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HAmAN FOLK RELIGION 

THE.RE Is :m interesting analogy between the reaction of the outside 
world to the popular language of Haiti on the one hand :ind, o~ ~he 
other to the popular religion. The language spoken by the H:nu:m 
peopl~. Creole. used to be dismissed :as merely a form o( broken 
French. Scientific :analysis of the strtscture of Creole, however, reveals 
that it is not :a dialect of French (Hall, 1953: Valdm:m, t~O). Though 
possessing a French-derived voobular'y, C~le h~ an in~cmal syn­
tactic strUctUT'C' th:at in several crucial. ways ss qu1~e unhke th:it ?f 
French :and some scholars have posited West Afncan dcments 1~1 
Crcolc

1

clause structUrc. Whether thcir :analysis is cor~ or not, tt 
is clear that to construe Creole as distorted French or dtst~':cd Yo­
ruba is off target. Creole is an independent language contammg ele­
ments from several traditions but which has its own structure th:it 

must be analyzed in its own terms. 
The same c:an be said of the folk religion still J:>r:ict~ccd by l:rge 

numbers of people in rural Haiti: Voodoo. Catholic pr1':5u or l rot­
csunt pastors may look at the combination of Cathohc :and West 
African clements in a ceremony :and dismiss Voodoo a5 a garbled 
form of Catholicism. much ·as Creole is dismissed as a form of broken 

· French. Christian clergy, be they Haitian or for:ign: are un~o~­
fort:able with this mixture. They would r:ather punfy village rd1g1on 

by eliminating the Afrion clements. . . 
There is also :i tendency toward :a reverse type of d1storung cen-
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sorship. Certain intellectuals might observe the same ceremony, in 
which Catholic prayers and symbols mingle with African or loc:ally 
derived symbols, and feel uncomfomblt with the presence of these 
Western religious clements. They would prefcr to view Voodoo as 
an African religion that has been distorted by the superimposition 
and intrusion of Christian symbols. 

This interpretation of Voodoo is equally questionable. Analogies 
must be used cautiously. But just as :a true grasp of the · structure of 
Haitian C~le presupposes that we examine it in its own right, ~ith 
no sense of discomfort at either the Fn:nch vocabul:ary or the West 
African clements, so also our undersunding of the structure of Voo­
doo u a religious system prcsuppost'S a willingness to view it as a 
historically dl-rivcd complex with clements from several "tr:iditions 
but with a character and structure of its own. · 

The structure of a religion, however, is not as neutral :as the 
structure of a language. In the case of :a postcolonial society such as 
Haiti's, the mixture and synthesis of two traditions has been :achieved 
in the crucible of social tension and conflict. The two major external 
sources which fed into Voodoo, European Catholicism :and West 
Afrion religious traditions, :arc not socially equal contributors. l11 
t~e context of the colonial society of Saint Domingue they were 
hierarchically arranged, with Catholicism superimposed from above 
2nd the African clements dynamically :active at the l»sc. There has 
been tension between th~e two traditions from the outset. 

The most obvious form. of tension consists of the efforts of gov­
ernments :and churches to endicate Voodoo. Conversely there have 
~ countcrcfforts. after the fal) or l)uvalier, to h:ave Voodoo de­
clared as a national religion. But during two years of anthropologie2l 
fieldwork in . a Haitian village, I was directly confronted by more 
subtl~ tensions between the two traditions. The internal theological 
and ntual structure of Voodoo as pr:acti~d by the villagers was not 
2 comfon:able mix of two traditions. It was less in the nature of an 
:illi:ance, more in the nature or :a tl·mporary truce. · 

During my fieldwork vilJagers told me about an illness that· af­
fected n1any o( the women in the village but which h:ad never b<.'crl 
d~cribcd_ in th~ littT2turc on niral H:aiti: the l"ntr:ipment of unboni 
children m their mothers' wombs, producing :a sitt12tion in which 
m:iny Haitian women dainf to bl• pregnant for two, three, · or more 
ye:irs. In my view this p:inicul;,r bdicf. though it flil-s in the facl' of 
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wled of the nine-month human gestation pc~o?, has a~ 
our kno . ~ k d to the evolution of Haitian folk rehgton. This 
in~m~l logtc •~~ as the product of an unresolved theological 
bch:f IS bes~ d by the clash or spirits from two different religious 
ten~~~n pros ~rits of the Judeo-Christian pantheon and spirits of hf­
~ tttdon~, Po·on In analmng this religious-folk-medical complex, 
nc:an cnn . ., - . f 1 . I o 

h ro·"dc insight into the impact o co on12 suuctUres n I opetop u •• • 

the evolution of folk rebgton. 

THE THEOLOGY OF VILLAGE VOODOO 

[ first Je2med of uterine cntr:apmcnt feats while d~ng anth~pological 
fiddwork in a sma~l village in the Cul-d~a.c Pbt~ of.Hartt. Thou~h 

'bly a medial phenomenon, the H21t12n bchef tn unborn chtl­
~=:.apped in the womb is part of the folk~ligious complex_ of 
rural Haiti, commonly known as Voodoo. To g.ain an ~derstanding 
of the logic of vill:age fertility beliefs, thcrcfo~, required the gath­
ering of information on village th~logy ~ ntu~I as well. f 

The term Voodoo in English tS assoq:atcd With ~c concept o 
"magical de2th," not only in popular speech, but also tn at least som~ 
schol2rly tre2tmcnts (e.g., W. B. Cannon, 1942; D. Lester, 1~ 
B. W. Lex, 1974). In contraSt, by the time my fi:ldwork began. m 
the t970s, several decades of research (e.g., Melvtlle J. Herskovits, 
1937; George Eaton Simpson,.1945; ~frcd Metrau:it, 1959; Harold 
Courbnder, 1960; Frances A. Huxley. 1966; Ja~es Lcybum, 1?~6: 
Maya Deren, 1970) had provided irrefutable cvtdcncc that H~1?an 
Voodoo is a compiex religious system in which sorcery plays a VlSt~le 
but secondary role. With the exception of several elements, the behef 
system and ritual pncticcs of the village where I conducted my 
research (Mmny. 1976; 1977; 1984; Murray and Alvarez, 1981) were 
a local variant of the system that had been described by those other 
researchers.· . 

Haitfan Voodoo is thus best analyzed using the same ategoncs, 
and with the same methods, that anthropologists use ~o describe any 
other bona fide religion. There arc at least three cons~tuent clements 
that an be found in most religions. The first dement IS the .~ntheon; 
that is the cohort of spirits in whose existence the pract1t1oncrs of 
the religion believe. As is tnie of Haitian sodety itself, the Voodoo 
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pantheon is stratified. That is, not aJJ the spirits are equal. ·At the top 
is a Supreme Being, referred to as Bontlyt {"Good God") or as Gm,. 
Mtt•ld ("The Great Master"). Bondye is viewed by vill::igers ::is tht' 
creator of the world :and of all other lesser spirits. 

Under Bondye the most irpporunt spirits are less powerful ::in­
thropomorphic spirits referred to as loua. These loua have individual 
names. They nuke their presence felt to believers in at least four 
ways. They contact them in dreams. They possess them, <hncing in 
their heads and speaking through their mouths during ceremonies. 
They speak to them from a govi (ritual jug) when summoned by a 
Voodoo priest. And they_ gnb them, or kmbt them. making· them 
ill, if any offense has been committed. 

Every family is believed to have its own separate loua, even 
though the loua may have the same names as the loua of other 
families. In this sense village Voodoo is highly familial, highly an­
cestr:al in its focus. The loua that I serve, even though they have the 
same name as the loua dut you serve. arc really not the same spirits. 
There is no similar .. familialization" o(the spirits in traditional Chris­
tianity; the St. Peter to whom I light a candle is the same St. Peter 
to whom you light a candle. 

In addition to the loua there are many other ategories of spirits. 
Ceremonies are offered to lmro, one•s dead parents and grandparents. 
Rural Haiti is filled with lougtn'Oll as well. A mixrurc of werewolf 
and vampire, this dangerous creature will be discussed further l::iter 
on. Villagers also believe in the existence of Vierge Marie and thr 
Catholic saints. Though they arc invoked in litanies ·at the·bcginning 
or certain ceremonies. the saints play a very minor role in the the­
ological landscape of the village where .I lived. 

The second major element of any religious tradition followini 
i~. panth_eon is its repertoire of rituals. Practitioners of Voodoo par• 
hetpate m a small number of Catholic rituals. Few people go to 

weekly mass, but virtually all childrm (except converts to Prote1i­
t~ntism) a'!! baptized in the Catholic church. In the village where I 
laved, bapttsm at the hands of a priest is believed to be a rcquircmem 
for acquiring a human soul. In the language of the villagers, "tout 
~n pi~t-la poko batize. Ii poko gen nanm." Until the .child is b::ip­
tized, it has no soul. There are certain types of folk baptism, or 
andu,oyaj, performed by local people, but these are not believed to 
be a substitute for baptism in the Church. Church burial is also Sl'CII 
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·11 ers even the most :ardent Voodoo devotees, as :an :absolutdy 
·Y VI :ag • 
t"cess:ary finale to one's life. . . . 

But Afrie2n-derived ritu2ls m:ake up the vast m:aJonty of ~tu:ils 

11 
which villagers p:articip:ate. 1:tc five _most frequ~t !YP~s of ~tu:ils 

h
. h occur :as defined by thetr funcnon, arc (1) d1vmauon ntu:tls, · 

y IC ' ' f "JJ (?) u:i.lly .but not always geared to learning the ouscs o 1 ness; .-
::aling rituals; (3) recre2tion:al rituals (dons vodou11); {4) lar~e fanu~y 
·itu:als held once a generation (stvis loua); and (5) sorcery ntu:als, m 

h" h evil spirits arc unle2Shed against :m enemy. The first four 
~t:;ories of ritual arc totally public. Among ~he rituals listed abo~e, 
,he only tn1ly secret rituals :arc the sorcery ntuals. ~f we cat~gonze 
the rituals not by function but by type of cercmorual behavtor, we 
find spirit possession, exorcism, singing, d_rumming, _dancing, :ind 

2
nim:al 52crifice among the most frequent ntual behaviors. 

The third element by which Voodoo may be compared with other 
religions concerns ritual leadership. Within Voodoo certain.individ­
uals :are believed to be more powerful than others in contacting :and 
appeasing the spirits. These are referred .to as l101mion ~r, if th:Y are · 
women, mambo. There were two ategoncs ofhoungan m the village: 
houngan m2kout, who had teamed their powers from thci~ p:irents 
or in dre:ams; :and houngan asson. who had purchased their sc.-crets 
:and passed through kat1zo, a special initiation ritml, at the h:tnds of 
other houng::ans. Houng:ans p:articip:ate in most of the ri_tu:als described 
above. Some. though not :all, houng2ns set up spea:al cult centers 
oiled hounfa. Fewer th::an five percent of the pcas:ants :attach them­
selves to :any such cult center. That is, though they will c::all in houn­
gans :as their ritual services arc needed~ most peasants are not mem­
bers of ::any Voodoo congregation or Voodoo "parish." They are 
members of the local town Catholic parish :and. of course, use the 
services of the Catholic priest for the baptisms and burials mentioned. 
There is no analogous parish membership structUrc for particip:ition· 

in thc·folk religion. 

THE STRATIFICATION OFTHE PANTHEON 

I will discuss in more det:ail the stratification of the pantheon. One 
dimension of theologiC1l str:atific:ation is to be seen in the cr~~to~/ 
creature difference. The superiority of Bondye to the other spmts 1s 
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found not only in his grc:atcr power. More fundamentally, in the 
ey~s _of the. villagers, he is the creator of the other spirits, :and any 
a~vtty or mtervmtion which they initiate is done with his pcrmis­
s1on. 

Linked to this ontological difference is :t differcntfal allootion of 
powers. In village theology creative :and procreative functions arc 
all_ocated to Bondye. Only he can cn:2te rain, for example. Once thci 
r::atn clouds arc there, the loua can mischievously move the clouds 
around t,o help or ~unish someone; and they c:an tie up the rain to 
prevent 1t from falling. But they are powerless to create rain. Only 
Bondye has th:at power. Likewise -only Bondyc has the power to 
make the land fertile and the crops grow. Once the crops are .there, 
the loua can cause them surreptitiously (and mischievously) to go 
fro~. one person's g:irden to :another, . but they annot create the 
fcrt1!1ty th:at makes the crops grow. Most importantly for this dis­
cusSton, only Bondyt ta11 trttttt lift in tl1t" womb of tt wom,111. This, as 
w_e shall sec, creates a th~l?gical dilemma in the village, because in 
v~ll:age theologr Bondye 1s tnaccessiblc to human petitions. It is this 
dtlemm:a, I believe, that led to the emergence of the phantom child 
in Haiti 

THE ETHNOGRAPHY Of PHANTOM CHILDREN 

I recorded beliefs in the phantom child during fieldwork in a Haitian 
vill:ag~. Th~ "illness" su~aced_ during preparation of a demographic 
questtonna1re on the fertility history of women in the research com-

. munity. Such probes often enquire not only about the number of 
children, alive and deceased, which the women in the research sample 
have, but also about the number of women who are currently preg­
nant. 

One of my village neighbors agreed to be inter'vicwcd during the 
pre-test stage of the questionnaire. l·bving elicited a list of her chil­
d~. I then :asked if she w:as pregnant. Her affirmative answer sur­
pnscd ·me. I had known the woman for months and was un3w:ire 
of her pregnancy. The follow up question to a "yc:s0 answer on tht: 
pregnancy question was: "How Jong have you lx-cn pregnantr Her 
answer was dt"Z 011-two years. Never having met a wom:an in hl.'r 
second year_ of pregnancy, I assumed my Creole was defective and 
rephrased the question. "How many months has the.• child bc.'Cn in 
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your womb?" She repeated: two ye2rs. She explained th:it she had 
:a special illness that prevented the child rrom growing. 

Further enquiry among other village women rcvc:iled that this 
i11hess-c21led pUisyon ( .. pcrdition•')-was quite common in the 
village. One man said proudly that he h2d been in his motht.-r's womb 
five yc:ars. People were surprised at my ignonncc or this nther 
common illness. Didn't women in America ever have children trapped 
in their wombs? Since my wife and I were then childless, they advised 
us to check whether she also had a child that was trapped. 

Not being a physician and having a profound respect for the 
rationality of the villagers, I began wondering whether there was a 
gap in my own knowledge of reproductive biology. and I asked an 
American physician in Port-au"."Princc if women could be pregnant 
for tw.o years. He looked at me with concern, asked me how I was 
feeling and suggested it might be time for a vacation from the village. 
He and his collogues assured me that the notion of two or three 
year pregnancies W2S irrational. 

On the contrary. however. I had Jong since learned the underlying 
rationality o(Haitian peasant belief and behavior. I refused to dismiss 
this admittedly unusml belief in trapped unborn children without 
first exploring exactly what this illness was. I interviewed several 
people at great length a11d finally got at IC2St a descriptive: picture of 
the illness, its causes. and its remedies. In the following paragr:aphs 
I will sum up what villagers told me about the iJlncss. 

THE NATURS OF PERDITION 

The unifying feature among all cases of perdition is the presence 
of an unborn child tT2pped in a woman's womb. a child that pa kn 
fat ("can't be born"). The child is there. but its development. is :ir­

rcstcd. The arrest can happen at any suge during pregnancy and 
occurs when the mother's uterine blood is suddenly removed from 
its usual position and diverted from its normal function. It is lx-lievcd 
that the blood itself nourishes the child during pregnancy. It is for 
this reason that menses cease during pregnancy. God has :arranged 
matters in a way th:at the blood that would otherwise flow out each 
month is trapped in the womb during a woman's pregnancy :md 
used as food by the dC"."eloping child. The bleeding that occurs during 
childbirth is simply the unused residue of this blood that has bcc.-n 
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used. ~y the child as an important element in his or her intra-utcrinl' 
ntttntlon. 

. But the illness of perdition interrupts this natural process. The 
internal blood supply suddenly bursts open and flows out the wom­
an's vagina, bringing to an immediate halt the growth and ckvcl­
opment of the child in the womb. The loss of the blood supply not 
only_ ~alts the development of the child, it also reverses it. When 
pcrd1t1on. occurs in later months, the child in the womb reverts to 
e~b'?'onic status and becomes a tiny fleck in the womb. But the 
ch1ld 1s not expelled with the blood. It remains :attached to the womb 
and th_e ~ont~ly flow of ~loocl ~yp:asscs it. In a normal . pregnanc; 
the c~dd 1s believed to be working" in the womb for nine months, 
mov~~g and m:a~euvcring to get nourished and to grow. During 
perdmon the child loses the ability to "work.·• It stays alive but 
cannot grow. 

Villagers cautioned me against one source of confusion. I inquired 
whether the sudden rc~mer~entt of monthly blood nows might not 
be by-products of a m1scamage. that perhaps the fetus was expelled 
but wa~ at such an early stage as to be confused with a ball of blood. 
I was vigo~ously ~rrectcd. We know quite well what a miscarriage 
~s lttmc/1) 1s, the ~l~gcrs.~ssurcd me; it happens as well. Uut it is 
different from perdition. ( Fos kouch se younn; pedisyon se lot.'") . 

Nor ~ust the mo~thly bl~ing of perdition be confused with 
;nenstruation, they said. The bleeding during perdition tends to l.i.st 
onger than normal m~scs-~v.c to seven days. Besides the monthly 

blood l?ss, the woman 1n pcrd1~1on may experience other symptoms 
as well. weakness, stomach pains, back pains, paleness. or weight 
loss. Each woman seems to develop her own cluster of symptoms 
I was told. • 

The presence of a trapped child can be quite problematic for the 
woman ~nd her spouse. While. in perdition she cannot conceiv'e an­
other chdd, an oftm frustrating st:ite of :iffairs. Some women have 
resorted to local abortive techniques to removc the trapped child to 
free the womb for occupancy by :inothcr child that will grow. But 
such attempts to abo': the child never sue~. I was told-nobody 
has ever rcp<>r~ ~ng a child of perdition SUCC'CSsfully remov,•d. 
The only_solution 1s to cure the perdition and to reinstate the growth 
of the child. 

No matter how many months the child had been in the womb 
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before perdition occurred, it will take nine months of growth after 
the onset of perdition to bring the child to term, 1 was told. And 
the children who have spcn_t years in their mothers' wombs emerge 
none the worse for their prolonged captivity. 

J was further assured by people, not only in my village, but in 
other p:arts of Haiti as well, that no additional male input is n~dcd 
once perdition is cured. The child will emerge nine months later even 
though the woman has had no recent conjugal contact with her 
spouse or any other male. Villagers report cases of men and women 
separating for one reason or another while the woman is in perdition, · 
and following a cure the woman has delivered the trapped child nine 
months 12ter with no subsequent biological assistance from the for-. 
mer spouse or any other male. This assertion, which raises great 
skepticism among non-Haitians, has been made over and over :rgain, 
not only to me, but to other researchers of perdition as well. This 
matter is taken so seriously by those idfected that a· woman who 
separates from one spouse while carrying a child of perdition must 
inform any new spouse that she is in perdition from 2 former union. 
If the perdition gets removed and the child finally emerges, tl,,11 rl1it,f 
will bt vitwtd as rl,t clrild of rl1t form" spoust, no matter how Jc,ng the 
current union may have been in existence. The current spc,use ntay 
rear the child, but only as a stepparent or foster Ra.rent. 

NATURAL CAUSES ANI> CURES 

Based on information given to me by the villagers. it is clear that 
perdition should be viewed in the gcner-al context of Haitian folk 
religion and folk medicine:. That is, the same roster of healers and 
the s:ame cluster of di:agnostic 2nd ther-apeutic strategies invoked for 
other illnesses are also activated in (:2SCS of perdition. 

Most cases of perdition are initially self-diagnosed. A woman h:is 
been having conjugal relations with her husband; her menses ccasc 
for several months; the couple knows th:it she: is pregnant. Suddenly 
there is an onset of vaginal bleeding, resembling, but different from, 
normal menstrual flow. No embryo or fetus appe:ars to be e,cpclled 
with the flow-it is not a miscarriage-the child is still in the womb. 
A month p:asses and the flow occurs :again. Another month, and the 
same flow. The couple suspects that the wife is in perdition. 

What brings about this illness? It is one thing to know that onl' 
has an illness. but quite another matter to know the spccilk cause 
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or the specific remedies which will remove the condition. For this . 
diagnostic and therapeutic work. one needs the assistance of spe­
cialists. 

Villagers have two genel'21 types of healing specialists to which 
they can go: modern physici:ans or one of the sn-eral types of tra­
ditional village healers. It is generally recognized that each of these 
healers is strong in some matters and weak in others. Modan phy­
sicians can better deal with certain types of illness; but others exist 
which tradition:il healers have greater skill in recognizing, diagnos­
ing, and curing. Perdition is clearly something which modem phy­
sici:ins are ill-equipped to handle. and villagers must therefore go to 
a folk healer. 

But even within the folk-healer set. there are two general sub­
classes of healers. On the one hand the-re are ,.natural" healers- . 
healers who deal with illnesses caused by natural evenu such as burns, 
falls, or woundings, or by natur-al agents such as ,.gas," "air." or 
"cold." In no way is it belinoed that every ailment is caused by spirit 
intervention. These healers deal with illnesses generally referred to 
as maladi Bondyt, illnesses caused or permitted by God. 

It is possible to contract perdition by purely natural means, with 
no malevolent assistance from hostile supernatural agents. The major 
natural c:msc of perdition is f,tdi, or cold. A pregnant woman must 
be very c:arcful not to let cold get up inside her womb. If she goes 
out in the e:rrly morning or late at night, she must wear particularly 
heavy clothes. During these periods she must under no circumstances 
walk barefoot in puddles or go out in the rain. When crouching she 
must avoid the normal spread-legged position and keep her legs 
together. Failure to t:1.kc these precautions can result in the intrusion 
of cold into her vagina and uterus and the possible onset of perdition. 

Cold can also get into htt womb through the vehicle of the tay 
011v~. the open waist. If the woman lifts heavy loads, as the Haitian 
m:irket woman often does, she m:iy cause a separation of the bones 
in the dorsal area of her waistline (z11 tay). and the cold will enter 
through this aperture:. · 

The he:aler p:ar excellence who can diagnose :and heal cases of 
perdition c:iused by natural causes is the Jam snj. or village midwife. 
The midwife is not only called on for delivery :and prena't:11 care. she 
is also expert in the diagnosis ofa v:aricty of illnesses :affecting vill:age 
women, :among them perdition. Her 111:ajor skill is her ability .to 
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massage with her hands. both as a diagnostic and a therapeutic tech­
nique. .Exploratory probing tells the midwife what it is that the 
woman has, what inside or her may be out of place. Vigorous, 
energetic massaging solves the problem, and puts the displaced org:111 
or object back in place. In the ase of perdition, this ffl\.'llns closing 
g:aps through which cold an enter or has entered, and massaging 
out the cold that has intruded and aused the woman and her child 
to be victimized by perdition. . 

In addition to massaging, there arc special drinks which the mid-
. wife knows how to prepare to combat harmful intra-uterine cold. 

In the case of separated waist bones. the midwife may even prescribe 
a special plaque or compress. available in Port-au-Prince pharmacies, 
which when applied to the affected region will reinstate the proper 
degree of closure of the bones. . 

If the midwife is successful in her ministnrions, the cold will be 
removed, the child's ability to .. work" in the womb will be revived, 
the monthly blood Oow will again ce2se, :and nine months later the 
child wilJ emerge none the worse for his temporary imprisonment 
in the womb. 

SUPERNATURAL CA US.ES ANI> CURES 

Not all perdition cases, however, are caused by the in1personal 
vehicle of intra-uterine cold. ln many c2Ses, perhaps a majority, the 
m2l2dy is believed to have been caused by the malevolent action of 
some spiritu2l 2gent. The spirit 2tt2cldng the womb of the wom:,n 
may be 2cting on his own initi2tive or at the behest of human agents 
who h:ive unle2Shed aggressive spirit forces. But in such c:is~s the 
di:ignostic 2nd therapeutic procedures are quite different front those 
utilized by the midwife. There arc at least (our different types of 
spirit agents who an ause perdition. 

The family loua demand attention from their children. If not 
s:atisfied by proper rituals, they will lee,1bt ( .. gr:ab") the offender with 
an illness. More often than not they will take out their anger, not 
on the negligent family members themselves, but on their children. 

. Many childhood illnesses that defy normal diagnosis and treatment 
are attributed to the lou:a. But the loua can gr:ab a child even before 
birth. A child still in. the mother's womb can become the victim of 
an offended loua and receive the punishment generated by a parent's 
negligence. The major form orintra-uterine punishment used.by the 
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loua is perdition. When a loua causes a woman to fall into perdition, 
he is said to be "tying up her womb" (mart ,,am /,). The offending 
2dult need not be the mother; m:any cases of perdition are due to 
neglect by the father of his family loua. 

In such ases the SCl'vices of :a spttialist are needed. These folk 
spirit healers, called hcnmgon if they arc male and mambo if they ue 
female, employ a series of diagnostic techniques to determine first 
which gcncr:al class of spirit is ausing the m2lady :and then the specific 
identity of the spirit. :all with a view to prescribing the proper re­
medial rituals. The diagnosis is generally done "long distance;" the 
husband will go to the houngan for a diagnostic session in which 
through ard reading (ft d1oplt) or some other method the houngan 
divines the reason for the visit and the identity of the offending spirit. 
The _houngan may never :actu:ally sec the woman during the diag­
nostic stage. The prcscn"bed rituals may entail animal S2crifice or 
some other expensive c:crcmonial event. 

The houngan may determine th:at the perdition is being caused, 
not by family Joua, but by the dead parents of one of the couple. 
The dead also demand ritual attention. They arc owed a de~th meal 
(monjt mo) and other cclebrati~ sometime after their doth. ff their 
children neglect them, the parents may retaliate~ not against the of­
fenders themselves, but by grabbing their own gr:indch,ldren. 

· Much mott serious is a third type of spirit :igcnt, the lo11RttrP11. 
Though lexically derived from the French word for werewoif. the 
Haitian lougarou combines the themes of the werewolf and the vam­
pire. Like the European werewolf, the lou~arou is :a person who 
poses as an ordinary human being during the day. But the noctum:il 
transforntation into an animal is independent of the lunar phase. And 
the animal into which the lougarou is ronvertcd is not :1 lupinc 
mammal, bu~ rather a bird-like vampire who flies from rooftop to 
rooftop sucking the blood of young children within the houses. 
Though most victims arc children from the O\."Onate to the· toddlc.-r 
stages, the lougarou will also attack children in the womb, bringing 
on perdition. The victimized family is not necessarily being punished 
by the lougarou for 2 tnnsgression; the Jougarou attacks all possible 
victims. Nor is the Jougarou behaving at the behest of some other 
hostile agent, be it human or preternatural. (Caucasians are believed 
to be extremely prone to Jougarou habits, a factor that made it dif­
ficult for me to find a village house for rent in the early days of my 
fieldwork.) 
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For dc:iling with the Ioug:1rou the sacrifices ofTm.-d to family loua 
are useless. The loug2rou is comb2tcd by other vehicles, induding 
foul-smelling lotions (b<'tl,~) to be rubbed on the woman's belly and 
bitter potions (tount-sanJ) which when drunk make the woman's 
blood bitter and drive away the louguou. (In the case of children 
already bom the protections m2y include special pouches and :antuk-ts 
(smp} hung around the necks of potential victims :and round scars 
made on their cheeks.) All of these measures nc prepared by the 
houng:an. . 

The fourth non-natur:al cause of perdition, :md a significant one, 
comes from sorcery on the p:art of :a hostile relative:, ncighbt,r, or 
competitor. The most frequently cited example of sorcery-<.1-:riVl'ti 
perdition concerns the tying up of one woman's womb by :motht.-r 
woman competing for her husband. Such ritual aggression is n:portcd 
to be particularly fn.-quent in polygamous unions, as co-wivt-s at­
tempt to diminish l.-ach other's fertility and concomitant, :mractivr.'­
ness via ritual me:isurcs. Uec:iusc failure to produce off.~prin~ mny 
lead to the dissolution of a union in rural Haiti, a wom:in in pt·rJition 
may suspect that she is the victim of some other woman competing 
for her husband's attention. This situation :also requires the inter­
vention of a houngan. 

ANALYZING PERDITION 

Now that I have presented the illness of perdition as con~tualiz~ 
and described by villagers themselves, I would like to present !'ever.al 
possible explanations of the phenomenon. 

MEDfCAL ANO PSYCHOLOGICAL I.XPLAN A. TIONS 

Most Western observers would dismiss perdition :as :a figment of 
the imagination ofH:titian villagers, a sign of the biological ignorance 
of the population holding such beliefs. Such criticism is unwamnted. 
Haitians are no different from other human popubtions in terms of 
their knowledge of reproductive biology. Though they view Bondye 
as the ultimate source of human life (a belief shared by large numbers 
of people in industrial societies as well), they are fully :aware thu the · 
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generation of a child presupposes sexual contact between a n,:ilc and 
a fem:ale, :and that the ordimry gestation period is approximately 
nine months. Belief in extended pregnancies is emphatically trot due 
to some extraordimry ignorance of reproductive biology :among 
Haitians. 

Some observers, particularly physicians, have proposed medical 
explanations of perdition. One suggestion is that perhaps perdition 
is the folk name for hysteria) pregnancy. This explanation is weak .. 
Hysterical pregnancy entails the generation or biologic:il symptoms 
th:it physic:illy resemble pregn2ncy: cessation of menses and swelling 
of the abdomen. Perdition is just the orposite: belief in pregnancy 
while there arc monthly blood flows and no swelling of the abdomen. 
Other physicians have suggested that the .. trapped child .. may in fact 
be uterine cysts or tumors. Given the: prcv:ilenre of perdition-one 
out of every three women interviewed in the research community 
reported having had perdition at some: stage of her conjugal c:irec:r­
the tumor theory of perdition is quite unlikely. No mc:clic:il statistics 
exist to support the epidemic of ~m.-rinc cysts that would be n.-quircd 
to validate a bio-medial solution to the: mystery of perdition. · 

.Equally problematic are several psychological explanations for­
w:irded by mon: sympathetic observttS of perdition. Some suggest • 
that perdition may be a type of wish-fulfillment device. that a woman 
(or a couple) wishes to have a child so badly that the infertile woman 
imagines that she hu a child trapped in her womb. The weakness 
of this argument is that infertile couples in :aU societies may wish for 
a child, but the belief in a child that is "trapped" in the womb is 
quite unusual, perhaps unique to Haiti. If wish fulfillment could 
produce a fantasy of a trapped child. why do not cultures all over 
the world develop this belief in tr:a~ children? I have little doubt 
that many women in perdition do desperately want :a child. But they 
arc merely using a pre-existing cultural device {belief in perdition) 
as a vehicle for :acting out this wish. But the wish itself annot 
gencr3tc this widespread cultural belief; otherwise it would be found 
in every society. Since it is not, wish-fulfillment mechanisms can · 
hardly be forwarded :as an explanation. 

There are other practical uses to which perdition is put that might 
seem to explain its presence in Haiti. Observers have proposed to 
me that perdition may be a device used to mask marital infidelity. 
In families where there is male labor emigration, for example, men 
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h b 
known to come back to their homes aftcr :m i1~"11ce of 

ave cen . . r. I 'Id Th• 
thr,.,. years to find their wives nursing m,:ant c u rcn. c 

two or .... · d" h 
J
·oyfully infomts hCT husband that she was 111 pt.'r 1t1011 w en 

woman · ·r · fid t· . he left and that the child is his. But once ag:un, 1 in 1. e 1ty can 
roducc belief in a tr:ippc:d child, why d~ n.ot such a belief emerge 

~verywherc that there is conjug2l infidelity lmked to long male ab-
sences? The explanation is weak. . . . 

Perdition :also serves to keep together some union~ that .might 

h · b-"k up Childlessness may lead to the d1ssolut1on of ot erw1se • ... • . h · 
unions, particularly those that :arc consensual m ch:aracttt, t at is. 

l·d.,ted by civil or ecclesiastial ceremony. Such consensual 
not v:a 1 • l H · · Th bs · fiorm a heavy maiority in most of run :rm. e :a cnce 
unions " d B "f h · f fTspring will often bring such unions to an en • ut I t e woman 
fs : perdition, she is not realty "'ch!ldless." There is a child, :al~c:it 

_J • her womb The woman JS also thus spared the shame of 
tr:tppco 111 • • H · · · 
b · sterile a matter of great embarr2Ssment .m :11t1 as m many 

· 
0
;;:1; cultu~. She is fertile, as wimessed by the c_hild in her w<>mb. 

Some other agent. natural or supcm:atunl, has simply arrested the 
development of her child. Thus perdition simuluncously keeps her 
family unit intact and heads off public embarrassment. (Women arc 
secretive about normal pregnancies, to protect :against sor<:c:Y• b~t 
purposefully open when in perdition, to ensure that t>thcrs m th~•r 
social milieu are aware that they arc not sterile.) But fol~owing earlier 
arguments, these microfunctions which perdition carries o~t cannot 
explain the origin of the belief in the trapped child. The e,usten.ce of 
this construct does, it is crue, provide people with :r useful ha,~dlc to 
achieve many personal 2nd domestic purposes. But how did the 
construct take root and spread in the first place? 

.l'ERJ>ITlON AS C.:AMOUFLAGEI> FOLK MEl>ICINE 

The first question l would like to ,_:iddress is th~ fo110.wi1_1g: is 
perdition truly only in "pcoplc•s minds ? Can the_ent~re behef'!n the 
prolonging of pregnancies over several years be d~m1sscd as _simply 
a colorful figment of people's imagination? The :anthropo!og1cal _:an­
swer must be a qualified "'yes and no." Yes, we must ~CJect as 1m­
plausiblc the belief that large numbers of unborn children spend 
several years in their mothers' wombs. I doubt that even the ~1ost 
fervent :admirer of folk belief systems would argue for the literal 
truth of the rural Haitian belief in the trapped child. 
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By the same token I have fim1 statistical evidence that perdition 
is not all in people's minds. As p:irt of my general study l gathered 
data on every family in the village. induding data on the number of 
children born to each couple. I broke down these data between ·women 
in perdition and womm not in perdition, and learned that on the 
average women claiming to be in perdition had only half as many 
children as those women who were not in perdition. Looking at the 
variable of childlessness, fifty-5CVcn percent of the women who claimed 
to be in perdition were childless in their current union. Only fourteen 
percent of the women not in perdition were childless. Stated differ­
ently, there is incontestable statistical evidence that perdition is as­
sociated with real biologial subfecundity. That is. the belief in per­
dition reflects something not only in people's minds but also in their 
bodies. We cannot accept as biologie:tlty sound the belief that children 
get trapped in the womb, rior can we accept the notion that the 
perdition complex is purely fiction. The women in perdition are 
truly less fertile than their neighbors not in perdition. Pttdition :at · 

· one level is very very real. 
On the basis of these statistical data, 1 propose the following 

analysis. Perdition is part and parcel of a folk-hcalit'!g complex. It is 
a belief that SttVCS :a role in the general context of Haitian folk med:. 
icine. All folk-medial .systems attempt to provide solutions for the 
basic medial problems of a population. A folk medical system will 
have at least three clements: 

1. Theories of illness. 
2. Specialists who diagnose and heal. 
3. Medicinal substances and thn-apcutic proc.i.-dures. 

Those who resort to a belief in perdition arc dealing with thl· 
problem ofsubfccundity-the inability ofa couple to have as many 
children as they would like. This is a very real_ medical problem­
it is ""' only in peopJe•s minds. The underlying thcoretiol construct 
that is used in the Haitian system Jc:iling with subfccundity is the 
notion that life :already exists in the womb but that it is bdng blocked, 
prevented from growing. Tht- specialists who deal with this problen1 
:are midwives and houng2ns. previously described. The procedures 
which they use to deal with subfccundity :arc procedures which :are 
designed to unblock life which is already in the womb. The midwife 
massages out the cold so that the trappc.-d child c;m continue _to grow . . 
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The. houng:in prescribes s:acrifices so th:it the lou:i will cease .. grab­
bing" the unbom child :and let hin, or her continue t? grow. 

Looked at in this way·. perdition loses its mystcnous character: 
p

2
tients with a genuine medial problem--:sub(ecundity-:i~e going 

to heakrs who will help them solve th:at problem. Both p:1t1ent and 
he

2
1er agree on the. n:iture of the problem: a child is trapped in the 

womb. And their mutual usk is to take the measures necess:iry to 

get that child growing ag:ain. 
The only unusual clement in perdition, then, the only 11eri~us 

question remaining, is: Why do the p:iticnts and he:ilers eng:igc m :i 
type of collectively sanctioned m:ake-believe t?2t t~e womb of the 
patient is not empty? Let me phnse the qucstton d1fferet1tly. Most 
folk-medial systems incorponte mechanisms for de:iling with subfe.;. 
cundity and sterility. They assume that the womb of the woman is 
empty. The wk ofhe:aling is to t:ake measures to ensure th2t a child 
is conceived. The only m2ttcr in which the H:aiti2n.system differs is 
that it assumes that the womb of the J>2ticnt is not empty. that there 
is :ilready life there. Whereas the fertility rituals of othc-r systems 
:issume that the womb of the patient has no life in it, the Haitian 
system "makes believe," as it were, that life is :already there. TI1e 
task of healing is not to create new life, but to unblock life th:it is 

there but trapped. 

THE DYNAMICS OFTHEOLOCICAL CAMOUFLA(iE 

Why does the Haitian system depend on the constnict that life­
already exists in the womb? Other cultures have devised fertility­
inducing practices without resorting to the im:aginary device of a 
trapped child. What has induced Haitian folk culture to avoid the 

concept of barrenness? 
l propose that the construct of the trapped child is a creative 

conceptual maneuver devised by Haitian culture to circumvent a 
healing barrier that h2d been erected as a result of the postcolonial 

theology that emerged in Haiti. 
As discussed earlier, there is an unusually strong division between 

the powers attributed to Bondye, the Supreme Being, :and those 
attributed to the lou:a. And most importantly, there arc lnrric.TS ::ig:iinst 
~2ching and influencing Bondye. ln the postcolonial theology that 
~erged in H:iiti, God is not a pcrson:il God of Jove ::ihJ concern 
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for his children. I-le is a distant, arbitrary, eliminate God, who has 
rcs~ed :all lifcgiving powers for himself. . 

G~ is u~approa~hable, and incapable of being influenced. If you 
:isk him to give you JUSt two children, he will burden you with tc-n 
If you ask him for ten, he .may give you none. The lou:1 an b~ 
influenced, with dances, with singing, with sacrifices. They will 
answ~r human petitions-not all of them, but many of them. And 
even if they.don't answer a particular plea, at least they won't punish 
you for askmg. !he evolution of postcoloni:il folk theology in Haiti 
has led to :a s":1ttfied concept of the spirit world in which the supreme 
powers are wielded by an unapproachable, arbitnry force. 

. This cre:ates :a serious dilemma for couples unable to conceive a 
cluld. O~ly God can create life in the womb. But in the folk theology 
o_f t_he villagers, . there are no rit~ols for ttpprottclli,rg this God, no spc­
aahsts who can mtervcne before the throne of this power. The ritual 
en~y of ru~l :Iairi:ans is centered on their family loua; but the loua 
cant ~tc hfe in the wo~b. God is incorponted into follc: theology, 
but he 1s far beyond the mOuehcc of African-derived folk rites. · 

. There is a dev:astating medical corollary to this theological situ-
2t1~~- The houn~ans and midwives, the protagonists of the rural 
Ha1t12n folk medical system, mn do not/,i,,x.for tl,r IIIOffldH witl, a barrrn 
womb. Only the unapproach:ablc Bond ye can cre:ate life. But no houn­
gan or midwife would dream of claiming to be :able to influence 
B_ondye-lightning would strike them. And since they cannot ma­
nipul:ite God, they annot assist the sterile wom:an. This creates 2 

fatal gap in the Haitian folk-healing system. The sterile woman, the 
subfecund couple, has no hope, no he:iling resources. . 

Here is where perdition steps in. l propose that the belief in the 
tr:ipped child evolved in Haiti as a cre:itivc vehicle for permitting 
folk healers to assist their clients in matters of fertility. The concq,t 
of the child who is trapped, the phantom child, is a diagnostic re­
definition. A postcol.oni:al theology had evolved in which lifegiving 
powers had been assigned to the highest spirit of the pantheon. But 
~h~re arc no ritu:ils that can provide access to this source of power; 
it IS dangerous, in fact, even to try. · 
.. One response would have been simply to acknowledge th:it stc­

nl1ty cannot be dealt with. However, thi'i would have left an un­
acceptable gap in local he:aling practices. Another response couid h:ive 
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d Clop ritual procedures for ~ppro:iching the Supn-me 13cing. 
!,em to ev . . 
This option was :ilso not chosen. TI,c Supreme Bcmg rem:11ns remote 
in Haitian village theology. A hounp::an or mambo w .~10 began to 
• d to Bondye in the same way dut ordcn are issued to the 
issue or en . . · · d f 
I Id be accused of exceeding b,s or her capaottes :m o 
OU2 wou , , fi J I . · th ct·,-t to possible divine rc:mbutton. In the ma an:i ys1s, 

exposing c ..... • f h · 
folk he2lers and Voodoo priests must adhere to the prem1~~? t etr 
followers and ~nnot on their own initiate dangerous act1vtt1es that 

would drive away clients. . . . . 
. The danger was avoided_ by CTC2tively ~efinmg ~tenbty 1n a w2y 

that made it comJ)2tible with the theological p~,s~ of the .folk-

1.. us system 25 it is now constituted. In this system the loua 
re tgto . • f 1•t. be h t onnot assist or prevent the conception o 1,c: cause _t ey ~nno 
control J3ondye. Their activity can only begin _once hfe cxtsts. If 
sterility can be creatively redefined, not as sten1tty, but as :arrested 
gest2tion, the theological dilemma is resolved. The loua cannot be 
blamed for an empty womb; they can. however, be bl:lmed for a 
womb with :a trapped child. And the folk healers, t_he ho~ng~ns, 
mambos, and midwives. an now legitimately exercise t~e1r dug­
nostic and healing powcn on a woman whose problem is not :an 
empty womb, but a womb with tr2pped life. . .. 

This removes some of the mystery from .the w1d~pread Haman 
belief in trapped children. The colonial history of Haiti led to the 
emergence of 2 folk theology in which fertility is in the hand~ of a 
Supreme: Being feared as unapproachable and unmo~cd by the r~t~2ls 
available to villagers. The belief in the phantom chtld, by prov1dmg 
the: construct of imprisoned uterine life, adaptively recaptures for 
folk healers at le:ast some of the teff':llin that had been snatched from 
them by the post colonial evolution of a stratified theological system. 

DISCUSSION 

This analysis of the phantom child in Haiti may raise as many ~ucs­
tions as it :answers. What I hope to have shown, however, t~ the 
hidden logic behind a fictitious pregnancy_ const;uct ~at as~n.1Shes 
non-Haitians as flying in the face of obvious btologtcal n:abttcs. l 
have argued that the phantom child is a cultural fictio_n :,vhose func­
tion is to circumvent a historially genented paralysis m one com­
ponent of the folk-healing system. My concuding qul"Stion hen: will 
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not focus on the strengths and weaknesses of this interpretation of 
the causal underpinnings of the phantom-child belief. I will discuss 
instead a quite different implication of a theological and ritual system 
which ac~ts a definition of spiritual power that in effect alienates 
believers from what they believe to be the source of suprem1: power. 

Observers sympathetic to Haitian folk religion explain the fear 
ofBondye and resulting focus on lesser spirits as somehow the result 
of the retention of African approaches to the spirit world. We are 
forced to entertain an equally plausible but somewhat more unsettling 
alternative hypothesis. The alienation of Haitian vill:agers from the 
source of ultimate power may be the result, not of their prcserv:atfon 
of ancestral Afrian traditions, but of the incorporation into Voodoo 
of postcolonial theological premises that deny believers direct :access 
to the Supreme Being. Voodoo, as practiced in the research village 
and as described by other obs.crvcrs in the literature. has not ch:al­
lenged this basic premise. It has rather accepted it and devised creative 
accommodations to it. An example of one such accommodation has 
been described in these pages. 

lntcllectu:al honesty demands th:at we entertain the possibility that 
the premise itself-the premise of a distant. dangerous God who 
may be approached only at grc:at risk-may be a postcolonial dis­
tortion r:ather than an African retention. The premise docs exist and 
is widcspre:ad in Haiti; it has been documented ethnographically not 
only in my research village but clscwhc-rc in Haiti as well (Herskovits, 
1937; Bastien, 1951; Mctr:aux. 1959; Jra Lowenthal, 1978: Glen 
Smucker, 1983; Singer ct al •• 1988). What has not been well docu­
mented, and what m:ay be a fiction. is the assertion that this alienation 
from the Supreme Power and focus on lesser powers is some.how of 
Afric:an derivation. At present I can only propose the question :as one 
for research, both field research and library searches, and pose the 
hypothesis that an examination of various West African religious 
traditions will not show the radical :alienation between devotees and 
the Supreme .Being that is found in Haitian Voodoo. 

A careful conceptual distinction must be mad<' between a belief 
in a Supreme Being on the one hand, and the relation of believers 
to that Supreme Being on the other. It is known that many West 
African religious tt2ditions have complex pantheons topped by a 
Supreme Being, who has more powtt than lesser spirits lower on 
the pantheon. The question here is wht.-thcr West African traditions 
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incorpor2te the element of fear of this Supreme Bcing that has been 
found by :anthropologists to chanctcrize Haitian Voodoo. My hy­
pothesis is th:it t~is_ rheologi_<=:tl bl~ckage, far from bcing a feature of 
West African rel1g1ous tr:1d1t1on. is rather the more recent product 
of postcolonial theological dynamics. . 

Nor is this separation an inherent feature ofjudeo-Christi:an reli­
gion either. Though the God of the Hebrew Scriptures emerges as a 
cle:arly fearsome God when :angered. his worshippers :appro:ach him 
with pnise. practical petitions, and sharp complaints. The ultimate 
source of power is not avoided, as in Haitian Voodoo; it is con­
fronted. And in the theology of mdition:al Catholicism. saints, an:.. 
gels, and other lesser spirits are ritually invoked, :as arc the loua in 
Haiti:in Voodoo. But there is a sharp distinction from Voodoo. In 
C2tholic tradition God himself is also invoked. And when the saints 
2re invoked, it is with a view to having them intercede directly with 
God, to supplement the petitions that the believers ~ .emsclvcs bring 
directly. In sharp contr:ist, the loua of Haitian Voodoo arc not asked 
by devotees to intervene at the throne of Bondyc. They are as blocked 
as the believers themselves from access to this source of ultimate rower. 

In short, the phantom child construct described in these pages 
c2n be seen 2s 2n accommodation to the premise of a vindictive God 
who c2n be approached only :at great danger. Though one on :admire 
the ingenuity of the folk society that devised the accomn1od2tion, . 
intellectual honesty forces us to question the validity of the postco­
loni2I folk theology that made such a ruse necessary in the first place. 
As with Haitian Creole, Haitian Voodoo is neither Europe:an nor 
Afrion in its central character. It is rather the special product of 
postcoloni:il evolutionary developments in the theology of the pow­
erless. Beouse of its origins, Haitian Voodoo should be ncither cx­
cori2ted nor romanticized by 2nalysts. .Because it evolved in the 
context of postcoloni2I tensions, it hu incorporated into its very 
intem2I structure ambiv21cnt clements th:at reflect both the creative 
energies of the people and the oppressive economic and soci2I systems 
with which the Haitian people have had to deal. 
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