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Introduction

The Catholicism of more than one postcolonial
group in the New World has been descril?ed as a
surface veneer masking a much deeper commitment to
non-European cultural forms and values. A number of
careful studies have been done of Haitian voodoo and
the authors generally allude in pas§ing to th
superficial nature of Catholic elements in the cult.
My own research among Haitian peasants has turned up
a number of important non-Christian elefngnts. 'But in
this chapter, I will show that the religious lives of
even the most ardent Voodoo cultists are not qnly
permeated with, but clearly dominated b , the rites
and beliefs of institutional Catholicism in a manner
that renders empirically untenable, and theoretically
questionable, any statements about "non-Wc?s?ern
religion. I will further show that such rehglot}s
subordination has been created, not by the .Cathohc
Church itself, but by Haitian rulers. And 1 will argue
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that the conventional downplaying of these western
elements in the analysis of New World folk-cults
Creates theoretical obstacles to the accurate
identification of a major mechanism of postcolonial
dependence. In proposing such an analysis, I will be
addressing myself to the larger issue of the social and
political functions of religion in general, and will
hopefully be contributing to a reassessment of other
New World postcolonial cults which have also been
labeled, perhaps prematurely, as "non-western."

Of the many factors which have changed the
conduct of anthropological inquiry in recent years,
among the most compelling is a growing disciplinary
consensus that in most contemporary settings, local
patterns cannot be understood without reference to
various external forces which may have shaped, or
even engendered, these local patterns. The use of
such a perspective is not restricted to the analysis of
economic or political phenomena. FEven religion --
especially religion, some might say -- can be examined
in the light of functional linkages with other spheres.

But even if an analyst accepts one or another
variant of this general research perspective, he will
soon find himself at a crossroads, forced to choose
between two conceptual paths which appear to lead in
opposite directions. One option, in an extreme form,
would view religion simply as a tool of political
domination.  With respect to Latin America, the
colonial origins of Catholicism, the continuing European
or North American provenance of much of the clergy,
the demonstrated historical and contemporary links
between Church and ruling groups, the generalized
messages advocating patience and submission in the
context of an other-wordly perspective -- all of these
add fuel to a view that dismisses traditional religion
as an obstacle to change.

But even within this perspective, an opposite view
of religion could find support. Looking at the variety
and details of folk-cults in Latin America and the
Caribbean, one sees manifestations of what could easily
be identified as forms of de facto resistance and
maneuver. In this view, the interplay between
institutional religion and folk religion could be
interpreted as one more window through which to view
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the larger drama of less powerful groups coping,
adapting, and surviving in the face of external forces.
The non-institutional elements may be a survival from
some ancient tradition, or they may be new creations
which emerge as a response to the presence of alien
forces. But in either case their persistence and vigor
could be interpreted as a manifestation, on the
symbolic level, of a cultural vitality, a refusal to
"succumb," which has political and economic dimensions
as well. Far from invalidating such an interpretation,
the comic disdain with which such cults may be
treated by members of the established clergy or by
local elites merely reinforces the perception that
important stratificational dynamics are being reflected
in ritual and theological spheres.

It would be foolish to insist on an exclusive
commitment to one or another of the above views --
religion as mechanism of integration/subjugation, and
religion as tool of community autonomy. Neither view
is inherently more powerful or correct than the other.
Each of the frameworks is subject to misuse --
dogmatic debunking on the one hand, indiscriminate
romanticism on the other. A more empirically sound
approach to the dilemma would consider the
instrumental dimensions of this or that cult as a
matter to be settled by empirical research. But even
this open approach runs into snags, because cults
generally cannot be globally assigned with any
permanence or conviction to one or another of these
broad instrumental frames. Not only can a cult
change over time, but even at a given point externally
integrative forces and locally adaptive dynamics will be
found operating side by side in one and the same cult,

The following pages will deal with this issue by
examining the manner in which each of these functions
is separately facilitated within Haitian voodoo, and by
describing the nature of the compromise that is
reached when both themes run clearly in the same
cult. The material will be drawn from an examination
of Haitian peasant voodoo as practiced in the village
of Kinanbwa where 1 carried out nearly two years of

fieldwork.2 Though voodoo was not the major focus of

research in this village of some 1200 people, during

the course of fieldwork I attended several dozen
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ceremonies of various types (many of which were
tape-recorded), gathered quantitative data on the
religious participation of all village households, and
systematically interviewed selected villagers, asking for
explanations and interpretations of cult-related
occurrences. These interviews, which frequently
entailed several sessions, were tape-recorded and
transcribed verbatim. It soon became clear that a
modified version of the integrative/adaptative paradox
was a striking feature of the domestic voodoo of the
village. Though the openly revolutionary functions of
the cult as reported during the slave-revolt of the
1790s and, much later, in the caco movements that
were to be put wn by the U.S. marines in the
twentieth century,” had receded in the context of
settled village life, there were a number of impressive,
in some ways startling, community-serving functions
that the cult had come to take on, adapting itself to
certain dimensions of local agrarian existence. But of
equal strength was the opposite theme, mentioned
above, the theme of continuing integration into larger
"Western" structures.

From the details of this particular cult, then, I
will attempt to extrapolate some general questions and
forge some general hypotheses, specifying which
elements in a religion tend to be used by local groups
to solve local problems and which features of religion
in contrast appear to be used to tie local groups to
outside structures. This question is especially
appropriate in the case of postcolonial societies where
poverty-generated crises in health, livelihood, and other
spheres activate local religious activity on the one
hand, but where the demands of integration into
national structures simultaneously pave the way for the
integrating and subordinating functions of religion.

My argument in this paper will be that the
instrumental duality of folk-cults -- their simultaneous
service to local groups and to larger societal forces --
can be empirically unravelled into discrete domains
which specialize in one or the other emphasis. The
argument will run as follows: with respect to rituals,
it would appear that a persisting dominance of
institutionalized elements is more likely to occur in
that subset of rituals generally termed the Rites of
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Passage. In other words, though there is latitude of
maneuver available to the practitioners in healing
rituals, domestic rituals, and others, there appear to be
stronger constraints in the social Rites of Passage, and
these rites will in turn serve as the ritual "handles"
used by external groups to impose behaviors and
attitudes on local groups.

In terms of theology, there appears to be a
special niche in the pantheon of postcolonial cults
reserved for the preservation of powerful colonial
symbols. This is the niche of Supreme Being. Though
the domain of lesser spirits is animated by a variety
of local and African spirits, the Supreme Being of
many postcolonial cults appears to remain a reflection
and legitimizer of the external forces of society, and
is less amenable to incorporation into, or manipulation
by, folk rites. The basic thrust of this viewpoint is
compatible with general anthropological views on
religion in state societies with culturally distinct
subgroups. But it is the structure of Haitian peasant
voodoo that has generated the specific hypotheses, and
it is to this cult that I will now turn.

Voodoo in Contemporary Peasant Life

Haiti presents especially appropriate conditions
for the exploration of functional duality in folk
religion. The five and a half million people -- largely
of African descent -- who crowd into the 11,000
square miles of Haitian territory find themselves
involved in both of the above discussed currents.
Heavily rural (about eighty-five per cent), generally
isolated from easy access to modern medical services,
the population of Haiti has had ample reason to
elaborate a ritual system for the solution of local
problems. But the presence of a central government,
the objectively maintained and subjectively perceived
status of the Haitian peasant as a member of a nation
state, has simultaneously maintained conditions for the
preservation of the centripetal, integrative dimension
of religion.
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Theological and Ritual Overview

A discussion of voodoo should perhaps begin with
a comment on the term voodoo itself. This word
generally conjures up, for English-speaking readers,
images of sorcery and magical death. Though such
beliefs are present in the folk religion of rural Haiti,
they play a subordinate role to other elements which
will be discussed here. To avoid incorrect
connotations, many analysts have adopted the practice
of calling the cult by the creole name vodod. This
practice, however, may lead to the equally incorrect
impression that the Haitian peasants call their religion

vodod. They do not. In their vocabulary, a vodol is

simply a type of dance, both religious and Eecreational,
which is merely one element in the cult.” They have
no name for the cult as such. If one wants to inquire
whether an individual is a "practitioner of voodoo," the
question is best formulated as: "éské ou kon sévi lwa,"
(do you serve the lwa)? The lwa are the major spirits
in voodoo, and those who practice the cult are said to
be serving their lwa.

How many people in Haiti serve the lwa?
Statistics are hard to come by and are not reliable.
Not everyone in Haiti -- not even everyone in rural
Haiti -- serves the lwa. In addition to a growing
number of converts to one or another Protestant sects,
there is a substantial number of Catholics who publicly
eschew the lwa and their services. These individuals
refer to themselves as "pure Catholics" (katolik fra).
In the village of Kinanbwa, most practitioners of
voodoo were relatively open about their adherence to
ancestral lwa. On being questioned as to their
religious behavior, some eighty-five per cent of all
village adults of both sexes (N=421) turned out to be
Catholics. However, fewer than three out of ten of
these Catholics claimed to be "pure Catholics." The
others openly stated that, in addition, they were
servants of their family lwa. It is not possible to say
how representative these figures from a single
community are. We can suspect some underreporting,
on the one hand. In view of historically recent
attacks on voodoo by different governments,
dissimulation tends to take the form of denying voodoo
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when it is practiced rather than claiming it when it is
not. On the other hand, Kinanbwa is located in a
region reputed to be exceptionally heavy in voodoo. A
conservative estimate would state that almost certainly
more than half of the population of rural Haiti, but
probably not more than three-fourths, are publicly
avowed servants of their lwa.

Who are these lwa, and how does one serve
them? Capsule descriptions of voodoo should be used
cautiously. More than one houngan (voodoo priest)
warned me against believing explanations which his
competitors (or ordinary villagers) had given me of
voodoo. "There are some /[meaning himself/ who know
more than others." But such claims to special insight
are not restricted to houngans. One of the central
features of the cult appears to be an enigmatic power
to convert even its students into blind men, each
convinced that his own handle on the cult at last
penetrates to its essence, its secrets, free from the
blind-spots that have inevi;ably led predecessors into
peripheral analytic tagents.

A Dbalanced discussion would begin with an
important distinction which anthropologist Alfred
Metraux (gwakes between "public voodoo" and "domestic
voodoo."® Public voodoo of special cult centers,
generally run by locally prominent houngans, is
frequently characterized by elaborate ritual
paraphernalia and impressive ritual elegance. Only a
fractional percentage of servants of the lwa are in any
way affiliated to such a center, The vast majority of
people who serve the lwa do so on their own land, and
in their own compounds, homes, and domestic shrines.
This is domestic voodoo. In terms of ritual and belief,
it differs substantially from the public voodoo that one
sees in urban centers (and that one generally reads
about in the literature). - The voodoo to be discussed
here is domestic voodoo; perhaps "peasant voodoo"
would be a better term.

It is difficult, but not impossible, to sum up
peasant voodoo, as practiced in the village of
Kinanbwa. Cutting through a morass of ritual and
theological detail, one can glimpse the outlines of a
cult which has as one of its major focal themes th
ritual contacting and appeasing of ancestral spirits.
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The lwa are conceived by the villagers to be distant
ancestors whose personal names have been forgotten.
In addition to serving the lwa , practitioners also pay
various types of homage to their dead parents. In
terms of theological focus, then, voodoo could be seen
as a combined ancestor cult and cult of the dead
(features that are probably of African derivation).
There are non-ancestral elements in voodoo; some
people purchase alien lwa to get rich, to do harm, or
for a number of other reasons. But in the rural areas
these are still subsidiary and somewhat feared
sidelines. Most ritual emphasis in Kinanbwa is given
to interacting with one's own ancestors.

As is true with most folk religions, there are
local "specialists" who are more skillful than the
average person in interpreting and dealing with the
spirit world. These specialists are generally referred
to as houngans (or mambos if they are women). The
peasants of Kinanbwa distinguish between two types of
houngans. There is a small numﬁbe{ °£ formally
initiated specialists referred to as ouga asd, the aso
being the sacred gourde rattle given to those who pass
through the initiation ceremony called kizo. There are
also many houngans whose powers came solely through
enlightenment by their own family lwa. These were
called by the villagers oligd makout (basket houngans)
or, significantly, olgd Giné (African houngans). These
two types of houngans differ from each other in many
ways. But organizationally neither of them belongs to
any hierarchy. And though the initiated houngans tend
to have more elaborate cult centers adjacent to their
homes, in no real sense do they or the houngan makout
have any "congregation" in the community.

To clarify the role of the houngan , it is
important to point out that, within the above
mentioned framework of theological emphasis on
ancestor spirits, it is nonetheless sickness and death
which provide the major life-crisis contexts in which
voodoo ritual is actually undertaken. The voodoo of
Kinanbwa takes on the dimensions of a folk medical
system in which illness tends to be attributed to angry
ancestors and in which the rituals performed function
at a manifest level to appease the ancestors and cure
the illness. Several types of rituals can be
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distinguished.  There are divinatory rituals, whose
purpose is to ascertain the cause of illness and tt}e
path of appeasement. There are healing rituals, in
which a specialist interacts directly with a sick person
to cure him. There are propitiatory rituals, in which
food and drink are offered to specific spirits to make
them stop attacking. There are preventive rituals, in
which -- even in the absence of sickness -- one's
ancestors in general are given sacritices to head off
possible anger. And there are recreational rituals
whose stated purpose is to permit the lwa to dance,
act up (bbbché) , and in general, have a good time
(pr8 amizmi-yo). These latter ceremonies are the
famous "voodoo" dances which so attract tourists who,
though they think they are seeing the "real thing" are
usually witnessing an embellished version of a ritual
which is in fact a light-hearted social finale to the
much more serious domestic riguals in which food and
drink are offered to ancestors.

Summing up peasant voodoo in an anthropological
nutshell, then, the picture that emerges from Kinanbwa
is that of a quite unmysterious form of ancestor cult
whose principal ritual activities focus on jthe
phenomena of sickness, death, healing, and burial.

Peasantized Theology

A descriptive summary is merely the first step in
understanding a cult. The ethnographic data which
permit such an overview will also, when reexamined in
the light of the theoretical propositions forwarded in
the introduction to this paper, reveal the operation of
deeper dynamics as well. It was proposed that a
folk-cult such as voodoo has two faces. One face
looks inward at, and adapts itself to, the needs of
local communities. The other face looks outward and
provides a portal through which community-external
forces secure a controlling handle on certain aspects
of local life and thought.

The absence of formal ecclesiastical constraints
during the formative years of Haitian society has
endowed local ritual and belief with a leeway that is
perhaps unusual even in the Caribbean context. In
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many ways, Haitian folk ritual has pursued its own
course. One manifestation of this leeway is found,
perhaps paradoxically, in the phenomenon which first
impressed students of Haitian folk religion; the
retention of Africanisms. The virtual absence of
European ecclesiastical inputs throughout most of the
nineteenth century encouraged a much greater quotient
of direct African cultural retentions than is found, for
example, in Jamaican religion, where emancipation
proceeded under the tutelage of various British
religious groups.

The search for Africanisms, so avidly pioneered
by Herskovits earlier in this century, has fallen into
anthropological disfavor in some quarters. But
fieldwork in Kananbwa lends impressive support to the
notion that some traits made their way across the
Atlantic relatively intact. The theological emphasis on
ancestor ritual appears to be incontestably African, as
African as the names of many of the spirits that are
served -- D&bala, Ogol, Bosou. The centrality of
drumming as the major musical mode, and other types
of percussion instruments as appendages, is of clear
African derivation, as is the dancing and choral singing
which accompanies the drumming. I am convinced that
spirit possession as a major cult feature is also an
African retention. There were certainly no models in
French Catholicism for this phenomenon.

But analysis may miss important domains, if
attention on the African derivations of many elements
is permitted to draw attention away from the creative
new adaptations that have been worked out. That is,
the churchlessness of nineteenth century Haiti removed
certain theological and ritual constraints from religious
behavior and has permitted the emergence of a folk
system that is finely tuned to the structure and
demands of the particular agrarian context in which it
took root. Stated briefly, what impresses most about
ritual Haitian voodoo is not the African derivation of
so many elements, but rather the general penetration
of a peasantized focus in both theology and ritual, a
focus produced as the rural population adapted its
religion to the realities of its daily life.

: The results of this adaptation can be seen in
village theology, in that set of concepts which guide
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local understanding of the spirit world. The literature
refers to the major lwa as though they were universal
spirits. Dabala Wedo, for example, is depicted as an
Africa serpent god. Ogol Féray is depicted as the god
of metal and war. There is presumably one Dabala
Wedo and one Ogoli Féray. The Dabala who possesses
a person in Kinanbwa is the same Dabala who
possesses someone in Port-au-Prince. But this is not
the manner in which the villagers conceputalize things.
In village theology there is no such thing as the
Dabala Wedo or the Ogol Féray. There are thousands
and thousands of Iwas -- and every family has its own.
What has happended is that spirit names such as
Dabala Wedo or Ogod Féray, which in Africa referred
to single spirits (analogous to the Christian term St.
Michael, for example), in the theology of Kinanbwa
now refer to types -- or nations -- of spirits, and one's
own ancestors can turn into a member of this or that
nation. The name DA&bala, thus, rather than being like
the name St. Michael -- a particular angel -- is now
more analagous to the Judeo-Christian term Cherub or
Seraph, a type of angel rather than a specific angel.
Thus, in village theology every family has
ancestors who have turned into dabalas, ancestors who
have turned into ogous, and ancestors who have turned
into every other type of spirit -- such as Bosou, Ezili,
Azaka, and so on through the whole voodoo pantheon.
But the matter goes further: every individual has
dabala ancestors on his father's side and a separate
contingent of dabala ancestors on his mother's side.
When a child is sick, the villager will not usually say,
"Bosou is grabbing my child." He will say, rather, "it
is a bosou on my father's side." The general use of
the indefinite article before the lwa name is indicative
of a deep-rooted theological metamorphosis. In its
essence, this metamorphosis has consisted of a
thorough familialization of local theology. Spirits such

as D3bala and Ogol, who in Africa were conceived as

single spirts worshipped by different kin-groups, have
been theologically fragmented in rural Haiti, such that
each individual or sibling group is conceived of as
inheriting separate dabalas and ogols , just as they
inherit separate plots of ground.
The genesis of this theological metamorphosis is
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perhaps to be found in the structural transformation
that came over nineteenth century rural Haiti. The
centrally controlled plantation had .ceded to the
individually controlled smallholding. As part of the
same transformation, ritual itself tended to become
familialized, as elder males in each kin-group assumed
the role of cult leaders for their particular compound.
But if each kin-group had its own separate land, as
part of the same dynamic, each kin-group came to be
viewed as having its own separate spirits. The spirits
were not parcelled off by name -- one kin-group
having Ezili, another Bosou, or the like. Rather each
kin-group has the full complement of all locally served
spirits. But each has a separate contingent, the
Bosous which I serve being similar to but distinct from
the spirits served by my neighbors. 1 am suggesting,
in short, that the striking shift toward a pantheon
composed of separate contingents of spirits may have
structural underpinnings on the nineteenth century
emergence of kin-based interest in specific blocs of
land. Former land abundance has been replaced by
land scarcity. Today rituals led by family elders have
been increasingly supplanted by rituals in which a paid
specialist plays the leading roles. But in the village
of Kinanbwa, subsequent ritual changes have adapted
themselves to a core of highly familialized theology
which may itself have been the product of adaptation
to the economic transformation which had given birth
to a peasant society.

Adaptative Ritual

The familialization of much of the pantheon
concerns an adaptative shift that took place in the
theological sphere. Perhaps even more remarkable,
however, is a recently observed pattern by which rural
Haitian ancestor rituals, especially those connected to
healing and death, serve the latent function of
maintaining a constant stream of land available for
purchase, while at the same time militating against the
intergenerational perpetration of landholding
differentials within the rural community. The
dynamics of this ritually governed resource control have
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been discussed elsewhere and will be briefly outlined

here.10

Population growth has placed several types of
pressure on the local agrarian system. The stress did
not manifest itself, however, in the forms of absolute
food shortages. The earliest systematic effect of
population growth, rather, was to make it difficult for
parents to follow traditional patterns with respect to
helping their male children into economic autonomy.
Traditionally, parents would provisionally lend to males
in their late teens one or more plots of land. This
custom, which arose during the land-abundant days of
the nineteenth century, became increasingly difficult
for each generation, as average holding size plunged.
The result was a situation in which individuals would
have to wait until parents died before gaining access
to even a tiny plot of land via the inheritance route.

Far from reacting passively to this situation, the
population executed, as it were, a systematic maneuver
in which they placed increasing reliance on a different
land transfer strategy: one that relies more heavily on
mechanisms of sharecropping and land purchasing.
Quantitative data indicate that young men now
generally achieve economic autonomy by working as
tenant sharecroppers on the land of other community
members. They start purchasing land in their
mid-thirties and early forties, and by the time they
are fifty, will themselves be local landlords lending out
some of their land to younger tenants on a
sharecropping basis. Though the system is still under
demographic stress, nonetheless this type of land
tenure system maintains a steady circulation of land
which in turn maintains the viability of local life by
making at least some land available to all households.

Voodoo's role in this process is as follows. This
land circulating system has several analytic riddles.
The system, in fact, presupposed that people begin to
purchase land in their thirties and forties. But there
is a logico-empirical issue which concerns the source
of the land that is purchased. One would think that
land, being so valued in Haiti, would be treasured, used
and/or hoarded rather than sold. Who, then, is selling
all of this land, and why? Quantitative data clearly
indicate that it is the peasants of Kinanbwa themselves
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who are selling the land. More surprisingly, however,
the data indicate that in some seven out of ten
transactions, the seller of the land is liquidating part
of his holdings to finance some obligatory healing or
mortuary ritual imposed on them by the demands of
some ancestral spirit. Anthropologically speaking, we
have a clear case of ritual system intervening in the
resource allocation patterns of a peasant community.
It is this subtle, heretofore unnoticed land circulating
function which is one of the major "secrets" of Haitian
voodoo, and an impressive demonstration of the ability
of folk-ritual systems, when guided by their own
dynamic, to address themselves in important ways to
the immediate problems confronting the communities in
which they operate.

The patterns discussed above constitute, then, the
inward looking face of rural Haitian voodoo. In its
theological shift toward a pantheon whose most
actively courted spirits are familial spirits, and toward
a ritual system which subtly regulates the relationship
between men and land, the folk religion of Haiti has
molded itself to the lifeways and problems of its
practitioners, and has placed itself, metaphorically
speaking, at their service. In this guise, voodoo
emerges as a tool of the community. Having indicated
community-serving aspects of voodoo, it would be
misguided romanticism to ignore the firm links between
religion and external power in the lives of peasants.

Structural Determinants of Peasant Voodoo

Analysts of voodoo have rarely failed to comment
on the political dimensions of the cult. Rulers
themselves have not been unaware of this dimension.
Despite, or perhaps because of, the role voodoo played
in the slave uprising of 1791, early Haitian rulers took
measures to stamp out the cult. A similar, if less
energetic, anti-voodoo stance has characterized most
governments throughout Haitian history. The most
§ystematic attacks on voodoo came during the 1940's,
in a movement spearheaded by the Catholic Church.
The movement is over, and voodoo is to all
appearances as strong as ever.
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Not all public policy has been adverse. At least
two presidents -- Souluque (1843) and Antoine Simon
(1908) -- were reported to have publicly accepted
voodoo. More recently Frangois Duvalier was accused
(generallv by critics of his regime) not only of being a
voodooist personality, but also of using the cult for his
swn political ends. That such rumours are not all
hearsay is documented in a stuldly by Laguerre of a
neighborhood in Port-au-Prince. According to this
study, every single houngan in the neighborhood had
become a ton ton makout (Duvalier's secret police
force). The houngans serve the regime by spying on
the households of their followers, by suppressing possible
revolts, by informing on, and revealing the hiding
places of, fugitives from the police, and by
indoctrinating young children in favor of the regime,
to mention just a few openly political behaviors. This
subordination of folk-religion to a gang of
government-paid gun-toting voodoo priests, highly
atypical of the country as a whole and even of
Port-au-Prince, is attributed by Laguerre to the
unusually turbulent political history of the particular
neighborhood where he did his study.

Some journalists had already appreciated the
colorfully macabre interest value of such
governmentally directed shamanism. Before beginning
my own fieldwork, I hag read a grim account of Haiti

by Diederich and Burt.!Z In compiling their long list of
horror stories about the Duvalier regime, the authors
latch on to several secondhand religious anecdotes to
paint a grisly portrait in which every houngan in Haiti
has become an active political collaborator and in
which every peasant has been brainwashed to quake in
religious fear of the new super—houngan in the
presidential palace. The entire account turned out to
be at total odds with the reality of Kinanbwa, where
most houngans -- especially the houngan makout --
were small-scale healers with no more governmental
pull than the average peasant, where the peasants
themselves appeared not to have heard of the new
theology, and where general silence about matters
political is maintained more by the rural police than
by an theological brainwashing on the part of the
regime. The interaction between peasant religious
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belief and public institutions unfolds at a deep level
not easily affected by the policies of any contemporary
politician. It is precisely this deeper interaction which
I hope to explore here.

To grasp the externally subordinating elements of
Haitian peasant religion, it will be necessary to go
beyond the purely folk dimensions of the voodoo cult
and examine its zones of interaction with institutional
religion. Institutional religion in rural Haiti generally
involves the Roman Catholic Church. 1 indicated
above that practitioners of voodoo have no single word
for their religion. There is more than simple
terminology involved here. If there is no commonly
used Creole noun to refer to the cult, it is probably
because there is in fact no separate sect or church.
The word cult has thus been chosen carefully. In the
first place, as-was suggested above, the vast majority
do not attach themselves to any particular houngan or
hounfor (cult center). On the contrary, a major
element in the religious maneuver of the peasant is
systematically to switch houngans to minimize the
danger of deceit in the diagnosis of illness. Only a
tiny minority -- almost certainly fewer than five per
cent -- of those who serve the lwa become initiated
into a cult-center as pitit kay ("children of the
house"). Rural voodoo is for the most part a domestic
cult, and the use of congregational terminology such as
"Voodoo Is;ct" or "Voodoo church" could be
misleading.

This absence of competing affiliation, by itself,
would render inappropriate any contrasting of
Catholicism with Voodooism as two distinct religions.
But of even greater importance is the fact that the
practitioners of voodoo do not reject the Catholic
Church, as is the case with converts to Protestantism.
It is quite the contrary. The peasants of Kinanbwa
retain their status as members of the Catholic Church.
This is recognized, on the one hand, by the priest in
the nearby town. Though he lambasts his congregation
with weekly jeremiads against participation in such
satanic rites, he recognizes the practitioners of voodoo
to be members of his flock in a way that local
Baptists or Seventh-Day Adventists are not. But the
cult members themselves, when queried as to their
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religion, will in their vast majority say that they are
Catholics. By no means is this merely devious
cloaking of their "true" religious allegiance.  Such
statements objectively reflect that in the contemporary
context the cult itself enjoins on its members
obligatory participation in institutionalized Western
religion. '"To serve the Iwa you have to be a
Catholic...." This blunt assertion is as true of the
voodoo of Kinanbwa as it was of the voodoo in the
community of the peasanltq who first made the
statement to Alfred Metraux.” ' The profound structural
significance and theoretical implications of this pattern
will be a major theme in the pages to follow.

It takes little imagination to detect the presence
of Catholicism at most voodoo rituals in Kinanbwa,
even those in which participants will be possessed by
their ancestral lwa. Tables are frequently prepared
very much in the manner of a Catholic altar, and
dominating these tables are pictures of Catholic saints.
Many rituals begin with Catholic prayers, read out of
a prayerbook in French by a literate villager who
sprinkles water about much as a Catholic priest with

holy water. This villager, who performs a similar

function at many rituals, is referred to locally as a pé
savan (bush Father). He is not a houngan. In no
instance did 1 observe a ceremony with preliminary
Catholic rituals in which such rituals were not done by
a separate pé savan (although many houngans are at
least semi-literate and could easily learn to read the
prayers). By the same token I never observed a
houngan function, even temporarily, as a pé savén for
the ceremony of another houngan. That is, there is a
required slot in many rituals (usually at the beginning)
for Roman Catholic prayers read in French, and for
aspersions with water as is done in the Catholic
Church. And the community has further
institutionalized a discrete ritual role for a specialist
who carries out these rites.

The fact that such Catholic rituals occur at the
beginning of ceremonies could in itself perhaps be used
as an argument for the primacy accorded to
institutional elements. There is, of course, no law
mandating such Catholic rites. Nor is there direct
pressure from the Catholic clergy to thus "catholicize"
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voodoo ritual. On the contrary, the ordinary priest
publicly denounces such Satanic travesties of genuine
ritual. It is local custom itself which continues to
accord first place, at least chronologically, toward
French Catholic ritual.

But viewed in another light, these matters can be
seen as a rather superficial intrusion of institutional
Catholicism. Participants are frequently inattentive,
bored, or even absent du