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Synopsis

Vodou has often served as a scapegoat for Haitia ™s problems, from political upheavals to natural
disasters. This tradition of scapegoating stretches back to the nationd ™s founding and forms part
of a contest over the legitimacy of the religion, both beyond and within Haitia ™s borders. The
Spirits and the Law examines that vexed history, asking why, from 1835 to 1987, Haiti banned many
popular ritual practices.To find out, Kate Ramsey begins with the Haitian Revolution and its
aftermath. Fearful of an independent black nation inspiring similar revolts, the United States,
France, and the rest of Europe ostracized Haiti. Successive Haitian governments, seeking to
counter the image of Haiti as primitive as well as contain popular organization and leadership,
outlawed & cespellsa ¢ and, later, & cesuperstitious practices.a « While not often strictly enforced,
these laws were at times the basis for attacks on Vodou by the Haitian state, the Catholic Church,
and occupying U.S. forces. Beyond such offensives, Ramsey argues that in prohibiting practices
considered essential for maintaining relations with the spirits, anti-Vodou laws reinforced the political
marginalization, social stigmatization, and economic exploitation of the Haitian majority. At the same
time, she examines the ways communities across Haiti evaded, subverted, redirected, and shaped
enforcement of the laws. Analyzing the long genealogy of anti-Vodou rhetoric, Ramsey thoroughly

dissects claims that the religion has impeded Haitia ™s development.
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Customer Reviews

a ceKate Ramsey tells a fascinating story of antisuperstition legislation in Haitia |.a tour de force in

the historical anthropology of Haitian vodou and the paradoxes of modernity that it so vividly



manifests.a * A A (Andrew Apter American Ethnologist)a ceRamseya ™s rich and multilayered book
tells a new history of Haiti that reorients how we think politically. Both hard-hitting and revelatory, it
teaches us how to understand the law writ large, its plural histories, its effects on everyday life, its
ability to absorb and transform and be transformed, to command the public sphere. ... The
continued deformation of Haitian culture, the maligning of vodoua "born out of the legality that might
seem to deny ita "is always political. In calling our attention to the relationship between dead bodies,
haunting spirits, and legal authority, Ramsey guarantees a political history that is rigorous and
visiblead "a necessary wakeup call, it is to be hoped, to a mythologized Haiti of zombies, sorcery, and
witchdoctors that screens the ongoing economic greed, political guile, and sheer weight of military
force.a A A (Colin Dayan Law, Culture and the Humanities)a ceA sophisticated investigation of how
Vodou has been treated by the ruling powers of the island since the era of French colonization.4 <A
(Matthew J. Smith Radical History Review)a ceThe Spirits and the LawA is a nuanced and thorough
reading of a religious system that has been historically misunderstood, demonized, and
criminalized. Ramsey effectively shows how Vodoua ™s treatment both officially and unofficially is
part and parcel of a larger battle for power and self-determination from various agents that is waged
locally and internationally. In her quest to reveal truths Ramsey leaves no stone unturned. What she
cannot include in the main text she includes in the copious notes that could form another text in
themselves. Anyone who seeks to truly & cebuild Haiti [back] bettera « should make this text part of
required reading, because no work will succeed in Haiti if those who go in to help refuse to
understand that Haitia ™s fraught and complex political history is inextricably woven with its spiritual
history, a spiritual history that is not a & cehindrance to progress,éa * as some would have us believe,
but one to be respected and honored as a system that has supported and sustained Haiti against
impossible odds.a *A (Toni Pressley-Sanon sx salon)a ceAnthropological studies of Haitian popular
religion are legion, but few of them deal with its history other than to claim for it an important role in
the revolution of 1791 to 1804, which ended slavery and made Haiti the Americasa ™ second
independent state. This impressive book provides an ethnologically informed history of Vodou with a
particular focus on the politics of law. In four chapters of increasing length, Ramsey deals with the
colonial and revolutionary periods, the nineteenth century, the U.S. occupation from 1915 to 1934,
and the debates of the following decade surrounding an emergent cultural nationalism.

Ramseya ™s central problem is to explain why the state only intermittently enforced the laws that
criminalized popular ritual practices from colonial times until the 1987 constitutiona |. This richly
detailed and sophisticated study, supported by 150 pages of notes, extends the work of [LaA«nnec]

Hurbon and makes an original argument about the interaction of law, culture, and development.a ¢



(David Geggus Journal of Interdisciplinary History)a ceScholarly interest in the history of Haiti has
resurged in recent years, largely focused on the Haitian Revolution. There is, of course, also a
plethora of scholarship on Vodou in Haiti. Kate Ramseya ™s The Spirits and the Law should not be
overlooked as a run-of-the-mill addition to either body of work. Ramseya ™s award-winning first
book offers a valuable perspective on both the broader history of Haiti and the sociopolitical role of
Vodou as she examines the creation and enforcement of laws that restricted ritual practices
between the colonial period and the fall of the Duvalier regime.a « (Katharine H. Cross Caribbean
Studies)a ceKate Ramseya ™s ground-breaking study of the formative relationship between the
popular practices of Vodou in Haiti and its legal repression in various periods re-shapes our
understanding of the interplay between state power and cultural resistance, and between spiritual
forces (lwa) and legislative codes (loi). In resituating how we might approach the relation of religion
to modernity, she teaches us how the socalled a “primitived ™ beliefs and & "atavistica ™ practices
actually emerge out of the ongoing negotiation of power with modernizing states, and in close
relation to the legal codes that govern and regulate everyday life. Based on extensive and thorough
research (both archival and interviews) encompassing more than a century and a half, this work has
the potential to generate transformative understandings of Haitian history, and more widely of
Caribbean critical legal studies, Afro-Caribbean religious history, post-emancipation political history
and international relations, the philosophy of law, and the study of power and citizenship. Its lessons
are also crucial to provoking more thoughtful discussions about the situation of Haiti today.a * (Mimi
Sheller Slavery and Abolition)a ceKate Ramsey is a gifted, sophisticated, passionate, and objective
student of Haitian life and history. In The Spirits and the Law she has left no stone unturned. She
sees Vodou as a modern invention of the Haitian genius, and the book is a platform for analyzing all
the big issuesa "from imperialism, to slavery, neocolonialism, and US exceptionalism expressed as
racial paternalisma "that have made Haiti what it has become. This is a very big book.a « (Patrick
Bellegarde-Smith, University of Wisconsina “Milwaukee)a celn The Spirits and the Law Kate
Ramsey explores the links between the construction of Vodou as malicious magic or a
progress-impeding force and the penalizing of superstitious practices by the Haitian state. This
brilliantly argued and exhaustively researched study examines questions of prohibition and denial
that are omitted by other works on Haitian popular religion. It is as much a formidable feat of
scholarship as a much needed argument against seeing Vodou as responsible for Haitia ™s
underdevelopment.a « (J. Michael Dash, New York University)a celn this compelling study of
anti-superstition legislation in Haiti, Kate Ramsey culls a remarkable set of materials to bring to bear

on the topic, ranging from colonial travel accounts, memoirs, State Department records, and U.N.



sorcery reports. The richness of her account is a testament to indefatigable research, and she
develops fresh insights into the related literature as well. This fascinating book adds much to our
knowledge of modern Haiti as well as religion and cultural politics in Latin America and the
Caribbean in general.a « (Robin Derby, University of California, Los Angeles)a ceA tour de force of
research and interpretation, this book offers a spellbinding history of the relationship between
popular spiritual practice and the rule of law in Haiti. With fine-grained detail and theoretical
sophistication, Kate Ramsey shows law to be a fickle spiritd "a powerful but capricious force, having
the capacity to lie dormant for long periods and then form suddenly into a dangerous weapon of
church, state, and imperial oppression, while remaining susceptible to popular efforts to harness
legal powers for beneficial ends. Can great scholarship work like medicinal magic? If, as Ramsey
argues, popular religion is a vital resource sustaining Haitid ™s people, then perhaps The Spirits
and the Law can cure the toxic pathologies afflicting so much of the ill-informed commentary on

Vodouéa ™s role in Haitian life.a « (Vincent Brown, Duke University)

Kate Ramsey is associate professor in the Department of History at the University of Miami.A

Ramsey’s research for this book is wide-ranging and meticulous. As a scholar who is looking at
Haitian life and institutions from outside, but who who does so with serious respect, she has
iluminated relationships between deeply rooted religious beliefs and social orders and
arrangements. This book is a must-read not only for scholars but for any journalist expecting to
report on Haiti and for anyone traveling there -tourist, entrepreneur or aid provider, perhaps

especially the latter.

Most studies of Vodou focus on either its ritual content, the way it has been denigrated by
individuals within and outside of Haiti, or its folklorization. This book shows how all of these
elements have interacted throughout the course of Haitian history to shape Haitian politics, the lives
of religious practitioners, and the views of Haiti by outsiders. It also serves as a great legal history. If

you read only one book about Haiti(an Vodou), | would recommend this instant classic.

Can’t recommend a better book if you are interested in the dynamic between religion and the law.

This is one of those rare books that is destined to be a crossover hit -- an academic study at once

profoundly rigorous and so very well-written, with a passion and lyricism that’s hard to find in



popular OR academic non-fiction these days, that will draw you into a fascinating culture from page
one, and entangle you in the lives of the characters who people this book with the same intensity
one imagines its author must have lent to this stunning feat of research. The writing and reporting
are good enough that -- like a book on the oyster or the potato that becomes a best-seller, only
more so due to the intrinsic importance of its topic -- it doesn’t matter whether you thought you
cared about Haiti enough to buy this book. Get a few pages in and you will. Ramsey’s gifts as a
writer make a sometimes painful journey at the same time a literary delight. Can’t remember the last

time I've felt this way about a book.

| learned very much from this study of the interface between the legal and judicial apparatus of the
state in Haiti, and Haitian religion and culture, at various points in its history. Kate Ramsey is the
best kind of academic writer - thorough, lively, not too pedantic. Her sourcing is impeccable. She
approaches the material with a critical (but not cynical) hand. She writes with passion on a subject
(for me, Africana Religions) that many approach with a just little too much passion. | can’t say

enough about this book - an awesome interdisciplinary model!
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