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ABSTRACT

Catholic Base Communities, Spiritist Groups,
and the Deepening of Democracy in Brazil

Despite abertura and the elections of November 15, 1982, there
must be doubts about the depth of democracy in Brazil. Over the last
50 years, whether in authoritarian or populist democratic periods,
the Brazilian State has firmly dominated civil society. Civil society
will become relatively stronger, in part, when and if intermediate
groups develop at the grassroots. Intermediate groups are groups in
which values, needs, and aspirations are rehearsed and articulated in- -
dependently of State agencies and the hegemony of the ruling elites.

But where are such groups to be found at the grassroots in Brazil?
This paper examines two types of religious groups which probably account
for the majority of grassroots aggregations for which a prima facie case
might be made for their being intermediate groups. These grassroots
aggregations are the CEBs--the grassroots ecclesial communities of the
Catholic Church--and the various Afro-Brazilian cults. The paper as-
sesses the evidence concerning the functioning of these aggregations.
That evidence is drawn from case studies, including the author's own
case study of the religions encountered in a town of northeast Brazil.
On the basis of the evidence, it is concluded that some CEBs do indeed
function as intermediate groups, although they are fragile. The Afro-
Brazilian cults are found to differ remarkably among themselves. Some
function as instruments of ruling-elite hegemony; but others, probably
a minority, possess the features of intermediate groups.
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Introduction: The Shallowness of Brazilian Democracy

The Brazilian elections of November 1982 confirmed the reality of
abertura, the opening up of the authoritarian military regime to demo-
cratic influences. 1In some waye, the degree of abertura represented -
by the elections was slight: they were rigged with rules prejudicing
the opposition, and despite the variety of positions contested, the
regime's centralized executive power was not at immediate issue, given
the severe limitations on legislative power compared to the executive
and on state governments and agencies compared to the federal apparatus.
But elections were held, electoral debate was vigorous and free, voter
turnout was high, and the many results which did not go the govern-
ment's way were allowed to stand. If the elections were not a clear
victory for either government or opposition, perhaps they can be
counted a victory for democracy.

But doubts must persist about the depth of democracy in Brazil.
One source of doubt is historically informed. For some political his--
torians, the present abertura may be just another swing of a pendulum
that has oscillated between authoritarianism and populist democracy
for the last 50 years, without ever including the lower classes except
on terms manipulated from above. Drawing convincingly on data concern-—
ing the state of Pernambuco, Aspasia Alcantara de Camargo has argued
that the pendulum tends to swing toward populist democracy when elites
whose power depends on a strong central state seek a new equilibrium
because conflicts among the upper-class groups supporting authoritarian
rule have become irreconcilable.l She considers that "the State's
duplicity, accomplice of decadent elites and fortuitous ally of popu-
lar movements, reveals its supremacy over civil society."

Simon Schwartzman, in the conclusion of a study focussing on Sao
Paulo, paints a similar picture. He analyzes the shallowness of democ-
racy in what he characterizes as two alternating political systems in
Brazil: the liberal system and the authoritarian system. With inter-
pellations of my own, let me present an overview of his conclusions.

The liberal political system in Brazil, as elsewhere, has been grounded
in the economics of private capitalism. The centralized authoritarian
political system is conditioned by the need for a strong State to me-
diate between disunited capitalist interests and to promote the national
growth that the private sector, relatively weak and dependent in the
international economy, is unable to achieve.



The liberal political system is most obviously characterized by
representation as its major form of political participation. The claim
of its champions is that it guarantees participation of ever widening
sectors of the society in politics and, through that participation, an
increasingly just distribution of resources. There is historical jus-
tification for the first part of the claim but also ample grounds on
which to challenge the second part.4 Representative politics in Brazil
has often, perhaps mainly, functioned to guarantee established inter-
ests over and against segqtors of society, especially the rural poor,
less able to articulate their own interests or back them with political
resources. I would not have needed political historians or educated
radicals to tell me that--over and over again, that is the theme of
stories used by the citizens of Campo Alegre, the town where I con-
ducted my fieldwork, to justify their cynicism with regard to repre
sentative politics. For many Campo Alegrenses, elections are mere
interludes in rule by omne or another group of "them," when "they"
pay the short-term costs of democracy for the long-term spoils of =
office.

The centralized political system revolves around bureaucracy.5
When citizens are not merely called on to comply with bureaucratic
expertise, as in the more authoritarian phases of the system (e.g.,
1969-1975), they participate as coopted members of a vast and per-
vasive patrimonial bureaucracy (e.g., throughout most of the period
in which official unions were set up by the government). The claim
of the champions of the centralized political system——explicit in
the declarations of Getulio Vargas during the Estado Novo (1937-1945)
and in military justifications of the 1964 coup--departs from the
recognized defects of the liberal political system. The centralized
political system, it is said, guarantees that the general will and
the national interest prevail over minority, sectional interests.

When a desperately poor municipal street cleaner in Campo Alegre,
trying to provide for a family of six on $110 per month, defends mili-
tary rule, he backs this claim. He adds that only the military have
sufficient muscle to ensure that his wages arrive on time and intact;
and that his few rights can be protected against the institutionalized
avarice of the local rich only when they have cause to fear the State.
But when, in the next moment, he laments the way things are going in
Brazil, he states the radical critique of the modern centralized
political system: that it limits the distribution of the social prod-
uct to the restricted groups identified as the necessary and sufficient
producers and consumers of national growth.

Schwartzman hopes that State and society might develop in such a
way that the virtues of each system might be realized and the vices
attenuated. This would be '"to de-bureaucratize, for the action of the
State to become less authoritarian and clientelistic, for represen-
tative politics to become less oriented to private interest and less
conservative."® But those changes, he understands, cannot be engineered
into existence through manipulations of political institutions; they
imply profound socioeconomic and cultural changes. In particular, if
political change is to eventuate, it will be:



... in proportion as society develops the capacity for
participation by citizens in a variety of different
areas, effectively re-establishing the link, lost and
hidden by the liberal tradition, between State and
society; that link in which the electoral system can...
establish its rationale as the visible and structured
manifestation of social values./’

I would like to extend that argument and suggest the role of religious
groups in the formation of a Brazilian polity that is at once represen-
tative and equitable.

Schwartzman, it seems to me, is arguing that the development of
what have sometimes been called intermediate groups at the grassroots
level are a necessary condition for the deepening of democracy in
Brazil. Unrepresentative representative politics and bureaucratic
authoritarian politics that are only very narrowly representative, es-"_
cape challenge and succeed one another for as long as lower-class and
marginalized interests and values are not effectively articulated.
But effective articulation requires lower-class collectivities where
private troubles may be seen to be public issues, where lower-class
identity, values, and visions can be lived and rehearsed. Inter-
mediate groups are not just any grassroots groups. They must be au-
tonomous groups—-—unlike the official unions granted the working
classes by Getulio Vargas that incorporate while extending State con-
trol; unlike the local religious brotherhood, incorporating the poor
in the patronage of local landed or commercial or clerical elites in
return for a respectable burial. Their members must be engaged in
articulation of grassroots identifications, values, and interests,
rather than in the transmission of hegemonic ideas from the State
and the dominant culture. They must operate as inclusive communi-
ties rather than as closed hierarchies or expert-client relationships
which reflect and reproduce the dominant society.8

A pessimistic view of Brazilian society, easily adopted if omne
views that society too exclusively from the top down or from the per-
spective of an economic determinist, might conclude at this point that
there was no hope for intermediate groups. After all, shallow demo-
cratic political systems do work for the upper classes and can be worked
by the lower classes. Working or being worked, they tend to destroy the
bases for their overcoming; in particular they tend to destroy inter-
mediate groups. It is not easy to persuade a worker of the unsecured
virtue of democracy when he knows the destitution that awaits him out-
side the umbrella of the corporatist union. Articulation of the values
of the poor seems to promise little to those who see that chances for
the good life improve through assimilation to the values of the rich.
Community seems elusive to the uprooted in occupationally diverse
neighborhoods where my neighbor is my rival for land or for a job in
the "informal sector." The economic achievements of authoritarian
Brazil seem inexorably to undermine intermediate groups as they uproot
the rural poor and create urban neighborhoods of extraordinary hetero-
geneity. The political achievements of populist Brazil preclude inter-
mediate groups as they massify and coopt.



It would be possible in contemplating these processes to indulge
in the pessimism of overdetermination--to conclude that the pendulum
will go on swinging, that the deepening of democracy in Brazil is a
pipe dream because 'the system'" is so solid, as the successfully con-
trolled abertura further demonstrates. I want, in the rest of this pa-
per, to argue that if we look from the grassroots and at the unexpected,
there are grounds for dismissing pessimism. As I look at a variety of
grassroots religious groups in Brazil, I am not going to argue that all
is well for democratic deepening through them. In fact, I want to draw
out ambiguities and pinpoint the fragility of religious groups as inter-
mediate groups. But I want also to point to the religiously informed
creativity that generates intermediate groups at the grassroots. Going
beyond my data though not against it, I could argue on theoretical
grounds that it is precisely because the groups are primarily religious
rather than political that they have the long-term potential to trans-
form Brazilian politics. Short of that, and well within my data, I will
argue that some base church communities (the CEBs) of the Catholic B
Church and some Afro-Brazilian spiritist groups constitute intermediate
groups.

The Potential of the CEBs

For those familiar with the ways in which the Catholic Church in
Latin America has traditionally served the status quo, it might come as
a surprise that grassroots intermediate groups might emerge from the
Brazilian Church. But there is no doubt that the Church has changed
profoundly over the last two decades, and the outstanding product of
that change, the CEBs, do promise to function as intermediate groups
despite the hostile environment and internal problems of the Church.

The Brazilian National Conference of Bishops (CNBB) has adopted a
"preferential option for the poor," spelling this out to imply that
the Church should assume a new identity as promoter of the liberation
of the poor. Analyzing why the Church should have adopted this option,
some have seen its quest for institutional maintenance and influence as
the prime motivation.9 By the late 1950s, and thereafter at an acceler-
ating pace, the attempt to maintain influence by institutional alliances
with the State and through concentrating resources and personnel on the
urban middle classes was failing. A marginalized Church, in this view,
turned to the people at the margins of society for its new constituency--
the uprooted peasants, the new urban masses. And a shortage of clergy
(about one priest for every 9,000 people) called forth new methods,
such as the creation of the CEBs run by lay leaders, to exert influence.
One implication of this explanation of change in the Church is that the
CEBs themselves might, after all, be just a new mode of grassroots ag-
gregation initiated by elites for the ends of what remains an upper-
class institution. Some of the ambiguous rhetoric in Church documents
and some accounts of CEBs as '"coopting' agencies support this position.l0

On the other hand, ideas and not the quest for influence have per-
suaded many clergy and laity that the building of CEBs is what the
Church should be doing--even at the cost of influence as usually con-
ceived. And these ideas anticipate that the CEBs, although essentially



religious and certainly not political-party groups, should develop as
intermediate groups. Those members of the Church who have actually
practiced the "preferential option for the poor'" seem, from what they
say about what they do, to be motivated by religious ideas which they
and a majority of bishops consider faithful to recent Papal teaching,
the Vatican Council, and the declarations of the Latin American bish-
ops assembled at Medellin, Colombia in 1968 and Puebla, Mexico in 1979.
Those ideas include the definition of the Church's mission as being to
the whole person, not just to some separated spiritual part--hence the
concern with issues of justice and equity. Salvation is conceived not
so much in individual terms as in social terms: it is believed to in-
volve the individual in participating in the transformation of society
so that human potential revealed and called for in the Bible might be
better achieved. Further, there is the belief that social transforma-
tion of the poor cannot be achieved by elites but only through the
building, by the poor themselves, of communities, the CEBs, in which
new understanding of the Bible informs action to change society, and
vice versa. New ministries performed by laity from the lower classes
are considered not simply to be filling in for the lack of priests, as
would be consistent with the institutional-influence approach, but ex-
pressing a new understanding of the Church as "the people of God."l1l

If plans and vision could be translated into reality without any
problems, the estimated 80,000 CEBs, composed mainly of rural and
urban poor, would certainly qualify as intermediate groups. What is
intended of the CEBs by episcopal authorities and by Church clergy and
laity in the field is outlined in a great number of documents and re-
ports going back to the early 1960s and the setting up of the groups
associated with the Basic Education Movement (MEB). I will cite here
from one of them, an official report commissioned by the Brazilian
National Conference of Bishops (CNBB) and presented to the Conference
by Bishop Jose Freire Falcao in 1979.12

The new communities are expected to be autonomous in several
senses. They are expected not just to be recipients of religious
messages but articulators and transmitters to the Church as a whole
of an understanding of the Gospel that only the poor, it is believed,
can have:

The more oppressed class, of the factory worker, the small
farmer, the Indian, becomes the privileged location of the
message [of God]--because it is a class more sensitive to
the need for union and more open to give welcome to the
Gospel's message of liberation. - It is notable that in the
middle class the process is more difficult; there the mes-
sage is often received and applied only in the solution of
isolated, individual or family problems and never arrives
at the community level to become a dedication to the trans-
formation of the whole environment in which one lives.l3

They are to be autonomous too in the sense that they will not duplicate
and reproduce the hierarchical relationships of the dominant society.
Involvement in CEBs converts individual members to think and act
communally:



The change, or the conversion, transforms relationships.

No longer is it the relationship of the expert who teaches
that -the student might learn; of the rich who pay that the
poor might receive; of the patron who commands the passive
obedience of the employee. Instead it is a relationship
between brothers, sharing among themselves their own mate-
rial and spiritual goods and recognizing only one Master,
before whom all are students ....Lacking power, expertise,
and riches, the communities are a challenge to the world
and to the social system that dominates in our continent.l4

The life of the communities is expected to be directed outward:

Discovering the grandeur of life, the communities set out to
restore dignity to it, uniting members, therefore, to strug-

gle against everything that degrades and oppresses man.

From the community's living of the Gospel values, members -
draw energy, courage, and inspiration, and, in the environ-

ment in which they live, they join with others with whom

they might transform the world, in accordance with the

will of God.l5

These hopes for the CEBs from on high are shared by at least
some of their ordinary members. Claudio Perani quotes a member of a
CEB in Pernambuco defining as its purpose ''that the people might see
with their own eyes, think with their own heads, speak with their own
mouths, and walk with their own feet."16 That asserts clearly enough
the intent of autonomy and critical articulation of experience. '

Reports compiled by CEB members suggest, further, that at least
some CEBs actually function as intermediate groups.l7 Some groups are
founded and encouraged along in earlier stages by laity from estab-
lished CEBs. Many groups conduct their own liturgies and Bible dis-
cussion groups. Nearly all report the effort to articulate local
values and experiences in the light of what is learned from the Bible
discussions. Many report a variety of CEB-organized activities in
their neighborhoods: housing projects for the destitute, the setting
up of mothers' clubs and health stations, the compiling of information
on a local problem.18 Often, these activities involve members in
clashes with the authorities--e.g., representatives from the 44 rural
CEBs in the diocese of Barreirinhas who appeared 'en masse to select
the board of directors of the rural union, despite the organization
of a terrorizing police apparatus.'19

These reports deserve more careful analysis than I can give them
here. Not only their explicit content but their authorship (cleric
or lay member?), theological assumptions, omissions, and other features
must be assessed before they can be used as data in determining the
extent to which CEBs actually function as intermediate groups. My pro-
visional conclusion is that well over half of the CEBs reported on do
function as intermediate groups——-but it should be noted that there
‘are published reports for only a very small proportion of the 80,000
said to exist. Data from Thomas Bruneau's survey of eight dioceses
in different regions of Brazil suggest considerable disagreement among
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dioceses about what might be said to constitute a CEB--in some dio-
ceses it would seem likely that very traditional clerically-controlled
devotional groups might be counted as CEBs .20

Analysis of the small number of reports in Barreiro's book sug-
gests the fragility of many CEBs as intermediate groups. Quotations
from the report on CEBs in the extremely poor area of Tacaimb6, Per-
nambuco leaves little doubt that, for the moment, these are genuine
intermediate groups. Buf their continued existence, let alone any
impact in their immediate environment, is threatened by the effects
of worsening absolute poverty:

The poor do not believe that they can emerge from this situ-
ation in which they are living. They cannot believe in im-
provement. They can only believe in worse conditions until
the end.... People are now observing the poor uniting, but
it remains to be seen whether the unity is merely a pretense.
The poor person does not have a chance in the local society.
The society is made for those who have prestige, those who
have a name, an education, or money. The little people

have no place in it. A better society for the poor has yet
to appear. It will occur when a poor person gets along well
with others, and, together, they become associated with one
another.?21

The report from the Barreirinhas CEBs underlines the same
vulnerability.22

Other reports point to another source of vulnerability that will
probably have occurred to the reader of the quotations from the report
to the CNBB cited earlier. That is the vulnerability of local lay
groups before clerical good intentions. Some of the language of the
plans and the reports written by clergy suggests that some clergy know
exactly what values and perceptions the CEBs should be heading toward;
and as they impose their knowledge they undermine the potential of
their CEBs to become intermediate groups.

My study of Catholicism in the town of Campo Alegre may help us
grasp the interaction and depth of these problems which stand in the
way of easy realization of ideals for CEBs as intermediate groups.

On the other hand, the appreciation of those difficulties in our case
does not amount to a dismissal of CEBs as intermediate groups. Indeed,
“the full story--of persistence, of transformations in individual lives,
and of the slow development of grassroots lay leadership in and through
Campo Alegre's fragile CEBs—-might encourage interest in the potential
of CEBs even in situations where all of the odds would seem to be
stacked against their functioning as intended.

But the problems are very real. One set of them arises from
elements in the folk Catholicism of the area--a Catholicism that has
itself been shaped by the clericalism of the past, by the struggles
of the poor to make a succession of political economies work for them,
and by the attempts of generations to find meaning and hope in the
hard life.23 Folk Catholicism in Campo Alegre is not all of a piece,



any more than it is in the whole of Brazil.24 Ope stream of folk
Catholicism, still manifest in festas and pilgrimages and protested
from the heart by many of my interviewees, predisposes those who pro-
fess it to patronal attachments. Another stream, more 'privatized,"
orients toward a highly individualistic definition of problems and
solutions. Both streams, however, through different logics of myth
and symbol, tend to preclude interest in CEBs.

A second set of prohlems arises from the Church itself--its
buildings, which at the town's center still proclaim the Church's
centrality in an institutional matrix pervaded by patronage;25 its
patrimonial holdings, which made the priest appear a landowner,
whether he liked it or not; its recruitment and training of clergy,
which gave the town a young priest who, despite his intentions, spoke
and acted as a man from a cultural world very different from that of
the poor of Campo Alegre. These aspects of the Church in Campo Alegre
made it difficult for the priest to be understood when he urged the -
need for CEBs.Z20 )

The convergence of these two sets of problems undermined several
of the priest's attempts to establish the sorts of CEBs that might
qualify as intermediate groups, at least in the short run. The priest,
Fr. Bruno, hoped that if he could get a group of farmers together as a
CEB, it might develop to the point where the farmers themselves would
organize their own challenge to a local landowner who was expelling
small farmers from land they rented on his property without the com-
pensation required by law. If only the farmers could define their
problem clearly enough for themselves, and draw sufficient motivation
to unite and act from their shared faith, then the political and eco-
nomic forces ranged against them might be defeated. An extract from
my wife's description of one of this group's few meetings suggests
some of the reasons for the failure of this vision to be realized.

The meeting was held in a shed used for processing manioc and which
was owned and managed by one of the tenants, Manoel Davi, who had re-
ceived a quit notice:

Inside, the manioc house was surprisingly re-ordered and
strangely subdued. Long benches had been brought in and
drawn up in a rough semi-circle. At the head, near the
spot where one of the groups of women usually scraped

the manioc root, stood a wooden chair, a table covered
with a neat cloth and a vase containing two paper flowers.
Some thirty or forty people sat expectantly awaiting the
arrival of the priest. .There were more younger women than
old, and more older men than young. Dress was simple, but
tidy. The women, like Rita, had donned their best dresses,
carefully combed their hair and perfumed their necks, and
wore thongs or sandals. But Rita's dress was longer than
most, carefully covering shoulders and knees. The men gen-
erally wore ill-fitting trousers, but their painstakingly
laundered short-sleeved shirts and the Sunday hats placed
respectfully on their laps testified to the formality of
the occasion....



Eventually, the priest drove up in his car. He too wore
long trousers and a short-sleeved shirt, but of better
quality and fit than the men around him. He addressed
the meeting, sitting formally on the chair, earnestly de-
veloping the text for the day--the importance of sharing
this world's goods with one another, especially the
needy; the great promise that the poor would inherit the
earth, so clearly prefigured in Christ's washing of his
disciples' feet. This feast would be celebrated during
the coming week, the priest reminded his listeners, and
he personally planned to wash the feet of six farmers and
six fishermen at the local ceremony. Now and then the
priest elaborated his lesson, coaxing his audience to sug-
gest examples from their own lives which paralleled the
gospel story. For most of the time the audience was si-
lent, now and then shuffling their feet. Occasionally,
one of the men would mutter a comment or suggest an ex- "
ample, his eyes hardly leaving the ground in front of

his feet. Often the priest's questions remained rhetori-
cal. The restrained conduct of the audience and their
halting speech contrasted oddly with the animated debates
about prices, wages, and bosses, the jokes about manioc
roots and marriage, and the incessant bustle that nor-
mally took place in this space.

The portents of the group's short-term failure as a CEB may be
easily discerned in this description. The group is waiting for a
leader and is reduced to inarticulateness on his arrival. Fr. Bruno
feels forced, awkwardly because he had hoped it would be otherwise,
to draw the lessons from the Gospel story. Deference to him has de-
feated the autonomy and communality which he believes the Gospel should
elicit.

In another attempted CEB, subversion of intent occurred in a
different way. This CEB was led not by Fr. Bruno but by a man named
Carlos. It did not fold early but had been meeting for five years
when I first attended. While I was in Campo Alegre, on most Sunday
afternoons a group of from 10 to 30 would gather in a private house
or in the local non-Church primary school where Carlos was a sort of
voluntary caretaker. At these meetings, which Fr. Bruno did not at-
tend and at which up to half of those present did not go to Mass,
Carlos dominated. He would always summarize, usually quite accurately,
Fr. Bruno's sermon of that morning and attempt to lead a discussion on
it. He spoke all the time and without Fr. Bruno's characteristic
hesitance. In these discussions and in the meeting as a whole, it
appeared to me that only some aspects of Fr. Bruno's message had
taken hold in Carlos' consciousness. At first I had a general,
puzzled feeling that this was so. But after participation in a num-—
ber of congregation meetings, some basic thematic differences became
clearer.

First, Fr. Bruno's moral values become, with Carlos and in the
congregation, a moralism. Moral judgments about social and public
issues which were intended to evoke social action for change became
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moral judgments applied against individuals (e.g., the landowner) who
were singled out for condemnation. The concern in the congregation
was with clarifying right from wrong, with distinguishing'wrongdoers
from victims of wrongdoing. And two reactions were evoked. The con-
gregation must right wrongs by assisting its members who were among
the victims. Individual members must also, in their own lives, strive
to be innocent of whatever was being condemned.

Second, the congregation was still operating with the notion
of the Church as law rather than Fr. Bruno's notions of the Church as
liberator. Carlos and the congregation were much more concerned than
Fr. Bruno about the Pill, the errors of Protestantism (false law), and
so om.

Third--and as I interpret things, underlying the previous two
differences--the congregation operated with a basically different
image of Jesus than the one held by Fr. Bruno. His image was of Jesus .
the liberator, the model of liberation who calls us forth to battle
oppression. The congregation's image was of Jesus the lawgiver, the
judge who orients us in our quest for salvation.

One interesting aspect of these meetings, then, was the mistrans-—
lation of Fr. Bruno's message, and I have analyzed that process else-
where.28 Here, though, my interest is on the nature of the group.

It seems to me that as Fr. Bruno had withdrawn, Carlos had re-entered
as a very clerical figure. Speaking for the priest, the sheer volume
of his contributions, in the form of leading questions and then very
long replies to his own questions, tended to drown out other contri-
butions. And at that point his message becomes of interest again.

As a new sort of Church authority (Fr. Bruno placed great hopes in his
leadership and encouraged it) he preached old moralisms and activated
old symbols which prejudiced any new Gospel-inspired articulation of
values and perceptions which other members of the group might have
brought forward. 29 '

Thisis not all there is to tell about the CEBs of Campo
Alegre.30 When I returned last year, I interviewed three people who
had been in both of the groups sketched here. Each of the three had
remained at the center of resistance to the expulsions from the land.
Each insisted on the importance of the groups in providing the initial
motivation, energy, and information that led to their resistance. Two
of the three continued in yet a third CEB composed of ex-farmers. All
three insist on uniao--which on probing turns out to be engagement by
a greater number of ex-farmers in a CEB, if advance is to be made on
the land question. None thinks it is the job of the priest to en-
large the CEB or get others going--although all praised the help now
given by a nun and a seminary student.

In the longer haul, some of the problems of the Campo Alegre
CEBs seem to have been overcome. But not even the clergy involved
consider that all is rosy. Four years after my first encounter with
them, Fr. Bruno and the nun who works with the fishing-women's CEB
worried about what they saw as small progress. The nun, in particular,
was worried about continued dependence on her as leader. The Campo
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Alegre cases illustrate some of the problems that stand in the way of
CEBs functioning as intermediate groups, even when the priest initiat-
ing them attempts to be nonmanipulative.

Under less difficult circumstances than those prevailing in the
Northeast in such places as Tacaimbo and Campo Alegre, the prospects
would seem to be better. The famous Catholic commentator Alceu de
Amoroso Lima, in a column in the Jornal do Brasil, argued that, at the
national level, one indicator of the success of the CEBs is the fear
and opposition they elicit from agencies of national security and con-
servative groups in society. He begins his article by asking "Why is
there so much fear, such distrust and such concern with the famous
CEBs?" And his answer, basically, is that it is because they actually
work as non-party but politically effective alternatives to structures
of privilege in Brazil.-+

Tn the search for intermediate groups at the grassroots, it is =
obvious that an assessment of the CEBs must be made. They have re-
ceived national and international attention--and not only as a reli-
gious phenomenon. No less an authority than General Golbery e Couto
has affirmed, from his different perspective, the long-term political
importance of the CEBs as part of a wider Movimento Popular. 1In a
1980 lecture at the Superior War College, General Golbery observed of
the new groups that comprise the Movimento that:

The real active forces (os verdadeiros agentes) in the po-
litical field have become these conglomerates, much more
than the one party [presumably the PMDB] of the opposition.
And in these conglomerates, because of their traditional
prestige and the protection they can offer, the religious
and para-religious organizations have assumed an outstand-
ing, almost hegemonic, position.32

It seems less obvious that the Afro-Brazilian spiritist cults
should be assessed in the same framework. They have not attracted
the same sort of attention as the CEBs for their transformative role.
And their leaders do not claim a long-term transformative role for
their groups in Brazilian society as do the protagonists for the
CEBs. Nevertheless, my fieldwork in Campo Alegre and some of the
available case-study material prompts me to raise the question of
whether Afro-Brazilian cults can also be considered potential inter-
mediate groups.

Afro-Brazilian Cults: The Debate

Do the Afro-Brazilian cults, which in one way or another may in-
volve as many as 30 million Brazilians, function politically as the
CEBs are supposed to function? There would seem to be some basis for
an affirmative response. Although there are various federations of
Umbanda and other Afro-Brazilian groups, the small local group does
seem to be the basic unit of analysis. Insofar as the cults represent
a continuity with the African past, they keep alive a history and a
set of identifications which might provide a basis for resistance to
pressures for ideological conformity organized for political purposes
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by the ruling elites of both the representative and authoritarian sys-—
tems. As voluntary organizations with grassroots leadership, they
might constitute groups intermediate between the isolated individual
and the State. In other words, there would seem to be a prima facie
case for an affirmative response to the question.

But the response of many recent studies of Afro-Brazilian cults
among the poor has been a resounding negative. Renato Ortiz, justly
one of the most influential scholars of the cults, argues that the
family of Umbanda cults possesses an ideology formulated largely by
whites that functions to extend the hegemony of white elites. Umbanda
is the largest, regionally most extensive, and fastest-growing of the
cults, Ortiz argues that in ritual, organization, and mythology,
Umbanda achieves "the white death of the black shaman.'33 In terms of
the categories I have been using, Umbanda groups are not autonomous
but manipulable, and dependent--ultimately-—-on the resources and di-
rection of dominant elites. Umbanda ideology does not encourage the
articulation of critical awareness and values among the lower classes,
but expresses--through its scientism and its placing of African spirits
and practices at the bottom of an evolutionary scale--white, upper-
class hegemony. As it expresses, so does it socialize: its members
enter modern society, not as members of a grassroots community but as
individuals competing for often illusory upward mobility.

At the end of his book, Ortiz speculates further that the State,
no longer finding Catholicism congenial as a legitimating power, might
turn to Umbanda:-

The State would be able to choose...in the religious market
a religion which would suit it better in the implantation

of a given socioeconomic order. In proportion as the pres-
ent orientation of the Church (the National Council of Bish-
ops, CNBB) enters into conflict with the dominant ideology,
the Umbanda religion becomes an important reserve weapon,
well able to inculcate values of submission to the estab-
lished order.3%

Other studies suggest ways in which Afro-Brazilian cults, and
especially Umbanda, short of becoming an official legitimating reli-
gion, may yet serve either or both the patronal-representative and
bureaucratic-authoritarian political economies rather than provide
a grassroots base for an alternative politics. Diana Brown has shown
in her case studies how Umbanda may restore broken lines of patronage
in urban areas, helping to incorporate submissive lower-class members
in systems of economic and political exchange that maintain domination
by elites.35 Patricia Birman, in a brief analysis of language, rit-
ual, and organization in an Umbanda cult group, traces how Umbandistas
rehearse and adopt the norms and practice of power as it is wielded in
the dominant society: to practice Umbanda--to submit, for example, to
the demands of the medium possessed by the master spirit Seu Boiadeiro—-
is to accept submission to centralized bureaucratic gower conceived
as normal in both the material and spiritual planes. 6 Leni Silver-
stein widens our focus from Umbanda to the supposedly more African
Candomblé cult of Bahia.3’ Examining modes of survival in Candomblé
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groups, Silverstein brings out the religiously masked dependence of
cult groups on white upper-class resources: the religious relation-
ship between the cult leader (female, black, and poor-—the mae de
santo) and the participant patron (male, white, and wealthy--the oga)
hides a system of lower-class survival through incorporation into an
upper—-class patronage system. Such a system, we may presume, works
for the poor as it effectively elicits resources from the rich. But
the price paid for security by the poor is precisely the sacrifice of
what I have been calling autonomy, articulation, and independent
community. t

Other studies, and my own research in Campo Alegre, do not allow
me to agree that these cases reveal the whole of the political story
of the Afro-Brazilian cults. In fact, the diversity to be found among
them allows for no simple political equations concerning their contri-
butions to Brazilian politics. It cannot be assumed that continuing
syncretism equals syncretism simply on the terms of the dominant polit-=
ical-economic elites. It seems not to be the case that the decline of
explicit African-ness is the same as the loss of cultural and struc-
tural bases for the articulation of evolving critical awareness and
evaluation in viable communities. The facts, while they might prompt
us to abandon a certain foreigner's romanticism in the great Roger
Bastide's interpretations of the Afro-Brazilian cults, still demand
respect for his observation about the creativity, religious and polit-
ical, to be found in them:

It is always easy enough to see through hindsight how eco-
nomic or social systems are reflected in religion, but one
forgets that there was a factor of creative freedom, that
substructural aspects are determinative but not compelling,
and that the people confronted with them can either reject
the old values that no longer seem to fit the new social
situations or invent new meanings for the old symbols they
do not wish to reject completely and thus be forced to find
an original solution.3

The diversity cannot be avoided; the difficulty is to typologize
it validly and with thematic relevance. With Bastide's observation
and the concerns of this paper in mind, I suggest that the typology
presented in Diagram 1 might be helpful. It brings out the associa-
tion between various class situations and distinctive types of Afro-
Brazilian spiritism. It also suggests how each of the types of spir-
itism involves the formation of groups which vary markedly on the
dimensions of autonomy, articulation, and communalism. 39

I cannot here unfold all of this diagram--it is presented to
summarize a longer discussion. But several observations need to be
made of it and drawn from it. First, on the nature of the typology.
Each column and, indeed, each box represents an exercise in ideal
typification. That is, the entries represent deliberate dramatic
exaggerations of trends noted in case studies. The case studies also
show that reality is more complex than the typifications suggest.

The characteristics of the slave-type groups persist in groups that
were established well after the demise of slavery. Many groups,
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Diagram 1 (continued)
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although predominantly classifiable in one column, display some char-
acteristics listed in other columns.%#0 These ambiguities should be
well appreciated by the time I have referred my own cases from Campo
Alegre, themselves grossly simplified here, to the categories of the
diagram.

Second, on the content of the diagram. Columns 2-4 are the fo-
cus of interest in this paper. The distinction between types 2 and
3 emerges with great clayit{ in Colin Henfrey's comparisons of cult
groups in Salvador, Bahia.4 In certain areas of Salvador, the de-
scendants of slaves are still engaged in traditional occupations such
as domestic service, servicing the households of the bourgeoisie., It
is these people who join the traditional Candomblé cult groups, beloved
of tourists and tourist agencies. These groups, like their members,
serve the upper classes in a variety of ways and have upper-class pa-
trons as paying participants. They compete for rewards provided by
patrons and the Department of Tourism, and rewards are proportional
to success in exemplifying the tradition as it is hallowed by the pa-
tronizing classes. The result, expressed in my terms, is summarized
in column 2. The groups are low on structural and ideological auton-
omy. They are, for their members, environments which structure ex-
perience in ways that duplicate the wider structuring of life in the
society at large. 2 They are environments which rehearse a set of
myths and values which freeze the past for the reward of an assured
niche in the dominant society. In a sense, despite their exotic Afro
experiences, they are kept groups, almost the opposite of intermediate
groups on all criteria.

In great contrast are the cult groups which Henfrey studied in
the bairro of Liberdade. The characteristics of these and similar
groups are sketched in column 3. Liberdade is, in terms of its loca-
tion, history, and the "informal-sector'" occupations of its inhabitants,
much less integrated into bourgeois society. The cults, as well as
samba groups, reflect and maintain the distance. On all dimensions,
as environments structuring experience and as groups preoccupied with
the creative conservation of a counter-culture, they seem to function
as intermediate groups. Like some of the CEBs with similar features,
their concern with autonomous community-building seems easily to lead
members into political activities against the status quo.

Column 4 seeks to encompass features of the Umbanda groups studied
by Renato Ortiz, Diana Brown, and others. These groups, as the previ-
ous discussion of the literature made clear, can in no way be con-
sidered intermediate groups. On the contrary, they contribute to the
reproduction of both patronage and bureaucratic authoritarian Brazil.
But the point of presenting Diagram 1 was to make something of a case
for the claim that these sorts of Afro-Brazilian cult groups are only
one among other types.

Afro-Brazilian Cults: The Campo Alegre Cases

The range in Afro-Brazilian spiritism that emerges from a survey
of the literature is reflected in the 14 different cult groups found
in Campo Alegre. In the remainder of this paper, I will highlight
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their diversity and examine the relationship between type of cult and
potential of the cult to generate intermediate groups.

The issues of autonomy and articulation of lower-class values and
perspectives will be treated through an examination of the extent to
which the cults accept or reject hegemonic values and perceptions. But
the criteria are not only ideological. Of each group selected here for
brief examination, I raise the question: how does the life of the
group structure the everyday experience of participants, vis—a-vis the
structuring entailed by the political, social, and economic realities
of everyday life in Campo Alegre?

All citizens of Campo Alegre——even with the relative ideological
pluralism of abertura--are enjoined, in a variety of ways, to see and
evaluate reality in terms of a code that I will call the Brazilian
national security code.43 The code is enjoined upon Brazilians in a
variety of ways—--most directly in explicit propaganda and the rhetoric:
of public occasions; most effectively in the hidden curricula of educa-
tional institutions and the everyday functioning of the political economy.

Key provisions of the national security code as it is received
at the grassroots of Brazilian society may be defined on the basis of
careful analysis of explicit messages received and message-laden oc-
casions experienced. That analysis warrants at least another paper;
but the provisions drawn out in such an analysis would include:

(1) the image of the good citizen as one who accepts and obeys
rational bureaucratic authority and understands the neces-
sity of a system of status and rewards grossly favoring
those with formal qualifications over those with few quali-
fications in the modern urban sectors of the economy;

(2) the equation of the State, the nation, and the society as
being but different names for the same organic entity pro-
ceeding from one pure stream of history toward the single
destiny of the successful national security State;

(3) the belief that loyal citizens and legitimate groups will
identify above all with the nation state and only second-
arily or not at all with class or region or ethnicity;

(4) the belief in formal, instrumental education as the source
of all worthwhile wisdom and the means for progress away
from individual and collective ignorance and poverty;

(5) the belief that civilization and Brazil's destiny as a
world power can be achieved through the triumph of white-
ness, European-ness, and hygiene over darkness, Indian-ness,
African-ness, and dirtiness; through the triumph of science
and modern technology over emotionality and ignorance;
through the taming and tapping of nature, above all Brazil's
wild, unused jungles;
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(6) the conception of Brazilian history as essentially in accord
with the history textbooks in which the remembered heroes
are great military commanders, conquerors of the hinterland,
modernizers, and defenders of order.

The question, then, is the extent to which the cults of Campo Alegre
adopt and rehearse these encodings of Brazilian reality. To what ex-
tent are the cults exactly as the hegemonic interpretation of Afro-
Brazilian spiritism claims them to be? To what extent do they func-
tion as intermediate groups resisting hegemony and rehearsing, in
viable community, the perceptions and evaluations of alternative
Brazils?

Pai Fuld, 79 years old and known as the pai de santo (literally
"the father of the saint"), is the leader of a Xangd cult. Xangd
is the name of an African spirit brought to Brazil, Cuba, and other
places in the Americas by West African slaves. Fuld's home is the cen-
ter for the cult, and fixed to the rendered mud outer wall is a sign
telling passersby that this is a:

terreiro dos cultos
africanos anago

sao joao

batista

"the place of the African Nagd cults, St. John the Baptist." The nam-
ing encapsulates a great deal about Fuld and his cult. Fuld is insis-—
tent on the African-ness of the cult. He is himself clearly of African
ancestry, as are many although by no means all of his cult members.

The Nagé cults are Yoruba in origin, and Fuld stresses the point: the
ritual chants of his house are in Nagd rather than Portuguese, because
Nagd is the language to which the great African spirits respond. As a
guardian and communicator of myth and ritual--the role that he considers
central and most important--Fuld passes on to his followers, preferably
while they are very young, enough Yoruba language and lore so that they
will be able to bear their spirits into the world.

But note that this is the place of the African cults called St.
John the Baptist. Fuld celebrates and recreates African-ness, but
uses the nomenclature of Christianity. In my first conversations with
him, he identified himself as a member of the Holy Roman Catholic and
Apostolic Church--each adjective carefully enunciated so that the cor-
rect formula might banish doubt. He pointed out to me that each of
the spirits whose image resides in the peji room of his house has both
an African and a Catholic saint's name: Yemanja, the spirit of the
waters and mother of many of the other great spirits, is Our Lady, Mary,
the mother of Jesus. Xangd, whose name is popularly given to the whole
cult, is represented by symbols of lightning and kingship, but his
character as dispenser of justice is emphasized in.his identification
as Saint Jeronimo.

In the naming of the house as in the naming and representation of
the spirits, Fuld's Xangd adopts outward forms and labels from appro-
priated aspects of the dominant religious culture. But the character
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of the spirits and the concerns of the house in relationship to them
remain, in the eyes of the group, essentially African. Fulo explains
that he is not of the cultura alta, the high culture, even when, in

my first conversations with him, he protested his good standing within
it. He and his sons and daughters in the saint (filhos e filhas de
santo) identify themselves with Brasil selvagem, savage Brazil, but
they do not reject Brasil selvagem nor do they accept the valuation
placed by the cultura alta on it.

TheZ are continuing an old tradition, investigated by Roger
Bastide, 4 in which the Catholic saints become masks for the orixas or
African spirits--and in doing so, the orixas and the ways of life in-
tegrated around them may avoid suppression.55 But it is the orixas
who rule and the mode of life which they require that persuades in
Fulo's group. Reinterpretation of the Christian saints and of the
cultura alta in general has been accomplished in terms of the values,
cognitions, and modes of relationship between man and nature and be-
tween man and man, distinctive of Brasil selvagem.

Indeed, if not in word, then in ritual action and symbol, Fuld
and his "family" construct alternatives to much of the cultura alta.
Their lives bear the stamp of poverty, but although they do not polit-
ically attack "the system'" head on, they reject its judgments of them
and assert an alternative identity for the poor. The Portuguese
language itself is denied its superiority in the Nagd chants--and it
is noteworthy that Nagd is used and taught by Fuld not as a priestly
language for mystery and the arcane but for the acquisition of a
counterculture: Fuld's Nagd does not mirror but exactly negates the
function of the traditional priests' Latin. The group's blood sacri-
fices ignore modern urban Brazil's rules of hygiene and separation
from raw nature--and for this alone members of other Afro-Brazilian
cults label followers of Xangd ignorant and uneducated. But sacri-
fice, Fuld explains, is one of the things that the spirits demand if
they are to infuse their followers with their diverse strengths and
protect them from harm.

Fulo and his group are even more profoundly countercultural in
their social relations. In a society where, even at the local level,
authority claims legitimation through formal qualifications and exper-
tise, Fuld exercises traditional authority--authority based on wisdom
passed on through the generations in deep personal relationships.

Fuld does not intend, nor is he expected, to hoard his wisdom as an
expert for specific functions; rather his standing relies on his trans-
posing his wisdom from his life to as many other lives as he can. His
proudest boast to me was that he has left communities of filhos and
filhas de santo all over Brazil--he has fulfilled his roles as "ambas-
sador of the spirits' and zelador (watchman) of the wisdom of Africa
and Brasil selvagem.

I do not want to suggest that Fuld's group is an antithesis of
modern Brazilian society, or that its encodings of reality exactly
negate the national security code. Fuld, as we have seen, and mem-
bers of his family in even greater degree, are ambivalent towards a
cultura alta that is itself multivalent. Fuld, I would say, is
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teacher/father in a counterculture--but counter to what? If entirely
counter to rational-bureaucratic authority, then for some members only
an alternative locus wherein to realize the continuing motif of patri-
monialism in the cultura alta. Counter to the exclusive pretensions of
those who accept white, specific, rationalist Brazil lock, stock, and
barrel, Fulo's Xangd does not yet arm for resistance, unless it is
with a potent sense of independence and confident apartness grounded
in ritually nurtured alternative history. But it is precisely that
sense, evident in interviews with Fulo and a core of cult members,
which would lead me to rate the group high on the dimensions of auton-
omy and articulation.

In addition to interview materials, the design and use of ritual
space by the group helps define its anti-hegemonic elements. We can
read this use of space through consideration of Diagram 2, which is a
sketch of the terreiro of the cult, Fulé's house. In Diagram 2 the
first thing to note is that the ritual space, the salao, is located
in a home: to receive the wisdom and strength of the spirits one has
to become a member of a household. In the salao itself, everything is
moveable: it is a space for learning through community-in-motion
rather than through the raised expert commanding, or pouring specific
chunks of knowledge into empty vessels. The peji is a place apart, but
not for individual therapy: when a member of the group is performing
his or her obligation to his spirit--which is also an obligation to
the group involving provision of a high-protein meal for all partici-
pants—-that member is secluded for a time in the special place of the
spirits. But the obligation is fulfilled only when the member emerges
from the peji, bearing his spirit in trance out into the group to move,
and move with, the others.

The case is not complete. A detailed consideration of biographies
of members, of the form of relationships between Fuld and members and
the history of the group itself, are all necessary parts of a full as-
sessment of the cult as an intermediate group. In fact, the story of
the group over the last five years suggests that it is as vulnerable
as the CEBs of Tacaimbo to the corrosions of absoluté poverty in the
context of the prevailing political economy. But it persists, and the
lives of core members of the group do suggest a carrying out into the
world of a critical stance toward the national security code. In
dealings with neighbors, the bureaucrats, the rich, and the powerful,
they show a coolness borne of partly willful marginality and a resil-
ience borne of confident identity.

In Diagram 3 we can read a very different sort of group and a
very different sort of leader in Dona Rosiria. Dona Rosaria comes to
her spiritist center from the state capital, 30 kilometers away. She
brings from her upper-class suburb a message to the poor. In the cen-
ter, she dispenses enlightenment, therapy, and goods to the needy.
Her center was originally a large barn that was made available to her
by the local prison authorities. She has transformed it to her purposes.

Note several of its features. 'Two thirds of the center are ar-
ranged as a classroom or lecture hall of the traditional kind. The
first third is set apart for what Fuld would call the cultura alta,




21

Diagram 2
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Diagram 3
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its personnel and its artifacts. Dona Rosaria and visiting dignitaries
speak from the table to an audience seated in rows--the very furniture
is arranged for passive reception of messages from experts.

The remaining third of the building is reserved for other forms
of dispensing from the cultura alta. In the cubicles, after hearing
the message, Dona Rosaria's audience may become clients. A client will
enter into the cubicle and an expert in spiritual currents will dispense
a therapeutic pass and sometimes counusclling baced on. the wisdom passed
on from the higher, purer spirits. Then, those in greatest need may be
given food and even clothing brought by Dona Rosaria from the Spiritist
Federation headquarters in the state capital.

Dona Rosaria's spirit world is tidily arranged. It is elaborately
structured from higher spirits, with Jesus Christ at the top, through
the great departed thinkers of Western civilization, down through lower
spirits--old slaves, cowboy spirits, the spirits of the strcct, and the
inarticulate caboclo and African spirits——and finally down to the evil
spirits of darkness, including the African Exiis. She professes the
beliefs of the Umbanda cult, although among Umbandistas hers is of the
kind most heavily influenced by the 19th-century European spiritualist
Alain Kardec and the least continuous with more African cults such as
Fulo's Xangd or Bahian Candomblé. Her exemplar is the great white me-
dium Chico Xavier, whose portrait hangs on. a screen behind the table.
Xavier has published books of prayers and revelations communicated by
superior spirits. And the superior spirits are not the African spirits
of Xangd or the caboclo Indian spirits, the cowboys, ex-slaves, and
street spirits of the Umbanda groups—-but spirits of departed white,
professional representatives of the cultura alta.

Much of Dona Rosaria's discourse departs from a framework of
oppositions: spirit vs. flesh; whiteness, light, lucidity, science,
and Christ vs. blackness, darkness, ignorance, superstition, and Satan.
Like most Umbandistas, she has borrowed the notion of Karma:  success
in this life is to prepare the spirit, in whatever walk of life, for a
higher, purer existence in the extraterrestrial plane and in the next
incarnation.

There is more of Dona Rosaria's spiritism and that of her follow-
ers to be elaborated, but an outline of world-view and predispositions
for social actions has, I hope, emerged. The predispositions may be
traced out in the life of a neighbor who introduced me to the group—-—
Maria José. Maria attends as often as she can for a complex of reasons.
The existence of a spirit world that impinges on this one is very real
to her, but so is the experience that nothing must take you too far
away from secure lines of patronage to the Brazil of the cultura alta.
Fuld's Xangd takes you too far away and offers nothing in return;
Rosaria's group offers needed strength from the spirits and a line for
material patronage as well. The center itself is well lit, clean, and
comfortable, and offers the schooling that seems necessary to get ahead
but which is otherwise unavailable to the Maria Josés of Northeast
Brazil. Her recent history suggests to me that Maria José leaves the
center hopeful that modernity will provide, distrustful of her judg-
ment because convinced of her ignorance, and accepting many of the
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claims of the national security code--the beneficence of its repre-
sentatives being demonstrated in Dona Rosiria's dispensing of expen-—
sive powdered milk to Maria José's adopted boy.

Maria José may help us toward a dialectical analysis of both her
own Kardecist Umbanda group and Fuld's Xangd. In particular, she sug-
gests an explanation for the correlative emergence of a military State
engineering Brazil towards identity with the national security code
and the spectacular expansion of the Umbanda cult, partly at the ex-
pense of Fuld's Xangd and the cults like it. Insofar as Umbanda
emerges out of a previous generation of African and Amcrindian spirit-
cults, it represents a triumphant re-shaping of the spirit world in
accordance with the national security code and the more diffuse cul-
tura alta.

The Maria Josés of Brazil find the re-shaping attractive because
it promises participation in the power, the comfortable ethos, and
even some of the material benefits of that world otherwise denied
them. And so, the spirits usher in the generals' version of moder-
nity, having first been tamed and re-ordered by it. Dona Rosaria,
gentle soul, has become a medium for what Harvey Cox calls '"the se-
duction of the spirit," in more ways than one.4® Her group is a
group for hegemony, and it is difficult to imagine in it any potential
for functioning as an intermediate group.

In Fulo's Xangd, on the other hand, the African spirits--or more
particularly, the way of life integrated around them--encode reality
in such a way as to predispose at least skepticism toward claims based
on the national security code. The spirits do not respond to the
blandishments of scientism nor are they reached by experts and bureau-
crats. They live in story and ritual, and rather less as signs to be
manipulated. They are not, themselves, of the cultura alta--in fact
Ex(i, one of the most powerful spirits, the controller of traffic be-
tween the seen and the unseen in Xangd, has become, in the more modern
cults and in the cultura alta itself, the lowest and darkest spirit of
all, Ex{-Satan.

A brief survey of some of the other cults helps us chart the
territory between Fuld's group and Dona Rosaria's. It also helps ex-—
plore the dimension of communal orientation in a classification of
cult potential for -generating intermediate groups.

Dona Dina's cult is of the Umbanda type, although much less Karde-
cist than Dona Rosaria's. Her salao is much more like Fuld's, and one
becomes a member through participation in ritual rather than through
exhortation. Dona Dina is herself a poor, illiterate fishing lady
and has no patronage to offer. She does, however, have what she and
her clients believe are special gifts of mediumship which can be drawn
on by individuals to provide advice and prescription in dealing with
the troubles of poverty. Through Dona Dina, her clients, usually pay-
ing clients, may receive help--not from the higher spirits but from the
wise, often rough-diamond Brazilian spirits such as the cowboy spirit
which she prefers.
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In Dona Dina's cult, there are certainly departures from the
Brazilian national security code: wisdom may reside in, and come
from, the lower orders--the old slaves, for example. On the other
hand, Dona Dina is herself an expert in magic, and is often feared as
such. She and her clients understand her central role to be that of
providing a service to individuals in trouble who need help to survive
in the system. Hers is not the role of builder of an alternative com-
munity with an alternative culture. Her religious code does not pre-
dispose toward translation of private troubles into community issues.
Her own discourse is full of the scientisms of the national security
code, and her spirit hierarchy conforms exactly to the social hier-
archy of that code.

One of her clients, Biu, may help us '"trace out'" Dona Dina's
cult into the world. Biu is an occasional client, seeking aid from
Dona Dina when in trouble, but avoiding participation in the cult be-
cause of fear of falling into trances. When worried that her de
facto husband might leave her and their young child, she goes to Dona
Dina for divination and advice, seeking, in the techniques of Afro-
Brazilian religion, aid to deal with her private troubles. She does
not go to cult leaders as frequently as some; the attempt at short-
range manipulation of everyday life through recourse to the spirits
has not become a way of life for Biu. But consultation with Dona Dina
and two other cult leaders is, for her, a normal part of crisis manage-
ment. And in her interpretations of her own behavior during crises in
her life, she has adopted the pathos of Dona Dina's type of Afro-
Brazilian spiritualism.47 She sees herself drawn by one or another
of the spirits to attempt suicide or even kill her child. It has be-
come part of her everyday conception of herself that she is, at times,
the passive victim of spirits who act upon her. She does not inter-
pret all of her behavior in this way, nor does she consistently at-
tribute the behavior of others to the workings of the spirits, as
some of Dona Dina's other customers do. But she deals with the crises
of poverty as though they were only private troubles generated by per-
sonal relationships with spirits who may themselves be manipulated
from time to time through cult leaders. Dona Dina is Biu's science;
the theology of the cult reinforces Biu's location of herself as one
who is born to the travails of poverty, subject to the darker, more
malevolent, lower spirits, needing expert help to hang on in modern,
urban Brazil.

Maria Pretinha (Little Black Mary), another of the cult leaders
whom Biu consults, sternly rejects the pathos with which Biu negoti-
ates her world. Anyone may be acted upon by the spirits, usually for
the better; but, as Maria Pretinha argues, and proclaims in her well-
organized, if poverty-stricken life, people are ultimately responsible
for their own actions, for their control over the spirits, for the
purification of their own spirits. Maria Pretinha negotiates her
world with irony, interpreting even her own sufferings as, in part at
least, due to the still unconscious weaknesses or deficiencies in her-
self that she must discover and control. She goes out from her cult
to assess and conduct life in a way that is strikingly similar to that
of many members of the Assembly of God: insisting sternly on the
necessity of traditional morality and self-discipline, allowing
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efficiency and order as the only legitimations of accepted hierarchy
and political authority. Unlike most members of the Assembly, however,
Maria Pretinha seems predisposed by her religion to distrust the
claims of experts and professionals to a monopoly of wisdom. She is
medium for a spirit who in his '"terrestrial' life was a sort of city
slicker, a wily Afro-Brazilian operator from the urban lower classes
who, despite his sins, picked up much wisdom and who has developed as
a spiritual and practical guide for the living through his relation-
ships with other spirits 'since his death. Maria criticizes her spirit
for his remaining rough edges, but also proclaims his merits as a sort
of lower-class hero who has battled upward from vice and ignorance to
a higher plane of development. She insists that he knows and under-
stands what many a learned doctor will never learn, and points out
that he dispenses counsel without pretensions and at a cheaper rate
than the officials from the higher classes. He is also wiser than
they are: he calls his clients not just to bandage immediate problems
but to turn to a new way of life, and most of his remedies, passed on
through Maria Pretinha, involve clients in some sort of activity for
their own spiritual development.48

There are many more cases to be considered along with Maria
Pretinha, Biu, Dona Dina, Maria José, Dona Rosaria, and Fuld and his
family. But the variations that constitute the Babel of the Afro-
Brazilian cults in Campo Alegre have been sufficiently suggested by
these cases to allow some assessment of varying potential of the cults
to function as intermediate groups.

As I have read and traced out the array of cases, I have been
persuaded that there are two quite divergent types of religiosity
present in the cults, distinguishing different individual believers. .
In that neater world which will be ‘the reward of all good sociologi-
cal typologizers, each of the cults would fall tidily into one or the
other type and we could predict that the religiosity of any one cult
member would correspond to the religiosity characterizing the cult.
In fact, I can suggest only tendencies along such lines.

One type of Afro-Brazilian religiosity evident in Campo Alegre
is primarily communal and is lived in groups that possess in relatively
high degree the qualities of intermediate groups. Those who experience
this type of religiosity are called in teaching and ritual to become
members of a distinctive historical community. The individual con-
ceives of his or her development as taking place in and through the
community's collective access to the spirits, who for all their power
are dependent on and obliged to the living. Misfortune for the in-
dividual, and for the community as a whole, is explained in ironic
terms--i.e., the sufferer will be held to have some responsibility for
suffering and will have to take an active part in dealing with suffer-
ing. Leaders are conceived of as communicators of communal wisdom
rather than as experts in the esoteric or as agents of higher culture.

The - other type of religiosity is individual and instrumental in
focus. Followers are involved in their cults as competitors to har-
ness the power of the spirits to private ends.*9 The individual member
seeks development by gaining competitive advantage and defensive cover
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through the expertise of the medium. His interpretations of misfortune
and chosen remedies connote a disposition of pathos: the sufferer has
been acted upen by forces beyond normal personal control, and restora-
tion is sought in therapies in which the medium's client is passive.
Leaders are primarily experts in the therapeutic techniques. The
spirits themselves are called on to serve for specified goals, rather
than, as is the case in communal religiosity, to draw participants into
a way of life.

Fuld's religiosity is of the first, communal, type; although I
cannot claim that all who frequent his cult or consult him as a power-
ful medium share his orientations. Maria Pretinha, despite her disin-
terest in the original African spirits and her moralistic individualism,
is also much nearer the communal type than any of the other cult lead-
ers. Dona Dina, although a medium for genuinely popular spitits, does
not seek to construct community around them: she is primarily a reli-
gious expert for clients to whom she is plausibly powerful. Her fol-
lowers, like Biu, approach her with a pathos she shares; they hope to
draw on the power which she in turn draws from the spirits. Dona
Rosaria, although as moralistic as Maria Pretinha, presents herself
and other visiting mediums as dispensers of therapy for the afflicted.
She enjoins change of heart and modernity and uprightness, but is not
concerned to achieve these ends through the development of community.
She and her spirits invite and entice Maria José upward, alone.

The individualist-instrumental type of Afro-Brazilian religiosity
is part and parcel of modern Brazil. In the cults in which it is
dominant and in the lives of those who manifest it, we may trace a
Gramscian movement in which the powerful in Brazil, through their con-
trol over symbols and over the means for survival and success, are.
powerful even over the spirits. And, as the spirits are transformed--
from exemplary historical heroes into colorful "inside-dopesters'--so
they come to serve the powerful and help subordinate the less power-
ful. Afro-Brazilian religiosity of the individualist-instrumental
type at once predisposes toward acceptance of the national security
code (if not always in toto) and parades its successful hegemony (if
sometimes incongruously) .

The communal type of religiosity, by contrast, provides a vocabu-
lary of motives, heroes, interpretations, and meanings which predis-
pose men and women to make their social worlds other than the powerful
desire. Afro-Brazilian religiosity of the type approached--with dif-
ferent pantheons of spirits and different emphases--by Fuld and Maria
Pretinha does not train revolutionaries to do battle with the generals.
My claim is milder than that. It is that a minor theme in the Babel of
Afro-Brazilian religion in Campo Alegre is incredulity before the
claims of upper-class modernity and the claims of the national security
code. Perhaps that is subversive far beyond the intentions of Fuld or
the suspicions of Dona Rosaria. That potential for long-term subver-
sion of a dominant order is what intermediate groups, unlike revolu-
tionary vanguards or radical parties, are all about.
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Conclusion

In the midst of the dramatic uncertainties of abertura, there is
still reason for a certain sense of deja vu. Perhaps the pendulum is
simply traversing its normal course over the last 50 years and moving
again from bureaucratic authoritarian rule to a functionally-unrepre-
sentative representative politics. There are historical indicators
that the Brazilian State is so strong, compared to civil society, that
it is only over the forms.of its hegemony that fools contest. Unless,
that is, civil society at its grassroots is rather unexpectedly devel-
oping muscle, so that a genuine deepening of democracy could take
place, despite the manipulativeness of so much that is called abertura.

I have been arguing that certain religious groups, even when they
are specifically religious in nature, constitute what I call interme-
diate groups: groups in which effectively marginalized people at the
grassroots may experience alternative Brazils and articulate their al-
ternative perceptions and values as they build community. Such groups
seem to be extraordinarily resilient in resisting hegemonic pressures.

Although I do not believe that the data allow for the euphoria
of some Church apologists for the CEBs, some CEBs do function as inter-
mediate groups. The wiliest guardians of the State have sensed that
they are faced with a new long-term danger. This danger might be
missed if we assess Brazilian politics through too narrow a focus on
what goes on in the still State-managed electoral arena rather than
through a focus which looks at developments such as CEBs in civil
society.

To an even greater extent—-and partly because there is no group
of Church triumphalists to attract attention--the phenomenon of some '
Afro-Brazilian cults as intermediate groups will be missed using the
narrow focus. But despite fragilities (not really examined here) and
ambiguities, a certain type of Afro-Brazilian cult group, illustrated
through some of my own case material, does function to encourage anti-
hegemonic sensibility. Speculation about what that means in the long
haul probably sorts us into camps of pessimists and optimists on the
prospects for the deepening of democracy anywhere. The resilience of
my informants in Campo Alegre has taught me to be an optimist.
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