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      VODOU 

      Money Magic

      “Vodou Money Magic is like a car jack: if you aren’t 
afraid to get your hands dirty, it will help you get the job done. The author explains 
what steps to take, but you have to do the work yourself.” 

      ELIZABETH BARRETTE, AUTHOR OF COMPOSING 
MAGIC: HOW TO CREATE MAGICAL SPELLS, RITUALS,  
BLESSINGS, CHANTS AND PRAYER 

    

  
    
      Preface

      ACCORDING TO SOME, GETTING rich is the simplest thing 
in the world. One need only visualize prosperity, chant abundance mantras, or join 
the right multilevel marketing plan and soon the money will be flowing in. Keys 
to wealth are as thick on the ground as ultimate weight-loss guides. 

      For most Haitians, prosperity means having enough to eat; wealth 
is a little bit of money stashed away against the inevitable hard times. Pipe dreams 
and get-rich-quick schemes are a luxury they can ill afford. They know that every 
triumph demands sacrifice, that behind every success are a dozen failures. For almost 
three hundred years they have relied on Vodou to give them an edge in one of the 
Western Hemisphere’s harshest environments. 

      Cynics frequently ask, “If Vodou is so powerful, why is Haiti 
the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere?” We might turn the question around. 
Vodou has survived a century of slavery, three centuries of oppression, nineteen 
years of U.S. occupation of Haiti, and innumerable efforts by state and church (Evangelical 
and Catholic) to eradicate this “primitive superstition.” Like the Haitian people, 
Vodou exists in the face of overwhelming odds; its continued existence is testimony 
to its power and to the strength of its followers. 

      Many modern magicians have internalized a cultural disdain for 
money. Most strains of British traditional witchcraft explicitly 
prohibit charging for initiations. Many Neopagans go 
further and forbid charging a client for any magical or spiritual services; some 
would even condemn using magic to improve one’s personal finances. (It can lead 
to selfishness and materialism, you know.) And not surprisingly, many of these people 
who scorn wealth discover that wealth scorns them back. 

      Yet historically, magic has long been a tool for gain. People 
once went to witches to seek prosperity and success, not spiritual folderol and 
soothing words. Magicians were judged by their miracles and paid for their skill 
in producing them. In Haiti, Vodou is not just a religion; it is also a career opportunity. 
A gift for working with the lwa (spirits) and satisfying a clientele has 
made some houngans and mambos wealthy and has kept many others in relative prosperity 
in one of the world’s poorest countries. 

      In Cap-Haïtien, Haiti’s second-largest city, Mayor Michel St. 
Croix estimates that less than 10 percent of the city’s eight hundred thousand residents 
have jobs. Thanks to aid from the international community, St. Croix was able to 
provide four hundred street-cleaning jobs that each paid three dollars a day—a sizable 
wage in a country where 76 percent of the population lives on less than two dollars 
a day.1

      If we wish to learn about wealth magic, we may want to explore 
how Vodouisants—practitioners of Vodou—have found prospects for advancement 
in a place where opportunity is in desperately short supply. A great part of a tradition’s 
magic lies in its way of seeing; there is more power in wisdom than in spell craft. 
Teaching the ins and outs of Vodou practice lies beyond the scope of this book (or 
indeed any book, series, or website). Learning the preconceptions and prejudices 
of the Vodou worldview—and of our own—may prove more useful. 

      
        The Blessings of Poverty, the Blessings of Wealth 

        Romanticism gave us “states of Nature” and pre-Christian utopias 
untouched by the taint of civilization. The Romantics followed the lead of Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, who honored “man in his primitive state, as he is placed by nature at 
an equal distance from the stupidity of brutes, and the fatal ingenuity of civilized 
man.”2 Many 
Romantic philosophers equated wealth with civilization and 
all its attendant evils. As Henry David Thoreau wrote: 

        If you are restricted in your range by poverty, if you cannot 
buy books and newspapers, for instance, you are but confined to the most significant 
and vital experiences; you are compelled to deal with the material which yields 
the most sugar and the most starch. It is life near the bone where it is sweetest 
. . . Superfluous wealth can buy superfluities only. Money is not required to buy 
one necessity of the soul. 3

        A Marxist/Luddite distaste for business was combined later with 
Eastern asceticism as Theosophy, Vedantism, and other movements brought Buddhist 
and Hindu ideas of renunciation to Victorian and Edwardian occulture. Since these 
movements were largely the provenance of the moneyed classes, there was an accompanying 
disdain for too-obvious ambition. Wealth magic was low sorcery: it showed greed 
and, worse, that the magician needed money. 

        Whereas Victorian magicians had mixed feelings about wealth, 
the mid-twentieth-century counterculture had open hostility toward it. In 1970 England’s 
Isle of Wight Festival degenerated into a battle between promoters and radicals 
bemoaning entertainment for profit and demanding a free event. “[I]t began as a 
beautiful dream but it has gotten out of control and become a monster,” said promoter 
Ron Foulk in his epitaph for what would prove to be the last festival on Wight for 
thirty-two years.4 In 
America the Summer of Love was replaced by several 
long, hot summers of rioting against “The Establishment” and contempt for the faceless 
gray bourgeoisie. Financial success was a sign of moral turpitude; “working-class 
cred” was superior to inherited (or even hard-earned) wealth. 

        By contrast, Haitian Vodouisants know that poverty doesn’t 
make most people saintly or blessed, it just makes them poor. To renounce worldly 
goods you must first have them, and fasting is only a virtue when it is voluntary. 
In Vodou, poverty is a sign of weakness; good fortune is a sign that one is favored 
by Bondye (God) and the lwa (spirits). Vodouisants seek not to accept 
their condition but to rise above it. In an intensely competitive environment, they 
believe Vodou provides an edge that can make the difference between hope and despair, 
between survival and death. 

        A lack of resources and an overabundance of people ensure that 
very little is free in Haiti. This is reflected in Vodou’s religious and magical 
worldview. The lwa expect to be paid for their favors and Vodouisants expect to 
be rewarded—by both their clients and the spirits—for their services. Vodouisants 
have no compunction about demanding money from the lwa or withholding their offerings 
if they don’t get a response. There are clearly delineated expectations that priest, 
client, and lwa are expected to meet, with little room for excuses on any part.


        To survive amid scarcity requires a community. The famni
(family) shares resources and closes ranks against outside dangers. In exchange 
for the family’s protection, the individual pledges loyalty and service to the group. 
This is true of spiritual relations as well as blood ties (the two oft being entwined 
in Haiti): the société (Vodou house) looks after its members, and functions 
as a support group as well as a religious organization. A similar dynamic holds 
for the interaction between lwa and servitor. The lwa give special attention to 
those who give them special attention and tangible rewards to those who make tangible 
offerings. It is a relationship of mutual need and mutual respect. 

        If neglected, the lwa may take away the Vodouisant’s wealth and 
luck. Conversely, servitors may withhold service from their lwa after a period of 
misfortune or signs that the spirits have been slacking on their end. This may seem 
disrespectful, but it’s in keeping with tradition. Practitioners of Goetic magic 
(strains of which have influenced many sociétés in Haiti) coerce demons to do their 
bidding through negative reinforcement, and J. G. (Sir James George) Frazer (1854–1941) 
described how Sicilian Catholics in 1893 responded to a prolonged drought by putting 
their saints outside and taking away their ornaments until they brought 
rain.5 Ultimately, 
it comes down to economics: in Haiti even a lwa who will not work 
will not eat. 

      

      
        Vodou, Poverty, and Practicality 

        This may seem harsh, even mercenary, to those of us raised in 
more indulgent faiths. We may prefer that our gods shower blessings upon us in exchange 
for nothing more than a sincere “thank you.” And while we may have no compunction 
about asking for “strength,” for “the best possible outcome,” or for other equally 
nebulous requests, we might agonize for a long time before petitioning our gods 
for a new car or a raise at work. “Do I really need this?” we might ask. 
“Will it be useful to my spiritual development?” But are we worried that the gods 
might be offended by our greed—or afraid that they may not be able to deliver our 
requests? 

        Although scorned as “primitive superstition,” Vodou is actually 
a very practical and scientific tradition. The petitions that are offered to the 
lwa are tangible and easily verified: In the words of the Viennese school of logical 
positivists, they are “falsifiable.” It is difficult to say whether a ritual aimed 
at granting “inner peace” is a failure or a success. By contrast, a successful money
wanga (magic spell) will show definite and verifiable results: one’s financial 
situation either improves or does not improve. 

        Many modern “magicians” enjoy the aesthetics of magic; they find 
the practice of ritual stimulating and therapeutic. Few regularly put 
themselves in situations where they must live or die by 
their magic. Haitian Vodouisants, on the other hand, can allow themselves no such 
luxury. For them magic means the difference between dying and surviving, between 
surviving and thriving. In this harsh arena, only the most faithful and hardworking 
spirits will receive regular service; only the most effective wangas and techniques 
will become part of the Vodouisant’s magical arsenal. These spells have worked for 
centuries in a harsh and impoverished environment; they can certainly yield results 
amid our more prosperous surroundings. 

        There are no get-rich-quick schemes and no easy money to be found 
here. Vodouisants know that the path to wealth is rarely quick and never easy. There 
are no genies waiting to fulfill your every desire. Vodou can offer you allies; 
it can introduce you to the lwa and help you to start a mutually beneficial relationship. 
What happens after that is entirely between you and your spirits. 

        So what are we waiting for? Let’s get down to business. 

      

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      So What Is This “Vodou” Stuff, Anyway—and Why 
the Funny Spelling?

      THAT’S AN EXCELLENT QUESTION, even if it is a rhetorical 
one. Political wonks may remember George Bush Sr. scornfully referring to Ronald 
Reagan’s budgetary proposals as “voodoo economics.” You may even have stuck a few 
pins in a “voodoo doll” while wishing the worst for some enemy. (Contrary to popular 
belief, voodoo dolls are not well known in Haiti. The practice of creating “poppets”—figurines 
of wax or cloth—and using them for sympathetic magic comes from European witchcraft, 
not African or Caribbean traditions.) For some the word voodoo has an air 
of sinister magic; for others, a taint of silly superstition. 

      Vodou, by contrast, is a term for the magico-religious practices 
of Haiti, a country located on the western half of Hispaniola, an island in the 
Caribbean. (The eastern side of the island is the Dominican Republic.) “Vodou” is 
the spelling most commonly used in Kreyol, the language of the Haitian people. This 
spelling distinguishes it from its primary ancestor, the “Vodun,” or “Vodu,” practiced 
in modern-day Benin and Togo by Africans whose ancestors were fortunate enough to 
escape the slavers. It also distinguishes Vodou from New Orleans voodoo, folk practices 
that show the influence of Haitian slaves brought to Louisiana by colonists escaping 
the Saint-Domingue uprising (1791–1804). 

      Vodou’s cosmology is monotheistic and deistic. After 
creating the world, Bondye (God) withdrew from it. One might pray to Bondye on Sundays 
at church, but you would hardly expect Him to help you with your personal problems. 
Instead, you would call on the lwa—the spirits that Bondye charged with the 
day-to-day running of things. Just as the Catholic saints and angels are tasked 
with keeping things in order, as are the ancestors, so too are a number of Haitian 
and African entities who are known to their devotees as the lwa. 

      The lwa are honored at fets, parties that feature drumming, 
dancing, and often the ritual sacrifice of one or more animals. In Haiti these fets 
are often held in the peristyle, a temple owned by the société (Vodou house); 
in the United States they are sometimes held in the homes of devotees. These fets 
feature tables filled with offerings for the various lwa who will be saluted. Mama 
Danto will have a plate full of her favorite dish, griot (fried pork). Zaka’s 
bag of food and tools will be found there, as will Agwe’s boat and Damballah’s egg 
and flour. On the floor you will find vévés, elaborate cornmeal drawings 
that are used to call down the spirits. 

      During those fets, the lwa will frequently come down and possess 
one or more of the attendees. Things are kept in order by a houngan (priest) 
or mambo (priestess) who has been initiated in the kanzo, a lengthy, 
grueling ceremony that culminates when the participants receive the asson,
an elaborately beaded rattle. The asson is both a sign of office and a tool 
that can be used to call on the spirits and induce possession. The lwa are saluted 
with the asson and with ceremonial gestures taught to those who are members of the 
house. 

      Houngans and mambos can also call down the spirits privately 
when they need to work wanga (magic) for themselves or a client. This may involve 
something as simple as burning a candle or it may be a complex ritual involving 
expensive offerings and hours of prayers and chants. For most Vodou professionals, 
this is their primary source of income. People call on them to act as intercessors 
with the lwa; they believe that the Vodouisants’ training and affiliation mean that 
their petitions will receive closer scrutiny. (Corporations and 
special-interest groups hire lobbyists for the same reason and at a considerably 
higher price.) 

      Vodou is an initiatory tradition: to become a houngan or mambo, 
one must receive training and undergo an initiatory ceremony from a properly made 
priest or priestess. However, one does not have to be an initiate to serve the lwa 
or to reap the benefits of working with them. Indeed, most Haitian Vodouisants are 
not initiated. What is important is developing a personal relationship with your 
lwa. 

      You cannot (and should not!) do possession work on your own. 
Neither should you try holding a large public party for the spirits, or setting 
yourself up in business as a houngan or mambo without the proper training and initiation. 
However, there is no reason why you cannot talk to the lwa and ask for their advice 
and assistance in your daily life. This book will introduce you to some of the most 
well known and beloved of the lwa, and provide you with some spells that you can 
use to improve your condition. It is up to you to make that connection—only you 
can establish that relationship and make these spirits your counselors, guides, 
and friends. 

    

  
    
      
        PART ONE

        *

        Worldviews

         

         

         

        
          TO PRACTICE VODOU EFFECTIVELY, we need to learn how to 
think like Vodouisants. To do this, we first need to understand how their attitudes 
and preconceptions differ from our own. effective money magic is more than cryptic 
words and gestures; it involves overcoming our negative, dysfunctional behaviors 
and ideas. We may wish to follow a sanitized, whitewashed version of Vodou that 
lets us do the spells while holding onto all of our cherished ethical tenets and 
soothing myths. But we will have more success if we explore Vodou honestly, taking 
it not as we wish it were but, instead, as it is. in doing so, we may find ourselves 
faced with some important, if uncomfortable, questions about our own lives and ideals.
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      Power

      Nearly all men can stand adversity, but if you want to test a man’s character, give him power. 

      ABRAHAM LINCOLN 

      VODOU IS NOT ABOUT finding enlightenment or attaining 
inner peace. Vodou is about power. Vodouisants practice their religion so they can 
gain mastery over their peers and their environment. They work with the spirits 
to gain that mastery; should the lwa withhold their boons, their followers will 
not hesitate to withhold offerings. This may seem harsh, even mercenary, to those 
who come to Vodou as outsiders. We might prefer a world in which we offer our deities 
the same unconditional love they shower upon us, where even the “dark” gods are 
only there to teach us valuable life lessons. But if we are to understand Vodou 
as it is, rather than as we might like it to be, we must explore the rules and preconceptions 
of its moral universe—and of our own. 

      
        Power as a Five-Letter Word 

        Our relationship with power is ambivalent at best. From an early 
age we are warned that power corrupts. We’re expected to confine our quest to power 
over self (typically meaning self-denial and self-abnegation) and cautioned against 
the black magic of power over others. We are taught to shun those who obviously 
wish to rise beyond their social station and become leaders; if they aren’t considered “sell-outs,” 
they are deemed “power hungry” and hence are not to be trusted. We’re taught to 
hold sacred tenets of democracy and egalitarianism. Claims that we are better than 
someone else are to be made in extreme moderation, lest we be accused of bragging 
or groveling. 

        In our culture, raw displays of power are distasteful because 
they are unnecessary. The population can be pacified by all the baubles of a consumer 
culture; there is plenty to go around. We can have laborers who fancy themselves 
members of the middle class, complete with mortgage, car payment, and wide-screen 
HDTV. This is not and has never been the case in Haiti. There are no circuses and 
very little bread. The scarce resources are largely controlled by a wealthy elite 
who rule through intimidation and terror. A “neg” (literally, “black”; a more accurate 
translation might be “poor man”) has no illusions that he was created equal to his 
rulers. Should these rulers wish, they can evict him from his ancestral land; they 
can jail him for any reason or no reason; they can kill him should he prove a threat 
or even an annoyance. His very existence (and that of his fellow have-nots, who 
make up 80 percent of Haiti’s population) is at the sufferance of the ruling elite.


        Produced under this yoke, you might expect Vodou’s theology to 
demonize the arrogant mighty and extol the virtues of poverty and humility. Instead, 
Vodou practitioners have developed a keen respect for power and have learned to 
cherish every scrap of it that they might acquire. Vodou sees no particular nobility 
in poverty, no special holiness in being a victim; those “blessings” are freely 
available throughout Haiti. On the contrary, those whom the lwa favor they bless 
with prosperity and success. Power is not an invitation to divine chastisement but 
a sign of divine favor. 

        Vodouisants may hate those who oppress them. They may wreak a 
terrible vengeance when given a chance, as in the bloody dechoukage (uprootings) 
that claimed hundreds of lives after coups in 1986, 1988, 
and 1991.1 
But there is always a certain conviction that this oppression is preordained, an 
expectation—generally fulfilled—that the 
new leaders will be no better than the old; that “Behind the 
mountains are mountains and more 
mountains”;2 and 
that “when neg fights 
neg, God laughs.” There is no idea that everything happens “for the greater good” 
or that there is some heavenly reward at the end. The wealthy may assuage their 
consciences by thinking of the celestial prizes awaiting the less fortunate, but 
the poor are not so naive. Three hundred years of Haitian history have given them 
little reason to expect a better tomorrow, either here or in the hereafter. 

      

      
        Power, Power Exchange, and the Spirits 

        Many of our ideas about divine rule and heavenly order come from 
a prosperous Christian bishop named St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430 CE). His vision, 
as portrayed in his book City of God, was inspired largely by the social 
and political structures of the late Roman Empire. Later we incorporated ideas from 
Hinduism and Buddhism as filtered through a ruling-class Victorian English mindset. 
To these people the universe was a logical and well-mannered place; their privileged 
status was proof of heaven’s benevolence and willingness to grant gifts to the deserving. 
To the extent that all of human history and all of human culture culminated in their 
ruling-class Victorian English society, so all other stories of the divine were 
but shadows of their God or reflections of their Truth. 

        Vodou, by contrast, arose out of the horrors of the Middle Passage, 
the middle leg of a trade triangle in which slaves were transported from Africa 
to the Americas via Europe. These earliest adherents of Vodou were yanked from their 
homes and taken to strange places on the other side of the world, where they were 
worked mercilessly on plantations and subjected to savage punishments for the slightest 
disobedience. Their theology had no place for a kindly divinity showering blessings 
on his people. Bondye, Vodou’s vision of God, is not so much a benevolent emperor 
as an absentee ruler, as inapproachable as the gran blancs who owned the 
plantations and simultaneously as vital and unimportant in their daily lives. That 
is still true today; now, although Bondye may be given a verbal nod in prayers or 
through attendance at Sunday Mass, He generally keeps his distance from the affairs 
of men—and certainly from the affairs of poor Haitians. 

        Rather than concern themselves with the inaccessible and 
inscrutable Bondye, Vodouisants focus on the spirits who work under Him and who 
are responsible for overseeing His affairs. Like most bureaucrats, the lwa are inclined 
to look favorably upon petitions from those Vodouisants they already know, or in 
Vodou parlance, those they “walk with.” Others will require an introduction through 
a mutual acquaintance; one of the main reasons for joining a société is to gain 
access to their spirits. And in keeping with the traditional mores of Haitian bureaucracy, 
these lwa expect flattery and bribes in exchange for their efforts. Some are more 
benevolent and generously disposed while others will be more demanding and less 
tolerant of failures; none are inclined to offer unconditional gifts. 

        One of the few ways in which a poor Haitian can gain status is 
through Vodou. Membership in a société means protection and better access to scarce 
opportunities; initiation as a houngan or mambo confers status akin to a law or 
medical degree. The spirits grant power to those they favor, and Vodou is the science 
of making them well disposed on your behalf. Many Vodouisants act not out of reverence 
or love for the lwa but for career advancement; still others are forced into service 
by ancestral spirits claiming a debt. A djab (untamed spirit) who helped 
your great-grandmother may recruit you into the family tradition, two generations 
of Evangelicalism notwithstanding. The idea that the divine must gain your consent 
before taking control of your life is foreign to Haitian Vodou. 

        But the relationship between Vodouisant and lwa is not just one 
of bondage and fawning submission. If Vodouisants are serviteurs lwa (servants 
of the spirits), they are servants under contract who will not hesitate to assert 
their rights and make demands. Vodouisants who have one or more powerful spirits 
will be able to earn a living performing wanga for others. As their reputation grows, 
they may be able to afford more impressive quarters for their lwa. They might be 
able to purchase initiation and gain those social and magical benefits. They will 
gain followers of their own who will come to the spirit with offerings and sacrifices. 
Each hand washes the other, and each party in the spiritual transaction has expectations 
that must be fulfilled. In a land with endemic scarcity of resources, not even the 
saints and angels can expect a free lunch. 

      

      
        Vodou and Power over Others 

        Most of us have come of age in a culture that granted us considerable 
leeway to state our opinions. We may have participated in college protests or written 
impassioned letters to our local newspapers. We may have worn T-shirts condemning 
our political leaders in strong or even scatological terms, or even flaunted our 
membership in one or more alternative cultures and reveled in shocking the mundanes. 
We take these freedoms as a birthright and consider them the hallmark of a civilized 
culture. We would (and regularly do) condemn any government that enforces restrictions 
in dress, speech, or lifestyle. We certainly have no use for a person or party who 
would hijack someone else’s emotions and take control of another’s “free will.”


        Haitian Vodouisants live in a very different world. The Haitian 
rulers are well aware that they preside over an unstable situation: between 1804 
and 2005, Haiti experienced thirty-two coups. A Haitian politician who tolerates 
an actual or perceived challenge to his position may lose that position. Vodouisants 
who speak out on behalf of one side may be killed by the other side; drawing the 
attention of the powerful is more likely to bring trouble than benefit. The daily 
existence of most poor Haitians shows little evidence of free will; rather, they 
are constantly reminded of their restrictions and limitations. As a result, we can 
hardly be surprised that Vodou has never developed taboos against controlling or 
doing harm to others. 

        Haiti is a dangerous place; Haitians have learned to take 
precautions against those dangers. There is an expectation that others will show 
similar forethought, and there is little sympathy for those who do not. Childhood 
stories describe the adventures of Ti Malis, a clever thief and trickster who regularly 
takes advantage of his well-meaning but dull-witted “friend” Ti Bouki. The implied 
moral of these stories is that it is better to be smart like Ti Malis than trusting 
like Ti Bouki.3 Most 
interactions between strangers are marked by mutual 
mistrust and suspicion; fear of poisoning and sorcery is widespread. (Indeed, many 
Haitians joke that there is no such thing as death by natural causes in Haiti, since 
any demise will be greeted with speculation about jealous neighbors.) 

        Vodou does not condemn coercive or destructive magic, but neither 
does it doubt its existence. Haitian Vodouisants know that others may resort to 
wanga and take appropriate steps to defend themselves. Initiation is said to confer 
immunity to many forms of malevolent magic, while a gad migan (stomach guard) 
is believed to neutralize spiritual and physical poisons. But the Vodouisant’s greatest 
protection against all of these is a solid working relationship with his spirits. 
If the lwa are happy, they will deflect many difficulties, defuse most magical threats, 
and provide the tools necessary to overcome others in the fiercely competitive struggle 
for survival. 

      

      
        Vodou, Power, and the Family 

        This is not to say that Vodou is without ethics or that poor 
Haitians have no moral code. But those ethics are largely focused on the société 
and its members; that moral code is geared almost exclusively toward the individual’s 
immediate family. One’s primary duty is to ones blood relatives. In Haitian culture 
to call someone sanmaman—“without a mother”—is a grievous insult, as it implies 
that the person is so worthless that even his or her own family has cast him or 
her out. In our culture, on the other hand, we like to think that we can rise above 
our origins and create ourselves in our own image. But Haitian Vodouisants define 
and are defined by their roots; for them, ancestry is both identity and destiny.


        Family relationships are so valued because they can be 
the difference between life and death. Multiple children mean more mouths to feed—but 
they also mean more potential workers to bring in money for rice, beans, and other 
staples. A tightknit family that cares for its members and shares its wealth in 
good times can better weather bad times. A lone individual may be robbed or killed 
with impunity; connections to powerful people or membership in a well-regarded Vodou 
house (or a feared secret society such as the Sanpwel) can provide much-needed protection. 
Hence, these relationships are cherished and the attendant responsibilities emphasized.


      

      
        Vodou, Power, and Race 

        Discussions of class and privilege make many of us uncomfortable; 
talk of racial issues sends us into a frothing rage. According to some, racism no 
longer exists. Others will tell you that little has changed since the days of Martin 
Luther King and Malcolm X, and that we’re still living under de facto apartheid. 
Conversations about race frequently devolve into shouting matches that shed much 
heat but little light. We talk constantly of racism, yet seem incapable of holding 
a reasoned discussion on the topic. 

        With the advent of affirmative action and similar programs, race 
(and other categories such as sexual orientation, gender, religion, and disability 
status) has become its own sort of power. Being a member of a minority group can 
now offer access to scholarships, preferences in hiring and business, and legal 
protections. This has led some nonminorities to complain of the affront to our myth 
of equality. It has led others to emphasize their membership in one or more minority 
groups to claim their slice of the victim pie and absolve themselves of the sin 
of privilege. 

        The question of race is at least as important in Haiti as it 
is in the United States. Much of Haitian history has revolved around conflict between 
the light-skinned, French-speaking, wealthy “milats” (mulattos) and the darker-skinned, 
Kreyol-speaking, poor negs. But while a few leaders (notably François Duvalier and 
Jean-Bertrand Aristide) have come to power by appealing to Haiti’s poor blacks, 
there has never been anything like our “Black is beautiful” movement. As a result, 
rich and poor alike openly favor light skin over dark skin and consider French superior 
to Kreyol. 

        Haitians are quick to recognize putting on airs. One proverb 
states, “Pal franse pa di lespri pou sa,” or, “Speaking French doesn’t mean 
you are smart.” They also realize that money trumps race; as yet another proverb 
puts it, “Milat pov se neg, neg rich se milat,” or, “A poor mulatto is black, 
a wealthy black is mulatto.”4 Affecting 
the mannerisms of wealth is one 
thing; having the actual wherewithal is quite another. The trappings of milat culture 
are desirable because they give the appearance of power—but Haitians know very well 
that appearances can be deceiving. Skin color may be an obstacle but it is not an 
utterly insurmountable one; by the same token, neither is it a guarantee of privilege.


        These open prejudices can be very off-putting, even painful, 
to African Americans. While questions of skin privilege have long been important 
within the African American community, they have typically simmered beneath the 
surface. Longstanding fears of miscegenation and “race-mixing” led to the Jim Crow 
era’s “one drop” benchmark. By that standard, one drop of African blood made you 
“colored.” A light-skinned black person who could not or did not wish to “pass” 
as white could expect little in the way of special treatment from Caucasian society. 
White people saw race issues in terms of black and white; nuances of complexion, 
hair, and features were of interest mostly to those of African descent. 

        Indeed, we might like all these thorny issues to untangle themselves 
amid the warm glow of universal brotherhood and fellowship. Failing that, we might 
wish to hide them beneath a blanket of silence. Our generation has come to equate 
racism with the use of racially derogatory language; actions and attitudes are given 
far less weight than utterances about race. 

        Haitian Vodou does not allow us that luxury. It is a mirror 
that reflects both our beauty and our flaws: in condemning the lwa, we condemn ourselves.


      

      
        Vodou, Power, and Danger 

        Many modern-day magicians loudly boast that they are as harmless 
as declawed kittens. Many New Age paradigms claim that their teachings can only 
be used for the highest and greatest good, and that since they come from the realms 
of Spirit, they of course should only be used for positive ends. Whereas witches 
were once accused of blighting crops and murdering infants, today some will tell 
you that no true witch would ever work to harm another. Much of the false accusation 
comes from one of modern occcultism’s most enduring legends, the “Burning Times.” 
These tales of millions of murdered witches have long been proven inaccurate. Historians 
estimate that forty thousand people were executed, most of those vagrants, heretic 
Christians, and other unfortunates.5 Still, 
the idea of impending slaughter 
has become deeply ingrained. Hence, many seek to present their religion as safe 
and nonthreatening in hopes that this will promote acceptance and prevent future 
pogroms. 

        Most Vodouisants, by contrast, are happy to cultivate an ominous 
image. A mambo whose spirits will not harm his (or his clients’) enemies would soon 
be seeking another line of work. The secret societies make little effort to debunk 
accusations of corpse-eating, zombification, and human sacrifice. Persecution is 
an integral part of Vodou’s history; hence, Vodouisants have learned firsthand the 
folly of proclaiming oneself defenseless. They know that lynch mobs are more easily 
dissuaded by fear of retribution than by claims of benevolence. A sorcerer who is 
rumored to be in league with Le Roi Lecife (King Lucifer) or a powerful djab may 
be the target of neighborhood gossip, but he or she is not likely to be the target 
of robbers or kidnappers. 

        For many of us, it is more important to be liked than to 
be feared; indeed, we may even think the two are mutually exclusive. We want to 
reassure everyone who might be intimidated by us that we mean them no harm, that 
we only have their best interests at heart. If we show our strength we may scare 
away potential clients or offend our superiors; if we defend ourselves, we may be 
perceived as uncooperative or even hostile. By working with the stern but nurturing 
warrior mother Ezili Danto (see chapter 13), we can learn how to be both strong 
and caring—a skill that will serve us well in both our business and personal lives. 
Meditating on Ogou and his mysteries (see chapter 12) can give us the courage to 
express our power when we need to. 

        Note well that being feared has nothing to do with affecting 
a spooky appearance or threatening all and sundry with your dark Satanic curses. 
Most of the symbols we associate with black magic are drawn from horror films: they 
are theatrical and hence carry with them the advertisement for their falsehood. 
At best, they make you look like someone playacting a role; at worst they suggest 
you are incapable of distinguishing between fantasy and reality. This does not inspire 
the fear that breeds respect but rather the dread that sane people feel in the presence 
of the delusional. 

        The best houngans and mambos don’t need to brag about their sinister 
connections or their mighty magical abilities. The reputation they have earned is 
all the advertising they need. The friends and family members they have helped—and 
the enemies who have felt their vengeance— speak for them. They use both their community’s 
love and fear to their best advantage: they recognize that both are vital tools 
in preserving their status and both are an integral part of power. It is a lesson 
that those seeking success (in other words, all of us) would do well to learn.


      

      
        Vodou, Power, and Trust 

        Many of us would agree with Will Rogers that “A stranger is just 
a friend I haven’t met yet.” We live in a world where we can get away with such 
a belief. In Haiti, however, a stranger may be your death. 
Kidnappings are an everyday occurrence, touching the lives of Haiti’s rich and poor 
alike, and law enforcement has been largely indifferent if not complicit. Gang violence 
and gunfire are commonplace; those people you don’t know may well be kriminels
(assassins) or voleurs (thieves). They may have powerful enemies—or powerful 
friends. A hand foolishly extended in friendship may be as dangerous as a rash blow.


        As a result, Haitians generally greet strangers with neutrality 
and a good deal of suspicion. Newcomers are apprised first as potential threats. 
Once it is established that they are not an immediate threat, the next questions 
arise: Who are you? Where are you from? Why are you here? What do you want? The
temwen (testimony) of friends and relatives will be used to determine character, 
through the ever-popular teledjol (tele-jawbone, or gossip). A neighbor’s 
friend in Vieux Carre may know the stranger’s mother; before long, everyone in town 
will be familiar with stories of the stranger’s childhood. One who does not have 
that temwen will find it very difficult to melt that cool reserve. 

        This is not to say that one without connections cannot become 
a member of the community. As we have already seen, the asson lineage became popular 
largely because it offered new spiritual and social ties to uprooted migrants. For 
our purposes the important lesson is this: trust is not given but earned, and at 
considerable cost. Poor Haitians may save for years to become initiated or to hold 
public ceremonies for their lwa. While the spiritual dimension is important to them, 
so too is the social recognition they confer; both are means of gaining power. (Indeed, 
this helps keep the handshakes, passwords, and other oathbound material secret; 
to share it would be to devalue one’s investment.) 

        If we are to be more successful, perhaps we should emulate this 
approach to strangers and new situations. All too often we extend our trust to all 
who ask, until they prove themselves unworthy. A measured politeness and quiet distance 
might be a better first response. We are defined by our acquaintances at least as 
much as by our clothes. Perhaps we should be as selective with our friends as with 
our wardrobe. 

        We might also do well to ask ourselves, in our social and 
business dealings, “What do they want from me?” Unconditional love generally isn’t; 
the same goes for free lunches. By the same token, ask “What do they have to offer 
me?” If you ask these questions about all of the people in your life, you may be 
surprised to find that many are taking more than they give. In that case, you may 
or may not want to consider limiting them or cutting them off. You may benefit from 
applying that polite, noncommittal Haitian neutrality when dealing with those who 
would take advantage of your good nature, and saving your resources for people who 
deserve your attention. 

        Suppose you showed loyalty to those peers who had earned your 
loyalty—and cut off those who weren’t there for you in time of need. Recognize that 
friendship is power shared, not power given. A relationship that does not meet your 
needs might be more aptly described as a donation on your part. Your time and your 
emotional resources are valuable; as such, they should be treated with respect and 
not given away lightly. You might not need to assume that everyone is a threat out 
to destroy you—but there’s certainly no reason to assume that everyone loves you 
unconditionally, either! 

      

      
        Vodou, Power, and You 

        This raw celebration of greed and ambition may seem disconcerting. 
You might prefer to wrap yourself in the warm mantle of moral superiority over this 
sad state of affairs. It’s tempting to blame racism, imperialism, and the ruling 
classes—especially since it lets us off the hook! We might instead explore 
the ways in which power plays out in our lives. Vodouisants cling desperately to 
their power because it is all they have. In the end, your power is all that you
have. You will do well to understand that and act accordingly. 
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