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This PhD thesis tells a story of ambivalence — a story about Brazilian émigrés to Japan (Nikkeijin) who,
when living in Brazil, feel less than authentically “Brazilian” and who, having migrated to Japan, do not
regard themselves — and are not regarded by their host country — as genuinely “Japanese”. In essence it is a
story of a group of people that left their own country in order to feel fully part of it.

It is also a story about Umbanda, an Afro-Brazilian religion reckoned to be neither entirely
“universal” in its Brazilian birthplace, nor totally “local” in Japan — in other words an ambivalent religion,
adapting to new cultural contexts and the specific needs of its followers.

I contend that like the Buddhism, a universal religion that became local when taken to Brazil by
Japanese immigrants, Umbanda in Japan has also become local in the sense it strengthens the migrants ties
with their homeland.

Umbanda is a syncretic religion, a blend of Catholicism, Spiritism and Afro-religions. Umbanda’s
pantheon is composed of spiritual entities (caboclos, pretos-velhos, exus, baianos, etc) that represent the
Brazilian ethno-cultural diversity. Umbanda is constantly reinventing itself according to the socio-cultural
changes of the Brazilian society, which leads to the inclusion of new spiritual entities in its pantheon.

Umbanda was brought to Japan by the Brazilian migrants. Its Brazilianness and dynamism help the
Brazilian Nikkeijin migrants to handle several issues they have in Japan, such as their identity renegotiation
and their isolation from the Japanese mainstream society. Most of the Nikkeijin do not master the Japanese
cultural codes to fully integrate into the Japanese society. Thus, they realize in Japan that they were not as
Japanese as they thought to be while in Brazil. At that moment, they start to reconsider their ethno-cultural
notion of belonging. Umbanda’s strong Brazilian character helps the Nikkejin in this process by
strengthening their ties with Brazil. Umbanda’s ability of reinventing itself resulted in the inclusion of
Japanese spiritual entities (monks, samurais and doctors) in its pantheon. These Japanese spiritual entities act,

in the astral plane, as cultural intermediaries between less evolved Japanese spirits and the Brazilian spiritual
entities. I argue that this inclusion has two socio-symbolic meanings. At a local level it represents the tsuyaku
(interpreter), an important member of the Brazilian transnational community while at a transnational level it
represents the self-inclusion of the Nikkeijin in the Brazilian society. The first interpretation is based on the
reality of the Brazilian Nikkeijin in Japan. These migrants lack the required Japanese skills to interact with the
Japanese society, which makes most of them dependent on the members of the community who master
Portuguese and Japanese to communicate with the Japanese. The second interpretation is based on the
position the Brazilian Nikkeijin occupy in the Brazilian society. Although Umbanda’s spiritual entities usually
represent marginalized characters of the Brazilian society, the choice for Japanese characters, that occupy
high positions in the Japanese hierarchy, is justified by the position the Nikkeijin occupy in the Brazilian
society as a positive minority.

By reinforcing the Nikkeijin bond with Brazil Umbanda stresses its local nature. On the other hand,
Umbanda maintains in Japan its universal features. Actually, Umbanda has, in Japan and in Brazil, universal
and local elements. I argue that in Brazil Umbanda is a universal religion in its content, but it exploits local
and magic means to achieve its goal while in Japan Umbanda is a local religion in its content, but it uses
universal means to achieve its objective. I show in this study how Umbanda in Brazil uses the magic
interventions of the spiritual entities to become more universal, and how Umbanda in Japan handle charity in
order to preserve the Brazilian ethno-cultural heritage of the Brazilian Nikkeijin migrants. Thus, I contend that
the concepts of universal and local religions are not accurate to fully describe the bifocal (universal/local)
essence of Umbanda. To solve this theoretical problem I suggest two new concepts: “locally universal”, to
categorize Umbanda in Brazil, and “universally local” to classify Umbanda in Japan.

Umbanda’s local and universal characteristics that at first glance seemed contradictory, showed to
be complementary. This “ambivalent complementariness” enables Umbanda to deal with the Brazilian
Nikkeijin’s demands in several ways: (i) Umbanda helps these migrants to handle their identity renegotiation
by fortifying their connection with Brazil, and (ii) Umbanda aids them with some adaptation problems by
creating, at least in the symbolic/spiritual sphere, an environment where the Brazilian spirits work together
with the Japanese spirits that play the role of zsuyaku. This partnership reinforces the idea that the same kind
of integration can happen in the mundane world; (iij) Umbanda legitimates the Brazilian Nikkeijin’s Brazilian
identity by including Japanese spirits in its pantheon together with other ethnic groups that compose the
Brazilian society, and (iv) Umbanda encourages the interaction with the host society by promoting charity
activities.
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