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1
TrAdiTionAl religion  

in WeST AfricA  
And in The neW World

A Thematic overview

Though some scholarship of the past four decades on African religion and 
culture has been fairer, broader, more objective, and more accurate in its 
examination and presentation than many earlier works, overall much tra-
ditional African and African-derived life and culture continue to be misin-
terpreted and misunderstood. Nowhere is the mischaracterization of West 
and Central West African tradition more discordant with reality than in 
numerous early portrayals and interpretations of African traditional religion. 
As both the product of and the producer of pejorative misrepresentations 
of African traditional cultural life, some of the materials that degrade and 
misinterpret the religious core of traditional African society can be found 
in the private journals and other accounts by missionaries, traders, explor-
ers, settlers, and agents of the Crown used as primary sources. Though this 
scholarship has often been racist and pejorative, it is still possible, however, 
to glean comparative factual information concerning traditional African 
religious practices that would carry over into the New World.
 With the apparent exception of Kongo, where early conversion of the 
Kongolese nobility to Catholicism appears to have been voluntary, or at least 

Gimme that old time religion
Gimme that old time religion
Gimme that old time religion
It’s good enough for me

—Traditional Gospel hymn
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20 chapter 1

without colonial pressure,1 the dual notions of Christianizing and civilizing 
“African savages” complemented each other; in some instances, the two 
processes, generally accompanied by colonialism, were one and the same, 
as a quote from a prayer by Rev. T. Muller, chaplain to the 1841 expedition 
up the Niger, illustrates:

Our help is in thee, O God! Who hast made heaven and earth. Under-
take Thou for us, and bless Thou the work of our hands. Give success to our 
endeavours to introduce civilization and Christianity into this benighted 
country. Thou hast promised, Ethiopia shall soon stretch out her hands unto 
God: make us, we pray thee, instrumental in fulfilling this Thy promise.2

Similar attitudes would confront traditional African religious practice in 
the Americas and Hoodoo in the United States.
 Of all the harmful labels attached to traditional West African religion, the 
labels idol worship and superstition and their association with evil or “dark” 
forces have been long-standing. The notions that the Christian god was 
the one “true God” and that West African spiritual practice was founded 
solely on ignorance and fear accompanied the numerous and influential 
outsiders entering Africa. African scholar John S. Mbiti, an astute observer 
on the attitude of both early and contemporary scholarship toward tradi-
tional African life and culture, speaking in 1990 of the early scholarship 
on African traditional religion, had this comment:

One of the dominating attitudes in this early period was the assumption 
that African beliefs, cultural characteristics and even foods, were all bor-
rowed from the outside world. German scholars pushed this assumption 
to the extreme, and have not all abandoned it completely to this day. All 
kinds of theories and explanations were put forward on how the differ-
ent religious traits had reached African societies from the Middle East or 
Europe. . . . These earlier descriptions and studies of African religions left 
us with terms which are inadequate, derogatory and prejudicial.3

 Even in the twenty-first century, unfounded prejudice, misrepresentation, 
and misunderstanding of traditional African religion, though challenged 
and somewhat abated, still continue. Unfortunately, contemporary popular 
images, with unlimited power to capture the psyche and imagination of 
the youthful observer through special effects and fantastic animation, have 
continued to be one of the most powerful tools in reinforcing the older mis-
representations. Where these images would be contested and challenged, 
the African as the human element is simply excluded from the portrayal, 
as with Disney’s 1999 animated version of Tarzan. This full-length cartoon 
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 Traditional Religion in West Africa and in the New World 21

fantasy, which continues the insidious legacy of pejorative portrayals, may 
be even more harmful than earlier misrepresentations because it completely 
eliminates the African from his homeland and, through exclusion, silences 
and renders him invisible and inferior in his own environment. Because 
these types of misportrayals encourage a denial and erasure of African cul-
ture, the ideological implications of this vicious manipulation are potentially 
far reaching for those of African heritage as they further contribute to the 
already existing self-loathing.
 The African slave trade to the New World would not only be an enterprise 
that extended nearly four centuries but would also deposit large popula-
tions of Africans in North America, the Caribbean, Mexico, and Central and 
South America. One result of this massive involuntary population transfer 
would be the reestablishment of traditional African religion in the new en-
vironments. Beginning in the late sixteenth century and continuing until 
the late nineteenth, Spain, England, Portugal, Holland, and France would 
establish slavery as the dominant labor relationship producing the New 
World crops of sugarcane, pineapple, tobacco, indigo, rice, and cotton. In 
addition, slave labor would be used in mining gold, silver, coal, and saltpeter 
and would be used in quarries, lumber camps, and later in industries such 
as the production of liquor and iron. Nearly all forms of work, skilled and 
unskilled, domestic and professional, were performed by slave labor.4

 Of the African ethnic groups transported to the Americas, all believed 
in a supreme being. Traditional West and Central West African religion 
encompassed the totality of African existence; it was the medium through 
which explanation for all events was sought and given. It framed and gave 
meaning to daily occurrence as well as to events across the life cycle; it was 
the bonding agent that held the universe together, and it assured universal 
balance, the ultimate governing principle. Birth, puberty, marriage and 
family, death, illness and health, planting and harvest, herd size, and in-
terpersonal relationship were all framed by, underpinned by, influenced 
by, and integrated into religious practice. Whenever illness plagued the 
individual or misfortune overwhelmed the community, an explanation and 
a solution was sought in sacred ritual, which restored both spiritual and 
physical balance. For the traditional African, there was no clear separa-
tion between sacred and secular as one finds in contemporary European 
and American society. This would also be true for the early practitioners 
of Hoodoo religion.
 In addition to containing a socially penetrating and well-integrated reli-
gious philosophy, traditional life in West Africa was ordered around a rigid 
status hierarchy based on, among other allotment principles, age or senior-
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22 chapter 1

ity, exceptional personal accomplishments, and possession of needed skills. 
Many of the Africans brought to the North American mainland, like the 
Bambara, Akhan, Temne, Bakongo, Igbo, and Yoruba, came from highly 
organized, well-developed, and widely spread empires and kingdoms; they 
knew, firsthand, the power, durability, and importance of religious and 
ancestral tradition such as the secret societies. New World African captives 
came from these highly ordered societies that were structured to include 
a variety of both institutions and organizational principles.5 In traditional 
West African societies, status could be inherited, ascribed, or achieved, but 
however it was attained, the status hierarchy was expressed and reinforced 
in numerous symbolic forms, including clothing, body adornment, gesture, 
dance, as well as other indicators of status such as birthmarks.6 Life in West 
Africa was so governed by symbolic representation that the smallest feather, 
seemingly insignificant scarification, special hairdo,7 or simple bead might 
be the indicator of power or status in the social structure. West African social 
life was negotiated and ordered through a complex system of multilayered 
symbols that linked members to the society and formed the basis of ethnic 
consciousness. “Each color, each band of cloth, each design and pattern of 
textile, each article of clothing, each ornament, each number has religious 
significance. There is thus, no separation between artisanship, artistic cre-
ation and religious observance.”8

 Significant numbers of traditional West African religions contained their 
own divination system or system of direct communication between humans 
and spiritual forces such as deity and ancestral spirits.9 Recognized as the 
only vehicle through which one can obtain information about one’s des-
tiny, divination governed all important decisions. Such a communication 
system is seen in the example of Ifa divination. Practiced by the Yoruba of 
Nigeria as well as others in the region, Ifa is seen as the superior form of 
communication with God and destiny. With this system, the diviner uses 
sacred Ikin nuts, kola nuts (specifically Obi abata), or cowry shells, known as 
the Meridillogun.10 Among traditional Yoruba, and among traditional West 
Africans generally, no serious decisions such as marriage or major financial 
dealings are undertaken without consulting a diviner to read the oracle. 
The inner workings of traditional West and Central West African cultures 
were negotiated within a sacred and highly symbolic universe imbued with 
spiritual significance; there was no secular realm and no atheism. Like vil-
lage society, the universe was seen as ordered in a status hierarchy that ar-
ranged humans, ancestors, spirits, aspects of God, and intermediary forces 
according to a position between God and humankind. The use of such 
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conceptualization enabled the adherents to move through life meaningfully 
while addressing challenges to universal order, balance, and survival while 
engaging God’s direct intervention.
 The traditional African religious world is populated by a variety of ma-
nipulable spiritual forces and spiritual beings capable of beneficial as well 
as malevolent actions that can be directed at any earthly entity, including 
plants, minerals, animals, or humans. Within the realm of spirits, there 
are different categories of supernatural existence. One such category of 
intermediary forces, what John Mbiti refers to as divinities, is a hallmark of 
many of the traditional African religions:

Divinities are on the whole thought to have been created by God, in the 
ontological category of the spirits. They are associated with Him, and often 
stand for His activities or manifestations either as personification or as the 
spiritual beings in charge of these major objects or phenomena of nature. 
Some of them are national heroes who have been elevated and deified, 
but this is rare, and when it does happen the heroes become associated 
with some function or form of nature.11

Known by different appellations, these divinities are regarded as vehicles for 
or manifestations of God itself. Among the Ashanti, some are referred to as 
Abosom; among the Fon, Vodu; among the Yoruba, they are called Orisha. 
Divinities govern, guard, reward, and protect humans in their endeavors; 
they are similar in some respect to angels or saints. Among the areas of 
existence relegated to control by divinities are war, harvest, fertility and 
motherhood, smallpox, health, love relationships, wealth, rivers, oceans, 
volcanoes, farming, thunderstorms, and lightening; the proliferation may 
be elaborate, as in this observation made among the Fantee of Cape-Coast 
town: “[A]ll the fetishes of the place are mentioned by name, which, as in 
the case of Cape-Coast town, where there are seventy-seven guardian-deities, 
is sometimes a tedious enumeration.”12 The traditional African divinities 
are petitioned for protection, healing, and favors; they are also propitiated 
or “fed” their favorite offerings. Speaking of the area now known as Ghana, 
one 1830s observer had this comment:

These deities are identified with many of the most striking objects of na-
ture. They are suppose to inhabit rivers. The river Tando is a favorite fetish 
among the Ashantees. . . . Lakes as well as rivers, have a share of the public 
veneration. . . . Remarkable mountains and rocks are also regarded with 
religious veneration. . . . The animate creation, moreover, furnishes other 
objects of superstitious veneration. Some animals (as leopards, panthers, 
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24 chapter 1

and wolves) and dangerous reptiles (as serpents) are believed to be the 
messengers of the gods; and others are worshiped as the living incarna-
tions of certain deities.13

Similar practices would find their way into Hoodoo.
 The spirit world of the various African traditional religions has the com-
monality of being both multilayered and varied. Everything in nature, in-
cluding plants, animals, and inanimate objects, is believed to have a spirit 
or soul or governing principle and a function in addition to a certain level 
of spiritual power. Some plants, because of their particular level within the 
hierarchical order in the universe, are believed to contain spirits, spiritual 
power, or governing principles that can influence, harm, or heal. The Bam-
bara, for example, believe that plants as well as animals have souls and that 
herbal medicine derives its power from the soul force of the plant.14 The 
Yoruba of Nigeria refer to this soul force as ashe and, like the Bambara, be-
lieve it can be found in plants as well as animals. The people of the Kongo 
believe in the power and soul force of certain plants, such as the root of the 
munkwiza plant, which was ritually chewed to release power and the juice 
spit all around for protection from enemies. Centuries later, African Ameri-
cans would witness a startlingly similar ritual practice in what would become 
a major part of Hoodoo’s courtroom ritual. This notion of governing spirit 
or governing principle is often extended to inanimate objects as well. The 
use of designated plants, animals, and inanimate objects as flashpoints for 
harnessing supernatural power would continue in the Americas as part of 
the syncretic religious traditions of the African diaspora. These spirits or 
flashpoints are entities that enable the individual and the group to focus on, 
tap into, and use God’s power, which can be found in individual personal 
effects as well as in hair, dead skin, saliva, bodily secretions, fingernail clip-
pings, and clothing. Among some traditional practitioners, items such as 
hair or fingernail clippings are carefully guarded and disposed of lest they 
be obtained by an enemy and used against the owner, causing misfortune, 
sickness, or death, a tradition that would carry over into the twenty-first 
century among African Americans. Rev. Robert Hamill Nassau leaves this 
account from the nineteenth century:

If it be desired to obtain power over some one else, the oganga must 
be given by the applicant, to be mixed in the sacred compound, either 
crumbs from the food, or clippings of finger nails or hair or (most power-
ful) even a drop of blood of the person over whom influence is sought. 
These represent the life or body of that person. So fearful are natives of 
power being thus obtained over them, that they have their hair cut only 
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 Traditional Religion in West Africa and in the New World 25

by a friend; and even then they carefully burn it or cast in into a river. If 
one accidently cuts himself, he stamps out what blood has dropped on the 
ground, or cuts out from wood the part saturated with blood.15

Speaking in the nineteenth century of the Mpongwe of the Gabon, Robert 
H. Milligan made this observation:

Sickness and death, they believe, may be caused by fetish medicine, which 
need not be administered to the victim, but is usually laid beside the path 
where he is about to pass. Others may pass and it will do them no harm. 
The pairing of finger-nails, the hair of the victim and such things are 
powerful ingredients in these “medicines.” An Mpongwe, after having his 
hair cut, gathers up every hair most carefully and burns it lest an enemy 
should secure it and use it to his injury.16

 The same observer had this comment concerning the uses and power of 
hair, fingernails, and saliva among the Fang people of the Gabon: “A man 
who possesses a fetish-skull usually invokes its aid to prevent secret unfaith-
fulness on the part of his wife. He compounds a certain fetish the ingredients 
of which include a lock of his wife’s hair, cuttings of her nails, or her saliva. 
. . . It seems to be a fact that this fetish frequently proves effective without 
the aid of poison; that is to say, the woman dies.”17 Among the Bambara, hair 
is believed to contain an important aspect of the soul.18 Saliva is believed to 
be spiritually potent and is used in making both talismans and amulets.19 
Interestingly, we now know that both hair and fingernail clippings as well 
as bodily secretions contain the individual’s DNA, the unique genetic key 
or “life code.”
 The spirits of the departed or the ancestors are universally honored 
among West and Central West African religious traditionalists. Performed in 
a variety of ways involving both the individual and the community, reverence 
toward the departed is a continuation of the relationship between family 
members. Conceptualized as having a full range of human motives and de-
sires, including misdeeds, anger, and revenge, ancestors are remembered, 
honored, and spoken of so that the familial continuity is strengthened. 
Ancestral spiritual power is consulted and invoked as it was when the elders 
were in their earthly existence. This passage from the 1841 journals of 
Rev. James Frederick Schon and Samuel Crowther illustrates several points:

The first thing which the Natives usually ask for, is their favourite rum; . . . 
But before he put it to his lips, he took care to pour out a few drops on 
deck, showing his attention to the superstitious notions of his heart . . . 
this custom prevails among many of the tribes of Africa, and is observed 
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26 chapter 1

with religious punctuality. Its origin or intention is uncertain; but I am 
inclined to think that the Sherbro People have given me the most satis-
factory solution of it. In observing this ceremony, they generally say “Koo 
bana!” (“To the old people!”) meaning their ancestors, now in another 
world. . . . They are in the habit of carrying rice and other eatables to the 
graves of their departed friends; and frequently, in cold or wet nights, they 
will light a fire on them.20

Though ceremonies for the ancestors are held in which the community 
participates, individuals can personalize their gestures toward the departed 
by leaving food or drink on ancestor shrines or at grave sites. This, as well as 
a range of significant gestures, often outlines and exhibits the relationship 
with the ancestor. John Beecham, who lived from 1787 to 1856, made this 
observation of the Ashanti and Fantee people while he was living on the 
Gold Coast of what is now Ghana: “The people believe that the spirits of 
their departed relatives exercise a guardian care over them; and they will 
frequently stand over the graves of their deceased friends and invoke their 
spirits to protect them and their children from harm. . . . Elderly women 
are often heard to offer a kind of prayer to the spirit of a departed parent, 
begging it either to go to its rest, or, at least, to protect the family, by keep-
ing off evil spirits, instead of injuring the children or other members of the 
family by its touch.”21 Through ancestor reverence, the individual is able 
to seize the power and memory of his ancestors for support, direction, and 
protection. Speaking of the Fang and other interior ethnic groups of the 
Gabon, an observer had this to say: “In most tribes offerings of food and 
drink are placed beside the grave. As the drink evaporates and the food 
wastes they say the spirit is consuming it. Fire-wood is left on the grave that 
the body may be kept warm.”22

 The previously cited passage from the journal of Schon and Crowther 
gives a subjective snapshot of ancestor reverence, presenting a single gesture 
in a richly endowed, deeply imbedded, and highly significant aspect of the 
traditional African spiritual universe. The practice of honoring one’s ances-
tors, seizing the power of the departed, is universal in West and Central West 
Africa and would carry over into the Americas in a variety of forms, includ-
ing grave site decoration and the magical use of internment soil, known in 
Hoodoo as graveyard dirt. When Africans honor and commune with their 
progenitors, they are framing their own existence and substantiating who 
they are while both focusing ancestral energies and directing them toward 
a positive end, not simply engaging in “worshiping the dead,” as it has often 
been mischaracterized. Traditional Africans reaffirm their familial privilege 
to request spiritual assistance as well as their familial responsibility for other 
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family members. Powerful ancestors like the founders of the nation or sig-
nificant political or cultural heroes are sometimes deified and moved into 
the realm of divinities.
 Regarded as a sacred occurrence, spirit possession by a deity, spirit, or 
ancestor is universal among West and Central West African religious tradi-
tionalists and is an incredibly powerful experience even for the observer. 
Its occurrence announces the arrival of beings from the spirit realm while 
demonstrating the possibilities for human communion with the direct rep-
resentatives of God. During the journey through possession, the devotee 
loses full consciousness and slips into a semiconscious state in which the 
physical appearance is transformed, the individual becomes oblivious to 
the world around him, and he is believed to become the temporary ves-
sel for the spiritual entity. Sometimes the possessed both experiences and 
demonstrates fantastic effects of personality, physical strength, endurance, 
and pain tolerance. John Beecham leaves us this description: “The order of 
fetishmen is further augmented by persons who declare, that the fetish has 
suddenly seized, or come upon, them. A series of convulsive and unnatural 
bodily distortions establishes their claims.”23 This practice of spirit possession, 
like other traditional African practices, would be observed in sacred contexts 
among African Americans in the United States in the twenty-first century.
 Within the context of African traditional religion, herbal and natu-
ropathic healing were dependent upon spiritual forces for efficacy. The 
medicoreligious process from diagnosis to treatment was carried out in the 
spiritual realm. The traditional practice of medicine was intertwined with 
both the practice of religion and spiritual power. Indeed the ongoing use 
of shaman, medicine men, and later African American conjurers as well as 
other traditional practitioners was tied to religious belief in their ability 
to harness and utilize spiritual power to treat physical and mental malady.
 In both traditional African society as well as in old plantation Hoodoo, 
diagnosis of physical or mental illness was often through divination alone 
or in combination with other diagnostic methods. In divination, a range of 
objects served as the oracle: stones, bones, shells, pods, seeds, sand, animals, 
animal entrails, and sticks were all used.24 In addition, the traditional healer 
would use his or her senses or the responses of natural creatures such as 
insects to help with the diagnosis.25 Ants, for example, have been used as a 
diagnostic tool in traditional African medicine in testing for diabetes. The 
patient is instructed to urinate on the ground; if within an hour the spot is 
infested with ants, then the patient probably has sugar in his urine.26

 In cases such as broken bones, burns, cuts, or obvious physical injury, divi-
nation was not necessary to discover the source of the discomfort. Treatment 
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could proceed using the traditional herbal/spiritual procedure or remedy. 
In some cases, specialists, such as bonesetters, who often used birds as para-
sympathetic healing models, were consulted to facilitate the healing. Since 
the spoken word was believed to embody spiritual potency, sacred remarks 
in the form of incantations and prayers were a significant component in 
African traditional medicine and would later perform a similar function in 
Hoodoo. The healing specialists used these spiritual methods in combina-
tion with physical methods such as applying splints and herbal supports in 
the form of herbal packs and medicinal juices to stimulate circulation, aid 
healing, reduce swelling, and prevent infection. Prayers accompanied the 
mixing of medicines as well as the tying of sacred string for healing and 
strength. Imbedded within the religion was a code associated with speaking 
that extended beyond medicine to daily life; words were power. According 
to Mbiti:

There is a mystical power in words, especially those of a senior person to 
a junior one, in terms of age, social status or office position. The words of 
parents for example, carry “power” when spoken to children: they “cause” 
good fortune, curse, success, peace, sorrows or blessings, especially when 
spoken in moments of crisis. The words of the medicine-man work through 
the medicine he gives, and it is this, perhaps more than the actual herb, 
which is thought to cause the cure or prevent misfortunes. Therefore, 
formal “curses” and “blessings” are extremely potent; and people may 
travel long distances to receive formal blessings, and all are extra careful 
to avoid formal curses.27

This would also be true in old plantation Hoodoo religion. Phrases such as 
“put the bad mouth on” or “burn bread on” attest to the power and longev-
ity of words in the Hoodoo belief system.
 The use of string and knot tying in the traditional healing process is 
found throughout West and Central West Africa as well as throughout the 
African diaspora; it would appear throughout the black belt South as well 
as in northern urban black communities until the mid-twentieth century. 
In earlier times in Africa, the strings were made from either leather, special 
plants, or the vines of sacred climbing plants. Strings were tied on various 
body parts, including the neck, wrist, ankle, and groin-waist area for spiritual-
physical health and strength. String was used in the old Kongo kingdom to 
hold in spiritual power28 and was used throughout the Gabon tied around 
the waist for health.29 In Ghana, among the Ashanti people, strings rubbed 
with vegetable dressings were used.30 Finally, concerning the use of string for 
sacred healing, Robert Hamill Nassau, forty years a missionary in the Gabon 
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district of Kongo-Français had this to say: “Some kinds, worn on a bracelet 
or necklace, are to ward off sickness. The new born infant has a health-knot 
tied about its neck, wrist, or loins. Down to the day of oldest age, every one 
keeps on multiplying or renewing or altering these life talismans.”31

 In addition to noninvasive healing techniques, traditional medicine 
encompassed surgery, including circumcision, cesarean delivery and the 
cutting of the umbilical cord, uvulectomy, scarification, piercing of ears 
and other body parts, as well as complicated and delicate procedures such 
as drilling into the skull to repair fractured bone or to relieve severe and 
persistent headaches.32

 Among some traditionalists, herbal knowledge was secretly guarded and 
was passed on only through long apprenticeships, often, but not exclusively, 
limited to family or clan members. The traditional priest, healer, or shaman 
often entered into an extensive study period and training process that be-
gan in childhood and lasted for many years. Beecham made the following 
observation in nineteenth-century Ghana: “The fetishmen apply themselves, 
moreover, to the study of medicine; and the knowledge which they acquire 
of the properties of herbs and plants it will be seen hereafter, powerfully 
contributes to strengthen their influence with the people.”33

 A division of labor, which was sometimes diversified according to specialty, 
often informed the acquisition of herbal knowledge; midwives, for example, 
would know best which plants to use for treatment of childbirth-associated 
problems and concerns. Other practitioners had a general knowledge of 
herbal and naturopathic medicines. The most mystical and feared aspect 
of naturopathic and herbal healing was the knowledge of poisonous and 
otherwise harmful plants and substances. In Africa, possession of herbal 
knowledge gave an individual both power and unique status within his 
social group and oftentimes resulted in the acquisition of material gain. In 
the United States, the conjurer with knowledge of poisons was feared. Both 
the knowledge and the fear associated with herbal acumen would attend 
Hoodoo practice.
 Traditional African ethnopsychologists used narcotic, stimulant, and hal-
lucinogenic plants to treat mental and emotional problems. Herbal and 
naturopathic practitioners mixed and administered herbal medications 
that calmed, aided sleep, stimulated the nervous system, dulled pain, and 
produced antibacterial and antifungal action. Numerous African ethnic 
groups had complete medicinal systems integrated thoroughly into the 
religious complex. Within the Yoruba religion, for example, each Orisha 
or divinity force not only governs a part of the human body but also has a 
list of medicinal herbs and naturopathic substances assigned to it and over 
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which it has dominion. The herbs of a particular Orisha are said to treat 
ailments of the part of the body governed by that aspect of God. The Orisha 
Oshun, for example, is said to govern the bloodstream; various disorders 
connected to the blood such as diabetes and anemia are said to be governed 
by her and can be treated by her sacred herbs.
 Water immersion in the form of either baptism or ritual bath for me-
dicinal or initiatory purposes, the practices of guarding discarded hair and 
fingernail clippings as well as other personal effects, the “feeding” of spirits, 
pouring libations, as well as belief in spiritual causation for malady were part 
of traditional West African religious practice. Spirit possession, divination, 
belief in sacred words and words of power, use of string in healing, herbal 
and naturopathic medicine, as well as the basic philosophical principles on 
which these practices were constructed and sustained would come to the 
New World with each shipload of captive Africans.
 Cuba, after centuries of importing Africans as slave laborers, would abol-
ish slavery in 1886. Brazil would begin importing Africans as slave labor in 
the mid-sixteenth century and continue its use until the abolition of slavery 
more than three centuries later in 1888. Haiti was somewhat different than 
either Cuba or Brazil because the Haitian revolution in the last decade 
of the eighteenth century preceded the abolition of slavery elsewhere in 
the New World by nearly a century. The Republic of Haiti was the second 
independent republic in the New World and the first to outlaw chattel 
slavery. During the history of all three nations, Cuba, Brazil, and Haiti, the 
traditional African religious beliefs and practices would mix with aspects of 
Native American religion and Catholicism. The syncretic strategy of iden-
tifying African divinities with Catholic saints would both protect, stabilize, 
and expand African religion while allowing it to sustain its own existence 
under enslavement.
 The major pockets of African religious expression, in Haiti, the Domini-
can Republic, Puerto Rico, Cuba, Brazil, Trinidad, Jamaica, and the United 
States black belt South, were drawn both directly and indirectly from nu-
merous and diverse African cultures, including but not limited to Igbo, 
Mandingo, Bambara, Kongo, Yoruba, Fon, and Ashanti sources and would 
yield syncretized religious expressions such as Vodun, Santeria, Lucumi, 
Candomble, GaGa, Shango Baptist, Palo Mayombe (Palo Monte), Obeah, 
and Hoodoo. In some instances, particular practices can be readily identi-
fied as with either Bakongo, Yoruba, or Fon in Cuba, Brazil, and Haiti; in 
other instances, a particular practice may have existed in all or a majority 
of the parent African cultures as well as among the settling Europeans and 
the native populations, making the process of identifying a point of origin 
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tenuous. An example of this can be seen in beliefs and practices involving 
saliva or “spit.” The Yoruba believe that spit contains ashe, or God’s power 
to create action. Spit also contains special spiritual status for the Bakongo, 
Bambara, Igbo, and numerous other African ethnic groups transplanted 
to America. Spit also has magical significance in both European folk magic 
or witchcraft and for Native Americans.
 The most widely known, sustained, and practiced New World African 
religious traditions appear to be from the Yoruba of Nigeria, with Kongo 
traditions second. Yoruba influences can be observed in Haitian Vodun; in 
Cuba, where the religion is known as Lucumi and Regla de Ocha; in Brazil 
as Candomble; in Puerto Rico as Santeria; and in Trinidad as Shango Bap-
tist. This tradition draws directly from the Yoruba and Fon and celebrates 
traditional African divinities known as Orishas. The priests and priestesses 
are known as Babalorisha and Iyalorisha, respectively, with higher-order 
priests and priestesses known as Babalawo and Iyanfa, respectively. A com-
monly used term for the Yoruba/Lucumi clergy is santero for a man and 
santera for a woman. The liturgical language of prayer and praise song is 
Yoruba, and the sacred Bata drum trio from Nigeria is used in worship.
 In Haiti, Brazil, Cuba, as well as other places, African religion mixed 
with both Native American beliefs and Catholicism while reestablishing 
elaborate and complex levels of orthodoxy, including initiation rites, sys-
tems of divination, types of worship, and religious mythology. The Yoruba 
Orisha tradition would come to not only peacefully co-exist with, but also 
complement other African religious fragments, particularly the dominant 
New World Kongo religious expression known as Palo as well as Obeah, 
which resembles African American Hoodoo perhaps more than any other 
syncretized religious tradition in the New World.
 Palo, Palo Monte, or Palo Mayombe as it is known is directly related to 
Kongo religious tradition, and its influences can be observed in Cuba, Haiti, 
Brazil, and the southern United States. Known as Paleros, the mostly male 
priesthood works with old Kongo spirits and with spirits of the deceased. Uti-
lizing internment soil (graveyard dirt), magical sticks from sacred spiritual 
trees, plants and roots, stones, and animal parts, Palo harnesses the power 
of potentially dangerous explosive spirits. Kongo religious philosophy con-
ceptualizes the world as expressed in the Kongo cosmogram, emphasizing 
the continuity between the land of the living and the spirit realms where 
the dead reside. And today in contemporary Cuba, though the traditions 
are separate, Palo and Lucumi are often engaged simultaneously, particu-
larly when the concern for which they are being sought involves serious 
problem solving.
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 Obeah, another African-derived religious tradition, is more closely associ-
ated and identified with Jamaica but exists in other places in the Caribbean 
as well as in Central and South America. Believed by some scholars to be 
of Ashanti derivation, Jamaican Obeah, perhaps more than any African-
derived syncretic New World spiritual tradition, resembles African American 
Hoodoo.34 The resemblance is twofold, both in content and in structure. 
Like Hoodoo, Obeah is not openly connected with a church or regularly 
meeting ritual and ceremony, and like Hoodoo it is often identified as “evil.” 
Further, like Hoodoo, Obeah’s syncretic development occurred under Eng-
lish Protestant slave masters. Both traditions once probably were connected 
to an African deity but experienced the loss of the African gods similar to 
that described by Albert Raboteau in his landmark work, Slave Religion.35

 Obeah and Hoodoo are similar in other respects, and they have evoked 
strikingly similar descriptions by both white observers and slave masters. 
As in Ghana where Anansi is revered and his stories are used as a teaching 
device, both Obeah and Hoodoo traditions hold spiders sacred, and Anancy 
in Jamaica is held in high regard in a fashion strikingly similar to “Aunt 
Nancy” the spider in the sea islands off the Georgia and South Carolina 
coasts. Traditionally, spiders are used for divination in the West African 
country of what is now Cameroon as well as other places in West Africa.36

 In addition to Orisha worship, the Cuban Lucumi engage in ancestor 
reverence, as do the Brazilians. Known as the Egun, ancestors are revered 
and petitioned by believers whenever spiritual assistance of a particular type 
is needed. The widely circulated adage that “the Orisha walk in front of you, 
but the Egun have your back” demonstrates the surrounding bulwark of 
protection provided through the dual forces of Orisha and Egun. Though 
obscured in Christian practices, Egun worship as ancestor reverence would 
be sustained in the Mother’s Day ceremonies and rituals still found in many 
modern-day African American churches. These rituals include the wearing 
of a red or white flower to signify whether one’s mother is living or dead; 
saluting or honoring the church’s elder mothers in which the youth of the 
church file past, embracing or shaking the hands of the deacon board moth-
ers and other church mothers; trips to the local burial site of the ancestor 
mothers; special baptismal ceremonies as well as special dinners and special 
foods prepared for the ancestor; and the placing of that food on the grave; 
all reflect African American ancestor reverence.
 The survival of African religious tradition in the United States would take 
a noticeably different path than it did in the large plantation societies of the 
Caribbean and Latin America. Known by several names, including Hoodoo, 
conjure, Juju, and root work, African traditional religion in the United States 
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would have a shorter life span as a completely sustainable religious system 
than those African religious forms in Cuba, Haiti, or Brazil. In the United 
States, partly because of demographic differences in African, white, and 
Amerindian population ratios and density and partly because of cultural fac-
tors such as religious differences, especially those differences attributable to 
Catholicism in Haiti, Cuba, and Brazil and Protestantism in mainland North 
America, its origins would be nearly completely lost. Under Protestantism, 
there were few syncretic possibilities, so Hoodoo development would follow a 
unique path different from its Caribbean and Latin American counterparts. 
With similar cultural material, Africans in the North American colonies and 
in the United States would face different circumstances and would produce 
an alternative belief system of spiritual and medicinal knowledge that could 
serve and sustain them. Highly organized, Hoodoo would evolve a flexible 
system, logic, and structure and maintain practices observed in West and 
Central West Africa, the Caribbean, and Latin America while replacing its 
sacred African backdrop with nature deity, Protestant prayers and imagery, 
as well as newly created mythology.
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