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Few books have had so continuously controversial a life 
as Herskovits' The MYth of the Negro Past. 1 It has often been 
ferociously criticised , and since I wish to make further cri­
ticisms of it here I want to begin by making clear my admira­
for 1t. ~own criticisms are directed towards the book as 
an influence today rather than towards any inadequacies at 
the time it was written. In 1941 Herskovits could not have 
used any other techniques to make his important demonstration 
of the continued significance of the African heritage in 
North America . It seems to me that it was very necessary to 
refute the extraordinary idea that the slaves brought with 
them nothing viable of their African culture; and it seems to 
~e that the arguments and evidence presented by Herskovits -
and of course many others - did in fact refute this idea very 
effectively. Indeed, 1 would be inclined to take it for 
granted that everyone now accepts almost as a truism that the 
slaves brought with them many usable elements of African be­
lief and practice - even though a book published as recently 
as 1964, and currently available in paperback, still speaks 
of slaves 'forced to start a life without a history, a reli­
gion or a family.•2 

At the time Herskovits was writing he was obliged to 1~ 
primary stress on African cultural survivals and retentions, 
and he was obliged to make use of the comparative ethnogra­
phic method and to draw upon studies of twentieth century 
African cultures. It was hardly his fault that his procedures 
were so unhistorical. At that time, and until very recently, 
there uas no historiography of African religion or cultural 
ideas so that a scholar had to base his understanding of Afri­
can religion upon the observations made in recent times by 
anthropologists and others. Also, and until very recently~ 
there was no historiography of the evolution of slave culture 
in North America. Herskovits therefore could neither 
show what the character of African religions had been 
at the beginning of the importation of slaves into 



- 18 -

America , nor could he show how African relig1ous beliefs 
were in practice made use of and modifi ed in the concrete 
early slave situation . All he could do was to demonstrate 
from twentieth century ethnographic material on America 
and Africa that African ideas must have been a factor in 
the historic situation . 

Yet despite the fact that all this was not Hersko­
vits' fault it i s important to realise how unhistorical 
his method is. His major claim to insight was his ' first­
hand experience with the African civilizations involved ', 
and this claim naturally led him to place an emphasis 
upon the continuity of those civi lizations over time. 
To know Dahomey in the twentieth century was to know 
essential things about West African culture during the 
previous centuries. There was thus built into his argu­
ment a bias towards the idea of the timelessness of 
African religion and culture. At the same time Hersko­
vits knew much more about some West African religions in 
the twentieth century than he did about others , and 
although he was cautious about general i sations this inevi ­
tably resulted in a bias towards the idea that all West 
African religions are and were essentially similar. None 
of this left very much room for historical change and 
dynamism in West African religious systems and it perhaps 
overstated the conceptual shock of the enforced changes 
caused by the up- rooting of the slaves . And if we turn 
to the American end of his argument it is at once notice­
able that the two chapters on contemporary African reten­
tions are much more substantial and concrete than the 
chapter on 'The Acculturative Process'. This chapter 
does not reall y describe a process at all. Nor does it 
make use of direct evidence about early slave culture. 
Instead it is obliged to make a series of guesses about 
how slave culture might have been able to develop given 
the character of white dominated institutions. To over­
simplify, on the African side the book presupposes change­
lessness; on the American side it presupposes enforced 
change and pays more attention to the mechanisms of com­
pulsion than to the mechanisms of response. 

Of course, we have all come a long way since 1941 
and many of us stand on the shoulders of Herskovits and 
his contemporaries . The study of African history has 
flowered; so too has the study of Afro-American history. 
It would seem decent to honor Herskovits as one of the 
founding fathers of both disciplines rather than to 
criticise him at this late date for a-historicity. 
Indeed, it i s only worth raising such criticisms be-
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cause the work of Herskovits and the controversy aroused by 
it has continued to exercise so much di rect and indirect in­
fluence on the study of Africanisms in North America. 

I write here with a good dea 1 of trepidation and with 
a confessed ignorance of unpubl ished research ~ork now 
going on, but my impression is that a good deal of more 
recent work has continued to display the a-historicity of 
Herskovits' approach, and sometimes in a blunter and more 
distorting manner. Scholars certainly no longer write in 
ignorance of West African civilisation, but In their nece­
ssarily concise discussions of i t. they often take the easy 
course of assuming its continuity and similarity over time 
and space. So Meier and Rudwick h~pefully tell us that 
'elaboration of religious belief was carr1ed to especially 
great lengths among the Oahomeans , but a brief examination 
of their ideas and practices illuminates the religi ous 
life of West Africa generally. '3 An excellent book like 
Orlando Patterson's The Sociology of Slavery tells us that 

"there is a remari<obZ.e wrifoz-!!i:;y in me supe1'tta­
eural beliefs of aU Vest African flegroeo •... This 
is even mope true of uitchcraft beLiefs and sor­
CBl'JJ beliefs . . . . Thel'e is not onty a remarkable 
uniformity in the witchcraft beliefs of the West 
Afr'ic(lll tribes, but in tl1e entil'e African conti­
nent south of tha Sahana. 4 

These excessively generalised and historically inert 
ideas make ft very difficult to come to specific conclusions. 
Host attempts to establish links between reported slave 
rituals and beliefs and particular African places of ori­
gin are doomed to failure within this framework of thought. 
Thus the sort of identification which Patterson seeks 
to make between Jamaican cwmino and the Oahomean rites 
described by Herskovits depends upon so general a notion 
of similarity -both have music provided by drums and 
rattles, both sacrifice goats, both involve spirit po­
ssession - that no specific Oahomean connection can be 
safely inferred .5 Even where 1t is possible to show that 
the name of a divinity recorded in an early account of 
slave rites is also present in Herskovits' account of 
Oahomean religion in the twentieth century, it is unsafe 
to assume a Dahomean origin. Historical study of Daho-
mean religion reveals that there have been many very 
recent additions t o its pantheon of divinities. And on 
the other side. the abundant evidence of quite distinct 
and often mu tually antagonistic sets of beliefs among 
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slaves in the New World tends to be subsumed in an 
assumption of similarity. 

Moreover, in so far as there is a continued empha­
sis upon African 'survivals' or 'retentions', it does 
seem that there is a danger of mis-emphasis . Such 
survivals are valuable in the way Herskovits used them 
to demonstrate that there must have been a powerful 
African element in slave culture. They are often 
extremely fascinating in themselves. But it is not 
a safe assumption that their survival in itself demon­
strates their superior vitality and centrality among the 
whole range of original African beliefs. Surviving 
Africanisms may sometimes represent crucial aspects of 
self-identification. But we may hypothesize that more 
important still to slave survival as people were the 
Africanisms which were not maintained in isolation but 
which engaged with the new environment and by so doing 
were transformed. The essential emphasis of a new his­
toriography of slave society must surely be on the process 
by which the religious and cultural ideas of slaves inter­
acted with each other, and with their social and economic 
situation, and with the ideas of their masters over 
decades and centuries . One can take it for granted 
that African ideas played a very important role in all 
this change and adaptation: the key question is how . 

Obviously this question can only be answered by the 
most rigorous search through the North American evidence, 
and especially the very earliest North American evidence. 
But some contribution can be made, 1 think , by the 
emerging conclusions of the new historiography of Afri­
can religion. In lucky cases this new historiography 
may help in making some positive identifications bet­
ween reported slave beliefs and contemporary African 
equi valents. More generally it may suggest an approach 
to the dynamics of African religious change which 
may be fruitful when applied to the problems of the 
diaspora. 

Jhe historical study of African religion. 

The recent interest shown by historians in African 
· ~ligious change has served to underline certain propo-
itions which contrast with older assumptions about 

. frican religion . To begin with, it has bec~nc perfectly 
: iear that there were wide differences between the reli­
~ Jous ideas and practices of varying African societies. 
~a far from it being true that 'there is a remarkable 
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uniformity in the supernatural beliefs of all West 
African Megroes', one of the main problems even for 
comparative ethnography, let alone for religious his­
toriography, is to account for the major differences 
in the ways in which African societies explain evil or 
conceive salvation; the major differences in the role 
allocated to a creator divinity; the absence or presence 
of prophetism or spirit possession; and so on.6 These 
differences resulted in sharply contrasting styles of 
thought and action from one African society to another. 
and in the context of the history of slavery meant 
that a slave from one culture - or from one specific 
historical context - had available to him certain forms 
of spiritual adaptation and aggression which were not 
available to slaves from other cultures . 

Thfs 1dea fs a very simple one and it has certainly 
been amply appreciated by many anthropologists before 
the new interest of historians, but its acceptance would 
make a difference to studies of slave culture. It is 
an understanding of the varieties of African religious 
ideas and practices rather than an assumption of their 
essential unifonnity which makes Esteban Montejo's 
myth-autobiography so much the most satisfactory account 
of African religion in a slave society.7 In Montejo's 
remembered Cuba the presumed identity of African religion 
gives way to sharply defined differences between the 
concepts and practices of the 'Lucum1 ' ,or Yoruba, and 
the 'Congolese': 

I k118!J of two Afl'ican religions in the bar­
racoons : the LUC1.1111'i. and the congo Lese . 
The Con!Jo'Uae L1CUI the IliON inponant. . . . 
The Co1t!JOUse us~ thtl dsad and snakes fo:ro 
theil' l'sUgious l'ites. Tr.ey caZ'Led th.e 
dead nkisi and the qnakes el'lboba. . •• 
TIUI Congoiise wrl<ed magic r.ri.th tile sun at­
moot every day . Ilium thEr:J had trollbLe uith 
a particuLar persoPl thsy IJOUl.d fo'lloi.J him 
along a path, collect up some of the dust 
he wZked upon and put i.t in the ~ 
or in some tittte secl'et pLace . As the sun 
WBPlt down that person ' s Ufe wou'ld begin 
to ebb at.~ay. and at sunset Jw would be 
dying. . . . :rhey only ki/,Zed peopl e who 
were harming them. No one ever tried to 
put a speLL on me because I have always 
kept apart and not 1716dd'ted in other people ' s 
affaire . 
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The CongoZese wer e moNJ i nvoLved l<>ith !<>itoh­
ot'(ljt thmt ths Lucumi, who had roore to do 
IJ'ith the saints and 1.11i t h God. The Lucwrri 
liked rising ea:t'ly IA1i.th the strength of the 
I"'I.rning and Zooking up into t he sky and 
saying prayers and sprinkLing watel' on the 
ground. 
f'hB LuoW'Ifi I.Nil'Q at it When !IOU 
l.eaat e:pecud it. I hatHI seen old ~groes 
kneel. on the ground for more than three 
howos at a time, speaki ng in their own 
tongue and prophesying. T1UI di f fer61"1ce 
bBti.Jeen ths Congoless and ths Lucumi lA1CUI that 
thB fo~r solved problems while the Latter 
told the future. This they did wit h dil.og­
~ which are round, white ehelZs fronr Africa 
with mysury inside . 

The old Luownis would situt therrsel.vee up in 
l"'oms in ths barm ooon and they could rid 
you even of the wickedness you were doing. 
If a Negro Lusted after a woman, the Lucwrris 
woul.d cl.an him. I think they did t his IJith 
coconut shells, o~, which are sacred . .•. 
The saints spo~ 1rough the coconut and 
thB chiBf of these was Obatal.a. . . . f'hey 
said it was Obatal.a who lfltJds you. . . . 
The old Luoumis l.ikBd "tO have their IJ)Ooden 
figuPilB of th~t gods with them in the bal'l'a­
coon . . . . They made the saint ' a marks 
on the r.N2l.l.s of their rooms with charcoal. 
and uhi.te chalk, l.ono lines and cil'cles, 
each one standing fol' a saint, but they 
said that they IA1el'B secNts. The Lw:wrri. 
and COngole1e did not get on. . . it uent 
back to the difference be~en saints and 
witchcl'aft. The onl.y ones wilo had no pro­
bloms woNJ thB old ~~H~n bom in Africa. 
They uel'e special. people ar.d had to be 
treated differently because they kn~ 
aU l'oligious I'IC1tt411's. 8 

Montejo al so drew more general contrasts between 
the 'Lucumi' and the Congolese, though t o his mind 
they were linked wi th t he basic religious contrast. 
The 'Lucumi' gods could be appealed to for assistance 
in direct protest - 'the Lucumis were the most rebel­
lious and courageous slaves. ' The Congolese skills 
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with magic had no such consequence. 'The Congolese 
were cowardly as a rule, but strong workers who worked 
hard without complaining.' Nevertheless, their repu­
tation for witchcraft gave them a continuing , indivi­
dual protection against extreme abuse or affront. 

The time when differences such as these were notice­
able on a North American slave plantation is not, of 
course, within the recall of even a man as old as 
Montejo, and I am aware of the large differences bet­
ween the slave society of Cuba and of North America. 
But one should still seek to bring this sense of com­
plexity - of the different essential atmospheres of 
varying Afr1can religious systems; of the growing 
emphasis within them upon certain kinds of power which 
were particularly useful in a slave situation; of the 
way in which such power was used to enforce respect 
from other slaves and from Europeans - to an inter­
pretation of the early evidence. 

This leads me to another, though related point. 
I have said that African religious systems varied very 
much from each other. The same was true for African 
witchcraft beliefs. By witchcraft I refer to the assumed 
power to injure people by spiritual or medicinal means; 
witches were normally thought of as totally evil and 
anti-social, the opposite of socially-approved religi­
ous functionaries; but the power to hann might some­
times be approved as when used by a chief against 
breakers of the peace or when used against an oppres­
sive en~. Witchcraft has to be very clearly distin­
guished from religion - although this distincti on 
was rarely made by reporters of slave cultures . 
Nevertheless, belief in and fear of witchcraft obvi ­
ously forms part of the total metaphysical system of 
an African people, since it serves to account for part 
of al l of the problem of evil. It is precisely here 
that striking differences arose from one Afri can society 
to another. Host if not all African societies were 
familiar with the idea of the witch . But in some 
the activity of witches was used to explain almost the 
whole range of misfortune; in others it was used to 
explain only domestic and not public disaster; in yet 
others it was hardly invoked to explain misfortune at 
all. In many societies the divinities or the ances­
tral spiri t s were thought of as much more important 
causative agents than witches. Such variations in the 
intensity of witchcraft belief and in its role in the 
total spiritual economy have given rise to a number 
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of ingenious attempts by anthropologists to rel~te 
differing witcn ·beliefs to differing social structures.9 

Moreover , it is clear that witchcraft belief has 
a history as well as a comparative sociology. Within 
a single society it was often the case that witchcraft 
belief became much more important and central at cer­
tain times than it had been at others . Historians 
have recently begun to take up this analytical chal­
lenge and to seek to define the circumstances under 
which intense witchcraft fear and wi tchcraft activity 
t ook place.lO 

Once again, these realisations are neither very 
surprising nor very novel but their application to the 
religious history of the diaspora might yield interesting 
fruit. For one thing they help to give more specificity 
to the sort of contrast drawn by Montejo. Clearly he 
is depicting a difference in ideas of causation between 
the Yoruba and the Congolese sl~ves. It would be a 
fascinating enterprise to examine what happened to 
these ideas of causation as slave experience lengthened. 
How did the 'Lucumi' manage to continue to believe, 
in Montejo's words, that 'the strongest gods are 
African', while realising that these gods had 'permitted 
slavery'? Was the Congolese use of witchcraft in Cuba 
a true reflection of the original emphases of their 
home metaphysic, or was it a development which took 
place in response to the enforced co-existence with 
other African groups and to the demands of slavery? 

Whatever the answers to these questions one might 
suppose that in general there was a shift from 'saints' 
t o 'witchcraft' in the metaphysics of slave communi ­
ties. If this is so, then recent historical studies 
in Afri ca may prove helpful. For example . Bill Rau 
has recently examined the religious history of the 
Ngoni of Mpezeni, who eventually settled among the 
Chewa peoples of eastern Zambia. Rau shows that witch­
craft belief came to be dominant in Ngoni metaphysics. 
The Ngoni aristocracy had no confidence in the capa­
city of their own or their chief's ancestor spirits 
to ensure the ferti l ity of this alien land or to cope 
with locally induced misfortunes and epidemics; they 
deeply feared the destructive spi ritual powers of their 
subject people, which to some extent made up for the 
military superiority of the Ngoni. The Ngoni needed 
to assimilate captives and to exploit their man-power 
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but they were acutely conscious of the dangers of doing 
so; some informants s~ that they made every intoning 
captive take the poison ordeal to determine whether 
he was a witch. But despite these precautions Ngoni 
society remained subject to the spiritual offensives 
of the subject people. The fear of witchcraft reaai ned 
constant. and ritual experts from among the subject 
people were able to r ise to prominence because of their 
claimed ability to counter witchcraft. At the s~ time 
many Ngoni fell victim to a possession 'disease'. 
1n whiCh they were se1zed upon by a manifestation of 
the Chewa High God , whose centralised shrines the 
Ngoni had themselves destroyed.ll 

These circumstances are admittedly rather differ­
ent from most slave situations but the Ngoni case does 
throw light on the tensions of assimilation and the 
capacity of 'serfs' to take certain spiritual initia­
tives. If the attention of historians of African 
religi on were to be drawn to the possible relevance of 
their work to studies of the diaspora , cases more 
strictly pertinent could be examined. The case of 
Dahomey is a good example here. Dahomean religion is 
very familiar to students of the diaspora . thanks to 
the work of Herskovfts . But Herskovits was studying 
'free' , twentieth century Dahomean societies. Perhaps 
more relevant would be the religious beliefs and prac­
tices of the nineteenth century slave plantations 
wnich became so i11portant in nineteenth century Dah011ey . 
I am not of course suggesting that slaves who were 
shipped from Dahomey to America were drawn only or mainly 
from these plantations. But I am suggesting that it 
would be fascinating to be able to compare the reli­
gious modifications which took place within slave 
plantations in Africa itself with those which took 
place in the Americas. 

1 have said , then , that witchcraft belief changed 
and developed from one period to another withi n parti­
cular African societies . It is time to make the same 
point about rel igious systems as a whole. There were 
great differences between 'Lucumi' religion and Con­
golese religion. But these differences were not merely 
a matter of the timeless 'world view' of the Voruba 
as opposed to the Congolese; nor were they merely a 
matter of the contrasting social structures of the 
two groups. Voruba religion at the time of the high 
period of Yoruba slavery was the result of a complex 
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dynamic process, which was stil l continuing within 
Yorubaland. 

One of the emphases of the historiography of 
African religion is that Afri can religions are not 
to be explained in tenns of a general social consensus, 
or in tenns of their perfect 'fi t' with social needs . 
The development of African religious systems often took 
place through conflict rather than consensus and 
different pieces of African religious systems served , 
or could be made to serve , the different interests of 
competing groups within a society. Yoruba religion 
is in fact an excellent case in point. I t is possibl e 
to produce a coherent model of Yoruba metaphysics in 
which the ifa divination, and the orishae, and the 
ogboni society, and all the rest , fit together to fonn 
an immensely subtle and satisfyi ng whole. But in 
historical tenns these various parts of the system 
cannot be seen as interdependent upon each other; the 
Yoruba composite had come together through complex 
processes of conflict and interaction and balance. As 
the history of the diaspora shows , the various pieces 
could come apart again. In some parts of the diaspora 
ifa divination existed without ogboni~ or the orishas 
without either. 

Thus, in understanding the conceptual history of 
the diaspora one must certainly get beyond the sort 
of broad contrasts drawn by Hontejo , valuable though 
these are; one must certainly get beyond the idea of 
'Yoruba religion' just as much as one must abandon the 
idea of 'We.st African religion'. What we need to 
know is the innovative capacity of the various 'places' 
of a religious system; to understand why one thrives 
while another does not. 1-loreover, we need always to 
keep in mind that the dynamism of African religious 
systems continues after the point of ruptu~ between 
the slaves and their home culture. Yoruba traditional 
religion as it has been observed and describea in the 
twentieth century is very different in many ways from 
Yoruba religion in the mid-nineteenth century. Slave 
religion changed and developed very radicAlly; but 
religion in Yorubaland also grew away from its old 
forms. In fact, in some parts of Brazil it is possible 
to collect Yoruba chants of a clearly archaic character, 
which contain references to nineteenth century places 
and events; these particular chants no longer exist 
in Yorubaland, although archaic chants exist there 
which have been lost in Brazil. Clearly the situation 
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is not adequately expresseo merely by saying that a 
study of cont~nporary Yoruba religion shows that sur­
viving Africanisms in Brazil are 'like it'. We have the 
opportunity here to do something much more rigorous 
and exciting; namely to examine the dynamics of differ­
ential survival.l2 

On this point I need only make two further remarks. 
The first is that what I have said of Yoruba religion 
is equally true for Dahomean. Dahomean religion in 
the nineteenth century was in a state of rapid change 
and deve 1 opment; there have been further radi ca 1 changes 
since. Herskovits' work on twentieth century Dahomey 
religion cannot be taken as a safe guide for the nine­
teenth century; still less can it be used to make 
comparisons or identifications for slave evidence from 
the seventeenth or eighteenth century. 

The second remark is that I ~ aware that I have 
used here a Brazilian example just as I used a Cuban 
example previously. I know that the North American 
situation has always been different. and I regret that 
I remain as ignorant as Herskovits was about the speci­
fic historical processes of early North American slave 
society. But what I am suggesting is precisely that 
processes and d,ynami cs which can be illustrated with 
reference to nineteenth century Cuba or twentieth 
century Brazil may well be relevant to our approach 
to the earliest periods of slave society in North Arrer­
ica too. I am suggesting that in these earliest periods, 
before Christianity began to 'bite' and before the 
slaves had developed their response to the 'existential 
North American situation', we ought to approach the 
question of what the slaves had to work with from the 
angles suggested above. That is to say, we can perhaps 
assume that they brought contrasting and specific reli ­
gious traditions or pieces of religious traditions; 
that some emphases within their traditions proved 
more relevant and viaole than others; that they tended 
to employ t hese as much in order to define their rela­
tionships with other slaves as with whites; and that 
there was probably a tendency for witchcraft belief 
to assume a greater place in the overall metaphysic, 
which It could retain even after Christianisation. 
What emerged from all tllis was obviously a composite -
a composite first of varying African ideas and rites 
and then of these with Christianity. 

But what kind of composite and how arrived at? 
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Once again we need to be wary of the i dea that it was 
a highest common factor or lowest common denominator 
of 'West African religion', and subsequently of this 
generalised African rel igion with Christi anity. No 
doubt in the end the factors which operated to genera­
lise the black experience in America also operated to 
make the initial particularities of each situation of 
slave adaptation relatively unimportant. But to begin 
with,and for the slaves themselves, these particula­
rities were crucial. 

And here it may be possible to gain insight from 
another emphasis of the recent historiography of Afri­
can religion . I have already remarked that the reli ­
gious history of an African people is to be seen in terms 
of interaction of ideas . rites and groups. Over and 
above this , though, is the growing study of the diffu­
sion of ideas and the spread of specialists and ritual 
forms from one society to another. or across a whole 
region. Some recent studies have concentrated on 
precisely this issue of what use is made by people of 
innovations which come in from outside and which bear 
no immediate relation to the structures or modes of the 
society which they enter. In some cases a new mode 
is attractive even t hough its myths refer to heroes and 
divinities from quite outside the society and even thoug?3 its songs or rites may be conducted in another language. 
Sometimes . indeed, the otherness of the mode is its 
main attraction , either because t here has been a loss 
of confidence in the spiritual forms of the society 
so that only something manifestly different seems 
credible, or else because the main problem which is 
seen to need solution is the problem of how to define 
and relate to aliens . 

The rise of this concrete, relatively small - scale 
and critical 'diffusionism' seems 1 ikely to be of 
interest to students of the great diffusion of the 
diaspora. To take one example. Historians of African 
religion are just becoming interested in the role of 
the diviner, the man who articulated the metaphysical 
system and who reflected and shaped ideas about causa­
tion. Given that the diviners play this key choreo­
graphic role, the abundant evidence for nineteenth 
century Africa of the influence of diviners from out­
side the society in which they operated raises a11 
sorts of interestin~ questions. Sometimes it is plain 
that the spread of alien' diviners in a soci ety can 
be linked with the spread of new ideas of causation.l4 
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Sometimes it seems that a diviner from outside a 
society which is itself very complex and mixed and 
full of the tensions of assimilation, is better able 
to operate because he does not represent any internal 
faction or interest. At any rate the position of these 
diviners in nineteenth century Africa is not totally 
dissimilar from the position of the diviner in early 
slave society. and especially the position of the man 
whose inf luence is due not to the fact that he is a 
member of a large slave grouping but to the fact of his 
individual ritual skills. It seems reasonable to sup­
pose that diviners played a big role in drawing together 
and operating the early composite culture of the slaves. 

Once again I am of course aware that the slaves 
in North America were under the immediate pressure of 
white men and of the white system, so that their situa­
tion is immediately differentiated from that of the 
Chewa under pressure from the Ngoni. African examples 
show that the mere fact that the masters are white does 
not necessarily transform the qynamics of religious 
adaptation and interaction. What happened on the 
estates of the Portuguese settlers in the Zambesi 
valley is proof enough of that.15 But I am aware that 
American slave owners were very different from Portu­
guese pra.ao owners, though it is no doubt important 
to pay careful attention to the differences between 
white attitudes and structures from one North American 
slave situation to another. What, then, does the his­
torical study of African religion have to offer when 
it comes to this question of confrontation with white 
Protestant capitalism? 

It w111 have something to offer, I believe, even 
though the contexts in which black men responded to 
white men in colonial Africa remain clearly disti nct 
from the slave situation. One concern of recent reli ­
gious historiography has been with the role of African 
religious leaders in revolts against white rule.l6 
Valuable studies have been made of the ideologies which 
powered large scale uprisings against early colonialism 
and these will certainly prove relevant to cases of 
slave revolts where there is clear evidence of the 
involvement of religious experts. On the other hand 
we are beginning to complicate the relatively simple 
initial picture. Instead of merely saying that very 
often African revolts had prophetic leadership we are 
beginni ng to examine more closely the contrasting poten­
tials of different types of prophetism for the mobili­
sation and sustenance of revolt. And secondly, we 
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are beginning to realise that the' prophetic role could 
sustain a number of responses to colonialism other than 
the response of revolt. 

In this w~ Professor Raum has presented us with 
a fascinating spectrum of prophetism among the Xhosa. 
There was activist, militant prophetism; but fron 
out of the same nexus of symbols and myths there was 
also inward-turning revitalising prophetism and even 
accomodationist prophetism. Most fascinating of all 
is the case of the Xhosa prophet who sought to 'capture' 
Chrisitianity for the Xhosa tradition by acting as 
its local John the Bapt1st and forerunner.17 There 
are many other examples of late nineteenth century 
African prophets advising selective accommodation to 
change or use of the white man 's ideas. After all, 
as Robin Horton has pointed out, such men and women 
were more acutely aware than anyone else of the con­
ceptual limitations of African religious systems when 
faced with the new scale of experience in the nine­
teenth century.l8 

This suggests to me that we should be careful not 
to asst.llle a clear dichot<ln'\Y in the case of the dia­
spora between resistant African religious leaders and 
accommodationist Christianised house-slaves. Obviously, 
Christianity itself could provide an ideology of revolt. 
Less obviously, indigenous African religious leadership 
might provide an impulse towards the experimental 
adoption of some Christian ideas. To say this is not, 
of course, to brand such prophets as 'stooges'. Pro­
fessor Genovese has remarked that although the study 
of slave revolts is an important affinnation of the 
dignity and courage of slaves, the crucial question for 
an understanding of the making of slave culture is the 
question of how they survived and adapted rather than 
the question of how they managed sometimes to revolt. 
If African rel igious ideas and African religious leaders 
were always ranged on the side of open revolt, the 
inevitable defeat of such revolts would have meant the 
inevitable eventual elimination of African religion 
as an influent1al factor in the composite slave culture. 
I would suggest that we need to look for the accom­
modations made by Afri can religion, to the slave situa­
tion - and for the accommodations made by white to 
African religion. 

Finally, there is the whole question of the inter­
action of Afri can religi on and Christianity. Needless 
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to s~. this is a major concern of the new African reli­
gious historiography. A fully historical appreciation 
of the African side of the religious encounter certainly 
transforms our understanding of what vas involved in 
the missionary thrust into African societ1es.19 Once 
again the circumstances of the slave were very differ­
ent from those of the African villager. Very few 
African villagers were faced with the sort of compul ­
sion which Christianised the slaves. and most could 
still turn to a viable and functioning traditional 
religious system as an alternative. Despite these 
differences. though, the studies which have been made 
in Africa of the interaction of African and Christian 
ideas remain relevant to the history of the diaspora . 
I have heard it said that Latin American Catholicism 
allowed for the continued expression within the gen­
erous framework of the official church of lightly 
Chr1stfanised African rites and ideas. while North 
American Protestantism made ft 'impossible ' for Afri­
can ideas to continue. Even when one is dealing with 
uprooted slaves it would seem very unl ikely that any 
religion could decree the total discontinuance of man's 
previous ideas. If Protestantism did not make allow­
ance for tolerated parallel expressions of Africanity, 
the continued Africanism of thought had to find roan 
at the very core of Protestantism. 

Here there took place a crucial transition in the 
eevelopment of the slave culture and one which is 
extraordinarily difficult to document or to detect. 
One can seek to demonstrate it, as many people have. 
by remarking on the 'African' character of worship in 
many Afro-American churches tod~. But if we are to 
deal w1th it in terms of process we need to develop 
a very sophisticated understanding of cont1nu1t1es 
through substitution. Perhaps the most relevant thing 
here are studies of some of the African independent 
churches. such as Dr. Martinus Daneel's studies of the 
Shona Zionist and Vapostori churches. What has taken 
place within these churches is a conti nui ty of Shona 
concerns and continued expression of many Shona spi­
ritual symbols but at the same time a radi cal trans­
fonnation of ideas of causation and redemption. Pre­
cisely because in some senses these churches are more 
African than the mission churches, they see themselves 
as more radically opposed to traditional Shona religion.20 
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Conclusion: 

This paper offers no solutions. It is concerned 
to raise possibilities and to suggest questions which 
may perhaps be asked fruitfully of the North American 
evidence. It would be exciting for an Africanist to 
see these questions rigorously pursued. It would be 
exciting to see the differences between the religious 
ideas and practices of different slave groups thorough­
ly explored; to see an analysis made of the ways in 
which slaves used their distinct religious heritages 
to achieve status or to protect themselves from the 
excesses of exploitation; to see an examination of the 
development of witchcraft as a cultural counter-offen­
sive; to see some exploration of the extent to whi ch 
African religious initiatives and adaptations affected 
the consciousness of whites . It would be good to have 
some inquiry into the role of the diviner as an arti­
culator of the emerging composite religious culture of 
slave communities; to have a more complex understanding 
of the potentialities of prophetism; and to have some 
exhaustive inquiry into continuity through substitut ion 
at the heart of slave Protestantism. It would be exci­
ting to see all this partly because it might prove 
fruitful for the study of the development of black 
culture in North America, and partly because 1f these 
questions do prove to have some relevance in America 
we can then commence a dialogue between the two his ­
tories. 

I have not meant to suggest in this paper that 
the fl ow of ideas between the religious and cultural 
histories of Africa and North Ameri ~a is all going 
to be in the same direction . Far from it. I hope and 
believe that as the study of early slave culture in 
America develops it will offer a whole variety of 
insights and confirmations and contradictions which 
will greatly enrich the historical study of African 
religion . 
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