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AFRICANISMS IN  THE NEW WORLD 

a propos o f  Les Ameriques noires by Roger Bastide

by A b io la  Irele*

One o f the most important consequences o f the slave trade, which  
invo lved  the massive transfer o f  A fr icans across the A t la n t ic ,  has been the 
im planta tion  in America o f  whole areas o f  A fr ica n  cu ltu ra l  expression. The 
d is t in c t ive  though varied  character o f  A fr ican  cu ltu ra l  survivals, and the ir  
social s ign if icance  in the pecu lia r  modes o f existence o f  b lack  peoples 
w ith in  the various societies and cultures o f the American con t inen t,  have 
struck several previous writers who have studied Africanisms in the N ew  
W or ld ,  to such a degree that the ir  personal reactions to the social position 
o f the Negro has tended to determine the ir  approach to the question, thus 
introducing an ideo log ica l element into the s c ien t i f ic  analysis.

On the one hand there are the "apo log ists" who emphasize the marked 
character o f  Africanisms as a determinant o f the cu ltu ra l position o f  the N egro  
in Am erica .  This position has been pushed to its extreme frontiers by Negro 
'n a t ion a l is ts ',  whose insistence on the role o f the A fr ica n  heritage in the 
c o l le c t iv e  personality  of the N ew  World  Negro is often e x p l ic i t y  t ied  to a 
p o l i t ic a l  cause J  The ' inte rg rat ion ists' on the other hand re ject the an th ro 
po log ica l v ie w p o in t ,  preferring to exp la in  the cu ltu ra l  d is t inc t ion  o f  the 
Negro in America by purely soc io log ica l factors. For they are aware o f  the 

im p lica tions o f an absolute exp lanation  w h ic h ,  by stressing the persistence o f 
an A fr ica n  nature in the N eg ro ,  his o rig ina l  s p e c i f ic i ty ,  seems to o ffe r  arguments 
against his in tegra tion  into Western c u l tu re , and into American s o c ie ty .^

* D r.  A b io la  Irele is a Research Fellow in A f r ic a n  L ite ra tu re .

1 . C f .  J .  Price-M ars: A insi parla I 'o n c le ,  Compiegne, 1923, and W .E .B .
Du Bois Souls o f Black Folk, N ew  Y o rk ,  1903.

2 . The ' in te g ra t io n is t '  point o f  v iew  is best represented by the late Franklin
Frazier, espec ia l ly  in his The N egro  Family in the United States, Chicago,
1939.
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Professor Bostide oraws a tten t ion  to this ideo log ica l fog that has tended 
to obscure a sc ie n t i f ic  analysis and evalua tion  o f  A fr ica n  cu ltu ra l survivals in 
f he N ew  W orld  in his in troduction  to Les Ameriques no ires,^  devoted to the 
subject, po int ing  out how this can be rendered d i f f i c u l t  by the emotioncl 
involvement o f  the w r i te r  w ith  his subject. , However, his book is at once an 
a ttempt to g ive  c la r i ty  and focus to the m u lt ip le  aspects o f  the question as w e l l  
as a synthesis o f  the d a ta .

As the t i t le  suggests, Les Ameriques noires is concerned w ith  the whole 
range o f  d is tr ibu t ion  o f  A fr ica n  cu ltu ra l elements in the N ew  W orld , h igh l igh t ing  
th e ir  extreme d ive rs ity  both in th e ir  degree and in the ir  nature, according to the 
spec if ic  h is to r ica l ,  geographical and soc io log ica l factors that have determined 
this d is t r ibu t io n .  The author makes a primary d is t inc t ion  between what he calls 
"A fr ica n  soc ie ties" w ith  a high content o f  A fr ica n  survivals and in w hich an 
A fr ica n  q u a l i ty  predominates, and "N egro  soc ie t ies " ,  which exist in America 
as sub-cultures w ith in  a s o c io -cu ltu rc ' "mainstream " .

Bastide however stresses the point that this d is t inc t ion  exists in fact in a 
continuum, embracing in a k ind  o f  chromatic scale extremes at both ends and 
gradations w ith in  Moreover, even where the A fr ican  element predominates, 
this represents in the first place a composite o f  several traits from d if fe ren t A fr ican  
cu ltures, though specif ic  cultures often furnish the basic framework.

For exam ple, the Akan fam ily  system has been perpetuated in an almost 
pure form, w ith  a double l ineage corresponding in America to the m ctr i l inea l  
k inship (abusua) and the p a tr i l in ea l sp ir itua l descent (ntoro) existing here in 
G hana, The day names have been fa i th fu l ly  preserved, both for male and female 
(the table o f  the corresponding names in Suriman shows almost no change in this 
regard). W ith  respect to religious be lie fs ,  the Saramaca have continued to worship 
the Supreme Being under his Akan name (Nyame) and a ttr ibu tes. Their art 
remains essentia lly  A k a n ,  as comparisons o f fhe styles obta in ing in Surinam and 
in Ghana have ind ica ted , and th e ir  oral l i te ra ture  continues to be centred upon 
Ananse t

Bastide insists further however that none o f what he has termed "A fr ic a n "  
societies exist as a pure form, compared w ith  th e ir  o r ig ina l models in A f r ic a ,

3 .  Payot, Paris, 1967.
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for apart from the fact that they derive from A fr ican  cultures not o f the present 
day but o f  several centuries ago, they also show a certa in  degree o f  syncretism, 
due to contact w ith  e ithe r native Indian or Western cu ltu re .  They are indeed 
resurrections o f A f r ica  in the heart o f  A m erica , but only  in a re la t ive  sense, 
for they are also the results o f the ir  bearers' efforts to adapt the ir  ancestral 
cultures to new environments, a compromise between A fr ica n  social and cu ltura l 
forms and the various determinisms encountered on the American so il .

More widespread is the second category o f  Negro societies and cultures 
that the author distinguishes -  those slowly fashioned by the A fr ican  slaves and 
the ir  descendants out o f a fusion o f remnants o f  A fr ican  cu ltu ra l forms, w ith  
those into w hich they came in contact in A m erica . Here i t  might be mentioned 
that this fusion was carried out as w e l l  w ith  the indigenous Indian cu ltures, a 
phenomenom to which Bastide devotes one o f the most revealing and interesting 
chapters o f  his book. O f  greater interest however are the 'C reo le ' cu ltures, 
created out o f contact w ith  Western models, and existing w ith in  the g loba l 
context o f American soc ia l,  p o l i t ic a l  and economic organisation.

The most important factor which emerges from Bastide's consideration 
o f  these N egro  societies and cultures in America is the soc io log ica l restrictions 
imposed upon the ir  formation and development by the very fact o f  the insertion 
o f  the b lack communities w ith in  a social framework over w hich they have no 
co n tro l .  The soc io -cu ltu ra l  channels o f Negro existence in America have had 
to be f i t te d  into loop-holes w ith in  a to ta l order laid down by the white  m a jo r i ty .  
Thus the specif ic  character and forms taken by Negro sub-cultures, and the 
varia t ions in th e ir  aspect a l l  over the continent have been determined and are 
s t i l l  dependent upon the degree o f  freedom for manouvre offered by the dominant 

group.

Bastide describes at length the kinds o f  m odif ica tions that have been 
forced upon A fr ica n  survivals due to social pressures from the outside. The 
need,for example.,to adapt to the European seven-day week and to abandon the 
four-day  week o f the Yorubas has caused a re-organisation o f the r itua l ca lendar 
o f  the re lig ions derived from this e thn ic  group, w ith  consequences for the ir  
l i tu rg ies .  Structural m odif ica tions result therefore from the exigencies o f  the 
p reva i l ing  social order.

Secondary to this o v e r - r id in g  soc io log ica l factor governing the d if fe ren t



ARTICLES 19.

shapes and q ua li ty  o f Negro  sub-cultures is the o r ig ina l e thn ic  composition o f 
the various Negro populations, w hich  has determined to a considerable extent 
the content and degree o f d if fe re n t ia t io n  o f Negro sub-cultures, For a lthough 
there was a general leve l l in g  o f A fr ica n  nations during s lavery , and though 
sim ilar it ies existed between A fr ican  cu ltures, this d id  not preclude the dominance 
o f specific  cultures. As has been noted, Akan system o f social organisation and 
religious beliefs have prevailed  among the Saramaca in Sarinam as w e l l  as in 
Jamaica, due to the concentra tion  in ea r ly  times o f  slaves from this country  in 
those areas. The same k ind o f concentra tion  has made Yoruba culture  -  
espec ia l ly  its religious manifestation -  the basic constituent o f  Negro sub
cultures in Braz il ,  Cuba and parts o f Trinidad*whereas in H a i t i ,  both before and 
since independence, a certa in  awareness o f  Dahomean orig in  has dominated 
national feel in g .

Professor Bastide's examination o f the presence o f A fr ican  survivals which 
g ive  an o rig ina l stamp to Negro sub-cultures in A m erica ,  throws into re l ie f  the 
in terp lay  o f the social and the c u ltu ra l ,  in the formation and maintenance o f these 
cultures, the dynamic re lationship between the in fra-structure  o f  A fro -A m e r ica n  
existence and the super-structure constituted by the values informing the ir  
d is t inc t ive  way o f l i fe .

It is p rim ar ily  through his discussion o f A fr ica n  relig ious survivals that 
he shows up the cap ita l role played by soc io log ica l factors in determining the 
lines o f development o f Negro sub-cultures in A m e rica .  He demonstrates that 
the mere transfer of A fr icans to the N ew  World  was not su ff ic ien t  to ensure the 
survival o f the ir  re lig ions, but that the process needed inst itu t iona l "props" 
adapted to the new social condit ions met w ith  by the slaves. This point is 
emphasized by the fact that whereas the ancestral cults o f  the Bantu nations 
disappeared w ith  the b reak-up  o f the lineage systems to w hich they were t ied 
in A f r ic a ,  the religions o f  the Yorubas and the Fons, for exam ple, w hich  though 
organised through lineage groups, had developed an ideo log ica l super-structure 
independent o f these groups, have been preserved, Thus, the cosmologies o f 
the Yorubas and Fons, un it ing  in one stream o f  ideas, att i tudes and expressive 
gestures, were transferred in tact to the N ew  World  and required only  a new social 
organisation to survive.

Even here, the normal work ing o f c o l le c t iv e  memory did  not operate in 
a mystic fashion, but had not on ly  to f ind a basis in the social order but also to 
meet its ex igencies, to ensure the continua tion  in any form o f the A fr ican
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religious beliefs  and r i t u a l s . 4

The social mould into w hich A fr ica n  re lig ions could  be f i t te d  was 
furnished, i ro n ic a l ly  enough, by the slave masters, who gave o f f ic ia l  

sanction to the spontaneous d ivisions into e thn ic  groups developed by the 
slaves themselves. These 'na tions ',  as they were c a l le d ,  often had relig ious 
leaders who also w ie lded  secular a u th o r i ty  w hich  came to be recognized by 
the whites, for they found them convenient intermediaries through whom they 
could exercise an overa l l  control over the slaves.

This system o f  ' in d ire c t  ru le ' ,  as it w ere , was to lay the soc io 
religious organisation o f  the separate existence and consciousness o f  the b lack 
man in many areas o f A m erica , espec ia l ly  in Brazil . The relig ious fra tern it ies 
each acquired w ith  time the character o f a d is t in c t ive  social system having 
relevance to the lives o f  the slaves, and la te r ,  th e ir  descendants. For not 
on ly  did the ancestral re ligions serve as a sp ir i tua l bond between them, it 
provided them refuge from the hard rea li t ies  o f th e ir  lot and in the secular 
f ie ld  even developed ve ri tab le  social security  systems. Thus the func t iona l 
role o f  A fr ica n  relig ions has g iven them and continues to g ive  them an ins t i 
tu t iona l basis, w ith  an ob ject s ign if icance  for the b lack  populations in its 
wedding o f  the mystic and secular into a meaningfu l and coherent cu ltu ra l  
union . The c o n t in u i ty  o f A fr ica n  relig ious survivals in A m e rica ,  as e xem plif ied  
by the candombles o f Brazil and the santerias o f  Cuba, stands therefore in a 
close operative re lat ionship  w ith  the spec if ic  social structures they engendered.

But a lthough emphasis is p laced on the social func t ion  and on the 
d is t inc t ive  character o f  A fr ica n  cu ltu ra l  survivals in the c o l le c t iv e  l i fe  o f  the 
Negro in A m erica ,  it is on ly  in excep tiona l cases that they acquire  the k ind of 
social force observed,for instance, in the case o f  the candombles. On the 
con tra ry , in most areas o f A m erica , Africanisms are diffuse in th e ir  manner 
o f insertion into Negro  l i fe ,  w h ich  they cond it ion  o n ly  in the measure in which 

the b lack  man exists as a soc io -econom ic category  d if fe re n t ia te d  to some extent 
from the white  m a jo r i ty ,  For in the m u l t i - ra c ia l  societies o f  A m e rica ,  the 
s ign if ican t social pressures to w hich  the b lack  man is subject remain those o f  the 
dominant group -  and his cu ltu ra l o r ie n ta t io n ,  in the g loba l context o f  American 
l i f e ,  derived not from A f r ic a  but from Europe, Western forms o f  social organisation

4 . In a previous study o f A fr ica n  relig ions in B ra z i l ,  Roger Bastide has developed 
this point at length , by reference to M aurice  Halbwach's  theories o f  collectivf 
memory, See Les Religions A fr ica in es  au Bresil, (Paris, 1960) pp. 334-361
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and cu ltura l expression serve indeed not so much as foils but as models, due 
to the fact that the white  m ajor i ty  constitutes the reference group in every 
American soc ie ty , w ith  the exception  o f  the Bush Negro republics. In short, 
the dominant process in the evo lu t ion  o f the Negro 's  American experience 
is assimilation or a ccu ltu ra t io n .  A g a in ,  religious survivals serve as an 
i l lustration  o f the permeating influence on the N egro  o f his social and cu ltura l 
environment. For the inev itab le  impact o f C hr is t ian ity  on the Negros' religious 
behaviour has resulted in vary ing patterns o f syncretism.

A t one extreme in the range lie the A fro -A m er ican  religious system 
repiesented once again by the candomhles and the santeiias, which have operated 
an in teg ia t ion  into a recognisable A ft icon mould or elements borrowed from 
C h r is t ian i ty .  C atho lic  r ituals have been inaoipoin ted into the ceremonials of 
the- cults; C a tho lic  saints introduced as intercessors w ith  the Supreme Being, 
alongside the ancestral de it ies , espec ia l ly  where there is a convergence of 
the ir  para lle l junctions and a ttr ibu tes , and o f the ir  symbolic values. This 
para lle l is in fact extremely developed and re la t iv e ly  stable, as the table o f 
correspondences which the author gives in the book c lea r ly  shows (p. 163). 
A fro -A m er ican  religionsdemonstrate the add it ive  tendencies o f  religious 
systems due to the universal character o f religious experience which  is merely 
translated into varied  forms in place and t im e. But the syncretism o f  the A f ro -  
Americans was due h is to r ica l ly  to the necessity for the ear ly  slaves to dissimulate 
behind an outward show o f C hr is t ian i ty  the ir  own religious p ractices, and has 
gone far enough today to shape the religious expression o f  the ir  descendants.

The same process occurred in H a it i  w ith  the d if ference that it has been 
pushed even further, to a point where a loose rec ip ro c ity  exists in Vodun between 
C atho lic  saints and A fr ican  d e if ies . Indeed, such a general confusion o f the two 
systems now prevails that Bastide suggests that the Haitians can be said to have 
evolved a new system, to have fused the Christian and the A fr ica n  into a national 
re l ig io n .  This is why he makes a d is t inc t ion  between what he calls  'preserved 
relig ions ' as in Braz il ,  Cuba and Trin idad, where the A fr ica n  core has remained 
in ta c t ,  and ' l iv in g  re l ig ions ',  l ike  the Vodun o f  the H ait ian  countryside w hich  has 

cut i tse lf  free o f its A fr ican  as w e l l  as European roofs.

This development is accounted for by the d if fe ren t social and p o l i t ic a l  
environments o f the two relig ions and o f  the ir  p ract i t ioners , which determine the ir  
att i tudes to th e ir  re l ig ions. The b lack  populations in Brazil and Cuba constitute 
m inorit ies w i th in  m u l t i - ra c ia l  societies, so that th e ir  a ttachment to the ir  religions



a r t i c l e s 22 .

is strengthened by the function  w hich they fu l f i l  in th e ir  social l ives. This 
in turn deepens the ir  sense o f cu ltu ra l  s p e c i f ic i ty  as re flec ted  in these 
re l ig ions . The A fr ican  character o f  A fro -A m e r ica n  religions is therefore 
emphasized in these countries as a cu ltu ra l reaction to the social forces fe l t  
by the b lack popu la t ion . W ith  the help o f  r itua ls in A fr ica n  languages, 

c a re fu l ly  transmitted from one generation to another, and even in recent 
times, o f an occasional voyage to A f r ic a  (especia lly  to Western N ig e r ia  in 
the case o f  some Yoruba candombles in Brazil) to renew contact w ith  the 
ancestral re l ig ion  so as to purify  the cults in A m erica ,  these relig ions are 
protected against the forces o f dissolution which threaten them.

N o  such pressure is fe l t ,  as Bastide points ou t,  by the Haitians who 
l ive  in a predominantly Negro society and the absence o f any reaction on 
th e ir  part comparable to that o f the Brazil ians, is therefore easy to understand. 
Moreover, the C a tho lic  c lergy having been expe lled  at independence and only  
a llow ed  to return much la ter ,  the pur ity  o f the C a tho lic  fa ith  and l i tu rgy  among 
the Hait ian  peasants could not be protected against the in f luence o f  A fr ica n  
religions among them; on the other hand, the in f low  o f  slaves from A fr ica  
having at the same time been stopped, the a u th e n t ic i ty  o f the A fr ica n  religions 
could not be maintained e ith e r ,  for contact w ith  the ancestral re l ig ion  through 
new arr iva ls  was also stopped thereby. Hence the free , almost anarch ic  
development o f Vodun into a d is t in c t ly  new form, through the unhampered 

fusion o f the European and A fr ica n  forms o f  religious expression.

A t  the other extreme in the range o f syncretisms, we have the k ind  in 
which the A fr ica n  content has disappeared, and on ly  an A fr ica n  manner remains, 
a ' re - in te rp re ta t io n ' ,  to use Herskovifs' term, o f  a to ta l ly  Western model. The 
prime example here is furnished by the Negro churches in the United States in 
which  the b lack man has adopted the rev iva l is t  forms o f  Protestantism, emphasizing 
its emotional and a f fe c t iv e  elements. But instead o f  the hysterical characte r which 
these take among fhe whites, there is in the case o f  the Negro  a contro l and 
o rgan ization  -  a rhythmic patterning o f  the ind iv idua l experience a long lines 
that are soc ia l ly  g iv e n ,  as is the case w ith  A f r ica n  relig ions both in A f r ic a  and 

in fhe N ew  W o r ld .  The A fr ica n  derived q u a l i ty  o f  re lig ious behaviour among the 
Negroes in the United States is so w e l l  recognized by the 'b lack  bourgeoisie ' 
th a t ,  in order to mark the ir  social distance and demonstrate th e ir  in tegra tion  into 
the cu ltu ra l mainstream, they tend to fo l lo w  the more austere and pur itann ica l 
forms o f  re l ig io n ,  along w ith  s tr ic te r  social norms. 1

5 . C f .  F. Frazier; Black Bourgeoises, C h icago , 1957, espec ia l ly  Chapters 

III and V .



ARTICLES

Bastide explains the differences between North  and South American 
Negroes' degree o f  religious syncretism as being a result o f  the d if fe ren t 
kinds o f impact made by Protestant and C a tho lic  forms o f C h r is t ian i ty .  In 
the Protestant regions, he says, the teaching o f the Bible and the actual 
incu lcation  o f C hr is t ian  tenets was pushed further than in Latin Am erica, 
where Catholic ism gave to C hr is t ian i ty  a social,more than an ind iv idua l 
character, where co l le c t iv e  par t ic ipa t ion  in r itua l and ceremony | counted 
more than the ind iv idua l experience o f  re l ig io n .  Whilst therefore A fr ican  
beliefs disappeared in N orth  A m erica , and the Negro could on ly  bring to 
his religious experience an A fr ican  manner, in Latin A m erica , these beliefs 
have remained under cover o f externa l C a tho lic  symbols. Thus, in the 
Protestant regions, Africanisms contr ibute  a forma! feature, in the C a tho lic  
regions, they furnish the substance, o f  A fro -A m er ican  religious comportment.

On a more general scale than that provided by re lig ious synoe t ion  
is the continued and ongoing process o f  culture contact in Am er:ca o f which  
the Negro populations have been both sublect and ob jec t :  the association of 
peoples and the mingling of races in America which Las led to -he creation o! 
new cu ltura l products.

In this part icu la r  respect, what is perhaps more marked is the influence 
o f the Negro  on the fo lk lo re  o f  A m e r ic a . I f  in the f ie ld  of re l ig io n ,  which  
occupies an important position in the ideo log ica l superstructures o f American 
mainstream cultures, and is very c lose ly  related to the social institutions which 
the white  m ajor i ty  controls , the impact o f the b lack man is n e g l ig ib le ,  the 
cu ltu ra l in te r -a c t io n  o f  b lack and white  has a llow ed  a free in troduction  in othe 
spheres, espec ia l ly  o f  a rt is t ic  expression, o f  elements derived from A f r ic a ,  
permitt ing  the Negro to make a d is t inc t ive  contr ibu tion  to American cu ltu re . 
The in troduction  o f household slaves into the intimate lives o f  white  families 
has played an important role in introducing specif ic  cu ltura l tra its .  Bastide 
even cites the example o f  A fr ica n  ta les, to ld  by Negro nannies to white  
c h i ld re n ,  as having contr ibuted to the soc ia l iza t ion  o f generations o f white  
people a l l  over the American continen t -  a lthough he does not mention i f  this 
has had any e ffec t on the ir  personalit ies.

Bastide maintains that the Bantu people have o f  a l l  the A fr ica n  slaves, 
made the greatest impact on American fo lk lo re .  For a lthough they lost the ir  
re l ig io n ,  they were le f t  w ith  th e ir  fo lk lo re  and even encouraged in the ir  secula
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a c t iv i t ie s  to express themselves fre e ly .  Thus, w h ile  the music o f the Yorubas, 
fo r exam ple , has taken on a r itua l association, acqu ir ing  thereby an almost 
esoteric connota t ion , the music o f the Bantu came to be integrated into the 
fo lk lo re  o f the entire  soc ie ty . This free development and the fusion w ith  
Western elements, had led to the creation o f e n t i re ly  new and orig ina l 
a r t is t ic  forms.

However, despite this cu ltu ra l in te rrac t ion , the predominant fact 
remains the social distance between the b lack and white  populations.
Bastide's study is not concerned w ith  the racia l problem. But the social 
importance o f A fr ican  survivals w ith in  N rg ro  sub-cultures in America raises 
a certa in  number o f problems 'e lu ted  to the in r in !  s ituation in Am erica, which 
he discusses.

The position of the white m ajon^y as ip ferenre  gioup for the Negro 
in every American country gives a social s ign if icance  to the cu ltura l factor 
because the whole question o f tac ia l integration is based on the cu ltura l 
assim ila tion o f  the N eg ro . Social modes and c r i te r ia  for this integration are 
in fact set forth in cu ltu ra l terms -  in terms o f behaviour and values. But the 
Negro  often lives w i th in  a cu ltu ra l setting o f his own, w ith  its own system o f 
behaviour and values, having a noticeable e f fe c t  upon his personality . There 
are d ifferences in comportment between whites and blacks which can be ascribed 
to the c leavage between the ir  d if fe ren t soc io -cu ltu ra l  backgrounds, and to the 
separate patterns o f soc ia l iza t ion  that obtain w ith in  the ir  respective communities.

This c leavage is emphasized by the notable fact that in a l l  American 
soc ie ties, the N egro  occupies as a rule the lower rungs o f the social ladder. 
Despite the existence o f 'poor w h ite s ' ,  social s tra t i f ica t ion  in America follows 
a rac ia l pattern; caste and class tend to c o in c id e .  Negro  sub-cultures tend 
therefore to be class cu ltures, and social m o b il i ty  for the Negro often implies 
cu ltu ra l  adjustments, as he enters, w ith  the imprint upon him o f the primary Insti
tu tions o f  the Negro sub-cu ltu re ,  Into a world  dominated by the secondary Insti
tu tions o f  the w h i te s .^  This s ituation places upon Ind iv idua ls , In the ir  shift

6 .  This observation is v a l id  for the French speaking islands o f M artin ique and 
G uadeloupe, where the b lack  populations seem only  in appearance to have 
undergone a to ta l assimilation into French c u ltu re .
C f .  F. Fanon: Peau no ire ,  masques blancs (Paris, 1952)

and M .  Leins! Contact de c i v i l i s a t i o n s ^
Martm que et en Guadeloupe, Paris, 1955,
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back and forth between the ir  two worlds, a heavy strain under w hich the ir  

personalities sometimes c ru m b le . '7

We can ta lk  o f the 'c o l le c t iv e  m arg in a l i ty '  o f  the Negro in A m erica , 
whose pathologica l manifestations g ive us a negative re f lec t ion  o f his social 

and cu ltura l s i tuation. It can thus be understood why Negro sub-cultures 
have been implicated in the development o f  the ra c ia l ly  centred ideologies 
o f  b lack people in America . For not on ly  have the ir  social organ ization  
converted them into convenient ra l ly ing  points for Negroes o f  the lower 
classes -  the religious fraternities developing into messianic movements, 
such as the Father D iv ine phenomenom in the United States -  the frustration 
o f the in te l lec tua l  e li tes often throwing them back upon th e ir  own commu
n it ies , has spurred them into a rationa lisa tion  o f  the ir  own social and 
psychological dilemmas. For many Negro leaders, one can detect a sub
l im a tion , through what Stonequist has ca lled  the "nat iona lis t  ro le " ,  o f 
ind iv idua l drives and conflicts;® social reaction becomes invo lved w ith  
cu ltura l reaction -  and it is not surprising that a strong populist element 
pervades most of these Negro in te l lec tu a l  movements, emphasizing the 
association o f culture and class.

Bastide's study ends w ith  an examination o f these relationships between 
Negro ideologies, and Negro sub-cultures, w hich  combines-in one movement 
p o l i t ic a l  and social protest w ith  co un te r -a ccu ltu ra t io n .  He pursues this 
examination further in his discussion o f the genesis and development o f N egritude  
showing the cu ltura l foundation which lends a vestige o f truth to the myth, but 
insisting that the ideo log ica l content o f N egritude  does not in fact correspond 
to the rea l i ty  o f the A fr ican  heritage in A m erica ,

7 . C f.  A ,  Kardiner: The Mark o f Oppression (N ew  Y ork ,  ed. 1962),
composed large ly  o f  case histories.

8 .  E. Stonequisf: The M arginal Man N ew  Y o rk ,  1937
W .E .B ,  Du Bois comes read ily  to m ind, but this observation must not be 
taken however to mean in any way that I wish to downgrade Du Bois' 
notable contr ibu tion  to the A fro -A m er ican  and A fr ican  cause.
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Professor fiastide's book, as a lready mentioned, aims at a synthesis 
o f a subject w hos ' m u lt ip le  aspects lead o ff in many d irect ions. What gives 
u n ity  to his approach is the soc io log ica l perspective, its recognition that 
Africanisms in the New World  are the result o f interaction not simply between 
ideas or systems, but between ind iv iduals subject to specific  social pressures.
Their varied  structures and aspects spring from the network o f inter-personal 
relations w ith in  de f in ite  socio-economic and p o l i t ic a l  contexts; the ir  role in 
the lives o f  A fro -Am ericans continues to be l inked in an intimate way w ith  
the dynamic factors rhat govern their  ‘ oc ia l existence.

He illustrates then in this study once again the way in which the 
cu ltu ra l is t  v iew  has to q i / e  w ay, or at least modify its concepts, in an approach 
to the whole question of cu lture  con tac t.  This was a position which Balandier 
had al ready taken in his study o f cu lture  contact and social change in A f r ic a ,  
in which  he insisted upon the d irect relevance of the co lon ia l situation to the 
problems he envisaged, as against the approach o f other scholars, l ike Malinowski 
who tended to p lay down this fac to r.^

Besides, the idea that cu lture  transmission flows, l ike  a r iver from fhe 
h il l tops to the lowlands, from 'h ig h e r1 cultures to ' low er ' cultures, no longer 
holds w a fer,  so to speak, One has to fake into consideration the socio logica l 
factors that determine fhe process -  fhe systems o f  p o l i t ic a l  power and o f economic 
contro ls , o f social constraints, and the ir  impact both on fhe external order 
constitu ted by the c o l le c t iv e  lives o f the receiv ing people, as w e ll  as the ir  inner 
responses to these ob jec t ive  factors,

For A fr ican  scholars however the question o f  A fr ican  cu ltura l survivals 
holds an interest that goes beyond this general theoretica l consideration, Indeed, 
a whole m ult itude o f sc ien t i f ic  interests is offered by Africanisms in the New W orld .

The d irec t inf luence o f A fro -A m erican  ideologies on Afr ican  p o l i t ic a l  
awakening and cu lture  rev iva l -  for example, in the genesis o f N egr i tude , which 
has its roots m ain ly  in the N ew  W o r l d ^  -  gives to the subject an obvious interest

9. G .  Balandier; Sociologie ac tue l le  de I 'A fr ique  no ire , Paris, 1963, C h . l
(reproduced in Wallersteln ed, Social Change^ The Colonia l 
S i tu a t io n .

10. For the d irec t growth o f N egritude  from t! soc io -cu ltu ra l ideologies o f
A fro -A m er icans , see my a r t ic le  "N egr ifude  or Black Cultura l N a t io na l ism ",
Journal o f  Modern A fr ica n  Studies, V o l . 3, N o . 3.
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for us here. Indeed, one o f  the most str ik ing  things about the development o f 
ideologies in A fr ica  is this feed back o f  ideas and att i tudes on the part o f  the 
A fro -A m e r ica n , derived from his awareness o f his A fr ican  o r ig in ,  to its source 
the return to A fr ica  o f the N ew  World  Negro  has thus provided a powerful 
impetus to A fr ican  nationalism whose success in turn is now g iv in g  inspiration 
to A fro -A m erican  nationa lism . We have here a very interesting cyc le  o f  
responses which can p ro f i tab ly  be studied.

O ther areas o f  study w e ll  outside the f ie ld  o f  p o l i t ic a l  science open up. 
For instance, a comparison o f elements o f  A fr ica n  culture  preserved in America 
w ith  the ir  present A fr ican  models has an intrinsic sc ie n t i f ic  va lue How much 
of Akan social organisation and values remain among the Saramaca Bush Negroes, 
and in Jamaica, for instance? To what extent have the varia t ions in in f ra 
structure had an effect on specific  de ta i ls ,  accounting for m odif ications in the 
structure o f social relationships and the ideas that sanction them? These and 
many other questions can only  be answered i f  one works back to A fr ica n  survivals 
from their  source in A f r ic a .

A tten t ion  could also be centred on points o f  d e t a i l . A case in po in t ,  
suggested by Professor Bastide's study, is that o f the d iv in a t io n  cults o f the 
Yoruba which are s t i l l  perpetuated in A m erica . The elaborate log ica l and 
mathematical system o f I fa may or may not have lost its com p lex ity  in A m ericq , 
but what remains o f i t ,  how its preservation is maintained and the exact areas 
o f  both its r itua l and secular app lica t ions can only  be made c lear  by referring 
the survival in the N ew  World  back to its present A fr ican  model.

More important in this respect is the fact that A fr ica n  cu ltu ra l survivals 
in the N ew  World are derived from the A fr ic a  o f  three centuries ago, making 
possible d sort o f h is torica l anthropology which should be most revealing  o f  the 
kind o f evo lu t ion  that our own cultures have gone through, both here and in 
Am erica . Professor Herskovits had also drawn a ttent ion  to the usefulness to 
this k ind of comparative work which  could throw a l igh t  on s ign if ican t deta ils  
o f  A fr ican  culture  today w hich may be missed by researchers in A f r ic a  but 
recognized w ith  the help o f  survivals in A m erica . Conversely, the origins o f 
certa in  patterns and th e ir  s ign if icance  here in A f r ic a  would help to c la r i fy  
obscurities that s t i l l  persist in certa in  areas o f Africanisms in Am erica.

The study o f syncretisms can gain immensely from this k ind o f comparative 
w ork ,  bearing in mind that A fr ican  relig ions as maintained here provide a useful
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start ing point for examining the lines o f development o f the syncretistic religions 
both here and in A m erica . One might examine c lose ly ,fo r example, the role of 
possession and its sh if t ina values both in t rad it iona l A fr ican  l i tu rgy  and in the 

various syncretis t ic  re lig ions that have sprung up in A fr ica  and in America which 
s t i l l  make use o f i t . N o  doubt such a study would help towards gett ing a 
greater insight into the psychological and spir itual s ign ificance o f a phenomenom 
that has not yet been sa tis factor i ly  exp la ined .

Africansisms in the New World o ffer a vast area o f  research for A fr ican 
linguists who have, in the r itua l languages used by o f f ic ia t in g  priests in A f ro -  
American cults and in the r itua l songs o f the ir  congregations, a means o f checking 
on old  forms o f  A fr ican  languages l ike  Fon or Yoruba. The development o f A fro -  
American d ia lects  and o f Creole w hich is based on the superimposition of European 
vocabular ies on an A fr ican  l ingu is tic  base offers another interesting f ie ld  for 
ta ck l in g  problems o f  phonetic and structural change, as w ell  as those o f socio- 
I ing u is t ics .

A fr ica n  oral trad it ions , art and music also form an important ingredient 
o f  American fo lk lo re  -  the exact extent and degree o f this contr ibution  is only 
just beg inning to be s c ie n t i f ic a l ly  studied. A lthough the N ancy tales are derived 
from the Akan Anansesem, the fact remains large ly  a postu lation, for no comparisor 
has yet been made on a large scale between the tw o . S im ila r ly ,  much has been 
asserted about A fro -A m e r ica n  music's debt to trad it iona l patterns in A f r ic a ,  yet 
a s tr ict musicologica l research aimed at p inning this down to deta i ls ,  and thus 
v e r i fy in g  -  or i f  need be, disproving -  the assertion, has s t i l l  to  be done.

It can readily  be seen that Africanisms in the New World o ffer a very wide 
range o f  study for d if fe ren t categories o f A fr ican  scholars. But perhaps the greatest 
relevance it has to A fr ican  studies is in its provid ing an extra reference against 
w h ich  one can v iew  the whole process o f  social and cu ltura l change in A f r ic a .
For a lthough the A fro -A m e r ica n  is not an A f r ic a n ,  the point o f departure for the 
b lack  man's creation  o f  new cu ltu ra l forms in A f r ic a  and in America is the African 
background, and the same European culture serves as reference culture for both. 
What Professor Bastide's study makes c lear is that there exists a con tinu ity  o f 
A fr ica n  cu lture  in A m erica , notw ithstanding the fragmentations and the variations 
that Western in f luence has caused w ith in  i t .  It is ce rta in ly  not unreasonable to 
suppose that certa in  correspondences, which could  provide a framework for some 
general observations, can be detected between the patterns o f  accu ltu ra t ion  in 

A f r ic a  and in A m erica .
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It Is true that a considerable number o f variables have to be lecognized 
before any kind o f meaningful g loba l v iew  embracing both can be evo lved , but 
the fact remains th a t ,  even i f  such an a ll-em brac ing  perspective cannot be 
arrived a t ,  the exercise can s t i l l  be o f sc ien t i f ic  value inasmuch as the American 
patterns can serve as a check for the A f r ic a n ,  and v ice -ve rsa .

Bastide himself in his conclusion to this book puts forward a theoretica l 
v iew po in t which can serve as an approach to the question. He makes a d is t inction  
between what he calls "m a te r ia l"  accu ltu ra t ion  and " fo rm a l"  accu ltu ra t ion .  In the 
former case, although elements are borrowed from another cu ltu re ,  this is l im ited 
to the substance, which is re- in te rp re ted  along existing lines w ith in  the receiv ing 
cu ltu re , integrated as i t  were into the mental universe o f the subject. In the 
latter case, on the other hand, it is this very mental universe which is transformed, 
to an extent which makes the subject re- in te rpre te  his native  culture in terms 
o r ig in a l ly  foreign to h im , outside the ideo log ica l frame o f  reference o f this cu ltu re . 
This d is t inc tion  is no doubt an abstract ion, but it can be held to translate re a l i ty ,  
to which it gives refinement in the form o f concepts.
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