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Introduction
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The Age of the Zombie Has Arrived. 
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In recent years, the zombie has joined vampires, werewolves, and ghouls as a popular addition to the horror pantheon, becoming a familiar figure on screen (whether in film, TV, or computer games), in fiction, and even in pop and rock music. With movies like Night of the Living Dead and its various sequels and remakes, video games such as the Resident Evil series (which has sold a staggering 40 million copies worldwide) and the current spate of post-modern ‘mash-up’ novels like Pride and Prejudice and Zombies, the zombie is beginning to establish itself as one of our favourite denizens of the world of the undead. Indeed, zombie has even begun to outstrip vampires in popularity, with zombie films and fiction providing the same kind of smart, up-to-date entertainment for young males that the Twilight phenomenon offers to adolescent girls.

At first glance, it may be hard to understand the zombie’s appeal. The zombie has none of the dark, sexy glamour of its undead cousin the vampire; and it entirely lacks the mystery, nobility and beauty – albeit vicious and violent – of that other infamous medieval revenant, the werewolf. The zombie, in its most common manifestation, is a slow, stupid, shuffling creature, with vacant eyes and a grey, expressionless face. It is hideously ugly, a rotting corpse from the grave, covered in blood and gore, and emitting a sickening stench. Parts of its body may be missing; it may have severed limbs, open wounds, or entrails hanging out from its insides. Far from being sexy or attractive in any way, it is the most disgusting, repulsive creature imaginable. Yet, as far as Western popular culture goes, it is clear that we can’t get enough of the zombie. We love them. Why?

 

Horror and Comedy
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The answer is that the zombie myth explores some of the most disturbing aspects of modern life, from the serious to the mundane, from the horrific to the comical. The vampire may have evolved, in literature, from a medieval monster much like the zombie – a gruesome revenant from the grave, dripping with blood and gore – into the suave, refined ladies’ man that we know today, but the zombie has resolutely refused to follow this path. It remains revolting, uncivilised, and vile. We are horrified by its disgusting appearance and repulsive body, but also sometimes amused by the sheer grossness of its antics, whether pulling off a victim’s arm and snacking on it, or slicing the top off someone’s head and supping on warm human brains. This mixture of horror and comedy is the essence of the zombie’s appeal to adolescent boys – and that means the adolescent boy in all of us. The zombie is funny, in the way that cartoons are funny, because it takes our darkest fears about the vulnerability of our human body and makes a comedy of them, relieving us of our fear of being harmed, and our dread of death, if only for the duration of watching a film, playing a game, or reading a book. 

But there is more to the zombie, and the phenomenon of its popularity today, than sheer entertainment value. As well as making us laugh, and delivering the usual thrills and shocks of the horror genre, the zombie narrative also helps us to explore some of the most pressing issues in modern society, sometimes light-heartedly, sometimes more seriously. There are plenty of zombie movies, games and novels that merely pile on the gore, but to become a classic in the genre, the work must also offer a witty, insightful and perhaps ironic commentary on the contradictions and difficulties of modern life. This is no mean feat: slathering on zombie gore, delivering bucketloads of blood, and, at the same time, presenting an intelligent, thoughtful critique of contemporary civilisation and its ills is not an easy task. However, it has been done, to a greater or lesser extent, in classic films such as George Romero’s Night of the Living Dead and its sequels, which take their visual cue from the slick DC comics of the fifties such as Tales from the Crypt, mixing cartoon-style violence with a radical reappraisal of the values and morals of American culture. 

Romero’s approach, itself inspired by apocalyptic science fiction of the 1950s, such as Richard Matheson’s I Am Legend, has continued to set the pattern of the modern zombie horror movie: dumb, tasteless ‘B’ movie violence, clever visual gags and, underlying the entire presentation of the narrative, a deeply critical, often pessimistic view of human nature and civilisation. 

 

Exploitation of the Masses
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The themes explored in the zombie legend are many: the exploitation of the masses in capitalist society, the soullessness of modern-day life, our fear of a global apocalypse, our revulsion at the reality of war, and the inevitability of death, to name the most salient of them. If we look at each of these issues in turn, we may begin to understand why the figure of the zombie has begun to play such an important part in popular culture today. 

The legend of the zombie arose in West Africa, where it formed part of the religion known as Vodun, and centred around a deity or loa known as the Grand Zombi, a snake god. It was brought by African slaves to the island of Haiti, where it became incorporated into the folklore of the people. This was a mixture of African spiritual beliefs and Catholic teachings, so that the African loa, or spirit gods, became interchangeable with the Catholic saints, in a religion that came to be known as Vodou, or Voodoo. In this religion, a zombie came to mean a person whose soul had been captured by a sorceror or bokor, and who was forced to live out a miserable existence as the bokor’s slave. 

Early zombie tales tell of bokors using zombies to work in the cane fields as labourers, using them as bodies to perform manual tasks, and ignoring their humanity. Later, films such as White Zombie (1932) expanded on this idea, with a sorceror named Murder Legendre employing armies of zombies to work in his factories. Thus, from its earliest origins, the zombie was identified as a human being who had been ruthlessly exploited, treated as a beast of burden, and made to suffer a life of pain and misery. 

 

The Ravaging of Haiti
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From the fifteenth century on, Haiti, which was once inhabited by Taino Indians and boasted a wealth of mineral and other resources, was systematically ravaged by a succession of colonialist rulers, including the Spanish and French. Despite mounting the only successful slave uprising in history, which led to the establishment of the first black state, Haiti continued to be exploited by US and European interests, eventually succumbing to despotism by its own black rulers, under the Duvaliers. The Duvaliers introduced a horrific regime of military terrorism under their brutal army, the Tonton Macoutes. Taking advantage of the credulity of the uneducated population, Papa Doc Duvalier managed to persuade the masses that his henchmen were zombies, and that he was an African loa, namely Baron Samedi, guardian of the graveyard. 

Looking at this history, we can see why the image of the zombie as the exploited labourer, with no prospect of living a decent human existence, deprived of a soul, of joy, of happiness, of everything that makes life worth living, became a potent one in Haitian culture. It told the story of the rape of a nation at the hands of greedy colonists and its own corrupt ruling class, reducing what was once a prosperous country rich in natural resources to a deforested, barren, poverty-stricken land. 

 

The Haitian Earthquake
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Over time, Haiti became the poorest nation in the western hemisphere, its people left to suffer for the sins of its rulers in the past, defenceless against the storms and hurricanes that regularly battered the island. In January 2010, Haiti experienced one of the most devastating earthquakes in modern times. With its deforested hills, shanty towns, badly built cities, and minimal emergency services, it was in no position to withstand the devastation. Tens of thousands were killed. 

 

Zombies: Are They Real? 
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In the first two sections of this book, we look at the history of the Haitian zombie, from voodoo beliefs to modern anthropological studies, such as that of Wade Davies in his controversial account of the zombie myth, The Serpent and the Rainbow, published in 1985. We also discuss the zombie tales of early explorers such as the writer William Seabrook, whose travelogue The Magic Island appeared in 1945, and novelist Zora Neale Hurston, whose studies in black folklore included reports on the Haitian zombie. These writers raise the question of how much truth there is in the zombie myth: can human beings be paralysed so that they appear to be ‘the living dead’, or is the notion of a zombie simply a metaphor for the exploitation of poor farm labourers and peasants? 

Here, we also discuss some of the alleged zombie sightings, such as the cases of Ti Joseph, Felicia Felix-Mentor and Clairvius Narcisse, and explore the secret societies of Haiti, known as Bisango. 

 

The Horror Zombie
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We then move on to take a look at the modern horror zombie, on the face of it a very different being from the Haitian zombie of lore and legend. In 1968, filmmaker George Romero introduced a new type of zombie to the cinema screen, giving it a lurid ‘horror’ twist with lashings of gore, and focusing heavily on the reanimation aspect of the myth, in which dead bodies rise from the grave. Romero zombies, as they came to be called, were different from the Haitian zombie in that they lusted after human flesh, and were highly vicious, dangerous creatures who, though slow and lumbering, were unstoppable in their quest for live victims. They also differed from the monsters of European literature such as Frankenstein, since they were motivated entirely by the desire to feast on the living. 

 

Lustful Greed
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In Romero’s work, the zombie becomes a figure of death – rather like the hooded skeleton with the scythe – only the Romero zombie, instead of lingering in the shadows, bursts out of the graveyard and chases its victim. For Romero, death is always coming to get us, rather than waiting on the horizon. Thus, his zombie figure expresses our fear of death as something about to engulf us, whether through disease, war, or apocalypse. The undead, for Romero, are always in hot pursuit of the living, not just lying in wait to claim their victims at the end. 

This portrayal of determination, force and lustful greed on the part of the Romero zombie is light years away from the rather pathetic, passive image of the traditional Haitian zombie, labouring in the fields, a soulless shadow of its former self, bound into slavery for an evil tyrant of a master for the rest of its life. In a sense, the Romero zombie is rather more like the master of traditional Haitian folklore than the slave: a soulless, greedy consumer with no regard for the humanity of those whom he or she exploits. To this degree, the Romero zombie is a parody of today’s materialistic, shopping-fixated consumer. It is no accident that Romero set his 1974 movie Dawn of the Dead in a shopping mall, where the victims of the apocalypse barricade themselves in, surrounded by every conceivable luxury item but unable to escape, as they wait for the living dead to claim them. 

 

The Zombie Apocalypse

[image: image-10.png]

 

Some horror zombie fans date the pre-Romero zombie films ‘B.R.’ (Before Romero) and the post-Romero ones ‘A.R.’ (After Romero). This is because it was Romero who ushered in a new archetype into the horror movie, and one that has been followed, with few significant alterations, ever since. Certainly, it is true to say that, over the decades since Night of the Living Dead, zombies have become faster and slicker: their slow, lumbering gait has been sped up, and their lust for blood has become more intense. However, the general themes raised in the film have persisted, including that of a modern zombie plague, or apocalypse.

Tales of a zombie or ‘living dead’ apocalypse take many forms, and have been a staple of film and literature for decades. It is, of course, the central element of many popular computer games, notably, Resident Evil and Left 4 Dead. These stories play on our fears for the future, our knowledge that our highly complex, sophisticated global civilisation has fundamental weaknesses, and may ultimately collapse, whether through war, natural disaster, or apparently man-made catastrophes such as global warming. The idea of the zombie apocalypse, a mass uprising of the nameless dead coming to claim us, is, of course, a very striking metaphor for this fear. 

 

The Horror of War
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In addition, the concept of a zombie apocalypse addresses our sense of paranoia, our dread that in the modern world, with its relentless emphasis on consumerism and material success, the social bonds of respect, friendship and love between human beings may be broken. Thus, as well as standing for the inevitability of death, the zombie also expresses the individual’s fear that a fellow human beings may turn out to be soulless automatons, devoid of feelings, sympathy or mercy. 

Moreover , the notion of a zombie apocalypse is also, a rumination on the horror of war. Since the Vietnam War, which was raging in 1968 when Romero’s Night of the Living Dead was made, the public has become accustomed to viewing news reports of horrific wars and atrocities on TV, in their living room. This, arguably, has created a somewhat blasé attitude to scenes of graphic violence. The horror zombie movie, to some extent, mirrors this thick-skinned attitude. However at the same time, one could also argue that Romero was seeking to bring the shock factor back into depictions of death and destruction, so as to remind us that loss of human life on a grand scale, as in war, is a terrible, dehumanising aspect of our modern civilisations. 

 

The Future of the Zombie
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The exploitation of the labouring masses; the lust, greed and hunger of the consumer under modern capitalism; the soullessness of modern life; our fear of alienation from our fellow human beings; the horrors of war and mass atrocity; our anxiety about death and the vulnerability of the body: these are the themes that the zombie myth helps us to contemplate. But we should not forget that the zombie is also, first and foremost, a figure of fun: a big, shambling, dull-witted oaf, there to remind us that death, although horrific, can have a funny side. This is the message of such light-hearted horror comedies as Shaun of the Dead (2004), and the so-called ‘zom rom coms’ of modern fiction and cinema. 

Clearly, the zombie myth has become well established in today’s popular culture. On the one hand, it may be viewed as a morbid and tasteless trope; on the other, it may perhaps celebrate the fact that, although we can never outwit this figure of death entirely, as sentient human beings we have the upper hand for the time being. After all, we are the living, travelling towards the future; while the zombie, for all its fearsome gore, is essentially dead, a gruesome remnant of the past. Whichever view we take, the zombie looks set to take up permanent residence, along with vampires and werewolves, as one of the most popular figures in the contemporary horror pantheon. 





The Voodoo Zombie







Vodun and Voodoo
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The ancient art of voodoo, which today is still practised in Haiti and other countries of the Caribbean, as well as parts of America, is a strange mixture of elements from different religions and cultures. It is essentially based on the West African religion of Vodun, which goes back thousands of years, and emphasises the importance of ancestors, whose wishes are interpreted by priests and priestesses attached to families or clans. However, it also incorporates elements of Roman Catholicism, which was mixed in with Vodun to disguise its African roots.
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Slaves brought over from Africa to the Caribbean were prohibited by their white masters from practising their own religion, playing their own music or following their age-old rituals. The slave owners believed that keeping African culture alive would help to forge bonds between the slaves, which in turn might lead to revolution; they also viewed the slaves’ culture and religious rituals as primitive and ungodly. 

Despite being forced underground, the Vodun religion survived, amazingly enough, in a new, disguised form: Vodou, which became known in the popular media as voodoo. The religion was a combination of African Vodun, Roman Catholicism and certain aspects of Amerindian belief systems, particularly Arawak. In many ways, this new form of Vodun, transplanted into the New World by black slaves, was as spiritually profound and morally serious as Christianity and the other major faiths. (It was also extremely important to its followers, the slaves, who were suffering intense anguish as a result of being taken from their homelands, losing their liberty, and being treated as worthless.) However, over the years, it developed a reputation, mainly among white Americans and Europeans, as an evil form of witchcraft and sorcery. The darker, more disturbing aspects of the beliefs, rituals and icons of voodoo worship were emphasised to create a picture of an entirely menacing, sinister black art, rather than as a religion as insightful and complex as the ancient Greek or Roman systems of worship. 

This new and evolved version of Vodun was contradictory in the sense that it held, on the one hand, polytheistic traits bearing remarkable resemblance to the ancient Greek and Roman religions where its extended family of different gods controlled various aspects of life. However, through the influence of colonialists it now also had a central monotheistic vision of a distant ruling single god giving the religion a structural similarity to Christianity. Which is perhaps why it was relatively easy for the African slaves to switch from the loa of their ancient religion to the saints of the Roman Catholic church, who appeared to have much the same function. 

 

A Black Art? 
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Over the centuries, Vodun became stigmatised as a black art and was driven underground, giving the religion a reputation as a secretive, malign type of sorcery practised among primitive black people. Some aspects of it, such as the belief that sorcerors could reanimate the dead, transforming them into mindless zombies to do their bidding, were exaggerated; while others, such as the use of voodoo dolls were wrongly described. In the Vodun religion, a doll symbolising, for instance, a sick person, is sometimes used in prayer. A name is pinned to the doll to direct the saint’s attention to it, and so perhaps help ease his or her suffering. It is much more rare to find the doll being used malevolently, having pins stuck into it so as to bring harm or pain to the symbolised person. 

In the same way, allegations of cannibalism and human sacrifice in the Vodun religion were largely exaggerated. Animal sacrifices were made on a regular basis, but in this respect, Vodun was not very different to the other major world religions, where such rituals had been a part of everyday worship since ancient times. 

 

Severed Limbs
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Despite this, the Vodun religion as practised by black peoples in the Caribbean and the Americas became more and more sensationalised and vilified over the years. Violence, especially the cutting off of human limbs in order to make sacrifices and potions, and bizarre satanic rituals involving torture, were portrayed as the norm among its followers, which was very far from the truth. In 1884, a book by Spencer St John called Haiti or the Black Republic was published, giving lurid accounts of human sacrifice, torture and bloodletting as if these were everyday occurrences in the country. Naturally enough, with the birth of the film industry not long afterwards, these stories caught the imagination of filmmakers and the ‘horrors’ of voodoo, as it came to be known, were further exaggerated in a series of early zombie movies. 

There was, of course, a hefty dose of racism in all this. Not only slave owners, but the general public, gave vent to their fear of cultural difference and their anxiety over maintaining their imperialist heritage by representing black people, and the Vodun religion, as brutal, bestial and inhuman. The reality was somewhat different, and those very same charges were later levelled at the imperialists, with good reason. 

During the twentieth century, as the Vodun religion began to lose its spiritual roots and become commercialised as voodoo, there were those who tried to profit from the situation, peddling all manner of bogus spells, potions and trinkets. This trade became popular in Haiti and in New Orleans, where all sorts of scams took place, adding to the unsavoury reputation of voodoo. Voodoo came to be characterised as the belief system of a certain section of the Caribbean criminal underworld, where ruthlessness, brutality and greed ruled the day – a charge that was usually, but by no means always, unfair. 

 

The Roots of Voodoo
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The word vodou comes from an African word, vodu. In the Fon, Ewe and other languages it means spirit, but can also be translated as ‘divine creation’. The Yoruba, Fon and Ewe peoples share a belief in a Creator, called Nana Buluku, and his two children, twins Lisa – god of the sun – and Mawu – goddess of the moon. Nana Buluku is a distant god who is not concerned with the details of human life, and thus leaves it to a host of vodou, or orishas – spiritual helpers who organise human affairs, such as protecting clans and ensuring their survival. These vodou spirits are grouped into families, and worshipped as ancestors, with priests and priestesses to serve them. 

 

In the Vodun religion, there are many deities connected with the natural world, such as mami wata, water gods and goddesses who rule the seas and rivers, and sakpata, who are in charge of disease and illness. In addition, some gods supervise human occupations and attributes; for instance, Ogoun, or Gu, rules the world of blacksmiths and ironworkers, while Legba, also known as Eshu, is a messenger deity known for his cleverness and wily ways. The African Eshu, who is responsible for maintaining a balance between the spirit and human worlds, is quite often depicted as a young, stocky man carrying a large stick. In contrast, his later incarnation as Papa Legba in Caribbean voodoo, he is seen as an elderly man with a crutch. 

 

Dried Animal Parts
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There are a wide variety of rituals, songs and dances to praise the gods, but generally it is common among the worshippers to sacrifice animals as a way of thanking or appeasing the gods. A number of talismans, or fetishes are also used to maintain contact with the spirit world, to heal, and to bring back youth and vigour. These are often dried animal parts, but may also be small statues. 

Another belief is that departed ancestors coexist with the living. Women are organised into groups, with a Mama, or Queen Mother, at the head. As well as attending to practical duties such as administering the buying and selling of food at markets, the Queen Mothers lead their communities in prayer, and in times gone by, would pray for the safe return of men from the clan who had gone to fight tribal wars. The women often wielded great power among their peoples, a feature of social coordination that was later kept alive among the slaves of the Caribbean and the southern states of America. 

 

The Sorcerors
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As mentioned above, the evil nature of Vodun has been greatly exaggerated over the centuries, often as a way of rationalising the suppression of this religion, and forcing it underground. However, it must be said that there is, as in most religions, a dark side to Vodun. Vodun followers believe in the power of sorcerors, known as botono or azeto. These mysterious and highly respected figures were said to be able to summon up the spirits and cause their opponents – whether individuals or whole communities – harm through magic spells and rituals. They were also credited with the power to reanimate the dead, making them their slaves for life. This is where the notion of the zombie began, and though it forms part of the general belief system of Vodun, it is by no means central to it. 

 

Vodun Today
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The roots of the Vodun religion date back over six thousand years, and it established itself across a large swathe of Africa, chiefly in what was then called Dahomey (now Benin), and also in parts of Nigeria and Togo. During the period of colonial rule, efforts were made to stamp out the religion, but it survived underground, in secret orders which continued to worship the gods. Later, during the Marxist regime of Benin from 1975 to 1989, the religion was again banned, but with the establishment of a democratic government in 1991, Vodun was once again permitted as a form of worship.In 1996 it became the official religion of the country. 

Today, Vodun is practised by millions of people across the world, not only in Benin, but in Haiti, the Dominican Republic, Ghana, Togo and parts of the USA. In Africa, South America and the Caribbean, there are a number of religions with features similar to Vodun, including Candoble, Santeria Lucumi, Macumba, Quimbanda and Umbanda. 

 

The Loa
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In recent times, rather than demonising Vodun, commentators have tended to point to the similarities between this ancient African religion and aspects of Christian belief. Both teach that there is a Creator and an afterlife. The African loa, or spirits, have a similar function to the Christian saints, and in many cases are conceived of as exceptional individuals who, after their death, go on to supervise particular areas of human society and occupations. In addition, Vodun worshippers believe in a special, personal loa who looks after them, similar to a patron saint or guardian angel. 

There is also a similarity between Vodun and Christianity in that both believe in the existence of evil, and of the devil, or demons. At certain points in history, this aspect of Christianity is emphasised, while at others, it is downplayed – medieval Christians for example, had a vivid sense of the demon world, in the same way that Vodun worshippers continue to have.





Haitian Vodou
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This religion, also known as sevis lwa (service to the loa) is a mixture of African Vodun and Roman Catholicism, which dates from the sixteenth century, when the first slaves were brought over from Africa to the Caribbean. The slaves were impelled to convert to Christianity, but instead of leaving their traditional religion behind, they simply included it in their new belief system. Today, Vodou is still an important part of the culture of Haiti, and related forms exist in parts of the Caribbean and South America.

 

In this way, Vodou – a ‘syncretic’ religion made up of two or more previously separate belief systems – was born. It originated from the island of Hispaniola, where many slaves were taken, and which later became partitioned as Haiti and the Dominican Republic. 

In Haitian Vodou, The Creator is called Bondye which is derived from the French for good God, Bon Dieu.  The African loa spirits from Vodun become lwa – the most important being Papa Legba who guards the spiritual crossroads of life, allowing human beings to speak to God, and bringing messages from God to the people. Other spirits include Kouzin Zaka, the spirit of farming; Erzulie Fred, the spirit of love; and Simbi, the spirit of rain. According to Vodou lore, the many spirits divide into twenty-one nations, some of which war with each other. For example, the hot-blooded Petwo nation conflicts with the Rada nation, which is calmer. They are further divided into families who rule over various aspects of life, including fertility, death, farming and war. Each of the lwa has a connection with a particular Roman Catholic saint, in a complex system that may include many deities. For example, Li Grand Zombi, the snake deity, has a special relationship with St Patrick, who was well known in Catholic teachings for his power to cast out snakes. 

In a particular household, shrines are set up for ancestors and spirits, with special foods, scents, candles, flowers and drinks displayed. On a certain spirit’s ‘day’, candles are lit, Catholic ‘Hail Marys’ and ‘Our Fathers’ recited, Papa Legba acknowledged, and then the individual spirit addressed through prayers. 

 

Divine Possession

[image: image-23.png]

 

Despite its links with Roman Catholicism, the communal form of service in Haitian Vodou is quite different from that of the Christian church. Before the service, large quantities of food – especially chicken – are cooked, and altars set up. Services are conducted by a Houngan – a priest – or a Mambo – a priestess, and vary according to their particular taste and characteristics. The service begins with French songs and Catholic prayers, and then there is a roll-call of all the saints worshipped by that community, both African and Roman Catholic. Prayers are offered up to the saints, called Priye Gine, or African Prayer, and the spirit of the drums, Hounto, is invoked to help with the festivities. 

As with the Pentecostalists, Vodou worshippers believe that when they pray, the spirit may enter an individual, and speak through them. When this happens, the Vodouisants, as the worshippers are called, believe themselves to be very lucky, and expect good fortune to come upon their households. During the night, there may be many such possessions, and often the celebration becomes quite informal and quite chaotic, as the participants discuss which songs and prayers should be performed. Arguments can also break out over whether the Houngan or Mambo is enabling or obstructing the descent of the spirits to the bossale – the uninitiated worshippers. 

 

Terrorist Death Squads
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Over the years, Vodou in Haiti became a centre of resistance to European imperialism. Missionaries were constantly sent to the island to try to convert the slaves, but they failed. The Haitians continued to worship their gods as they saw fit, despite intense pressure to drop the sevis lwa that connected them to their African forefathers. 

In 1791, a slave revolt in Haiti began with a Vodou ceremony known as Bwa Kayiman, in which a black pig was sacrificed to the spirit Ezili Dantor, and the worshippers – African captives from over twenty different nations – listened to Voudon priest, Papaloi Boukman, preach about the need for revolution against the cruel slave drivers who were making their lives hell. After a long, hard struggle, the Haitian people threw off French colonial rule in 1804, becoming the first black people’s republic to do so. As the first independent nation of the Americas, and the only nation whose independence was gained as the result of a slave rebellion, it became a beacon of hope for other states and countries struggling against European oppression.

Sadly, however, in the years that followed, the country deteriorated as a series of invaders, beginning with Napoleon Bonaparte, attempted to re-take the island. From 1915 to 1934, under US occupation, the constitutional system was dismantled, forced labour reintroduced and the population subjugated. Later, under the rule of the Duvalier family, the Haitians suffered from a totalitarian regime which included terrorist death squads known as Tonton Macoutes. Many fled the country, leaving their compatriots to suffer poverty, disease and misery under a series of unstable governments. Today, Haiti is one of the poorest and least developed countries in the world, with over eighty per cent of the population living in poverty as small-scale subsistence farmers.

 

Scams and Corruption
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Not surprisingly, in this situation of political corruption, social destabilisation and extreme poverty, the Vodou religion, along with other aspects of Haitian life, also deteriorated. Vodou began to be exploited by unscrupulous Houngans and Mambos, who began to demand huge sums of money for their services. These priests were regarded as powerful people, who had the opportunity to make a large income, and so many joined the order simply to line their own pockets. In this way, true Vodou began to die out, replaced by a commercial version of the religion that centred on extracting as much money as possible from naïve and desperate inhabitants of the island as well as credulous tourists, rather than serving the spirits. Various scams were concocted to fleece the victims, and the importance of the more lurid aspects of the religion stepped up. These included ideas about zombies and voodoo dolls, which are not intrinsic to the Vodou religion or to the priests, but which are the preserve of the bokor, the sorcerer, having a basis in non-religious folklore. 
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