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achieving what students of negritude have termed
a syncretism, that is the fusion of various eth
nic religious traditions from Africa which, when
separated from their African cultural milieu, were
made to correspond to European doctrines (Simp
son 1980; Jahn 1961; Courlander 1960; Price-Mars
1928).

In their descriptions of the formation of Vo-
dou, these students made two suggestions about
syncretism. First, as Laguerre (1974) suggests,
these students noted that the slaves’ struggle for
freedom necessitated that they achieved racial sol
idarity and political unity. In their commitment to
freedom, Vodou served as a cohesive force in that

struggle against white domination. They put aside
their ethnic differences and hammered out for

themselves religious practices shaped largely by
the similarities between their religious traditions.
By a process of acculturation they learned to em
phasize their common beliefs gradually throughout
the period of their active revolts in the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, so that by 1802, on the
eve of the Haitian Revolution, what we now know

as Vodou emerged. Vodou is thus a composite
of various African ethnic traditions which, for
social and political reasons, fused with one an
other. Hence, scholars have assumed that because
Vodou beliefs served as a cohesive force for racial

solidarity and political unity for the slaves and
maroons alike, African religious traditions not only
remained intact in colonial Haiti, but the religious
beliefs which were so diverse during the seven

teenth century became increasingly less so by the
time of the revolution in the eighteenth century
(Laguerre 1974). Second, the slaves’ contact with
Christianity caused Vodou to become syncretic,
that is, African traditional beliefs not only fused
with one another but also fused with Christian

beliefs and practices as well.
In light of the foregoing analyses, this paper

has two main purposes:
First, it maintains that religion like culture is

shaped not only by socio-political and economic
forces, but environmental factors as well. The
striking dissimilarities not only in the environ
ments between the Old and the New World, but
also in the socio-political and economic structures
of colonial Haiti, would have caused African reli
gious traditions to be transformed in the plantation
milieu in the New World (Laguerre 1974). The
need for the slaves to adapt to a new environment,
and find appropriate solutions to a new situational
crisis, engendered changes in the old native be
liefs and practices. Hence, African ethnic traditions
could not have survived in complete integrity in

Haiti, nor could they have fused with one another.
Indeed, as we shall see later, the nature of the

maroon republics, runaway slave settlements in
the interior of the island, and their geographical
isolation from the plantations contributed to the
formation of what Bastide called ethnic niches
which helped to maintain the religious diversity of
African traditional beliefs in colonial Haiti (1971).
Such diversity in beliefs and practices will shed
light on the diversity of Vodou theology as it exists
currently in Haiti.

Second, this paper suggests that the promi
nence of Catholic doctrines in Vodou was not a

fusion of African and Catholic doctrines, but a
symbiosis. The term symbiosis is not taken in its
biological but etymological denotations. Etymo
logically, symbiosis from cruv means “with,” and
(3iog, “life” (life together with). In its ethnological
sense, it refers to a spatial syncretism, or what
Roger Bastide called a “syncretism in mosaic”
(1971: 154 f.), that is, a coexistence, a juxtapo
sition of religious traditions from two continents
which do not fuse with one another. Just as tiny
pieces of a stained-glass window are juxtaposed to
form a whole, so too are parts of the Catholic and
African religious traditions juxtaposed in space to
form the whole Vodou theology. Symbiosis then
refers to the process by which certain symbolic el
ements from the church shared the same space with
African symbols, and hence were incorporated in
Vodou rituals simply by juxtaposition. As Laguerre
(1974) noted, such Catholic elements served as
parallel symbols whose preternatural powers were
believed to strengthen the magical machinations of
the devotees.

From Africa to the New World

When African slaves transplanted their religious
traditions in Haiti, these underwent radical chan
ges. African religions, like all religions today, re
flected the socio-political and economic structures
of the various cultures to which they belonged.

A number of observations concerning the na
ture of African religions explain their characteristic
nature. First, African traditional religions were by
and large ethnic; membership to an ethnic group
was acquired by birth and, living within its geo
graphical boundaries, one was permitted to partic
ipate fully in the religious life of the community.
Second, religion was rooted within the extended
family where members of one household gathered
around the family altar to tend offerings to the
gods and to the ancestral spirits. Third, ancestral


