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During the course of my life, as I hope for most everyone, there have been a number of interests for which I have held deep fascination – fascination yielding not only a gnawing curiosity satisfied in part by doses of scientific knowledge, but a yearning to find some sort of knowledge I could call my own. I, like most of society, whether directly or indirectly, have been trained to believe or at least give passive credence to the testimony found in the print of famous books, the data of professional journals, the oratory of campus lectures and in fleeting images moving behind the panes of our beloved cathode ray windows.

But there is a powerful truth missing in these testimonies, the truth of a first-hand internalized perception. Reading a book on ants, researching AIDS statistics, taking lecture notes on Mayan sacrifice, and watching a war on CNN are only acute supplements of what is gained by being sucked into an ant farm, holding an emaciated, dying friend, standing on a stone alter towering above a boundless jungle, or rubbing a finger over the shrapnel scars in a Lebanese family's dining room table.

I'm not really sure what to call that which is gained by having these sorts of infusions, meldings, feedings, sensations, connections. Unbeknownst to me there may already exist a hyphenated, multisyllabic term begat of academic post-modernity just waiting to be published or perhaps already printed in one of those famous books. Nevertheless, due to the powerful lure of whatever this word means, this "knowledge" from experience, I eventually found myself in the bowels of Port au Prince, alone in a dark alley, standing behind a wall crowned with pieces of broken glass waiting for my guide to return, and listening to the incessant, tri-tonal pulse of Voodoo drums being played somewhere in front of me.

Just seeing or hearing the word "Voodoo" conjures up a number of images and thoughts for most people. In this age of science as religion, the most educated attitude involving such images and thoughts is an indifferent brand of condescension directed towards those who might believe in anything deemed Voodoo-esque. I've been amused by such thoughts myself. We also have been taught via movies, television, religion, and other less-frequent societal references to associate Satan, Evil, demons, magic, walking dead people and a host of other frightening concepts with what is nothing more than the religious practice of a small Caribbean nation populated almost entirely by the descendants of African slaves. 

Some are afraid or may have a slightly nervous anxiety about this religion. This is an understandable reaction as there are a myriad of reasons behind the fear associated with Voodoo practice. In order to facilitate the understanding of these fears and their distinctions, I think of them as being in two categories both stemming from that which is essentially the fear of the unknown. 

Perhaps the most embarrassing, but no less socially evident reason for fear of Voodoo stems from the general fear many white people may have of black people. This fear was prevalent during the time of trading and ruthless oppression of slaves in Haiti. It was decreed that all plantation owners forbid their slaves, under penalty of death, to engage in any sort of group or ritualistic behavior such as singing, dancing, playing of drums, drawing of figures or having in their possession trinkets or other items that appeared to have any African religious purpose. This natural and justified fear of those who are violently oppressed occurred under the assumption the victims may band together under some unifying force, particularly religion, and actualize an ever present threat of revolt. Which they did.  

Even in this new era of civil rights laws, oppression still exists in the form of racism. This oppression is geared not as much towards quelling a fear of some sort of revolt (that revolution came to a head in the 1960's), but more from the over-arching social fact that we humans tend to fear those who not only look different but who have unknown cultures as well. Although there exists little if any racist connection between black people and Voodoo, the word "Voodoo," regardless of whether someone knows anything factual about it, is immediately associated with being practiced by a black people and as a result, although illogical, may further feed the racist fears of non-blacks. 

Secondly, a popular general assumption of Voodoo is that it involves contact with and occurences of possession, animal sacrifice, snakes, fire, drum beating, blood, physical darkness, frightening physical images, zombies and fear of what other Voodoo followers may do to you. The fact is that all of these elements are very much a part of this religion. But they are not, nor should they be feared either in and of themselves or even collectively as parts of a religious practice. All of these elements have very important roles in Voodoo and contain nothing that any non-believer should fear. 

And yet these elements can all have frightening themes, however, in the fearful non-believer's system of beliefs, particularly those who have a Judeo-Christian or Muslim background or canopy under which they understand the world. Western religions and societies contain built-in assumptions and directives that associate darkness, fire, serpents, and possession with connections to the underworld, Satan, Evil and eternal damnation. Of course, as our society becomes more and more secular such associations lose a great deal of power. But even I, a professed non-believer of any conventional religious fears or associations, found Voodoo to be strangely compelling in a fantasmagorical, religious sense. I was always aware that my fascination with this religion had woven into it a thread of fear and a tiny, anxious hope of that fear's realization.

I never had, nor currently have any belief in a metaphysical power of Voodoo. But, during the moments prior to my first Voodoo exorcism in the dark and musty dirt-floor basement of an houngajz2 any fears I may have harbored subconsciously, and all those pesky, but quite real fears of the unknown - including what was about to happen to me — came to a head. And I was afraid. It is my intention for this paper to be about the very experience of my trip to Haiti, and the Voodoo of which I became a part. Nevertheless, I still find it necessary to include that acute supplement to experiential knowledge known as factual information. Even though the facts of the matter seem to have very little bearing regarding the absorption of experiential knowledge, they are paramount to the successful conveyance of the physical and historical aspects of the experience.

Voodoo, relative to most of the world's religions, has a short history as it has existed only as long as the country of Haiti has been populated by those of African descent. It is of West African origin, primarily from the countries of Nigeria and Dahomey, the latter now known as the nation of Benin. Dahomey, along what is called the "Slave Coast" on the Gulf of Benin, had an economy based primarily on the slave trade which was fueled by annual conquerings of neighboring tribes. In 1727, the king of Dahomey overran the nearby kingdom of Whydah, and turned its capital into a huge slave emporium which was frequented by slavers right up to the second half of the last century. It has been estimated that 10,000 slaves were sold annually at Whydah. It is from this cache of human flesh and various animistic liturgies that "voodoo," the Dahomean word for a "spirit," came to Haiti. 

As of 1664, upon arrival in their new world, the slaves were required by the French government to be baptized and instructed in the Catholic religion, but in practice little religious indoctrination was implemented. This allowed what we know as Voodoo to remain essentially African, without the Catholic influence. After the Revolution, at the turn of the 19th century, the purely African religion of Haiti changed forever. Slave trading stopped, the government's restrictions and control of religious activity - both Catholic and purely African Voodoo-were over. With Catholic priests scattered about the country spreading Catholic iconography and ideology, Voodoo began to evolve into what we know of it today. 

Voodoo is a living religion. It is comprised of the rituals, names, symbols, reverences and awe of its African father together with these same elements of its Catholic mother. These elements are inseparably intertwined to invoke the power that these two religions, when separate, invoke in their respective believers. In Voodoo, there are two planes of existence of which all people are an integral part. There is the physical nature of the being, the part that feels hunger, pain and concrete sensations living at the same time and in the same body as the spiritual being. Every person is both an active spirit and a human concurrently. These two planes are represented by what we recognize as the Christian cross. At the point where the two planes bisect each other exist the loa, a set of spirits represented by both African graphic geometric symbols called vevers and prominent Roman Catholic figures. Most of the Catholic figures are referred to by their African names, such as "Damballa" for St. Patrick and "Ezilie" for the various images of the Virgin Mary. Many loa with infinite variation are present in the Voodoo liturgy, but it was my observation that only a few maintain a popularity as evidenced by their names and Catholic representations occurring repeatedly throughout my stay in Haiti. The loa with whom I most often came in contact, or I found to be most often mentioned and depicted are: 

Agou Feraille -    the spirit of power, war, iron and weapons. He is depicted by his vever or the image of St. Jaques, (James) riding a white horse and carrying a sword. He is one of the most powerful loa and is quite popular as well. 

Agou Badagris -  a manifestation of Agou. The loa of fertility, wisdom, trickery and jokes, Badagris aids in exorcisms of spirits that cause diseases. He is depicted as St. George slaying the dragon. 

Damballa -       the snake. Spirit of sky, life principle, rivers and springs. He is depicted by his vever of intertwining snakes or the image of St. Patrick standing by the sea with snakes at his feet. 

Ezilie Freda -     the spirit of seduction, femininity and fertility, a protectress. She is depicted by her vever of a heart or the image of Santa Maria dolorosa del Monte Calvario clutching her chest with the point of a dagger. Ezilie Danto -     the same Ezilie spirit as Freda but in a different form with tempestuous characteristics. She is in the image of a black Madonna with two scars on her face, holding a small black child. The child is a female bom of Freda by another loa. 

Legba -          loa of the sun. He is the guardian of the gateway of the road from the mortal to the divine. He is depicted as St. Peter, but as an old, decrepit man with sores on his body, shuffling along the road with a walking stick.

Carrefour -       the guardian of the other side ofLegba's gate, commanding the traffic from the divine side. He is depicted as a huge, vigorous man in the prime of his life. 

Although these spirits seemed to be the most evident, there are loa for every aspect and principle of life. Loa can also be community-centric. There are spirits in the country that are less popular or even unknown in the city. Some families have their own loa that possess only those who are members of that particular family. A new spirit becomes recognized when a person is possessed by the spirit, still unaware of its identity, and then names it. This is not such a common occurrence, but over the centuries there have come into being so many loa other than those recognized by everyone that it is impossible to list them all. I learned a great deal about the particulars of Voodoo from my experience in the Caribbean. 

I learned even more upon my return, referencing several books on the subject, looking up specific information that was lost on me through insufficient translations. What I learned the most, and determined to be the most important, however, was the knowledge gained through my reflections. Aspects of the experience became expanded once I was out of the physical context. Events and the thoughts that accompany them have tremendous impact to be sure, but later, upon reflection, a deeper sense of the experience can be internalized. Through reflection, one can actually have two experiences. 

This trip to Haiti, as the "internship" for this paper, was largely one of happenstance. I say "happenstance" because there was no planning for this trip other than the purchase of an airline ticket and the pre-determined intention of experiencing Voodoo during my stay. Although this method of travel and certainly the "happenstance" approach to an academic endeavor is unconventional, ill-advised and unsafe on both accounts, it is a powerful thematic component of my trip, perhaps the most powerful. 

I didn't intend to take a traditional scholastic approach to the philosophy of phenomenology, chaos or even the Voodoo religion, but rather to quite simply experience something completely unknown to me in an unstructured, unsystematic manner, while checking my perspective along the way. In this form, the experience becomes an unpaved, foreign road of questions and perspectives, questions raised only through personal experience and perspectives gained by reflection through such questions. Because this personal experience is the epitome of subjectivity and the subjectivity of the Voodoo experience is an underlying theme, I have no obvious philosophical argument to pose. I have only my reflections and a somewhat solipsistic attitude that the only philosophy that really matters in life - the only philosophy that maintains meaning for existence - is one's own. 

Happenstance - in The Flight

I traveled to Haiti once before. After an extended period of chronic depression I had driven my motorcycle to Miami and boarded a plane to Port au Prince to experience civil strife. As we taxied down the runway, I ran through my mind the fact that I knew nothing about the conditions regarding the ongoing military coup, had no place to stay upon my arrival and knew no one in Haiti. That the color of my skin was screaming like a baby on a Haitian airliner made me feel all the more alienated. The only other white person on the plane was seated next to me clothed in an orange, traditionally styled nun's habit. She was a Dutch woman on a two-year Indian Yoga mission who ran a home with four abandoned children. We talked during the entire flight. By the time the plane landed, I had received a personal account of life in Haiti during the coup d' etat, had a place to stay and made a friend in Port au Prince. Now I have traveled to Haiti once again. Including the occurrence of depressive episodes continually passing through my life for the last four years, this recent trip was initiated in the same thematic manner. After a brief repast in Central America, I boarded a succession of boats and planes until I found myself on a flight bound for Port au Prince to experience Voodoo. As the aircraft taxied down the runway, I ran through my mind the fact that I had little knowledge of the country's religion, had no place to stay upon my arrival and knew no one in Haiti. The person seated next to me was a well-dressed black woman laden with jewelry. She was a Haitian who ran a small restaurant in Orlando, Florida and was flying home to visit her family. By the time the plane landed, I had received a personal account of the power of Voodoo, had a place to stay and made a friend in Port au Prince. 

These two in-flight experiences, essentially different from each other only in time and physical element, share an evident, similarity of connection with planes, people and trips to Haiti. But there exists a much more powerful connection, a metaphysical connection, one that melds the sensational elements of the physical and the experiential with the existential and the arbitrary. Perhaps it is a statistical fact that people who fly to Haiti are extra helpful to bearded Texans who don't have itineraries. Or maybe, on my next ten flights to Haiti I'll be seated next to individuals who don't speak English. Regardless, the metaphysical connection will still maintain. There will remain a flow of sequential happenstance - even in the face of concrete elements such as scheduled flight plans and statistically helpful people - that binds the two experiences together. It is the same flow that binds all experiences together, whether the experiences are isolated instances that bring with them readily recognizable, retrospective connective terminals or otherwise mundane daily events, mental or physical, that seemingly have derived from them absolutely no connection whatsoever.

It's not a matter of finding this connection that makes the sequence – the flow - evident, but rather the awareness of abstract connection that makes the sequence have matter. This awareness that the events of one's life are integral parts of one's flow of happenstance, much like links in a chain, is paramount to consciousness. To pass through events, or even to internalize them in some way without recognizing them as connections is to be a living dead person, moving along in time and space as a chemically active, but consciously inert being... a metaphysical zombie. 

On Traveling Guides

The Haitian woman seated next to me in 17 D was named Marie Lourdes."You are Catholic?" I asked. "Oh yes," she said. I tried to conceal myamusement towards the thought of meeting someone named Ira Goldfarb and asking, "You are Jewish?" She was a good-looking woman in her mid-thirties, absolutely dripping in gold and wearing a tight, midnight blue velour dress. Strapless. Although seated and cramped in coach, she was obviously very proud of her pronounced feminine shapeliness. I decided that her hairdo, which I had never seen anything like before - complete with tiny rhinestones – had taken someone at least four or five hours to coif. 

We began to exchange information about ourselves before the plane even left the ground. I told her I was going to Haiti to have a Voodoo experience and see first-hand how the religion plays a part in the Haitian way of life. "Is Voodoo a part of your life?" I asked. At this point she glanced quickly about our vicinity on the plane then leaned ever so slightly in my direction. "Of course," she replied, in a noticeably lowered tone. So, I leaned forward a tad and asked why she seemed concerned about the other passengers hearing her speak about Voodoo. She told me that some of the people on the plane might not believe in Voodoo and that even those who did might be upset that she was telling me about it. She was quite lady-like in her explanation. I pulled out my notebook and began to draw a design that I remembered from a sequined banner I purchased in Haiti on my previous trip. "That's the vever for Agou Feraille" she said, 'You see this red ring on my finger? It's for him, red is the color of Agou Feraille." Then she added, "And this blue ring next to it connects me to my husband. He wears one also. Madame Limba, in Port au Prince, told me to wear it." As I was writing this down, I noticed she was also wearing what appeared to be a traditionally styled wedding ring. "So, you can be Catholic and Voodoo." I said. "Oh yes," she replied, "I believe in God in Heaven, but the too are the same as God, they are with Him." I paused. "But you consider yourself to be Catholic," I said. 'Yes, that's right," she answered, "I'm Catholic." I thought about all those Aggies who attend weekly services at St. Mary's and wondered how they would react to Mme. Marie Lourdes, Catholic. 

Marie asked me where in Port au Prince I'd be staying, to which I shrugged and told her I'd try to find an English speaking cab driver at the airport who might have information about a place to stay and a guide. I mentioned I would rather pay for a room at someone's house than pay a hotel. She told me that if she wasn't going to be sleeping on the couch at her mother's house, I would have been welcome there. Then Marie said she had a relative who worked at the airport and he would know someone who could find me a house and a guide. She gave me her family's phone number in Port au Prince and told me to call if I had any problems during my stay. I thanked her. She then spent the rest of the flight telling me, in intricate detail, about a movie she once saw. The pleasure of just having someone listen was clearly more important to her than a religious discourse. I understood and silently concurred. 

The airport looked the same as I remembered it, except four years ago soldiers in khaki roamed the floor with machine guns. Now, instead of soldiers, airport guards in blue roamed the floor with sawed-off shotguns. No one but me paid any attention to them. The baggage area was a maximum capacity madhouse of pushing, sweating, arm waving and shouting in Kreyole. I decided to stick with Marie while waiting for her relative to appear. 

Then, somewhere in the ear-ringing din of unfamiliar words, I heard a Texas accent. I immediately turned around and shouted to a white face twenty feet away, "Where are you from?" "Fort Worth," he yelled back. I learned that he was there as a missionary to show the Haitians the way to Jesus Christ. "To show them the way," he said. At this point Marie grabbed my arm, gave me a hug and turned me over to three guides who all — like a surreal Three Stooges routine - continually stammered, "Don't worry." They proceeded to push and pull me into a jammed bottleneck of frantic Haitians all trying to squeeze themselves through a doorway to the outside. When I finally broke loose, I felt the familiar sensation of being free, trapped and lost, all at the very same time. First, the sun hit my face and blinded my eyes, then the outside air luffed my drenched clothing like a cool, ninety degree breeze. I didn't know which way to turn, and for a moment, I didn't care. But my guides were there for me, as guides will be, to show me the way. 

A guide is a ball of twine tied to the mouth of a cave when you're 400 meters into the cool depths of the earth. It's a ruler, or what architecture students call a T-square, used to draw a straight line on their sheets of paper. Sometimes a guide is just an idea, a hope or a yearning for security. But regardless of whether guides are intruments of self-imposition like the twine, predesigned rules for behavior like the T-square, or doctrines of belief and desire, they all serve and share purpose as direction-providers. 

Twine 

The self-imposed guide seems to be most common for the student. This semester's classes lead to next semester's classes and so on until the string of a college career comes to an end and the student is standing at the mouth of the cave he entered. The sun blinds his dilated pupils and the warm air of the outside blows against his skin. This warm air almost always feels hot at first because cave air is usually cool. 

Although free from this particular cave, the traveler will have a "back to reality" sensation not too unlike the moment one steps out of a movie theater. Once outside, the spelunker will likely find another guide-line, a trail, laid by the multitude of footsteps that preceded him. They were spelunkers also, most of them. 

The sign will say, "Please stay on the trail," and the hiker will follow the way the others have shown for him. Sometimes he'll see an animal that lives in the forest, staring at him from somewhere off his beaten path. The hiker will stare back for a moment and then march forward, on the trail, through the forest, on his way to the parking lot full of shiny cars. It was a tourist cave, with t-shirts for sale. 

T- squares

My three guides rushed me to a fenced-in area of the parking lot with a bunch of beat-up taxi cabs. I guessed they were cabs because most of them had a crudely hand-painted double-zero on the side. There was certainly no particular color scheme or standardized "Taxi" light for the roof. The three men had some obvious disagreement between them over which car to use, then one of the guides, somewhat dejected, walked away. I got in the cab belonging to the apparent victor, having no idea where we were going. I tried to explain to one of the guides remaining that I wanted to stay at someone's house for a week, that I would pay the same as a cheap hotel. There was a great deal of nodding, a few "okays" and a burst of Kreyole between them. The next thing I knew, I was on a ride that encompassed both that of a traveling carnival and a traffic jam on a Houston freeway. Haiti has no official traffic laws to speak of. Everyone generally drives on the right side of the road, but otherwise, you're on your own. Occasionally, the potholes qualified as road washouts, diverting traffic up over the berms into the piles of garbage that the cows and goats were eating, horns blaring the entire time. If the traffic thinned a bit my driver would speed along the far left side of the road, honking at cars midway through intersections and at children running across the street, never slowing down. I thought how, at that very moment, British cabbies in London were motioning "after you" to each other with pleasant nods and sweeping hand gestures. I tried to isolate the cultural intricacies that would create such divergent driving practices, but I overwhelmed myself with possibilities.

I must say, however, that although there were clearly no rules governing the traffic, everyone seemed to know exactly what they were doing and did it well. No one got out of his car and screamed at, or punched another driver, no one made obscene gestures and no one had an accident. There was the distinct sensation that they all understood each other, that even without official rules to guide them, they needed each other to get where they were going, and it worked. The streets of London would have been gridlocked. 

Doctrine

A few years ago I wrote a paper arguing for what I called Aggie-ism as a candidate for matching the Durkheimian model of religion. One need only be vaguely familiar with Aggie doctrine to immediately see how this comparison could easily be made. Aggies are guided by Aggie-ism in multiple aspects of their lives, and for many, the entirety of their lives. Aggie-ism takes the doctrine and the collective consciousness of charismatic Christianity and melds it with Aggie symbolism and an animistic reverence for certain colors and objects, including trees, grass, a fire, a pigskin, and a dog. In fact, viewed from this perspective, Aggie doctrine seems incredibly similar to Voodoo. Perhaps instead of Aggie-ism, I shall re-name my sociology paper VoodAg, or even more appropriately, Agdoo. 

Nevertheless, doctrine plays an extremely important role as a guide for students and alumni at Texas A&M. I have transposed a quote originally printed in the school newspaper's editorial page to exemplify my point. A female student wrote regarding the collapse ofapre-lit traditional bonfire: "The way I see it, God made day, night, animals and mankind in six days, I have no doubt that (being) over 40,000 strong, Aggies can build the hell outta Bonfire in six days and burn (it) on the seventh. Call me conceited, I have a right to be. I'm an Aggie" 

With the guidance and subjective power of Aggie doctrine, the overwhelming task was passionately undertaken by the student body. The enormous stack of logs was resurrected during the next six days and burned on the seventh. 

By the time the day came to an end and the dark streets of Port au Prince began to empty, I had none of my original guides. Sometimes guides are impossible to maintain. The first guide lost a battle with the other two. The second guide turned out to be only a cab driver who didn't speak my language. The third ended up taking me to his home, on a graveled hill in town, crowded with little concrete and tin houses. A narrow, undulating road, with an open sewer on the side, ascended to a small pink house built on a steep incline. He invited me inside the three-room structure and introduced me to his wife who was busy cooking something in another room. He began to tell her in Kreyole that I would be staying at their house for a few days and paying in advance. There were a few moments of discussion and then my embarrassed guide explained to me that a hotel would be much better for me and that he would help me find another guide. Sometimes powerful outside influences come between the guide and the guided. 

Obviously, the wife didn't agree with my guide's sentiments regarding wayward travelers in her house, paying cash or not. So, I was taken to a small hotel downtown where a friend of the guide knew of a man who spoke English and needed a job. I met the man, explained my situation, offered him fifteen dollars a day - plus lunch - and shook his hand. Jaco became my new guide, and lunch time became an integral part of our daily activities. 

There is a symbiotic relationship between a person and a guide, a nurturing arrangement that maintains a reliable bond between the two. A ball of twine, a student's string of classes, a T-square and traffic mores must be nurtured, cared for, and respected in order to provide direction, whether for a cave, a degree plan, a drawing or a crowded street. Ideas, hopes and doctrines, however, need a different kind of care. They are spiritual and need sacrifice in order to effectively guide. A moral, a life-long dream or a doctrine of belief are all unable to provide direction unless sacrificial choices and offerings are made to them. 

The loa in Voodoo require an animal, a bottle of rum or at least a few plashes at their altars in order to appear. Aggies stand at football games to symbolically display a readiness to give themselves to the team. And in general, the world's popular religions abound with well-known themes of sacrifice, although all too often pecuniary. It certainly appears to be the case that "The gods also have need of man; without offerings and sacrifices they would die." Even more simply put, a guide should be treated to lunch.

An Unfavorable Environment

Haiti, in general, is a dirty country. But Port au Prince, in particular, breeds an ever-growing filth the likes of which is unimaginable to the average American. It is by far the dirtiest Third World city I have ever seen. In nine days I never saw a public refuse container. Instead of using receptacles, the people throw their daily trash in the street or cart it to one of the public dumping grounds, which at one time were located on the outskirts of the city. Long since consumed by the growing population, these grounds lie well within the residential boundaries of Port au Prince, which supports a population of 1.5 million. 

Having rented a jeep, a necessity due to pot holes in certain urban areas, I asked Jaco to drive me around the city. We suddenly came upon one of the dumping grounds hidden from view due to surrounding development. I noticed cows, goats, dogs and barefooted children climbing around the heaps of rotting garbage. Many homes, or shanties, were constructed right next to, and in some cases, in the garbage itself. The blood of an up-river slaughterhouse drained into this particular dump and food was being sold along its roadside edge.

The city's largest produce market area borders its own dump near the harbor. Several times I noticed children and women alike urinating along side their "store" which might consist of a basket of carrots or a few rotting heads of lettuce often laid directly on the street next to hundreds of other "stores." There are no sidewalks whatsoever, and the muck of urine, rotting produce and garbage run-off drains directly into the harbor. In addition to the obscene pollution problem in the city and harbor, the air was a sooty haze of automobile exhaust continuously being pumped out of oil-burning, worn-out engines. 

Staying Clean

As dusk fell on the city, I began to notice women bathing their children in the fronts of their houses, along side the streets and even next to the garbage dumps. Then I noticed that men too, were bathing themselves. A bucket of water and a stick of beef tallow soap began to appear in front of home after home. I asked Jaco if this occurred every evening, "Of course," he said, "the people take showers everyday." On the way to the hotel, I noticed that a large semi-truck with a tank trailer had stopped by the side of the road. It looked like a gasoline truck, but carried water. Several naked children were crouched under slightly opened spigots between the tires and in the back, washing themselves speedily and diligently, trying to finish before the truck started moving again. 

The city soon became quite dark as there are no public street lights in Port au Prince. But, as we finally turned onto my street, I saw in the beam of our headlights an old, completely naked, street man with matted hair and a tin can in his hand. Between passing cars he would run out to the middle of the street, quickly dip the can into a water drain hole, pour the water over his head, and scrub his body. Seeing all this bathing so close to, and even in, what I saw as utter filth seemed ironic, futile and hopeful at the same time. It reminded me of soldiers shaving before battle or Papillon's repeated attempts to escape his island emprisonment. At this point, having not bathed for two days myself, I couldn't decide if I was the cleanest man in Port au Prince, or the dirtiest. 

It's not an easy thing to see people living in squalor, and yet I'm somehow drawn into the picture, into the scene that I'm experiencing. I'm a part of the play. There's an almost uncomfortable sense brought on by a tiny peripheral hope that what I'm seeing is somehow unreal. It's like waking up after a bad dream and having to ask yourself if the dream was real, hoping it wasn't, but fearing it is. This wasn't the first time I'd seen real poverty, and it wasn't even my first trip to Haiti. But although I've long since gotten over being shocked by such sights, I still found myself staring at those people and their situation. They stared back at me and at mine.

When I take my mind back to that experience, I think that if there were a third party watching this play from a distance, it would appear that I, in my rented Jeep with air-conditioning, am just observing them as they pass by. Like creatures in a zoo. But I am the one behind the glass and steel, and their eyes are set on me. We gaze at each other, Foucault's gaze. I realize that we are both observers paradoxically watching the same animal that is ourselves. When I smile at them, they smile at me. When I nod at them, they nod at me. My air-conditioned cage rolls on, and I stare again at the mirror in the next exhibit. 

Church

On the second day, Jaco drove me to the city cemetery. It was a city itself. All the graves were above-ground concrete "buildings" housing dead members of individual families on two or three levels. Most of them were about five feet high with a cross-topped family headstone in the back rising four or five feet higher. The "streets" were laid out in a grid-like fashion dividing the cemetery into "blocks." Jaco directed me down several of these streets until we reached a dead end with a ten foot concrete cross in the middle and a family gathered in the area. It was a funeral service. Jaco explained that when a person dies they are often given a Voodoo ceremony at this cross before they are entombed. I stood by quietly while candles and a fire were lit around the cross. Food bowls, a can of milk and a chili pepper were placed on the horizontal plane and an old man sang a song while another man poured rum on the cross. 

Shortly thereafter, while one young man dug a small hole and burned a piece of paper, another young man poured rum on the fire and then on a pigeon he was holding. After saying a few words, he threw the pigeon into the air, continuing to splash rum on the bird when it dropped back to the ground. A moment later, another man ran to the back side of the cross and cracked a horsewhip several times. The whip, some bottles, and a few other items were then placed in a bag and carried away. Jaco said the whipping was to call the loa to be with the dead person.  

Preachers

A couple of days later, having been unable to find a possession ceremony, Jaco took me to the back-alley Voodoo house of an houngan. He was a large man, a fat man, wearing an unbuttoned blue shirt, displaying his gold necklaces and his distended belly. He asked us to wait in the "foyer" while he prepared the spirit room. Jaco had told the man that I was in need of treatment for a "dark spirit" that periodically decended on me, which was how I explained my occasional depressive episodes. I could think of no other reason I might need a Voodoo doctor. 

The houngan led us to a large room called a peristyl. The room had thick, red, concrete walls with numerous Voodoo paintings of saints and various other symbols and a pole in the center of the floor. We waited again. When the man returned, he took us to a small dark room on a lower level of the house. It had a cool, strong, musky odor. I could vaguely see a table with a red tablecloth supporting a number of bottles and Voodoo icons. Adjoining this room, through a door, was a smaller room, a spirit room, with a lit candle and some sort of altar on the dirt floor. It was later explained that the spirits prefer dirt to concrete.

I was handed a small, porcelain bucket and told to splash some water, three times, in front of the altar. He said I should say in my heart what I wanted the spirit to do for me. I did. I was led back into the room with the musky odor and the door to the spirit room was shut behind us. A large woman entered the room and stood behind the houngan. I was then asked to sit in a chair and hold out my hand, cupped. The man took a bottle from the table and began to pour its contents, a sweet perfume, into my hand. He said some words, then asked me to splash the perfume on my face. He and the woman began to ring bells and shake beaded rattles, called assons, while pounding on the door to the spirit room. They were yelling the name "Agou." A few minutes later there was a loud "whoosh" and a sizable flame shot over the wall separating us from the spirit's room. The loa, Agou Feraille, had answered his call. A raspy, breathy voice began to speak from the other side of the wall, pausing between phrases. At each pause, the houngan would answer, "Out, Papa... out." 

The houngan handed me a heavy glass jug full of snakes preserved in rum. I was told to stand up, extend the jug out in front of my chest and repeat my request for service directly to the loa. I was then asked a number of questions regarding my "dark spirit" ailment to which the loa would answer and the houngan would translate. The jug was taken from me and I was asked if I had any jewelry. I reluctantly looked down at my Aggie ring shining conspicuously in the candlelight, regretting that I had forgotten to leave it at home. He asked me to remove my ring and place it on a small, white plate resting on the mouth of another jug, a clay jug. This jug was on the floor in front of the woman. She had been standing motionless in the corner since Agou Feraille had made his appearance.

I was asked to pick up the jug, balancing the plate on top, extend it in front of me and ask the spirit, once again, for his services. When I set the jug back down, the houngan stood between the vessel and me, held up a large red sheet and began to speak to the spirit in a melodic tone. He shook the cloth in front of my face, sending ripples to the ground. After about a minute of fhis, he dropped the cloth and asked me to pick up the jug again. It was so heavy I couldn't lift it. Jaco explained that the spirit had gone into the ring on the plate in order to "fix" it. The weight of the loa was in my ring and it would now protect me from my "dark spirit." The houngan asked me to place an offering in the plate, so I offered my bandanna. I explained it protected my head from the sun and was valuable to me as such. Jaco had told me in the car that I wouldn't have to pay cash to the Voodoo doctor, so I felt that the bandanna would be sufficient. Jaco was wrong. 

Noticeably stunned by my offering, the houngan poured some of the snake rum on my hands then on the plate with my ring and bandanna. He spoke to the loa, who answered, then he told me his services required 1777 Haitian dollars. I made a rough estimate of the conversion and realized he had asked for over 500 American dollars. I couldn't help it, I laughed - albeit nervously. I began to size up the possibility of grabbing my ring and making a run for it. I explained that I didn't have that kind of money on me and played like a rather stupid American traveler, which wasn't entirely untrue. We argued for a few minutes and I offered him five dollars. He laughed. I held my ground because I learned on my previous trip to Haiti that exorcisms cost about three dollars. I offered an extra dollar in order to double what I thought his usual fee for Haitians might have been. He was offended and asked us to leave. So, I put my ring back on and walked out, paying nothing. 

Having lived in Texas all my life and having attended a fundamentalist Christian elementary school, I became aware, at an early age, of frightening concepts like eternal conflagration, demons, the Devil and the like. I have also seen numerous televangelists work "miracles" of healing on devoted members of their congregation between broadcast pleadings for money. One well known evangelist used to ask for a "thousand dollar vow of faith" from his viewers and then show testimony of those who were healed subsequent to their "vow." Although there are far more genuine, honest pastors in the ministry than televangelism would have us think, there clearly exists the opportunity for the exploitation of devoted religious followers. This is not, of course, a surprising concept or a recent revelation of mine. But, I must admit I did not expect to find this sort of exploitation with Voodoo, however naive that might have been. 


In addition to the Voodoo doctor experience I just described, I visited several other Voodoo houses and houngans to ask questions and find trends. As with any religion, there exists a segment of followers who are far more devoted and saturated with belief, than others. The Voodoo houses are built for, and supported by these local devotees. In the course of each day driving about the Haitian countryside, Jaco and I would come across at least two Voodoo houses located just off the highway. After visiting a number of these establishments and meeting the houngans, I began to see the similarities between some Voodoo doctors and televangelists. 

Of the five houngans I met, four were laden with numerous pieces of gold jewelry and well dressed, at least by Haitian standards. Four of the Voodoo houses had paintings of bloody disembowlings and stabbings on their walls, none of which admittedly represented any particular Voodoo loa or Catholic icon. They were simply drawn to promote fear in the serious devotee. From the information I received from my guide, the Voodoo doctors and other random Voodoo conversations, I gathered that these "televangelist" houngans promote fear and devotion from their congregation in order to "farm" them for expensive services. Granted, as with televangelism, many Voodoo services "work." But, if you pay, and your life doesn't change somehow, then you go and pay again. If your problem still isn't solved, you may be angering the spirit in some unknown way. The Voodoo doctor explains what and how he wishes to the believer. 

I must admit I had hopes of seeing something I wouldn't be able to explain, even if I thought of it as a well executed "magic trick." But during my first exorcism, although startled by the flame, I immediately recognized the sound of a blowtorch with a long metal funnel attached to it. My cousin uses one to burn thorns off cactii so the cows can eat them. The voice of "Agou Feraille" was obviously that of a man speaking into a can or a coconut, and the jug I couldn't lift had been switched by the large woman while the houngan distracted me and blocked my vision with the red sheet. A believer would have been in awe. I was somewhat disappointed, however, because my interest in the event had immediately shifted to the possibility of losing my ring and having to explain to the Aggie Ring office that I needed another one because Agou Feraille, the Voodoo loa, took it.

As with more "American" religions, Voodoo's "televangelism" is only a small part of how the belief serves its followers or vice versa, as the case may be. After speaking with numerous Haitians about Voodoo it was evident that their belief provides hope, community and spiritual awareness. Everyone had a story about how Voodoo had worked specifically for them or a friend of theirs. Although these observations were quite clear to me, it was the personal experience of a midnight ceremony that solidified my suspicion that Voodoo was quite simply "church" for Haitians. 

Jaco had driven me to the outskirts of Port au Prince to a Voodoo ceremony which he had learned of from a friend. After waiting for Jaco to obtain permission for my visit, I entered the back yard of the local mambo. There was a group of about twenty people seated in folding chairs to watch a group of women dressed in white perform a ceremony. Candles were lit, music (drums) was played behind the congregation and a "Eucharist" of some sort of paste, was taken. I stood off to the side with my video camera and was essentially ignored after the first few understandable glances. A white sheet draped over a tree displayed a large black cross, the Voodoo symbol. Except for the fact that western church service, I was particularly struck by the antics of a couple of young children and their mother who, embarrassed by their behavior, gave them a swat and directed them to pay attention to the service. The Voodoo drums played on. 

The experiences and thoughts that followed each day in Haiti, or even each moment, are too numerous to recount. There's an infinite nature to them that won't even allow a more serious attempt than I've made in this paper. I can't recollect them all. I've checked my journal, watched my video, and seen my slides, they are all merely continuations, returns to the moment as neurological simulations of the experience itself. The trip is gone. It passed like a river I can't step in again. Of course there are events I remember better than others, and perhaps for some reasons of which I'm unaware, they stick in my consciousness. Even that which I can't remember is important and it would be too difficult to grade reflections on the most notable aspects of this trip: the guides, the filth, the human condition, the Voodoo. But perhaps the single event that sums up the sadness of Haiti, the plight of the Haitian people and the likely fate of the many environments they nurture and survive, was a personal encounter just two hours before my departure. 

On the drive to the airport, my guide approached a dark mass on the side of the road. I immediately recognized it to be a dead body, partially decapitated, bloated and teeming with flies. It had been there several days. A few cars and a couple of people passed it by, the pedestrians skirting the area just enough to avoid the stench. I suggested we tell the police, but Jaco was certain they already knew of it. "They haven't gotten around to it yet," he said.

I think this trip to Haiti and the experiences it afforded me were in every way what a philosophical internship should be. I thought and felt that which changes a man's mind and his very being. I can't say the internship was scholarly or my reflections particularly logical, at least not in the way I've come to know those words, but it was in every way philosophical to me. Although I wrote in this paper that I had no obvious argument to pose, perhaps I do. Philosophy is much more than a school of thought or an academic endeavor, it happens every day. So, this was an internship not of the philosophies we study in Life, but instead a philosophy of living it.
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