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[0:00:00] 
Nadirah: Welcome to The African American Wisdom Summit, a production of The Shift 

Network. I'm Nadirah Adeye and we are so glad that you are joining us. I'm very 
excited to introduce our special guest, Arisika Razak, an Associate Professor of 
Women's Spirituality at the California Institute of Integral Studies, where she 
previously served as Director of Diversity, and Women's Spirituality Program 
Chair.  

 
 Her academic work integrates Africana Studies, Ethnic Studies, Women's Studies 

and Women's Spirituality, and she served as an inner city midwife for over 
twenty years. A participant in numerous civil and human rights struggles, Arisika 
has contributed to the development of holistic anti-racist practices and 
pedagogies, and has served as a facilitator for groups in conflict.  

 
 She has performed as a spiritual dancer nationally and internationally, 

integrating earth based spiritualities, women's health and healing, and local and 
global liberation struggles.  

 
 Arisika, it such a pleasure to have you join us today. Welcome to the call.  
 
Arisika: Thank you so much, Nadirah. I'm really grateful to The Shift Network for inviting 

me. I think the way that I'd really like to begin is to bring just a bit of ritual and 
healing into the space. Is that all right?  

 
Nadirah: That's perfectly okay. It'd be wonderful.  
 
Arisika: Okay. So network, I know that many of us are in different spaces as you're 

hearing my voice. But I'd like to suggest that we just take a deep breath and let it 
in and out. Feel your body wherever it is resting against the earth, against the 
feet of your chair.  

 
 Imagine for a moment that we were sitting somewhere in Africa. We might be 

sitting in East Africa, turning toward Mount Kilimanjaro, turning to look up at 
that sacred point in reference. We might be sitting under a great Bear Blob tree 
knowing that that is where the elders gather for discussions. We could be among 
the Yoruba in Osun Sacred Grove in Osogbo. 
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 Imagine that we are hearing the sounds of drums, the sound of rattles and 
shakers.  Know that we have poured libations onto the earth, libation for the 
ancestors.  

 
 In Africa, what we in the West call human beings are a collective that includes 

the dead, the living and the yet to be born. And the ancestors are those not 
simply who have died, but those who are worthy of being ancestors, who are 
worthy of advising the living, who care, who are manifestly aware of and care 
for, the destiny, the fate of those in their family lines and their lineages.  

 
 The beating of the drums is not simply the patter of hands onto skin. Although 

the drum itself is a great holistic symbol integrating the plant people, integrating 
the animals in terms of the skin. The drum is prepared with care, is honored. It 
too has libations poured over it when it is sanctified and consecrated.  

 
 The rhythms of the drums overlap in polyrhythmic symphony, in harmony and in 

dissonance. Sometimes bringing together dissonance trained into one great 
holistic pattern. The drums ready the human body. They make more alive, they 
raise our vibration so that the gods literally can descend into our body.  

 
 So that the deities can advise, approve and reprove the actions of the living. So 

that they can tell us stories. The great wisdom of Africa is embodied in these 
systems of rhythm that raise our vibration. So that we, if we are for example, in 
the lineage of Hongo, in his priesthood, we can handle fire without harm.  

 
 The lineage of the drums enables us to be able to speak with the ancestors here 

and throughout the realms of the diaspora. Feel for a moment the rhythm of 
your heartbeat. Know that you are connected to antecedents, to your ancestors, 
to pilgrimages and migrations and Diasporas, to the people of the African 
continent. And that their wisdom is alive and well in today's world.  

 
 Ashe.  
[0:05:05] 
Nadirah: Ashe.  
 
 So to begin, can you give us a brief overview of the embodied holistic and 

spiritual healing traditions of Africa and the African Diaspora?  
 
Arisika: Well, this is such a big question because as many of us are fond of saying. Africa 

is not a country. It is a continent. And so there are hundreds and hundreds of 
diverse tribal groups with their own beliefs, their own ritual, their own practices. 
There are the dry lands. There are those tropical rainforests. There are the 
deserts. 
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 And if we know anything about indigenous spirituality, we know that the prayers 
of people, the rituals of people are very place spaced so that in certain areas it is 
the rivers and streams that are most important. In other areas, it is the plain. In 
other areas, it is the mountains.  

 
 And so not only is there this great diversity of African tradition, there's also all 

the places that carry, maintain and embody the wisdom traditions of Africa. And 
so that is the diaspora that is in the United States of America, that is in Latin 
America, in many, many countries that is throughout the world, that is in Europe.  

 
 So that when I speak about African wisdom traditions, I'm making some 

generalizations. And understand that generalizations are only generally true. I'll 
speak sometimes of specific traditions as I have come to know them through 
study and travel. I'll make some generalizations that come from scholars.  

 
 But I think one of the things that we can speak of in terms of African American 

wisdom traditions are that they are holistic. They take account of a whole being. 
So that your heart and emotions, your physical body, your spirit and the 
spirituality of an embodied universe are all taken into account.  

 
 As I said in the opening, in many African cultures, the community that in the 

west is thought of as human includes the dead, the living and those yet to be 
born. It includes the plant people. It include sacred sites, a sacred tree perhaps in 
the village, a large sacred mountain, particular trees, particular rivers, streams. It 
can include the ocean.  

 
 All of these are felt to have an impact on the life of human beings. And there's 

great respect and reverence. Some writers say that the earth herself is where in 
many African tradition, the bodies of the dead are buried. And so the earth is a 
great place for the holder of when we place our hand, when we spit, in an 
African tradition, the saliva of the body is not dirty or bad in many traditions.  

 
 Not necessarily all, but the breath of spirit, the breath of the body is used on the 

earth. We feed the dead. We pour libation onto the earth so that we recognize 
that our actions are part of a great universe. That there are energies, powers, 
elemental forces, ancestral relatives, deities. And in many cases, a supreme 
being to which we pay homage, to which we offer reverence, to which we offer 
respect.  

 
 And that within this realm, there is a sacredness of the body, a sacredness of 

emotion, a sacredness of connection and interdependent being. One of the 
things that is said to be true about many African societies is that they had a 
collective orientation. So that we would say, "I am because we are." And that 
"we" takes part of many, many other beings.  
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 Some of which in the west are not considered a lie or sentient. Those traditions 

passed with a crucible of the Middle Passage, the Maatha, the terrible four to 
500 years of the slave trade.  

[0:10:00] 
 And in spite of the deep, deep horror of being packed sometimes 18 inches apart 

of lying so close together, the dead packed, chained to the living, the living 
chained to the sick, the moaning, the cries. African people survived. 

 
 So there is this great adaptability to many new circumstances to change. And I 

believe part of that ability to survive is based on our spirituality. I, like many, 
believe that when we were packed, people of different language groups, of 
different ages, of different circumstances, people who may even have been at 
war with each other, they collective, we moaned. We cried out.  

 
 Someone answered. Someone sang. Africa is the home of some of the great 

spiritual technologies. And while in the west we think of technologies as our 
development of great machine technologies. In Africa, the technologies of 
singing, dancing, motion. These are not afterthoughts or entertainment.  

 
 These are the way that we survive as human beings. That when everyone in the 

village died, when we were packed in those slave ships, it is our ability to cry out 
to spirit, it is our ability to moan, to release, to let flood our body the sound and 
cries of what is happening to us.  

 
 Those great technologies helped us survive the crucible of the Middle Passage. 

And in coming to the Americas, they helped us survive the killing field of the 
slave plantation.  

 
 In some areas and I speak as an African American, a citizen of this USA. We 

always focused on African American in the USA, but for example many of us 
don't know that the greatest part of Africans went to Brazil. So that there is a 
great diaspora. 

 
 And in the early slave years, say in Jamaica, it was cheaper to work slaves to 

death, to work them so hard that they died in two, three or five years. We 
survived these killing fields in part because we carried with us these sacred 
technologies that enliven the body, enlarge what the body can hold and carry.  

 
 And so the traditions of sacred songs, it's found in spiritual and gospel. The song 

that we sang in the Americas, where we cried out, where we took religion of our 
oppressors that was deigned to make us believe that our natural condition was 
to be slaves. And that we were under all pain. We were to obey our master.  
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 And if our masters were cruel, our reward was to be in heaven. But we took 
these doctrines and we turned them around. We made some verse of lyrics. 
When black people sang, "I got shoes. You got shoes. We're going to walk 
around heaven in our shoes."  

 
 In some states, it was illegal for enslaved Africans to wear shoes. We were 

affirming our humanity. We were affirming that we understood that we had a 
right as human beings to wear shoes. That we were not animals.  

 
 So that these great technologies that we carried in spite of the fact that in the 

USA, for example, except for certain areas in Louisiana that drumming was 
banned. Because the enslavers knew that we communicated through the drums. 
And that they were afraid that we would rebel, that we would use the drums.  

 
 And when we didn't have drums, we drummed on our bodies. We used the 

technologies of song and dance. When we were working in killing fields in the 
sun, we sang rhythmic chants that sometimes talked about the oppressor in 
coded language. We developed folk traditions about High John who the trickster 
figure descendant perhaps of Anansi the Spider.  

[0:15:05] 
 In West African tradition, we developed these traditions in which John outsmarts 

Ole Massa, outsmarts his wife. We held onto a tradition that said, "Yes, we are 
human beings and yes, we had living spirits." That while in fact there were 
debates at some point as to whether Africans or Native Americans had souls. 

 
 We knew that we had souls. And we are the descendants of people who used 

these what in the west are called art forms, but which really are deep, great and 
profound technologies. Now, Malidoma Somé talks about his dead father being 
danced home.  

 
 We use these tradition to survive and thrive. We use them to the eras of 

lynching in the south. We use them and we continue to innovate. We birthed 
jazz. We birthed cool. We birthed rap and hip-hop which are world-wide 
phenomenon.  

 
 We have been able not only to survive, but in many ways to thrive. Yes, 

oppression has especially in our move from the south and the era of segregation 
which was its own kind of living death. That in our move to the north and the 
racism of the north which still denied our humanity, we have continued to 
innovate and to create.  

 
 So our spiritualities are embodied. We sing about sexuality is not bad. Sobonfu 

Somé talks at one point about giving a workshop and she's asking people at 
some point in the workshop to move and to circle with their hips. And a Euro-
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American woman raises her hand and she says, "I was really taught not to move 
those parts of the body. They're dirty and bad."  

 
 And Sobonfu was just astounded. This is part of humanity. Our sexuality is what 

birthed the future. Our sexuality is part of our life. Our sexuality in African 
tradition is the gift of creator and of the Orisha.  

 
 So we do not denigrate sexuality. We do not denigrate the body. An African 

scholar once told me when I was a very young woman. He was talking about 
Yorubic traditions and he said, "You know, in my language, we don't have a high 
term for sex and a low or vernacular term. We don't have a bad name for 
genitalia. These are part of life. These are important parts of life. 

 
 There is one term. Everybody can use it. It can be spoken of at the dinner table." 

The Yoruba have a proverb and their language is full of proverbs. There's also the 
Igbo. These are both cultures in Nigeria.  

 
 And so one of the proverbs, the Yoruba proverbs is, "You cannot shit on the road 

and not find flies on your return." In English discourse, this is not something you 
would say. We might say feces. We might say defecate.  

 
 That language speaks to what it is. And it speaks to a reality. If human beings 

need to do what is part of their life, why would it be shameful? And again, times 
have changed.  

 
 The missionary in particular times of Christianity, there are liberative forms of 

Christianity. But there are also in the area of colonialism, there were in fact sects 
that came that wanted Africans to believe that all their ways were wrong and 
bad. 

 
 And so Christianity has had great inroads into Africa. So that some of the 

traditions are being lost. Even as in America some of our traditions got lost or 
broken or discounted. But those traditions, the source that we come from 
honored the body. It honored work.  

[0:20:00] 
 In America, the definition of femininity tends to be small, fair, delicate and 

dependent. And when I say fair, I do mean it in the ways in which the English 
language completes good and pure and clean with whiteness.  

 
 Femininity is small, fair, delicate, dependent. And in Africa, femininity because 

femininity is how we talk about what the culture assigned to what is considered 
the female. So what are the cultural norms for female bodied people? And in 
many, many societies in Africa, physical strength is feminine.  
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 It is expected that you will be strong, that you will be able to work in the fields. 
Among the Igbo, femininity is linked to Idemili, one of the goddesses. And she is 
an avatar so to speak of business acumen to be able to work in the market, to be 
skillful, to make money that you take home. That is part of an African definition 
of femininity.  

 
 It may also of course be linked to fertility and birthing, but in many African 

cultures, fertility is not simply something that women do that limit what you can 
do. Yes, there are taboos and protections around women, but fertility, the term 
"mother" is not simply a term for somebody who stays at home and just takes 
care of children.  

 
 It is a term that talks about your ability to manage worldly affair. The Yoruba 

have a term, "Iyalode" which means mother of the outside. It's the term for the 
chief market woman. It's the term for the woman who heads the women's 
society. It's the term for the chief priestess of Osun who in some areas only the 
chief priestess can crown the king.  

 
 And if she doesn't crown the king, well then there can be a whole constitutional 

crisis. So that the wisdom traditions of Africa are very strong. Well, we often 
think of African women as being browbeaten or in drudges. In many African 
societies, there's a complementarity.  

 
 It's not so much that women and men are seen as equal. It is that they are seen 

as being the owners of different spheres. And again, Christianity and colonialism 
broke much of this. Because in fact as Christianity came what in some societies 
that men did was retain somehow it wasn't traditional or religious.  

 
 It was more about, well of course men should run things. But among the Igbo for 

example, the women sacred society, the women's organization which were the 
ones that could actually call for sex strikes. They could actually if men were doing 
wrong to their wife, could not only meet and satirize the men in terms of songs.  

 
 They'd actually beat him up and in some cases kill men for their actions. These 

societies were seen as heathen and pagan. And those traditions were lost.  
 
 So coming to the States, the roles especially in the early black church when 

African American were newly free or in the north where churches were 
established for African American people because, for example, the Methodist 
Episcopal Church wanted to segregate people.  

 
 And so the African, the AME Church is born. The strong, powerful role of women 

in the church as mothers of the church, as women who had power, who were 
seen as powerful continue to endure. And while for example there are some 
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strains of conservatism and following the model that was of the patriarchal, 
Euro-American tradition. 

 
 Even at times when it was said that women could not preach in the church, there 

were always African American women who rose up, who heard the voice of God 
speaking to them who established churches, who led following, who prayed on 
the forests to trees, who talked to spirit.  

[0:25:04] 
 That tradition is not simply strictly African American. It goes back to our 

foremothers who were priestesses and healers and consorts. The idea of the 
community or sole mother and these are women even in traditional Africa where 
fertility is so highly prized.  

 
 And infertility is considered not simply a personal failure, but it talks at some 

point or can speak to a breakage in the covenant between you and spirit. 
Because in some traditions, the goal of existence is to come back and be born 
again and again and again.  

 
 So the loss, the inability to procreate can be seen as both a personal failing and a 

spiritual issue. Even in those cultures and societies in some point where there 
are large extended clans and family clan lineages are important. Not simply 
nuclear families or polygamous family.  

 
 A women who doesn't have children can relate to the children of her sister or 

can have a role in the community, can take in children. There's a very strong 
tradition among African Americans to out the diaspora doing what we call other 
mothering.  

 
 Some people feel that this is a retention of what happened in slavery when the 

children of African American women were sold away from them. And you hear 
and if you read the slave narrative, men and women talk about the piteous cries 
of mothers begging, begging when being auctioned to be sold with the child at 
their breast or the toddler. Not to be sold, not to be separated.  

 
 And that after slavery that African American people walked up and down 

through the steps trying to find their relatives. But during slavery, often women 
took in, mothered the children whose mothers had been taken away and sold.  

 
 And this thing that we could not always take in, take care simply of our own 

children. But we took in the children of others. There are some cultures that say 
that if a woman is raped, she and her family have been shamed. And that she's 
expected either to kill that child or to suicide.  
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 In slavery, we accepted the children of rape. And in later times, we have stories 
of a child, maybe an interracial child that maybe the mother who is white cannot 
acknowledge this child. And this child is left on the doorstep of an African 
American family.  

 
 I have that story in my very own family of taking in a child. We know that the 

child is a child of color. We don't know who that child is, but taking that child in. 
My father is from Belith. And one of the stories that my mother told me is that 
his grandmother was a midwife. And not only was she a midwife, she always had 
one or two pregnant girls, whose parents had kicked them out, who were living 
with her. 

 
 So this notion of that we make family, that children, all the children were our 

kids. That's one of our wisdom traditions. Unfortunately, in our migration to the 
north, in the mass incarceration that has happened to our young men and to a 
certain extent to our young women, in the flooding of African American 
communities with drugs, some of that community orientation has been lost in 
the ways that for so many people commodity culture flooded us in the great 
American way in which we honor the individual.  

 
 We don't honor groups. We have a well-known singing group and suddenly we 

pluck off one of the singers who's a top singer and they become it.  
[0:30:04] 
 We have begun to lose some of that sense. But the great tradition of African 

American coming directly out of Africa is this collective orientation. Lift as you 
climb, each one teach one. These are aphorism I grew up holding.  

 
 A woman who now teaches at the California Institute of Integral Psychology in 

one of the psych program actually interviewed me maybe 20 years ago. Because 
she was doing research on the individuation process of African American 
women.  

 
 And one of the things she told me is that the orientation of successful African 

American women to others, to helping others, to reaching out to others was 
much, much stronger than it was for Euro-Americans. So it is not dead.  

 
 But it is sometimes more strong among working class, where a friend of mine 

took in a young woman who's grandmother had been violently murdered and 
whose mother was in the Armed Forces and not as available, ended up staying 
with her boyfriend's mother.  

 
 The child was 15. And that boyfriend's mother, I'll call her Pamela. Pamela had 

worked her way up. She came to the Bay Area from Alabama. She said she began 
by cleaning toilets at Alta Bates.  
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 She was working for the City of Berkeley by day full time. She was going to 

school at night. She had four children including two who were under five. She 
had a teenage son. She had an older daughter. And she took in this young 
woman who had lost to violence a grandmother, who was as we say a handful. I 
don't know a lot of middle class women who would have done that.  

 
 I think I stopped for a moment because I thought I heard a question coming up.  
 
Nadirah: Well, can you speak to some of the highlights of the African American wisdom 

tradition or speak a bit more as a teacher of women's spirituality about how 
these traditions impact women and how they continue to empower women.  

 
Arisika: I think some of that collective orientation is really strong. So we talk about sister-

friend. We talk about girlfriend. We talk about having a posy. I've just recently 
been at the American Academy of Religion and National Women's Studies 
Association.  

 
 And both of them had some panels about the television show scandal and some 

of Shonda Rhimes' creation. And one of the things that a number of people said 
is the character of Olivia Pope is that she doesn't have a posy. She doesn't have 
girlfriends.  

 
 That if she'd been on a depression, somebody would have come knocking on her 

door. That most of us women in academia, women who are successful, even if 
they're not at our job site, we have sister-friends. We know the importance of 
being connected to other black women.  

 
 We know I think the importance of being involved in what it is that other folks 

are doing and saying. If you listen to some of the writers who are scholars of 
African American music -- well first, before I say that I should really talk about 
this connection to spirituality.  

 
 There's not a model that fits black church and black people have diverse 

spiritualities. So that many of us are Christians, but a lot of us are involved in 
African diasporan traditions whether they are Yoruba, whether they are Ashanti.  

 
 There are new thought traditions. There are black Buddhist. Tina Turner and 

Alice Walker are two of the fairly well-known black Buddhists. So we have a 
diversity of spiritual traditions and religious traditions.  

[0:35:13] 
 And I think most African American women and men are connected to spiritual 

traditions. If we think about black music traditions, we can think about the 
adaptability and the flexibility that they embody.  
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 So the African Americans come here to the States and they don't just play drums. 

Yes, we play drums. We keep our rhythmic traditions. But we go into these 
genres like jazz where we're working with saxophone. We're working with 
pianos. We're working with a whole bunch of Euro-American, European 
instruments.  

 
 And we create a genre that holds true to the way that diversity, dispirit, different 

multi-vocal, multi-patterned traditions are held. And I think that speaks to the 
diversity of African American traditions. That we are open to new things. That we 
evolve hip-hop. That we evolve musical genres that speak to the everyday, the 
ordinary, not just romantic love.  

 
 I remember a song that came out. I think it was the Nightshift by the 

Commodores just speaking about honoring the dead. That these traditions are 
alive in our musicality and in our lives. If I think about some and the songs there, 
the ways that hip-hop for example, the rhythms of those who went before, the 
ways that our musical genre whether they're the blues of the 1920s and '30.  

 
 And there are different blues traditions. There are blues traditions that allow us 

to speak to our sorrow and our oppression. And there are blues traditions that 
celebrate our erotic nature as women that claim our right to love.  

 
 I mean, before Alice talked about her woman's definition which she talks about 

the right of black women to love. Women, sexually and non-sexually. And men, 
sexually and non-sexually. And to have time for retreat space for reasons of 
health.  

 
 We have black women like Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith celebrating their erotic 

nature, celebrating the powers of their bodies. And that tradition comes all the 
way through.  

 
 Some people will trace their many arguments about whether Beyoncé really is or 

is not a feminist icon. But certainly we want to say this tradition in which black 
women name and celebrate and include in their definition of who they are.  

 
 Their right to love, who they wish and how they wish is certainly part of a 

wisdom tradition. I mean what wisdom is it to totally deny our sexuality. But 
certainly by that I don't mean to denigrate monastic traditions and celibate 
traditions which occur throughout the world. And there are traditions in Africa in 
which in terms of certain spiritual callings you did not procreate.  

 
 But those tended to be exceptional and not as usual. But these patterns in which 

we are very open to diversity, the Sangomas in South Africa are one of the 
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traditions where ancestrally you may be called to same sex loving as part of your 
commitment to spirit. 

 
 So I think the great diversity that at one level is embodied in the flexibility and 

the adaptability of our music is also reflected in the ways that we live our lives. 
And so I think that also the issue of mothering and other mothering which is still 
so alive among black people. I think that is a great support for black women.  

 
 Now, one of the really important things is that we are naming for ourselves also 

the issues where we struggle. There is incest in the black community. There is 
rape.  

[0:40:07] 
 But I think one of the things is that in Africa, women had voices. Sometimes 

those voices are more collective and communal. I talked about the issues of 
black women satirizing, coming in front of a man who's doing wrong and 
satirizing that person.  

 
 Well, I think the ways that black women decided to break their silence about 

rape, incest, sexual abuse of women, we see that in the writing of people like 
Michele Wallace. We see that in the writing of Alice Walker. We see that in the 
writing of a whole number of people who have named and claimed what is the 
underside, what is the underbelly of black life.  

 
 We see that in Ntozake Shange's writing. We have great wisdom tradition and 

that doesn't mean that oppression doesn't exist. That we don't have to struggle 
against it. So that kind of power is there.  

 
 There's a way that we take, we borrow, we remember, we bring back to the 

community what is sacred, what needs to be remembered. Many black people 
have family orientation. We used to talk because our great migration, the great 
move of people out of the south to the north was only in the last hundred years. 

 
 So if people left because of the real Repression, the Jim Crow, the Lynch Era. For 

many black people, I am 67, there was always a relation and connection to down 
home. Maya Angelou writes about going down home to live with her 
grandmother in the south. Many black children went to stay with their 
grandparents in the south.  

 
 So this tradition of family collectivity is one of the things that helps us to survive 

today. As a student of women spirituality, the other thing that I want to bring up 
is while today we often consider Africa as the rape capital of the world as we 
think of the rapes in the Congo, as we think of some of this endless focus on 
Africa, I think that we forget that there's also some very powerful traditions that 
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celebrate women sexuality and also talk about the power of the vulva to bless or 
curse.  

 
 And I've heard about this -- much of the wisdom of Africa is told in oral tradition 

in which you learn through initiation. Knowledge isn't just given to you because 
you come of a certain age. It's passed onto you because you joined a secret 
society, because you make the sacrifices, because you learn, because the elders 
certify you as learning.  

 
 So in some societies, it felt that there is a power particularly among elder women 

that when they stand naked, that they can curse or bless men. And this has been 
used as a tactic. I've read somewhere of an attempted tax for market women in 
the 1940s I think.  

 
 And the women, and this is in Nigeria, came out naked and there was no talk of 

taxing the market women. This also happened in more recent times as a 
demonstration against Shell. If you see the film Pray the Devil Back to Hell in 
which Liberian women who have come together as Muslim women and Christian 
woman to try and end the civil war, which is killing their children in which both 
sides are raping women.  

 
 And at some point wherein the rebels say, "We don't need to go to the peace 

table. We are winning. We're just going to kill everybody around the capital and 
we'll just get women from the countryside and repopulate."  

 
 And the women who were there whose daughters are in and around the capital. 

One of the women threatens to strip and you see the man from the OAU herding 
and saying, "No, no, no," herding the men back to the peace table.  

[0:45:05] 
 I was in Beijing talking to Somali women and they said they have a tradition 

called face stripping where they can herd warring clan lord back to the peace 
table. And we've heard a lot of different stories. Some of it is about the deep, 
deep taboo about seeing your mother or a woman of your mother's age, 
because women of your mother's age are called mother, naked.  

 
 In some cases, what I've also heard is that in societies where there may be more 

Islamic influenced to show your face to men who are not of the family is to say 
that they are not men. In other cases, the power that women because they have 
the power to give birth which is a spiritual power that is most pleasing to spirit.  

 
 There are many statues in which a woman squats, and what I've learned and this 

is among the Yoruba in West Africa, holding a stool or holding a tray that that 
squat is the position of woman giving birth. And that posture is a posture of 



Arisika Razak | February 11, 2016 | p. 14 

surrender to spirit. And it is most pleasing to deity and gives that woman the 
power that spirit has.  

 
 So there's so much wisdom in these traditions.  
 
Nadirah: As we're drawing to a close, do you have anything that you would like to leave 

our listeners with or next steps that they can consider or think on to incorporate 
some of the energy into their own lives?  

 
Arisika: I'm thinking about one of my favorite artist, one of many favorite artists, 

Earthlyn Manuel who's created something called "The Black Angel Cards" and 
who a lot of times when we talk about the sacred, the sacred feminine, the 
divine feminine. Even when we talk about sacredness, because in the west the 
sacred and secular are opposed.  

 
 So that in western tradition, we go to church on Sunday and then we do the rest 

of our lives. But in Africa, in the African American tradition, sacredness is also in 
the lives of ordinary women. It is in this extraordinary act of ordinary women 
doing what needs to be done to help the people survive.  

 
 So whether it's women in black lives doing political organizing, whether it's 

women struggling to take care of a family in the face of poverty, in the face of 
official institutional disrespect, these are sacred acts. Earthlyn's Black Angel 
Cards which she says are not a tarot deck, but really carrying the embodied 
wisdom of African American women.  

 
 Although she says they are for everyone. She has cards like quilter, the 

drummer. She has cards like the sister-friend, the reader, the seer. And these are 
we know in our culture that food is a sacred blessing.  

 
 When we talk about soul food, we are talking about food and collective 

gathering that not only feed the body, but feed spirit and hands are coming 
together. So there's a lot of the ordinary that is sacred. There's a lot of the 
ordinary that carries our wisdom tradition.  

 
 And so yes, even in the time of slavery when all we had were the ends, the 

intestines of the pig, the pig foot, we still made a cuisine out of that. I 
periodically laugh as I hear some radio show where they're taking ham hocks and 
suddenly they're making it gourmet cuisine. Because this is what our people 
lived on.  

[0:50:06] 
 And out of that necessity, we birthed things that were beautiful. And somebody 

said to me once about Kentucky fried chicken. "Well, if there was colonel and he 
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was in Kentucky, you know it was not him that was in the kitchen making that 
chicken." 

 
 So our wisdom is accessible. Our wisdom is ordinary. Our wisdom is 

extraordinary and it doesn't get the due. The fact that I say that it's accessible, 
you can turn on our music and hear it, it doesn't mean that I think that 
everybody should just go out there and make a video doing a rap, especially not 
without crediting us.  

 
 The innovations that African Americans have created in terms of music because 

we name and claim the reality of what is. We speak truth to power. We've 
always done that. Regardless of the oppression of women, we have always done 
that.   

 
 So while I know that there are misogynistic strains in rap and there are 

humanistic strains in rap, we have always spoken truth to power. And yet we 
very rarely get the credit for the genres that we create. Yes, it is accessible. Yes, 
it needs to be celebrate.  

 
 But it also needs to be honored and named. This is the source. It was born out of 

our oppression. It transcends that oppression. And yes, cultures change, people 
borrow, but let's honor the source. Let's say where it came from.  

 
 Let's not simply borrow the pieces we like. Cornrows for example, well braids 

because braids maybe a term that our listening audience maybe more familiar 
did. When Bo Derek wore braids like 20 years ago, suddenly it was a fashion 
statement.  

 
 White popstars wore braids or dreads all the time. They're considered hip and 

cool. But here a black woman, I've talked to women who can't work as a dental 
hygienist, who can't work as a nurse if they wore dreads or braids. So let's be 
aware, aware of what other people's privileges allow them to use and borrow.  

 
 These things are not simply to be taken. They come from a source. Alice Walker 

once was at a film showing of some show and some Euro-American woman 
behind her said to her something about her dreads and how did she get it. And 
Alice turned to her and said, "African ancestry." 

 
 So let's be clear about where these things that are so taken advantaged of comes 

up. I think the great gift, if I wanted to summarize, that African and African 
American wisdom tradition honor the whole person, honor the body and all the 
diversity in its sexuality.  
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 We don't say lower and upper chakras. We honor the whole. That we honor that 
our music traditions are as high as spirit. I used to go, I still go to a women's 
drum camp and while I'll never be a great drummer, I just go to immerse in the 
drumming.  

 
 After about the fifth year, I understood the profound intellectual knowledge that 

comes in drumming. And a lot of things that talk about how do you braid right 
brain and left brain, what does it mean? These patterns are embodied in our 
rhythmic traditions. That music and that no, everybody's not a great singer or 
dance.  

 
 But what I understand is there's this proverb, "If you can talk, you can sing. If you 

can walk, you can dance." And what that means is of course they're exceptional 
singers and dancers. But in African American tradition, there's congregational 
singing. Yes, that's the singing of the congregation. There's the singing of the 
choir, the trained harmonies, all of that and that's beautiful. But there's also the 
singing of the congregation.  

[0:55:01] 
 
 And as Bernice Reagon Johnson used to say during the Civil Rights Era she said, 

"People would be in a church because where you gathered. And sure as rain, the 
sheriff would come in. Him and his boys, he'd be taking names and people knew 
their shack could be bombed the next day. They could be taken out and beaten 
as happened to Fannie Lou Hamer." 

 
 No recourse, no law. And first of course people would get afraid. And she said, 

"Always, always, always somebody would start a song." And the congregation 
would take it up and the air in the room would change.  

 
 We have produced an accessible vernacular that helps us face docks and chain 

and slavery and lynching and the oppressing of the north. Because we know that 
when we sing, the very vibration of our bodies change. When we come together 
to dance even if we have no money, even if they are calling us everything, but a 
child of God.  

 
 For those moments, we are free. That is one of the great wisdom traditions. 

When we are incarcerated, we sang. You can look up at the Chain Gang song. We 
sing because from that moment we know under the worst tradition, under the 
worst oppression that can be thrown at us that we are children of spirit.  

 
Nadirah: Thank you, Arisika, for taking the time to speak with us. And thank you, all, for 

listening to this session. Be sure to join us for the next session.  
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