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4 | The Madonna of 115th Street
Revisited: Vodou and Haitian
Catholicism in the Age of
Transnationalism

Elizabeth McAlister

ZiR_eclaimed by the Virgin

Every year on the fifteenth of July, the tall, wrought-iron gates of the
g, brick Church of Our Lady of Mount Carmel in East Harlem swing
oopen lo welcome thousands of religious pilgrims, Women and men,
hildren and the elderly, throng to the church for evening Mass, after
hich they follow a larger-than-life statue of the Virgin Mary through
¢ New York City streets in a long, night-time procession. After a
_1d111ght Mass they spend the night in the church, or go home and
me back early the next day, dressed in the Madonna’s colors of blue
white and carrying flowers, letters, rosaties, and money. In this
ay, the faithful celebrate the feast day of Our Lady and -perform
svotions for one of the many appellations of the Blessed Mother.
=:In 1995, ten-year-old Marie-Carmel wore a pully, sky-blue satin dress
hose many layers and petticoats made her look as thou gh she were the
pmost decoration on a multitiered cake. She sat patiently through the
ass, listening to the priest while she wiestled with her squirming baby
er on her lap. Her long, dark hair was carefully oiled and braided,
ch braid ending in a shiny blue and gold ribbon tied in a bow. As she
ith her family to join the line to receive Holy Communion, she
lte ed and tripped, and her mother had to catch her by the arm and
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help her np. Marie-Carmel looked down in embarrassm.ent and studied
her patent-leather Mary Janes as she appro&chesl the priest. .

When Marie-Carmel lifted her head to receive the Host, her knlecs
buckled and she staggered backward, wheeling 1.11to an aunt sl.andmfg
behind her. After she took communion, the family helped Marle-C.eu—
mel out of the chusch for some fresh air in the courtyard. They smiled
and waved away the concern of the deacon who. approached ‘tl‘l‘('n}]
about the little girl. “She’ll be fine, thank you,” said her mother, “it’s
just the hasn't eaten today.” ‘ ‘
JllstSlllselttLSlE?cldato her sister and to me, as I was a friend o‘[ the lfzumly.
and had come to join them. Beginning in French, r?hel ﬁmshf*,d in her
mother tongue, Haitian Creole: “Clest la 'Vier'ge. Livin nlifmgfeslflz chlr:z
tét ti-moun nan” (IU’s the Virgin. She man_lfcsted hersel‘f in th.c chi ,.S
head.)” To indicate her continuing protection over the little girl, I\-I'OHG
Dame du Mont Carmel (Our Lady of Mount Carmel) had, briefly,

3 r namesake, Marie-Carmel. .
pos;‘ﬁliseefiltﬁz girl’s fall inside the church yiclde'd two di‘fferent interpre-
tations, delivered in three languages. The family explained to the fjt?a-
con, in English, that the girl was simply hungry.‘ Bu't the. deeper 1§i11{ty
for the family had to do with their long relatlonsllup with the Virgin,
That meaning was expressed in Haitian Creole: with, as a ‘nod- to }113,
a blan (foreigner), a translation in French.* This ten-minute (.?lla‘l‘r‘l.-:l E?.t
the church in East Harlem was only a small part of a much. larger :stmy
about the involvement of Notre Dame du Mont Carm'ey in tlhe llf? c?f
a new immigrant family from the islanq nation of Ha:tl. Ttisa sltf(‘n.y
about migration and religious expression, 131‘9(1110“011, and pl?l or-
mance, and like language itself, it contains multiple levels of meaning

- various audiences. o

o Ellfl)i:ands of Haitian people have been making-the:yezu‘ly pllgnm-‘
age to the Church of Our Lady of Mount Carmel in ].:‘/c}St Harlem‘_fm
the last two decades. Tt is surely the largest annual religious gathering
of Haitians in North America. It takes place at the same mgment when
thousands in Haiti flock o a mountainside wat;(\a%'fall. at a village c?lli:d
Sodo (pronounced “So-DOE”), for the Fat Vig] Mirak (.F.e‘asltbo t Zlc
Miracle Virgin). Temporarily relaxing class, color‘,‘ an'd pOlltl(jE} ' ?,m; -
aries during the pilgrimage, the feast day of the “Miracle Vix g-ll‘l a S0
brings Haitian people in New York together for two dflys to pray, Esll}g,
and socialize in a particularly Haitian style. In this sense, Ma111?—
Carmel’s smal! drama in church was also part of an even wider story
aitian religiosity in the United States.
abo;f)ll'{'s;;té;al yea%s I hz{ve been following that story through the words
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‘and actions of the Haitian people who come to visit Our Lady of
Mount Carmel, The stories here will not only feature individual women
and men expressing their devotion, but will also consider the role of
social forces in their religious lives. These social forces extend back to
the legacies of French colonization and the lasting effects of slavery,
and the ways that Afro-Haitian religion appropriated Roman Cathol-
icism to form what Haitians call “le mélange” (the mixing) and what
anthropologists call “religious syncretism.” Another shaping factor is
the postcolonial or, more properly put, the neocolonial refationship
between Haiti and the United States. This relationship has contributed
to the creation of the Haitian djaspora, or “diaspora,” which, since the
fall of Jean-Claude Duvalier in 1986, has been increasingly shaped by
the phenomenon of transnational migration—the frequent movement
back and forth of migrants from home countries to host countries.

What, then, can this pilgrimage tell us about immigrant religiosity?
What do Roman Catholic devotions mean in the ritual vocabulary of,
Afro-Haitian religious culture? What meanings do these same devo-
tions acquire in the United States? This chapter tries to answer these
questions by focusing on the Haitian experience of the feast.

I offer four central points. TFirst, religious culture in Haiti is a
creolized system, wherein actors have learned to “code-switch” belween
performances of Catholicism and Vodou. Second, it is in Vodou that
the feminine divine spiritually enfranchises Haitian women. Third, in
the United States, Catholic codes themselves become part of a sirategy
of Haitian disaffiliation from African Americans, in an attempt to
contest and renegotiate United States systems of racialization,

Fourth and finally, West Indians and Latin Americans actively use
religion to articulate American identities, and in so doing they continue
a long-standing strategy used by previous immigrant groups. Unlike
older immigrants from Europe, however, Haitian religious articulations
are bound up with the realities of transnational movement. Religious

- sites in the United States become added to the American landscape;

they multiply, rather than replace, spiritual centers of the home country.

Revisiting 115th Street: Re]jgious Borderlands

The story of the Haitian devotion at the Church of Qur Lady of
- Mount Carmel in East Harlem is only the latest chapter in the ongoing

history of that feast. Although the annual July feast at [15th Street
now atiracts thousands of Haitians, the church was built in 1884 by
the Roman Catholic Paliottine order as a mission church to minister
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to the Italian immigrant population of that era. Italian Harlem nour-
ished itself with the love and protection of La Madonna del Carmine,
continuing a tradition they had known back in Italy. Robert Anthony
Orsi’s book The Madonna of 115th Street: Faith and Comminity in
Ttalian Harlem, 1880-1950, paints a lyrical and sensitive portrait of the
ways the festa for the Madonna shaped people’s lives—especially the
mothers, wives, daughters, and sisters in the community for whom the
Blessed Virgin was mother, goddess, protector, and role model. Her
feast day, July 16, grew to be a major ritual marker in Italian New
York, helping Italians forge an American identity based largely on their
Catholicism (Orsi 1985). Alihough the mission of the church officially
remains the same— (o minister to Italian immigrants—now only 750
Ttalian Americans are left in its neighborhood (Laurino 1995).°
The ethnic flavor of the area began to change when Puerto Ricans
started migrating into East Harlem just before World War 11, By 1963,
eleven public housing projects were built in the vicinity of the Church
of Our Lady of Mount Carmel for (welve thousand low-income black
and Latino families (Orsi 1992, 326; Bourgois 1995, 51). The neighbor-
hood transformed into Spanish Harlem, the strong “Nuyorican” com-
munity affectionately known as “El Barrio” that now shares its terri-
tory with Mexicans, Dominicans, and West Africans.

The Halian immigrant families that moved to East Harlem between

the 1880s and the 1920s had prospered by the 1950s, and as the Puerto
Rican families moved in, the Ttalians emigrated to middle-class suburban
communities with lawns and fences. Many of them still come back to
the church to organize the feast, to attend the novena still prayed in
Ttalian beforehand, to celebrate a special Mass for the dead, or to bless
a bride or groom the day before their wedding. But these days, the
majority of the pilgrims form a sea of coffee-, mahogany-, and cinna-
mon-colored bodies, clad in sky blue and white, praying and singing in
French and Haitian Creole. The Haitians’ presence at the feast is actually
part of a larger social drama that is playing itself out among the Virgin,
(he Pallottine order, the Italian Americans who organize the event, their
Puerto Rican (and other Latino) neighbors, and the Haitian pilgrims.
Haitians have become actors on a multiethnic social stage that is vastly
more diverse than their relatively homogeneous home ground.”

This Catholic church and its surrounding neighborhood have be-
come a religious borderland of sorts. During the feast for Our Lady,
Masses are said every hour in Latin, Italian, Spanish, English, French,
or Haitian Creole. There are a very few Latino pilgrims in attendance,

and only a handful of Irish Americans who search out the Tridentine :
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: ll:da;s 1sltlll said t.here. But this feast, which is sponsored and produced

- by ltahan Americans, has come to be peopled by new immigrants, who
. o . . ?

turn the space of the large church into a site of Haitian religious activity.

. Haitians at East 115th Street

Most Haitians in New York know where the Church of Our Lady of
MouuF Carmel is and have visited it-—or know someone who h‘asyB0
attending what they call the “Féte du Notre Dame du Mont Car11‘1el’}’l
by the thousands, the New York Haitian population has collectivel
placgd the church on an invisible community map. Stepping onto th}e/
pu-blllc stage of this Catholic feast, they orient themselves within the
shifting “ethnoscape” of New York City (Appadurai 1990). They make
sense of the confusing complexity of this ethnic Iandscapé by lgc‘ltiﬂ
}he chyu:ch as a center of spiritual power where they will be we[c(omf
'Haitlans come int pilgrimage to East Harlem from diverse places i11--
Haitian New York —Queens, Brooklyn, Manhattan, Long Island—and
New Jersey, and from as far away as Allanta, Chicago, and Montr‘eftl
Although they could attend feasts at other churches l":)r Our Lad cof
Mount .Carmel, like the one in Brooklyn’s Williamsburg thOllS"l)ild
choose instead to cross the East River to Harlem. , o
Som.e say the Haitians come en masse to 115th Street because the
h.urch is a shrine, an official sanctuary for the Blessed Mother, Tt re
eived this special status in 1903 from Pope Leo XIII, who thell'eu 011-.-
onatet;l two emeralds from the Vatican to adorn the ’golden cro‘mllJ of
he parish’s statue of the Madoma.® Others say that the statue’s hair—
ea? I}mﬂ&n hair-—makes her the most powerful Virgin in the area S‘ome
attians are attracted to 115th Street because of the French l'\/Ia.ss said
her(? on the first Saturday of every month in support of the canonizqti(on
i" sP1er‘re Toussaint, a Haitian slave who emigrated to colonial New (York
h his master. There may be another factor as well: as telediol (word
f: :'nmutl?) began to bring Haitians to the shrine, others came to be able
 worship La Vierge (the Virgin) in the presence of their countr 1€nen
d -women, While they cannot possibly re-create the busy celebrztor
osphere of the Sodo pilgrimage in the Haitian mountai,ns the 011)1(
ertheless find [riends, reunite with long-lost neighbors speal,{ an(i, si;1 1
Creole an.d. French, and perform spiritual work for th’e Viej Mirak ’
The Haitian community, as did (and do) the Ttalians begh:s 'to
brate the feast nine days before July 16 with a novena—’a serigs of
y prayers: to the Virgin at the 115th Street church, Their numbers
crgase until the two days the feast is celebrated, the fifteenth and
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sixteenth of July. The activity at the church begins to. build tlu‘f)tfghf[)llllet
the day of the fifieenth. The Italian Ametican ladlesuwho t1)011111Ef e
igi g itte ack the goods they sell on beha
religious articles committee unpac 's they sell on o
thegchurch; statues, medallions, scapulars, prayer calq.‘,, c1lg)sses, .IEE
crucifixes. Soon pilgrims pull up in cars, step down fllom futsles,r::ast
i AIL'S i | bway. For the two days of the
climb the stairs leading from the sub s of
the sidewalks leading {rom the Lexington Avenu;: IlRTl'tlldtm[; l;e;c;s:}e
i ing lay best” outfits of the light bl -
rivers ol people wearmg “Sund ” oul ¢ lig .
ciated witlh the Blessed Mother (and with ritual beggmg. in \ﬁ?o% o1
bi ‘ tu i - Catholic and Vodouist alike. They
white, a color of ritual purity for ik T hey
o y § hildren, old people, and friends. Boy
stroll on the arms of husbands, ¢ . ople, and frends. 3
dressed in little suits and ties gallop ahead, racing little girls wearing
in tier 'y-looking cloth.
lresses of satin tiers of sugary : »
" Notre Dame du Mont Carmel is especially known for the }mmclecs;
she bestows on her followers, particularly those related to 111&1"1'1alg‘<:1fflltl1
@ildbirth. I stop to talk to one young family and lee}m that l111leuf 11 i:
gitl-—another Marie-Carmel —has ritually dressed in blue al ;O' }’e)
life. She is e ve (in French, en voeu, or “in the condition of w1s‘111ng as.
At birth hier mother dedicated her to Mont Carrmell becausevzlj.t; ?ﬁld
it illness. ‘fo repay the Vigj Mirak for her reco an
born with an iliness. o repay for b oy
continued protection, she will wear only blue or white clothing until
irst H ion.
the day of het First Holy Communion . ’ | _
Pil;rims arrive throughout the day, and by nine ?v[ cloc‘k 11(1)151; t(;,l\;en
ing t : ch is filled to capacity for the Latin Mass; > the
ning the huge church is fil . fass; more than
‘e in at Hundreds more gather toge
two thousand are in attendance. [ . . ‘
courtyard and spill out into the sidewalk for the candlelight pllocefsmn
behind the larger-than-life statue of Our L'fld? (?[{ 1\/;011112 r(l“:: ilﬁzt. .
X ' : heard, this is the firew an-
Soon a great popping can be eard; e fire s tha
nounce and sakute the Virgin at various places on the })1((}).03531011 ;Imsltsl
Wi 1 the Haitian ladies, candle
The smell of gunpowder fills the aix, anc - ' . es 1o
their hands, lift their hands upward in a postltueﬁleame(ll Ct‘::x‘l‘ilglllzdlxi;,”
i tholici " is d smell of the firecracke 7
matic Catholicism.® The noise an ' s eat
rayer : dgrim hopes that the fiveworks will carry )
the prayers, as each pilgrim rhs y s o
irgi t the sound of bursting gunpo
her message to the Virgin, Bu ‘ porder
-al semiotic st - Bzili Danto, the goddess who “wa
also an aural semiotic sign for : ; v
{)chincl” the Vigj Mirak. In Vodou services for Danto .and the‘l-e,si o(ti"
the spirits in the Petwo rite to which she belongs, \f\ihlpsP atua uac;t;ts
s i reate the slaps and pops that Petwo spr
and gunpowder is lit to crea ( : b
i X y front of the Madonna on
like. When the fireworks go off m - | h
Street, not a few women falter and clutch at those around them, fight

ing off spirit possession.
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Each July fifteenth, the statue of Our Lady is brought out thas,
and she is paraded along a route designated by the church priests. Past
Second Avenue after a left to Saint Ann’s Church on 110th Street, more
fireworks are lit, and more prayers launched heavenward. Some pil-
grims take the opportunity to go inside and visit Saint Ann. Just as
she is the mother of Mary in Roman Catholicism, in Vodou cosmology
she is Grann Fzili, an older form of Bzili. A few Haitian pilgrims have
come to East Harlem specifically 1o see her, “The power starts with
the mother,” confided one woman. “Me, I come Lo the fét to pran
woulib [take a ride] on the procession.” She uses the mystical power of
the feast day to strengthen her request to the older feminine powers,
Grann Ezili/Saint Ann,

The procession winds down Second Avenue from Saint Ann’s back
up First Avenue, past 116th to 118th Street, pausing at various points
along the way to light firecrackers, Many of these stopping places are
homes of" the Ttalian American families still in the neighborhood, who -
confribute time and money to the feast. They have decorated their
‘brownstones, some in the old style of hanging linens from the windows,
others by placing blue candles and statues along: their steps. The fire-
works are a sort of salute to patrenage that the Haitian community
understands from their own Carnival and Rara celebrations, where
music is played for the contributions of local gwo nég, or “big men”
(McAlister 1995a).

- During the procession some families walk together and sing hymns
like “Ave Maria,”*Louange a Toi,” and “Chez Nous Soyez Reine,” or
he Lord’s Prayer in French. Others crowd toward the float bearing the
Madonna, touching the blue and white plastic fringe as they walk.
Candles in hand, the pilgrims wear the brown scapulars of Our Lady
of Mount Carmel. Bearing a brown scapular when she originally ap-
earcd, the Biessed Virgin promised that whosoever wore her scapular
t the moment of death would escape Lhe fires of eternal damnation,
-When the procession reacles the church, every seat is filled for the
nidnight Mass. The courtyard is a scene of another sort, one closer
‘mood to the mountain celebrations at Sodo. Hach year several
women bring food, which they ritually distribute among the pilgrims,
Standing in the vicinity you may be handed delicious soup joumou,
umpkin soup), rice and beans, griyo (fried pork, the ritual food of
Ezili Danto), soda, and black, sugary Haitian cofiee. The women who
ing the food explain that they are continuing 4 tradition they kept
odo, inherited from their mothers, a form of ritual feeding of the
or. In late-night New York there are no homeless or needy people
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or Haitian pilgrims stand in for the poor

around this church, so oth
he menfollk stand around drinking

and consume the food with gusto. T
rum or whiskey, talking politics among themselves. Manbo Miracia, a

f Vodou who is a pilgrim here, nudges me and nods to a
knot of middle-aged gentlemen. “The majority of them are married
she said. “T know because | performed the services.”’
On the day of the sixteenth, the feast day proper, a 9:00 A.M. Mass
is followed by another procession. Throughout the day, a quick Mass
is said every half-hour in a different fanguage, as hundreds of people
arrive at the church, hand flowers to the workers in the sacristy, light
candles, pray to the saints, attend Mass, and receive communion, Pil-
grims pass in front of the various statues, praying oul loud in the
Haitian style, asking for the intercession of the Blessed Mother.

Some pilgrims bring a practical orientation born out of their Afro-
Creole religious culture, “Never come into the church through the back
door from the courtyard,” one woman instructs me. “You should not
approach the saint from her back—she has to see you walking in.”
Other pilgrims come to petform spiritual work that is meaningful in the
ritnal Jogic of Vodou. They leave money near the statues, either dollar
bills or ritual amounts of coins. A few leave candles or sprinkle Florida
Waler, the cologne commonly used in Vodou for its sweet, spiced scent.
Occasionally the priests have found plates of food as offerings to the
Iwa, the spirits of Yodou. Many feave notes and letters stuffed in Jesus’
hands, on Saint Lucy’s plate of eyes, and in the folds of the gowns of

Saint Damien and Cosmos. The priests walk the tength of the church
from time to time, collecting the money and sweeping up the letters into
piles (which they later throw away), Some of the letters are written to
the Virgin for help in a specific problem, related to good health, jobs,

or Tove. Other letters are formu
name written seven times with three
Ezili Dantod for justice. Another name, written re
of a scrap of paper, is echoed by a name listed on
is asked to reconcile iwo enemies, or two lovers.
Every once in a while
newly born ounsi, or “initiate,” arr
ther in Vodou. A ounsi must dress in white for
nated by the hva, usually forty
week-long kouche kanzo, or “formal initiation,’
h each day and speak to the saints und the

priestess o

hE )

to Ezili Danto,

ive with their godmother or godf:
a period of time desi

a new chure zanj, or “angels
of Vodou that “walk with them.
sixteenth, a trip to the Fet Vigj Mirak is a special opportunity. The
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las for spiritual work with fwa. One, with
s and the word Jistis, is asking
peatedly on one side
its reverse. Here Bzili

al the shrine in East Harlem, 1 have seen

two days. In the first week after the
» each ounsi must go to

» For anyone initialed around Jaly

'I‘;lilgi'unis' arll'wa drfassed entirely in the whitest white from head to toe
" VO\Z :éei 16'321((!: tl-es a.nd straw hats. By performing ihe spiritual w01‘1;
oV na a?hohc sacred space, they illustrate how Afro-Haiti
eligion uses and incorporates Catholicism o
T IE PO : M = ,
- nl;? new ounstis a rare sight in Bast Harlem, but not because people
e bel;zlt{atedr in t}ile summer. On the contrary, the summer se'lslz)n
: d ' time [or those who are reldame (reclai i
e e e thoso who : claimed) by the spirits to
: gious ordeal of ritual worldly de: j
of spiritual rebirth, instructi i s o oy
: , ction, and fortification. But just
o | rebirth, nstruc : ce . But just as churches
When:\s,eif ;é):;;{,;lldlﬁao‘\z{m, physical space is very important in Vodou
;) ssible Haitians will return to Haiti for initiati -
place of their demambre, or * itual homes ™ If those of -
| , ancestral spiritual homes.” If
pace e i 7 If these places
_(degltll(.,o ;eocgnglysmle ha;zc been sold or stolen by the tonton mgkout
( , then people will be initiated into the for :
b payecD, then peoble w o the for mal temple system
. he fall of Duvalier in 1986
2 fince. Aft allowed the Hai-
Wolll‘ki?pulat;m;\ abroad to return home, the geography of spiritual
hanged. As a result, the United Stat
: , ales has become chiefl
to perform healings and i i i s workranieg
¢ and inlerventions in crisis. Sicl
b E . - . sickness, work-related
ppﬁest:;ns, dind love are the most pressing issues brought to owngan
priest) an mar.zbo (priestess) here. The more serious works— initia
lons, funerary rituals, or becomin ¥ i all care-
\ £ a priest or priesless—are all car
( T : ‘ 15 a H are-
]jy planned for trips back to Haiti (Brown 1991, McAlister 1992-93)

Religious Culture, Diaspora, and
Transnational Migration

n'many w: itians’ i

! th‘q il}(() Ff&ysi Pﬁu?ans expetrience of the Mount Carmel feast is similar
the (heir Itallan predecessors at the chur i (
the in Tt huech. In fact, their :

jositions as inunigrant i < Talinns fosins

populations run parallel. Like Itali i

i oot oot o . Like Ialians fleeing
: y) at the end of the last centur iti

me to the United Staies to es ( onco of 1o
1€ o escape the structural violence of iz

poverty of the poorest country i e e, Bt

__ ry i the Western Hemispher

cultural peoples, arriving Itali ili o

ol N g Italians and Haitians were ( i

i ! oty and are) sim-

¥ y;;lepcndgnt, family-centered, and devoted to local 1'eli)gious

sn. (16 LItahz;n( (e)mphasm on rispelto (respect) and dependence on
I (patrons) (Orsi 1985) is similar t it

i o the Haitians’ social hier

es,-articulated through patr , ot W0 g,
S, patronage and loyalty & ! 3
ore are, howere: . ' ¥y L0 a patron, oy gwo rég.
[ 1, major differences between (l i

two communities that visit thi i Moo For

visit this shrine for the M

. munit s s sh adonna. TFor

_ :]e, (l:tonilpcuecl .Lo the Haitians, {talian immigrants fit better the

-pattern of nineteenth-century migration. “Uprooting” them-
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[ {7, » M ‘t
selves from the home country, they were tlanspl.anted 130 thlegl:;tti(
States and gradually created a new, Italian Ametican natlon‘d identity

C 1t a -
(Handlin 1951, Orsi 1992, 316). In contrast, many Haitians m the cott
€ ? . . " .
temporary United States perceive themselves to be lnfmgl nan 'c&aapf{nictr,s
i i y ainst Haiti as an essential location o
“in the diaspora,” defined agams Taitl n es ° n oftits
own, legardless ’of whether they live in Miami, Monftlcal, Pr;.llS, ?)lf
’ i in fi ' hlace
: iti itself is ¢ tangible, and, in fact, often a | .
Sencgal, Haiti itself is real, : . often a place o
ial res T | points “in the diaspora,” Haitla
sartial residence. From local y . pora,” Hal —
irans:mtional lives. That is, they live embedded in mteu}mc_m‘al n;atth
. i ink their societi igin w
ining social relations that link their societies ol OI1g ‘
works, sustaining social rela ir o typi.
i ) t al. 1994). Haitian transmig i
their new settlement (Basch ¢ ‘ s : .
cally work jobs in New York to support homes in Haitl, keeping thetu
H v, i °y arl O
ciﬁldren in Haitian schools until they are young teens. They tl‘()tul‘ o
Haiti during periods of illness or unemployment; for vaca 101113, o
: 1 ‘..‘ - - - -
important family events like baptisms, martiages, of [uue;d S,)I:Si
i - nalions -ations like the inanguration ol a presi-
sometimes for national celebra > i o
: i - Rara, or the pilgrimage to »0
dent, the yearly Carnival o1 , 0 : . or
Vigj ’Mirak After decades in the United States, the felc&cﬂy ma}t'llet;t’ 1;
. ily « shid tween the
Cit ars al home. Family roles shift be
to spend their last years a shi reon the o
‘ i ; ildre of age and migrale north, &
countries, so that children come | porth, old
folks reti;'e and return southward to home. Both oppmtumti/ c%l’l,g trag
edy can be the occasion Lo janbe dlo, or “CL‘OSS.OV(‘,.l the walet. ance
It is the U.S. Immigration Act of 1965 and its liberalizing entra :
policies that allowed for the legal immigration of large 111.{111{1(?1150({):
non-Furopean peoples. We can look to this moment as c; pivo :Oun_
casion that heralds the vast increase in m1gl-a'nt's from de.\ffa opm%—I ot
tries, many of whom have brought new 1'(-:11g10u;; tl‘alchtu‘):[ls—iltl (l)ln,d”
ism, is ] d numerous local, raditiond
ism, Buddhism, Islam, an : loca , 1
spiritualities—to the United States. But this leglsl(;ulokl: c)dlnnot- blerl ;ltf
i : increase of Caribbean (and other) immigrants.
sole explanation for the increase o . { >
It doespnot explain, for one thing, why so many thousands ?f ‘pleoi)h X
would want to leave their homelands and cultures and come live m
i i ile environments.
diaspora in cold and hostile enviror ent . L
’ guch drastic movement of people is linked to economic conditions
The past several decade.
of capital penetrations 1nto
ment of export processing, an

nation- ac
their position in the present configuration
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s can be characterized in terms of new levels
“Third World” economics, the develop-
d the increased migration of people fl'()l;l
the peripherics to the centers (Wallerstein 1974, 22{9'—2t'3l1, El‘isilhiii C:
3.69: Sassen-Koob 1982). Individual actors who main cltlllll in v
, slates al once are engaging in a creative strategy L. th nlal -
of global capital. It 1s more

Dpractical, for example, for many women to work as nurses in New York
" and send remittances back to Haiti to raise small children so that they
will become kretyen vivan (good people, or literally “living Christians™)
and not gate (ruined) by the harshness of New York life. In this way
we can see that cconomic conditions are affecting both the flows of
transmigrant activities and “the manner in which they come to under-
stand who they are and what they are doing” (Basch et al 1994, 12).

It is increasingly true that in order to understand religious life for
some new immigrants, we must also understand their continued rela-
tionship with the religious world of their home countries {Levitt in

press). Unlike the earlier Italian immigrants of East Harlem, who
shifted their religious focus from the churches of the old country to
“Hast 115th Street, Haitians join congregations and undertake pilgrim-
ages nan djaspora, and also continue religious activities when they go
to Haili. They often plan business or vacation trips to coincide with
‘opportunities to perform religious work at one of the many important.
-spiritual sites al home. When they arrive, they are labeled djaspora by
“the townspeople who could not afford to leave,

As spaces where other Haitians congregale, religious sites in
“diasporic locations become inflected with meanings that span both
home and host nations, Working with Cubans at a shrine church in

Miami, Thomas Tweed (1997) suggests that we can usefully understand

iasporic religious commiunitics as translocative (moving symbaolically

etween the homeland and the new land) and transtemporal {relating

0 a constructed past and an imagined Future). In Latin America the

saints, with their feast days on the calendar and their churches in

lifferent villages, already have both temporal and territorialized iden-

ities, and become an organizational principle in the countryside, Each

aint governs a day of the week, and the market days correspond to

he saints’ days. In Capotille, Haiti, for example, the church is dedicated

o-Notre Dame du Mont Carmel, and Tucsday is her day. Tuesday is

Iso market day in Capotille.

‘The pilgrimage to Our Lady of Mount Carmel in East Harlem
xpands the saint’s influence in the Haitian world, Rather thau substi-
iting the New York feast for the ones they left behind in Haiti, they
dd the Harlem location as another site of spiritual work. In this way
Bast - Hatlem is opened up as one more place in the expanding

eligioscape™ of transnational Haitian religious culture.” During the
pilgrimage to the Viéj Mirak in New York, the Haitian population
territorializes spiritual practice, reinscribing sacred, translocative
_a{:_e onto (heir new landscape of settlement.” Haitians in diaspora
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reach out to Mont Carmel and Ezili Dants, powerful nationalist sym-
bols, extending prayers for family and friends throughout the djaspora
and in Haili. Temporally they include concern for the dead and de-
parted in Flaiti as well as the hoped-for children of the future Insofar
as the Haitian population is able to return to Haiti—unlike the Cuban
communily at the time of this writing—the activities at the shrine are
those of an actively transnationa] religious culture.

In 1993, commercial air travel was suspended during the U.S. em-
bargo against Haiti after the 1991 coup d’état that had ousted Haitian
president Jean-Bertrand Aristide. Many Haitians who had come 10
New York for bricf visits were delayed in the United States for months,
and some who came to the feast that year told me they regretted not
being back in Haiti, Their prayers on behalf of their beleaguered home
nation were especially poignant. They were praying not for a remote
ancestral homeland but for an embattled place of (partial) residence.
Thus the feast in New York is not an isolated enclave of Haitian
festivity focused solely on life in the United States. The movements,
religious practices and ideologics of pilgrim actors mirror the realities
of Haitian transnational migrants.

Vi¢j Mirak: Mont Carmel in Haiti

Many of the pilgrims at the New York Church of Our Lady of Mount
Carmel, if they are in Haiti in July, would go to one of the pilgrimage
sites for the Viej Mirak back home. The biggest one, at Sodo in Ville
Bonheur, attracts thousands of pilgrims who come for summer vaca-
tion and stay for weeks around the time of the July sixteenth feast,
This small village is located high in the mountain range between
Mirebalais and Saint Marc, with a population that is probably under
three thousand (Laguerre 1989, 84). During the month of the feast,
the town swells with pilgrims and vacationers, who rent rooms and
houses from the viltagers.

It is for the F&t Viej Mirak that many djaspora are willing to plan
their international travel, don the light blue clothing of the ritual beggar
pilgrim or the burlap sacks of penitence, and ride for seven hours on a
bourik (donkey) into the mountainous Haitian countryside. Although
Notre Dame du Perpetuel Secouts (Our Lady of Perpetual Help) is the
official patron saint of Haiti, the chapel for Notre Dame du Mont
Carmel at Sodo is the most popular pilgrimage of the country.

“godo” is the Creole spelling of “Saut d’Eau,” which in French :
means “waterfall.” The great waterfall of Sodo was created during an

FElizabeth McAlister

134

gzﬁu‘tk;gu.ake o May 7, .1842 (Rouzier 1891, 262; cited in Laguerre 1989
1). armers in the region understood “sodo” to be a natural dwelling;r
% dCl:) ’olf vatious weite1" spi{'its in Alro-Haitian cosmology: the serpent
Ofaﬁ ala }r\fe)do a(li]d his rainbow wife Ayida Wedo, Simbi Dlo (Simbi
the water), and others. It is indeed a beautif ’ i
the ) a beautiful place. White, frotl
En_nemf wa.tel" falls hundreds of feet, bounces off boulders ﬂ];d mng
;;o:;gh thtlllg tree roots into pools below. As the cool sprz;y splashes
ol the rocks, tiny rainbows glisten in the air. Pilgy :
ks, ¢ air. Pilgrims, hiot from the
:even—lhom ride through the mountains, step under the falls and are
: ezgzetnpcs p];)ssessed by the spirits, Their faltering steps and wide-cyed
ressions become the visual currency of iqui i
7 y of the ubiquitous foreign pl
) . ne th . gn pho-
tOgl'l[.)helS who ring the falls, fighting for the best spots for thehi') fri
pods in the undergrowth.” g
oo IIn JL uly.l.849,_somc time after the creation of the waterfall, rumors
o gan o l;:uozzulale that a peasant (armer had sighted the Virgin Mary
i j;]teai 8)5(91)&1111 tree. President Faustin Soulouque, Haiti’s ruler from
o , appointed members of Lis legislati i ‘
! o Led 1 : gislative cabinet to study the
~apparition. After satisfying himself with their report, he orderecf the
(now) lemon-yellow chapel built in honor of Notre Dame du M
Carmel (Laguerre 1989, 87).12 o
- Sl%lce. th(? gppzu‘ition, the pilgrimage at Sodo has been not only a
chlnlt;lal ‘c')f sp-n‘ltuall power -but also a place of celebration. Haitians of
e ?13%63 1_,1“cwel to Sodo in July with their families, Struggling entre-
p_ouS(:Su;{f.u Iive ear'ly to set up food stalls, market stands, and gainbling
_ - Iich vacationers build or rent houses and arri 'in pri
: 1 \ and arrive in private cars
v;flu:h thllu f;l.nlly o spend a fg:w weeks enjoying the festivities. Among
__.f.:lse, 1e djaspora [rom the United States arc easily recognizable. They
| __l_nlve W:weaung the latest fashions from Brooklyn or Miami, the women
ins 1(r>1t's E%lld hf"tlter ‘tops with blonde streaks in their permed hair and
rfnlg chll‘yllc nails pan'lted with designs. Young men likewise adopt the
tyles of .}g%a.Ck American popular culture, often crossed with a Jamai-
1lt]iet_151 11hty they leamn through their contact with the Jamaican
o 11)11 t ll)en own West Indian neighborhoods. They wear athletic
o;:s,d SSC all hats,‘ and the red, green, and gold belts of the Rastafari
ée : 110}[{;11 their baggy jeans.” This small mountain village turns
ﬂglja ClOS]SlOchS of tl}e global Haitian diaspora each July, as returning
118 also come from Zaire, Martinique, G :
, Ma , Guad ; Y
B s Tron q iadeloupe, the Bahamas,
:N.lghts in Ville Bonhecur before and after the feast are a series of
ngoing paltles by all.tpc classes that come together in the village. The
1 is without electricity, like the rest of the Haitian countryside. The
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. . enin
ealthy sit on their porches, enjoying Whlske)f, t?lhnﬁlfk;sc’, \i};t.en‘;itﬁ
\th(,) (Haitian konpa dance music on tpo:'lia;bliieglilfttcillllc)sseamﬁ Dy
o ‘:(015_1::‘:’;;‘;;1;11?;‘3’05;: lillitl(;l t(l)le town cspecially f(.)r the‘.fea‘st.
bou?‘zlffe(]ilszs\;eil-to-do stroll through the strects, ltcl:d thn;ltgizll\’fﬁzzfé
; ou ceremonies that enliven the ‘-
duri h-a t Oélfit(l)lfélgcJti};}l?;‘zl?fSlillg Vodou societies fllaay bring ;hji;
tire. t C o I. who set up their drums and call out the songs o he
P Pelf’?lme ,1etimes calledt zanj (angels) of Vodou. Stree_t life 1.55 u
i Who B S'(;n light of the tet gridap (kerosene lamlps) orthe blt.unmg
s o By‘“(;dg{hc town, people recognize old fl‘le{lclis, acqulfle 1;ew
tOI'Ch?;jii E:c(::lomic {ransactions, and perform the spiritual worl they
011€S, 1114

need to do in order to effect change in their lives.

or stop in

1 .-
ik Religi inuam
The Haitian Religious Cont o
| both important and impressive.

he spirits of Vodou insist that
donna appeared.

The chapel and the waterfall at ?odo are t
‘ : 1 who serve
However, manbo and oungan : e
the most powerful spot is the actual place .wh*‘ale the IC\]fI 1 fonuia appene.
lled Nan Palm (In the Palm Grove), this site §ta11 $ nes fho entrasec®
S)dtl(:e viliflge It is here that the Virgin de[i; wit‘l} her :;;1; nec S;,ith i
epe X it ddess. Danto’s co-

. sowerful Afro-Haitian go 10 : thhe
D,Efl.lt;’lit:licl is an example of the great mystery of le 1nt?la1,1g:}irgin e
¢ : 3 1 a) 4 c] v, S
:s;lfljcretis:n of African and Catholic symbohsms.t Lt,;tébsl;ﬁ.?icgf Virgin of

-ed to an Indian man at th
: ho appeared to an Indian b ‘ Ao
Glgfalulﬁ,oge Da?rlic du Mont Carmel at Sodo is a powe}lfu.] n;t:}iﬂze
o [ arni yigit i
ﬁouree resonant with multiple layers of meaning. .Wt’liu?nc 1113:1 fclh s make
tl?e trip through the mountains to Sodo, they visit the ,

1941 o 4
\ three-fold spiritual site.

’ | the palm grove—a three . : Mot
telft}ﬂl, allfdﬁbo lI)chave worlked with tell me that NO'[.IG ‘]?‘alllctdl.l ont
C 191 ”w ks a path” with Ezili Dantd, a hea o1 misté “mystery

armel “walks 4 :

[ t import
has become one of the mos . N
she can be represented by Mont Carmel, Ezi

represented in popular Haitian iconography

anto is most often

Czestochow :
i - cheek. Like both .

-unning down her chee . 10 Mo

1]E?zili D%mtc‘) carties a baby in her arms. Dantd’s baby is

: - “Anayiz,
Jesus bul, interestingly, a daughier. Some call her aylz,
“Ti-Gungun. : (
woiman, and a powerful warror and figh
pride, she is said to have been a lead |
Elizabeth McAlis
136

ant divinities in the culture.”* While -

as Notre Dame du

irgi = face bears two scars

irein of Poland, whose ;
e e L Czestochowa and Mont Carmel,
the inlant

> others
- N P k

i , a hard-working blacl

Yo} n as single mother, ¢ . .
D o ’ ter. A symbol of nationalist
er in Lhe slaves’ victorious war of

' i
i
I
H

independence against Napoleon’s army, when she earned the scars she
carries (Brown 1991, 229),

Sometimes Dantd is described as a lesbian, and she is thought to
choose which men will live as effeminate homosexuals. When she pos-
sesses people (for she can “ride” both women and men), she drinks
kleren cane liquor and demands to cat pork, often the ears and feet of
the roasted pig. In her incarnation as Ezili Ge Wouj (Red Eyed Ezili),
she speaks without the use of the front of her tongue, saying only “ke
ke ke ke,” and pantomiming her meanings. Some say her longue was
cut out during the Haitian revolution so she would not betray her side’s
sccrets (Brown 1991, 229, g

When pilgrims go to the East Harlem shrine or to Nan Palm at i
Sodo and light a candle, sing to the Virgin, ani Jé demann (make
.requests), they are addressing Notre Dame du Mont Carmel and Eziki
Dantd ar the same time. This overlapping, simultaneous practice of
Catholicism and Vodou has buzzled outsiders—both Haitian inteljec-.
vals and foreigners -for generations, Within anthropology, “syncre-
ism” was the theoretjcal concept developed by Melville Herskovits
1941) and then Roger Bastide (1960) to understand the processes of
ange that arose with culture contact, Syncretism came to describe
it “impure” religious tradition, saturated with local, unorthodox
trains, Recent terms used to describe cultural mixings have included
reolization,” “symbiosis,” and “inter-cu[t_ure” (Stewart and Shaw
994, Desmangles 1992).

“The received way of thinking about Vodou and Catholicism is to
magine them as a pair of binary opposites. It is trye that Haitian
atholics have affirmed their own status by stressing their apartness
n Vodou. A Catholic who is not at all involved in serving the fwa
ifies as a fran katolik (straight Catholic), and there are some in
Taitian upper classes who know nothing of Afro-Haitian religion,
s upper classes were (and are) generally literate, French-speaking,
ttically enfranchised, light-skinned, and emphatically Catholic, On
age of cultural politics, Vodou was (and is) held up as the pagan,
anjc-superstition of the poor, dark, nonliterate, and disenfranchised
ority. Politicaily, then, Catholicism has always positioned itself in
osition to Vodou. !9

ractice, it may be more helpful to imagiue these two traditions
ving either end of a continuum, with Roman Catholicism on one
Vodou on the other. ™ Any given actor in Haiti falls somewhere
he continuum, some as Catholics, some as Vodouists, and the
jority living their lives in the middle, going through the rites
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of passage of the Catholic church while simultaneously mamteu.n‘mg
‘ - . . .
contact with Vodou healers and the fwa, especmli}f in tclimcs.li)f ;:113:61

[hi [j st be complicated with [

Even this continuum model mus h further
i i ¢ ritten that both the Afro-Haitie
yalifications. Elsewhere, 1 have w . oth U o ‘
i‘lel;gion‘ and the Catholicism that evolved in qufu WCIT' coslstm;tei;;;
i i § i yrocess of creolization. In
dialectical relation to the other in ap 255 0 o,

e is si “yare Catholicism” or “pure Yodou™ m Haitl.
sense there is simply no “pure ) I ‘ Hait
To a degree that some advocates 1n each tradition might not like to

‘ 1 H H 2 1 s ey _
admit, each has incorporated the other 1mto its phklosolphles clild piﬁ;
tices }’Each tradition is therefore constitutive and revealing of the o

. 1 18
McAlister 1995a, 179), . ‘ B
( While one tra’dition may be bound up in the othe.l, the Hz:mzu(ll
cultural politics that divides the enfranchised from the d1sle.i1‘f1anc nsflb
H H M P s vcr 3
insist sing each as a separate religion. This saime polilics go
insists on seeing each as a separa ! s governs
ior '8 i lic space. 1t can be useful tou
the behavior of actors in pub c gan b useful (o undersians
iti jori i bicultural” or “bireligious,” a popula
the Haitian majority as being : lot popu b
i d religious languages operaling w
tion able to speak both of the re . within
cuitucre (Murphy 1988, 124). People strategically empg)%f] du,h{_z{;omi
’ . N .. . ac
itchi 0 trans he logics of Catholicism and Yodou
code-switching” to translate ¢ ‘ m and !
and forth to suit the social situation at hand. I'or this 1§a501_1 I-I:tllliz
make sense to view the religious worldview of the 've}st rpzuou );, :l
“Haitian religious culture,” a term that “1'eﬂccts. a 1‘elig10n1ni1t,1iw((l))- a‘;l}b/
icati i siructures of authority around
communication with the struc . ity al d
1982). It is a religious culture that contains within it shl'fnng getiac;t:
possible elements, complicated yot bounded by the theologics and p
i : icism and Yodou.
tices of both Reman Catholicism ¢ ! o
Catholics throughout Latin America make PrOmesas k(plonl(lj-?glitqc;
ints, i i for a favor and in return maxe a sa c
the saints, in which they ask e 8 e veat
'oMnis e promise to return to a church on 1ts feast day ea )
promise. Some promise . s donate family Lrea-
ilgrimse refoot, and still others donate 1z
others make pilgrimages bare L, thers :
sures to the saint’s shrine. In Haiti, people wﬂ} ala'o make- a 18%?(*;?2(1)]‘?:
demann) and tell the saint what they will give in re(tim n. Ofte
requests to the saints are governed by the logic 01. Vodou. L illase in
Madame Luc, an older woman who grew up in a small villz g !
northern Haiti and who now goes to the East I—Iar‘iem Igl?l:lmgf ::i, "
i C - family was Catholic and did not s ‘
ear, explained (o me that her ‘ n o
fh; ;piril?[s But although she considers hersell Catholic, she “thinks in

Vodou” (Murphy 1988, 124). In keeping with a worldview focusecll on
the family, she mainlains that the Virgins of Mont Carmel, Altagrace, |

and La Mercl are sisters,

For Catholics, the Virgin Mary and the saints are intercessors; they
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carry our prayers to God. If they grace us with our wish, we are
blessed, but if they do not, we must accept things as they are as God’s
will. For Vodouist Catholics, things are slightly different. Il one saint
does not give us what we want, we may berate it, argue with it, and
ultimately turn to a different saint with the same wish, Just as we can
punish them by turning away, they can punish us if we do not tive up
to our promise. Madame Luc told me that making promises to the
saints is tricky: “Watch out, because if you promise something to them
and then you forget, you'rc in trouble.” She told me that if you pronise
* to give the saint a cow, for example, you had better make good on your
- word. “How do you bring a cow to the church?” T asked her, “No, you
don’t give it to the church; the church isn’t involved in that sort of
thing,” she said. “You make your request at the church. But you are
dealing with the spirit behind the saint.” She explained that if’ you
~ promise a cow to the saint and your request s granted, you must give
the cow to “the people who serve the zanj [angels],” a Vodou society.
Madame Luc therefore places herself in an intermediary space where
+ her actions are performed in the Catholic church, but her dealings are
with the zanj of Vodou. Thus it is possible to situate her toward the
‘Catholic end of a continuum between Catholicism and Vodou, them-
elves intertwined in Haitian culture.
The fact that people do the spiritual work of Alro-Haitian religion
in church settings does not mean that they are not also fully participat-
{ing Catholics. For the Haitians, the pilgrimage at 115th Street is very
much respected as a Catholic event, and any spiritual work that is done
explicitly for the hve is done discreetly. Vodou remains an unspoken
presence af the feast in New York, and each sign that carries meaning
ithin Vodou can also be read as a form of Catholjc devotion. Wearing
light blue clothing, saying prayers durin g fireworks, distributing pork in
e churchyard, writing letters to the Virgin—all these things have a
lace in the ritual vocabulary of Catholicism, even if they are seen by
¢ priests at the church as the quaint expressions of the “folk.”
~ The spiritual works of Vodouist Catholics are achieved in a process
of: religious code-switching through the subtle use of language, the nu-
iced use of color, and discreet offerings of spiritual significance. Tt is
possible, then, to conununicate with Ezili Danto through Mont Carmel
n.the public stage without detection, even by fellow community-item-
ers standing at one’s side. Devotions to Our Lady that are also spiritual
work for Bzili Danto are masked with a discretion that has come from
enerations of experience with colonial and postcolonial repression from
nce and Rome. Because of the historical circumstances involving the
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it i i ible serve Bzili
hurch’s repression of Vodou, then, it 1s quite I?QSSEblc to ser
C
Danté through the coded petformance of Catholicism.

» » .o 'd
Anthropologist Initiate-Outsider Insider: A Wor

on Position and Method | | e
The first time 1 went to Haiti, [ traveled with a group (;Sic pels ouek
to that country with a master drummer of \llodour 1111‘ . tk.m] e
iical apprentices, and not as anthropologists. Rgt et tha choosing
mu'mcal f1ppll; 'csea;'ch and then going to it, my trip mirrored patte ;
HFSl?:i?;ltglfgl'a;011 as 1 went “home” with an immigrant who ha
0 cl ]
settied }n 1‘11y\;1‘3:;re traveling in July, our hosl insisted that we goT lto
dBech:lrutbl(ie Fét Vigj Mirak to receive good luck from the s;ifu‘ta.sméz
S? . as 1984, two years before the fall of Jean-Claude DJuva 1&.;11 hee
:illflzjn\f;mch ha,s happened between us as a result c(])f i\l;fgnt; lg,a\ﬁncll g
e s o, Oill\llirfo?;inlfer;Somc of us married
StOl"{leS arel—“"ti(\)f: éﬁﬁgiﬂgg EgellpbOYIl, and two doctoral cfii§s§rtlzg;;9(;1?ls
Haltll"?'nii.i'm cultute were written (Wilcken 1991; MCA]IS_lel‘ . ﬂ;(;
Tg%b;l 'l:hree of us were initiated together as marasa (twins) in
Aﬁ'OAH;lzls no?;lgjilsltl:sazluly::i?;losed 1o go off to the field by thfﬂnsel;f(e)s
. 'IL l pouse who is briefly mentioned in the ﬁnall acade.mllc W(l))l 1;
o to o Slzi t ’ﬁeldwork and inlerviews alone. This has lﬂll?ly gel
o Con' i working in Haiti or in Haitian New York. Starting wit 5
gletcii':tf(iflislil:eto Haiti with a group of f.riends, I hz.we a.h-vaizs?:iﬁfs
t;awork with others, be they friends, family, photographers, ¢ ants,
v Coueagu{?& 1e token, I have never been lo the pil'grimage o MO‘;H
C’lr?rfelt}ilﬁ ;—Ellz:iti or in ’New York by myself. TQ au'rn‘!e‘ some:lr‘hi:;slns ey
; If in the Haitian context is to signal Llllli}"lpOLtc}DC,G, oS %
Eﬁzf)?mecteduess; it implies that ou pa gen moun, “you have no people.

1 have visited the site with other scholars, with I‘I.‘clltial’_l[‘ 1%:3;;([151’0?113
with a group of women in a Brool‘(lyn Vodou sosle'li/. e
say that because I am with companions | am not 0(11 ﬁot e ob.
not taking notes, not making audio 1'13(:01'(!1111gs;1ailll1 e e ot
serving the ritual around me. In a sense 1 ar |

universe, while others are in theirs.

g < 5’ ayv '] llg f]Olll the
] 1C 1 Iel (l(l() Ogles I 14V C ‘lsed n thlb Stud h'—l e ra ed

| ¥ [Cr in Of
C e
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pilgrims in New York in the early 1990s. Much of my knowledge of
Afro-Haitian spirituality comes [tom being a partial “insider” a5 a
Yodou initiate, although I recognize myself fundamentally as an “ouf-
sider” to Haitian culture. My own research and wriling lave been
ongoing, and the period of my doctoral fieldwork let me taste the
experience of transnationa] tigration as I went back and forth to Haili
“seven times in five years. (McAlister [992-93, McAlister 1995a.)

To research and articulate the inherent realities of new migrants
‘means following the movements of immigrants and retracing circuits
‘of transnational migration. It enlajls working in immigrant enclaves
A American cities and refurning to home countries with recent im-
nigrants. As one becomes embedded in these networks, field research
1nvolves working in proximity with others in pew ways. This may well
become the predominant field model in sociology and anthropology
s schiolars increasingly understand their own neighborhoods as places
of globalizing cultural contact and cultural change, ' ’

A Household Reception for the Viej Miral

One evening in New York, as the candlelight procession for the Blessed
Mother returned to the church courtyard, T noticed 4 ring of ladies in
cole dresses of the dark blue colors associated with Fzifi Dantd,
18y were sitting in a semicircle atop bags of diresses and spices they
d.come to sell at the feast, I recognized them as manbo of Vodon,
ey were, in fact, the core initiales of a small Vodou society in Brook-
- They would sleep in the church and after Mass in the morning set
heir wares in a makeshift markel on the church sidewalk..
Karen McCarthy Brown’s 1991 book Mama Lolu: 4 Vodou Priest-
n Brooklyn recounts the spiritual biography of a Brooklyn manbo
great insight and sensitivity, showing the many relationships
na Lola maintains with the spirits of Vodou. Like Mama Lola,
bo Miracia, the spiritual mother of the society I encountered, has
Iong-standing relationship with Notre Dame du Mont Carmel.
wi mother was born on July sixteenth, the Virgin’s feast day,
a was born a twin, and her mother named her “Miracia” to tie
the “miracle Virgin.” To her sister she gave the name “Lamési,”
Notre Dame de la Merci,” another Virgin represented by a statue
he Ville Bonhenr chapel. “Bver since we were in the womb, my
er-brought us to Sodo each year,” said Miracia proudly with an
1c nod. “And my daughter Carmel went with me in my belly,”
anbo Miracia grew up to fall in love with a man also born on
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dedicated to Mont Carmel by virtue of his birth. When
d a vision of a dark-

her cheek. It was the

July sixteenth,
she was pregnant with their daughter, she ha

skinned woman with two scars running down
same face as the Polish Virgin of Czestochowa, the image Haitians

know also to be Ezili Danto. “The lady was carrying my daunghter in
her arms,” she confided. When her daughter was born on the feast day
for Czestochowa, September 2, she dedicated her to Bzili Danto and
the Virgins of Czestochowa and Mont Carmel, naming her “Marie~

Carmel,” Thus Miracia is linked to Notre Dame du Monl Carmel in
various ways through the significant dates in her family.

Manbo Miracia invited me to a reception in hier home for the
Virgin, Every year she holds this event to honor their special relation-
ship. The reception would not be a Vodou ceremony where drums,
antiphonal singing, and dancers would call the spirits. Rather, it would
be a series of Catholic prayers said in honor of the Vi¢j Mirak in the
presence of family and friends. By sponsoring the service in her own
home, Miracia positioned herself as a producer of her own religious
work, sustaining a direct relationship with the saints and the spirits,
outside of the divection of male, possibly non-Haitian, Catholic priests.

Manbo Miracia lives in a small apartment in the Crown Heights
section of Brooklyn with her daughter Carmel and Carmel’s two chil-
dren. She had rearranged her house for the prayer service by pushing
her furniture to the walls and setting up chairs in the living room. A
simple altar table was set up under a large poster depicting Notre
Dame du Mont Carmel. Flowers fashioned from blue crepe paper
framed the image to create a baroque effect. On the lace-covered table

sat

supporting

blue, seven-clay candles flanked the lamp, near a bouquet of flowers.

A number of people were assembled, dressed nicely and sitting on -

against the three walls not taken up with the altar. 1 recognized ;
klyn’s busiest and most popular oungan
and surrounded by his

he who would lead the service. That honor

chairs
in their number one of Broo
(priest of Vodou), dressed in a white dashiki
entourage. But it was not
was reserved for the prér savann (bush priest).

A prét savann holds a distinct rank in Vodou. Specialists in th
Catholic rites of baptism, marriage, and last rites, these officials ar
always men proficient in Latin. A number of prét savann make thy

main cemetery in Porl
in Latin and French the memorial

year and a week after death.

masses that Vodouists perform
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a homemade oil lamp used on altars in Haiti, made of a metal star
a cotton wick suspended in oil by four corks. Two deep-

.au-Prince their daily place of business, singin

As 1 fell into ¢ 'sati i

oined anfgill:;tc; El ];:?13@1 ‘sajuon'wuh the priest, I learned that he had
the eve of the fourth lzilcieé?l}tllljz\swyﬁgth, illt@‘.lldillg 10 be a monk, On
a1 i P al vow, he was rejected for candidacy, T
han({ ;1(1{ él};icf(e{llgillli.dlp.peared to him in a dream and told hili{llczli?t!. tl[:al;
Ao Mo 19,9 ;i 9\;35 {‘Tk-lama or “reclaimed,” by the spirits (see
anso, o ot . Three yeﬂr§ later he underwent the kouche
ol o st {de- o a Vodou soms—:ty. On his finger he wore both
ot Bl - 11{::; ;1;131;%,11(: confided to me that he was married
Many Haidian o, accc(l:; t njgiu}::g:f;; ltller light-skinned counterpart,
the}i: Eﬁit lﬁ)oth be “ser-ved” to achieve th]ecjzeoix(::tpl;)zgz{:il: goddesses
. 1enc|: [}1/1' :Lilctl)sllgd 1111 ﬂ%? Latin and Erench texts of the church, he
ﬁjan-iages b gz 103 say n_ovenas.m the home, to officiate (;vel‘

srcats 24 the sol-ltj Ofp.(-, and. the zanj during a Vodou Ceremony, or
4. Hs bt et € 11(;:’ceptl10n that Manbo Miracia had decided to
aotod a2 frll E.Lblack leather .bag with him, out of which he
ucket of holy waie;y%/ | ool_cs, a chahcg, a brass censer, and a small
e b anccl d{;nnel;ﬂ? .lhe proper tl_mc came, he selected a white
e oron, d it, adding to it a necklace bearing a large
Like me i
Cod;edl?i ;1;3; fiialglic[fevqnts 1'cq110§tcd by the lwa, the event was full
o, byt cjglrnﬁ ul‘m the logic qf Yodou. The priest began, for
h F]c’mda Was; " gl‘ﬁ:liol?;nl,i fcflltﬁ]ilmﬁ theffoiu' cardinal directions
h ] o y g wdle of charco > i
: ;_}?;11.021111&:011{) ;hi) 111(13013;(? bml'uer and moved tl’u'ou;__{;l1 Itljz lzsl())(;l(}glgglzl}

oarod into the kl[li(l: ied by 1"101.1, pungent fingers of smoke. He dis-
il and ot 1;1'1 imd lett}r1led for a dramatic entrance, sin ging
b seattored oty \:,Iat;- g:lll};]iTa}fmg up his sma]l bucket and sp'rinkler,

“;]0 big, bl e ¢ 0;1 ui‘ Etlllts{.u'l-vle motioned to Miracia to light

e pr o o ;
o E]llfz-t ﬁl(;:lei tO\;l ;z chéz I?a (little low chair), the kind of smali
e sug I Freucgb‘? f)u priests for the long series of Catholic
o grogstion ocfore a Vodou ceremony. He proceeded to lead
ook gt on (1)11 al Mass drawn froin photocopied pages and
_'nd ravers Afle ::gw 1lt.‘1Tllle assembled guests knew most of the
o by mone ot ﬂu e he stopped tf}e prayers and introduced
i ’f fy 8 that we were saying our Hail Marys for
e 2 {y, or the homeless, for the children who live |
,and for Haiti, 10 five i the
;ze;\;czizaltull ed none pf the songs or invocations for the hva
b appeated in possession. But as in the end of a Vodou cere:
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mony for Ezili Danto, Manbo Miracia distrib'uted plates filled \x.qt‘h 1‘1{1:6
and beans and fried pork. We bit gratefully into the meat, clehcmus)y‘
greasy and spiced with garlic and piman, [hf.: hot scolchbonnet peppet
of Caribbean cuisine. She set aside the remainder of the enormous pot
of meat. This dish would “sleep” on the floor under t%‘lB altalr‘ table, a
practice called “fecding the spirits” that would. nourish Em‘lf Datl,to
with Miracia’s symbolic sacrifice. On the altar 1tse.1tl" would “sleep” a
big cake with blue frosting, a swect dessert for Ezili t(.) consume._ We
returned the next day to enjoy a slice of the cake afts:r 1.L had siept. By
then Manbo Miracia had put her apartment back m its usue'll state,
with Lhe altar table replaced by television and stereo- She was t11"cd but
pleased to have received the saints into her home with her family and
friends. : .
Domestic prayer services like this one are not uncommon the
Haitian context. The home is transformed into sac.red space !Jy rear-
ranging furniture, constructing an altar, an(li assembling a famﬂllal colml-
munity in prayer. Susana Gallardo (1994) illustrates the ways in _whlc h
the institutional ritual of the church is not ceptral 'to Cathohglsm as
it is practiced in many Chicano/a communitics. Lll{q the C‘hlcau’a/o
case, the Haitian home altar can be scen as an z}lternatlve sa‘c:led space
controlled primarily by women. Prayer 1s offered accoth'ng to the
codes of Haitian religious culture, and declicatec} Fo the spiritual work
necessary to maintain relationships with the spiritual energy of both
the saints and the hwa.

The Roman Catholic Church and the Haitian
Community in New York |
The current population of an estimated four hundred thousand Hai-

tians in the New York area has brought an increase in Catholics to the

region. The Catholic church’s response o this Hzltitian migration ha’s
followed the pattern it established with other ethl'nc groups of cncom-1
aging the creation of separate ethnic COllgl'Cg'c.llIOl'lS V‘Vlthll'l the' local
parish. In this way the church has joined ptlael' institutions in p‘1om<.af—
ing ethnic group formation and the maintenance of ecthnic identity
(Glick-Schiller 1975, Buchanan 1980).7

The head of the Haitian Apostolate for Brooklyn.qnd Queen-s,
Father Guy Sansariqc, is effectively the leader of the Halltulm C_atllu?hc
church in the New York metropolitan area. He !eads a thriving H.altlan
congregation at the church of Saint Jerome in Brooklyn, which he
estimates one thousand four hundred parishioners attend each Sunday.
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As the coordinator of the National Office of Haitian American Cath-
olics, he is also a national and transnational figure. He travels to Haiti
frequently for conferences, always looking for Creole-speaking priests
who might be able to serve the New York community. He also orga-
nizes pilgrimages to Our Lady of Perpetual Help in Bay Ridge, Brook-
lyn, and to Our Lady of Fatima in New Jersey. He terms the pilgrimage
in East Harlem “without guidance,” since it was nol initiated by the
church but rather by the pilgrims themselves.

Besides Saint Jerome’s, there are various other Catholic churches
serving the Haitian community. A French Mass for Haitians in New
York was said by a Haitian priest as carly as 1966, and by 1970 eight
hundred people regularly attended. In the early 1970s ten other par-
ishes instituted French Masses, and the Brooklyn diocese created the
Haitian Apostolate of Brooklyn (Glick-Schiller 1975, Buchanan 1980).

Today, there arc fourteen churches with French or Creole Masses
to serve the Haitian community in Brooklyn and Queens, and another
four or five in Manhatian and Rockland County.® The Haitian Apos-
tolate struggles to maintain service centers for Haitian refugees and
immigrants, many of whom are traumatized in various ways from their
experiences of military repression and flight from Haiii.® Father
Sansariqc identifics other issues to be more eritical for the Haitian
population in the New York area than the question of syncretism. The
legal issues that revolve around immigration status are his most press-
ing concerns,

The Haitian presence at the shrine for Our Lady of Mount Carmel
began as a spontaneous devotion; no church institution initiated or
invited the Haitian participation. Not even the sponsoring Pallottine
order ministers to the Haitians as a group, except for holding a
monthly Mass in French. Part of this has to do with diocesan politics
and the territorial jurisdictions of the church. The Haitian leadership
is located in Brooklyn and Queens, in the Brooklyn diocese. The feast
in East Harlem falls into the New York archdiocese, covering Manhat-
tan, Rockland, and Westchester, With only thirty-five priests of Hai-
tian descent living and serving in the United States, there is a shortage
of priests with Haitian cultural fluency. Yet the pilgrims at Mount
Carmel do not seem to be concerned.

A small, informal group of committed Haitians prints the tex( of
the Mass in French and distributes it during the feast. The priests at
Mounl Carmel explain that they offer two Masses in French out of
the eight that are said that day “as a courtesy.” They have also ap-
pointed a Haitian man quasideacon, endowing him with some, but not
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all, of the responsibilities of that position. Yet fch_e pillgrijms w.'ho-come
to the least have not played a greal role in organizing it. The pllgr‘m.lz}ge
is, for the Haitians, a matler apart from theu: 1'clgular church activities,
It is an affair between themselves and the Virgin.

The community of Haitians at the Church for Our Lady qf Mount
Carmel is what makes this site a translocative .oneﬁsymbohcauylelu-
gaged with both home and host countries, The image of .tlhe fest.1‘v1tles
back in Haiti at Sodo is a quietly spoken 1'eferellf:§. EZ.lll Danto, the
powerful feminine divinity who fought for Haitian mdependelncc,
forms the backdrop for prayers and conversation about the various
transmutations of Haitian national politics—the fall of Duvil.hcr, the
clection of Aristide, the coup d’¢tat, and the US ml-hteu:y interva-
sion”—as well as U.S. elections and immigrat@n !eglslfwtioln. Peopl.e.
can see old friends, be seen by new friends, and .1'1tuall‘y Fhstnbute thelll
Haitian foods to enthusiastic recipienis. By sharing Lllns mjlportant da‘lte
with one another, actors build a religious cpmmumty of soE'ts, mzyn-
taining the nostalgia for Haiti and reaffirming the dream of evenu_lzﬂ
return. As they would at Sodo, they can siay up 'late to bay blag (l(?-
jokes) and sleep in groups in the church on the night before the feast.
They can pray the rosary together in French an(} relax mlto.the coni-
mon codes of their culture. In one of the fcv'v tn.nes of liminal con}-.
munity solidarity, they can enjoy the deeply satisfying company of U'le]cll
sisters and brothers from Haiti around them as they pray, sing, an
speak to their common mother, the Vigj Mirak.

Catholicism and the Haitian Strategy of Alierity

bell hooks (1989) has noted that scholars‘may be more com.fortz.lbkf
focusing on international or postcolonial issues than addressing 1la?9
and class differences at home. She points .o.ut that language Lhd‘t
diasporizes and internationalizes U.S. minorities can Qbscure ul.1d01-1
standings of structured inequalities of class and race in the nat'lc.m-a
arena, While they are dubbed “djaspora” when they 1'.eturn to Haiti, m.
the United States the Haitian population is engaged in a struggle over
questions of identity and definition that are inseparable from American
i ses of racialization.
plocisr?flfigrants who establish Lhemsel\lfes‘ in thlc United States enl.er ail
increasingly plural society, where gthnic 1d§11F1ty is structured thlo%gl.
various processes that include race, class, veligion, language', and gen Bcll
as well as the politics of nationalism. Recent schglars}up by} .DEW{
Mittelberg and Mary C. Waters (1992) suggests that immigrants’ identi-
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ties in the United States will be formed out of a dialectic of sorts. Identity
will be made up of the category into which the receiving socicty assigns
them on one hand and the “cognitive map” of the immigrants themselves
on the other. Mittelberg and Waters offer the hypothetical casc of a
Polish immigrant. Americans, familiar with other Polish Americans, as-
sign him or her to the category “Polish.” The Polish Ametrican popula-
tion becomes what is referred to as the “proximal host,” the group to
which the receiving society would assign the immigrant. The newly ar-
rived Pole is different, of course from Polish Americans, but most likely
perceives a series of historical similarities and begins to develop a Polish
American self-understanding and identity (ibid., 416),

But what if the receiving society assigns the new immigrant to a
proximal host that the immigrant does not recognize? Afro-Caribbean
immigrants are caught in this problematic position. As black immigrants
they are offered the label “African American.” But here the proximal
host to which the dominant society assigns them is not the identity that
they understand themselves to have. They understand themselves to be
historically and culturally distinct from Black Americans. Yet social sci-
entists have shown that groups defined through race will have the least
amount of choice in self-identification. Groups of black African descent
will inevitably be labeled “black.” In conlrast, “white ethnics” like Irish
Americans or Italian Americans have a considerable amount of choice
in the ways they may cast their identity (ibid.).

Scholars of race have demonstrated that there is no such thing,
really, as “race,” but rather that racializations and racisms are processes
in historical evolution, changing through time and across space (Fall
1978), We can see the ways in which the former slaveholding societies
of Latin America, the West Indies, and the United Stales have all
developed differently racialized configurations. When Haitians arrive
in the United States, they carry cognitive maps charting a complex
sense of Caribbean racialization in which people are located along a
color continuum, mitigated by class and family lineage. Race in the
United States has been constructed along a color line, making people
either black or white. Haitian Americans’ identity and subjective po-
sitions of racialization must be seen as being superimposed onto their

new experience of United States constructions of race. Part of the
challenge people of color face when they emigrate is in assessing and
renegotiating a newly found racial status in North America.

Unpacking the complexities of Haitian American identity, Carolle
Charles (1990) argues thal the categories of race, class, and ethnicity by
which Haitians identify themselves are expressions of their social con-
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sciousness, and are part of a process of rejection and redefinition of
categorics of race and ethnicity ascribed in the United States. Charles’s
work reveals Haitians’ tendency to disaffiliate with African Americans.
Haitians are acutely aware that Black Americans have been assigned
again and again to the lowest status position in the United States.
Haitian immigrants see that meanings of blackness in the United States
are subordinated, that blacks represent the bottom of United States
sociely, Haitians reject this placement and tend to dismiss U.S. meanings
of Blackness, while affirming their own race and culture.

Although Haitians self-identify as black, they link their biackness
through Haitian history to Africa and not via the United States. Haitian
racial identity is closely connected to pride in the Haitian revolution of
17911804, which created the first black-ruled nation in the Americas.
The revolution was fought by slaves said to be inspired by Vodou and
fortified by magical weapons. Blackness and militarism became key
iropes of Haitian nationalism, along with allusions to Afro-Creole spir-
itual power. Citizens of the black nation that defeated Napoleon’s army,
Haitians carry a deep sense of national pride that is linked to blackness
and independence (Charles 1990; sec also McAlister 1995a).

The paths that they chart reveal Haitians in the United States to
be actors constructing their own identity as a population. Two import-
ant performative elements they have available to use in carving out
their own identities are language and religion. A common Haitian
Ametican tactic is to display, use, and value their Francophone (and
Creolophone) abilities. By referring to themselves as “Frenchies” and
speaking French in public, Haitians display a foreign-born status that
is at once an upper-class marker in Haitian society (Charles 1990,
Mittelberg and Waters 1992). By continuing to participate in Catholic
congregations and public feasts, Haitian Americans distinguish them-
selves Murther from African Americans, whom they generally view as
members of the black Protestant church establishment.” ‘

1t is thus possible to view the Haitian devotion at the Church of
Our Lady of Mount Carmel and at other pilgrimages to the Blessed
Mother in the United States as a partial strategy in the Haitian Amer-
ican struggle to create an American identity, “a self-constitution
through the strategy of alterity within the broader context of American
racial semiotics” (Orsi 1992, 321). By maintaining Frenchness, Creole-
ness, and Catholicism, and by dressing in conservative, French-
influenced fashions and hair styles, Haitians broadcast their difference
from African Americans. By displaying and practicing their Cathelic
culture with its Latin and French linguistic attributes, Haitians can
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underscore to themselves, their children, and the larger society that
thcyl/ are fully Haitian, Afro-Caribbean, Catholic, immigrant—and not
Afncal} American, In a sense, Haitian Americans can be said to be
- struggh‘ng to create a new black ethnicity in the United States

Wh‘ll-c this conservative Francophile strategy is a long—stand.ing one
~for Haitians throughoul the diaspora, it is worth noting that this is not
~the only stance possible for Haitian American identity. Since the fal
' _of Duvalier in 1986, the racine (roots) movement has created an alter-
:_n.atwe Haitianized identity. This politically progressive movement cul-
vates a peasant,. “folksy” style and an explicitely pro-Vodou ethos

Theye are also many important political and social alliances betweenl
“Alrican American and Haitian American groups, each working out of
pro-black consciousness (McAlister 1995a).

Nc'ver[heless, while the pilgrimage is a place to perform spiritual
-work, it is also an occasion to perforin Catholicism on the public stage
13ga1'§less of where each person stands on the Catholic-Vodou C(;nctini
uum in Haitian religious culture. Catholicism becomes one rifual per-
ormance among others in the larger cultural repertoire. This perfor-
mance 15 a continuation of a stance developed in stavery and

11'011gl.10ut the posteolonial history of Haiti in the face of chuich
tepression ol African-based spirituality, In the U.S. context. the per-
.formalnce becomes one element in the MHaitian strategy to} redefine
American categories of race and ethnicity.

halians and Haitians: Race and Religious Symbiosis

The arrival of both Italians and Puerto Ricans into the United States
has bee.n tacially charged, cach in a specific way, Robert Orsj (1985
160)_ ques of the “racial inbetweenness” of late-nineteenth-entury Ital-’
an unnuglrants, arguing that Italians were initially viewed as unassimil-
ablc “African racial stock.” Tallulah, Louisiana, became the bloody
scene .of race hatred when five Sicilian men (targets of a terrorism
historically reserved for African Americans) were lynched “because
hey had violated the protocols of racial interaction.” Italian Ameri-
ans created an identity in reaction to early racism againsl them and

;1_.-turn, larger issues about their position with respect to other darkj
I;n}ned peoplfas. Immigrants from Italy learned that “achievement in
heir new environment meant successfully differentiating themselves
tom the dark-skinned other” (Orsi 1992, 314-317),

o I%l New York Pucrto Rican people have also been met with a

.1'gcmllzcd hatred (Orsi 1992, Diaz-Stevens 1993, Bourgois 1995). When
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Puerto Rican migrants moved into Italian Harlem in the pre-World
War II period, the Italians reacted with hostility to this “other dark-
skinned other” and three-way violence broke out between African
Americans, Ttalian Americans, and Puerto Ricans. Tnsofar as organized
crime syndicates held sway in the Italian community, they forced local
landlords to maintain white-only segregated buildings (Bousgois 1995,
60). They could not, however, siop the public housing projects being
built in the neighborhood, which were replacing Italian families with
black and Latino ones. “We had to leave when the ‘goombas’ moved
in,” an Italian American pilgrim returning to Our Lady of Mount
Carmel told me. Italians spoke with disdain of the “so-called Puerto
Ricans” who as Latins were culturally and linguistically similar, yet
whose arrival threatened Italian control of East Harlem and soon
turned cara Harlem into el barrio (Orsi 1992, 326).

Despite the important place reserved for Our Lady of Mount Car-
mel in their devotions, Puerto Ricans quickly sensed that they would
find no welcome at the feast on 115th Street. “Puerto Ricans knew to

away, because on these days and nights [talian Americans were in

stay
and identity

the grip of a profound experience of their own power
(conflicted and polysemous as this was) and would not tolerate the

appearance of ‘outsiders’ among them, especially those ‘outsiders’ who

Jived in the neighborhood” (ibid., 330). The TItalians were determined

to maintain the Italian ethnic flavor of the feast, ensuring that the festa

not become a fiesta. Even at the present writing, few Puerio Rican
pilgrims attend the July sixteenth festivitics,

By the time Haitian immigrants began to attend the feast in large
numbers in the 1970s, the Italian battle for territory was over. Most
Italian American families had moved out of Bast Hatlem, and for them
the July feast had become another sort of pilgrimage—a nostalgic visit
to the old neighborhood where their parents’ Ammerican journey began
(ibid.). Today Ttalian American families return to the feast with video
cameras; after Mass they line the sidewalks to film the old neighbor-
hood for posterity. The feast is still produced and controlled by the
Pallottine order, and the Italian American old guard organizes the feast
committees. But the fact is that without hundreds of Haitian bodies
at the processions and thousands of Haitians who come to Mass, the

feast of Our Lady would not be possible.
The Ttalians producing the feast receive the Haitians very differ-

ently from the way they did the Puerto Ricans a generation ago. The
Hailians' arrival from outside the neighborhood and their departure
afterward malkes their yearly “invasion” less threatening than that of
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ass “as a courtesy,” and flying the Haiti
to the Italian one in the par ’ 23t o how praserul s
alia parade, They comment on | :
devoted the Haitians are, © o berts o
aitians are, “Look how they pray, tl i
o thoy oot y pray, the beautiful way they
s m all over, they are so de
s, they ! over, they are so evoted to the Blessed
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a-based religion called Z.a Reglg de Oct
40 do spititual v ! gla de Gcha) when they come
c at the church. They describe O * i
e Vot . . ¢ Ocha as “satanism®
F[;l:-?dit g}e gamc time denying that the Haitians are involved in Vodou
by i ?ew ater, candles, and fried pork set near the altars are left onl);
crazy onecs” (Orsi 1992, 334). The - i
: , . elderly Ttalian Ameri
women are nevertheless anxious about i expross foary
about the new influx and ;
to one another about the siatue® i Lol e e
0 or g ¢ statue’s safety in the midst of
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i E g Haitian acces ¢ ;
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-:FO? U]lz Lgf (:01111‘111;1111?03 find sympathetic reflection in one, anotl-lcr
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or | : . h alians form s
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g:the Mass in Latin and French, and their presence fills the strects
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. . ) . e
in the procession. Without having to organize cullcl 1\311.0d'uce 11;i S;?flol;m
i hich to serve the Virgin an
the feast as a public stage upon w ve e the
i icit it is all over the IMaitians retreat,
their ethnicity. When 1t 1s & : ot
i i itsell, T the often racially tense lo .
Ttalian community to itself. i
- i -epreseiits a smooth collaboration tha
New Yorl, this week represen Orlion Lt S o
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erybody involved. For on. e L A e
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pr‘lctitlze a form of religious code-switching by performing one ritus
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practice through the codes of another when sociafly appropriate. One
story is switched for another, and both become true. Language here
reveals levels of intimacy: to respond to the concern of the priest, the
family used English to report that Marie-Carmel fainted for lack of
food. For insiders— family and others in Vodou socielies—an interpre-
tation emerged in French and then Creole that Marie-Carmel had been
“touched,” briefly, by the Virgin, and thus “reclaimed” by Ezili,

The deft and quick response of Marie-Carmel’s mother to the
_priest comes out of an historical tradition of religious code-switching
developed in Haiti in the face of dominant Catholic pressures. I have
~argued in this chapter that Vodou and Haitian Catholicism are at once
opposed politically and intertwined historically, two religions on either
-end of a continuum of Haitian religious culture that cont
it multiple and shifting symbols and practices. Individual

‘their lives at various points on (he continuum, here
:Catholic sacraments,

ains within
actors live
going through

and there making contact with the spirit world .
of the angels. 1t is possible to be a fully practicing Catholic who,

through Catholicism, also receives the spiritual calls and blessings of

the Vodou spirits. In church spaces, work for the spirits is switched into

subily coded Catholic ritual language.

The New York pilgrimage, I have argued, becomes the site for a
second kind of code-switching, where Haitian actors tespond to & new
cultural politics of race. Haitians are assigned by the dominant society
to the Alrican American proximal host niche, yet they do not undey-
stand themselves (o be African American. Haitian Americans’ identi-
ties are in Lension as the immigrant population struggles to define itself
on its own terms. One tactic (among others) of the Haitian American
community is to develop French-inflected identitics, stressing their
French and Creole language, French style of dress, and Roman Ca-
holicism. By attending Roman Catholic churches, schools, and pil-
rimages, Haitians broadcast their distinctive language, culture, and
eligion. Through this “strategy of alterity,” Haitians broadcast cul-

ral difference from African Americans and contest U.S. systems of
cialization,

:Roman Catholicism is, for Haitians, one ritual performance among
thers in a larger cultural repertoire. It is a religious “code” that in the
Jnited States can stand in public for al] of Haitian religious culture,
odou and Catholicism alike. Catholic clurrches are familiar spaces
hat host the saints intimately known to many Haitian Catholics. And
hether one is praying to Ezili or to the Virgin Mary, stepping into a
tholic church is also stepping into a legitimate modern American
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identity. In a process quite similar to that undergone by the Italian
American community before them, Haitians find an aspect of their

public face in the church. Perhaps the Italian Americans who host the

feast for the Blessed Mother at 115th Street recognize themselves in

the new immigrants praying before them.

In this chapter I set out to illustrate that in order to understand
religious life for some new immigrants, we must understand their con-
linuing relationships with the teligious cultures of their home coun-
tries. The Haitian diaspora represents an actively transnational popu-
lation, embedded in social, political, and financial networks that span
home and host countries. The Fét Vigj Mirak on East 115th. Street is
a religious event whose meaning also spans New York and Haiti. But
rather than substituting the New York feast for the one they left behind
at Sodo, Haitians add the Harlem location as another possible site of
spiritual work. In this way East 115th Street is opened up as one more
site in the expanding “religioscape” of transnational Haitian rcligious
culture, During the pilgrimage for Notre Dame du Mont Carmel in
New York, the Haitian population reterritorializes spiritual practice,
reinscribing sacred space onto their new landscape of settlement,

The pilgrimage to Mont Carmel in East Harlem expands the saint’s
influence in the Haitian world. Haitians in diaspora reach oul to Mont
Carmel and Bzili Dantd, both nationalist divinities, extending prayers
for family and friends throughout the djaspora and in Haiti, By attend-
ing the feast by the thousands, the New York Haitian population has
collectively placed the Church of Our Lady of Mount Carmiel on an
invisible community map. In stepping onto the public stage of the
Catholic feast, they orient themselves within the shifting “ethnoscape”
of New York City. They make sense of the confusing compiexity of
this ethnic landscape by locating the church as a center of spiritual
power where they will be welcome.

Most Latin American countries have national shrines that use re-
ligion to connect tropes about the nation to other symbolisms about
gender and sexuality® Mexicans make -pilgrimages to the shrine of
Nuestra Sefiora de Guadalupe, Puerto Ricans to Nuestra Sefiora de la
Monserrate, Cubans to Nuestra Seiiora de Caridad del Cobre, Colom-
bians to La Virgen de Las Lajas, Brazilians to Bom Jesus da Lapa,
and Dominicans to Nuestra Sefiora de Altagracia del Higuey
{Laguerre 1989, 83; Diaz-Stevens 1993, 47). When national populations
spread through migration to new localities, they bring their divinities
with them, re-territorializing their religious practices. The supernatural
world assents, and comes to bear up communities in transition.
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7. Spiritual marriage to the spirits, or fwe, of Vodou is common in Haitian

religious culture (sce Brown 1991},
8. Tragedy can include forced deportation, for example. Increasingly the
United States and weaker nations are collaborating in an institutionalized
transnational policy whereby persons convicted of erimes are deported Lo their
after serving their sentences in U.S. jails, This policy was made
tion Reform and Immigrant Respon-
international relations.

home country
possible by Title 3 of the Illegal Immigra
sibility Act of 1996, and represents a new era in

9. Arjun Appadurai (1990, 6) writes of the disjoined flows thal are set in
alization: “ethunoscapes, mediascapes, {echno-
# It is possible here to think of “religio-
ant theologies) of diasporic

motion with increased glob
scapes, financescapes and ideoscapes.
scapes™ as the subjective religious maps (and attend
communities who are also in global flow and flux.
10. Important religious sitcs dot the New York landscape,
intersections whete offerings can be made to Papa Legba, hve of the cross-
roads; public parks where lrees and rocks are used for their spiritual power;
cemeterics where the recenily dead can be honored; and churches housing the
saints, where Creole Mass is spoken. Other pilgrimages are also mapped onto
the metropolitan area as welk: for example, thousands of Haitians take char-
tered buses to the Church of Czestochowa in Pennsylvania for the Teast of
the Assumption. For a treatment of sacred urban lanscape in Afro-Cuban

tradition, sce David Hilary Brown (1989, 353-357).
11. Sec, for example, Carole Divillers, (1985) and the Winler 1992 issue of

Aperture (vol. 126) that focused on Haiti.

12. Tic was subsequently crowned emperor of the Haitian Republic and
the de facto head of its Roman Catholic church (sce 1. 18 below). Sodo is still
a site of political manipulations. During the period after the fall of Jean-
Claude Duvalier, the ruling junta members buill cinder-block vacation houses
among the wooden and straw houses right next to the falls in order 1o maintain

a visible public presence at the site,
13. For the only ethnographic wor.

see the essay by Randal L. Hepner in this volumse (Chaptex 6).
14. Another spot, called Fey Sen Jan, wa

before the Mont Carmel feast in Ville Bonheur,
lerre 1989, 84; interview with Manbo Gislene, New York City, Ju

and include

(Lagt
15. In French her name was written
way often in Vodou flags, songs, and other wor
notebooks and other sacred writings. The etymological history of her nan

merits future rescarch.
16. Throughout Haitian history,
of repression against Vodou practitioners in “anti-su

(see Desmangles 1992).
17. This understanding app.
worked out by Lee Drummond (1980).

perstition campaigns
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