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 This dissertation approaches macumba as a practice of ‘black’ sociality 
situated at the margins of Afro-Brazilian religions.  It turns to macumba as 
practices that exceed the enclosure of religious classifications, and the boundaries 
of ‘ritual’ and ‘everyday’, ‘sacred’ and ‘mundane’, ‘past’ and ‘present’, ‘personal’ 
and ‘public’.  Macumba is at once this ambiguity inextricably saturated with 
racialized meanings, and the practices that fall under this dis-ordering sign. 
 The dissertation explores macumba as a way of perceiving, imagining and 
engendering the ‘everyday’ as imbued with the presence of ‘spirits’ of Afro-
Brazilian ancestors.  Tracking the sociality of these practices, it traces the 
interconnections between possible histories brought forth by the cultural 
construction of the identity of the ‘spirits’, and the myriad of stories that 
permeate the relation of ‘spirits’ to macumba practitioners.  Stories here unfold as 
an interpretive space saturated with the tension between excessive narration and 
obscurity, inevitably implicated in the resignification of memory and experience.  
‘Spirits’ and ‘stories’ are taken as enigmatic signs of the past and present whose 
meanings are contingent upon particularly located, provisionally constituted, 
cultural emplotments. 
 The ethnography moves between ritual and the everyday, between 
historical accounts and extra-ordinary stories of spirits, across different 
discursive spheres, and across different spaces of the city of Rio de Janeiro, 
juxtaposing dissimilar things so as to track possible constellations of meanings.  
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It engages with macumba as practices which bring into the realm of the ‘religious’ 
that which is socially and historically marginal, the culturally grotesque.  
Moreover, it is this racially charged disarrangement of social boundaries that 
feeds the mixture of desire and rejection, an ‘in-between-ness’, that marks 
macumba as abject. 

The dissertation argues that macumba is constituted as a space of 
‘blackness’ excessive to the national imaginary of Brazilian racial identity, and as 
social practices it infuses the everyday with a racially charged ‘disorientation.’  
Macumba is thus not only continuously relocated in an ‘othered’ space, but also 
insinuates (racial) difference onto the socially familiar, and resignifies ‘blackness’ 
in the midst of the everyday. 
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* Chapter 1 * 
 

Say your name! 
 
Macumba  
[1] Old musical instrument of African origin, used in the past in Afro-Brazilian religious 
houses… 
[2] Generic term for the Afro-Brazilian cults derived from nagô, but modified by Angola-
Congo and Amerindians, Catholic, Spiritists and Occultists influences, which developed 
in Rio de Janeiro and possibly Minas Gerais. 
[3] Name that lay persons use for the cults that deploy black magic, which the adepts of 
White Umbanda call Quimbanda. 
[4] Generic name which lay persons use to designate Afro-Brazilian cults. 
[5] Synonym, for lay persons, to sorcery and “despacho”[offerings] in the streets... 
[possible and/or probable word formation] – kimb. [Kimbundo]: “ma” – all that frightens; 
“kumba” – to sound (frightening sound).  Or from “maku” – [plural prefix]; “mba” – 
sortilege. 
 

Dicionário de Cultos Afro-Brasileiros, Olga G. Cacciatore, 1977 
 
 
Macumba 
[1] … (1) generic and pejorative designation of all Afro-Brazilian cults and their rituals... 
[2]… Type of wooden rattle.  From the Kimbundo mukumbu, sound, probably. 
[3]… (1) Each of the filhas de santo [initiates] of religious houses 
of Bantu origin… (2) The same as macuma – From the Umbundo  
kumba, group of domestic servants, slaves; family, living within the same complex… 
[4]… Type of old game of chance… 
[5]… Marijuana … [in Gilberto Freyre’s Casa Grande e Senzala] 
Transcription error?  
 

Dicionário Bantu do Brasil, Nei Lopes, 1996 
 

Mucama or Macumba 
Esteemed black female slave, in charge of domestic service or a wet nurse 
 

African words in use in Brazilian Portuguese, 
Rio de Janeiro Imperial, Adolfo Morales Filho, 1946 

 
 

~~~ *** ~~~ 
 

Say your name, Beelzebub! 
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In the name of the Lord! 
What is your name, demon? 
 

 These were the words which a preacher of the Universal Church of the 
Kingdom of God – a fundamentalist neo-evangelical church1 - repeatedly yelled 
at the face of a woman on one of the Church’s TV programs some years ago.  The 
audience, inspired by the preacher’s words or by his display of intense emotion, 
responded with growing excitement to his urging of the ‘demon’ to reveal itself.  
The unnamed woman was, the preacher claimed, possessed by a demon.  For a 
while her response was merely to grunt, her fists, closed in a distorted bend, 
hung from the arms of the preacher who seemed to be at once supporting her 
standing body and wrestling with the unknown demon. 
 Succumbing to the unrelenting questioning of the preacher, the ‘evil spirit’ 
finally revealed itself.  With another grunt the ‘demon’ identified itself as exu.2  
Empowered by the knowledge of the name, the preacher then proceeded, In the 
name of the true God!, to command the spirit to free the woman from its ‘demonic’ 
grasp. 

The grunting and the contorted body of the woman were clear marks of 
the supposed identity of the ‘evil’ spirit – at least for any one familiar with Afro-
Brazilian religions or with the pantomimes of evangelical shows in Brazilian TV.  
But that knowledge was not sufficient for the preacher to perform his ritual of 
exorcism.  He needed a final element, the moment of the surrendering of the 
‘demon’ by its giving up of its name.  In that moment of self-identification the 
                                                
1 The Universal Church is a neo-evangelical church under the leadership of Bispo, Bishop, Edir 
Macedo.  It has grown immensely in the last decade, opening branches in Europe and the US – it 
has a church at the heart of the Mission in San Francisco, symbolically placed right across the 
street from a few gay pubs, its name obviously translated not into English, but into Spanish.  In 
Brazil the Church has elected a number of public officials, owns a TV station, a radio station and 
publishes its own newspaper.  Its growth is surrounded by controversy over alleged 
embezzlement and tax evasion by its leaders, by its growing power in relation to the Catholic 
Church, its media empire, and its growing political influence.  A large dimension of its rhetoric of 
conversion is aimed at ‘freeing’ practitioners of Afro-Brazilian religions from the grasp of the 
‘demons’ they are deemed to worship. 
2 Exu is one of the most complex spirits/deities in the afro-Brazilian pantheon.  Named after the 
West African trickster deity, the spirit/deity has long been associated by Christian churches, both 
in Africa and the Diaspora, with the Christian imagery of the devil.  I come back to this in chapter 
3, but exu also surfaces in chapter 2. 



 3 

demon gave up its mystery, its own power.  It publicly succumbed to the powers 
of the preacher to fix it, furnishing him the name within which to contain the 
demon.  It finally allowed the preacher to drive it out of the unnamed woman’s 
body.3 

The spirit could only hold its grasp over the woman’s body while it 
remained partially veiled by mystery, seductively hiding under the lack of a 
proper name.  Is there a way to ‘know’ the spirit without driving it away?  Is it 
possible to ‘know’ it without giving it a proper name?  Can the spirit be 
represented without being driven to identify itself?  Can we know it in the midst 
of the seductiveness of its mystery? 

These questions are allegorical of the issues that haunt ethnographic 
representations of culture.4  Can ethnographic representation resist the preacher 
and his persistent questioning?  Can it hold off the ‘knowledge’ of a proper name 
in exchange for the hard-to-grasp grunts and contorted hands offered by the 
spirit?  Can it engage with culture precisely in its existence as it is inextricably 
connected to a seductive, ongoing mystery?  Of course to resist the path of the 
inquisitive preacher is not simply to fall under the spell of the spirit as the exotic 
‘Other’ - this being in fact merely another form of exorcism (Trinh, 1989). 

It is not without significance that the subject of the possession by the 
demon in this exorcism I tapped in for its allegorical power is a woman.  
Unnamed throughout the exchange, she is simply the ground where the battle of 
power between preacher and demon takes place.  She is either the one taken by 
                                                
3 My interpretation of this encounter is very different from that of Soares (1993), who, in his 
analysis of the ‘battle’ between evangelical and Afro-Brazilian religions, highlights not the 
exorcism, but what he sees as the recognition by the evangelical preachers of the existence of 
Afro-Brazilian spirits.  He sees it as an example of a continuity of the symbolic fields of the two 
religious practices.  What I highlight here it that such a continuity, if you can really call that, is 
fleeting, and becomes merely an instrument to exorcise one in the name of the construction of the 
other, a tool to reassert the power or the righteousness of one’s (exclusionary) belief. 
4 The discussion on ethnographic representation is covered in a wide range of texts and several 
ethnographies have experimented with textual representation. Clifford and Marcus edited 
collection from 1986 brought together several of these discussions and has influenced much of the 
subsequent discussion on questions of authorship, interpretation, dialogism, textual 
representation, politics of the ethnographic encounter and representation, experience, and an 
array of related issues.  See, for example, Abu-Lughod, 1991; Clifford, 1988; Clifford and Marcus, 
1986; Geertz, 1988; Gordon, 1998; Marcus and Fisher, 1986; Rosaldo, 1989; Stewart, 1996; Taussig, 
1992; 1997; Trinh, 1989; 1991, among others. 
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the ‘other’, or the one who the masculine voice of power is able to free from the 
realm of difference, to bring her back into the folds of sameness. 

‘Woman’ figures often as metaphor and metonym of the ‘other’, of 
‘difference’.  ‘Woman’ is also inextricably connected to Western imaginings of 
‘spirit possession’.  On the one hand, images of female vulnerability, openness 
susceptible to penetration, bodily predominance over reason, are all tropes that 
bespeak ‘woman’ as the quintessential object of ‘possession’ (both as a trope of 
domination and of subversion) (Cixous and Clément, 1993; Ortner, 1974).  On the 
other hand, ‘spirit possession’ is the ur-subject of exotification not only in 
Western writings, but also in popular imaginaries saturated with filmic images 
like the Hollywood voodoo queens, the possessed damsels of B-movies like 
macumba Love, or the frightening netherworld of blockbusters like Angel Heart  - 
films where places like New Orleans, Haiti, Cuba, Brazil, generic Africa, come in 
to figure as sites of ‘irrationality’, ‘primitiveness’ (both often at once coded by 
and coding ‘blackness’), the sites of ‘possession’. 

‘Woman’ and ‘possession’ commingle to engender difference in its 
extreme form.  The question then is how to wrest ‘possession’ free from this 
extreme othering.  The issue at hand is how to engage with ‘spirit’ and ‘woman’, 
to engage with the difference generated in that intersection, so that it does not 
remain silently located in an elsewhere – woman possessed by absolute 
difference – and it is not simply reduced to dominant discourses – the ‘spirit’ and 
‘woman’ re-silenced in the act of exorcism - of representation.  How to deal with 
‘spirit’ and ‘woman’ – with difference in its various existence - precisely through 
its particular cultural trajectories, through its affecting existences (Bhabha, 1992; 
E. Gordon, 1994; Mercer, 1990; J. Scott, 1992).5 

One possible point from which to begin is to break open the very sign of 
‘possession.’  Among practitioners of Afro-Brazilian religions, the presence of 
spirits, saints, orixás  - the various names of the deities and spirits worshiped – is 

                                                
5 For discussions on the representation of/and cultural production of/in ‘difference’ see also 
Bhabha, 1994; Gilroy, 1991; 1993; Hall 1988; 1993; Hill-Collins, 1990; Mercer, 1994; Said, 1978; J. 
Scott, 1988; Stallybrass and White, 1986; Taussig, 1987; Trinh, 1989, among others. 
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not commonly glossed under possession.  If one of these spiritual entities 
manifests its presence on the body of a person, that person is deemed to be one 
who recebe santo – receives saints [spirits]; vira no/com santo – turns in/with the 
saint; incorpora – incorporates, embodies spirits; é rodante – is one who ‘circles’ or 
‘spins’ with the spirit; está com santo – is with a spirit; and so on.  People are 
deemed to trabalhar com santo – to work with a spirit.  All of these words express 
not a subjugation (a sovereign subject being overtaken by another being), but a 
relation of transformation in the presence of the ‘other’.6  The presence of the 
‘spirit’, of difference, is then one of dis-orientation.  To work with spirits is then a 
process – not simply a moment - in which ‘woman’ (and here I no longer mean 
women only) and ‘spirit’ are both transformed and transforming. 

While ‘possession’ as a trope that indicates a ‘taking over’ arrives as a 
closure – not only in the cultural ‘othering’ signified through it, but also in the 
implications of control, subjection, ownership of someone/thing, appropriation 
of the other – to work with the spirit arises in the midst of that which this 
signification of the verb ‘possess’ negates – ambiguity, contradiction, dialogics.7  
It signifies an interruption. 

We are then back at the question I posed above.  How do we re-present 
the production of this interruption and its effects, how do we track the workings 
of difference?  Difference cannot be taken as a pre-given trait of cultural practices 
or identities, but the result of complex, ongoing processes of social articulation, 

                                                
6 This is not to say that the presence of the spirit is always welcome or that it can be absolutely 
controlled by the person.  But neither is it absolutely determined by a spirit.  In fact, when the 
presence of a spirit is deemed completely unacceptable by those involved, it is generally called an 
encosto – a leaning on, a hanger-on, or a carrego – a burden, and subjected to rituals aiming at 
freeing the person from such unwelcome presence.  The continued presence of a spirit is the 
result of culturally coded negotiations between those involved, what does not imply that all share 
equal powers in determining the outcome of that relation.  The presence of a spirit is also 
normally coded to signify that the receiving person has no conscious knowledge of what goes on 
during that presence, being not responsible (both in its negative and positive dimensions) for the 
momentary acts of the spirits. 
7 My use of ‘possession’ here should be taken as a trope (hence the quotation marks) and not as a 
suggestion that ethnographic works which take spirit-possession as their focus of analysis 
literally engage with the workings of spirits in these limited and limiting senses.  Possession as 
trope here is also predicated on the narrowing of the meaning of the verb ‘possess’ as control, a 
taking over.  In chapter 4 I turn to another sense of ‘possession’, as I take it as a trope to speak of 
‘remembering’ and ‘storying’. 
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of negotiation and contradiction (Bhabha, 1994).  Difference is then engendered 
not through a play of binary oppositions, the endless litany of polarities of the 
‘real’ and the ‘imaginary’, ‘self’ and ‘other’, ‘dominant’ and ‘resisting’, but 
through acts of ambivalent signification, that split in the enunciation of meaning 
that continues to defer the final fixing of order, meaning, identity, the grand 
arrival at/of the Real. 

This is not to move ethnographic representation into the dead-end of 
cultural relativism, or into that blessed ignorance of the workings of power in the 
fetishization of open-ended arbitrary signification.  After all, ‘meanings’, even in 
their multiplicity are historically bounded and always in tension with power 
(Clifford, 1986).  Rather, it is to suggest that ethnographic representation can only 
track difference in its sociality by engaging with the taking and un-making of 
meaning as it unfolds in the midst of what Bakhtin called the “tension-filled”, 
“contradiction-ridden” battle of dialogized social and historical heteroglossia 
(Bakhtin, 1981). 

It is to imbricate ethnography in what Homi Bhabha calls the “social 
process of enunciation” (Bhabha, 1994: 57), where the epistemological distance of 
representation is replaced by an attention to the performativity of signification.  
Instead of a “description of cultural elements as they tend towards a totality” 
(ibid.: 58), what is offered is a “more dialogic process that attempts to track the 
processes of displacement and realignment that are already at work, constructing 
something different and hybrid from the encounter” (ibid.). 

In his own stylistic performance of obscure signification, I take Bhabha to 
be speaking about a theoretical and stylistic desire to remain amidst what 
Taussig (another stylist in his own right) has called the “epistemic murk” (1992).  
That is, to remain caught in the ‘messiness’ of practices, in the tense 
confabulation of culture.  Not to smooth over things contradictory, unfinished, 
in-articulated, so as to produce a coherent narrative about ‘culture’, ‘community’, 
the ‘other’.  I take it as an attempt to situate ethnography within an analytical 
space that seeks not to smooth over and neatly articulate the ‘disjoints’ that 
continuously haunt the final closure of the text, but to articulate ethnography as 



 7 

a provisional constellation that gives notice to the dizzying effects of cultural 
imagination, to the dense entanglement of cultural practices (Ivy, 1995; Stewart, 
1996; Taussig, 1992; Trihn, 1991; Tsing, 1993) 

These are issues that arise from the very subject of this dissertation.  This 
is an ethnography about macumba, but, as the myriad of dictionary definitions I 
offered you at the beginning already tell, the very idiom macumba does not define 
a proper thing.  It is at once a generic name for Afro-Brazilian religious practices, 
a term that designates practices of ‘black magic’, a word that refers to religious 
practices of Bantu origins, a synonym for sorcery (Bastide, 1983 [1946]; 
Cacciatore, 1977; Lopes, 1996), and, above all, a term of accusation (Augras, 2000; 
Birman, 1983a; Maggie, 1992).  What I am calling macumba here does not skirt the 
(religious, social, cultural, racial) tension between these competing 
(in)definitions, but are cultural practices continuously and inescapably haunted 
by them. 

This dissertation approaches macumba as a practice of ‘black’ sociality 
situated at the margins of Afro-Brazilian religions.  It turns to macumba as 
practices that exceed the enclosure of religious classifications, and the boundaries 
of ‘ritual’ and ‘everyday’, ‘sacred’ and ‘mundane’, ‘past’ and ‘present’, ‘personal’ 
and ‘public’, ‘real’ and the ‘imaginary.’  Macumba is at once this ambiguity, and 
the practices that fall under this dis-ordering sign.  This is an ambiguity 
unequivocally saturated with racialized meanings, an in-between-ness that feeds 
the mixture of desire and rejection towards macumba that one finds in Brazilian 
society. 

The dissertation explores macumba as a way of perceiving, imagining and 
engendering the ‘everyday’ as imbued with the presence of ‘spirits’ of Afro-
Brazilian ancestors.  Tracking the sociality of these practices, this ethnography 
traces the interconnections between possible histories brought forth by the 
cultural construction of the identity of the ‘spirits’, and the myriad of stories that 
permeate the relation of ‘spirits’ to macumba practitioners.  ‘Spirits’ and ‘stories’ 
are taken as enigmatic signs of the past and present whose meanings are 
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contingent upon particularly located, and always provisionally constituted, 
cultural emplotments. 

The dissertation argues that macumba is constituted as a space of 
‘blackness’ excessive to the national imaginary of Brazilia racial identity, and as 
social practices it infuses the everyday with a racially charged ‘dis-orientation.’  
Macumba is thus not only continuously relocated in an ‘othered’ space, but also 
insinuates (racial) difference onto the socially familiar, and resignifies ‘blackness’ 
in the midst of the everyday. 

 
~~~ *** ~~~ 

 
My use of the term macumba might surprise those familiar with the field of 

studies on Afro-Brazilian religions, since it is no longer really considered a 
category of analysis – it lacks the status of a proper name.  I address the long 
historical downfall of the use of macumba in chapter 2, so suffices to say here that 
it is a cultural process embedded in the very history of the field of Brazilian 
social sciences in general, and anthropology in particular.  The development of 
social studies was/is far from restricted to the lofty arena of academic 
disciplines, as these practices were/are deeply interconnected to the ideological 
constitution of the Brazilian nation as at once a ‘racial democracy’ and a racially 
hierarchized society.  While the period after the onset the Republic (1889) and the 
early XX century witnessed the division, structuring, and institutionalization of 
‘proper’ areas of academic study and inquiry, this was also a time of profound 
discursive entanglement between these diverse arenas within the public sphere 
of the newly formed Republic. 

As academic studies of Afro-Brazilian religion developed through the 20th 
century, in conjunction with analysis of the “negro question” – as Nina 
Rodrigues (1988 [1933]) and his contemporaries put it - macumba underwent a 
conceptual transformation.  At first described as a Bantu-derived religion, 
macumba suffered a double transformation:  on the one hand, the practices 
previously described by the term were deemed to have lost their true character; 
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on the other, the term came to refer to practices no longer deemed properly 
religious, which were rather considered as the result of a progressive loss of true 
(Afro-Brazilian) religious knowledge within the industrializing and urbanizing 
nation (Bastide, 1983 [1946], Ramos, 1940[1934]). 

In the studies of Afro-Brazilian religions, macumba came then to refer to 
practices considered as “degeneration of African practices” (Ramos, 1956), 
commonly associated with criminals, lower classes, charlatans and others 
belonging to what Artur Ramos dubbed the mala vita.  Macumba was the dying 
practice of the disorganized lumpen-proletariat - the socially marginal 
immigrants and black Brazilians (Bastide, 1971; 1983[1946]).  The supposed 
sociological demise of the religion was itself mimicked in the demise of the term 
macumba from the spheres of legitimate academic production. 

Even though ‘macumba’ has lost its academic validity, the word still 
surfaces in ethnographic texts, used by one’s informants, but not by the 
anthropologist him or herself.  In the city of Rio de Janeiro, where my fieldwork 
took place, the popular use of macumba commonly connotes two intertwined 
meanings.  It is often used to mean superstition (on the part of another), 
implying distance and disbelief on the part of the speaker.  It is also frequently 
used to suggest fear (of other persons, and their practices).  These meanings are 
not unlike the ones evoked by the word ‘voodoo’ in American society.  Macumba 
is just as commonly used to refer to all religious practices deemed to belong 
under the very loose category of Afro-Brazilian religions, as it is to pejoratively 
speak of the more ‘syncretic’ of those practices, the ones thought to have no true 
religious values and to be not much more than (often much feared) ‘witchcraft.’ 

The name macumba is inextricably connected in the Brazilian public 
imaginary to images of ‘black magic’, ‘sorcery’ and ‘witchcraft.’  Such images are, 
just as voodoo itself is in the US, unequivocally racialized and linked to people of 
African descent.  I use the term macumba here because I want to retain this 
racialized landscape of meaning it evokes.  I also want to retain it because, 
despite its non-legitimate status, macumba does surface in people’s everyday 
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speech about religious practices and beliefs.  And not only in reference to 
practices and beliefs of an ‘other.’ 

Macumba surfaced as a name for the festas – literally parties, but meaning 
religious public celebrations – for this or that spirit people were going to.  It was 
also how some filhos de santo - children in/of spirit, an initiate - referred to the 
weekly sessions they attended in their centro or terreiro - religious house.  I was 
often invited to a macumba, and I was known as one of those people who liked to 
correr macumba, to go to different macumba houses – not an uncommon practice, 
but one to be undertaken only after securing spiritual protection, as more than 
one spirit warned against the possible harms awaiting me in the macumba of 
others.  Some places in the periphery of Rio were known for having many 
macumba houses, and people would exchange stories about a good macumba they 
had attended.  It was not uncommon for people to refer to themselves as sou da 
macumba - being of or belonging to macumba, or simply as macumbeiro(a) - a 
macumba practitioner.  And macumba was also the work spirits performed – often 
not for good ends, but always with very concrete effects – under the request of 
someone.  And as I started taking my toddler daughter with me - who clearly 
enjoyed not only the music, but also all the attention given to children by spirits 
and practitioners alike – she too became a macumbeirinha, a little macumbeira, the 
diminutive turning macumba’s signification upside down into a term of 
endearment. 

To name oneself a macumbeira – a practitioner of macumba – is significantly 
different from calling oneself a practitioner of Candomblé – an Afro-Brazilian 
religion identified with tradition, and more ‘Africanized’ or ‘pure’ religious 
practices –, or a practitioner of Umbanda – a religion some times also identified 
as Afro-Brazilian, but with strong influences of European spiritism and 
Christianity, other times simply called a ‘true Brazilian religion’, its mixing of 
various cultural traditions a valued mimesis of the idealized racial miscigenation 
of the Brazilian nation - , or even to call oneself a practitioner of Candomblé of 
Caboclo, of Omolocô, or of many of the other names that identify Afro-Brazilian 
religions according to higher or lesser degrees of influence of other spiritual-
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religious traditions.  To call oneself a Candomblé practitioner, or any of the other 
names amongst the myriad of terms that describe the range of Afro-Brazilian 
practices, is to evoke ideas of religious tradition and uniformity, no matter how 
varied these religious practices and beliefs might actually be in practice. 

To name oneself a macumbeiro, on the other hand, is always already a 
reference to the ambiguous sources of one’s religious practices.  If in the public 
imaginary macumba obtains its meaning precisely by being the antithesis of the 
discursive construction of a fixed referent, in its indexing of dis-order, of a lack of 
precise identity, then to name oneself a macumbeira is to inevitably signify upon 
these known connotations of the name.  Unable to fit under the propriety of a 
name, macumba eludes the fiction of bounded identities.  To call oneself a 
macumbeiro is not a moment of categorization, but a process of naming through a 
discursive play, it is an insertion in a continued process of narration, a subtle 
play on the divergent meanings that converge under the sign of macumba.  To 
name oneself a macumbeira is then to play a trick upon an inquisitive preacher.  It 
is to offer a proper name that does not properly name anything. 

To name oneself a macumbeiro is a playful reclamation of a name.  But it is 
also a subtle acknowledgement of the connotation of social abjection that marks 
the term.  I often heard people who commonly referred to the places they went or 
things they did as macumba, quickly identify themselves as Espírita – a religious 
practice built upon the idea of the scientific rationality of spiritual belief, and 
widely associated with white middle class status (Brown, 1994)8 – when talking 
to a social stranger.  The social ascription of respectability to practitioners of 
Espíritismo sits in sharp contrast to the imagery of poverty or low income, and 
lack of education evoked by the idea of macumba – let alone its common 
association to blackness.  It was not at all surprising then that people would 
borrow the legitimacy of that proper misnomer, rather than face a not unlikely 

                                                
8 Following the teachings of the French writer Alan Kardec, espiritismo proclaims a more 
‘scientific’ understanding of spirits, reincarnation, etc., and centers on practices of channeling, 
often through written texts dictated by the spirits.  It arrived in Brazil at the turn of the XIX 
century, and its practices and membership are steeped in symbols of middle-class-hood, 
propriety and a mixture of scientific rationality and spiritual belief. 
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negative reaction from a stranger.  In this acquiescence to the negative values of 
macumba in public discourse, the intentionality of the play with the social 
semantics of its meaning when used in more intimate moments became ever 
more marked. 

These ‘intimate moments’ of macumba are what this ethnography seeks to 
re-present.  Macumba is here re-presented not as a positive identity of a religious 
tradition demarcated from other religious practices.  In many ways macumba as 
religious practice is that which exceeds not only those other defined religions, 
but the very enclosure of classification – and that is what I try to signify by 
graphing the word without the capital letters of proper names, and by using the 
italics to continually mark off its multiple meaning(s). 

This ethnography explores macumba as a sociality that exceeds the 
boundaries of ‘ritual’ and ‘everyday’, of ‘past ‘and ‘present’, the ‘here’ and 
‘there’.  The ‘intimate’ then is not meant as something outside or opposed to the 
public, nor is it meant as the perverse intrusion of the individual, the personal 
into the public (Barlent, 1997).  The ‘intimate moments’ is a sociality which 
implicates the public and the private one into the other. 

Macumba is not just the framed space and time of rituals honoring spirits 
and the musical evocation of their presence in the bodies of filhos de santo.  It is 
also other moments, places, people, infused with the presence of the spirits, 
saturated by the sociality of an imaginary entangled in half-told, half-heard 
stories. These are stories about spirits, about the workings of the spirits, about 
macumbeiros, about macumbas, about the goings-on of everyday life, about 
memory and ‘forgettings’. 

Macumba is not just the public festas, or the very popular sessions of 
consultations with preto velhos, black elders who died sometime during the over 
three centuries of slavery in Brazil, or with the trickster-like povo da rua, hustlers, 
prostitutes and other spirits that thread a not always clear line between ‘good’ 
and ‘devilish.’  Macumba is also the fleeting images of past and present narrated 
in stories, materialized in the affective presence of spirits, all traces of an 
imaginary that infuses the everyday. 
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~~~ ***~~~ 

 
This ethnography spans a long time of fieldwork and another long period 

of musing over how to write about macumba.  It also results from a shift in a 
project that started with my master thesis, and that had sought to explore the 
cultural-political significance of black women’s participation in Candomblé 
communities.  I began to seek out Candomblé houses and attend open public 
ceremonies in 1994, and had gone to Umbanda ceremonies even before that, 
taken by friend or relative.  People seek out Candomblé, Umbanda and other 
Afro-Brazilian religious houses for diverse reasons – often in search of resolution 
for personal problems, from emotional distress to health and financial difficulties 
– and it is often through the network of family and friends that one is lead from 
one house to another. 

It was through a friend, who describes herself as an activist in the black 
movement, that I myself met Mãe Santa9, the mãe de santo – priestess - of the 
Candomblé community in the outskirts of Rio which I belong to.  In our cases, 
my friend and I both shared an interest in the politics of Afro-Brazilian culture, 
and we had found in Mãe Santa a much desired confluence of religious practice 
and political activism.  I met Mãe Santa in the midst of a disputed presidential 
and federal congress electoral campaign.  I attended, sometimes with Mãe Santa, 
meetings, discussions, talks and presentations by candidates who were linked to 
Candomblé houses or a sort of black caucus of the Workers’ Party (PT). 

Mãe Santa was at the time still very active in various cultural, religious 
and political organizations linked to women and black associations, and was 
regularly invited to speak at meetings organized by them.  She was invariably 
presented as an ‘elder Candomblé priestess’, and sometimes also as an ‘elder 
black woman.’  A lot of the conversations in those meetings revolved on the 

                                                
9 Almost all the names in this ethnography have been changed.  I have maintained the actual 
names of public figures, with the exception of Mãe Santa, since she is linked through family and 
religious ties to other people who appear in this ethnography. 
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question of the significance of Afro-Brazilian culture, particularly of the religious 
practices, to the politics of racial struggles in Brazil, and, depending on the place 
and the occasion, on the politics of gender.  Often times the conversations 
referred to the Candomblé houses as the ‘true depositories’ of African culture in 
Brazil. 

This was all taking place in the midst of 1994.  While these intense 
conversations about black culture, religion and politics were going on amongst a 
particular group of people, Afro-Brazilian religions were being publicly attacked 
by the growing neo-evangelical churches, particularly the Universal Church of 
the Kingdom of God.  President Lula was at the time the presidential candidate 
of the Workers Party (a post he would not win until the 2002 elections), and was 
himself attacked by the evangelical press for having attended a luncheon in one 
of the most well known Candomblé houses in Rio10.  The campaign of the 
evangelical churches against the Afro-Brazilian churches, which the wider press 
had dubbed a “Holy War” as early as 198811, had achieved another level with the 
churches’ efforts to gain wider political power in the 1994 elections.12  In that 
battle, Afro-Brazilian religions were depicted as antithetical to true religiosity, 

                                                
10Lula had spent an entire day visiting organizations and churches from various denominations 
in the Baixada, a ‘tour’ organized by people like Ivanir dos Santos, a well known activist linked to 
the black movement, to one of the Candomblé houses to be visited by Lula,  and himself a 
Workers Party candidate.  The luncheon was billed by Lula’s campaign as a sign that he truly 
respected all religious practices.  It was precisely that assertion that was picked up and criticized 
by the neo-evangelicals.  The newsletter of the Igreja Universal do Reino de Deus called the 
church’s followers to not vote for Lula, arguing that what Brazilians needed was a President that 
believed in only one god, the true God of the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God. 
11 See “Guerra Santa”, O Globo, May 9th 1988, Segundo Caderno.  The media coverage of the ‘war’ 
intensified in the 1989, as evangelicals organized a public demonstration in Salvador - the capital 
of the state of Bahia, considered as the ‘heart’ of black culture in Brazil – to protest the alleged 
‘sacrificial offerings’ of children in Afro-Brazilian religions.  The black movement, along with 
some of the more respected Candomblé houses in Bahia, organized a counter protest and sought 
to secure the solidarity of the Catholic Church and public officials against the actions of the 
evangelicals (for Salvador see A Tarde, August 15th, 1989, p. 3; and August 30th,, 1989).  See also L. 
Soares, 1993; M. Soares, 1990. 
12 According to Paul Freston (1996), the 1994 elections were marked by a strong presence of 
religious discourses and the courting of diverse denominations by the candidates.  It also 
represented a significant growth of the political influence of the evangelical churches, not only 
through direct election of church members, but also through alliances with elected officials – 
generally attained through the securing of votes from church members. 
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and the attacks ranged from labeling them mere sorcery to identifying them as 
devil worship. 

I went back to Rio at the end of the following year.  The end of the election 
year had not brought an end to the hostilities, only a change of the arenas where 
they were played out.  In 1995 the Catholic Church made its own public entrance 
in the ‘Holy War’, as a preacher of the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God 
(IURD) kicked a statue of Our Lady of Aparecida, the patron saint of Brazil, on 
one of the Church’s TV show (TV Record, October 12, 1995).  Proclaiming the 
adoration of the saint and the yearly pilgrimage to her sanctuary to be idolatry, 
the preacher proceeded to break the image as proof that the saint had no power. 

The video clip was shown over and over again on national TV, and all of 
the leading newspapers and weekly magazines carried long news pieces on the 
newest battle of the ‘Holy War.’   Groups of Catholics threatened to invade 
several IURD’s temples, several of the temples were stoned, and the Catholic 
Church officially protested what they called an act of aggression.  The Chief of 
Police of the district where the TV program had been filmed voluntarily initiated 
an investigation of the incident to determine if the preacher’s action constituted 
an “act of desecration of a religious object”, a violation of the constitutional right 
to freedom of religion (Jornal do Brasil, October 17, 1995, p.2).  Calls were made by 
politicians and well-known public figures to revoke the TV station’s operating 
license.  The rapid growth of the neo-evangelical churches, as well as the reaction 
by the Catholic Church to the very public threat to their until then religious 
hegemony, took center stage on the news. 

I watched one of the TV news program with dozens of Candomblé 
practitioners who had come together to help with the opening ceremonies of a 
new Candomblé house.  People were outraged by what they saw as an act of 
intolerance, and the stories circulating served to confirm their mistrust of the 
neo-evangelical churches.  Several people also pointed out that the past attacks 
by the IURD on Afro-Brazilian houses, and the preachers’ targeting of 
practitioners on the streets had not received the same degree of attention by the 
media.  People had plenty of stories to tell about being followed on the streets by 
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eager proselytizers, about having heard stories about actual destruction of 
religious artifacts in Candomblé houses, and about the lack of response by any 
Police or City official. 

Mãe Santa, who proclaimed herself a devout of Our Lady of Aparecida, 
told me that she believed the preacher had chosen that saint to make his point 
precisely because she was black, doubting that he would have had the courage to 
kick a white saint.  A few days later, one of the leading newspapers in Rio carried 
a cartoon depicting the IURD preacher, Bishop Sérgio Von Helder, kicking the 
statue while dressed in Nazi uniform and sporting a Hitler-style moustache.  
Nowhere in the widespread media coverage was there any echo of the kinds of 
commentaries made by the Candomblé practitioners or Mãe Santa. 

It was in the midst of this intense cultural and political scenario that the 
earlier version of the project for this dissertation started taking its shape.  I 
wanted to explore the relation between these larger discursive constructs about 
culture, religion, race, politics and the everyday experience of religious 
practitioners, in particular of black women.  I was very much interested in the 
role of religion in the engendering of particularly situated subjectivities. 

Candomblé communities seemed the most obvious place to locate my 
future fieldwork.  Considered the expression par excellence of Afro-Brazilian 
religiosity (see chapter 2), Candomblé has occupied a central role in discussions 
on black culture, race and culture, and the politics of (black) culture in Brazil (cf. 
Braga, 1995; Cardoso, 1995; Hanchard 1994;  Segato 1998; Stella 1991; Theodoro, 
1996; Wafer, 1991).  I had not focused on Candomblé because of any purported 
purity of tradition – even if that discourse did play a significant role in the things 
I was interested – but rather because of its (at least discursive) insertion in a 
larger political project of racial struggle (cf. Braga, 1995). 

Moving between Candomblé festas and meetings at this or that 
organization, I kept following a sort of network created between people who 
attended those festas or belonged to a community, going to the houses of well 
known mães and pais – fathers - de santo and Candomblés well respected for their 
religious practices.  It was sometime amidst those comings and goings that a 
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friend of mine, Nilza, invited me to go to her macumba.  I was at first taken back 
by her referring to the centro as being a macumba, but took it to be a self-
deprecating joke on Nilza’s part and laughed at her play.  It was not until a while 
later that I took her up on her invitation and went to her centro for a festa  for erês 
– the children spirits who are honored in a special celebration often around the 
day of São Cosme e Damião, the twin Catholic Saints. 

Like most centros, Nilza’s was in the periphery of the city of Rio de 
Janeiro, in a suburban13 neighborhood called Bangu, not far from the 
neighborhood where I had grown up.  The centro was easy to find, as there was a 
line of children spewing out of the yard into the unfinished sidewalk.  They were 
there to collect the candies, and possibly toys, that were often passed out during 
festas for erês.  One of my fondest childhood memories is of running around my 
neighborhood – a place very much like this part of Bangu - on the day of São 
Cosme e Damião, picking up paper bags filled with candies which devotees to the 
twin saints would distribute in retribution for graces achieved by their 
intervention – generally the birth of a child or the good health of another. 

The centro was in a borrowed space at the backyard of an otherwise 
typical old suburban house.  A small room with windows and doors marked by 
black and red tridents – the insignia of the spirits known as people of the streets 
(see chapter 3) – guarded the entrance to a cemented area corned off by a short 
wooden wall where the festa was taking place.  An altar in the protected back, a 

                                                
13 ‘Suburbs’ in Rio have a very different connotation from the word in English.  Their relation to 
the city and to the affluent South Zone is akin to that of the ‘inner city’ in US urban areas.  The 
suburbs occupy areas that often had been the sources of agricultural and animal products for the 
city.  With urban growth and population increase, these areas became the residence of the 
working class and the dislocated poor. The suburbs were/are at once the place where working 
and lower middle class families could afford the chance to own homes, and at the same time 
places less urbanized, more neglected by public officials, and with a high deficiency in public 
services and leisure opportunities.  Alongside the ‘favelas’ – the so-called ‘slums’ – the suburbs 
occupy the imaginary of the upper classes as places ‘far away’, less ‘cultural’, less ‘modern’.  
‘Suburbano’ is often used as a pejorative term, referring to someone who does not ‘belong.’  It is 
often a racial trope, marking and being marked by ‘blackness.’  Even if to a lesser degree, 
‘suburbs’, specially the ones in the far away West Zone, share with ‘favelas’ – ‘slums’ – the 
connotation of violence, poverty, and unruliness.  As Rolnik (1989) shows, they also share a 
concentration of the black population of the city of Rio de Janeiro. 
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few foldout metal chairs for the visitors, and the space where the filhos de santo 
sang and danced to the spirits was all there was to it. 

There were a lot of people at the festa, but as the night went on, fewer and 
fewer people stayed on.  By the time all the spiritual celebrations were over, very 
late into the night, only the filhos de santo and their guests were still there.  We sat 
around, drinking beers and chatting about the nights events, as Nilza introduced 
me to folks.  People were eager to know what I, a newcomer, had thought of the 
festa, if I had enjoyed it.  Did you like our macumba?, was how Luciana, the centro’s 
mãe de santo asked me. 

There was that word again.  No one seemed phased by Luciana’s 
question, and I simply said that I had liked it.  I also added that it had been 
different from what I had expected.  Nilza laughed and told people that I 
belonged to a Candomblé house.  Oh, yes!  We are different!  The macumba here is 
very simple, not much money...but things are done from the heart, Luciana explained.  
Someone across the room added that the spirits here are very strong.  I was rather 
embarrassed, thinking that I might have unintentionally offended them by 
suggesting that they were less than Candomblé or something of the sort.  I tried 
to explain myself, but the conversation moved on and nobody really seemed to 
have been offended.  More beer was poured onto our glasses, the still air of the 
hot evening making the beverages ever so appealing. 

Luciana and Nilza had thrown over their religious house the sign of 
macumba.  I might have called the house an Umbanda – after all that is the term 
used to classify the Afro-Brazilian ‘syncretic’ centros14.  The altar itself reminded 
me of other Umbanda houses: burning candles and flower vases adorning it, a 

                                                
14 ‘Syncretism’, ‘purity’, ‘African’, are all terms used to describe and differentiate Afro-Brazilian 
religious houses (cf. Dantas, 1988) and are part of an ongoing discursive play of self valorization 
(chapter 2).  Even if Candomblé houses vary in that play of definitions between the poles of 
‘purity’ and ‘less purity’ of practices (in relation to what is deemed to be ‘African’ in those 
practices), and ‘syncretism’ is a temr used to also refer to those distinctions, Umbanda is, by 
definition, the religious practice built upon the ‘syncretism’ of European, Indigenous and African 
traditions.  All of these terms are very confusing, because they at once define a whole field of 
practices, being invested with profound religious, cultural and political significance, and at the 
same time, have no proper signification outside of the contexts within which the names are 
actively constructed and deployed. 
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thin veil of smoke from incense and the candles hovering over the statues of 
Catholic Saints, images of the preto velhos, caboclos and boideiros – the spirits of 
‘indians’ and ‘cowboys’ from the hinterlands -, and of African deities, water 
glasses and other ritual offerings crowding the shelf of the altar.  I had also heard 
some of the songs at other Umbanda houses.  Why were they then referring to it 
as macumba? 

That was the first thing I asked Nilza when we walked out of the centro.  
The sun was about to come up and the city buses were starting to run again.  I 
could smell the tobacco and perfume of the spirits on Nilza as she yawned a 
question back at me, Why not?  Isn’t that a macumba?  I insisted on saying that it 
reminded me of Umbanda, but she dismissed that, No, too many thing are different.  
I insisted on trying to figure out a name for the centro, and Nilza finally put an 
end to it by saying We are traçado  - crossed, a mix, and went to sleep with her 
head against the window of the bus, exhausted from the long evening. 

Nilza dismissed my desire to find a proper name for the centro, but there 
is a bit of the inquisitive preacher in every anthropologist.  Besides, she was 
certainly right in insisting that they were different from Umbanda.  There were 
small details, like the colorful skirts and shirts of the filhos de santo, a beautiful 
contrast to the white clothing of Umbanda.  Or the intense drumming and 
dancing, which are even completely gone in some Umbanda houses.  Then there 
were also the guests and filhos de santo, who were in their vast majority black – a 
break from the tendency in the Umbanda centros to have more and more 
participation of white practitioners, as the literature on Umbanda tends to 
emphasize (cf. Brown, 1994). 

The more I thought about the festa  the less I could easily place it under the 
name of Umbanda.  Nilza herself insisted on the non-identity.  But she offered 
nothing in return.  Or rather, she, and Luciana, offered macumba.  Was it the 
contradictory naming that kept shifting my perception of it?  What was the 
naming playing with?  The festa itself had changed as it went along the night, 
transforming itself as the night progressed and fewer and fewer people remained 
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in the yard.  After the gira15 – the dancing and singing for a spirit – for the erês 
had ended most of the guests had left.  The filhos de santo took a break to freshen 
up, and the giras  for the other spirits started. 

Luciana, the mãe de santo, had not herself been present at any of the giras.  
As soon as the drums started playing their beats to call upon the spirits, Vovó 
Cambina, Luciana’s preto velho spirit (see chapter 4), had arrived and stayed for 
the rest of the evening’s celebration.  Many of the people in the audience, or 
assistência – the assisting people, as they are commonly referred to - , came over 
to pay their respects to the black elder, and she greeted most of them as someone 
she knew well.  These folks had remained in their chairs while Luciana was 
there, and it was not until Vovó Cambina had taken her place, that they came to 
offer their respect to the newly arrived spirit. 

I had never seen a spirit in charge of the actual unfolding of any ritual 
celebration.  That is commonly the role of the mãe de santo or an older filho de 
santo, even if the overall function of the rituals is deemed to be the result of the 
wish of the spirits.  Vovó danced with the other spirits, demanded songs from the 
drummers, chatted with people in the assistência, and commented on this and 
that for all to hear.  As the night went on, Vovó said her good-byes and finally 
departed.  However, once again, it was not Luciana who took over, but 
Cacurucaia - a pomba gira, the spirit of a prostitute, who came to oversee the gira 
for the povo da rua, the people of the streets (see chapter 3). 

The giras for the povo da rua are often the liminal space within ritual itself, 
and, more than in any other gira, the mãe de santo or another respected member of 
the centro is expected to maintain control over the goings-on of the spirits of 
hustlers, prostitutes, gamblers and other ‘riffraff’ from the realm of the streets.  
But not that evening.  Cacurucaia was in charge, and she reminded me of a 
madam of the netherworld. 

                                                
15 Gira literally refers to turn, to turn around.  Each quality of the spirits, the preto velhos, the people 
of the streets, etc., has its own gira within a festa, and they are marked by specific songs and 
sometimes by a different drumming beat.  These are the moments the spirits are called and the 
people ‘turn with them’.  The word also indexes the bodily motion of spinning when the spirit is 
first embodied by a filho de santo. 
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As the friends of Cacurucaia started to arrive, the place changed around 
them.  The arrival of the underworld in the midst of ritual brought on a barrage 
of cursing mockery, loud calls for beverages and cigarettes, and songs boasting 
of the spirits’ prowess, both in their (marginal) world and in spiritual affairs.  
The malandros  - the male spirits, and the pomba giras – the female spirits, moved 
about, in and out of the fenced off area, commingling with the guests, like hosts 
to a party of their own.  They were generous with their endless bottles of liquor, 
sharing with all present, and as the night went on the teasing and joking became 
more rambunctious.  The spirits enacted a sort of desecration of respectability, a 
mockery of propriety. 

At one point one of the pomba giras walked up to me to ask who I was.  
She knew it was my first time there.  But, why should I be surprised? Was she 
not a spirit?  Knowing things was part of her allure, after all.  She measured me 
up and down, openly checking me out, in a sort of performance of a sexually 
charged intimidation, all along smiling, and finally asking if I was enjoying their 
macumba.  I certainly was, and my appreciation was rewarded with an offer to 
share in her drinking of warm cidra, a very sweet, cheap, imitation of 
champagne.  We chattered for a while, and she invited me to come back on a day 
of consultations, so that we could talk more.  I was to find out from the filhos de 
santo when those days were, she herself having no idea.  I just show up when that 
one calls for me, she said, pointing to Cacurucaia across the room. 

I did end up going back to see the pomba giras, but not for a while.  The 
evening’s events, the festa, the gira for the people of the streets, Nilza and Luciana’s 
commentaries, all of that remained marked by a sense of difference, by a sense of 
non-identity to my other experiences in Candomblé and Umbanda houses, but I 
could not really define it.  It was as if a difference haunted it, but it was not of it, 
a dis-orientation towards it.  It was a very discomforting feeling, a sense of 
unsettlement, ever more accentuated by the persistent calling of it a macumba, the 
nonchalance of naming something by a name that lacked the main property of 
naming, a proper referent. 
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Naming Afro-Brazilian religions is a confusing prospect in any case.  The 
many circulating terms at once define a whole variety of practices, being invested 
with deep-seated religious, cultural and political meaning, and evoking the social 
materiality of their significance.  And they have no objective signification outside 
of these contexts within which they are actively constructed and deployed.  But 
despite this interpretive maze, all of the names carry with them the ideal of a 
referent, no matter how elusive the connection of the sign to that ideal might be 
(cf. Dantas, 1988).  With the exception of the name macumba - unless we think of 
its referent as the ‘other.’ 

I went back to Luciana’s house on a Wednesday afternoon, the day 
Cacurucaia offered consultations to those who would come seeking her help in 
solving problems – money, love, family, emotional distress, were part of the 
litany of difficulties brought to the pomba gira.  I recognized some of the clients 
from the festa I had attended, and there were many others.  It was not unlike 
waiting at a doctor’s office, or more like a beauty parlor, for all the talking and 
gossiping going on.  Some people were quiet, more secretive about what they 
were doing there, but the general feeling I sensed when I first got there was one 
of a mixture of commiseration – after all everyone had a problem, or why would 
they be there? - and joking around. 

This appearance of ‘normalcy’, of being a place not unlike many others, 
was odd in itself. After all, this was a moment framed as out of ‘normalcy’, as out 
of the supposed sameness of the everyday - as a moment of ritual, of ritualized 
consultation with spirits.  That initial sense became even stranger with the 
arrivals of the people of the streets, not disappearing, but co-existing with the 
uneasiness of the fearful respect demanded by the spirits. 

They arrived demanding their beverages and smokes, saluting known 
faces and inquiring into who the new ones were.  Despite all the playful 
swearing and mockery, there was a charge of tension in the air.  The teasing of 
the spirits often turned into quite aggressive mockery of each other and of the 
clients.  Thinly veiled threats were thrown amongst advice, and bragging 
commentaries sounded like provocations.  Amidst it all, the pomba giras did not 
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spare very explicit commentaries about their own sexual prowess, while the 
malandros swaggered among their clients, like hosts to a surreal party. 

When it eventually became my turn to answer the pomba gira’s question, 
So, what is your problem?  I had to confess that I had not come because of any real 
problem.  I had only come to meet the spirits.  Ha!  So you like to correr macumba?  
She let off a piercing laughter, the loud crackle that sends shaking waves over the 
shoulders, the unmistakable sign of the presence of a pomba gira.  She warned me 
not to go to just any macumba, as there was danger in visiting houses I did not 
know.  I asked for her protection, and she told me to come back the following 
week.  Of course I should not forget a bottle of liquor, some good cigarettes, and 
a few candles to offer her. 

In her demanding of appropriate offerings on my next visit, the pomba gira 
reasserted the people of the streets’ particular status worthy of ‘worship’.  But the 
people of the streets impose more than simply spiritual power, as they perform an 
iconoclastic relation to order and power through acts, gestures, spiritual and 
physical deeds that continuously mock social hierarchies.  It is in this 
contradiction that resides so much of their power to attract the many clients that 
were at Luciana’s centro that afternoon. 

And it was the attraction of the spiritual power of the people of the streets 
that brought in the many folks present at the session of consultation and at the 
festa.  It was not ‘tradition’ – be it taken as inherited religious knowledge, as the 
continuation of a recognized religiosity or a righteous doctrine, or the religious 
leadership of a renowned priest or priestess – that had taken people there.  It was 
the power of the spirits themselves, the people of the streets, as well as of the preto 
velhos and other spirits16, that attracted the people who, like me, liked to correr 
macumba, as well as those who remained loyal clients to a particular spirit. 

                                                
16 The other spirits do also provide advice and it is not uncommon to request their aid in 
achieving a desirable solution to a problem.  It is, however, the people of the streets and the preto 
velhos who commonly offer these sessions of consultations.  I have never been to a centro where 
other spirits offered consultations on a regular basis, even if there were public giras for those 
spirits. 
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It was the pomba gira’s identification of who I was – one who likes to correr 
macumba – that started to shed some light on her own – and Nilza’s, and 
Luciana’s – insistence on calling what I had gone to a macumba.  Correr macumba 
was to follow the trail of stories circulating about powerful spirits, about spirits 
who had been able to provide the right guidance or offer the needed protection.  
It was to go to macumbas, the small religious places in the suburban periphery, 
places like Luciana’s, a centro housed in an extension behind a house.  Or to go to 
macumbas sheltered in small rooms in the back of a yard, or sometimes placed 
inside someone’s home, in spaces temporarily borrowed from their everyday 
function, common places momentarily marked as ritual spaces. 

The calling of the festa a macumba was unsettling because it heightened the 
informal quality of naming, it offered a ‘name’ whose meaning foreground a 
non-fixed identity.  It was in a sense an offering of ‘something’ with which to call 
the ceremonies, without foreclosing other possibilities, without evoking an 
encapsulating identity.  Offering macumba opened a possible way of engaging 
with the inquisitive preacher, of giving a name, without allowing the difference 
within to be exorcised.  Macumba was at once those places people went to, and it 
was the ceremonies attended.  Macumba was that which had no claims to 
tradition, that which in a sense exceeded the boundaries of religious definitions. 

I started going to other macumbas, searching for places people told me 
about.  I also sought to meet spirits I had heard stories about.  The more I moved 
between these places, people, spirits, the more they all became enveloped in 
stories.  I was no longer searching for macumba, for the elusive object the term 
might represent.  Rather, I had been caught by the sociality of macumba.  I 
became enwrapped by an imaginary imbued with the presence of the spirits, a 
way of perceiving, imagining and engendering everyday life as permeated by 
these spirits.  I came to see macumba as at once these centros, the rituals that take 
place in and out of them, the traces that mark the landscape with their ephemeral 
presence, and the fleeting images and stories that saturate the everyday of the 
people who share their lives with the presence of the spirits. 
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~~~ *** ~~~ 
 
 Not long after I started going to Luciana’s centro I was invited to a festa for 
a pomba gira in a neighborhood not far from their house.  Some people I knew 
from Candomblé had first told me about it, but I encountered several other 
people who also mentioned this one festa.  Apparently it took place every year, 
and it was the biggest festa to a pomba gira anyone had ever heard off, but none of 
the people who mentioned it to me had actually ever been there.  “The ‘traficantes 
do morro’ [the drug dealers from the hills], got 1.000 crates of beer!”, someone 
told me.  Invitations had been sent out already, this year’s being printed onto the 
labels of bottles of imported scotch – the bottle and its content being unneeded 
elements of persuasion for any reluctant guests. 

But these invitations were reserved for the VIP only.  None of the people 
who told me about it had been worthy of that distinction, but they knew the 
bottles had been sent.  In any case, invitations were not really necessary as the 
festa was to take place, just like in the years before, on the turf of the honored 
spirit, on the street.  The sponsors of the festa, the local drug dealers, would take 
care of closing off of the space needed, and of keeping things running smooth 
during the festa.  This was going to be a much bigger festa than the one on the 
previous year, I was told.  This year the drug dealers had full control over the 
hills – there was extra reason to celebrate and to thank their protector, the pomba 
gira. 

I ended up not going to the festa.  In the end none of the people who had 
mentioned it to me were going themselves, and I did not feel all that safe going 
alone to a place where I did not know anyone.  In any case, I had never been 
given actual directions.  A few days later I got a call from Carlinhos, a young 
man I had met in a Candomblé house and who had been the one to first bring the 
festa to my attention.  He wanted to know why I had not gone.  “The festa was 
something to be seen!  You can’t just miss it!  Specially you, who is studying the 
religion!”  After reprimanding me, he went on to say that he had gone with some 
of his friends.  They had stayed all night and he was full of stories. 
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The centro was a very small one and only a few people were actually 
allowed inside.  “Must have been the ones with the scotch bottles”, I joked, but 
he paid me no attention.  But there was no need to go inside, as the pomba gira 
herself, alongside many other spirits of the people of the streets, came outside to 
enjoy the celebrations. 

It was a social event, people went there to see and to be seen, and, 
hopefully, to see the spirits themselves.  Free beer was available for all who had 
gone, and food stalls sold snacks to the hungry ones.  The high point of the festa 
had been a cascade of fireworks that came down from the roof of the centro, “Just 
like the one that comes down on that fancy hotel in Copacabana beach on New 
Years Eve”, Carlinhos made sure I knew.  “It almost burned the whole place 
down!”  The drug dealers had come down from the hills and occupied the streets 
with ostentation.  The pomba gira had come out of the confines of the small centro 
and once again walked the streets of the city, reclaiming her own space.  What 
had she done to deserve such celebration apparently no one had dared to ask.  
“You had to see it, Vânia!”, Carlinhos exulted on the phone.  “O viado fechou!”, 
literally “the fag closed it down”, Carlinhos referred to the pai de santo, using a 
common slang among young homosexual men to mean being so outrageous that 
you become the center of all attention. 

The pai de santo and his pomba gira, had not only literally closed down the 
streets, they had also made it memorable.  This one festa is almost like an urban 
legend, those tales of extra-ordinary things which everyone knows someone who 
knows it to be true.  Just as it was beginning to sound too much like a myth I got 
that phone call from Carlinhos, so now I too know someone who knows it to be 
true – at least the festa, as I never got to have any of the scotch or see its label.  
And now I am left trying to picture the cascading light illuminating the gun 
firing the drug dealers used to salute the arrival of the pomba gira.  But I am no 
longer sure if Carlinhos actually told me about the guns, as I hear fireworks up 
on the hills next door to my apartment and I think of another urban legend that 
tells me that the Police is going up the hills or maybe a new shipment of drugs is 
in. 
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This one story is extraordinary in itself, as it speaks of an outrageously 
exaggerated festa, of excessive displays and excessive drinking even for a festa for 
a pomba gira.  But it is far from implausible, being rather alluring in its depiction 
of such an extreme version of a festa, of the radical display of the power of the 
spirit and of her bandit protégés – both of them taken to be powers of the 
marginal, even if of different qualities. 

The ‘possibility of truth’ of this story is contingent upon a cultural 
imaginary where macumba is taken to be a place where such things could actually 
happen.  The story is extraordinary only for its own exaggeration – or rather, for 
the exaggerated nature of the festa it portrays - but not for its depiction of excess 
itself, of the ‘sacralization’ of the marginal, of the movement between ritual and 
the everyday, between the centro and the streets.  The themes in the story all 
resonate with an imaginary that places the practice of macumba in this midst of 
excess, of transgression, of people and spirits in a sociality of the margins. 

Macumba brings into the realm of the ritual, of the religious, of the sacred, 
that which is debased, the socially and the historically marginal, the culturally 
grotesque.  But this is not a movement of purification, which Kristeva(1982) 
identifies as the primary function of religion, the catharsis at the base of the 
sacred.  Nor is it a dissolution of the order of ‘things’ in the engendering of a 
mythical order of the ‘sacred’ (Bataille, 1989).  In the continuous double 
movement of the marginal into the sacred and the sacred into the marginal 
(social and material) spaces of the city, macumba dis-arranges the alignments of 
such binary divisions as the ‘sacred’ and the ‘mundane’, ‘real’ and ‘imaginary’, 
‘social’ and the ‘personal’, ‘experience’ and ‘belief’, ‘past’ and ‘present’. 

Not quite a religion, but not quite outside of it, macumba introduces an 
irredeemable ambiguity into the social and the religious alike.  And it is this 
unequivocally racialized ambiguity of macumba that feeds the mixture of desire 
and rejection, an in-between-ness that marks it as socially abject (Kristeva, 1982).  
It is such abjection that is also at the root of the ‘possibility of truth’ of the above 
story about a festa for a pomba gira. 
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If macumba is at once this ambiguity, this dis-ordering sign, and the 
practices that befall under that sign, I am back at the question of how to re-
present the materiality of these practices, their lived-in-ness, their effects, without 
‘straightening out’ the disruption of macumba, without letting go of the 
proliferation of meanings effected by these practices. 

It is not simply a question of attempting to evade that which Clifford 
called the inescapable lies of exclusion and rhetoric (1986) involved in the 
construction of the “serious fiction” of ethnographic representations (Clifford, 
1988:10).  Or of finding a better ethnographic translation of the dialogic process 
of interpretation (Tedlock, 1983) at the root of the ethnographic encounter.  It is, 
however, to ponder upon the implication of Clifford’s assertion that all 
ethnographies are subjected to regimen of truth (Clifford, 1986: 6-7). 

One important implication of Clifford’s assertion about ethnographic 
truth is that all ethnographic encounters and their representations are shot 
through with (unequal) power and history, in ways no author can fully control 
(ibid.).  Another (equally important) implication, though, is that, in all of its 
admitted partiality, there still remains the quest for truth, for a representation 
ridded of ambiguity, of contradiction, steeped in a longed-for better translation 
of the (meanings of the) ‘other’ (Trinh, 1989). 

What if our ‘object’ insists on maintaining a gap of meaning between the 
sign and the referent, and there is not a final meaning to be redeemed at the 
transcendental end of ethnographic representation?  The question then is not just 
of seeking better textual techniques, but also of what Stewart calls “...an effort to 
dwell in the uncertain space of error or gap not just to police the errors and 
crimes of representation but to imagine the ontology and epistemology of precise 
cultural practices...” (1996: 26). 

To “imagine the epistemology” of macumba is to imagine these cultural 
practices in the very dis-articulated nature of their poetics, in their embedded-
ness in the everyday of practitioners, of clients and believers (and non-believers).  
To highlight this dis-articulation is not to suggest an unconscious knowledge of 
the everyday, the “kinds of knowledge that do not know themselves” (de 
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Certeau, 1984: 71), awaiting an interpreter to illuminate them in a second order 
discourse (of ethnographic representation).  Nor is it to suggest that we imagine 
macumba as in-articulate, as social practice in the idealized immediacy of 
experiential knowledge, as a pre-discursive domain (J. Scott, 1992: 31). 

It is rather to suggest that we imagine such dis-articulation as a 
productive cultural form, as a “way of operating” (de Certeau, 1988) in the 
everyday.  It is to suggest that we take the poetics of macumba to be akin to the 
arrival of the spirit in the body of the filha de santo, an introduction of difference 
within, a provisional, interstitial, contingent, interruption of the naturalized flow 
of the everyday. 

To look at the poetics of macumba as a dis-articulation is then not to 
introduce a particular theoretical conceptualization of culture, but to suggest a 
possible “trajectory” (de Certeau, 1984: 29-42), the tracings of possible desires, 
imagination, critique, memories, engendered by macumba.  To speak of dis-
articulation is to highlight the ‘messy’ quality of the insertion of macumba in the 
everyday, the holding together of dissimilar things (Taussig, 1997) which cannot 
be subsumed under a final, logical ordering of things.  It is to emphasize the non-
positive quality of macumba, to dwell on the provisional and productive 
discontinuity it introduces into the social (Barthes, 1986). 

This provisional discontinuity can be thought of in terms of de Certeau’s 
(1984) poetic description of cultural “traverses”, those things which “come and 
go, overflow and drift over an imposed terrain” (34).  Although inscribed by 
established languages and form, in their indeterminate trajectories, they “remain 
heterogeneous to the systems they infiltrate and in which they sketch out the 
guileful ruses of different interests and desires” (ibid., his emphasis). 

It is in this disruptive heterogeneity, a sort of excessive “heteroglossia” 
(Bakhtin, 1981), that macumba insinuates a possible disjuncture between the 
familiar, the naturalized order of accepted meanings, and new and emergent 
significations constituted in actual social practices, a space of (mis)signification 
and (mis)enunciation of cultural meanings (Bhabha, 1990).  The social practices 
of macumba conjure an ambiguous and contradictory cultural space, the product 
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of “subterranean strategies of recording and transcoding, of critical signification, 
of signifying” (Hall, 1992: 28) upon experiences, pains and pleasures, memories, 
and traditions.  In this “profane illumination” (Benjamin, 1978) of the social 
world, the practices of macumba burst cultural significations from their present 
configurations, and locate them (albeit in contingent and provisional ways) in 
new constellations of meanings. 

This dissertation attempts to evoke this poetic form of macumba and to 
track the production of its effects.  It offers a montage of sorts (Taussig, 1992), in 
an attempt to mimetically engage with its own ‘object’.  Instead of offering an 
ethnographic narrative in which things are linked one to another in a clear 
explanatory chain, a narrative guided by a sole theoretical pursuit which is laid 
out at the beginning and brought back in the end in order to produce an 
exegetical closure, the dissertation offers instead a rumination caught in the 
confabulation of culture. 

This ethnography pursues spirits, people and stories across places, trailing 
them across different times, and following possible threads of connection 
between these multiple things.  Like the spirits, the dissertation moves between 
ritual events and the everyday, it moves between historical accounts and extra-
ordinary stories of spirits, across different discursive spheres, across different 
spaces in the city, in a juxtaposition of dissimilar things that seeks not to 
articulate an exegesis of cultural signification, but to track possible 
“constellations” of meanings. 

The dissertation does not offer an analysis of ‘religious rituals’ as events 
fixed in time and place.  Rather, building on Seremetakis’s notion of 
“ritualization” (1991: 47), it also looks “within the flux and contingency of 
everyday events” (ibid.) for the effects and significance of rituals.  It is in the 
everyday that events, signs, stories, are signified by and signify upon things that 
take place in those moments formally marked as ritual. 

As ritual is here extended into this “processual representation ... in a 
variety of social contexts and practices that do not have the formal status of 
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[ritual]” (ibid.), the dissertation also skirts being centered on a religious house17.  
Even if Luciana’s centro offers a sort of an ethnographic ‘grounding fiction’, it is 
more a point of departure than a centering location.  My ethnographic narrative 
moves from that centro to other centros, from Bangu to downtown Rio, and back 
again across other places in town.  My narrative pursues spirits and people 
across those places, trails spirits across different times, following possible threads 
of connection between things, not in an explanatory fashion, but by tracking 
fleeting contextual connections, through haphazard encounters, transient 
intertwinings of fate, tracing the echoes of chance encounters. 

In order to follow the sociality of macumba, this dissertation piles historical 
accounts and theoretical rambles, weaves different modes of writing, and cuts 
across different discursive fields, all haunted by anthropological representations 
of Afro-Brazilian religions.  More than a textual strategy seeking to disrupt the 
monological impulse towards final explanations (Tsing, 1993), this is an attempt 
to engage with macumba and its sociality as a storied imagination exorbitant to 
those discursive fields and systems of knowledge.  ‘Exorbitant’ not because 
exterior to them, as a negating referent, but because, as a ‘black sociality’, 
macumba insinuates itself in the interstices of the socially given (Bhabha, 1990), in 
a sort of re-enchantment the ‘real’, of the social, infusing it with the possibility of 
new meanings. 

Taussig speaks of montage as a “juxtaposition of dissimilars such that old 
habits of mind can be jolted into new perceptions of the obvious” (1992: 45).  This 
is the estranging quality of narrative which he counters to (ethnographic) 
narrative as tied to a desire to offer an “ordering of reality” (ibid.) in which 

                                                
17 As I write this a commentary by Carlos Hasenbalg comes back to mind.  In a conversation we 
had early on my research, he complained that most research on Afro-Brazilian religions shared 
the trait -which as a sociologist he saw as problematic – of “starting and ending at the gates of a 
terreiro”.  Even if his complaint was too over generalizing, it resonated with a commentary made 
by anthropologist Patricia Birman several years later, who complained that many ethnographies 
on Afro-Brazilian religion were still framed by the notion of a religious house.  My (possible 
mis)reading of their commentaries is that, for the former, anthropology of Afro-Brazilian religion 
lacked a socially and historically  contextualized frame of engagement, and that, for the latter, it 
still shared that ideal of bounded communities or a logic of ‘location’ as the grounds for analysis.  
I hope that this dissertation addresses at least some dimensions of those concerns. 
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things are linked one into another in a chain of cause and effect.  It is also the 
authority of this narrative ordering that Trinh (1991) seeks to break open by 
suggesting that “to compose is not always synonymous with ordering-so-as-to-
persuade” (41), and that ‘composition’ is also a bringing together of multiple 
“senses”, which retains the political dimension of ‘meaning’ by not allowing it to 
be easily stabilized. 

I take montage then to be a breaking open of ethnographic composition, 
providing a means to attempt to retain the political dimension of ‘meaning’ as I 
see it manifested in macumba.  By not allowing the multiplicity of significations 
evoked and engendered by the sociality of macumba to be stabilized into a 
discourse of explicit significations – a language always already laden with 
‘power’ – I seek to retain that which I take to be integral to the politics of its 
poetics, the proliferation of meanings effected by these practices. 

This proliferation is a re-enchantment mediated by stories.  My own 
ethnographic narrative is thus inevitably saturated by these small stories offered 
in moments of telling embedded in the quotidian flow of things, stories offered 
sometimes in moments set aside in the midst of ritual.  Storied bits sometimes 
dispersed in the otherwise un-remarked proliferation of ‘just talk’, piled up in 
distracted listenings. 

Trinh Minh-ha (1989) speaks of the telling of stories as “at once magic, 
sorcery, and religion.  It animates, sets into motion, and rouses the forces that lie 
dormant in things, in beings...  It is bewitching” (129).  A story, she goes on to 
say, is not ‘just a story’, “[o]nce the forces have been aroused and set into motion, 
they can’t simply be stopped...  Once told, the story is bound to circulate; 
humanized, it may have a temporary end, but its effects linger on and its end is 
never truly an end” (ibid.).  As such magic, stories are productive, setting the 
‘real’ in motion through a proliferation of signs (Stewart, 1996), uncertain and 
duplicitous (Steedly, 1993), they inscribe undeletable traces onto the world 
(Basso, 1984; Le Guin, 1981). 

In this sorcerous telling, stories constitute macumba as an interpretive 
space.  Not simply conveyors of a knowledge of/within macumba, these 
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circulating stories of spirits, macumbeiros, rituals, wondrous workings of the 
spirits and feared deeds, and more mundane events and images, are constitutive 
of macumba as a cultural space, as a sociality, in which the ‘real’ is infused with a 
particular imaginary. 

Macumbeiros - at once objects and subjects of these stories - are “neither a 
ground nor a product, but the permanent possibility of a certain resignifying 
process” (Butler, 1992: 13) engendered by the very storying of this sociality.  This 
is a resignifying process which positions macumbeiros as particular subjects and 
produce their experiences (J. Scott, 1992) in an ongoing negotiation of 
differentiation and identification with social-historical discourses that (dis)locate 
macumba into an ‘othered’ space. 
 
 

~~~ *** ~~~ 
 

Even if it is difficult to establish with precision a frontier between who is the 
white and who is the black in Brazil, to describe a black [person], according to the 
sentiments inscribed onto the racial stereotypes of our everyday is easy: blacks are lazy, 
dirty, smelly, uppity, shameless [immoral], ignorant, macumbeiros... 

...Prejudice tells that all that is from blacks is worthless, even more so when it 
regards a religion, a false religion, they will say, of magic, macumba and black magic. 

 
Race and Religion, Herdeiras do Axé, 

Reginaldo Prandi, 1996 (emphasis added) 
 

 The significance of Afro-Brazilian culture to the politics of race relations 
and racial struggle, and to racial identity itself, has been the subject of much 
debate, both within the halls of academia and amongst activists (see d’Adesky, 
1997; Fry, 1977; Hanchard, 1993; 1994; 1994b; Luz, 1983; Maggie, 1989; 1989b; 
Sansone, 2004; Schwarcz and Reis, 1996; Sodré, 2002; Winant, 1994; among 
others).  Afro-Brazilian religions occupy a central position in these discussions, 
being the focus of arguments over whether or not they can be considered as 
social-cultural spaces where definitions of race and identity, and the very 
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signification of culture, are re-imagined, contested, and re-situated in the 
interstices of the Brazilian nation (Braga, 1995; Brown, 1994; Brown and Brick, 
1987; Burdick, 1998; Cardoso, 1995; Dantas, 1988; Hale, 1997; Ortiz, 1978; [Mãe 
Stella] Santos, 1991; 1993; Prandi, 1991; 1996; Telles, 2003; Theodoro, 1996; Wafer, 
1991; among others.  See chapter 2).18 
 Candomblé – which has achieved a popular, albeit still limited, 
recognition as the expression of traditional Afro-Brazilian religiosity, and as 
legitimate religion – has come to occupy two opposing, but intimately connected 
roles in this ongoing struggle over the signification of black culture.  On the one 
hand, it is deemed to be a source of continuous black self-valorization and 
empowerment, as well as a tool of resistance against racially charged social-
cultural oppression.  On the other hand, its public legitimacy has also led to the 
re-signification of Candomblé as the locus of a national cultural patrimony.19 
 Denise Silva’s (1986) analysis of the widely publicized, nationally 
mourned, death, in 1986, of the most well known Candomblé priestess, Mãe 
Menininha of the Gantois (a terreiro which has hosted a large number of 
ethnographic research, including Ruth Landes’ classic City of Women), points to 
the selective co-optation of Candomblé into a narrative of national racial 
harmony.  Candomblé’s historical role in the resistance to racial oppression has 
                                                
18 Parts of the following discussion were first addressed in Cardoso, 2001. 
19 This is not to say that Candomblé has been unambiguously accepted in Brazilian society.  While 
the religion does enjoy an unprecedented degree of legitimacy – in large part due to the efforts of 
Candomblé practitioners to achieve such public space (Braga, 1995), as well as to the growth of 
white practitioners and pais de santos (Prandi, 1991), even though the latter can be taken as much 
as a consequence of the growth of this legitimacy as a cause – practitioners still encounter much 
discrimination and vilification of their practices and beliefs.  The growth of the neo-evangelical 
churches in Brazilian society, in fact, has opened a powerful, new institutional and media space 
for the re-articulation of old discriminatory discourses against Candomblé.  As Prandi (1996: 65) 
argues, the recent development of the neo-evangelical religions, which he calls neo-Pentecostals, 
focuses religious rituals on the exorcism of demons, ”identified and named as the Afro-Brazilian 
divinities and [spiritual] entities”, and on the transformation of the “Afro-Brazilian trance” into 
the “Pentecostal trance”, marked by the presence of the Holy Spirit, of God (Prandi, 1996: 65).  
Soares (1993), on the other hand, sees this as sign of the democratization of the symbolic-religious 
space, as these religious “battles” are taking place without the mediation of the State apparatus 
(as in the past Police repression of Afro-Brazilian religions), between social agents he sees as 
equals.  Soares seems to ignore not only the role of the growing numbers of elected officials 
linked to those churches, their growing media apparatus and financial structure, but the unequal 
distribution of power among these social actors, which he glosses under the supposed uniformity 
of “popular groups”. 
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been, to a certain degree, appropriated and folklorized as a heroic symbol of an 
acceptable (past) black culture which we ‘Brazilians’ can all celebrate together. 
 Candomblé is also celebrated in music, art, and tourism, becoming, just 
like carnival, an icon of Brazilian culture and a postcard of the nation’s cultural 
uniqueness.  Candomblé’s black dimension is transposed to a past African origin, 
now being a constitutive part of a nationally shared culture20.  This folkloric 
celebration of a highly selective representation of Candomblé is also connected to 
what Rita Amaral and Vagner da Silva (1993) have argued is a reinterpretation of 
the religious myths of Candomblé.  Such reinterpretation reconfigures 
Candomblé’s links to Africans’ and African Brazilians’ concrete historical 
experiences into a connection to mythologized, distant African Gods – a de-
historicized mythical time and place safe for consumption by the growing 
numbers of white practitioners and pais de santo. 21 
 I do not point to this folklorization of Candomblé to negate its importance, 
either in the past or in the present, in the struggle against racial hierarchies in 
Brazilian society.  On the contrary, I mean to highlight here the irony created by 
the ongoing investment upon Candomblé of a central role within a radical racial 
political project, and a process of ongoing co-optation that has lead to the 
glorification of certain dimensions of Candomblé as emblematic of an Afro-
Brazilian culture that the nation can safely celebrate.  Such irony is even more 
marked in the recent calls to a ‘re-Africanization’ of Candomblé (cf. Santos, 1991) 
by activists and practitioners. 

                                                
20 Such transposition of a valorized black culture to the mythologized past, speaks to da Matta’s 
(1984) model of the “triangle of races” which would be at the origin of the nation.  “Black culture” 
can be celebrated as part of the nation in its constitutive role at that ontological moment, a role 
since then subsumed in the miscigenation of cultures and races.  See Birman, 1989, for a similar 
discussion in relation to the national celebrations of black (negro) culture at the 100th Anniversary 
of Abolition in 1988. 
21 Their discussion of the transformations undergone by Candomblé points to the changes 
brought about by the growing numbers of white practitioners and priestesses and priests.  Their 
argument that the presence of whites has profoundly transformed the meaning of Candomblé as 
a ‘black religion’ provides a very interesting counter argument to Rita Segato’s notion that 
Candomblé’s openess implies a dispersal and acceptance of what she calls a “black codex” into 
the larger Brazilian society (1998). 
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The rejection of the ‘syncretic’ elements of Candomblé is a political-
religious statement that does not so much seek to return to an idealized ‘origin’, 
as to disavowal aspects of the religion that are considered the mark of a process 
of ‘whitening’, the result of a history of racially charged oppression of cultural 
practices.  It is, however, the same re-Africanization that, unwittingly, recasts 
Candomblé with a newly charged, alluring exotic aura (and religious ‘efficacy’) 
that attracts many of the growing numbers of white practitioners (Birman, 1996).  
What I hope to point out then, is that the history of resistance in and around 
Candomblé exists in continuous tension with the ongoing attempts to absorb this 
and other symbols of black culture and politics into the seamless mythical 
narrative of Brazil as a racially harmonious nation. 

Despite these ironies and contradictions, discussions of the relation (or 
not) of race (identity, politics, relations) and cultural practices tend to center on 
Candomblé.  Umbanda, and other ‘syncretic’, practices are exiled from those 
discussion as not “a black religion nor a religion of blacks” (Prandi, 1996: 63).  
They are treated as at once symbols and means of the historical process of 
‘whitening’ (both cultural and demographically) African religious traditions in 
Brazil.  The classic studies of Diana G. Brown (Umbanda:  Religion and Politics in 
Urban Brazil, 1994[1986]) and Renato Ortiz [A Morte Branca do Feiticeiro Negro  
(The White Death of the Black Sorcerer), 1978] sit in contrast to the more recent 
studies on Umbanda which are conspicuously silent about race22.  It is almost as 
if the ‘White Death’ of Ortiz’ clever tittle had actually and quite effectively wiped 
out the ‘Black Sorcerer’ outside of Candomblé communities. 

If Candomblé and Umbanda occupy these seemingly opposed poles, what 
I am here calling macumba is excessive to both.  Not properly fitting under an 
African or Afro-Brazilian religiosity, nor corresponding to the religious mimesis 
                                                
22 One cannot forget Luz and Lapassade’s O Segredo da macumba (1972), which, if not specifically 
concerned with issues of race, addressed macumba and Quimbanda as examples of counter-
cultural practices in Brazil.  This work was part of contemporary attempts to conceptually link 
popular culture to the political resistance to the forces of repression of the Brazilian military 
dictatorship (see Maggie, 1992 for a brief overview of this movement in relation to Afro-Brazilian 
religions). Lindsay Hale’s 1997 essay (Preto Velho: Resistance, Redemption and Engendered 
Representations of Slavery in a Brazilian Possession Trance Religion) is also an exception that further 
highlights the circumscription of critical race analysis to studies of Candomblé 
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of the national synthesis of the African, the Native and the European 
(race/culture), into that unique Brazilian religion called Umbanda, macumba 
inherits the racialization of the syncretic, as the social coding of race through the 
“prejudice” and “stereotype” Prandi alluded to in the epigraph above clearly 
shows.  If macumba carries an otherwise irreducible heterogeneity of its 
referential component, that heterogeneity is momentarily striped bare in its 
synonymy with ‘black’ (in all of its negative meanings). 
 This is not to mean that macumba is a religious sociality or a social 
imaginary restricted to blacks only – for that matter no cultural practice in Brazil 
has that characteristic.  But, in contrast to the statistical data that shows that 
whites tend to outnumber blacks in Umbanda (Prandi, 1996), the majority of the 
people I encountered in the consultations and rituals I went to were black.  This 
dissertation has no pretense at a statistically significant, quantitative study of 
racial distribution in religious centros.  I am merely suggesting that the religious 
sociality I follow ethnographically unfolds through a black social-cultural 
network. 

This is not a dissertation about race identity, or race per se, so nowhere in 
my fieldwork did I seek to directly ask people to identify themselves racially, 
even though race and racial identity surfaced in stories, jokes, and everyday 
conversations.  I take references to phenotype, such as skin color and hair, to be 
racial references in Brazilian society (d’Adesky, 2001; Guimarães, 2002).23  The 
racial identifications I make are the result of a combination of my own ascription 
of the category, and of people’s self identification and identification by others as 
they appeared in the midst of conversations.24 

                                                
23 See d’Adesky, 2001; Guimarães, 2002; Maggie 1991, among others, for useful discussions of the 
system(s) of racial classification in Brazil and overviews of the literature on the subject.  I come 
back to a discussion of race and identity in chapter 5. 
24 Preto was often the term used to refer to skin color/racial identity, which I gloss here as black.  
Negro – the term used by the black movement (Movimento Negro) and in academic texts to refer to 
non-whites -hardly ever surfaced amongst macumba practitioners (I gloss it as black as well), even 
though I myself used that term in conversations instead of preto.  While Sheriff (2001) found that 
negro was avoided because it carried a strong negative connotation in the urban community 
where she carried out fieldwork, I never heard it used that way amongst the poor and working 
class, suburban people I met.  Rather, negro seems to belong to another discursive universe, being 
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Instead of a multitude of color terms, I use ‘black’ and ‘white’ when 
remarking on people’s color/race.25  In addition, if racial classification by the 
various descriptive terms used for non-whites vary according to other factors, 
such as class, style of clothing and hair, cultural practices, and education 
(Sansone, 2004), the social-cultural space of macumba reinforces the blackness 
signified by the terms that make references to phenotype. 
 I am not simply suggesting that macumba is black because the people who 
partake of this sociality are black.  I am, however, arguing that what I am calling 
macumba here constitutes a social cultural space where blackness is continuously 
resignified in the very midst of everyday practice.   
 If macumba is ‘black’, in the sense that both macumba and ‘black’ are racial 
epithets, this dissertation argues that is also black because it expresses and 
constitutes a black urban imaginary, a black sociality.  What I have been calling 
macumba here is excessive to black culture as constituted around Candomblé, 
excessive to the black religious tradition of Candomblé, and it is excessive to the 
non-racially marked synthesis that engenders the social-religiosity of Umbanda.  
As such excess, macumba is a sociality that is not only continuously relocated in 
an Othered space, but that also engenders an insinuation of difference onto the 
socially familiar. 
 

~~~ *** ~~~ 

 
 The dissertation is divided in five chapters.  In this first chapter, besides laying 
out macumba as the subject of this dissertation, I also sought to address some 
issues concerning the politics of representation of difference.  This chapter also 
introduced some of the discussion around the relation of culture and black 

                                                                                                                                            
a politically charged term of racial identification.  That is not to say that a culturally coded, racial 
identification is absent here, only that negro is not amongst the chosen terms for its signification. 
25 Even tough ‘color’ in Brazil is marked by a variety of terms, those terms are ordered 
hierarchically, where ‘white’ occupies the valorized end, while ‘black’ is relegated to the lower 
end (d’Adesky, 2001; Guimarães 2002).  Furthermore, even if a variety of terms are used to code 
‘color’, underlining that apparently flexible system is often a common understanding of the 
binary hierarchical opposition of ‘black’ and ‘white’ (Sheriff, 2001).  
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politics in Brazil.  The chapters that follow attempt to evoke possible trajectories 
of macumba, to track the affective experience of this sociality. 

In Chapter 2, I move across diverse discursive fields of representations of 
Afro-Brazilian religions, tracking the constitution of macumba as an othering sign, 
as continuously dislocated into an othered space within the National imaginary.  
Addressing anthropological writings on Afro-Brazilian religions, public 
representations of religion, and sociological imaginations of the Nation and its 
people, I seek to bring forth the very historicity of macumba, of the heterogeneity 
of its significations. 
 On chapters 3 and 4 I turn to the materiality of this circulating sign.  On 
chapter 3 I follow that dis-articulating movement of spirits and stories across 
time, across places, and across the boundaries of ‘ritual’ and ‘everyday’.  Taking 
the spirits of the povo da rua, the people of the streets, as the ‘guides’ – after all they 
are the ones deemed to open and close pathways – this chapter moves between 
historical narratives of the streets of Rio as black social-cultural spaces, and the 
stories that saturate the relation of these spirits to macumbeiros.   The people of the 
streets bring forth the landscape of meanings where macumba dwells in the public 
imaginary and re-signify them as their source of (spiritual) power. 

In chapters 3 and 4, stories unfold as an interpretive space saturated with 
the tension of excessive narration and obscurity.  These unfolding stories 
“convene an audience” – of filhos de santo, spirits, clients, and even the ‘non-
believers’ – that becomes inevitably implicated in the resignification of memory 
and experience engendered by the spirits. 

On chapter 4, I turn to the preto velhos, and to stories as ‘traces’ of history.  
Not a mere repetition of a past, spirits and stories are taken as enigmatic signs of 
the past and present whose meanings are embedded in the sorcerous tellings 
which constitute macumba as an interpretive space.  Tenuous presences, these 
traces depend upon this social imaginary to gather their meaning, and to 
reinscribe them onto the landscape. 

The last chapter comes back to the discussions on the other chapters in 
order to draw out some connections between the construction of macumba as an 
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othered space of blackness, and the constitution of ‘black’ as that which is 
negated in the articulation of the Brazilian national subject.  I here argue that the 
resignification of blackness within this sociality I insist on calling macumba - a 
realm of the inadequate, the excessive, the ambiguous - infuses the everyday 
with a racially charged ‘dis-orientation.’  This is a ‘blackness’ that does not easily 
lend itself to the sort of racial politics surrounding Candomblé, but that 
nonetheless haunts the national imaginary on race. 

I offer macumba as a practice of ‘blackness’ historically constituted at the 
margins of both that which is commemorated as the National, and of a 
‘blackness’ posed against that National.  In this sense I seek to intervene in the 
contemporary debates on race in Brazil, and to extend ‘blackness’ into a terrain 
where it might remain ‘dis-articulated’, but by no means ‘non-articulated.’  This 
is not a ‘blackness’ that can be readily redeemed from the fragment into the 
pragmatics of politics, but one which demystifies the naturalness of the National 
dream precisely through the excess of its ambiguity, the ambiguity of its excess. 
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* Chapter 2 * 
 
 

What is in a name? 
 

All that are defined as macumbeiro can undergo formal prosecution, accused of 
practicing sortilege.  A macumbeiro is black, poor and a sorcerer.  Dangerous and 
ignorant.  The lack of culture leads to the production of sorcery.  The members of the 
oppressed classes are defined as macumbeiros, dangerous and polluting…[S]orcery is 
produced by the dangerous classes and it produces madness. 
 

Common representations of ‘sorcery’ and its practitioners in the legal actions 
based upon the Brazilian Penal Code of 1942  

According to Yvonne Maggie, in 
Medo de Feitiço:  Relações Entre Magia e Poder no Brasil (1992: 190). 

 
 

A few years ago, TV Globo, the television network of Rede Globo, the 
largest media conglomerate of Latin America, ran a news report on the murder 
of several people in what were alleged to be sacrificial offerings.  In the Jornal 
Nacional, the nightly news program with the widest audience in prime-time 
Brazilian TV, the accused murderer was identified as a pai de santo, or father-of-
saint, the priest of an Afro-Brazilian religious house.  The network broadcast 
images of uniformed officials from the local Police precinct and the Coroner’s 
Office carefully digging up what were supposed to be human bones from the 
backyard of the pai de santo’s religious house.  Through interviews with proper 
authorities involved in the investigation, and with neighbors of the accused man, 
the investigative reporters wove a horrific tale of human ‘sacrifice’ and murder, 
offering barely disguised hints of homosexuality and possible betrayals as 
motivating factors, a tale that would leave many B-movies’ scriptwriters envious. 

The story was illustrated by images of the building where such bestial 
events were to have taken place, complete with panning shots of a purportedly 
ceremonial room, its walls painted with red and black images of diabolical 
figures.  The menacing effect produced by these images was only increased by 



 42 

the darkness of the room and by the camera’s quick glances of stubs of burnt 
candles and barely seen objects, all of which were completely left out of the 
voice-over narrative that guided the viewers’ prying gaze upon this otherwise 
‘secret’ room. 

The plot of the investigative reporting thickened, eventually intertwining 
with the plot of the murder tale itself.  One of the reporters secured an interview 
with the accused man, and the cameras rolled on as the alleged murderer was 
shown on the TV screen of millions of nightly viewers.  His body posed in profile 
to the camera, the man was hunched over in a contorted position, forcing the 
reporter to lean closer and closer with the microphone so that the viewers could 
hear what the ‘murderer’ was saying in a grunt-like voice.  On national TV the 
man claimed the authorship of the killings of several people, and even offered to 
show the exact locations of the bones.  He also insinuated that unknown other 
persons were involved, as he went on to say that he had been paid generously to 
carry out the trabalho, ‘work’ he had done26. 

As I watched the report, images from classic films in the Hollywood genre 
of ‘voodoo’ came to mind.  Stereotypical representations of religious practices in 
the African Diaspora have been big sellers for Hollywood flicks for a long time, 
and here it was again.  Now they surfaced on the screen under a new cloak, that 
of best-seller news shows.  A few months later, as I watched with friends in 
Austin a B-Movie called Macumba Love, a poorly acted and even worse scripted 
story about love, witchcraft and death, which took place in a generic, non- 
located tropical beach populated by unidentified black people, the news report 
came back to hunt me, as similar images of ‘blackness’, ‘black magic’, ‘fear’ and 
‘desire’ crossed between the realm of fiction and that of the ‘real’ world. 

On that evening in Rio, the news report had gone on, with local 
authorities suggesting that what they had found did indeed look like bones from 
                                                
26 Trabalho literally means ‘work’, and in that sense it represents the fact that the spirit was paid to 
carry out a job.  It also specifically refers to the actions and dealings through which the spirits 
produce desired effects on the unfolding of certain events or upon a particular person.  It can 
refer to a wide range of non-specific ‘actions’, from immaterial dealings in the spiritual realm, to 
spiritually charged physical actions (see Pordeus, 1993).  And, as I pointed out before, to ‘work’ 
with a spirit is also to commonly embody a particular spirit. 
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more than one body.  Laboratory tests had been ordered to determine the exact 
number of victims, and the investigation on possible accomplices was underway.  
Meanwhile, we were told, the pai de santo was being held at the local Police 
Station. 

I watched this news report in the house of a couple of friends, which was 
full of people visiting their newborn daughter.  As my friend Alair and I broke 
out in laughter, both of us joking at what we saw as the absurd sensationalism of 
the story, his mother admonished us not to make light of such things.  “There are 
plenty of gente ruim [evil/bad people]!  They are capable of anything.  Don’t you 
see this macumbeiro?  Using his exu to do maldade ! [bad/harmful things].  Exu is 
like this, if you pay him, he will do anything…”, she cautioned us.27 In her stern 
warning, she was quick to identify the pai de santo as a macumbeiro, that is, a 
priest of a macumba house, and the actual perpetrator of the alleged crimes as an 
exu, the trickster spirit who is at once a West African deity, and belongs among 
the spirits identified as people of the street, the spirits of prostitutes and 
hoodlums, of macumba and Umbanda houses. 

For anyone who has ever seen someone ‘working’ with an exu spirit, the 
man’s contorted body and deep guttural voice were strikingly obvious signs of 
the presence of a spirit in his body.  While my friend’s mother read those signs 
and translated them into the unmistakable presence of the spirit, the reporter 
never identified his interlocutor as actually being an exu spirit, instead of the pai 
de santo himself.28  The reporters’ failure to remark on the multiple identities at 
play in their news story can be read both as a marker of their lack of knowledge 
regarding such things, and an assertion of their unconcerned disbelief in them.  
The mis-identification of the exu spirit as the pai de santo suggests an apparent 
ignorance regarding the meaning of Afro-Brazilian cultural signs within the 

                                                
27 Tem muita gente ruim por ai!  Eles são capazes de qualquer coisa!  'cê não vê esse macumbeiro?  
Usando o Exu dele pra fazer maldade!  Exu é assim mesmo, se você pagar, ele faz…" 
28 Several similar cases have surfaced in the police pages of Brazilian news over the years.  For an 
in depth analysis of the intricate relations between the State’s police, medical and judicial 
apparatus, and the multiple religious discourses see Maggie, 1992.  See also Contins and 
Goldman, 1985. 
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context of Jornal Nacional, an ignorance unaffected by the ‘reality’ of the spirit 
possession broadcast in prime-time TV. 

The reporters never elaborated on what the excessively hinted-at religious 
practices of the pai de santo really involved, even though they had provided an 
abundance of details about the murder case, and gone to great lengths to trace 
connections between the priest and one of the disappeared male victims.  They 
never bothered to identify which religion this pai de santo belonged to either, the 
very name pai de santo being taken as a sufficient sign for the audiences to 
understand that he was a priest of an Afro-Brazilian religion.  The absence of 
further identification either implied that such horrific deeds could have been 
perpetrated by priests of any such religions, or betrayed the lack of knowledge or 
willingness to distinguish among them.  That the pai de santo’s religious practice 
was a fundamental element in the murder story was, however, made ominous by 
all the non-narrated images.  Were they so horrific that they needed no 
commentary?  Was the appeal to a common imaginary so certain as to require no 
textual guidance for the implied connections? 

These central omissions within a news text supersaturated with inferences 
of horrific, albeit not properly named, (pseudo)religious practices of the accused 
man, foreground the distance of the reporters, and by implication of the middle 
class audience they stood for, from the cultural realm inhabited by the pai de 
santo and people ‘like him’.  Possible connections between the news’ allegations 
of human sacrifices and the pai de santo’s religious practices were left to be made 
by the audience itself.  The pieces of the puzzle were thrown out at the viewers, 
and their imagination charged with completing the task of making explicit the 
links insidiously suggested. 

Despite this selective silence – or perhaps through its very 
conspicuousness – the narrative of the murder tale achieved its larger effect by 
drawing on a multiplicity of images and assumed understandings of Afro-
Brazilian religions widespread in the popular imaginary.  Implicated in the abject 
act of murder were the equally abject practices of ‘black magic’, the use of 
obscure ‘potions’ made from human bones, and the ‘cult’ to the lowly spirits of 
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exus.  It is the recognition of such things left unsaid that leads my friend’s 
mother, a Candomblé mãe de santo herself, to place the pai de santo within the 
universe of grotesque practices she recognizes as macumba.  She limits the all 
encompassing flow of associations suggested by the news, breaking the 
possibility of the pai de santo being placed within just any Afro-Brazilian religion, 
potentially her own.29 

My friend’s mother thus dislocates the accused murderer from association 
with herself or her religion.  She insists on differences erased by the news report.  
This revoicing serves at once to represent herself as different from those who are 
willing to ‘do harmful things’, and to allow the pai de santo and his religious 
practices to remain essentially unnamed. Here, akin to ‘voodoo’ and ‘witchcraft’ 
in American society, macumba and macumbeiro become the condensed sign of an 
abject other (Kristeva, 1982).  There is no one meaning that provides a graspable 
referentiality to macumba.  Instead, the sign goes beyond the enclosure of 
immediate denotation, in a process of signification in which 'macumba' marks a 
constant Otherness, while itself remaining unknowable, unfamiliar, uncanny and 
grotesque. 

This is a complex act of naming.  It engages my friend’s mother’s desire to 
distance herself by enclosing the pai de santo’s practice within a name that is not-
hers, but at the same time it uses a name that in its very ambiguity names 
nothing in particular.  By naming the pai de santo a macumbeiro she engages in an 
evocation of multiple significations.  Macumba is at once ‘this’ and it is ‘that’.  It is 
simultaneously all of the dictionary meanings I listed earlier (chapter 1), 
exceeding any single one of them.  If anything, macumba corresponds not to an 
identification, but to an ongoing process of dis-identification and abjection.  
When she calls the practices of the pai de santo ‘macumba’, she is not making them 
more knowable, apprehensible.  She is rather responding to the unknown quality 
of his purported practices, the tantalizing acts that are alluded to, but never 

                                                
29 See Carvalho (1990) for a discussion of religious identification through a hierarchically unequal 
continuum in which ideas of chaos and disorder are always pushed onto the ‘other’ as means of 
asserting a better status for the ‘self’. 
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materialized in description, images or narrative in the news report.  It is not that 
macumba does not exist as a ‘thing’ – or more appropriately in this case, as ‘things’ 
– but that what is being evoked here is a landscape of meanings where the 
referent of the sign is an ambiguous one. 

Obviously there is no essential quality to the multiple practices, beliefs, 
deeds, acts, etc., variously collected under the sign of macumba, that makes it a 
mark of unnamed abjection.  Nor is there anything essential to macumba that 
locates it within a fixed realm of signification; in that way it resembles the 
unsettling of meaning of “poetic language” (Jakobson, 1960; Kristeva1980).30  It is 
rather the very sociality of the sign which imprints in it such multiple and often 
contradictory meanings.  My friend’s mother calls the saturated landscape of 
signification broadcast into her living room ‘macumba’, the same name one 
ascribes to the offerings of candles, food, beverages, etc., that mysteriously 
appear overnight on the crossroads of the city and is scattered as the day goes by.  
Just as the ephemeral altars surreptitiously placed on street corners are the 
evanescent materialization of absent practices and practitioners, of unseen spirits 
and their deeds, of (un)suspected desires and needs, the pai de santo, as a 
macumbeiro, is a fleeting embodiment of the supersaturated sign who brings forth 
mere traces of the acquired historicity of ‘macumba.’ 

In this chapter I follow those traces, not to provide a map through the 
maze that is the gap between the signifier and the signified within the sign of 
macumba, but to populate it with the heterogeneity of historically constituted 
significations.  I do not seek to clarify the multiplicity, or to make known what is 
unknown, to strip macumba of its seductive uncanniness.  Instead, I engage in a 
‘play of interpretation’31, where, in place of providing a “slow exposure of the 

                                                
30 For Jakobson, the “supremacy of poetic function over referential function does not obliterate 
the reference but makes it ambiguous” (Jakobson, 1960, 371).  "This function, by promoting the 
palpability of the signs, deepens the fundamental dichotomy of signs and objects” (ibid.:356), 
writes Jakobson.  For Kristeva, the poetic function foregrounds in signifying systems and 
practices “the crisis or the unsettling process of meaning and subject rather than ... the coherence or 
identity of either one or a multiplicity of structures.” (Kristeva, 1980: 125). 
31 “If interpretation were the slow exposure of the meaning hidden in an origin, then only 
metaphysics could interpret the development of humanity.  But if interpretation is the violent or 
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meaning hidden in an origin” (Foucault, 1977a, 151), I construct a genealogy of 
Macumba.32  This genealogy refuses to take the contemporary sign as having a 
meaning that results from a progressive accumulation of consciousness, 
knowledge and truth of/about macumba.  It reads macumba as a ‘ruin’ (Benjamin, 
in Buck-Morss, 1989), an ‘object’ engraved with indelible marks of historical 
moments and events.  It traces the often contradictory and tense movements of 
what Foucault, after Nietzsche, called the “course of descent” (ibid. 146), the non-
continuous, dispersed, complex process of the historical “emergence of different 
interpretations” (ibid., 152) that “gave birth to those things that exist and have 
value for us” (ibid., 146).  A genealogy of macumba and macumbeiros allows me to 
analyze their production as particularly situated 'objects' (and subjects). 
 

~~~ *** ~~~ 
 

Writing about another media portrayal of a practitioner of an Afro-
Brazilian religion (and her exu spirit) also accused of murder, Contins and 
Goldman (1985) argue that to take the ‘object’ – in their case the actual trial, legal 
accusations and condemnation of those involved - as a given ‘fact’, is to merely 
place oneself among the multiple (medical, criminal, academic, religious, etc.) 
discourses that speak ‘about’ it; it is “to dominate [the object] and to control its 
explosive potential; it is to dodge its frightful materiality” (132).  Susan Harding, 
speaking about another “repugnant cultural [religious] other”, suggests that if 
we take the story of our object – in her case the American ‘Christian 
fundamentalist’ - as an intersection of discursive practices that constitute it, we 
should then interrogate that representation itself, and “ask how 

                                                                                                                                            
surreptitious appropriation of a system of rules, which in itself has no essential meaning, in order 
to impose a direction, to bend it to a new will, to force its participation in a different game, and to 
subject it to secondary rules; then the development of humanity is a series of interpretations” 
(Foucault, 1977a: 151). 
32 The search for origins “is an attempt to capture the exact essence of things, their purest 
possibilities, and their carefully protected identities, because this search assumes the existence of 
immobile forms that precede the external world of accident and succession” (Foucault, 1977a: 
142). 
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“fundamentalism” was invented, who speaks it, what are the categories, 
assumptions, and trajectories implicit in its narrative representations” (1991, 375). 

In this chapter I turn to one dimension of this discursive construction of 
macumba.  I turn to public discourses, anthropological writings, ongoing debates 
on public policies that shaped the Brazilian nation and the public identity of its 
culture and its people, in order to illuminate the traces of these constitutive 
discourses as they haunt current processes of signification engendered under the 
sign of macumba.  I turn to them in order to illuminate the landscape of meanings 
evoked by calling the pai de santo on the TV Globo newscast a macumbeiro. 

In the case of macumba, to interrogate these representations is to engage 
with the intertwined history of competing and often conflicting claims on the 
representation of Afro-Brazilian religions, and the academic studies of these 
social-cultural practices.  This is a history inextricably embroiled in the very 
history of the constitution of the Brazilian nation, and the preeminent role of 
sociological and anthropological writings on shaping public policies and the 
public imaginary of the nation and its people.  ‘Race’ and ‘race relations’ have 
been a fundamental dimension of this construction of a national imaginary that 
invested upon ‘racial democracy’ and ‘miscigenation’ the foundational myth of 
its racial-cultural identity. 

To try to engage with the entirety of this web of interpenetrating 
discourses is to succumb to the illusion of completion, the false promise of a 
totalizing history.  Instead, my story recalls certain moments, conjures up 
different places of articulation, in order to “illuminate” (Benjamin, 1978) macumba 
and macumbeiros as particular objects and subjects that will animate (and in 
themselves “illuminate”) the story about religious practices and beliefs that this 
dissertation tells in the following chapters.33 

                                                
33 One can, as I do throughout this section, turn to a number of studies that focus precisely on the 
intersection of these multiple fields of discourses in the constitution of Brazilian society, Afro-
Brazilian culture, and race relations and racial categories.  See, among others Borges, 1993; 
Brown, 1994; Correa, 1998; Dantas, 1988; Gonzales and Hasenbalg, 1985; Luz, 1978; Maio and 
Santos, 1996; Maggie, 1992; Ortiz, 1978; Schwarcz, 1993; Silva, 1989; Seyferth, 1989; Skidmore, 
1969; among others. 
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As I am particularly interested in what I see as the political constitution of 
macumba as an othering sign, I focus on certain aspects of these discourses and on 
the role they have played in shaping some dimensions of culture and public 
discourse, at the expense of other possible readings of their effects.  This 
genealogy of macumba thus tracks the constitution of a “political field” of 
signification, one in which macumba becomes its determining exterior (Laclau 
and Mouffe, 1986, in Butler, 1992).  Even if those discourses do not by any means 
exhaust all the possible meaning of macumba , nor do they define the limits of the 
signifying of its meaning in social use, the ‘reality’ of macumba as a social sign is 
always already and inescapably haunted by this historical-discursive production. 
 

~~~ **** ~~~ 
 



 50 

Genealogy of a Polysemic Name 
 

In 1888, the very same year in which the three centuries of slavery in 
Brazil came to its legal end, Silvio Romero, one of the earlier analysts of Brazilian 
‘social life and customs’34, stated that “the Negro is not just an economic machine, 
he is, above all, and despite his ignorance, an object of science”.35  It was precisely 
at the time that African and Afro-Brazilians broke with the legal containment 
and social enclosures structured by slavery, that they were relocated as ‘objects’ 
of study.  The abolition, and the soon-to-follow birth of the new republic (1889), 
were part of an historical moment where the formation of new political, 
economic and intellectual elites, the geographical shifts in the locus of power, 
and radical structural transformations, contributed to a sense of profound 
instability in the emerging new nation (Chalhoub, 1990; Costa, 1995).  With the 
end of the legal status of slavery, the social and economic position of Afro-
Brazilians became a pressing ‘problem’ for the emerging nation which defined 
itself, on the one hand, along the republican and humanist values of the French 
and American revolutions, and on the other hand, along Eurocentric values of 
‘culture’ and ‘civilization.’36 

During the years of slavery, Afro-Brazilians, and the various expressions 
of African culture in Brazil, had been not so much an ‘object of study’ (a 
particular mode of control in itself) as ‘objects of control’.  Afro-Brazilian 
religions, in particular, were controlled (to varying degrees of success) through 

                                                
34 Artur Ramos, in his Introdução à Antropologia Brasileira, classifies the studies on the negro  
around the work of Nina Rodrigues.  Broken into three phases the studies are divided as: pre-
Nina Rodrigues, with the linguistic and sociological and anthropological observations of Silvio 
Romero and João Ribeiro; Nina Rodrigues’ comparative work; and the third phase, starting in 
1926, with the publications of Nina Rodrigues work and the work of his ‘disciples’ (Ramos, 1961: 
10-11, in Dantas, 1988:151). 
35 Silvio Romero, 1888, in Estudos Sobre a Poesia Popular do Brasil  (Studies on Brazilian Popular 
Poetry), quoted in the preface to the posthumous publication of Nina Rodrigues’ Africanos no 
Brasil  (1988 [1933], xv). 
36 The Aurea Law of May 13, 1888 merely marked the final, legal end of slavery.  Not only was the 
majority of the African and Afro-Brazilian population already free at that time (Azevedo, 1987; 
Costa, 1985), but also their full freedom was far from been achieved by the Imperial decree signed 
by Crown Princess Isabel.  I come back to May 13th and its commemorative significance in 
contemporary Brazilian society on chapter 4. 
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policies and disciplinary practices that varied from place to place in Brazil, and 
followed strategies as diverse as those who proposed and enforced them.  Even 
tough the common aim of those acts was to attempt to maintain the Afro-
Brazilian religious practices (and their practitioners) within slavery’s regimen of 
discipline, productivity and control, the strategies were far from being uniform.  
Commenting on the divergence between the government and slave owners 
regarding slaves’ participation in Sunday dances (batuques) in early XIX century 
Bahia, the Governor of the Province, Count dos Arcos, wrote that: 

[Slave owners] look to the batuques as an offensive Act against their 
Sunday rights, some because they want to employ their Slaves in useful 
jobs on Sunday as well, and others because they want to have [the slaves], 
on those days of idleness, by their front doors, in order to parade their 
wealth.  The Government, however, looks to the batuques as an act that 
forces the Negros [from diverse African nations], unknowingly and 
mechanically, to, every eight days, renew the ideas of mutual hatred that 
were so natural to them since when they were born, and which, 
nonetheless, are being slowly erased by their shared misery; these are 
ideas that can be considered as the most powerful guarantee of safety in 
the Great cities of Brazil, given that if for once the different African 
nations were to totally forget the antagonism through which nature 
separated them…; great and inevitable danger would then haunt and 
desolate Brazil…[T]o prohibit the only Act of disunion among the Negros 
would be the same as if the Government were to indirectly promote the 
union among them, of what I cannot see but the most terrible 
consequences.37 

 
The dichotomy of views between the government and the slave owners so 

neatly set up here by the Count dos Arcos was far from being a fixed one, 
however.  According to historian João Reis, the Count dos Arcos’ own 
predecessor as governor of the Province of Bahia, Count da Ponte, systematically 
“repressed any communal manifestation of African traditions in Bahia.  The 
numerous religious terreiros [religious houses], some times encrusted in small 
quilombos [runaway communities], were, during his government, invaded and 
their residents imprisoned and persecuted” (Reis, 1986, 114).  While both 
governors shared the ultimate goal of controlling possible slave rebellions, one 

                                                
37 Count of Arcos, cited in Nina Rodrigues, 1988 [1933]: 156). 
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defended the outright, absolute repression of the slave population’s cultural 
practices, while the other believed that supervised cultural expression would 
provide a natural alternative to collective rebellion. 

I bring up those examples in order to highlight the fact that, in either case, 
the authority to legislate over Afro-Brazilian cultural practices was part and 
parcel of the ownership of the slave him or herself.  The end of slavery brought 
with it the loss of the automatic control over Afro-Brazilian culture inherent to 
the structure of that system.  The continued repression of Afro-Brazilian religions 
after abolition was thus not merely an extension of previous practices of 
discipline.  The free Afro-Brazilian became a new subject, part of the new nation, 
and ‘in need’ of a new system of regulation.  New forms of discipline were 
inaugurated with the Penal Code of 1890, which replaced the post-independence 
Criminal Code of 1830 (Barreto, 1972, cited by Dantas, 1988, 165; Nina Rodrigues, 
1988[1933]: 252).  It is here that, in Article 157, ‘witchcraft’ [feitiçaria] surfaces for 
the first time as a category of crime.  Beatriz Dantas, in her now classic study of 
the discursive “uses and abuses of Africa in Brazil” (1988), argues that, even 
though there were no direct allusions to blacks in the Article, the very word 
‘witchcraft’ subsumed the religious practices of Afro-Brazilians, “generally taken 
to be witchcraft” (165), and the religious expression of the general populace. 

The same legal system which, through the constitution, granted Afro-
Brazilians a purported citizenship, also specifically legislated, through the Penal 
Code, over the propriety and legality of the new ‘citizen’s’ cultural practices.  
The religious communal practices that the Count dos Arcos advocated a 
tolerance for, under the guise of a ‘divide and conquer’ logic, was now 
criminalized for its potential as a source of “danger” and “disorder” (Dantas, 
1988, 166).  The police repression exhorted by the law was at these early years of 
the republic indiscriminately geared towards all and any Afro-Brazilian religious 
expression.  The contemporary newspapers not only abundantly reported on the 
action of the police, but also took on themselves to offer denunciations of their 
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own of functioning religious houses.38  It was common to find in the dailies 
articles such as this one from the Jornal de Notícias, May 22nd, 1897: 

A fair appeal.  We received yesterday the following letter: - “Dear friend Mr. 
Lellis Piedade  [Mr. Lellis Piety]– “This is the second letter that I have the 
honor of addressing to you, hoping that your undeniable patriotism will 
call the attention of whom it might concern towards the disappearance of 
the religious acts practiced by the African fetishism, which day by day 
further roots itself in this land, enraging and bruiting the popular spirit, 
which, taken by superstition, can only degenerate instead of elevate itself 
to the high destinies that it is summoned to, and of how many more 
disappointment in the center of families have been produced by these pais-
de-santo  and mães-de-santo… - A Patriot39 
 
It was then not only the State apparatuses, through legal codes and police 

forces, that were in charge of policing Afro-Brazilian religious practices.  It 
became an act of “patriotism” to discipline the social body away from the 
“degenerating” influences of Afro-Brazilian culture.  Citizens of a free republic, 
everyone was therefore responsible for making it possible for the “popular 
spirit” to achieve its “high destinies”, which, undefined as they might be, were 
clearly antithetical to the practices of “African fetishism.”  One should not forget 
that, given the lack of education of the majority of the population, this late XIX 
century Patriot was probably a member of the small literate elite and that his 
audience were his peers, the ones charged with the ‘burden’ of ‘guiding’ the 
general populace, “now potentially more dangerous as it was thickened by the 
millions of freed blacks” (Dantas, 1988: 165). 

In the contemporary media, the articles not only called on the forces 
charged with maintaining order to act upon the “African fetishism”, they also 
provided their own analysis of the alleged social ills caused by these religions.  
The various “infernal Candomblés” are described as causing “raucous noises” 
with its drums, which disturbed the neighborhoods; promoting “macabre 
                                                
38 See Nina Rodrigues (1988 [1933]) for several examples from the late XIX century; and Artur 
Ramos (1988 [1934]), for similar news articles from the 1920s.  See also As Religiões no Rio, 
published by journalist Paulo Barreto (João do Rio) in 1904 (Barreto, 1976 [1904]).  All the 
newspaper quotes I use in the text from here on are taken from these texts.  Citations for the 
sources will be in the footnotes. 
39 Quoted by Nina Rodrigues in Os Africanos no Brasil, a study written two decades after the 
abolition (1988[1933]: 240). 
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dances”; “orgies”; and “promiscuity of various libertine customs.”  Among the 
“moral and social inconveniences of such credulity” [crendices] were the “shady 
dealings” and "lewd acts" promoted by the “gangs of fanatics and fetishistic 
healers” [maltas de fanáticos e curandeiros de fetishes], who “pilfering gross values”, 
and “sacrificing the honor of poor maidens”, “create a focus of immoralities”40 
The image articulated in these articles was, according to the Afternoon Courier’s 
ironic commentary, “rather telling of the degree of our intellectual advancement” 
(Correio da tarde, November 18th, 1902).  The News Courier had, a few years earlier, 
wondered about the consequences of these Afro-Brazilian practices to the future 
of the nation, the future of its ‘youth’, “…if things continue as they are, what will 
be of this youth, what will become of this land so in need of progress?…” (Correio 
de Notícia, June 3, 1897). 

The profusion of articles and letters regarding Afro-Brazilian religions 
published by newspapers in the decades around the turn of the XX century point 
to the symbolic centrality of these practices to contemporary Brazilian society’s 
attempts to define itself – a land in need of progress, a family in need of moral 
and cultural uplifting, a nation summoned by high destinies.  In between the 
lines of these “patriot” pleads, there also silently comes at us the ongoing 
(re)production of the Afro-Brazilian cultural practices, despite, and perhaps in 
inevitable conflicts with, these attempts at their regulation and desired erasure.41  
The continued calls to repression betray their own ultimate inability to achieve 
the cultural control sought here, and to engender a social body according to the 
ideals that motivated such letters. 

In the ongoing struggles over the social significance of and control over 
Afro-Brazilian cultural practices, another voice was also emerging: that of 
institutionalized knowledge.  Alongside the formation of the ‘new’ Brazilian 
social organization, new legitimate fields of discourse about society, and an 

                                                
40 All citations here are from Nina Rodrigues’ excerpts of Bahian news coverage from the turn of 
the XIX century (1988[1933], 239-251).  Only original source will appear in text. 
41 For an account of the historical process of resistance and social-cultural reproduction by 
Candomblé communities in Bahia, northeast Brazil, in the first half of the XX century, see Braga, 
1995. 
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intellectual class that bespoke that knowledge, were being mutually constituted.  
The very news quotes I use above were collected by one of the preeminent men 
in that process of institutionalization of knowledge within the emerging 
disciplinary fields of medicine and anthropology, Nina Rodrigues (1862-1906).  
In a study of The Africans in Brazil, the young doctor used the news accounts of 
repression of Candomblés (the “factual veracity” of which, he asserts, he had 
personally verified) to protest and actually condemn the actions of the police. 

Citing Article 72 of the “political Constitution”, Nina Rodrigues pointed 
out that “it guarantees to all inhabitants of the country the full liberty of 
consciousness and of worship” (1988[1933]: 246-7), and that the Penal Code 
actually considered a punishable crime the acts of violence against the freedom 
of religion (ibid.).  His critique was not a simple defense of African religions, 
which elsewhere he described as primitive, rudimentary and humble expressions 
of humanity, predicting that, despite a long persistence, they would inevitably 
disappear, because under the “examples and institutions of the new 
environment, the tendency will be towards the complete disremembering of this 
religion as organized cults” (ibid.: 253).  The objective of his critique was, in 
actuality, to highlight the lack of qualification of the Police to discern between 
true religions (protected by the Constitution) and witchcraft, as well as the 
Police’s lack of legal authority to destroy the accused religious houses, without 
the full completion of the due process of investigation of the veracity of 
accusations and the condemnation of responsible parties.  Just as the Police were 
“arrogant” and “arbitrary” (ibid.: 239), and “no more enlightened than the old 
slave owners and the clamors of public opinion[,]…[revealing] at all times the 
highest ignorance of the sociological phenomena” (ibid.), the press in turn also 
showed its own ignorance of such matters by extolling the police actions.  The 
Police, Nina Rodrigues advocated, should merely be an instrument of execution 
of the acts necessary to curtail socially illegal behavior. 

Embedded in his discussions here, and throughout out his oeuvre, was a 
fundamental argument about what Foucault called the disciplining of social life 
and the production of particular social beings (1979).  For Nina Rodrigues, 
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institutions of academic knowledge, in summa, scientific knowledge, should be 
the guiding hand in the regulation and legislation of all dimensions of social 
life.42  Faced with a society marked by the large presence of a people he 
considered to be primitive, with a population increasingly ‘racially mixed’, and 
imprinted by an undeniable multiplicity of cultures, Nina Rodrigues turned his 
attention to what he saw as the most pressing “object of study” of his time, the 
“problem” of the “Africans in Brazil.”  Nina Rodrigues set himself out in this 
epic effort to study, classify and qualify, to frame according to scientific analysis 
the ‘cultural’ and ‘racial’ mixing that he found so deplorable.  It is as if through 
scientific analysis he could contain what in actual life he could not prevent.  
Despite this ultimate ‘failure’ his work did certainly influence not only future 
social analysis, but also public ideas about culture, race and black Brazilians. 

Influenced by the work on the correlation of criminality and heredity by 
the Italian Cesare Lombroso43, his critique of the violence against the 
Candomblés went beyond an attack on the police’s overstepping of the 
boundaries of its proper sphere of action.  Based on his ‘scientific studies’, Nina 
Rodrigues’ condemnation was aimed at the very Penal Code for wrongly 
considering ‘blacks’ and ‘whites’ as equals in rights and responsibility.  
Ironically, his racism was one of the first sources of socially legitimate defense of 
the Candomblés against the forces of repression.  “Scientifically shown” to 
constitute a developmentally inferior race, for Nina Rodrigues it was practically 
an illegality to hold ‘blacks’ accountable to a criminal legislation they were not 
capable of fully comprehending” (Nina Rodrigues, 1988[1933]; 1957; Dantas, 
1988). 

                                                
42 See Mariza Corrêa’s Ilusões da Liberdade  [The Illusions of Freedom] (1998), for a profound and 
critical analysis of Nina Rodrigues’s work and the fundamental role it played and still plays in 
the formation of Brazilian social thought.  Much of my discussion here is in debt to her work, as 
well as to Dantas (1988) and Silva (1989). 
43 Mariza Corrêa points out that Lombroso and the other Italian theorists of the school of criminal 
anthropology that so heavily influenced Nina Rodrigues, were strongly criticized by an 
illustrious contemporary of Nina Rodrigues, Antonio Gramsci, who denounced that “Once again 
science was responsible for the repression of the exploited and oppressed” (in Corrêa, 1998: 90). 
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This scientific discourse inaugurated a new type of distinction between 
‘blacks’ and ‘whites’.  According to Nina Rodrigues, ‘blacks’ were “neither better 
nor worse than whites; simply they belong to another phase of intellectual and 
moral development” (1957: 120, quoted in Silva, 1989: 161-2).  As Denise da Silva 
(1989) points out, now that the “inferior races” were “incorporated in our society, 
partaking of all rights under the republican order, one must note that the 
questioning of their legal accountability brings with it the implicit questioning of 
their own citizenship” (161).44  Engaging with other ongoing debates regarding 
the future of Brazilian society, Nina Rodrigues’ studies, legitimized by the new 
founded authority of the voice of science, would have a profound effect on the 
insertion of the newly freed Afro-Brazilians and their culture in that society. 

A major focus of his analytical efforts was the classification of ‘racial 
types’ in that society.  The ‘benevolent’ hierarchy of ‘racial differences’ and 
‘racial groups’ that informs his defense of Candomblé was reserved solely for 
what he identified as the ‘pure racial types.’  Challenging the ideas of some of his 
own contemporaries, such as Silvio Romero, that “racial miscegenation” would 
eventually lead to the desired whitening of the Brazilian population, Nina 
Rodrigues identified the mixture of ‘racial types as the actual source of many 
social ills.  In his study on human races he vehemently argued that: 

…the mixture between highly dissimilar races of men seems to produce a 
mental type with no value, fit neither to the mode of life of the superior race, nor 
to that of the inferior race [.  A type] that is then not fit for any kind of life (1957: 
133, quoted in Silva, 1989). 

 
To a society marked by so many different types and degrees of ‘racial 

mixing’ Nina Rodrigues responded with an obsessive nomenclature, with 
multiple schemes of classification and parameters of measurement of the various 
levels of “degeneration” of “morality”, “energy”, intelligence”, etc. (1957).  This 
close attention to isolating the different ‘racial types’ and their respective 
                                                
44 In an essay on the “criminality of blacks in Brazil”, Nina Rodrigues reiterates his argument: 
“Since 1894 I have been insisting on the quota contributed to Brazilian criminality by the many 
anti-juridical acts of representatives of the inferior races, black and red, which, although contrary 
to the social order established in the country by whites, are, nonetheless, licit, moral and juridical, 
considered from the point of view those who practice them belong to.” (1988[1933]: 273). 
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‘qualities’ had a parallel in his studies of African culture(s) in Brazil.  Operating 
within the contemporary paradigm in which race and culture were inextricably 
linked, Nina Rodrigues set out to differentiate and classify the religious practices 
that the newspapers had indiscriminately addressed as ‘Candomblés.’ 

He sustained throughout his work the argument that Africans did indeed 
practice a religion, and that it should be guaranteed the protection of the law.  
Maintaining that cultural practices were expressions of the mental state of 
particular racial groups, he argued that what to ‘whites’ might seem otherwise, 
was, for Africans, the appropriate religious expression of their cognitive abilities.  
Once again, this ‘enlightened’ defense was reserved not only for ‘pure African’ 
practices, but also for the group that he considered of the highest level of 
development amongst the Africans in Brazil: true religion was that practiced by 
the “jeje-nagô” (Yoruba).45  The other African religious practices fell under the 
overarching label of “black fetishism” (1935) which was represented both by the 
“degeneration” of the primitive African religion (practiced precisely by 
“mulattos” and “criolos”, blacks born in Brazil), and by the religion of other 
African groups in Brazil, markedly the Bantus.  “Black fetishism”, not 
constituting a true religion, fell under the label of witchcraft and could therefore 
be prosecuted under the terms of Brazilian law. 

What arises from this complex classification is a scientific schematization 
of society that attempts to contain (cultural and ‘racial’) elements that by their 
mere existence threaten the desired course of ‘progress’ in the construction of the 
new nation.  Nina Rodrigues’ valorization of “African practices” and “pure 
blacks”, in contrast to his warning against the “degeneration” of “racial mixture” 

                                                
45 Beatriz Dantas identifies this analytical move as the inauguration of the paradigm of “nagô 
purity” which will guide many anthropological studies of religion in Brazil, and will also inform 
the public discourse of many Candomblé houses in their ongoing struggle to attain legitimacy 
within Brazilian society.  Dantas speculates that a colloquial system of differentiation between the 
diverse Afro-Brazilian religions was probably in use among the practitioners studied by Nina 
Rodrigues, but most likely it had a significantly different meaning and use than that given to it by 
Nina Rodrigues’ reified system of classification and hierarchization.   (Dantas, 1988, particularly 
145-216).  I will from here thereafter follow Dantas and use the term nagô when referring to this 
category of identification of the more “authentic” or “pure” expression of African culture in 
Brazil. 
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and transformation of African cultures in Brazil, betrayed a profound desire to 
exclude the “black (‘cultural’ and ‘racial’) element from the fabric of Brazilian 
society.  It was safe to valorize things ‘African’ (which maintained an essential 
foreignness to Brazilian society) from an anthropological point of view, a 
perspective that he continually emphasized by pointing to the ongoing studies 
being undertaken by scientists in the African continent (1988[1933]).  After all, 
the African and things African were doomed to an inevitable disappearance or 
“disremembering” in Brazil.  “Blacks” and “black fetishism”, on the other hand, 
were excessive to that natural ordering of things.  They were a phenomena that 
demanded studies in order to be scientifically understood and contained, if not 
ideally erased.46 

Even though Nina Rodrigues’ view on ‘racial miscegenation’ resulted 
from his own search for a way of making sense out of Brazilian social reality, it 
also placed the future of the nation and its people within a conundrum of 
difficult solution.  Considered to be “excessively pessimistic” (Corrêa, 1998), his 
views on the effects of ‘racial miscegenation’ did not indeed prevent the 
government from sponsoring European migration to Brazil, a central feature of a 
policy of “whitening” the population (Azevedo, 1987).  The war that tore 
through Europe in the first decades of the XX century, crumbling the ideology of 
its absolute superiority, as well as new theories on culture and race that emerged 
out of the political and ideological turmoil of those times, in many ways broke 
the suffocating enclosure of the social order constructed in Nina Rodrigues' 
work.  As racial determinism started to shift its significance and scientific 
currency in the aftermath of World War I, and notions of ‘culture’ became the 
new paradigm of analysis, Nina Rodrigues’s view on ‘racial miscegenation’ as 
degeneration also lost its currency in Brazilian public life.  The view of 
miscegenation as the loss of a desirable racial purity gave away to a spousing of 
it as the means to achieve a desirable social order.  It became the sought after 
racial amalgamation that would be inevitably marked by a desired ‘whiteness’. 
                                                
46 See Yvonne Maggie (Velho), (1975: 11-16) and Dantas (1988: 145-170), for a discussion of the 
ideological presuppositions that informed Nina Rodrigues’s valorization of Africaness. 
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Nina Rodrigues’ racial views became out-of-place within the ideological 
frame that came to dominate Brazilian public thought on race from the 1930s 
onwards.  As ‘mixture’ became the very marker of Brazilian uniqueness and 
individuality among nations, social control and containment were concomitantly 
significantly reworked.  It is not, therefore, the racism of Nina Rodrigues’ 
analysis that is rejected, but the ordering of society resulting from that analysis.  
As Mariza Corrêa argues, while racial inequality was an obvious element of Nina 
Rodrigues’ social thought, in the valorization of miscegenation that came to 
constitute the founding notion of the nationalist myth of ‘racial democracy’ 
(Munanga, 1999), racial oppression and hierarchy were discursively subsumed 
under the purported equality and harmony of racial mixing (Corrêa, 1998). 

Even though the notions of racial purity and racial degeneracy lost 
currency within this changed ideological environment, Nina Rodrigues’ analysis 
of cultural purity – and the notion of cultural degeneration - did not.  Exorcised 
by disclaimers of association to its ‘misguided racism’, his work was to be 
reclaimed by a whole generation of scholars identified as the Nina Rodrigues’ 
school, and it became an obligatory reference for the “estudos dos negros no 
Brazil”, “studies of blacks in Brazil”.47  Those studies professed the separation of 
race and culture, often times citing the studies of Franz Boas as guiding their 
own theoretical views.  Nina Rodrigues ideas on cultural degeneracy, however, 
continued to play a significant role in the later works, a specter of the past 
hunting the newly discovered ‘cultural relativism’.48 

Nina Rodrigues’ influence on works to come can certainly be understood 
in light of the sheer magnitude of his opus, and in its central role in constituting a 

                                                
47 I translate it as “studies of blacks in Brazil” as a reference to Marco Aurélio Luz’s (1978) essay 
“From “Blacks as Object of Science” to Black Studies”  (Do “Negro Como Objeto de Ciência” aos 
Estudos Negros) in which he traces the shift in the studies of Afro-Brazilian culture from an 
Eurocentric perspective that considers it as an object of analysis, to the ones that engage with the 
very epistemological systems of that culture. 
48 Even if the term ‘culture relativism’ itself was not used, the Boasian concept of culture was 
frequently invoked as the new paradigm of analysis.  In the work of Artur Ramos, which I 
discuss below, another important influence was that of Lévy-Bruhl, whose theories of “pre-
logical thought” and investigations of the “primitive psyche” guided Ramos own psychological 
analysis of “the religious phenomenon.” 
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new field of inquiry located at the epicenter of the social formation of the new 
nation.  However, just as his research itself constituted at once a new field of 
inquiry, and the very object of that inquiry, those influenced by his work also 
actively elevated his research to its quasi-mythic status.  The main texts of the 
‘master’ to which I refer above were published to a wider audience roughly at 
the same time as the works of his most renowned ‘disciple’, Artur Ramos (1903-
1949), who himself was instrumental in the construction of what Dantas dubbed 
the “cult to Nina Rodrigues” (1988: 155). 

Ramos himself became well known through the publishing of innumerous 
works which enjoyed access to an unprecedented wide distribution, and a 
multiplicity of editions (Dantas, 1988: 155).  He took up the task of continuing the 
studies of the “Brazilian negro” which had been initiated by his proclaimed 
‘master’, at the same time highlighting that the ‘interpretive errors’ of Nina 
Rodrigues were due not to any inherent racism of the 'great master', but to the 
fact that the he had been “working with the science of his time” (Ramos, 
1988[1934]: 114, ft. 4).  Offering a “new exegesis of the data, with contemporary 
scientific methods” (ibid.: 21), Ramos embarked in a quest to sift out of the 
religious ethnographic analysis the “… ideas of the Bahian master which will not 
resist contemporary scientific critique” (ibid.).  Instead of considering African 
culture in Brazil as primitive due to an “anthropological incapacity…indefinite 
and immutable” (ibid.), Ramos reframed its ‘primitive’ quality as a function of a 
“primitive mentality, [a] psychological and sociological concept” (ibid., emphasis in 
the original).  The shift here is a fundamental one, as the “primitiveness” of 
African culture is no longer a permanent, racially (or “anthropologically”, as 
Ramos puts it) determined condition, but a cultural one.  It can, therefore, be 
changed – a change that, obviously, was hoped would be towards the “higher” 
European culture.49 

                                                
49 Even though I point to the shared notion of African culture as a primitive Other to European 
civilization, the less developed stages of Ramos’ cultural evolutionist frame are also shared by the 
“popular classes”, the “uneducated [inculta] classes” of all societies.  It is also important to keep 
in mind the significant differences between “primitive culture” and “anthropological incapacity” 
in the context of the times when Ramos was writing.  In the introductory essay to O Negro 
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It is this cultural evolutionary paradigm that allowed Ramos to analyze 
African and Afro-Brazilian culture in ways that at times seem to be at odds with 
each other.  One the one hand, he furthered Nina Rodrigues’ valorization of 
“nagô”, “pure” traditions in Brazil and Africa, and, on the other hand, he lauded 
syncretism, the combination of multiple cultures in Brazil, as cultural evolution 
(at least for the African and Indigenous cultures).  The purported “purity” of the 
“nagô” Candomblés was for Ramos a consequence of the superiority of that 
culture among African peoples.  According to his analysis, it was the high degree 
of complexity of those religious practices that allowed them to survive in a more 
“pure” form in Brazil, despite all the adversities their practitioners encountered.  
Even in Africa, the “nagô” would already have spread their superior religion – 
controlled by a sacerdotal lineage, polytheistic (i.e. no longer animistic) and 
based on a complex mythology, to name a few criteria that surface in his texts - to 
other “less culturally developed” peoples, still in animistic or fetishistic stages, or 
engaging in less complex practices of ancestral worship (Ramos, 1988[1934]). 

This distinction among the different African peoples who were brought to 
Brazil led him to a double placement: the “authentic” African culture was 
confined to the “nagô” traditions, and that tradition was in turn identified with 
the state of Bahia, in the northeast of Brazil.50  While Bahia became an index of 
                                                                                                                                            
Brasileiro , Ramos criticizes the “sentiment of pity” with which people reacted to A Cabana do Pae 
Thomaz  [Uncle Tom’s Cabin] and to the “libertary poetry” of Afro-Brazilian poet Castro Alves, a 
reaction which he saw as  a sign of a “false logic that considered [blacks] inferior”.  In that essay 
Ramos turned to Langston Hughes’ poetry, to the writing of “great black writers” in the United 
States, among them Du Bois, and to the “true “pan-negro”…associations such as NAACP”, as 
examples of the struggles resulting from the “color line…a tremendous thing that separates races 
in a glaring and hateful manner.”  He also criticized the “poems of “white” piety” as not being 
about the “black drama”, but mere  “mystifying romanticism, [which] hid the true faces of the 
problem under the cover of sickly sentimentalism, sado-masochism, where the exalted piety was, 
in reality, the opposite, the other pole of a negro-cide, sadism…”.  Even though this rhetoric can 
certainly be read as one of the earlier examples of the Brazilian nationalist discourse that 
differentiates “us’ (colonized under the ‘benign’ Portuguese system of slavery, land of a racial 
democracy) from ‘them’ (virulent English slavery, and the revolting apartheid system of the US), 
his expressed interest here was to point to the comparative lack of historical and anthropological 
knowledge about the numerically much larger Afro-Brazilian population. 
50 This double placement influences not only studies of Afro-Brazilian religion per se, but of Afro-
Brazilian culture in general until today.   Despite recent changes, the studies on Afro-Brazilian 
culture are still focused on Bahia (unless they preface themselves as being concerned with 
‘syncretism’ or ‘less Africanized’ cultural forms).  Bahia is seen, as the BBC film describes it to us, 
as “The Africa in the Americas” (University of California, Berkley Extension Media Center), and 
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“pure” African tradition, in Ramos’ writings Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo - the 
metropolitan centers of the southeast which, in addition to the significant 
population of descendents of slaves, had attracted a growing number of Afro-
Brazilian migrants from the northeast (Moura, 1995) - came to be associated with 
the “lesser” Bantu cultures.  These “lesser” cultures ‘naturally’ had been ignored 
by Nina Rodrigues and other researchers, because of their “mythological 
poverty” (Ramos, 1988[1934]: 75), which had led to their almost complete 
disappearance in Brazil, despite the larger numerical presence of Bantu peoples 
(a presence betrayed by a wealth of linguistic contributions to Brazilian 
Portuguese).  What one could find, according to Ramos, were only vestiges of the 
Bantu religions, “distorted” [deturpados] and “transformed” in the macumbas in 
Rio de Janeiro, “almost unrecognizable due to the fast work of the symbioses of 
mythical types" (ibid.:76). 

In his study of the macumbas of Rio, Ramos identified what he found not 
as Bantu religions, but rather as mere “survivals from the cults of Bantu 
extraction” (ibid.:103), a story here, a mythological character there, a name over 
there, whose “original” meaning, he claimed, had been lost.  Even the 
ceremonies of spirit possession, he argues, in the “macumbas of Rio,…rarely have 
that strong mien that characterizes the state of being-possessed by the spirit 
[estado de santo] in the gêge-nagô Candomblés.  There are many provoked and 
conscious effects” (ibid.:101).  The macumbas were thus marked as the opposite of 
the Candomblés “nagôs” in terms of maintenance of the integrity of an African 
“pure” tradition.  For Ramos, they existed as an “amalgamation…of elements of 
the gêge-nagô fetishism, of spiritism, of Catholicism.” (ibid.:103).  One can 
assume that what probably bound these influences together was the same 
element that he identified as responsible for the creative improvisation that 

                                                                                                                                            
many a beginning researcher has been admonished to center her work there.  I myself was once 
introduced by a friend  - who himself had just given up following that path and chosen to stay in 
Rio to do his ethnographic research - to one of the most respected and well know Afro-Brazilian 
intellectuals, who lives and teaches in an university in Rio.  When he was told that I was 
interested in carrying out research in Candomblé he immediately asked if I had ever been to a 
Candomblé in Bahia, advising me to go to there if I wanted to learn anything about “the real 
Candomblé.” 
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generated the lyrics of the songs sang at those newly formed rituals: the “fertile 
imagination of the Brazilian mestiço” (ibid.:98, my emphasis). 

Even though ‘race’ and ‘culture’ had been conceptually separated in the 
onset of his ethnographic enterprise, Ramos here brought them back together – 
albeit from a new, “sociological” perspective - in the figure of the mestiço,, the 
practitioner par excellence, even if not exclusively, of the macumba he describes.  
The mestiço  (the product of the racial mixing celebrated by Ramos’ 
contemporaries as an icon of Brazilianess) was an active participant in the 
religious “syncretism” which, in words that echoed the racial discourse on 
miscegenation, Ramos identified as the process through which “more advanced 
[mythical forms] absorb the more backwards [ones]” (ibid.:105).  In this 
conceptualization, macumba was, therefore, merely a temporary stage in the 
ongoing progressive movement of religious change.  For that matter, not even 
the relatively superior “nagô” practices in Bahia would be able to resist for very 
long the “avalanche of syncretism” (ibid.:127). 

As the focus of his work moved from the “pure nagô” from Bahia to the 
amalgamation he identified in the Afro-Brazilian religions of the southeast, 
Ramos further elaborated this theory of “religious syncretism.”  According to 
him the “various African cults amalgamated, at first, with each other, and then 
with the white religions…It is this last modality that predominates in Brazil 
among the backward classes – blacks, mestiços and whites – of the population” 
(ibid., 127).  In a context of coexistence of multiple practices, Ramos argued that 
the more ‘developed’ cultural practices and institutions would per force promote 
the advancement of the lower ones, not the degeneracy of both.  That road, 
nonetheless, was far from being a smooth one.  The change foreseen in Ramos’ 
syncretism was a slow one, as 

…it is not possible to, overnight, modify collective representations or 
affective categories of the supernatural.  It is a slow work over several 
generations, seeking the substitution of the pre-logical mystical elements 
of the primitive mind by rational elements, new forms of thought, where 
the deceit…, the specters…remain buried in the domains of the subjective, 
and do not commandeer reality, participating  in its functions (Ramos, 1988 
[1934]: 127). 
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In addition to the natural slowness of the process of the rational removal 
of the mystical from the midst of reality, there were also movements of 
transformation in this purported syncretism that in fact lead astray from the 
foretold final stage of ultimate progress.  One such derailment was that of the 
separation of certain constitutive elements of religion.  While in Africa, religion 
and magic were inextricably connected, when “transported to a new habitat, 
things changed” (ibid.:130).  In Brazil, the “progressive contact with other more 
advanced religions led them [Africans] to establish a difference between religion 
per se and a series of practices [magic], in principle fused with [the former], but 
[here] progressively separated.  Whites imbued those same practices with the 
notion of the secretive and prohibited.  Thus, witchcraft appeared” (ibid.: 130) 
 In the new social environment, as this separation occurred, Ramos 
predicted that some practitioners would identify themselves with the ‘religious’ 
realm, abdicating the primitive dimension relegated to the magical “witchcraft” – 
a movement of clear cultural progression.  Others, however, would partake, now 
exclusively, in this newly created “witchcraft” – “the witch will become an entity 
of mala vita [literally: bad life] and his practices almost always have to do with 
the penal justice.  Thus, he becomes the criminal witch…” (ibid.: 130-131, my 
emphasis).51 
 In Ramos' narrative of the 'sociological' transformations undergone by 
African religions, witchcraft became a "Brazilian reality" (ibid.: 131).  
Progressively "de-africanized" (ibid.: 130), it left behind the "sacerdotal function" 
(now exclusive of the 'pure' Candomblés) to fully enter the social "realm of 
survival" (ibid.).  That is, 'witchcraft' moved further and further away from the 
realm of religion, into the mundane world of everyday life.  In this world of 
supposed debasement, macumba and other Centros (religious houses) of 'low 
spiritism' surfaced, both in Ramos' text and in the pages of contemporary 
newspapers, as places where different kinds of 'illegal' activities took place.  

                                                
51 Here, akin to Nina Rodrigues, Ramos attributes this criminalization to a lack of understanding 
– not simply by the Police, but by whites.  They mistakenly “want to erase through repression 
that which only the slow work of culture will be able to achieve” (1988[1934]: 131). 
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Even though criminal practices, such as the once abundant "magic by poisoning 
almost no longer exists; [as] the vigilance of the Public Health [Office] and the 
Police managed to repress [it]" (ibid.: 137), according to Ramos one could still 
find a wide use of psycho active herbs, such as maconha [pot], in the macumbas.  
For him, this was one more aspect of macumba and low spiritism that betrayed 
their cultural and social distance from the 'educated', 'better' classes of society.  A 
distance which, dangerously, did not necessarily mean absolute separation.  The 
use of "inebriating infusions of pot", for example, was so remarkable as to even 
perfuse the surrounding milieu, as it "left the macumbas and catimbós and spread 
to the army barracks, prisons and the Brazilian groups of mala vita" (ibid.: 136). 
 Ramos, like Nina Rodrigues had done at the turn of the century, turned to 
the contemporary newspapers as "documentary" sources of the ample examples 
of this syncretism of "black fetishism" and "low spiritism".  While his 'master' had 
resorted to those news pieces as evidence of a certain public view of Afro-
Brazilian religions and police actions with which he disagreed, Ramos himself 
takes the reporting as unmediated access to information on the religious practices 
themselves, and, most importantly, as evidence of the acts and deeds of the 
"criminal witch".  I, in turn, take them here both as public expressions of a 
particular 'common sense' in regards to Afro-Brazilian religions, and as integral 
parts to Ramos' articulation of his own understandings of those practices. 
 In one of the news articles sampled by Ramos, it is claimed that "low 
spiritism" has "everyday increased the number of its victims", leading to 
"damages caused by the corrupt exploitation" of "the large numbers of illiterate, 
thousands of people given into ignorance and all other consequences of this state 
of mental blindness" (Corrreio da Bahia, 1-10-1929).52 Another one carried the 
headlines: "In the middle of the macumba - "Pai Quinquin" [a pai de santo] is in jail - 
With female clothes, the witch was dancing and singing in a circle of semi-naked 
womem."  (A Tarde, March 22nd 1929).  This article went on to narrate the police 

                                                
52 All news articles here and in the following paragraphs come from Ramos, 1988 [1934], 106-113, 
137-138.  My citations in the text will here and thereafter refer to the actual date and place of 
publication of the news pieces. 
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action against Pai Quinquin, and the arrest of several women in "carnivalesque 
outfits" (ibid.).  Yet another news piece prefaced its accounts as being about 
events taking place "In the domains of witchcraft" (Jornal de Alagoas, March 28th 
1934). 
 Those articles in the dailies, like the ones referred to by Nina Rodrigues, 
often named the practices they were reporting on, sometimes interchangeably, as 
"Candomblés", "macumba", or other current ways of referring to Afro-Brazilian 
practices.  For some, such practices were all, indiscriminately, "sad reminders of 
Africanisms in our midst" (A Tarde, August 20th 1928), while others remarked that 
while these might have "originated from African traditions transplanted here 
through slavery", by then they had become 'fetishisms', "associated with the 
'degenerated' spiritism and black magic" (Diario da Bahia, October 1st 1929).  Once 
again, the distinction that intellectuals such as Ramos and Nina Rodrigues were 
keen in making between the various Afro-Brazilian religions, did not directly 
correspond to the distinctions being made either by the white and mestiço 
educated elites of Nina Rodrigues’ time, or by the popular press of Ramos’ time.  
There are, however, resonances between the notions of 'black magic', 'fetishism', 
'degeneracy', etc., expressed in these articles and those in use in the various 
theoretical formulations about Afro-Brazilian religion.  Even if the boundaries 
were drawn at different places, they were still marked by the differentiation 
between 'educated' and backwards', 'religion' and 'witchcraft', 'primitive' and 
'progress', 'moral' and 'perverted', and so on. 
 These newspaper articles, when read against the writings of widely 
respected and highly influential intellectuals such as Ramos and Nina Rodrigues, 
give us a glimpse of the ongoing negotiations of representations and social 
legitimacy of Afro-Brazilian religions between intellectuals, practitioners, the 
'public', and the diverse apparatuses of control by the state.  This struggle 
becomes even more remarkable if one turns to the discussions taking place in the 
first two national gatherings that convened leading researchers and experts on 
Afro-Brazilian religions, the Afro-Brazilian Congress of 1934, in Recife, and the 
Second Afro-Brazilian Congress of 1937, in Bahia.  In the first meeting, the 



 68 

position of mediation between the different representations was taken by 
intellectuals linked to the Serviço de Higiene Mental, Mental Hygiene [Health] 
Service (Dantas, 1988). 
 According to Dantas, it was those intellectuals who were able to secure the 
necessary legal permits for some of the religious houses to function in relative 
freedom from the violence of repression.  Partially protected from the police 
apparatus, Afro-Brazilian religions were, in exchange, medicalized under the 
discourse of social psychiatry.  The practitioners were thus open to a new 
disciplinary frame, which, once again, sought to arrest control of these religions 
from the hands of the Police – and from the practitioners themselves.  The 
testimony of Pedro Cavalcanti, one of the doctors involved in this project who 
Dantas quotes at length, betrays not only this shift in the realm of social control, 
but also the intertwining of the interests of the multiple (unequal) parties 
involved in this process. 

Cavalcanti claims that, despite an initial resistance, to be easily 
understood given the "persecutions suffered by the poor blacks", his research 
project had enjoyed the collaboration of "well intentioned religious leaders [paes de 
terreiro] , who comprehended the honesty of our purpose, and who sought to 
show us the seriousness of their sects, at the same time that they cried out against 
those who abused the African name and tradition in centers of divertissement and 
exploitation" (Cavalcanti, 1935, quoted in Dantas, 1988: 179, emphasis in the 
original).  Here, the academic modes of distinction and validation of particular 
practices seemed to have been appropriated by the practitioners themselves, thus 
securing for themselves a modicum of legitimacy by distinguishing themselves 
from that socially abject, undefined 'other'. 
 In 1937, at the time of the Second Congress, a new Constitutional Chart 
had been enacted, and it was to the new letter of the law that some of the 
intellectuals turned in order to reinstate those differences between Afro-Brazilian 
religions which were neglected by the newspapers.  Echoing Nina Rodrigues yet 
once more, Dario de Bittencourt (1940) voiced the intellectual opposition to the 
undiscriminating Police action against Afro-Brazilian religions.  His defense was, 
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however, based on a new rhetoric, now nurtured by the "republican ideals" that 
should engender the "future of the nation" - the separation of Church and State, 
and the principle of individual liberties.  Providing a chronology of the changes 
of laws from the Empire to the Constitutional Chart of 1934, Bittencourt traced 
what he saw as the progress of Brazilian civil society, and at the core of that 
progress he located freedom of religion. 
 The legal guarantees that Bittencourt claimed were owed to Afro-Brazilian 
religions, were here tied to the very core of the republican character of the nation 
and national society.  The flip-side to this argument, however, was his explicit 
search for a definition of which practices should indeed fall under these 
guarantees of the law, and his call for the direct State intervention and control of 
the ones that did not quite qualify for such legal status.  The macumbas and 
batuques  that "violate the public order and good mores" were defined by him not 
only as criminal activities, but also as actually harmful to the public health (196).  
In his view, if a "fetishistic cult did not limit itself, with exclusivity, to the 
celebration of its proper ceremonial" (1940, 198), it constituted a social danger 
that lawfully could and should be curtailed and legally punished.  Implied in his 
call for a discerning evaluation of what constituted or not an "offense to good 
mores", were the recognition and disciplining of proper limits, and shared notions 
of morality and propriety that were nowhere explicitly articulated. 
 This ongoing public process of identifying, categorizing, and separating 
legitimate from non-legitimate Afro-Brazilian religions, became once again, part 
and parcel of the attempts to stake claims to the very legitimacy of academic 
studies.  But by no means were they exclusive to that discursive realm, 
continuously feeding of from circulating idea(l)s about (black) culture.  The great 
values of the Republic, so evoked by Bittencourt, had not been able to prevent 
the coup staged by President Getulio Vargas which had inaugurated the Estado 
Novo Regime at the same year of the Second Congress (1937-1945).  A period of 
intensified repression of Afro-Brazilian cultural practices had been inaugurated 
by the populist dictatorship of Vargas.  In this new political scenario not even the 
intellectuals involved in Afro-Brazilian studies escaped the control of the State, 
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as some of them would find themselves imprisoned under a variety of 
accusations, not the least of them that of communist activities. 
 The State's renewed attention to Afro-Brazilian culture actually followed a 
process of selective legitimization that in certain ways echoed the multiple calls 
of contemporary and past intellectuals to recognize distinctions within Afro-
Brazilian cultural practices.  Varga's emphasis on national 'progress', built upon 
the motto of hard work and responsibility under the tutelage of a populist state, 
resonated in the State's policies towards Afro-Brazilian cultural practices.  
Seeking to establish the State's control over and disciplining of Brazilian society, 
the new regime enforced policies that aimed at the repression of cultural 
practices associated with the streets and, to borrow Ramos' expression, the mala 
vita.  It in turn emphasized the legitimacy of practices that it deemed beneficial 
for the progress of the populace and the modernizing of the nation (Levine, 1998; 
Williams, 2001). 
 These policies were by no means limited to the cultural realm.  A series of 
laws, for example, were enacted in order to regulate the growing industry and to 
guarantee the rights of workers under the patronage of the State (Levine, 1998).  
The price for such 'progressive' social policies was the unconditional alliance of 
the populace to Vargas’ political vision, at the expense of autonomous 
organizations such as the traditional Italian-influenced anarchist labor 
movement.  The realms of culture and social customs were to be privileged sites 
for the direct regulation of the growing bureaucratic and police apparatus, 
through the actions of the newly created DIP, the Division of Press and Propaganda 
, and of the Division [Specialized Police] of Good Customs.  It was the latter who was 
responsible for granting the Candomblés registered with the institutions of 
Mental Health, the necessary license to carry out any of their ceremonies (Braga, 
1995), while the former acted as the powerful censor of popular culture (Levine, 
1998).53 

                                                
53 See Guimarães (2002) for a discussion of the populist policies of the Vargas State and its 
relation with sectors of the incipient black movement.  He argues that some of the changes 
brought about by the new political regimen spoke to black protest against the social organization 
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 The controlled legitimization of popular culture fell strongly over cultural 
practices associated with the lower classes, which, to a large extent, were heavily 
influenced by Afro-Brazilian cultural traditions.54  In the process of creating the 
ideal conditions where the desired "order and progress" inscribed in the Brazilian 
flag could take place, practices such as the Afro-Brazilian capoeira, which had 
occupied the urban streets, were forcibly moved from that realm, in this case 
being eventually moved into the bounded space of gyms, and codified into a 
regulated sports practice (Head, 2004).  At the same time, then, that the street 
practitioners were labeled criminals and subjected to arrest, the 'tradition' was 
uprooted and given a 'new' life as national sport (Head, 2004).  These State 
policies were part and parcel of the narrowing even further of the small room 
accorded to ‘legitimate’ Afro-Brazilian religions. 
 A parallel movement occurred with Afro-Brazilian religions as well.  
While the narrow window of legitimacy was opened to pais  and mães de santo  
who were able to secure patronage from influential public figures, the police 
repression of the 'rest' achieved unprecedented heights.  Religious houses were 
attacked, practitioners imprisoned and religious objects apprehended  - many of 
which would eventually end up in Police museums, in a remarkable cross 
fertilization of academic studies and Police action (Braga, 1995; Levine, 1998; 
Maggie, 1992).  Those religious leaders who were able and willing to, at least 
publicly, function within the permitted parameters, turned to the privileged 
academic discourses as sources of legitimacy, at the same time re-presenting their 

                                                                                                                                            
of Brazilian society at the turn of the century as materially and culturally oppressive to the black 
population.  The Frente Negra Brasileira supported the coup, and worked towards the insertion of 
black Brazilians as full members of the nation, at the same time rejecting Afro-Brazilian cultural 
traditions – until it too was banned by the new regimen. 
54 The ‘nemesis’ of the DIP were popular representations of marginal social characters, such as the 
‘malandros’, the urban riffraff.  Antithetical to the image of the hard-working-citizen so valorized 
by Vargas, the malandro was a kind of popular folk-hero, whose anti-work ethics, illicit deeds, 
and uncanny ability to evade the forces of law and order, were sang about in popular music and 
represented in other cultural realms, such as the Afro-Brazilian urban dance-fight of capoeira.  
Censored from that realm, the malandro and other marginal street social characters would 
resurface in the rituals of Afro-Brazilian religions associated with the People of the Streets, specially 
so in the macumbas.  I come back to this in chapter 3. 
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practices within the frames constructed in those texts.55  To them were granted 
pages and pages of future ethnographic texts, to the others, the ones who 
exceeded those frames, were reserved the pages of the law. 
 Even if there were still no clear criteria of identification of the 'illegitimate' 
religions, they shared the common fate of marginalization.  The fascination with 
macumba, 'witchcraft', and other 'degenerated' forms of Afro-Brazilian religions, 
betrayed by the numerous newspaper articles and the ongoing preoccupation of 
intellectuals, betrayed/marked the symbolical centrality of the 'otherness' of 
those practices to the organization of the very social order that dislocated them to 
its margins.  Repugnance towards, and fascination with, the 'low' and the 
'debased' are, after all, as Stallybrass and White (1986) have argued, twin poles of 
the same political process.  This ambivalence clearly played out in Brazilian 
society:  while 'blackness' was central to the constitution of the national identity, 
precisely by being subsumed under miscegenation, Afro-Brazilians themselves 
were economically marginalized; the same Afro-Brazilians who occupied the 
peripheries and other poor areas of the cities, were the protagonists of stories 
stamped in the cities' dailies, and the source of unparalleled attention by the 
police. 
 Afro-Brazilians' insertion in Brazilian society, and the place allocated to 
Afro-Brazilian cultural practices within that society, followed the logic of what 
Stallybrass and White have called the "contradictory nature of symbolic 
hierarchies" (1986: 4), in which the "low-Other is despised and denied at the level 
                                                
55 Once again, Dantas’ text (1988) on the uses of the notion of 'purity' by both Candomblé 
practitioners and in the ethnographic studies produced about them, provides a particular view of 
this complex dialectical negotiation.  Julio Braga's (1995) work on the resistance of Candomblé's 
practitioners to the various attempts at repression by Brazilian society provides a different 
perspective from which to understand the long history of the struggle against police violence and 
discrimination towards Afro-Brazilian religions.  It is also important to highlight here that, while 
Dantas’ discussion is fundamental in understanding the constructed nature of the purity of 
Candomblé, there is also another political dimension to the contemporary uses of Africa and 
purity in Brazil that need to be addressed.  While I am concerned with the use of notions of 
‘purity’ as regulatory practices, current deployment of that notion turn its history on its head and 
infuse it with new meanings that extrapolate Dantas’ 1988 analysis.  Purity becomes a means and 
an emblem of a continued practice of resistance to dominant notions of ‘miscigenations’ and its 
accompanying cultural ‘syncretism’ as defining the nation racially and culturally.  ‘Purity’ is thus 
re-read not as a result of social scientists’ reification of cultural categories, but as a historically 
constituted marker of racial struggle. 
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of political organization and social being whilst it is instrumentally constitutive 
of the shared imaginary of the dominant culture" (ibid.: 5-6).  At the same time 
that (racial) miscegenation became the operative word for the harmonious 
identity of Brazilian society, political organization under the Brazilian Black Front 
(FNB) - which sought to address concrete racial inequalities - was eventually 
banned by the Vargas government (Guimarães, 2002; Hanchard, 1994).  Gilberto 
Freyre, the social scientist credited with the birth of the modern version of a 
racial democracy built upon the idea of harmonious miscegenation, was himself 
a vocal opponent of Afro-Brazilian political organizations, charging them as 
being nationally divisive and fueled by racist intents. 
 The coevalness of the centrality of miscegenation and the repression of 
particular expressions of Afro-Brazilian culture, had another parallel in the 
coexistence of the social marginalization of 'degenerated' forms of Afro-Brazilian 
religions, and the flourishing of Umbanda, a religion heavily influenced by 
Spiritism, but also incorporating elements of Catholicism and African traditions.  
Akin to the normalized version of capoeira, Umbanda was lauded as the 'new' 
religion, the 'authentic' Brazilian religion.  In other words, the mixing of cultural 
influences was here considered successful, just like the (racial) mixing of the 
nation.  Instead of the 'degeneracy' of the syncretism of macumba or 'witchcraft', 
what was engendered in Umbanda was a religion which acquired its valued 
uniqueness and 'Brazilianess' precisely by subsuming African traditions under 
the fold of European religious practice.  This is yet another story that comes to 
play a very important role in the genealogy of the constellation of meanings of 
macumba.  I defer its telling to a bit later, as I first want to address the work of 
Roger Bastide, the author of the last great classic on Afro-Brazilian religions. 
 I do not turn to Bastide because of the grandiosity of his seminal text, The 
African Religions of Brazil (1971), even though the influence of his research and 
interpretations still bear heavily upon studies of religions in the African 
Diaspora.  What is relevant in his work – which began in the late 1940s and 
reaching its acumen in the 1960s, with the publication of his treatise on the 
sociology of African religions- for my own purposes here, is that it is emblematic 
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of a shift in the frame of analysis of Afro-Brazilian religions.  His is at once one of 
the last academic analysis to focus directly on macumba, and one of the first to 
address the formation of Umbanda, the former a "type of disintegration", and the 
latter "the birth of a religion" (1971).  His research on the macumbas in the urban 
centers of Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo can be taken as representative of the 
death of macumba as a category of analysis, a death that would be certified 
shortly after that in the title of Renato Ortiz' book, The White Death of the Black 
Sorcerer  (1978). 

Bastide's work concerned itself not just with religion per se, but also with 
race relations and the position of Afro-Brazilians in the class structure of 
contemporary society (see Bastide and Fernandes, 1955; Bastide, 1973).  His work 
on Afro-Brazilian religions is pioneering in that the insertion of Afro-Brazilians 
in the hierarchy of Brazilian society is no longer just the unspoken social reality, 
but becomes an integral part of analysis.  It is against that frame that Bastide, 
borrowing from the work of Artur Ramos, developed his own interpretations of 
the formation of macumba.  For him, that process paralleled the progressive 
insertion of Afro-Brazilians in the post-abolition, industrializing Brazilian 
society.  The large numbers of Afro-Brazilians who migrated to the cities of the 
southeast at the turn of the century would have given rise to a sub-proletariat, in 
a process that "destroyed their traditional values without providing new ones in 
exchange" (Bastide, 1983 [1946]: 295).56 
 The marginalized socialization of Afro-Brazilians into an industrializing 
society would then, according to Bastide, lead to a loss of traditional African 
values and beliefs.  Even though, as Bastide argued, macumba and Candomblé 
could have become the centers of solidarity and communion, and of maintenance 
of these African values, for him that only actually took place in the Northeast, 

                                                
56 For d’Adesky (2001) the “traditional values” Bastide refers to here are at the basis of the 
connection of Candomblé to the politics of racial identity and struggle in Brazil.  Braga (1995) 
points to that as a historical relation, and also emphasizes that Candomblé offers “positive” 
cultural values which he takes as sine qua non condition for social equality. 
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within the traditional Candomblé communities.57  In the southeast, however, 
Bastide claimed that Afro-Brazilians lacked the material basis to reproduce the 
collective dimension of Bahian Candomblé, for example, and, under the 
mounting pressure of urbanization and proletarization, their religious beliefs had 
disintegrated into the individualizing practices of macumba (1983[1946]: 243-244). 
 While Bastide's analysis reflected a consideration of the structural position 
of Afro-Brazilians vis `a vis the economic and social inequalities of Brazilian 
society, it also betrayed a hierarchical understanding of 'culture'.  For him, the 
integration of Afro-Brazilians among the "lower-class masses of mixed-bloods or 
part-whites" (1983: 284) and poor immigrants, was one of the social factors that 
pushed syncretism to its limits, "denaturing" and "corrupting" African religions 
(ibid.).  Echoing Ramos, Bastide argued that the social fragmentation of the 
'traditional' ways, coupled by the modern marginalization of Afro-Brazilians, 
lead to the degeneration of African religions into the magic of macumba, in the 
southern urban centers (1983).  The macumba in São Paulo, for example, became 
"the great source of hope for people out of work, out of love, and out of money.  
This is not a science of magic but folk magic suited to the extremely low 
intellectual and economic level of the big-city masses" (1983[1946]: 300). 
 While Candomblé in the northeast, "was and still is a means of social 
control, an instrument of solidarity and communion" (ibid.), macumba, on the 
other hand, "leads to social parasitism, to the shameless exploitation of the 
credulity of the lower classes, or to the unleashing of immoral tendencies that 
may range from rape to murder" (ibid.).  Once again, this is the miscegenation 
that has not turned out to be a 'success'.  Just as Afro-Brazilians were not then 
fully integrated in the new society, marginalized within the very process of 
modernization through urbanization and industrialization, the miscegenation of 
cultures here resulted in (social and cultural) disintegration.  Macumba was so 

                                                
57 While the northeast, for a variety of social-historical reason which ranged from higher 
demographic numbers to the prevalence of the influence of the culturally superior "nagô", would 
be, both in Bastide's and Freyre's work, identified as the regional bastion of African collective 
memory in Brazil, the metropolises in the industrializing southeast would be marked as places of 
degeneration of that memory. 
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much a symbol of loss that Bastide, in his analysis of the remaining collective 
rituals of macumba he encountered in Rio de Janeiro, claimed that there was not 
even the "need to go into detail about [its] unstable mythology" (1983 [1946]: 
297). 
 The mala vita also haunt Bastide's analysis of macumba, as he claimed that, 
even though the macumbas still served as "centers for the healing of bodily or 
spiritual ailments, they have also become places of free entertainment...  The Rio 
macumba  [was] becoming more and more debased, losing all its religious 
characters and deteriorating into a stage show or mere black magic" (1983 [1946]: 
298).  In São Paulo, not by coincidence a more industrialized center with a 
smaller Afro-Brazilian population, it was deemed to be even worse, as the "lone, 
sinister macumbeiro, feared as a formidable sorcerer, [had] replaced the organized 
[i.e., traditional] macumba" (ibid.: 299).  Not only was macumba associated with 
the "marginal man" - black or immigrant - but the "use of black magic intensifies 
passions, disturbs the nervous system and thus makes the individual more 
susceptible to sanguinary instincts" (ibid.: 235), that is, more susceptible to 
"criminal activities".  Here we have Ramos' "criminal witch" reincarnated in the 
"marginal man." 
 This was the one side of the effect of the development of the city upon 
Afro-Brazilian traditions, the "disintegrative impact", the bit by bit agonizing 
death of macumba (ibid.: 244).  The other side of that effect, however, was an 
"integrative" one (ibid.: 295) : Afro-Brazilians, holding on to the "need for 
possession" and to worship the spirits, but also recognizing the social 
"superiority of whites" (ibid.: 244) and accepting "the idea that social ascension 
could only take place by entering the world of Arian values" (ibid.), turned to 
Umbanda.  According to Bastide, the progressive "proletarization of the blacks, 
the assimilation of the immigrants, and a general rise in the standard of living of 
the masses" (ibid.: 303), led to the eventual "cultural and social reintegration" 
(ibid.) of Afro-Brazilians, and in this "restructuring process, what remained of the 
African religions in the gigantic metropolitan cities was itself restructured, giving 
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birth to Umbanda spiritism" (ibid.).58  Macumba was thus the dying practice of the 
socially marginal, the non-adjusted.  Umbanda, on the other hand, was the 
expression par excellence of the "marriage of civilizations, miscegenation 
between cultures in contact" (ibid.). 
 (Racial) miscegenation and (whitening) cultural syncretism were reunited 
in Bastide's final pronunciation of the long foretold death of macumba.  That 
death, if not in actual life, seems to at least have taken place within the confines 
of academia.  Most studies of Afro-Brazilian religions after the 1970s seem to 
place any and all such religious practices under the rubric of either Candomblé 
or Umbanda, the later being the title reserved for all "syncretic" practices.  I am 
by no means suggesting a lack of accuracy on the academic nomenclature, but 
merely pointing to the fact that Umbanda has become the catch all label of choice 
for all religious practices that are not identified with the more 'traditional' 
Candomblés.  That is far from being the case among popular writings on Afro-
Brazilian religions, where books on macumba, from recipes for love potions to life 
stories of the spirits, are readily available in any corner news stand, and even in 
more prestigious book stores under the 'esoteric' section. 
 Macumba appears often enough as a term of reference in people’s speech 
about religion, but always as the words of ‘informants’, not the social analyst.  
One example of that comes from a text I already referred to, in which Contins 
and Goldman (1985) analyze one of the various criminal trials involving 
accusations against practitioners of Afro-Brazilian religions.  In their essay they 
quote one of the accused women, as denying that she was a "macumbeira".  
Contins and Goldman, in their analysis of the accusation and defense arguments, 
point to the woman's claim as an example of her attempt to deny any links to the 
religious practices, arguing that she was dissociating herself from Umbanda.  It is 
rather telling that, even in an essay whose main focus is precisely a close analysis 
of the discursive construction of the meaning of such religious practices, not only 
                                                
58 The trajectory of macumba for Bastide was thus one of progressive exodus of Afro-Brazilians, 
who, seeking a better position in society, migrated to Umbanda, and a greater presence of whites, 
poor and immigrants, who brought with them "erotic and sadistic elements" (1983 [1946]: 244-5).  
I come back to this association of macumba and the erotic on chapter 3. 
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macumba is unproblematicly translated into Umbanda, but the mãe de santo's own 
identification of the criminalized religious practices as macumba  is overlooked.59 
 In this ‘new’ academic scenario, all syncretic practices are labeled 
Umbanda, in part because, as Patricia Birman (1983a) has argued, macumba has 
come to acquire a name-calling function.  Used, as the practitioner accused of 
murder in Contins and Goldman, and my friend Alair's mother watching the TV 
Globo news did, to accuse someone else of practicing that which one recognizes 
as (socially and religiously) inappropriate, macumba has been finally dislocated 
from the legitimate fields of discourse.  If Umbanda is what has replaced 
macumba in that space - albeit with a radically different connotation - it is now 
inevitable that I go back to the story of Umbanda itself.  My story is confessedly a 
limited one, as I am interested particularly in its the constitution in contrast to 
macumba, not in the complexities of Umbanda’s rituals, or the philosophical 
grounds of its beliefs. 
 A well known story is told by Umbanda practitioners about the beginning 
of their religion.  One of the versions of the story was told to me in 1998 by 
Omolubá, a retired leader of an Umbanda house which had moved from the 
periphery of Rio de Janeiro to a house closer to the center of town, in a 
neighborhood more accessible to its largely middle class members.  Several years 
earlier, Omolubá had passed his position as a zelador – a ‘caretaker’, as 
Umbanda's pai de santos are often called - to one of his filhas de santo, so that he 
could dedicate his life to the "spreading of the knowledge of the true Umbanda."  
Omoluba, echoing a version of this story that I had heard from one of my aunts, 
herself a long time practitioner, told me that on December 12th, 1908, the spirit of 
                                                
59 An exception to this trend to subsume the multiple significations of macumba  under Umbanda 
is Yvonne Maggie's Medo de Feitiço:  relações entre a magia e poder no Brasil (1992).  Through a 
historical analysis of criminal cases against 'sorcerers', 'witches' and other practitioners of (black) 
magic since the inception of the republic, Maggie argues that the discursive construction of the 
category of "witchcraft" [feitiço], within and outside of the lawsuits, is a process of social 
hierarchization.  The "play of accusations" embedded in the legal system, is, according to Maggie, 
fundamental in structuring the differential status of beliefs, practices, and social groups within 
Brazilian society.  Maggie's text, alongside Dantas (1988) work, have been instrumental in 
providing an analytical and historical frame for my own genealogy of macumba.  In addition to 
these texts, Birman (date) and Carvalho (date) are also important for the articulation of macumba 
as also signifying a dis-identification. 
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a Caboclo  - a person from the interior of Brazil, of indigenous or mixed ancestry - 
appeared in a session of Espiritismo  in Niterói, a town directly across Guanabara 
Bay from Rio de Janeiro. 
 The spirit, incorporated in one of the mediums, was thought to be a 
espírito sem luz - a 'spirit with no light', one who had not ‘evolved’ and acquired 
the wisdom to offer guidance to the living - who had uninvitedly come to 
interfere with the ritual.  At first people sought to send him away, as they were 
convened to invoke the presence of espíritos de luz, 'spirits of light', who were 
known to provide judicious spiritual counsel and much sought after guidance.  
They certainly were not expecting the spirit of commoners or simple people to 
impinge upon their 'session.'  The spirit, who identified himself as Caboclo Sete 
Flechas, Seven Arrows, was eventually allowed to stay because he insisted that he 
had a very important mission to accomplish with his unexpected visit.  The 
Caboclo Seven Arrows announced to the people present there that day that the 
young man who had incorporated him, Zélio de Moraes, was to be the founder 
of a new religion which should be named Umbanda.  He instructed them that, 
unlike the Kardecist influenced Espiritism they had been practicing thus far, this 
new religion would also honor preto velhos, Old Blacks, the spirits of African and 
Afro-Brazilian slaves; caboclos like himself; and boiadeiros, cowboys who braved 
the inhospitable backlands of Brazil. 
 Another popular version of the story which surfaces in various Umbanda 
texts, tells that Zélio de Moraes, suffering from a sudden illness that had 
confined him to a wheelchair, had gone to a 'session' of Espiritismo in search of 
spiritual help to cure the unknown disease.  It was at this 'session' that the spirit 
of light of a Jesuit told the people present that the illness was in fact a sign of 
Zélio's religious mission.  The Jesuit announced that on the following day the 
Caboclo Seven Arrows would come to Zélio and lay the grounds for the new 
religion and Zélio's mission.  Zélio was immediately cured, and, as the news 
spread through town of this powerful cure and the Jesuit’s words, many people 
were drawn to Zélio's house on the next day, so as to wait for the prophesized 
arrival.  In this version, then, the welcoming of the Caboclo  is mediated by its 
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foretelling by a spirit of recognized spiritual and social status, a Christian 
religious man.  Zélio’s cure is prophetic of the power of the message delivered 
and the spirits to come. 
 This mythical history of Umbanda has been rewritten many times, both in 
popular books which circulate among practitioners and believers, such as the 
ones Omolubá writes (1996), and in scholarly texts (cf. Brown, 1994).  The 
narratives clearly follow a plot structure parallel to that of some of the 
foundational myths of Christianity itself, the unofficially-official religion of 
Brazil.  Evoking God's handing down of the Ten Commandments directly to 
Moses, here the Caboclo gives Zélio the rules for the creation of a new religion.  
Thus, Umbanda, akin to the powerful Catholic church, can locate the moment of 
its beginning, can name its prophets, and, above all, trace its origin to a Divine-
like command.  The legitimacy of its religious character is reinforced by such 
parallels, and attested by the fact that the very announcement of its imminent 
birth was foretold, if not by an angel, at least by a Christian holy man.  This 
narrative sets up a sharp contrast to macumba, which cannot locate is origin in 
such a mythological plane.  In fact, as far as the intellectual discourse goes, its 
origin is one of progressive profanity, not of saintly prophecy. 
 The significance of the story of Zélio de Moraes and the Caboclo Seven 
Arrows extends well beyond the religious realm.  It significantly places the origin 
of the religion in 1908, barely two decades after the foundation of the Brazilian 
Republic itself (1889).  The historical moment when Nina Rodrigues and other 
intellectuals and politicians were engaged in public debates over the contours of 
the young Nation, was also the time when the spirits of Brazilian ancestors were 
to have become the center of a unique religion.  Nation and religion were both 
born anew.  In accounting for its beginning, Umbanda practitioners claim for 
their religion a true national identity.  In the prefaces to the popular books on 
Umbanda, the religion is invariably located precisely within the boundaries of 
the nation.  Its 'Brazilian-ness' is contrasted to the foreign origins of Catholicism 
itself, and of Kardecist spiritism and African traditions - even if it is precisely 
from those 'foreign' influences that Umbanda derives much of its own practices. 
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 This narrative of the formation of Umbanda can be read as an allegory of 
the formation of the ‘people’ and ‘culture’ of the Brazilian Nation.  In the 
Umbanda books, which can be found in the sebos - the 'greasy' used book stores, 
in the casas de canto  - the stores that sell roots, beverages, herbs, glassware, 
imported African powders and nuts, and whatever one might need to make an 
offering to the spirits -, and in the newspapers stands in the streets, stories are 
told about the encounter of cultures and peoples that resulted in the formation of 
the contemporary practices of Umbanda.  According to Omolubá, the cult of 
"simple people" in Umbanda came as a corrective to the elitism engrained in 
Espiritism’s exclusive focus on spirits from the educated upper classes.  Those 
spirits, identified by names and titles such as Dr. Fritz, which clearly mark not 
only an European identity, but higher social status, had to make room for the 
spirits of 'commoners', the caboclos, boiadeiros and preto pelhos.  Mirroring the 
formation of the Brazilian citizen of the new republic - the product of the 
miscegenation of Europeans, Africans and Native peoples60 - the religion, in its 
pantheon and beliefs, was itself the result of a similar mixture. 
 While the title and names of spirits such as Dr. Fritz forego the need to 
introduce the source of their authority, be it in the spiritual world or in this 
world, the source of the power of the spirits of the common people had to be 
spelled out.  The preto velhos are identified as "counseling spirits", because of their 
very gentle-hearted nature (Omolubá, 1996).  The images of a black elder as a 
wise counselor is strikingly different from the images of the dangerous sorcerer 
involved in witchcraft which underlined the newspapers articles quoted in Nina 
Rodrigues' and Artur Ramos' work.  Even though Umbanda locates its origins in 
the post-abolition, republican period, it is in the times of slavery that it finds its 

                                                
60 The allegory of a triple source of religious influences conveyed in this mythical origin of 
Umbanda, all now subsumed under a new religious synthesis, evokes da Matta’s classic image of 
the tripartite origin of the Brazilian Nation upon the encounter on a mythically dislocated past of 
three founding races, now also subsumed into the synthesis of the Brazilian people (da Matta, 
1984) 



 82 

'ancestral spirits', not among the free Afro-Brazilians.61  The Afro-Brazilians 
purported to be the members of the mala vita involved in the macumbas described 
in Ramos' and Bastide's works, or the capoeira  banned from the streets by Getúlio 
Vargas, are certainly not to the ones to be deemed 'spirits of light' in Umbanda 
rituals. 
 While black elders are transfigured into representations of divinely 
illuminated acceptance of one’s lot in life, the spirits of native ancestors are 
praised for their unrelenting refusal to be enslaved by the European colonizer.  
Criticizing the justification of the non-enslavement of indigenous peoples as due 
to an inherent indolence62, Omolubá asserts that 

Our indigenous people were stigmatized as indolent people, only because 
they did not subject themselves to the slavery imposed by the civil and 
religious colonizers who took possession of their land, reducing them to 
pariahs of society.  Today, the Caboclos have nothing to teach "whites"; 
they simply show who they are: proud, sincere, loyal, authentic and 
determined to always cooperate (1996: 16). 

 
 Here it is not a wise resignation that grants the Caboclos their spiritual 
wisdom and power.  It is rather their pride and resolution that attest to their 
trustworthiness.  The 'noble savage' then provides the Brazilian people with an 
authentic link to the land, at the same time that the commandments laid out by 
Caboclo Seven Arrows allow the spirits of the multiple ancestors of that people 
to "cooperate" in the spiritual world, and to provide guidance to their children in 
this world. 
 In the same way that the European was transformed through 
miscegenation in the tropics, the foreign religions were also remade in Brazil.  
The progeny of the immigrant would have maintained all the superior 
intellectual abilities associated with the white father, at the same time acquiring 
the strength and sensuality of the African and the primitive nobility of the Indian 

                                                
61 The images of the 'good slave' is far from being exclusive to the discourse of Umbanda.  In 
order for its validity to be recognized it is obvious that it resonates with images that are also 
conveyed in other arenas of Brazilian society.  I return to this discussion on chapter 4 
62 One of the colonial discourses that justified the introduction of African slavery in Brazil, argued 
that an inherent indolence and laziness made Native Brazilians inadequate as labor force. 
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mothers.  The 'Brazilian' and 'Umbanda' are both born of the combination of 
these elements.  Unlike Nina Rodrigues' desired containment of blackness and 
Afro-Brazilian culture through exclusion, Umbanda exerts that containment by 
fully incorporating them, as well as Native peoples, and in the process 
eliminating all the cultural elements that could be associated with that which is 
seen as the socially abject dimensions of the other.  Umbanda is thus constituted 
as the antithesis of the witchcraft and debased practices of macumba.  Even if they 
do share the presence of the spirits of everyday people, 'Umbanda' and the low 
rituals of 'macumba' do not contain them within the same morals and values.63 
 While this mythical narrative of Umbanda locates its origin in the first 
years of the XX century, scholarly writing relocates Zélio de Moraes within the 
frame of a different kind of narrative, that of history and ethnography.  
Interviewing the founder himself, and consulting yet another 'legitimate' 
documentary source, that of the records of Umbanda associations, sociologist 
Diane G. de Brown locates the first Umbanda houses in Rio de Janeiro in the 
decade of the 20s, and in the process reaffirms not only Zélio de Moraes' role as 
the founder of Umbanda, but the veracity of a foundational moment.  Setting 
themselves up in opposition to the demonized 'witchcraft' of macumba and other 
forms of 'low spiritism', those Umbanda houses grew in numbers, both under the 
Vargas government and during the later dictatorship started in 1964 (not by 
coincidence, another authoritative government that also actively repressed Afro-
Brazilian political organization – and other civil and political organizations).  
According to Brown, many Umbanda practitioners came from the military forces 
that controlled the Brazilian government for the following twenty years (de 
Brown, 1994). 

                                                
63 The writings by Umbandists share a moral frame that bespeak many of the values associated 
with the middle class.  If Max Weber spoke of Protestantism as the religious expression of 
capitalist ethics, one could certainly relate the moral frame of Umbanda to many of the values 
spoused by the Vargas regime, and certainly to the ideology of erasure of racial differences and 
conflicts in the name of a silent hierarchy.  It is no wonder then that, while Afro-Brazilian 
religions suffered the wrath of the State's repression, Umbanda grew abundantly in the same 
time period.  On an ironic note, Bastide traced the fall of macumba to the expression of capitalist 
values, as people came to it not as a religion, but as an instrument to make (illicit) monetary 
profit (1983). 
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  Umbanda's discourse echoes many aspects of the old discourses about 
macumba that have been heard throughout the century.  However, instead of 
depending on the outside voice of science to locate it within the frames of 
acceptable religiosity, Umbanda practitioners, partially due to the middle class 
status of many of its members, were able to themselves play a publicly active role 
in defining the image of their religion.64 True to its self-depiction as a mirror of 
the desired image of Brazilian society, Umbanda houses followed the modern 
values of that society.  They organized themselves into representative civil 
associations, and elected public officials in the government (Birman, 1985; de 
Brown, 1994).  In addition to the growing numbers of circulating texts written by 
practitioners, and the Umbandist radio programs in AM stations, those 
politicians played an active role both in the attempts to systematize the religious 
practices, and in the struggle to carve out an image of religious legitimacy within 
the narrow space left open by the Catholic church. 
 These public voices did not contest the divisions that had been articulated 
by intellectuals engaged in the studies of Afro-Brazilian religions.  In reality, they 
echoed much of the hierarchical divide between 'witchcraft', 'magic' and 'real' 
religion.  This time, however, they added, following the path opened by Bastide, 
Umbanda to the list of legitimate religions.  As Maggie (1992) has argued, this 
continuous process of differentiation reinforced the categories of 'Espiritism', 
'Umbanda', 'Macumba' and 'Candomblé' as structured in a hierarchical system in 
which 'witchcraft' was the category of division between the 'low' and 'high' 
religious practices.65 
 What has significantly changed is the landscape in which these public 
negotiations of religious legitimacy are fought out.  Maggie (1992) discusses at 
                                                
64 In the recent decades this has also been the case for Candomblé, partially due to the 
‘democratization’ of Brazilian society in general, but also as  a result of spaces opened up by the 
black movement.  For publications by Candomblé practitioners see, in particular, Santos and  
Santos, 1984; Mãe Beata (1996); Santos [Mãe Stella], 1991; 1993.  See also Braga, 1995; Joaquim, 
2001; and Theodoro, 1996. 
65 In the case of Umbanda, not only does it place itself in contradistinction to macumba, it also 
claims for itself the (Comptian) rationalism and scientificism that undergirds Espiritsmo.  Even if 
Umbanda represented a reform of the European practice, Umbandistas certainly recognize, and 
aspire to have, the higher status of Espiritismo (Brown, 1994; Maggie, 1992). 
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length another earlier appearance of an exu on TV, this time at a live-auditorium 
program on TV Globo, and the now defunct rival TV Tupi, in 1971 (1992: 225-
241).  This widely publicized appearance, at the height of the dictatorship, was 
soon followed by the establishment of government censorship of Brazilian 
television, while the events revolving around the case show the role played by 
Umbanda in reinstating the need to define the boundaries of religion and to 
contain the 'debased' and 'degenerate' practices of 'low' forms of religion. 
 Maggie, collecting information from the contemporary papers, as well as 
personal recollections of her own and of people directly involved in the case, 
recounts the story of this famous televised appearance of an exu.  Dona Cacilda 
de Assis, a medium who worked with an exu  spirit called Seu Sete, Mr. Seven, 
was invited to appear in two of the most popular TV shows in the 70s.  She was a 
very well known medium, whose exu spirit attracted crowds of clients, followers 
and the curious to her centro  in a suburb of Rio not too far from my friend 
Nilza's macumba house.  The contemporary papers claimed that crowds of up to 
30.000 people could be found at her centro, which was said to have 2.000 
mediums working alongside Dona Cacilda.  The centro and Seu Sete's apparitions 
were described very much like a show:  he wore a red and black (exu's colors) 
cape, smoke cigars and wore a tall-hat.  Walking atop long tables, the spirit was 
attended to by servers also dressed in his colors, who carried around bottles of 
cachaça, the strong sugar cane liquor which is the beverage of choice of exus.  All 
of this took place to the background of exu’s songs played in a samba rhythm by 
accompanying musicians.  Bastide's admonitions that macumba in Rio had 
become a source of entertainment certainly comes to mind when reading 
Maggie’s retelling of the events - even if the descriptions in her text do not 
(initially) refer to Dona Cacilda's centro as a macumba house. 
 Given Seu Sete's popularity, it was actually him, not Dona Cacilda, who 
was the one to make the appearance in the TV shows.  Thousands of fans 
converged to the studios of the TV stations, blocking the streets around them.  As 
Seu Sete appeared live on TV, people in the streets and in the studio audience 
responded to his presence by entering into trance.  The host of the TV Globo's 
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show himself cried in an uncontrollable emotional response to the presence of 
the exu.  The presence of Seu Sete was a smashing success among many viewers, 
and the newspapers carried endless articles about the 'phenomena'.  It also led, 
however, as Maggie tells us, to a cascade of accusations. 
 Many different factions of society battled in public, in the newspapers and 
even in the Legislative Assembly of the city of Rio, over the dubious moral 
qualities of Dona Cacilda, over the veracity of Seu Sete, and over the status of her 
religious knowledge and the propriety of her practices.  Maggie gives a detailed 
analysis of all of the diverse factions that were entangled in this conflict over the 
significance of Seu Sete and Dona Cacilda, but what I want to highlight here is 
how 'macumba' soon came up as the category under which the accusations 
against Dona Cacilda were waged.  In this case, the identification of Dona 
Cacilda and Seu Sete with macumba even played the odd role of being the 
grounds for their defense.  According to Maggie, some "adepts of a movement 
named counterculture positioned themselves [in the dispute], saying that exu and 
macumba were the un-repression, the counterculture, while Umbanda was the 
dominating ideology" (1992: 230).66 
 This, from the accounts provided by Maggie, seems to have been the sole 
voice that defended Dona Cacilda and Seu Sete  as macumbeiros.  The other voices 
that supported her spoke from different positions within the same rhetorical 
frame of 'low' vs. 'high' religions used against her.  This is not, however, merely a 
reenactment of the old disputes so central to Ramos' and Nina Rodrigues' work.  
In this case, the frame of reference is not 'pure' African traditions, nor simply the 
superiority of European traditions, even though the latter, through the all 
powerful Catholic church, is still the ultimate parameter of proper religiosity.  In 
this case it is the Umbandistas, particularly through the voice of Atila Nunes, a 

                                                
66 Maggie is here referring to Luz and Lapassade, the authors of O segredo da Macumba (1972), and 
to other artists in Rio who explicitly defended Seu Sete in face of the forces of repression.  Using 
the work of Sérgio Miceli (1972), Maggie links the controversy surrounding Seu Sete's case to 
contemporary aesthetic movements and artists who suffered intense state repression.  Miceli 
argues that the incident provided an excuse for the state, in the name of fiscalization of 'excesses', 
to curtail popular cultural expressions, such as the TV shows attended by Seu Sete, which eluded 
the control of dominant ideologies (1972: 187-188, quoted in Maggie, 1992: 238). 



 87 

State Congressman, and through the unique Umbanda umbrella organizations, 
the Federations, that take the active role of defining Dona Cacilda: the debased, 
the 'low' form of Dona Cacilda and Seu Sete's religiosity, which needs to be 
controlled, is precisely that which is the opposite of Umbanda. 
 The uniquely Brazilian religion, whose fight for legality had been 
pioneered by Atila Nunes' own father, placed itself squarely in the opposite side 
of macumba.  Its religious' rhetoric was also a perfect ground for cross-fertilization 
with the authoritative ideology of the dictatorship regime, as Atila Nunes called 
for different offices of government to provide a closer scrutiny of houses like 
Dona Cacilda's.67  In her case, the control of the state is exercised through the 
State Secretariat of Finance, which orders an audit of the centro.  Confined to the 
space of macumbeiros, she is made vulnerable to the fiscal actions of the modern 
State.  Located as a 'low' expression of religiosity, Dona Cacilda and Seu Sete are 
placed within the expressions of popular culture that, under the dictatorship, 
were deemed illegitimate and, often times, illegal.  In any case, they are 
expressions of cultural practices in need of control. 
 The end of the dictatorship in the 1985 brought an end to such overt acts 
of cultural and social repression, and freedom of religion is upheld by the new 
Constitution enacted in 1988 (coincidentally the year that marked the 100th 
anniversary of the Abolition).  It is true that “illegal practice of medicine”, “deceit 
of public credulity”, “charlatan practices”, “disturbance of the public peace”, and 
other acts often associated with macumba, macumbeiros and the mala vita, continue 
to be written in the books of law as punishable crimes. 

When exu  resurfaces in TV Globo's Jornal Nacional, almost thirty years 
after Seu Sete's crowd-drawing appearance, it is from those pages that come the 
discourse on murder that overtly incarcerates his image in national TV.  But it is 
also the implication of ‘black magic’, the ‘cult to lowly spirits’, the inappropriate 

                                                
67 Maggie contends that the State appropriated Atila Nunes' call for censorship of religious TV 
and radio programs by religious experts, and other measures of fiscalization, and employed them 
to its own purpose, turning such measures into an instrument of general surveillance and control.  
I would argue, however, that even if the final intent of State and the Congressman were not 
coincidental, they certainly spoke with the same ideological, discursive field. 
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nature of the pai de santo’s alluring ‘false religion’ implied in the lacunae in the 
reporter’s narrative, that led my friend’s mother to promptly identify the 
spectacle she saw on TV under the sign of macumba.  In her immediate dis-
identification from the accused murderer through that other accusatory language 
of religion, Alair’s mother evokes macumba as a sign whose significance is 
haunted by its continued relocation in an Othered social-cultural space. 
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* Chapter 3 * 

 
Crossing Stories 

 

Já foi Padre,      He once was a priest, 
Já rezou missa,     He celebrated mass, 
Já batizou.      He offered the baptism. 
Agora ele mora na rua.    He now lives in the streets. 
Já matou sete,      He has killed seven [people], 
Hoje ele é      Today he is   
Exu,       Exu, 
Filho de Seu Lucifér.     Son of Mr. Lucifer 
 

       Ritual song for exu. 
 
Mas ela é dama,     But she is a lady, 
Ela é faceira.      She is flirtatious. 
Toma cuidado,     Be careful, 
Que ela é feiticeira.     That she is a sorceress. 
Feitiço bota,      Jinx she will place, 
Feitiço tira,      Jinx she will break. 
Toma cuidado      Be careful, 
Que ela é feiticeira.     ‘cause she is a sorceress. 
 
Ela é uma santa, é uma santa    She is a saint, is saint, 
Ela é uma santa mulher    She is a saintly woman. 
Ela é uma santa, é um santa    She is a saint, is a saint, 
Ela é pomba gira     She is pomba gira, 
Ela  é uma santa mulher.    She is a saintly woman. 
 

       Ritual song for pomba gira. 
 
But if God is good, the Devil is not bad... 

Verse of a song for exu 
 

~~~~ *** ~~~ 
 

Some years ago I was walking down a street in Lapa, a downtown neighborhood 

that once upon a time had had the dubious fame of being the center of bohemian life in 
Rio de Janeiro.  Towering over the public square and the busy avenue that nowadays cuts 
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across the neighborhood, are the arches of the old aqueduct which during colonial times 

had brought fresh water from the hills down to what was then the heart of Rio.  No water 
flows any longer on the aqueduct, only the electric trolleys come and go – themselves 

also vestiges of a not quite as far off past - following the old water path to cart people 
from downtown to the neighborhoods that have overtaken the hills above Lapa. 

I was on my way to one of the old buildings a little ways down the street, just past 

the aqueduct, where I was to meet some friends who had been playing capoeira.  It was a 
night like every other night of a working week, its urban ‘quietness’ marked by the 

sounds of buses, and by people moving back and forth between the residences and old 
repair shops, car mechanics open late, modest restaurants, and bars that line the streets in 

Lapa.  Even though there was none of the bustling nightlife going on that particular 

evening, I could easily imagine the bygone days of Lapa sung in popular lore and samba 
lyrics.  The memory of Lapa as the heart of Rio’s bohemian and ‘low’ life in the first 

decades of the XX century intermingled with the memories of the even further past of 

slavery imprinted on the decaying grandiosity of the colonial buildings interspersed by 
many old bars, restaurants, and pé sujos, the ‘dirty-feet’ cheap watering holes that 

conspicuously marked the neighborhood. 
Many layers of history are imprinted on the landscape of Lapa, piled up not only 

onto the architecture of the space, but also on the social occupation of these spaces.  Even 

in a ‘slow’ night like that evening, in the streets not too far from where I was walking, 
prostitutes were already lining up the sidewalks in the street corners and in front of the 

cheap love-hotels that continue to shelter the business which seems to have been 
unaffected by the ups and downs of the neighborhood.  Their continuous presence here 

opens a window to the times in which these streets were occupied by all sorts of street 

hustlers, gamblers, petty thieves, bohemians, prostitutes, urban drifters, dealers of this-
and-that, and vagabonds. 

 These multiple pasts coexist with the modernity of the metropolis of Rio, which is 
forcefully inscribed by the skyscrapers that outline the neighborhood, and by the fast pace 

of the city life that cuts across Lapa.  They are also shot across by the popular lore that 
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marks Lapa as the berço da malandragem, the birth place of malandragem – the 

quintessential turf of men and women who, through their street smarts and trickery, were 
able to circumvent all sorts of adversities and to lead lives that balked at social mores and 

eluded the constraining letter of the law.  These social characters are arguably gone from 
Lapa now, forced out by a long history of social change and repression that moved them 

to other physical and social spaces in the city (a movement that I will get back to later on 

in this chapter).  Despite their supposed absence from this neighborhood, these men and 
women, the malandros68 and their female compeers, have become almost mythical 

characters in the songs and stories that tell of their lives and deeds in the olden days of 
Lapa at the turn of the century. 

 My own imaginary of Lapa is so saturated by these stories that, as I walked 
around the neighborhood that particular night not so long ago, I too could not avoid 

feeling their ghostly presence amongst the buildings and people around me.  In spite of 
the quietness of the evening, the traces of their memory clouded my vision of Lapa.  I was 

lost in this liminal time of awaken dreams, where neither present nor past exist in 
complete separation, as I happened upon a young man crouched by one of the arches of 
the old aqueduct.  I discreetly slowed down to see him finishing decorating a clay bowl 

filled with manioc flour tinted by the bright orange color of dende palm oil.  Seven cards 
from a red deck already lined the bowl, and seven thick rings of onion topped the mound 
of flour.  The man quickly lit seven cigarettes, which joined the rest of the decorations.  

From plastic bags laying by his knees he added a bottle of sugar cane liquor to the 
ensemble he was carefully placing by the path that crossed under the ancient arches.  

Seven candles which he was lighting as I walked away finished off the offering. The man 
also walked away, leaving the offer to sit there by itself as other passersby either deviated 
their steps or feigned not noticing it, or signed the cross over themselves when noticing it 

a little too late to actually avoid it. 
 The light of the glowing bowl added another layer to the landscape of memory that 
is Lapa.  The ghostly presence of the absent past occupants of these streets was here made 

                                                
68 I graph malandros in plain script when referring to the historical characters and the figures of 
popular lore, and use italicized script when referring to the spirits. 
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to be felt in yet another realm.  No longer just ethereal memories embedded in folk lore, 
the offering indexed their present existence as Spirits who refuse to be set aside in a time 
long gone. The malandros, so mythified in popular lore, emerge as also part of another 
mythical imaginary/world – that of the spirits invoked in the rituals of macumba and 

other Afro-Brazilian religions. 
Coming from their new dwellings in the far realms of the netherworld, from the 

calunga , the cemeteries, and from the crossroads of their old turf throughout the city, 
the malandros break into the present as spirits who wander about in the streets.  In this 
new form, they inhabit a repertoire of stories that tell of their deeds past and present, and 
are embodied in religious rituals of consultation and celebration.  If in life the malandros 

transgressed the boundaries of moral propriety and evaded the confinement of social 
rules, in death they transgress the boundaries of life and death, of past and present, of this 
world and the spiritual world, to rejoin the living and the dead in the contemporary life of 

the city. 
 Offerings like the one the man placed by the crossing of the old arches and the city 

avenue are found throughout the city.  Some places are more popular than others, the 
black stain of burnt candles often being the only testimony to the many offerings that 

adorn some of these well-liked places.  Even though Lapa is a special place to make such 
offerings, the outside walls of some Catholic churches; the cruzeiro, the large white 

crosses at the center of cemeteries; the Commoner’s Ossuary69 in those cemeteries; places 
that are thought to be in between the here and there, are all frequent sites for them as 

well.  These offerings are placed in the moradas, the space of dwelling of the spirits who, 
if pleased or appeased by the offer, will act upon the requests by the believers.  While the 

supplications will generally have been made under the protective privacy of religious 
rituals, away from the unwanted eyes of passersby, the offerings are placed in these public 
spaces, because it is here that one finds the spirits for whom the beverages, foods and gifts 

are intended: the people of the streets, the povo da rua. 
                                                
69 I am talking about Catholic cemeteries, where the highest points are adorned by large crosses 
that overlook the field of tombs.  It is also a Catholic practice to open the buried coffins after five 
years in order to relocate the bones of the deceased into a small box which is then placed back in 
the family tomb.  When coffins which had been buried outside of family burial grounds, in the 
space set aside for paupers and unclaimed bodies, are opened, the remains are placed in a 
common ossuary, generally a simple and unmarked cement structure. 
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 The malandros of the olden days, and their compeers of not so long ago, reemerge 
in the present as a group of spirits who in their very name refer to the interstitial, public 
spaces, of the social landscape of the city which they occupied in their mythologized past 
lives.  The povo da rua comprises an array of male and female spirits, the malandros 
and pomba giras, who are known under names such as Zé Pilintra, Maria Mulambo 
[Ragged Mary], Maria Padilha, Pomba Gira Menina [Girl/Youth Pomba Gira], Sete 

Encruza [Seven Crossings], etc.  They are also collectively known by the name of exus70.  
Exu is the West African orixá identified in the Afro-Brazilian tradition as a trickster 

deity whose stories describe a character imbued with the creativity of ambiguity, and the 
power of renewal through the continuous disturbing of order and the upsetting of 

stagnating stability.71  As mãe de santo Mãe Santa once told me, the religious myths 
describe Exu72 “as the avid mouth that devours all that exists, but also regurgitates and 

recreates life.” 

                                                
70 In addition to the spirits generally known as povo da rua, exus, as a category of spirits, also 
encompass spirits with names such as Exu Tiriri [a possible abbreviation for ‘tiririca’, angry, 
furious], Exu Arranca Toco [Removes Stumps], Exu Tronqueira [Mutilated – even though the name 
also refers to both the wood where slaves were tied to and whipped, and the one who inflicted 
the punishment], Exu das Almas [of the souls]; Exu Caveira [Skull], etc.  The presence of these exus 
in the rituals is marked by the very contorted bodies of the mediums and by what is generally 
described as a weighty possession.  They have none of the gaiety and charged playfulness of the 
other exus, the povo da rua, and their presence is marked by a sense of respectful distance and 
often times outright fear.  These exus carry with them a particular mark of the identification of 
exus with the Devil – they represent the after life not in the human-like face of the malandros and 
pomba giras, but in the more frightful images of contorted bodies, tortured souls, tormented (and 
tormenting) death.  They often communicate through grunt like sounds that seem more like 
threatening growls.  In that sense, they do not partake of the sociality of speech, and express a 
liminality qualitatively different from that of malandros and pomba giras.  I never encountered any 
of these exus providing consultations – even tough they certainly do, nor did these exus surface 
very often in the conversations I had with macumbeiros and spirits.  It might be that their own un-
sociality kept them out of that circulating storying of the povo da rua.  It might be that their link 
with death and the otherworld might be so profound that their extreme liminality to this world 
makes even a narrative entanglement with them too threatening to one’s well being, but that is a 
different issue from what I propose to address here.  In any case, these other exus, which people 
sometimes referred to as ‘heavy’ spirits to work with, heighten even further the perception of 
exus as linked to a realm of devilish things.   I refer the reader to Liana Trindade’s (1985) classic 
work on exu, as my own interest here is of a different quality.  Trindade, in her numerous 
interviews with Umbandistas   who work with exu collected depositions that illuminate some of 
these differences.  
71 See Gates (1988) for a Disaporic interpretation of exu. 
72 I reserve the capitalized form (Exu) when referring to the African-Brazilian deity, and use lower 
casing (exu, exus) when speaking about the spirits also known as povo da rua – unless Exu is part of 
the proper name of a spirit, as in Exu Caveira.  In the African-Brazilian pantheon, Exu is the 
proper name of a deity, while exus refer to a category of spirits. 
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While in most Candomblé houses Exu retains this status as an orixá, in 
macumba, Exu gains a new interpretation to its identity through its association to the 
povo da rua.  Not only does exu shed the African dimension of its identity to become a 
Brazilian ancestor, but also gains a new and powerful hue in the popular association of 

the povo da rua to the Christian devil73.  It is the povo da rua, enveloped by the 
multiple histories that they carry with their various names, that attract many of the 

people who come to attend and participate in the rituals of macumba.  These spirits are 
central to many of the rituals, and the power invested in them is sought after by the 

followers who beseech the povo da rua’s help, guidance and intervention in one’s daily 
lives and affairs.  In many ways, it is the presence of exus  in the rituals, ceremonies, 

stories, and celebrations of macumba that constitute, within the wider public imaginary, 
the very identity of macumba. 

The povo da rua are brought into the heart of religious rituals, at the same time 
that their presence in the ‘everyday’ of this world disrupts their confinement to either of 

those realms.  It is to the movement of the spirits between these realms, which at once 
extends the boundaries of ritual outwards, and brings the outside world into the frame of 

ritual, that I turn my attention in this chapter.  I have spoken of macumba thus far 
(chapter 2) as a sign in a field of discourses that attempt to locate it within (or dislocate it 

from) particular places in Brazilian society.  I turn now to the practices that at once 
constitute and express the materiality of that circulating sign – a materiality that resists 
its confinement within any single one of the multiple discourses that attempt to define it. 

To follow the movement of the povo da rua  is to take the reader through time; 
through different realms of the presence of the spirits; and through the lives of the people 

                                                
73 This is not to say that the imagery of the Devil does not taint the public perception of Exu in 
Candomblé as well.  Exu’s very defiance of a fixed identity and disregard for proper order have 
been taken as signs of the Devil as far back as colonial West Africa.  Even though the Orixá is 
commonly referred to as ‘he’, and ‘his’ representations are often marked by excessively large 
phallus, ‘his’ images also depict the deity as having breasts.  The stories tell of ‘his’ having traits 
not of a hermaphrodite, but of a god with a heightened sexuality that is not contained by any 
simple definitions of masculinity or femininity.  While within the practices of Afro-Brazilian 
religions this association of Exu with disruption is at the center of ‘his’ powers as the one who 
opens pathways and generates possibilities, it is precisely this radical instability that has been re-
interpreted by Christianity as the 'evilness' of Exu.  While in Brazilian popular culture ‘he’ is 
feared for this association with the forces of 'evil', in Afro-Brazilian religions ‘his’ power is 
fearfully respected because of its unpredictability and, ultimately, because of ‘his’ almost 
untamable disregard for rules. 
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who share their memories and experiences with those of the povo da rua.  It is to weave 
this ethnographic narrative through the meandering multitude of stories that, akin to 

verses of incantation, continuously bring the spirits into existence here and over there, 
both in terms of time and place.  It is to take the reader to the profane streets where the 
traces of the spirits are present; to the sacred rituals in and out of the streets where the 
spirits become present in bodies and stories.  It is to try to evoke the shared sociality of 
this acquired sensibility to the at once hidden and markedly present existence of the 

povo da rua. 
 

~~~ *** ~~~ 
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Unexpected Presences 
 
 

Exu, who has two heads    Exu que tem duas cabeças 
But he looks [over]      Mas ele olha 
His band with faith     Sua banda com fé 
But one is      Mas uma é 
Satan from Hell     Satanás do inferno 
The other is      A outra é 
Of Jesus of Nazareth.     De Jesus Nazaré 

•• 
If you want me to kill, I will kill   Se quiser que eu mato, eu mato 
If you want me to give, I will give   Se quiser que eu dê, eu dô 
If you want me to defend you    Se quiser que lhe defenda 
I’ll will be your defender    Eu serei seu defensor 
 

Songs for exu 
 

 It is in the nature of spirits to intervene in the lives of the people in this world.  A 

great part of the rituals surrounding the practice of macumba revolve around the 
appeasing of the spirits or the active requesting for their intervention.  Much of the deeds 

of the spirits is done, however, within the confines of the spiritual world where they 
dwell, even if the effects of such acts present themselves in the world of the living.  Exus 

themselves often perform their “work” that way.  But not always.  Stories abound about 

their actual presence in the everyday life of those who believe in them – and even in that 
of those who are foolish enough not to. 

Sometimes there are just traces of them, like an overheard whisper in one’s ear, or 
a faint smell of alcohol or strong perfume in the air.  Tony, a young man who at the time 
I met him had just joined Luciana’s house, used to say that he felt that a malandro spirit 
called Zé Pilintra was always with him as he went around town taking care of his daily 
business.  Sometimes when I’m in doubt about what to do, I hear this voice in my 
ear... He just points me in a direction, or turns me away from something, Tony 
once explained it to me, as we waited for one of the weekly consultation sessions to start 
at Luciana’s house.  Sometimes there is much more than just this faintly felt presence of 
exu. 
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Later on that same night, when the songs for the gira for the povo da rua started 
calling on the presence of the exus, Tony’s friend did show up for all to see.  Tony’s 
boyish gait was then replaced by all the bodily sings of the malandros, from the 
mischievous expressions to the strut in the walk and the smoothness of talk.  Zé Pilintra 
had arrived, taking over the body that Tony so willingly offered.  As the embodied spirit 
started his performance of banter and roguish talk with the people around, he asked me 
for something to smoke.  I took out a Hollywood from the pack Tony had set aside for 
him, but he rejected it, That’s not my smoke!.  Seu Jorge, the main singer for the spirits 
at Luciana’s house, and a long time friend of her family, came over, tore the yellow filter 
from the cigarette, squeezed the stub’s ends, and handed it back to Zé Pilintra, who took 
it with pleasure and a charming tip of his hat to me.  What he really wants is a joint, 
seu Jorge explained.  Can I give him a joint?, I asked back, knowing fully well that at 
least a few of the younger mediums  there that night smoked pot.  No, seu Jorge replied, 
unfazed by my question, but you can place one in the crossroads.  Light it and stick 
one end into the ground, he instructed me.  Pilintra will get it there, seu Jorge 
assured me. 

We stood there, watching Zé Pilintra, as seu Jorge confided that he did not like to 
see Tony working with him, that is, incorporating the spirit.  Don’t you like Zé 
Pilintra?, I wondered in surprise.  It’s just that he is not a good influence.  Look at 
Tony...he was a good kid, and now...this talk about dropping out of school is all 
his doing... this is no good.  Malandros always create confusion...It was this story 
of walking with a malandro that took my son away from here...Now it’s this one 
[Tony]...I want to see what’s going to happen... 

Tony did indeed stray from his path.  He dropped out of the prestigious public 
technical school he had been attending, despite Luciana’s continuous warnings that he 
would be throwing away a valuable opportunity of obtaining a good education and the 
chance of securing a good job upon graduation.  Word got around that his father blamed 
Tony’s joining Luciana’s centro for his teenage son’s newly found rebellious strike.  
Tony in turn dismissed his father’s newly found concern for his son’s well being, 
claiming that he knew what he was doing, I don’t like what I’m doing now... They 
say it’s the malandro who is making me do this, but I dread going to that 
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school....Vânia, I want to make money...to have a job that gives me 
money...now!...I’m going to take the test for the Military Academy [Air Force 
Officer’s Training Corps]... 

Like, Alex, Seu Jorge’s son, Tony was to abandon school – under the influence of a 
malandro, as was everyone’s understanding – and join the military.  The changes in 
their life mirrored each other in their encounter with exu, but they also reflected the 
racialized social hierarchy of Brazilian society.  Tony, from a lower middle class white 
family, whose divorced mother owned a small bakery across the street from the high 
security women’s penitentiary between Bangu and the neighboring Vila Kennedy, and 
whose father worked in an illegal scheme that smuggled undocumented immigrants from 
the interior of Brazil to the US, aspired to join the Officer’s ranks.  Alex, a young light 
skinned black man whose mother was a house wife, and father a most often unemployed 
construction worker, had joined the Army as an infantry man.  Alex and Tony had much 
more in common than their English sounding names – not only long families histories of 
involvement in Afro-Brazilian religions, going back a few generations, but now also what 
everyone took to be the influence of malandros upon the course of their young lives. 

Depending on which path you choose to follow in life, you are bound to 

encounter exu.  I remember once taking a short cut with my friend Alair down a dark 
railway track behind his house, when he greeted a young man who I had never seen 

before, who was walking our way.  To my surprise, Alair addressed the man by saying 

Larô Exu, the ritual expression used to salute exu.  Exu momentarily halted his walk, 
looking a bit puzzled by the sudden interruption.  Glancing intently at Alair with a look 

that seemed like an inspection, he curtly acknowledged the respectful salutation, and 
moved on.  I had not recognized the presence of the spirit, but before I could ask, Alair, 

himself a candomblé practitioner, wondered aloud, Must have come to collect all his 

offerings...  The train tracks were indeed covered with fresh offerings, a candle still 
burning here and there, amidst broken pieces of glass from old offerings.  The walk is 

shorter this way, if you don’t mind sharing it with exu, Alair remarked with a 
mischievous smile of his own.  We both knew that he was not simply referring to the 

railroad. 
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Stories about such encounters with exu, about their vivid presence in the everyday 

life of this world, are told by those who happen upon them and by the very spirits who 
erupt amidst our daily affairs.  The spirits not only share this world, they also share in the 

narrating of their presence here, at once actors and narrators of the web of stories that 
memorialize their presence.  Alongside the laying out of offerings for the spirits in the 

crossroads, railroads, cemeteries – liminal places between the here and there, the space 

par excellence where the povo da rua  dwell – the multitude of stories mark the deep 
connection between the exus  and the everyday, between their lives  and the lives lived in 

this world. 
The presence of the povo da rua in people’s lives is one charged with the sense of 

the unexpected, the sheer power of the spirits to appear at their will in the midst of one's 

daily affairs.  Everyone knows that exus will go anywhere they have to in order to carry 
out whatever task someone might have appealed to them to do.  They will also just show 

up if their presence is needed and they feel generous enough to actually grant their help.  

One such story about the fortuitous help of exu was told me by Elza, Alair’s mother-in-
law and the mother of my friend Nilza.  A middle aged woman, she had once belonged to 

Luciana’s house, and had brought her daughter there, before abandoning it because her 
own life showed no improvement.  She had then tried her luck at the Candomblé  house of 

Alair’s mother, this time being brought there by her daughter – who had by then also left 

Luciana’s house and been fully initiated by her mother-in-law.  Of lately, Elza was 
simply staying away from commitment to any place in particular, only attending the 

public ceremonies at a Candomblé house. 
Despite this comings and goings in and out of religious houses (a movement very 

common among clients and filhos de santos [Birman, 1996]), Elza claimed to have kept 
her own connections to the spirits.  So much so that they had come to her aid one 

unfortunate day.  She had been riding on a public bus, on her way to work, when a man 
walked up to the bus driver and, pulling out a gun, announced a robbery and ordered the 
frightened driver to keep on driving.  The man turned to the passengers and demanded 

that they hand over their valuables.  Elza told me that she had started shaking 
uncontrollably as she watched wallets, watches, wedding rings, golden and silver 
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crucifixes find their way into the sac that the robber was menacingly shaking in people’s 
faces.  All the while Elza had been silently calling on the exus to protect her.  Her calling 

must have been so strong that all of a sudden her pomba gira, a spirit called Dona 
Maria, took over her body.  Dona Maria jumped up from the seat, landing in the middle 

of the bus aisle, bent knees on the floor, and her shoulders swinging with the 
unmistakable lascivious laughter of the pomba giras,. 

Elza herself had not seen any of the later events, as she was gone while Dona 

Maria took over her body.  It was the other passengers of the bus who had told her the 
story she was then telling me.  The robber took one look at the laughing woman, knees 

spread on the floor, defiantly telling him to come and get her money from in between her 
breasts, and that was enough for him to turn around on his heels and demand to be let off 

the bus.  When Dona Maria left and Elza came back to herself, disoriented and surprised 

by the dirt in her knees and messed up clothes, a young woman who had been sitting next 
to her told her that she had fallen ill,  frightening away the robber.  Elza laughed hard 

when she told me this part of the story, very much enjoying the euphemism used by the 

woman to refer to her pomba gira’s presence.  She was obviously amused by Dona 

Maria, her smiling face letting through traces of her past beauty, the youthful morena 

who was now hidden under the lines acquired through the long years of a stormy 
marriage.  At the time of the botched robbery, though, Elza said that she felt so 

embarrassed that just as the robber and Dona Maria herself, she too was quick to leave 

the bus. 
The robber, and probably many of the passengers, including the young woman 

who spoke of the incident through the commonly used idiom of health affliction, had 
recognized the woman on the floor as a one of the people of the streets.  The robber at 

least, must have recognized her as a pomba gira, a spirit who, like him, occupies the 

marginal spaces of the streets.  The robber’s reaction to the presence of the pomba gira 
was most likely the result of other encounters he himself had had with pomba giras, or of 

stories he had heard been told about the spirits and their powers. 
 Elza’s was not the first story I had heard of exus coming to the rescue of someone 

in danger, even though exus most often offer their help without showing their presence.  
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In the stories that circulate about their sudden appearances in crucial moments in one’s 

life, sometimes exus’ presence is not seen through their incorporation in someone’s body.  
In some instances exus simply materialize  as spirits.  One such occasion was when 

Cacurucaia, Luciana’s pomba gira, rescued one of Luciana’s filhos de santo from certain 
death.  One evening, many years before I met her, Cacurucaia had been called to carry 

out a spiritual deed or another, and had kept some of Luciana’s filhos de santo helping 

her in the centro.  It was very late when the man, who I never met in person, was able to 
leave to his own house.  The story of what happened afterwards was told to me and other 

of Luciana’s filhos de santo  by Cacurucaia herself, on an evening not that different from 
the one she described in her story. 

 Cacurucaia, sitting at the foot of the door to the room in Luciana’s house where 

she provided consultations to the clients who sought her help, shared her ever present 
cachaça, sugar cane liquor, with those of us who stayed to help her, also sharing her 

boastful memories of a past feat.  Once upon a time, then, this man none of us knew, had 

run into a couple of armed men giving chase to another two men.  The filho de santo had 
frozen on his path, as one of the escaping men fell to the ground with a shot to the back.  

The other one kept running, chased by the sound of flying bullets. 
The filho de santo had nowhere to hide and was certain of his impending death for 

witnessing the killing.  Cacurucaia, who reassured us, as she told the story, that she 

would never let any harm happen to someone who had just helped her out, told us that 
she used her own body to shield the filho de santo from being spotted by the gunmen.  He 

didn't see me coming.  All he saw was my big black arm pushing him still against the 

wall.  I just stood there, in front of him, like we were making out against the wall, she told 

us with obvious joy at the surprise of the filho de santo and the deceit to the armed men.  

The gunmen finished off the other guy, and looked around.  They saw no one... 
Cacurucaia proudly told us.  She ordered the filho de santo quickly into his own house 

and commanded him not to say a thing about what he had seen.  She probably did not 
really have to give him the last advice, as he would have been a fool to volunteer any 

information to the police or anyone else.  He lived in the neighborhood, and would 
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certainly have been found by the gunmen well before the police could find them.  In any 

case, as one of the filhos de santo listening to Cacurucaia commented, one could never 
be certain that the gunmen were not policemen themselves.  What Cacurucaia had 

sheltered the filho de santo from could very well have been a police 'extermination' raid. 
The unexpected character of exus’ presence, the unbounded quality of their 

movement, the transgressive nature of their identity narrated in these stories are at the 

heart of the qualities that constitute exus as spirits who open (and close) pathways, and 
who generate (and foreclose) possibilities.  This association with willful disruption is at 

the center of exus’s spiritual power.  It is at once the source of their identification with 
trickery and mischief, and the reason for their association in Brazilian popular culture 

with the evil doings of the Christian Devil74. 

 
~~~ *** ~~~ 

 
Narrative Crossings 

 

But, who are these spirits?  Who are these spirits who show up to protect you from 
a robber or a gunshot?  Who are such spirits who demand offerings to be placed in the 

crossroads in exchange for such protection?  Who are these feared and sought after spirits 
who share drinks and stories in the midst of ritualized counseling?  These are questions 

that cannot easily be answered, precisely because of the nature of who the spirits are.  To 

tell that these spirits are hustlers, petty thieves, gamblers, bohemians, prostitutes, is 
merely to say that they are, or were, the mala vita.  But who is Cacurucaia?  Who is Zé 

Pilintra? 

                                                
74 The imagery of the Devil has also tainted the perception of the West African orixá.  African 
myths tell of Exu’s defiance of fixed identities and disregard for order, traits that were taken as 
signs of the Devil as far back as colonial West Africa.  Even though Exu is commonly referred to 
as he, the statues of the orixá often depict excessively large phallus and breasts.  The stories tell of 
the orixa having traits not of a hermaphrodite, but of a deity with a heightened sexuality that is 
not contained by any simple definition of masculinity of femininity. 
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The stories of their lives exist in a space of narrative tension between excessive 

narration and obscurity, their lives caught between the generic, formulaic tales of pomba 

giras  and malandros  and the tantalizing mystery of their individual histories.  On the 

one hand stories about the lives of exus abound in a rich mythology fed by folktales, 
conveyed in cheap publications in the newsstands.  Exus are also the focus of intense 

elaboration by the authors of popular books on the religious philosophy of Umbanda, 

Candomblé, etc.  In her now classic Exu e Poder [Exu and Power] (1985), Brazilian 
anthropologist Liana Trindade interviewed a number of Umbandistas who in their 

depositions conveyed this range of circulating religious understandings of what exus are.  
From “fallen angel”, to “vulgar women”, from “backward[lesser] spirits”, “slaves of the 

orixás”, to “people who murdered and stole when alive” and “the spirits of people who 

drank pinga and cursed” (ibid.: 49-56).75 
On the other hand the stories about the lives of the spirits you happen upon in 

rituals or who might encounter you in the everyday are as elusive as the spirits 

themselves can be.  The endless stories you hear about the people of the street never quite 
tell where they lived; never quite tell when their lives took place; never quite tell what 

they did in life.  It is not that these details are not important, as snippets always surface in 
conversations.  The references, however, are always ambiguous, with details pilling up 

here and there, weaving an impermanent collage of memories that gives fragmented 

images of who the spirits once were.  One would end up with a story of sorts to tell, but 
never the certainty that she knew it all or that what he had been told was the total truth.  

Cacurucaia herself kept promising me that one day she would sit down and tell me the 
story of her life, You won’t really like it, tough... It’s too sad, she would insist on warning 

me every time I probed her. 

                                                
75 A story that is worthy of commentary here tells that the pomba gira Maria Padilha, the most well 
known ‘type’ of pomba giras, was actually an European woman who had either been a lover to one 
of the Spanish kings, or a noble woman outcast by her family for her love of a commoner (cf. 
Meyer, 1993).  This story is significant because it dislocates the spirit from the Brazilian past to 
recast her as an European white woman.  Despite being the story of the moral fall of a woman, it 
is also a romanticized version of the other stories of pomba giras, locating Maria Padilha within the 
realms of European nobility and royalty. 



 104 

Cacurucaia’s endless deferral to tell was not a simple silence, as she would tell 

me (and whoever happened to be around to hear) a little of this, a little of that, here and 
there.  Bits and pieces of story not entirely her own, as she would always include details 

about things she had done for or to people who had been her clients, details that 
intertwined her story with the lives of her clients – just as people like Tony entangled his 

life to that of Zé Pilintra.  The telling of the stories of the people of the streets   kept re-

veiling their lives in mystery, at the same time that it revealed enough to lure the listener 
into that narrative space - the lacunae in the tale even more seductive than the clarity of 

knowledge. 
Details of a spirit’s life would become part of the ongoing narrative as they 

became relevant to the moment.  Events that took place, fates people encountered, an 

advice given, people who came seeking the spirits, all became props that elicited 
fragments of stories that enveloped them.  Not a story shot through with information, that 

form of communication that for Walter Benjamin lays claim to prompt verifiability and 

whose prime requirement is that it appear “understandable in itself”  (1968a: 89).  
Rather, it is a story that grows out of the commensality of experience.  Benjamin tells us 

that experience which is passed from mouth to mouth is the source from which all 

storytellers have drawn  (ibid., 84).  Stories are then not unlike the passing of food from 

the mouth of a grandmother to a child that Serematakis (1993) describes in Greek society 

- an act of exchange that is part of the larger exchange of sensory memory and emotions, 

and of substances and objects incarnating remembrance and feelings that constitutes the 

commensality which Seremetakis (1993: 14) finds at the root of social knowledge and 
historical consciousness.  For Benjamin a storyteller takes what he tells from experience – 

his own and that reported by others.  And he in turn makes it the experience of those who 

are listening to his tales (1968a: 87). 
In this commensality, the stories, the words in them, acquire a taste, as Bakhtin 

would have it, as each word tastes of the context and contexts in which it has its socially 

charged life  (1981: 293).  To partake of these words, of these shared tastes, of these 

stories, is not to participate in the creation of a coherent story, a verifiable account, or 
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even to engage in a marked, identifiable moment of storytelling.  The words in these 

stories are dispersed in the everyday, in the various moments of ritual, in songs and 
conversations, crisscrossing time and space in a mimetic play with the movement of the 

spirits themselves. 
Or is it that the multiple arrivals and dislocations of the spirits are themselves 

mimetic of this form of narration?  Take a night of counseling, when Cacurucaia had 

been presiding over the presence of several other exus – all performing some form of 
work or another for the people who sought them that evening.  A woman had came 

complaining that nothing in her life was turning out as she desired.  I never learned much 
about her – like most of Cacurucaia’s clients she was black, like some she was young, 

like all of them she needed help.  No matter how hard she tried to steady her path, things 

would turn out wrong – the promised job had not come true, her family life was in 
disarray.  Her paths are closed, decreed Cacurucaia, as she held her hand and requested 

that a particular song to be sung so as to bring about another pomba gira who she thought 

had something to do with the troubles of the young woman: 
...when the coffin lowers to the grave 
You will have to look sideways. 
A girl with a skirt of scraps, 
By her cross she bursts laughing. 
Ô Mulambô [Ragged],mulambá 
Your ragged skirt has stories to tell. 
What is the use of new clothes if the skirt is ragged? 
Small bits, small bits, its all ragged!76 
 
Cacurucaia sat back while Maria Mulambo, Ragged Mary, the other pomba gira, 

took over the body of one the filhos de santo and carried the young woman off to a corner 

to talk.  It was because of this one, Cacurucaia pronounced with scorn as she pointed to 

Maria Mulambo, who had kept an eye on Cacurucaia since the moment of her arrival.  
The atmosphere in the room grew tense, as a very sarcastic exchange of sharp words 

unfolded between the two spirits.  Cacurucaia spared no swear words, making continued 

                                                
76 ...quando o caixão baixar à sepultura / Vocês de lado vão ter que olhar / Uma garota de saia de retalho / 
No seu cruzeiro ela dá gargalhada / Ô Mulambo, / Ô mulambê, ô mulambá / Sua saia de retalho tem estória 
para contar / Para que tanta roupa nova se a saia é Mulambo só / Pedacinho, pedacinho é Mulambo só. 
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derogatory references to the other pomba gira’s vagina and praising her own sexual 

aptitudes.  Nobody wants to be around when two pomba giras fight, as one can never 
predict the outcome.  I had watched a couple of heated disputes before this one and 

people had talked about feeling the effects of them for weeks to come – body ailments, 
accidents and other mishaps had all been attributed to the ire of the pomba giras who had 

no qualms with bringing all people present into their dispute.  To everyone’s relief Maria 

Molambo  decided to cut her presence short, saying that she had to take care of this girl’s 

business somewhere else... 

Cacurucaia guffawed at Maria Mulambo’s departure, asking anyone within 
earshot if they had seen the other pomba gira’s slashed face.  People around me nodded 

in recognition of the bodily marks and the torn clothes I myself had not seen, being 

unable to see beyond the image of the woman who had received the spirit.  I did that!, 
Caurucaia remarked with a bitter smile.  This is the whore who I killed, she announced.  

Only then did I understand Cacurucaia’s anger, as fragments of her story I had 

previously heard been told by herself and by other folks in the house sprang to memory.  
I, like the other filhos de santo, could finally identify this pomba gira as the woman who 

I had heard had betrayed Cacurucaia in life and had been the cause of the death of both 
of them. 

That night I had a momentary feeling of knowing Cacurucaia’s story, of having a 

discernable life-story that I could easily convey within my own ethnographic story.  But, 
to know the story, to simply add all the parts and convey the story of Cacurucaia or any 

of the exus is to place oneself as a narrator outside of the space of collective retelling that 
is such a fundamental part of the relationship with the people of the streets.  To focus on 

the content of the story would be to miss the poetic force of the very process of the 

weaving of such story – a narrative experience that is constitutive of the power of exus. 
Take another night of consultations a few weeks before Maria Mulambo showed 

up.  On that evening the clients had even more in common with Cacurucaia’s own story 
than other clients had – they, like the pomba gira once upon a time, were young black 

women who worked as prostitutes, and, I was told, lived in a neighborhood not far from 
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Luciana’s house.  Cacurucaia talked to all of them behind the closed red and black door 

of her room, having brought the women, one by one, into the room.  One could only 
faintly hear the whispering tone of the women’s voice, but Cacurucaia’s came 

thundering out of the room, so loud that one had to wonder why had she bothered with 
the door at all.  She had yelled at them, edged them on about things she thought they 

could or should do, chastised them for bringing problems upon themselves, and advised 

them on a number of things.  After talking to all the women, Cacurucaia proclaimed 
exhaustion and demanded drinks and music to improve her mood.  She flirted with the 

man who had come to play the drums for her that evening, as she waited for a filha de 

santo to remove the safety pins Cacurucaia had secured into the skin of her own wrists. 

Amidst all the play, Cacurucaia told the people around her that her clients that 

night were foolish women, You all want a man!  Don’t I have better things to do? I’ll 

help with money, job... But a man?  What’s their use?  After many drinks she confided 

that she too had wanted a man once upon a time.  She had left her life in the streets for 

him, tended the fields for him, tended a home for him, only for all to end in betrayal, she 
had recounted with a self deprecating laugh, before going on to offer the drummer to 

initiate him in the pleasures of sex that only she could offer.  It was after Cacurucaia 
departure that evening that Luciana’s daughter had told me that Cacurucaia had caught 

her lover in bed with a poor woman she had helped by offering shelter in their home.  In 

her anger Cacurucaia had killed her lover, slashed the other woman’s beautiful face, and 
then turned the knife upon herself, slitting her pregnant belly open and dying in despair.  

It was this woman, now a pomba gira spirit that I was to meet several weeks later. 
 The story of Cacurucaia’s death gave me images of murderous rage, of evil 

betrayal, of suffering and wisdom, all of which resonated with the images of pomba 

giras, and particularly of Cacurucaia, as passionate women undeterred in their will by 
moralizing propriety.  I would, however, be as much of a fool as the women that evening 

if I were to be seduced by the power of this narrative closure, by its aura of knowledge, 
as, like them, I would be searching for the wrong thing.  Those details about 

Cacurucaia’s life are important in constituting who she and other pomba giras in general 
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are.  But the mode through which this knowledge is conveyed, the way in which the 

spirits and their audience - clients, mediums, believers, occasional listener – partake in 
the construction of an ongoing narrative are at the root of the very power of the story and 

of the people of the street. 
Mary Steedley (1993: 198), after Anna Tsing (1993), argues, in relation to 

medium’s speech in Karoland, that the power of the one who tells a story resides at the 

ability to convene an audience, to tell the kind of story that counts for something to those 

for whom it is intended.  In exus case, the power to convene an audience  resides as much 

on their refusal of a finished story.  In other words, exus convene their audience – their 
clients, the filhos de santo who works with them, the ones who seek them and the ones 

who fear them – by maintaining the continuous telling of a story, a story continuously 

inhabited by exus and their audience. 
Cacurucaia herself commented on the relationship between her power and this 

type of narration.  On another evening when not many clients had showed up, 

Cacurucaia and I sat talking in her room.  She was particularly pleased that day because I 
had brought her red roses, the right present for a woman, and a box of good cigars.  

Asking what I wanted in return, I said I just wanted to talk.  Cacurucaia smiled, offered 
some gossip about some of the filhos de santo, and went on to complain about some of 

them lacking the proper respect for her.  They come here, like you, come in my room, sit, 

chat...Then they think they know me...Think that we’re friends.  They loose their respect.  

They forget I’m a pomba gira.  I was quick to agree with her that such behavior was 

unacceptable, thereby rejecting her indirect accusation that I too had lost my respect for 
her.  They don’t know who I’m!  They don’t know what I’m capable of!, she warned with 

a thundering voice, only to break the tension with a joyful laugh and a swig of her drink. 

Cacurucaia’s admonition was not the first or last I heard.  Maria Padilha  - the 
pomba gira spirit of Ana, a woman I had met in a candomblé house and who gave 

consultations in her home’s living room to a selected group of people – had also warned 
me against such a mistake.  On one consultation session Maria Padilha had been talking 

to João, a man who belonged to the gay association where Ana worked, while a couple of 



 109 

his friends waited for their turn.  I had been invited by Ana to come over, and was there 

to tend to Maria Padilha’s needs – light her cigarettes, pour her drinks and to remind her 
that as Ana had to work the next morning she should not (hopefully) stay all night. 

As Maria Padilha readied herself for her clients, I helped her fix the red scarf she 
tossed over the velveteen low cut blouse she always wore when ‘working’.  I offered her 

my lipstick and when I tried to take it back she cut my reach short with a sneer, Are you 

going to wear a lipstick that a pomba gira has placed in her lips?  I replied that she was 
not just any pomba gira, that she was Maria Padilha.  So, you think you know me?, she 

scorned at my mistake.  As I watched her silently, she laughed and hid her new lipstick in 
between her breasts.  Later on it was João’s turn to be reproached, as she warned him not 

to trust her, as she had replaced her heart for a stone, You think I’m a friend?  Think 

again!  She broke the uneasy silence that followed her remarks with her typically loud 
laughter and ordered us to grab glasses from Ana’s kitchen to share her beverages – but 

not her glasses.  She prepared to leave for the evening by giving everyone a few notes of 

advice.  As we sat in full attention to her remarks, she broke off the spell of her own 
counsel giving by mischievously asking What do I know?  Me?  I’m just a whore! 

Maria Padilha, like Cacurucaia, resists being known.  She does also have a story 
that is told about her – about her murder, her life in the streets, etc. – but, just as 

Cacurucaia does, she insists on exceeding the framing that knowledge might create 

around her.  The stories tell enough to assure the return of the audience (and here 
audience is far from a passive corpus of listeners, or exclusive of the spirits themselves), 

at the same time that they create an aura of secrecy that maintains the seductive power of 
exus’ ambivalence.  It is by remaining mysterious that the people of the streets can keep 

offering a story, that they can keep offering the counsel people seek.  After all, as 

Benjamin pointed out, counsel is less an answer to a question than a proposal 

concerning the continuation of a story which is just unfolding  (1968a: 86). 

In this unfolding story the people of the streets retain a radical otherness.  Not 
simply the otherness of the exotic Other - a place in which such otherness is fixed within 

what Trinh Minh-Ha (1991: 13-16; 185-192) has called a regime of visibility, captured 
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into the realm of the known and visible, of the appropriable.77  It is rather an otherness 

that rejects a fixed and autonomous subject position.  For their very nature, the spirits 
cannot be autonomous subjects, their very presence in this present being mediated even in 

their most concrete form as they become embodied by a medium.  The stories about the 
people of the streets are not unlike the mediums’ speech in Karoland, which Mary 

Steedley describes as a plural voice  of medium and spirit that speaks through women’s 

throats  and allows a momentary escape...from the language of subjects and objects (197-
8). 

But the spirits and their stories are much more than that.  The spirits themselves, 
as (co)authors of their stories, thrive on the ambivalence of identity, holding on to the 

seductive power of the not-quite-known.  They play off the doubleness of things to re-

enchant their own mystery. It is not that the in this proliferation of difference the people 

of the street do not have an identity, after all, again borrowing from Trinh Minh-Ha, 

identity can very well speak its plurality without suppressing its singularity  (1991: 14).  

This singularity of the people of the streets is one that brings a heterogeneity of time, 
places, names in the on-going narrative construction of who the spirits are.  In this 

singularity the spirits not only dwell at, but they become a crossroads.  Through them 
times and places cross, past and present, events close and afar, people here and there, are 

brought together in the narrative unfolding of the spirits and their audience.78 

 
~~~ *** ~~~ 

 
History on the Streets 

 
 
De madrugada     In the early hours 
Quando eu desço o morro   When I come down the hill 
                                                
77 I use Trinh T. Minh-Ha here because so much of her writing on ‘otherness’, ‘difference’,’ 
marginality’, ‘identity’, and other issues relevant for my own discussion, is enmeshed, as in the 
case of the people of the streets, with the poetics of storytelling. 
78 In this reorganizing of time and space, the spirits are akin to the chronotope, in that they make 
“narrative events concrete, makes them take on [a borrowed] flesh and blood” (Bakhtin, 
1981:250). 
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A nêga pensa que eu vou trabalhar  The nêga thinks I’m going to work 
Eu boto o meu baralho no bolso  I put my deck of cards in my pocket 
Meu cachecol no pescoço   My scarf on my neck 
E vou para Barão de Mauá   And I’m off to Barão de Mauá 
Trabalhá!     Work! 
Trabalhá pra quêê?    Work for what? 
Se eu trabalhá eu vou morrer   If I work I’ll die 
 

Samba sang for exu 
 

Take another story about the presence of exus in the streets, a story that once 

again leads us back to Lapa.  After all, Lapa is that neighborhood sung by so many samba 
lyrics as the space of malandros par excellence (cf. Martins, 1979; Matos, 1982; 

Salvadori, 1990).  I have heard different versions of this story from people who played 

capoeira together in a group led by Urubu, a man also from Bangu – the neighborhood 
where Luciana’s macumba house is79.  I have known Urubu80 for many years and, 

knowing that I belonged to a candomblé house, we would always talk about his past 

experiences in various religious houses.  He, like many people I met, now strays away 
from any commitment, but has kept his links to the spirits in order to take care of 

himself. 
For a period his capoeira group practiced in a storefront in the main street in 

Lapa.  On a Friday evening, the night in which the large capoeira games that attracted a 

large audience took place, a tall, svelte black man, impeccably dressed in a white suit, a 
                                                
79 This story was told me by Urubu and other capoeira players who I met through Scott Head, as 
he was carrying on his own ethnographic research on capoeira.  My writing on it reflects much of 
our discussions, our sometimes divergent remembering of what ‘really happened’, and Scott’s 
thinking on the ritual dimensions of capoeira. This story, and many others that surface throughout 
the chapters in this dissertation, betray the often intertwining paths of capoeira players and 
macumba and candomblé practitioners, and of the very history of those Afro-Brazilian practices.  
Scott Head’s years of fieldwork, playing capoeira and moving through the city of Rio often 
crossed over the paths that I was tracing in my own ethnographic comings and goings.  Not only 
people who we met in very distinct moments in our paths would later, in an almost uncanny 
way, surface in each other’s life and work, but I would also frequently encounter malandros who 
had been capoeira players, and pomba giras who would insist on sending Scott advice and 
warnings concerning his own vagrant wanderings through the city of Rio.  These ethnographic 
crossroads are also inevitably reflected in our theoretical intertwinings (see Head, 2004). 
80   Urubu is his actual nickname, and literally means ‘vulture’.  It is a common racial epithet, 
negatively indexing the darkness of one’s skin.  Urubu chose to retain his childhood nickname as 
the name he uses in capoeira (most players are known through a nickname, often a playful 
commentary on a physical or personality trait). 
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silk scarf neatly tied around his neck, and a Panama hat fashionably tilted to the side of 

his head, had walked into the room and stood at the sideline of the game, just watching 
for a while.  Sometime into the night, the man had moved towards the line of people who 

were playing the music for the game taking place in front of them.  He made his way into 
the middle of the circle of people and motioned to Urubu to come play with him.  I never 

heard much about their game itself, or how it ended as people telling the story would, 

instead, always dwell on their description of the man.  His outfit was described as that of 
a traditional malandro - from the silk scarf which would slide away any blade swung at 

his neck by an enemy, to the suave effect of the tilted Panama hat.  For some he had been 
one more of the odd people who would show up here and there to watch a game.  For 

others it was unquestionable that he was an exu, a spirit one was bound to encounter if 

one was to play a game of capoeira in Lapa. For that matter, many thought that malandro 
spirits could show up in any game of capoeira, specially if it took place outdoors, as the 

game once upon a time used to be associated as much with the streets as the malandros 

themselves.  Luciana herself had often times warned her flhos de santo to stay away from 
the games, as they would be opening themselves up for trouble with the people of the 

streets. 
The exu  who showed up at Urubu’s game that night left just as he had arrived.  

After finishing his game, he walked out of the room without a word to anyone and 

disappeared into the night.  I can imagine him walking down the street, his suit still 
impeccably white, no stains or marks betraying his having played a game.  But nobody 

really remembered if that was really the case81. What I did find out from Urubu was that 
the exu who showed up that evening happened to be the spirit that worked with the man 

who at the time was his pai de santo.  As I write this story I am no longer sure if Urubu 

meant that the spirit had arrived in the body of the pai de santo, or if Urubu had 

                                                
81 A video tape recording of that famous game was supposed to exist, but like the malandro 
himself, it had mysteriously disappeared.  Even though the blame was placed on a man who was 
supposed to have borrowed it and never returned, others suggested that it was typical of exu to 
make sure that his presence and his deeds were not captured in photos or film.  My mishaps with 
my photographs and videos of exus had often been explained this way as well.  The photos that I 
did manage to take, or, as I was told, the spirits allowed me to take, we hot items of circulation 
among the filhos de santo and the clients of the spirits. 
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recognized the spirit – the ambiguity here not solely a result of my lack of memory.  In 

any case, Urubu and his pai de santo had been on bad terms for a while, and Urubu knew 
right away that the spirit had been sent by the other man to cause trouble in the game - 

had it not been for his own knowledge of things concerning the spirits, which, he told me, 
protected him from the malefic spirits he was bound to encounter in his daily life, no one 

knows what might have happened that night.  The game of capoeira is more than just a 

space of play, and Urubu assured me that he always took steps to make sure that the 
ritualized space was 'protected' - just in case something like this ever happened.  Exu 

came to get him, but this was Urubu's game and his own spirits, albeit unseen, were there 
to shelter him from harm - at least for the time being. 

The malandro who historically occupied the streets of Lapa here reinserts his 

presence in that landscape, now supercharged with signs of the povo da rua.  If, as a 
historical trope, Lapa was indeed his place of existence, and as a spirit he has the power 

to traverse the city, now, he, like Urubu and the pai de santo, dwells in a far away place.  

The place where this exu would normally be found was on the other side of Bangu from 
Luciana’s house, across the railway tract and Avenida Brasil, the main road that links 

downtown Rio to the working class suburbs.  In that neighborhood, Urubu and the pai de 

santo, who lived not far away from his house, had built their homes in one of the many 

new poor neighborhoods that have appeared on the rapidly shrinking, but still unoccupied 

land surrounding Bangu and other far-west working class suburbs of Rio.  Their 
neighborhood is one of the many 'loteamentos de invasão', ‘illegally’ invaded plots of 

land, which people occupy overnight and quickly build houses on, setting themselves up 
for long battles with public officials and private developers over the ownership of the 

land.82   The falling out between Urubu and his pai de santo had been a result of some 

                                                
82In the books of law at least, any person occupying a track of land for ten continuous years gains 
the right to the ownership of that land.  Many of the dwellers of the older 'favelas', slums, in Rio 
have gained title to the land upon which their houses where constructed under this law.  It is this 
hope that channels many of the ongoing 'invasions' that take place in the far away suburbs of Rio.  
In some cases, often around election time, the city and state governments have expropriated 
private tracks of land occupied by poor dwellers and granted the occupants the ownership of the 
land.  This forced overtaking of privately and publicly held land, in their case agricultural 
unproductive land, is part of the strategy of the MST - the Landless Movement, to force the 
federal government to enact a nation wide Agrarian Reform.  While urban dwellers have been 
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dispute in their neighborhood, a conflict that had led the capoeira player to ask a friend to 

stay in his house - so that it would not be taken over by someone else - while he himself 
had to stay away until things cooled down.  In the end it did not matter that he had gone 

all the way to Lapa, as exu was able to track him down and tried to resolve the dispute 
from over here in a game over there. 

Alongside this movement between Bangu and Lapa, this movement between a 

religious house and a game of capoeira, this pai de santo’s exu also moved across a vast 
expanse of time.  The spirit’s ghostly presence of now brings forth traces of his incarnate 

marginal existence of then, catapulting into the center of that game of capoeira and the 
midst of ritual the haunting presence of a past never quite forgotten, never quite 

remembered, a past indelibly marked by black history.  Condensed in the interpretation of 

exus as people of the street is the memory of a historical occupation of the interstitial 
public space of the urban streets at the turn of the XIX century.  As spirits, the people of 

the streets are themselves possessed by layers of history which infect their movements in 

and out of contemporary everyday life and rituals. 
It is not that people – be it the filhos de santo who work with the spirits, or the 

clients who come to them – directly include this historical tale into the weaving of their 
stories with and about the people of the streets.  Their stories are too personal and 

intimate – without being individualized -in their nature to incorporate the impersonality 

of historical narration.  Besides, this is a history which is largely silenced out of the folds 
of the larger historical narration of the nation.  Rather, it is that the people of the streets 

are supercharged sings of that larger history.  To recognize exus as people of the streets  
is to betray an implicit social knowledge of that history (Casey, 1987; Taussig, 1993, 

after Polanyi, 1958; 1997).  To listen to the povo da rua when they call themselves 

malandros and pomba giras, putas is to lean and ear the echoes of that history engraved 
in the stories of the spirits – even if all one hears in the end is that these are the spirits of 

                                                                                                                                            
somewhat successful, depending on the government in power, the MST's struggle has met with 
armed resistance from landowners and local police forces.  Unresolved murders of activists and 
the jailing of many of its leaders have been a constant part of the history of the movement for 
land redistribution in Brazil. 
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people who in life used to drink, steal, be loose women, were vagabonds...and died 

treacherous deaths. 
The clothes, the gestures, the dwelling on the spaces of liminality, are all traits of 

the spirits that evoke aspects of the history of the contested occupation of the streets of 
Rio de Janeiro by black folks and poor white European immigrants at the end of the XIX 

and beginning of the XX centuries.  To become possessed by the presence of the people 

of the streets is to also become possessed by the silent history they carry.  It is true that 
the malandros in particular also carry with them the history of the transformation of the 

historical malandro into a trope of national identity as well – after all the ethos of the 
malandro, the trickery of malandragem, is depicted as that at once praised and despised 

trait of authentic Brazilian-ness (cf. da Matta, 1979).  Malandragem, draped by this new 

garb, becomes, like many other historical signs of Afro-Brazilian culture, a de-racialized 
emblem of the nation.  But the malandros, and even more so the pomba giras, also carry 

a history that exists in the interstices of that larger hegemonic re-incorporation of social 

liminality into the heart of the nation.  This is a history whose residues permeate the 
everyday experiences of living in the margins – an experience which is shared by most 

folks who have their lives intermingled with that of the people of the streets. 
To say that the historical dimension of the people of the streets is not directly 

articulated in macumbeiros’ everyday speech is not to say that there is no articulation of 

that history in other spheres.  On the contrary, there is a body of erudite historical texts on 
the urban history of Rio, on the popular occupation of the streets, and on the cultural 

construction of the (masculine) figure of the malandro83.  It is to these histories that I now 
turn, hoping that, like the spirits themselves, my own text will articulate a crossing point 

                                                
83The literature on these topics is quite large, and the following list is a mere suggestion of 
sources.  My reading was very selective, as I was searching for texts that particularly addressed 
issues I found resonant with my own discussion.  Not being a historian, this list is also guided by 
the fortuitous nature of bibliographical searches on a field not your own and by the cross-
referentiality of texts.  On the urban history of Rio, popular occupations of the streets, and in 
particular on the black presence in those spaces see Barreto[João do Rio], 1995 [1908];Benchimol, 
1990; Bretas, 1995; Carvalho, 1991; Chalhoub, 1990; Lauderdale-Graham, 1988; Menezes, 1992; 
Moura, 1995; among others.  On the trope of the malandro see Cândido, 1970; da Matta, 1979; 
Head, 1992; Matos, 1982; Oliven 1984; Salvadori, 1990, among others. 
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between them in order to illuminate some of the unspoken resonances brought forth by 

the presence of the people of the streets. 
Think back at the game of capoeira between Urubu and the malandro at the end 

of the XX century.  The malandro, his black body dressed in a white suit and Panama hat, 
had not forgotten to wrap his neck in a silk necktie - he had come prepared to a chance 

encounter with other switchblade carrying malandros, the shiny silk both a sing of 

elegance and a sliding shield to the menacing blade.  A hundred years before that night he 
probably would have met a friend or foe, as their presence marked the nightlife of Lapa.  

In the early decades of the XX century, rapid urban growth and 'modernization' marked 
the then capital of the country, and Lapa was one of the few remaining areas in the center 

of Rio de Janeiro that still concentrated a large public black presence, then joined by 

masses of poor white European immigrants84.  The malandros were at the center of this 
black and lower class, urban universe. 

That evening about a century later, however, the malandro’s foe was not another 

malandro, but a young black capoeira player who was struggling to find a space for his 
own (re)occupation of Lapa.  After many years of almost complete abandonment and 

decay, the old buildings at the heart of Lapa had been taken over in the late 1990s by 
several Afro-Brazilian cultural groups who were at the center of a revival of the nightlife 

                                                
84Lapa was part of a shifting network of neighborhoods around the center of town that had been 
occupied by the large influx of black migrants from the northeast and the rural areas of Brazil in 
the post-abolition years and by the early XX century.  (Other areas of town were more significant 
in this history of black occupation of Rio, but Lapa is the one which maintained a symbolic 
centrality, as it turned into the idealized turf of malandros in the early XX century).  The 
movement of these migrants did by no means end at those neighborhoods.  Real estate 
development and the movement to ‘modernize’ the then-capital along the lines of an European 
metropolis, would subsequently progressively push them, alongside many of the poor European 
immigrants, up the hills to the first favelas - slums, out to the edges of town, and to the growing 
number of proletarian suburbs that rose north and westward of the city (Abreu, 1997; Benchimol, 
1990). 

The first ‘favela’ in Rio, promptly followed by many others, was in the Morro da 
Providência (very appropriately, the Hill of Providence), formed by indigent soldiers – a large 
number of which were of African descent - returning from the Canudos War.  Subsequently, the 
progressive demolitions of the collective habitations in the city, the cortiços, in the name of 
modernization of Rio, pushed their former residents up to the hills.  The covering of the hills 
around town with houses, often with no water, electricity or sewage services - a truly ‘anti-
modern’ movement to the one orchestrated by the government down below– was tolerated by 
the politicians, as the residents of these areas constituted the much needed labor force for the 
urban renewal projects and the lower paying jobs down below (Abreu, 1997; Moura, 1995). 
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in Lapa.  A theater troupe, an Afro-Brazilian cultural center, capoeira and African dance 

classes, and Febarj, the State Federation of Afro-Brazilian Music Groups, helped promote 
what was seen as a resurgence of a black public space in the heart of Rio.  These cultural 

activities brought to Lapa a large number of youth, predominantly, albeit not exclusively, 
black, and an entourage of street vendors of food and beverages.  Lapa had once again 

become a hot night spot by the time this malandro showed up to play his game of 

capoeira. 
In the years to come new changes would come about, as the burgeoning nightlife 

even made it into the entertainment section of one of Rio’s leading newspaper.  The 
media’s billing of Lapa as a center of black culture was part of the ‘discovery’ of that 

space by the predominantly white middle and upper class youth from the South Side of 

town – an irony not missed by some of the people in Urubu’s group who showed me the 
article when I returned to Rio in 2000.  By then the crowds had grown with this new 

infusion of people, bringing on a larger scrutiny of the police (a ‘camburão’, police car, 

and beat patrols were almost always present in Lapa then) and attempts by the city to 
institutionalize this public space by sponsoring shows by professional musicians in 

Lapa’s main square85.  Even though I never heard anyone complain about the free shows, 

                                                
85 I call this city-sponsored promotion of musical shows an attempt at institutionalization because 
something similar to this happened to the Terreirão, another spontaneously created public space 
which was also frequented predominantly by black men and women. An empty lot just outside 
of the gates to the official (and prohibitively expensive) Sambódromo (the place where the Samba 
Schools parade during the carnaval), the "terreirão" had been occupied by people who could not 
afford the exorbitant admission prices, but still wanted to be part of the whole event surrounding 
the Samba Schools.  The crowds that for a couple of years had gathered in the parking lot to 
consume the liquor and food sold by vendors, and dance to the impromptu music played by 
gathers-by or to the sounds coming from beyond the walls of the Sambódromo, had eventually 
attracted the attention of the city.  Some years ago, the City fenced off the area, hired professional 
groups, evicted the street vendors who were replaced by licensed vendors, and started charging 
admission to the up to then very public space.  It was a movement of occupation and dislocation 
that has repeated itself trough out the city - in the name of offering better security, more comfort 
and better services to the public, the City overtook several public spaces, at the same tame that, 
ironically, it marketed its strategy as a City effort to provide the much demanded City sponsored, 
affordable entertainment to lower income, working class populations.  The renovations and 
beautifications of the seashore in the upper class neighborhoods of the South Zone, however, 
never resulted in any change in the public status of those spaces, an irony that many residents 
from the suburbs identified as a marker of the hierarchical way through which the city's 
administration treated the various neighborhoods.  In the Zona Sul, in fact, one saw another 
example of this process of black removal through City intervention, in what was the progressive 
transformation of the New Years commemorations from what Jacques d’Adesky (1997) described 
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many of the people who witnessed these changes lamented the transformation and what 

they saw as the loss of a particular cultural space.  One of the complaints was that it was 
now hard to just run into folks.  Urubu himself was actively searching for a new space for 

his group to practice. 
This nowadays progressive dislocation of public black cultural spaces is by no 

means new to Lapa, and its connections to the very history of the malandros is obliquely 

signified in the contemporary meaning of people of the streets.86  While most popular 
songs about malandros allude to their engagement in activities that were at the margins of 

legality or deemed outright illegal in the early decades of the XX century – such as 
gambling, prostitution, capoeira, and all sorts of hustling of a living in the streets of the 

city (Mattos, 1982; Salvadori, 1990) – this marginal occupation of the public spaces was 

by no means new to the city of Rio.  In fact, the mythological malandro of popular lore 
was the modern heir to a history of occupation of the streets of the capital by black men 

and women since long before the legal end of slavery in 1888 (Salvadori, 1990).  Not 

only had this segment of the urban population occupied the streets as the place where 
many of the jobs they were engaged in took place, but entire areas of town were marked 

as black spaces.87 
State sponsored campaigns of ‘urbanization’, ‘sanitary reforms’ (Carvalho, 1991; 

Chalhoub, 1996), and ‘modernization’ (Benchimol, 1990) post-abolition and at the turn 

of the XX century, however, led to significant shifts in the modes of organization of the 
physical and cultural spaces of the city.  Such changes literally erased many of these 

black and lower class spaces.  Such architectural shifts reflected not only the new 
                                                                                                                                            
as an instance of central insertion of Afro-Brazilian cultural representation – in the form of the 
widely attended celebration the orixá  Iemanjá – into an officially sponsored international music 
and fireworks spectacle (cf. Ventura, 1995, apud d’Adesky 1997: 313) 
86 The racial dimension of the interconnection between cultural practices and physical 
(re)structuring of the urban space in Brazil is nicely summarized in Jacques d’Adesky (1997).  It is 
also addressed in a number of other works, particularly Chaloub (1990); Moura (1995); Rolnik 
(1989); Sodré (2002); among others. 
87 The predominance of blacks, both slaves and free(d), in those spaces had often strategically 
masked actual distinctions in their social status, effectively averting some of the control over their 
lives and movements embedded in the structures of the slave order. The masking of such legal 
distinctions amongst the black population offered a tenuous space where runaway slaves could 
hide from their owners and the law (Chalhoub, 1990; Kowarick, 1994; Lauderdale-Graham, 1988; 
Salvadori, 1990). 
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ideologies and economic interests at play, but also aimed, as Sidney Chalhoub so astutely 

remarked, at erasing from the very layout of the city the historical memory of black 
struggles for freedom (Chalhoub, 1990; quoted in Salvadori, 1990: 31-2).  The economic 

and cultural significance of the streets to the black population nonetheless remained 
central throughout these shifts.  In fact, these public spaces constituted a social sphere 

that was at the very heart of many of the social changes and struggles that took place in 

the decades around the turn of the XX century. 88 
 The streets provided the arena where blacks and the lower classes in general 

expressed their refusal to partake in their forced conversion into the working class newly 
formed in the aftermath of abolition89.  Large numbers of black men and women sought 

to engage in alternative activities which provided a modicum of money at the same time 

that allowed them to refuse to be conscripted within the new (oppressive and unequal) 
forms of labor relations.  The streets were the domain where the newly freed avoided the 

thinly disguised slavedom inherent in their new low proletariat status.  From street 

vendors to rateiros, - ‘hunters’ of rats which were sold to the new health services 
designed to control the spread of epidemics in the burgeoning city - all sorts of activities 

were devised to allow one to stay away from the constraint of regular employment 
(Salvadori, 1990).  One had to also be able to elude the normalizing forces that policed 

the division between what counted as valid forms of occupation and what was seen as 

lack of occupation. 'Work’ and ‘laboring’ were now actively valorized, often under a 
                                                
88 My discussions here on the occupation of the streets of Rio by black men and women, and the 
social and economic alternatives created by them after abolition and at the beginning of the XX 
century are based on a series of excellent texts that have been published on the history of that 
period and on discussions on the ‘malandro’ as a historical figure and a cultural image in 
Brazilian society.  See citations in footnote 16 (this chapter) as well as Kowarick, 1994 and 
Martins, 1979. 
89 At the same time that the new economic and political forces restructured the city according to 
republican and capitalist ideals, the streets also gained renewed importance as the place where 
black men and women attempted to create alternative means of gaining a dignified life within the 
new social and work order.  On one level, the preferential employment of the newly arrived 
white European workers in the available formal jobs pushed blacks into unemployment, forcing 
them to turn to the streets as the place where to create viable alternatives of income.  On another 
level, the end of slavery also led many blacks to reject the low positions now available to them as 
wage labor.  While ‘labor’ had been demonized for centuries under the slave order - it was seen as 
not becoming of any one who was neither a slave nor a pauper - the end of that regimen of work 
led to the propagation of new ideologies which promoted the values of work (Kowarick, 1994; 
Salvadori, 1990). 
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moral discourse against the evils of indolence and idleness, while vagabondage or 

vagrancy became criminalized under the new republican laws (Kowarick, 1994) – at least 
amongst the lower classes90. 

 While it is important not to romanticize the street as an unambiguous space of 
freedom91, it is imperative to remember these multiple occupations of the street as also 

reflecting a refusal by black men and women of the new work order and, again in the 

words of Chalhoub (1990), as the envisioning of different forms of freedom.  Within this 
‘envisioning’ of modes of being outside the new bourgeois ordering of Rio’s society, 

hustling, prostitution, petty thievery, money dealings, ‘sorcery’ and ‘magic’, petty jobs, 
numbers games, all became central occupations of the lower classes in general, and of 

black men and women in particular.  Such creative alternatives to the entrapments of 

social mores and the oppressive letter of the republican law were the types of occupation 
that later became associated with those who would come to be known as “kings of Lapa”: 

the malandros.  It is from this marginal, contested occupation of the space of the streets 

that the social figure of the malandro would emerge at the turn of the XX century, 
particularly in the first decades of the new century. 

The malandros - at once historical characters and cultural images - became the 
almost heroic embodiment of these historical struggles.  The multiplicity of everyday 

practices which were very much antithetical to the needs of the developing infrastructure 

of a nascent industry, and certainly inadequate to the budding capitalist modes of 
organizing labor, production, and social bodies, coalesced under the sign of 

malandragem, the behavior, or rather, the social ethos of the malandros.  In the image of 
                                                
90 The law essentially policed class divisions, as it also established that to have no occupation was 
only deemed illegal if you had no means of self-support.  Ociosidade, vagrancy, was only morally 
incorrect for the lower-classes, and as such was a thinly veiled instrument of disciplining that 
lower class into a proper working class (Kowarcik, 1994). 
91 Black presence in the streets was also increased by the striking poverty of the population, as 
many elders and women with children were forced to beg their means of survival (Moura, 1995: 
72).  New forms of racism condemned blacks as responsible for their own dire socio-economic 
condition in post-slavery Rio, belittling them as “beasts” who lived in squalor and indulged in 
the much demonized “laziness” (Azevedo, 1987; Carvalho, 1991).  This condemnation, which 
effectively exempted the elites from responsibility for the contemporary conditions of the black 
population, also fueled the preference to hire white European workers, and provided the 
ideological justification for the removal of poor, collective black residences and neighborhoods 
from the center of town in the name of progress and urban renewal. 
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the malandro, the immediate, concrete existence of the people who actually occupied 

these spaces was condensed in this legend, a veritable emblem of such ethos. 
At the same time that the concrete black – and lower class – social and cultural 

practices were progressively criminalized and socially condemned by the empowered 
elites, malandro and malandragem became increasingly valorized amongst the poor, 

marginalized dwellers of the city.  The proscription of cultural practices associated with 

the malandro – particularly of capoeira (Head, 2004; Salvadori, 1990), and other 
activities such as gambling, the arrest of people with no determinate occupation – under 

the guise of preventing their degeneration into the world of crime (Kowarick, 1994; 
Salvadori, 1990), would only increase as the first decades of the XX century unfolded.  

Not only the actual culprits of malandragem, but even their cultural representation, which 

so marked the lyrics of popular sambas, popular stories and the urban folklore in general, 
would come under the scrutiny of the State under the Vargas government, through the 

newly instituted, Department of and Propaganda (Matos, 1982; Williams, 2001; see 

chapter 2). 
 This repression of the malandros did actively limit their ability to continue to 

create and inhabit a social space which Claudia Matos described as a fresta, an aperture 
within the moralizing and constraining order of the upsurging bourgeois society (1982).  

Nonetheless, the malandros were memorialized in popular culture and the acts and deeds 

of these underdogs became part of a circulating discourse about the possibilities of 
rebellion, no matter how limited, the possibility of refusal to full subjection. 

As the memory of these “envisionings of freedom” become progressively 
embodied in the repertoire of popular culture, however, malandragem increasingly 

assumed a masculine dimension.  The heroic embodiment of this public history inevitably 

transformed the nature of practices which were not unlike what de Certeau (1984) 
described as tactic – a practice which “insinuates itself into the other’s place” (xix) and 

turn forces alien to it to its own end.  That is, practices that created spaces within the new 
structures of order and discipline in the city for existences that eluded the constraints of 

those forces.  In the new resurfacing of these tactics in the narratives of popular songs 
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and stories, the experience of women – particularly black women – in the streets tended 

to be silenced.  In the popular repertoire the ethos of malandragem becomes equated to 
the malandro as the quintessential figure of social trickery and street smarts.  At the same 

time the public sphere of the streets became encased by a bourgeois perception of the 
public space as an essentially masculine sphere, even in its ‘marginal’ occupation. 

The tactics of dwelling in the streets is then re-gendered in its nature, as only its 

masculine dimension survives in the cultural trope of the malandro.  This is the malandro 
who resurfaces a century later in the game of capoeira in Lapa and who partakes in the 

life of macumbeiros.  It is true that even under the sign of the malandro there is not just 
one uniform way of representing malandragem.  For example, the malandro in Lapa 

showed up dressed in the attire acquired during the 1930s - wearing a ‘bourgeois’ suit to 

disguise his status as a hustler and evade some of the vigilance of the law, he parodies 
that very dress code through the exaggeration of the silk adornments that transforms it 

into the accoutrements of the dandy (cf. Salvadori, 1990; Augras, 1997) 92.  The 

malandro that most often shows up in the rituals of macumba , however, is not usually 
encased by this disguise – a hat is normally the only distinct attire he might request when 

arriving in the body of a medium, while at a festa he might also wear a pair of rolled up 
pants and a shirt that maintains the lower class status of malandragem.  Of course, they 

do also show up in silk shirts and other nice accoutrements, gifts of grateful clients and 

filhos de santo , unmistakable signs of their powerful popularity.   In either case, the 
malandro reiterates the popular encasing of malandragem in a masculine body. 

                                                
92 This discussion of the shift of the attire of the malandro comes from Salvadori’s (1990) history 
of malandragem.  Monique Augras (1997) offers a different view, as she takes the meaning of the 
word pilintra (as in one of exu’s name – Zé Pilintra) from the Enciclopédia Brasileira Mérito (no 
citation in text) as “from one who has nothing [but]... aspires to show [oneself] as the owner of 
something”, and suggests that the excessive elegance of Zé Pilintra is the sign of a “marginal who 
promotes himself, a dominated who dreams of equating himself to the dominator and, in his 
fuss, ends up proclaiming, instead of social ascension, the irremediable fate of the riffraff” (48).  
Even though my translations does not do justice to the tongue-and-cheek tone of her text, it does 
point to our very different interpretations of the encasing of the malandro in the cloaking of the 
bourgeoisie.  Instead of a doomed social ascension (an element that is by no means absent in the 
persona of the malandros  ) I choose to emphasize the parody of the signs of such social ascension 
– a trait of the malandros  that Augras herself alludes to as she cites another dictionary definition 
of pilintra  as “ vagabond...prankish, mischievous” (ibid., 49). 
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 Even though in macumba the malandro himself is a man, masculinity is not a 

condition of malandragem.  The pomba giras break open the closure of women from that 
realm and in the process recast the meaning of malandragem.  It is not just an embracing 

of female spirits as malandros as well – the fact that they are not named malandras (the a 
being the marker of the feminine gender) betrays that refusal to a mere conscription.  In 

the lyrics of sambas on malandragem, women are often Amélias – the docile wife who 

struggles to steer the malandro into a life of honest work (Berlinck, 1976) or, as 
prostitutes, mere objects exploited - for money, love and sex- by the malandros (Mattos, 

1982; Salvadori, 1990).93  Women are then examples par excellence of those who are 
“signified on” (Gates, 1988) as the malandro plays his game of skirting constraining 

social rules.  The pomba giras, on the other hand, embody the complex history of 

prostitution as at once a form of subjection and an unsettling act of evading the 
disciplining grasp of propriety.  The pomba giras arrive as subjects of their own acts of 

trickery, as agents of inevitably gendered acts of transgression. But to flash out the 

significance of this act of transgression, I need to first bring forth some of the history that 
echoes in the cackle that signals the arrival of the pomba gira. 

The neglect of women's active role in the theater of the streets of Rio, in this 
retellings of the malandro as the male hustler of popular lore, foregrounds the often 

contradictory quality of the very (re)production of social memory.  While on one level 

the discursive memorialization of the malandro reaffirmed his contestation of social 
boundaries, through the valorization of his  socially ambiguous position at the edge of 

legality and the celebration of his  ability to elude norms and rules, these same 
representations reaffirmed social boundaries that re-engendered the streets as a male 

realm.  It is not simply the case, as Salvadori (1990) argues, that the erasure of women's 

experiences was the result of the male authorship of such representations of 
malandragem.  Rather, the trope of the (male) malandro surfaces within the larger context 

                                                
93 Mattos (1982) also speaks of a few sambas where the woman is represented as a ‘malandra’.  
Here she is often depicted as “everyone’s utopia” (151), a woman much desired, but unattainable 
by the ‘malandro.’  She is also clearly distinguished from the prostitute, who is taken to be a 
worker, not a true ‘malandra.’ 
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of the ongoing redefinition of the proper place of women in the rapidly growing urban 

center of Rio, and elsewhere in Brazilian society. 
As Joan Scott has argued (1988), ‘women’, ‘femininity’ and ‘gender’ are concepts 

of social and cultural identity whose meanings are created through differentiation, and in 
turn provide means to articulate and naturalize such differences.  The differentiation of 

the malandro as male - or rather, the unmarking of his gender in the naturalization of his 

masculinity - is then part and parcel of the ongoing struggles by multiple social forces to 
normalize the new social relations and roles taking shape in the early years of the 

capitalist republic.  While women disappear from the signification of malandro, they 
resurface in another arena of controversial occupation of the streets:  they became the 

focus of the moral agonizing over the growing numbers of prostitutes in Rio and other 

urban centers such as São Paulo, at the turn of the XIX century.  Amongst the various 
types of occupation that emerged in the streets of these cities, prostitution was, if not 

numerically or economically, at least symbolically, highly significant.  On the figure of 

the prostitute coalesced contemporary concerns over femininity, family values, and 
morality; concerns over the (ill)legality of the sexual trade; issues regarding health and 

the often moralizing discourse of medicine; and the control of the social body by the 
newly developed forms of governance (cf. Menezes, 1992; Rago, 1991; Soares, 1992). 

These multiple concerns inevitably betrayed current hierarchies of race, and the 

conflicting ideologies that imputed different sexualization upon the body of white and 
black women.  Prostitution was at once celebrated as a sign and as a means of reforming 

the conservative sexual mores that were seen as plaguing the old regimen, and as a threat 
to the integrity of the Brazilian family and to the moral propriety of women.  White 

women stood at both ends of these dimensions of the debates over prostitution.  On one 

end, they were clearly the ‘women’ and ‘family’ that needed to be protected from the 
threat of social defilement brought about by prostitution.  On the opposite end, it was the 

newly immigrated European women who were seen as bringing to an up-to-then 
backwards society the illuminating modernity of European cities like Paris.  The French 

and Polish prostitutes in particular, were hailed as a liberatory force not only of new 
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modes of feminine sexuality, which would unleash a true “metamorphosis” of an 

otherwise “monotonous quotidian” (Rago, 1991: 169), but, most importantly, as gateways 
into the “movements of history…[,as means of] absorbing and consuming profoundly 

mystified European practices and commodities” (ibid.).  The images of the French and 
Polish women, of ‘high class’ prostitution, were tantalizing signs that evoked both 

notions of pleasure and modernity, and violence and depravation (ibid., 242). 

Black women, on the other hand, witnessed the social and symbolic dislocation of 
their bodies from the subjection of enslaved captivity, unimpeded sexual exploitation by 

their owners (cf. Giacomini, 1988), and often sexual commercialization as yet another 
source of income for those owners (Soares, 1992), to, in the words of Margareth Rago, 

the dammed squalor of low prostitution (1991: 242).94  Low class prostitution came, 

inevitably, associated with ideas of animality of the flesh, bestiality of sex, unrestrained 

pleasure and orgy without limits, testimonies to the lowest degree of human degradation 

(ibid., 242).  Within this frame the image of the black prostitute became the translation of 

al: the most execrable and degrading that society could contain (242). 95 

                                                
94 Here I borrow from Rago’s (1991)  brief discussion on the racialization of prostitution in São 
Paulo (242-246).  Soares’ discussions of prostitution in Rio and the various categorizations of 
prostitutes offered by the official discourses of police officials and medical authorities suggests 
that similar differentiation also took place in the city of Rio, but his focus on the competing 
modes of control of prostitution in Rio sidelines a more significant analysis of race and sexuality.  
He does, however, provided a short, but important historical analysis of slave prostitution in Rio 
(1992, 61-68). 
95 In these images of the black prostitute reverberated notions of black female sexuality that 
described (and still do nowadays) the female slave as possessing an imputed natural sensuality 
that could not be resisted by the white male (owner).  The enslaved black female was (is) 
represented not only as an instrument of toil in the fields and at the heart of the white household, 
but also as the seductress, the sexually available woman who desired sexual love and her literal 
possession by the white owner.  In this representation of the black woman she is not an object of 
possession, but rather exhibits the purported sexual attractiveness that essentially provoked the 
bewitchment of the white men.  As such, her body is invested with the agency of the alleged 
seduction that gave birth to the much celebrated unique miscegenation of the Brazilian nation.  
The image of the black prostitute, at the turn of the XX century, is obviously emptied of any of 
the innocence and romanticization of exploitation that is so enmeshed in those discourses 
circulating about the enslaved woman.   Once again it is not the sexual exploitation of the black 
woman that is at the center of these representations, but her active sexuality, only this time 
framed as repulsive and threatening in its degeneracy in the midst of prostitution.  Her sexual 
allure is striped of its ‘naturalness’ as it becomes encased in a cash exchange, and now her body 
refracts only the grotesque quality imputed upon black bodies within the symbolic economy of 
contemporary racism.  Devoid of its desirability, only abjection remains in the public discourses 
about the black prostitute. 
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Even though malandros and prostitutes suffered similar repression under the 

forces of law and order, the means of that repression also reinstated the gendered 
differences of their transgressions.  Both malandros and black prostitutes were arrested 

by the police, and the shaving of their heads was a common punishment to their crimes 
(see Matos, 1982, for the former; Menezes, 1992, for the latter).  In the case of the 

malandros, longer hair was commonly taken as a sign of his inadmissible malandragem, 

and through the removal of this iconic hairstyle the police literally erased a mark of 
malandragem from his body.  In the case of the prostitute, however, the shaven head 

literally inscribed unto her public body her status as socially debased and degenerated.  
Obviously the bare head must also have been meant to make her unattractive, therefore 

less valuable as a prostitute – so at the same time that the bodily marking works as a re-

instantiation of her identity, it refuses her the possibility of acting on that identity.  This 
form of violation of her body, branding her as a prostitute, further stressed the availability 

of her body to public possession, in this case by the forces of order and morality. 

The biblical echoes of her punishments made the prostitute, unlike the malandro, 
not only into a criminal, but, above all, a sinner.  The more debased her ‘sins’, the more 

prominent the prostitute was in the legal debates over repression or legalization and 
control of her activities, in the medical discourses over the various types of prostitution 

and their threat to the health of body and society, and the elite’s moral diatribes against 

what was seen as an infecting presence (Soares, 1992).  Removed from their concrete 
existences in the streets, these multiple, gendered, racial, cultural and historical 

experiences, were re-articulated – even in their very separation – in the multiple 
discourses that took these public presences as tropes in competing representations of 

lower classes in general, and black men and women in particular, within the context of 

the emerging nation. 
The social memory of black women’s presence in the streets of the capital is thus 

devoid of any of the positive, and often heroic, representation of the malandro.  Salvadori 
(1990) argues that the malandros are a popular trope that is saturated with black social-
cultural memory.  As I said above, this is, however, a masculine memory, as black 
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women’s multiple historical roles on the streets (cf. Kowarick, 1994; Lauderdale-Graham, 
1988) do not partake in the mythic malandragem.  Within her representation as 
prostitute she is discursively denied any of the celebrated agency of transgression read 
into the practices and the body of the malandro.  Her marginality and the illegality of her 
trade are at opposite ends of the symbolic qualities invested upon the malandro, as her 
practices are racially demonized and reduced to expressions of an uncontrolled and 
polluting sexuality. 

Meshing together multiple abjections towards blacks and black cultural practices, 
black prostitution was seen as taking place, among many other places in the center of 

town, also at fortune houses, that is, religious houses that congregated the black 
population.  These houses were seen as dens of prostitution (Soares, 1992: 45-6), to 

where street prostitutes were recruited to join in the nights of lewdness and barbarian 

rituals (ibid.).  Here (black) prostitutes and black religion come together – if not in actual 
practice at least through such narratives – already, foretelling the conjunction enacted by 

the presence of the pomba giras in the present day rituals of macumba. 
Once again, even if the stories about the pomba giras do not directly recall this 

history of prostitution of olden days, their presence is invested with traces of this past.  

Take a day of consultations in another home also in Bangu, only this time it is across 
Avenida Brasil, in a neighborhood idyllically named Bangu Gardens.  I went there about 

two years ago with Luciana’s brother, Júlio, who had heard through a cousin that there 
would be a good gira de exu that afternoon.  We walked through the local streets, without 

an address in hand, but confidant that someone would know the place.  Júlio insisted that 

if we kept walking one of us would feel or hear something  that would send us in the right 
path, If you hear anything on your ear, let me know. 

We eventually caught the faint sound of drums and followed it to iron gates tight 

shut.  Out knocks were answered by a woman who let us in a yard where a few other 
people were already hanging around, talking casually as they waited for a chance to 

speak to one of the pomba giras walking about.  The pomba gira of the mãe de santo 

moved with grace through the counsulents , a tall glass with cidra, a sweet champagne 

beverage, on hand, a large red cloth rose tied to her hair, wearing a black and red shawl 
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draped low over her back, and a low cut lace blouse matching her red lace long skirt.  She 

was the image of a courtesan, attending to the needs of her clients – even if her services 
here were of a different nature.  Much quieter in her demeanor than other pomba giras I 

had encountered, she still shared with them the loud laughter that distinctively mark their 
presence. 

While it might at first seem odd to tell the history of prostitution of the olden days 

to address the presence of such prostitutes in centros nowadays, one needs only to look at 
the ways the pomba giras  dress to become aware that their trade is one that took place in 

a time bygone.  Of course, the long skirts are shared by all filhas de santo and female 
spirits – they are a mark of Afro-Brazilian religions in general.  But the ensemble of her 

garb evokes stereotypical representations of prostitutes of the turn of the century – not 

unlike the courtesans of the saloons of Hollywood westerns.  While the minimalist garb 
of contemporary prostitutes in the streets of Rio – Lapa and its neighboring Glória being 

striking cases in point, alongside the motels along Avenida Brasil as it crosses Bangu, 

and other hot spots in the metropolis – might make the clothing of the pomba giras seem 
as proper as that of a nun, its significance as morally and sexually transgressive is 

encased by its historical location. 
If in clothing the pomba giras might seem deceivingly proper, their talk and 

behavior leaves no doubt in the imagination as to who they are.  As Patricia Birman 
(1983) puts it, pomba giras bring together femininity heightened precisely in its 
more stigmatized aspect – sexuality, [and] the stigma in its deepest level – 
prostitution (32-33).  Absent from this description of progressive stigmatization is the 
historical conjunction of black prostitution and black cultural spaces, if not in practice, at 
least in representations such as that of the fortune houses and the quilombos of 
vagabond black women from the turn of the century (Rago, 1991).  Such absence is 
not simply an omission on Birman’s part, but rather a reflection of the mythologized 
version of prostitution incarnate in the pomba giras.  In the embodiment of the pomba 
gira in Bangu Gardens we are reminded of the conjunction of sexuality and prostitution 
that Birman refers to, and, at the same time, of the at once strikingly present and absent 
blackness of such femininity in the contemporary representations of pomba giras .  
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While the filha de santo’s deep black skin casts this pomba gira within the historical 
tale I just narrated, her clothing of a courtesan from bygone days is unmarked by race.  
She is dressed as the statuettes that represent pomba giras in the religious shops and 
altars of the centros  - the long skirted, lasciviously laughing, white skinned woman, 
minus the bare-chest of her clay images.  The stories that circulate in the popular 
literature about the people of the streets also tend to circumvent any reference to race, 
or even recast the pomba giras as a fallen European noble (cf. Meyer, 1993). 
 While malandros are framed within the constraints of masculinity – both in 
popular lore and as spirits - they do retain the blackness of its history in their physical 

representation in black statuettes.  The pomba giras, on the other hand, reinsert 
femininity in the space of malandragem and the streets, but shed overt references to the 

blackness of such femininity.  They nonetheless occupy the same social spaces as the 

malandros, and as such are inevitably, even if silently, cast into a space historically 
associated with the lower classes and black culture.  Keeping the company of malandros, 

the pomba giras are depicted as women who one will find in a dangerous game of cards 
[ronda], as the song tell us 

I was in a game of ronda, 
Where I met my woman. 
But she was in a circle of seven malandros. 
And when my blade I tossed, 
A man jumped aside 
And the woman I loved the most 
I killed. 
I cried, 
Cried, cried. 
The woman I loved the most 
I killed. 
‘Cause the man with her was a coward. 
And when I tossed my blade 
The man jumped aside.96 

 

                                                
96 Estava num jogo de ronda/Onde encontrei minha mulher/Mas ela estava na roda de sete malandros/E 
quando meu punhal eu joguei/Um homen saiu da frente/E a mulhe rque eu mais amava/ Eu matei/ Eu 
chorei/Chorei, chorei/E a mulher que eu mais amava eu matei/Chorei, Chorei/Porque o homem/Porque o 
homem que estava com ela era um covarde/E quando o punhal eu joguei/O homen saiu da frente/ E a 
mulher que eu mais amava eu matei... 
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 Instead of the black prostitute as exploited by the malandro, as depicted in samba 

lyrics (cf. Matos, 1982:129-185; Salvadori, 1990: 212-246), the pomba gira  shares the 
pleasures and dangers of that life, dying because of the cowardice of a man and the quick 

blade of another.  But she is not only a victim in this theater of malandragem, as another 
song tells us: 

 Êê I searched, I searched 
 I searched, I did not find 
 I only found [it] over there in the city 
 The city where I found 
 Wicked Pombo Gira 

Who killed the young man. 
If I kill, I am arrested 
If she kills she is not97 
 
This pomba gira  moves through these marginal spaces, from a cards game to a 

murderous deed, to the doors of a brothel 

When she I was little 
I was stopped at the door of a cabaret. 
Girl, go back home! 
Here children don’t enter, 
Here only women enter! 
 
Say alleluia, say alleluia! 
I’m still a maiden 
But I’m also a woman of the streets. 
Say alleluia, say alleluia98 

 
 As these songs tell, the pomba giras  open up the masculinity of the streets, and 

re-gender the spaces of social liminality – even more so in the disturbing conjunction of 
prostitution and childhood innocence99.  The pomba giras bring into the realm of 

                                                
97 e Procurei, procurei/Procurei não achei/Fui achar lá na cidade/Cidade onde encontrei....Pombo Gira 
malvada/Que matou o rapaz./Se eu mato eu vou preso/Se ela mata não vai. 
98 Quando eu era pequenina/Fui barrada na porta de uma cabaré/ô Menina volta pra casa/Aqui 
não entra criança/Aqui sé entra mulhé/Diz aleluia, diz aleluia/Eu ainda sou menina moça /Mas 
também sou mulher da rua... 
99 While the last song is for Maria Padilha – a woman of the streets, there are many songs which 
also bring together childhood and sexuality and prostitution.  They are sung for Pomba Gira 
Menina [girl] who dances with the disturbing gaiety and apparent innocence of a young teenager.  
Her songs are charged with the double meaning of words such as Menina, my Menina/ Come play 
the amarelinha [a children’s skipping game], or Look at such beautiful girl/Look at such lovely girl/It is 
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macumba not the prostitute as the object of occupation by the forces of the law or the 

sinner of moral discourse.  Her prostitution reclaims the agency of transgression from 
which she is locked out in the popular discourse of malandragem.  In a brief discussion 

on the masculine nature of the representation of a diasporic cousin of the malandro, the 
African-American trickster, Sharon Thompson (1990: 269) remarks that to tell trickster 

tales is to share on the theme of masculinity.  She writes that the trickster might come 

disguised in women’s clothes, but that as a promiscuous, comic, taboo splitting (ibid.) 
figure the trickster is always interpreted as a he. 

Thompson suggests that [p]erhaps we cannot truly imagine women in this 

extreme state of desocialization, and goes on to point out that a female analogue [to the 

trickster] is the witch, but the trickster is streetwise; and  while trickster belongs to 

adolescence, she is supposedly finished, a rag.  Disorderly woman is perhaps the closest 

female relative of trickster.  She is a lusty and unruly dominatrix who sometimes 

crossdresses .  But while disorderly woman makes the most of her humanity, she does not 

strategize.  While ‘trickster’ and ‘malandro’ are not the same cultural figure, they do 
resemble one another, not only because of the diasporic resonances of their stories, but 

also in regards to the exclusive masculine of their nature.  Pomba giras  in turn combine 
elements of Thompson’s witch and disorderly woman, into a particular form not of de-

socialization, but of transgressive sociality. 

 Often times the pomba giras arrive at a consultation session or a gira , appearing 
to be drunk, complaining for having been taken away from a celebration with her peers 

and cursing who called her to work.  Take Dona Padilha da Figueira, the pomba gira of 
Sandra, a nurse who, when I met her several years ago, used to belong to Luciana’s 

centro, but has now joined a far away centro to which she goes only sporadically.  Sandra 

counted on her pomba gira’s protection to shelter her from being caught for her small 
time stealing of expensive prescription drugs from the intensive care unit of the public 

                                                                                                                                            
Pomba Gira Menina/Calling me from her window [this latter song is from a popular collection of 
Songs for Exu (Andrade, 1995)].  I have not heard macumbeiros commenting on the conjunction of 
sexuality and the innocence of childhood that is so clearly signified by the figure of Pomba Gira 
Menina, so it does not figure in my own discussion here, even though I will come back to these 
issues elsewhere. 
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hospital she worked at, to sell to a ring of smugglers in operation in Rio at the time, about 

four years ago – a small times thievery that provided her with the money to finish the 
construction of her house, while making her part of a network that further depleted the 

already low supply of high-cost medicine in the public health system.  Dona Padilha was 
deemed by all to be a powerful spirit – so much so that jealousy between Cacurucaia  

and her eventually led to Sandra’s leaving the centro. 

In exchange for her help to Sandra and other clients, Dona Padilha always had 
plenty to drink and smoke whenever she arrived in a gira.  Not that she really needed it, 

as she would often arrive in the gira already displaying all signs of being completely 
drunk.  On more than one occasion she was not even able to get up unless helped to her 

feet by a filha de santo.  No one seemed to think that to be a hindrance to her capacity to 

perform her work.  It actually accentuated the profane character of her presence, 
foregrounding the transgressive quality of the presence of the people of the streets in the 

ritual of macumba.  Dona Padilha’s transgression of categories was even more 

accentuated by the song that called her upon this world and marked her arrival in the 
gira.  As the pomba gira embodied in the flesh of a woman with deep black skin and dark 

brown hair, her song remarked that if her catacomb holds mystery, she is Maria Padilha 

of the cemetery...she is blonde, with blue eyes...she is Maria Padilha... 100Once, when I 

asked her if she was indeed a white woman, Dona Padilha laughed and gave me a look of 

defiance that seemed to challenge me into figuring it out.  Sandra told me that Dona 

Padilha refused to reveal to anyone who she really was.  Even though the pomba gira 

would always arrive in response to that song, it opened more questions about who she 
had been than really described her.  It also made one wonder why she had chosen that 

particular song, the only one I ever heard to offer any explicit racial reference to the 

often-described beauty of the pomba giras. 
 Dona Padilha’s obvious enjoyment of the befuddlement she provoked was shared 

by other pomba giras, even though such unsettling effect might have very different 
reasons.  Take Ana’s own Maria Padilha telling of her liking of a good party, as she sat 
                                                
100 Se a sua catacumba tem mistério/ Ela é Maria Padilha do cemitério./ Se a sua catacumba tem mistério/ 
Ela é Maria Padilha do cemitério./Mas ela é loura, dos olhos azuis/ Maria Padilha, filha de Seu Omolu. 
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in Ana’s living room on a more recent evening, chatting and drinking after a long night of 

consultations.  What I really like is a good blowout.  Lots to drink...Lots of men...I went to 

a party at Seu Antônio’s  [Ana’s past pai de santo]...that was a real party.  There were 

these...what he calls them?...bofe?  [a gay slang for young gay men] these young men 

who love it when I sit on their lap....I sit on their lap and they fill my breasts with 

money...That day I sat on the lap of an ogãn, a little old already...and he talked like this, 

“I feel like I’m in a real brothel!”.  “Oh, really?”, I said.  “Then put some money here.”  

And he went on putting money here.   He put his hand deep in my breasts, like this, and 

put more money.  “Kiss me on the mouth”, he asked.  “Kiss on the mouth I won’t do!”   

“What about a sniff on the neck?”   “Then put more money here!”  I finished the night 

with a lot of money on my breasts, Padilha proudly told me, laughing at the way the men 

were taken by her supposed sexual availability.  I gave all the money to Seu Antônio, for 

his charitable work!!!!  Há!  Work he never did...he spent it all with his bofes, she 

sneered at the pretense of philanthropy of the pai de santo. 

 Maria Padilha behavior is excessive even for a pomba gira, but her telling is not 
so much about her behavior, but about her ability to manipulate the behavior expected of 

a woman, in particular of a whore.  At the festas and giras I attended there was always a 
lot of double talk and suggestive play between the spirits and the filhos de santo and the 

clients, but never any physical contact of the sort Padilha describes here.  The 

conjunction between nights of lewdness and barbarian rituals  was always only a 
suggested possibility - but there were always stories that things like this did take place 

elsewhere.  After all, everything is possible when it comes to the people of the streets. 
Ana’s Padilha did indeed like a good brawl.  Both Padilha and Ana told me about 

Padilha taking over Ana’s body when the later went to spend carnival in Salvador – the 

Brazilian northeast city know as the heart of Afro-Brazilian culture.  I drank a lot...I 

smoked lot...Everything I wanted was paid for...Nobody knew it was me.  It was only 

when I left that I said “Pleased to meet you, Maria Padilha do Cruzeiro”...This other 

[woman] said “What is this?”...She kept offering cigarettes to my girl [Ana] and her 

saying she didn’t smoke...”What sort of whoring is this?  You smoked my cigarettes all 
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night long”  It was all very fun...One of those days I’m going to go out drinking with 

you...I’ll behave!  You will only know because I’ll be smoking!  
 Padilha enacts what Gates (1988) describes as the essence of trickster behavior, 

she signifies upon those around her, taking advantage of them for a good time.  Her 
signifying is inextricably tied to her ability to strategize  (Thompson, date) the way she 

deploys her very identity as woman.  Or rather - to maintain de Certau’s (1984) fruitful 

distinction between strategies, which is the action of a subject of will and power, and 
tactics, which is the maneuvering within the territory of the other that seizes the chance 

offering of the moment - Padilha’s tactic is to guilefully deploy her sexuality to her own 
advantage.  She toys with the unpredictability of her arrival and the potentiality of her 

transgression of norms of feminine propriety.  She obviously also plays with the 

disturbing quality of her taking pleasure in me such a story.  This performative 
inhabitation of power foments the relation of awe and fear, of frightful desire, between 

the spirit and her clients. 

It is possibly this disquieting attraction that brought the group of prostitutes from 
a close-by neighborhood to consult with Cacurucaia a few weeks before the night Maria 

Molambo showed up.  The women, who Cacurucaia had chastised for desiring the wrong 
sort of things out of life, had arrived wearing small lycra tops that left their stomachs 

bare, and matching tight shorts that marked all of their bodies’ curves.  I remember being 

surprised at their clothes.  The outfits were not odd in themselves, after all they were the 
latest fad in suburban fashion.  What struck me as odd was that the women would be 

wearing such skimpy clothing to a centro.  Even if there were no dress requirements, 
people tended to cover more of their body than that – one could never be sure what the 

spirits (or the filhos de santo  in charge) might take as disrespectful attire, nor was it 

unheard of for a person seeking consultation to fall in trance and trash about.  Small 
clothing was not the most appropriate for very pragmatic reasons.  When I did remark on 

my surprise to Cacurucaia’s cambona (ritual aid) she had responded without missing a 
beat that They are hookers from the favela over there. 
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 In this encounter of prostitutes of bygone days and those of today, the young 

women had come searching for help dealing with the always short supply of money and 
the continuous juggling that maintaining family (love) relations demanded of them.  They 

came in search of Cacurucaia not because they are putas like her, or black like her – no 
one ever remarked on the commonality of their occupations as a the reason for their 

resorting to Cacurucaia.  Actually, Cacurucaia herself was the only one who made 

explicit any such link between them, as she admonished them for their misplaced desire 
for a man – her counseling drawn out of her own story of betrayal and death, while their 

common blackness remained unremarked upon.  The women are not spirits, even if they 
too are mulheres da vida, ‘women of the life’, of the streets.  They cannot thus simply 

enact a mimesis of Cacurucaia’ s excessive deployment of sexuality and outright 

transgression of morality – even if those violations of feminine propriety are constitutive 
of the social nature of the women’s very occupation.  The excessive sexuality of the spirit 

is part of what constitutes the power which draws women who themselves deploy a 

certain kind of excessive sexuality – a deployment to which they are at once subjects and 
objects, desirable and abject. 

The women’s resorting to Cacurucaia is in fact a tactical maneuver of their own.  
To come to the people of the streets is a practice which does not delimit one’s own place 

in a world bewitched by the invisible powers of the Other  (de Certeau, 1984: 36).  It does 

not provide a mastery of the uncertainties of history  (ibid.), but is an intervention that 
seeks to transform the instant...into a favorable situation, a clever...utilization of 

opportunities to introduce a play in the foundations of power (ibid.: 38-39).  It is to this 
play of tactics that I turn below. 

 
~~~ *** ~~~ 

 
Chain of Similitude 

 

 Exus and all the controversial imagery that mediate people’s relation to their 
spiritual powers, are central to the very practice of macumba.  The ambiguity and 

unexpected-ness of exus’ power grant the spirits a fundamental role in many of the rituals 
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of macumba.  They are certainly not the only spirits that bring people to the macumba 

houses (see next chapter), but it is often the people of the streets who are sought after 
when folks come in search of help.  If the association with the Christian Devil configures 

exus as entities to be feared, they are also fearfully respected because of it101.  Exus’ 
meddling with things deemed to belong to the realm of the devil, the spirits’ behavior that 

exceeds the framing of the sacred and the profane, that disrupts the separation of the 

everyday and the ritual, that mingle the here and the over there, the now and the then, are 
largely responsible for the sense of fear and desire that surrounds macumba. 

That fearful attraction of the people of the streets is also born out of the 
transgressive sociality imbued in the figure of the malandro as a social marginal and the 

pomba gira as prostitute – rather, a puta, whore, in the spirit’s own self-identification 

which drops the niceties of proper naming an occupation so markedly improper.   In their 
excessive (his)stories and presences, the people of the streets actively distill the social 

pathology ascribed to macumba and the social fear it betrays.  Some early academic 

writings (see chapter 2) were already fascinated with macumba’s association with social 
characters described as mala vita (Ramos, 1940), those of bad life, with the criminal 

witch (Bastide, 1983[1946]), and with the lower classes – all of which were condensed 
into signs of a degeneration of religious practices, be it into witchcraft, or into magic and 

entertainment, a means of swindling money from the gullible.  Writings on black 

                                                
101 Exus occupy very different places within the various rituals of Afro-Brazilian religions.  In 
candomblé, for instance, public celebrations are often opened with a private ritual of despacho.  
Here the name refers not to an offering in the street, but, literally, to the sending away of Exu, the 
orixá.  For some practitioners of candomblé, such as Mãe Santa and Alair, this marks Exu as the 
first orixá to be honored, and the ritual is intended to please (and tame) Exu, and to turn the 
orixa’s unpredictable behavior towards their favor.  The despacho is then taken as a necessary first 
step in securing Exu’s favorable mediation and in guaranteeing that the orixá will open the 
propitious paths for the following rituals to unfold.  For other practitioners, on the other hand, 
the sending away is taken to its literal meaning.  Emphasizing the fear of Exu, the ritual becomes 
the indispensable means to keep the deity’s disturbing presence away from the other rituals. 
 In many Umbanda houses the perceived evilness of exus is central to their identity.  In 
order to curtail a power so aligned with the malign, the spirits are not even allowed within the 
spaces where other rituals take place. True to the spatial coding embedded in their name, the povo 
da rua are exiled to the outside.  They are thus secluded from the physical spaces reserved for 
sacred practices.  Having their ambiguity negated – or at least fearfully restrained, exus are 
deemed to belong to only one realm.  The religious practices are here invested with the desire to 
curtail the unlimited nature of exus, reinforcing the barriers between that which is deemed sacred 
and the profane, the realms of the outside and the inside. 
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prostitution on the turn of the XIX century were in turn fearfully concerned with the 

intimate connection of meretricious acts and black religion – the crossing of two realms 
of black practices that exceeded the attempts to engender properly disciplined social 

bodies. 
The povo da rua bring forth this landscape of meanings where macumba dwells 

within the Brazilian public imaginary, and re-signify them as the very source of their 

power.  They are the mala vita per excellence, returning into the realm of religion with a 
vengeance.  They are the socially marginal that bring into ritual their ascribed social 

degeneracy.  Their presence in rituals are in turn excessive, ironic plays with their 
expected degeneracy - the people of the streets bring the marginal  into the sacred  in a 

way that does not simply anoint the profane, but disrupts such alignments.  Such ironic 

play is not a defacement through the mimetic embodiment of power – like the spirits in 
Jean Rouch’s classic Les Maitres Fous (1957) - but a transgression through the mimetic 

embodiment of the marginal.  This newly embodied marginal rejoins the streets invested 

with the power of ritual presence. 
 In their excessiveness the people of the streets are at once radically strange to the 

people who seek them – and continuously make themselves so – and all too familiar to 
people’s own everyday experiences.  The collective investment that is the recognition of 

the spirits as people of the streets, engenders the awareness of echoes between the 

marginality of malandros and pomba giras, and the contemporary experiences of 
macumbeiros.  To seek the people of the streets is to insert oneself in a chain of 

similitude, where one is provisionally linked through a narrative chain to both the spirits 
and other folks - the clients and filhos de santo who share in the benevolent deeds and the 

feared wrath of the spirits. 

 The insertion on this chain provides links that cut across people’s individual 
experiences, bringing the marginal and otherwise individual into the center of collective 

narration.  To partake in these stories, to become an active character of these tales, is not 
to recognize one’s experience as ‘just like someone else’s’.  It is rather to burst it out of 

the ordinariness of the everyday, to free it from the familiarity of the mundane, investing 
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in one’s life the power of the strangeness of the spirits.  To resort to the counsel of the 

spirits, to request the help of the people of the streets is not to transcend the ‘real’ or 
obfuscate the truth of things, but to re-enchant the world with a new logic. 

 Take Neide, a woman now in her early 40s, who I met years ago as she worked as 
a housekeeper for a relative of mine.  Even though I had always know her to be a crente, 

the childhood religion of her mother and sisters, Neide recently told me that she had for a 

while worked with a pomba gira.  I was very sad...when my husband left me I felt...you 

know...downhearted.  Then a young mother of three, Neide lived in the poor rural 

outskirts of Campo Grande, the neighborhood not too far from Bangu where I grew up.  
She had moved there as a young child, migrating with her mother from the interior of 

Brazil – even tough, given her brown skin and accent, she was often mistaken for a 

migrant from the northeast.  Forced to raise her children alone, Neide struggled not to 
have to give her children to the care of relatives, as her own mother had done to her older 

sisters. 

Neide had offset the depression caused by her husband’s betrayal and the 
hardships of single motherhood through friendship links to some of the women who lived 

around her.  It was one of these friends who brought her to a centro.  I was a... what you 

call it... a cambona to her pomba gira.  One day this friend and I were walking in the 

center of Campo Grande... I really needed to find work... The father of my kids never 

gave me no pension... I never wanted to ask for it... That day we’re in Campo Grande and 

this woman came and asked us if we wanted a housekeeping job... I was desperate... The 

kids were young... so me and my neighbor went to this woman’s house... That was the 

first time my pomba gira came, there at her house... ’cause this woman, she was having 

many problems... poor woman... I felt so sorry for her... she had no money but she needed 

someone to take care of her kids... I ended up not working for her... I really liked her, but 

I had my kids and I needed money. 

In her tale of female abandonment and financial despair Neide ended up finding a 
woman who struggled with the same difficulties as hers.  Neide’s description of her 

sympathy towards the other woman’s plight does not, however, emphasize a sense of 



 139 

sameness in their experiences – even if that commonality is more than a subtext.  There is 

ample discussion and examples in the literature of the various kinds of support network 
provided by membership in an Afro-Brazilian religion, not only in terms of immediate 

financial and personal problems (cf. Dantas, 1978; Maggie, 1975; Pressel, 1980; 
Silverstein, 1978; among others), but also in terms of a wider resistance to the repression 

of Afro-Brazilian cultural practices (cf. in particular Braga, 1995). 

Neide’s story, however, is not about the solidarity links she might have forged 
through the centro  - even if those might indeed have been essential to her at the time.  

What the story does tell us is that a stranger, with no money to pay for a domestic worker, 
approaches Neide and her friend in the streets and takes them to her house to share her 

problems.  It is this scenario that is brought forth, as this encounter becomes not only the 

first time that Neide’s own pomba gira appears, but also the first of the regular 
consultations the spirit was to provide while Neide remained in her friend’s centro.  The 

figure of the enigmatic woman is the triggering factor for a new relationship with the 

people of the streets. 
Neide told me the story unconcerned with my wondering about the strange 

solicitation posed to her.  The presence of the pomba gira allowed Neide to accept the 
mysteriousness of the event, to offer the story as sign without being deterred by a desire 

for logical signification outside of the unfolding of the story itself.  The pomba gira 

allowed Neide to invest her world with new possibilities of meaning.  Not wanting to face 
the long legal battle for pension – which she would have to endlessly struggle to obtain 

from her ex-husband even if granted the right by the courts – Neide finds solace in the 
relationship she develops with the people of the streets and their audience. 

It is not that such relations solved her financial problems – she still struggles with 

money, nowadays helping her unemployed children to support their own children, and 
sharing with them the two room house she built in a loteamento de invasão where she is 

constantly afraid for her family’s safety from the violence of police and criminals.  And 
even the solace she did find trough the people of the streets was only provisional, as she 

eventually left the centro  and returned to the igreja, the [neo-evangelical] church. 
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The intimate, yet tenuous connection Neide developed with the pomba gira is not 

uncommon, as people negotiate relationships with spirits who themselves continuously 
remind us not to mistake them for friends.  However, not all relations with the people of 

the streets are this short lived, as people often work with, or are clients of, a malandro or 
pomba gira for many years or even a life time.  Lúcia, a middle aged woman who I met 

at Luciana’s house, professed that to work with the people of the street was her life.  She 

is the only person I ever met who openly admitted – in her case, actually boasted – of 
using exus power for feitiçaria, witchcraft, to perform ‘bad things’.  I did encounter many 

people in consultations who were seeking help to undo such ‘bad things’ done to them. 
Also, plenty of stories do circulate about the malefic effects of exus’ work – after 

all, the efficacy of exus’ work and the attraction they exert upon clients and filhos de 

santo is predicated on the always open possibility of performing one such deed.  
Nonetheless, one is generally quick to deny that he or she is involved in such assuredly 

malefic, but mysteriously hidden practices.  Cacurucaia herself professed to refrain from 

doing those – nowadays  - but was adamant in her warnings against those whenever I 
reported going to giras de exu  in other centros. 

In Lúcia’s case, she openly professed to practice witchcraft and had come to seek 
Cacurucaia’s aid to free herself from what she took to be someone’s payback to years of 

feitiçaria.  When I first met Lúcia she had just started coming to Cacurucaia’s 

consultation sessions.  Cacurucaia’s fame had brought Lúcia to the centro, and their 
encounter must have fulfilled whatever it was that Lúcia was looking for as she stayed on 

to drum for Cacurucaia in the festas and on consultation sessions – she was also the only 
female drummer I ever encountered.  Lúcia’s own spirits, a malandro who, like many 

others, went by the name of Zé Pilintra, and a pomba gira named Dona Rosa, would 

often show up and take Lúcia away from the drums. 
On one of those sessions, I had been talking to Lúcia as she chain smoked while 

waiting to talk to Cacurucaia.  She seemed very happy, pointing to the full moon and 
bragging that she had already started her works, the time being the most propitious for her 

feitiços - spells.  The things I started are already working out... The big boss at INSS  
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[National Institute of Social Security]  has already been fired.  The son of a bitch held my 

[pension]money back, he blocked my claim without hearing any of the witnesses... The 

other woman there, I was going to kill her.  I was going to put two bullets on her face.  I 

went back there with my gun, but Dona Rosa didn’t let me do it.  The woman locked 

herself in there and there was no way she was going to leave.  But I was going to really 

kill her.  The police arrests me, the courts let me out.  First time offender... I worked with 

private security... I know all about that. 

She must have figured me for a good listener, for after telling me about her trials 

and tribulations to receive the pension of her recently deceased estranged husband, she 
confided that she had sought Cacurucaia’s help to make sure that she did indeed receive 

the pension she legally qualified for.  As everyone knows in Brazil, having the right to it 

did not mean she would get it any time soon, so Cacurucaia and her own feitiços were 
the key to solving that problem.  Just as Lúcia finished her cigarette, Cacurucaia came 

out of her room and yelled out to her, Hey!  Sorcerous whore! Aren’t you playing me no 

songs today?  Lúcia’s smile did not hide her pleasure at the compliment embedded in 
Cacurucaia’s disrespectful  address, and offered her own words of praise in return 

 
She is beautiful 
She is flirtatious 
Be careful, she is a sorceress 
Jinx she will place, jinx she will break 
Be careful, she is a sorceress 
 
She is a saint. She is a saint 
She is a saintly woman. 
She is a saint, she is a saint 
Pomba gira 
She is a saintly woman. 
 
The double-ness of the people of the streets is once again reaffirmed in the lyrics 

of Lúcia’s song.  The song overtly warns the believer of the dangers of being taken by the 

deceiving, seductive powers of the beautiful and flirtatious pomba gira.  The lyrics also 
resort to a verbal play that is lost in the English translation.  It calls the pomba gira a 

santa mulher - a saint, a saintly woman.  ‘Saint’ here refers to the fact that the spirits in 
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macumba are called santos, saints – a verbal marker of both the repression of Afro-

Brazilian religions, the forced concealment of the gods and spirits behind the Catholic 
saints, and of the presence in macumba of a myriad of religious influences.  Saintly is 

also used in vernacular Portuguese to refer to something whose efficacy is so much 
beyond doubt that it suggests a supernatural power is at play – like in the expression um 

santo remédio, a saintly remedy.  Saintly then becomes a reference to Cacurucaia’s 

widely known spiritual powers.  And, of course, saintly also refers to virtuosity, purity, 
and things intimately related to the sacred.  The humor implicit in calling Cacurucaia a 

saint is not lost to anyone who hears the song – let alone to anyone who comes to consult 
with the ‘saint’ herself. 

The investment of the social world with the signs of a spiritual world populated 

by malandros and pomba giras allows a different interpretation, or, if I may borrow from 
Barthes (1974), a different readerly engagement with that world.  Lúcia’s use of her self 

proclaimed sorcerous powers, and her search for Cacurucaia’s help in dealing with the 

bureaucracy of Brazilian civil service are not a mere attempt to escape from the grasp of 
that impersonal system.  Rather, it is Lúcia’s manner of engaging with that system in a 

way that she can manipulate it to her advantage.  She refused to understand the slow 
process to receive her pension as simply the result of a cumbersome bureaucracy.  

Instead, she interpreted her predicament as the result of the influence of enemies she had 

acquired because of her work with feitiçaria.  She feared that they had sent powerful 
spiritual forces to harm her, and Cacurucaia’s own power was what she needed to 

counter their effects upon her life.  This is not to say that Lúcia fails to see the social 
forces at play here, but that she refuses an explanation that objectifies her as merely one 

more case-file in the ‘sistema’, the system.  Instead, she reacts to the selective 

disenchantment of the system with a spiritual incantation of her own. 
Lúcia’s re-enchantment of the world through the powerful action of the people of 

the streets is not, however, just a re-interpretation of that world – even though it is that as 
well, as the story itself actively partakes in the unfolding of an interpretive space.  

Lúcia’s incantation is not merely a symbolic act, but an event in itself, with perceived 



 143 

concrete effects upon the world. The storying of Lúcia’s resorting to exus, and the 

collective investment upon the people of the streets with the power to produce such 
effects, are in themselves effective acts.  They are qualitatively akin to what Patricia 

Birman (1995) describes as the efficacious nature of religious initiation: they are 
performative acts that produce the effects which they might symbolically represent 

(32)102.  Or rather, they are poetic acts, in that they do not simply express or represent 

meanings, but produce new meanings (Culler, 1975). 
This poetic storying of one’s life entanglement with the people of the streets also 

resonates with an experience of religious involvement whose sociality in contemporary 
Brazil sits in direct (cultural and political) antagonism to the practices of macumbeiros : 

that of born again Christians.  Susan Harding (1987) asserts that a fundamental dimension 

of the process of conversion to orthodox Protestant practices – in Brazil’s case to become 
a crente, a believer – is to “submit one’s life to God” (179), to “narrate one’s experience 

and fashion stories out of it in dialogue with God’s will and Biblical truths, [making] God 

and his Word, most real and most irrefutable, to oneself and to one’s listener” (ibid.). 
In the stories of macumbeiros, the people of the streets, as well as other 

macumbeiros, are fashioned in dialogue with one another, engendering in that very 
dialogue the reality of the presence of exus and the effects of their acts upon this world 

and upon macumbeiros.  But of course the nature of the Word of God and of the words of 

exus are fundamentally different:  what the stories assert is the multiple truths of the 
presence of exus, not the irrefutability of any single meaning of that presence and its 

effects.  In macumbeiro’s stories the language is not one of submission, but of tense co-
existence, of a never-ending struggle of give and take between ‘believer’ and the spirits – 

                                                
102 In her discussion Birman (1995: 31-35), building upon Márcio Goldman’s (1987, apud Birman 
1995) conceptualization of the notion of pessoa, subject/person in candomblé, argues that the 
process of initiation – subjection of oneself to specific rites of transformation – engenders a new 
relation to the sacred and the spirits that is qualitatively different from that of clients or filhos de 
santo  who do not undergo such rites.  I borrow from her discussion here to suggest that while 
such relations are certainly different, to intertwine one’s life with the presence of the people of the 
streets shares the performative dimension of the former.  To invest the world with the 
enchantment of the presence of the people of the streets is an efficacious act in its own right. 
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even though ‘struggle’ might be the wrong word because it might mistakenly solely 

imply a negative dimension to a tension that is intensely productive of new meanings. 
The tension which is inherent to the crossroads where the ‘supernatural’ and the 

‘mundane’ world of macumbeiros meet, betrays the struggles the macumbeiros encounter 
in their everyday lives.  When I encountered Lúcia two weeks later she was on a much 

somber mood.  Her case in the INSS had not improved with the firing of the old boss, and 

she could no longer use her sorcery – not only it was the wrong phase of the moon, but 
she had struck a deal with Vovó Cambina, a Preto Velho spirit (see chapter 3), that she 

would give up her witchcraft in exchange for further help.  Vovó said that my sorcery... 

all that evildoing...  was going to end up harming my kids... I said “Fuck them!”  They 

never gave me anything.  But Vovó said that all that was going to end up turning against 

me...  so I gave it up... for now...  Lúcia looked anxious, as she paced around the room, 
waiting for her turn to talk to Cacurucaia, upon whom she had by now come to depend 

much more.  She did smile, though, when she confided that she had tried to sell her gun a 

few days before – one more of her desperate schemes to find some money, as she waited 
for Cacurucaia’s power to give her access to her pension and a job. 

As her pomba gira would not let her use her gun to kill one of the people she held 
responsible for her dire situation, she decided to sell the useless weapon.  Lúcia lived at 

the entrance to one of the favelas, the many poor neighborhoods around Luciana’s centro, 

so she picked up the gun and went to sell it to one of the traficantes [drug trafficker] do 

morro [the favela hill].  I only remember leaving my house and starting up the hill... 

When I woke up again I was sitting in a car in front of my house.  My malandro got me, 

and one of the guys up in the hill came to drop me off at my house.  I remarked that she 

had been lucky to be picked up by someone who knew her.  Me?  Not me!  Up the hill 

everyone knows where my malandro lives... Everyone up the hill knows him.  Every time 

one of them ends up in jail it is he who gets them out.  We both laughed at the mischief of 

the malandro, and Lúcia went on to say that Yeah!  That is why everyone knows him as 

Jailhouse Key.  Just as one of them is thrown in jail, a comrade shows up at my house to 

ask the malandro to get him out!  And your gun?, I remembered to ask.  It’s at home... 
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The malandro wouldn’t let me sell it.  He got me so that I wouldn’t sell the gun, lamented 

Lúcia. 
 Lúcia’s paths crisscross with that of the people of the streets.  While her pomba 

gira keeps Lúcia out of jail by preventing her from committing murder, her malandro  
prevents her from selling her gun – an icon of his, their, own marginality -  to those who 

he frees from that very jail.  As a hero of sorts to the underworld of ‘up the hill’, Zé 

Pilintra, who in life hustled in the streets and eluded the forces of the law, now visits his 
modern comrades up in the hill and aids them in escaping from the dreaded enclosure of 

the jailhouse.  He is the impersonation of masculinity and underworld bravado, strutting 
up the hill with his gun, even if the only physical trait he shares with the skinny middle-

aged woman who embodies him is the blackness of their skin. 

 Lúcia, too, is full of a bravado of her own.  Or maybe not solely her own.  She 
showed up one day in the blue uniform of a bus company fare collector.  She had 

temporally landed a job with a local bus company which at the time occupied much space 

on the news’ headlines for the involvement of its buses in several fatal traffic accidents – 
investigations had surfaced several labor law violations and the hiring of unqualified 

drivers.  Many company workers were, ironically, laid off as a result of the crisis ensued 
by the investigation, without receiving severance pay or other compensations they were 

legally entitled to.  Several of those workers had started coming to see Cacurucaia a few 

weeks before Lúcia told me the story about her ill fated gun sale, and the next thing I 
knew was that Lúcia herself had a job.  She was obviously happy with it, parading her 

uniform amongst the folks (still) waiting for their turn at better luck.  Lúcia was very 
mysterious about how she had come upon the job, leaving it open whether it had been the 

result of her work or of Cacurucaia’s intervention – in any case the blue shirt was not a 

simple uniform, but an emblem of a power not of this world. 
 Lúcia’s employed status did not last long, though, and soon things started getting 

worse for her – she lost her house, and money was still not coming her way.  Her bravado 
turned into menacing stories about her resorting even more to her fetiçaria and her own 

exus ‘s powers, despite her promises to the preto velho.  Tensions started surfacing in 
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every consultation session she attended, and her pomba gira would more and more often 

show up and engage in confrontations with other spirits, making ominous remarks to the 
filhos de santo of the centro.  Rumors of Lúcia’s threats to other filhos de santo spread 

around, and stories about works  she was carrying out enhanced the uneasy feeling that 
was quite palpable whenever she would arrive at the centro.  It finally culminated with 

Cacurucaia’s announcement that Lúcia was no longer welcome to the centro.   Lúcia 

herself was not present, but the pomba gira’s ire was publicly announced and Lúcia was 
bound to come into knowledge of her present state of disgrace.  Here there can only be 

one feiticeira!  And that’s me!  Há!  That whore thinks she is a feiticeira!  Há!  That 

whore goes and messes with her feitiços, but then she can’t handle it when it fucks her 

up... Then she comes back here!  Ha! Pomba Gira is the feiticeira here!, Cacurucaia  

screamed out of the door to her room, laughing her devilish laughter at every pause. 
 Lúcia committed a fatal mistake:  in her dealings with feitiçaria  she forgot the 

boundaries between the realms of spirits  and people, between the people of the streets  

and the macumbeiros.  She brought on Cacurucaia’s rage by conflating her powers with 
the supernatural powers of the exus.  While the people of the streets continuously cross 

over and back the lines that separate domains of practice, violate borders between fields 
of discourse, their power is built upon the continuous tension between those realms.  To 

erase such boundaries is to violate the narrative that weaves the strangeness of the spirits 

and the everyday life of macumbeiros, it is to threaten the very power of the spirits. 
The deeds of the people of the streets do not produce a carnivalesque utopia of 

social inversions where boundaries and separations would be transcended (only to return 
with renewed strength with the reestablishment of social order).  Ritual is often times 

read within this ordering logic of negativity – that which takes place within ritual frames, 

or is somehow keyed as a ritual instance, is taken to be the opposite of the socially 
‘normal’ (i.e. social order), which, given appropriate aesthetic form and expression, are 

re-inscribed unto the masternarrative of the social (cf. Turner, 1982)103. As Michael 

                                                
103 While Van Gennep’s (1960 [1909]) Rites of Passage is the classic text that offers the structural 
divisions of rituals of passage, Victor Turner’s work has become the paradigmatic text in his 
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Taussig succinctly puts it, rituals thus represented, create a dramatic narrative tension 

and catharsis to close a wounding breach in the social body and hence reproduce the 

traditional social structure  (1992: 150) 104.  Within these representations rituals are then 

not unlike the classic image of a ‘escape valve’, allowing disorder to happen in an 
ordered fashion, only to be appropriated into a process that reinforces the structure of 

social order – the re-enactment of plots well known to the audiences, as Victor Turner put 

it (1982: 103)105. 
These understandings of ritual not only stress the order of ritual itself, but also 

tend to emphasize the demarcation of ritual from other domains of social practice.  Nadia 
Seremetakis, in her discussion of Greek mourning rituals (1991), argues that this 

approach facilitates the translation of the ritual event to [ethnographic] narrative (47).  

That is, it facilitates the apprehension of ritual into a meaningful narrative order that 
domesticates the possible strangeness of ritual into the familiar – the text becomes 

mimetic of that which it claims rituals themselves do, provide a passage of the liminal 

into the social.  The people of the streets are collectively constituted as powerful spirits 
precisely for their ability to disorder the alignments of boundaries of the everyday of 

macumbeiros, the same boundaries that sustain the logic of such ethnographic 
interpretations. 

The people of the streets‘ juxtaposition of things sacred and profane, of 

(symbolically) central and (socially) marginal characters and histories, of diverse times 
and spaces, are a transgression of the expected order of things.  They produce something 

akin to that which Barthes called a shock effect (1986, 213-214):  that which displaces 
                                                                                                                                            
discussions of the liminal/liminoid and social dramas (cf. 1969; 1982).  Turner has influenced an 
array of studies of ritual and performance (eg. Kapferer 1991; Schechner 1985). 
104 Here Taussig is addressing Victor Turner’s representation of a Ndembu ritual, but his critique 
is broadly aimed at structuralism and anthropology’s own “ritual of truth-making” (1982: 151). 
105 Brazilian anthropologist Liana Trindade (1985) argues that while the resorting to the power of 
exus, to what she calls magic thought or magic solutions, in part reveals the existence of social 
contradictions (90), in the end it becomes a transference of conflicts to the realm of the imaginary – 
that is, it simply transforms social anomie.  Such anomie, Trindade argues, is allowed and 
incorporated by the social system (89), as it preserves an order based on instability and makes possible [the 
existence of] rules (ibid.).  Trindade’s argument, here based upon psychological concepts of the 
individual, echoes Turner’s classic discussion of liminality, in that the liminal becomes that which 
generates order.  In other words, the transgression is seen as the generating cause of the 
interdiction, to borrow Bataille’s coinage (1962). 
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what is given...which crackles the smooth surface, which fissures the crust of language.106  

The fissure introduced into the mundane by the very presence of the people of the streets  
is one that lingers beyond the moment of that presence.  The end of ritual – if one can 

really speak of beginnings and ends in the case of exus - or the moving out of the space 
(time and place) whose ritual dimensions are heightened, does not simply bring back 

order (the limited and positivistic viewing of the social world as reality).  The 

(provisional) departure of the people of the streets leaves behind residues of the histories, 
experiences, lives and deaths – not just their own – which they carry with them. 

The people of the streets offer to macumbeiros a world made and unmade by 
excess, a world possessed by the lingering feeling of the possibility of the impossible.107  

The investment of the real with the power of exus re-enchants the world not with the 

sacredness of the religious, with a Godly love or order, but with mystery.  It affords 
gestures, sensate feelings, experiences, stories, a multiplicity of meanings, provisionally 

freeing them from the domain of singular meaning. To read the world possessed by the 

presence of the people of the streets is to be exorcised of the desire for logical 
signification, is to become entangled in the mysterious quality of events and signs.  It is 

to irreversibly partake of the chain of similitude effected by the presence of the people of 

the streets, a chain that opens the fleeting possibility of new meanings. 

It is those effects that constitute the transgression that is at the heart of the 

weaving of macumbeiros’ lives to the people of the streets.  Such transgression 
engendered by the people of the streets cannot be understood within a dialectical logic of 

negativity, which, as Foucault argued, poses ‘contradiction’ against ‘totality’ (1977b), or, 
                                                
106 Barthes is here addressing Brecht’s theatrical practice, which he claims offers not a subversion 
of quotidian logosphere (subversion requires a contestatory apparatus), but a seismology – a 
critical art which introduces a provisional and productive discontinuity in representation, a 
detachment of the sign from its effect, a de-mystification of the social (1986: 213-217).  The non-
positive quality of the shock, its never established condition, which Barthes contrasts to 
subversion and contestation, is akin to the distinction suggested by de Certeau (1984) between 
the (spatial and temporal) provisionality of tactics and the place of power from which strategies 
are deployed.  Taussig takes up Barthes’ reading of Brecht for his own re-reading of ritual 
(1992:150). 
107 Here I am paraphrasing Foucault in his own rephrasing of Bataille’s philosophical 
reformulation of Nietzsche’s ‘death of God’: “The death of God does not restore us to a limited 
and positivistic world, but to a world exposed by the experience of its limits, made and unmade 
by that excess which transgresses it.” (Foucault, 1977b: 33; upon Bataille’s Eroticism). 
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as Maurice Shaviro puts it, transforms it in an infraction that confirms the limitations it 

oversteps, a negation that reaffirms the identity (1990).  It is this logic that leads Liana 
Trindade (1985) to argue that while the resorting to the power of exus, to what she calls 

magic thought or magic solutions, in part reveals the existence of social contradictions 
(90), in the end it becomes a transference of conflicts to the realm of the imaginary – that 

is, it simply transforms social anomie.  Such anomie, Trindade argues, is allowed and 

incorporated by the social system (89), as it preserves an order based on instability and 
makes possible [the existence of] rules (ibid.).  Trindade’s argument, here based upon 

psychological concepts of the individual, echoes Turner’s classic dialectical discussion of 
liminality, in that the liminal becomes that which generates order.  In other words, the 

transgression becomes the generating cause of the interdiction, to borrow Shaviro’s 

coinage (1990). 
It is not that transgression is not appropriated by social processes that preserve the 

order Trindade refers to.  After all, as Shaviro argues, following Bataille and Foucault, 

such a process does in fact take place in all known human societies: it is precisely in this 

way that power (exploitation and domination) is generated (1990: 90).  But it is an 

altogether different thing to reduce the effects of transgression to the consequences of the 
effect of power upon them, a surrendering to the working of power.  In order to grant the 

transgressive-ness of the people of the streets, or better, of the relation between the 

people of the streets and macumbeiros, its full power perhaps we should, as Foucault did, 
not take transgression to be related to the limit (or social order, as Trindade puts it) as the 

prohibited to the lawful, the outside to the inside (1977b: 35).  Rather, we could think of 
transgression in the same poetic way Foucault describes it, as a flash of lightning in the 

night which...gives a dense and black intensity to the night it denies (ibid.). 

Perhaps, again in the words of Foucault, transgression, is simply an affirmation of 

division...not understood to mean ...the establishment of a separation..., only retaining 

that in it which may designate the existence of  difference (1977b: 36).  This difference, 
Foucault’s nonpositive affirmation (ibid.), resonates with Shaviro’s reading of 
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transgression as an affirmative movement that by its mobility and excess both generates 

and disintegrates social and individual “arrangements”...of power (1990: 80)108 
While perusing through Foucault’s and Bataille’s philosophizing on the meaning of 

transgression might seem a digression away from the entanglement of the people of the 

streets and macumbeiros, it opens up a conceptual space for understanding the politics of 

such cultural practices.  If we do not think of resorting to the people of the streets as a 

source of transcendence of the social, or as a framed (temporally and spatially) inversion 
of social boundaries, we then might consider it for the politics of the (provisional) re-

arrangements of the social it enacts.  While, in their heterogeneous signification and 
embeddedness in the everyday, these cultural practices do not easily lend themselves to 

the inevitably homogenizing purposes of pragmatic (intentional/organized) political 

struggles, it is in this very situated-ness that resides the politics of such practices.  After 
all it is amidst the mundane that the lingering residues of histories, of marginal memories, 

of excessive identities, of divergent pasts, of excessive presents, shed their flash of 

lighting upon the limits of the social. 
 Last we forget the politics of such practices, we need only to be awaken from our 

stupor by the calling from the ever-growing number of born-again Christian temples 
where ceremonies of descarrego, cleansing, promise to deliver the faithful from the 

possession of exus.  We need only walk by the street corners where the preachers call 

upon the words of the Old Testament to crumble the power of the Devil as they see it 
manifested in exus, their new voices struggling to deafen the echoes of the crackle of the 

age-old inhabitants of those same streets. 

                                                
108 Foucault (1977b) is here reading Blanchot’s principle of “contestation” in conjunction with 
Bataille’s notion of transgression [no citation in text for Blanchot, other than Foucault’’s own “Le 
Pensée du dehors” (Critique, # 229, 1966)], while Shaviro (1990) is reading Bataille’s notion of 
transgression in conjunction with Deleuze and Guattari’s agencements (Différence et répétition).  My 
own reading of transgression comes from Bataille (1962; 1989), Foucault’s discussion of Bataille in 
his “Preface to transgression” (1977b), Maurice Shaviro discussion of both (1990) and Stallybrass 
and White (1986). 
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* Chapter 4 * 
 

Tracing Memories 
 
 

Fragments 
 
Bahia, ô Africa  
Come here, come protect us 
Bahian force, African force 
Come here, come protect us 
 

Song for a preto velho spirit deemed to be from Bahia 
 
 
Area of environmental protection.  It is absolutely prohibited to place [religious] 
offerings.  Punishable by fine.  Official decree n. xxxx 

 
Warning on a large placard at the main public entrance to the Tijuca 

National Forest, the largest urban forest reserve in the world, as tourist brochures 
describe it, located at the heart of the city of Rio de Janeiro.  By the mid 1800s the 
area had been deforested for wood extraction and agriculture.  It was reforested 

on the last decades of the XIX century, when 95.000 saplings were planted.  
Forgotten by these description of early environmental wisdom is that it was the 
enslaved labor force who was made to first take down the forest, and then was 

probably the one to actually plant it back in the last decades of slavery109. 
 
 
Giving thanks to the grace granted upon me. 
 

Inscription on a small photograph of a young man in military uniform placed in a glass 
case with images of preto velhos  and slave Anastácia at the Museu do Negro, 1998.  

Many other photographs with similar inscriptions, and small notes in fading papers, sat 
next to that picture. 

 
 

                                                
109 Cf. Pádua 2002 for a discussion of environmental discourse and public policies during slavery 
in Brazil. 
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Welcome to the Industrial Park of Campo Grande. 
It is prohibited to place despachos [Afro-Brazilian religions’ offerings] 

 
Warning at the crossroads between a wide boulevard lined by a few 

industries, and the exit road from Avenida Brasil, the main thoroughfare 
between downtown and its working class suburbs, such as Campo Grande and 

neighboring Bangu. 
 
My father moved here from Minas Gerais... He was very young then... He worked for the 
railroad... When he first came here there was nothing but brush everywhere... He built 
himself a hut and there was  brush everywhere... 
 

Sandra, filha de santo  in a macumba centro, talking about how the place where she now 
lives used to look like.  We were talking under a tree across the street from her house, on 

one of the few days she had off from her long shifts as an ICU nurse technician, 1998. 
 
 
The Bangu Region...has always been characterized as a far away region, remote, isolated 
from the urban center of the city [of Rio de Janeiro]... 
Until the end of the colonial period [1822], the Bangu region was prominently 
agricultural, constituted in its essence by large land holdings, sugar cane plantations, 
sugar cane mills, pasture land,...In addition to the slave labor force, the basis of the 
economy at the time, and the land owners, there were also small farmers, share-
croppers,..., free men who took their production to the be processed at the sugar mills, 
and, besides raising animals, also produced crops for local consumption... 
The first step to break the ...isolation [of Bangu] was taken by the inauguration of the 
Santa Cruz branch [of the railroad] on December 2nd 1878... 
...in the Bangu neighborhood the great agent of transformation and modification at the 
beginning of the [XX] century was the Bangu Textiles Factory. 
 
Brief history of Bangu included in the 25th Anniversary Commemorative Edition, 1993, a 

magazine issued by the local commerce association. 
In the collection displayed at the Bangu Region Cultural Center. 

 
 
While there are regions [in the city of Rio de Janeiro] with more than 80% of whites, 
there are others with less than 50%.  This is the case, for example, of the district of Santa 
Cruz, with 52.6% of  negros and  mulatos.  The suburbs of Campo Grande, Jacarepaguá, 
Bangu, Anchieta and Penha, which already appeared, in 1950, as regions concentrating 
non-whites, in 1980 have all of them more than 40% of its population composed by 
negros and  mulatos. 
If these can be considered indicators of racial segregation, it is legitimate to conclude 
that the darkening of the [population of the] city was accompanied by clearer territorial 
demarcations.  As, in Brazil, the racial question “does not exist”, the conflicts show up 
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more as territorial tensions than as racial tensions.  If nowadays the negro and mulato 
population of the city is more and more distant from the view and the reach of the 
Wonderful City [Rio’s ‘nickname’], in the areas where there is proximity (not mixture!) 
the present conjuncture is one of civil war... 
 

Raquel Rolnik, in Territórios Negros nas Cidades Brasileiras, 1989 
 

 ~~~ *** ~~~ 
 

Euridice’s traces 
 
 In Black Orpheus  - a 1959 film by French director Marcel Camus, based on the 
play Orfeu da Conceição, by Brazilian poet Vinicius de Moraes - the tragic love story of 
Euridice and Orpheus is transposed to Brazil.  In this new version of the classic story, 
framed by the follies of carnival and located on the hills of Morro da Babilônia – 
‘Babylon Hills’, a fictitious ‘favela’ in the heart of Rio, whose set was partially located in 
Santa Teresa, the neighborhood right above Lapa, and in poor neighborhoods up the hills 
of the city – the plot unfolds within the universe of Afro-Brazilian life.  Euridice is a 
migrant from Brazil’s rural elsewhere, arriving at the metropolis to live with a cousin, 
and Orpheus is very much a malandro – even if one with a job – who through his music 
and good looks attracts the desire of the neighborhood women. 
 Their love story unfolds as the city momentarily and only partially is overtaken by 
the populace – the wail of police sirens in the background sounding the menacing 
reminder.  Euridice inevitably finds her tragic death, and Orpheus is left with nothing but 
the desperate need to find his missing love.  In Camus’ film, Orpheus runs through the 
chaos of carnival, from the busy streets bustling with people, into the dimly lit halls of a 
modern building which, in its eerie emptiness, resembles a mausoleum: it is the Bureau of 
the Missing People, an empty corridor but for sheets of white paper blowing about, and 
an elder black man sweeping the dark hallway.  The old man is not just the janitor in this 
surreal space, but is transfigured into a wise counselor who warns Orpheus that in this 
place his search for his lost loved one is bound to be in vain.  He takes the desperate lover 
to the one place where he can hope to meet Euridice again.  Met at the gates by the 
barking Cerberus, Orpheus arrives at a centro. 
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To the sound of ritual drumming in the background and the passing image of a 
dancing caboclo spirit110, Orpheus is ordered to turn his back to an old woman and to call 
for Euridice.  He hears the sound of her voice coming from behind him, and, in his 
longing, cannot resist but to break the promise not to look back.  All his eyes can see is 
the old woman where he had expected his youthful beauty, and his inability to believe in 
that mediated presence of Euridice sends her away from him once more.  As the film 
draws to a close, Orpheus eventually encounters her again, but all Orpheus finds this time 
is Euridice’s cold body in a morgue – there is no hope of life in it, not even the melody of 
her voice is left.111 

The scene of the classic descent into Hades played through Orpheus’ visit to a 
centro is described by Richard Powell, in his survey of XX century black art, as “a 
remarkable documentary film footage...of an Afro-Brazilian Macumba ceremony” (1997: 
111), part of a film which Powell claims to have been an “unprecedented celebration of 
both racial and cultural blackness” (ibid.), while Robert Stam criticizes it for a “romantic 
and mystified vision of carnival and Brazil” (1985: 56) which lent the film to be raved by 
American critics for its “exotic” qualities, for its “intoxicating samba music, frenzied 
dancing and violent costumes” (Bosley Crowther, New York Times, quoted in Stam, 
1985: 55).  Whatever Marcel Camus’ intentions might have been, this scene becomes an 
allegory of the role of macumba in the collective practice of Afro-Brazilian memory.  
Instead of the institutionalized archival place – the official bearer of the past, the cold 
corridors of history - it is in the midst of Afro-Brazilian bodies, through their voices, and 

                                                
110 Caboclos are spirits of Brazilian indigenous people, or simply of folk from the countryside.  
They are depicted as strong, brave, and often rude in their manners – not in the image of 
simpletons, but of ‘uncultured’ people schooled by the roughness of life in the woods.  They are 
adorned with popular signs of ‘indigenous-ness’, which, in addition to the bow and arrow, often 
include, in an unintended irony, headdresses worn not by Brazilian indigenous peoples, but by 
Hollywood Western films’ ‘indians’.  They are associated with Boiadeiros, the spirits of  cattle 
herders, who wear leather clothing, in a reference to the dry vegetation of the sertões, the 
hinterlands of Brazil.  Here there is none of the animosity of ‘cowboys’ and ‘indians’ of the 
Western flicks. 
111 This scene of the film is also used in Hanchard’s Orpheus and Power (1994: 164).  We use it as 
very different allegories.  For Hanchard, Orpheus’s backwards glance betrays a desire to behold 
the past, to possess history.  It is the “backward” direction of the turn that Hanchard takes 
literally in order to use it as metaphor of a racial politics that “looks back to retain Euridice 
immutable history” (167).  He associates this desire for an unchanging past as an expression of 
“culturalism”, an over-emphasis on cultural practices at the expense of other more overtly 
political practices.  My allegorical reading of it takes Orpheus turn not as a turn to culture, 
seeking an immutable past, as it is actually his lack of cultural knowledge that condemns him to 
an empty present. 
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through their cultural practices, that one is able to find the traces, no matter how 
ephemeral, of the recently dead and those of long ago. 

Orpheus, however, is a non-believer.  He takes the voice coming from the 
mouth of the old woman to be a cruel farce, a play upon his aching heart.  He 
does not share the cultural codes that would allow him to ‘see’ Euridice, as she 
temporarily borrowed a body so marked by the creases of time.  In the macumba 
centro Orpheus can only encounter the phantom of her presence as a loose 
fragment.  Unable to partake of the collectively constituted practices that bring 
forth that phantom – the sound of the drummers, the dancing of the surrounding 
bodies, the words of the songs, the voices of other people, the willing body of the 
old woman – Orpheus cannot experience that fragment for the flitting continuity 
it offers to Euridice’s existence.  He is condemned by his cultural ignorance - or 
cultural rejection - to retrieve only what the halls of the official keepers of the 
records of the nation have to offer him – a lifeless black body. 

Euridice’s ephemeral appearance is the phantom of memory itself.  As 
memory, she is not Orpheus’ alone.  Maurice Halbwachs (1980) argued that all 
memory – including individual memory – is socially produced.  This is a 
production shot through with desire, with longing for those people and those 
acts already past, but whose recalling continues to produce effects upon the 
present and propels the future.  The sociality of memory that Halbwachs insisted 
upon is that process of negotiation, of “transfer and transcription”, which Mary 
Steedley claims to be saturated with voices which are “always multiple, 
fragmented, interrupted, possessed by the memories of other people’s 
experiences” (1993: 22).  A ‘possession’ now broken open in its signification, 
imbued with ambiguity, reinvested with the saturation of differences lingering 
within. 
 This is not the individual memory which is foundational of the very 
identity of the self in Freudian thought, nor the intimate sweet experience of the 
petite madeleine of Proust.  Nor is it the residue of a longed for romantic memory, 
which historian Pierre Nora (1994) celebrates as outside the onset of modern 
(European) historical sensibility – in either the historical past of the West or in 
the present of the European Other - where “remnants of experience still lived in 
the warmth of tradition, in the silence of custom, in the repetition of the 
ancestral” (284). 
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 Euridice is certainly not a repetition, a continuum of that which has 
always been.  Her voice spoken through the old lady’s mouth is but a trace of her 
self.  Ricoeur (1988) describes the trace as an enigmatic sign, “inasmuch as it is 
always a passage that it indicates, not some possible presence” (125).  The trace is 
at once “visible here and now, as a vestige, a mark” (119) left by something or 
someone, and, paradoxically, “it “indicates”...without “showing” or bringing to 
appearance” (ibid.) the very pastness of that someone or something, the actual 
passage that left the trace.  In fact, “the passage no longer is but the trace 
remains” (ibid.).  Traces are the very stuff of history. 

Or rather, some traces become the stuff of historical narration, as they are 
apprehended as evidence and deemed to count for something in the recitation of 
historical reconstruction (Connerton, 1989).  Transfigured into evidence they 
become the remarkable, that which, as Nadia Seremetakis (1994) puts it, is 
“culturally, politically and biographically set aside as notable and discursive” 
(19).  It is this narration of the “sensational event” (ibid.) that is depicted in 
Benjamin’s (1968b) disturbing dramatic image of history as a “triumphal 
procession in which the present rulers step over those who are lying prostate” 
(256).  As evidence the trace is embedded in the public recitation that is history, 
propelled through the homogeneous and empty time of an additive and 
boundless progressive narrative (Benjamin, 1968b; Buck-Morss, 1989). 

Euridice’s life and death do not become such a remarkable event.  Instead, 
they remain within what Mary Steedly has called “history’s silent edge” 
(1993:238).  Saturated with the residues of the selective recitation of history, this 
is a zone of privatized, subjective and ‘unsayable’ present experiences and 
remembrances (Seremetakis, 1994; Tsing 1993).  Left out of the narrative of 
history, Euridice belongs to the mutable, heterogeneous, dialogic, and contingent 
space and time of the everyday.  This is a realm which is not simply forgotten by 
history, but re-signified as locked into an “ongoing flow of a-historical time, i.e., 
largely unnarrated temporality that surpasses individual and collective 
consciousness and language”, as Nadia Seremetakis (1994: 22) puts it. 
 Un-remarked by the master narrative of history, Euridice’s phantom re-
appearance cannot engender a counter-history to the archival silence of the 
Bureau of Missing Persons either.  Her appearance in the present depends upon 
the borrowed body of an other, the sound of the voice of an other, and is 
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sustained by the acts of others.  She lacks the power upon which the strategic 
deployment of counter-histories also depends.  Instead, Euridice’s whispering 
voice speaks what de Certeau called a “text-off” (1988: 247), an insinuation of 
difference into the limits of a discourse of knowledge.  In her phantom quality, 
Euridice maintains the enigmatic quality of the trace as disordering, that which 
cannot be apprehended into a system, disarrangement expressing itself  (Ricoeur, 
1988:125).  She disarranges not only the monological closure of history, but also 
the silence to which it condemns its edge. 
 Euridice’s appearance in the present is but a fragment, a partial re-
enactment of her self as remembered.  The meaning of her story, of the story of 
her re-appearance in the macumba centro, and of the non-inscription of her life 
and death, and her return, in the archives of history, depends on other stories, on 
the experiences of others, on the memories of others.  These are memories that 
depend upon the disseminatory act of social narrative  (Bhabha, 1990: 300), that 
continuous circulation of stories that produce contingent truths, that insinuate 
themselves in the interstices of dominant, generic and ‘objective’ representations 
of the social world.  Euridice’s memory gains meaning only in relation to other 
partialities, other memories, other social practices. 

It is this cultural emplotment which fashions her phantom into a presence 
that haunts the present.  In this haunting she is joined by other traces, like the 
ones in the Fragments that opened this chapter - by the preto velho spirit who, in 
the song that opens this chapter, is asked to come from Bahia to protect those 
who sing for him elsewhere; by another kind of elsewhere, those forbidden 
places in the midst of forests or in that other jungle of urban pathways, where the 
spirits can no longer be honored; by anonymous pieces of paper inscribed with 
hope, frail bits given an uncanny permanency by their glass encasing; by the 
faint memory of a hut built long ago.   Some of these traces are overtly 
commented upon, like the preto velhos and their memories of long toil betrayed 
by the arching bodies that signal their arrival on the bodies of the mediums.  
Others speak only through the silence, like the left out text in between the lines of 
the placard at the entrance of the forest. 

Placed within the flow of the everyday which Seremetakis speaks of, these 
traces temporarily arrest that naturalized progression.  But they do not coalesce 
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into a coherent social, historical narrative.  Rather, they mostly remain as 
fragments, often seemingly distinct in their existence.  This is not to say that their 
connection is simply nonexistent.  If they are not articulated in a narrative that 
overtly draws out linkages between them, then you have to carefully attune your 
ears to the echoes that resonate between them.  You have to adjust your eyes to 
catch the glimpses of the shadow of the one in the other.  This cannot be done 
within a mode of ethnographic attention that searches for a clear text to be 
perfectly represented within a frame of cultural intentionality. 

To be caught in the seemingly disparate existence of these fragments is to 
follow Walter Benjamin (1968b), when he argued that the role of the historian is 
to arrest the flow of things in time, to momentarily stop them in a configuration 
that produces a flash of illumination.  This is not the illumination of the modernist 
project, which would solidify a finally arrived at clarity of knowledge (Taussig, 
1992; Trinh Min-Ha, 1991).  Rather, this is a historical, or an ethnographic, 
illumination saturated with the tension of the very provisionality of the 
configuration.  K. Stewart (1996) speaks of something similar in what she calls 
the ethnographic fashioning of Benjamin’s dialectical image, an image that arrests 
the progress of ideology with a defamiliarizing shock of disjuncture and leaves us in a 
space of tense confabulation [26, after Buck-Morss (1989) on Benjamin].  Illumination 
through such configurations then intensifies the disordering quality Ricouer 
identifies in the trace. 

Such disordering is akin to that quality of the spirit as an “impossible 
being”, as Taussig phrased it (1997, 8), that “holding of dissimilar things 
together,...[the] hovering between estrangement and familiarization” (ibid.) 
immanent in the very presence in the now of spirits from times past.  It is not just 
the spirits, but the very holding together in a momentary constellation of things 
apparently disconnected, of fragments seemingly disparate in their existence, 
that holds open the possibility of making the apparently familiar once again 
strange, of liberating things from that “fear [that] drives you to reduce something 
strange to something familiar so you no longer marvel at it” (ibid., 9). 

While the povo da rua are spirits who derive so much of their power 
precisely by playing upon that fear, by their continual refusal to allow the 
strange to be reduced to the simply familiar, the preto velhos may seem to offer a 
respite to/from such fears.  But it is in the very enveloping of the needy into the 
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safety of their comforting arms – the nurturing that so marks the relation of the 
preto velhos to those who seek them - that the spirits inextricably enmesh the 
believer into the folds of a constellation of memories, of acts, of stories at first not 
directly linked to the spirits, of places where the presence of the spirits no longer 
are, of places where the presence of the spirits is of a different quality.  All 
fragments, traces of a constellation that appears momentarily, seducing one into 
a place, an instant, “hovering between estrangement and familiarization”. 
 

~~~ *** ~~~ 
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In the year of 1888 
[She] signed the Golden Law 
May 13th, May 13th  
May 13th, free from slavery112 
 

Verse of a song for preto velho spirits. 
 
 

Pigs’ feet and heroes 
 
 Several years ago I went to the main supermarkets in the center of Bangu 
with my friend Nilza, looking for the dried meats that are used to make feijoada – 
the Brazilian equivalent of soul food.  Normally abundant in the meat counters, 
that day we had a hard time finding a good selection of salted pigs feet and ears, 
or affordable cuts of other salted meats.  That’s what happens when you leave things 
for the last minute, Nilza complained of our lack of planning.  We were in our way 
to Luciana’s house to help with the preparations for a feijoada, a feast that would 
be held the next day.  It seemed rather odd to me that such a staple would not be 
readily available at the supermarket.  Of course not, Nilza explained what to her 
clearly seemed obvious, feijoadas are taking place everywhere.  It’s May 13th !  The 
preto velhos are eating. 
 The preto velhos were indeed bound to eat that week – they would be 
offered feijoada, and the thinly shredded collard greens, rice, manioc flour, and 
fresh oranges that accompany the bean stew.  Public festas, where guests would 
share in the meal, were bound to take place around town.  Smaller, private 
offerings would probably happen as well, as people honored the preto velhos - 
literally old blacks - the spirits of elder African and Afro-Brazilian men and 
women who had been held in captivity sometime during the over three centuries 
of slavery that had its legal end on May 13th, 1888. 

All of that rushed through my mind as I stared at the leftover bits and 
pieces of salted pig.  It was rather odd to realize that this was probably the only 
public ‘announcement’ that such festas were taking place that week.  There 
certainly would be official commemorations of May 13th, after all it is an official 
                                                
112 No ano de 1888/ A lei Aurea assinou/13 de maio, 13 de maio/13 de maio, liberta da escravidão. 
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date in the Brazilian civic calendar.  There would be the traditional Catholic Mass 
at the Our Lady of the Rosary and Saint Benedict of the Black Men Church, when 
descendents of the Imperial family were bound to receive their annual homage 
from the black brotherhood that built the church.  Children at school might be 
given a lesson on the historical date, or asked, as I was when in middle school, to 
write an essay about Princess Isabel, who, in a benevolent act proper of kind 
princesses, in 1888 signed the Imperial decree that finally freed slaves from their 
plight.113 

These celebrations, from the more intimate space of the classroom to the 
larger halls of government, are all integral part of the commemorative ceremonies  
(Connerton, 1989) that engender the collectively held, Brazilian national memory 
of slavery – or at least of its final demise.  In this public recitation, slavery itself is 
held at bay, in a commemoration of national redemption through the act of the 
Princess, then graced with the title of Isabel, the Redeemer.  The almost mythical 
story tells us that, moved by the cruelty of slavery, Princess Isabel’s enlightened 
and courageous spirit delivered the nation from the shame of this heinous 
chapter of its past history.  Contemporary images depicted the fair princess 
standing erect, as black figures lay at her feet in gratitude (cf. Schwarcz, 1998: 
439-441).  Her gesture – and now the contemporary acts of the remmemoration of 
both individual act and social gratitude - affords the same redemptive inscription 
of Brazilian memory sought by Minister Rui Barbosa (1889-1891), when he 
ordered that all documents related to slavery be set afire, hoping to burn in the 
flames of the documentary records such tarnishing period of our history. 
 In this celebratory narrative, the figure of Princess Isabel becomes 
invested with a mix of heroism and sainthood – an investment nowhere more 
striking than in the life size statue of her lying body atop a coffin that occupies a 
large space in the two rooms that house the Museu do Negro, Black Museum, 
                                                
113 I had never attended the mass myself until this year (2004).  The information I am writing on 
comes from a small newsletter published by the black Confraria (Brotherhood) that runs the 
Church.  The issues I refer to here published photos of the mass and listed those who attended 
and were honored in 1999.  On the walls of the Church there is also a commemorative placard 
that marks the time in the early 1970s when the remains of Princess Isabel and her husband, 
Count D’eu, were held at the church for a few days on their repatriation route from Portugal to 
their final resting ground in the state of Rio.  In 2004, in addition to the mass, there was also a 
ceremony to bestow upon the great-granddaughter of the Princess, and, posthumously, upon the 
main figures in the abolitionist movement, belated homage by the State Legislative Assembly’s 
Commission Against Discrimination (see chapter 5). 
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adjacent to the Our Lady of the Rosary and Saint Benedict of the Black Men 
Church.  In recent years, Princess Isabel, the memory of slavery – or lack thereof - 
that she symbolizes, and this narrative of the triumph of enlightened civility in 
the tropical lands of Brazil, have encountered a counter-hero, Zumbi of Palmares.  
The more well known leader of the most famous community of marooned slaves, 
the Quilombo of Palmares, Zumbi, albeit defeated in his struggle against slavery, 
opens a new narrative about slavery, and about the long and convoluted history 
of its final end.  A runaway slave, a freedom fighter, a strong leader, a murdered 
martyr, a black man, Zumbi could not be more antithetical to benevolent Princess 
Isabel. 

In the foregrounding of his history, Zumbi has come to represent that 
which diverse Afro-Brazilian organizations and public figures argue is precisely 
what Princess Isabel erases: the role of the slaves themselves, of their struggle 
against slavery, in the long history that eventually led to the legal end of slavery.  
Instead of the institutionalized May 13th, an alternative day is offered for 
collective celebration - November 20th, the date of Zumbi’s murder in the battle 
against the militia forces that sought the demise of the over 100 years old maroon 
community.  In this dispute over dates are embroiled the longing for a national 
identity built upon a purported unique racial harmony - that master narrative of 
the nation so shot through with the desire to read race relations, racial 
differences, race itself, through the lenses of that ideal - and the struggle not only 
against racial inequality, but, most important, for the public recognition of the 
racial nature of such inequality. 

This is not to say that Zumbi remains – if he ever was – an unambiguous 
symbol of contestation to the meanings of slavery and abolition contained by the 
tale of an exceptionally racially mixed nation, the foundational myth of the 
Brazilian nation.  Nor is it to say that the honoring of Princess Isabel is 
unequivocally antithetical to the commemoration of the historical agency of 
slaves and their descendents.  The mutual implication of these historical 
narratives is made palpable in the mass that nowadays is celebrated at the Our 
Lady of the Rosary and Saint Benedict of the Black Men Church to honor Zumbi. 

As Zumbi’s warrior-story becomes central to the political militancy of the 
black movement, it is at once and the same time catapulted into the midst of 
paradoxical symbolisms, that highly populated zone of disputed meanings often 
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surrounding emblems of contested histories.  Zumbi’s heroic struggle also 
becomes one more tale deployed to sustain the glorious nature of our – of the 
non-racialized harmonious collectivity that comprises the racially mixed nation - 
willingness to resist oppression, be it from the Portuguese colonizers, from the 
Dutch or French invaders, or from the advocates of slavery, here ideologically 
removed from the bosom of the nation. 

In 1988, a hundred years after Princess Isabel penned the freedom from 
slavery, another official decree – no longer by a monarch, but still by a president 
not elected by any popular vote - transformed the site of Zumbi’s maroon 
community in the northeast state of Alagoas, into a National Patrimony.  On the 
other side of the country, an oversized metal casting of Zumbi’s face stood erect 
down the road from the Central Train Station in Rio.  Pulsating on the edges of 
this nationalizing of Zumbi were the cries that his sculpted face had been given a 
narrow, long nose, and lips that did not match the more ‘negroid’ traits that were 
supposed to more accurately represent Zumbi’s ethnic origins.  On the streets of 
Rio there were also the discontent voices of the people in a public march to 
commemorate the centenary of what they called a false freedom.  The marchers 
were prevented by Police barricades from reaching the metal statue of their 
symbolic leader – their path would have lead the march to the front of the old 
Ministry of War Palace and its own set of marbled heroes, an affront not to be 
tolerated by the military, went the official explanation. 

The contestation over the significance of Zumbi is ongoing.  In the State of 
Rio, Nov. 20th has been declared a holiday – at least for now, as it had been given 
that status before, then removed from the list of official commemorations, and 
now instated once more.  No one knows how long the red ink will last on the 
calendar this time, as commercial establishments in the capital, and entire towns 
in the interior of the state, simply ignored the holiday this year, prompting Afro-
Brazilian organizations and activists, like Ivanir dos Santos, to charge that such 
behavior needs to be understood as an expression of racism against the 
commemoration of the date.  The date is observed by Afro-Brazilian 
organizations as the National Day of Black Consciousness, and annual public 
ceremonies and marches take place throughout Brazil.  Last year one of them 
even started at the very doors of the Our Lady of the Rosary and Saint Benedict 
of the Black Men Church. 
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In this dispute, May 13th and November 20th are not simply symbols of 
conflicting views of the Brazilian past – and present.  They are in themselves acts 
of memory, commemorative performances that strive to inscribe themselves as 
traces of a past within the public arena of collective representation of the nation.  
They enact the memories that are worthy – or not - of public recollection. 

 
~~~ *** ~~~ 

 
Museums and living rooms 

 
The contestation over the significance of May 13th  has been taking place 

over the recent decades, but the visitations to the Museu do Negro, at the Our 
Lady of the Rosary and Saint Benedict of the Black Men Church go on, 
apparently unperturbed by that more or less public conflict – or so it seemed 
when I first visited it about six years ago.  The visitors did not necessarily come 
to see Princess Isabel’s statue, even tough it takes up so much of the space at the 
museum - founded on 1964, a placard tells us at the entrance, the same year a 
military coup installed the dictatorship that would last till the 1980s.  It was the 
many images of preto velhos and of Anastácia, a black woman of great beauty 
represented with a Flanders mask, the emblem of her also great suffering under 
slavery - the same slaves who would have been freed by the Princess – that 
seemed to bring the visitors to this room tucked away on the side of the church.  
Plastic and fresh flowers, offered for sale by women and children by the door to 
the museum, adorned the vases set by the various images of preto velhos and 
Anastácia displayed in one of the rooms in the small museum.  Metal plates with 
inscriptions such as Unknown Slave, I thank you for the grace achieved, signed by 
someone named Paulo, or Slave from Angola, I thank you for the grace achieved, hung 
on the side of the images, marking the presence of past visitors. 

The visitors might also have come to see the metal devices used to bond 
and torture slaves that share the space at the museum with the Princess and the 
preto velhos, but there were no public signs to remark upon those visits.  These 
objects sat unadorned, menacing even if so conspicuously defunct of their 
previous utility.  Freed from the cold touch of the metal shackles, the preto velhos 
and Anastácia were enveloped by hundreds of pieces of paper, photographs, 
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small intimate objects, inscribed with words of plea and gratitude114.  Left by past 
visitors, these offerings were kept in a glass cupboard, protected mementos of so 
many presences and a testament to the power of the spirits.  Visitors’ glances 
were met by the many unnamed faces imprinted on the 3’x4’s, a small child here, 
a young man in uniform there, an older woman barely seen in the fading yellow 
silver print. 

These were all signs from devotees to the power of Anastácia and the preto 
velhos to come from the distant past of slavery to aid in the struggles of today115. 
all a part of this mix of public and private devotion.  If the public nature of the 
faith in the preto velhos was attested to by the display case, its private nature was 
also re-inscribed there, as all one could really see at the museum were those 
remaining traces.  Echoing the despachos - the offerings at the crossroads - in these 
quasi-public spaces the traces were more visible than the acts of devotion 
themselves116. 

                                                
114 Anastácia enjoys her own following, a cult distinct from that of the preto velhos.  According to 
Burdick (1998) the images of Anastácia at the Black Museum (which he prefers to translate as 
“Museum of the Negro” ) constituted the first shrine of her cult.  His discussion of the Museum 
in Blessed Anstácia (1998) focus on the visitation by devotees to the power of the slave Anastácia – 
a cult Burdick places within the religious tradition of popular Christianity  - making no mention 
of the preto velhos and the abundance of signs of their devotees.  It is possible that the images and 
signs of devotion to the preto velhos were not present at the time of his visit to the Museum.  Cf. 
Burdick for a discussion on the significance of the devotion to Anastácia in regards to gender and 
race, framed by Burdick’s understanding of racial politics in Brazil. 
115 Cf. Burdick (1998) on the cult of Anastácia. 
116 The private nature of the cult of the preto velhos was marked even more strongly when I 
returned to visit the museum a few weeks ago.  After my initial visits in 1998 and 1999, I had 
never returned to the Museum, but I found myself walking by the Church right after I had 
finished writing this section.  The side door, where children and women sold flowers and 
candles, has been closed and the entrance is now through the other side of the Church.  This was 
the simplest of all the changes, even tough it implies that now you have to go through the 
administrative wing of the Church, past the display boards of the Confraria – where that day a 
newsletter talked about the new measures towards affirmative action in the public universities, 
among other issues related to race and racial politics.  The museum itself has shifted much more 
significantly.  The instruments of torture are still in the same room, and so are the life size statues 
of Princess Isabel, the Redeemer, and her husband.  Gone, however, are the images of Anastácia 
and the preto velhos, the glass case with all the ex-votive (sp.?), the flowers and candles, and 
thankful metal plates.  The large sculpted face of the Unknown Slave whom someone named Paulo 
had thanked for his grace, is now in the stairwell, renamed as Black Man, and identified as a gift 
by a certain artist.  The links to the past are now mediated by the display of books on different 
aspects of the history of the African Diaspora in the Americas, on contemporary political issues, 
etc.  The religious dimension of that history is now marked only by a set of the drums used in 
Candomblé ceremonies, and by a cross made of wood charred by the flames of the great fire that 
destroyed the original building of the Church in 1967 – after all this is a Catholic Church.  Isabel, 
the Redeemer, still symbolically laying at this room, is now framed by signs of the contemporary 
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It is in the more secluded spaces of the centros that those faces in the 
photographs gain life and that the preto velhos show up in their borrowed flesh.  
It is in those more intimate spaces that devotees and spirits go on gathering at 
May 13th to share the savory cauldron of feijoada, to commingle in a 
commemoration of the date that hardly resembles its public face as a national 
holiday.  Even if the memory of Princess Isabel does resurface on an occasional 
verse of a ritual song, it is freedom itself and, of course, the spiritual powers of 
the preto velhos, that are celebrated in this festive return.  In the centros, and in the 
houses of those who work with the preto velhos, the spirits, just as the people of the 
streets do, return to this world to offer a different kind of work. 

Preto velhos are as popular as the povo da rua, also attracting a large 
number of clients to the centros.  If exus thrived on transgressing boundaries, 
excelled at provocations, and delighted at the unexpected, the preto velhos are not 
know for provoking such disturbances – at least not in any overtly intentional 
way.  Unlike the people of the streets, the preto velhos are spirits who are 
unambiguously associated with protection and unmistakably good deeds.  They 
are embraced into the intimate spaces of houses, and their altars placed at the 
heart of centros, instead of the liminal space reserved for the people of the streets.  
Take Luciana’s centro, where the preto velhos are so central to the practices of the 
religious house that they have their own separate altar, simple flowers always 
adorning the statue of an old woman and an elder man, illuminated by the low 
flame of a lit candle.  Or take Dona Tereza’s house in Jardim Bangu, where a very 
similar altar occupies the small room in the backyard where, on occasion, her 
preto velho, Pai – Father – Fabrício, gives consultations. 

It is not uncommon for people to have their own private altars inside their 
home.  Take Zilda, a seamstress who I met at a candomblé house almost a decade 
ago, who is so devoted to her preto velhos that she has dedicated an entire room of 
her house to them.  Since Zilda joined her candomblé house, almost twenty years 
ago, she no longer worked with her preto velho, as her mãe de santo believed that 
preto velhos did not belong within the practice of candomblé.  Zilda was not willing 
to give them up altogether.  They have been with me all my life...I own them too 
much...My preto velho is very good, she explained, as she showed me the very small 
                                                                                                                                            
politics surrounding race and race relations in Brazil, and the preto velhos have been sent back to 
the secluded spaces of the centros (I come back to this discussion in the next chapter). 
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room off her kitchen where she kept an altar to her preto velhos.  Or take Dona 
Idalina, who, even though she does not belong to any centro, has a print of a preto 
velho on the wall of the small shop of knick-knacks she keeps not that far from 
Luciana’s house.  The old face, displayed over innumerable years, is there to 
bring their protective force, explains Dona Idalina. 

The framed print of the face of the white bearded old black man who 
watches over Dona Idalina resembles a family portrait.  It is not that in her old 
age and graying hair, her own black face marked by the lines of time, Dona 
Idalina has come to look like the old man above her.  It is more the artist’s skill in 
giving the face an aura of benevolence, in depicting a warm countenance, that 
makes him seem like a loving family member.  The obvious industrialized nature 
of the print holds that familial aura at bay, but the artist’s depiction still manages 
to instill the affective intimacy that is so present in people’s relations to the preto 
velhos. 

While the povo da rua reveled in the continuous withholding of their 
tantalizing friendship, the preto velhos are commonly seen as fully embracing 
those who believe in their powers.  In this generous embrace of their followers, 
the spirits become ‘living’ proof of the purported traits of old age: kindness, 
nurturing, selflessness, protectors of the younger generation. These themes 
repeat themselves in stories of the spirits’ past successes as healers of bodily and 
heart ailments, of nurturing those in suffering, and protecting and counseling 
those in need.  In these generic stories, their valor as counseling elders springs 
from their very ‘nature.’  In the ever growing number of popular texts one can 
find on Umbanda, a great sense of humility – accompanied by a past of 
courageously endured suffering - is often depicted as at once the sign and the 
very source of the preto velhos’ wisdom and power. 

Author of many of these well-sold popular books, retired pai de santo 
Omolubá, in one of his publications (1996), links this ascribed wise humbleness 
to something he sees immanent in the preto velhos, a “racial disposition” (11).  
Such “disposition”, Omolubá goes on, “naturally expresses good will, patience, 
tolerance, tameness and happiness” (ibid.).  Drawing on stereotypical links 
between blackness and an inherent music and rhythmic prowess, Omolubá sees 
this “racial disposition” expressed at once in “music, in the vigorous and jubilant 
magical dance” (ibid.) of the preto velhos - and in their “tempered gestures, in the 
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calm and mild speech” (ibid.).  In a twist to the common moral evaluation 
embedded in such racialized images, the preto velhos’ sensual expressiveness is 
not read under the sign of a hedonist nature, but re-signified as resulting from 
the perfect understanding of the fact that “life is the supreme gift of the Great 
God Olorún or Zambi.” (ibid.).  It is then divine providence that infuses the preto 
velhos’ black bodily rhythms with the wisdom they are deemed to unselfishly 
share with their followers. 

Even if such racialization of the contentment of the preto velhos is not 
always (overtly) present in other texts, the “disposition” Omolubá ascribes them 
is often there.  The kindness and affinity with those who seek them, which is 
continuously emphasized in generalized descriptions of the spirits, the apparent 
proximity such disposition invites, is encoded in the very names of the spirits.  
Known as vovós and vovôs - grandmas and granddads, tios and tias – uncles and 
aunts, and pai – father, the names place the preto velhos within the affective circle 
of the family. 

In the family, the spirits become everyone’s ancestors.  But not really.  The 
preto – black – of their names still marks them racially and therefore halts such 
universal ancestrality.  This re-marking of their identity also re-signifies the 
meaning of their kinship titles.  While for Afro-Brazilians these kinfolk do remain 
fictive, but at the same time may evoke actual links of ancestrality, for the racially 
un-marked Brazilian family the ancestral links need to be recast.  They could be 
seen as figuring in for that mythical black ancestral origin shared by all 
Brazilians, safely located in the distant and mythical past of the encounter of 
‘Europeans’,’ blacks’ and ‘indians’ - the triad which, idealized as source, 
contrasts to our present miscigenation (cf. da Matta, 1984)117.  Or such ancestral 
links could be seen as extended beyond the exclusive frame of blood links, no 
matter how figurative they might be, to include into the folds of the family the 
social-cultural figure of the domestic servant (slave).  Their incorporation in the 
affective links of the family is, after all, a commonplace trope in the conjuring of 
the ideal of harmonious race relations which grace our nation.  From popular 

                                                
117 While da Matta (1984) is recognized as articulating the “myth of three races” as a foundational 
myth of Brazilian national ideology, his formulation has in itself acquired a mythological veneer 
in its continued use as pointing to the location in a distant past of any recognition of racial 
differences in Brazilian society.  I come back to this in chapter 5. 
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children’s TV shows, such as the beloved Auntie Anastácia, the black woman 
who cooked for the adventurous children of the ever popular show “Ranch of 
the Yellow Woodpecker” - Sítio do Pica Pau Amarelo, on TV Globo, to the 
innumerable maids of the prime time soap-operas, to the jolly chubby black 
woman always wearing an apron and a head scarf in children’s comic books, 
these images populate the Brazilian popular imaginary118.  We are then all 
feasibly linked to the preto velhos, be it through links of blood or through the links 
of (thinly disguised) servitude. 

These generalized descriptions of the spirits engender a transmutation of 
the preto velhos from historical characters into fixed emblems of a timeless 
identity.  Despite the inconspicuous nature of such transformation, the tense 
contradictions of our racial heritage lurk in the very silences of the stories.  That 
the preta velhas 119 - the old black women – are not known as ‘mothers’, but as 
‘aunts’ and ‘grandmothers’, despite the undeniable evocation of motherhood in 
the traits assigned them, reassures the emotional – not biological, i.e. sexual - link 
to these ancestors.  Hale (1997) and Montero (1985, quoted in Hale) suggest that 
such de-sexualizing of the preta velhas - and of the preto velhos, who are often old 
and not sexually threatening – represents a resolution of fears and anxieties 
concerning Afro-Brazilian sexuality. 

                                                
118 In some aspects these images echo the American caricatures of southern African-Americans in 
the figures of Aunt Jemima and Uncle Remus, but, at least as far as the preto velhos  are concerned, 
the American depiction of these characters as simpletons, easily tricked, comic buffoons is absent 
here.  Furthermore, the tamed image of these Afro-Brazilian elders is inextricably connected to an 
undisputed and much sought after wisdom.   
119 Even tough preta velha would be the correct form of reference to the female spirits (the ‘a’ 
marks the feminine gender of the noun) all the spirits are commonly referred to as preto velho.  
Like exus or orixás, the name preto velho  has become the reference term to the spirits, in group or 
individually, independently of the actual gender or number.  This is not to say that people never 
mark the gender of the spirits, which is often done by calling them vovó, instead of preta velha.  In 
Umbanda centros, where sometimes many preto velhos offer consultations at the same time, it is 
common to sit preto velhos  and vovós  in opposite sides of the room. 
In a further note, I have never seen a preta velha embodied by a male medium.  The same gender 
division holds true for the caboclo  and cabocla  spirits. The opposite however, is very common, 
that is, male spirits are commonly incorporated by female mediums.  Pomba giras and malandros  
have no restrictions as far the relation between the gender of the spirit and the medium.  Some, 
like Cacurucaia, explicitly state their preference for ‘working’ in the body of gay men, who these 
spirits considered more spiritually attuned.   In these divisions notions of gender propriety, or the 
overt violations of those, come into play in the selection of spirits and mediums.  Until recently 
some of the more ‘traditional’ candomblé houses were known for not initiating men into 
positions that implied receiving a spirit, as it was deemed proper for a woman to be the medium 
for spirits, but not men. 
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Even if such representations might indeed offer such resolution, a 
fundamental paradox of our ‘racial heritage’ still lingers in the shadows of the 
preto velhos:  While an a-historical, idealized racial mixing (and its at once 
generative and resulting racial harmony) is celebrated, the colonial inheritance of 
the act of sexual appropriation of the African female by the European male that 
birthed a racially mixed nation remains buried in the past.  If the preto velhos are 
deemed to express an understanding of life – i.e. of past and present existence, of 
history - as a divine concession, the spiritual attributes depicted in their folkloric 
image are themselves a concession to this selective burial of memory.  What 
overtly remains to color the memory of the folkloric preto velhos is an apparently 
tamed blackness – that of the loving (fictive) parent, the resigned slave, the loyal 
servant, the humble lower class. 

This more or less fictive kinship link to the preto velhos is reserved for 
those men and women whose long age is marked onto their bodies.  As the 
spirits arrive on the medium, the weight of their long lives force the receiving 
bodies into low bends, often reaching for the support of a walking stick that is 
quickly handed to them.  Or they might simply lower the bodies onto a low 
wooden stool, the legs and feet of the medium so changed into crooked limbs 
that they can no longer remain standing.  Even if some of them do retain a 
modicum of physical energy, their age is still betrayed by their title as velhos, old. 

The folkloric images of preto velhos, and the inclusion of the black ancestor 
in the un-marked Brazilian family they mediate – even if only in the familia de 
santo, family of saint – quietly betrays the impossible inclusion of the youthful 
‘sisters’ and ‘brothers’.  It is not the family, but the streets that are inhabited by 
this youthful blackness.  The povo da rua, in their seemingly eternal youth, in their 
boastful displays of sexuality and of a sociality uncontained by social mores, 
represent an ancestrality not so easily reclaimed into the folds of the 
quintessential national family.  The contemporary images of the criminal-young-
black-man stamped on daily papers, and the tantalizing body of the sexy-young-
black-woman highlighted on the tourist brochures of carnival, linger as a 
threatening specter in the shadows of the purported harmonious race relations of 
the Brazilian nation.  In this social imaginary such contradictions might only find 
some resolution in the ambiguity of the people of the streets, in the alluring danger 
and fearful desire provoked by their liminal presence in the familia de santo. 
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My insistence on reading these differences through the lenses of race are 
conspicuously absent from the folkloric representations of the preto velhos – at 
least in any overt way.  Condensed in the popular images of the preto velhos, 
these contrasting images of preto velhos and the people of the streets circulate 
through a profusion of booklets and magazines on Afro-Brazilian religions 
available for purchase throughout the city. In the many stores that sell religious 
artifacts it is easy to find clay figurines of these preto velhos.  Rows of the old men 
and women, often alongside images of malandros in white suit, exus with deep 
black skin, little horns and devilish smiles, and pomba giras in provocatively low 
cut dresses or simply bare-breasted, adorn the windows of these shops.  The 
plainly dressed, white haired elders invariably sit low to the ground, often with a 
book or a pipe, simply looking on.  The crippled movements, the bent down 
backs, the feet distorted by the long toil in the plantation fields, the bodily 
contortions that often mark the arrival of the preto velhos on the body of the 
mediums are not cast in these figurines for public consumption.  In these 
generalizing depictions the spirits are locked in that a-temporality of the always-
the-same.  The ideal becomes the cultural object in itself, locked into an identity, 
ready for safe (spiritual) consumption. 
 Against such generalized images of who the spirits are other stories 
circulate.   Stories that tell of the spirits’ past successes as healers, stories of their 
lives in the long ago past, stories told by the spirits themselves, stories spread 
from mouth to mouth120.  Stories that draw into the circle of those seeking the 
preto velhos for consultation the desperate, the needy, and - why not? -  the 
curious.  These other kind of stories are interwoven with those generic tales that 
lock the preto velhos into the continuous performance of a subservient persona.  In 
these stories of particular encounters, of this or that preto velho, of this or that 
thing accomplished with the help of a spirit, the preto velhos and their clients 
become palpable in the conjuncture of their encounter.  Unlocked from the 
eternal present of the generic spirit, from the semantic inattention to the 

                                                
120 See Hale’s (1997) for an analysis which links the diverse interpretations of the preto velhos to 
the identity of the mediums, clients and the centro where the spirits provide consultations.  See 
also Brown’s (1994) both for depictions of preto velhos as stereotypical Uncle Tom-like characters, 
and for radically different interpretations of these spirits. 
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particular inherent in their ‘public’ image, the preto velhos are re-signified in the 
dense time and space of social context. 
 This is not to say that in these stories circulate truer images of who the 
spirits are, nor that those stories are not also implicated in the engendering of 
that public perception of who the preto velhos are.  After all, as Barbara Herrnstein 
Smith argues, for every version of a story there are “particular motives that 
elicited it and ... particular interests and functions it was designed to serve” 
(1981: 216), and “an unlimited number of potentially perceptible relations” (ibid.) 
among those versions.  It is to say, tough, that no longer just a fixed emblem of a 
timeless identity, the preto velhos - and the people who resort to them – gain 
density, acquire texture, in their individual stories, in their actual moments and 
contexts of ‘embodiment’.  Even if, in their role as preeminent healers, the 
behavior of individual preto velhos does also reenact aspects of their public image, 
betraying their entanglement in that circulating sign.  After all, humbleness is a 
culturally recognizable trait that reinforces the perceived spiritual powers of any 
preto velho. 

Take Vovó Rosa, one of the two preto velho spirits Luciana works with.  
Everyone described her as a very forgiving spirit.  Some, like Vovó Cambina, 
Luciana’s other preto velho, even thought Vovó Rosa too forgiving, charging that 
nobody is ever guilty in her eyes.  Vovó Rosa would often cry as her consultation 
clients enumerated their never-ending problems, unable or unwilling to assume 
the role of a detached counselor.  I myself only saw her a few times, as, despite 
this empathy towards those who sought her, Vovó Rosa was not fond of 
providing consultations.  Who has ever seen a preto velho who does not like to give 
consultations?, was Luciana’s common response whenever questioned about her 
spirit’s evasiveness. 
 None of this weakened Vovó Rosa’s reputation as a powerful healer.  In 
fact, her extreme kindness was much desired in the often difficult situations she 
would intervene.  Like on the occasion she showed up with Vovó Cambina at the 
hospital where Luciana had been taken to in an emergency.  Despite a back 
injury that had forced her into early retirement from her job as nurse technician, 
Luciana had ignored doctors’ warnings and become pregnant in her late thirties.  
The difficult pregnancy – her third in the seventeen years since the birth of her 
only daughter – become dangerously complicated by an appendicitis.  It was 
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Vovó Rosa and Vovó Cambina, Luciana was found of telling, who saved hers and 
the baby’s lives.  The two spirits performed what Luciana described as a spiritual 
surgery.  I was in a lot of pain afterwards...  Only later I understood that I was feeling 
the pain from a surgery...I didn’t know before...I thought that ‘spiritual surgery’ didn’t 
really remove anything.  You were operated, but it was all in your head.  But they  [the 
spirits]did really take my appendix....The doctors were getting ready to take me in the 
operating room...They did an x-ray and the appendix was not there...They were all 
confused, Luciana would tell of her odyssey, thankful to the spirits for pulling her 
through her ordeal, and obviously amused at the spiritual trick played upon the 
baffled doctors who had warned her that they probably would be unable to save 
the baby. 

Risky pregnancies, chronic illnesses, mental disorders, espinhela caída – the 
popular name given to a commonly occurring complex of symptoms that range 
from severe back pains to inability to walk, which are taken to be of spiritual 
origin, a sort of ‘bad eye’ - are all part of the list of bodily, heart and mind 
ailments that send folks in search of the preto velhos.  The several hours that 
sometimes one is required to wait to be seen by the spirits are nothing compared 
to the countless hours of peregrination through the under-funded, ill-equipped, 
under-staffed, and, above all, painfully impersonal, public health system that one 
is forced to endure if one does not have the means to pay for private care.  Or 
does not have the proper connections to secure prompt access to the better public 
hospitals and clinics.  Not all those who search the preto velhos are poor or 
working class, as the spirits offer hope in dealing with ailments for which even 
money cannot easily secure treatment.  And, as in the case of Luciana, sometimes 
it is only the spirits who can provide the care you desperately need. 

If the search for healing is the culturally sanctioned path to the preto velhos, 
coming into the affective circle of the spirits implicates people into a relationship 
much more complex than a simple instance of encountering remedy – no matter 
how significant such a cure might be. 
 

~~~ *** ~~~ 
 

Haphazard encounters and keeping memories  
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 I often video taped the festas, the public celebrations for the spirits, at 
Luciana’s house.  Vovó Cambina, Luciana’s preta velha, was very keen on my 
recording the festas.  Even though she herself would never be able, or actually 
need, to look at the recorded images to see or remember what had happened, she 
would not only grant her permission for the recordings, but even admonish me 
whenever I would not take my video camera to a particularly good festa.  She 
would talk of wanting her menina, her ‘girl’, Luciana, to see the festas.  But she 
would also say that it is good to keep things.  It’s good for folks to see it...when I’m not 
here...when my menina is not here. 

Most of the filhos de santo themselves enjoyed the chance to later on watch 
their own spirits dancing to the sound of their songs and drumming, as much as 
they did simply being able to ‘attend’ the celebrations in this mediated way.  
After all, as each gira - the moment of celebration of individual groups of spirits – 
took place one after the other in the festa, the mediums would go on receiving a 
different spirit at a time and not being able to themselves see much of what was 
going on around them.  Watching the festa unfold on the TV screen was then a 
privileged moment of a more detached viewing, which always brought 
commentaries of praise to the spirits and frequent taunting remarks on each 
other. 
 Many of the filhos de santo were eager to tell me where to stand to have the 
best viewing of the dancing spirits, and to request particular shots.  Some of 
them would try to stay out of the lenses’ sight, often to the mocking of other filhos 
de santo who would accuse them of false modesty.  There was no such modesty 
among the povo da rua, who would offer to the camera the performances of their 
public personas, often professing their indifference to the camera, sometimes 
provocatively challenging me to actually capture them in film.  Other spirits, 
however, not only shied away from such recordings but actually demanded an 
end to it.  The first time I tried to record the boiadeiros – the cowboys from the 
hinterlands – one of the spirits marched towards me, his leather hat hung low 
over his brow, his hands commanding me to turn it off.  As I put the machine 
away he enveloped me in his rude embrace, while the other boiadeiros kept on 
dancing to the song whose lyrics told of the missing cattle in their herd.  In their 
giras I was welcome, but not my technical devices. 
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 Vovó Cambina would preside over all these exchanges – only leaving to 
make room for Cacurucaia’s arrival at the gira for the povo da rua or whenever 
another of Luciana’s spirits wanted to make themselves physically present.  Just 
as she would watch over the rituals, making sure things were properly done and 
the spirits were appeased or even pleased, Vovó would also watch over my own 
capturing of the festas, a recording that would bring those rituals back at a time 
when she herself would not be overtly present.  In her suggestions, requests, 
guiding, Vovó Cambina made sure her presence was felt not only in the festas, but 
also in the very recording of them. 

Even the disgruntle of the boiadeiros did not perturb Vovó’s obvious 
enjoyment of my recordings.  Don’t mind them...They are very rude...very coarse.  
They have good hearts, but they don’t understand...they don’t like such things, she 
would explain the spirits’ actions.  She might be willing to make allowances to 
their bad temper, but it was only in their gira that the camera would be turned 
off.  As long as she saw fit, the recordings were bound to continue.  Vovó Cambina 
talked about these recordings as a way for people to keep things in their heart.  My 
own style of recording was for her one more means of guardar  - literally to 
safeguard, to keep, but also implying to keep in memory.  Instead of speaking 
overtly of memória, memory, or lembrar, remember, Vovó spoke of knowing as a 
way of safekeeping, a way of maintaining the continued existence of things.  To 
keep a memory was therefore not to locate something in the past, to simply 
lembrar, remember or recall something, but to safeguard, to retain their 
knowledge in the present. 

Vovó Cambina’s commentaries on my recording were not without 
resonance with the complex, ongoing enactment of memory that is embedded in 
her presence in this world.  José J. de Carvalho notes that macumba offers a 
ritualization of the “social experience of black Brazilians” (1981, 32).121  I would 
say that what is offered is the ritualization of history in the very presence of 

                                                
121Carvalho is here contrasting what he sees as the continuous search for a lost Africa in the 
mythical-historical memory of xangô (a traditional form of Afro-Brazilian religion, akin to 
candomblé, as the author describes it in his text), the longing for the return in the future of a 
previous order, to the “ritualization...of the social experience of black Brazilians” (1981,32) he sees 
manifest in macumba, jurema (an Afro-Indigenous religious practice) and umbanda.  His 
commentary is in passant, but I infer that he is here simply making a reference to the presence of 
Afro-Brazilian spirits in the pantheon of these religious practices. 
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Afro-Brazilian spirits, and the evocation of particular social-cultural memories 
both of spirits and their followers and those who sought their counsel.  
Furthermore, in Vovó’s world, it is not just history per se that is ritualized, but the 
very act of remembering, the desire to record, to remember, and to speak forth 
that memory, which become central.  The video recording became one more 
instance of the deep, ongoing confabulation that is to keep things. 

In Vovó’s remembering, “confabulation” acquires the literalness of the 
fabula, the tale, at the root of the word.  Her keeping is a continuous weaving of a 
tale, an action that betrays her unwillingness to allow the “dissolution into the 
surroundings” (Le Guin, 1981:194) of herself, of her memory, of those who 
partake in that confabulation.  When Vovó Cambina arrives on the body of 
Luciana, the woman of this world is not only transformed by the bodily presence 
of a spirit, a woman of another world, but she, and all those implicated in that 
relation – clients, filhos de santo, friends, the familia de santo  - are all drawn into 
that thick collection of places, times, people, all made palpable in her very 
presence, in her voicing of those as things worthy of being guardadas, kept, 
remembered, relived. 

Vovó’s arrival places people in the midst of the density of memories which 
she herself is at once marked by and carries forth in her movement between 
worlds past and present, here and there.  Even if some of those memories remain 
always present, but never voiced, others are marked and fleshed out for all to 
hear – and sometimes even see.  Luciana once told me that upon a time when the 
centro had had more filhos de santo, Vovó  would often draw a crowd around her 
to hear the stories she was keen on telling.  Whenever vigil had to be kept over a 
new initiate laying overnight at the foot of the altar, Vovó would sit back all night 
long and tell stories.  When six o’clock came around, people would start showing up, 
jackets under their arms, ready to sit out the long vigil with Vovó.  They didn't come 
here to watch over no one, they came here to listen to her stories.  They would come 
straight from work, stay up all night, and file out with sunrise.  Word would get around 
and filhos de santo I hadn't seen in a long time would show up “to help watch over the 
iaô [initiate], mãezinha [little mother]".  Right!", Luciana recalled the olden days. 

Despite the nostalgic tone of Luciana’s recollection, these days were not a 
thing so completely of the past themselves.  Even if when I met Luciana the 
centro was apparently much smaller than on this not so distant past, Vovó was 
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still able to convene an audience.  On a night of vigil a few years ago, as two new 
initiates slept exhausted by the presence of multiple spirits earlier in the evening, 
Vovó Cambina happily offered the stories the filhos de santo begged her to tell.  
One of the stories Vovó started to tell was of Quequé, an erê, a child spirit, who in 
life suffered things children should not have to suffer...She lived in the countryside and 
wandered around.  Her life was hard, so hard that she ended up dying hungry.... 

The story Vovó had been telling was suddenly interrupted by the arrival of 
Pedrinho, another erê.  He was rather peeved, an exagerated scowl distorting his 
face.  Sitting on the floor, hands crossed across his chest, Pedrinho angrily 
whispered that he did not want to hear that story again.  Vovó, I asked you not to tell 
her story!  It makes Quequé cry and she doesn't want to cry!, he protested, holding off 
tears of his own.  Vovó Cambina seemed amused by Pedrinho’s protective stance 
towards the other erê, and tried to explain that she was not just gossiping about 
them, but that she thought people should know such stories.  No!No!No!, 
Pedrinho insisted. 

Pedrinho stayed all night long with us, either to prevent Vovó from telling 
the story which still caused a pain too intense for him and his friend Quequé  to 
bear even in the afterlife, or for himself to hear the other stories that he obviously 
seemed to enjoy.  In any case, Sandra, the woman whose body Pedrinho had 
taken over, never got to hear anything herself, as she bitterly reminded us when 
Pedrinho departed after many other stories had been told that evening.  The 
stories Sandra lamented not having heard were not mythical narratives of gods 
and spirits, nor stories of grandiose feats of heroic ancestors.  Even if courageous 
acts and strength in face of adversity were also part of the past retold here, these 
stories were about struggling through mundane existences which were also 
worthy of being known.  Even if their retelling might be painful – sometimes too 
painful – for those who tell and for those who hear. 

I had asked Vovó to tell Pedrinho’s own story earlier that evening - which 
he obviously did not oppose to being told since he did not show up then.  I had 
seen him several times at giras of erê, and he was very popular among the filhos de 
santo and visitors to the centro.  Behind the prankish smile that marked Pedrinho’s 
arrival on Sandra’s body, there was a tale no less sad than the forbidden story of 
Quequé.  Vovó Cambina told a tale of abandonment, the story of a child left to his 
own fate in the streets of Rio.  The story did not say much about his parents or 
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where Pedrinho had come from, just that he had been left to survive on his own as 
a little boy.  He had eventually become quite an accomplished little malandro - a 
young street ruffian, making alliances with people in the underside of those 
streets as he grew up.  Pedrinho lived to be a teenager, surviving on his tricks, 
defying fate with his wits.  It all came to an end one day when he was killed in 
the streets.  Vovó offered no details about the death itself, saying only that when 
you live like he had lived, you could hardly avoid dying like he had. 

In Pedrinho’s mannerisms, whenever he showed up at Luciana’s house, 
one could see here and there traces of this history.  Even though, on that one 
particular evening on a recent past, the old black woman who had narrated his 
life had herself lived well over a hundred years past, and the tale she offered did 
not locate the child spirit in a precise time frame, Pedrinho himself had certainly 
been our contemporary.  While it was Vovó’s healing embrace that brought 
people to her, and the seductive web of her storytelling that kept people there, it 
might have been a flint of recognition that drew the young filhos de santo to 
Pedrinho.  His words, filled with the slang of contemporary inner-city youth, 
betrayed the times and the place of his short life.  One time he showed up at a 
festa asking the drummers to play some funk music so that he could show 
everyone how good of a dancer he was.  As the beat of the drums failed to give 
him the right grooves for the moves, he went on naming all the dance halls he 
had gone to around town.  He even warned a couple of the teenage girls at the 
centro on that one particular day that he had seen them at a few of those funk 
dances.  Don’t worry, I won’t tell your parents.  But next time you go, you have to take 
me along!, he bargained with them. 

The funk dances Pedrinho referred to where an inner city mix of hip hop, 
soul music and funk propelled by the high volume of large speakers and 
thousands of dancing youth, which in the late nineties were at the height of their 
popularity.  Gathering thousands of funkeiros, mostly Afro-Brazilian teenagers 
from the lower income peripheries and suburbs, and from the favelas (‘slums’) 
spread throughout the city, bailes funk, funk dance-balls, were an urban 
phenomenon that gained notoriety in the media as the supposed locus of 
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violence and illegal drug use122. In Pedrinho’s performance though, they were the 
source of obvious joy, moments of an unrestricted pleasure which he was so keen 
in sharing with the folks who witnessed his appearance in another festa of very 
different sorts.  It had been in the streets that Pedrinho had encountered the 
violence that Vovó Cambina alluded to in her tale on an evening not too long after 
the bailes funk had started fading away from the headlines. 

Pedrinho’s arrival, and all the stories Vovó offers to her listeners - the 
‘experiences’, ‘memories’, residues of a past and references to the present 
brought by these presences and these tales - are traces to be ‘read’, to be 
understood, to be interpreted, to be related to by the audience of clients and filhos 
de santo.  If, as Bakhtin would have it, “understanding comes to fruition only in 
the response” (Bakhtin, 1981: 282), it is in a dialogic play of interpretive 
consumption that these traces gain significance.  Not that their meanings are 
endlessly open and limitlessly changing.  In an ever ambiguous, contingent 
evocation of meanings, these traces are undeletably marked by their own social 
histories, by what K. Stewart called “networks of produced effects” (1991, 400).  
They are inscribed by the very sociality of their meanings, embedded in the same 
dialogic relation Bakhtin identifies in the “living utterance”, for “having taken 
meaning and shape at a particular historical moment in a socially specific 
environment, [they] cannot fail to brush up against thousands of living dialogic 
threads, woven by social-ideological consciousness... cannot fail to become an 
active participant in social dialogue” (1981: 276). 

It is this “dialogue” that propels Pedrinho’s story through Vovó’s narrative 
in a secluded night of initiation, that loosely weaves connecting threads as he 

                                                
122 From the upper classes’ perspective the balls were seen with fear, and rejected as disturbance 
of the peace of the ‘working citizens’ of the city, leading to vociferous calls to police repression.  
In ‘letters to the editors’ published in the leading newspapers outraged voices spoke of 
uncontrolled hordes moving across town, complained about the transgression of the quite 
privacy of the upper classes’ homes by the loud sounds coming from the bailes in neighboring 
favelas, and of the trafficking of drugs in the dance halls (see Ventura 1994; Vianna 1988).  Even 
tough they still take place around town, the bailes funk have now lost much of their public to the 
fervent hiphop scene.  Hiphop has not only inherited the large crowds of black youth, but also 
the repressive eyes of the upholders of law and order.  On Janurary, 2004 the controversy hit the 
newspapers over the coming to Rio of Ja Rule and Snoop Dogg for a hip hop festival, the fear of 
possible “disorder” by the audience to their performances, and the need for Police presence at the 
festival.  The following week the local Police opened an inquiry, wanting to hear Marcelo D2, a 
famous Brazilian rapper, for his alleged advocacy of drug use in his performance at the same 
festival (Jornal do Brasil, Jan. 13th, 2004). 
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resurfaces in a public gira in a suburban house, and makes audible the echoes of 
the bailes funk amidst the drumming to ancestral spirits.  It is through a 
“readerly” activity of interpretation (Chambers, 1991), where there are no 
autonomous subjects nor essential contents, that filhos de santo, clients, and the 
spirits themselves, imbue these traces with meanings linked to each other 
through ephemeral and provisional connections.  It is through these acts of 
“readerly” interpretation that these traces, no longer just “ghostly signals” 
(Benjamin, 1978: 183), become the crossroads through which multiple places, 
histories, peoples, converge in temporary “connections” – in those always 
ephemeral “profane illuminations” (ibid.: 179) Benjamin spoke of. 

If these traces gain meaning in this dialogic entanglement, it is also 
because the staging of the roles of ‘narrator’ and ‘narratee’, of listeners and 
tellers, of the multiple stories where they surface is utterly disturbed.  Vovó’s tale 
telling on that long evening - when the new initiates had to be sheltered from 
stray spirits and threatening specters lingering in the shadows, when any link to 
malefic forces had to be promptly severed - was a complex act of narration.  It 
implicated her audience and the very characters of her story in the act of 
narration.  In Vovó’s story, Pedrinho is far from being simply an object of 
narration, actively intervening in the story unfolding, adamantly refusing 
possible narrative strands, and bringing the audience into active participation in 
this collective conjuring of his and Quequé’s story.  Just as Vovó’s presence keeps 
the malefic spirits at bay (are they other stories denied an audience on that 
evening?), Pedrinho silences other possible narrative strands.  He challenges the 
content of the telling, and in the process foregrounds the role of narrator and 
narratees in determining what is worthy of being told and at what emotional 
cost. 

Pedrinho, at once narrator, narratee, and audience of this story, fragments 
any organization of the story time into a clear past and present.  For that matter, 
he fragments, or complicates, time even further, as story time and narrative time 
become entangled one into the other.  The rhythm of time, the certitude of its 
flow, is thoroughly upset by the roaming of a narrative time where the back then 
and the right now are inextricably implicated one in the other.  What propels 
Vovó Cambina’s story is not a detached chronological progress, but a time infused 
with the affective power of memories.  The stories become worthy of being told 
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as the echoes of things past and things present resonate one into the other.  In 
this resonance, the stories grow embroiled in a cultural imaginary in which the 
past is able to, some times literally, take possession of the present and infuse it 
with new meanings. 

Vovó’s story flows from one place to another, from one time to another.  
The encounters between characters and audience, narrators and audiences, 
places and times, are almost haphazard, motivated by connections that flicker by 
at the moment of the story.  In these encounters, both the ‘real’ and the 
‘imaginary’ become equally texted.  In this entextualization fixed distinctions 
between context and story, between the imagined and the socially given, are not 
erased but, their socially constructed nature comes to light.  The narrative 
movement here recasts both the ‘textual’ and the ‘contextual’, opening the 
possibility of what Charles Briggs referred to as the transformation of the 
perception of the social world provoked from within the story realm (Briggs, 
1988). 

 
~~~ *** ~~~ 

 
Vovó Cambina, like the narratees of her stories, occupies multiple places in 

this act of storytelling.  She is at once subject and object in this complex 
storytelling.  Her stories encompass tales and meta-stories, and, in the very act of 
narration, Vovó Cambina reenacts the importance of her telling.  While she is self 
referential in describing the telling of stories as a necessary act, Luciana, the mãe 
de santo whose body shelters Vovó’s presence in this world, intentionally detaches 
herself from that role.  She, instead, places herself amidst those who need to hear 
such stories, always referring to Vovó Cambina – and the other spirits - as the 
source of knowledge at her centro.  It is Luciana, though, who keeps the 
recordings Vovó Cambina allows to be made.  She is also the one who keeps 
photographs of the centro when she herself was a very young woman, photos of a 
time when her own mother was still alive and was the mãe de santo. 

Luciana keeps small plastic photo viewers, which she brings out like little 
mementos to show to interested viewers – often filhos de santo, but not always.  
Captured in the plastic casing, the tiny images sit hidden at the bottom of plastic 
cones, waiting for the occasional viewer to lift them into the light and peek 
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through the magnifying lenses.  The little viewers Luciana displays in her living 
room bring to life her mother, the centro in its early years, and other people long 
gone from her life.  Doesn’t she look indian?  Isn’t she beautiful?   Luciana eagerly 
asked when she showed me the picture of a beautiful woman with deep brown 
skin and long black hair, on an afternoon before Cacurucaia arrived for her 
consultation session.  She was most indian.  My father was black.  That’s how come I’m 
this mix.  My sister you can see is  black.  Me?  It is hard to tell what I’m.  Some people 
say I look like my mother.  I have a little of both.  My hair is dark like my mother’s, but I 
straighten it.  It is my dad’s hair too.  I’m not black...But white I’m not. 

It is through the fond memories of her mother – a mãe de santo loved by all, 
as people were keen to tell me - and not so fond ones of her father – an abusive 
police officer who betrayed her mother and filled her life with undeserved 
sorrow - that Luciana talks about who she is.  Is this what Vovó Cambina means 
when she says that it is important to keep the stories?  Luciana does not offer 
herself as such a keeper, despite her literal keeping of so many material traces of 
these memories.  In her case these stories come out almost in spite of herself, as if 
they sprung out by themselves from the memorabilia she keeps, out of the cracks 
in the wall of the house she lives in, and so did her mother. 

Like the story that haunts the framed picture that covers one of those 
cracks on the wall, an official looking print from one of the Federations of 
Umbanda.  It announces to the occasional reader that the Federation recognizes 
Luciana’s religious house, the Tenda da Cabocla Jupiára – Hut of the Cabocla Jupiára 
– as being registered in their archives as a legitimate centro.  In its aura of 
officialdom, the Federation Diploma grants the centro, at a small fee, a now 
unnecessary license to function.  Not that long ago though, such licensing was 
not simply a matter of glass-platted diplomas, but of Police surveillance and 
selective repression.  On those times one had to ask the local Police Chief 
permission for the ceremonies, or, much more commonly, seek a far away place 
where no outside ears could hear the call to the spirits (see chapter 2; Braga, 1995; 
Maggie 1992; Barreto, 1976). 

Luciana, however, does not offer these stories, even if she keeps the long 
outdated print up on her wall.  For that matter, the diploma sits alongside a 
singed photograph of Luciana’s wedding twenty years ago – a photo narrowly 
saved from the fires of a moment of ire, I eventually learned.  The personal 
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history of family life and the impersonal, but certainly no less immediate, history 
of social control over black religious practices, here literally share that 
contradictory space of silence and display.  Such mundane knickknacks carry 
veiled stories, potential signs of the social world of the out-there and the intimate 
world of the family over here, histories and stories, forced together onto the 
peeling wall. 

Writing about them makes me think of the interior walls of Palestinian 
homes which Edward Said so poetically described in After the Last Sky  (1986).  
Said’s walls are cluttered with prints, literally supersaturated displays of an 
ongoing fight against the threat of loss, loss of memory, loss of the longed for 
land.  Those walls are like a palimpsest of memories, overtly telling a story that 
contains too much for so little space, for so little land.  Luciana’s walls are 
strikingly silent in comparison, not just because of their relative bareness, but 
also because of all is does not say through its sparse display.  The few family 
pictures obviously reveal emotional attachments that need not be explained, but 
the ‘diploma’, despite the content of its clear writing, which tells its purpose for 
all to see, remains un-remarked, un-narrated, un-read for its significance. 

The print remains a trace of the past, possibly a silent omen of new forms 
of repression.  New forms like the gated community that sprung at the end of 
Luciana’s street, at the foot of the hill where for many years they were able to 
place offerings for the spirits.  We can no longer go there, Luciana once lamented, 
pointing from her front porch to the few trees and large boulders that we could 
see up on the hills. They blocked our entrance to the hills.  Now it is too long of a walk 
around to get past the walls of the condominium, Luciana complained one day, as she 
tried to figure out where to take an offering her caboclo spirit had requested to be 
placed in the woods.  Woods?  All there is around here are weeds... 

In her longing for these now gone days, I never heard Luciana make any 
explicit connections between the different moments of social control of their 
ability to occupy the landscape with their religious practices.  Nor did she speak 
of the photographs she kept, of her stories about her family, about her 
ruminations on the past days of the centro, nor of the tape recordings I gave her, 
in the language of cultural resistance and repression that I just framed her 
mementos – at least not overtly.  Instead, she offered these not for their possible 
referential contents, but as things in themselves, condensed memories, 
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connecting them through momentary articulations, linking these provisional 
traces of the past into passing configurations.  Here memories are embedded in 
the flow of the everyday, and so is their significance.  To tell of things past, to 
mention places, times, people, is more like ruminations that follow thin threads 
of resonance the teller – and her listeners – can hear. 

To speak of Luciana’s and other folks’ silence about the connections I 
overtly make here, of their apparent unconcern with the multiple structuring of 
power at play here, cannot simply be taken to speak of a lack - of knowledge, of 
historical memory, of politics.  It cannot be taken to betray a lack of 
‘consciousness’, that overcharged concept of social analysis which speaks as 
much to the analyst’s frame of interpretation and desire for a certain pragmatic 
view of culture, as to any real ‘condition’ of social actors.  What it does speak to 
is a certain poetics of knowledge in which understanding, which Bakhtin (1981) 
saw embedded in the response, comes through the continued storying of spirits – 
themselves constituted in history and story – and in the everyday threading of 
loose bits of memories.  The response here comes not from a reflective position of 
consciousness, but from a storied  response from within the very space where 
these stories are at once narrated and enacted. 

Akin to Vovó’s narrative roaming through characters and places, and 
Pedrinho’s evocation of painful sentiments and sharing of joyful dancing, 
Luciana’s mementos invoke the past into intimate spaces of the present.  Intimate 
spaces, like the gira at the centro, like the living room shared with family and 
guests. Intimate moments like the overnight vigil or the contemplation in the 
front porch, where private stories shed their privacy, becoming intermingled one 
into the other.  These are places and moments dense with a social imaginary 
which propels these apparently unmotivated ruminations, unconcerned with 
offering a final story where the solace of conclusions and exegesis could be 
found, where a ‘real’ would be unveiled. 
 

~~~ *** ~~~ 
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“Those who pray to the souls [spirits], the souls reward/give...”123 
 

** 
Cry, my bondage, my bondage, my bondage. 

At the time of slavery 
preto velho forever worked124 

 
 Verses of songs for the preto velhos 

 
 If Vovó’s telling of stories was marked as a distinct moment of storytelling, 
when audience, teller and, why not, the spirits themselves, set out to hear a tale, 
not all stories were set aside by such cueing.  Many others surfaced distractedly 
in the midst of other talk, triggered in the moment by a sight, an event, an 
arrival, or simply by a passing feeling.  Embedded in the flow of the everyday, 
they resonate with other fragments, the construction of a story depending as 
much on what is said now as on the passage of time, on the accumulation over 
time of so many fragments.  It is in this passing of time that different stories take 
shape, acquiring different shades, different nuances, as the fragments of lived 
lives, remembered moments, friends and foes come and gone, flow one into the 
other. 

Writing about these storied moments, these dispersed narrations, is to 
freeze but a momentary arrangement.  It is to respond in prose to an echo heard, 
to link the multitude of fragments into a possible arrangement.  Not set aside by 
formal framing devices, following these stories leads to an inevitable saturation 
of the written prose by an excess of minuscule stories, piles upon piles of 
moments of telling, an impossible mimesis of the flow of talk in the everyday.  
 Sometimes, however, that flowing talk and the framed moments of 
narration cross each other in a moment of powerful illumination.  Like when 
Luciana offered me some old video recordings of a festa de preto velho.  After an 
afternoon of chatting over a few beers, viewing her molding, miniature family 
photographs, Luciana placed a couple of tapes in my hands for me to watch 
whenever I had a chance.  The tapes had been recorded more than a decade ago, 
by a filho de santo who, like many others, had since left the centro.  Luciana offered 
                                                
123 Quem pede às almas, as almas dá [sic]... 
124 Chora meu cativeiro, meu cativeiro, meu cativerá/No tempo da escravidão/preto velho 
sempre trabalhou... 
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them to me as recordings of particularly beautiful festas.  All she said was that I 
might enjoy watching them, beauty and pleasure being the only justification 
offered for keeping and passing on the images of the festas. 

One of the tapes was of a festa for preto velhos.  It had been a singular festa 
among the yearly commemoration for the preto velhos.  That year Vovó Cambina 
made people decorate the centro like the farm where she had lived.  It was all very 
pretty... folks put up tree branches all around...it all looked very green.  We wore very 
colorful skirts.  We even made a big bonfire...The centro had many filhos de santo then..., 
Luciana told me as she passed me the video tapes.  But I haven’t watched the tape 
in a long time.  See if you like it. 

The festa was indeed as Luciana remembered.  Even the children were 
dressed in the flowery cloth of the skirts and shirts of the filhos de santo, and the 
greenery spread around the centro seemed to reproduce some bucolic image of 
‘the farm.’  But there was much more to the tape than simply a nicely decorated 
centro.  As it happens in all the festas  for the preto velhos a feijoada was prepared to 
be shared with all those who had come to pay homage to the spirits.  In this 
particular festa a bonfire was burning in the yard which doubled as the backyard 
to Luciana’s house and the ‘waiting room’ on days of consultation with the 
spirits.  The steaming food was laid out in large clay bowls on a large mat, 
encircled by the filhos de santo who, after a prayer by Vovó Cambina, served the 
awaiting folks plates full of black beans, stewed pigs’ meat, rice, collard greens 
and orange halves.  Big jugs of chilled sweet wine were also passed around.  As 
the food was served, Vovó Cambina set back with a broad smile, admiring with 
obvious joy this particularly bountiful feast. 

Before all indulged in the feast of food, Vovó had, however, offered a 
prayer.  Surrounded by the filhos de santo and the visitors, she lowered her body 
and called upon all present to praise the spiritual nourishment to be shared that 
evening.  Praised be my God! Praised be Our Lord of Bonfim! Praised be our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who gave us this abundance!, called Vovó, her voice mixing with the echo of 
the response of all present. 

May this food nourish much more the spirit, may the reason be stronger than the 
passion for this food. 
Comida de santo [saints/soul food] is very good, very tasty, when it is food 

for the mouth, for the belly, for the head, and heart. 
There are people who receive mercy [ganham a misericórdia]. 
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Those who have been marching up... 
 
Óóóó..., said Vovó, with added emphasis, marking the long passing of time 

with a wave of her hand. 
 
Since the days of slavery. 
Wanting mercy,  
Something good for their lives 
And never reached it. 
Because they never learned to ask in the presence of a meal. 
Soul food both kills by the mouth 
And raises one up by the mouth. 
It makes [one] grow. 
So I ask my Lord of Bonfim, 
My Lady of Sant’Ana 
Our Lord Jesus Christ,  
That each person who grabs this food, 
The flavor... [And here a smile broke her solemn countenance.] 
Which is good!  ‘cause Vovó seasoned it, no? 
Everything was Vovó who prepared!  So it is Bahian seasoning [from Bahia]. 
It is Vovó’s hand, it is Vovó’s sweat. [Her face slowly returned to the tender 
seriousness which often marked Vovó’s praying at ceremonies in the 
centro.] 
It’s preto velho’s sweat. 
It’s slave’s sweat. 
It is this sweat of  a preto velho that is going to nourish you, my children. 
It does not nourish only the belly. 
No! 
Only the gluttony... 
It nourishes the spirit... 
Ahhhh!  Your selfishness, 
your greediness,  
the power of wanting to be better than anyone. 
Nor black, nor white. 
Here is a day to say that no one is better than anyone else. 
I was, one day...  
I was  black. 
a slave. 
I was owner of a slave quarter, owner of a house. 
My own slaves set it on fire. 
I was a slave again. 
Not of my slaves. 
I returned to being a slave of whites. 
I had to cook your food.   
So what am I?   
Whose slave? 
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I’m your slave. 
When you arrive here with problems, who takes care of you? 
So? 
Whose slave am I? 
So you grab this food to eat... 
Grab and eat it with appetite ‘cause it is good! 
But the real appetite that Vovó desires is that of the heart, 
the appetite of your wish[request] : 
“My preto velho, I came here to celebrate your festa!” 
 
Vovó closed off her speech filled by exhortation and rememoration by 

offering a Hail Father, joined once again by the guests to her festa. 
Luciana had not mentioned Vovó Cambina’s speech when she gave me the 

tape.  It was, nonetheless, a central moment in the festa.  Not only were all 
present attentively listening to the preta velha’s words, her emotional tone 
reverberating in the expressions of many of the faces looking at her, but the very 
recording had intensified the power of her speech.  The camera had been held 
very close to the preta velha’s face, her expressions vividly imprinted on the 
screen.  Past her face, the camera showed the filhos de santo by Vovó Cambina’s 
feet, respectfully attentive as she spoke, waiting to join her in prayer – and feast. 

Were Vovó’s words such an integral part of Luciana’s unconscious that she 
never thought of remarking upon them?  I had hard Vovó praying on many 
occasions, and people were often rapt in her emotive words, taken by the 
spiritual embrace offered by her talk.  Was this just another one of those 
moments?  Had Luciana not mentioned it because she knew I had been present 
to others before?  Was the story of Vovó so well know to be unworthy of further 
remark?  Or was it that, not having seen it for a long time, Luciana had actually 
forgotten these powerful words?  Or did the beauty of the festa which Luciana 
referred to also include Vovó’s words?  Why had she offered me the tape that 
particular day?  I never thought of asking these questions then, and it was not 
until writing about them that they came back to me. 

In any case, I had encountered much more than I had expected in 
Luciana’s gift.  Vovó’s speech is filled with the poetic imagery of mercy and 
deliverance from suffering.  It is charged with allusions to uplifting, to 
knowledge, and to ignorance and greedy inequality.  History is evoked in the 
language of emotion, of divine intervention, of the power of struggle, and the 
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precious knowledge of culture.  In the preto velho’s words, one has to have 
strength to keep on moving, to keep pursuing that never quite achieved ascent 
since the days of slavery.  But one must also know, must remember, how to ask 
the ancestors for their mediation in such a burdensome task.  Asking is not an 
individual act, nor is it an extraordinary event – quite the contrary, it is inserted 
into the heart of the mundane, taking place through the commensality of culture, 
in the propitious eating of a meal.  To know how to eat, to be aware of the form 
of this consumption, is to continue the production of cultural memory (S. Willis, 
1994). 

In Vovó’s words, to ask the ancestors, to make a request to the preto velhos, 
to grab this food to eat, to be nourished by it, is to be inescapably implicated in their 
history.  To allow oneself to be literally penetrated by the power of the preto 
velhos, is to allow into your body, into your mind, into your heart, the presence of 
the spirits, the saltiness of their enslaved sweat.  In her speech, Vovó denies the 
filhos de santo, and the public present that day, the comfortable detachment of a 
distant spiritual consultation or the aloof consumption of her powers.  In their 
relation to Vovó Cambina – be it as filhos de santo or as seekers of the spirits 
counsel – this audience is inescapably charged with the social location of that 
relation.  In Vovó’s words the benevolence ascribed to preto velhos, their supposed 
humbleness, their willingness to share their wisdom is not negated, but re-
signified within the history of slavery. 

Vovó’s reference to slavery certainly does not imply the literalness of the 
role of the clients and filhos de santo as her masters.  For starters, her audience that 
evening was far from being “white”, even if a few of the people there were 
indeed white.  In addition, Vovó could not be mistaken for their serf, even if she 
did tend to their never-ending spiritual demands.  But the allusion to slavery is 
not simply metaphorical either.  It implicates those sharing the meal – all 
partaking in the gift of the preto velho’s intervention – in the sweat of slavery that 
seasons the food.  Vovó merges her return to being a slave of whites – her fall from 
the illusory refuge from slavery through marriage to a white farm owner – to her 
present role as a spirit sought after for healing, counsel, guidance, and many 
others ongoing demands.  Her decorating of the centro as her old farm, and her 
poetic evocation of it in prayer, bring out the immutability of her identity, a 
slave.  Implied in this cutting across a century’s time, is the recognition of her 
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unforgotten slavery as the basis of her identity in the present as a preto velho.  In 
the commensality of the feast of that May 13th, history was opened up for 
consumption in ritual. 

Not that history becomes a central trope of open discourse in that festa, or 
any other festa, or in the encounters with preto velhos.  Vovó Cambina’s 
orchestration of a festa which resembled the place where she lived is an extra-
ordinary moment.  But even then, this mimesis of a place-of-long-ago in the time-
of-now does not become a display of this elsewhere, or a dislocation of the center 
of the celebration to that time.  Neither history nor the farm are selected for 
contemplation, opened up for a detached viewing.  Both are immersed in the 
celebration of the preto velhos as healing spirits, their significance inseparable 
from the devotion and friendliness that brings people and spirit together in this 
sharing of a meal seasoned with the sweat of history.  History is entangled in the 
grains of rice and pig’s meat charged with the power to bring spiritual strength, 
consumed in the broth of a collective stew. 

Vovó’s words are offered to be ‘heard’ in that midst – just as the other 
stories of preto velhos  that circulate amongst their followers.  Their meaning does 
not reside in a referential knowledge, a content or an idea here only symbolized, 
which begs to be articulated in critical, conscious discourse elsewhere.  To 
paraphrase Taussig (1992, after Benjamin 1968d), they are not “ideational 
knowledge”, meant for “studied contemplation”, to be removed from their 
embedded utterance to be articulated as detached knowledge.  Their meaning 
are infused with the “distraction” (ibid.) of their production, with their 
dispersion in an everyday shared with the preto velhos. 

Vovó Cambina’s story, traces of which show up in her words of prayer on 
that festa almost a decade ago, is, like the stories of the povo da rua, dispersed in 
bits and pieces.  One learns it through intimacy, through an ongoing relation to 
the spirits.  In the multiple encounters with the occasional client, preto velhos are 
often reticent about their stories, resorting to the idiom of healing as the 
culturally accepted medium of communication.  Take the preto velhos at a large 
centro a block away from the municipal school were I attended kindergarten – a 
centro that has been there almost that long, even tough I have no memory of 
having ever seen it before my old neighborhood became part of my ‘field site’.  
At the time I visited, the first Mondays of the month at the centro were reserved 
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for a much sought after session of consultation with the black elders.  Mingled 
with the always large crowd of people seeking consultation, I attended several of 
these sessions several years ago.  I would ask different preto velhos for a passe  - a 
type of laying of hands – as I tried to strike conversations about their lives.  They 
would often ask my name, and as I responded I would respectfully inquire as to 
theirs.  Tia Maria, was the eldest of them and by far the most popular, given the 
long await to talk to her; another went by the name of Pai Benedito; another one 
was Pai Mujongo of Bahia.  Our conversations were odd ones.  On one side the 
preto velhos tried to figure out what my spiritual needs might be, on the other I 
tried to translate my quest into the language of healing and consultations. 

Ours was a mis-encounter – my making their stories the center-piece of 
our conversation was a cultural oddity they refused to engage with.  We had no 
common ground for sharing the intimacy of knowledge.  Not that they refused to 
help me, aiding those who seek them being their role after all.  Pai Jacinto of 
Angola, amidst puffs from his corn-cob-pipe, offered me what to him might open 
the pathways for my studies.  Clearing his mouth in a metal spittoon next to the 
low wood bench where he would sit for consultations, he told me on my first 
visit that he was Jacinto of Angola.  I’m a preto velho...I’m from over there.  There are 
others here from those parts, he identified himself, looking around at the other preto 
velhos busy counseling clients without pointing to anyone in particular. 

I told Pai Jacinto d’Angola  I wanted to know his story, the story of preto 
velhos.  He blew some smoke at my face, and retorted that There are many stories.  
There are books with them.  Have you read them?  I answered that I had, but added 
that they did not tell his story, or the stories of the others here from those parts.  I 
told him it was hard for me to get to know these stories.  He blew more smoke on 
me, pensive.  He then pointed to a note pad on the floor and told me to take 
down a list of seven herbs for a bath to be taken for seven days.  Take this bath. It 
will open your path.  You will be well.  I asked if it would help with my studies.  It 
will open you paths, he reassured me.  Take this bath and come back next moon.  
Blowing his endless smoke around my body, he offered his hands for me to kiss.  
I was to be off then, as he returned to his pipe smoking, awaiting the next client. 

There are plenty of stories about the preto velhos, as Pai Jacinto was quick to 
point out to me.  If all you want is to know them, that is, to hear their content, 
such knowledge is an easily attainable one, the books are out there to be mined.  
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To my rejection of that path – the one he associated with my having told him that 
my studies would eventually make me a teacher - Pai Jacinto came back to a more 
well known territory for him, he suggested baths.  He transformed our 
conundrum, my quest for knowledge and his desire to help caught in the 
impossibility of the form of my search, into the language of spiritual opening of 
paths.  Or was I paying attention to the wrong part of his answer?  Come back next 
moon, he had said.  Was that an invitation to a relationship, an opening of a path 
where, in the distraction of continued encounters, in the exchange of passes and 
herbal baths, I might yet get to know him? 

In any case, his baths must have worked their magic, even if I never spoke 
to him again on the other Mondays I went back to his centro, the Guiding Star.  It 
was in that intimacy of continued returns, of mundane encounters and not so 
ordinary happenings elsewhere, that other paths were opened.  Not an opening 
into the knowledge I might have been seeking with Pai Jacinto d’Angola and his 
friends, but into the multitude of traces, of partially told stories, of haunting 
silences.  Stories like Vovó Cambina’s, which she herself offers amidst 
consultations, conversations, rituals and feasts.  Like one day, when she was 
particularly mad at Luciana’s adopted son for his ongoing misbehavior, and 
yelled out that she had eaten her children with flour.  I had heard being told 
before that she was not particularly fond of children, even if she did treat plenty 
of them.  I had also heard her saying that she had never had any children of her 
own in life.  That was something she would generally say with gusto to mothers 
complaining of their difficulty with their own children, almost like a wise advice 
given a bit too late.  At least she herself had been that wise, Vovó seemed to beam 
with a hard-to-hide sneer of self-satisfaction. 

Many times did Vovó defiantly tell those within earshot that she had aborted her 
pregnancies and eaten them with manioc flour!  Her statements never failed to be met 
with uneasy laughs and cries of disbelief, with looks that seemed to probe Vovó’s face for 
the crack of the joke – but those times the preto velho was not quick to offer the expected 
comforting.  I once asked her why she had not wanted those children, and her reply, 
which came with a look of disbelief of her own at the fact that I needed to ask, was that 
she was not about to give birth to no slaves. 

These were bits and pieces given not as reminiscences, but as memories of her 
own life that echoed – even if in their utter difference – the memories of the present, 



 193 

memories gathered around the things going on around her.  There was much more to 
Vovó’s story, but, like Quequé and Pedrinho, she too found some things too painful.  
These stories only surfaced in particularly charged moments, like that night of prayer on 
May 13th, years ago.  I had learned from older filhos de santo that as a young woman 
Vovó Cambina had been a slave in a plantation in Bahia – the sugar cane producing state 
in the northeast of Brazil.  Everyone knew she was from Bahia, as she would often sing 
songs longing for the land she so much loved.  Loved so much that she had the filhos de 
santo decorate the centro for that festa in what they all saw as its likeness.  In any case, 
Vovó had been a beautiful slave who had caught the attention of the plantation owner.  I 
never heard anyone tell of her life up to then, as the stories were all about her fairytale-
like happiness, and its inevitable ending.  The owner and Vovó’s involvement had been 
an unusual affair amidst the sexual economy of European exploitation of African 
women’s bodies.  I was owner of a slave quarter, owner of a house, I had heard her 
recorded voice tell.  They had fallen in love and Vovó had become the owner’s wife.  The 
“haply ever after”, the promised eternity of such romantic encounter, came to an abrupt 
end when another woman, also a slave in the plantation, set their house afire, killing both 
Vovô Cambina and her beloved. 
 Vovó did not like to dwell on the tragedy of her life.  On one of the few times I 
heard Vovó talking about these events herself, a young filho de santo who had been 
listening to her reacted with contempt to the actions of the other woman, So much 
evilness!  Vovó, promptly corrected him, No, no.  It was me who was a wicked thing!  
Claiming the charge of atrocity to herself, Vovó quickly moved on to talk about the issues 
presently at hand, some ritual to be done for the benefit of another filho de santo . 

Her own past would remain mostly as these traces, drifting in and out of the 
uneasy silence of things half said.  It would frequently come up only as allusions to a 
long-gone desired place, a desired being, despite all the suffering.  This past would come 
back often only in Vovó’s ongoing grieving for having ended up ‘working’ in Rio, instead 
of her beloved Bahia.  Or in her derision for now showing herself through Luciana’s 
brown skin instead of her own former black skin.  Never did I hear her lament the loss of 
her deceased love, even though I was told that she had cried profusely once when his 
spirit had showed up in a gira.  He had also become a preto velho, but spiritual destinies 
did too have their degree of irony, as he was not able to recognize her.  I wondered how a 
white man had become a preto velho, but people were unfazed, taking it as another 
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mystery just like the fact that in all his wisdom, a preto velho was to wonder for all 
eternity searching for Vovó Cambina  yet unable to recognize her. 

To follow the innumerous fragments of Vovó’s story that gather here and there in 
the familiarity of intimacy with the preto velhos would also be an endless pursuit.  
Gathered around things said, around things going on in the everyday of those 
relationships, this ongoing story offers a ritualized retelling of Brazilian history.  The 
mythical plot of Vovó’s life and death could be fixed momentarily in a final version and 
read against the grain of another myth.  In this version it could be read in relation to the 
tale of the mythical encounter of the founding races of the Brazilian nation – the 
irresistible seduction of the white male (owner) by the black female (slave) which led to 
our exceptional racial miscegenation, the symbol and means of our lauded racial 
harmony. 

In this final version it becomes a sort of counter-history to the public recitation of 
that national ideology (Cardoso, 2001)125.  Even though Vovó’s is indeed a love story 
filled with images of an apparent salvation by the power of that love – echoing the 
purported redemption of the historical stigma of slavery by the offspring of the sexual 
encounter of master and slave – her scorn towards motherhood also cracks the veneer that 
temporarily covered her immutable identity as slave.  Vovó’s fairytale-like relation with 
her white husband did not blind her to the fact that ultimately she remained his 
possession – a black female slave that could only birth slave children.  In love she might 
have been, but she was not about to let such love turn her children into the offspring of a 
system that would have condemned them to share the real tragedy of her story – that 
ultimately she was a black woman in a slave society.  She might have succumbed to the 
lures of the white man, but she retained the tools of resistance to which so many enslaved 
women resorted – infanticide (Giacomini 1988; Mattoso 1986).  Her repugnant joke 
about eating her aborted fetus with flour would not allow anyone to listen to that story 
without taking pause – be as it may, she managed, no matter how ephemerally, to shock 
people out of any simple complacency towards the real tragic dimension of the story she 
was telling. 

                                                
125 The following discussion was originally presented in  a paper delivered at the 2001 LASA 
meetings, where I addressed Vovó Cambina’s  and  Cacurucaia’s stories as ‘religious myths’, and 
discussed the possible re-conceptualizations of race and gender expressed in those stories (cf. 
Cardoso, 2001). 
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In this counter-history, I could take her ambiguous position as at once a slave and 
the wife of the plantation owner, to be a sign of her condemnation to share the not 
uncommon fate of white masters and mistresses – the slaves’ final murderous revolt 
against those who exploited them (cf. Conrad, 1984; Giacomini 1988; Mattoso, 1986; 
Reis 1989).  Vovó’s depiction of the slave owner is far from that of the benign master, as 
she describes even herself, the exceptional paradox of an owner and slave, as nothing but 
a wicked being, a tyrant who deserved to be murdered.  In all its ambiguity, I could read 
Vovó’s story as a tale about trouble in the purported paradise of the Brazilian nationalist 
myth about a less-savage-than-thou slavery and the sexual encounter of the white man 
and his female slave. 

Framed against such background, this narrative begins to tell the tale of a 
particular kind of blackness - a blackness which cannot be contained by the mythical 
national narrative that is often reproduced in Umbanda’s conceptualization of the preto 
velho spirits, in the generic stories that circulate about them.  Not that Vovó’s story is 
exceptional in its difference.  Lindsay Hale (1997), in his essay on preto velho spirits, 
also tells of his occasional encounter with spirits in Umbanda houses who where known 
as having been rebellious slaves. 

What is unique in Vovó’s story is her refusal of motherhood.  Vovó spirits are 
often characterized by what Hale called a “robust motherliness” and “maternal love” 
(1997: 398), traits which, according to him, were shared by most of the black women he 
knew to be mediums of such spirits.  Vovó Cambina, on the other hand, embodies what 
Sonia Giacomini has called the “denial of the slave’s motherhood” (1988: 57).  In order 
for the female slave to fulfill her role as producer of labor and as wet-nurse to the white 
children of her mistress, her motherhood of her own children had to be prohibited.  The 
preto velho  image of motherly forgiveness comes from the folklorized images of the 
black wet nurses and nannies, which became powerful emblems of the congenial shared 
domesticity of slaves and their white masters in Brazilian history. 

In Vovó’s story she refuses her body to the biological cycle that engenders this 
social “denial of motherhood”.  What Vovó Cambina does share with the women who 
come to seek her advice nowadays, is not a romantic view of present or past 
motherliness, but their not uncommon experience of actual difficulties, and quite often 
structural – racial and class related - impossibility, of achieving such ideals (see 
Giacomini, 1988; Goldani 1999; Reichman, 1995). 
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This is a possible reading of Vovó’s story126.   One in which I explicitly address 
notions of race and gender that I see immanent in her story.  By contrasting it to the 
national myth of racial harmony - or to the ‘non-racialized’ nature of Brazilian society, as 
our unique mode of race relations has been framed of lately (see chapter 5) - I am able to 
suggest some of the political significance of these religious myths.  In offering such a 
reading I articulate explicitly things left unsaid in the circulating fragments not only of 
Vovó’s story, but also those of Quequé, Pedrinho, Vovó Rosa, Luciana’s, Zilda’s, Dona 
Idalina’s...  I arrest the flow of all these fragment in a particular configuration that 
illuminates themes that I identify as of fundamental significance in regards to issues of 
race in particular.  But my arresting of this flow, my own idiosyncratic constellation, 
assumes a critical distance.  It presupposes an analytical distance and assumes the form of 
another discourse in order to read this constellation disembodied from its fluid ambiguity 
and silences. 

The problem here is not one of imputing an otherwise nonexistent content upon 
these stories.  Nor am I simply guilty of that ethnographic mistake which Taussig charges 
as the “dominant critical practice” (1992: 147) of “reading ideology into events and 
artifacts” (ibid.) – a practice which leads to “uncovering horizon after horizon of 
otherwise obscure systems of meanings” (ibid.).  Rather, the problem is that by assuming 
the critical distance necessary to articulate meaningfulness in this manner I exorcise these 
cultural practices from their power to raise one up by the mouth.  To read it from this 
distance negates an epistemology embedded in the partaking of the flowing heat of 
words, in the sharing of Pedrinho’s dance, of the wordless tears on Vovó’s face. 

These multiple fragments of stories do not offer themselves to meditation, or to a 
pondering upon their meaning that disentangles them from all the things going on 
simultaneously.  There is a poetics of knowledge here that is in the traces themselves, in 
their dispersed and cryptic nature.  Their understanding does indeed come “to fruition 
only in the response” (Bakhtin, 1981: 82), and the expected response here is not an 
analytical response.  It is a dialogic response which does not offer an answer to possible 
questions, or even poses such questions, nor is it an interpretation to puzzles of meaning.  
The dialogic response, where understanding comes to fruition, is in the learning to ask 
                                                
126 My rethinking on how to articulate the significance of Vovó’s and Cacurucaia’s stories owes a 
lot to the commentaries E. T. Gordon and Isar Godreau offered to my essay at LASA, and to the 
many suggestions she generously made afterwards.  Even if I have re-written it in ways that 
might not be the response they might have expected, much of my writing on this chapter is 
guided by their critical readings. 
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the ancestors, in the partaking of this collective imaginary that flavors the food with the 
sweat of slavery, that nourishes the spirit with the fictionalizing of history. 

Knowledge and interpretation here are in the very offering of stories, of talk about 
people, about spirits, about things – stories and talk where traces of the past dwell.  It is a 
poetics of fictionalizing which at once betrays and constitutes a historical imaginary 
embedded in this un-remarked upon, continued storying of the preto velhos.  
Unconcerned with explanations, it is in the language of the healing powers of the preto 
velhos, in this fragmentary and contingent ongoing fictionalizing of ancestry, race, spirits, 
that folks become individually anonymous authors of a ritualization of history.  Is this not 
what Vovó tells us when she asks “...what am I?” and then offers the response in the 
collective desire for her presence, My preto velho, I came here to celebrate your festa! 

~~~ *** ~~~ 
 

Echoes and Shadows 
 
The presence of the spirit on the body of the filho de santo actualizes the paradox 

Ricoeur (1988) identified in the trace  - it makes something visible here and now as such 
a trace, at the same time that it indicates the very past-ness of that thing.  To turn with the 
spirit at once brings the spirit into the present, and identifies that presence as the past 
existence of a living being.  It brings with it echoes and shadows  of other presences, the 
suggestion of other vestiges of passage.  Receiving a spirit is an act of signification, 
which is always inextricably dependent upon other presences.  This is always a collective 
act of signification, inextricably dependent upon an at least implied audience, a ‘someone 
else’ who recognizes the arrival of the spirit.  To receive a spirit is a moment of collective 
remembrance, it is to allow oneself to be inscribed by the thickness of stories where 
knowledge and interpretation are embedded.  It is to embody the stories of things, people, 
times and places gone by, which coalesce onto that trace. 

But this is a trace which also extends outwards in space and time, as it indicates 
more than any singular presence whose vestige it is.  This inscription by stories extends 
beyond the moment of actual presence of the spirit – that moment in which a spirit 
manifests herself in a receiving body – resonating in other traces, dispersed into the 
landscape beyond the porous frame of religious rituals.  These stories echo on the hills 
above Luciana’s house, the hills she pointed out as a forbidden place, a place where she 
can no longer freely go to place offerings to the spirits.  They also echo on the nearby 
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polluted waters of what once upon a time had been a river.  Now resembling more an 
open sewage, it only comes back to a flowing fury when summer rains force its water out 
of a bed cluttered by weed, garbage and sand, spewing its stench upon the pavement.  
Despite the disgust by the filhos de santo, many a ritual of spiritual cleansing has been 
performed by its weedy shores.  Vovó laments being forced to do it – there are no other 
rivers nearby – while Cacurucaia, with her sharp tongue, derides the centro and its filhos 
de santo  for being too poor to have a car that would take them to a real river. 

Bangu – the neighborhood of Luciana’s centro, of Dona Idalina’s store, home to 
many of the filhos de santo of Luciana’s centro, home to other centros in the streets not 
far from Luciana’s house, the place where Pedrinho goes out dancing, where pomba 
giras walk down the streets with their bottles of liquor to perform a needed ritual – enters 
this web of stories through the markings of memory.  These are not public markings, 
even if they do appear in spaces that are public in nature.  They are not overt markings 
upon the landscape of the neighborhood, like the sign with the name of the Catholic 
Church a few blocks away from Luciana’s house, or the boards illuminated by 
fluorescent lights that mark the temples of the Universal Church of the Kingdom of God 
all over town.  As markings, they remain silent, awaiting a knowing reader to walk by. 

The hills at the end of Luciana’s street, just as the river nearby, offer themselves 
to multiple possible readings.  In the reverberation of stories, both the hills and the river 
become traces of times past when Bangu still offered the possibility of relatively 
unlimited religious movement.  They also become silent markers of changes even the 
spirits are unable to stop, movements of change that propel the neighborhood in Bangu in 
opposite directions simultaneously.  On the one side, the unreachable hills which now sit 
beyond the expansion of a gated community.  Like many other middle class 
neighborhoods in the city, closing and guarding its streets against the ever-feared 
violence stamped on the pages of local newspapers, it insidiously transforms the public 
space of the streets into a maze of ‘off-limits’ regions.  On the other side, the river brings 
into the heart of Bangu the refuse of what sits at its outer edges.  The pollution spewed 
into the river runs down from a favela further up, a poor community sprung from the 
continuous influx of people to the relatively cheap (or simply unoccupied) land in the 
suburbs of the city – an ‘off-limits’ region of its own. 

These latter readings are not offered as direct commentary or as critical remarks 
in the lamentations of people and spirits.  They come up tangentially, mentioned in other 
stories, in that just-talk taking place in the everyday, amidst more mundane things.  Like 
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on a particularly hot summer afternoon right after I first met Luciana, when she 
complained of going crazy with the heat.  The record-high temperatures of Bangu, 
worsened by the zinc roofing of her house, drove Luciana into nostalgic recollections of 
her childhood.  We would cool off at the dam over there.  As I looked towards the 
direction her finger pointed to I tried to imagine a cool pool of water where I could now 
only see houses basking in the hot sun.  No, it is still there.  Behind these houses.  Now 
the favela has blocked off the last entrances to it, but it is still there.  See the tall weeds?, 
Luciana tried to make me see the dam, standing atop a cement fence, growing frustrated 
with my inability to see the signs of water she pointed out.  She kept showing me the 
markings of her childhood pool, but tall cement fences, another small favela spreading up 
some narrow street, and more houses on the other side was all I could make out. 

A favela – another of many small ones crowded into previously empty plots of 
land - comes up against Luciana’s nostalgic recollections.  Spreading on unimpeded 
space, it irreversibly changes the landscape of Luciana’s childhood.  This changing 
landscape could also be read through the ‘imprinting’ of official history, the one which 
publishes books, fulfils schools’ curriculums, and assigns the names that identify the 
streets covered by Luciana’s gaze.  But, as the heat brought out of Luciana’s body the 
memory of cool childhood playing on a less urbanized landscape, these surroundings 
remained enclosed in an intimate reading.  Her memories are like invisible scars insisting 
on marking the landscape, sharing with the despachos, the burnt candles on the street 
corners, the signs of the haunting presence of the spirits, that quality of being at once out 
there, in public spaces, and remaining intimate in its veiled meanings.  What brings those 
traces  of memory dispersed into the landscape out into the folds of narration are chance 
encounters, fortuitous contexts, momentary links between teller and context.  Like that 
unbearably hot afternoon when we sat together, breathlessly telling stories, the very flow 
of talk connecting different things one into the other, into but one possible arrangement. 

This is a personal story that sits in the interstices of history, that larger, 
depersonalized narrative.  It remains partial and fragmented, sustained by a 
continued investment upon the landscape of ‘stories’ and ‘talk’, never free from 
the presence of that other history.  The ‘other history’ which I forced into 
Luciana’s digression about bygone days to ask her about the dam. The dam?  Ah, 
it was water for the Bangu Factory.  So was the river.  River of the Dyes, that is what it 
was called.  It took water to the [textile] factory.  It all went down there.  The pipes are 
still below us.  Large pipes, still carrying water.  Luciana reframed her beloved dam.  
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That’s how come we never run out of water here.  And we don’t pay either.  Everyone 
around here tapped into those pipes, she finished the explanation given for the sake 
of my dutiful ethnographic search for social functions and historical purposes, a 
sly smile marking what seemed to be the really relevant issue at hand. 

Instead of the impersonal language of population growth and social 
inequality I used to talk about the hills and the river, Luciana reads the markings 
of the neighborhood and the signs of change in them through the language of 
personal loss.  Mixed in the hidden waters of the dam are the memories of cool 
swims, embedded in the very history of the changes taking place in Bangu127 .  
The river turned sewage and the unseen dam had once been part of a 
widespread hydro-system designed to capture the abundant water from the hills 
and bring it down to Fábrica Bangu - the textiles factory that for over a century 
propelled the economy of Bangu, and it social and cultural life.  A large 
landowner, the Factory was founded in 1889, a year after abolition, consolidating 
all the local sugar mills and agricultural holdings into a single capitalist 
enterprise.  Its holdings until the 1930s totaled about 40km out of the 45km that 
comprise the Bangu neighborhood today. 

For a century the development of the area depended on the financial driving 
power of the local industrial production of cloth for the national and international 
markets.  The Railroad provided the connecting services which carried out the factory’s 
production and brought to Bangu a growing working force.  Many of those who came to 
the Bangu region followed the modern connection provided by the railroad, searching for 
work or simply a place to call home after laboring in the spreading urban center.  Many 
of those who came to Bangu were part of the waves of European immigrants who were 
encouraged to come to Brazil in the years after abolition - both to fulfil a supposed need 
in the working force, and to produced a much desired racial ‘whitening’ of the population 
pool (Azevedo, 1987).  Historical texts speak of the influx of these immigrants and their 
contributions to the Bangu Factory and the neighborhood.  What happened to the local 

                                                
127 The information about Fábrica Bangu and the history of the neighborhood comes from Abreu, 
1997; ACIRB, 1993; Guimarães e Rovere Neto, n.d.; G. Silva, n.d., Maria Soares, 1987.  It also 
comes from material collected at the Grêmio Literário José Mauro de Vasconcelos - the “cultural 
center of the Bangu region”, as they describe themselves in their printed material.  Located down 
the street from Luciana’s house, the center houses a collection of photographs of the region, and a 
small library of printed material – some produced by the center itself - on the local history and 
“important families.” 
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black labor force that existed before the factory radically transformed Bangu remains 
buried in that past, never explicitly mentioned in those texts. 

All this formal history about Bangu can be gathered at the local Cultural Center, 
just down the street from Luciana’s house, or at the far away cool rooms of the National 
Library downtown Rio.  But this closed history, with clearly demarcated times of the 
past, and logical flows into more modern times, remains buried in those archival places.  
It is not that Luciana is completely ignorant of them, after all she did offer references to 
that larger historical frame of Bangu in order to satisfy my curiosity.  But she was quick 
to revert to more familiar grounds, to more immediate frames of reference, focusing on 
what drew her interest, like the water she once swam in and the present abundance of free 
water supply.  Even if on other moments other details about the Factory or its presence in 
Bangu did surface again, her references to the now defunct Factory continued to be 
mediated by her intimate memories. 

Not unlike Antônia’s and Lurdinha’s – two filhas de santo at Luciana’s centro – 
recollections about moving to Vila Kennedy, the first housing project in the city of Rio, 
constructed to relocate the residents removed from a favela in the prestigious south-side 
of town.  On a visit to their house I mentioned having read about the Bangu Factory’s 
sale of its land to real state development, as the factory neared closure.  I had been 
thinking about the development around Luciana’s centro, but little did I know that they 
had lost their house in the process.  My father worked for the factory.  A whole street of 
houses was leveled and they moved us here.  I lamented their loss and the move, but only 
the latter seemed to really bother them nowadays.  Oh well, in the end we got our own 
houses.  This one nobody can take away anymore. 

I eventually found references to the demolition of the vila operária – a set of 
workers’ houses which once upon a time the Factory had built under fiscal incentives 
from the government.  The photos I found at the Cultural Center showed protesters trying 
to stop the demolition, a small crowd carrying posters in front of brick houses that 
resembled the style of the still standing, deserted Factory buildings.  When I mentioned 
these findings to Luciana she nodded in recognition of the happenings, and went on to tell 
me about her and her mother’s struggle to obtain the final deed to their house.  It never 
became clear to me who they were struggling against – if the Factory or the general 
public bureaucracy – as she moved on to describe the small room at the back of the yard 
that for a long time housed her mother’s family. 
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Our ‘readings’ of Bangu crisscrossed each other.  From one side I insisted on 
reading it through the text of impersonal memory, the one that offered itself easily to my 
grasp out there, readily available in its pretense of accessible knowledge.  From the other 
side Luciana – and Antônia, and Lourdinha – insisted on breaking into that ordering of 
the landscape through the lenses of the familiar, the felt intimacy of desired waters, the 
shared relief of owned houses, homes pregnant with the memory of tiny rooms and 
unplanned moves.  All memories whose vestiges were left in traces awaiting to be given 
voice by a knowing passerby. 

Like the impromptu tour of the immediate neighborhood Carla -Luciana’s eldest 
daughter - once gave me.  On the way to a birthday gathering she took upon herself to 
introduce me to the neighborhood.  Under the guide of her gaze, the possession by stories 
became quite literal, as the neighborhood was reordered according to a ‘spiritual 
cartography’ of sorts.128  Places where she, or her mother and other filhos de santo, had 
once performed a ritual or placed an offering were pointed out.  Places where at one point 
or another there had been a centro become remarkable locales.  A little makeshift bar 
sprung out of its drab ordinariness to become the spot where Cacurucaia had once out-
drunk the local drunkards.  Carla slowed down to point out a quiete entrance, shaded 
from the streetlights by thick vines and guarded from the gaze of onlookers by a metal 
gate.  This is where the centro of Mr. João was.  It was here that my mother was cured.  
She arrived in a taxi - She was not walking any more by then – and the preto velho of Sr. 
João was here, giving consultations.  He called one of the filhos de santo and told him to 
go to the gate, that a sick woman was about to arrive.  He was to help her and bring her 
to him.  He cured her!  He was a powerful preto velho...Carla told me as we slowed down 
to look at the unmarked gate. 

This was the first time I heard of Luciana’s illness, a subject that would come up 
over and over again in the future.  The illness had put her on a wheelchair and the 
disability led to her early retirement.  The going opinion was that she had brought it upon 
herself when she abandoned the spirits, and that her current good health was contingent 
upon her maintaining her role as a mãe de santo.  In Carla’s story this otherwise 
unremarkable gate had been given a completely new meaning.  Not only had Luciana 
been cured by a preto velho there, but it also became a trace of the real power of the 

                                                
128 My use of this expression here is inspired by Robert Adams’ claim that ‘voodoo’ provides a ‘spiritual 
cartography of the Dominican Republic (Adams, 1999). 
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spirits.  We stayed at this centro for a while.  Till one day exu kicked us out!, Carla said 
with a laugh.  I turned to Carla in surprise, curious about their bout with exu.  Yeah, it 
was up in the hills, she pointed to the hills above us, unseen in the dark night, explaining 
that He sent my mother and I away.  We climbed all the way down alone.  Never saw Sr. 
João again.  Don’t even know if he still lives here.  He might even be dead, for all I know, 
Carla finished up her story, not bothering to explain what had actually taken place up in 
the now off-limits hills. 
 Invested with the memory of illness, of drinking bouts or religious deeds, the 
urban landscape is re-mapped by the traces of this shared sociality.  In his now classic 
essay, Stalking with Stories, Keith Basso (1984) talks about the Apache storying of places 
which impregnates the landscape with a moral cartography that is at once shared by those 
who occupy the land, and at the same time recreates the sense of a shared culture, of a 
collectively held knowledge.  In the ‘spiritual cartography’ drawn by Carla, however, the 
stories stalk with a social imaginary etched onto an occupied territory. 
 Hills, streets, houses, neighbors, all come into Carla’s and the other women’s 
stories according to a cartography of their personal memories and their ongoing relation 
to the spirits.  Their memories, embroiled with those of the spirits, mark their 
neighborhood, as well as places elsewhere in the city.  But they remain traces of memory, 
half hidden in the interstices of the public landscape, veiled by dominant representations 
of the city, of its history, of its culture. 
 Jacques d’Adesky (1997), on an essay on Afro-Brazilian representation in public 
spaces, argues that the urban space (in his case, the cities of Rio and Salvador) is largely 
dominated by an European imaginary.  As the city is organized and constructed according 
to that imaginary, “it is almost impossible to find...preeminent Afro-Brazilian markings” 
(ibid.: 313) in central locations.  The territoriality of Afro-Brazilian social-cultural forms 
is then restricted to marginalized areas, like the favelas, and cultural spaces such as the 
houses of Afro-Brazilian religions, generally taken to mean candomblés (Rolnik, 1989; 
Sansone, 2004; Sodré, 2002 [1988]). 
 What one does find occupying the central public spaces of the city are temporally 
limited expressions of Afro-Brazilian culture, such as carnival and other festivals which 
enjoy large black participation.  Or representations framed by what d’Adesky calls 
“quotidian temporalities” (1997: 313) – a game of capoeira, a theater troupe, or a street 
market that momentarily occupy central locations of the city.  Monumental 
commemorations (Connerton, 1989) of social memory are even more exclusive of black 
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memory.  In a sea of statuary adorning public squares and buildings which 
commemorates a history marked by an European memory (d’Adesky, 1997), the bust of 
Zumbi by the Central Train Station and the Pedra do Sal – an official historical marker of 
black cultural and physical presence in the city (Ferraz, 1997) – are extraordinary 
exceptions. 
 On one side then, the public space is marked by representations of an official 
(Eurocentric) history and aesthetic expression.  On the other, the reproduction of Afro-
Brazilian socio-historical memory is restricted to (marginalized) urban spaces and to 
organized spaces of Afro-Brazilian culture, such as samba schools, cultural centers, and 
religious communities.  If the latter might offer a potential counter-inscription of memory 
upon the city, the despachos on the corners, the offerings on the woods, the stories of 
clear springs turned sewage, of off-limits hills, a dancing erê in a gira, are all traces that 
offer a fragmentary and utterly provisional re-mapping of memory.  Akin to the 
“quotidian temporality” of a capoeira game, these traces inscribe themselves on the 
‘territory of the other’, at once inscribing and demanding a particular cultural imaginary 
upon which the reading of their provisional meanings depend 
 These are traces of social memories which echo one upon the other.  Memories, 
imaginaries, which resonate in provisional stories offered in the midst of the flow of the 
everyday, in the intimacy of spiritual vigils, in a distracted walk to a friends house.  
Traces that betray the sociality of memories that depend upon their continuous re-telling.  
Memories devoid of preeminent cultural markings, or of institutionalized rememberings.  
Memories whose provisional permanency depends on their lived-in-ness, on the 
continued possession by the vestiges of its presences. 
 If to receive a spirit is an act of collective remembrance, to exorcise from the 
landscape the presence of spirits, the presence of these stories, is to erase those memories, 
to redraw the cartography of traces.  Nowhere is the significance of these traces more 
marked than on the moments of their overt negation.  Like the presence of crentes , of 
preaching fundamentalists, insistently preaching on the corners of the streets of Rio de 
Janeiro to the potential converts passing by.  Bible in hand, voices intoning hymns or 
prophetic words of doom and salvation, they redraw the streets as territory of the true and 
only God.  Or when the crentes come out in mass during carnival in a mimicry of the 
samba groups, now seeking to re-signify the nature of the festival as a public celebration 
of God. 
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 These all might seem harmless enough, an expression of what Soares dubbed 
“religious democracy” (1993).  But then there are all the changes undergone by the public 
Afro-Brazilian religious festivals that take place on New Year’s eve.  I have vivid 
childhood memories of going to Sepetiba – an unattractive suburban beach at the edge of 
the city – to watch the many groups of dances and drummers that gathered by the 
shoreline, marking the passage of the year with offerings to Iemanjá, the orixá of the 
seas.  I remember being fascinated by the boats and mats of flowers and perfumes placed 
on the waves for Iemanjá.  Candomblé houses, Umbanda centros, small macumbas, they 
all came to the beach on that day. 

I had not been back to Sepetiba for quite a long time, but meeting Luciana and the 
other folks at the macumba centros brought back all those memories.  Following a sort of 
spiritual cartography of my own, I went back there the first New Year’s after I met them. 
I recalled my childhood with nostalgia, as I walked down to the beach with my mother.  
It was a little past midnight, and we exchanged stories about one of my aunts, who also 
used to go there with us, but inevitably had to be carried all the way home.  This one aunt 
would always fall ill  - my Catholic family’s euphemism for the onset of her inadmissible 
possession – when the drums started beating by the shore.  Forced by the prejudice of her 
husband, she ended up having to stay away from centros.  This time, however, she could 
have come to the beach with no fear of the presence of the spirits.  Instead of the sound of 
drumming and singing to the goddess of the sea, we were met by church hymns pumped 
through huge speakers atop a wooden stage.  Adorning the beach were banners which 
announced that The true God of the seas is our Lord. 

I was baffled by it all.  There still remained a few small religious groups by the 
water, but I could not hear their singing.  The City had granted the appropriate licensing 
to install the apparatus, a woman clad in the typical long skirt and oversized blouse of 
crentes assured me, offering some church literature in response to my barrage of 
questions.  Once upon a time the ceremonies to Iemanjá which I recalled happening in 
Sepetiba had also taken place on Copacabana Beach.  But they had been forced to move 
from there a long time ago, the prime tourist location being taken up by more ‘mundane’ 
festivities, such as music shows and fireworks spectacles129.  But Sepetiba was an all 
                                                
129 On his essay Jacques d’Adesky (1997) also addresses the festivities to Iemanjá which once 
upon a time used were preeminent on Copacabana Beach.   He points to the festival as an 
exception to the general rule of absence of marks of Afro-Brazilian presence – social and cultural 
– in central areas of the Brazilian urban space, considering it an example of temporally located 
expressions of Afro-Brazilian culture in such a location.  Now almost all but gone from there, the 
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together different story.  It was far away, no tourist ever came here, and the beach was 
very far from being a pretty site.  Maybe it was its far-away-ness quality that allowed it to 
become a battleground between the true God of the seas and the queen of the waters. 

Gone are the days of overt Police repression, the days when Luciana’s mother 
first joined the Umbanda Federation seeking protection under the legitimacy granted by 
such membership.  Gone are also the days that required the centros to obtain permits 
from the Chief of Police to celebrate their ceremonies or to hide in the still relatively 
unoccupied far away suburbs of the city.  The legal assistance offered by the Umbanda 
Federation whose diploma Luciana still displays in her living room – one of the 
highlights of membership, according to the association’s literature – was, by the time I 
visited its offices, taken up by contentions with crentes.  Common disputes over the use 
of loudspeakers by temples opened next door to centros were the everyday face of the 
redrawing of the cultural-spiritual territoriality of the city so strikingly performed that 
New Year’s eve in Sepetiba. 

The loud and public growth of the presence of crentes , the increasing number of 
temples – which advertise frequent sessions of descarrego [unloading] aimed at freeing 
the suffering believer from the presence of malefic spirits , i.e. orixás and Afro-Brazilian 
spirits – and the election of crentes to public offices – the same ones instrumental in 
granting licenses for events like the one in Sepetiba – are but one moment of the 
encroachment upon the tenuous presence in the city of traces  possessed by a memory 
charged with the presence of Afro-Brazilian spirits.  The progressive occupation and 
urbanization of the suburban lands of the city is another facet of changes in the landscape 
which inevitably press against that tenuous outward moment of the centro and its 
associated social imaginary. 

But this encroachment is nothing new.  After all these are traces inscribed unto an 
occupied territory.  Instead of acquiring the permanence and the, at least apparent, 
solidity of monumental markers of memory, these traces remain provisional, an 
insinuation of difference into master narratives.  They remain mutable, and in their 
shifting meanings continually liberate the ‘familiar’ to new meanings.  As the hills above 
Luciana’s house become physically and culturally unreachable, they acquire a different 
                                                                                                                                            
religious festival has been replaced by spectacles by Brazilian and international music attractions.  
Ventura (1995, quoted in d’Adesky 1997: 313) points to the role of the City administration in 
sponsoring these transformations of a spontaneous popular celebration, a transformation not 
unlike the one that took place at the samba Terreirão (chapter 3).  Sepetiba offered, until not so 
long ago, a more marginal location to the festivities to Iemanjá. 
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significance.  They become not only memories of loss but also reminders of possibilities.  
Other places become the sites whereupon new traces can be etched. 

As the mapping of the city is forcefully re-drawn it also extends further outwards.  
Sometimes quite literally.  Like when Luciana decided to offer one of the festas for the 
spirits in Coroa Grande, a beach south of the city surrounded by forested mountains and 
clear springs.  We rented a place there, Luciana told me one day.  This guy rented places 
for centros.  You had your place, all marked by rope.  Then over there was another 
centro....Vovó wondered off into the woods.  I’m glad I didn’t see any of this, ‘cause I 
can’t stand snakes.  She went off looking for herbs, leaves, I don’t know what.  The 
cablocos also enjoyed being there...Must have been like where they came from... If in the 
neighborhood one could no longer find an open, clean place to honor the spirits, why not 
search elsewhere, invest the sacred upon another land?  It was not so long ago that a 
similar movement – even if for different reasons - had led many religious houses and 
practitioners from the old black neighborhoods in the heart of the city (see chapter 3) to 
the far away suburbs. 

I asked Luciana if she would go back to Coroa Grande that year, but this move, in 
the end, had been far from desirable.  No, I won’t go back there.  It’s a long way to go 
with all our stuff.  Besides, you have no privacy.  Just down from where you are there are 
other people.  Anyone can go there.  No, this is no proper way of doing things...  Luciana 
lamented the closing off of public spaces to their ritual practices, but rejected the 
privatized alternatives – it did not serve her spiritual needs.  I, on the other hand, was 
amazed at people’s very creative entrepreneurial attempts at making money. 

The idea of an assigned land must have made an impression on some public 
official or another as well.  One of the currently circulating ideas amongst legislators in 
Rio is to create “religious reserves”, designated spaces where offerings would be placed 
and then cleaned up by a maintenance crew.  All of this in response to the alleged 
pollution caused by the placing offerings for the spirits.  No longer regulated by Mental 
Health agencies (see chapter 2) or chiefs of Police, environmental discourse has stepped 
up to the plate of regulating where and how Afro-Brazilian practitioners can perform 
some of their rituals. 

If people’s creativity – and business entrepreneurship – led to the creation of 
rental ritual land, the same one Luciana refuses to go back to, the realm of law has its 
own ideas about designating ritual areas.  My friend Alair – the one who a long time ago 
took me for walks along the railroad where so many offerings were placed for exu – was 
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the one to tell me about this latest idea on how to deal with the alleged pollution caused 
by Afro-Brazilian religious rituals.  Alair is now involved in several projects that seek to 
address these issues, searching within the religious cultural knowledge for solutions to 
the problems.  While he lobbies for monies and public support for projects that seek to 
reconcile environmental issues and religious traditions – like offering workshops in 
religious communities to teach about the use of biodegradable materials – other initiatives 
would simply forbid the religious presence upon the land or, like the “reserves,” 
irremediably transform its nature. 

This is not a new issue.  In 1999, when I visited the Umbanda Federation to which 
Luciana’s centro had once upon a time been affiliated, a posting on the billboard invited 
members of the religion to join the Legislative Assembly’s Committee on the 
Environment in a open discussion about the protection of the Nature Reserve of Rio da 
Prata – a range of hills extending southeast from Bangu and the source of water to the old 
Bangu Factory and to the houses in the vicinity of Luciana’s centro nowadays.  Outside 
the halls of government, these modern forms of regulation resound in the placards at the 
entrance to the Tijuca National Forest, or at the Industrial Park of Campo Grande, where 
people are forewarned not to place offerings to the spirits.  Framed as ‘environmental 
pollution’, these ritualized markings of the landscape are here heightened to a 
criminalized status. 

The forest here has also become an occupied territory, where the traces of Afro-
Brazilian memory, the traces of religion and the spirits it honors, need to become quite 
literally hidden.  In its veiled nature it acquires other resonances, with other traces that, 
although markedly public in their presence, also remain silently awaiting a knowing 
reader.  In a ironic twist of history, some of the trees and springs the environmental 
projects sponsored by the Legislative Assembly now seek to protect, the famous forest 
that so embellishes the city of Rio, exist as a result of the sweat of black bodies.  The 
same slaves, the preto velhos, whose honoring is now deemed to endanger Floresta da 
Tijuca, were forced to toil in the cutting, and then in the replanting, of the forest. 

From the reforested hills of Tijuca, to the sewage-like waters of a nearby river; 
from the despachos quickly placed by the ancient aqueduct in the equally old 
neighborhood of Lapa, to the decrepit bar where pomba giras stop to drink; from the 
confines of a museum room, to the praying of a preto velho over an abundant meal, these 
traces inscribe the landscape with residues of history.  Like Euridice’s appearance to 
Orpheus, these traces appear as fragments, as memories that insinuate themselves in the 
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interstices of larger narratives.  As such tenuous presences they gain meaning in the 
echoing of one into the other.  They depend upon the sociality of an imaginary that 
continuously articulates them in provisional arrangements.  Maybe this is what Vovó 
meant by talking about stories as a way of keeping things - a continued inscription of 
memory upon the landscape where keeping is not that always elusive task of maintaining 
things as they once were, but holding on to the very sociality of keeping.  It is after all, to 
elude the dissolution into the surroundings. 
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* Chapter 5 * 
 
 

Black Magic 
 
 

The fact is “black” has never been just there either.  It has always been an unstable 
identity, psychically, culturally and politically.  It, too, is a narrative, a story, a history. 

 
Stuart Hall, Minimal Selves. 

  
After a year of being away in Austin, I returned to Brazil for a few weeks 

visit (2000).  I went to Bangu on the day of a weekly consultation session at 
Luciana’s centro, hoping to run into some of the filhos de santo.  I also very much 
wanted to ‘see’ the spirits themselves.  Not much had changed over the past 
year: a few new filhos de santo had joined the centro, some of the old ones were 
gone for a while, others permanently departed – at least for now.  Luciana’s 
pomba gira, Cacurucaia, was busy at work, giving consultations to a roomful of 
clients.  I had been there for a while, catching up on what had been going on for 
the past year, when Dona Maria das Sete Saias, Ms. Mary of the Seven Skirts, 
another pomba gira spirit, arrived.  After offering her ritual salutations to the 
other spirits present, she walked over to the drums, where I had been standing 
chatting with José, a drummer who was always willing to satisfy my request to 
sing one more song so that I could take down the lyrics. 

Dona Maria received my greetings with a broad smile, and asked where 
had I been that she had not seen me for a while.  I was traveling. I told her, as I lit 
a cigarette for her and José poured a glass of the overly sweet brandy she liked.  
She lives far away, even further than you, José explained it further.  Ah, that’s why I 
didn’t see you where I went!, said Dona Maria.  José, who knew I lived in Texas, 
smilingly added that She lives on the other side of the world, playing upon the idea 
of the ‘otherworld’ where the pomba giras are known to dwell.  Oh, no!, I was 
quick to respond, promptly rejecting any of the implied associations with the 
netherworld, the world of the dead, the world of exus.  You don’t know the other 
side of the world!  If only you knew!, Dona Maria dismissed my aversion to her 
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world, even though I knew that she, and José, had fully expected my answer, a 
sign of my recognition of his word play. 

Foregoing for now her interest in my own wanderings through this world, 
she invited me to go visit that ‘other world’.  Do you wanna go?  I’m serious.  People 
think that... How do you say it?  That... that it is the worst of places, isn’t it?  Over there 
it is not like that.  Over there it only becomes that when the people from this land here... 
go to call the people who are over there to come over here to do evil things.  That is why 
we take the name of  coisa ruim [literally, bad thing - the bad ones].  Aren’t there the 
pomba giras who do bad things?  The ones who do this, who have this in them?  That is 
why it [the place over there] takes the name of inferno, of a hot place.  But over there it is 
not bad like that.  There it is only the dwelling of each one.  I have my corner, your exu 
has his corner, and his exu has a corner.  But it is not that bad there.  There we can have a 
party.  A very good party.  Bad is over here.  Here is where it is bad.  Here it is snake 
eating snake.  Not over there.  There every one is already dead, everyone has already done 
what they had to do.  There are some [exus] wanting more light than others130.  Some 
have light, others don’t, but it is because the people of this side are the ones who do the 
evil things.  That is the problem... 

In her defense of her place of dwelling against my obvious aversion to any 
association with the netherworld, Dona Maria das Sete Saias offers a redemptive 
reading of herself and her friends.  Such redemption is not the result of any 
putative innocence of exus, but because the real responsibility for the deeds that 
so mark the identity of exus actually resides with those who request them - the 
people who dwell on ‘this side of the world’, the ‘snake-eating snakes’.  The 
world of the dead is in fact a place not to fear, but a place to party – or so Dona 
Maria das Sete Saias claims.  Of course one would have to take her word for it, or 
accept her invitation to go over there.  But, who would be so daring? 

                                                
130 “Light” here refers to the idea of spiritual evolution – to have more light is to be more evolved.  
Deriving from  a mixture of influences from French Spiritism, karmic laws, and Christian notions 
of redemption, the idea of the continuous pursuit of ‘light’ is offered as one of the explanations 
and reason for the ‘work’ performed by the spirits in Umbanda and other Afro-Brazilian religious 
houses.  Not only spirits within a group are supposed to differ on the amount of ‘light ‘ they 
possess, but also different categories of spirits are deemed to have differing degrees of light, with 
exus obviously at the lowest level. 
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Dona Maria das Sete Saias’ speech about the netherworld is a familiar play 
of inversions.  After all, she is a pomba gira, and one should expect her to unsettle 
given understandings of the world.  Being an exu, she instigates doubt, she 
suggests new meanings, keeping them from any certitude, indefinitely deferring 
the closure of total knowledge.  But the inversion of where bad beings and bad 
deeds actually reside is not the only inversion taking place here.  Her description 
of the netherworld resembles a “neighborhood”, each to her own house, an 
idyllic coexistence, where one can get together with his neighbors for a “party”.  
The surreal world of spirits, the feared world of over there, becomes an 
expression of unshattered normalcy, a kind of  (black) utopia.  It is the world 
over here that looses the veneer of civility of the everyday to become a surreal 
place in its own right:  it is here that the dead come to practice their deeds, it is 
here that neighbors prey on neighbors, snakes springing one each other.  The 
surreal is what the pomba gira dreads, it is the everyday. 

This profane illumination of the everyday of the living is Dona Maria’s 
“phantasmagoric gift” (Benjamin, 1978: 189).  It is not the mysteriousness of the 
mysterious (Benjamin, ibid.: 190), the intoxicating effect of an exotic other-world 
inviting contemplation (Taussig, 1992), that she summons.  Rather, she conjures 
with her tale Benjamin’s fleeting dialectical optic , perceiving the everyday of this 
world as infused with mystery.131  A mystery otherwise hidden under the veneer 
of apparent normality, that ordering (of power) that at once shelters and depends 
upon the continuous “state of emergency” that is a condition of the everyday 
(Benjamin, 1968b: 257). 

To look at the everyday through Dona Maria’s eyes – or through her deeds 
- is to perform Taussig’s admonition to look at the social world in a tensed yet 
distracted way, to move between its clarity and opacity, “seeing both ways at 
once” (Taussig, 1992).  It is to incorporate the literalness of her being here and 
there, into a “state of doubleness of social being” (ibid.: 18), one in which “one 
moves in bursts between somehow accepting the situation as normal, only to 
                                                
131 I thank Erica David for bringing back to mind Benjamin’s “poetic politics” and Scott Head for 
helping me “penetrate the mystery”. 
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be...shocked into disorientation by an event, a rumor, a sight, something said, or 
not said...” (ibid.). 

The “shock of disorientation” Taussig refers to are those fleeting moments 
when the everyday becomes estranged once again, its naturalness temporally 
demystified.132  Like when the image of dead spirits having a party at the inferno 
becomes less surreal, merely mundane, while the mundane over here becomes 
reinscribed through the hyperreal imagery of a garden of coiled snakes.  Snakes 
that signal danger in the garden of paradise, that garden where the Brazilian 
Nation springs, unconcerned in its purported social (racial) harmony. 

The world Dona Maria merely alludes to in her imagery of deadly 
competition is seen but in a glimpse.  Not much more than a flimsy crackle in the 
veneer of the everyday, where an ideal marks the real, a myth becomes the 
superreal that frames all understandings of the social (racial).  If the netherworld 
of exus would be the place of a utopian myth, the everyday is the place of another 
equally utopian dream, that of a Nation distinguished by a racial democracy in 
the (continuous) making. 

In this everyday the “indisputable evidence on the existence of racial 
prejudice, discrimination and inequality in Brazil”133 (Fry, 1995: 7) does not 
become a contradiction to “racial democracy”.  Enshrined as a myth, “racial 
democracy” is not to be seen as an ideological construct antithetical to such 
“indisputable evidence.”  Rather, under an analytical guise guided by a 
“benevolent” anthropology (see Fry, 1995), the myth of racial democracy is 
liberated from a Western-centric - lately seen as represented by black Americans’ 
writing on race in Brazil (cf. Bourdieu, 2000; Fry, 1995; Maggie and Rezende, 
2002; Sansone2004) - understanding of myth as “misguided truth” (ibid.).  As an 
example par excellence of “ordered systems of social thought which enshrine 

                                                
132 Benjamin searched for these effects in the ruins of European modernity, in the profane 
illumination of the “dialectical intertwinement” (1978: 189) with the everyday, in a historical 
materialism that could bring about a “real state of emergency” (1968b: 257) to shatter, in his case, 
the progressive grasp of Fascism and the bourgeoisie over the European social world. 
133 For this “indisputable evidence” of racial hierarchy and racism in Brazil see Dzidzienyo, 1971; 
Fernandes, 1965; Gonzales and Hasenbalg, 1985; Hasenbalg 1979; Hasenbalg and Silva, 1988; 
Telles, 2003, among others. 
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and express fundamental understandings about society” (Fry, 1995: 7) racial 
democracy is reinvested as the “foundation of what race actually means in 
Brazil” (ibid.). 

Here the myth of racial democracy gets rightly dislocated from the myopic 
view of it as “false consciousness” (cf. Twine, 1998), but only to land as an 
overarching social consciousness that solely guides not only the analytical 
understanding of race, but how race is actually lived in Brazil.  Racial hierarchies, 
racial inequalities, the stuff that makes up the “indisputable evidence”, can, 
within this mythical-ideological scenario, be recast as expressions of an abhorrent 
racism out of place, a pustule which can be eradicated by “legal sanctions and 
other methods of social persuasion” (Fry, 2002: 8) under the guidance of a 
“constitution that preaches the equality of all under the law” (ibid.).134 

“Racial democracy” becomes the ur-myth of the Brazilian Nation, what 
marks us as different, an example of a still not achieved but much “desired 
humanistic utopia” (Maggie and Rezende, 2002: 21), the future fruit of a “desire 
for harmony” (ibid.).  If “racial democracy” has been expunged from the halls of 
academia – and more recently even from the more public discourses of mass 
media (Guimarães, 1995/96) - as an accurate portrait of contemporary Brazilian 
society, it can be safely reinstated as the guiding metaphor for how the Brazilian 
Nation imagines its self should be.  Not unlike the “American Dream”, “racial 
democracy” becomes a bright future to be achieved, a preordained utopia that 
cannot be allowed to be corrupted by past and contemporary abject acts of 
                                                
134 Fry’s argument – which is centered around his critique of what he calls a “racialization of 
Brazilian society” (2002: 8) by the black movement and Brazilian sociologists – echoes a similar 
notion of social progress that guided earlier studies of Brazilian race relations which argued that 
the growth of capitalist enterprise would counter what were seen as anachronic racial hierarchies 
of the early XX century.  While the latter deliverance into racial modernity would be performed 
by the non-discriminatory nature of labor exploitation under capitalism, the former is to be 
achieved by the enlightened humanism of a legal system ahead of its own social reality.  In both 
cases racism is seen as something out of place, and while under capital class would replace the 
hierarchy of race inherited from slavery, under the orderly civility of law racialized hierarchy will 
fade out in due course.  Such narrative of history as progress (Benjamin, date) in relation to race 
relations in Brazil is read by Dalmir Francisco as a “narrative of that which is forecoming”, which 
forecasts a good future at the same time that it casts a silence on the non-present (2000)  (cf 
Fernandes, 1965 for the classic sociological articulation of the “insertion of blacks in a class 
society”; Guimarães 2002 and Hanchard 1994, among others, for discussions on Fernandes and 
other writings on race and class in Brazil). 
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racism.  Racism is thus deemed a foreign element to the myth, one that 
contradicts it from the outside, but not an antithesis built in the very heart of the 
myth. 

In this recasting of the myth, racial democracy is no longer a “historically 
dated ideology, materialized in social practices, in State policies, and in literary 
and artistic discourse”, as Guimarães situates it (2002: 55), whose social valance 
varies according to the historical period and across society.  Instead, “racial 
democracy” becomes the paradigm of how race is lived in Brazil, an indisputable 
“constitutive part of the Brazilian social formation...a cultural matrix periodically 
updated by politics, discourses and beliefs” (ibid.).  The multivalence of the 
collective myth is taken as both the cause and the result of a society deemed to be 
distinguished by a “celebration of cultural and biological diversity” (Fry, 1995: 7) 
and where “race does not legally segregate or discriminate” (ibid.). 

Having being instantiated as the myth that undergirds the National 
imaginary on race, the founding myth is reinforced by that which is taken at once 
as its trait and its means of social expression, the “concomitant social and 
cultural arrangements which deny racial particularism in the name of universal 
human values” (ibid.)135.  Or in the name of a continued production and 
attribution of difference, a social process of obsessively creating multiple and 
diverse classifications for the otherwise empty signifier of the “other” (but not for 
the “self”, always already the unquestioned National, the Brazilian).  And the 
grounds upon which this continued practice of construction of difference 
without conflict or opposition (Maggie, 1996) takes place would be the high 
degree of miscigentation of the population. 

Here were have then the tripartite model that becomes the paradigm for 
how race is deemed to be lived in Brazil: 

- The utopia of racial democracy becomes the paradigm for the Nation.  
We are different but undivided, even ideologically.  Other understandings are 

                                                
135 See d’Adesky (2001) for a discussion of what he calls “universalist anti-racism” in Brazil. 
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dislocated from the heart of the Nation, deemed foreign – to the Nation (by 
foreigners) or to the people (by intellectuals or activists)]; 

- As the ethos of the Nation the myth of racial democracy is exorcised 
from any built-in racism.  Racism is what “should not be”, instead of an integral 
part of how the myth operates, in its prescription of silence or its proscription of 
public expressions of a racialized self as negation of a true Brazilian-ness; 

- A miscigenation that creates fluidity and precludes positive 
identifications or alterity in the bosom of the Nation - it becomes a sign of an 
impossible racialization of the Nation, the one signification of the trope of a 
“mixed Nation” privileged over any other possible denotation, such as the 
continued oscillation of the mixture away from the pole of blackness, or of a 
miscigenation that reinforces the contrasting values of the poles, a desired 
movement towards the signs of whiteness, or the favoring of ‘moreno’ and its 
denotation of ‘browness’, over ‘mulato’ and its denotation of blackness, as the 
gloss for that mixture. 

Guided by this model, we are lead to the inevitable conclusion that: 
it could be said that in Brazil there does not exist race nor ethnicity, what 
does exist is the difference which constructs a complex system of 
classification sustained by traces of race and ethnicity.  Racial 
classification therefore, is not based upon a process through which any 
person who has specific traits can be placed in an unequivocal category 
(Maggie and Gonçalves, 1995: 172).136 

                                                
136 The focus of my discussion here might seem odd to a reader not familiar with the Brazilian 
literature on race.  I continuously refer to Maggie’s and Fry’s work because of the preeminence of 
both anthropologists in Brazilian academia.  Their work has influenced a whole generation of 
Brazilian social scientists including intellectuals who have come to hold very different positions 
from theirs, such as Denise Ferreira da Silva (cf. 1998) and Antônio José Guimarães (cf. 2002) (in 
my case particularly Maggie’s work, as it becomes clear in chapter 2 of this dissertation).  Within 
Brazilian anthropology Yvonne Maggie is by far one of the most prolific thinkers on the issue of 
race, and much of her questioning of sociological and anthropological uses of race has been 
instrumental in precluding any facile transformation of ‘race’ in an unproblematic category of 
analysis for a society where the ethnographic reality is one of profound contradictions between 
competing imaginaries of how race is actually lived.  The discussion on race is significant at this 
moment not merely as an academic conversation, but, most importantly, because it occupies 
center stage on the current discussion on public policies towards reverting the racial inequalities 
that mark Brazilian society.  There are now ‘affirmative action’ initiatives – in Brazil called ‘public 
policies on racial quotas’ – in effect at a few public universities and at least two federal legislation 
proposals up for discussion at the Senate and Congress, which undergo continued attack by those 
who charge that such racial identification is impossible in Brazil, and that such measures would 
create racial divisions instead of ameliorate present conditions. 
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 If on one side we have a social imaginary taken to be defined by a 
paradigmatic dream which leads to a “strong resistance to the racialization of 
social life” (Fry, 2002: 8), on the other we have the lack of “anything intrinsic to 
color or culture...that allows a classificatory homogeneity” (Maggie and 
Gonçalves, 1995: 172).  Here racial identification is deemed to require 
unequivocal or intrinsic significations that would allow a homogeneity of 
identity categories.  That is, race as a means of identity is deemed necessarily 
unambiguous.  Ambiguity, the alleged condition of race in Brazil, thus would 
mark the Brazilian social reality as antithetical to race as a source of identity. 
 Maggie’s argument about race and identity does not by any means betray 
any theoretical misconception about the social construction of identity.  On the 
contrary, she argues elsewhere, referring to an essay by Crapanzano (2002) on 
social categories as rhetoric, that “any study on race or any other system of social 
classification, has to take under consideration the ways through which such 
systems determine the possible applications and manipulations of their 
categories” (2002: 20-21). 

Identity is then not taken to be constructed upon a singular or unified 
category, but upon social practices of identification shot through by power 
relations.  Within this field of social play race is, however, dislocated to a 
subordinated position.  Rejected as a “monolithic and substantive category” 
(Maggie, 2002: 21), race acquires the status of an “adjectival and relational 
category” (ibid.), thus transmuted into something that “introduces or highlights 
inequalities” (ibid.) into discourses which affirm identities and alterities (ibid.). 

What is created here is an inescapable analytical conundrum.  In order to 
express identity ‘race’ is either required to express a “classificatory 
homogeneity”, to correspond to “intrinsic” values, which cannot be found in 
Brazilian society, or it is deemed to exist in the midst of a social poetics of 
classifications within which it needs to be understood as occupying the 
subordinated position of introducing difference onto other affirmations of 
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identity.  Ambiguity and identity thus become irreconcilable as far as race is 
concerned. 

To name a ‘black subject’ in Brazil would then be to reify such identity 
into a political/analytical construct non-existent in the social midst.  ‘Black’ 
becomes the de-authorized subject.  If the constitution of subjects always already 
articulate an exclusion, the “creation of a domain of deauthorized subjects, 
presubjects, figures of abjection, populations erased form view” (Butler, 1992: 13; 
1997), ‘black’ is the privileged site of negation in the articulation of the Brazilian 
National subject. 

It is in this terrain of exclusion, the fragmented, ambiguous terrain 
continuously dis-placed outside of the “certainty of the sententious” (Bhabha, 
1992: 56) – the realm of the “affective experience of social marginality” (ibid.) - 
that this dissertation has dwelt.  It has sought to remain amongst the messiness 
of culture – of black cultural practices –, to remain in between these “exorbitant” 
(ibid.: 57) practices where blackness is continuously resignified and articulated 
not beyond ambiguity but precisely through the ambiguity of excess, the excess 
of ambiguity. 

I do not seek to pose a positive blackness counter to the ‘sententious’ 
National.  In many ways that is one of the main places of struggle of the black 
movement and of those who defend the identification and use of ‘black’ as a 
necessary political tool (cf. Bairros, 1996; d’Adesky, 2001; Guimarães, 2002; 
Guimarães and Huntley, 2000; Munanga, 1999; Siss, 2003; among others).  This 
‘unmasking of race’ –the title of a collection of essays by black activists and 
intellectuals – aims at not only marking race as a socially given category of 
hierarchization, but, most importantly, also marking race as a category of 
positive self identification in Brazilian society.  These discourses seek to 
condense under the sign of ‘black’ a counter-politics both to racism and to the 
preclusion of a racial identification deemed foreign to the socially National – one 
an inexorable part of the other. 

This dissertation then has sought to dwell not simply in that terrain of 
exclusion of the sententious (National), but actually amongst those cultural 



 219 

practices that I insist on naming ‘black’, but fit un-easily within such a politics of 
affirmative black culture or positive black identity.  As Isaac Julien argues, 
“[i]dentity politics in its positive-images variant is always purchased in the field 
of representation at the price of the repression of the other” (1992: 261).  ‘Positive’ 
here has a double meaning.  It speaks of a definition, a posited identity, 
articulated and delimited.  It also speaks quite literally of a ‘good’ image, the 
valorized ideal taken to be one with that identity.  Here the bad-other, the 
otherness within, the ambivalence and difference that transgress a positive 
identity are always anxiously relegated to the realm of the inadequate. 

This excessive, inadequate, difference - no longer the positive, the 
valorized ‘difference’ that itself becomes the identity of the miscigenated 
National - here is that terrain where ambiguity does not signify a lack – lack of 
race, lack of consciousness, lack of identity.  Rather, it is difference tracked thru, 
seized by another trajectory, manifested in culture – black culture – as a lived 
sociality with no guarantees.  It is the space of dwelling of a “fragmented subject, 
pulling from past and present, innovatively producing a heterogeneous product” 
(West, 1988: 281, apud Bhabha 1992: 58).  The ‘negative’ here is not an exotic 
object or a fetshized other, but that heterogeneity of the non-sententious, where 
signs of cultural difference do not easily lend themselves to the rationalizing 
logic of objective, pragmatic politics. 

This heterogeneity remains in the fragment, in the traces caught in 
contingent constellations that illuminate practices of blackness historically 
constituted at the margins of the commemorated, the memorable – both in 
relation to the National, and in relation to a blackness continually deployed 
against the erasure by the National.  I have in no way sought to counter this 
black politics.  On the contrary, I have dwelt on these margins in order to break 
such blackness outwards into the terrain of its own excess (that excess often 
signified through the racialized tropes of ‘macumba’; ‘marginal’; ‘malandro’ - in 
its semantic closeness to ‘criminal’; ‘favelado’ [favela dweller]; ‘suburbano’ [from 
the suburbs]; etc).  To extend it into the terrain where ‘black’ might remain dis-
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articulated (although not in-articulated), but nonetheless infuses the everyday 
with a racially charged disorientation. 

This is the terrain of a lived-in imaginary continuously disquieted by a, 
quite literal, haunting blackness.  A blackness not to be redeemed from the 
fragment into a coherent whole, but one that demystifies the naturalness of the 
‘National dream’ precisely through a ‘black magic’ conjured through the 
narratives of enslaved ancestors, embroiled in the desired and repugnant 
netherworld of exus, contingently inscribed through traces of persistent 
memories continuously resisting their own ephemerality. 
 

 
~~~ **** ~~~ 

 
Commemorations of May 13th, on the 116th year of the abolition. 
In two acts. 
 
First act. 
Downtown Rio de Janeiro: 
May the souls of the enslaved ancestors, protected by Our Lady of the Rosary and 
Saint Benedict of the Black Men, rest beside God, rewarded for their suffering. 
Lets pray to the Lord! 
Lord, hear our prayers! 
 

Closure to the homily delivered by the officiating priest of the mass in 
celebration of the 116th anniversary of the abolition of slavery.  May 13th 2004 

 
On a Thursday evening last May (2004), the Church of our Lady of the 

Rosary and Saint Benedict of the Black Men was completely filled up for its six 
o’clock mass.  Its masses are always well attended, but this was a very special 
day – it was May 13th (see chapter 4).  The celebration of the 116th anniversary of 
the abolition of slavery had brought en force to the mass the members of the black 
brotherhood which built.  Clad in dark suits and blouses marked with the 
emblem of the Imperial Brotherhood, adorned by deep purple shawls with 
tassels, a mass of black elders sat on the front pews of the large church nave.  A 
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few young teenagers sat by their elders, while a few members walked back and 
forth, a decorated shaft in hand, taking care of what business they only knew.  
The central alley of the church, adorned by flowers for the special occasion, was 
solemnly guarded by young men in the uniform of the Imperial Guard. 

It was rather odd to walk into the church in this day of grand ceremony.  
Outside, downtown readied itself for the end of the working day.  On 
Uruguaiana Street, the pedestrian road just outside the church doors, beer 
vendors and food stalls smelling of burgers and fried eggs competed for a 
clientele of office workers, bank clerks and salesclerks kicking off the 
approaching weekend.  Next door to the church, the camelódromo - the outdoor 
market of licensed camelôs, the street vendors - pulsated with early evening 
business, vendors pitching to make the day’s last sale of a music CD, a pair of 
tennis shoes, a cheap watch, or any of the hundreds of electronic knickknack 
imported from China, bearing trademarks no one has ever heard off before. 

At the door of the church a large stage was set up and speakers were 
being hooked up.  There were no banners announcing any show, and the sound 
technicians had no idea who it was for.  The street-kids hanging around thought 
there was going to be some pagode [a highly commercial version of an old samba 
style].  It sounded like wishful thinking on their part, though.  They knew no 
more than any of the other people hanging about.  No one out there knew if it 
had any thing to do with the celebrations in the church.  For that matter, they 
might even not have known that there was anything special about that day’s 
mass. 

There was nothing on the facade of the church that indicated the nature of 
the ceremony taking place inside either.  Announcements had been made 
though. The church newsletter attached to the news-boards in the church’s foyer 
had a program printed on it, also listing an earlier commemorative event that 
had taken place by Princess Isabel’s statue across town.  There were also some 
beautifully produced flyers that announced a ceremony to be hosted by the State 
Legislative Assembly’s Commission Against Discrimination honoring some of 
the main names of the abolitionist movement - I only saw those flyers at the hand 
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of a few people during the official homage that took place after the mass.  But 
maybe announcements were no longer really necessary, after all this mass has 
been taking place on this day for a long time. 
 To walk through the massive doors of the church was to break away from 
the outside lures of the early evening, to enter a world of ceremony and religious 
solemnity.  From the members of the brotherhood to the anonymous folks 
crowding the other pews, a chorus of voices responded in unison to the calls to 
pray by the priest.  They listened in silence to his sermon, when he spoke of 
“harmony amongst all the races that make up Brazil”, of the persisting need to 
“catechize and evangelize the descendents of slaves”, of the need to promulgate 
“laws in favor of the descendents of slaves”.  They rejoined in prayer when he 
clamored “Lets pray to the Lord!”, supplicating “Lord, hear our prayers!” 
 As the mass ended the crowd emptied onto the streets, mixing in with all 
the other anonymous folks.  In addition to the members of the brotherhood only 
a small number of people remained inside.  We waited for what seemed a long 
time before the members of the State Legislature officiating the ceremony to 
follow finally arrived.  In the secluded backrooms of the church a table laid with 
food, and a crew of waiters also awaited.  By the altar a small group of people 
who seemed to know each other started to gather.  A woman passed around 
flyers inviting for an art exhibit by Afro-Brazilian artists at a City cultural center.  
The group gathered by the velveteen high-backed chairs at the foot of the altar as 
the very formally dressed State Representatives took over the pulpit.  The 
speeches commenced. 
 State Representative Jurema Batista, a well known black activist who had 
previously served several terms as a City Council woman, opened the 
ceremonies claiming that they were there on that day because May 13th was after 
all a historical date, “one among many others.  After all this is the one we learn 
about in the history books.”  On a quick aside, she remarked that “...you know 
the histories of the quilombos [maroon communities]...those are the dates we in 
the black movement prefer to celebrate...”, and went on to praise one of the 
honored of the day, André Rebouças, a mulatto abolitionist who had been able to 
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become a prestigious engineer, “he did not allow his life to passar em branco” – 
meaning to be in vain, but literally saying “to pass in [as] white”, a racialized 
trust to the phrase she obviously alluded to as she stressed the last words. 
 Jurema Batista’s words still echoed in the almost empty church nave as 
another member of the Commission Against Discrimination took over the mike 
to offer the day’s homage to Princess Isabel and her descendents attending the 
ceremony.  His speech was laden with all those things “we learn about in the 
history books”, as State Rep Jurema Batista had phrased it: the Redeemer’s 
fundamental role in granting freedom to the slaves, the debt of gratitude owed 
the Princess and her family for the benevolent act.  As I walked away the 
ceremony seemed to be mostly attended by those who had organized it in the 
first place, only a few lookers-on at the back pews. 

 
Second act. 
A house in the suburban neighborhood of Bangu: 

 
‘is black, ‘is black, ‘is black, 
Oh Cambinda! 
I too am black, 
Oh Cambinda! 
In the land of black’, Cambinda, 
Everyone is black, Cambinda!137 
 

Song for preto velho.   
[Cambinda is a variation of Cambina, Luciana’s vovó’s name] 

 
This year’s (2204) festa  for the preto velhos  at Luciana’s centro took place 

on the Saturday following May 13th.  There had certainly been no invitations to 
this party, but people knew to show up nonetheless.  It was a very cold and rainy 
evening, specially in the backyard where the ceremony took place.  The flimsy 
corrugated roof was leaking more than ever, and the lack of walls allowed the 
cold wind in to chill everyone around.  There were more people than I had 

                                                
137 É preto, é preto, é preto/Ô Cambinda/Eu também sou preto/Ô Cambinda/Na terra de preto, 
Cambinda/Todo mundo é preto, Cambinda.. 
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expected, given the weather.  We huddled together, complaining about the cold, 
smelling the good smells of the feijoada that might warm up the bones later one. 

Vovó Cambina was in particularly good spirits that evening.  She seemed to 
be enjoying herself, and publicly praised the filhos de santo for a very good festa.  I 
would not call it perfect, because the still incarnate [the living] are not capable of 
perfection.  Perfection is something very close to death...But [the festa] is very good!   
The other preto velhos  must have thought the same, as they graced the centro  
with their presence as songs were offered in their honor.  Vovó  danced to all her 
favorite songs, keeping the rhythm with her wooden shoes.  As one of the filhos 
de santo praised her for her energy, despite her age, she corrected the mistake, 
saying that I’m young.  I’m a young woman!  How old?  I don’t know.  I know I was 39 
when I dis-incarnated [died].  That was...as much time as there is between now and when 
they did that law that freed...that law that made the slaves into freedmen...there is twice 
as much time.  You figure how old that makes me.  I don’t know.138 

Even Vovó eventually tired out from the dancing.  Settling down on her 
stool after all the other spirits had departed, she enjoyed a drink of her beverage 
of cachaça and honey.  She started saying her good-byes, but was interrupted by 
Dona Luzia – Seu Jorge’s wife, one of the oldest filhas in Luciana’s centro and well 
liked by everyone – who sat by her feet complaining that Vovó  was leaving them 
with no stories.  I like it when you stay talking to us, she whined in a whispering 
tone.  Vovó was obviously pleased by the request, but complained that she had 
indeed started telling a story earlier but every one had been so busy with their 
food that no one had paid her any attention. 

Your hunger was bigger for food then!  I was telling you about the old man 
Ganga Zumba [whose name appears in a song for a preto velho that has the 
sorrowful melody of a lament].  As Dona Luzia served her another drink, Vovó  
went on with her story.  The old man Zumba was a slave, but he was...how do you call 
it?...The one who commanded the slaves...from all the slave quarters...from all the 
plantations.  He was a preto velho [in this case an old black man with healing 

                                                
138 From her own way of figuring it out, it sounded like Vovó had died in 1733, at the age of 39, in 
a plantation in the state of Bahia (see chapter 4). 



 225 

powers, not a spirit]  It was he who prayed over difficult births, who did [helped with] 
the childbirth, he was the paridor [mid’wife’]. 

He was betrayed.  By a woman who turned him in to the master.  She wanted 
things for herself, [so] she told the master [about Zumba].  The master put him on the 
whipping pole for seven days.  “You stay there.  Then your slaves can cure you” [the 
master told him].  On the pole old Zumba started to pray to Zambi [God], to beg him.  
‘cause he knew he was going to die.  He begged Zambi to give strength to the other slaves 
to escape to the quilombos. 

‘cause it was the old man Zumba who knew the way.  ‘cause he would take the 
slaves half the way to the quilombos. 

That’s where there was real freedom, where they were free.  He [Zumba] prayed 
and started seeing things.  He was seeing things ‘cause he was tied up. But he saw his 
people in freedom.  He saw many fields planted.  It was sugar, it was corn.  It was 
beautiful.  There were indians, there were blacks, all had their fields, all planted. 

That is how the old man Zumba died..., Vovó  ended her story. 
 

~~~ *** ~~~ 
 
 There were no banners announcing the celebrations of May 13th at the 
Church of Our Lady nor at the Tenda of Cabocla Jupiára.  Tradition brought folks 
to both places.  Not tradition in its idealized singularity, but rather traditions in 
their conflicting multiplicities, where the “emergence of the possible” is in 
continuous dialectical tension with that which seeks to “retain the past” (Pereira 
and Gomes, 2000).  In all the pomp of the symbolic presence of the uniformed 
battalion, tradition, in the sense of the commemoration of the National, marked 
May 13th as a moment to remember and re-inscribe the National history of 
collectively celebrated dates.  In this case a date emblematic of the collectively 
inherited benevolent and morally brave deed of Princess Isabel, the Redeemer. 

A solemn act of remembering that did not completely hide the fact of its 
own lesser status in the gallery of Nationally celebrated deeds.  After all, May 
13th might appear in the history books, it might be a date “we all know about”, 
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but it is not a holiday.  While freedom from Portugal – Independence Day -, or 
freedom from the oligarchic regime of the monarchy – Republic Day -, might be 
holidays, freedom from bondage, while boosting the moral character of the 
Nation (see chapter 4), does not reach their historical status of celebratory 
holidays. 

If the mundane everyday outside the church is momentarily interrupted 
by the solemnity of the ritual by public and religious officials inside the church, 
that ceremonious enactment of collective National memory (Connerton, 1989) - 
even if one of a lesser standing – is itself halted in its picturing of history as a 
natural continuum with the past.  State Representative Jurema Batista’s words 
echoed, no matter how briefly, in the walls of the church, conceding her presence 
there – after all this is [the date] we learn about in the history books - but also breaking 
open the emblematic memory of abolition - ...you know the histories of the quilombos 
[maroon communities]...those are the dates we in the black movement prefer to 
celebrate....  Her words are but a quick aside, another code introduced in the 
semantic field of National celebration, just as quickly subsumed by the next 
orator’s renewed praise to the heroic act of the Redeemer. 

No overt tension between these competing texts on the history of the final 
end of slavery lingers on as the ceremony unfolds.  Jurema Batista is also the one 
to take another detour, bestowing praise upon the director of the adjacent Museu 
do Negro, Professor Juraciara, an older black woman who just as quickly takes her 
gift and disappears again to the back of the church.  The protocol of State events 
is free to be carried on, as the descendents of the abolitionists and the Princess – 
all apparently white – listen to the praises that follow.  In the ‘civility’ of this 
ritual of political ceremony, the shadow of Jurema Batista’s other history – of 
struggle under slavery, of contemporary racial politics, of black movements – 
fades away.  What does seem to echo louder and louder in the nave of the church 
are the words of the priest, the one which spoke of harmony amongst all races that 
make up Brazil. 

Even those other dates merely whispered by Jurema Batista, the ones 
deemed to celebrate struggle and discontinuity, conflict and change, do not 
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uncompromisingly shadow the words of the priest with a resistant tint of 
dissonance.  Nov. 20th, the quintessential celebration of the history of the quilombos 
alluded to by Jurema Batista, has also been catapulted into that privileged site of 
collective remembrance that are official public holidays.  The Church of Our 
Lady of the Rosary and Saint Benedict of the Black Men now also celebrates a 
commemorative mass on that date.  From May 13th to November 20th, we can 
then come to pray in harmony to the souls of the ancestors. 

But then it might be to fall pray to the mythical aura of history as a 
continuum (Benjamin, 1968b) to read the ceremony in the church for its face 
value, to follow the trail of the tradition so persistently repeated by pomp and 
solemnity, by words of praise and the formality of civic ceremonies.  The very 
emblems imprinted on the uniforms of the black elders sitting on the front pews, 
symbols of a black brotherhood founded under the rule of black bondage, are 
like small, overlooked motifs, sparks of otherness that persistently hold off the 
mythic powers of benevolent acts of princesses to fuse history into a seamless 
continuum, a deceptive totality  (Benjamin, 1968b; Buck-Morss, 1989). 

These are traces that remain barely visible at the nave of the church on 
that May 13th.   But we do hear loud and clear traces of other rememberings.  
Rememberings where the celebrated is not the Princess, but the enslaved 
ancestors, the ones National memory depicts prostate in gratitude at the feet of 
the Redeemer.  Intoned as it was by the hundreds of folks present, the praying 
for the souls of the enslaved ancestors resonated with all its might on the great walls 
of the Catholic temple.  And upon hearing the clamor of the voices a question 
insinuates itself in that religious and civic festivity.  Are they praying for the 
souls, praying that the ancestors may indeed receive their deserved reward for 
their suffering under cruel servitude?  Or are the hundreds of anonymous folks 
crowding the church pews on May 13th also praying to the souls of ancestors?  
Are they praying that the ancestors come to their aid, supplicating that the 
ancestors ameliorate their own present suffering? 

Has the religious devotion to the souls of enslaved ancestors, the one 
exorcised from the halls of the museum adjacent to the church (see chapter 4), 
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walked right back in through the front doors?  There is no small irony in the 
layering of all these conflicting motifs in the celebration of an otherwise well 
know historical date we all learn about in the history books.  Cut off from the church 
built by slaves and their descendents – either by a (black) politics that sought to 
locate the investment upon a black past or black culture elsewhere, or by an 
institutionalized religiosity that had no room for them – the spirits of the preto 
velhos lingered in the main nave in the supplication of the faithful - after all they 
too are souls of enslaved ancestors. 

Is the mass of May 13th then not only a celebration of a past deed, but also 
a celebration of a different sort of tradition, where the past continuously breaks 
into the present?  Is this a subtext to the mass, one that remains buried under the 
public ritual of civic harmonious commemoration?  While in the church of Our 
Lady and Saint Benedict the public celebration of May 13th is one of pomp and 
circumstance, the prayed-to souls exceed that frame.  It is in the midst of rituals 
of very different sorts, taking place at an elsewhere literally and symbolically far 
away from the center of town, in an altogether different celebration of May 13th, 
that the souls are welcomed with warm intimacy.  The breaking across time, 
when the past tells stories of its own time amidst those living in the time of the 
present, happens in ceremonies where the past is conjured into animated 
dancing amongst the present. 

Moving between the church and the centro , between these celebrations of 
the same and yet radically different date, makes me think of Dona Maria das Sete 
Saias.  To move into the world of ritual at the Tenda da Cabocla Jupiára is to move 
into the world of myth, of the surreal presence of spirits.  Or so it might seem.  
But once again, as Dona Maria already knew, it was really the everyday that was 
surreal.  It was the ‘everyday’ that remained buried under a seamless continuum 
that smoothed over any possible tensions in the halls of State and Church 
celebration.  The well-plotted civility of National memory, mediated by a politics 
of public celebration, conjured a mythical normalcy of National harmony that 
seemed more like the work of some powerful magic of the netherworld.  Perhaps 
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it was such a suspicion that moved folks to pray to the souls of the enslaved 
ancestors. 

If their praying temporally interrupts this “normality of the abnormal” 
(Taussig, 1992), it is in part because it does not evoke/conjure up those concrete 
referents of stately discourse (Taussig, 1997), the romantic imagery of slaves made 
into freedmen by a lovely Princess.  To pray to the souls is to be moved into the 
realm of the preto velhos.  It is to be moved into the seductive reach of stories that 
do too speak of utopias of harmonious living - but of utopias of a very different 
sort, where there were indians, there were blacks amidst fields of planted crops, 
where there was real freedom. 

But there are no guarantees to this utopia, no charmed circle of a mythical 
preordained deliverance from suffering into the arms of protecting saints.  The 
preto velhos (and even less the people of the streets or the other spirits) are not like 
the old man Zumba, safely guiding the faithful down the path to freedom road.  
They do not offer a ‘tradition’ that stand counter to the National tradition of 
Princess Isabel, or a counter text of memory like the one articulated by State 
Representative Jurema Batista’s allusion to November 20th.  Nor can they offer 
the sort of tradition invested upon Candomblé, deemed to be the unmistakable 
locus of black culture, a historical source of black social-cultural identity, and the 
basis for an affirmative politics of black empowerment. 

What they do offer is a seduction through stories, through deeds, through 
the affecting presence of spirits in the everyday.  A seduction that entangles 
those who come to listen to them, to pray to them, to dance to their music, with a 
disquieting, a disrupting, a haunting blackness.  A seduction into the land of 
Cambinda, the land of black, Oh Cambinda, where everyone is black, Cambinda, as the 
song the drummers offered to Vovó  on that May 13th reminds us.  A blackness 
Vovó  herself remarked upon at the end of her last festa, when she told the filhos de 
santo  and the guests listening to her story that all the people present there that 
day were black.  Here there are no whites, she had said.  Then she turned to my two 
year old daughter who was playing by the drums, and said only that is white.  
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Passing from that is all black.  She...she has no foot on the slave quarters.139  She didn’t 
even walk by the gates of the plantation.  The rest is all black. 

Vovó insisted on the encompassing blackness surrounding her.  She 
rejected Tony’s teasing, who kept pointing to a woman’s died blond hair, 
another’s straightened hairdo as signs of non-blackness.  He kept listing traits in 
other folks that he would point to Vovó as not being all that black.140  She 
dismissed it all with a wave of her hand, insisting on signifying them as black.  
The teasing only ended when the young ogãn who had been drumming came 
back into the room, and, being told by Tony what the conversation was about, 
responded matter-of-factly, of course I’m black [negro].  I’m black [negro]with pride. 

Vovó ‘s insistence on the blackness of the macumbeiros re-signifies all the 
racial mixtures surrounding her as black.  She inverts the racial hierarchy of 
Brazilian society, which identifies mixture (our unique miscigenation) away from 
the pole of blackness – a hierarchy that obviously guides Tony’s own playful 
questioning of Vovó’s racial classification.  Despite turning black into the identity 
shared by all present, Vovó did not necessarily mean that only black folks are 
macumbeiros.  Even if my daughter’s white skin and thin blond hair marked Luísa 
as exceptionally white to Vovó , that did not mean that her presence there was an 
odd exception.  Or that she was not welcome.  Vovó’s earlier embrace of Luísa as 

                                                
139 Vovó is playing with the Brazilian saying that “every Brazilian has a foot in the kitchen”.  
Commonly explained as meaning that all Brazilians are racially mixed, the saying is laden with 
the racial and gender hierarchy embedded in the ideal of miscigenation.  Blackness is located in 
the ‘kitchen’, the realm of servants, the realm of women.  Blackness is not only external to the 
locus of (masculine) power in the family, it is also outside the ‘Brazilian.’  In Vovó’s rewording of 
the saying the niceties that hardly hide these hierarchies disappear, as she refers to the locus of 
blackness (or blacks) as the slave quarters, slavery being the social context of early 
‘miscigenation’.   
140 Tony never referred to himself as a possible example to counter her assertion – even if his own 
light brown skin might have allowed him to move his own racially mixed identity away from 
blackness, as I did in chapter 3 when I called his family ‘white.’  For him to do so might be too 
risky – he could be denied a possibly desired self-identification as white, or be seen as rejecting a 
blackness shared by everyone else, or even possibly be actually granted such whiteness, but in a 
context where it was clearly not valorized.  To know what he had actually meant would have 
required questions too odd to ask, questions out of place.  In the end all of these things were 
probably a factor in his teasing, particularly because ‘teasing’ is a socially coded way to allow 
such a conversation to take place.  Tony could thus respectfully question Vovó, softening the hard 
edges of her categorical racialization, an out-of-the-ordinary discursive practice. 
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we arrived and her blessings when we left spoke more than any words that we 
were in fact welcome there.  After all, that was Vovó’s role as a preto velho. 

I have been told over and over that macumba is not a place only for black 
folks.  For that matter, I have been told the same about Candomblé.  Several 
academic texts insist on that, pointing to the presence of white practitioners in 
both Candomblé and in the other Afro-Brazilian religions.  Filhos de santo have 
also said that their religion is not only for blacks.  But this does not mean a 
simple reproduction of the ideal of harmonious racial relations that tinges the 
mythical imaginary of Brazil, nor does it reject the association of macumba with 
blackness – at least not by practitioners and spirits. 

Mãe Santa was one of those Candomblé practitioners who insisted that her 
religion was open to white practitioners.  On the same breath, however, she 
would add that they would be coming into a black religion.  After I had known 
Mãe Santa for a few years she told me that had I been in another Candomblé house 
you would probably have been initiated right away.  Folks want filhos de santo like you, it 
gives them prestige.  And here her reference was clearly to my whiteness, but also 
to the status derived from my high level of education and the public knowledge 
of my being a ‘researcher.’  But I wanted you to stay here for a while first. To learn our 
ways...  To learn the hierarchy.  Not subservience, but respect...  Respect to the 
traditions, to the old people, to the ones who have more time here, who know our ways... 
’cause Candomblé is open to everyone, but it is black. 

 Even though they never met, Vovó Cambina seemed to echo the words of 
Mãe Santa, when she told folks at the festa that This girl [Luísa] is white...But she is 
a macumbeirinha [little macumbeira].  The fact that my daughter would stay up all 
night, running around, dancing to the sound of the songs to the spirits, eating the 
preto velhos’s feijoada, only to fall asleep after the drumming ended – not unlike 
many of the other children present at any of the festas – was a sure sign to all 
present of her belonging in the religion, to knowing how to partake in the ways 
of the religion – a black religion. 

The recognition of a macumbeira in a white child rather than signal 
macumba as the harmonious expression of a religiosity shared by blacks and 
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whites – or the social insignificance of this distinction – actually re-marks its 
blackness as norm.  Even when the racial identity of macumba is only obliquely 
remarked upon.  Like when I met Pai Fabrício at a consultation and the preto velho 
found himself talking about race with me, not only a complete stranger, but also 
a white woman.  Pai Fabrício of the Campina of Aruanda [Grasslands of the 
Heavens or Grasslands of Luanda] is a preto velho who offered consultations in 
the back yard of a house in Jardim Bangu, a neighborhood not too far from 
Luciana’s centro.  I first met him during a festa, when he invited me to come back 
another day, when he would have more time to talk to me.  Don’t forget to come 
see Old Man Fabrício of the Campina of  Aruanda, ‘cause I’ll be waiting for you. 

When I went back there he greeted me with the warmth of preto velhos, I 
knew you would be back...  He spent a long time talking about how he performed 
his spiritual work with the aid of an erê, telling me that he had been born in 
Africa and that he had died at an old age in Brazil.  He asked me if in the far-
away place where I lived – I had told him about living in the States – there were 
spirits like him.  Yes, there must be.  But I have yet to meet them.  I tried to explain to 
him the dynamics of race and religion in the States, but he quickly interrupted 
me.  This does not matter, he said, touching the deep black skin of the body of the 
woman who ‘worked’ with his spirit, and then touching the white skin of my 
arm.  The color of our skin does not mean anything, he explained, just in case I had 
not understood. 

I agreed with him, but added that in the everyday our color did matter, 
and that the religion suffered repression for its association with blackness.  He 
puffed his hand-rolled cigarette, looking straight on my face, and nodding in 
silent agreement.  He then went on to say that his menina did what she could to 
defend her religion, that she worked to strengthen the powers of the spirits for them 
to help the people suffering in the everyday [povo sofredor no dia a dia].  She did all 
this, but she did not publicly show the signs of the religion like I did, he added, 
touching the beaded necklaces and bracelets I had on, which clearly marked me 
as a practitioner. 
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Pai Fabrício’s statement about skin color and about his menina move ever 
so skillfully in two opposite directions, without openly contradicting one 
another.  He probably did mean that skin color did not, or at least should not, 
matter in regards to religion – after all people of all colors do seek the help of the 
spirits in the macumba centros, and there I was to prove it over again.  But he was 
certainly also performing that well-known code of politeness that excludes race 
and racial references from public discourse, specially in a conversation between 
two strangers, and even more so in a conversation between ‘blacks’ and ‘whites’.  
It was his role to gently deny my reference to racial differences, particularly if he 
saw me as a potential client. 

Pai Fabrício remained within these accepted norms of discourse when he 
spoke of his menina.  But in his contrasting of my bodily display of religious 
signs, to their absence on the body of his menina as she left the realms of her 
house, all that is unsaid about race lingers on, waiting for me to decode – or not - 
all that is implied here.  My white skin frees me to display all my necklaces and 
bracelets – there is less of a risk of being identified as a macumbeira, less of a risk 
of being harassed by crentes.  I remain relatively unmarked even if so overtly 
displaying the signs of an Afro-Brazilian religion. For his menina, on the other 
hand, beaded necklaces adorning her dark black skin, would become a 
supersaturated sign of blackness.  His menina’s devotion to the religion remains 
hidden behind the protective gates to her house, where she works spiritually 
towards what he called freedom and respect. 
 Pai Fabrício plays with the semantics of race in his conversation with me.  
He posits one socially coded manner of speaking about race upon the other, 
opening interpretive room for a possible mis-reading of the signs of race.  There 
is no tutorage of my reading here – for that matter I might be reading into it 
something completely different from what he had intended.  What is there is a 
certain irony in his at once overt conformity to the insignificance of race, and his 
rendering visible that which his menina will not.  He offers a semantic irony that, 
as Chambers (1991) argued, might work as a seduction, or at least an invitation, 
towards a shift in meaning.  He does not name the difference between his 
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menina’s behavior and mine as ‘racial’ – therefore precluding a possible negation 
of it – giving up the literality of discourse in the name of a discursive poetics that 
allows a possible disjunction between what is said and what is meant. 
 Race is here obliquely signified on.  Even if the song offered to the preto 
velhos on the May 13th celebration spoke of being black,  in the land of black, 
everyone is black, or if Vovó loudly reclaimed blackness to those surrounding her, 
Pai Fabrício’s manner of speaking is much more common in the midst of 
macumba.  Hardly ever do people spell out the racial significance of macumba in 
the terms Mãe Santa used to speak of candomblé to me.  The moments when race 
comes to the foreground are extra-ordinary, not in the sense that they articulate 
something otherwise nonexistent, but that they momentarily transpose that 
which is fragmentary and dispersed into another mode of discourse. 

Like when Núbia, a once-upon-a-time filha de santo  at Luciana’s centro, 
went on a diatribe against her sister-in-law for being a crente.  Núbia complained 
that her brother’s wife was turning their children into strangers in the midst of 
their family.  They don’t even look black no more.  They will go to a family party, 
everyone is dancing but them.  They don’t know how to dance.  They are not allowed to 
learn to dance!  They stand there, just looking on... out of place.  They don’t look like they 
are in the family...The crentes...it’s like they are trying to take away all that is black!  The 
other kids...some of my relatives are in the macumba too.  Or they have been some day.  
It’s different.  It’s another story. 

Núbia places macumba at the heart of a sociality of blackness.  A sociality 
she identifies as being shot through by another story, a shared story of belonging 
in the midst of family, of partaking in learned cultural codes and in collective 
expressions of blackness.  She does not speak of an essential blackness, nor does 
culture here evoke an ancestral origin.  It is rather a learned lived-in-ness, an 
everyday-ness she momentarily re-signifies through the political logic of a 
discourse against crentes and what she sees as their mis-education of her (black) 
nephews.141  Nubia’s is a momentary articulation, a pondering upon the other 

                                                
141 Even though there is continuous movement of practitioners/faithful between the neo-
evangelical churches and Afro-Brazilian religions (cf. Birman, 1996), many people do complain 



 235 

story whose meanings remain embedded and dependent upon the unfolding of 
that very story. 

 
~~~ **** ~~~ 

 
 Exu     Exu, 

[is the one] Who has two heads. Que tem duas cabeças. 
 
But he looks over   Mas ele olha 
His band with faith.   Sua banda com fé. 

 
But one is     Mas uma é 
Satan of Hell.    Satanás do inferno 
The other is    A outra é 
Of Jesus of Nazareth.   De Jesus Nazaré 
 

Song for gira of exu. 
 

It is in the midst of that story Nubia refers to that this dissertation has 
sought to dwell.  It has thus woven its own storying around particular 
constellations of traces saturated with multiple voices, caught in a confabulation 
that conjures a social imaginary charged with the presence of the spirits in the 
interstices of the mundane, the historical, the everyday. 
                                                                                                                                            
about the encroachment they feel from the crentes.  Others, like Núbia, complain about the social 
and bodily transformations demanded by crentes.  I once met one of Luciana’s paternal aunts, 
who had come to pay her a visit.  The old woman worked as a pipoqueira, selling popcorn out of a 
cart on the streets of a neighboring suburb, and had been a crente for many years.  They had a 
pleasant visit, Luciana showing the old woman a great deal of respect and tenderness.  After her 
aunt left Luciana let off angry complaints about how the crentes had managed to transform the 
woman’s appearance.  Where I had seen a very amicable aging black woman, with graying hair, 
and a rather chubby body, rounded by bountiful amounts of fat, Luciana had seen a radically 
changed aunt.  Did you have a look at her?  She used to be beautiful.  Now she is all largada [unkept].  
No lipstick, not even an earring!  And did you see her hair?  All she had was a holder.  When was the last 
time that hair saw any cream?  Why do they have to make you look like that?  All ugly...  She went on, 
saying that this aunt was the only person on her father’s family who had offered her support 
when her own mother died, so it pained her even more to see this aunt as a woman who had 
been forced to hide her beauty.  Luciana’s complaints obviously offer a non-crente interpretation 
of these bodily transformations.  See John Burdick (1998) for interviews with crentes where he 
suggests that such transformations can also be interpreted as freeing black women from narrow 
definitions of beauty.  For Luciana the prohibitions worked as impediments for a black woman to 
freely manipulate her hair, the physical trait which, alongside skin color works as the bodily 
marker of race par excellence in Brazil 
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In tracking that other story, my ethnographic tale moved across the 
multiple fields of discourse that converge upon the formation of a National 
imaginary on race (chapter 2 and 5), explored the racialization of macumba as the 
sign of a blackness excessive to both Nation and a black counter-politics (chapter 
2, chapter 3), tracking the heterogeneous and messy ways of occupying that 
space (chapter 3, chapter 4), and the ephemeral and contingent articulations of 
memories, experiences, desires (chapter 3) inscribed onto traces that haunt the 
present(chapter 4), in an ongoing storying of ghostly presences, a haunting 
“hovering between estrangement and familiarization”. 

It is in this tense sociality of estrangement and familiarization that 
macumba gains its materiality as social practice.  A sociality that in its 
heterogeneous signification, caught as it is in the midst of desire, in the always 
incomplete (bodily and narrative) movement across memories, times, histories, 
eludes confinement within any single discourse that might attempt to define it.  
In the ambiguity and excess of its lived-in-ness, this constellation of practices I 
have been calling macumba resists being caught by discourses that might render 
the contingency of its signification ‘intelligible’ by subjecting it to a rationalizing 
logic of interpretation. 

In that sense macumba remains exorbitant to an epistemological logic that 
would silence its contradiction, its residues, in order to produce a narrative that 
can be posited as ‘reasonable’, as ‘truth.’  It remains exorbitant to discourses that 
would account for its continued production of difference within a politics of 
instrumental identification, a model of articulated consciousness always already 
removed from the everyday.  The social-historical ‘intelligibilty’/signification of 
macumba remains inextricably connected to the contingent and ambivalent 
articulations it enacts, to the multiple and fragmented enunciations it introduces 
into the heart of the socially-given. 

To track the affective experience of macumba then requires assuming a 
different perspective, to speak from that position which Bhabha describes as “in-
between unequal and often antagonistic sites without the certainty of imagining 
what happens or emerges at the end” (1992: 57).  To speak from the “edge”, 
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instead of the “end”, as Bhabha puts it, is to engage with “the moment of culture 
caught in the aporetic, contingent position, in-between a plurality of practices” 
(ibid.).  It is to shift attention to the temporality and meaning in the moment of 
cultural articulation, to the very process of social enunciation (ibid.). 

This shift is not simply a celebration of culture as fragment, but an 
articulation of a “vision of social contradiction and cultural difference” (Bhabha, 
1994: 238), an exploration of social practices as “social antagonism and 
contradiction[,]...cultural enunciations in the act of hybridity, in the process of 
translating and transvaluing cultural differences” (ibid. 252, my emphasis).  
‘Difference’ here is not to be taken as the expression of an arbitrariness of the 
sign, a signifier freed from the sentence of history – a difference that would 
resemble the endless dislocation of race under the sign of miscigenation in the 
Brazilian utopia of racial democracy.  Hybridity as difference – not the collision 
of differences of miscigenation - is “neither empty nor full” (Bhabha, 1994), but 
the “conflictual yet productive space in which the arbitrariness of the sign of 
cultural signification emerges within the regulated boundaries of social 
discourse” (Bhabha, 1994: 172). 

For it is the particular social-historical location of these myriad practices 
placed under the sign of macumba that renders these contingent articulations 
meaningful, that vests their indeterminacy with the possibility of revising and 
hybridizing the settled (Bhabha, 1994) through the insinuation of difference.  It is 
in that very interstitial existence of things, of spirits, of stories, of memories and 
people, their dwelling in the midst of “the factual and the fabulous” (A. Gordon, 
1997) that such practices inject new meanings onto the ‘real’, making it accessible 
to (the possibility of) change. 
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