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tenberg writes in his classic work The Devil and the Jews that “the two inexorable
enemies of Jesus, then, in Christian legend, were the devil and the Jew, and it
was inevitable that the legend should establish a causal relation between
them.”* By the medieval period, the devil was cast as the master of the Jews,
directing them in a diabolical plot to destroy Christendom.

In the medieval Passion plays that set the tone for the popular Christianity
of Christopher Columbus’s Europe and the colonial Jesuit missions, the Jews
are handed the entire weight of blame for Jesus’ death, and Pontius Pilate and
the Roman participants in the narrative fade into the background.® Medieval
European Mystery plays were popular liturgical dramas, reenacting various
scenes from scripture. They grew into village festivals performed in market-
places and guildhalls, taking on the “secular, boisterous, disorderly and exu-
berant life of the folk.”* In L¢ Mystére de la. Passion, a fourteenth-century French
play depicting the crucifodon, the Jews are the villains of the piece, egged on
by devils. In the climax, the devils instigate Judas to betray his master and howl
with glee when they are successful.” The idea of Jews as demomnic “Christ-
killers” was elaborated throughout the medieval period, forming i central
theme of the anti-fudaism that authorized the persecution of Jews during the
Inquisition.

The clergy of Spanish Hispanicla, like the French that followed thern, were
few in number and faced the overwhelming project of planting and maintain-
ing Christianity. It is likely that the island’s Jesuit, Dominican, and Frandiscan
missionaries made use of the theatrical tactics deployed by their colleagues in
New Spain to convert the Native Americans. In that colony, large-scale popular
dramas were modeled after the Mystery plays of Spain and France, depicting
the winners and losers in the Christian story and making clear parallels to the
colonists and the conquered. Judas, “the Jews,” Jesus, and the apostles made
for a cast of characters that would illustrate the larger drama of power relations
at the start of the colomial enterprise.” The Christian story-and theatrieal public
rituals generated narratives that were meant to authorize and display the tech-
nologies—chains and whips—of servitude. Buropean Christendom dramati-
cally performed itself as a sole civilizing force, against the barbaric and de-
monic forces of Jews, Native Indians, and Africans,®

The historical antecedents of the Haitian bwile fwif (“Jew burning”) rituals
may well be in these sorts of Passion Plays that referenced the events of the
Spanish Inquisition. In the late fifteenth and sixteenth centuries—as the Span-
ish were establishing the slave trade to the colonies—conversos believed to
have secretly practiced Judaism were sentenced to be burned alive in Spain.
Conversos in hiding were sentenced in absentia and burned in effigy.* These
auto-da-fé practices were probably the model on which the Latin American
rituals are based. Although the Inquisition was never organized in Hispaniola,
the Easter effigy burnings are most probably rooted in Inquisition symbolism
and its attendant public ritual terror® ~
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Anti-Jewish sentiment was an implicit part of the ruling process of the
French colony of Saint-Domingue. The church itself was among the largest of
the slave-owning landholders in the colony, and it won an advantage with the
establishment of the Code Noir.2 This edict by King Louis XTIV mandated the
planter class to baptize and Christianize the slaves, just as it simultaneously
outlawed the exercise of any religion other thar Catholicism. The Jesuits, work-
ing as an order before the official establishment of their mission in 1704,
manifested a marked dislike of Jews and their religion. In 1669 they appealed
to the Crown representative to take actions against “tavern keepers, undesirable
women and Jews.™ In 1683 the Church induced King Louis XIV to expel all
Jews from the colony and to impose a religious test on new immigrants.*

It would have been only logical, then, for the colonial clexgy to take the
image of the Jews as an evil, anti-Christian force and hold them up in cor-
parison with early forms of Vodou—the real threat to Christianity in the colony.
Although the Christianization of the Africans in colenial Saint Domingue was
a halfhearted and badly organized enterprise, enslaved people were mandated
by the Code Noir to be baptized, and they sporadically attended Mass, married,
and were directed in catechism.’ In their efforts to control the enslaved, the
clergy preached Paul’s letiers to the Ephesians and other biblical passages ex-
horting slaves to obey their masters. Most of their practical worries revolved
around the “superstition” of the Africans, their magical abilities, and their
kmowledge of poison, for greater than the fear of diabolism was the more
imminent threat of uprising and rebellion. Numerous regulations were passed
in the colonial period and after making various religious and magical practices
llegal.

mdﬂmm&ﬁ.bm anti-Vodou sentiment was the notion that Africans, like the
Jews before them, were acting in consort with the devil. And in both cases,
European Christians debated whether Jews and Africans were even capable of
true conversion and thus capable of entering the Church—and society—as
equals. Under the Spanish doctrine of limpieza de sangre (purity of blood), even
converted Jews were tainted with “impure blood.” This religious doctrine
marked and excluded an ethnic population on the basis of supposedly
unbridgeable differences that could not be converted or assimilated. It was a
defining moment of religious racism, or protoracism. By the fifteenth and
sixteenth centuries, European popular thought held that Jews were evil by na-
ture—and not only because of their refusal of Christianity.*® This racializing
logic would be transferred to colonial Africans, erbedded in the same popular
mythology.

The litany of charges that had been leveled against Jews in medieval Europe
was transferred wholesale onto the Vodouist. The list of devilish crimes attrib-
uted to European Jews was an elaborate series of evil activities aimed at de-
stroying Christendom. Jews were accused of a range of magical crimes, from
superstition, sorcery, and desecration of the host all the way to ritual murder,
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the drinking of Christian blood, the eating of human flesh, and poisonings.*”
It is striking that this list was replicated in the colony, targeting Africans and
Creoles of Saint Domingue. Like the Jews, the Africans were subjects of a
religious protoracism, since even the Christians among them were under sus-
pidan for being “of African blood.” .

Like the converted Jews constantly under suspicion of “Judaizing,” African
converts to Christianity were suspected of sorcery. Joan Dayan writes of the
eighteenth-century San Domingue that “it seemed as if the more Christian you
claimed to be, the more certainly you could be accused of conniving with the
devil."*A decree passed in 1761 complained that slaves’ religious meetings at
night in churches and catechizing in houses and plantations were actually
veiled opportunities for prostitution and marronage. Slaves who had taken on
toles of “cantors, vergers, churchwardens, and preachers” were charged with
“contarnination” of sacred relics with “idolatrous” intentions.® Africans asked
to be baptized over and over, believing in the mystical properties-of the rite.«

The legal codes of the colony, from then till now, have criminalized nu-
merous practices known as “sorcery,” linking the devil with the Africans and
Creoles. A decree passed in 1758, for example, prohibited the use of “garde-
corps or mekandals.”* Still in use today as pwen (lit “points”), these: “body-
guards” were objects infused with spiritual force, directed to protect their wear-
ers. Makandal was also the name of the famous Maroon leader in the Haitian
tevolution. An adept botanist as well as a revolutionary, Makandal was con-
victed of instigating a campaign of poisoning planters’ wells in'1757, during
which more than six thousand Whites were poisoned.*? Besides being labeled
superstitious, sorcerers, poisoners, and false Christians, Africans and Creoles
were accused of stealing and desecrating the host, drinking blood, and canni-
balism, thus rounding out and replicating the litany' of Christian charges
against Jews.

However, the doctrine of limpieza de sangre was never successfully applied
in San Domingue, and in fact there was a great deal of intermarriage and
méange de sang (“mixed blood”) in the colony. George Frederickson has noted
the paradox that Spain and Portugal were “in the forefront of European racism
or protoracismn in their discrimination against converted Jews and Muslims,
but that the Iberian colonies manifested a greater acceptance of intermarriage
and more fluidity of racial categories and jdentities than the colonies of other
European nations.™* Still, Frederickson is absolutely right that Jate medieval
Spain is critical to the history of racism because its ideclogies serve as “a kind
of segue between the refigious intolerance of the Middle Ages and the natu-
ralistic racism of the modern era.” Emerging ideas about race remained Hed
to religion, with the idea that people with certain “blood” were suspect in their
relationship to Christianity, their morality, and their ability to govern them-
selves. To see how such ideas have been elaborated in the history of the Amer-

icas, we can look at later periods in Haiti.
; -
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Satan’s Slaves: Vodouists in the Catholic Imaginary

The Catholic clergy in Haiti consistently placed Africans and Creoles with “Af-
rican blood” under suspicion because of their affiliation with the evolving re-
ligious system known as Vodou. The Catholic dlergy quickly cast Vodou as a
cult of Satan, a complex of African superstitions to be purged from the beliefs
of the Haitian majority. In cycles of violent repression throughout Haitian
history, Vodou practitioners have been jailed, tortured, and ldlled and sacred
objects burned. Using the image of slavery so salient to a population once
enslaved and perpetually negotiating its sovereignty, the church’s antisupersti-
tion campaigns figured Vodouists as slaves of Satan, who is himself working
to contaminate and destroy Christianity. As I've shown, these images came
straight from popular Inquisition-era conceptions of “the Jews.” Consider this
rhetoric from a Haitian catechism of the antisuperstition campaigns of the
19408 -

—Who is the principle slave of Satan?
The principle slave of Satan is the oungan [Vodou priest).
—Why do the oungan take the names of the angels, the
saints and the dead for Satan?
The oungan give the names angels, the saints and the dead
to Satan to deceive us more easily.
—Do we have the right to mix with the slaves of Satan?
No, because they are evil-doers and liars like Satan.*

Yet in a sense, institutional Catholicism in Haiti depended on its opposition
to Vodon, since it was the opposition of the Church to the impure and illegit-
imate that strengthened Catholic virtue-—and authority—in Haiti. Cultural
complexes that evolve in unequal relations of power take on a process similar
to the culture wars between “high” and “low” culture articulated by Stallybrass
and White:

a recurrent pattern emerges: the “top” atterapts to reject and elimi-
nate the “bottom” for reasons of prestige and status, only to dis-
cover, not only that it is in some way frequently dependent upcn the
low-Other . . . but also that the top includes that low symbolically, as
a primary eroticized constituent of its own fantasy life. The result is
a mobile, conflictual fusion of power, fear, and desire in the con-
struction of subjectivity; a psychological dependence upon precisely
those others which are being rigorously opposed and excluded at the
social Jevel 4

The trope of the Jew was used by the enfranchised classes as a fantasy
“low-Other” that authorized Catholic mulatto superiority. The equation of non-
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Christians with Jews gave these bourgeois Haitians one more cultural differ-
ence between themselves and the nonliterate Vodouists. Besides being
dark-complected, nonliterate, Creole-speaking peasants, they also were pagans
and anti-Christians. Symbolically, they were Jews. And like the Jews of medieval
Spain, the moral capacity of these Vodouists was debatable. Haitian Catholics
came to depend, in a sense, on the trope of the Vodouist-Jew as a force to
oppose and exclude, a way to define the Catholic self through a negative reft
erent. Although they shared the same “African blood,” the ongoing practice of
Vodou made the peasants a class—some argued, a caste—apart.” These dis-
tinctions were both religious and quasi-racial. And at no time were {and are)
these social divisions more pronounced than at Easter.

Theologically, Easter is the most important holiday in the Catholic calen-
dar, celebrated in Haiti both in official church mass and popular ritual. All
classes practice the reenactment of Les Chemins de la Croix, the stations of
the cross, after church on Good Friday. For this Passion play, a series of ritual
stations are set in place, and barefoot pilgrims, some dressed in burlap, visit
each station, fasting, without water, and reciting prayers before each sSpot. A
local man plays the role of Jesus, and other actors portray other figures in the
story. The Passion. play was honed as a genre in medieval Europe, and this
somber drama drawn from the four Gospels is still enacted in numerous lo-
cations on Good Friday all over the Christian world.

Yet at the same time that Catholics engage in these Easter rituals, Rara
bands are busy parading through public thoroughfares. In fact, some Raras
deliberately plan to walk past chirches on Sunday to annoy the nwbmﬁmbm In
the early 1990s, [ heard a priest in Pont Sonde end mass with the admonish-
ment “Don’t go in the Rara,” worried he might lose some parishioners to this
“devil’s dance.” In the imaginary of the Haitian bourgeoisie, Vodouists have
been cast as evil slaves in Satan’s army. As anti-Christians, Em% became sym-
bolic Jews.

“If You Go in the Rara, You Are a Jew.”

A Rara band called “Yo Sezi” (“They will be surprised”} walked for miles all day
on the Good Friday of 1993, along the banks of the Artibonite River. They were on
their way to the compound of Papa Dieupe, a wealthy landowmer in the region, and
also the “emperor” of & Shanpwél society. My teaw. and I had chosen Papa Dieupe’s
as the best place to be for Rara; we figured we could comfortably stay put in one
place and watch the bands come to salute the “big man.”

Ya Sezi's entrance was spectacular for a sleepy country day. We could hear the
banbou blowing for miles, and children would run through and breathlessly an-
nounce that the band was coming to salute the emperor. They came up the path,
and did the ritual salutes for the Vodou spirits living in the trees in the no@%o:sa‘
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and then turned to salute Papa Disupe’s “children” in the society. Finally, after they'd
Plaved until about midnight, Papa Dieupe himself emerged from his small house
and received them.

After playing music in the compound for much of the night, the group slept,
and awoke early Saturday morning to play and “warm up” before they left. While
the musicians played, each of the dancers (who were all women) took turns holding
the whip belonging to the leader, and rar in circles through the compound. The other
dancers set off in hot pursuit, their dresses streaming out behind. Paya Dieupe told
me they were taking turns being Jesus, running from the “Jewish soldiers.” Pilate’s

_ Roman soldiers were nowhere in evidence but rather had been collapsed into 6 new

bloodihirsty figure of “Jewish soldiers.” Comically enacting Jesus” suffering on his
walk to Calvary, the Rara members were amusing themselves by taking tumns por-
traying both Jesus and his “killers,” “the Jews,™s

Catholic Haitians make a dear conmection between the exuberant celebrations
of Rara on the anniversary of Jesus' death and “the Jews who killed him.” A
popular expressions says “If you go in the Rara, you are a Jew” (“Ou al nan
Rara, se Jwif ou ye”). Even some university-educated Haitians have a vague
concept that “Rara is a Jewish festival.” At a fancy cocktafl party in the wealthy
enclave above Petionville, I was introduced to a young Haitiar architect from
the “mulatto elite.” “Studying Rara?” he asked incredulously. “Well, yowll find
that it’s a Jewish thing.” Pressed on how a Jewish festival could have found its
way through history to be adopted by the Haitian peasantry, the man shrugged
his shoulders and reached for his rum punch. .

Every Rara band member I interviewed, on the other hand, H@gmn&umumm
that Rara “came from Africa,” with the slaves. This seems a clear historical
fact: Rara continues and extends a number of African cultural principles, in-
duding the centrality of community enterprise, relationships with the ances-
tors and the deities, the use of natural sites for spiritual work, as well as the
African-based drumming, call-and-response singing, and dance in public fes-
tival.

After establishing the African roots of the festival, however, Rara leadexs
would invariably go on to articulate the idea that Rara was linked to the Jews.
Many of them cited the precise origin of Rara as the celebration of the crud-
fixion itself. “It was the Jews who crizcified Christ who made the first Rara.”
One oungan explained it this way: “long ago, after they finished nailing Jesus
to the cross, the soldiers who &id that saw that it would be even more satisfying
to put out a Rara to show that they were the winners. They put out a Raza, they
made music, They were rejoicing, singing and dancing.™

This idea that “the Jews who crucified Christ” rejoiced and made the first
Rara was expressed to me over and over by Rara members. The historical
genealogy of the notion is obscured here, as is the cultural history of most
dispossessed groups. Yet one returns to the Passion plays of the colonial
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church, modeled after the ones in medieval France, England, and Germany.
The Jews are the central villains of these stories and are directed by demons

and devils hovering in the background. Together the devils and the Jews con- .

vince Judas to betray his master and celebrate when they are successful. Joshua
Trachtenberg describes it thus: “around the cross on which Jesus hangs the
Jews whirl in a dance of abandon and joy, mocking their victim and exulting
in their achievement.” This explicit scenario of a crudfied Christ surrounded
by joyful, dancing Jews celebrating their victory seems to have made its way
from the popular European imaginary to become a memory of former African
slaves.*® Another Rara president reiterates: “Rara is what they did when they
crucified Jesus, on Good Friday. At that point, 2ll the Jews were Happy. They
put the Rara out, they masked, they danced, they dressed in sequins, they drank
their liquor and had fun.”= .

The link between Rara and “the Jews who killed Christ” was strong enough
in the Haitian imagination that Rara members became Jews in their own re-
memberings. A cungan told me: “it was the Jews who came with this tradition.
Now it’s becorne our tradition.”* Another oungan provided an explanation that
implicitly described how the Africans could have inherited this celebration of
the ancient Hebrews, “Rara is something that comes from the Jewish nation.
So, mystically speaking, Haitians are descended from Africa. The Africans
always kept their mystical rites.” In this logic, Africans are equated with the
andent Israelites, and it {s this linkage that explains how Haitians have inher-
ited Rara from the Jews. Through Rara, these Haitians embraced the subversive
identity of “the Jew” and thus see the Jews as forerunners, somehow, of theix
African ancestors. “The Jews” became 2 kindred religious and racial group.

When Rara members embrace the negative cultural category of “the Jew,”
the mythology they generate may be understood as a repressed people’s sub-
version of the ruling order. This class- and race-based resistance to Catholic
hegemony is a form of theatrical positioning on the part of the peasants that
says “We are the Jews, the enemy of the French Catholic landowners.” Like
other groups that take on the negative terms ascribed to them by the powerful,
Haitians take on a mantle of denigration in the face of 2 hostile dominant class.
Just as “high culture” includes “low culture” symbolically in its self
construction, s here does the “popular culture” inciude the “elite” in its turn.

Vodouists’ interpretations of biblical stories can be understood as creative
subversions of official discourse. Like the Rastafari of Jamaica, Vodouists are
adept orators and creative interpreters of myth and scripture. Everyimaginative
Vodou practitioner may offer a new visionary interpretation of the Bible and.
of history. These versions allow Vodouists and Rara members to authorize their
own history while positioning themselves, for themselves, in terms of the dom-
inant class and its religious ideology.

Jesus Christ is the subject of much theorizing on the part of Vodouists. In
one nryth, God created the twelve apostles just after he created the earth and
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- the animals. The apostles were rebellious and challenged God. In punishment,
- God sent them to Ginen, the mythical Africa of Vodou's past and future. The
. apostles and their descendants became the hwa, while a renegade apostle who
- refused to go to Ginen became a sorcerer and took the name Lucifer.s
" Throughout the oral mythologies of Vodou is a clear theme of morality and a
- distinction between working with the Ginen spirits and working with the forces

of sorcery. Usually the sorcerer is also a slave master of captured spirits and
souls, and so themes of morality are bound together with philosophical issues
of slavery and freedom.

One story I was told creatively posits Jesus as the first zonbi, or soul that
has been captured and sold in order to work for its owner. This myth creatively
positions Jesus and God as the innocent victims of two unscrupulous Haitian
soldiers who secretly witnessed the resurrection. Tt was related to me by a -~
sorcerer who confided that he knew the techniques of capturing the spixit of
the recently dead (zonbi) and ordering it to work: _

“the whole reason that we are able to raise people after they die goes
back to when they crucified Jesus Christ, Christ was sext by Gran
Jehovah, by Gran Met [lit: “Great Master”]. He also sent Mary Mag-
dalene. Along with two bodyguards for Jesus from the Haitfan
Armed Forces. When Jehovah gave the password to raise up Jesus
fror the dead, the soldiers stole the password, and sold it. It's been
handed down from father to son, which is how I could get it.™

Vodou takes what it can use theologically and constantly re-creates itself
with fresh rnaterial. The Vodouist fits biblical figures into an already existing
Afro-Crecle scheme. Jesus is problematic for the Vodouist: the heavy catholi-
czing of the French and later, the Haitan elite, makes him the god of the
dominant classes. This story subtly acknowledges the teller's opposition to
Christianity: a worker (a Haitian foot soldier) stole something from Jesus (the
god of the whites and elite). The stolen knowledge now becomes a tool for the
suboerdinates, since it is Vodouists who now control the resurrection secrets of
God. This tale iltustrates how the Vodouist uses oppositional mythology 25 one
of the ongoing weapons in everyday Haitian class and color warfare.

Rara leaders I interviewed accepted the Catholic label of pagan, African,
satanist, and Jew and theorized their position in a specific Vodou theology. This
view agrees that Rara is anti-Christan. As one leader explained, “Rara is ba-
sically against the power of God. Because Rara is what they did when they
crucified Jesus, orn Good Friday.™

Conclusion

Rara may be “against the power of God.” But on some level God has abandoned
poor Black Haitians, The president 'of Rara Mande Gran Moun in Léogane
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explained: “God made the King Lucifer. God commands the sky, and the King
Lucifer commands the earth. Everybody who is poor on this earth is in hell.”s
In this interpretation, God rules the heavens but has given Lucifer control over
the earth, so hurnans—espedally the poor—are actually the political subjects
of King Lucifer. In the face of a class structure divided by access to the means
of production but marked, in many ways, by color and religious affiliation, the
response of the Vodouist is to embrace and creatively rework the identity given
them by Catholics. Commenting directly on the suffering generated by extreme
economic exploitation, the figure of Lucifer stands as a kind of moral com-
mentary on the state of Haitian government and its history of class and color
inequality.

Rara leaders construct theology through the appropriation of “high” cul-
tural elements into allegories of empowerment. The stories of-the “Jewish
Rara” and the “zonbi Christ” construct a sort of engagement with the texts of
the Catholic mulatto classes in which the power of the Vodouists or Rara mem-
bers is hidden inside the images of demonization. Haitian sorcerers construct
thernselves as active enemies of the Catholic order, as Jews, or as allies of
thieves who stole from God. The narratives support Hurbon’s statement that
“in the eyes of the Voodooist, his mysticism is his power. Thus it may be correct
to say that the Voodoo cul, since its inception with a creole coloration, is used
by Voodoo believers as a power base from which to deal with the power elite.”s

These myths can be seen as antthegemonic counternarratives that recon-
figure histories and genealogies to cast power with the Black peasantry. In
Haiti, and many other repressive contexts, cultural expression generates
double-voiced, allegorical strategies so that the dominant culture is turned back
on itself, transformed by the subordinate. The myths generated and performed
in Rara reveal how “high” Catholic culture and the “low” Vodou culture are
constructed in relation to one another, each mystically exoticizing the other in,
the ongoing performance of class and color in Haitian sodety. Each end of the
class spectrum reaches for the figure of “the Jew” to authorize its own power
in the religious imaginary of Haitian class and color warfare.
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SECTION II

Constructing and
Critiquing White
Christianities

Throughout the Americas, from colonial contact through the present
day, one of the structaring principles of radial hierarchy and identity
has been the imagined—and often enough brutally enforced—supe-
riority of “White” people, or peoples of European descent, over all
others. Although the nature and boundaries of “Whiteness” have
been defined in extracrdinarily diverse ways in different social con-
texts, the sheer fact of White supremacy has run, like an open sore,
through the history of the hemisphere—and indeed, through the
history of the modern world.

And in many sociohistorical contexts, the superiority of White
over Black (or native, or Creole, or Asian, or what-have-you) has
been established, in part, through the symbolic assodation of White-
ness with Christianity—by grafting the developing racial hierarchies
of the New World on to the longstanding religious hierarchies of the
Old. White folks in the Americas have all too often atternpted to lay
exclusive claim to the Christian gospel and its social institutions,
and thus to monopolize the promises of salvation and civilization.
In the eatly years of colonial settlement, many Whites were reluc-
tant to convert native Americans and enslaved Africans, fearing that
spiritual equality might imply social equality. Over the course of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries most non-Whites in the Ameri-
cas were ultimately converted to Christianity, but often enough con-
version meant incorporation into the racialized hierarchies of White-
domirated churches and communities. The hegemonic articulation
of Whiteness and Christianity has thus enduzred despite—and at




