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RELIGIOUS ENTREPRENEURSHIP
AND THE INFORMAL ECONOMIC SECTOR
Orisa Worship as ‘Service Provider’ in Nigeria and the United States”

Kathleen O’Connor and Toyin Falola

ABSTRACT

This essay examines orisa worship, the indigenous religion of the Yoruba people in Nigeria, and
its counterpart in Cuba and the United States, /a Regla de Ocha, as a structure of service provid-
ers functioning within the informal economic sector. Taking literally Warner (1993) and
Tannaconne’s (1990) model of religion as a free market and drawing from the literature on the
informal economic sector, particularly among immigrant populations, the essay will use the
Yoruba religion as a case study to show how this “client” religion (Stark and Bainbridge 1987)
forms an active portion of the informal sector among Cuban populations in Houston as well as
indigenous populations in Nigeria. The essay builds on Warner’s paradigm by showing that the
market aspect of religion need not be thought of as merely an analogy but that discrete religions
can function as economic entities.

ORISA WORSHIP AND ITS SERVICES

Orisa worship is the traditional religion of the Yoruba people in Nigeria. Practitioners
revere a pantheon of divinities called orisa. Because of forced migrations during the
trans-Atlantic slave trade, the Yoruba can now be found in Cuba, Brazil, Haiti, the
United States and other slave-receiving areas. In these new areas, Yoruba indigenous
religions were successfully transplanted. As in such cases of displacement, the religions
underwent great transformations in order to adapt to the new milieu. Practitioners and
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A great deal has been written about orisz worship but none of the literature deals with the economic
aspect. For this essay, therefore, we will rely on field data collected over a period of six years in Los
Angeles and Houston as well as information about Nigeria that can be gleaned from a literature
review and personal experience. In Los Angeles, data reflects work with a babalorisa, the lesser of the
two priesthood traditions, whose adepts command smaller fees. In Houston data reflects the tradi-
tion of the babalawo, or high priest in the orisa religion. The immense amount of study required of
the babalawo to learn his craft is commensurate with the greater fees he is able to command. In sum,
this essay relies almost completely on field data collected in these three areas.
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diviners continue to flourish among the Yoruba in modern Nigeria and elsewhere,
most notably in Cuba and the United States (Hunt 1979; Murphy 1987; Barnes 1989).

Orisa worship is based on several primary practices: divination, ancestor worship,
and possession. This essay primarily examines diviners, particularly those of the baba-
lawo (high priest) tradition, as service providers. Divination was an established prac-
tice in pre-colonial Nigeria before the aggressive encroachment of universal religions
and Western medicine began to undermine traditional customs. However, like many
other aspects of culture, divination survived colonial rule and 20th century modern-
ization agendas. Since independence in Nigeria, a number of attempts have been made
by successive Nigerian governments to preserve many aspects of indigenous cultures.
There has never been a state policy to abolish the babalawo practice or to prevent cli-
ents from seeing diviners, nor legislation against divination as can be found in the
Americas. Indeed, the babalawo have been mentioned in some of the attempts to make
use of indigenous cultural social structures in the modern period. Babalawo play prom-
inent roles in ancestor worship and events such as the annual festivals of such pan-
Yoruba gods as Ogun and Sango, by communicating the wishes of the orisa and spirits
to the public through a type of divination known as Ifa which involves the ritual
manipulation of sixteen palm nuts. The Ifa divination cult of the orisa Orunmila has
survived everywhere, with the babalawo as the main devotees. The belief in magic and
medicine remains as strong as before, with many seeking the assistance of the babala-
wo and others (Dopamu 1979). In all areas that have kings, the babalawo play a leading
role in divining who is best suited for the throne, after all other criteria have been met.
Today, the babalawo constitute a guild, regulating their profession, presenting them-
selves as alternative medical practitioners, publishing books and essays to inform the
reading public of their profession and its rigorous standard, and responding to their
critics.

Whether in the United States or Nigeria, traditional religion is accommodating,
flexible and adaptive — members can belong to other religions and still patronize a
babalawo or other diviner, and seek the assistance of the orisa. Thus, many of the
modern clients of the babalawo come from other religions and tend to be urban-based
and socio-economically mobile. It is this remarkable fluidity of traditional religion that
has partly ensured its survival and its continued relevance in all areas of proliferation.
While membership in one of the two priesthoods requires training and deep know-
ledge, it is not so with the clients who need not have any set of religious beliefs or dog-
mas of which modern babalawo must approve. By being non-exclusive, the babalawo
is able to draw clients from peoples of diverse religions and backgrounds. By not insist-
ing that clients must subscribe to a set of dogma or ideas, the babalawo turn tolerance
into advantage, tapping into the vacuum that the universal religions and secular agen-
cies are unable to fill. Among the Yoruba, religious tolerance is extended to the prac-
tice of divination. A person can go to church; participate in the annual celebration of
Ogun, the orisa of iron; and also join Muslims in their festivities. Babalawo never pros-
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elytize nor engage in conversion attempts, but restrict their work to addressing the
broad or specific needs of clients.

La Regla de Ocha (the law of the orisa), as it is referred to by practitioners in the
United States and Cuba, along with orisa worship in Nigeria is frankly structured as a
client religion in which services are purchased, not unlike a consultant or tax account-
ant. It is important to note that the commercial aspect is not clear-cut but that ‘pay-
ments’ are thought of in the religion as ‘offerings’. Giving, especially the giving of
money, is customary in Yoruba culture and it is the giver who receives good fortune. A
payment made to a healer or diviner is considered an offering to assist with the satis-
factory resolution of a problem or to attract the best outcome of a life decision through
a propitiatory offering of cash. This cash is subsequently kept by the priest or diviner
for personal use. The offering is usually a set amount, and if one asks a priest how
much he ‘charges’ for a divination session, this is understood as asking the amount of
the customary offering. Ethically, a priest must not refuse to assist a person in need
simply because of a lack of funds, and will always extend credit when necessary.
However, while priests are expected to be kind and generous, they are warned not to
be excessively so at the risk of becoming poor. A diviner-in-training interviewed in the
United States said she was not allowed to perform divination gratis but was required
to ask for at least a token sum. With the understanding that the money and other items
exchanging hands are offerings and not fees, it can be said that the system nevertheless
works as an economic structure and that activities having to do with the exchange of
money are virtually indistinguishable from those related to commercial activities. In
this respect, any derived theory of the economics of religious practice can be applied
to other faiths. The rest of the essay will examine economic practices in orisa worship
in strictly economic terms, laying aside for the moment the deeper meaning behind the
exchange of services for cash and kind.

One of the primary activities of the religion is divination: the client seeks out a
diviner who employs one of several methods to check the status of the client’s life.
Generally, a client goes to the diviner when he or she has a problem that needs to be
solved. The diviner determines what is causing the problem and prescribes actions that
are expected to bring about a solution, whether behaviour changes on the part of the
client or offerings to a particular deity (orisa) or the spirits. A fee is charged for the
divination session, and further fees are generally charged for the solution depending
on what it is, the materials involved and the efforts required from the diviner. Often
the solution is one that can be enacted by the client, requiring only the expense of the
materials.

The babalawo is the master of Ifa divination which is a complicated random
binary system which draws from an enormous corpus of sacred literature for its pre-
scriptions, lessons, and advice dispensed through the divination process. Ifa is an
oracle for divination and the babalawo is the practitioner and guardian of the oracle.
Ifa is the mouthpiece of the orisa Orunmila who is by far the most prominent in the
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pantheon because his worship intersects that of all the orisa. Orunmila’s devotees
believe that Orunmila, as an orssa, informs the client of problems and advises them as
to solutions, as well as having the more important duty of describing their destiny. Ifa
is consulted through the babalawo who does not necessarily insist that his clients wor-
ship a particular orisa but may divine that a client needs to consult an orisa or revive a
family ritual or religion that has been abandoned. An elaborate discussion of the
method of divination lies outside the scope of this essay.' The essay deals mostly with
the babalawo tradition, and unless otherwise specified, when we speak of diviners and
priests we are referring to the babalawo.

The babalawo profession, or the priesthood of Ifa to be more appropriate, is a
dynamic one. As already explained, the babalawo is a diviner. However, he is more than
this. He is also expected to be a skilled physician, with the knowledge of good and evil
medicine. He is believed to have the power to control witchcraft and other evil forces.
The mysticism surrounding the practice adds to the prestige and rewards of the baba-
lawo. His knowledge is esoteric — the Ifa divination system uses Yoruba language that
is archaic and difficult to comprehend for Nigerian clients, and especially so in the
Diaspora, where the original Yoruba was frozen linguistically and overlaid with layers
of Cuban Spanish. The method of consulting Ifa is very difficult and beyond the com-
prehension of a layperson. In treating illness, the babalawo does not work with any bio-
logical theory as does the Western medical doctor, although some botanical remedies
correlate to those developed in Western medicine. The philosophy is not about disease
but the interface between health and supernatural forces and such concepts as cosmic
influences, evil eye and spells. Paramount concepts to successful determination of the
causes of diseases include understanding individual destiny, which is believed to be
ordained at birth but is nevertheless manipulable through the wisdom of divination, as
well as the role of the orisa and a knowledge of witchcraft.

A babalawo can also be a midwife, consulted on childbirth and related compli-
cations to pregnancy. Commenting on this plurality of functions, N.A. Fadipe remark-
ed that:

The high reputation of Ifa priests in medical skill combined with the widespread demand
for their services for divination purposes makes Ifa [i.e., Orunmila; Ifa is the system of
divination related to this orisa] easily the premier orisa in all Yorubaland. Legend has it
that Obatala [...] is the senior orisa, and that Ifa comes next to him but has outdistanced
him in importance because of Ifa’s superior wisdom (Fadipe 1970:275).

The requirement of skill and knowledge make the babalawo practice a profession open
to everyone, as long as a person is intelligent and sufficiently patient to endure a long
period of training. Curiously, however, although women are allowed to undertake the
training to become a babalawo in Nigeria, they are denied this opportunity in the

! On divination methods, see for instance Bascom (1969, 1980), and Abimbola (1975).
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Diaspora. Further study is needed to trace the development of this gendered discrep-
ancy in practice.

People consult the babalawo for many reasons, and for most important private
and public occasions. In the past and to modern believers, such occasions include
taking a new baby to a babalawo to learn its future and avert possible dangers while
assisting with its life trajectory. If dangers are foreseen, sacrifices have to be made to
prevent them. The babalawo also determines which orisa is the child’s patron or guard-
ian. Like an annual physical examination, the babalawo is consulted once a year by
adults to determine their future.

Other areas of need result from increasing urbanization, carrying babalawo prac-
tice into the next millennium. Whether in Houston in the United States or in Lagos in
Nigeria, there are problems of living in cities and of survival. Clients talk of ‘general
problems’ that are difficult to pin down to specifics. It is the function of the babalawo
to isolate the causes and provide cures and comfort. There is the broad area of stress
(rire la i nidi) where clients complain of just being tired or burned out. The babalawo
provide remedies for stress-related complaints. There is of course illness, which can be
isolated and cured in a variety of ways. Illness can be are ara which is bodily disease of
a variety of sorts requiring medication. And there can be are okar (illness of the soul)
which may fall into the broad category of stress, depression or psychological disorder.
The babalawo’s task is to figure this out through divination and offer solutions.

Babalawo are also consulted when clients simply wish to improve their lives. This
terrain of fortune is rather broad, including clients who seek ogun orire (medicine for
good fortune, luck). Some desire wealth (or0) and the path to it. Many want blessings
(alubarika) in different aspects of their lives. People in different occupations seek
greater rewards and success. Traders want greater profits and seek awure, to make fast
sales and heavy gains (Belasco 1980). Those who already regard themselves as success-
ful want to prevent agbana so that they can accumulate more savings from their income
and invest better. The need for mobility and to occupy a higher status drive not a few
to seek the means to succeed. Wage earners seek ogun iferan, medicine to make them
liked in the work place, so that a general affection can translate into promotion and
other advancement.

There are other problems, for instance of barrenness in a marriage or the need
for a successful marital relationship if there are tensions. Many are concerned with
their enemies (oz4) and want to fight forces of opposition (awon azye), including witch-
craft (aje). Enemies and conflicts have to be overcome. Many babalawo also double as
onisegun (charm makers). Among the Yoruba, belief in the need to protect oneself
from enemies and evil forces is very strong. Thus babalawo have been consulted to pro-
vide the charms against a7ye and awon agba, both symbolic of the power of evil. Some
desire an inner peace (ibale okan), the interpretation of dreams (a/a), especially the bad
ones (alakala), or the meaning of life (oro aiye yi).

The quest to know the future has made divination a fertile sector in religion. If
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only people could figure out ojo 0la (tomorrow), today would be better by way of plan-
ning. “The individual Yoruba will not” commented Fadipe the sociologist,

venture upon any important business until he has consulted his orisa. And unless he is
either a priest of an orisa himself or a member of a family with such a priest, he generally
has recourse to Ifa. So high is the reputation and prestige of Ifa that, although every orisa
with a priesthood has a system of divination which is rather similar to that of Ifa, some
important orisa such as Orisa Oko [...] and Erinle, and possibly others also, regularly have
recourse to it for the purpose of fixing the date for the celebration of their annual festivals
(Fadipe 1970:270).

Fadipe was of course referring to a time when indigenous religion was supreme, but
the belief persists in some circles that the babalawo has to be regularly consulted. In
sum, there are solutions and offerings for a variety of purposes, or put differently, an
extraordinarily wide range of goods and services, which are regularly provided by the
babalawo or orisa priest for a fee (Awolalu 1979).

In the divination processes, money is thought to be a messenger, taking the
wishes of the client to the appropriate orisa who will grant the request. Some money is
formally laid down for the diviner to begin divination. The money for the divination is
kept by the diviner, after the client whispers his or her requests to it and sends it off by
laying it on the diviner’s tray or mat. The money for the offering is used to purchase
materials, and anything left over is kept by the diviner or priest. In the past, when a
person could not pay for services, he or she could become an apprentice, providing
cheap labour to the babalawo.

The diviner or priest is also compensated in kind. When the divination calls for
animals, such as two chickens and a goat; or palm oil or specially prepared foods, these
offerings are purchased and prepared by the client and brought to the priest. After the
priest has used what is necessary for the offering, he keeps the rest. Perhaps he will
keep one of the chickens, for example a hen which will lay eggs; or perhaps he only
needs a little of a bottle of palm oil and keeps the remainder. In addition, he keeps part
of the meat for his own consumption and shares the rest out with other personnel
taking part in the offering ritual.

The most lucrative activity is the consecration of priests. Ordination to the priest-
hood can be quite expensive, particularly in the United States, and will be discussed
below in a case study outlining typical costs. Ordination gives the new priest license to
begin entrepreneurial activities on his or her own, including conducting divination ses-
sions, ordaining new priests, and providing services for clients. Most people who be-
come ordained do so as a matter of faith, since this ritual is the final stage in a succes-
sive series of initiations indicating increasing participation in the religion. The priest-
hood initiation provides the accepted credentials for a member to continue practicing,
and serving other members in ritual contexts on his or her own. Not everyone can
afford or chooses to give up other employment. Those who do give up their regular
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jobs, generally do so after becoming too busy as a healer or diviner that they can no
longer continue both activities; either indicated by sufficient earnings from religious
duties to subsist and prosper as a fulltime religious practitioner, or they are told to do
so by one of the orisa in the course of a divination.

RELIGION AS ENTREPRENEURIAL ACTIVITY

Although Warner (1993) did not intend the ‘market’ model to be used literally, the
orisa religion takes this paradigm further and points out that religion can have an eco-
nomic base, that this need not be merely an analogy but is in fact the logical extension
of the paradigm. Overlooking for the moment the spiritual side of religion, all religions
can be defined by their pragmatic ‘business’ aspects. Collections and tithing are also
considered ‘offerings’ yet they go toward running the church, the utility bill, salaries
for the pastor and support staff, or rent or property tax on the space. Churches rely on
membership to contribute toward these expenses, and therefore must build up that
membership in order to prosper, both spiritually and financially. Proselytizing and con-
version efforts, consequently, can be regarded as expansion of the client base.

What if religion was regarded as an entrepreneurial activity? Warner uses the
example of Oral Roberts, for whom “ordination was not a sinecure, but a license with
a built-in incentive to reach out to new audiences through innovative means” (Warner
1993:1057). In other words, Roberts’ ordination provided him with the authority, an
official title, to engage in broader marketing efforts and enlarge his economic base. The
experience of Oral Roberts is not dissimilar to that of someone being ordained in the
orisa worship religion. The official designation as ‘priest’ or ‘minister’ gives the entre-
preneur the cultural capital to practice the religion for his or her own benefit while
performing services perceived as having social value. In Roberts’ case, this proved to
be extraordinarily lucrative.

However, what is dissimilar is that orisa worship diviners and priests do not
advertise, nor do they proselytize or make conversion attempts, although in contem-
porary Nigeria a babalawo may place a short notice in the media or a sign outside his
home, which is generally his place of business. Clientele is primarily built up by word
of mouth. In Nigeria, kinship groups are formed around the worship of a single orisa
and appear to represent less of a client base than the larger society, whose members
may not actively devote themselves to this worship but nevertheless consult diviners
and healers as a matter of course. Therefore, the client base in Nigeria appears to be
somewhat fluid. In the United States, generally a client comes for the first time on the
recommendation of someone in the kinship group which, unlike Nigeria, forms around
a diviner rather than around an orzsa. American kinship groups consist of people who
have attached themselves to the diviner as his or her godchildren, whose protection
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and spiritual guidance the priest is committed to further. If new clients are happy with
the result, they come back. If they like the religion, they stay and possibly become
priests themselves, according to their destiny as revealed through divination.
Generally, new practitioners have been introduced to the religion by friends, often but
not necessarily co-ethnics. As a consequence, friendship structures and social relations
are in place even before the new person decides to become a member, often strength-
ened even further through ethnicity. It has been shown that such friendships create a
more solid congregation in any religious group (Olson 1989).

A successful babalawo has many clients, and apprentices to facilitate his work.
Their homes and work-places are the same, and they normally expect clients to visit
them. In Nigeria, in the case of political authorities such as chiefs and kings, they can
send for the babalawo to see them. Except in those cases where the babalawo divine
for a community in the presence of chiefs and king, the relationship between a babala-
wo and his client can be described as private and confidential.

Through divination and offerings, it is believed in the religion that one can pre-
vent illness or dying before one’s time. Two striking anecdotes illustrate this belief. In
the first, a man was advised by the diviner not to go on a trip, and if he went, never to
remove his coloured beads (the first initiation which indicates participation in the reli-
gion at a basic level; the beads are usually removed while sleeping and during sexual
activity and menses). He went, and took the beads off in the course of having an affair
with a married woman while on the trip. They were discovered and he was murdered
on the spot by her husband. In the second anecdote a woman was told to keep an eye
on her son, that if she did not, there would be an accident and her son would die in
front of her. She scoffed at this, lost faith in the diviner and in the orisa sending the
message. Not long after, her son was involved in an accident in his new car, became
very upset, and shot himself in front of his mother. In the orisa belief system, these
were deaths that were preventable through advice gleaned from divination because the
persons involved were not destined to die at that time. These anecdotes, although chill-
ing, illustrate the work of two talented diviners, and it is this kind of perceived clair-
voyance that is trumpeted throughout the community and expands the client base
exponentially. Other anecdotes illustrate positive successes attributed to actions by
priests and diviners; these usually appear to be ‘coincidences’. When a sufficient num-
ber of positive outcomes appear after working with a certain diviner, this reputation
will also spread through the community.

For the most part, in the United States, once a client is a godchild of a particular
diviner, in other words has spent time with the diviner and has had one or more initia-
tions performed, this client usually does not change diviners. Thus the client base is
relatively stable, although this depends on the relationship between diviner and adept
as will be seen below. This relationship is analogous to a family doctor, who knows the
history of each person and therefore is considered to be in a better position to assist
than a stranger. A relationship of mutual trust is constructed, and the client feels com-
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fortable that the diviner has his or her best interests at heart. This trust is an essential
factor in maintaining a client base, because the religion is believed to be capable of
manipulating the forces of nature for evil purposes as well as for good. Once that trust
comes under a shadow, the relationship is destroyed. This serves as a check on the
behaviour of the diviner and someone who works in that capacity either maintains a
highly ethical reputation, or manipulates power to serve his or her own ends.

In Nigeria, with the decline in economy and the introduction of a structural
adjustment programme, social services have declined since the mid-1980s, and hospi-
tals have become inaccessible for many people because of exorbitant fees for consul-
tations and medicine. The failure or decline of secular agencies has forced hundreds of
people to resort to traditional healers, by patronizing alternative medicine more than
ever before. While some go to Christian prayer bands and pastors, others go to the
Islamic preachers and charm-makers, and many consult the babalawo. The babalawo is
cheaper than the hospitals and the medical doctors, especially in complicated life-
threatening cases and psychological disorders. The babalawo is more accessible, and
the waiting time is minimal. Service is intensely personal, unlike in the modern hospi-
tals where the ratio of doctor per patient is as high as one to 700.

In a parallel development, with the collapse of the Oyo empire in the nineteenth
century combined with the Islamic j7bad in the north of Nigeria, orisa worship lost its
strong position as the dominant religion among Yoruba people. Christianity and Islam
encroached, employing aggressive conversion tactics and painting the old religion as
‘evil’ (Falola et al. 1991) or backward. Astute business people, the Yoruba converted
to the world religions partly as a rational choice to cement business relationships or to
conform to the expectations of the dominant colonial society. Over several generations,
the world religions have taken hold as hegemonic power structures, with the indige-
nous religion a marginalized, folklorized and somewhat clandestine activity, just as it is
in the Americas. Notwithstanding these changes, the religion remains a vibrant part of
Yoruba identity as will be discussed below, and is far from moribund. Its market aspect
is sympathetic to the businesslike Yoruba, a people widely known for their trading.

By its very nature, orisa worship as an entrepreneurial activity suffers a number
of disadvantages. First, it is unregulated. In Nigeria, practitioners may require a license
to practice in some cities, but this is easy to obtain, as long as one undergoes some kind
of apprenticeship. Even then, it is not the government that grants the licence, but the
local guild of babalawo. Clients do not demand to see licenses. Quacks proliferate,
usually badly trained babalawo or those who claim to be able to cure everything, rang-
ing from AIDS to car accidents. Second, practitioners are generally unconnected with
the larger power structure, making it difficult for them to exert socio-political pressure
on Nigerian society for the benefit of their kinship groups.

Third, the babalawo in Nigeria belong to a so-called traditional intelligentsia, far
less privileged than the modern elite. Since its introduction in the 19th century,
Christianity has succeeded in using the school system to create an elite that has con-
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trolled the modernizing areas of society. In addition, it encouraged its members to take
to agricultural production of cash crops such as cocoa and cotton, thus empowering
them financially (Berry 1968). In a policy of the ‘Bible and the plough’, Christianity
was able to penetrate the rural areas as a ‘progressive religion’ catering to the needs of
its devotees. To have status and power, religion was not enough ~ it had to be accom-
panied by the ethics of hard work, rationality and investments.

Both Islam and Christianity have been able to use religion to create commercial
networks, far more successfully than the orisa worship practitioners. Not only creating
the modern elite, the two religions have been able to control politics and bureaucracy
in a way that promotes them and undermines the continuity of indigenous religions. In
addition, Christianity and Islam also have powerful members and a propaganda ma-
chinery that demonize the babalawo and warn millions of people to avoid them.

Orisa worship practitioners in Nigeria lack both the skill and the connections to
counter these attacks on them. Without political power or access to those with power,
they are also unable to ensure the success of policies that favour them. Since the
Christian or Muslim elite control the media, the babalawo appear in the press mainly
in negative ways, when their cures go wrong and their clients have to run to the hospi-
tals. Occasionally, however, their ‘miracles’ get reported as well, generating debate as
to whether these were made possible by good or evil forces.

They also lack the means to empower their clients and reward those who are
devoted to them. Yoruba cosmology, including religious practices, has always support-
ed the search for ‘good living’ in a spiritual way. Islam and Christianity not only talk
about the spiritual, but the power of their members in society has illustrated very
powerfully the material benefits of these two religions. The babalawo lack the network
to offer their clients jobs or contracts, thus minimizing their worldly relevance.

The babalawo themselves are aware of these limitations. Gradually, they are
beginning to use and manipulate the media. A few are beginning to present their work
as scientific, as a system that is rational and understandable.? Those with education
among them present the babalawo as intelligent, skilled, honest and efficient.’ To J.
Mune, a practitioner in Nigeria, the babalawo know about medicine, perhaps better
than Western-trained doctors, are well consulted (he gave an incredibly high figure of
80% of the Nigerian population) and criticize their critics as “neo-colonial” defenders
of Western civilization and imported cultures (Mune 1991).

In the United States, orisz worship tends to coexist in a parallel economy to that
of the dominant society. Diviners who are able to perform religious services on a full-
time basis are generally quite prosperous, as will be discussed below. In terms of polit-
ical power, however, most orisa worship practitioners keep a very low profile, largely
due to prejudice and marginalization to which they are subjected in the predominant-

See for instance Verger (1967).
See for instance the works of the scholar-practitioner, Wande Abimbola (1975, 1976, 1990, 1994).
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ly Christian, predominantly white cosmology of the United States. Portrayal of orisa
worship in the media is generally negative, and it took a Supreme Court decision as
recently as 1993 to ensure that important ritual practices could be pursued in the land
of religious freedom.

The informal economy is defined by Portes and Sassen-Koob (1987) as the sum
total of income-earning, non-criminal activities that are unregulated by legal codes in
an environment where similar activities are regulated. Activities on the part of orisa
worship groups fall into this category: services provided can include diagnosis and
treatment of illness, including mental health; marital counseling; career counseling;
legal negotiations; and so forth. Generally if a problem is severe, a diviner in the United
States will recommend that the client sees a standard professional such as a medical
doctor. Most everyday problems, however, can be solved through the cycle of divina-
tion and offering (ebo). In Nigeria, statistics show that the diviner is usually consulted
first before Western medicine (Belasco 1980), indicating economic competition with
the medical establishment.

Looking at the religion as an immigrant entrepreneurial activity is especially rele-
vant in communities of Cuban exiles in the United States. Cubans as a group tend to
have lower rates of unemployment than other immigrant groups. According to Portes
(1995), Cubans are a hardworking group; “Cuban workers were willing to do anything
to survive” (Kelly and Garcia, quoted in Portes). Cuban immigrants tend to establish
their own small businesses, and recent immigrants find work in Cuban-owned busi-
nesses, accepting low pay and generally planning to open their own small businesses
eventually. In a field interview, an informant who is a full-time member of the priest-
hood said: “Cubans like their businesses. We all have our own businesses and we all
like to work”. The data appear to support her statement.

Various waves of Cuban immigration have had a very beneficial impact on the
economy of the primary receiving area, Miami. Before the first wave of Cuban immi-
grants came to the United States after the Castro takeover, Miami was a “decaying,
stagnant city” (Waldinger et al. 1990). With the influx of Cuban immigrants and entre-
preneurial activities, Miami is now a bustling metropolis, considered to be the capital
of Latin America and with one of the busiest airports in the world. From 1960 through
1980, Cuban immigration was supported by the United States and immigrants obtain-
ed work permits relatively easily. However, refugees during the Mariel boatlift in 1980,
during which thousands of Cubans fled the country by sea in flimsy rafts, were met
with hostility and resistance on the part of the United States government as well as the
larger society. This mass exodus was initiated by Castro, who released inmates from
jails and insane asylums and allowed them to flee Cuba any way they could, mostly in
boats. This group of people had difficulty being processed and relocated on American
soil; their marginal status as criminals or the insane surely had everything to do with
their treatment on arrival in the United States, unlike previous immigrants who tended
to have been prosperous in Cuba.
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Notwithstanding their reception, these immigrants remained true to previous sta-
tistics, neither harming Miami’s economy by their presence nor manifesting a higher
rate of unemployment than the larger society. Where work permits were slow in
coming, Marielitos (Cuban refugees from the Mariel exodus) tended to work for sub-
standard wages in Cuban businesses rather than remain unemployed, and most have
been absorbed into the society as productive members. These data clearly show that
Cubans as a group tend to maintain high rates of employment in comparison with the
larger society and with other immigrant groups.

The above portrait of Cuban immigrants is significant with regard to orisa wor-
ship. The religion as manifested in the United States is essentially an Afro-Cuban tra-
dition, although it originated in Nigeria and has retained a remarkable continuity with
the original tradition. It is not surprising, therefore, that entrepreneurial activities of
Cuban immigrants include the establishment of orisa worship congregations through-
out the United States. The religion is most prevalent in Miami and New York but also
flourishes in Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Houston, among other metropolises with
activity as far-flung as San Antonio, Texas, and New Orleans. Membership is not limit-
ed to Cubans or to people of colour, but has been expanding to include all races and
ethnicities. In Nigeria, this demographic profile is somewhat different, but is never-
theless comparable because of the large numbers of Americans and, increasingly,
Brazilians, who travel to Nigeria for instruction and initiation.

The religion flourishes in all areas not because of a supply-side market ecology,
but because there is a demand for it. The Mariel influx brought with it an infusion of
practitioners into the United States, many of whom were musicians trained in the spe-
cialized musical practices such as batd drumming that are essential for the practice of
the religion because it is music that induces trance and possession, another integral
part (with divination and ancestor worship) of the orisa religion. This burgeoning of
supply represented by Mariel gave the religion new life, especially in New York and
Miami, temporarily creating a supply-side ecology. However, demand for these reli-
gious skills and practitioners was so great that the supply provided by Mariel was
quickly absorbed while at the same time remaining self-regenerating due to the con-
comitant influx of teachers of ritual skills. Further study is needed to assess shifting
levels of demand, but none of the priests I have worked with appear to be suffering
from a decline in business.

The client base is not immutable but is very much affected by personal behaviour
and relationships, however. One diviner’s clientele appeared extremely fluid: new faces
came in and out as old ones disappeared over the course of several years, although
there was a core group as well as basic numbers which remained constant. This situa-
tion had to do with the somewhat unpredictable disposition of the diviner’s wife, to
whom he was devoted. Young single women did not tend to remain with the group for
very long; nor did several older priestesses who had been with the diviner prior to his
marriage. Gradually, these people stopped coming to parties and rituals, stopped call-
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ing on birthdays, and disappeared from the group. The religion is very vibrant in the
area where these data were collected, and no doubt the apostates found other groups
with whom to associate. It would be interesting to track the trajectory of apostates in
the religion, but this is an extremely delicate issue due to the possibility of reprisals
through malevolent ‘actions’ or spells.

From field interviews, the impression is given that although all Cuban immi-
grants in the areas in which we worked are familiar with the religion from childhood,
being surrounded by it in Cuba, many did not adopt the religion as their own until
emigrating to the United States. It can be concluded that orisa worship represents a
reaffirmation of Cuban identity and a reconstruction of Cuban-ness in exile. From the
literature and interviews, orisa worship provides Yoruba people in Nigeria with a cor-
responding reaffirmation of identity.

In the United States, orisa worship structure supports numerous employment
activities. Aside from the priesthood, which includes divination, ordination, and prob-
lem-solving services, all of which require financial remuneration, there is the music tra-
dition. In addition to performers, who also continue the tradition by taking appren-
tices, the tradition requires expert instrument makers who make drums and other
instruments in a ritually prescribed manner, also learned through an apprenticeship.
Singers are extremely important to the tradition; therefore this activity is also support-
ed. Although all activities carry remuneration, not all practitioners can quit their day
job. Many musicians also play in performing bands; the most well-known of these is
Francisco Aguabella. The eldest (i.e. most experienced and respected) master drum-
mer in the United States, Jesus O., lives in a facility for the emotionally disturbed. His
income from drumming at ritual functions, which is the only occupation he has ever
had, is supplemented by disability payments from the United States federal govern-
ment. Jesus was a Marielito, released by Fidel Castro from an asylum in Cuba in 1980
and allowed to flee to Miami. Although the details of his history are sketchy, on arrival
in Miami he was involved in an altercation, brought to trial, and subsequently ordered
to stay under the care of a sanctioned mental health facility and awarded disability.
Nevertheless, his talent and status in the religion are universally recognized, his serv-
ices are in constant demand, and he continues to teach and play in the Los Angeles
area in addition to being flown all over the country to play at ritual functions. This
anecdote serves to illustrate simultaneously the demand for skilled service providers,
the revitalization of the tradition subsequent to Mariel as well as something of the mar-
ginalization suffered by practitioners. Although the full extent of Jesus’ condition is
unavailable for this essay, it is not uncommon for an orisa worship practitioner to be
misdiagnosed as schizophrenic because of the spirit possession aspect of ritual.
Further, Jesus entered the country as a mental health patient in Castro’s asylums, and
it is unclear whether he is actually disturbed or merely stigmatized albeit content to live
on disability while performing as a priest of the orisa Afid who controls ritual drum-
ming. Castro, who is himself reportedly a Nigerian-ordained babalawo, is thought by
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orisa worship practitioners to have jailed or institutionalized many priests because of
their social power.

Orisa worship fits Portes’ model of the economic sociology of immigration in the
following ways. The religion as an entrepreneurial activity is embedded in the com-
munity both relationally and structurally: successful priests depend on good personal
relations with their clients, with whom they establish kinship relationships, as describ-
ed anecdotally above. Clients form expectations with regard to the relationship, which
operates on mutual esteem and trust. Within the kinship group itself, relationships of
commerce are embedded within social relationships. Between kinship groups, social
relationships can be somewhat more problematic because each group, analogous to a
family group, has its own way of doing things which often strongly conflict with the
ways of other groups. Nevertheless, these differences are put aside when the network
works together on a commercial task, and decisions as to procedure are decided in
advance by the officiating priest and his or her kinship group norms.

Structurally, kinship groups are part of larger networks which afford the central
figures, the priests, heightened cultural capital and social status. Discrete trajectories
of individuals moving through a set of initiation processes and resultant economic
exchanges create wealth that is redistributed throughout the network, for example in
the larger ceremonies like ordination which require up to twenty or twenty-five people
to perform, each of whom is paid. Such ceremonies may draw personnel from numer-
ous kinship groups, creating a shared economic community. On a smaller scale, simi-
lar activities also occur within discrete kinship groups, depending on the size of the
ritual. More research is necessary to determine the role of orisa-based kinship groups
in Nigeria within commercial activities of the religion.

The social network, reinforced by the shared participation in a religious activity
and often by co-ethnic solidarity as well, is absolutely essential to the economic success
of individual priests practising in the United States. In a case study of an ordination,
the officiating priest developed a reputation for rude behaviour, primarily consisting of
shouting at people who made mistakes in the ritual. Although extremely talented and
knowledgeable with regard to divination and ritual, this priest is in danger of losing his
position within the social network as a person in great demand, and his level of
employment severely reduced due to his unpleasant behaviour: no one wants to work
with him. In an ordination, when so many priests are involved and have the right to
refuse employment at an ordination if they do not choose to work with this particular
official, the consequences are serious. The network is broken, and even those who
might want to work with this talented individual hesitate to ask him because they may
not as a consequence be able to assemble sufficient personnel to perform the ritual. To
use Portes’ model, this individual’s social capital is reduced and his ability to control
scarce resources, i.e. the labour of other priests, is impaired.

In addition, social and economic stratification is prevalent within the orisa reli-
gion. At the top are the babalawo, who also earn the most money at their work. Second
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are the santero/as (babalorisa/iyalorisa), in particular those who divine. Subsequent is
the large class of santero/as who do not divine but who participate in ritual functions
and initiate godchildren. Social hierarchy is organized according to who has been
initiated to the priesthood the longest. Musicians constitute a separate class. They
serve an essential function: that of invoking trance and possession in possession ritu-
als. Notwithstanding this function, integral to the practice, musicians tend to be over-
looked socially although they are well-compensated for their services. They neither
divine nor do they become possessed: their function is strictly limited to music, al-
though I interviewed a babalawo in Los Angeles who also played bat4 (the sacred drum
of the religion). This priest was criticized by others for attempting to fulfill both roles.

In Nigeria, traditionally babalawo do not expect to become wealthy but are com-
mitted to practicing their art as priests and diviners, earning enough for subsistence
through cash or kind payments (offerings). Hence, the fact that American babalawo
can prosper as part of the upper middle class, this material aspect is traditionally
absent in Nigeria. Anecdotally, however, this may be changing as exchange between
the two areas demonstrate to Nigerian babalawo the perceived value of their work in
other areas.

The wealth accrued by ritual activities in the United States tends to be redistrib-
uted in something of an inverted pear shape: most of the wealth going to the babalawo
and santeros, but much of it being distributed among practitioners who serve various
ritual functions. In addition, this money is recycled into the larger, formal economy, as
practitioners, including priests, lead normal lives within the context of American
society. They buy cars and televisions, groceries, VCR’s and satellite dishes; they go out
dancing and to restaurants: in short, they are consumers like everyone else. The entre-
preneurial aspect of regla de ocha provides them with expendable income which allows
them to consume, whether as their principal employment or as a supplement to an-
other job.

Waldinger et al. (1990) define an entrepreneur as the owner or operator of a
business enterprise, and further categorize ethnic entrepreneurial activities as being
demand-based. Orisa worship fits this model as well: demand comes from the com-
munity with its special sets of needs and preferences and ethnic consumer tastes. This
demand is self-perpetuating: membership in the religion ensures that the demand will
remain constant as the cycle of divination and offering is continuous and practitioners
regularly check their progress in life as well as initiating special requests for protection
when travelling, more money, a new job, etc. through the divination process. As out-
lined above, demand in the United States was greatest prior to Mariel, and appears to
have remained fairly uniform since the absorption of the Marielitos. Additionally, since
orisa worship serves to reinvent Cuba on American soil, creating an economy of its
own within the ethnic enclave of Cuban immigrants, this market is also relatively sta-
ble.

As mentioned above, orisa worship serves to reaffirm Yoruba identity as well,
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creating and reinforcing a demand ecology similar to that of North American Cuban
practice. Notwithstanding the low esteem with which the religion appears on the sur-
face to be regarded in Nigeria, Yoruba people themselves nevertheless identify with
the religion, especially in the context of place, i.e. home villages, towns, or states. There
is a very evident sense of affinity for one’s place of origin, and this place is often iden-
tified with a particular orisa. Therefore, one can assume that the sense of home be-
comes embodied in the manifestation of the orisz and ritual festivities associated with
that orisa.

In addition, many Yoruba still consult a babalawo before making important life
decisions such as marriage. Western-educated Yoruba can be found carrying charms
against evil or bad magic. From the outside, it appears that the marginalization of the
religion has been imposed from without, i.e. by Christian missionaries or by Islam,
rather than by the Yoruba people themselves. Consequently, field research is necessary
to determine the extent to which the indigenous religions are practiced in fact in
Nigeria.

Demand outstrips supply in some areas of the United States, particularly
Houston. Musicians are in the shortest supply, creating a problem in that possession
rituals are very infrequent even though they are an integral part of worship. Musicians
who elected to relocate to the Houston area could serve all of Texas as well as New
Orleans, and would be able to carve out a very lucrative niche as there is a complete
vacuum in this market in terms of musicians. So far, none have done so, and as a con-
sequence musicians must be flown out from Miami, New York or Los Angeles to pet-
form these community rituals.

Waldinger et al. outline several relevant factors facilitating entrepreneurial activ-
ities among immigrants, which also apply to orisa worship. The first is blocked mobil-
ity within the context of the larger society. In Nigeria, ‘backward’ orisa practitioners
find their mobility in the context of the larger, Westernized society impaired. In addi-
tion, many Cuban immigrants to the United States have trouble with the language of
their new home and/or are unskilled or untrained in work that would allow them to
assimilate into existing economic structures; hence entrepreneurship allows a means to
survive and even get ahead in a capitalistic economy like the United States. As men-
tioned above, members of the priesthood in orisa worship, particularly the high priest
group, the babalawo, can become quite prosperous if they are respected and talented.
In one case, a Cuban immigrant who came over on the Mariel boatlift was earning $12
per hour working at a hotel at night, which he considered after Cuba to be very good
money. After becoming ordained as a babalawo, he continued for three years working
at night at the hotel and by day as a babalawo, rarely getting sufficient sleep. Because
he is good at divination and a respected and competent priest, he soon had more cli-
ents during the day than he could handle, and the telephone began ringing at eight in
the morning with people wanting to come for consultations. He was reluctant to give
up the security of his regular job, until finally in his own divination he was told by the
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deity to quit the job. There is every evidence that he and his family have prospered
since then, manifested by a comfortable four-bedroom home in a Houston suburb with
the usual upper-middle-class stuff such as satellite dishes, new cars, a popular and
lovingly spoiled teenager with his wardrobe, a phone in his room, toys, and pocket
money, and so forth.

In addition, the type of person who emigrates is also the type of person who
would do well as an entrepreneur, i.e. unafraid to take risks and try new ways to make
a better life. This type of person tends to be a hard worker and committed to prosper-
ing economically. Aside from the fact that priests are usually ‘called’ to the profession
through divination, giving up a steady job to work fulltime as a diviner still seems like
a risky proposition in the United States. Nevertheless, those who have been interview-
ed for this study give every evidence of prosperity.

Finally, a prevalence of co-ethnics as is exhibited in entrepreneurial activities
reaffirms identity, although all ethnic groups are welcomed in orisa worship. Cubans
are over-represented in orisa worship in the United States where it is thought of as a
Cuban religion. Parties and ceremonies in Houston are notable for their Cuban food
and Spanish-language conversation. However, there is no preference per se for co-eth-
nics, and the identity of ocha as a Cuban religion has changed considerably: it is now
distinctly cross-cultural and multi-ethnic. For example, some recent initiates in Austin,
Texas, who do not speak Spanish, are working with a babalawo who arrived from Cuba
a year ago and speaks no English. Such multilingual situations occur with frequency.
These qualities do not apply to the profile of orisa worship in Nigeria.

CosTts: UNITED STATES PROFILE

To give the reader an idea of the kind of economic activity which occurs in orisa wor-
ship in a free market, capitalist economy such as the United States, the following field
data outline standard costs for various ritual activities. A divination session usually
costs around $25 and can last anywhere from about half an hour to an hour or more.
An ebo or offering (sometimes translated as ‘sacrifice’ but this is misleading) is usually
priced with a ritual numerical figure such as $21. Some ebo can be quite expensive,
especially if the priest has to take time off from his usual duties and fly to the client’s
home in another city. The client must pay for the airfare as well as the service and mate-
rials. Ebo can cost as little as $5 or $13 and as much as $1.000 or more.

An ordination is very expensive. These cost a minimum of $5.000, up to about
$15.000, depending on which orisa is the priest’s spiritual guardian. Elegua, the trick-
ster deity, is the most expensive. Ordination as a babalawo costs even more, usually
$20.000 to $25.000. This expense has been compared to getting a taxi driver’s license
(Ellison, personal communication, November 1996): the up-front expenditure pays for
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itself eventually through service-oriented entrepreneurial activities and the successful
creation of a client base.

During the ordination, which lasts eight days, there are two days which require
the participation of thirteen priests in addition to the two godmothers or female spon-
sors, and the officiating priest or oriate. Another person supervises the kitchen, as a lot
of cooking is involved in an ordination: all of the personnel must be fed for two days;
the third day is a public party at which the new priest is presented; and the fourth day
is reserved for a complicated divination which can take hours and includes at least one
meal. The cook also prepares the ritually slaughtered animals in a prescribed manner
for consumption by the personnel and the initiate. The animals have been butchered,
skinned and prepared for cooking in a traditional way by a person accomplished in this
skill, analogous to the Kosher preparation of meats in the Jewish tradition. There are
also two or three additional helpers, and others such as the babalawo who does not
have an active role during the course of the ordination but who has, through a prelim-
inary divination, determined how the initiation should proceed. Each of these people
must be remunerated for their participation. Their fees are nominal: between $30 and
$80 per person; the butcher earns about $10 per animal; in this particular ordination
the cook was paid $350 for three days’ work and the oriate earned $1.500. The space
used in the ritual had to be rented with the utilities connected and paid for. At this par-
ticular ordination a member of the social network was selling a house, which was
empty at the time, and he rented it out for several ordinations before it finally sold.
Rent and utilities for the space came to almost $1.000. Add to this the seamstress’ fees,
for the initiate must have three outfits which are included in the cost of the initiation
(and other clothing, the cost of which is not) of about $350, the second godmother’s
derecho or offering of $500, and the initiation costs already total nearly $6.000. The
initiation is sponsored by the first godmother, who takes the fee for the initiation and
uses it for the above personnel and their services, and whatever is left over, she keeps
as described in the Introduction above. The ordination under study was very elegant,
with the finest decorations; the ritual clothing was extremely beautiful, and it was clear
that no expense was spared. The sponsoring godmother exhibited an obvious interest
in making the ordination the best quality possible. This usually reflects a strong per-
sonal relationship between the godmother and the initiate, because the godmother can
earn more money for herself by cutting corners on the expenses.

Although some of the above figures are approximations, and they differ from
ordination to ordination and between social networks, the above example illustrates
how much money is changing hands in the religion in the United States and how many
people benefit from the economic activities of orisa worship in addition to illustrating
the redistribution of wealth derived from religious practices. Skills such as cooking or
sewing, especially artistic talent in designing beautiful ritual clothing, can serve a prac-
titioner well and provide certainly a healthy supplement to one’s income.
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CONCLUSION

In this description of orisa worship, we have shown how a religion can act as an eco-
nomic entity based on entrepreneurial business activities. We have explained how the
exchange of services for cash and kind works within this tradition, and we suggest that
most other religions can be similatly analyzed. Much of the theory relating to immi-
grant entrepreneurial activities can be applied to orisa worship. In addition, thinking
of the informal economic sector as an urban phenomenon which maintains the vitality
of the larger formal economy, one can apply theories relating to the informal economy
to orisa worship in its place of origin, Nigeria, as well, where its social trajectory is the
mirror image of that in slave-receiving areas in terms of the encroachment of world
religions and the marginal status of its practitioners. We have shown that the market
analogies for religious practice proposed by Warner (1993), and Finke and Iannaccone
(1993) can be applied literally and extended beyond the new paradigm into a true eco-
nomic model for the study of religion, even allowing for a difference in concept of what
the exchange of cash and kind actually represent within the theological structure of the
religion.
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