposes.   

These commitments were quickly put into play.  Within a week, my Oluwo called to ask 

if I would like to attend a Haitian Vodou drumming ceremony for Agwe with him.  He 

mentioned that it was important to have non-Haitians, white LatinXs, and “santeros” there 

because it showed that we were not fractured groups but organized and ready to defend our 

traditions.  As mentioned, just as secular laws were used to bracket racial and ethnic difference 

from the public sphere, the popularization of the term “voodoo” created an atmosphere of 

religious deviance attached to Vodou ceremonies that had often resulted in attempts by other 

racial and ethnic groups to disassociate from traditions racialized by secularism as African or 

Haitian.  Considering this, my Oluwo made clear that our invitation was to attend a Haitian and 

Haitian-American Vodou ceremony in a public space, and that we were being asked to witness, 
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to hold space for, and to prioritize the needs of the Vodou community during the event.  Thus, 

invitations were strategically extended to religious outsiders whom Vodou elders were confident 

would literally put their bodies on the line in support of their religious freedom.  Those invited 

included a dozen or so priests and priestesses from the Ocha community (who identified as white 

American, African American, Grenadian, Puerto Rican, and Cuban), about a half a dozen 

Masons from both Prince Hall and Freemasonic lodges.  Certain dignitaries and “majesties” from 

prominent Vodou families from Benin also attended.  As religious studies scholar Vincent Lloyd 

(2016) asserts, social movements such as the one fostered in the commitments made at the 

CCC/ADI demand not only specific rights and allegiances, but also, “challenge something more 

fundamental about the American political project”, in particular its use of the secular and 

secularism as an, “envelope for managing difference” (9).  This particular drumming ceremony 

was a strategic start to a social movement that intended to challenge secularist, white consensus 

about where religion belongs and how it is performed.   

   

Co-creating the Environment in Public Space 

To grasp the profundity of this ceremony I offer the reader my interpretation of “the feel” 

of the afternoon, which was simultaneously political, joyful, determined and hospitable.  

Performance studies scholar E. Patrick Johnson (2013) writes when reflecting on Dwight 

Conquergood’s theorization of performance ethnography, that the feel is established by the 

sights, sounds, smells and emotions that circulate during the ethnographic event.  I would add 

that it also includes the circumstances and social tones that permeate the daily lives of those in 

attendance.  In Trump’s America, there has been an increase of 19% in religious hate crimes, 

with the sharp majority of perpetrators self-identifying as white, male Christians (Federal Bureau 
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of Investigation 2018).  However, the media has been criticized for reframing perpetrators as 

mentally-ill individuals, rather than as offenders whose actions reflect larger institutional, 

patriarchal, white supremacist paradigms.  This reframing of religious hate crimes as an issue of 

public health is an example of how secular hegemony is again being used to mask the menacing 

of people of color and non-Christians.  For as Lloyd (2016) notes, secularism has been employed 

to set embodied norms and performance norms of both religion and the secular and that what has 

been established is both white and Protestant.  Hence, for the Vodou community to hold a public 

drumming on one of New York City’s busiest beaches involved a degree of risk and strategy that 

should not be overlooked.  The potency of the claim on the right to assemble and the alliance of a 

multitude of subaltern identities captured both a determination and a generosity of spirit that 

permeated the national park within which the host family chose to hold this event.   

Riis Beach is considered one of the jewels of the larger New York State Atlantic Ocean 

coastline.  This particular national park is free to everyone.  Furthermore, it is accessible, albeit 

not easily, by public transportation.  Therefore it attracts thousands of people from all over the 

New York metropolitan area every weekend throughout the summer.  It is also widely referred to 

as, “The People’s Beach”.  While there is no official record of how Riis Beach first earned this 

name, the fact that it is free, within city limits, relatively accessible and named after Jacob Riis, a 

champion of the working class, has most likely contributed to the epithet.  As a site located at the 

literal edge of an urban center bursting from overpopulation, Riis Beach is at the intersection of a 

unique “politics of location” (Conquergood 2013, 10).  There is something analogous to its being 

circumscribed by tempestuous waters, unreliable public infrastructure and a distant mountainous 

New York City skyline, and the ambiguity of the space itself, particularly the way its is imagined 

and used by beach-goers on any given day.   
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On this particular August day, the variety of pleasures and activities taken up by the mass 

of people was limitless.  On the lawns that flanked the massive art deco bathhouse and stretched 

to Jamaica Bay, hundreds of small gatherings popped up side-by-side to barbecue, take in the salt 

air and enjoy the warmth of the sun.  I heard salsa, reggae, top 40, and live instrumental music as 

I walked by the white tents that bestrew the lawns.  Behind the lawns, rising above dunes 

covered in tall grass was the boardwalk that functioned like a balcony for people-watching on the 

beach to the east (oceanside) and the lawns to the west (bayside).  Stretching 100 yards to the 

ocean was semi-fine beige sand, shells and black and white stones.  On summer days, such as 

this one, once within fifty yards of the surf one must weave between beach towels to make a path 

to the water.  The air smells of coconut oil and salt.  The oceanside of Riis Beach is not protected 

from direct ocean currents the way other New York City beaches are; thus, the waves are higher 

and the undertow stronger.  Sometimes the noise of the waves crashing against the jetties was 

loud enough to drown out the mirth and music.  Those swimming and those standing along the 

surf struck by the waves would sometime squeal, a sound of equal amounts of fear and delight, a 

sound that captures the terror and beauty that the ocean is capable of.  Past the jetties surfers’ 

bodies, struck by the bright sun, flecked the midnight blue waters. 

As the sun rose towards high noon, the beach was a space where thousands of people 

came with a palpable determination to submit to some form of premeditated joy, whether 

swimming, sunbathing, barbecuing, listening to music or surfing.  (On the most crowded of 

summer days, joy and pleasure is an intention that is brought to the beach as much as it is 

cultivated and shared during activities).  Yet, it was not a space of perfect, multicultural 

harmony.  People on the beach did not necessarily revel with one another.  While some enjoyed 

the diversity, others merely tolerated the crowdedness, noise, smells and sounds of alterity, the 
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hundreds of versions of joy and mirth, which looked nothing like their own, such as in inevitable 

in such a pluralist space.  Occasionally, one type of music would overpower the rest, or a soccer 

game along the surf would push sunbathers back towards the boardwalk.  In general though, as in 

many shared, cramped public areas in New York City, the people self-regulated Riis Beach that 

day, making the Parks and Recreation officials seem idle.  The compass for relating between 

beach-goers did not come from uniformity but rather from a principle of accepted alterity.  This 

was captured when I asked a close friend attending the drumming ceremony with me what she 

thought of “this Tower of Babel”.  She commented, “Anyone who lives in this city and wants to 

stay sane capitulates to the reality that their neighbor will probably look, live, walk, eat, smell 

and sing differently than them.  Once they do that they get on with life, find their community and 

enjoy themselves … I think it makes the beach more interesting” (Anonymous 4, 2018).     

 However, unlike the beach-goers’ toleration of one another, a distinct sense of intentional 

hospitality expanded the spatial and temporal boundaries of the drumming ceremony taking 

place under the blue and white tent tucked just alongside the boardwalk on the far southern lawn.  

As postsecular religious studies scholar Tahir Zaman (2017) argues, “traditions of … hospitality 

… cannot be disentangled or disembodied from living practices of historically and socially 

located communities and their institutions” (159).  Several times, welcome was conveyed 

through something subtle and inaudible; before speaking directly to guests or one another, 

members of the Vodou community greeted in a way that I liken to an embrace with eyes, apropos 

for religions that have historically had to function in secret, because their public image has 

fluctuated between being sensationalized and rendered inaudible and invisible.  What this 

embodiment, combined with the feel of the space, suggested to me was that one of the 
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determining factors effecting the ability to exercise the right to assemble involves the acceptance 

or hostility one experiences when entering a space. 

 I first recognized this when I arrived at Riis Beach and walked passed the bathhouse with 

my godfather, his wife and my dear friend and fellow priestess of Yemaya, named Aimee.  We 

came upon a woman dressed in a blue and white satin dress who swayed from side to side as she 

ambled towards the lawn.  She saw me and looked me in the eye, then smiled, but did not ask if I 

was going to the drumming for Agwe, or if I needed help finding the celebration.  I smiled in 

return and said, “Good afternoon.”  With sincerity she first gestured to the turquoise blue sky and 

commented in a slight Kreyol accent, “Hello.  Isn’t today the perfect day for a celebration?”  I 

looked up and smiled in agreement.  My godsister, Aimee, who is Haitian and Puerto Rican, 

said, “Good afternoon, my sister”, and then raised her left arm slightly behind the woman to 

gesture for her to continue to walk as we followed.  Out of respect for her age and her position as 

a member of the community that had invited us, Aimee and I began to walk just behind the 

woman towards the white and blue tent, saying very little to one another.  Aimee whispered to 

me that her dress was beautiful.  Our white clothes were quite simple compared to her regal satin 

and lace frock.  She smiled and commented, “When we arrive be sure to let the man know what 

you want to eat.”  Aimee looked at me and gave me a knowing smile. 

 As we approached the tent there was a lack of fuss about our presence such that Aimee 

and I felt at ease, as if amongst family, instead of feeling like strangers.  There were no formal 

introductions, nor guidance about where to sit or stand.  Aimee and I proceeded as if we were 

menores (young in ritual age) at a Lucumi drumming, meaning we stayed to the back and 

watched, listened and absorbed.  They had just begun singing to Papa Legba, also known as 
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Ellegua in Ocha, and proceeded unbothered as people arrived.66  Aimee excitedly said, “Oh, 

good we haven’t missed anything.  They’re singing for your father, sis!”  She was referencing 

that my father in Ocha is Ellegua.  She and I chose to sit in the grass behind a row of older 

woman in chairs, while my godfather and his wife stood farther away.  My Oluwo stood at the 

corner of the tent near the altar with a clear view of the proceedings.  During the opening prayers 

and songs, there were choreographed moments to sit and stand.  Aimee and I simply followed 

along and when the practitioners responded “Ayibobo,” we did as well, but for the most part I 

was unsure of what to do, and therefore to show respect I remained relatively quiet yet alert.67  

(Years of Lucumi rituals engrains a sense that asking for explanations fails to match what is 

gained from watching and kinesthetically absorbing.)  Practitioners who had not seen us when 

we first arrived occasionally caught a glimpse of us whenever we stood up, and looked Aimee 

and me in the eyes, smiled invitingly and returned to singing.  During breaks in the litany of 

songs someone new would make eye contact, quietly approach and, with a smile, point to one of 

the drummers working over a grill and remind us to grab water and let him know what we 

wanted to eat before the food runs out.  Aimee looked at me and said, “You know we are 

welcome here.  That’s why everyone keeps telling us not just to eat, but to help ourselves.”  

Thus, there was an ethic performed in making eye contact and smiling.  We were not being 

treated perpetually as guests or strangers imposing on the host to deliver hospitality.  Instead, this 

localized practice of hospitality and the invitation to participate transformed us, host and guest, 

into something closer to kin.   

                                                
66 As mentioned in Chapter Three, Vodou and Lucumi share several of the same deities as a 
result of kinship ties in both West Africa and the Caribbean.  
 
67 Ayibobo is a Kreyol term of elation often described as meaning “amen” or “hallelujah,” but 
with cultural connotations that more closely associate it with Haitian Vodou. 
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 The gathering almost felt charmed, though that would be too romantic of a description.  

The feel of the ceremony was mix of subtle experiences of which the value and poignancy 

exceeds rhetoric.  It became a day when the idiomatic would be made strange by the sheer 

volume of plurality on the beach.  For example, as out of place as it may have seemed for beach 

goers to see a crowd of people dressed in long satin dresses and full length pants on the beach, it 

was equally strange to see men and women in revealing bikinis walk behind the altar to Agwe.  It 

was also an afternoon when the familiar was experienced as a haunting, particularly when parks 

and recreation officers came to inquire about the legality of the gathering. The intensity of the 

natural environment, the hot sun, the blowing sand, the sharp grass along the dunes, exercising 

its own demands upon beach-goers, the diversity of the crowded beach, and the resolve of the 

pleasure-seekers seemed to support the performative and celebratory agenda of this drumming 

ceremony, in particular to challenge a secular consensus about what peaceable assembly looks 

like.  The feel of the afternoon contributed to the notion that though difference may introduce 

difficulty into making sense of the performances of identity, the messiness it causes does not 

demand that the right to assemble be bracketed.  Indeed, plurality and alterity necessitates a co-

existence that secularism disallows.   

The feel of Riis Beach this particular day was driven by personal behavioral choices 

made by everyone on the beach and took into account the crowdedness and diversity of the 

shared space.  However, I do not want to put forth some “illusion of supposed autonomy” where 

everyone on the beach did as they wished at all times (Conquergood 2013, 17).  Not only did the 

overflow of people mean individuals and groups inevitably impinged upon the desires and 

activities of other individuals and groups, methods for dealing with the contested nature of the 

space varied.  For instance, in comparison to sunbathers who cordoned off their section of lawn 



  

   191 

with coolers, radios and piles of clothes, I do not doubt that, as a strategy for dealing with the 

potential for a hostile environment, whether from other beach-goers or from law enforcement, 

offerings were made and prayers were said by the host family prior to the actual drumming to 

ensure the events of the day proceeded in a cool manner.  (This is a common practice in Lucumi 

as well.)  Ergo, as much as I was put at ease by the general live-and-let-live demeanor of most of 

the beach-goers and by the warmth with which I was received, I was certain that sacrifices made 

to lwa and ancestors prior the drumming contributed to “a felt flow of enabling energies” that 

nurtured the grace with which the events of the afternoon unfolded (Conquergood 2013, 17).  In 

this regard, the public sphere of the beach was brought into existence because of action as much 

as thought, which runs contrary to accepted notions about the construction of the public sphere 

(Spohn 2015).    

 

Finding Grooves in the Law:  It is Always Good to Know a Mason 

 Just like the crashing waves caught sunbathers near the surf off guard, this afternoon was 

filled with events that physically punctuated the social drama, the first of which occurred when 

Parks and Recreation officers, dressed in olive green button down shirts and cargo pants, armed 

with batons, handcuffs and pepper spray, approached the ceremony.  The presence of the 

officers, representatives of the law, reminded me that the beach was considered a secular, public 

space and as Danielle Boaz (2011) and Vincent Lloyd (2016) have argued, such spaces are often 

constructed around performances of whiteness.  Thus, a large gathering of predominantly black 

people dancing in a ritualistic fashion would attract attention and raise questions.  Accepting that 

I would not be given a whole explanation or interpretation for how or why the interaction 

between the officers, ceremonial guardians of the public sphere, and members of the host family 
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unfolded in the manner it did, I paid close attention to the gestures, facial expressions, body 

language, and ebbs and flows in music and dancing.  This particular interaction highlighted the 

potency of the setting of this drumming within the mundane and rattled assumptions about how 

religion(s) is inherently at odds with one another.  

 After the opening prayers and presentations of offerings had been completed, drummers 

took their seats in a row of chairs directly opposite the altar thereby becoming a human wall on 

one side of the tent.  Those of us who were not part of the Vodou community stayed near the 

back, while collectively everyone pressed closer to the tent once the dancing began, much in the 

way that orisha devotees seem to collect at the start of the oro cantado at a tambor.  As the 

drummers played, practitioners surrounding the tent, mostly women, faced the center of the 

peristyle and danced a two step: step right, touch left, step left, touch right.68  Their feet remained 

relatively flat on the ground, which helped to create a slight drag in their rhythm that kept the 

atmosphere relaxed.  The knees remained soft and pulsed with each beat causing a slight swing 

in the pelvis.  Their heads would rock from side to side in gentle opposition to the twist in their 

pelvises.  The full sleeves of the women’s satin dresses accentuated the way their shoulders and 

torso, responding to the softness of their knees, bounced slightly while the waistline twisted.  The 

Lucumi practitioners and Masonic guests danced along though in a subdued manner as we were 

also watching and listening for cues that direct shifts in the ceremonies.   

 Out of the corner of my eye I noticed two Parks and Recreation officers carefully making 

their way down the embankment behind the boardwalk.  The manner in which they angled their 

torsos towards the tent made it quite clear they were coming towards the ceremony.  As quickly 

as I noticed them, the Oungan left his position near the wooden post under the peristyle and met 

                                                
68 The peristyle is a temple that houses the lwa, under which ceremonies take place.  At the center 
of the peristyle is a consecrated wooden post around which the ceremony pivots. 
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the officers head on near the edge of the altar.  The faces of those dancing dialed towards the 

Oungan, even as their bodies remained oriented towards the center of the peristyle, while they 

continued to perform the two-step in an easy manner.  Everyone’s eyes sharpened, and for those 

who had to twist to look over their shoulder, the skin on their necks formed deep, spiraling 

grooves that beads of sweat rolled along.  Likewise, the drummers continued to play even as 

their unblinking eyes focused on the officers.  The break in the angle of the neck compared to the 

facing of the chests in dancers and drummers alike was a performance of simultaneous voluntary 

and coerced interaction, a physical metaphor for cohabitation in New York City.  More so, it was 

a performative example of the reality that Lucumi and Vodou practitioners have historically 

faced when attempting to bring their respective religions out of the underground.  The Oungan 

never broke eye contact with the officers as he spoke.  Whether or not the ceremony continued 

relied on this moment of communication.  As the conversation continued, more of those 

attending as guests began to press forward and join the two-step making it seem as if there were 

more people present under the tent than was real.  Though it was not at the forefront of my mind, 

kinesthetic recollections of the NYPD arriving to disrupt my own initiation, and the need to allay 

the concerns of the officers floated to the surface of my skin.  The length between seconds 

seemed to draw out.  A breeze came over the dune.  My eyes widened.  I was somewhat outside 

of myself, as I became aware that my movement had taken on a measured quality that I had not 

consciously selected to perform.  In that moment, I felt helpless against their power to make us 

disperse, which for some reason drove me to mark the two-step dancing with more commitment.   

 I was close enough to hear one officer speak Kreyol, but he and the Oungan said very 

little to one another and maintained a “professional” distance.  The other officer, also of African 

decent, then reached out his hand to the Oungan.  I recognized the handshake as one I have seen 



  

   194 

Masons give one another.  Even though Freemasonry is loosely associated with Christianity, I 

relaxed at that moment, because, having several family members in my Ocha house who are 

Masons, I was familiar with their fraternal commitments to respect all religions.  However, not 

everyone was privy to my vantage point, so the tension under the tent did not subside.  The 

conversation continued for several more minutes, but the two men did not release hands.  The 

longer they held hands, the louder the singing from under the tent became.  Throughout, there 

was a presence in the way the Oungan stood that suggested he was aware of all those behind 

him, underneath the tent awaiting his return.  While his eyes and the eyes of the officers 

remained locked together, the Ougan’s chin remained lowered and the shape of his back 

remained slightly curved towards those dancing behind him, in a relaxed posture, rather than his 

chest projecting towards the officers.  As I watched him, my entire being tuned into two areas of 

his body, specifically the space between his eyes and the space on the back of his neck, both of 

which expressed an intense presence.  I filtered what I experienced of his physical presence 

through my own cosmological understanding.   

In Lucumi there is a space between the eyes known as Iwaju, the location of the portion 

of the soul responsible for dealing with what is in front of the person and happening now, and the 

possibilities that actions taken now project into the future.  In Lucumi and Vodou, there is a 

space at the top of the lordotic curve of the cervical spine, near the soft area at the base of the 

skull that is considered a place of knowing and seeing what is behind you literally and 

metaphorically, the place of your own ancestral soul as it is entwined with your most ancient 

lineage.  In Lucumi, it is called Eshu ni paco.  As I watched the interaction between the men, it 

was as if the Oungan moved equally from these places of embodiment.  Though he was engaged 

and amicable with the officers, his embodiment of presence suggested his concern was for those 
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beneath the tent behind him and possibly the peristyle itself, since there were several consecrated 

items within its shelter.  The appearance of the officers was incidental to performing rituals in 

public during the day.  Nonetheless, an energy emanating from the Oungan’s back and across his 

shoulders reached to the ritual behind him.  Finally, with their words still a mystery to me, the 

handshake ended.  The Oungan offered a handshake to the other officer and then returned to a 

position beneath the tent.  The singing further intensified, the movement became more 

invigorated and everyone’s gaze lifted towards the top of the center post underneath the 

peristyle.   

 I later asked my Oluwo, who is the Masonic lodge brother of the Oungan, what had 

happened.  He said that a party further down the lawn felt that the drumming was relentlessly 

long and loud.  There was something odd and yet all too familiar in the claim considering every 

group on the lawn was playing their own music.  As Boaz (2011) points out in her historical 

analysis of discrimination against Afro-diasporic religions, and as Lloyd (2016) mentions in his 

introductory chapter to Race and Secularism in America, the inflection of phrases like 

“disturbing the peace,” “common good,” and “public health,” terms historically and presently 

invoked to justify the harassment of Afro-diasporic religious practitioners, relate to how 

secularism defines the terms in which religion and race can even be spoken of and heard.  

I mentioned that I saw the officer shake hands with the Oungan, and my Oluwo 

responded, “Fortunately, Masons take the commitment to their brothers very seriously.”  The 

implication was that the bonds of mysticism between these gentlemen, who had a spiritual 

affiliation that had nothing to do with Vodou or Lucumi, was what protected the religious 

freedom of those dancing and singing, and not secular law.  This drumming was challenging two 
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narratives, first that difference must be bracketed from the public sphere to function, and second, 

that religions must to be kept separate to prevent interreligious tensions.   

Nothing else about the incident was mentioned, but I wondered, what if the officers had 

not been Masons?  As a danced event, this particular space brought awareness to “controversies 

of normative aspects” of secularism, particularly those aspects related to embodiment, faced by 

those with less legitimated power than those at the center of what Jürgen Habermas (1996) terms, 

“power constellations” (357).  This, Habermas argues, is in service of the common good and 

exactly what the ideal democratic public sphere is intended to do: 

From the perspective of democratic theory, the public sphere must … amplify the 
pressure of problems … detect and identify [them] … convincingly and influentially 
thematize them, furnish them with possible solutions and dramatize them in such a way 
that they are taken up and dealt with by parliamentary complexes (359) (Original italics). 
 
 

 However, Habermas’s ideal public sphere, where problems are amplified and dramatized, 

seems to call for conflict and speech acts without acknowledging the burden this places on 

communities that have been historically persecuted and excluded from deliberation in such 

spaces.  While conflict, as a performance, does make systemic inequities more detectable 

because of the way it engages materiality and affect, attached to conflict is the risk of violence.  

When the Oungan approached the officers, it is unquestionable that there was concern for his 

safety, considering the widely known issue of police violence against communities of color.  

Thus, it is in the very least, callous, and borders on sadistic to call for a public sphere that 

requires Afro-diasporic religious practitioners, who have already been subjected to violence, to 

take on the responsibility of theatricalizing their embodied practices for the sake of inciting 

conflict.  Though this might be a means to make the controversial norms of secularism clearer, 
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there is something perverse about a cycle that demands that subaltern communities risk bodily 

harm in order to move a society forward.   

Furthermore, while I agree with Habermas (1996) in that political will formation and 

social cohesion cannot rely on “procedurally regulated deliberation and decision making” (308), 

it is because I consider the role that bracketing places in strategic exclusion from public 

participation and assembly (whereas Habermas defends bracketing determined by consensus).  

As shown in the historical overview within this chapter, using bracketing of racial and religious 

difference to prevent participating in the deliberation over ethical questions figured in the 

formation of secular norms and was strategically used to delimit political and social parity of 

specific populations in order to naturalize dominant populations as power holders (Wallach Scott 

2013).  Were the Vodou and Lucumi practitioners to stop dancing and drumming and engage in a 

debate concerning their right of assembly, it would have resulted in absorbing the burden of 

explication, as the Other, to argue for their belonging in a public space.  Neither the Oungan nor 

any of the participants took up this approach, because, as discussed during the roundtable at the 

Caribbean Cultural Center, this carries its own ethical issues concerning safeguarding ways of 

life that practitioners do not wish to be absorbed partially or fully into normative conceptions of 

speech acts and transparency.  Instead, the collective impulse to continue to dance even through 

precarity, and the handshake, a gesture of reaching an accord, demonstrated the politicized nature 

of embodiment in a manner that idealized narratives of secular neutrality often mask.   

At this event, the dancing, the drumming and the handshake were embodied interventions 

into bracketing and deliberation regulated by secular standards.  Two important facets 

proceeding from the interfaith gathering made these interventions possible.  First, much like 

Lucumi, which does not contain a cosmological foundation that supports secularism, the 
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religious ethics of the Vodou community could not be sieved through secular ethics and thus 

absorbed within existing, dominant norms.  Second, the Vodou community and the interfaith 

supporters who attended strategically employed the secularization of space to their benefit.  

Whereas secularization has often kept religious difference from emerging in the public sphere 

because of the way it targeted non-Christian religions (Boaz 2011; Kahn and Lloyd 2016; Spohn 

2015), occasionally, as this particular event demonstrated, excluded groups invert its usual 

course to exemplify those rights protected by the United States Constitution that are being 

infringed upon.  By hosting an interfaith gathering, the Vodou community could avoid being 

accused of monopolizing public space or infringing upon the prioritization of secular ethics.    

This inversion of secularization makes evident how the normativity of norms, particularly 

racial and religious, functions as precursor to the execution of bracketing.  This raises issues 

about the interplay between official deliberation, individual autonomy and the informal exchange 

of public opinions within public spheres.  If the goal of the interfaith gathering was to disrupt 

exclusion and decolonize public space, the drama of the twisting necks of the dancers, the 

watchful eyes of everyone on the lawn, the fact that no laws were being broken, and the 

seemingly-endless handshake between the Oungan and the officers certainly drew awareness to 

the questionable ethics of bracketing religion from the public sphere.  More specifically, it forces 

us to think about whether or not it is ethical to bracket something from the public sphere simply 

because it causes apprehension or tension.  The palpable tension of this moment compels us to 

consider divergent understandings of what is considered a “good life”, of community identity, of 

how to interpret needs, and of what constitutes an individual (Habermas 1996).  Furthermore, the 

intrusion on the dancing and drumming, and the intersectionality of the “performers” during the 

moment of conflict, pushes us to look even more deeply at how logocentric envelopes for 
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managing difference often rob the body of its own agency, instead framing mind/body and 

thought/(in)action as distinct, and often relegating the body to secondary role as material means 

through which agency is enacted.  Hence, we need to consider more closely the relationship 

between logocentric binaries that assign agency to rational thinking and embodiment to the 

performance of those thoughts.  From here, we can ponder what religious assembly contributes 

to public discourse even when it is not welcome.   

The relationship between the officers, representatives of laws framed as standards 

established through verbal deliberation, and those dancing cosmological imperatives where 

thought and action are not bifurcated, exceeds the overlapping discourses in secularism 

concerning inclusivity in liberal deliberation and who has the right to assemble and speak in 

public.  This is because, in order to overcome the inherent conflicts in the ideal goal of 

“separation of church and state”, the discourse of inclusivity and the discourse of the right to 

assemble retain the general logocentric nature of the axiom of “separate but equal.” 69   However, 

I would argue that the officers and the practitioners in attendance were not considered equal.  As 

Boaz (2011) argues, logocentrism contributed to the framing of Afro-diasporic religions as 

savage, premodern practices and therefore unsuitable for equal treatment.  In particular, 

logocentrism, as a mechanism of secularism for managing religion and race, had long ago helped 

to drive Afro-diasporic religions underground.  Therefore a logocentric approach (meaning 

rational speech acts concerning what is acceptable according to accepted norms) to resolving the 

conflict or defending the right to assemble was not even a possibility to begin with at the 

moment that the officers approached the drumming since the entire event challenged the 

                                                
69 By discourse of inclusivity, I am referring to the goal or preventing either a religious majority 
or minority or a secular majority or minority from dominating deliberation and law formation to 
the detriment of the other. 
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sensibilities associated with secular space.  A resolution required both speech acts and embodied 

acts. 

 However, with respect to religious traditions such as Lucumi and Vodou, the protection 

of practitioners’ rights, their ability to verbalize their needs, and the chance to publicly address 

the pejorative politicization of their bodily practices has often been characterized solely in 

rhetorical interations of “community” and “voice.”70  This suggests that any freedom afforded to 

these populations is extended as a “group right,” due to the power of the collective in a 

multicultural context, and not an individual right.  This brings into focus a conceptual 

contradiction within secularism, whereby the framing of agency as a valued and protected ability 

of the individual, a self-willed powerholder carrying out independent acts and making choices 

free from coercion, creates binaries that devalue the right to assembly as an aspect of the right of 

religious freedom, furthering the assumption that religion naturally belongs in the private sphere. 

In this packaging, individual and community become polarized, with the popular identity 

politics and sociopolitical rhetoric suggesting that mass individualism, whose whiteness often 

goes unmarked, is somehow a less dangerous social norm than black, communal religious 

observances.  For example, the officers, regardless of their race, were asked to address the 

communal drumming because party-goers farther down the lawn felt it impinged on their 

individual enjoyment of the beach.  In this case, secularism not only protects modes that 

privilege individuality/autonomy but also controls, dominates, and limits the modes used by 

communities to act as a negative force to the autonomy of the privileged (Scott 2013).  

                                                
70 This is epitomized in the frequent citation of the 1993 Supreme Court decision in the case of 
Church of Lukumi Babalu Aye v. City of Hialeah, protecting animal sacrifice as a religious 
freedom.  Less common is the citation of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit in the 
case of Merced v Kasson, which found that the city of Euless, Texas had unnecessarily burdened 
an individual’s free exercise of religion by prohibiting from sacrificing a four-legged animal.   
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Historically, the creation of laws that limited the ability of African and Afro-descended people to 

gather for dancing and drumming is a clear example of this.  Secularism’s ability to manage race 

and religion in this this way is magnified because it subordinates religious ethics to secular ethics 

and only allows for religious ethical contributions that can be sieved through a secular filter for 

translation.  For instance, the religious ethic in dancing for orisha and lwa is that of establishing 

reciprocal relationships.  This is captured in the way that dancing is considered both an offering 

for deities as well as a means for cleansing one’s person and elevating the energy of those around 

them.  However, even though secularism in its purest form is not the reality in the United States 

and secularization can be used by religious groups to their benefits, as this case study 

demonstrates, because secularism bifurcates the mind from the body, thought from action, 

secular and sacred, and white from black, and demotes the latter it each binary, even the ethic of 

reciprocity embedded in Afro-diasporic religions, of acting in a way that produces mutual 

benefit, is muted.   

 Nonetheless, the decision to continue dancing while officers and Oungan, Masonic 

brothers, reached an accord embodied Scott’s (2013) assertion that agency is not an innate and 

abstract property, but arises because of the performative contact between discourses that 

discursively produce dominant and subordinate subjects as capable of action.  As it relates to this 

event, the application of secular discourse to Afro-diasporic communities presupposes their 

agentic ability to organize and decolonize themselves.  Thus for some, Afro-diasporic religions 

delineate, “a sphere of action for humans who [see] themselves as obligated to a broader 

purpose” (Butler et al 2011, 80).   As mentioned earlier in this chapter, part of the reason for 

hosting a drumming on a busy section of a public beach, for engaging with the lwa Agwe 

publicly, and for inviting an interfaith group of supporters, was to demonstrate solidarity in 
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worship in environments that have cosmological importance but are otherwise controlled by 

whiteness.  Subversively, the handshake between the officers and the Oungan and the interfaith 

nature of those present demonstrated the broader postsecular argument that diverse religious 

ethics can co-exist while positively impacting social parity.  The assembly of difference in terms 

of race, ethnicity, religion and role (for example, law enforcement versus religious elder) enacted 

the postsecular claim that a public sphere that allows for the performance of alterity, without a 

demand to absorb, homogenize or otherwise reject, is viable.  The suggestion is that the solution 

to issues of belonging in a secular state is not in monopolizing space for one deliberated-upon, 

acceptable identity, which demands assimilation and subsequently produces dispossession, but in 

acknowledging that in a plural, democratic society, the right to assemble and the right to 

religious freedom are dependent upon the presence of and relation to the stranger (Butler, et al 

2011; Glissant 1989; Martinez San Miguel 2014; Mavelli and Wilson 2017).   

 

Celebrating Life Via the Body 

 After the Oungan returned to the tent and the officer strolled away, the atmosphere 

became noticeably more relaxed.  People smiled with ease and more elders stood up to dance.  I 

was so deeply involved in the collective exhale of practitioners and guests at the departure of law 

enforcement that I lost track of which lwa the drummers were playing for.  What drew me back 

into my reason for being in attendance was a sudden pause in music.  Practitioners spoke to one 

another and pointed in the distance to a man dressed in a long, natural white robe and a black hat 

that looked similar to a top hat but with ornate beading in the shape of a rooster and a drastically 

wider brim.  I immediately recognized him as Dagbo Houndohome, the most senior ranking 

Oungan in the Vodou traditions of Benin.  I had seen him speak a week earlier at a roundtable 
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discussion entitled “The Politics of Vodou:  Afrophobia, Human Rights and the Sacred Waters of 

the Afro Atlantic Treaty Process” held at the Caribbean Cultural Center (August 16, 2018).  It 

was the first and only time in my life that I was in such awe of a person that I could not look 

directly upon him or her.  Were I to characterize his movement, I would say he walked with a 

proud heart and humble chin, and a pace that suggested at every step he felt he was right where 

he needed to be.  He wore a soft, closed-lipped smile.  To his right and left walked two women 

with equal poise, arms linked with His Majesty (as he is respectfully called), though with serious 

expressions.   

 I was stunned by his presence, particularly because I knew he had been travelling down 

the eastern seaboard to meet with politicians and diplomats in Washington D.C. regarding 

educational and cultural exchange programs hosted by the government of Benin, of which he 

was an acting representative.  His sudden appearance meant that he had promptly left 

Washington and returned to Brooklyn to attend this gathering.  Even I, an outsider to this 

community, was moved by the dedication to trans-Atlantic ties that his presence captured.  The 

local Oungan quickly outpaced His Majesty to meet him about 20 yards from the tent, and 

escorted the trio to the gathering, where seats were immediately cleared.  The music resumed 

with songs for Damballah.   

With His Majesty’s arrival, it was as if those present had inhaled joy that spread across 

their skin, into their limbs, and lubricated their spine.  The smooth undulations of those dancing 

carried an energy upward and out of the mouths of practitioners as they responded to refrains.  

The choral responses, both in terms of song and dance drew the attention of everyone present 

towards the tent.  What happened next made it seem that their coordinating dancing and singing 

functioned as a call that could be heard across the bay.  In the distance, appearing between other 
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white tents, formed two neat rows of people, dressed in royal blue satin and white lace.  The sun 

reflected off their clothing and skin, making everyone glow.  The line on the left was entirely 

women, and the line on the right was entirely men.  Leading these lines, respectively, was a 

woman carrying a flat basket of offerings for the altar, and a man carrying a sequined flag 

depicting a sailboat for the lwa Agwe.  The woman wore a white satin headwrap, while the man 

wore a royal blue, neatly pressed, cotton guayabera.71  The procession, though at least fifty yards 

away, kept the rhythm of the drums with their feet by doing a small step-touch pattern that 

produced a subtle twist in the torso.  They did not approach immediately, but waited in the 

distance.  I looked back at the tent where practitioners sang and danced.  One by one, those 

present were turning to acknowledge those in the distance.  Once everyone had turned away from 

the altar, with warm smiles the host community formed two lines, faced the procession waiting 

in the distance, and continued to sing and keep time with their feet.  The host Oungan walked to 

the edge of the lines, and, framed by his ritual family, sang and gestured with the ason towards 

the ground and the waiting procession.  Once acknowledged, the procession slowly began to 

dance their way towards the tent, weaving long arcs, though, judging from on their gaze, the 

peristyle was clearly the destination.  They did eight two-steps forward, and then four steps in 

place.  The two-step was characterized by a swing in the hips, to which the torso responded with 

a slightly delayed sway and subtle shoulder bounce.  Unlike a marching step, though their two-

step was intended to move the body forward, it rhythmically and visually distorted linear 

progress.  The pause inherent when the trailing foot arrives next to the leading foot, the swing in 

the torso and pelvis, and the arcs created when the lead foot would trail slightly left or right 

overwrote their directionality with an errant and syncopated quality.   

                                                
71 A cotton, button down shirt that is designed to remain untucked.  Often it has light embroidery 
parallel to the buttons of the shirt.   
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While the procession played with the timing of the ritual ceremony, its movement also 

disrupted the somewhat chaotic environment of seemingly free-willed revelers that took up most 

of the lawn.  As they danced forward, games of frisbee had to pause and pathways to the 

bathhouse were redirected.  I recall looking around with slight apprehension to see if the other 

parties on the lawn would respond negatively.  Though I believe my apprehension was realistic, 

it also exposed how deeply I had internalized conceptions of the public sphere as a space 

functioning through autonomous “ideas and consensual relationships, as opposed to being 

controlled through the body and coercion” (McGuire 1990, 291).  As they came closer their 

voices overpowered everyone present.  I said to my Oluwo, “This would never work at Ocha 

drummings.  We can’t get people to stand in line for the bathroom.”  He laughed and said, “We 

would still be in the parking lot trying to figure out who is the oldest to stand at the front.”   

When the procession reached the edge of the tent they slowed, but continued to sing and 

rhythmically move their feet.  Their eyes continued looking forward, focused on the line leaders.  

Between the line leaders and the local Oungan and his assistant, I observed the same eye contact 

I had witnessed throughout the afternoon.  Their eye contact made it seem that they were dancing 

together.  Indeed, it made it seem they were doing everything together.  This was the third time 

that eye contact had played such an important role in the afternoon’s performance.  It drew my 

awareness to my earlier experience of having my bodily needs acknowledged when I was told to 

be sure to have something to eat and drink.  It has since made me ponder what power is there in 

acknowledging embodiment as a constitutive force in ritual and society? 

With secularism’s bifurcation of material from the metaphysical into the domains of the 

secular and the religious, a vacuum has been created that leaves issues of embodiment untenable, 

and alienates individuals and groups from their bodily contributions to civil discourse and the 
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creation of public space.  This has implications for how we assume the public sphere is 

constructed.  Secularism and the public sphere as it is currently framed, demotes embodiment 

(the material level at which we live) as secondary to thought and speech, and therefore issues of 

embodiment rarely receive adequate concern across multiple spheres, including academia, 

politics and law.  Though agency is enacted, accomplished, and lost via the body, secularism has 

done much to foster ideas that it is through disciplining, or repressing, the body that agency 

becomes tangible and constructive.  As Meredith McGuire (1990) argues, the body is not framed 

in society or in the social sciences in such a way as to make its own claims on the person who 

lives in it or the environment in which it occupies.  Under this framework, bodies are quite crude 

and, for the most part, will perform similarly or achieve the same outcomes if individuals use the 

same mental processes.  Ergo, the secular public sphere does not welcome bodies to perform as 

much as it manages bodies to respond efficiently and uniformly.   

In contrast, the delayed entrance of the procession wrested away this secular control as 

the lines of bodies demanded acknowledgement.  Their collective pause created the threshold 

that identified where the drumming began and ended.  By holding out until the host Oungan 

gestured with the ason, the procession of practitioners played with both time and space.  The area 

of the drumming expanded to encompass the latecomers, while their pause suspended the 

standard proceeding through songs dedicated to each lwa by which the progress of the drumming 

had been marked.  Perhaps more importantly, as much as the shake of the ason was a sign to 

approach the peristyle, it was also a gesture of recognition of their physical force and bodily 

needs.  The physical actions taken by the procession constituted and controlled the space as 

much as any license to assemble and occupy could accomplish.  In this way, their dancing 
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upending the privileging of logocentric expressions and priorities within the thought/action 

binary of secularism.   

Furthermore, the eye contact that transformed individual dancing in a cooperative praxis 

became a vehicle for executing one of the central tenants of Lucumi and Vodou cosmologies, 

particularly the celebration of a life in a human body where human needs (emotional, physical, 

spiritual and mental) intersect and are expressed via the body’s materiality, and not merely 

through deliberation.  I pause to highlight the importance of the body in both Lucumi and Vodou 

cosmologies.  In these religions, the body is composed of the material earth.  The earth is 

considered both a dwelling place and a sacred home.  The body is thus an extension of a sacred 

home, and the person dwelling in it is responsible for its care.  In Lucumi and Vodou cosmology, 

the most desired blessing is not to transcend to a primordial, eternal source, but to reincarnate in 

human form, and to partake in its pleasures.  Hence, at their core, Lucumi and Vodou are “body-

oriented” practices that celebrate the present material existence over transcendence and 

demonstrate particular interest in human concerns of cosmologically specific inflections of “the 

good life” (McGuire 1990, 284).   

However, one of the secular colonialisms used to debase the traditions of Lucumi and 

Vodou has been the positioning of metaphysics in opposition to the material.  To be overly 

associated with the material body has been used as grounds for debating whether or not these 

traditions qualify as religions or as magical cults, though interest in phenomenology and issues 

of embodiment within religious studies has in the past twenty years begun to correct this.72  It is 

a problematic separation that has caught up with twenty-first century practitioners who debate 

whether materials, spaces, and bodily actions are merely symbolic representations of 

                                                
72 For examples of phenomenological works that demonstrate the importance of issues of 
embodiment in religion see Paul Johnson (2002) and Thomas Tweed (2006).   



  

   208 

metaphysical concepts whereby they become loci of power or if their power is innate.  Of course, 

it need not be either/or.  However, logocentric secular binaries that subordinate the material body 

to the mind feed intellectual framings that position the body as a thing devoid of its own ability 

to make claims on life.  Furthermore, though secularization has been shown to be a tool that can 

be used by religions to their benefit, as evidenced in Chapter Four the secularization of spaces 

and practices whose meaning originates within certain cosmologies creates tension concerning 

who has the authority to define the boundaries of spiritual value and religious meaning, including 

those boundaries related to bodies and embodiment.  As migrant studies and religious studies 

scholars Alastair Agar and Joey Agar (2017) point out, this struggle arises because the division 

that separates the secular, as the assumed baseline and the dominant mode of being, from the 

religious, also ends up dividing localized stakeholders and their motives, as if, for example the 

interests of the Parks and Recreation officers and the vodouisants could not overlap.  This can 

result in neglecting, or outrightly inhibiting, the spiritual needs of practitioners, as well as the 

obstructing the contribution of moral resources that might benefit society.  This indexes a deeper 

dilemma for subaltern groups.  If a subaltern group’s alterity cannot be accepted or is imposed 

with the task of assimilation, nor is a group allowed to contribute moral resources from their way 

of life to that of society-at-large, they will be perpetually cast to the edges of society as the 

Other.  The directness with which eye contact was made and held during the ceremony at Riis 

Beach became an intervention into the internalization of these violences.  Again and again 

throughout the afternoon, I was reminded of a phrase I have often heard in other Afrocentric 

performance spaces, “I see you”, a phrase intended to let the dancer know that their unique 

bodily contribution, which in this case is also spiritual, is acknowledged and valued. 



  

   209 

Consequently, these rituals that instantiate the value of embodiment are linked to the 

political body because they draw on, manipulate, and are produced in the specific ecological, 

economic and social conditions faced by materialized humans (McGuire 1990, 290).  Ironically, 

the reason everyone on the lawn witnessed these bodies performing a set of cosmological ethics 

that have been bracketed from public space for centuries concerns the fact that the secularization 

of this space also involves the receding of dominant conceptions about who has the right to 

assemble as an aspect of religious freedom.  With the rise of secular theology, secularization, or 

what might be better termed hypersecularization, has taken an orientation towards both religion 

and the secular that reconciles the two by placing the responsibility of finding meaning in either 

realm entirely within the individual.  While it feeds hyperindividualism, this practice of 

secularization also creates gaps in authority that subaltern individuals and communities are able 

to seize upon to make their presence known.  Those elders who had gathered at the CCC/ADI 

recognized the opportunity and secured (to some degree) the safety of the gathering by making it 

an interfaith affair rather than just a Vodou ceremony, thus strategically retaining a character of 

individual choice.  While it is extremely problematic that the Haitian Vodou community required 

an entourage of non-Haitians in order to occupy public space, the fact that this drumming made it 

explicit supports my assertion that these Afro-diasporic religious practices contribute to civil 

discourse by reseating ethical debates about secularism and the right to assemble in bodily 

performances rather than verbal deliberation.   

When the host Oungan’s assistant smiled, embraced the line leaders, and gestured for 

them to enter, the entire crowd voiced their approval by raising their singing volume.  Once 

under cover, the man holding the flag for Agwe was greeted by a member of the host family, also 

holding a flag, though theirs was for Dambala.  They circled the peristyle, then the arriving party 
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handed the flag to the host.  I was not sure if the flag was being given as a gift or simply handed 

off because it was too large to keep off the ground under the tent.  The dancing continued, and 

the atmosphere became almost party-like.  The drummers transitioned to play for Ezili.  

Underneath the tent, people pulled out their cell phones and facetimed with family and friends 

who sang and danced along through their digital connection.  I imagined that, in some cases, 

their families were in Haiti.  Women gently circled their wrists, which correlated with an elegant 

rise and fall of the shoulder blades.  I heard someone say it is because Ezili is dancing with a 

snake wrapped around her arms while another said that she was admiring her jewelry.  These 

elegant undulations were contrasted by a syncopated three-step, almost like a polka step, that 

produced a soft nodding of the head on beats one and three.  There was something incredibly 

non-doctrinaire about the relatively unceremonial transfer of the flag, the facetiming, and the 

multiple interpretations of the dancing, even as the drumming retained a structural flow and 

fundamental cosmological essence.  This too seemed like a commentary on the ethical questions 

that contemporary American democracy faces.   

 

Conclusion 

To borrow the title of Steven Levitsky and Daniel Ziblatt’s (2018) book, How 

Democracies Die, policies and approaches to governance applied in a rigid and brittle, manner 

cannot foster dynamic public dialogue.  Secularism is an example of this.  As mentioned in the 

Introduction to this dissertation, earlier models of secularism, to which some Americans still 

hold tight, are rooted in Enlightenment Europe’s recoil against the domination of resources by 

the Catholic Church, but also addressed extreme anxieties about contact with Otherness.  It was 

also strategically used to cut off enslaved, colonized and other subaltern populations from 
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exercising indigenous and indigenized religious practices and the ethical imperatives that such 

practices produced.  In many cases, secular mechanisms also served to justify the 

disenfranchisement of millions of people from their full rights of citizenship.  It is at this level, 

the rights of citizenry, that the gravity of issues related to embodiment emerge most clearly.  This 

speaks to my third key assertion concerning the characterization of neutrality as a hallmark the 

secular, liberal nation-state.  The historic oppression of Afro-diasporic dances and their public 

reemergence gives tangible form to the politics and questionable ethics of secularism.  This event 

further exposed the potential violence of secularism when the Parks and Recreation officers 

arrived, but then, almost simultaneously demonstrated that religions (and non-religion) can co-

exist peacefully.  The practical importance of the embodied performances of multiple religious 

affiliations and interreligious fraternity in the events of the afternoon, including my invitation to 

attend this gathering, demonstrated my second assertion that dance and other embodied 

performances in Afro-diasporic religions challenge secular modes of boundary-making that 

separate religion(s) from one another and from the secular.  With all these contributions, it 

becomes necessary to ask ourselves not only where religion ought to be relegated to, but why the 

necessity of isolating religion within certain spaces of society has maintained such a dominant 

position in discourse.  Based in cosmological ethics of relation and plurality, multiple moments 

during the drumming ceremony at Riis Beach demonstrated the power of religion in the public 

sphere, in particular the way Afro-diasporic religions can foster a public sphere capable of 

accommodating multiple faiths, the existence of individuals with multiple religious affinities (a 

practice already established as commonplace in Cuba and West Africa),73 and individual as well 

as communal practices.  This highlights a relationship between my fourth assertion, the capacity 

                                                
73 See Chapter Three. 
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for religions to use secularization to their benefit, and my first assertions, that dancing in Afro-

diasporic religions places its own demands on space that run counter to the idealized 

public/private binary.  

As this drumming ceremony demonstrated, religion raises critical questions and offers 

embodied solutions to some of the most pressing ethical issues that challenge a diverse society.  

However, limiting the public sphere to a space of logocentric, deliberative practices whereby 

solutions must always be born from previously established norms stifles the development of 

parity in democratic will-formation.  Issues of embodiment must also be considered, for as this 

case study evidences, these faiths have cosmological imperative to dance as a means to show 

gratitude for having reincarnated in physical form, which elevates the body above simply a crude 

instrument that achieves the means of the mind.  Hence, in order to promote more equitable 

social parity, a reevaluation of the effects of secular binaries on the place of the body and the role 

of the body in producing and reproducing both religion and society must be considered.  

Additionally, the existence of the divergent interests of everyone on the beach highlighted the 

importance of curbing the urge to assimilate counterpublics or lump them together to minimize 

complexity, because the liminal zones created and transformed by diverging or contested 

interests are integral to the formation and function of democracy.  Consequently, this case study 

demonstrated postsecularism’s goal to push back against secularism’s universalizing and 

exclusionary tendencies and advance social conditions whereby strangers can be accepted and 

still remain strangers.  
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CONCLUSION 

In this dissertation, I set out to examine how dancing for orisha subverts the dualism of 

public/private and secular/religious within secularism in the United States.  Though secularism, 

the secular and secularization are problematic concepts, like religion, these terms and the ideas 

associated with them continue to endure and circulate in society even as scholars have 

demonstrated them to be more complex than simple dichotomies (Abeysekara 2008; Bilgrami 

2014; Habermas 1996; Kahn and Lloyd 2016; Mavelli and Wilson 2017; Warner 1993).  Within 

the public/private binary, secularism is generally associated with the bracketing of religion from 

the public sphere.  However, with roots in Enlightenment-era anxieties about cross-cultural 

contact, some of the most important effects attributed to secularism and the secular involve the 

role they have played in delimiting the boundaries of normative bodily performances (religious 

and non-religious).  Touted as necessary for liberal democracies to flourish, it was and continues 

to be argued that the creation of a public sphere and private sphere serves to protect the equality 

of religions and atheism alike by bracketing religion and religious performance in general from 

the creation of civil discourse.  However, as mentioned within the Introduction and detailed in 

Chapter Three, Lucumi does not contain a cosmological context that would provide secularism 

and the secular with this kind of social meaning.  Hence, throughout this dissertation I drew upon 

ethnographic accounts of embodied performances in Lucumi and Afro-diasporic religious rituals 

in both private and public spaces to problematize the link between participatory parity and 

secularism.  

However, contemporary conceptualizations of religion and the secular are imbricated 

with one another.  As postsecularist scholars Michael Barnett and Janice Stein (2012) argue, 

religion and the secular remain ideologically coupled in a manner where politicians, scholars, 
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activists and artists often operate as if the “secular were the baseline and the religious were the 

deviant” (22).  While this reflects dominant Western hierarchies, Lucumi, undoubtedly a product 

of the West, has maintained a self-serving relationship to this binary arrangement without giving 

it a foundational space within the cosmology itself, suggesting that alternatives to dominant 

Western norms concerning the public sphere, the private sphere and the formation of civil 

discourse do exist.  As a product of the West, Lucumi was forged during the displacement caused 

by enslavement and through subsequent contact with disparate groups, as discussed in Chapter 

Three.  Restructured through creolization during the nineteenth and twentieth century, Lucumi 

was established as an offshoot of Yoruba-dominated religious practices that arrived in Cuba 

during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.  This occurred as Post-Enlightenment secularism 

and other logocentric approaches to parsing difference, including race, were being systematized 

in the New World.  Since the nineteenth century through present-day, Lucumi has shown 

sustained growth, but has still not adopted secularism into its cosmological framework.  This 

provides a narrative of religion and secularism in the Caribbean and the United States stretching 

back two centuries that confronts older models of secularization-theory associated with the 

decline of religion (Berger 1967).  Lucumi also confronts both newer, liberal pro-secularist 

models that tend to tout the benefits of secular law for religious pluralism and postsecular models 

that call for religious contributions to civic dialogue, both of which often operate without 

considering the role that dominant bodily norms, particularly concerning race and religion, play 

in bracketing who is allowed to contribute to the public sphere (Bilgrami 2014; Goode 1996; 

Habermas 1989).  Hence, central to the study undertaken in this dissertation is the manner in 

which materiality of the dancing body subverts secularism, and the subsequent political potency 

of dancing for orisha as a ritual performance. 
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As set forth in the Introduction, I embark on investigating the capacity for the dancing 

body to destabilize binaries and embodied norms associated with secularism with four assertions 

in mind that, as a practitioner, I have witnessed within the Lucumi tradition as a response to 

formations of secularism, the secular and secularization.  I review the assertions here with a brief 

summary of their evidencing.  I then briefly reiterate the importance of my methodological 

foundations and research methods before summarizing each chapter.  While conducting 

fieldwork at my first case study, a tambor held in a private home and at my second case study, a 

Vodou drumming ceremony at Riis Beach, I considered my first assertion, how dancing bodies 

make demands on spaces that disrupt the spatial and metaphorical boundaries between public 

and private.  In addition to examining Lucumi cosmological characteristics that blur the 

boundaries between these two spheres, in Chapters Three, Four and Five, I demonstrated in each 

case study how dance and dancing bodies have the capacity to disrupt or contribute to legal and 

sociocultural boundaries between public and private.  My first assertion often existed relationally 

to my second assertion, that dancing bodies unsettle the fixity of religion as a category and 

demonstrate the way religion and the secular exist in a discursive relationship.  I demonstrated 

this in Chapters Four and Five by considering the role that embodied norms play in delimiting 

the features associated with the category of religion and the category of the secular, the 

subsequent association of these categories with the public sphere and the private sphere, and the 

manner in which embodied ritual practices slip across each category.  My third assertion, that 

dancing bodies expose the fallacy of the secular, liberal nation-state as a neutral entity was 

directly made in my historical and ethnographic examination of the role that Afro-diasporic 

religious dance has played in the development and racialization of folkloric dance, which I 

briefly consider in Chapters Three, and the persecution of Afro-diasporic religions and the 
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development legal rhetoric of public health, which I address in Chapter Five.  My fourth and 

final assertion, how secularization as a process does not necessarily create a unidirectional 

decline of religion, was evinced in Chapter Three where I consider the role of dance in Lucumi 

religious practices in both Cuba and the United States.  The assertion is also briefly addressed in 

Chapter Four due to the fact that Belle found her way into the Lucumi religion through folkloric 

dance.   

The imperative for my research focus is founded in Caribbeanist and postsecular 

methodologies.  Carribeanist anthropology asserts that the primary means by which subjects 

understand and contribute to culture in the modern world is through contact, in particular 

embodied and material contact.  Specifically, relation and opacité, the productive unknowable, 

become the primary means by which culture and knowledge is produced, filtered and processed.  

Subsequently, as both epistemologic and ontological positions, relation and opacité blur the 

boundaries of logocentric binaries, including the public sphere and the private sphere, and the 

concepts of religion and the secular.  Postsecularism furthers this argument by noting that 

religion always already contributes to social structures.  This methodology grapples with how, in 

a plural society, religion might provide moral and ethical material around which to form an 

inclusive civil discourse.  In order to link these frameworks to dancing for orisha and my four 

assertions it was necessary to employ dance and performance ethnography as my primary 

research methods for data collection.  These methods privilege data that attunes the researcher to 

existing issues of embodiment in participatory parity, the power of performance to shift existing 

discourses, and alternative means to developing civil discourse that extend beyond the 

logocentric norms of discussion and debate.  I also established the value of supporting 

ethnography with textual analysis of Lucumi pataki and archival research of Afro-diasporic 
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dance as a means to determine the role that the body and dance play in Afro-diasporic 

cosmological constructs.   

In Chapter One, I defended dance and performance ethnography as my primary research 

methods for analyzing each case study.  I argued that these methods hold the body and 

movement as essential in the creation and deployment of concepts, identities, and social 

structures.  This served to establish my position that the body, and the movement that it executes, 

is a nexus of political interests, from which the performer is both reacting and responding.  

Furthermore, this chapter reflexively considered the politics of my presence as a priestess and 

scholar, and responsibilities I bore when using my intimate access to rituals, key interviews and 

cosmological information to further my scholarly claims.   

This chapter also asserted the value of textual analysis of Lucumi didactic stories known 

as pataki, which establish that Lucumi cosmology does not contain a supporting context to give 

secularism meaning.  Rather, as the story of Ojuani el Diablo demonstrated in Chapter Three, the 

value of interrelation and positions dance as an essential activity in Lucumi cosmology.  I then 

reviewed my experience conducting archival research at key repositories of African diasporic 

arts, craft, video and audio materials.  As mentioned, the archives of the Schomburg Center for 

Research in Black Culture did not necessarily contain the video and audio archival evidence I 

had hoped to use for this dissertation.  However, the process of archival research did underline 

Jacob Olupona’s (2011) assertion that insufficient documentation of oral and material culture of 

indigenous and Afro-diasporic religious traditions and cataloguing methods that do not reflect 

local community hermeneutics complicates the ability to meets traditional scholarly demands for 

material evidence.  Regardless of my frustration with archival research, it was because of time 

spent lingering in the archives at the Caribbean Cultural Center/African Diaspora Institute that I 
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came to hear about the African Spirituality Roundtable where I heard John Mason and Manolia 

Charlotin (2018) debate whether or not Vodou and Lucumi should “come out of the basements” 

and into the public sphere, and brainstorm on ways in which these two communities could better 

support one another.  Their dialogue and debate contributed greatly to the historical overview in 

Chapter Three, and was directly responsible for my attendance at the Vodou drumming at Riis 

Beach examined in Chapter Five. 

Chapter Two established contemporary notions of religion and secularism as products of 

modernity and then argued for the lenses of Caribbeanist anthropology and postsecularism as the 

guiding methodological framework for framing my research project and analyzing my findings.  

This chapter charted the developments within modernity as it concerns secularism, religion, 

autonomy, and the formation of an ordered society, in order to understand Lucumi as a counter 

development that occurred within a subaltern community in the Caribbean and later in the United 

States.  Furthermore, this chapter cites the centrality of the Caribbean, and the socio-cultural 

religious traditions birthed there, to debates concerning religion and secularism in order to 

underline the methodological imperative for this dissertation.  Hence, I insisted on the value of 

unpacking the bodily reactions and responses observed during my case studies from the 

perspective of Caribbeanist anthropology, which privileges opacity over transparency and 

relation over linearity, and gives weight to the material experience independent of intellectual 

dissection.  This dovetailed with my decision to employ postsecularism, which posits that 

religious bodies are capable of contributing to civic dialogue when not bracketed because of race 

or religion.  This was necessary to establish, since logocentrism and its relationship to secularism 

and the body is problematized throughout the dissertation.  Ultimately, I seated the danced rituals 

of Lucumi, and subsequently Vodou, within this theoretical framework because, as already 
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mentioned, Afro-diasporic religions born in the West bear the marks of contact, displacement 

and loss, which implies that aspects of these rituals will always escape verbal explanation or 

broader logocentric analysis.  By acknowledging this paradoxical position where experience 

cannot be explained and loss retains a productive function, Afro-diasporic religions are 

immediately able to contribute to the public sphere the need to make on-going redress for the 

violences embedded in structures born out of colonialist and neocolonialist legacies, which is 

necessary to improve participatory parity. 

Chapter Three situated the Lucumi religious practice socially, geographically and 

historically and provided the reader with a functional structural framework necessary for 

comprehending later ethnographic analysis.  It also offered an introduction to Lucumi cosmology 

as understood by contemporary American Lucumi practitioners in order to later compare patterns 

of ritual and social practices that bridge three geographic areas, specifically West Africa, Cuba 

and the northeastern United States.  Within this chapter, I considered how creolized ritual 

practices, including dance, are subject to guiding cosmological principles, particularly the 

continuation of lineage, elasticity and relation.  I did so in order to establish the central value of 

embodiment in Lucumi cosmology.  My overview of historical events, cosmological features and 

ritual and folkloric dance practices across three geographical areas and multiple centuries also 

demonstrated how movement serves important functions in the negotiation, creation and 

performance of subaltern individual and group identities.  My account of the formation of Afro-

Cuban folkloric dance by the state, and its subsequent impact on ritual dance in the United States 

demonstrates my fourth assertion concerning how secularization may effect religion in 

multifarious ways.  This information in this chapter was foundational to understanding how 
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dancing for orisha destabilizes the binary relationship between the public sphere and private 

sphere, as examined in Chapters Four and Five. 

Chapter Four took on the first assertion that dancing for orisha destabilizes the boundary 

between public and private and religious and secular by examining how dancing in the Lucumi 

cosmological framework values the body as a material means for creating connection between 

the spiritual realm and the social and material world.  This chapter also evinces the second 

assertion that dancing for orisha unhinges the fixity of the religion as a category, with a detailed 

ethnographic analysis of Belle’s folkloric-style dancing in relation to her elders more vernacular 

styles.  Also, the fact that Belle’s entry into the Lucumi tradition came through folkloric dance, a 

form associated with the secular, supported my fourth assertion concerning the potential for 

secularization to produce multifarious effects not limited to the decline of religion in the public 

sphere.  Most importantly, the shifting and overlapping styles of folkloric and ritual dance 

evidence how embodied religious practices provide political as well as religious meaning that 

finds a way into the in the formation of public and counterpublic spheres.  This chapter 

exemplied the co-constitutive nature of religion and politics and acknowledged how Afro-

diasporic religious performance contributes to civic engagement, which has been severely 

lacking in both popular and scholarly portrayals of religion and politics in the United States.  

Thus, the findings of this case study also index and politicize what and who has been 

included/excluded in the process of civil discourse development. 

Chapter Five examined ritual dancing in an interfaith context at Riis Beach, a public park, 

to consider the discursive role that secularism and the secular have played in racializing religion 

and subsequently public space.  This chapter broadly addresses my first assertion by 

denaturalizing and destabilizing the binary of public sphere/private sphere through a historical 
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and ethnography analysis of how race and religious interests, so often associated with the private 

sphere, may indeed also articulate with interests concerning race and religion in the public 

sphere.  During this chapter’s historical overview I made evident that race has factored into the 

right to assemble, a key aspect in the liberal right to religious and political parity.  In order to 

strategically circumvent subsequent discrimination, a Haitian Vodou family set in motion an 

interfaith gathering where the dancing united those present in ways that supported my second 

assertion concerning dance’s capacity to unsettle the fixity of the category of religion.  The 

nature of interfaith support demonstrated that not all religions function with a distinct 

insider/outsider dichotomy.  Furthermore, the manner in which masonic brothers negotiated a 

safe space for the event made clear that it is not inherent that religions will clash in the public 

sphere, an assumption often used to justify secular law and the secularization of public space 

(Bilgrami 2014).  By destabilizing the argument that a secular, public space inherently prevents 

interreligious strife, we are left to consider what Danielle Boaz (2011) points out, that rather than 

being rooted in conflicting religious agendas, the religious tensions secularism is assumed to 

assuage may actually be deeply rooted in racist and nationalistic agendas.  Proceeding from this 

point, and perhaps most important to my postsecular stance, the interaction between law 

enforcement and those gathered to dance demonstrated, my third assertion, the fallacy of the 

narrative of religious neutrality attached to the liberal nation state.  This is a key interrogation of 

the current democratic system that must be address if the United States is to account for growing 

religious pluralism.   

From these two case studies, I have deduced that dancing in Lucumi physically expresses 

sensibilities that capture deeply-rooted politics of embodiment that continue to define debates at 

the heart of American democracy.  The tense conflict between Belle and her elders concerning 
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her dance aesthetics and individualistic approach to movement highlighted charged topics in 

contemporary American politics, including individualism versus community, 

compartmentalization versus interrelation, and codification and appropriation of vernacular 

culture.  For example, in Chapter Four, when elders reclaimed dance as sacred, communal ritual 

labor that creates and defines community, they contested the authority (and thus the value) of 

secular, folkloric education in both Cuba and the United States to accurately determine the 

cultural aesthetics and boundaries of the Lucumi community.  These elders made clear that 

performance aesthetics physically intertwine local and global politics and religion.  Therefore, 

even while Belle’s dancing demonstrated ways in which secularism can shape the performance 

of religious practices, her elder’s responses (physical and verbal) demonstrated how a cosmology 

without a foundation for secular frameworks responds to such influence while maintaining its 

cosmological integrity.  

Chapter Five also provided clear instances of the politics of embodiment that are germane 

to current debates in American politics concerning race, racism, the right to assemble, the 

policing of people of color and plurality.  Beginning with Boaz’s (2011) genealogy of legal cases 

related to the persecution of Afro-diasporic religious practitioners through to the anxious 

moments when law enforcement approached the drumming at Riis Beach, dancing and 

performance of ethnic and religious identity politicized what is often taken to be neutral:  the 

right to assemble and the right to religious freedom.  Dance and religious performance exposed 

the way doctrinaire application of secular law is imbricated with narratives of race and ethnicity, 

and has been used to police Afro-diasporic people and drive black religious practices 

underground in the United States.  Additionally, the decision not to expel the interfaith gathering 

from the beach made clear the challenges of cultivating a peaceful, dynamic plural society.  The 
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inability to absorb and homogenize the practitioners gathered with the rest of the beach-goers 

pressed against religious and secular norms of both the body and space.  Hence the presence and 

performance of the Vodou practitioners, Lucumi practitioners, and Masons captured a 

fundamental necessity of pluralism, the deferral of assimilation.   

Dancing in Lucumi demonstrates that religion has and will continue to contribute 

important material to public discourse, whether openly or discreetly.  Religion is able to achieve 

this because the body carries the values of religious practitioners between seemingly separate 

spheres of society even when a common language is absent.  Further, dancing for orisha neither 

negates the impact of individualism, nor limits Afro-diasporic practitioners to sect-based 

communal action, which allows practitioners to enact cosmological moral and ethical 

frameworks through a variety of actions.  As a tradition rooted in exchange and acceptance of 

multiple affiliations, its cosmology is absorbent and responsive, and in many ways the dancing 

reflects this.  However, before continuing with a reflection on the postsecular lessons that 

Lucumi gives us, it is important and reparative in some capacity to acknowledge that the danced 

rituals in both case studies demonstrate that Lucumi (and arguably other Afro-diasporic religious 

traditions) has historically possessed or addressed many of the core tenants now fashionable 

within postsecular discourse.  

However, there are limitations to the applicability of these case studies.  Throughout the 

execution of fieldwork and ethnographic interviews, I focused on religious families that either 

retain very little of the Catholic influence in their day-to-day practice or materially separate their 

Catholic practices from their orisha devotional practices.  Elders consider this arguably more 

common in the Lucumi community located in the Northeastern United States than in 

communities in southern Florida and attribute it to the black political activism nurtured in 
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Harlem and Brooklyn.  Were this dissertation to include an examination of religious events in 

Miami or Orlando, I might find religious houses that retain more of the syncretic practices often 

associated with Lucumi in Cuba.  This kind of additional layering would certainly provide 

different nuances to my analysis of how Lucumi destabilizes the definitions of religion and the 

secular.  Furthermore, the majority of the subjects I interviewed considered themselves LatinX or 

Afro-LatinX.  While this population has historically asserted that orisha devotional practices are 

non-nationalistic, African American orisha devotees may feel quite differently.  It is reasonable 

to believe that the practice of African diasporic religions contributes to the formation of African 

American identity and the manner in which they assert blackness as an aspect of their 

Americanness.  With these limitations in mind, additional research into this topic should include 

a wider racial and ethnic cross-section of interview subjects as well as fieldwork in Miami, 

Orlando, Chicago, San Francisco, Havana and Matanzas.   

Personally, this dissertation forms one leg of foundational research in a broader 

interdisciplinary field that I wish to continue to focus on, specifically the intersection of 

economies of exchange and folkloric dance.  Thus, this dissertation is intended to justify two 

additional areas of future research.  First, the early developments in the field of folkloric dance 

often acknowledged or attributed religious or superstitious purposes to dances that were later 

nationally reclaimed as folklore.  Thus, it is essential to consider how dance has functioned as 

social capital that flows between and constructs spaces deemed religious and non-religious.  In 

order to do this, it is useful to have a strong background in the relationship between dance and 

secularism, the secular and secularization.  Second, the formation of the secular closely relates to 

the development of capitalism and free market philosophy.  However, since religion helps to 

define the secular just as much as the secular defines religion, it is useful to consider how 
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religious ideologies circulate and play into economies of exchange. 

Additionally, I believe that the broad arguments I make in this dissertation have 

important value for the field of dance studies.  While the field of religious studies turned away 

from older models of secular theory, dance studies has shown a surprising attachment to older 

formations and employments of the concepts associated with secularism, particularly in the area 

of folkloric dance and Afro-diasporic dance.  Following in the footsteps of religious studies 

scholar Yolanda Covington Ward (2017) who intervened in her field by beautifully 

demonstrating the importance of dance and gesture in Congo religions, my work will help to 

attune the field of dance studies to more recent developments in religious studies that consider 

the intersection of embodiment, religion and secularism.  Furthermore, I believe that overall, 

dance studies has too willingly adopted the language of neoliberalism when discussing dance and 

religion, preferring to use terms like spirituality and energy in place of religion as if the 

researcher and performer carry no baggage from organized or institutional religions (See Batson 

et al 2014).  This makes the language of dance and spirituality seem neutral and accessible to all 

when in reality it bears the marks of secular theology, which grows out of Christianity in free 

market societies.  I hope this dissertation sets an example for dance studies scholars whereby we 

acknowledge that the political potential attributed to certain dance forms is because of religious 

foundations, whether those of the researcher, the dancer(s) or of the dances themselves.      

In closing, I would like to return to the important political contributions that dancing for 

orisha makes to civil discourse in general and the public sphere.  As made evident throughout 

this dissertation, Lucumi is structurally adaptable and since the early-twentieth century has 

demonstrated how dance can function as a means to reconcile the challenges of plurality within 

the religion itself and within society.  In Lucumi, as a subaltern public, people of color and 



  

   226 

women have used dance to forge identities, test ideas, and build relationships that have served 

their well-being and stability in day-to-day life.  Most importantly, dancing for orisha is a 

practice of radical politics that privileges an Afro-diasporic embodied experience as foundation 

of the West.  This practice of politics is embedded in the commonplace and exchanged most 

frequently between bodies trained in the domestic setting rather than the academic, and its 

lessons are taken within bodies as they travel between spaces whether near or far.  Thus, dancing 

for orisha allows bodies and ideas to cross boundaries, bridge spaces and contribute to the way 

American society envisions its identity and the performance of that identity. 
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