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PREFACE
FROM THE MOUTH OF THE GOAT

The baka (bacá in Spanish) has been furtively trailing me for a very long 
time.1 The seeds of this study were sown when Richard Turits and I were 
collecting oral histories about the 1937 massacre of Dominicans of Haitian 
descent in the Haitian-Dominican frontier and I first heard mention of the 
baka. Someone made a joke about stories that a car in Ouanaminthe, Haiti, 
had been taken to be a baka. Later I was told that the poultry, mules, 
and pigs left behind by Dominicans of Haitian descent fleeing the killing 
fields around Dajabón and Loma de Cabrera in 1937 were accursed baka 
that no one should touch.2 I then heard stories that the brutal dictator 
Rafael Trujillo had a bacá that identified his enemies so he could have 
them eliminated, and that this accounted for his longevity in office.3 And 
later I was told about a bacá that was responsible for several untimely 
deaths and blood in the toilets at a Dockers assembly plant in Santiago 
in the early 2000s.4 But it was in the central frontier town of Bánica that 
I first heard about bacás in the form of uncanny dogs, pigs, cattle, and 
horses (and occasionally goats), which raised the thorny question of 
why only these particular beasts have become spirit demons today. My 
grandmother, who was haunted by a family member’s revenant, eventu-
ally requiring that her apartment be subjected to an exorcism by a priest, 
prepared me to listen to these tales. (I use the Spanish spelling bacá when 
referring to a Dominican bacá reference and the Haitian Creole spelling 
baka when referring to a Haitian one.)

Although its name bears some resemblance to the Spanish word 
vaca, “cow,” the term bacá is ultimately untranslatable; it accords with 
the names of other, very similar nonhuman spirit entities throughout 
the West Indies, bakoo, buck, and bakru. All of these provide their owner 
spiritual power to gain wealth and are often associated with ethnoracial 
others.5 Like the indigenous Taíno spirits of the dead, they are open se-
crets lurking in the shadows, widely recognized but generally not publicly 
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discussed.6 They are also shape-shifting creatures that can morph from a 
little black humanoid figure in urban contexts to an animal host in rural 
settings. As campesino (rural smallholder) Domingo Bautista put it, “The 
bacá is a natural being that is made with an animal, into which the spirit 
of a dead person is introduced.”7 This specific fusion of a moneymaking 
male spirit and a being that can shape-shift into an animal is unique to 
Hispaniola and is a manifestation of what Dominicans call the fukú de 
Colón, or curse of Columbus, since it is only the types of animals brought 
by Columbus that have become spirit demons.8 Perhaps the most diaboli-
cal of all these creatures is the goat, as evidenced by the fact that repressive 
dictator Rafael Trujillo was nicknamed “the Goat”; those who loathed him 
had a feast of goat meat upon his death, and Dominican popular speech in-
cludes dozens of vernacular sayings about goats.9 But as we shall see, bacá 
spirit demons most often appear as dogs, cattle, horses, and feral pigs—the 
animals that enabled the dispossession of the indigenous Taíno.10 I argue 
here that the bacá is first and foremost a “commodity familiar,” a sign of 
ill-gotten wealth associated with predatory capitalism.

Yet in animal form, the baka also conveys a longue durée history of 
environmental despoilage that accompanied extractivism and had dev-
astating human, faunal, and environmental costs. I propose that baka nar-
ratives are signs of what philosopher Paul Ricoeur has called the “space 
of experience,” which includes the inchoate emotional traces left behind 
by past events—latent desires and fears, vestiges of which cannot often be 
found in written archives.11 An avatar from the past with a distinctively 
disquieting frisson, the baka is a visceral conveyor of strong emotions 
such as sorrow, jealousy, and anger. Even if late-nineteenth-century trav-
elers noted the abundance of forests (mahogany, pine, and other fine log 
woods) and birds, over time deforestation has taken its toll, even if it took 
longer and was not as extensive as in neighboring Cuba, since sugar’s ar-
rival in the Dominican Republic as a large-scale monocrop economy was 
delayed until the twentieth century, and even then sugar did not define 
the economy as it did in Cuba, Jamaica, or Puerto Rico.12 These stories of 
spirit animal predation are polyvalent but may in part represent a defiant 
refusal to let go of the free-range hunting ecosystem called montería, not-
withstanding the fact that the teeming animal commons of yesteryear that 
took refuge in the extensive forests has given way to domesticated animals 
grazing on parched and eroded savannas today. Thus baka revenants might 
be seen as a form of “environmentalism of the poor,” since in refusing to go 
away, they seem to decry the violence and ecological damage wrought by 
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industrial agriculture on the island; these “spirited things” appear to want 
to wish back into existence the feral animal commons now long gone.13

I have been fascinated by the biculturality of the “center-island” 
borderlands since traveling there in 1989 (see map 1).14 Located on the 
banks of the Artibonite River, which serves as the dividing line between 
Haiti and the Dominican Republic, Bánica, Elías Piña, is one of the oldest 
towns on the island and has been called the Macondo of the Dominican 
Republic, a reference to the fictional town made famous by Colombian 
novelist Gabriel García Márquez, a master of the Latin American liter-
ary genre lo real maravilloso (magical realism), in which magic is cast as 
real and the forces of capitalism are presented as inscrutable and even 
supernatural.15 Founded in 1504 and named for its abundance of ebony, 
Banique, as it was called during the colonial period, originally formed 
part of the Taíno Maguana cacicazgo or chiefdom. The past is palpably 
present in this town, where one can still see crossing the river canoes 
fashioned out of single logs (a technique passed down from the Taíno 
indigenous population, which is now long gone) (fig. P.1), and one can 
see atop mules that transport produce to market saddles fashioned out 
of intricately woven straw (a craft that dates from the early sixteenth 
century). I argue that, like these historical vestiges, the bacá in animal 
form is a historical artifact of the imagination, a searing “point of mem-
ory” of the mass death that commenced with the indigenous Taíno and 
continued through successive waves of brutal Indigenous and African 
slavery (the Spanish colony known as Santo Domingo was where the 
first African slaves arrived in the Americas and became the central depot 
for Indigenous slavery routed from New Spain and Amazonia in the six-
teenth century).16 The northern border later became the theater of the 
1937 slaughter that took the lives of some fifteen thousand Dominicans 
of Haitian descent who were viciously killed by machete by the Trujillo 
regime (1930–61), a regime that was supported by the United States dur-
ing the Cold War.17 The bacá thus could also be seen as the “rot remains” 
of the “tangible effects of ruination” left behind by longue durée imperial 
histories of extractivism on the island.18

Haiti and the Dominican Republic are often cast as dramatically 
opposed nations and cultures, and these states have clashed at times.19 
Through sugar plantation agriculture, Haiti became the wealthiest of 
France’s colonies in the eighteenth century, while the Dominican Re-
public languished as a colonial backwater dependent on extensive cattle 
ranching. But the baka/bacá is a poignant reminder that within the realm 
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of the border between Haiti and the Dominican Republic. Haiti, 2012. Photo by 
the author.
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of popular culture, there is much on the island that is shared, since the 
stories told about its powers of predation are eerily similar, and Domini-
cans and Haitians share the same visceral reaction to signs of its presence. 
Of course, the island as a whole was ruled as a Spanish colony during 
the formative buccaneering period until the French colony of Saint-
Domingue was founded in 1669.

Even if I primarily narrate the bacá’s predations from the Domini-
can side of the island in this account, these stories exuberantly cross the 
border and serve to pit Haitians and Dominicans against one another 
as well as knit them together, just as the bacá transgresses other an-
tinomies such as life and death, nature and culture, and human and 
animal.20 This study offers an entangled view of the island, one in which 
Haitians and Dominicans are intertwined in “complex relations of 
dependency and interdependence” with spirits and animals as well as 
each other.21 It is significant that in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, a pathway to 
the spirit world may be opened through Dominican red wine, while in 
the border province of Elías Piña, Dominican Republic, this may be done 
through Barbancourt, a Haitian rum.22 These ties of codependence are 
conveyed through what anthropologist Birgit Meyer has termed “sensa-
tional form,” since spirits and their animal hosts cannot speak and their 
presence is registered in and through the body.23 Animals figure promi-
nently as hosts for the divine and the diabolical in this context, and have 
long formed an integral part of everyday life and labor. In this rural com-
munity with a long-standing dependence upon livestock, animal sounds 
fill the air. The soundscape is replete with the distant sounds of cocks, 
cattle, goats, dogs, and donkeys. On market days, there are more burros 
carrying produce to market than trucks. Farmers contend that they can 
smell when it is going to rain, and the spirits make themselves known 
through dreams as well as sensations such as a gust of wind.24

The central frontier today is perceived by those living in the Do-
minican capital city, Santo Domingo, as a remote hinterland, but in the 
eighteenth century it became the centerpiece of the national economy 
as cattle and oxen poured across the border into the sugar plantation 
economy of Saint-Domingue when it became the world’s largest sugar 
producer. The illicit cattle trade long knitted together Dominican ranch-
ers and Saint-Domingue’s sugar producers; not surprisingly, this was the 
region where the flag for a United Spanish Hayti—a unified island—was 
first raised in the nineteenth century.25 As it expanded rapidly over the 
course of the eighteenth century, Bánica served as a bridge between the 
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major township of San Juan de la Maguana, Dominican Republic, with 
its ample grazing savannas, and Hinche, Haiti, en route to the Artibonite 
Valley, where the sugar plantations formed that fueled Saint-Domingue’s 
eighteenth-century sugar boom. Yet the population diminished at the 
turn of the century, when the sugar economy receded and it became a 
theater of war during and after the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804).26 
Bánica today is still dominated by descendants of the four principal cattle 
clans that founded the town, including the powerful cattle baron and 
political broker Wenceslao Ramírez of San Juan, whose grazing lands 
straddled the border, even if ranching is no longer a central feature of 
this area today (fig. P.2).27

This study is based on extensive oral histories with members of the 
founding ranching families, especially the extensive Alcántara clan and 
their field hands, descendants of General Victoriano Alcántara, who was 
said to have survived on the run from authorities through miraculous 
protection from bullets.28 A member of the Alcántara family I spoke with 
had a sugar mill in Thomassique, Haiti, speaks Haitian Creole, and holds 
on to the pre-1937 border view of Haiti as grander and more cosmopoli-
tan than the Dominican Republic due to its majestic architecture, ample 
imported goods, and formidable elite, harking back to a time when the 
Dominican border currency was the Haitian gourde. As he put it, “Hai-
tians were very, very, very rich.”29 Nor are the Alcántaras the only family 
whose lives and kin have traversed the border. Renowned Haitian leader 
Charlemagne Péralte, who led the Caco uprising against the US occu-
pation of Haiti (1915–34), actually hailed from the Peralta family, which 
was originally from Restauración, Dominican Republic, and his brother-
in-law was Dominican. When Dominican legislation was passed in 2013 
aimed at expelling Haitian-Dominicans born on Dominican soil after 
1929, I was told that it did not have an appreciable impact on everyday 
life in Bánica.30 Today the dance hall in Bánica plays Haitian konpa dance 
music alongside Dominican bachata.

The region’s reputation for fierce independence is also due to the 
fact that it was long a refuge for maroons, or runaways from slavery. It 
was there that the Taíno chieftain Enriquillo stood up to the brutal Span-
ish colonizers, establishing a “locus of defiance” of runaway Indian and 
African slaves for nearly a decade.31 Through the eighteenth century the 
southern Bahoruco Mountains were an outpost of insurgent runaway 
slaves who refused to submit to Spanish authorities and established what 
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historian Charlton Yingling has called a “realpolitik of evasiveness.”32 So 
in collective memory this area has long been a locus of fierce resistance 
to authorities. Even today the frontier identity as a “society against the 
state” remains palpable.33 When border trade was officially shut down 
due to a cholera outbreak in Haiti in the 2010s, Dominicans in Bánica 
resisted by setting up a night market in the cemetery, where they sur-
reptitiously traded with Haitians.34

While this study examines narratives of spirit demons in animal 
form, this region has also long been seen as a holy land due to its rep-
utation for miraculous healing—in the eighteenth century its mineral 
springs were said by the French to be curative.35 Its hallowed reputa-
tion was later burnished by the fact that faith healer Díos Olivorio Mateo 
took refuge in the area while on the run from authorities and that it was 
where he was eventually killed by US Marines in 1922, during the military 
occupation (fig. P.3).36 It is said that Bánica’s patron saint, San Francisco 
(St. Francis—appropriately, the patron saint of animals), has appeared in 
the sacred grotto there, which is a site of national pilgrimage, just as the 
national patron saint, the Virgin of Altagracia, appeared on a water tank.37 

P.2 ​ Cow at rest outside Biassou, Haiti, 2014. Photo by the author.
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The sacred cave of San Francisco is located on a mountain above Bánica 
and is the oldest pilgrimage site in the Caribbean, dating from preco-
lonial times.38 This may help explain why the largest town in the central 
frontier, San Juan de la Maguana, is seen as a center of potent sorcery on 
the island.39

I have long used oral history as a primary source in my work, but 
one particular challenge of this project has been centering a disorderly 
corpus of narratives of ghostly encounter episodes as my primary ar-
chive; perhaps this is necessary if we are to come to terms effectively 
with what it means to live “in the wake” of slavery in the Black Atlantic.40 
I commence each chapter with an anecdote about a personal encoun-
ter with a bacá, but this material should not be taken as folklore—that 
is, as something located in the past. These were related to me as con
temporary historical events, even if there is at times a presumption that 
as the border has modernized these monstrous apparitions have lessened 
over time. This was made patently clear to me during an oral history class 
I co-taught at the State University of Haiti: I was presenting on the his-
tory of scholarly approaches to folklore, and the students responded by 

P.3 ​ Irio Ramírez’s altar with images of faith healer Dios Olivorio Mateo alive and 
slain. San Juan de la Maguana, Dominican Republic, 2015. Photo by the author.
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relating their own personal encounters with baka, which I interpreted as 
a repudiation of the framing of this material as traditional folklore and 
thus part of a distant past.41

My interviews were generally conducted as life narratives with 
follow-up questions about bacá sightings and encounters, but given the 
taboo nature of these phenomena, I had to approach the topic indirectly. 
In one case, I heard one particular version from one interlocutor and 
then very different versions from others (see chapter 5), but since my 
fieldwork was conducted in a series of short visits to the region over the 
span of over a decade commencing in 2008, it was rare that I was able 
to collect various perspectives on one particular incident. Some Catho-
lics and most evangelicals object to even uttering the baka’s name, which 
could conjure it, and instead describe it through a euphemism such as 
pájaro malo (evil creature).42 Since bacá stories are male drinking tales, 
women play a role in transmitting them but tend not to discuss them in 
public, which required me to conduct my research with a male research 
assistant, even if, as a foreigner, I was granted access to male spaces. 
While oftentimes oral history is portrayed as a straightforward process of 
storage and retrieval, in this case deciphering these “anecdotal authority 
stories” and perceiving their patterns required interpretation.43

Walter Benjamin once claimed that storytelling was a declining 
art, but clearly it lives on robustly in Haiti and the Dominican Republic, 
where one might even say there is an excess of memory.44 Perhaps, as Paul 
Ricoeur has said, storytelling and “critical history can contribute to the 
healing of collective memory.”45 In this case, as we shall see, this would 
involve healing the cultural trauma wrought by colonial conquest, as the 
seed animals brought by Christopher Columbus became technologies of 
famine and terror and today have been converted into spirit demons 
stalking the central frontier.46 This popular vision of Columbus’s fukú or 
curse is, of course, completely at odds with a state that has long sought 
to define the Dominican population as descended from Columbus via 
rooting a mythic Hispanic identity in his remains.47 The interface be-
tween trauma and the spirit world has been noted by Cathy Caruth, since 
to be traumatized is to be “possessed by an image or event,” which is 
also a way to describe being seized by a spirit. She also recognized post-
traumatic stress to be not just a symptom of mind but also a “symptom of 
history.”48 Christopher Columbus himself noted the absence of monsters 
on Hispaniola, which is more than a little ironic, since if I am right, he 
actually unleashed them there.49
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INTRODUCTION

SPIRITS,  
HISTORY,  
& POWER
A day for the hunter,
a day for the prey.
BOUKMAN EKSPERYANS ​ | ​ “Ganga.”

If you eat the meat, you have to pay for the meat.
AVADRA GRAND CHEMIN THROUGH ERNST NELSON

In June 2015 in Port-au-Prince, I went to speak with Avadra Grand Chemin, 
through his “horse” (spirit host) Ernst Nelson, about the shape-shifting 
skills of Haitian secret society members, since Nelson is a member of the 
Sanpwèl (fig. I.1).1 The conversation touched on many themes, including 
mobility, eating, theft, and vital matter:

en: A secret society member can turn into an asson [a sacred rattle 
to call the spirits], a kalbas [gourd], a wheelbarrow, a lamp—they 
can turn into anything on earth.2 They can turn into animals 
too: cattle, goat, pig. If they turn into a pig you cannot eat them. 
They can turn into a dog. You join the society [inscrit] when you 
enter the Sanpwèl. You lose a lot of things when you join. If you 
have a wife or a child, they might die—they might get eaten.3 The 
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Sanpwèl eat meat. If you eat the meat, you have to pay for the meat. 
If you want to enter the society, someone has to present you. Both 
women and men can enter the Sanpwèl. In Sanpwèl, the girls fly 
higher than men. They can fly. When the Sanpwèl make a ceremony 
they have a special bottle. It is through the bottle that they become 
an animal. They can go anywhere—they may arrive in Aux Cayes or 
Jérémie as an animal. In one night, the Sanpwèl can visit all of Haiti.

ld: Could you ever by mistake eat a pig that was actually a 
Sanpwèl?

en: No, because they only become animals at night. If someone be-
comes a pig, they are bad (malfetè); he is a lougawou. The lougawou 
can turn into an animal—a large pig or cow. If you try to sell that 
one in the market it will die. If someone eats that animal in the 
market, they are eating human meat.4

This study considers the spirit demons called baka/bacá on Hispan-
iola from the perspective of its Dominican victims who found themselves 
becoming its prey. Such was the case for Juan Alcántara, who was on sen-
try duty at a remote border post on the Dominican frontier when he was 
attacked by a phantom in the form of a rabid dog, which he eventually 
fought off, but only after a violent exchange of blows that left him very 
shaken up. Or the case of Hegel, who recounted to me that for years his 
house was haunted by a wild dog that would repeatedly scratch at his 
door, and which continually evaded him until someone suggested that he 
install a protective charm that eventually kept the beast at bay.

Here I want to consider this phenomenon for a moment from the 
perspective of its assailants, those skilled in the arts of sorcery who have 
been tasked with sending spirits as a form of supernatural assault. One of 
these is Ernst Nelson, who worked as a bòcò (sorcerer) in Martissant, 
Port-au-Prince, Haiti.5 I will then explore how the baka might be seen 
as a “commodity familiar.”6 As a member of the Sanpwèl secret society, 
Nelson commands a virtual battalion of mò or spirits of the “vagabon 
dead,” which he converts into zonbi and sends on expeditions to do spe-
cific things—for example, secure a straying wife, obtain a favorable legal 
outcome, or get vengeance on someone.7 Working with the skull of a 
former ougan (vodou priest) who was his mentor in the arts of sorcery, 
Ernst has several squadrons of spiritual mercenaries at his disposal.8 One 
group is represented by a cluster of small wooden chairs bound together 
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and hung upside down with twisted ropes from the ceiling of his atelier 
(fig. I.2); at the center of his workspace there is a skull with a lit candle 
in an ornate candelabra. He also works with small red and black cloth 
dolls and the skulls of several other former ougan, which can be used 
to send spirits on zonbi expedisyon (zonbi expeditions). As a member 
of the Sanpwèl, Ernst can change form as well, becoming (among other 
things) an animal, which confirms the observation that shape-shifting is 
centrally about experimenting with forms of power.9

Said to be the “first modern monster,” the zonbi has received con-
siderable attention as an allegory for the dispossession of labor under 
slavery—as literary critic Colin Dayan expressively put it, “the most 
powerful emblem of apathy, anonymity, and loss.” It expresses the human 
cost of slavery, which produced “soulless husks deprived of freedom.”10 
The zonbi presents “the animated corpse as allegory of the slave’s disem-
powerment,” alienated from kinship and community; the depleted slave 
who survived against all odds but is socially dead.11 But this monstrous 
presence may have another, more visceral source as well. Since slaves 

I.1 ​ Vodou priest Ernst Nelson with his zonbi-making paraphernalia, including an 
image of St. Expeditus, the patron saint of urgent causes and desperate situations. 
Martissant, Port-au-Prince, Haiti, 2018. Photo by the author.
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often lacked proper ritual mortuary care, their death was deprived of 
ritual recognition, which meant that “the border between the dead and 
the living is not properly sealed.” For this reason, the suffering and angry 
dead became a menace threatening the living. As Valérie Loichot has put 
it, the deceased deprived of ritual strike “back at the system responsible for 
[their unmarked death] in the first place.”12 This confirms Haitian medium 
Georges René’s interpretation that the baka are slave souls seeking revenge 
on the living for their distress. As one curandero (popular or folk healer) 
put it, “The baka isn’t real, because it hasn’t got a body by itself, but it has 
a reality.”13

In the wake of slavery, forms of spirit work emerged in which the 
living work with the dead through “mystical labor.”14 Ritual specialists 
like Ernst Nelson channel these disembodied spirits and put them to use. 
On their own, these spirits can wreak tremendous havoc. This was the 
case after the 1937 massacre, when Haitian victims of the slaughter be-
came vengeful spirits that hovered over the land they had lost when they 
fled.15 Or after the 2010 Haitian earthquake, thousands of unburied dead 
victims were said to have become lougawou, causing furniture to fly out 

I.2 ​ Detail of Nelson’s 
altar. Photo by the 
author.



Spirits, History, and Power  |  5

of second-story windows as far afield as Little Haiti in Santo Domingo, 
an area where Haitian traveling merchants reside.16 Like the pwen, the 
baka, and the djab, the zonbi is a “manufactured, unnaturally vitalized 
power,” a spirit of the dead that is trapped and conveyed by the invisible 
hand of an agent (fig. I.3).17 The baka that shape-shift into animal form are 
specific to Hispaniola, but they bear a strong resemblance to morally am-
bivalent minor spirits with the power to both heal and harm, such as the 
buck of Trinidad, the baccoo of Guyana, the bakru of Surinam, and Amazo-
nian practices that anthropologist Neil Whitehead has described as “dark 
shamanism” and which have become a feature of political power in the 
circum-Caribbean.18 Thus the baka should be seen as part of a multispecies 
story of imperial violence and of spiritual power likely deployed as weap-
ons of the weak during slavery, and may share a common etymology in 
buck or bokjs, the derogatory Dutch term for Amerindian, which derives 
from the word for “he-goat.”19 Another possible source is mbakára, which 
is an Ibo/Efik term for white man.20 This lineage would also connect with 
the contraband trade in slaves and mules that long linked Hispaniola to 
Venezuela and the eastern Caribbean through Curaçao.

I.3 ​ Sign for Sosyete Dyab (Djab), a Haitian secret society, with Creole sayings. 
Port-au-Prince, Haiti, 2010. Photo by the author.
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The zombie has long been represented in Hollywood film as the 
depleted husk of a person who has had their soul removed, but that is 
not necessarily the primary way in which it functions in Haiti and the 
Dominican Republic.21 The term zonbi derives from the Central African 
Kikongo word for “spirit” (fig. I.4), and Haitian talk about zombies is 
more centrally concerned with the work done with the disembodied 
souls rather than the soulless bodies. Ethnomusicologist Martha Ellen 
Davis has noted that in the Dominican Republic there is no real distinc-
tion between the dead and the living; the dead are merely invisible “vi-
brant matter,” which make their presence known through the sensory 
realm since, like animals, they cannot speak.22

One source for zonbi practice is indigenous Arawak beliefs that 
spirits can be conveyed into stones or animals such as the sacred zemi 
power object, which itself had agency since it could speak, make things, 

I.4 ​ Sign for Piedra 
Imán (lodestar) 
and zonbi for sale. 
Elias Piña, Do-
minican Republic, 
2016. Photo by the 
author.
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grow, and roam on its own. Archaeologist José Oliver has described this as 
an expression of the “partible character of persons,” since the zemi could 
extract, contain, and neutralize illness as well as shape-shift, taking dif
ferent forms.23 As in Nelson’s testimony, the bottle as spirit container is a 
root metaphor and a “perspectivist shifter like Clark Kent’s phone booth” 
since it can trap a spirit and empower a spell, just as spirits can be sent to 
reside in other containers. The bottle (bouteille, botella) is also a container 
for herbal medicine.24

The zonbi also has roots in Central and West African beliefs about 
embedding spirits in power objects such as minkisi (pl.; sing., nkisi), 
which accords the spirits personhood, as well as in male secret societies 
like the leopard-men of Nigeria or the Tabwa lions of the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, which have the ability to shape-shift at night 
and were the basis for the secret maroon associations of colonial Saint-
Domingue (fig. I.5).25 The uncanny personhood of the zonbi bears a 
strong resemblance to West and Central African and Amazonian prac-
tices in which animals and objects have agency and animating spirits can 
be transferred from one vessel to another; thus the body is seen as an “en-
velope.”26 Shape-shifting was also a feature of Iberian witchcraft during 
the seventeenth century, when women in particular were said to be able 
to transform into goats, fowl, and rats.27 In historian Caroline Bynum’s 
categorization, these diabolical entities are hybrid creatures and do not 
represent true metamorphosis.28

Zonbi (zonbi astral) can be harnessed and sent as supernatural assis-
tants to do things such as secure child support, enact vengeance against 
a wayward spouse, or steal another’s crops. Zonbi are errant spirits that 
can also afflict a person who incites jealousy. Georges René, for exam-
ple, was plagued by a zonbi that affixed to his leg, causing it to become 
swollen and painfully inflamed until he could see a specialist who could 
remove it; he attributed his affliction to jalouzi.29 Ethnomusicologist 
Elizabeth McAlister has written that during the Easter carnivalesque 
rite called Rara in Haiti, secret society members carry brooms with 
which they sweep up zonbi to “heat up” and energize their troupes; 
after the procession, they return the zonbi to the cemetery.30 Ethno-
botanist Wade Davis discovered that bones and thunderstones (celts) 
are key ingredients in zonbi preparation alongside puffer fish toxin, and 
that the ingredients are placed in a jar and buried in the coffin of a dead 
infant before use.31 Similar to Hollywood depictions, the zonbi is an em-
blem of horror.
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While they represent a single genre, baka stories appear in three 
distinct narrative idioms of tales of self and other.32 The first represents 
fugitivity, in which a person transforms into an animal or something 
else—often to escape from authorities. This idiom was canonized dur-
ing the Haitian Revolution when runaway slave and conjurer François 
Makandal bragged that he had escaped from jail by turning into a mos-
quito.33 Baka stories can form masculine encounter narratives in which 
the eyewitness comes across these wily spirits in animal form at night, as 
we shall see in chapter 6. Baka can also be cast as supernatural assistants, 
engaged in surreptitious protection or thievery, or as covert profit gen-
erators. All of these variants appear in this study, but I focus here on the 
baka’s appearance via an animal host.

PHANTOM CAPITALISM

As in Michael Taussig’s classic formulation in The Devil and Commodity 
Fetishism, baka stories would be classed as devil pact tales; alternatively, 
I characterize baka as “commodity familiars,” an analytic that reduces 

I.5 ​ Baka sculpture by André Eugene of a boy turning into a pig. Atis Rezistans 
studio, Port-au-Prince, Haiti, 2012. Photo by the author.
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them to one singular defining motif of the stories—profit as theft—since 
the elusive creature enables the stealth acquisition of wealth, albeit at 
a grave cost.34 Thus clandestine ownership of a baka often emerges as 
an explanation for otherwise inexplicable wealth acquisition. Secrecy 
is a key aspect of this phenomenon, which one might say is actually a 
characteristic feature of Latin American capitalism, since the motor of 
capitalist investment and its profits has long been invisible to locals on 
the ground.35 This folk view of capitalism in the Caribbean makes sense, 
since from the start capitalism was an alien process—investment capital, 
technology, labor, managerial staff, and profit were all exogenous to the 
island, and the product itself was shipped overseas. Yet while these narra-
tives clearly critique excessive and exogenous profit (baka, djab, pwen, and 
zonbi are all moneymaking maji, in Haitian parlance), there is much more 
going on in these stories than just a popular commentary on inequality.

The baka shares with other Latin American commodity familiars 
such as the zonbi an “essential foreignness,” or telltale signs of whiteness. 
For example, zonbi beef turns deathly pale, and the bakru and Trinidadian 
buck crave bananas and milk—a breakfast popularized by the global 
fruit monopoly firm United Fruit.36 More examples are the siren spirit, 
which prefers whiskey; blond mermaids who dole out cash; and stories 
in St. Lucia of a sea demon in the form of a huge white man astride an 
enormous steed that drags a chain behind it.37 The spirit that guards the 
Oruru mine in Bolivia, El Tío (the uncle), has a large phallus and a cow-
boy hat. And industrial steel water tanks and jeeps are often said to be 
telltale signs of the dreaded Andean pishtaco.38 These demons are spec-
ters of a long history of foreign extractivism and surreptitious flows of 
profit; rumors course that the dreaded ñaqak of Peru seek human fat to 
pay off the foreign debt.39 Anthropologist Mary Weismantel has focused 
on how these stories convey longue durée patterns of exploitation. As 
she has said of the Andean kharisiri, “It is this pregnant narrative of 
social and material history, made visible in the pishtaco, that makes 
his body an object of fascination and disgust. Embedded in its posses-
sions and its flesh is the record of what it has done to Indians in the 
past, and the threat of what it is about to do again.”40 These appari-
tions resonate with the Ibo etymology of bukra as “white man.”41 Unlike 
Taussig, I avoid the term devil here because of the way this flattens these 
spirits into a Christian model of demonology when, as Haitian sculptor 
André Eugene told me, from the perspective of believers they are puis-
sants (powerful), but not necessarily evil.42
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The fact that these phantasms are fetishes of the foreign also re-
lates to the fact that they represent a particularly modern form of labor, 
commodity production—which, as Karl Marx has said, is a “social hi-
eroglyphic” of concealed labor time investment, a fact that renders every 
commodity a public secret. Commodities are mysterious since they “con-
ceal rather than disclose” the social character of labor; thus, like the baka, 
they reek of “magic and necromancy.”43 These conditions of labor “su-
perexploitation” first associated with slavery later accompanied the rise 
of industrial agriculture in the post-emancipation period. This type of 
agriculture created intensive work conditions so harsh they demanded 
new forms of labor servitude, such as debt peonage and long-distance 
labor migration, to staff them; West Indians and above all Haitians were 
brought in as contract labor to cut cane on US-owned plantations in the 
Dominican Republic and Cuba.44 No wonder baka rumor panics have 
coalesced around foreign-owned sugar plantations (such as the Haitian 
sugar firm hasco, in the 1920s, and the sugar producer Gulf and Western, 
which operated in the Dominican Republic in the 1970s with Haitian 
labor receiving the paltry wages of 34 cents an hour; laborers’ encamp-
ments were described as “slave labor camp[s],” and efforts at organizing 
there would be met with jail time or torture) and industrial free trade 
zones (where all inputs, capital, and products are foreign-owned).45

Baka narratives are not traditional folklore but rather popular com-
mentary on the particular forms of surreptitious wealth generation that 
expanded in the twentieth century but have been a central component 
of Caribbean labor regimes since Christopher Columbus’s arrival. These 
labor forms have a long and dark history in the Caribbean, where in-
dentured servants were spirited away through a toxic combination of 
debt coercion, “ ‘trick’ and ‘cheat’ . . . ​[and] ‘allurements and deluding 
falsities,’ ” and where slavery ruled through the nineteenth century.46 As 
ground zero of Spanish colonization, Hispaniola experienced massive 
violence, famine, and epidemics that wiped out 90 percent of the Indig-
enous population, eliminating its existence as a corporate community 
within thirty years. With steel weapons and attack dogs, Europeans over-
came Indians and then worked them to death. As the Taíno population 
receded, Santo Domingo became the central hub of Amerindian slavery, 
as upward of 650,000 Indigenous people were enslaved, uprooted, and 
shipped around the Atlantic, although mortality was very high.47 Santo 
Domingo was also the first site of African slavery in the New World, as 
some twenty thousand enslaved people arrived by the 1550s to staff 
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mining camps and sugar plantations until Spanish attention shifted to 
the mainland.48 Death was a central point of intersection and shared ex-
perience between Amerindian and African slaves.

The annihilation caused by Latin American colonialism com-
menced with gold mining and the repartimiento system of forced labor 
drafts, which led, as Marcy Norton has put it, to “the dispossession of In-
digenous labor, land, and, often, life.”49 Conditions were so dire that Indi-
ans often chose suicide over working for the Spanish.50 Indigenous slaves 
and West Africans quickly took over Hispaniola placer gold mining after 
the rapid demise of the Taíno; some of the Africans likely brought with 
them mining skills that located them as “intermediaries between nature 
and culture,” and they were rumored to be sorcerers with command 
over the supernatural, such as the earth spirits that guarded the ore.51 
Indeed, a possible linguistic leftover from the early mining economy 
may be the fact that the notion of being ravaged by malevolent spirits 
is often conveyed through the idiom of eating. And the devil pact logic 
presumed that minerals could be acquired only through sacrificial ex-
change relations between humans and underground spirits—which were 
not respected by the Spanish, of course.52 West African miners, who like 
marabouts were “masters of secret things,” were also said to be able to 
transform into animals. Similar rumors of shape-shifting continue to be 
whispered today on the island about the clandestine secret societies of 
Haiti.53

Narratives about spirit demons such as the baka condemn the new 
system of profit and human expenditure that first gold mining and later 
slavery and plantation agriculture brought to the Americas; thus they 
represent a folk vision of capitalism from the perspective of labor that 
highlights the violence required to produce profit for social outsid-
ers. These stories denounce the terrible human cost of the “plantation 
machine” that made Saint-Domingue the richest French colony in the 
eighteenth century.54 But this is not just a generic rejection of capital-
ism by a partially uncaptured peasantry, as Taussig would have it.55 It is 
a wholesale rejection of a new form of brutal industrial technology that 
created invisible profit through the violent expenditure of unfree labor. 
These stories condemn what Marx termed the “ ‘monstrous’ world of 
commodities [generated] by one of capitalism’s most blatantly violent 
appropriative mechanisms, slavery.”56 As devil pact tales, baka narratives 
give voice to a popular excoriation of the particular form of capitalism 
brought to Latin America, which consumed people to produce phantom 
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profits, which accrued to foreigners and elites. In the Caribbean, this type 
of capitalism deployed industrial technology on the plantations, which 
have been described as “factories in the field.”57 Anthropologist Karen 
Richman has said that the pwen mimics the alienation of labor power. As 
she puts it, through the pwen, “peasants symbolically control and make 
sense of their incorporation as producers of alienated wage laborers.”58 
Baka narratives are a genre of “occult cosmology” with formulaic signa-
ture elements such as industrial technology, clandestine cash, and signs 
of Haiti (long a symbol of capitalist profit to Dominicans, due to its his-
tory of colonial grandeur); they express moral indignation at flows of 
illicit wealth that do not trickle down and are not shared.59 This helps 
explain why Dominican assembly plants have had bacá sightings that so 
terrified workers that the plants had to be shut down.60 As Richman has 
put it, maji’s “illicit powers descend from the above and the outside”—
thus from exogenous powers.61

No wonder the very words for “work” in Haiti (travay) and in the 
Dominican Republic (trabajo) have a diabolical cast to them, since they 
are also the terms used for sorcery.62 This folk view yokes debt as a 
nexus of social obligations to violent death as part and parcel of capi
talist production. Profit is here cast as dependent upon blood sacrifice, 
which corresponds to the proposition that ritual human sacrifice may 
have accelerated in West Africa when Caribbean plantations expanded 
the slave trade, as West African leaders sought to expiate their sin of 
being complicit in that trade.63 In Haitian and Dominican popular par-
lance, the blood sacrifice requisite to capital accumulation is conveyed 
through idioms connoting voracious eating—a figure of speech that re-
sounds with slave rumors concerning fears they would be consumed by 
the human “butchers” who were their enslavers.64 Perhaps this history 
helps explain why the term for cultural outsiders among the maroons of 
Suriname is bakaa.65 Correspondingly, when the mystère (spirit) Grand 
Chemin arrives and puts Ernst to work, Ernst puts on a cowboy hat—a 
gesture that marks the arrival of a powerful outsider (fig. I.6).

If the baka/bacá first emerged as a sign of now-traditional forms of 
stealth profit such as foreign-owned sugar mills and lottery vendors, it 
has also been repurposed for novel “mysterious modes of accumulation” 
and dark money, such as political graft and narcotrafficking, which came 
to light under neoliberalism.66 In the postcolonial period, bacá narra-
tives have continued to express moral condemnation of new forms of 
surreptitious wealth generation, which in the twentieth century have 
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increasingly flowed through the state. This occurred during the crony 
capitalism of the regimes of Rafael Trujillo (1930–61), in which profit-
able monopolies were doled out to family members and his henchmen, 
and during the regimes of Joaquín Balaguer (1960–62, 1966–78, 1986–
96), which sanctioned bribery and corruption on the part of the police 
and civil servants and which were sustained through flows of US eco-
nomic and military assistance.67 These regimes were propped up by clan-
destine military support as the United States sought to keep communism 
out of the hemisphere since it could threaten US economic interests.68 
Balaguer’s time in office also saw the decline of sugar, the traditional 
staple crop, and imf structural adjustment policies such as currency de-
valuation were imposed in response to the growing debt crisis. The state 
then promoted tourism as a revenue generator. The Dominican Republic 
has since become the most-visited island in the Caribbean, yet this has 
not generated growth in jobs and has only accelerated the expansion of 
underemployment and the informal sector.69 These forms of clandestine 

I.6 ​ Avadra Grand 
Chemin at work, 
2018. Photo by the 
author.
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wealth continued under the Partido de la Liberación Dominicana (pld), 
which developed ironclad control over state and party finances upon 
Leonel Fernández’s rise to power in 1996, which came about through an 
alliance with Balaguer’s Reformista party and continued a patronage re-
gime in which party members were allotted botella (sinecure) positions 
as clientelistic rewards from 2004 to 2016.70 The pld imposed a lucra-
tive tourist tax in 2018, but flows of surreptitious wealth increased dra-
matically as the Dominican Republic became a major money-laundering 
hub for drug profits using shell companies; the amount of money that 
had its origins concealed in this way reached $260 million in just three 
years, generating cash for bribes to police and government officials.71 All 
this took place during a period of economic decline, including a massive 
banking crash in 2003, that resulted in most Dominicans today being 
forced to rely on informal-sector work and relations of trust through 
fiao (credit) at the colmado (corner grocery) to get by.72 Baka/bacá are 
not just signs of hidden wealth; they can also be emblems of covert state 
violence, an element that links the secret police of strongmen Trujillo 
and Balaguer in the Dominican Republic to François and Jean-Claude 
Duvalier’s paramilitary force in Haiti, the Tonton Macoute.73 This helps 
explain why the animals left behind by the ethnic Haitians fleeing the 
1937 massacre were said to be baka and should not be touched.74

Anthropologists Jean and John Comaroff have proposed that across 
the globe “occult economies”—“magical means to material ends”—have 
surged since the 1990s as a result of a volatile combination of scarcity 
and deregulation.75 Because my archive of popular baka narratives is 
oral, I am not often able to historicize these rumors, even if some of my 
informants indicated that bacá visitations were more frequent during 
their youth (during the years of the Balaguer regime) than they are today. 
But beyond the actual ebbs and flows of surreptitious wealth and vio
lence, a key factor driving sorcery accusations today, I would argue, is the 
rise of evangelical Protestantism, which has seen the number of its adher-
ents increase tenfold since 1960.76 Pentecostalism in the Caribbean has 
staked its claim on the grounds that it can stamp out “Satanism” (unlike 
Catholicism, which is perceived as coterminous with African-identified 
practices such as vodou/vodú), and its increasingly martial imagery has 
fueled a militant zealousness and a call to “spiritual warfare.”77 Adepts see 
conversion to Protestantism as a defense against malignant forces such 
as zonbi and baka.78 Evangelical Protestantism defines vodou as a form 
of witchcraft, a view that has instigated periodic moral panics, such as 
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after the 2010 earthquake in Haiti when vodou temples were attacked 
by Pentecostals as rumors surged that the temblor had resulted from a 
vodouisant devil pact.79 Richman has argued that Protestant discourse 
makes lwa, wanga, and djab (vodou deities, charms, and malevolent 
spirits, respectively) “hyper-real”; they are reified so that they can be 
ritually extirpated.80 The role of Pentecostalism in fomenting rumors 
about shape-shifting is not always apparent, but it certainly has served to 
amplify and spread baka/bacá rumors, especially when those rumors are 
picked up by television and digital media.81

It has been said that sorcery discourse persuades through the power 
of metaphor. Anthropologist Michael Jackson has written about how 
metaphors mediate between the body and social environments; they are 
not just a means of saying things but also a way of doing things.82 Sorcery 
practice, however, is also reflective of the precarious agency of the poor, 
for whom there are many constraints on their field of action. This was the 
case for a woman I met in San Juan de la Maguana, Ángela, who sought 
out a mystical “work” when she was running for a local-level political 
office against a powerful contender. But her rival managed to usurp the 
spell to his own advantage, winning the post through her device. Of 
course, sorcery discourse is also a means of empowerment, through en-
acting the “persuasive force of . . . ​articulated visions.”83 Anthropologist 
Jeffrey Kahn thus argues that stories of djab must be seen as an alternative 
form of reality, since they have the power to shape social events.84 Baka 
are also fundamentally a way of thinking through questions of power and 
the ethics of its deployment. As Charlotte Otten has put it, lycanthropy 
narrative “is not escapist: it is realistic.”85

This study homes in on the question of the animal host within 
these sorcery narratives and practice and how, as “cultural objects,” baka 
phantoms convey the past.86 Drawing upon Pierre Bourdieu, one might 
say that these spirits convert history into the supernatural.87 Chapter 1 
explains why the invasive species brought by Columbus became spirit 
demons, conveying the horror of conquest from the Indigenous people 
to the African slaves who arrived in their wake. Chapter 2 explores a 
mysterious suicide said to be caused by demonic cattle specters surg-
ing across the border, invoking ties of interdependency that have long 
bound Dominican cattle to Haitian markets; but this particular episode 
also articulated Dominican political rivalry and rumors of ill-gotten il-
licit wealth. Chapter 3 treats stories of baka in the form of fearsome black 
dogs, a version that resonates with the history of canines as technologies 
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of terror used to force the rebellious into submission—first the indigenes 
and later African slaves during the Haitian Revolution. Chapter 4 ana-
lyzes bacá narratives as haunting tales of loss and longing in stories about 
the creole pig in the aftermath of the military’s pork slaughter across the 
island in 1979. Women formed a large percentage of the small pig farm-
ers in the Dominican central frontier who recounted to me their despair 
at the loss of the creole pig in the aftermath of the army slaughter, since 
female heads of households have long relied on the family pig to pay for 
school fees and cover domestic emergencies. Chapter 5 examines bacá 
rumors that swarmed around La Manicera, a vegetable oil processing 
plant associated with one of Trujillo’s henchmen and a man whose nick-
name was “Colón” (the Spanish version of the name Columbus).

The final chapters shift from history to performance to consider 
the meaning of bacá storytelling and representations of animals within 
popular culture. Chapter 6 discusses the semantics of bacá stories as ve-
hicles of masculine bravado that transform the narrators into trickster 
heroes. Chapter 7 shifts to the genre of the grotesque, focusing on the 
figure of the animal in Carnival masquerade as well as its role as mascu-
line partner, foil, and rival and the pleasures of artful braggadocio and 
popular humor; it thus celebrates the bawdy verbal arts that embrace the 
animal and the history of free-range beasts and the men they long sus-
tained on Hispaniola.



CHAPTER ONE

PRETER­
NATURALIA
OF TALKING COWS

The monster is difference made flesh, come to dwell among us.
JEFFREY JEROME COHEN

It is a rare breed of fabulist who transcribes and records 
—rather than invents—a reality invisible to most of us.
GUILLERMO DEL TORO

It has been said that the Caribbean is a crucible of modernity, since plan-
tation slavery fueled European industrialization and the ingenio or sugar 
mill was the precursor to the modern factory.1 Many have acknowledged 
the mass death of indigenes and African slaves that accompanied Span-
ish colonization, but the role of nonhuman animals in this process has 
received less attention.2 Yet it should not surprise that from Indigenous 
peoples and Africans to sea turtles and manatees, the Caribbean was also 
ground zero of species extinction: More fauna have vanished there in 
the last century than anywhere else, and Hispaniola was ground zero, of 
course, for the Spanish colonial project.3 As one writer dramatically put it, 
“The Caribbean is the world’s largest laboratory of extinction.”4 Mammal 
diversity in the Caribbean began to erode with the first arrival of humans, 
with large sloths and monkeys as well as a variety of rodents vanishing.5 
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But Columbus’s arrival on Hispaniola caused a veritable scourge of ani-
mal death, as manatees, hutias, solenodons, turtles, and many bird spe-
cies disappeared as victims of non-native species introductions as well 
as human predation; out of 130 species, today only 13 non-bat mammal 
species and 60 bat species remain. Indeed, the Natural History Museum 
of Havana today has the feel of a morgue.6 Cuban literary critic Antonio 
Benítez-Rojo has noted that much of Caribbean cultural memory resides 
in the environment, which has been brutally assaulted by the plantation 
system, a precocious paradigm of industrial engineering.7

No wonder the countryside of Haiti and the Dominican Republic 
is haunted today by animal specters. In Bánica, I was told stories about 
animal revenants, in particular phantasmic stray livestock engaging in 
strange behavior such as flying, crying, or talking. I also heard about 
people who have been able to accumulate vast amounts of wealth in this 
context of primarily subsistence agriculture and who stand accused of 
controlling large clandestine herds of feral cattle minded by no one. As 
Hegel explained to me, “What people say is that there are lots and lots 
of animals, lots and lots and lots of animals—steers, dairy cattle, goats, 
pigs, horses—and no one takes care of them. No one minds these animals. 
Understand? Nono, for example, has something that takes care of his 
things; he has a bacá that takes care of them. No one steals them. No one 
watches them. They don’t get lost; they don’t stray. They are not fenced 
in, yet they don’t stray. And how many trucks does he have? Today Nono 
has one, but before he had so much more money compared to everyone 
else at that time in the Dominican Republic. He had millions of pesos. 
For the 1990s, he had way too much money and no one knew where it 
came from.”

The bacá can be a manifestation of occult illicit wealth; it can also be 
a clandestine form of agency. Colón, who served as manager of La Man-
icera, a vegetable oil processing plant, in the 1980s, elaborated further on 
the use of bacá as a supernatural assistant: “In those days, people had these 
creatures [pájaros malos] to protect their livestock; people would have 
them around the house and they would do what they wanted them to; 
they would also go to the farm and they would bring the animals to their 
owners. A bacá can become a person or a cow or a goat or a dog. They 
come from Haiti, but Dominicans have them too—especially people with 
money. They would often be sent to steal livestock; this happened a lot. 
They can also be sent to steal fruit. These are people who wanted to ac-
quire wealth without working.” These tales are alarming reminders that 
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“evil is never dormant; it gestates.”8 In their presumption that there is an 
“invisible hand” enabling profit to accrue to some and not others, these 
stories also indicate a profoundly suspicious view of wealth acquisition.9

In Hegel’s and Colón’s stories these animals were located at a com-
fortable distance, but I spoke with many people who had fraught en-
counters with these creatures, which are often predatory. Indeed, Hegel’s 
home had been haunted by a canine specter, which he heard incessantly 
scratching, growling, and barking at his door for weeks, until he found 
someone who could remove it. As Juan Ramón told me:

jr: The dogs here come from Haiti as galipotes. Every night and 
every day. Every night and every day. All the time. People from 
over there would do this to do bad things over here.

ld: And how could you tell those dogs were not dogs?

jr: If they are too big, they are galipotes.

ld: But how did you know they were people [turned into dogs]?

jr: Because they turned back into people. Dogs don’t eat dogs. 
They were killed and eaten. Dogs don’t eat dogs. Emilio, during 
the day, in the morning, when he went to El Caracol, he would 
shoot them and take them out. A dog much bigger than he was. Up 
there, we did everything. We bushwhacked, we killed. Every night, 
every night. We saw some crazy things. There once was a female 
dog in a rocking chair, rocking herself in the chair. That was a gali-
pote also. Yes, I remember that time. I was going down the same 
road when I said, “There’s a galipote!” I went into my house and 
grabbed a machete and ran out fast, but it had gone. Then in the 
road at El Cebe we bumped into it again. I felt it was there, but in a 
flash it was gone; it had disappeared toward the canyon. It jumped 
away and we did not see it again. Back then it was a festival of those 
creatures every day. Not one, not two—they were everywhere.10

Like in Sigmund Freud’s classic work on the uncanny, these animal reve-
nants are described as everyday creatures made strange that create a sen-
sation of dread.11 As spirit animals, they are redolent of death and evoke a 
visceral kind of “morbid anxiety,” which is why children first learn about 
the bacá as a frightening demon that will come after them if they step 
out of line.12 I want to argue that these popular bacá stories of animal 
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phantoms can be seen as a form of popular witnessing, forming visceral 
archives of terror, since quadrupeds were the storm troopers of colonial-
ism and dogs ensured that slaves could be worked to death without any 
chance of escape.13

This study explores narratives of encounter with this particularly 
feared genre of shape-shifting phenomena called bacá—spirit beings that 
are deployed to steal or protect farm animals, harvests, and cash in Haiti 
and the Dominican Republic. Bacá are spirit demons created by sorcerers; 
they can help amass wealth. Butchers told me about sheep that meowed, 
goats with pigs’ tails, and bulls that cried like a baby—creatures that were 
really bacá or spirit animals. They are pigs sold at market with human 
fingernails, or cows that talk or cry. Most often they present as dogs, pigs, 
or cattle with eyes that glow red.14 I heard haunting stories about invisible 
visitations (and how they were eradicated), struggles in the bush by virile 
men who fought off these beasts, ranchers’ and butchers’ tales about bacá 
that eviscerated their herds and drained their cash; a curandera (healer) 
boasted that she could make one for me. Workers resisted cruel employers 
by secretly stealing their crops via bacá, just as heroic men protect their 
families and the nation from feral packs of baka streaming over the border 
from Haiti. I spoke with Haitian secret society members whose special 
skills include shape-shifting and who can turn into canines, among other 
things. As a spirit demon in animal form, the baka conjoins the specter of 
mass death brought on by colonialism in the Caribbean with the animals 
that enabled the subjugation of first Native American and then African 
slaves and that later went on to provide sustenance for freedmen on the 
island. These narratives raise many questions, but the first conundrum is 
why the bacá almost invariably appears as the seed animals first brought 
to Hispaniola by Columbus: the dogs, cattle, pigs, horses, and goats that 
were the first line of attack during the conquest.15

Alfred Crosby’s pioneering work on the Columbian exchange 
charted the biotic impact of the flora and fauna brought by Columbus 
to the New World.16 But in seeking to explain the visceral horror engen-
dered by these ghostly “creatures of empire” today, I have had to search 
for answers elsewhere.17 Witchcraft studies have not taken into consid-
eration the significance of the host on the grounds that in the Anglo-
American model, whether the beast was an ass, ox, ram, or black horse, it 
was a manifestation of the singular embodiment of evil, Lucifer.18 How-
ever, the semantics of animals in bacá apparitions are not arbitrary or 
contingent. I want to make the case that these narratives can be a source 
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for what historian Ranajit Guha has termed the “small voices of history,” 
but this requires taking stock of the historical animal traces in these sto-
ries.19 I argue that these narratives of animal demons are related to the 
phenomenology of interspecies contact and labor in an environment in 
which animals have long been a constant sensorial and affective presence 
in everyday life. This study considers these animal hosts as repositories 
of popular memory derived from a longue durée history of multispecies 
entanglements on Hispaniola that carry sensory, aesthetic, and ontologi-
cal meanings. The many meanings of nonhuman animals in this case are 
far more than just symbolic; animals have long played leading roles as 
technologies of domination and terror, material sustenance, codepen-
dent laboring partners, sacrificial beasts, and companion animals, as well 
as the inspiration for animal metaphors used as “identity assertions” and 
mimetic alter egos in pseudonyms, fables, nicknames, jokes, storytelling, 
and Carnival masquerade; they even provide a language of ludic sexual 
innuendo in everyday speech.20 In anthropologist A. R. Radcliffe-Brown’s 
terms, the particular animals invoked in these narratives have ritual value 
because of the acute emotive resonance they invoke, whether despised 
(vicious attack dogs that hunted slaves) or adored (pigs that enabled the 
privilege of autonomy at a time when slavery was the rule for people of 
color).21 If animals long served as Other in Europe, this was not the case 
within contexts of slavery, in which slaves were classed with and often lived 
and worked intimately with farm animals in circumstances in which those 
animals likely provided a modicum of solace under brutal conditions, or 
within post-emancipation societies, in which subsistence peasants unat-
tached to plantations could be demeaned as just as lowly as free-range 
pigs.22 The final historical layer of these narratives is one of mourning, 
since the narratives conjure feral animals such as the long-tusked jabalí 
boar (Sus scrofa), which is now a rarity; over time the animal commons 
was eviscerated by a series of challenges, from fencing laws and popula-
tion growth to pesticides in the twentieth century. Yet these phantasmic 
sightings also indicate an element of African American trickster heroism’s 
defiant “refusal to mourn,” as popular storytelling and playful speech acts 
in the idiom of the carnivalesque refuse the elegiac and instead insist on 
ribald humor and brash audaciousness in the face of harsh challenges.23

Sigmund Freud explored how trauma could affix itself within the 
psyche, emerging unconsciously in jokes, dreams, and slips of the tongue, 
but he was less attuned to nondiscursive forms of affect and memory 
such as forms of embodied knowledge that are not cognized but rather 
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prediscursively sensed “at a level beneath awareness” and which can 
manifest in ritual and other privileged domains of social life.24 Anthro-
pologists have considered how sorcery and witchcraft can be media in 
which “implicit social knowledge” such as popular memories can be 
glimpsed, and how demons can be studied as “cultural objects.”25 Rosa-
lind Shaw, for example, has explored how fragmented memories of slav-
ery have sedimented like palimpsests that accumulate historical layers 
over time.26 Memory here is not consciously recalled but tacitly appre-
hended, forgotten as history but embedded in images and practices in 
ritual and other forms of cultural expression.27 Freud termed this “invol-
untary memory,” which is registered through shocks and can result in a 
kind of traumatic neurosis in which the patient repeatedly returns to the 
initial catastrophe.28

Bacá stories are cultural performances of “haunted landscapes, 
where assemblages of the dead gather together with the living”; thus they 
convey the experience of being haunted and hunted by predatory spirits 
in animal form that conjure the experience of terror wrought by colo-
nialism and beyond in conditions of domination and precarity.29 These 
emotionally dense animals serve as charged mnemonics apprehended so-
matically in tales of everyday furtive encounters with frightening beastly 
demons, as well as more playful forms such as roasting and eating them in 
patron saint festivals, masquerading as them in Carnival, and joking about 
them as sex objects in carnal humor. As Holland, Ochoa, and Tompkins 
have put it, “We see viscerality as a phenomenological index for the logics 
of desire, consumption, disgust, health, disease, belonging, and displace-
ment that are implicit in colonial and postcolonial relations.”30 I argue 
that bacá stories reveal that the trauma of conquest lives on unresolved 
in implicit social knowledge, as these apparitions of spectral animal de-
mons force a never-ending revisiting of the animal terror that created the 
“lingering trouble” in the first place. The visceral dread evoked by these 
animal demons is a material manifestation of what Dominicans call the 
fukú de Colón (curse of Columbus), a popular taboo that extends even to 
uttering the name of Columbus due to the scourge he unleashed. (Fukú 
is a Kikongo term for “night” that connotes illicitness and subterfuge.)31

The appearance of a bacá, an errant spirit, is a sign of clear and pre
sent danger, but one which is conveyed through rumor or unsanctioned 
speech and thus operates clandestinely, as if obscured by a fog; there is 
an “interpretive ambiguity” that is part and parcel of bacá storytelling.32 
Thus I am unnaturally casting a spotlight on the bacá here when it would 
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otherwise be lurking in the shadows; its natural habitat is the penumbra 
of darkness, a space of “reasonable conjecture” and “epistemic murk.”33 
But as historian Luise White has argued, these narratives of shape-
shifting can provide evidence for the experience wrought by colonial 
processes—evidence unavailable elsewhere—as key motifs, images, and 
idioms evince the emotions triggered by new forms of technology and 
labor and forms of unspeakable terror.34 French historian Alain Corbin 
has demonstrated how rumors can reveal collective anxieties and hopes 
grounded in local experience, particularly during moments of social un-
rest.35 I hope to demonstrate that spirit animal accounts can offer a win
dow into deep-time temporalities that revisit the violence of conquest 
and have forged a “mutilated historicity” that has become embedded in 
the landscape like dregs.36

MAN AND BEAST ON LA ESPAÑOLA

Christopher Columbus arrived on the north coast of La Española in 1492, 
commencing the colonial economy, which initiated the dramatic demise 
of the largest Amerindian population in the Caribbean.37 But his arrival 
had an important animal component to it as well, a story of human-
animal codependence accompanied by massive violence and death. In 
1493, on Columbus’s second voyage to the Caribbean, he arrived with 17 
ships, 1,200 men, 6 mares, 6 cows, pigs, donkeys, poultry, 1,600 sheep, and 
various cats and dogs as seed animals to provision the new colonists. La 
Española became the “vestibule to the Americas,” as the colonists went on 
to spread ranching extensively in New Spain, Venezuela, and beyond.38 
The North American colonists brought livestock to service agriculture, 
and in sharp contrast to the Iberian model, in North America animals 
were located on the periphery, not at the center.39 Subsequent vessels 
brought more pigs, as they were easier to transport across the sea than 
cattle and horses, which were difficult to load onto the ships and required 
massive amounts of feed. European cows, horses, dogs, and pigs thrived 
in their new environment, as the Andalusian culture of extensive cattle 
production took root amid Caribbean tropical forests and grasslands.40 
As nineteenth-century Dominican statesman and essayist Pedro Fran-
cisco Bonó put it, La Española became a pastoral society like its Iberian 
predecessor, but patently without the bucolic associations of the term 
pastoral. The feral animal commons that formed there over time became 
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the basis of a violent extractivist economy founded on mass human and 
nonhuman animal death, although later that animal commons came to 
sustain an independent peasantry, enabling it to remain outside of slav-
ery and the harsh sugar plantation regime.41 This may be why, as symbols 
of power, these animals—like dangerous twins—flip from being signs of 
doom and abjection to being signs of sustenance and conviviality.42

Christina Sharpe has written eloquently about how living “in the 
wake” means grounding “the history and present of terror” at the core 
of Black existence, a method of “encountering a past which is not past.”43 
The account I offer in this book is a poignant reminder that Caribbean 
settler colonialism brought mass death not only to Indigenous and Afri-
can slaves but also to the nonhuman animals originally brought as seed 
animals. Thus bacá apparitions must also be seen as acts of witnessing 
and mourning, with several layered meanings: first in response to the 
horror of mass death of Amerindians and slaves, later becoming extinc-
tion narratives mourning a feral animal commons that long sustained 
freedmen outside of slavery. Freud observed the sensory emotional 
charge conveyed by taboo phenomena, which he described as like “an 
electrical charge; they are the seat of tremendous power which is trans-
missible by contact.”44 If at times traumatic events are silenced as the 
result of a taboo, by contrast bacá sightings seem to obsessively revisit 
the violence wrought by the Columbian exchange, as these cursed ani-
mals shadow, hunt, and terrorize contemporary residents of the island in 
a carnivalesque inversion of the hunting economy that defined rural life 
for centuries, with the animals now hunting the humans.

The animal herds that formed over the course of the sixteenth 
century consisted not only of animals for food, breeding stock, and pack 
animals; some of the cats, dogs, guinea fowl, and goats brought on Co-
lumbus’s ships were “rewilded”—that is to say, they returned to a free-
ranging wild existence from a domesticated state. Other animals did not 
succeed in the Caribbean; as in Barbados, even camels were brought ini-
tially, but they did not thrive.45 The forest, “so dense even a rabbit could 
not penetrate it,” provided shelter to a constant stream of runaway In-
digenous and African runaway slaves as well as stray livestock.46 Cattle 
proliferated extravagantly, with reports of a tenfold increase in three 
or four years.47 Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés in 1650 re-
ported that there were people with as many as twenty thousand head 
of cattle—herds of a size that claimed vast areas of land.48 In Cuba, 
Diego Velásquez de Cuellar reported that their seed animals expanded 
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exponentially; there were “more pigs than I had ever seen before in my 
life,” thriving on the abundant forage.49 Pigs have the unique character-
istic that they rapidly revert to boars in the wild, with an extended back 
and long tusks.

The feral pigs and dogs in particular became ferocious predators. 
The canines brought to hunt and subjugate the Indigenous population 
over time formed vicious packs that were such a menace, even to the 
boar population, that the governor of La Tortuga island eventually called 
for poison to cull them.50 Feeding on rats and lizards, dogs took to the 
forest; packs of fifty to sixty canines became savage predators, with a con
temporary observer reporting that they were found “preying on calves 
and fo[w]ls and were so fierce that they would assault an entire herd of 
wild boars and worry them until they take down 2 or 3.”51 Fernández de 
Oviedo y Valdés said the wild dogs are “worse than wolves and do more 
damage”; of course, the wolf in the European imagination has long been 
an emblem of the “dangerous and threatening qualities of the wild.”52 
Feral swine have been described as “the most invasive animal on the 
planet” and “an ecological train wreck.”53

These feral beasts that “multiplied marvelously” were actually in-
vasive species that wrought havoc on the ecosystem and contributed to 
the rapid demise of the Taíno population. With only the alligator serving 
as a natural predator, the packs of wild dogs and boars became fearsome 
predators preying on young calves. By the time Gonzalo Fernández de 
Oviedo de Valdés and Bartolomé de Las Casas arrived in 1650, roam-
ing swine had decimated the local rodent population, which had been 
a major protein source for the Indigenous population, and they likely 
raided hunting grounds, chasing away game. In the seventeenth century, 
cattle took over as the largest species of “vertebrate immigrant.”54 Trav-
eling in herds, these ungulates surely compacted the soil and ravaged 
ground cover, likely contributing to the semi-arid vegetation in certain 
areas such as Azua that became centers of cattle grazing. They also spread 
seeds of the guayaba (guava) fruit tree, to the point that in some areas 
forest growth was choking out pasture.55 Moreover, animals were vec-
tors of disease, spreading it into the interior where runaways had taken 
refuge. Due to their omnivorous nature, huge appetite, and rooting skills, 
the wild boars raided Indigenous gardens of tuber staple crops such as 
manioc (cassava), batata (sweet potato), and ñame (yam) and ate their 
guayaba and zapote, contributing to famine.56 The ecological impact was 
localized, however, since five forested mountain ranges, including the 
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highest in the Caribbean, prevented erosion from occurring outside of 
the savannas.

Given this scenario of ecological devastation as the Indigenous pop-
ulation died off and the animals expanded into immense feral herds, a 
messianic prophet in New Spain believed that the Spanish were turning 
people into cattle and exhorted people not to eat the Spaniards’ meat.57 
No wonder there was a sighting of a Taíno spirit demon who returned as 
a goat (fig. 1.1).58

Looming far larger than all the other quadrupeds on the island, 
horses were agents of terror—a fact the conquistadores deployed to 
their advantage, making the horse (as well as the dog) a central player in 
the domination of the Taíno indigenous population.59 Contemporaries 
noted the look of astonishment on the part of the Amerindians when 
horses first arrived, and later in an effort to render these quadrupeds even 
more frightening, the Spanish laced strings of bells across their mounts 
in battle so as to augment their otherworldly aura. But surely it was the 
fact that the indigenes were hunted with dogs and lanced en masse from 
atop these martial steeds that rendered them terrifying, as horses, men, 
and canines worked together in lethal squads.60 There are reports that 
the horse and rider in their military garb were perceived as single be-
ings by the indigenes—as monstrous centaurs—and the Spanish sought 
to augment these terrifying rumors of their own supernatural immor-
tality by carefully hiding the corpses of horses that died.61 Indeed, it is 
significant that the first Indigenous image painted after the arrival of the 
Spanish did not represent the powerful technology that they brought 
with them, the battleships and guns; rather, it sketched the dreadful sight 
of a man on horseback.62

Over time the new sights, sounds, and smells came to convey the 
horror of these animals, forming a sensory memory in which these beastly 
traces conjured up a visceral reaction of dread.63 Dogs were trained as at-
tack animals to hunt escaped Indians and Africans and disembowel their 
victims, and were fed their flesh as a reward. As Bartolomé de Las Casas 
graphically reminds us, Native American infants were tossed to canines 
to eat, and the body parts of indigenes, who were seen as nonhuman, 
were even sold as dog food in markets.64 Indeed, it was on La Española 
that barking at fugitive Indians paralyzed with terror came to be called 
“dogging” (aperreamiento), as siccing attack canines on Amerindians be-
came a verb.65 The heft of the cattle on La Española had an impact as well; 
there they grew considerably larger than in Europe, developing over 



1.1 ​ A Taíno monster lurking in the forest. From the manuscript Histoire Naturelle 
des Indes, ca. 1586, fol. 111r, “How the indians usually have visions of the evil spirit.” 
Morgan Library and Museum, New York, MA 3900, bequest of Clara S. Peck, 1983.
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time into enormous 1,600-pound creatures (with extremely large hides, 
eleven to thirteen feet long, that were particularly coveted in Europe).66 
In addition to the new sounds and smells of gunfire, the soundscape of 
these introduced beasts snorting, barking, snarling, braying, and stam-
peding must have been particularly frightening given the quietness of 
the previous landscape, with its softly shuffling hutias, silent lizards, and 
dogs that didn’t bark—an observation made by Fernández de Oviedo y 
Valdés.67 Since the Taíno hunted at night, they surely collided with feral 
boars. The fact that boars are nocturnal predators must have contributed 
to their image as a “harbinger of death,” as did their capacity for violence, 
which was comparable only to that of the feral dogs.68 As the leather 
trade to Europe expanded, the stench of death added to this ambiance 
of dread, as the noxious smell of rotting carcasses filled the air.69 This 
history helps explain later uses of these animal icons as signs of power, 
such as the use of a horse tail as a power object, a zonbi that appears in 
the form of a steer, a dog skull used as a wanga, or a fetish called chien des 
buissons (bush dog), used to protect against jackals. As subalterns sought 
to acquire some of the Iberians’ ferocious might, horse-and-rider zemis 
(power objects) made out of cotton—white being the color of death—
began to appear in caves where Indigenous people took refuge, hid their 
ritual paraphernalia, and died.70 This history helps explain why the dog 
and the horse serve as the primordial gateways to the spirit world in Hai-
tian and Dominican vodou/vodú.71

Yet over time the meaning of the feral animal commons gradually 
changed as it came to sustain the free peasantry and enable its auton-
omy.72 Hispaniola’s rural society was forged during the buccaneering 
economy of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in which master-
less men could make a living on their own in the contraband trade of 
hides and tallow and later as subsistence hunters or monteros (hunters) in 
the Dominican interior. By the seventeenth century Santo Domingo had 
become an important stop on the mule trade circuit, as interior creoles 
expanded from the leather trade into mule contraband networks that 
reached as far as Venezuela.73 Livestock—first hunting and later exten-
sive ranching—lay at the center of Hispaniola’s agrarian history, even if 
Haiti took a different path, becoming the world’s largest sugar producer 
by 1750.74 But the rise of sugar and coffee in Haiti actually deepened the 
reliance on animals in the Dominican Republic, since the entire eastern 
portion of the island came to provide cattle and oxen to the plantations 
of Saint-Domingue, much of this livestock pouring across the central 
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frontier into the Artibonite Valley in order to evade authorities. Just as 
anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard noted for the Nuer, on Hispaniola 
cattle long formed the organizational core of daily life and was “the 
medium through which social and mystical relations are expressed,” 
especially in the eastern side of the island, which became the seat of the 
cattle ranching economy.75 And even as Saint-Domingue turned toward 
sugar, it consumed the cattle and oxen of the east. Cattle thus became a 
common currency that knitted the two sides of the island together.

If Haiti and the Dominican Republic share a common popular cul-
tural affinity for animals and shape-shifting beliefs, I argue that it has 
to do with the importance of, proximity to, and reliance upon animals 
created by this feral animal economy. From the seventeenth century on-
ward, the meaning of the animal commons shifted from a menace to a 
means of subsistence, as it enabled the poor to remain outside of slavery; 
in the nineteenth century, it helped make the island a refuge for freed-
men while slavery raged in neighboring Puerto Rico and Cuba.76

BEASTS OF MEMORY

Clearly bacá are “good to think with,” as Claude Lévi-Strauss would say, 
but what can they tell us? Phantasmic figures of the mass death that was a 
feature of Caribbean history for the Native Americans and Africans who 
toiled in the mines and plantations, bacá also are evidence of a culture 
of proximity to death characteristic of West and Central African and 
Arawak cultures in which the portal between this world and the other 
world is always slightly ajar.77 In between the familiar dead of the an-
cestors and the legendary dead of the saints or lwa (spirit pantheon), 
as anthropologist Victor Turner has theorized them, these liminal enti-
ties are associated with death, darkness, and the wilderness and often 
disguise themselves as monsters.78 Part of a class of shape-shifting spirit 
demons, the baka, galipote, garadiablo, and lougawou are constituents 
of the extended family of the “ambient dead,” which are invisible but 
omnipresent—ephemeral trickster spirits that become manifest in mul-
tiple forms and unpredictable ways, and form part of “the darker side of 
faith,” as horror enthusiast Guillermo del Toro has aptly put it. 79 These 
beliefs are shared by Protestants, Catholics, and vodouisants, so they tran-
scend religious denomination, yet they occupy a very particular semantic 
space and moral location and can serve as a push factor for religious 
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affiliation, since fear can drive a need for protection from these spirits.80 
Portents of the unseen, they can appear in one’s dreams and prophesy—
for example, indicating where hidden treasure is located or who is next 
in line to die.81 The bacá can be glimpsed, but it remains defiantly co-
vert. This was made clear to me when an interlocutor recounted that 
he had written a long email to me describing his encounter with a bacá, 
but the email mysteriously vanished before it was sent; this proved to 
him that bacá are, as a rule, inherently clandestine and ephemeral. This 
anecdote seems to confirm sociologist George Simmel’s observation that 
“secrecy is, among other things, also the sociological expression of moral 
badness.”82

These wicked creatures are also implicitly gendered. Baka are 
bearded little men or feral beasts whose incessant ravenousness and thirst 
for violence render them “aggressively masculine”; their infernal sisters 
the lougawou are women who turn into birds and devour children.83 
Because they are vectors of the “dark arts” of sorcery, these spirits are 
seen as part of what literary critic Sylvia Wynter has termed the “demonic 
ground,” because they “reside in the liminal precincts of the current gov-
erning configurations of the human.”84 The racial politics of the island—
Haiti’s embrace of its slave past in stark contrast to the Dominican Re-
public’s mestizaje, which tilts toward whiteness—accounts for the fact 
that these spirits are perceived as Haitian, even if Dominicans use them 
and are abused by them just as frequently.85 Baka are classed as Haitian 
in part, I think, because in being able to become invisible they are most 
famously associated with escape through camouflage, a signature tech-
nique of the runaway slave (though they may likely also have roots in 
the Indigenous “fleeing gods” that could change into animal form).86 As 
Georges René put it, “Baka are slave spirits who were killed and return 
for revenge.” The baka should be seen as complex assemblages since they 
“channel-surf” between logics of animism and those of totemism.87

The Haitian wanga, the Kikongo ndoki, and the Yoruba ààlè are assem-
blages with the power to make things happen because they are seen.88 By 
contrast, this study explores something that exerts its force covertly.89 Bacá 
narratives are clearly a product of the world of fugitive slave resistance 
and the island’s martial past, as the baka is frequently a mercenary demon 
used as protection in warfare as well as a clandestine agent of predation.90 
Baka shape-shifting served as the inspiration for the literary genre Cuban 
writer Alejo Carpentier described as lo real maravilloso, which was born 
of maroon leader Makandal hiding from authorities during the Haitian 
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Revolution by shape-shifting (indeed, the protective talismans deployed 
in battle came to be called makandal).91 Baka are thus figures of fugitivity 
that celebrate marronage, the escaped slave being a culture hero of par
ticular significance in the Caribbean, a region forged through the vio
lence of plantation slavery.92 The bacá can be seen as a materialization 
of a popular genre of storytelling about cimarrones (runaway slaves)—
evidenced in songs, for example, about black birds (furtive underclass 
men, or choncholi) going to the monte (bush), where they become invis-
ible from authority.93 Freud made a case for the value of studying not just 
what is spoken but also what is left unsaid—not just one’s public face but 
also what is concealed.

Above all, baka are terrifying. Anthropologist Karen McCarthy 
Brown described them as “evil incarnate,” since they can literally scare 
people to death, but such a characterization is problematic because it 
renders these phenomena abstract when the reaction they invoke is far 
more visceral.94 Freud studied dreams, but the baka take us into the realm 
of nightmares and the social ecology of fear.95 Similar to the pishtaco fat-
stealers of the Andes, baka are rumored to be cannibals, although an-
thropologist Laënnec Hurbon explains that this is because the Haitian 
expression “to eat someone” (mange moun) can mean to capture some-
one’s spirit through sorcery or can refer to the human sacrifice necessary 
for the angajman, the implicit cash pact requisite to generating a baka.96

I wish to propose something else: that the loathsome bacá is not just 
a figure of wondrous nature but also a figure of race.97 The bacá is black in 
more ways than one; it can appear as a little black dwarf, but it also chan-
nels the idea of blackness as a stealthy “latent and nascent power” that is 
feared and must be controlled.98 It thus invokes the very mestizo idea of 
blackness as not necessarily self-evident but latent.99 There is something 
black about the sense of threat posed by the baka; it is the barely dis-
cernible baka lurking in the shadows “ready to pounce” that represents 
an “unconsummated surplus of danger.” Similarly, the image of the baka 
channeling the “wild French negroes” forms part of a Gothic narrative of 
Haiti that commenced with the Haitian Revolution.100

At times, allegations of shape-shifting may be deployed as a figure 
of speech, an expressive metaphor for rule-breaking violence, as in the 
comment that the late nineteenth-century Dominican strongman Lilís 
(Ulises Heureaux) was satanic, a wizard (a galipote, a close cousin of 
the bacá) who could turn into a dog or a pig.101 Indeed, perhaps due to 
the way slavery cast Black men as virtual beasts—as eighteenth-century 
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Jamaican jurist Edward Long put it, “Africans, first imported, were wild 
and savage in the extreme”—turning into an animal is cast as a tech-
nique of blackness.102 Gothic literature became popular in Britain just as 
emancipated slaves were arriving on British shores in the late eighteenth 
century, and the werewolves of that literature became powerful vectors 
of racialization, conjuring the inner beast and purported “super bodies” 
of Black men, meanings that also course through baka stories in their 
evocation of the stealthy and purportedly diabolical powers of Haitian 
magic.103 Drawing upon the imagery of blood, soil, sex, and violence, the 
baka is a discourse of Gothic cultural alterity that renders Haitians vec-
tors of covert violence as well as of powerful magical protection through-
out the Caribbean.104 Yet it also represents an idiom of popular martial 
masculinity that some Haitians have come to embrace, as in the vodou 
deity Lwa Criminel or the Carnival figure Lansè-Kòd, both daring street 
toughs who threaten to do the unthinkable.105

We have now strayed from the topic of anti-Haitianism and moved 
toward the topic of “racial assemblage.”106 The latter is not unique to 
Dominicans. It is a local variant of a colonial racial order disseminated 
throughout Latin America, one that forged a certain “racialist revulsion 
and spiritual awe of latent and nascent power,” with the presumption 
that the darker the skin the blacker the magic. It is also a composite, or 
what linguist Michael Silverstein would call a “text-artifact.” Rather than 
essentialize this assemblage, we seek to uncover the various dialogical 
threads implicit within it.107 Colonial diabolism imposed a racial order 
within which African-derived practices were cast as a stealthy threat red-
olent of Satan; in the Caribbean, Haiti came to substitute for Dahomey, 
the source of many slaves, and it also became the target of an immense 
European rumor mill about purported African cannibalism and witch-
craft.108 As anthropologist Laura Lewis has explained in her study of the 
Mexican Inquisition, witchcraft hierarchy was closely correlated with 
caste, hence race; in that hierarchy, greater social distance is seen to be 
correlated with greater invisible powers.109 Tales Dominicans tell about 
Haitians who can walk on burning coals and transform into packs of 
ferocious dogs that stream over the border, stories of “fantastic credibil-
ity,” conjure up images of Haitian wildness and its attendant marvels; 
they also convey what Zakiyyah Jackson has called “the animalization of 
blackness.”110

Anthropologist Mary Weismantel has written that the Andean 
pishtaco, which sucks the fat of Indians and accumulates wealth, is actually 
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a figure of whiteness that serves as a visual metaphor for a long history 
of colonial predation and accumulation.111 Similarly, the baka, a spirit 
which has been turned into an animal—a pig, dog, or cow—requires the 
conjuring skills of a very powerful priest—usually, in the view of Domini-
cans, a Haitian, since Dominican magic is insufficiently potent. Like the 
pishtaco, the baka is raced not only by its color but also through its asso-
ciation with wildness. Like a newly arrived African slave (bozal), it is seen 
as feral and impossible to entirely control. It is important to note, how-
ever, that this aspect of Haitian identity is an “open secret” that is not eas-
ily articulated.112 It hovers in the shadows, in fugitive speech forms such 
as gossip and rumor, and in stories that do not necessarily name Haiti but 
invoke, as Alfred Métraux has written, an unspoken colonial heritage of 
“the witchcraft of remote and mysterious Africa which troubled the sleep 
of the people in ‘the big house.’ ”113 Indeed, in spite of pervasive cultural 
entanglement—or perhaps because of it—the borderline between Hai-
tians and Dominicans becomes visible through stories in which Haiti is 
cast as a locus of demons. As literary critic A. James Arnold has put it, 
“The monster occupies a necessary, liminal position at the edges of any 
culture’s conceptual field.”114

Lest we blame Dominicans alone for these rumors, it should be 
noted that Haitians themselves have long burnished rumors of their 
enhanced sorcery skills. Many Haitians themselves fear the notorious 
Sanpwèl and Bizango, secret societies whose members boast they can 
shape-shift. As Taussig reminds us, this malevolent and mystical vision 
of power has been incorporated into Haitian sorcery practices.115 Indeed, 
the presence of bones and particularly skulls on Haitian altars fueled ru-
mors of Haitian cannibalism during the US occupation, rumors spread 
by marines who were uninterested in the particular function of bones 
as spiritual circuitry in Haitian altars.116 As a bundle of stigmatized at-
tributes, the idea of the Haitian Other most frequently appears in the 
border region through stories of Haitian spiritual potency, a view that 
is in accord with a long history of racialization dating from colonialism, 
slavery, and the Haitian Revolution, a story of “the power of blackness . . . ​
that is to be feared and controlled.”117

Haiti and the Dominican Republic are coded within their respec-
tive national identities as culturally opposed—as vodou/Catholic and Black/
mixed—but the material presented here recounts another story.118 It is a poi-
gnant reminder that Hispaniola had nearly two hundred years of shared 
history as a terre mêlée before French colonialism arrived, splitting 
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the island in two, and before the rise of the sugar industry, which dif-
ferentiated the two sides of the island in the early eighteenth century, as 
Saint-Domingue became the world’s largest sugar producer with a slave 
majority and the eastern side of the island deepened its reliance on cattle 
managed by freedmen. Yet notwithstanding the divergent national his-
tories and foundational narratives of identity, baka narratives share the 
same structural logic on both sides of the island. Given this, they invite 
us to take seriously historian Prasenjit Duara’s call to reveal the “rhetori-
cal strategies [that] conceal the aporias and repressions necessitated by 
the imposition of a master narrative” of intra-island difference.119 Popular 
religion as well as sorcery practices in the central frontier traverse the di-
viding line between the two nations. Haitians and Dominicans have long 
shared pilgrimage networks, with Haitians traveling to the Dominican 
festival for the patron saint the Virgin of Altagracia in the eastern town 
of Higüey, and Dominicans frequenting the healing pool and waterfall at 
Saut D’Eau (Sodo), which is the locus of the Virgin Mary of Mount Car-
mel.120 And folk Catholicism and vodou/vodú in Haiti and the Domini-
can Republic share features common to Afro-Atlantic religions, such as 
spirit possession, which binds the living to the spirit world.121

The baka transgresses the border while simultaneously relying 
upon it, as circuits of harming and healing rely upon its opposed yet 
complementary meanings. As “composite fabrications,” fetishes seem to 
thrive in contact zones where, as anthropologist Patricia Spyer has said, 
they mark and negotiate forms of difference.122 Indeed, the very concept 
of fetissio (fetish) emerged as a term for incommensurable value within 
the first zone of contact between Europeans and Africans in the sixteenth 
century.123 So when a Dominican curandero in Elías Piña found his pow-
ers of clairvoyance through a miraculous cure when he was an infant 
in Arcahaie, Haiti (which Dominicans consider to be the central zonbi 
depot), or a Haitian bòcò is needed to discharge a pesky baka or heal a 
“sent illness,” or a Dominican prostitute requires a Haitian zonbi to pro-
tect herself from aids, an inter-island codependence is revealed that is 
occluded in official narratives of nationhood.124 While baka stories trace 
binational entanglement and a shared cultural unconscious occluded in 
official narratives, there is one crucial difference in the narration of sub-
ject position or point of view within this corpus of stories: In my expe-
rience only Haitians boast that they can actually become animals. This 
dark art is considered the sole province of the shadowy members of se-
cret societies such as Sanpwèl or Bizango, who burnish their fearsome 
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reputations as larger-than-life virtual predators, making them man-gods 
with strong parallels to the nahualli witch of Mexico.125 For Dominicans, 
the baka is, in the end, an index of alterity, hovering within that “primal 
space between fear [of ] and attraction” to the Other.126 Since Dominicans 
perceive these spirit demons as Haitian creations that only Haitian magic 
can get rid of, the baka relies upon the antinomies of Haitian and Domin-
ican identity and might well be described as a “mediator” that channels 
anxieties about money (cast as alien) into morally charged ethnic bound
aries that “inculpate ethnic others in local suffering” and that convey a 
latent threat perception. But they are not solely negative, because they 
also provide a proscenium for Dominicans to cast themselves as valiant 
heroes.127

If these narratives cast capitalism as exogenous and Haiti as the font 
of money magic, it is relevant that the Dominican Republic had a slightly 
different trajectory compared to much of the rest of Latin America, since 
it was long a backwater and its economy grew parasitically as a result of 
the prosperity of Saint-Domingue. After Santo Domingo was no longer 
the colonial audiencia and trade shifted to the mainland, settlers had 
to purchase their French cloth, silk stockings, hats, gunpowder, and 
shot from filibusters, whom they paid with smoked meat and mantegne 
(pig’s lard).128 As Saint-Domingue developed into a massive engine of 
industrial sugar profit in the late eighteenth century, cattle became the 
primary protocurrency through which Dominicans acquired slaves and 
manufactured goods such as rum, cloth, and rope.129 These trade rela-
tions rendered Saint-Domingue the motor of capitalist profit on the is-
land, and the east could only siphon off some of that through proffering 
their asses, mules, horses, oxen, and cattle. This was more than a “secular 
meat dependency,” since these animals fueled the energy for the Jamaica 
Train (the sugar refinery) as well as providing hauling and transport; 
they also provided critical ingredients—bovine blood and bone char—
needed for sugar refining.130 These relations of exchange cast Haiti as 
a sign of the mysteries of capitalist profit to Dominicans who lived in a 
natural economy of use value and who participated in global capitalist 
flows only vicariously. The perceived unbridled danger of Haitian sor-
cery and money magic also can fuel popular anti-Haitianism and may 
have contributed to popular understandings of why the 1937 massacre 
took place.131

This accounts for why Haiti is rendered a surreptitious cash ma-
chine in these popular narratives. Héctor Alcántara Fragoso, for example, 
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told me the story of Feliz de los Santos Alcántara, alias Felito, who 
became a

multimillionaire although he wasn’t a professional and didn’t own 
a factory. Native to this region, he met a girl and got married and 
she ended up having to leave him because at night a little animal 
would place bags of money under the bed. She was so scared that 
she ended up leaving him and going home. She saw a little black 
man and they could not figure out how it got in there to deposit 
money under the bed. The little man placed the money there but 
she could not take the money—only the owner could. Felito sold 
lottery tickets. He was from La Cañita, Rincón Grande, and he first 
came on a burro and then he was able to buy a bicycle with twenty-
eight-inch wheels on which he sold lottery tickets and his business 
grew in part through said animal, the bacá. A brother of mine was 
his driver. Felito sent him to the capital and wouldn’t let anyone 
drive with him, but [Héctor’s brother] could feel the evil that was 
present in the guagua [car], which was a Datsun. It had this intense 
smell but he couldn’t see anything. And when he tried to sell the 
vehicle—that was when the strange person who traveled along with 
him on his side disappeared. So the smell came from the bacá, which 
rode in the car.

Héctor also related a story about a native creature, a snake—which, not-
withstanding its satanic associations in the Bible, served as a spirit double 
for his father, Nicolo Fragoso, known as Negro, who was having a tough 
time with this snake, which ate his chickens and even a small goat.132 So 
one day he shot the creature, and it returned to its cave to heal—and 
Negro spent two months in bed recuperating as well. They finally killed 
the snake, but on that day Negro could not get out of bed. As Héctor put 
it, “They say that when someone dies, the snake looks for its partner.”

ANIMAL ENTANGLEMENTS

I argue that baka stories, taken as an archive, chart a longue durée culture 
and history of interspecies contact and reliance upon animals among the 
rural poor. Sugar plantations required livestock, since mills were driven 
by cattle, mules, or oxen until the twentieth century; as historian Linda 
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Rupert notes, mules were preferred for Caribbean sugar mills yet re-
quired constant inputs because they are sterile.133 Mules and cattle were 
important draft animals, and manure was used as fertilizer until petro-
chemical inputs were developed in the twentieth century. Humans and 
animals were the core labor power for the plantation; as one planter put 
it, “slaves and stock . . . ​are the sinews of a plantation.”134 Both branded, 
slaves and livestock were classed together in plantation registries; the 
term maroon, which later came to mean an escaped slave who lived in 
a settlement with other escaped slaves, initially was used to refer to a 
hunter of wild cattle.135 From moving the herds and carrying grass to 
searching for strays, mending fences, and building chicken coops, much 
slave labor was expended in animal care. Outside of the plantation con-
text, donkeys have long been the most important form of transport in 
the interior.136 Proximity and contact, which continued within mule 
contraband networks, forged a sense of “kinesthetic empathy” and even 
identification between slaves and their animal charges. Livestock also 
could become surrogates for vicious owners, as slaves lashed out at them 
when they could.137 Enslaved people were also used to frame spectacles 
of subjugation through animal props, as in Jamaica, where enslaved foot-
men were forced to run behind whites when they went out riding.138 An-
thropologist Clifford Geertz stressed that practices, not just words, play a 
key role in generating cultural meanings, yet the study of human-animal 
relations has been slow to link linguistic evidence to interspecies contact 
and everyday interactions.139

Compared to the backbreaking work of cane cutting with its in-
dustrial regimentation and systems of surveillance and punishment, 
cattle work was lighter, the labor force was smaller, the work entailed 
less supervision and far more autonomy for slaves, and it required mo-
bility, which was a privilege.140 This was the case for Iberian pastoral-
ism, as well as the system of pen-keeping in the British West Indies.141 
As historian of Barbados Verene Shepherd has demonstrated, pen-
keeping forged a non-sugar elite that tended to be free, mixed-race, 
and creole. Through what was termed the “happy coalition of interests 
between master and slave,” since it was cheaper to allow slaves to grow 
their own food, provision grounds called conucos gave birth to creole cul-
ture, as anthropologist Sidney Mintz has argued. Yet the family chicken 
and hog were crucial components of farming, and not only because they 
provided much-needed protein when slaves were allocated rotten or 
scrap meat and bones.142 In the post-emancipation period, livestock 
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could also provide a bargaining chip for a sharecropping arrangement, 
and could serve as collateral for loans.143 As a result, codependence was 
forged between slaves and freedmen and their animal charges. A strong 
sense of togetherness is apparent in the treatment of companion animals, 
especially mules and oxen, which worked in tandem with their human 
charges and were not eaten (fig. 1.2).144 Fed, their feet checked, stroked, 
trimmed, and spoken to, they were individuated through names. Fur-
ther evidence of the social value of livestock was when the Haitian Revo-
lution broke out and the insurgents attacked frontier ranchers’ cattle, 
or when a red mule was sold adorned with “French braids”; and when 
their slave caretakers often protected and took refuge with their animal 
charges.145 No wonder the independent lifestyles enabled by freedmen 
owning horses, goats, and pigs engendered a crackdown from authorities 
throughout the Caribbean in the post-emancipation period.146

A freedman subculture that was born in the sixteenth century over 
time became a sizable force engaging in tasks such as logging of precious 
woods in combination with hunting and itinerant sales.147 Despised by 
elites, these freedmen led a lewd and licentious lifestyle that in a time 
of slavery was extravagantly mobile and frequently involved animals. 

1.2 ​ A Dominican farmer plowing with oxen. Hato Major, Elias Piña, Dominican 
Republic, 2014. Photo by the author.
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Freedmen typically engaged in a multiplicity of activities to complement 
subsistence farming: They hunted feral cattle, boars, and game; butch-
ered and sold meat at market; carted water via donkey; drove horse-
drawn carriages; tilled the soil with oxen; managed the oxen at the sugar 
mill; raised chicken and guinea fowl for sale; and roamed the interior on 
horseback or on burros, depending on their class circumstances. Long-
standing elite anxieties about freedmen who were said to be prone to 
violence or (with the late nineteenth-century rise of liberalism) were cast 
as indolent solidified into certain negative stereotypes that accrued to 
certain occupations. The longue durée genealogy of Dominican freedmen 
should commence with the vaquero or stockman, descriptions of which 
emerge as early as the sixteenth century. Luis José Peguero in a décima 
(ten-stanza poem) lists the characteristics of these rustic backcountry 
travelers armed with lances, who traversed the interior “montes y sabanas” 
(woodlands and plains) looking for wild cattle and who were known to 
be cocky and saucy womanizers. As Peguero put it in this décima:

I would like to ask
everyone in the whole world
if there were no cowboy,
Who would practice herding cattle?
To the weapons, it would be roasting [dangerous];
to the sciences, audacity;
to the arts, mischief,
with which in walks, and others,
either the women would herd cattle,
or there would be no cowboy.148

Horse-drawn carriage drivers had a bad reputation even in Spain, where 
they were seen as “fiendish and insolent” and were subject to a constant 
stream of abuse casting them as greedy and irritable; they were “scoffed 
at, disrespected but always searched out.”149 The cochero (driver) of the 
volanta (carriage) was a principal character of urban life, as noted in the 
classic Cuban charanga song “Pare Cochero” about a “delicate boy” who is 
ill and needs a ride to the doctor.150 They were likely mistrusted because 
they overheard small talk and could relay damaging gossip.

The fact that beliefs about shape-shifting are a feature of societies 
centrally reliant upon animals may indicate that it is the everyday prac-
tices involving animals, and especially people’s proximity to animals, that 
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engender cross-species affinity and respect, as we see this combination 
in the Sami people, who are pastoralists; in Amazonian hunting cultures; 
and in Jamaica, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic, where hunt-
ing gave way to extensive ranching. Evans-Pritchard observed how Nuer 
pastoralists exhibit a “dominant interest in their herds,” imitating their 
horns in rituals, and Mary Douglas’s theorization of animal classification 
was based upon the Lele, who are hunters.151 As Marcy Norton has said, 
predation forged mimesis, which “was an intersubjective practice that 
transcended the species divide.”152

This may surprise, since cattle on Hispaniola have not always been 
companion species, so these forms of copresence are more detached 
than those of pets, of course.153 Yet transspecies entanglement over time 
breeds intimacy, attachment, identification, and a shared habitus, espe-
cially among beasts that are individuated through labor, such as the ox, 
which works in tandem with a human while plowing; significantly, oxen 
and mules are the only livestock that are individuated on Dominican 
farms, receiving names.154 An ethos of commensality is evident in the fact 
that in the Dominican Republic, the same charismatic healing practices 
of laying on hands and saying prayers are used for both people and ani-
mals.155 As James Frazier argued in his discussion of sympathetic magic, 
the “palpable, sensuous contact between the very body of the perceiver 
and the perceived” can endow the object with an aura.156 This helps ex-
plain the curative properties of goat milk and even more so burro milk. 
In a story linking leche de burra (burro milk) with the magical proper-
ties of twins and faith-healings lineage, I was told about a woman who 
gave birth to twins and died, so her comadrona (midwife) took them over, 
nursing them with burro milk, which is said to have strong medicinal 
properties (as does batata de burro, or burro sweet potato, which is said 
to cure gonorrhea).157 Yet this was a very special burro; it was provided 
by the grandson of Juan de la Cruz Alcántara, a sabio or persecuted faith 
healer who evaded authorities by turning into a tree stump and who was 
known to have brought people back from the dead. This narrative seam-
lessly braids together human and animal genealogies, with one becoming 
a substitute for the other.158

There are other popular cultural signs of interspecies co-
identification, especially with charismatic megafauna such as the horse.159 
For example, as in the popular phrase saber de qué pata cojea uno (to know 
someone’s Achilles’ heel), personality defects and tics are said to be able 
to pass from a horse to its rider. A second example concerns the pur-
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ported magical properties of the blood of a cow or black horse (used 
in talismans to increase the yield of a fishing expedition) or the magical 
properties of horse excrement (used to fumigate spirits).160 The djablesse 
shape-shifter demon has a cloven hoof. Individuals tasked with castrat-
ing animals refrained from sexual relations the night before, otherwise 
the beast could die. And both people and their animal charges can be 
“boarded” by a lougawou spirit.

As anthropologist Eduardo Kohn has argued, transspecies bound-
ary overlaps can also create discomfort.161 In a passage eerily similar to 
Derrida’s musings about the discomfiting experience of being the object 
of an animal gaze, Víctor Garrido Puello, whose family was one of the 
largest ranchers in San Juan de la Maguana in the early twentieth century, 
wrote about how livestock were a constant presence when he was grow-
ing up. In the evening, cows and goats would invade the town to sleep in 
the streets and in the plaza. His family had cattle and three horses, and 
every night he and his brother would take them to the river for a drink. 
He wrote that as a child “I was terrified of cows with their deathly blank 
stare and their constant rumination, and often I told my mother this cow 
is staring at me and talking.”162 In Jamaica, “talking cows” are an omen of 
death, indicating that the beast is not what it appears to be but is actually 
a messenger from the spirit world.163 In Juan Bosch’s novel La Mañosa, the 
narrator grew up hearing stories of talking mules from his father, who 
was a rancher and merchant from San Juan. Afro-Cuban myths of origin 
also note a time “when animals could speak.”164

What are we to make of these allegations of talking cows? Since the 
early modern period, as evidenced in the writings of philosopher René 
Descartes, speech has long been a sign of “real specific difference be-
tween men and dumb animals,” so this is a strong violation of the deep 
divide between nature and culture that is fundamental to the Western 
canon.165 I would argue that it is evidence of a culture of proximity to ani-
mals and of human-animal boundary crossing specific to countries with a 
robust history of animal-based economies such as pastoralism and hunt-
ing, as in the Dominican Republic.166 In Europe and the United States, 
hunting was part of a colonial project of dominion over nature, but the 
phenomenology of slaves’ and freedmen’s relationship to animals was, of 
course, quite different due to their close proximity to the animals as their 
caretakers and shared role as beasts of burden.167

The phenomena of talking cows may also result from the ontological 
mimesis between human and nonhuman animals that is characteristic of 
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hunting cultures. From Amazonia to Siberia, hunting involves a kind of 
mirroring or “mimetic encounter” in which humans imitate the move-
ments and sound of their prey at times, to attract them, and at others are 
silent like a beast, so as not to disturb them.168 As anthropologist Rane 
Willerslev puts it, “Hunting is anchored in a skilled ‘dehumanization,’ the 
reshaping of the qualities of one’s human body into those of the prey.”169 
Or as anthropologist Neil Whitehead wrote, “Hunting itself is always 
a mimesis of prey—what they do you must do in order to find and kill 
them. Killing by being an animal gives rise to affinity.”170 Hunters view 
their prey as equals, a relationship that shifts dramatically with the ad-
vent of domestication.171

As the feral animal commons receded in the Dominican Republic, 
the everyday labor of animal husbandry replaced it, but I argue that a 
deep affinity and identification with these feral mascots has remained, 
as seen in the ubiquity of animals in Hispaniola’s popular culture: nick-
names in everyday Dominican banter; Carnival characters; the case of 
Enercido Matos, who was tried in court for raping a neighbor’s burro; or 
the opposition between free-ranging dogs and yoked oxen as metaphors 
of freedom and its obverse.172 Scholarly literature has long separated the 
economic and symbolic roles of animals, but the case of Hispaniola in-
dicates that these two aspects are inextricably bound together.173 While 
certainly the hunting commons lasted longer in the sparsely populated 
mountainous eastern regions of Santo Domingo than in the western por-
tion of the island, which became Haiti, shape-shifting is prominent in 
Haitian Carnival—for example, in the Lansè-Kòd, which turns people 
into cattle, as we shall see in chapter 2. And figures of speech derived 
from hunting have also become root metaphors in Haiti (where, not-
withstanding the pig massacre of 1979, creole pigs remain highly prized), 
as in the popular adage “A day for the hunter, a day for the prey.”174 No 
wonder one of the first things the slaves of Saint-Domingue did upon 
joining the rebellion was to open the aviaries to free the birds.175



CHAPTER TWO

THE 
MYSTERIOUS 
MURDER OF 
JAVIER
In October 2010, during one of my visits to Bánica, Javier killed himself 
early one morning with a shotgun. This was a particularly shocking event 
because no one in the town could recall another suicide; suicides are ex-
tremely rare in these tightly knit rural communities. As a crowd of neigh-
bors formed around the house to console his wife and son, who were left 
to clean up the carnage, a discussion ensued over what must have caused 
this tragedy. Javier’s wife had many friends who were nurses, and they 
wondered why she had not previously sought psychological treatment for 
him, since he must have suffered from depression. But a parallel and quite 
distinct conversation emerged among some of the men, many of whom 
descend from the four clans of herdsmen who founded the town.1 A story 
commenced that Javier’s first cousin Rafael, the síndico (rural council-
man), was responsible on the grounds that he had a large herd of phan-
tom cattle across the border in Haiti, one that mysteriously grew just as 
everyone else’s was diminishing. Some reported a portent that something 
was amiss—that Javier had been seen in Haiti, where he vanished, reap-
pearing as an animal in the herd; the implication was that his spirit had 
been sold to the vende-gente (people-sellers) in Arcahaie, Haiti, in a form 
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of nefarious border commerce that accrued wealth to Rafael. These 
stories also indicated that these cattle were not actually livestock but 
rather bacá or spirit demons presenting in animal form.

As they were mulling over the event, several people mentioned that 
they had seen black clouds in their dreams, reflective of a nocturnal ma-
levolent presence. The night before, I had been awakened by footsteps in 
Doña Pico Mora’s cavernous house on Avenida Duarte, which was taken 
as further evidence of a demonic visitation. This was construed as evi-
dence that Javier’s death was actually not a suicide but rather a murder, 
and that Rafael was to blame. This rendered Javier’s death the result of 
mystical assault caused by Rafael’s malignant emotions.2 The issue was 
complicated by the fact that Javier and Rafael were both first cousins, as 
noted earlier, and political rivals from opposed political parties. Nor did 
it help that Rafael was widely despised for his ineptitude and rumored 
corruption, for which he had been given the sobriquet “El Burro,” which 
appeared in graffiti all over town. By contrast, Javier was youthful and 
vigorous and many hoped he would soon unseat his incompetent cousin 
as mayor; thus his death was taken as a case of sorcery spurred by envidia 
(jealousy), that “ominous, tiresome, and unpleasant fact of nature” that 
produces evil effects on the body and sometimes can even engender a 
violent death.3

This chapter considers the story of Javier’s murder via sorcery in 
relation to several apparently minor clues in the narrative, especially the 
fact that Rafael was said to have conducted his illicit work via demonic 
cattle. Rooted in the sixteenth-century buccaneer economy, the crio-
llo breed of cattle holds a special significance on Hispaniola, since the 
cattle trade formed the backbone of the contraband economy that knit-
ted together the French colony Saint-Domingue and its poorer eastern 
neighbor Santo Domingo until the Haitian Revolution (1791–1804). As 
historian Juan Guisti-Cordero has noted, work animals were a key com-
ponent of the sugar plantation economy, and by the eighteenth century 
the economy of Santo Domingo was defined by the hato or extensive 
cattle ranch, the entire product of which flowed west to the French col-
ony of Saint-Domingue.4 For centuries, the leather trade was the basis of 
an illicit but extensive commerce across the border that formed the basis 
of island-wide collaboration, irrespective of official opprobrium. Part of 
the historic resonance of cattle today stems from the fact that for centu-
ries it formed a popular protocurrency that knitted together subalterns 
and authorities on the island, at a time when commerce between the two 



The Mysterious Murder of Javier  |  45

parts of the island was prohibited.5 The cross-island traffic in animals is 
often overlooked in models that privilege metropolitan export trade and 
treat the border as a hard dividing line, as a result failing to home in on 
the frontier, which was transformed from the periphery to the center of 
the economy of the Spanish colony Santo Domingo in the late eighteenth 
century because of the cattle trade. Indeed, due to the flourishing cattle 
trade, in 1784 Bánica was far larger in population than even San Juan de la 
Maguana, which is today the third-largest city of the country, after Santo 
Domingo and Santiago. In the eighteenth century a traveler said Bánica 
was “denser and better built than San Juan.”6

This essay deploys historian Carlo Ginzburg’s methodology of 
following seemingly minor details that may reveal otherwise unseen 
underlying logics.7 As Freud has demonstrated in his analysis of humor, 
such minutiae can offer traces of submerged meanings—in this case, the 
protean emotions generated by past events that linger in the present.8 
This chapter thus focuses on dreams, specters, and rumors as forms of 
historical evidence that may reveal unspoken forms of affect unavail-
able to historians working with transparent historical records. As histo-
rian Reinhart Koselleck has said, in moments when “language is struck 
dumb,” dreams and visions may afford a window into “worlds of experi-
ence” and the preconscious domain of sentiment and sensibility related 
to the past before they were edited out of the record.9

Bacá conjure very different threat perceptions depending upon 
whether they present as dogs, pigs, or cattle. While in all such cases the 
bacá are shape-shifters, dogs, and, in the case of Javier and Rafael, cattle, are 
more akin to vampires than to werewolves, due to the prevalence of blood 
imagery that accompanies them. Indeed, the very term bacá resonates 
with vaca, the Spanish term for “cow,” since b and v are often interchange-
able in spoken Spanish. These stories of spirit demons that graphically 
slaughter their prey convey what anthropologist Neil Whitehead has 
termed the “poetics of violent death,” the cultural expression of violent 
bloodshed and mutilation here imaged through a surrogate beast.10 His-
torian Luise White has read vampire rumors as “an epistemological cat-
egory” through which people “described their worlds, both as beliefs and 
metaphors.”11 I propose that these bovine bacá stories express the dan-
ger and vulnerability inherent in the experience of those who formed 
part of the eighteenth-century hunting and contraband economy of the 
border. These rumors thus may be read as “visceral indicators” of the 
“potent threat” that was part and parcel of a lifestyle based on hunting 
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and selling feral cattle as contraband, and the particular kind of harrowing 
human/beast encounters it involved, particularly for freedmen who were 
vulnerable to being swept up again as slaves.12 These stories of surrepti-
tious predation via cattle are also popular memories of slavery, since it 
was through cattle that slaves were acquired due to a shortage of specie in 
the Spanish colony; thus the “mysterious character” of this manifestation 
of the bacá is also due to its role as a commodity fetish.13

The fear and loathing conjured by these beasts thus conveys histori-
cal memories of the illicit cattle economy that articulated the Dominican 
and Haitian economies in the eighteenth century as the French planta-
tion economy expanded and came to rely on Dominican cattle as a source 
of meat and energy and as a surrogate currency. These popular narratives 
also offer a lens through which we can examine the meanings generated 
by interspecies interactions at a time and in a place when nonhuman spe-
cies were still dominant. Thus such accounts provide a means of excavat-
ing a preanthropomorphic historical moment. I propose that these tales 
of changeling cattle are reflective of a particular phenomenology of in-
terspecies relations characteristic of cattle economies, and channel a fu-
sion of human and beast that is characteristic of hunting cultures.14 They 
also reflect contemporary popular anxieties about clandestine human 
and drug trafficking in the border region, as we shall see.

ISLE OF BACÁ

The horse was the core technology of conquest that enabled the Span-
ish to subdue large groups of Native Americans, but Spain also had a 
unique cattle culture that it transferred to the New World.15 The exten-
sive peninsular ranching system based on a dual system of corralled and 
feral cattle was characteristic of Andalusia, the province in which Seville 
is located, and reinforced by the high proportion of Canary Islanders 
and Galicians—both pastoralists—who migrated to the colonies. It was 
perfectly adapted to the semi-arid conditions of parts of the San Juan 
Valley, where forage was minimal and the grazing area had to be large.16 
The first colonial administrators were all large cattle ranchers, but cattle 
really developed as the backbone of the economy of La Española after 
the decline of placer mining and as emigration to the mainland in-
creased in 1520 as the newly conquered lands filled with extensive 
cattle herds; the suitability of ranching was enhanced by the fact that it 
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required minimal labor. Cattle was also used to support new immigrants, 
who were loaned oxen until their first harvest.17 The leather trade devel-
oped into a major industry along the coast and principal rivers, but meat 
was not exported, which left behind an abundance of beef for feral dogs 
and, unusually, even some for the burgeoning slave population. The of-
ficial trade in hides involved primarily corralled cattle, leaving the ganado 
bravo (feral cattle) of the interior to contrabandists.

Food access is often a tool of colonialism, and in this case meat pro-
visioning was more than a merely utilitarian project. Given the centrality 
of meat-eating to the Iberian diet, and the fact that wild game in Europe 
was mostly reserved for elites, bingeing on meat seems to have been the 
colonists’ reward, as the conquistadores’ hunger for riches was matched 
only by their “chronic hunger” for animal protein, though they refused to 
countenance the indigenes’ diet, which included snakes, lizards, spiders, 
and worms—animals that these unrepentant carnivores did not consider 
food.18 In the 1550s, for a population of six hundred, fifty cows, fifty-five 
sheep, and twelve pigs were slaughtered each day.19 In fact, the indig-
enous Taínos’ lack of a hearty red-meat diet was in part due to the fact 
that the Spanish only gave them “grasses,” particularly during the years of 
famine; this may help explain the fact that the Indian was seen as “weak 
and effeminate,” as opposed to the manly conquistadores.20 Columbus 
himself blamed illness among his men on the “lack of fresh meat” in 
missives calling for animals to provide protein and portage.21 The Indig-
enous community was horrified at the ravenous appetite of the conquis-
tadores, who it was said ate in one day more than an entire Taíno family 
in a month.22 Indeed, it was the overreliance upon meat—characteristic 
of southern Spain—that in part caused the neglect of agriculture and re-
sulted in famine.23 Extractivist hunting also had a major impact on fragile 
ecosystems, as sea turtle eggs, for example, were ravaged to near extinc-
tion alongside indigenous rodents and barkless dogs, which had been 
raised as a protein source by the Taíno.24

This “sugarless” society that developed along the banda norte 
(northern coast) offered unusual upward mobility for a select group of 
mixed-race mestizos who formed the first creole society on the island. 
Illicit trade networks linked them with eastern Cuba and other secluded 
ports such as Jamaica, where they provisioned ships, replacing the ra-
tions of “putrid salt beef and rotten biscuit” that were the norm.25 In this 
“freebooter” economy they sold smoked meat and hides as well as tallow, 
the last of which was critical to industrialization.26



48  |  chapter two

By the sixteenth century, the feral pigs, dogs, and cattle brought by 
Columbus had formed vast herds in the interior that sustained an ever-
expanding community of maroons and other fugitives from the law. Un-
gulate populations can contribute to deforestation and erosion, but these 
large herds appear to have actually spread vegetation, as observers noted 
the dense woods that provided a major obstacle to the British when they 
invaded in 1655.27 This community of masterless people consisted of a 
motley crew of European indentured servants such as Alexandre Exque-
melin, who provided one of our best eyewitness testimonies, alongside 
other plebian castaways including escaped African and Indigenous 
slaves.28 The word boucan, which referred to a rack for smoking meat 
and eventually was anglicized as buccaneer, was originally an Indigenous 
term, a reminder that the smoking process originated among Amerin-
dians and was reinforced by runaway slaves, but Europeans were incor-
porated into this lifestyle. Governor Antonio de Osorio tried to combat 
this contraband scourge by forcing the removal of the northern settle-
ments in 1605 in what is remembered as the “devastations,” but ended 
up actually expanding it by creating a vast no-man’s-zone of fugitive ani-
mals, hunters, and escaped slaves as well as enabling the establishment 
of large cattle ranches without a community of agriculturalists to chal-
lenge them.29 France’s recognition of the buccaneers commenced the di-
vision of the island into distinct colonial communities, one French and 
one Spanish, but the cattle trade was already well established when the 
Treaty of Ryswick, which ended the Nine Years’ War in Europe and 
ceded the western third of Hispaniola from Spain to France, was signed 
in 1697.30

Pigs and cattle adapted very rapidly, soon becoming the primary 
protein source for early settlers, and the immense herds of the densely 
wooded interior formed an important component of what historian Mi-
chael Jarvis in the context of Bermuda has termed an “Atlantic commons” 
for the poor, an “extraimperial frontier zone” where social outcasts from 
bondsmen to runaway slaves could subsist on extracting resources such 
as wood, salt, pearls, and turtles and thus maintain a subsistence base 
outside of the core settlements where mining and later sugar and slavery 
ruled. Jarvis has stressed how this economy of seafaring men was a vital 
part of Atlantic maritime trade, providing essential raw materials upon 
which other industries relied.31 On Hispaniola, cattle and pigs formed 
the basis of a thriving hunting economy, one that sustained freedmen 
in the interior to the detriment of agriculture. This frontier society held 
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appeal for its autonomy from forced labor, and must have been rein-
forced by the Andalusians’ and Canary Islanders’ preference for livestock 
raising over farming. The Iberian land tenure system that provided col-
lective lands for grazing (which later became tierras del estado, which 
enabled the poor squatters to claim rights) and the right to hunt feral 
boars over time gave rise to a sense of collective hunting rights, especially 
for feral pigs.32

By the mid-seventeenth century, the hunters of Hispaniola (called 
monteros for the forest [monte] where they worked) had emerged as a 
social category and had split into two groups, those hunting cattle and 
those hunting boars. The two groups swapped smoked meat and hides 
to the corsairs and planters for tobacco. A portrait of the Hispaniolan 
hunter emerges in these accounts. Armed with hunting dogs and the 
ubiquitous machete and knife, these men wore simple attire of trou-
sers and shirt, with a sheath for the machete that was essential to their 
trade. Animal bones were even used as furnishings and tableware. But 
with their belt and gargoussier (tote bag) fashioned of bull’s hide, shoes 
of leather slabs, and their faces smeared with hog’s grease, their attire 
rendered them mimetic apparitions of the very animals they hunted.33 
Due to the dense forest undergrowth, the monteros usually hunted on 
foot. This was very difficult work, and these hunters were highly skilled; 
they were also fearless. As one observer put it, “It was a brave man who 
could confront a wild bull with sharp horns and the terrible boar with 
those sharp, penetrating tusks.”34 Into the eighteenth century, observers 
were surprised to see no evidence of agricultural cultivation or animal 
husbandry in the interior.35 Monteros were often sought out by authori-
ties for their knowledge of local terrain, distances between points, water 
sources, and animal locations, but they were patently not treated with 
respect.36 As Archbishop Carvajal y Rivera put it, they “lived in the bush 
like savages,” and Fernando Araújo y Rivera manifested his “horror” at 
these men who could stand up to wild beasts.37 Of course, in a slavehold-
ing society, these men of color without slaves who worked with their 
own hands were considered nonpeople.

Oliver Cromwell’s military incursion into Santo Domingo in 1654 
was fended off very effectively by these “cow-killers” (including some 
women dressed as men), who fought the British with only lances, using 
surprise tactics such as ambush and attacking from the rear (which is 
similar to how wild dogs brought down feral boars, by attacking their 
testicles); using these guerrilla tactics, only four hundred people were 
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able to put down an invasion force of seven thousand.38 In addition, the 
British were unable to locate and bring down feral animals, and they 
starved as a result, eating horse, dog, or boiled shoe leather for lack of 
anything more appealing.39 Certainly the “shameful” defeat “by a few 
cow killers” was all the more ignominious due to the tawny complexion 
of this motley crew of mulattos and alcatraces, or people with both In-
dian and African heritage. An indication of how impressive these hunt-
ers must have been is that traders called their guns boucaniers after these 
hunters, who were clearly esteemed for their martial skills.40

A vibrant commercial trade in hides arose in tandem with this sub-
sistence peasantry, which lived a nomadic life in the interior and only 
sporadically articulated with the market economy. Indeed, Santo Do-
mingo provided a whopping one-fourth of all hides imported into Spain 
in the late sixteenth century.41 At this time Seville became the main en-
trepot for leather, which was exported to the Low Countries and beyond. 
This cuir de Cordoue was manufactured into luxury goods, such as leather 
furniture, tapestries, wallpaper, decorative screens, trunks, and other gilt 
furnishings.42

BOVINE CAPITAL

Yet the balance between the interior backwoods montero peasantry and 
the extensive cattle ranchers tipped in favor of the latter with the dra-
matic expansion of cattle production that occurred as a result of the rise 
of Saint-Domingue, which with its rapidly expanding sugar economy 
became the jewel in the crown of the French Empire by the 1740s. By 
the eve of the Haitian Revolution, the “centerpiece of the Atlantic slave 
system” was the world’s leading producer of coffee and sugar, exporting 
as much sugar as Brazil, Cuba, and Jamaica put together.43 At that time, 
sugar production required livestock for hauling and transport and as a 
protein source for workers, but most importantly oxen were the motor 
of the animal-driven trapiche (sugar mill). But cattle blood or bone char 
was also used in the refinery process for the better-capitalized mills that 
could afford the technology to refine on-site, a process that expanded 
rapidly between 1750 and 1790.44

Over the course of the eighteenth century the entire eastern Span-
ish portion of the island redirected its trade toward commerce in cattle 
with Saint-Domingue. The price differential between hides sold legally 
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and illegally in Saint-Domingue was considerable, and this incentivized 
contraband.45 This shift also probably redirected the proceeds from the 
merchants to the ranchers themselves. Even though the majority of trade 
was conducted over land to Saint-Domingue, commerce with British, 
Danish, and Dutch ships continued to be important, as flour, wine, but-
ter, salt cod, cheese, and porcelain were swapped for wood, hides, and 
tobacco.46 In the latter half of the eighteenth century, cattle became, as 
historian Antonio Gutiérrez Escudero put it, “the true wealth of the is-
land,” which at this time had far more cattle than the more expansive 
cattle regions of New Spain such as Guadalara and Sonora. Cattle fu-
eled a golden age for the backward colony of Santo Domingo, as mu-
nicipalities were for the first time flush with cash and imported goods 
flowed eastward.47 But this also set in motion political conflict, as state 
authorities sought to garner as much taxation as possible from the il-
licit cattle trade, just as ranchers resorted to various schemes to keep 
the revenue to themselves, from accusations of cattle sickness and theft 
to paying off border guards.48

As cattle became a highly profitable resource, large clans in the 
central frontier region, such as the Alcántaras, sought to expand and 
monopolize the gains while evading taxes. One way they did this 
was by expanding into townships such as Hinche and Las Caobas that 
were proximate to the Artibonite Valley, where many plantations were 
located. Hinche was behind only Bánica in terms of numbers of cattle 
by 1774, since Hinche and Bánica were exempt from the pesa, a tax on 
the illicit livestock trade imposed to incentivize legal sales of meat to 
Santo Domingo.49 Theft, especially along the border, became a problem, 
but there were also middlemen (metedores) hired to move the livestock 
who at times falsely declared theft to avoid taxation.50 But since exten-
sive ranching required little in the way of capital inputs such as slaves, 
and given the system of terrenos comuneros with its differentiated usu-
fruct system, freedmen and people with few resources were also able to 
enter the trade, and eventually were able to convert their stock into land 
ownership.51 During this period, the identity of the two sides of the is-
land became differentiated through trade, as Saint-Domingue became a 
sugar plantation economy while Santo Domingo provided the livestock 
it relied upon. Yet the importance of the cattle trade also forged exten-
sive cross-border family ties; one-quarter of all the major clans of San-
tiago, for example, came to include a French relative.52 Cattle enabled the 
acquisition of luxury goods in the Spanish colony which had been out 



52  |  chapter two

of reach previously, as cattle, horses, and mules were swapped for rum, 
cloth, and clothing.53

The late eighteenth-century slave insurrection in Saint-Domingue 
brought a range of travelers to the island who traversed the interior, leav-
ing us rich documentation of the landscape. For example, the engineer 
Daniel Lescallier spent four months traveling around Santo Domingo in 
1764 and wrote a memoir of his travels, and what is striking is the way he 
moves across the land from hato to hato; the hatos provided the princi-
pal place markers and were far more significant than towns at that time. 
As he writes, “Leaving the Hato of San José or del Piñón and following 
the skirt of Piñón mountain, we arrived at the Hato de Buenavista, to the 
right of the road, and two leguas and a half from the mountain.”54 Since he 
kept to known routes, he did not encounter the areas where feral cattle 
ranged, but one gets glimpses of them—for example, in the important 
cattle town of San Juan de la Maguana, “where everywhere we encoun-
ter savannas where there is an immense quantity of cattle . . . ​and there 
are huge herds of oxen and horses.” Even into the nineteenth century, the 
free-range cows and goats would return to the town at night to sleep.55 
He notes how many townships such as Dajabón, Bánica, and Azua devel-
oped out of the transient bohios (huts) ranchers camped at while mov-
ing their livestock; many were either founded due to the eighteenth-
century cattle trade to Saint-Domingue or expanded in size because of 
it.56 Lescallier does not describe his own entourage, but clearly he was 
on horseback, given the way he maps rivers and whether they dry up 
or not, plains for grazing, and impassable areas such as mountains and 
forests. In many towns, animals were more numerous than people. Azua, 
an important stop-off point between Santo Domingo and Port-au-Prince, 
had 3,600 people, a number dwarfed by 18,000 cattle and 10,000 horses.57 
The French travel accounts often note the extensiveness of cattle ranch-
ing in relation to the relative absence of agriculture, which they saw as 
an indication of lassitude.58 Indeed, Martiniquan jurist M. L. Moreau de 
Saint-Méry exclaimed in horror that the Spanish colony would be better 
off recolonized by France and suffused with pedigreed cattle, insinuating 
that the mongrel populations of both humans and nonhumans were to 
blame for the colony’s backwardness.59

The value of the hides and the difficulties of transporting the meat 
created a frenzy of extractivist animal slaughter that by the mid-eighteenth 
century reduced the herds significantly. A “great decrease in wild cattle” 
was noted by observers, and conservation measures were put into place, 
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such as prohibitions on the use of dogs for hunting boars, lest they be dec-
imated.60 One indicator that cattle were diminishing is the fact that the 
local diet, which once had been centered on beef, by this time had shifted 
to pork, as noted by the Franciscan Jean-Baptiste Labat who was offered 
fresh pork by hunters in exchange for wine and brandy and who noted that 
the price of pork had risen due to declining access.61 Indeed, as cattle be-
came a highly valued commodity, hateros (ranchers) avoided slaughtering 
their own cattle as a meat source, seeking out wild cattle for that purpose.62

Antonio Sánchez Valverde, a creole priest writing in 1780, classified 
the cattle subcultures into three distinct groups. Hateros depended upon 
state lands for grazing. Ranchers had agregados or corraleras, which were 
kept by the dozens and maintained close to home. There were also man-
sas, cattle that were castrated and left free outside the township.63 But 
most of the cattle resided in sparsely inhabited wooded areas in moun-
tainous terrain. Although the first two forms of ranching required only a 
few field hands, who were given unusual autonomy since they followed 
the grazing herds and were alone for weeks at a time, the feral animals 
called extravagantes demanded a very different set of techniques. A group 
of men on horseback, armed with jarreteras (lances), was assembled, 
and a pack of dogs was formed. Working together, the men and dogs 
would corral a group of animals into a rodeo or roundup, and then the 
men would down the cattle by grabbing their tails. They would “stop the 
horse, get off quickly and throw themselves on the animal before it can 
get up, twist the nape of the neck, grabbing the horns the tips of which 
they try to stick in the ground when they can, and this way they keep 
them muzzled as long as they need.”64 This was a highly labor-intensive 
operation; and most often it ended in the death of the beast, although 
occasionally one or two could be tied up and transported. Once trade 
had shifted from primarily exports of hides to live cattle sales to Saint-
Domingue, this method was not preferred.

This last type, the feral extravangantes, montaraces or bravias, lived 
deep in the woods, rarely saw people, and would flee on sight. They 
would be located with dogs, then subdued with a whip; finally the 
hunter would assault the furious animal “body to body with the lance.”65 
As Sánchez Valverde notes, the profit for this was small given the danger-
ous and exhausting nature of the work. The hatero had to be vigorous, 
strong, and agile, and have an intimate knowledge of the terrain. But he 
worked mounted, which afforded him a higher status than the montero 
who routed out boars and small game on foot.66
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Sánchez Valverde’s elaborate description of the hatero was intended 
as a critique of the feral cattle complex, since hateros did not pay diezmo 
(tithe) to the state, consumed valuable pastureland, and seeded guayabo 
and xicaco trees everywhere.67 He was also unhappy with the hato labor 
regime, since he claimed there was no shared interest between the slave 
mayoral (overseer), who grazed the herd willy-nilly, and the owner, as the 
slave mayoral’s sole objective was to gain his freedom. Given the availabil-
ity of grazing lands, no landscaping was done to cut back undergrowth, 
and no benefits accrued to either owners or the state. Neither the slaves 
nor the cattle were subjected to any kind of vigilance given the impos-
sibility of surveying the vast expanse of terrain.68

While Sánchez Valverde’s objections were in keeping with the ideas 
of liberal reformers concerned with harnessing the rural sector for state 
formation and development, his contemporary Edward Long of Jamaica 
had another set of objections. Long was worried about the avenues for 
upward mobility posed by this freewheeling subculture, which facilitated 
forming one’s own herd—or, worse, “flagrant robbery.”69 His discussion 
of the related freebooter economy, provisioning small maritime vessels, 
shares a highly disparaging view of the audacity of freedmen who had 
“stolen” their own manumission. By sharp contrast, Sánchez Valverde, 
himself a descendent of freedmen, reveals a certain veiled pride in the 
bold antics of African-descended privateers such as Lorenzo Daniel (Lo-
rencín), the most important corsair of the second half of the eighteenth 
century, who worked with a group of creoles and Canary Islanders who 
brought much-needed imported goods and contraband slaves to Hispan-
iola during a period when a full two years could pass without a Spanish 
ship stopping at a local port. At a time when the city of Santo Domingo 
had become the central theater of the freebooter economy, these mar-
time vessels also served as a coast guard, and even penetrated the local 
elite.70 Sánchez Valverde defended the leather trade on the grounds that 
it supplied labor, which was key to growth and prosperity (Lorencín is 
said to have introduced at least 1,313 slaves between 1729 and 1750).71 As 
he says, “nobody is more courageous than the poor,” and these creole 
pirates “were highly respected for their vigor and nautical skills,” and 
though “their bounty was enormous . . . ​[y]ou can already see how they 
relieved the suffering of a miserable island.”72 And courageous they were. 
In one example, in which a filibuster ship attacked a British ship near Bar-
bados, French clergyman Jean-Baptiste Labat comments how he could 
not fathom how a small frigate with six cannons could have attacked 
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the huge vessel it did; in that attack the British lost fifteen people, while 
the filibusters lost only four. But there were no complaints from him, 
since they endeared themselves to him with elaborate gifts, including six 
bottles, twelve crystal goblets, and two cheeses from the seized ship.73

Certainly Long’s disgust was related to the fact that in a sugar planta-
tion economy, cattle and slaves were the most significant capital outlays for 
cane farmers, as can be seen in the property registries Long produces for 
each province.74 And for ranchers given free access to state lands, cattle 
and slaves were the basis of capital accumulation.75 “Cattle and negroes” 
are consistently listed in parallel columns, as both were taxed, and the 
two were linked, since, as Long reminds us, for cane farmers owning slaves 
was requisite to owning cattle. Cattle were necessary for transporting 
product, just as oxen were needed for grinding cane before the invention 
of mechanized mills. The appeal of cattle for former slaves thus may have 
transcended the role of cattle as an asset that could be converted to cash 
and goods; it also probably had to do with the way cattle could become a 
bargaining chip in negotiating other objectives, from land to credit.76

Given the demographic preponderance of Wolof, Fulani, and Man-
dingo slaves among the vaqueros (cowboys) of the interior, historian John 
Thornton has proposed that African-derived ranching practices were the 
norm on Hispaniola.77 Given the lack of available labor after the demise 
of Amerindians, a system of cattle management developed using just a 
few herders working with long sharp instruments called desjarretadera. 
On horseback the lanceros (lancers) would sever the feral animals’ ham-
strings, disabling them; after the animals were killed, they would remove 
the hide and tallow, leaving behind much of the meat, which sustained 
packs of feral dogs in the interior.78 Certainly the technology and tech-
niques used in cattle rustling were derived from West African practices.79 
However, the enormous wild herds of Hispaniola presented a very dif
ferent kind of challenge than was the case in the Senegambian context, 
where a combination of castration, water scarcity, and some nocturnal 
penning partially tamed the animals. The Wolof were highly skilled pas-
toralists, and were intimately codependent upon their cattle, which pro-
vided milk, their single most important protein source. André Alvares 
reported that the Jalofos (Wolof )

make excellent cavalrymen, being fine riders and fierce warriors. 
Their horses are so well trained, so much so that we might say that 
they are ruled more by habit and reason than by the rein; for if 
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one . . . ​tells his horse to lie down, it lies down; to get up, it gets up, 
to bow it bows. The black leaps down like a bird [from his horse’s 
back], and runs off without laying a hand on their horse, but it fol-
lows him like a dog.80

It is true that the Hispaniolan monteros deployed the Wolof lance, 
worked on horseback like the Wolof, and had milk products as an es-
sential component of their diet like the Wolof. However, the close pacific 
codependence between the Wolof and both their cattle and their horses 
starkly differentiates the West African precedent from the hunters of 
Hispaniola. The montero worked in a group, but felling the cow required 
engaging in a man-to-beast tussle with the animal, a highly dangerous 
operation in which the man risked his life and was often left covered in 
blood and sometimes injured by the sharp horns.

There are parallels between how the montero worked and the 
Spanish bullfight, which also is a theater of man versus beast and a stage 
where concepts of honor and masculine valor are showcased.81 During 
the eighteenth century, the toreo (bullfight) on horseback was replaced 
by the capea (bull running) on foot; the bullfight was also transformed 
from an elite event to a popular festival. As Ortega y Gasset has said, the 
capea reveals some of the best-kept secrets of Spanish national life.82 
Originating in the transhumant cattle complex, torradas or herds of 
wild bulls were plentiful in Spain, and those from western Andalusia 
were said to have special bravura (aggressiveness). The aristocracy de-
lighted in taking down these animals with packs of dogs; the lancers 
who could fell the wildest charging bulls were accorded the greatest 
respect, and bravura was cultivated through selective breeding prac-
tices.83 Indeed, as historian Timothy Mitchell has stated, “today’s toro 
bravo [Spanish fighting bull] is not a natural but a cultural product, the 
result of a conscientious process of cultivation,” ironically to enhance 
savage behavior.84

In rural New England, where the chief predators of livestock on 
farms were wolf packs, killing wolves was never merely a “pragmatic act 
of destroying livestock-devouring predators”; it was celebrated in a se-
ries of bloody and dramatic rites and oral legends about canid savagery, 
through which wolf-hating was institutionalized.85 Similarly, the bull-
fight elaborates and celebrates the bloody contest; it does so through 
elaborate “disembowelings” which represent the viscera when the 
death is neat.86



The Mysterious Murder of Javier  |  57

HARNESSING THE WILDERNESS

There is ample evidence that this long history of hunting and extensive 
pastoralism has made its mark on the popular culture of Hispaniola. For 
one, elements from them have made their way into figures of speech, 
such as when an eighteenth-century priest complained that his flock 
lacked “pasto espiritual” (referring to spiritual nourishment through the 
metaphor of pasture) since there were insufficient priests in most inte-
rior towns.87 And the phrase “comer burro” (eat burro) is a revoltingly 
absurd colloquial term for abject sacrifice due to the fact that the burro is 
a tried and true member of the family that works hard without complain-
ing and which, like a pet, should absolutely not be eaten.88 Donkeys may 
have a special significance as well due to their biblical resonance.89

Yet while a rancher might classify all of his quadrupeds (cattle, pigs, 
goats, oxen, and mules) as “livestock,” popular taxonomies resist this kind 
of bundling. Indeed, likely due to the close engagement between human 
and beast in ox-driven plowing, oxen are the only livestock on a Domini-
can farm that are named, and they are often given women’s names such 
as Rosita, connoting familial tenderness and intimacy.90 There is also a 
Haitian Bouki and Ti Malice conte créole (creole tale) in which, due to his 
rapacious appetite, the lazy Bouki ends up killing the family cow, much 
to everyone’s dismay; the story intends to enforce the point that one must 
not be controlled by base hunger and the family cow as a rule should not 
be eaten.91 And elsewhere in the African diaspora cow’s milk is a panacea 
used in sympathetic magic to calm agitated farm animals.92

Pastoralism’s reverence of animals is evidenced as well in creole 
forms of magic. In the sixteenth century, a slave woman accused of witch-
craft in Puerto Plata prepared baths from animal fat, which she mixed 
with imported herbs, and she broke a spell on a woman using the water 
from a scalded dog.93 And in Haiti, protective “work” lamps used in slav-
ery (using fire, which is associated with the dangerous, hot petwo spirits) 
are today animated via oils combined with animal body parts depend-
ing upon the spirit in question that is invoked.94 Invoking the forest that 
used to shelter these feral beasts, these lamps are supposed to be placed 
in trees.95 Activating ingredients include piment-chien (dog pepper) and 
soot or ashes from a decomposed corpse.96 Others use the gallbladder 
of an ox, a sheep’s brain, cowhide, or a pierced beef heart.97 Cattle are 
thus used as actants in agentive magic, but they required protection as 
well, since they were often the object of sorcery via attacks on property.98 
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Spirits of beloved kin can return in the form of cattle, making themselves 
known by tramping and snorting.99 The fact that these animal parts were 
coupled with items such as dirt and gunpowder indicates that they are 
classed as part of the dangerous petwo side of vodou, which is associated 
with the powers of the foreign.100 This may reflect the fact that livestock 
hailed from the east, as did Don Pedro, who is said to be the eponymous 
founder of the petwo line of spirits within Haitian vodou. For slaves, of 
course, free-range animals held appeal, since they offered the promise of 
life beyond confinement.101

The use of the bull as a power object resonates with the bull’s history 
as the largest and most powerful of the charismatic megafauna that Co-
lumbus brought to Hispaniola. Due to their size, strength, and aggres-
sive behavior, bulls have been seen in many cultures as “the supreme 
example of masculine strength and ferocity in nature, the epitome of 
fertility and virility.”102 Correspondingly, the bull is a popular represen
tation in the spirit world as part of the iconography of Haitian lwa or 
mistère, with Bosou Twa Kon, Kalfou Mapaka, and Toro Pikant used for 
grave problems (fig. 2.1).103 The djablesse, for example, has one cow foot, 
and a wanga may be wrapped in cowhide.104

Bosou Twa Kon has three horns, which may be a function of the 
power of triplism in the Celtic world; as Miranda Green states, “the un-
natural extra horn serves to remove the image from nature and give it a 
supernatural, supranormal status,” rendering it “unequivocally sacred.” 
Donald Cosentino has proposed that this melded with the “tohosu, a sa-
cred monster of the [Fon] royal family, especially associated with Akadja 
who was said to rule over a kingdom where humans mated with goats 
and so gave birth to the tohosu.”105 Horns provide a visual metaphor for 
power and force, indexing a brave spirit who will fight for his own, and 
appear with frequency in vodou imagery, from sacred vèvè drawings 
drawn on the ground to invoke the spirit world to power objects and 
Carnival figures such as Yahweh, which has horns and masks its face with 
an animal skin (figs. 2.2 and 2.3).106 Horns also figure predominantly in 
West Indian Carnival masquerade figures such as Jonkonnu, which could 
be clad in “an entire bullock’s hide, horns, tail and . . . ​skull” as well as ox 
horns and boar tusks to achieve a fearsome profile. And the Cocorícamo 
mask found in Sabana Alta, a rural commune of San Juan de la Maguana, 
sports an ox head and horse tail (incidentally, San Juan has long been 
the site of the Dominican national meat market).107 When the Ashanti 
of Ghana wanted to bedazzle the British trader Bowditch in 1817, they 



2.1 ​ Fausto, a Haitian 
sorcerer who works with 
the spirit Toro, also known 
as Toro Lisa, who is the 
head of the petwo division. 
Pedro Santana, Dominican 
Republic, 2016. Photo by 
the author.

2.2 ​ Fausto’s altar with red 
and white cloths covering 
a large horn and chain; 
(below altar) chromo-
lithographs of St. Jacques, 
St. Miguel, and Mami 
Wata, among others. Pedro 
Santana, Dominican Re-
public, 2016. Photo by the 
author.
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similarly paraded bedecked with horns and tails of animals in order to 
achieve a weighty but “unnatural materiality” to create a terrifying mon-
strous animal-human hybrid.108

In anthropologist Edmund Leach’s classification, in the ritual pan-
theon the bull is the distant stranger, one who is “known to exist but with 
whom no social relations of any kind are possible.”109 The bull figures in 
many forms of popular performance precisely because it is a symbol of 
maximal power, which can render it a portal between the natural and the 
supernatural realms. Within Cuban Santería, horns are sometimes said 
to invoke Elegua, the liminal trickster.110 Animals are objects of sacrifice 
in Haitian and Dominican vodou rites, but these are most often poultry 
or pigs. Today cows are sacrificial beasts only at major public ritual feasts 
that hundreds of spectators attend, such as Haiti’s Souvenance (on Easter), 
which receives political patronage.111 The preferred sacrificial beast in the 
Dominican campo (countryside) today is a chicken, goat, or large pig. As 

2.3 ​ Detail of Fausto’s 
altar. Note the incorpora-
tion of bovine imagery 
from the popular snack 
cheese La Vache qui 
rit, 2016. Photo by the 
author.
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noted by anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard, it is through animal sacri-
fice that representations of the human and the beast are fused.112

The extensive cattle ranching economy incorporated these figures 
of the wilderness into a regime of hunting, production, and consumption 
that enabled a rare affluence for plebian men. In this context, the figure 
of the bull came to signify both remoteness and nearness, a combination 
of distance and intimacy that Leach characterizes as “tabooed ambigu-
ity” and which can give rise to “supernatural monsters which are half 
man/half beast.”113 Significantly, the term capital originally derived from 
capitale, the Middle English term for stock, since livestock were a prop-
erty form that predated currency, and came to specify cows and bulls in 
the sixteenth century.114 This helps explain why cattle are often cast as 
demonic and as a sign of hidden wealth in Latin America.115 As we have 
seen, cattle have long had a special significance on Hispaniola because 
they became a money form; thus they are “natural symbols” that are also 
enigmatic because, as Karl Marx reminds us, they are fetishized objects 
that reveal their hidden value only in the act of exchange. As he put it, 
“There is a definite social relation between men, that assumes, in their 
eyes, the fantastic form of a relation between things. . . . ​This fetishism of 
commodities . . . ​is [from] the peculiar social character of the labour that 
produces them.”116 Like the parrot in Brazil, it could be said that cattle on 
Hispaniola are totemic, providing what Claude Lévi-Strauss has called a 
foundational mythe de référence (reference myth).117

There are striking correspondences between certain horned Hai-
tian and Dominican Carnival figures such as the pig, for example, which 
appears in Haiti as well as in the Dominican form of Lechón in San-
tiago’s carnival.118 But there is a particularly entangled mimetic rela-
tionship between the “monstrous doubles” of two of the most popular 
figures in Dominican and Haitian Carnival—the Dominican “limping 
devil,” diablo cojuelo, and the Haitian lanceurs de corde, in Creole the 
Lansè-Kòd—which, as René Girard argues, seem to represent an “unrec-
ognized reciprocity.”119 The Diablo Cojuelo is a devil with bull horns that 
carries a bladder or a whip with which he strikes at children (fig. 2.4). 
He is the wildest spirit of the underworld and descends from medi-
eval Spain.120 The Lansè-Kòd djab is associated with the feared Bizango 
secret societies of Haiti and appear in troupes. They mask their faces, 
wear bull horns, blacken their skin with cane syrup and soot, and carry 
whips with which they are said to change people into cattle; these whips 
are said to be made out of the umbilical cord and intestines of an infant 
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(fig. 2.5). As art historian Katherine Smith explains, the Lansè-Kòd are 
diabolical minions or “spiritual mercenaries” sent by the Bizango or 
Sanpwèl secret society to transform people into animals.121 But they do 
not create just any animals; they create bulls, which they cannot eat 
since they themselves are cattle, so these are traded at the market or sac-
rificed. As she writes, both the whips and the terrifying transformation 
into cattle are “spectres of history” that evoke the terror of slavery and 
the transformation of people into chattel. The umbilical cord whips may 
also reference the infamous case of Rosalie, a slave midwife in colonial 
Saint-Domingue who killed infants to provide them an escape from slav-
ery and who made knots out of their umbilical cords, which she wore 
around her waist.122

But the vectors of the whips of these two carnival figures trace the 
pathways of the intra-island cattle trade. In the Dominican Easter masquer-
ade Los Toros, for example, men dress as bulls and whip each other, thus 

2.4 ​ The Do-
minican Carnival 
character Diablo 
Cojuelo displays 
its characteris-
tic swagger in 
a porcine mask 
with large horns, 
holding a bladder. 
Photo by Rubén 
Durán, Carnival 
in the Dominican 
Republic, 2009–
10. Courtesy of 
Artstor.
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demonstrating a deep identification with these beasts, which sustained 
them for centuries.123 By contrast, the Lansè-Kòd’s whip turns others into 
cattle, which corresponds to the fact that in the eighteenth century cattle 
were purchased from the eastern Spanish colonists, who then used 
the revenue generated to purchase slaves and thus turned people into 
beasts.124 Like twins, these figures represent a wondrous hybrid of human, 
spirit, and animal and thus mediate between “animality and deity.”125 In-
deed, if people are said to turn into cattle after death, this may be why. It 
is notable that the Nuer, another pastoralist culture, access the spirit world 
through their cattle. When the Nuer rub ashes along the backs of cattle, the 
bovines become agents of divination, and it is through their cattle that the 
Nuer establish contact with the ghosts of their ancestors. During rituals 

2.5 ​ A participant in the Lansè-Kòd (Rope Throwers). Jacmel, Haiti, 2000. Photo 
by Leah Gordon.
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people call out their cows’ names and imitate horns with their hands. In 
addition, a bull is considered the tutelary spirit of its owner.126

Historian Samuel Kinser has argued that Carnival is not a surface-
level “playful fantasy”; rather, it has a deeper meaning since it is centrally 
about revealing secrets.127 Carnival plays along the seams of the most sym-
bolically important social oppositions, such as human and nonhuman ani-
mal (an opposition that is always vexed in former slave societies), use value 
and exchange value, people and things, life and death, and the identities of 
the French and Spanish colonies, Saint-Domingue and Santo Domingo.128 
These codependent diabolical twin Carnival figures represent cattle as the 
“dominant metaphor of value,” while positioning Dominicans themselves 
as the cattle they long produced and Haitians as the wizards who trans-
form people into cattle and cattle into slaves (thus men into beasts), which 
corresponds to the fact that cattle were a currency with which slaves 
were purchased on the island.129 As anthropologist Stephan Palmié has 
argued, these Carnival figures revisit the “phantasmic object [of slavery,] 
the human being who is . . . ​‘a thing possessed’ by an alien power—a body 
seized and transformed into what must be the most uncanny commodity 
of all, viz. a slave,” thus revealing the fiction of the classic liberal doctrine of 
possessive individualism.130 And both figures brandish the whip, which, of 
course, during slavery was fashioned from the very skins of the creatures 
that bound both sides of the island together.

PUBLIC SECRETS OF STATE

There is another layer to the story of Javier’s murder, however. Narratives 
of stealth cattle as a sign of hidden profit may also channel unease about 
Rafael’s illicit profiteering in his role as mayor, since he was apparently 
making money but it was not at all clear where it was coming from.131 
In this face-to-face context, however, Rafael could only be accused indi-
rectly. Such accusations took the form of graffiti that appeared all over 
town: “Rafael el burro” (Rafael the burro)—perhaps because the burro 
carries things of value but is so lowly and ubiquitous it is barely noticed. 
Still, everyone knew something was wrong.

The mayor stood accused of profiting from illicit human traffick-
ing. It was said that he was ferrying Haitians seeking safe passage across 
the border through Bánica to the interior towns in his official cars, 
which were able to bypass the military checkpoints.132 This was credible 
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because the Dominican Republic today has one of the highest rates of 
human trafficking in the Caribbean, and human trafficking has now be-
come the third-largest international crime enterprise in the region. Safe 
transport typically is provided for $50 a head, generally for youths who 
work in construction, in agriculture, or as beggars. One study reported 
that 3,300 victims were reported in one month, generally in the north, 
but the central frontier area is preferred due to the laxity of official bor-
der control there. Just as during the colonial economy, when contraband 
cattle fueled the illicit acquisition of slaves, cattle spirit demons may be 
a sign of the surreptitious acquisition of Haitian day labor for construc-
tion, domestic service, and agricultural work. These laborers, like zombie 
stealth workers, produce value but are unseen.133

Rafael was also accused of profiteering from construction kickbacks, 
drug running, and political payola from his party, the Partido de la Libe-
ración Dominicana (pld), which developed a decades-long stranglehold 
on the presidency. This accusation too is credible, since around that time 
the Dominican Republic became mired in the Odebrecht corruption scan-
dal, in which some $90 million flowed to Dominican officials through 
public works projects, much of it coursing through the ruling pld, which 
until recently had an ironclad grip on the state.134 A public park inaugu-
rated in Bánica under Rafael’s tenure and paid for by the state cost 23,000 
million pesos, a sum some said was simply way too high.

The Dominican Republic has long been a major transshipment 
location for drugs, in particular cocaine, heroin, and fentanyl moving 
from South America to the United States, but this peaked during the 
pld presidencies, as drug money was laundered through nightclubs, the 
whole enterprise earning the nefarious title of “the most important drug 
trafficking structure in the region.”135 Twenty-four pounds of cocaine 
found in cosmetics vials were confiscated from someone traveling from 
the Dominican Republic at Boston’s Logan Airport in 2014.136 In 2010 
José Figueroa, a major drug baron from Puerto Rico, was abducted by the 
police in the Dominican border town of San Juan de la Maguana, as was 
later his Dominican girlfriend, and both were jailed in the nearby town 
of Azua.137 Stories of his profligate womanizing and his efforts to alter his 
physical appearance via plastic surgery provided popular entertainment 
for Dominicans for years.138 Finally, suspicions linking Rafael to drugs may 
have been piqued when he was temporarily seized by authorities, not-
withstanding his eventual release due to insufficient evidence.139 Stories 
of stealth cattle are thus isomorphic with narratives of hidden wealth 
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as a form of “occult cosmology” that represents a profound suspicion of 
state power.140

Anthropologist Rosalind Shaw would argue that contemporary ru-
mors in this case of illicit flows of wealth can have a deeper historical reach, 
via what she calls “palimpsest memories” invoking the foundational expe-
rience of slavery.141 In Bánica, today a peripheral backwater not far from the 
northern Artibonite Plains, where the battles of the Haitian Revolution 
took place, during colonial times slaves were primarily obtained via cattle; 
contemporary rumors may thus be layering events into a longer histori-
cal trajectory.142 Moreover, during the Haitian Revolution, some revo-
lutionary chieftains became entrepreneurs, “liberating” slaves from 
the French only to turn around and sell them to the Spanish to fund 
their cause—a stark reminder of how the exigencies of war can force one 
into morally dubious actions. Georges Biassou was one such revolution-
ary commander who found himself compelled to traffic in slaves to raise 
funds when he switched his allegiance to the Spanish crown, and in fact 
the Haitian hamlet across the Artibonite River—Bánica’s sister town—is 
named after him.143 Biassou’s cause of liberty required that he seek funding 
through nefarious predations that may be implicitly recalled in local collec-
tive memory. As in West Africa, in the Haitian-Dominican border region 
contemporary politicians’ hidden accumulation is a sign of sinister occult 
predation with a long historical trajectory, and rumors of trafficking in bacá 
locate such activity within a “moral discourse of witchcraft.”144 Ritual and 
fugitive speech forms such as rumor recount a story of unspeakable vio-
lation that otherwise could not easily be uttered.145 Here fugitive speech 
represents discourses of suspicion that are actually popular truth claims 
that call out for testimonial justice on the part of those without power.146

CONCLUSION

This chapter has argued that in the central frontier zone of Hispan-
iola, cattle have become a palimpsest of historical memory, with several 
embedded layers of meaning: the extensive cattle economy of the sev-
enteenth century, which turned feral cattle into hides; the eighteenth-
century cross-border trade from east to west in live cattle, which enabled 
the purchase of slaves; and allegations of a contemporary illicit trade in 
Haitian labor from west to east. Originally a “creature of empire” brought 
by the Spanish that caused terror, death, and dislocation for the Amer-
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indian population, the bull has since been creolized, empowering magic 
that is dangerous precisely because it is associated with power, strength, 
courage, individual gain, and the cash nexus, as well as rescate, the colo-
nial term for the dangerous and often violent business of contraband.147 
The story of cattle in the Haitian-Dominican border region was a local 
by-product of global capitalist articulation fueled by sugar and slavery in 
the French colony of Saint-Domingue, an articulation that assumed a par-
ticularly predatory form, so it should not surprise that this story has long 
been associated with blood and violence. Cattle were imported as a means 
of transport, as a source of power for the sugar mills, and for meat, tal-
low, and leather; furthermore, cattle blood was actually a key ingredient 
in eighteenth-century sugar refining, used alongside “animal charcoal” or 
bone char to remove impurities and produce refined white sugar.148 These 
narratives cast stealth cattle as conjuring a Gothic assemblage of blood, soil, 
and violence that was born with the Haitian Revolution, rendering these as 
a kind of vampire in bovine form.149 No wonder it has been rumored in 
Cuba that the state surreptitiously imports bulls from abroad to provide 
meat for tourist hotels and that in the past those bulls fed an nganga (power 
object) that Fidel Castro used to protect himself from his enemies.150

As we have seen, the story of cattle on Hispaniola commenced with 
a shared culture of hunting feral beasts that ended up being channeled 
into a “vision of excess” that today animates powerful and dangerous sor-
cery on both sides of the border.151 Following Marx, the ambivalence of 
cattle may well lie in the fact that cattle were part of a “natural” economy in 
the east with very little labor investment, becoming a commodity when 
the animals were swapped for slaves and manufactured goods such as 
cloth and porcelain by French traders in the frontier. Marx has said that 
the “mystical character of commodities” results from the fact that their 
labor power is occluded from view; they assume a “fantastic form” upon 
becoming objects of exchange. This insight helps explain why in this 
context these phantom cattle have become demonic shape-shifters.152 Yet 
this is also a logic that inverts history, since cattle were once a currency 
that turned humans into slaves, and blood into white sugar, yet today the 
Lansè-Kòd turns people into cattle, just as the Bosou Twa Kon enables 
people today to solve the most intractable of problems. As Shaw has said, 
this theory of memory suggests a different way of remembering the past, 
one in which violent processes are “(literally) incorporated into people 
and social and cultural practices.”153



CHAPTER THREE

THE 
INSCRUTABLE 
JAILBREAK 
OF CLÉMENT 
BARBOT
I’m going, I’m going to the mountain!
Slave driver, release the dogs!
He’s not going to get me!
Let the dogs loose on the runaway slave!
PALO SONG, HAVANA, CUBA

In 2010, former Haitian ambassador to the United States Raymond 
Joseph told me a story about dogs in Haiti. Born into a Haitian family, 
he grew up on a sugar plantation in San Pedro de Macorís, Dominican 
Republic, where his father was an accountant. When he first traveled to 
Haiti during the regime of ruthless dictator François “Papa Doc” Duva-
lier (1957–71), he was told that the dogs that wandered the streets of Port-
au-Prince were actually spies for the regime; that is to say, the dogs were 
actually people who had been shape-shifted into animal form, becoming 
baka—a phenomenon called dedoubleman in Haitian Creole.1 This rumor 
must have emerged from the notorious case of Clément Barbot, longtime 
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henchman, intimate friend, and loyalist of Papa Doc’s who was known for 
his savage brutality.

When Duvalier faced mounting challenges to his rule in the early 
1960s, he turned on Barbot and had him thrown in jail. But Barbot infuri-
ated Duvalier by absconding and, worse still, taunting him with the threat 
that he would kidnap his children (fig. 3.1). Barbot was said to have escaped 
from prison by turning into a black dog. As a result, as part of the rampage 
that followed the Barbot insurgency, Duvalier was so livid that he ordered 
all black dogs of Port-au-Prince slaughtered on sight.2 Joseph told me that 
this story haunted him for years, and he interpreted it as reflective of the 
depths of paranoia that the repressive dictator had forged through the 
myriad invasive and barbarous acts of terror perpetrated by his secret po-
lice, the vicious Tonton Macoutes. Thus the paramilitary forces were seen 
as the personal attack dogs of the dictator—his virtual eyes and ears—with 
their depredations not just a reflection of his power but an extension of it.3

3.1 ​ Clément Barbot (right), previously the chief of Haiti’s Tonton Macoutes para-
military force, in hiding with his brother Harry after his falling out with President 
François “Papa Doc” Duvalier, 1963. Courtesy of ap Images.
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There is another layer to these stories, however, in which these 
numinous canines are more than merely metaphors of Duvalier’s pre-
ternatural power; they are a result of the particular history of dogs on 
Hispaniola, where dogs were long used as slave-catching tools.4 In this 
chapter I consider the symbolic and material traces this history of ca-
nines has left behind in Haiti, as well as the emotional residue left behind 
after the actual events of the past have washed away with time. Thus I 
am arguing that these popular narratives about dogs have become what 
Sara Ahmed has termed “objects of emotion” that conjure the panic 
generated by historical events and thus enable us to reclaim the emotions 
that were part of the experience of the past.5 I wish to approach the dogs 
of Hispaniola as avatars of historical memory that convey not the actual 
history of the canines but rather the “poetics of predation,” conjuring the 
terror they evoked through their role as tools of war against slaves on the 
island during several historical phases.6 I contend that we must relocate 
these popular narratives from the domain of myth to that of history, and 
thus treat history and myth as “comparative cultural categories,” in an-
thropologist Terry Turner’s phrase, that must be woven together as we 
craft historical narratives, so as to capture the experiences of those who 
lived them.7

As the animals most proximate to humans, dogs are anomalous 
boundary crossers that traverse the lines between wildness and do-
mesticity, culture and nature, home and yard, life and death, myth and 
history. If they have become “lingering phantoms” on Hispaniola, I will 
argue, it is because dogs were the shock troops of empire that enabled 
the dispossession and subjugation of first Indigenous and later African 
slaves.8 Dogs are an “emotional trigger” in former slave societies due to 
the fact that canines were used to terrorize Black populations through-
out the Americas, a history that actually commenced on Hispaniola, 
where dogs were first used as attack animals against the indigenes by 
Christopher Columbus and his men.9 If freedom for African-descended 
freedmen in the US slave south was associated with escape from slave-
catching dogs, we need to ask what it means that these spectral dogs re-
fuse to go away.10 The “unresolved social violence” that the dog embodies 
has become not a passive, evanescent ghost but rather a virulent monster, 
one that has come to occupy a strange space in between fear and desire, as 
we shall see.11

In Haiti, dogs are far afield from the domesticated human surro-
gates found in the United States. By sharp contrast, scavenging the streets 
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looking for food, they are perceived as wild beasts. Even when they are 
kept as guard animals, they are often not domesticated as pets, allowed 
to enter the house, or given veterinary attention. Indeed, the treatment 
of dogs in Haiti has given rise to foreign calls for intervention and rescue, 
even though, as one US observer put it, the Haitian canine is not really a 
dog, since it is not considered a pet. Cats and dogs often figure in tradi-
tional tales as contrastive beasts, the dog frequently being the abject loser 
in contrast to the clever trickster cat, as in the classic Bouki and Ti Malice 
tales of Haiti.12 And in contemporary Haitian literature, the dog is fre-
quently invoked as part of the atmospherics of terror, not seen but rather 
heard, their distant bark a threatening omen portending the worst. The 
escaped slave in Patrick Chamoiseau’s Slave Old Man who is mercilessly 
hunted by a mastiff describes its growl as “something astringent and acid 
and irresolvably evil”; as he states, “the dog is the Master’s rudderless 
soul. It is the slave’s suffering double.” In a short story by Madison Smartt 
Bell a character observes that “a number of starved dogs quarreled in 
the dark streets . . . ​he felt sure they would devour him if they could.”13 
Or in another short story, of a kidnapping, the sound of dogs barking 
makes the victim worry whether the kidnappers might turn the hungry 
dogs upon her as a means of torture.14 Dogs have a dreadful reputation 
elsewhere as well. In Costa Rica, a black dog in chains makes nocturnal 
appearances, and in England the howling of a dog is an omen of death.15 
In Mayan culture, dogs served as spirit guides that guided the dead to the 
underworld. Elsewhere, dogs’ esteemed hunting skills associated them 
with preternatural powers; for example, the Bakongo of Central Africa 
use the term “smelling out” to convey divination.16

Our opening story of baka appearing in the form of dogs links the 
practice of shape-shifting to the Tonton Macoutes, the paramilitary force 
formed by Duvalier as a counterweight to the army, which he feared could 
become a threat to his authority. Of course, Barbot was actually the chief 
architect of the force of armed, ragtag noir loyalists who beat, raped, pil-
laged, and extorted. In rural areas, the Tonton Macoutes frequently drew 
upon regional notables such as chefs de section and ougan (vodou priests), 
and in some cases they might have been captains of secret sosyete such 
as Sanpwèl and Bizango, members of which are rumored to have special 
mystical powers such as shape-shifting skills and the ability to instantly 
change location.17 Shape-shifting as a technique can be used for protec-
tive purposes, as it was during the Haitian Revolution, when maroons 
hid through sorcery, but it can also be deployed as assault sorcery, with 
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bakas sent out as mystical minions to do ill works. In these narratives the 
black dog is a harbinger of doom; as Neil Whitehead put it, they evoke 
the “taste of death.”18

One issue concerning these narratives of Tonton Macoutes shape-
shifting into canines is how a technique canonized as a “weapon of the 
weak” during the Haitian Revolution could be repurposed to assist Du-
valier’s dreaded henchmen. As in all forms of sorcery, of course, this skill 
set is morally neutral and can be deployed for either healing or harm-
ing.19 Moreover, the Tonton Macoutes (formally called the Volontaires 
de la Sécurité Nationale) actually originated as a means of defense for 
the rural population, which sought to protect itself from state depreda-
tion through taxation and anti-vagrancy legislation that had been vig-
orously enforced by the new national army created during the 1915–34 
US occupation.20 As historian Marvin Chocotte has argued, the Haitian 
peasantry saw participation in the milisyen as a means of defending it-
self from the repressive practices of the military-police structure created 
during the US occupation and the overbearing authority of the rural 
police chiefs. Thus even in this case, shape-shifting could be seen as a 
form of what political scientist James Scott has called “infrapolitics”—the 
“disguised resistance” of political struggle, which has been deployed by 
slaves in revolt and fugitives on the run ever since.21 Benoît Batraville, 
the rural Caco guerilla fighter who resisted US Marine depredations, 
was said to have spells that enabled him to escape authorities through 
becoming invisible, just as did maroon leader François Makandal and 
African soldiers during the Haitian Revolution.22 But underdog political 
outsiders also resorted to “occult idioms of power,” as was the case with 
Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo, who was said to have a supernatural 
assistant that protected him.23 Some have alleged that such techniques 
are a part of all warfare; as one Mozambican soldier put it, shape-shifting 
is not witchcraft but “power, pure and simple,” since all warfare deploys 
“dark matter” or forms of occult predation of various kinds.24

Baka narratives of shape-shifting into canine form have one point of 
origin in traditional French loup-garou (lycanthrope) tales dating back 
to medieval Europe. Formulaic features such as the nocturnal setting and 
the wolf as invariably black or gray—the colors of evil in Europe—are 
shared with baka shape-shifting stories, notwithstanding the fact that the 
loup-garou was called a chien de dieu, dog of God, not dog of the devil, 
and the fact that loup-garou became a generic term for sorcery in the 
early modern period.25 The evil beast was contrasted with the innocent 
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women and girls, serving as shepherds, who were frequently its victims. 
In these narratives of shape-shifting as resolving sublimated desire, men 
who were moniteurs who spent a decade in jail without trial turned into 
wolves, or the husbands of women who craved the meat they never had 
access to would turn into wolves to hunt for it. These stories centrally 
concerned the plight of the poor, their rage and frustrated desires, and 
must have spoken to the conditions of the precarious “oceanic proletar-
iat” that made its way to Hispaniola in the seventeenth century as engagé 
bondsmen forced to work off their debt.26

Shape-shifting was also an Amerindian and African practice of sub-
terfuge as well as a form of assault sorcery. Members of secret male so-
dalities such as the leopard-men of Nigeria or the kanaimà of Guyana 
developed totemic associations with charismatic megafauna such as 
leopards, lions, or jaguars through hunting, tribute, and consumption 
practices and came to have the reputation of sharing some of their char-
acteristics.27 This form of totemic identification did make its way to the 
New World, as in the Abakúa secret society members in Cuba who were 
rumored to turn into leopards, and was thus a motif of predatory mascu-
linity and male braggadocio not dissimilar to French tales of men turn-
ing into wolves through military initiation.28 By contrast, women such 
as Juana Isabel, a Nahua in colonial Mexico during the Inquisition, de-
ployed shape-shifting as a form of stealth agency. She was said to change 
into her Indian dress, transform into a dog, and pass through a door with-
out opening it.29

But I argue that the canine baka draws upon another form of 
human-animal entanglement as well. These spectral dogs are derived not 
from the role of canines as companion animals, or as “natural symbols” 
and hence signs of social relations, but rather from the way that dogs 
become tools or extensions of the body in hunting practices.30 The north 
coast of La Española became the site of the seventeenth-century buc-
caneering economy, in which plebian French and runaway slaves hunted 
feral pigs and cattle and sold the smoked meat to ships engaged in con-
traband trade, and a backwoods hunting economy continued there into 
the twentieth century. Yet the dogs used in those two historical contexts 
were creole dogs, not slave-catching mastiffs.31 The baka in canine form 
is a technique not of the self but of the Other; it is thus a logic not of 
identification but of predation, as a history of the use of canine violence 
has transmuted into a landscape embedded with spectral adversaries and 
“lurking assassins.”32
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Aristotle insisted that those able to live outside the city beyond the 
rule of law had to be either animals or gods.33 If dogs tend to have a dia-
bolical cast in these popular narratives, this cannot be traced to Africa, 
where dogs in many contexts are sacred, at times becoming objects of 
sacrifice. One of the most striking images in African cinema is the open-
ing scene of French filmmaker and anthropologist Jean Rouch’s Les maî-
tres fous, which treats the Hauka spirit cult of Niger, West Africa, in which 
possessed men became rabid “dogs” thrusting their arms into vats of boiled 
dog meat and eating it.34 A religious sect, the Hauka were rural migrants ar-
riving at mines, docks, and lumber mills in the 1950s who when possessed 
became colonial officers—figures of power, the strength of which was 
manifest by their violation of the strong taboo on consuming dog meat. 
In Nigeria, Yoruba hunters who are simultaneously feared, honored, and 
disdained as polluted (because they enter the bush at night, when one 
should stay home, and take life in order to sustain it) are said to control 
their hunting canines through incantations; this indicates that they have a 
very special spiritual contiguity with their hounds, which they rely upon 
for hunting and which they reward with the head of the prey.35

Anthropologist Alma Gottlieb has argued that dogs are creatures of 
ambiguity that play a role as alter egos to humans in the mythology of the 
Beng, a people of Ivory Coast. There they are the only creatures that re-
ceive names in the animal kingdom; however, in popular lore they are also 
blamed for human mortality, even though they help enable life as well.36 
This special status as both protectors and destroyers of the human race 
accounts for the ban on dog sacrifice since, as she states, there is “not . . . ​
the right mix of conceptual distance and identity [between man and dog] 
for the one to serve as a sacrificial substitute for the other.”37 Nor do the 
Beng eat dogs. Dogs are objects of sacrifice for the West African deity 
Ogun, due to the fact that he is the paradigmatic hunter and thus heavily 
reliant upon them. The dog is also a key figure in Central African Kongo 
minkisi (power objects), the prototype for the Haitian wanga, which are 
fashioned for spells and protection.38 Charms fashioned in the form of 
dogs embody the mediating role of minkisi; as “seers extraordinaire,” dogs 
hover between the worlds of the dead and the living, and it is their status 
as powerful threshold creatures that animate minkisi and enable divina-
tion. Minkisi are embedded with forces harnessed from the underworld; 
for this reason dogs have been used in rituals to “return souls from the 
dead.”39 As art historian Robert Farris Thompson reports, “Between the 
village of the living and the village of the dead there is a village of dogs.”40
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WILD DOGS

If dogs have a sacred cast in the Old World, they were transformed into 
agents of the “impure sacred” with their arrival on Hispaniola.41 Like a 
corpse, the impure sacred inspires dread and possible contagion, but as 
Émile Durkheim theorized, the sacred and the impure sacred are actually 
two manifestations of the same kind of power.42 Indeed, in Hispaniola 
the dog became an agent of horror and dread, repulsion and distress, as 
in Freud’s notion of the uncanny.43 The uncanny is the emotional timbre 
generated when something familiar and taken for granted is transformed 
into something strange that evokes fear. An example is the central mon-
ster of the novel by Philippe Thoby-Marcelin and Pierre Marcelin, The 
Beast of the Haitian Hills, the cigouave. A gruesome beast that is hidden 
and which is the object of rumor because few have seen it, the cigouave is 
a beast that many hear growling, a sound that elicits a sensation of fore-
boding and uneasiness. It lives in the mountains, engaging in random at-
tacks, in one case crushing the testicles of its victim—the signature act of 
attack dogs. No one knows what the beast is exactly, but the marks on its 
victims resemble the marks of fangs, which make some believe it is a mad 
dog.44 Yet there are indications as well that it is not an animal but rather 
a spirit demon, a baka. For example, like a zonbi astral—a spirit captured 
and sent—the cigouave never comes of its own account; it seems to be 
sent by an invisible human agent. But it is not at all clear whether it is 
a common dog or a supernatural being. In the book, Morin Dutilleul 
armed himself with a loaded pistol and stayed up all night hoping to van-
quish the beast, trying to quell his fear with rum. At one point he heard 
the horrifying shriek of a pig being ravaged by the creature. Then it ap-
peared. The cigouave had the body of a dog and the head and feet of a 
man; its eyes glowed “intensely like a charcoal brazier,” the red color a 
sign of clear and imminent danger.45

This account is similar to stories I heard in rural Haitian-Dominican 
border towns about spirit demons that appeared in the form of black 
dogs. In Bánica, Juan Ramón told me about how one night when he went 
to bathe, he felt something pass over him. In the old days, he continued, 
“it was very dangerous around here. When we were kids there were a lot 
of bad things around here. Every night galipotes came pouring across the 
border. Every night. They were people turned into dogs. Packs of them. 
Every single night. Once I saw a dog in a rocking chair. A galipote. It was 
a festival of galipotes back then! Every night. Bacas everywhere fought 
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to kill. Today they are peaceful but not back then.” When I asked how 
one knew they were galipotes, he said, “Only dogs eat dogs.” And when 
I asked if these particular demons could appear as pigs or cows, he said 
they appeared only as dogs.46

CANINE HISTORIES

As noted earlier, dogs were deployed as hunting aids in the feral goat- 
and hog-hunting economy practiced by slaves and freedmen from the 
buccaneering period into the 1950s in the Dominican Republic, called 
montería.47 Contemporary observers of hunting in Jamaica described the 
dogs as terriers, but these creole dogs were hounds used for stalking and 
trapping game. However, the dogs of war bred and trained in Cuba for 
slave-catching were another matter altogether. Although at times called 
“bouledogues,” these were patently not your average domesticated pet.48 
Eighteenth-century British army officer Marcus Rainsford contended that 
the species was similar to the Irish wolfhound (known then as the Irish 
wolfdog), the largest dog breed in the world, which can weigh in at a 
whopping two hundred pounds.49 Their extraordinary size—reaching six 
feet when standing on their hind legs—rendered them effective at track-
ing large game in Ireland, such as gigantic Irish elk, bears, and wild boars. 
For their grand and majestic profile they achieved such global fame in the 
eighteenth century, when they were known by the name canis maximus, 
that they were highly prized gifts, first to Roman consuls and then to kings 
of England, Scotland, Spain, France, Sweden, and Denmark, as well as the 
shah of Iran. As one contemporary observer said, “If there is a dog living 
that could capture and kill a wolf, single handed, it is, undoubtedly . . . ​the 
Irish wolfdog.”50

But dog breeds were not yet codified at that time the way they are 
now, and there is more evidence concerning which breed may have been 
used for slave-catching in Cuba and was exported during the period of 
slavery.51 What was called in the eighteenth century the “dogge Cubano” 
was said by some to be a type of Spanish bullmastiff used in dogfighting 
that had been introduced into Cuba to chase runaway slaves. A planta-
tion staple, they were raised to guard coffee and sugar plantations. The 
first major breeder of these Cuban mastiffs appears to have been a Span-
iard based in Bejucal, eastern Cuba, who started mixing Spanish mastiffs 
and greyhounds that had been previously used to “reduce” the Taíno 
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population, capture maroons, and guard Spanish properties. The Spanish 
marquesa Doña María Ignacio de Contreras became famous for the brav-
ery and training of her dogs, and her farm in Bejucal became the central 
exporter and producer of these prized hunting dogs, used by hunters and 
slave-catchers (known as rancheadores or chasseurs). She was so success-
ful as a breeder that the dogs became a major Cuban export after their 
success during the Miskito uprising in Nicaragua and later during the 
second Jamaican Maroon War in 1795, which cemented the fame of what 
came to be known as the Bejuco dogs.52

As literary critic Sara Johnson has documented, these dogs were 
used principally as a tool of slave terror in the Caribbean.53 Commencing 
with the first wave of plantation agriculture in the early sixteenth century 
and continuing through the Haitian Revolution, dogs brought in for pro-
tection were also found useful in overcoming Indigenous resistance and 
were trained as attack animals to rout out runaway Indians and slaves. 
Indeed, Christopher Columbus’s men quickly discovered the efficiency 
of dogs in terrorizing the indigenes—what Norton describes as “lethal 
canine mauling”—to the point that “dogging” (aperreamiento) became 
a term for scaring the indigenes to death.54 The first use of dogs on His-
paniola was at the Battle of Vega Real, in which twenty dogs were able 
to rip apart one hundred Indians per hour and the cacique Guarionex 
was defeated, the survivors fleeing to the interior.55 Indeed, it was the 
crucial role of dogs that enabled the capture of Jamaica by the Spanish in 
1494.56 In what came to be called the “hellish hunt” (montería infernal), 
Colonial Governor Bobadilla trained dogs to “attack like wild beasts, to 
disembowel and devour . . . ​and after the struggle was over, they gorged 
on the bodies of the victims.” Dogs came to relish Indian flesh for its 
tender skin as compared to tough animal hide, and so Indians were fed 
to voracious hounds. In a macabre twist, after consuming all the native 
dogs and facing starvation, the Spaniards then proceeded to eat their 
own dogs as well.57

In the eighteenth century, Cuban chasseurs whipped, starved, and 
chained their bouledogues to render them supreme assailants. To maxi-
mize their effectiveness as “gruesome weapons,” they were allowed to 
ravage and even devour their prey once located.58 Indeed, Indigenous 
and slave body parts were even doled out as dog food. Rainsford stressed 
that domesticated dogs could never have behaved so savagely, and that 
the slave-catchers had to ravage the dogs to render them prone to vicious 
attack; the rancheadores mercilessly beat their slave-catching dogs with 
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heavy muskets.59 So although Hispaniola has a history of feral canines, 
in this case it was the domesticated dogs which were trained to be espe-
cially savage, and more likely it was they that forged the iconic image of 
the dreadful canine in popular culture.

Contemporary observers tended to naturalize the savagery of the 
dogs, arguing that brutality was needed given the viciousness of their an-
imal opponents. An observer from eighteenth-century Jamaica said that 
a well-toothed boar was “a dangerous enemy to encounter” and required 
“a powerful and artful combatant.”60 Yet one wonders whether this might 
not be an exaggeration. In fact, creole hunting did not require such a vio-
lent use of dogs. Eighteenth-century Jamaican planter Sir Hans Sloane 
revealed that groups of dogs were used in Jamaica merely to locate the 
boars, keep them at bay, and tire them out, but the boars were actually 
felled with lances by the hunters, not their canines. Moreover, these very 
same “wild” boars slept in corrals placed in the forest and were trained to 
come to the hunters when they called them with a conch shell.61 Indeed, 
an article on hog hunting in Cuba states that creole hogs—wild or tame—
were nothing compared to the wild dogs that were the truly ferocious 
beasts of the interior.62

The ferocity of attack dogs was confirmed most forcefully during 
their role in the Maroon War of Jamaica in 1795, which was the testing 
ground for the Haitian Revolution. Four hundred chasseurs were brought 
in from Cuba along with more than a hundred dogs. It is noteworthy that 
just the rumors themselves of the savagery of these “extraordinary ani-
mals” played a critical role in quelling the maroon rebellion. The canines 
formed part of a theater of terror, which commenced with the fact that 
they used three dogs per group to rout out the maroons, when many 
said two would have sufficed.63 The image of the fearsome dogs was also 
magnified and spread through puppet shows in which a naked Black man 
was chased by dogs.64 In staging this performance of terror, the assail-
ants tried to be secretive about the arrival and departure of the canines, 
but this was foiled by the loud, incessant barking of the packs of dogs.65 
Further evidence of the theatricality of the dogs’ role as agents of terror 
is that while 104 canines were shipped, only 36 of them were properly 
trained, leaving a full 68 as a pure demonstration of force. That said, in 
Jamaica those deployed were those not yet broken in, and would fly at the 
victim’s throat and fail to quit until the victim’s head was severed from 
the body.66 By all accounts, the spectacle of terror was highly successful. 
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It was said that wherever the chasseurs went, “terror flew before them.” 
It was reported that “no time, therefore, was lost in landing the chasseurs 
and their dogs, the wild and formidable appearance of both spread ter-
ror through the place; the streets were cleared, the doors of the houses 
shut, and the windows closed. Not a negro ventured to stride out.”67 A 
writer from the Jamaican governor’s office alleged that “it might be sup-
posed that the Spaniards had obtained the ancient and genuine breed of 
Cerberus himself, the many-headed monster that guarded the infernal 
regions.” He continued that “terror, humiliation and submission” were 
achieved via the rumors alone, without shedding a drop of blood.68 He 
noted that the slaves “mention the Spanish dogs as objects of terror, from 
the wonderful representations of them, but that they had never suffered 
by, or even seen them.”69 Yet that was patently not the case. On the dogs’ 
first day out, a woman’s head was actually severed by the heinous crea-
tures when they attacked her at a watering hole.70

After their success in Jamaica, these dogs of war were brought to 
Saint-Domingue during the last and most sanguinary phase of the Hai-
tian Revolution, when Napoleon’s brother-in-law General Leclerc was de-
ployed with twenty thousand elite troops to retake the colony from the 
rebel forces. These were later backed up by eighty thousand more as the 
most savage phase of the war began. After Leclerc succumbed to yellow 
fever, the Vicomte de Rochambeau took over his post; he promptly sent 
to Cuba for twenty-eight dogs as a central tool in his campaign of terror 
in a last-ditch effort to retake the island and reinstitute slavery after most 
of the north and south had been lost to the rebels. As Johnson has noted, 
they brought no provisions for the dogs, since the slaves themselves 
were to serve as feed for the beasts. Upon their arrival, in a particularly 
opprobrious spectacle of terror, a servant of one of the French generals 
was sacrificed in a gruesome public execution in which the dogs were 
set upon him until they had eaten him alive, with only the bones and a 
few palpitating organs remaining behind.71 So appalled was Rainsford 
by the barbarity of canine warfare that he devoted a special appendix 
in his account of the Haitian Revolution to a description of the train-
ing of the dogs as slave-catchers and how their savagery was induced 
(fig. 3.2).72 They were fed sparingly on blood, and as they matured the 
confined animals were teased with a wicker figure the size and shape of a 
slave embedded with animal entrails inside; after repeated taunting, they 
were eventually “allowed to gorge themselves with the dreadful meat.” 



3.2 ​ “Blood Hounds Attacking a Black Family in the  
Woods.” From Marcus Rainsford, Historical Account of  
the Black Empire of Hayti (London: Cundee, 1805).
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The chasseurs at times even saved the heads of the decapitated slaves as 
“monuments of their barbaric prowess.”73 Rainsford saw the chausseur of 
this era as the direct descendent of the barbarous buccaneer. As he stated, 
“Every part of their dress, their migratory life, power of forbearance, 
and savage habits in the woods all exhibit the modern buccaneer in the 
modern chasseur.” But it was actually the Spaniards’ purported civilizing 
mission—not the subaltern settlers—that gave rise to this cruel practice.74

OF MAD DOGS AND HAITIAN MEN

Up until now I have stressed the commonality of Haitian and Domini-
can popular narratives of ferocious canines. Indeed, they form part of a 
common discursive grammar in terms of plot structure and formulaic 
elements, and thus should be seen as part of a larger shared oral genre of 
shape-shifting tales with a strong point of origin in French loup-garou 
folklore.75 However, these narratives can locate Dominicans and Haitians 
at different ends of the predatory trajectory. Thus when Juan Ramón de-
scribed how in the old days there were packs of wild dogs crossing the 
border that valiant Dominican men fought off, he may be narrating a 
veiled story of Haitian immigration as it was cast by the Trujillo regime 
in the aftermath of the 1937 slaughter in an effort to exculpate its crimes.

As the regime sought to justify the slaughter of migrants of Hai-
tian descent in 1937, anti-Haitianism became a central political motif of 
the Trujillo dictatorship (the Trujillato). In the 1940s a series of histories 
officialized by the regime sought to portray Haiti as a nation intent on 
a “pacific invasion” of the Dominican Republic. This narrative merged 
the idea of Haiti’s superior military force with the fear of engulfment 
by Black people via stealth immigration.76 Casting the spirit animals as 
black vermin emanating from the west draws upon the visual vocabulary 
of the Trujillo regime’s official anti-Haitianism while translating it into 
a vernacular language of predation. These stories cast Haitians as wild 
dogs crossing the border in ferocious covert packs aimed at terrorizing 
Dominican homes and thus implicitly justified violence to keep this 
feral enemy out.77 And in the border regions one need not explicitly 
spell out the horrifying bloodbath of 1937 in which Dominicans were 
forced to kill ethnic Haitian neighbors, relatives, and loved ones, with up-
ward of fifteen thousand border residents of Haitian origin slaughtered 
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gruesomely by machete; this is an open secret locals generally avoid dis-
cussing at all costs.78

When Dominicans narrate these stories of border-crossing feral 
canines, they may be conjuring another eighteenth-century history 
as well, one that pitted slaves and freedmen as implacable enemies on 
either side of the bayonet. As the revolutionary war unfolded in Saint-
Domingue, slaves from the Spanish colony were hired into the free 
Black militia to hunt down escaped slaves, enticed by the fact that after 
one year in service they could earn their freedom as well as the status 
and honor conveyed by fueros (rights) such as the right to bear arms.79 
Slave-catchers required intimate knowledge of the land as well as sur-
vival skills in harsh conditions, which is why monteros were sought 
after for this dangerous work.80 So many freedmen joined the militia in 
this way that this resulted in an enormously inflated colonial militia in 
Santo Domingo, four times the size of Cuba’s or Chile’s.81 Slave-catchers 
carried a machete or couteau, but their most important tools, of course, 
were their hounds. Much of their time was spent caring for and prepar-
ing their dogs, which were trained not to kill but merely to corner their 
prey unless they encountered resistance—which, of course, was invari-
ably the case.82

If Haitians cast their national identity as resulting from the defi-
ant communities of rebellious maroons insistent on their independence, 
the fact that some Dominican hunters found their freedom as chasseurs 
locates these two peoples as being at odds.83 In these narratives, the feral 
dogs could be a synecdoche for the wily Haitian maroons who claimed 
their freedom by crossing the border during the revolutionary war—or, 
alternatively, for the alleged silent migration of Haitians spilling across 
the border in the nineteenth century to escape a state bent on capturing 
their labor. Of course, it is also possible that these tales were a “support-
ive interchange”—an underhanded performance of ethnic superiority for 
my benefit as a white American.84 As sociologist Margaret Somers has 
argued, social narratives are always fashioned in relation to particular 
audiences and settings.85 Yet given the popularity and ubiquitousness of 
jocular animal nicknaming practices as emblems of underclass hombría 
(manhood) today in the Dominican Republic (with nicknames such as 
Tíguere, “tiger,” or León, “lion”), it is disturbing that the first such moni-
ker appears to have been given to Leoncillo (little lion), a warrior dog 
covered with battle scars from Indian arrows and “with a reputation for 
vicious accomplishments” in 1511.86
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CONCLUSION

This chapter has sought to explain the terror invoked by dogs in popular 
narratives from Haiti and the Dominican Republic through the real his-
tory of canines on the island, from their origin as privileged hunting 
companions to their role in spectacles of ruthless violence during the 
conquest, the Jamaican Maroon War, and the Haitian Revolution, and 
finally their role as figures of dread under the Duvalier regime invok-
ing the harrowing butchery of Duvalier’s paramilitary forces, the Tonton 
Macoutes. As anthropologist Neil Whitehead reminds us, violence can-
not be explained without reference to its expressive aspect. As he says, 
“Violent acts may embody complex acts of symbolism that relate to both 
order and disorder in a given social context, and it is these symbolic as-
pects that give violence its many potential meanings in the formation of 
the cultural imaginary.”87 This helps explain why the dogs imported to 
Jamaica during the Maroon War had to do little else besides arrive before 
their task was accomplished; so efficient was this beast and the singular 
history of brutality and panic it conveyed that the rumors were often 
enough to achieve the objective. For some, this history is best silenced. 
As Rainsford put it, “The picture becomes too dreadful for description 
even for the best of purposes,” and even Rainsford, who spoke out against 
these practices, preferred to use engravings instead of words to tell a 
story that left him for all intents and purposes speechless.88 Yet traces of 
these demonic canines remain on Hispaniola, since as Stephan Palmié 
reminds us, sometimes “spectral evidence” offers a form of “release of 
versions of history that . . . ​otherwise not just remain ‘unevidenced’ but 
are actively rendered invisible or unspeakable.”89

I hope to have explained why the dog holds a singular position in 
the pantheon of fiendish creatures on Hispaniola as uniquely spectacular 
“memories of figures of savagery,” to use Taussig’s words.90 Anthropolo-
gist and filmmaker Maya Deren has said that the forceful yet illegit-
imate “left hand” of vodou—the petwo line of spirits—were born of a 
slave’s rage that was forced underground into a mode of occult aggres-
sion associated with “alienable labor power” and sorcery.91 The dog first 
arrived as a lethal technology of predation that ensured the dispossession 
of first Indigenous and later African slaves, leaving them with a visceral 
bodily memory of terror.92 Yet the dog has subsequently been appropri-
ated as a singularly important figure within the spirit world, as the most 
secret, foreboding, dangerous, and powerful of all baka incarnations, one 
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that is deployed in forms of assault sorcery similar to the way the zonbi 
is used.93 These symbolic forms of aggression mimic occult warfare and 
are often used in military contexts. For example, Michel-Étienne Des-
courtilz, who visited Saint-Domingue in 1799 during the last phase of 
the Haitian Revolution, when Haitian troops faced off against regiments 
from France, Britain, and Spain, came across a group of former slaves 
working with a wanga (power object) that had a dog’s head.94 And today 
in Cuba, practitioners of Palo Monte refer to both their mediums and 
the spirits of the dead as “dogs” in a religious practice that includes “ritu-
ally stylized forms of social mimesis” that draw upon the principal log-
ics of slavery—chase, capture, and mystical domination; in this context, 
the dog carries the load of the force of the spirit, yet in this case it is a 
sign of honor to do so.95 In a perfect illustration of Simmel’s argument 
that secrecy can be construed as the very embodiment of moral badness, 
a Haitian secret society has taken a canine as its emblem, calling itself 
Dubreus di Chien Move, or “bad dog society” (fig. 3.3).96 Afro-Atlantic 
religions often draw upon imagery of force from slavery in spirit work, 
but the dog also is a sign of the dark corners where demons lurk, inspir-
ing revulsion and fear.97 Dog bone—in particular, shavings from the tibia 
of a rabid canine—is an activating ingredient in the poison used to make 
a zonbi. Zonbis have been sighted handling packs of vicious dogs with 
a whip.98 And as the ultimate social transgression, the “ambient dead” 
of Palo Monte can request a dog as a sacrificial offering, as might the 
Mondongue spirit within vodou, whose icon is a canine and which has a 
particular hankering for the tip of the tail or the ears of a dog.99

Of course, the very term Mondongue invokes another kind of trans-
gressive rule-breaking with a long history in the Caribbean—that of 
cannibalism. In the eighteenth century, several slave women said falsely 
to be of Mondongue ethnicity were accused of eating infants in Guade-
loupe and Saint-Domingue.100 Such cannibalism is a particularly heinous 
crime since feeding is, of course, the most important form of maternal 
care, and provisioning the gods with food incorporates the dead into the 
family lineage. If cannibalism is the epitome of “moral badness,” the fact 
this label affixed itself to a group of slaves is particularly surprising, es-
pecially given the consumption behavior of the Spanish. It was they who 
first “grilled” Indians on fires like barbecues, fed the flesh of Indigenous 
people to their dogs, and then proceeded to eat those very dogs that had 
consumed Indigenous people’s flesh after food supplies disappeared due 
to native resistance. By sharp contrast, Indigenous people kept dogs for 
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ritual exchange and as a reserve food source, akin to the Andean guinea 
pig. No wonder Haitians say that zonbi meat foams white, the color 
of the colonizers themselves and of the death they engendered in the 
colonies.101

Beyond the specific history of dogs on Hispaniola there is addition-
ally the particularly acutely paradoxical combination of wild and tame 
that dogs embody. In a truly uncanny way, they seem to be one’s faithful 
companion, yet they are capable of savage acts of violence. They appear 
as agents of nature, yet they are actually monstrous products of culture. 
In the Caribbean, they play the part of surrogate wolves, which in France 
gave rise initially to the shape-shifter lore of the loup-garou, which origi-
nated the werewolf narrative genre in the French imperial context. 
As anthropologist Garry Marvin has aptly put it, “Wolves are, or have 
been, revered in some cultures but feared and loathed in others, a sacred 

3.3 ​ A banner for the 
Chien Move Haitian 
secret society. Jacmel, 
Haiti, 2005. Photo by 
Katherine Smith.
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creature of the benign wilderness for some people but an abhorrent 
monster of dark forces for others, regarded as noble hunters or common 
criminals, admired as warriors or reviled as abject cowards, provoking 
terror as creatures into which humans can be transformed or wondered 
at as creatures that can nurture orphaned human children.”102 In this 
sense they resemble the birds in the classic Hitchcock thriller by that 
name, conveying a bleak history of ominous evil. However, in this case, 
the dread ultimately is not of nature, but of culture, since after all it 
was humans who invented slavery and trained the bloodhounds to keep 
slaves in their place.103



CHAPTER FOUR

CREOLE 
PIGS AS 
MEMENTO 
MORI
Gumercindo, whose nickname is “El Ranchero” (the rancher), recounted 
to me the story of a harrowing trip home on his motorcycle to the town-
ship of Bánica, where he lives. Like most residents, he is today a small-
scale subsistence farmer who raises pigs, goats, and cattle for a living. I 
found him through his son Hegel, whom I met during my first extended 
trip when I had letters of recommendations to send, since at the time he 
was working at the town’s computer center. Hegel told me a long story 
about how his house had been haunted by a bacá and his quest to get rid 
of it. When I asked him whom else I could speak to about these spirit de-
mons, he recommended his father, who was a retired elementary school 
teacher who had named his children after his favorite philosophers, 
Socrates and Hegel. Indeed, Gumercindo’s story of facing trials far from 
the metropole with a measure of skeptical irony—requiring a certain 
“suspension of belief ” on the part of the audience, too—and the way his 
account showcases the “pleasures of waywardness” and the “impossibil-
ity of certainty” could class him as a modern-day pícaro (rogue).1

One night Gumercindo was riding his motorcycle until he was 
forced to stop due to a very large tree—about four feet in diameter, per-
haps a ceiba—that had fallen across the road, blocking his way. He got off 
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his bike, confounded because the tree was a species that is not common 
in the region today, and looked around, only to be accosted by a beast he 
could not immediately recognize. He had trouble identifying the crea-
ture that jumped onto the tree trunk. It resembled a large dog or a pig, 
and he thought it must be a jabalí, a feral boar with long whiskers and 
tusks that was common in the area into the 1970s. Thinking, “Lo mato o 
me mata” (I kill it or it kills me), he grabbed his gun just as the animal dis
appeared, vanishing into the night as quickly as it had appeared. When 
he arrived home, he told his neighbor about the episode, and the neigh-
bor asserted with confidence that it must have been a bacá, a mischievous 
spirit prepared by someone for purposes of sorcery.2

The perplexing thing about this testimony is that the jabalí is today 
all but extinct.3 The jabalí, or Sus scrofa fera, was descended from the pigs 
brought by Columbus, which were called water pigs or lapa, were red 
with brown spots, and were a prized feast food for the Taíno and the 
Spanish.4 Yet all the creole pigs on the island were slaughtered in a cam-
paign sponsored by usaid, among others, between 1979 and 1982.5 More-
over, why did the creole pig appear alongside a seriously endangered 
species of tree such as the ceiba, which, along with other slow-growing 
precious woods such as mahogany and ebony, was nearly wiped out due 
to logging in the nineteenth century? Was this boar a flesh-and-blood 
animal, or was it actually a “phantom of remembrance”—a memory that 
conjured a previous ecosystem of robust forests replete with hidden free-
range cochons marrons (wild pigs)?6

Saidiya Hartman has described her own efforts to “reclaim the 
dead” in the Black Atlantic—to see beyond the ruins of violence and 
dispossession and thus “reckon with the lives undone and obliterated 
in the making of human commodities.”7 The pig is a perfect vehicle 
with which to do this, since it marks the boundary between human 
and animal, people and ancestors, sacred and the profane, life and 
death, wild and domestic. Until the pig slaughter, feral swine along-
side cattle had long served as a free-range commons that sustained 
the poor from the sixteenth century onward. But the creole pig had a 
unique place within that feral animal commons. It was the backbone of 
the provision grounds system of subsistence agriculture.8 The pig ate 
food garbage and pests, fertilized crops, and when sold provided cash 
for school fees, medicine, and other emergencies. But the pig was far 
more than this. Much like the Andean guinea pig, it lived in particu-
larly intimate proximity to the family, consuming household remains 
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(thus sharing human food) and being cared for largely by women.9 In 
a world long structured by slavery, the free-range pig was also a sign of 
the possibility of a world without confinement.10 No wonder pork is a 
term of endearment in Barbados and courting a woman demands the 
gift of a pork chop.11

The black creole pig also stood at the center of the ritual economy.12 
Just as it is the favorite sacrificial animal for the Haitian vodou deity 
Èzili Freda, pork is an “exceptional food” eaten at meals on Catholic 
holy days that constitute family and community, such as Noche Buena 
(Christmas Eve), and on patron saint feast days such as the feast of San 
Francisco, the patron saint of Bánica, on October 4 (fig. 4.1).13 It is also 
what I would term a “resistant commodity,” since it should not be sold. 
Like the Andean guinea pig, it was an iegue—a familiarized yet not do-
mesticated animal that was central to the Amerindian gift economy and 
accorded personhood within a broader ecology of selves.14 As such, these 
creatures offered an alternative to the paradigm of mastery and posses-
sion basic to processes of capitalist commodification, an alternative that 
featured free-range proximity and entanglement. When consumed, they 

4.1 ​ Sacrifice for the Feast of San Francisco, protector of animals and patron saint 
of Bánica. Bánica, Dominican Republic, October 4, 2010. Photo by the author.



90  |  chapter four

are a marked sacred food served at feasts. Might these phantasms be both 
signs of melancholy as well as “acts of recovery” that seek to resist the 
longue durée history of interspecies “social death” of humans and the pigs 
that sustained them, a history that commenced with slavery and contin-
ued through the calamitous pig eradication program?15 I wish to argue 
that these creole pig sightings might be seen as “critical interruptions” of 
popular desires to hold on to the beloved creole pig, a sign of home and 
the system of non-market exchange in which the gift is an extension of 
the person.16 Like the Taíno zemi, these ghostly specters of porcine bacá 
lurk and roam furtively in forests and represent what art historian David 
Doris would call “wasteful spirits,” which share suffering as a constitutive 
element because that is part of their historical legacy.17

FORESTS OF PIGS

When Jean Parmentier visited La Española in 1526, he was impressed by 
the immense tropical forest and the packs of feral animals he encoun-
tered there. Arriving from the eastern coast, he observed the mountains 
and the “palm trees, forest, boars, birds and rock all along the coast.” 
In the interior he noted the orange and lemon trees and the sugar cane, 
as well as the abundance of wild cattle and dogs and horses “with savage 
force”; as we have seen, cattle were the basis of the leather trade, as hides 
were sold to corsairs and most of the remaining meat left in the forest, sus-
taining the scavenger animals. Feral animal packs thrived just outside the 
city of Santo Domingo. The long northern coast, between the northern 
coastal town of Puerto Plata and the Bay of Samaná, he described as par-
ticularly dangerous, because of the contraband trade that passed through 
there and because a group of runaway slaves had formed a community 
there.18 The rapid decline of the Indigenous population, who were ag-
riculturalists, made available vast areas for livestock. The predominance 
of wild cattle and pigs, which often mingled and bred with tame ani-
mals, forged a hybrid animal stock, in which temperament, not physical 
characteristics, determined how an animal was classified.19 The ecology 
of feral animals was even inscribed in the landscape as place names such 
as Morne à Mantegue (Lard Mountain), Cau de Cabrón (Goat Cay), and 
Ile-à-Vache (Cow Island). Of course, pigs are deeply inscribed as signs of 
the forest even in Europe, where the size of a forest was long estimated 
in terms of the number of pigs it sustained.20 Due to the late arrival of 
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sugar in the eastern portion of the island, today the Dominican Republic, 
the forest there remained largely intact far later than in Haiti and Cuba, 
where intensive sugar plantation economies caused a dramatic erosion 
by the mid-nineteenth century.21

As noted in chapter 2, the feral hunting economy commenced in 
the sixteenth century to sell smoked meat to corsairs (fig. 4.2). Based 
upon feral cattle and pigs, the buccaneering economy declined with the 
Treaty of Ryswick in 1697, as authorities encouraged agricultural settle-
ment in the Artibonite Valley of Saint-Domingue and promoted sugar 
plantations; however, extensive cattle ranching of semiferal herds later 
expanded in the Spanish eastern area, providing meat and oxen to the 
thriving plantation economy of the western French colony until the 
1790s, when the Haitian Revolution commenced. The forest cover pro-
vided by five mountain ranges provided a free commons of wildlife and 
hardwoods into the twentieth century, important supplements to the 
subsistence economy that sustained the rural poor outside of unfree 
labor and the market economy for centuries, at a time when dark skin 
could be read as a sign of slave status. Sugar’s late arrival saved the forest 
cover and the animal commons it protected in the Dominican Republic. 
Indeed, as late as 1922, an estimated 75 percent of the Dominican Repub-
lic was still forested.22 For Francisco Puello, writing in the 1890s, the true 
locus of Dominican identity was the forest, home to boars and dogs. As 
he waxes lyrically, Monsieur Santo Domingo finds himself “at the foot 
of the mountain, contemplating the untouched virgin forest, where the 
birds have made their nests for centuries without being disturbed, where 
you sometimes hear the bark of a dog that hunts wild boars that drink 
from a spring and that produces the only sound in those awe-inspiring 
moments of solitude.”23 A black pig sacrifice in the forest of Bois Caiman 
also has been said to have commenced the Haitian Revolution, which 
freed the slaves and founded the independent nation of Haiti.24 If the 
pig is a beloved synecdoche for the forest that housed it, signifying free-
dom, it is not hard to see why. Which is precisely why the usaid-directed 
slaughter of all creole pigs in 1979 on the island was such a calamity for 
the rural poor.

Yet getting at the affective significance of the backwoods world 
of el monte conjured up by the pig requires moving beyond tracing the 
contours of the feral livestock economy to consider popular storytell-
ing as a popular archive. The broader cultural significance of the creole 
pig became apparent to me through stories I was told of phantasmic 
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pig sightings in which the puerco criollo (creole pig) was associated with 
other traces of this landscape of memory. Animal familiars, of course, are 
common in Africa also, and were present at the Salem witch trials.25 And 
the presence of any unusual animal behavior creates suspicions of obeah 
practice in Jamaica.26 But the pig stands out, since it is the only bacá host 
that is beloved, and the creole pig is the only animal besides the goat 
brought through the Columbian exchange that was indigenized.27

Minor spectral spirits such as spirit demons are often classed to-
gether as if their embodied host is entirely irrelevant. This is not the case 
here, and the baka/bacá may be located on a visceral continuum from 
the most terrifying apparition, which is the dog, to the most cherished, 
which is the creole pig. I wish to argue that bacá pig narratives are haunt-
ing tales that conjure a deep sense of melancholia, loss, and nostalgia for 
creole swine and that these narratives can help us discern a particular 
culture of intimacy with the pig and its associated emotional resonance.28 
The pig’s rooting behavior is associated with the underworld, and this 
may explain its link to the spirit domain, rendering the creole pig bacá 
more like a spirit double or familiar than a demon, thus differentiating it 
from other bacá animal revenants.29

Drawing upon Ann Stoler’s work, one might say that these porcine 
ghosts are “archives of the visionary and the expectant” that reveal “epis-
temic anxieties” and “affective tremors,” traces of trauma and grief that 
found no ready outlet given the fact that the military forcibly carried 
out the pig slaughter at gunpoint.30 If I am correct, these revenants 
should be seen as more than just static folklore; they are dynamic 

4.2 ​ The earliest 
depiction of wild boar 
hunting in Hispaniola, 
with buccaneer hunters. 
Nicolás de Fer, Mapa 
de la isla la Española, 
1723, detail. Courtesy of 
Mapas antiguas, Archivo 
General de la Nación, 
Santo Domingo, Do-
minican Republic. Photo 
by Martha Ellen Davis.
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“mythic kernels” that get us closer to the lived experience of the creole 
pig slaughter on the island of Hispaniola, and the deep emotional attach-
ment smallholders felt to the “patio pig,” which was a junior member of 
the family and the bedrock of the subsistence economy until the pigs’ 
demise at the hands of the army. I try to approach these stories as they are 
narrated, however, which portray the pig bacá as fleeting and inchoate 
entities that become apparent in a flash or viscerally sensed in a moment 
of contact only to vanish before they could be completely grasped, van-
quished, or at times even fully identified.31 These persistent pig appari-
tions should be seen as evidence of a deep-rooted affective economy of 
subsistence and as a mode of popular resistance to the erosion of every-
day life for the rural poor.

As has been argued for African pastoralists whose livelihood is in-
timately bound up with their animals, the significance of livestock in 
this case is not merely economic; beasts can become a metaphor of the 
human community, a sign of the human condition.32 Pigs were a con-
stant live everyday presence around the household, fed and cared for by 
women and children, as well as the most prestigious food (which should 
be served at Christmas dinner and on religious feast days, or as pig’s 
feet or roast pork on Sunday; it was invariably paired with cornmeal, 
chenchen or mayi moulin, a sign of indigeneity and autochthony, at reli-
gious feasts) and the primary object of sacrifice in certain Afro-Catholic 
rites and vodou/vodú. Creole pigs were indeed what anthropologist Mar-
cel Mauss described as “total social phenomena,” things that contained 
all the threads through which “the social fabric is woven.”33 No barnyard 
beast conveys home in the Caribbean like the pig does.34 This is nicely 
summed up in the Dominican proverb “El puerco cimarrón sabe en el 
palo en que se rasca” (the wild pig knows where he belongs).35 Unlike 
in Europe, where the pig has long been a sign of incivility connoting 
filth, lust, and excess, the Caribbean does not vilify pigs, and in jokes and 
songs they often appear as surrogate people, as we shall see in chapter 7.36 
Scholars have explored the significance of livestock in the African con-
text, but the broader cultural meaning of animals has been largely left out 
of relevant historical research on Latin America.37

The scholarship on animals hinges on a wild/domestic binary in 
ways that are problematic for the case of Hispaniola. First of all, the cre-
ole pig descended from the domesticated pigs that were brought by Co-
lumbus but which reverted to a feral state on Hispaniola. The creole pig 
was not a “companion species” in Haraway’s sense, nor was recognition 
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of their “nonhuman personhood” cause for suckling them, as in Malawi 
or Melanesia. However, the fact that practices such as faith healing and 
“laying on hands” are used for both people and livestock indicates what 
anthropologist Eduardo Kohn has described as a “transspecies ecology of 
selves.”38 While there was human-pig codependence and intimacy, they 
were not socialized into the world of humans, as were Fulani cattle or 
Andean guinea pigs. While a pig or two was kept around the home to 
eat leftovers and food scraps, as the offspring accumulated, they were 
left to roam in the forest; yet, I have been told, even these feral mountain 
pigs came when called. Fighting cocks were also left to range in the for-
est on the grounds that the experience toughened them and made them 
braver warriors. Such practices involving the taming of wild animals, 
their conversion into iegue, may be a Taíno legacy of familiarization and 
as historian Marcy Norton has argued, evidence of a transspecies concept 
of personhood, which the Spanish adopted from the Indigenous popula-
tion during the early conquest period.39

This essay seeks to excavate the history of multispecies engagement 
and entanglement that gave rise to this particular genre of ecological 
animism in Hispaniola.40 I trace the history of pig raising on Hispaniola 
from its European predecessors through the slaughter of all creole pigs 
in 1979, an event that was cataclysmic for the rural poor of both Haiti 
and the Dominican Republic. This popular culture of animal practices 
and lore also traverses the wild/domestic divide in surprising ways, as we 
shall see.

CATTLE AND PIGS

In the backwoods hunting economy of Hispaniola, cattle and pigs became 
contrastive signs. During the seventeenth-century buccaneering period, 
these animals enjoyed the grassland savannas created by slash-and-burn 
agricultural practices. Hunters worked on foot with lances, using a tech-
nique that was likely Spanish in origin.41 The cattle were hunted for meat 
and hides, the pigs solely for meat. Tame animals were marketed live, and 
packs of stray dogs, which were also a mix of domesticated and feral, fre-
quently preyed on calves. Early on, it appears, there developed an occu-
pational specialization, with the term boucanier applied to the mounted 
cattle hunter and chasseur to those who hunted hogs; the latter remained 
important in the interior after cattle hunting declined with the rise of 
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sugar in Saint-Domingue. Over time the feral animal presence (including 
cats) diminished, and the French botanist Michel Étienne Descourtilz 
noted a dramatic decline in avian species by the 1780s, probably due to 
excessive hunting during the Haitian revolutionary war due to the avail-
ability of guns. However, feral cattle, hogs, horses, donkeys, dogs, goats, 
and guinea fowl remained present in the Spanish eastern region (Santo 
Domingo) due to the sparse population.42

Cattle became important transatlantic commodities that were 
traded internationally, first to regional corsairs and later to the colons 
(colonists) of Saint-Domingue, as we have seen. In Santo Domingo, 
where there was a shortage of specie, live cattle or hides were swapped 
for slaves, as was the case elsewhere in the West Indies as well. Because 
cattle and oxen were valuable commodities, there was some border 
theft involving these animals, but that was not the case for pigs. Dur-
ing slavery, pigs became a ubiquitous feature of the conuco or provision 
grounds, since slaves were rarely given meat and had to provide their 
own; in Barbados slaves were allotted two fish, and a cattle head and en-
trails if any cattle died by disease.43 Thus livestock were a crucial compo-
nent of the “protopeasant” subsistence economy that commenced within 
slavery and extended into the post-emancipation period (fig. 4.3).44 For 
slaves, the extraordinary fertility of pigs enabled a steady protein source 
as well as ready cash in times of need. Historian Rebecca Scott has noted 
the importance of obtaining livestock as slaves transitioned to freedmen; 
pigs could serve as credit for loans.45 Seventeenth-century Barbados 
planter Richard Ligon attested to the ubiquity of pig raising in Barba-
dos, the animals’ enormous size (they could reach four hundred pounds), 
and the meat’s distinctively sweet taste (due to their diet of fruit, plan-
tains, and locust nuts there; in Jamaica they were fed coco yams or taro).46 
While on the intensive sugar-producing islands all meat animals became 
commodities, on Hispaniola this was not the case. On Hispaniola, the 
family pig became a ubiquitous and highly prized exceptional food, its 
value stemming not from its exchange value but rather from its suste-
nance of hearth and home. While their offspring could be sold, the family 
pig should ideally remain what anthropologist Annette Weiner has de-
scribed as an “inalienable possession,” kept out of circulation, its path 
tracing the social networks of family and friends.47

Wild pigs became an emblem of the open-range free commons, 
which had provided subsistence to the poor for centuries. Swine cultiva-
tion on Hispaniola drew upon practices from France and Spain, where 
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pig raising is a national tradition. In Spain, pigs were seasonally taken 
to the oak forests of Andalusia, where the black Iberian swine ate acorn 
mast during the winter months, giving rise to the famed jamón ibérico; in 
Alsace, the lucky pigs were a vital component of the dairy farm and dined 
on cream and potatoes.48 Both Spain and France developed the ideal of a 
family pig, the slaughter of which was a festive family occasion; in Spain 
the annual slaughter resulted in the beloved jamón serrano, a cured meat 
that could be enjoyed for months.49

The Dominican Republic shared the Iberian tradition of common 
pasturage and separation of usufruct claims until the early twentieth 
century, when fencing laws were introduced.50 Indeed, liberal reform-
ers railed against itinerant pigs, which became a symbol of a land ten-
ure system that favored free-range livestock. As Emiliano Tejera wrote 
in a screed that linked hunting to political tumult, “The revolutionary 
and the pig are the principal enemies of the country.” The “enemy that 
is the free-range animal” and “ignorant ranchers,” he wrote; governing 
nineteenth-century caudillos such as Pedro Santana had prioritized 

4.3 ​ “Hey, hey! That ham is not for you. I only wanted you to smell it!” The man 
with the cane, labeled “pd,” represents Rafael Trujillo’s Dominican Party, and the 
man running off with the “liberty ham” represents the people (pueblo). Unión 
Cívica, June 4, 1961. Courtesy of Archivo General de la Nación, Santo Domingo, 
Dominican Republic.
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free-range livestock to the detriment of tobacco farmers and agricultur-
alists. He continued, “He that is favored by the law is the rancher, though 
he spends most of the time in his hammock, plucking his guitar, or visit-
ing his neighbor. . . . ​Reducing the free-range pigs will reduce the revo-
lutionaries, because rarely is the revolutionary a working man who has 
interests to lose, and there will be more working men when there is no 
free-range grazing.”51 In this view pigs were a drain on national progress, 
perceived as a natural economy that escaped taxation and threatened ag-
riculture, enabling hordes of idlers and vagrants and uppity caudillos. To 
colonial observers, for whom export agriculture was the paragon of activ-
ity, the “hauteur and overbearing pride” of these vagrant freedmen who 
lived off the feral commons was noxious, since they lacked the requisite 
deference, which slaves had been obliged to offer.52 To Dominican state-
builders, pigs were a problem due to their itinerancy and the fact that 
they enabled an uncaptured protopeasantry to thrive without capital or 
wage labor.53 Officials seeking to incorporate fugitive people and their 
pigs into the national economy even resorted to requiring passports in 
order to move hogs from one region to another in the early twentieth 
century; such documents had been required in Cuba in the eighteenth 
century and beyond.54

In England, a shift in the pig’s habitat away from the black forests 
where it had developed its reputation as elusive, dark, and fearsome in 
the Middle Ages gave way to the more modern image of the pig as a 
wholesome, jolly domesticate.55 But the feral pig stubbornly retained its 
mysterious, elusive cast in the Caribbean. It also preserved a strong link 
to the spirit world. One case in point is the djablesse creature, which lurks 
in forests; it is a siren with cloven hooves and is surrounded by piglets, 
which are the souls of women who died in childbirth and the spirits of 
aborted fetuses.56 Beliefs about minor spirits that can serve as familiars, 
venturing outside the body and inhabiting animals or traveling to the 
underworld, are common to Mesoamerica, which was a source for Indian 
slaves arriving in Santo Domingo.57 Songs in Jamaica link pigs with birds, 
which are also seen as celestial travelers and thus were associated with 
witchcraft.58 Pigs’ rooting behavior linked them to the earth and what 
lay within it—much as are snakes, which are often taken to be familiars 
or spirits of the dead.59 Yet, interestingly, the pig does not conjure dread 
the way bacá in the form of cattle or dogs do. In the wake of the slaughter, 
the creole pig has become a sign of longing and nostalgia.
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HUNTING CULTURES

Early primary sources for the buccaneering period offer numerous 
glimpses of the elusive “hunters” in the outback. William Walton, for 
example, characterizes them as “a hardy warlike set of confederates.” 
But they are rarely described in any detail.60 The totemic prestige hi-
erarchy ranked the mounted boucanier (later the hatero or extensive 
cattle rancher) and their cattle over the chasseurs and their pigs, but the 
two groups appear to have been different social groups initially as well. 
The former were considered more skilled and may have been primar-
ily European former bondsmen initially. The latter appear to have been 
half-castes and former slaves, monteros who practiced swidden agricul-
ture but sought out meat and lived reclusively in the mountains, only 
occasionally returning to urban centers for muskets, shot, and clothing. 
British geographer and botanist Robert Schomburgk noted that horti-
culture was a rarity in the Dominican Republic and that only in certain 
areas did one see small patches of plantation, or fruits intercropped with 
cacao, for domestic consumption in the mid-nineteenth century.61 There 
were also sizable communities of maroons—for example, around Neyba, 
the population of which Walton estimated at six hundred in 1820; he said 
that a full one-third of them were a standing army, which “lived upon 
game and the abundant fruits of the earth,” and dipped into town when 
they had tortoiseshell to sell or a “superabundance of cured game . . . ​
principally wild hog and horned cattle,” which they usually snared, and 
the meat of which they exchanged for gunpowder and clothes.62

We must wait until the twentieth century for a three-dimensional 
portrait of these hunters, who are mostly despised by contemporary ob-
servers as savage barbarians. Historian Emilio Rodríguez Demorizi dem-
onstrates a rare glimmer of respect at least for the cattle-hunters, which 
is worth quoting at length:

The montero, less than those who are hateros, was not the peasant 
dedicated to the cultivation of the land, but rather that which, half 
naked, machete in his hand, with his multi-hued team of dogs, walked 
on foot through the cattle plains, the outback [montería], through the 
scrub, chasing wild cattle; brave men who had to confront the wild 
bull with sharp horns and the terrible boar with its razor-sharp tusks, 
curved knives that stand out on each side of their destructive snout. 
A man of admirable restraint, who goes about the whole day in 
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pursuit of the elusive hunt with only a gulp of morning coffee. The 
montero was always the man who came from the troops of the hat-
ero converted into a caudillo, his loyal and selfless soldier, because 
montería was heroic, akin to a harsh and permanent guerilla war 
against the cattle scattered along the intricate wilderness [montes].63

He maintained that the montero had to be superior to the average sol-
dier: He had to ride well, be able to fell an animal from behind with a 
lance, swim and climb well, be able to rapidly scale a tree, and then cut 
the steed’s or boar’s throat. He also had to withstand hunger and be able 
to carry the harvested meat through torrential downpours.64

The original pigs of Hispaniola were later transferred to Florida 
and with them, certain features of their hunting practices. Swine were 
brought to Florida from Cuba in the De Soto expedition of 1539. Indians 
stole some, and others escaped into the forest; after some time, the south-
ern feral woods hog or monstrous razorback emerged. The spare and 
rangy black Iberian hog with its large floppy ears and sparse bristles of 
Florida was technically not a wild boar, but its ferocious behavior made 
it seem a close cousin. Florida also had Texas peccaries, which were faster 
than a horse and were brave enough to attack hunters’ dogs; they also 
were known for their anthropomorphic-sounding, terrifying scream.

Hunting and warfare have long had a symbiotic relationship in the 
circum-Caribbean. The privateer Henry Morgan created battalions from 
“the sharpshooting cow-slayers of Hispaniola,” deploying them to con-
duct military raids on Panama; the Spanish responded by driving bulls 
against the marauding buccaneers.65 Santo Domingo had four times the 
size of Chile and Cuba’s standing army in the 1720s and most soldiers 
were not professional; they were unpaid militiamen.66 In the nineteenth 
century, this relationship deepened. Hunting was necessary to provision 
the armies in the Dominican Republic and Cuba, where independence 
warfare lasted for decades. Dominican liberal Pedro Francisco Bonó vis-
ited an army camp at Bermejo in 1863, where he came upon ragtag troops 
smoking after dinner, their munitions perched atop a barbecue with a slab 
of bacon and plantains. Bonó inquired, “And what do we eat here?” The 
response was “That is not a concern . . . ​each soldier is a montero.” The camp 
subsisted through foraging, which was easy for them because it was situ-
ated in the middle of a mountain hunting area.67 Each army hut had its side 
of bacon, a butcher block, and a couple of pigs. Due to the scarcity of guns, 
most men fought with sabers, using knife skills honed through hunting.
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In Cuba, hunting was considered excellent training for the mili-
tary. It provided tactical skills, enhanced bravery, and helped develop 
“the physical attributes of manliness.” As a 1909 hunting manual put 
it, “Hunting is the art and knowledge of fighting and winning.”68 This 
manual recognized three categories of game: wild, partially tamed, and 
tame.69 In Spain montería was the term for the big-game hunting prac-
ticed recreationally by aristocrats, who hunted bear, deer, or jabalí. It was 
very popular around the time of Iberian expansion, becoming a motif of 
Christianity after the Reconquista.70 However, in the Caribbean, hunting 
was more frequently the province of runaway slaves and freedmen seek-
ing to supplement their diet and income.

But hunting came to hold more than merely utilitarian significance 
to some, becoming a badge of plebian male pride, particularly for men 
who lacked other benchmarks of male status. In Florida, for example, 
on a single shooting spree, two hunters at the St. Johns River bagged 
fifty alligators averaging twelve feet long. On another expedition they 
collected twenty deer, thirty turkeys, and three hundred pounds of trout. 
One famed backwoods hunter was said to have shot more bears, wolves, 
bobcats, panthers, alligators, and Indians than anyone else in the state.71

The casual mention of human prey here should not surprise, since 
in the Spanish Caribbean the best hunters were often enlisted as slave-
catchers. In fact, in Florida bloodhounds were called “negro doges” and 
were used to track game, slaves, and Indians; it was hoped that they “would 
put a new face on the war [with the Seminoles] and lead to a speedy conclu-
sion.”72 Living in quarters near the livestock, their labor used to care for it, 
slaves were seen as virtual swine; their skin was described as hide, their 
diet as salt pork and “Indian [corn] meal.” This slippage between man 
and beast was not lost on contemporary observers, for whom the slave, 
as a nonperson, was “always already positioned in fraught proximity to 
animal life.”73 Jamaican planter Edward Long casually remarked that a 
slave named Sarah lay in a pool of blood on the floor “just like a hog had 
been killed.” Long also mentions that in Jamaica slave children were fed 
pork lard so that their skin would gleam, and when visitors came to call, 
they were showed off, standing in a row with about the “same kind of 
pride in showing off a flock of good sheep or a lot of good hogs.”74 And of 
course slaves and pigs alike required passes to move from place to place. 
As Neil Whitehead has said, “Hunting and war are the primordial relation-
ship through which humanity and animality are created,” but slavery, of 
course, also made beasts out of humans.75
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Given the absence of meat provisions during the colonial period, 
however, slaves were also eager hunters, and access to wild game came to 
be considered a customary right. In Florida, they trapped smaller game 
such as raccoon, turkey, and possum, since bear, panther, and bobcats 
required access to firearms. But not all animals were potential prey. Owls 
were spirit guardians and could not be hunted or eaten. Michel Étienne 
Descourtilz recounts how he came upon a dead owl in a cemetery in the 
Artibonite Valley (Saint-Domingue) and wanted to collect it as a speci-
men, but his slave assistant refused to touch it.76 This special quality of 
owls, however, is due not to their personhood but rather to the fact that 
they are messengers from the underworld.77

Perhaps due to the fact that their natural home is in el monte, the for-
est, which is the locus of animal souls, pigs (like birds) provided a bridge 
to the domain of spirits. Pigs were clairvoyant, could “see the wind,” and 
could sense when a storm is coming. A pig femur was commonly used 
as a good-luck charm.78 Possibly because of dogs’ crucial role in hunt-
ing as seers and seizers of game in the bush, dog parts were also used in 
sorcery. Such practices, in the words of anthropologist Todd Ochoa, aim 
at fixing “the protean flux of the dead so that it can be worked.”79 An 
obeah recipe in Antigua included dog’s tongue alongside ground bones 
and wood ashes; even spells, it seems, need bay dogs, which locate prey, 
as spiritual messengers.80

Hunters were fond of keeping relics from their prey, mementos of 
conquest of particularly fearsome beasts that demonstrated their prowess. 
From the alligator teeth worn by a Cuban slave to the elaborate tattoos of 
snakes, iguanas, crocodiles, and owls etched upon former Dominican na-
tional guardsman and bandit Enrique Blanco—a creole version of heraldic 
use of animal iconography—the practice of taking “war trophies” was com-
monplace.81 The question is, how are they to be interpreted? In William 
Pietz’s formulation, fetish arose as a term to denote a value form that dis-
avowed processes of commodification. Yet these images are drawn from 
the feral animal commons. Marcy Norton might see these as collecting 
practices through which the hunter “appropriat[ed] the courage, feroc-
ity, and power of these apex predators.”82 Yet could these relics possibly 
evidence a shared experience between the hunter and the prey? Alterna-
tively, in a context in which the stigma of slavery deprived free Black men 
of personhood, could these mementos also serve as insignia of power that 
located former slaves as human subjects and not beasts?83 Being a hunter, 
of course, was not being prey, and thus enabled one to avoid the passive, 
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feminine position of “prostrate other” which was dishonorable (indeed, 
cochón, French for “pig,” is a term for “queer” in the Dominican Repub-
lic).84 The animal turn in scholarly studies has attended to the construc-
tion of nonhuman persons, but not quite as much to the “animalization 
of humans,” an important by-product of slavery.85

HOME IS WHERE THE HOGS ARE

Of all the members of the animal kingdom, pigs are physiologically the 
closest to humans. Pig heart valves are used in human heart valve re-
placements, and medicine is now harvesting pig organs for human 
transplants. Current xenotransplantation practices involve cloning 
and genetically modifying pigs to make them more compatible with 
the human immune system.86 The close proximity of pigs and humans 
also makes them, like monkeys, potential transspecies disease transmit-
ters. This may be one of the reasons for officials’ panic after swine fever 
emerged in the United States in 1976, given the disease’s resemblance to 
the 1918 pandemic, the most deadly flu outbreak in world history, and the 
fact that swine fever is endemic in several parts of the world and there 
is no vaccine to combat it. Another reason is that the US pork industry 
was facing financial difficulties in the late 1970s and likely wanted to curb 
competition.87

In 1979, to prevent the spread of African swine fever (hog cholera) 
to the United States, usaid coordinated and funded the slaughter of all 
creole pigs on the island of Hispaniola, a project that was carried out 
by the local militaries.88 A hemorrhagic disease, swine fever has a long 
history on the island, having first erupted there on Columbus’s second 
visit to the island, yet it is often asymptomatic among free-range pigs. 
In the twentieth century, the disease started in Villa Mella, a commune 
outside of Santo Domingo, where pigs were fed airline food that in-
cluded contaminated Iberian sausage, and it spread from there.89 Over 
the course of thirteen months, the armies of Haiti and the Dominican 
Republic ventured into the interior, where they butchered pigs en masse, 
countering immense popular resistance with arms. Observers lamented 
that it was “the worst calamity ever to befall the Haitian peasant,” since 
the pig was the central axis of the subsistence economy.90 This draconian 
remedy was considered necessary due to the free-range nature of hog 
production, which made other containment measures impossible.91
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The pig slaughter signaled a shift away from rural development ef-
forts and hence the beginnings of extreme food precarity in both coun-
tries. Due to a drop in the US sugar quota and the rise of high-fructose 
corn syrup as a sweetener in processed foods, both nations had to replace 
traditional export crops with development schemes such as export free 
trade zones; tourism was also promoted in the Dominican Republic. In 
Haiti, the pig slaughter was a tipping point, culminating in peasant sui-
cides and an exodus of refugees to the United States.92 In the Dominican 
Republic, things also went from bad to worse. In 1978 Antonio Guzmán 
was elected in a landslide but soon landed the nation in a major cor-
ruption scandal, which left the government bankrupt just as oil prices 
spiked and debt arrears forced a turn to the imf for emergency loans.93 
Resulting stabilization measures sent food prices skyrocketing at a time 
when wages had sunk to some of the lowest in the Caribbean, in part as 
an effort to attract foreign investment. It should come as little surprise 
that bread riots eventually erupted in Santo Domingo in 1982.94 The pig 
debacle affected the two countries differently, however, because in Haiti 
70 percent of pig production was domestic and only 30 percent was com-
mercial, while in the Dominican Republic those figures were reversed.

The pig slaughter catastrophe hit the central frontier especially 
hard, since this was the small pig farmer belt on the island and replace-
ment pigs were not distributed there. Protests broke out in the southern 
Dominican border towns of Pedernales and Jimaní, while later protests 
occurred in Dajabón and the province of Elías Piña.95 Worse still, the pig 
slaughter arrived after a series of droughts that had left the population 
even more dependent on livestock than previously.96

Until then, creole pigs had been the mainstay of the peasant sub-
sistence economy. In addition, the black boar was a key ritual symbol in 
Haiti (it had been the chosen sacrificial object at Makandal’s Bois Cai-
man vodun ceremony, the ceremony that sacralized the Haitian Revo-
lution). The French term marron, which became maroon, the word for 
“runaway slave,” came from the puerco cimarrón (wild pig) which was the 
primordial forest creature on both sides of the island.97 Creole pigs were 
extremely well adapted to their environment, thriving on palm fronds, 
worms, and grubs. They disposed of household food remains such as 
yucca and plantain peels, their excrement provided fertilizer for the 
conuco or garden plot, and their rooting loosened the soil for planting. 
From an initial investment of less than $10 for a pig, the offspring could 
bring in as much as $250 due to pigs’ high rate of fecundity.98 For virtually 
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no cost in maintenance, pigs were an ample and secure protein source; 
they also could be used as credit to secure a loan.

Although caring for the animals in the monte was a male pastime, 
the creole pig massacre became largely a women’s issue (in part because, 
as some men reported to me, men concealed their pigs from authori-
ties in the mountains, whereas the family pig, cared for by women and 
children, was harder to hide). French philosopher Simone de Beauvoir 
claimed that women’s “animality is more manifest” than men’s, which 
also might help explain why the pig slaughter mobilized irate women 
en masse.99 Perhaps it is the pig’s exuberant fertility that genders them 
female, or women’s labor caring for the family pig that renders the sow 
contiguous with domesticity itself. The close proximity of pigs and 
humans can even extend to pollution taboos, such as beliefs in Portugal 
that menstruating women can spoil sausage prepared during the annual 
matanza (slaughter).100 In Japan it is said that wild boars prefer a pregnant 
woman’s fields, and a shape-shifting boar can turn into one’s mother.101 
And in Haiti, it is the wrathful “goddess of love,” Èzili Dantò, who, it has 
been said, has “exclusive title to that which distinguishes humans from all 
other forms”—and requires a creole pig for her sacrifice.102 In Spanish the 
term crianza refers to the rearing of children or animals. Yet irrespective 
of the popular prohibition against killing sows, especially pregnant sows 
and their offspring (which are taboo to eat and said to make you sick), 
these were also killed in the 1979 slaughter, a fact that outraged owners, 
who railed that “this was the only thing to sustain a family.”103 Like the 
Andean guinea pig, the creole pig is gendered female along several axes 
since it is associated with fertility and reproduction, the ghosts of the 
ancestors, and the “spirit of the gift.”104

Another reason the pig slaughter may have particularly enraged 
women is that they usually had fewer options for generating cash than 
men, and as matrifocal heads of families they were even more dependent 
on their pigs than their menfolk.105 Women, of course, were also the pri-
mary caretakers for the family hogs, which resided near the house and 
lived off household leftovers, food that the women prepared. In their piti-
ful complaints to the authorities they wrote, “We are women who sustain 
our families from pig production,” and pointed out that they were now 
destitute.106 Some of the most strident resistance came from outraged 
women who preferred to kill and eat their own pigs rather than hand 
them over to the soldiers.107 Incensed protesters sent in telegrams and pe-
titions. In one letter signed by 102 claimants from a “humble section” of 



Creole Pigs as Memento Mori  |  105

Jimaní, fully a third were women, which is a very high percentage when 
you consider that women in the Dominican Republic historically have 
not played a leading role in civil society. A plaintiff wrote, “We are all 
poor people, and pig rearing helps us to solve some of our most basic 
needs.”108 A group of three signatories cried out, “We want justice to be 
done!”109 Some believed that the pig slaughter was political persecu-
tion, since in the recent presidential elections the region had come out 
strongly in favor of Antonio Guzmán, who had forced out strongman 
Joaquín Balaguer after his notoriously repressive twelve years in office.110 
This is why the governmental campaign to explain the rationale of the 
slaughter was aired on the radio programs Dimención Feminina (Femi-
nine Dimension) and Nosotros en Su Hogar (We at Home), as well as on 
Radio Guarocuya and on popular rural radio stations in border towns 
such as Barahona, Pedernales, Neyba, and Jimaní.111 Interestingly, while 
official correspondence used the term matanza (massacre) for the slaugh-
ter, many officials themselves described it as a sacrificio de cerdos (ritual 
slaughter of pigs), a term that may have been intended to rationalize the 
violence, since such ritual killing is of course legitimate.112

The pig assault cut to the heart of the family, perhaps even more 
so since the rate of serial polygyny in the border pig zone is higher than 
elsewhere, so there were more women-headed households with a single 
income stream that were more dependent on their pigs. One woman 
from Villa Vasquez wrote that she had received a voucher for reimburse-
ment for the loss of her pig, but when she went to the Agricultural Bank 
she was told there was no money left. She exclaimed, “Please pay as soon 
as possible, I am a poor widow with seven small children to take care 
of.”113 A majority of the aggrieved were humildes and gente pobre (the 
humble and poor) who owned one or two hogs.114 To add insult to injury, 
in an act of colossal bad taste the secretary of agriculture hosted a semi-
nar on swine fever at an elegant colonial hotel in Santo Domingo where 
imported whisky and Campari were served along with ham, cheese, and 
caviar canapés and bacon-wrapped meat tapas.115

PIGS AS ANCESTORS

The bacá is a spirit in animal guise. This dual identity corresponds to 
the close relationship between pigs and the spirit world in the Kongo 
culture of Central Africa, which was the origin of many slaves in both 
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Haiti and the Dominican Republic. In Central Africa, the Baka people 
were renowned for their skills in felling the most prestigious of game ani-
mals, the elephant, becoming central players in the nineteenth-century 
ivory trade, but they relied far more upon red bush hogs as an everyday 
protein source.116 Hunters must have visionary powers, since they are 
said to “walk with the game spirits” when pursuing game. Indeed, hunt-
ers have privileged access to the spirit world, since the forest harbors 
both human and animal souls, and forager-band communities are said 
to be linked not only by family ties but also by coguardianship of the 
tutelary spirits of the dead, and the forest is seen as both a reciprocating 
parent and a reciprocating ancestor.117 Spectral pigs also form a central 
part of ceremonies surrounding Central African male initiation, such 
as that of Bakongo men into secret societies, and their sacrifice is key 
to activating certain minkisi (power objects) that are embedded with 
white clay, a substance marking the threshold between the living and 
the dead.118 In the Wiko masquerade of urban Zambia, initiates are ac-
cused of stealing a wild pig, an accusation they must contest by saying 
that someone else has concealed it; the initiates wear palm frond skirts, 
which conjure the bush.119

The family pig is anomalous because it is an animal that is part of 
the extended family; this, according to Mary Douglas, would render eat-
ing the beast taboo. But as a form for a spirit demon, the pig is quite 
the opposite; it is the very epitome of the “impure sacred,” the marked 
composite that incessantly flips between angel and demon, beneficent 
holiness and evil, and thus is the very embodiment of impure trans-
gression.120 Of course, even in the barnyard context pigs are anoma-
lous because they share the remains of human food, yet they also eat 
feces. They are associated with both life and death, a paragon of exuber-
ant fertility while eating subterranean roots; they thus delve into the 
“underground realm of being” where the dead reside.121 In Amazonia, 
ancestors return in the form of peccaries and offer themselves as food 
to their former kin.122 As literary critic René Girard explained the para-
dox that is the essence of sacrifice: “Because the victim is sacred, it is 
criminal to kill him—but the victim is sacred only because he is to be 
killed.” In acts of sacrifice, Girard continues, the animal is a surrogate for 
humans, because “from the animal realm were chosen as victims those 
who were . . . ​the most human in nature.”123 This may help explain the sur-
prising fact that Bánica residents actually fashioned a cemetery for the 
pigs murdered at the hands of the army. It may also explain why many 
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people insisted on killing their pigs themselves and eating them, rather 
than turning them over to the army. The slaughter in a way made people 
into pigs, as people gluttonously stuffed themselves with as much pork 
as they could, one man reportedly eating a whopping forty-five tasos or 
sides of pork.124 Perhaps this is why pigs bear the brunt of so much “rough 
teasing,” as in the “permitted disrespect” of classic joking relationships 
that A. R. Radcliffe-Brown described as marking intimacy, since the 
human-pig relationship is one in which the “conjunctive and disjunctive 
components . . . ​are maintained and combined.”125 Appropriately, then, 
the most popular character in Dominican Carnival is Lechón, today a 
beloved trickster figure with a porcine face that is clothed in colorful rags 
and carries a pig bladder that he uses to whip children and scare them 
away (fig. 4.4; see also fig. 2.2 for the related figure Diablo Cojuelo).126

But the spectral pig has not always been an innocent victim. Indeed, 
the djablesse is a demon who uses her feminine wiles to lure men and 
then cruelly mocks them. She is an alluring femme fatale with a secret 
porcine identity manifest in her telltale cloven hoof and the fact that in 
Carriacou she is surrounded by a halo of little putti in the form of piglets, 
which are the spirits of the infants she aborted while alive.127 Interest-
ingly, Hispaniolan hunters often left the pigs’ feet behind, since the car-
casses could be very large. However, in Sicily, pigs’ feet link these crea-
tures to the underworld, a reminder that, unlike other barnyard beasts, 
pigs travel between realms. St. Anthony’s sign—appropriately, since An-
thony is the patron saint of lost and stolen things—is a pig, which is why 
at his festival swineherds race their pigs.128

As spirit doubles, these bacá revenants may have emerged during the 
food crisis that developed in the 1980s, right after the creole pig slaughter, 
as Ronald Reagan’s Caribbean Basin Initiative was intended to transform 
the rural Caribbean from a subsistence economy into one that produced 
nontraditional products for export—a vision of development in which 
cheap labor was the comparative advantage of Haiti and the Dominican 
Republic.129 The swine fever eradication plan for the Americas had a pref-
erence for industrial pork production, allegedly because it made disease 
control easier compared to contexts where swine were raised free-range. 
Yet usaid knew the pig slaughter would cause tremendous rural-urban 
displacement, increasing urban populations by 75 percent, and would 
generate an ample reserve army of labor which would keep the price of 
labor down, thus benefiting the very assembly plants the plan encour-
aged.130 Indeed, this was part of the plan. usaid promoted a vision of 



108  |  chapter four

Taiwan’s “dependent industrialization,” which prioritized export agricul-
ture and freed up labor for export free trade zones.131 As Haitian labor 
was intended to shift from subsistence agriculture to export free trade 
zones in the capital, lower tariffs that were imposed by the imf eventually 
promoted imported food and displaced staple foods; as a result, Haiti—
the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere—became the largest 
net food importer in Latin America, a trend that only deepened during 
Bill Clinton’s trade liberalization policies of the 1990s and after the 2010 
earthquake.132 As of 2019, half of the fourteen Caribbean Community na-
tions import 80 percent or more of their food, a trend that is accelerating 
as a result of climate change.133

Given the dramatic erosion in food security since 1982, it should 
not come as a surprise that the creole pig continues to haunt the bor-
der, a poignant reminder of better days for the campesinado (peasantry). 
I have not met one person in Bánica who would admit to purchasing a 
US replacement pig, and I have been told that these were paradoxically 
much more difficult to handle than the feral jabalí, which was said to be 

4.4 ​ Dominican Lechón Carnival masks with porcine snouts and large pointed 
horns. Photo by Rubén Durán, Carnival in the Dominican Republic, 2009–10. 
Courtesy of Artstor.
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mansa or gentle.134 Indeed, it is said that the viciousness of the gringo 
pigs meant that one had to watch them constantly; they were so ruth-
less, they would even eat a small child. Indeed, these tales of gringo pigs 
eating humans bear an uncanny resemblance to accounts of the vicious 
attack dogs brought to hunt down runaway slaves and ravage them dur-
ing the Haitian Revolution—that dog being a very different animal than 
the beloved family sow, but also perceived as equally alien.135 These tales 
of the bacá, as historian Luise White has said, uncover intimate layers 
of personal experience and emotions such as anger, betrayal, and grief, 
which are not always apparent in the cold historical archive.136 They 
also reveal the central place that the pig has played in the social history 
of the central frontier, as a resistant commodity that formed the basis 
of the subsistence economy while maintaining the magic of the gift.137 
Given the prevalence of itinerant hunting in the Dominican Republic, it 
makes sense that the “hearth defines the home,” and that bonds of family 
are indexed through where one eats, who feeds whom, and most of all, 
what’s for dinner.138 The pig slaughter was a particular kind of catastro-
phe because there was no public acknowledgment of the loss or public 
rituals available to contain the grief.139 The creole pig phantasms might 
be seen as a labor of elegy, expressing a deep melancholy over the loss of 
this beloved beast. As Avery Gordon has said, haunting is “unresolved 
social violence making itself known,” as the ghost reminds us what has 
gone missing.140

CONCLUSION

El monte is a highly charged ontological domain within Afro-Cuban cul-
ture and has great poetic density.141 During the colonial period it was a 
space of fugitive freedom where maroons claimed autonomy in defiance 
of state authorities as Indigenous and African slaves escaped into the un-
tamed mountains and woods.142 But it is far more than that. The monte is 
also a space of danger, a “cosmological location” where the ancestors and 
deities reside and medicinal herbs and poisons can be foraged.143 Deities 
such as Legba (Elegua), the god of the crossroads, reside there; fittingly, 
the offerings for this messenger deity are black hens, horse grass, and 
cow tongue.144 Legba, which is the nexus between life and death, child-
hood and old age, and the “keeper of the secrets,” is an apt messenger for 
this space of transformation, especially since he can also be called Gran 
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Bois, guardian of the forest, who guards access to Gede, the god of the 
dead, and Grand Chemin, who “opens the road” to the otherworld.145 El 
monte is invoked in Cuban nganga cauldrons, which are charged with 
bones and sticks and serve as analogues to the palenques or maroon settle-
ments and channel their “mercenary ethos.”146 But it was the wild cattle 
and hogs hidden in the monte that enabled the maroons to exist in this 
space of refuge; hence the very term cimarrón took on a double mean-
ing that inextricably tied together “enslaved-turned-fugitive people and 
domesticated-turned-feral animals,” as Gabriel Rocha has put it.147 This 
may be why some Afro-Cuban insurgents during the independence in-
surgency carried protective devices in the form of cow horns embedded 
with medicines.

So we must now return to the vexatious question of why the creole 
pig continues to haunt the border, as recounted in tales of male bravado 
by men like El Ranchero, who heroically face off with these spirit de-
mons and thus match the valor and courage of their beastly opponent.148 
Perhaps this vengeful revenant is bitter because there are no more creole 
pigs to appease the dangerous petwo spirits of the dead (creole pigs, of 
course, being their preferred sacrifice).149 Like the man who, it is said, 
turned from a hearty cocoa color to ashen white during the US occu-
pation in Haiti, the spectral pigs may have blanched to gray—the pal-
lid color of disease—as they became symbols of imperial extraction; the 
United States, of course, was behind the creole pig slaughter, and Haiti 
and the Dominican Republic have a long and sordid history of US in-
tervention.150 Or perhaps it was the brutal mass slaughter at the hands 
of the army (which should have been instead a carefully executed ritual 
sacrifice for the gods) that morphed the hearty piebald creole pigs into 
human-eating, grave-robbing, spectral cochons gris (gray pigs).151 The 
slaughter thus transformed what should have been an act of sharing and 
commensality into its obverse—an act of predation and violence.152 And 
the child-eating genetically modified replacement pigs were said to be 
uniquely violent. While one should feed the spirits so that they in turn 
can offer protection, the porcine bacá was a zonbi animal that foams 
white when cooked and can actually eat you up (mange moun).153

Just as an act of ritual sacrifice transforms “the maleficent into the 
beneficent,” this heinous creole pig slaughter did the exact obverse, as 
the surrogate victim met its death and became “the monstrous dou-
ble.”154 The pig is used for more powerful sorcery than other animal sac-
rifices.155 Anthropologist Zora Neale Hurston described her visit to the 
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terrifying Cochon Gris secret society in Port-au-Prince, where instead of 
devotional chromolithographs and saintly images in the altar, she found 
an alarming large black stone secured with a heavy chain.156 Reputed to 
be shape-shifting cannibals, the Cochon Gris have been seen at market 
in their pig form with human fingernails instead of pig’s feet.157 Since 
the creole pig slaughter turned a symbol of family, comfort, and nour-
ishment into one of cruel death and destruction, no wonder these feral 
jabalís continue to haunt the border, returning with the rage and despair 
that is all too characteristic of the goddess Èzili Dantò who loves her 
cochon kreyol (creole pig) most of all; she is said to be “the divinity of the 
dream” and, apparently, the conjurer of nightmares too. As Maya Deren 
aptly put it, “Hence she must weep; it could not be otherwise.”158



CHAPTER FIVE

SPECTERS OF 
COLUMBUS

In its first and simple “impurity,” the history of  
ghosts unfolds in several moments.
JACQUES DERRIDA ​ | ​ Specters of Marx

Property is theft!
PIERRE-JOSEPH PROUDHON

ja: There was a little goat climbing around the farm where I worked  
one night around 7 p.m., and he walked all over that farm, from one  
side to the other. And the farm had a little pathway, and the goat just 
jumped from here to there, to over there where the chickens were kept, 
and then it went over to the pigs. Some of the guys were there hanging 
out and saw it; how could they lie to me? I was the night watchman,  
so this was my responsibility. So that night they saw it and they called  
me: “Watchman! Watchman! What’s going on?” They said, “Get it and eat 
it!” Then they said he was crazy and they went to the bathroom and went 
to sleep. They did what they had to do at that time because when the 
animal presented itself the three of them saw it flying around in the air 
and they are not cowards.

ld: So that means that the goat was not an animal?

ja: It was the bacá of the owner of the property.

JUAN ALCÁNTARA ​ | ​ interview by the author
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In 2008, I interviewed an elderly man in Bánica whose nickname was 
“Colón” (Christopher Columbus) (fig. 5.1).1 At that time, Colón lived in 
a cavernous wooden shell of a home on the road leaving town toward 
Pedro Santana, the tall ceiling dwarfing his frail and diminished frame. 
Blind from age thirty, Colón was extremely solitary, especially for this 
context; he had occasional visits from a young Haitian caretaker who 
brought him his meals, and from a demented man who frequented 
Colón’s home when he wasn’t wandering around town. I started the 
interview by eliciting a life narrative about his family’s past and work 
history. He recounted to me that for many years in the 1980s he had 
been manager of La Manicera, a large peanut oil processing plant in the 
town. When we discussed labor relations at the plant, he told me in no 
uncertain terms that when he was gerente (manager), one of the vexatious 
problems he faced was that workers at the plant sent scores of bacá spirit 
demons to engage in clandestine theft of peanuts and oil, to the point 
that there was a substantial drain on output. He also spoke of a veritable 
panic about livestock rustling as the bacá scourge also forced ranchers to 
sleep on site with their animals or face herd depletion through poach-
ing. In Colón’s view, these spirit demons were a “weapon of the weak,” a 
popular tactic enabling the perfect anonymous crime for the poor. These 
unseen vigilantes observed the plant, engaging in stealth attacks when 
no one was present; however, Colón saw this as not so much a metaphysi-
cal issue as a problem of simple economics.2

This was a surprise to me since this was the first bacá narrative I had 
encountered that hinged on the trope of theft. I had mostly heard these 
stories of demonic encounters cast in a heroic mode, voiced in the first 
person by a protagonist who encountered these monsters on remote dirt 
roads or in isolated rural locations and mightily fought off these infernal 
creatures. Such stories stress the terror of an invisible threat encountered 
in remote locales by lone men with only their wits and their courage to 
protect them, as these beasts cannot be vanquished by conventional 
means alone; facing off against them requires exceptional valor. As one 
informant said emphatically of his encounter with a bacá while guard-
ing a Haitian border sentry post overnight: “Yo no soy pendejo” (I am 
not a wimp).3

My surprise derived from the fact that I was developing an under-
standing of these bacá narratives as a form of subaltern resistance or 
“minority history,” yet Colón’s story did not fit that rubric.4 Not only 
did Colón’s story shift in voice from my other informants’ tales, since 



114  |  chapter five

his events were cast in the third person, but it shifted dramatically in 
subject position as well. I came to realize that notwithstanding his feeble 
demeanor when I met him—blind, abandoned, accompanied only by a 
mentally ill man and a Haitian housekeeper—Colón had had a formi-
dable past.5 He had clearly been a big man in his youth, since he had 
been alcalde or mayor before rising to become manager of La Manicera 
in 1985, an industrial firm and franchise of the global food behemoth Uni-
lever that stood out since it was so clearly a “machine in the garden” in 
this context.6 This chapter explores another version of the fukú de Colón 
beyond its embodiment in Columbian seed animals, instead swirling 
around a man called Columbus. Yet, as we shall see, the bacá as surrepti-
tious theft narrative in Colón’s testimony may also have been a shield 
with which he sought to camouflage his role in the corruption and vio
lence of the Trujillo regime.

5.1 ​ Portrait of Colón. 
Bánica, Dominican 
Republic, 2008. 
Photo by the author.
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PEANUTS AND POLITICS

La Manicera’s founding and expansion charts key transitions in twentieth-
century Dominican history. It was founded in 1937, in the wake of the 
massacre of Haitian-Dominicans, as part of the “Dominicanization of 
the frontier” campaign, as local capital took advantage of the land and 
labor opportunities freed up as thousands of people were slaughtered or 
emigrated. The firm later became a key foreign exchange earner during 
the shift toward structural adjustment policies after the Trujillo regime 
came to an end in 1961. But this was no ordinary peanut oil company. 
The plant later became the most important agroindustrial firm in the 
Dominican Republic, exceeded in importance only by the sugar indus-
try, the twentieth-century pillar of the agroexport economy. It thus be-
came a harbinger of the shift from state capitalism to neoliberalism that 
resulted from Ronald Reagan’s 1980s Caribbean Basin Initiative, which 
encouraged the development of apparel assembly industries after sugar 
prices collapsed, and which eventually contributed to the economy’s free 
fall in 1982 as the currency was devalued, debt arrears skyrocketed out 
of control, and the Dominican Republic stepped up to take the lead in a 
Latin American debt servicing boycott.7 The firm also stood out because, 
unlike much of the sugar industry, it was locally owned.8

Founded by José María Bonetti Burgos and Jesús Armenteros Seis
dedos, La Manicera (Sociedad Industrial Dominicana, MercaSID) even-
tually became part of the Dutch franchise Unilever in 1971; today Unilever 
is one of the largest multinational corporations in the world, expanding 
from oil, margarine, and soap products for domestic use into palm oil, 
flower, and citrus exports and personal care products. It is presently the 
local distributor for major brands such as Kellogg’s, Hershey’s, General 
Mills, Kimberly-Clark, and Häagen-Dazs. It was the first industrial refin-
ery of its kind in the Dominican Republic, rendering oil from coconut, 
palm, and peanuts.9 In the local theater of Bánica, La Manicera stood 
out dramatically since it was the sole industrial firm in a region domi-
nated by extensive ranching and small-scale subsistence agriculture. On 
the Haitian side of the central frontier, in Belladère and Thomassique, 
there were a few scattered ox-driven sugar mills, but there was nothing 
comparable on the Dominican side, where access to forested mountain 
slopes had long enabled local herders to raise livestock with little invest-
ment of labor time, a pattern that enabled considerable autonomy from 
the cash nexus. Rumored to have been built in remote Bánica to avoid 
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US restrictions on toxic fertilizer and pesticide use, La Manicera was 
also distinctive because it hired largely women to clean the harvested 
peanuts; it had 36 female workers and 9 men, with another 5 men em-
ployed to drive the tractors during the harvest.10 There may also have 
been interest in camouflaging the use of fertilizers and pesticides as well 
as solvents with harsh environmental effects, such as petroleum-derived 
hexame and caustic soda, which are used in oil extraction, by in effect 
hiding the plant in the central frontier. The peanuts were intercropped 
with gandules (pigeon peas) and corn, and the refined oil was exported 
to the United States.

The closure of the plant had significant local impact in part due to 
the fact that it loaned seed on credit in a context in which funding from 
other sources, such as the state-run Banco Agrícola, is almost impossible 
to obtain for smallholders. The plant had processed a new crop every 
three months, and La Manicera sold farm implements and oxen at cost, 
which meant a steady stream of support for small producers. However, 
the terms of its loans rendered repayment difficult, since unlike govern-
ment loans, which are disbursed in cash, private company loans were 
disbursed in product, and the price was set on the day the smallholder re-
ceived the loan, which means that the loan was obtained when the price 
was high and the smallholder might have to repay it when the price was 
low. It also meant that the loan recipients had to sell all their product to 
the company, and they had to do so months after they had used up the 
loan, which created a strong incentive to underrepresent crop yields.11

Importantly, La Manicera was one of the first in a honeycomb of 
companies founded through the predatory state capitalism that was a 
signature feature of the Trujillo regime. As historian Frank Moya Pons 
explains, high global prices for primary agricultural products after the 
Korean War provided ready capital for a new industrial elite to em-
bark on a project of import substitution industrialization personally 
controlled by Trujillo, who gave out favors and protection to those 
who were willing to play according to his rules.12 Like Trujillo him-
self, La Manicera founder José María Bonetti Burgos had risen from 
a humble background to become extraordinarily wealthy through ties 
to the dictator and access to the system of regional monopolies, perks 
given in exchange for loyalty to the regime. Early on, Bonetti had be-
come a key member of Trujillo’s inner circle due to his “strong person-
ality” and lack of gross character flaws.13 La Manicera was the first firm 
that Trujillo utilized to camouflage his family’s takeover of the economy 
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through proxies, rendering Bonetti a screen for the dictator’s predations. 
Thus the firm belonged to Bonetti and Armenteros in name only; in fact, 
Héctor Trujillo, the dictator’s brother, and his two sons were the true 
owners, replacing foreign investors after a fire in 1940. All capital inputs 
benefited from the same protections that the regime afforded other 
Trujillo investment properties and were fully exempt from taxes.14 Un-
like other Trujillista cronies, Bonetti lacked political ambition, which 
is surely why Trujillo trusted him, since as historian Robert Crassweller 
put it, “he was all business”; shrewdly, Bonetti thrived through gener-
ous profit-sharing with Trujillo. Among other ventures, he partnered 
with Trujillo’s brother Negro in a shoe company, the cartons of which 
he used to transport cash siphoned off from the army and the office of 
the presidency.15 Under the Trujillato, political domination and capital 
accumulation were inextricably braided together; however, only those 
within the “court society” of the regime were allowed to generate wealth, 
and while politics could be extremely lucrative, access to state monopo-
lies was brutally policed.16

Oral historians frequently remove narratives from their social and 
linguistic context in order to analyze them as textual evidence. The case 
of Colón’s tale of theft run amok indicates that this approach can be very 
misleading. Thus his story is also an object lesson in how hearsay can pro-
vide the context without which a narrative can be seriously misunder-
stood. Gossip can establish what sociologist Erving Goffman has called 
the “frame” for the speech act, providing the ground for the focal event.17 
As historian Luise White has observed, hearsay can reveal layers of col-
lective experience unseen via public discourse.18 Colón’s bacá infestation 
story reveals how hearsay can also provide a means of interpreting the 
silences in oral testimony.19 More than that, it can provide an important 
cross-check that can elucidate when and how informants deceive, thus 
enabling us to interrogate what historian Gyan Prakash might call the 
aporetic condition of deceit.20 In this case, Colón’s obsession with worker 
pillaging may have been a phantasmic screen memory concealing a his-
tory of his participation in a system of extortion and betrayal that he 
was trying, however unsuccessfully, to forget; thus this may have been a 
“motivated cover-up,” obscured to me at first because of my ignorance of 
the implicit local knowledge of his role in the Trujillo regime’s bureau-
cracy.21 Alternatively, it may have been an attempt to exculpate himself 
by naming the open secret of rampant pillaging and corruption at the 
firm, though he implicated workers rather than company executives. It 
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is possible Colón may have felt himself victimized, since he failed to reap 
the benefits.

On their own, these stories of demonic theft at La Manicera might 
be taken as tales of resistance to an industrial form of work alien to a 
region only partially dependent upon market exchange. They could thus 
be interpreted as expressions of alienation from the industrial labor cul-
ture of the firm—as popular resistance narratives of worker revenge or 
the “infrapolitics of subordinate groups.”22 Indeed, this is what I assumed 
until much later, when a conversation with some of his neighbors turned 
to the subject of Colón and his misdeeds. I eventually discovered that 
Colón’s tales of worker theft were actually a mask for the fact that the 
theft was carried out not by the workers but rather by the firm owners 
and perhaps even Colón himself, as we shall see.23 This case calls upon 
oral historians to develop a more layered understanding of discourse, 
as the monolithic concept of “testimony” that represents only the pub-
lic transcript can have a flattening effect.24 It is also a call to draw upon 
rumor as a means to excavate implicit social knowledge that otherwise 
remains concealed to the oral historian.25

In popular memory, the Trujillo period is recalled as a time when, in 
strong contrast to today, petty corruption was held effectively in check; 
when, it is said, one could leave a chelito (coin) on a park bench overnight 
and in the morning it would still be there.26 Some scholars have con-
trasted this regime to that of Haitian strongman François Duvalier, where 
kleptocracy was institutionalized at every level of the social pyramid, on 
the presumption that under Trujillo the rules of the game allowed only 
the dictator, his family, and a few select cronies to engage in rampant pil-
laging of the economy via state monopolies and kickbacks. In this view, 
generalized corruption was not the norm, which enabled the Trujillato to 
succeed as a developmentalist regime, thus avoiding the failed-state cat-
egory.27 There is ample evidence, however, that this was patently not the 
case. The “Public Forum” column (“Foro Público”) of El Caribe newspa-
per from 1948 to 1961—which printed more than thirty thousand letters 
in all—offers a treasure trove of evidence that local-level administration 
was riddled with everyday practices of graft and corruption.

As I have discussed elsewhere, the largest percentage of “Public 
Forum” letters were written by citizens accusing the civil service of ineffi-
ciency, corruption, or improper conduct.28 Indeed, the column served as 
a populist escape valve for grievances against the regime, some of which 
were responded to, actually effecting change. In “Public Forum” letters, 
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civil servants were accused of being ineffective, unprepared, inebriated at 
work, or just plain foolish; for example, the governor of San Pedro “must 
have come straight from an insane asylum”; the president of the Altamira 
ayuntamiento (city council) was described as useless and absolutely “co-
matose”; and the military of Samaná was said to have paid someone off so 
as to enable loud drunken parties until 2:30 a.m., against curfew regula-
tions.29 Another example was the gran macuteo (grand profiteering opera-
tion) of military service teacher Morel Pantaleón, who was accused of 
extracting not one but several requisite informal taxes from his charges, 
including a monthly fee of 50 centavos purportedly for his students’ food 
when they were supposed to be provided with rations free of charge; a 
tax of 50 centavos each for the use of commissary-provided wooden rifles; 
and finally, on top of that, 50 centavos each for their course completion 
certificate.30 Another example of bureaucratic malfeasance was the case 
of Lucho Nuñez Soriano of Santiago, who made off with fees collected for 
id card renewals, licenses, patents, and taxes; about this, someone asked 
facetiously, “Is this an office of bureaucrats or gangsters?”31 The use of 
the state for private ends—what political scientists call prebendalism—
was rife under the Trujillato, as in the case of Domingo de la Cruz in 
Villa Mella, who openly used the municipality’s truck to cart pipes and 
wood to his farm, and sold state supplies off to the highest bidder.32 From 
the perspective of the regime, this kind of denunciatory harassment 
achieved the desired effect of terrorizing the civil service and keeping it 
in check, but it also provided a public archive of regime graft at all levels 
of government.

Accusations of impropriety and dishonor represented but a small 
fraction of the many thousands of denunciations publicly brandished 
in the press. Indeed, the overwhelming majority document the various 
and sundry tactics civil servants deployed to use their position to extract 
revenue from their underlings. Corruption was rampant within the civil 
service; however, given the monopolistic hold the state had on the econ-
omy, it is not surprising that this frequently involved collusion between 
the private sector and the public sector. This was the case for a group of 
over a hundred peasant proprietors whose land was appropriated by a 
cabal of landowners with the support of the mayor and governor in the 
frontier town of Santiago Rodríguez, notwithstanding the fact that they 
had held usufruct for over fifty years.33 Published denunciations in El Ca-
ribe indicate that the official practice of siphoning off a 10 percent “tax” 
for the Dominican Party, which went straight into Trujillo’s personal 
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bank account, seems to have trickled down the bureaucratic chain, be-
coming a perceived entitlement among lower-level functionaries as well, 
especially within firms under the control of regime insiders. For example, 
one worker complained that La Manicera was paying workers not in cash 
but rather in vales (scrip), which had to be redeemed at the company 
store; to make matters worse, the clerks were skimming off an additional 
10 percent above and beyond that from worker salaries. Additionally, the 
manager, Manuel Bobadilla, also stood accused of helping himself to an 
additional 15 percent of profit when weighing product.34 Given the fact 
that the company drew employees from as far afield as the town of El 
Seibo, located some two hundred miles away in the northeastern corner 
of the country, by all accounts workers were deeply dismayed by the raw 
deal they got at La Manicera.

HAUNTING TALES

How might these bacá tales be characterized in terms of genre? Luise 
White defines genre in oral testimony as a “special kind of story that, 
while drawing on other kinds of stories and everyday experiences in each 
retelling, retains a specific set of plot and details. It is the pattern of the 
tale, not the circumstances of the telling, that makes a story recognizable 
as belonging to a genre.”35 Certainly these worker theft stories contrast 
in terms of narrative plotline, but they are also very different in voice and 
emotional tenor than the “I fought the bacá” tales discussed in chapter 6.

If bacá encounter testimonies are exhilarating heroic tales, the sur-
reptitious bacá thievery narratives are part of a larger corpus of haunting 
stories that hinge upon a domestic invasion by these phantasmal abhor-
rent creatures; specifically, they are stories of a familiar place rendered 
ghastly by being overrun by infernal creatures. They are eerie and fright-
ening. Since the transgressive beast is not conquered, there is no moral 
closure; their lingering threat conjures a deep unease approaching “spiri-
tual doom,” since these creatures appear small and impish but their invis-
ibility renders them invincible. They invoke the mood of “the darker side 
of faith”—the notion that evil is ever-present and is constantly lurking in 
the recesses of our everyday spaces.36 These haunting narratives have a 
different spatial dimension as well. Since the monster appears in the form 
of a swarm, there is not a singular contest with the Other; the enemy is 
invisible yet omnipresent. Indeed, one of the distinctive features of these 
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tales is that the bacá invades the workplace or the home, familiar spaces 
that one frequents daily and knows intimately. Their presence renders 
these familiar spaces strange and even what Sigmund Freud would term 
uncanny.37 The bacá presence is registered as a sensation that is tangible—
even visceral—and is most often heard or felt. As Yael Navaro-Yashin says, 
“The banishing of the abject might be an ideological, performative, or 
rhetorical move.” But what if the evil cannot be removed?38 Indeed, the 
subfuscous tone of anxious dread in these accounts stems from the fact 
that there is no means of actually banishing this form of evil. These sto-
ries are also about the “familiar becoming strange” in another sense as 
well, since they take everyday domestic items associated with the home, 
such as a dog or an egg, and emplot them as supernatural agents, this 
transposition effecting a sense of “intense dread.”39

THEFT AND THE VIOLATION OF SOCIAL EXCHANGE

Theft is a common topic of conversation in everyday conversation in 
Bánica today. Older ranchers such as José María Rivera of Hato Viejo, 
Guayabal, complain that you can hardly sustain a herd today given the 
pervasiveness of livestock theft, a narrative with an implicit contrast to 
the orderly police state of the Trujillo period. Abel Alcántara, who raises 
fighting cocks, had his prized rooster stolen, much to his dismay; at a 
whopping thirteen pounds, it had become so large that his neighbors 
called it a pollo chivo (goat chicken).

But the conversation that emerged about Colón outside Román Al-
cántara’s house in 2014 invoked the trope of theft in a different register, 
one that served to recast the meaning of Colón’s story altogether.40 Colón 
was accused of violating the most basic rules of reciprocity. This was not 
a violation of the concept of moral economy, since it did not concern the 
right to subsistence; it referred to the social ties and obligations forged 
through the swaps of goods and favors that are a constitutive part of so-
cial life in this context. As anthropologist Parker Shipton has said, social 
life is forged through fiduciary culture—through the bonds of trust that 
undergird exchanges forged through debt and credit.41

The conversation about Colón emerged in a very specific back-
stage “microgeography”—Román Alcántara’s patio, which was adjacent 
to Colón’s house (fig. 5.2). But Román’s abode was far humbler, a small 
house with a thatched roof and an outdoor kitchen.42 The conversation 
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commenced with the question of what accounted for Colón’s miser-
able condition—old, blind, and alone—which had been the norm for 
decades. Apparently he became tuerta, or blind in one eye, in the 1980s, 
so his eyesight was already failing when La Manicera folded in 1990. 
When Román said, “No one wants a life like that; death is preferable,” I 
initially wasn’t sure if he was referring to Colón’s blindness or his isola-
tion, but it soon became clear that his social seclusion was the issue.43 In 
Dominican culture, solitude is by definition involuntary and intolerable. 
I soon came to realize that his isolation was not the cause of his misery, 
however; rather, it was seen as symptomatic of a far broader breach of the 
social contract. Colón was not the victim I had assumed him to be; in the 
community’s view, he was doing penance for past wicked deeds.

As Román, a retired elementary school teacher, proceeded to cata
log Colón’s multiple breaches of social protocol, I noticed that all the 
typical vectors of social exchange were reversed for Colón. First, he never 
took care of his children, which is why they did not take care of him and 
why he cannot visit them in the capital and elsewhere, where they reside. 
Then there was the Haitian caretaker, who purported to be taking care of 

5.2 ​ Román Alcántara (right) with his wife, Beba. Bánica, Dominican Republic, 
2008. Photo by the author.
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him; while she appeared to be feeding him, it was alleged that she was ac-
tually pilfering food for herself. Then the conversation shifted to Colón’s 
past. Abel said it was alleged that during the Trujillo regime Colón had 
been a torturer, removing the fingernails of enemies of the regime. 
Román challenged this view, however, saying that Colón himself didn’t 
do it, but he forced others to do the dirty work. A surreptitious shill, ac-
cording to Román, Colón served as a spy for the regime; he would report 
to state authorities those who were unfaithful to the Trujillista cause. In 
this context, denunciation could land one in grave political danger, and 
it could result in the loss of one’s job, social honor, or worse.44 In a form 
of political and economic collusion characteristic of the crony capitalism 
of the Trujillato, Colón’s exalted managerial position at La Manicera was, 
in this view, a reward for his political work denouncing regime enemies 
to the Dominican Party, the official party of the state. As Román put it, 
“This guy is paying for all of it, until he pays for what he did.”45 Of course, 
rumors that Colón had participated in the surveillance and torture ap-
paratus of the regime are not surprising given the fact of his position as 
jefe (administrator) at La Manicera, which was known to have been actu-
ally Trujillo’s firm. In a comment that highlighted the multiple ways in 
which Colón had violated the rules of social exchange, Víctor, who was 
also part of the conversation, recounted that once he had been present at 
a wake when a guy approached Colón and exclaimed, “Do you know the 
damage you did to men who owed you nothing?” Víctor went on, “He is 
paying for this.”46

This peripheral hearsay cast the meaning of theft in Colón’s testi-
mony, then, in a dramatically different light. To be fair, the fog of secrecy 
camouflaging the regime’s rampant predation and corruption has left its 
imprint in a widespread “hermeneutics of suspicion” and the presump-
tion that state power was driven by clandestine back-channel rationales.47 
Given the assumption that power during the Trujillo regime operated 
according to hidden logics and was by definition inscrutable, one has 
reason to be skeptical of the veracity of these allegations against Colón; 
he may have been presumed to be part of the Trujillista surveillance and 
torture apparatus merely because of his position at La Manicera, for ex-
ample. But as anthropologist Michael Jackson reminds us, “One does not 
have to believe in the truth claims of the system for it to work in a practical 
and psychological sense.”48 In providing a frame or context for the prob
lem of theft at La Manicera, this hearsay does serve to cast his testimony 
in a very different light. Jackson has said of the difference between stories 
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and explanations that certain kinds of emotional truths are conveyed via 
secondary narratives that elude the public first-person register, a fact that 
may help explain the contrast in “structure of feeling” between the two 
discursive regimes, since the hearsay about Colón unleashed a torrent 
of anger from his neighbors.49 Gossip thus provided the semantic con-
text without which the true moral of the story to this particular audience 
could not be discerned.

Returning to Colón’s story about clandestine thievery at La Man-
icera, how should we interpret it? Theft was not an “inadvertent detail,” 
since it was the core motif of his testimony.50 Perhaps these hauntings 
represent not traces of labor power, as Karl Marx would have it, but rather 
memories of rapacious theft from Colón’s superiors that he witnessed and 
wanted to speak out about but could not utter at the time. In this context, 
perhaps Colón’s tale of covert theft run amok was actually a call for atone-
ment, a plaintive request that someone clean up a system of institutional-
ized avarice once and for all—a system that was born under Trujillo but 
which grew and morphed under the rule of his right-hand man, Joaquín 
Balaguer. Balaguer was responsible for expanding the culture of petty 
corruption and transforming the generalized system of terror of the Tru-
jillo regime.51 Balaguer, Trujillo’s key collaborator, held many positions 
during the regime, most nefariously serving as minister of foreign rela-
tions when the 1937 massacre took place, which obliged him to ratio-
nalize it to the outraged international community. Yet Balaguer went on 
to serve as president for decades (1960–62, 1966–78, and 1986–96), most 
notoriously during the dark period remembered as “the Twelve Years” 
(1966–78), when paramilitary groups were given free rein to attack civil 
resistance groups and poor dark-skinned urban youth in particular.52 
Yet these years are also known as the period of “the Dominican Miracle” 
due to exceptional growth rates (9 percent), said to be achieved through 
export-oriented foreign investment in tourism and manufacturing but 
actually fueled by exceptionally high international sugar prices—a boom 
period when ample profits enabled plenty of dividends to be repurposed 
for kickbacks and extortion. Like Colón, Balaguer masked the problem 
of corruption through constantly haranguing about the problem in his 
speeches. He even went so far as justifying intentionally underpaying the 
police, for example, on the grounds that they were able to take bribes 
from civilians for minor, everyday things such as moving violations and 
parking infractions; similarly, because civil servants levied informal 
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“taxes” on obtaining motor vehicle licenses and passports, these illicit 
bribes were effectively a legitimate portion of their salary, commensu-
rable to server tips in a restaurant.53 These flows of stealth money to state 
functionaries also confirm how in Latin America political and economic 
transgressions can be seamlessly fused.54

The analysis developed here has hinged on La Manicera’s relation-
ship to the Trujillo regime, which provided the local context for the com
pany’s history, but another layer to the story is Unilever’s dark past of 
labor exploitation and its own history of subterfuge. As historian Timo-
thy Burke has noted, the challenge of studying the history of commodi-
ties is that many of their meanings are concealed in everyday life.55 The 
precursor of Unilever got its start as English soap producer Lever and Co. 
in the 1880s and began collaborating with two Dutch margarine compa-
nies, Van den Burgh and Jurgens, in 1908 as industrial techniques were 
developed to turn fats into solids.56 The global demand for lubricants for 
heavy industrial machinery such as steam engines and locomotive axles 
exploded at the turn of the century, and Lever and Co. established sources 
of supply for palm oil.57 The firm later expanded into foodstuffs to feed 
the French military and profited from glycerin sales, which surged dur-
ing World War I since glycerin was an ingredient used in gunpowder.58 
Founder William Lever developed a system of “dictatorial benevolence” 
that benefited European labor, called “prosperity sharing,” in which soap 
factory workers lived in a planned community called Port Sunlight, near 
Liverpool.59 Soap came to be seen as a measure of “white civilization” 
and progress for Europe, which gives new resonance to the famous 1940s 
ad campaign by Unilever (the company name since 1929) for the laun-
dry detergent Persil, based on the slogan “Persil Washes Whiter,” a brand 
identity that for some came to represent “absolute loving kindness.”60

Yet the growth of Lever and Co. came at a brutal cost to the Nige-
rian and Congolese workers producing the raw palm oil it required.61 
Through the Belgian King Leopold II, William Lever acquired leases to-
taling 1.8 million acres for palm oil plantations, which drew upon the 
same brutal tactics used during the rubber boom to secure labor for this 
highly dangerous and underpaid work. Palm oil plantations liberally de-
ployed the infamous chicotte, a hippopotamus-hide whip, as well as rape 
and maiming, to terrorize workers into staying on the job, conditions 
that were declared “abominable” by observers.62 Protests eventually 
erupted on palm oil plantations in the Congo and Nigeria in 1929, in 
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which police killed fifty women and injured many more. Lever also prof-
ited handsomely during World War I by providing soap and margarine 
to British troops at a time when the price of palm oil exploded due to the 
blockade.

A distinctive feature of Unilever’s exponential growth as a com
pany was the fact that it relied heavily on advertising—thus the “brand’s 
sparkle.”63 Advertising is a form of dissimulation, since by “shoveling 
smoke” it “features messages that its creators and its audience know to 
be false.”64 From developing the first soap branding through placing 
colorful label designs on soap wrappings and boxes and spending lav-
ishly on promotion, one might say that Unilever gave birth to modern 
advertising in Europe.65 And margarine, one of its signature products, 
was destined for its own kind of “Pepsi generation” through offering a 
“range of functional and emotional choices” for its products.66 A glance 
through trade journals from the 1950s reveals the constant presence of 
Unilever promotional films presented alongside talks in British regional 
townships such as Derby and Manchester on “Dairy Cookery,” “Christ-
mas Fare,” and “Advertising and the Housewife.”67 And Ernest Dichter, 
who invented consumer research techniques such as focus groups in the 
1950s, brought a Freudian approach to ads that helped ease consumer 
reticence, particularly among women, over products such as margarine, 
powdered milk, and frozen food, thus assisting, for example, in the dou-
bling of British consumption of frozen meat pies, fish sticks, and sausage 
rolls in the 1970s and 1980s at a time when Unilever was seeking to ex-
pand one of its product “pillars,” frozen foods.68 In his motivational re-
search for Palmolive dish soap Dichter argued that Unilever should focus 
on “emotional soap” over “reality soap,” since dishwashing was a “symbol 
of female drudgery” for housewives.69 Through establishing institutes in 
Switzerland and Germany, Dichter exported his marketing techniques 
to Europe.70

Returning to the subject of Colón and his tales of predatory de-
mons: We might consider Colón’s testimony a kind of analogous reason-
ing told in the third person, which, while remaining short of naming the 
beast, called attention to it, even if it did so within a poetics of indirec-
tion common to both gossip and Spanish elocution (which favors the 
indirect subject).71 Then there is the issue of Colón’s progressive blind-
ness. While the community perceived it as a curse resulting from his past 
sins, one could also view it alternatively as a kind of hysteria, an intense 
phantasm haunting him and causing him distress—a specter of the violence 
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of a system that perhaps in his view rendered him a victim.72 We can-
not know the whole truth about Colón’s story, after all. While the histo-
riography of the Trujillato has wanted to parse people into heroes and 
victims, the on-the-ground experience of individuals was often far more 
contradictory, ambivalent, and fraught than this dichotomy would allow. 
As anthropologist Ann Laura Stoler has noted, often the “bottom men” 
are scapegoated for crimes merely because they are more vulnerable than 
those at the top. Certainly while Colón was a big man in Bánica, he was 
part of a power pyramid that extended all the way to the grandmaster 
Trujillo himself.73 An alternative reading of the bacás stalking La Man-
icera, however, is that they may have been Haitian baka avatars sent to 
clandestinely collect the property Haitian Dominicans left behind when 
they fled the 1937 massacre. This reading aligns with other popular ta-
boos about touching the remains—the houses, crops, and farm animals—
left behind by those who were slaughtered or fled that heinous event, 
since La Manicera was founded in the wake of the slaughter and in the 
border region where it took place.74 And, of course, Colón had to live 
with the popular opprobrium of his nickname: the name of Columbus is 
a curse in the Dominican Republic, bearing the fukú of the Italian navi-
gator who brought death and disease to the island. Herein lies a popular 
theory of memory in which events of the past leave tangible traces in the 
present. As Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer have said, “Men work 
their despair out on the dead”—and, in the case of Colón and his spirit 
demons, on the living too.75



CHAPTER SIX

BIG MEN & 
TALL TAILS

Yes, strange things occur because they always do. If you want a story, 
I will give you one. One night I was coming from La Cañita. It was 
11 p.m. when I left the place. I knew where I was going, and when I 
arrived at the entrance, which was covered [with brush], out comes 
a horse—an anxious horse that suddenly stopped in front of me and 
boxed me in, and I said to myself, “My friend, are you going to let 
me pass?” Now, with good reason, I turned back. Then I don’t know 
what the horse did, but it went somewhere, and when I arrived at 
Don Maro, there was the horse waiting for me. Now this was for 
real. I said, “I’m not coming back here!” I grabbed some stones and 
threw them at it, and I returned to La Cañita, and there it was again. 
My friend, this was not easy and I had to be alert. At that time, I had 
a girlfriend there; her name was Juanita. And when I arrived at her 
place, she said to me, “What happened?” I said, “A horse appeared 
to me.” And she said, “But no—those are my horses. Those horses 
are troublesome [mañoso].”1 And I said, “Those things are not toys.” 
She had a huge fist and she said “Go to sleep here!”; I said, “No, I’m 
leaving because something is going on.” And then she says, “No, go 
to sleep.” And I say, “No, I’m not going to sleep!” So I left and when 
I returned, a boy who had an ox had died. They said, “You won’t 
find anyone going to La Cañita,” but I had to return there. I have to 
return, and I knew that I’m going to have to see that horse again. I 
got on my mule. I said, “I’m going with you; I’m not going alone.” 
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So I left. I got on my mule and I started out. And when I arrived it 
was the hour of the drunks. In the alley at Servida and Punto Lírico 
two men were coming. And there was the horse again! So I pulled 
back my mule. I said to myself, “They are going to kill me.” It said 
to me, “Who are you?” I said, “I am someone.” It was then 6 a.m. I 
said to myself, last night I had a brush with a horse that was going to 
eat me. Around 1 a.m. Nothing happened, though. But that is what 
happened to me.

This chapter considers what José presents here—“dramatic action” sto-
ries that rural Dominican men recount about their encounters with de-
monic bacá spirits in Bánica and its surrounding rural areas.2 These are 
devil pact narratives that reveal the occluded logic of sacrifice behind 
mysterious financial gains. They trace the backstage transactions of value 
until the violent climax when someone dies and an animal appears (as in 
the story above, in which a boy dies and a horse appears), which links the 
two events together through spirit transmutation.3 They are narratives 
of encounter with an “epistemological danger”—something inchoate and 
uninterpretable—what linguist William Labov calls “danger of death” 
narratives.4 On the one hand, these are stories of epic encounters with 
supernatural beasts, stories of men facing their deepest fears and risking 
their lives to fend off these preternatural adversaries. Yet they are also 
tales of men revealing feelings of vulnerability and indecision, attributes 
not allowed expression within the script of hegemonic masculinity, since 
in other contexts they could render one a loser (fracasado).5 Anthropolo-
gist Johannes Fabian, who has called for an “ethnography of speaking,” 
would identify these storytelling events as cultural performances that 
enact deep cultural codes.6 But what work do these stories do? Why do 
Dominican men need the bacá? And what implicit codes govern their 
layers of meaning?7 This chapter seeks to define this genre of narrative 
and considers in particular how mobility in these testimonial accounts 
relates to the social construction of masculinity in frontier rural commu-
nities. We will also examine the history of the horse on Hispaniola, which 
plays a central role in José’s account.

These narratives are conveyed as eyewitness testimonies and thus 
are recounted as personal experience within the genre of realism. Yet they 
are also cued as cuentos, a device that brackets them as stories, and they 
are told in a breathless, dramatic tone and in an animated fashion so as 
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to relive the experience and vividly engage the listener.8 These are not at 
all codified verses that are honed and polished through frequent repeti-
tion.9 Anthropologist Ann Laura Stoler has written about how vernacu-
lar speech forms such as rumor are layered, and this is certainly the case 
here. As she says, “Discrepant stories provide ethnographic entry into 
the confused space in which people lived, to the fragmented knowledge 
on which they relied.”10 These stories unfold processually in an ambula-
tory way, replete with twists and turns and detours. The accounts unfold 
in halting, uncertain terms in episodic fashion as the narrator gropes 
through the incidents; and as he speaks, the narrator often stands up and 
enacts his encounter. Thus these accounts conform to Richard Bauman’s 
concept of “performed stories” that dramatically recount an event and 
vicariously reexperience it.11 As historical sources, these stories convey 
many small “rhetorical truths,” but their multivalence resists a singular 
bottom-line interpretation.

Scholars of slavery have sought to uncover “vernacular conceptions 
of freedom” at a time when “freedom rang hollow” in the post-emancipa-
tion period.12 Bacá stories highlight mobility as a core value for men, in 
part a legacy of the extensive ranching and hunting economies through 
which many slaves found freedom and in which many Dominican freed-
men participated after emancipation. As anthropologist Brian Larkin 
has proposed, infrastructures can structure subjects, creating “forms 
of desire and fantasy that can take on fetish-like aspects,” creating a 
“kind of mentality and way of being in the world” through creating a 
“politics of as if.”13 Through establishing a “metaphoric predicate,” this 
genre of bacá narratives establishes a correspondence between the nar-
rator and a long-standing Dominican freedmen’s vehicle of mobility, 
the horse—which also served as a central frame for male personhood in 
the Afro-Atlantic world, where one defining feature of slavery was the 
fact that it immobilized subjects. Through this encounter—the recount-
ing of which also highlights his freedom of movement—José becomes a 
subject through his encounter with this iconic creature of empire that 
once empowered the conquistadores and enabled the conquest of the In-
digenous population. In Santo Domingo, one of the few locations in the 
Caribbean to have a predominantly free population as early as the seven-
teenth century, the horse conveyed a thrilling and highly prized sense of 
freedom, mastery, and empowerment.14 Anthropologist James Fernández 
notes that “there are always some people who feel more strongly their 
painful position in social space,” and this is absolutely the case for José, 
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who is a day laborer and thus is dependent in his everyday life, a posture 
that feminizes him.15 Narratives such as the one presented at the start 
of this chapter help craft a reputation for José as a mobile agent who 
can fend for himself, stand up to bossy women, and claim his dignidad 
(dignity), but they also enable him to reveal fear and indecision, charac-
teristics at odds with his self-presentation as a man of respeto (respect).16

OF HORSES AND MEN

José’s narrative establishes certain telling contrastive analogies, most no-
tably between the seen and the unseen, and between the demonic horse 
and the narrator’s trusty mule.17 Europeans brought to the Americas a 
host of pack animals, which were useful tools for colonial expansion, and 
seed animals for provisioning early settlers.18 The horse and cow arrived 
first in Santo Domingo with Christopher Columbus in 1493; from there 
they were sent to Cuba, Mexico, and Venezuela. Horses were bred for ex-
port to Puerto Rico and Florida, eventually enabling Francisco Pizarro’s 
conquest of Peru in 1531; Iberian purebred equines continued to be im-
ported from Cuba to Jamaica even when creole horses were bred locally.19 
Even if this trade was illicit, in 1567 there was a constant stream of ves-
sels transporting horses from Puerto Plata to Florida.20 The abundance of 
feral cattle and horses enabled the early ranchers to have herds as large as 
twenty thousand animals; during this era of excess, aged animals or those 
without beautiful markings would be culled.21 A traveler to the San Juan 
Valley exclaimed that the abundance of cattle and the skills of the riders 
was “one of the world’s wonders.” He said that the herd was so large that 
when the riders went in to collect the cattle for the roundup, the ground 
shuddered like an earthquake.22 These beasts became the basis of a feral 
hunting economy that by the eighteenth century came to be called the 
edad del cuerno, or the era of horns.23

The cattle ranchers who emerged in the eighteenth century 
proudly rode horses to neighboring Saint-Domingue, where they sold 
their cattle. Their wills indicate that those with herds of fifty cattle and 
eighty pigs could be counted upon to have a horse or two, una silla ji-
neta (saddle), and accoutrements such as a machete, a knife, a lanza de 
monte (a mounted lance for felling feral cattle), and the corresponding 
clothing among their prized possessions. One rancher in Bayaguana, a 
major cattle-ranching area in the northeast, had twenty cattle and one 
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horse.24 Only the largest ranchers, with herds of eight hundred or more 
cattle, had several horses.25 Being seen on a horse was so important in 
nineteenth-century Brazil that some people would mount a horse to go 
open a gate a few yards from their house.26

Swapped for slaves, contraband mules started to pour into Saint-
Domingue from Venezuela and Curaçao, which together exported some 
eight thousand mules in 1793. The animals were used to power sugar 
mills as the colony ramped up its sugar production in the eighteenth 
century. The Dominican northern region called the Cibao also provided 
mules to plantations on the western portion of the island.27 As historian 
Linda Rupert duly notes, muleteers became “an iconic image of smug-
gling.”28 Contraband trade in mules, cattle, and horses became the cen-
tral pillar of Santo Domingo’s economy by the mid-eighteenth century 
as Saint-Domingue became a major sugar producer; the French colony, 
a net importer, had 63,000 horses and mules and 93,000 cattle in 1754. 
Burros and mules continued to be the central mode of interior trans-
port before the advent of road-building in the twentieth century. With 
transport infrastructure in the Caribbean oriented toward getting sugar 
out of the plantation, roads and later railroads were built to move cane. 
Even after those were built, mules were still needed to haul food and fire-
wood to market, and not just in the interior; everywhere, donkeys carried 
casks of potable water to households for sale.29 Even in the capital city of 
Santo Domingo, goods flowed into the city via the Ozama River, where 
the “very patient work heroes”—the burro drivers known as burriqueros—
collected kindling, produce, and poultry in their rough-hewn carts and 
brought them to markets across the city.30 Indeed, even after aqueducts 
were built, water carriers using burros were beloved figures, if said to be 
rustic and foul-mouthed liars—in costumbrista writer Ramón Jiménez’s 
colorful vocabulary, “embustero, pícaro, pendenciero y malhablado” 
(liar, mischievous, quarrelsome, and foul-mouthed) individuals who 
slept in the weeds and gambled away their minor profits.31 When the 
French commissioner was fleeing Toussaint Louverture’s revolutionary 
army, he deployed a mule train to carry his property into the interior.32

Historian John Crowley has noted how eighteenth-century visual 
imagery of Cuban sugar plantations erased the slave so as to stress “hy-
pertechnical images” of evaporative vats and roller mills, but it also 
excised animal power. In an inversion of the European pastoral para-
digm, terminology like the “Jamaica Train” for sugar refining cast the 
mills as pure machinery with no reference to the live “horse power” that 
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sustained them.33 Yet oxen and mules were key factors of production for 
agriculture, and they were efficient, as the volume of sugar produced by 
mule-driven sugar mills was competitive with, if not superior to, that 
produced by water-powered mills. Guided by slaves, animal labor drove 
the plantation. In indigo production, the cog-wheel levers were also kept 
in motion by mules.34 In the era before nitrogen fertilizer, mule dung and 
cattle urine were absolutely necessary for healthy soil; they protected it 
from depletion by sugar monoculture. And while cattle may have been 
edited out of eighteenth-century lithography of the sugar plantation, on 
the ground they were ubiquitous. As eighteenth-century British pro-
slavery politician and historian Bryan Edwards noted, “I believe, indeed, 
there are a great many overseers who give their land no aid of any kind, 
other than that of shifting the cattle from one pen to another, on the 
spot intended for planting.”35 As previously noted, animal inputs such as 
“bullock’s blood” and “fine animal charcoal” (bone char), along with bird 
excrement, have long been central ingredients used in sugar manufactur-
ing.36 The preponderance of mules and burros among the Dominican 
laboring classes was apparent in eighteenth-century wills; for example, 
Cristóbal Diaz de Paredes upon his death left eleven burros and mules 
and sixty pigs.37

Animals such as horses, oxen, and burros that worked in tandem 
with humans, becoming extensions of the body, were particularly be-
loved, and were not eaten.38 But the horse is the charismatic prestige ani-
mal par excellence, the animal seen as most proximate to humans. The 
fact that the horse stood apart is evident in several ways. For one, there 
is a long tradition of horse panegyric in Latin America. Bernardo de Bal-
buena penned a poem in 1622 that cast Mexico’s greatness in terms of 
the quality of its horses, and Luis José Peguero, writing in 1763 in Baní, 
penned poetically that an equine’s color was indicative of its personality—
gray indicated a jumper, just as piebalds were mellow.39 Horses have long 
played central roles in the important rituals of the campo (countryside), 
marriages and baptisms.40 In rural coplas (four line poems or songs) and 
sayings, frequently a man’s steed and his woman are pitted against one 
another, and often the horse wins. For example, a woman might forget 
to brush one’s teeth, but a man never fails to groom his horse. It was also 
said that one of the key weaknesses of Dominican men is that they love to 
talk about the temperament and antics of their horses in “hyperbolic ter-
tulias” (social gatherings).41 A strong sense of commensality is apparent 
in the treatment of companion animals such as the family mule, which 
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long provided rural transportation in the interior.42 Fed, stroked, spo-
ken to, their feet checked and trimmed, they were individuated through 
names, as seen in the novel Over (1939) by Ramón Marrero Aristy.43

In Juan Bosch’s classic 1936 novel about nineteenth-century caudi-
llismo (strongman rule), La Mañosa (“Tricky”), who gives the book its 
title, is the beloved family mule, leader of a train for a rural merchant 
who sells beans, corn, and tobacco in the interior; the animal’s resilience, 
courage, pluck, and personality render her a beloved symbol of creole 
identity. In Bosch’s words: “As dark as half burnt wood, her gaze was in-
telligent and loving, her footing fine and sure, her hooves small, round, 
black and tough. Everything about her was colorful and pleasing.”44 
Blackness in this context was embraced: Black oxen might be nicknamed 
“Negrito,” a diminutive that conveys affection. Blackness also featured in 
rustic food products such as molasses and unprocessed sugar; as the say-
ing goes, “The blackest brown sugar [raspadura] is the best for coffee.”45 
As Bosch’s narrator says, “My mule? For all the money in the world I 
would not give her away, and not because of her performance, but rather 
because I care for her as if she was a person.”46 Her owner’s greatest ges-
ture of trust was loaning this very special animal to his compadre Gen-
eral Fello Canario when his horse was injured in the middle of a military 
campaign.47 While this treatment is imbued with sentimental nostalgia, 
in part due to Bosch’s socialist politics, farm animals held far more than 
mere utilitarian value. But there may be another reason beyond that the 
mule has been embraced as a symbol of creole mestizo identity. The word 
mulatto, derived from the Portuguese mula, meaning “mule,” is a part of a 
strong interface in vocabularies of mixture between humans and animals 
that emerged in the eighteenth century. The Castas paintings produced 
in Mexico for a Spanish audience, for example, illustrate the racial types 
coyote, which was a cross between a “mestindio and a castiza” (thus a mix-
ture of Indian, Iberian, and mestizo); mulatto, which was the offspring 
of a Spanish man and a Negro woman; and lobo or wolf, which emerged 
from a Negro and an Indian.48

An anonymous copla went as follows:

Voy a ensillá mi caballo
Porque burro no e’ montura.

I’m going to saddle up my horse
Because a donkey is not a mount.49
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As a key symbol of Iberian nobility and equestrian showmanship, 
the horse was long a central component of royal display in Spain, and its 
association with nobility is evident in the New World context.50 Horses 
were important prestige animals, requisite to staging performances 
of power, and they provided the appropriate frame for nineteenth-
century caudillos, for whom riding skills were an important part of their 
political charisma at a time when the heroic masculinity of the nation-
building soldier reigned supreme.51 Caribbean historian Hilary Beckles 
argues that “the iconography of the black male warrior as liberator and 
protector was enshrined within the discourse of nation building.”52 For 
example, it was said of Dominican statesman Ramón Cáceres, “Ese si era 
jinete” (Now he was an equestrian). Stories of Ulises Heureaux’s assassina-
tion include not only his travails but those of his mount; it was said that 
he was shot on his horse, falling to the ground, but succeeded in getting 
back on and riding off for an honorable exit.53 Famed Dominican general 
Máximo Gómez, who helped secure Cuban independence from Spain, 
was said to have been “the last American rider”; as a means of denun-
ciation, his detractors claimed that he and his troops were barefoot and 
horseless.54 The importance of the steed as a font of masculine pride is 
a theme in the classic sugar novel Cañas y bueyes (Sugar cane and oxen) 
(1936) by Francisco E. Moscoso Puello, in which the local magistrate 
(alcalde pedáneo) Alipio does pirouettes on his steed Biscochito (“Little 
Cake”) to show off and, in particular, impress the ladies; in Dominican 
popular parlance this form of exhibitionism is called being a comparona.55 
Though his horse apparently was his sole asset, he loaned it to pretty 
girls, perhaps hoping for recompense. In the words of Moscoso Puello, 
“That horse was the envy of the town. It was a beast among beasts.”56 
While the horse helped the Haitian revolutionary chieftains win against 
the armies of France, England, and Spain, it also enabled the wholesale 
devastation of the Indigenous population, so it is a sign of authority as 
well as subjugation. The horse was more than a mere prop for male au-
thority; it helped constitute it.

This helps explain why Haitian military commanders such as Tous-
saint Louverture and Jean-Jacques Dessalines are most frequently im-
aged on horseback, and why Rafael Trujillo was frequently photographed 
in equestrian attire (figs. 6.1 and 6.2). For example, when freedman Juan 
Aponte was jailed for sedition in Cuba in 1812 for treasonous drawings, 
these included sketches of Haitian revolutionaries atop their steeds.57 
In the quintessential political form that emerged in the nineteenth 
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century, the caudillo is defined as the man on horseback, and the horse 
was the pedestal that gave the caudillo social distance from the plebe and 
thus accorded him respeto (respect); the horse conferred social honor to 
the rider, providing “ceremonial distance” or deference.58 This was es-
pecially important for mixed-race hombres de mando (men in command) 
like Trujillo, who otherwise did not have the trappings of class respect-
ability, which is why Trujillo announced his candidacy on horseback, and 
why his motto to his followers was “Seguiré a caballo” (I will follow on 
horseback).59 Indeed, during the Cuban war of independence, whether 
one fought on horseback or on foot was a marker of race and status, since 
former slaves rarely had horses during the early phases of the insurgency, 
acquiring them either in battle or as they rose in military rank.60

The fact that animal breeding became an alibi for racial improve-
ment helps us understand why in the 1950s the mixed-race Rafael Tru-
jillo inaugurated a system of ferias ganaderas (livestock fairs), an animal 
genealogical registry, and a national studbook, all intended to improve 
bovine breeding—and to showcase the racial purity of the nation at the 

6.1 ​ Portrait of François Dominic Toussaint Louverture (1743–1803), in uniform, 
mounted on his horse. French school, ca. 1800. Sotheby’s Lot 198 pf2139. Art 
Digital Studio © Sotheby’s.
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very least through its animal surrogates. These measures served other 
purposes as well, such as displaying his affinities with strongmen from 
other cattle-ranching nations such as Anastasio Somoza of Nicaragua, 
while also associating Trujillo with the fecundity and breeding prow-
ess of his professional studs, earning him labels such as primer ganadero 
dominicano (first Dominican cattleman). Trujillo’s farm Hacienda Fun-
dación won awards for animals of “most distinguished race” and “pure 
English blood,” labels that cast Trujillo as an aristocrat by association.61 
The premier theater of horse-riding skills was of course “the sport of 
kings”: polo, a game originally created to train mounted military in Iran 
and which was popularized throughout the British Empire via tea plant-
ers and colonial officers. Trujillo officialized the sport by forming the 
Ciudad Trujillo polo team, which competed against the United States 
and Mexico, enabling a masculine display of power and control over 

6.2 ​ Rafael Trujillo, 
around the time 
of his presidential 
candidacy, with his 
horse, Caonabo, 1930. 
Courtesy of Centro 
León, Santiago, Do-
minican Republic.
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others and, of course, associating the regime with famed jetsetter Por-
firio Rubirosa, the philanderer and polo player extraordinaire, to whom 
the term playboy was often applied and who was known for showing up 
at the Bagatelle polo club in Paris in his blue Ferrari.62

As Ann Norton Greene has noted, the horse is an elite animal, and 
its “physical power . . . ​reinforced other kinds of power—aristocratic, mili-
tary, political, sexual, religious.”63 The horse’s authority extends to its role 
in vanquishing supernatural enemies. A common chromolithograph of 
St. George (often associated with the deity Ogou) showcases him sitting 
on top of a white steed, poised and ready to fight dragons and other satanic 
avatars (fig. 6.3). This motif of a horse facilitating metaphysical warfare is 
also present in Haitian sequin artist Myrlande Constant’s epochal tapestry 
of the 2010 Haitian earthquake, in which a mounted equine figure fights off 
a series of malfecteurs (evildoers) unleashed by the catastrophe.64

In England and New England, nineteenth-century breeding prac-
tices rendered animal bloodlines important status markers, and there was 
an avid market in horse loans, but this was not the case in the Dominican 

6.3 ​ St. George, also 
known as the vodou/
vodú deity Ogou, on 
his steed. Chromo-
lithograph, undated.
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countryside, where relations of clientage and ties of social reciprocity 
enabled individuals of stature to secure rides when needed. This was 
the case in La Mañosa when caudillo Fello Macario needed a mount and 
cashed in his social debts to borrow one from a trusted ally. Indeed, the 
importance of relations of trust being traceable through swapping horses 
can be seen in a passage from Manuel del Cabral’s epic poem Compadre 
Mon (1940) about riding “with a guitar and on your horse.”65 As historian 
Emilio Rodriguez Demorizi put it, “The biggest respect [deferencia] one 
could pay a friend was loaning him one’s horse.”66 Yet the status hierarchy 
was clearly apparent when the recipient of the request to borrow a horse 
had to reveal with embarrassment, “But all I have is a mule.”67

GENDERED HISTORIES

Twentieth-century Dominican development has marginalized the cattle 
regions that once reigned supreme. The Dominican economy entered 
into a period of steep decline with the onset of neoliberalism as tradi-
tional export prices collapsed in the 1980s. As sugar exports decreased 
steeply, a debt crisis emerged at that time, as the Dominican Republic 
was forced into austerity measures by the imf.68 The crisis that ensued 
when food subsidies were withdrawn inspired food riots that spread to 
South America, bringing down the presidency of Jorge Blanco (1982–86). 
The 1980s experiment in export free trade zones encouraged by Ronald 
Reagan’s Caribbean Basin Initiative brought jobs initially, but these soon 
evaporated as firms fled to first to Mexico and later to China, and the 
informal sector became an expanding safety net for the poor. Joaquín 
Balaguer (president 1960–62, 1966–78, and 1986–1996) aggressively pro-
moted tourism, and by the 1990s it had become a central driver for the 
economy.69 This sector is now driving growth rates that lead Latin Amer
ica and the Caribbean as a whole, although little if any of these profits 
trickle down to rural areas.70 High-end tourism such as all-inclusive re-
sorts create few jobs outside of low-paid work in hotel services. More-
over, sugar plantations as well as all-inclusive resorts are enclaves without 
backward or forward economic linkages and do not enhance the agrarian 
sector.71 imf requirements for lowering tariff barriers have also contrib-
uted to overall food dependency.

These trends have been compounded by a highly urban develop-
ment orientation that has basically left the Dominican countryside to 
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fend for itself. Historians of Latin American politics have long focused on 
rhetoric to interpret political subjectivities and logics of citizenship.72 But 
we also need to study infrastructure, since technological systems convey 
ontologies that also constitute subjects through conveying a sense of in-
clusion within modernity.73 For example, as part of a master plan to alle-
viate urban traffic, the government of Leonel Fernández (2004–12) spent 
$700 million to build an underground metro to meet transport needs in 
the capital city, Santo Domingo.74 Like the nineteenth-century train, the 
metro conveyed a fantasy of mobility that capitaleño (capital) elites found 
captivating, as it created a simulacra of cosmopolitan life in places like 
New York.75 Importantly, Fernández was the first Dominican president 
to have grown up in the United States. Yet simultaneously in Bánica, pub-
lic infrastructure was entirely neglected, as the síndico (mayor) left the 
irrigation system broken and languishing for decades.76 Rafael Hipólito 
Mejía won the presidency in 2000 on the grounds that he would refocus 
state attention on underserved rural communities, even though he actu-
ally had a history of undermining them, since as minister of agriculture 
he was the one who executed the devastating pig slaughter in 1979, dis-
cussed in chapter 4 . In point of fact, government spending on rural areas 
has decreased steeply since 1995, and the share of agriculture in the gdp 
has declined by half, from 12 percent to 6 percent.77

A mood of rural despondency is reflected in the rise in popularity 
of música del amargue (bitter music), which expresses the shame of pov-
erty and the longing for status items that might attract a girlfriend. The 
genre called bachata had long been a sign of rurality, but as it became 
urbanized, especially through the meteoric rise of the New York–based 
band Aventura, amargue’s melodramatic expressivity came to speak for 
the emotional toll of poverty experienced by those left behind by emigra-
tion.78 This music’s backward-looking view challenges the national nar-
rative of progress. Singer Luis Miguel, whose song “Se acabó lo bonito” 
(The beauty is over) was a blockbuster hit during the early 2010s when I 
was visiting Bánica, is characteristic of this genre, in which men chronicle 
the pain and humiliation of poverty within a gloomy emotional timbre. 
“Sangre de guano,” for example, offers a visceral critique of urban elitism 
and its duplicity through the story of a girl who passes up the narrator for 
a guy with a car; the protagonist has only a motorcycle (a central mode 
of transport in rural townships), and her father ridicules him because he 
is broke.79 Amargue has become the music of the informal proletariat, 
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favored by those with street occupations such as day laborers, police, 
blacksmiths, dockworkers, and market vendors.

This pattern of development has helped give rise to a significant 
gender imbalance. Inflation and the decline of the peso as a result of 
economic restructuring forced more women into the labor force in the 
1980s.80 The zonas francas (export free trade zones) created jobs in sew-
ing, and job creation within hotel chains has been primarily in cleaning 
services, both of which are perceived as “women’s work.” Women’s labor 
has been prioritized in nontraditional agroexports, such as off-season 
vegetables and flowers, as these have expanded, and women are often 
paid less.81 Women have also dominated migration to the United States 
in a context in which it has become a significant marker of respectability 
and middle-class status on the island.82 While the central frontier has less 
outmigration than larger cities, several families in Bánica have relatives in 
the United States, and they are principally women. The pattern of female 
outmigration has been reinforced by the fact that upward of fifty thou-
sand Dominicans incarcerated in the United States have been deported 
back to the island since the early 1990s, and 93 percent of them are male.83 
Women’s participation in the labor force actually doubled in the 1980s, as 
men’s declined, and women also rely on their children for income.84

As women acquired an income, becoming heads of households, 
they had more leverage to stand up to their partners. Ethnomusicolo-
gist Deborah Pacini Hernandez charted a trend in popular music in the 
1980s, in particular within bachata lyrics, in which women were cast as 
the problematic Other—for example, as prevaricating betrayers who re-
duced their menfolk to pariguayos (bumpkins, fools) as they took over 
the role of family breadwinner.85 To make matters worse, the Dominican 
campo continues to have high rates of unemployment and underemploy-
ment, partly due to patrilineal inheritance, since the eldest son typically 
inherits the farm, leaving the other siblings adrift; furthermore, the ubiq-
uity of Haitian labor lowers wages within the border agricultural sec-
tor and serves to stigmatize male day labor.86 The gender gap applies to 
education as well. Most Dominican boys do not reach the fifth grade, and 
girls do far better in school than boys throughout elementary and high 
school.87

José’s story of man versus horse also forces us to contend with the 
important relationship Dominican men have long held with their equine 
mounts, which in the post-emancipation period enabled what historian 
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Aisha Finch has called “the luxury of mobility” while also providing a 
crucial frame of authority for Dominican masculinity.88 The importance 
of the horse to social status has deep Iberian roots and was reinforced 
during the Haitian Revolution, when the horse as a prestige animal was 
claimed by freedmen of color. This importance can also be seen linguis-
tically, in the fact that the term for “gentleman” (caballero) derives from 
the term for “horse” (caballo). Consequently, the fact that the demon in 
José’s story appears in equine form is significant. The horse, of course, 
was brought by Columbus and early Spanish settlers and has long served 
as a crucial tool of colonization and subjugation within slavery.89

TRICKSTER TALES?

While some scholars allege that it is the pleasure of audience voyeurism 
that explains the popular fascination of tales of evil and keeps them 
alive through frequent retelling, in this case it may be just as much the 
way these cuentos (oral narratives) fashion the protagonist into an epic 
hero through his ability to withstand extraordinary dangers.90 Of course, 
the epic is part of the Western canon, and a key feature of these stories 
is that they are tales of men traveling alone who encounter obstacles 
and overcome them. This type of identity quest is part of the modern-
ist canon, as men set out on voyages on which they are faced with great 
challenges, and they return home having proven their manhood and 
honor. Narrators in epic tales are often cast as social avengers, and epic 
narratives in oral form are certainly told of popular heroic outlaws such 
as faith healer Díos Olivorio Mateo, who in the early twentieth century 
evaded the law and has come to represent the local community of the 
Dominican southwest and its values.91

But there are also clearly ways in which these tales diverge from the 
epic canon. The epic form is characterized by clear moral binaries and by 
progression over time as the narrator grows from his voyage.92 Yet if the 
European canon of epic narratives is often characterized by linear move-
ment from periphery to center, travel in these oral Dominican tales, by 
contrast, has “non-linear complexities,” as the passage of the protagonist 
in the bush is blocked by a terrifying beast and he has to valiantly evade 
the obstacle by changing course, doubling back, and constantly innovat-
ing his itinerary.93 Moreover, these stories are not conveyed as narrative 
histories but rather as successions of anecdotes without a clear moral 
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coda.94 These tales of encounter also feature front-and-center frighten-
ing altercations with infernal beasts, with superhuman deeds in virtual 
battle, but the protagonist is not a hero but an underdog with daring 
“rascality.”95 Indeed, he deploys evasive tactics such as lying, hiding, 
and cheating to escape, rendering these stories similar to traditional 
trickster tales, which are exceedingly popular in former slave socie
ties, albeit in this case conveyed as eyewitness testimonies.96 These sto-
ries showcase the “indomitable individualism” of the narrator, his wits, 
his cunning, and his pride.97 “A mulatto Don Quijote,” the narrator is a 
“boldly imaginative” and visionary knight errant, a man who in vain tries 
to carve out a righteous life within a fallen and corrupt world.98 These 
battles provide a proscenium for garnering respect, and so they may 
be construed as “social identity projects” through which the protago-
nist acquires respeto—a key frame for male personhood and a sense of 
worth often unavailable to poor rural men through their labor—through 
his valor in facing down hazards. This is what José is referring to when 
he says that he “became someone”; what he means is that he has been 
granted his “moral worth as a social person.”99

Folklorist Lewis Hyde treats the larger arc of trickster tales in the 
Western tradition, first canonized by the Greeks. But bacá stories have a 
very particular history, since they are told by narrators within a context 
of a history of slavery. As such, they should be located within the larger 
corpus of African American trickster tales, which also revel in overcom-
ing challenges. In the Caribbean, they are traditionally told in the 
third person, as mythic tales in which the folk hero is camouflaged in 
animal guise, and are told with the intention of entertainment.100 They 
are celebrations of everyday rogues and heroes—underclass men who es-
cape everyday dangers on their own without the help of others, using 
only their wits and cunning.101 This “veiled discourse of dignity and 
self-assertion”—thus social honor—offers symbolic resistance to forms 
of everyday domination, in particular, historical slavery; they are satisfy-
ing because of the ways in which they challenge the public transcript 
of deference requisite within the corridors of power. As literary critic 
Henry Louis Gates reminds us, “The black tradition is double voiced.”102 
These cuentos also form part of a tradition of indirection within subal-
tern speech characteristic of former slaves, who were often presumed to 
be on the other side of the law, as well as being part of a long history of 
dissimulation due to the centrality of illicit contraband in the border-
lands; these features frame aspects of the stories as purposeful forms of 
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“veiled communication.”103 The nocturnal journey setting is important 
because it is a reminder of the subversive nature of this content: Night-
time, travel, and solitude contrast with the degrading everyday world of 
work under those with superior status, and during the period of slavery, 
nighttime was one of the few times when slaves could convene without 
supervision.104 Highlighting these men as clever individuals surely holds 
a special thrill in the post-emancipation period, since slavery removed all 
markers of individuation, including proper names.105

It should not surprise that similar narratives have long been passed 
down. Consider Alexandre Dumas’s Les Trois Mousquetaires (The Three 
Musketeers, 1844) and other tales. Dumas was the grandson of an en-
slaved woman and a renegade nobleman who fought in the French cav-
alry during the Haitian Revolution; Dumas’s father rose to command a 
free legion during the French Revolution. Those real-life stories provide 
ample fodder for Dumas’s popular novels of men on horseback.106 For ex-
ample, Cuban independence leader Antonio Maceo was long steeped in 
Dumas’s novels as well as biographies of Toussaint Louverture, the Hai-
tian revolutionary chieftain on horseback.107

Caribbean folk heroes engaged in epic travels can pass years in the 
monte or bush, a space of danger and transformation where the spirits 
reside, and which confers special wisdom. Former Cuban slave Esteban 
Montejo vanished into the monte for seven years; Dominican faith healer 
Olivorio Mateo returned as a prophet after seven days underwater.108 But 
in other ways bacá tales would more likely be characterized as petites 
histoires (little histories), since the journeys they recount are not tran-
scendental but everyday scenarios—returning from the farm, visiting a 
girlfriend, or collecting pay from an employer.109 They are about travel 
on everyday roads and mountain paths, not “the forest primeval”; these 
are secular not otherworldly journeys.110 One key feature is the way these 
narratives locate the protagonist squarely within the public domain of 
the street, which is important since the street is the premier proscenium 
of manhood in Latin America.111

José’s story ultimately, however, fails to conform to a key feature of 
the epic genre—the story of a hero who works in the service of the na-
tion. As an underdog and an outsider, the narrator of bacá tales demon-
strates several motifs common to the picaresque genre (the pícaro), such 
as the first-person voice, the underclass social setting, horizontal travel, 
and episodic plot development.112 A social orphan, the narrator is adrift 
and stands apart from society. He is forced to become a rascal due to 
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his struggle for existence in a hostile world. A “coward with a cause,” 
José in this account is the bold individual who stands up to a powerful 
demon, though he fails to slay it.113 There are also elements of the pícaro 
in the mobile and sexually available woman who dresses him down; in-
deed, her inappropriately domineering behavior defies the social script 
for the honorable female.114 This characteristically Spanish genre likely 
had an influence on maritime adventure tales such as that of Alexandre 
Exquemelin, who traveled to Tortuga as a French engagé and recounted 
his experiences alongside Henry Morgan and other pirates.115

TRAVELER’S TALES

Everybody knows, we gonna walk, we gonna walk, walk, walk, walk 
down freedom street.
KEN BOOTHE ​ | ​ “Freedom Street”

Walter Benjamin has charted how popular narratives represent the ex-
perience of labor. This makes sense if these bacá narratives are centrally 
about freedom defined as mobility, since the border has long been a 
central corridor of both the cattle trade and the military, both of which 
are itinerant professions.116 The peripatetic lifestyle of hateros is well 
described in Víctor Garrido’s aptly titled memoir, En la ruta de mi vida, 
1886–1966 (In the route of my life, 1886–1966; 1970); Garrido’s father 
spent months on the road driving his cattle to Haiti for sale. The mili-
tary has left its mark on this region as well. The province and neigh-
boring town of Elías Piña were named for a colonel of the Dominican 
army during the 1844 independence war against Haiti who died trying 
to retake Bánica from Haitian forces; Bánica’s sister township in Haiti, 
across the Artibonite River, is named for “proud and vain” Georges Bias-
sou, the Haitian commander and monarchist who sided with the Span-
ish during the revolutionary war.117 Bánica’s relationship to the sites of 
many important battles of the independence wars, such as the adjacent 
town, Las Matas de Farfán, helps explain why Rafael Damirón termed it 
part of the “deep south”—a place where men would take to the interior 
with a Remington and a steed. Bánica served as a transit point for revo-
lutionary soldiers, including the “heroic mulattos” Buenaventura Báez 
and Ulises Heureaux, even though it is not geographically part of the 
southern corridor.118
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While the story of cattle theft had long been a popular narrative 
in the border region, the eighteenth-century cattle boom created a new 
figure, the metedor or corredor, who, flaunting prohibitions, moved large 
numbers of cattle across the border to take advantage of the fact that 
the price for cattle in Saint-Domingue could be double or triple that in 
Santo Domingo. These corredores or runners acted with impunity in the 
central frontier corridor from Azua to Hinche. Their tactic was to declare 
a nonexistent theft, pay off the border guards, and drive cattle to Saint-
Domingue for sale in Guarico (then the name for Cap-Haïtien).119 These 
stockmen were the tígueres of their day, exemplifying a rags-to-riches 
trajectory enabled by their skills as smooth talkers and by their mastery 
of the arts of duplicity. Many used their earnings to purchase their free-
dom if they weren’t free already. Quintessential go-betweens, these were 
“men of words” whose central skill was their narrative abilities, which 
made them persuasive and eloquent speakers.120 The chicanery of these 
highly mobile border crossers was enabled by their multilingualism, as 
well as their ability to spin a yarn that convinced authorities that they 
were not who they seemed to be; one would imagine that they likely also 
relished boasting about their successes after the fact.121 Through their 
skills at verbal performance they resemble another eighteenth-century 
figure of cosmopolitan mobility, the sailor, whose stories “highlighted 
fighting, drinking, sex, virility, and masculinity” and were later canon-
ized as voyage narratives.122 Many stockmen gained fame as arrogant 
braggadocios and womanizers. In colonial Saint-Domingue, they were 
also frequently said to be thieves, “lazy, argumentative and bold-faced 
liars.”123 Historian Antonio Gutiérrez Escudero has argued that the genre 
of the picaresque was popularized in the Dominican Republic through 
the eighteenth-century cattle trade when it became the lifeline of the 
national economy and as the metedores came to rule the island. Contra-
band became dominant, and when authorities tried to stop the trade, the 
metedores rose up in rebellion.124 Thus cattle contraband became a key 
infrastructure for the picaresque genre and its characteristic dissimula-
tion; indeed, Gutiérrez Escudero goes so far as to claim that the illicit 
cattle trade rendered the figure of the pícaro a national culture hero.125

Since the metedores became local culture heroes at a time when 
slavery was the norm, outsiders found them an affront. Indeed, travel-
ers developed a robust critical commentary on the “natural economy” of 
these frugal and independent “masterless men” who, because they were 
not involved in agriculture, appeared to spend their days lying around 
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and not working, and as a result were met with contempt.126 In an era in 
which labor coercion was the norm, these autonomous freedmen, hunt-
ers, and ranchers, who “spent their days astride an old mule, visiting farms 
and drinking coffee, in picturesque attitude somewhere between poten-
tates and beggars,” seemed like an affront and a portent of doom.127 As 
one contemporary observer exclaimed of Santo Domingo, “It is a nation 
without industry, of men who fail to accumulate, of great torpidness. . . . ​
If these slave owners, indolent and incapable of making any effort, don’t 
make use of their slaves—carelessly lying around in their hammocks and 
strumming their guitars—both the will and the muscles of their slaves 
will be lost, victims of their lethargy.”128 Equally alarmed at the absence 
of agriculture in the interior, Dominican authorities instead blamed it on 
the “excessive” number of rural freedmen who had access to ample state 
lands and a feral animal commons; this produced “blacks without dis-
cipline or subjection” and “loafers,” and their existence prompted anti-
vagrancy legislation.129 In fact, Martinique jurist Moreau de Saint-Méry 
explicitly racialized this discourse when he complained that owners were 
unable to treat their slaves with the superiority that was required in part 
because the owners were themselves mestizos.130

In a former slave plantation society, the sheer mobility of the men 
in bacá narratives denotes that they are freedmen, not slaves; indeed, in 
the nineteenth century status accrued to those exemplary slaves whose 
professions entailed mobility, such as cart drivers, coachmen, muleteers, 
or soldiers—male occupations of distinction that have long been lion-
ized in popular song.131 As slaves moved off the plantation and into urban 
areas, the Cuban songs called pregones lovingly celebrated the itinerant 
food vendors who sold snack foods such as agua de coco (coconut water), 
peanuts, mamey, pineapple, vegetables, and herbs such as romerio and 
altamisa for cooking, cosmetic, and aphrodisiac uses. Songs about fruit 
vendors were also a stock theme in turn-of-the-century Dominican music 
such as the boleros by Grupo Dominicano titled “Los mangos de Baní” 
(The mangos from Baní) and “El platanero” (The plantain vendor).132 In-
deed, vegetables made their mark even in the names of musical genres such 
as cebolla (onion).133 Cebolla songs chart the emergence of urban freed-
men’s occupations in the working-class barrios of nineteenth-century 
Havana, occupations that required a pressed shirt; thus leña (firewood) 
was needed not only for cooking fuel but also to fire up the iron. These 
songs include nicknames such as “El Doctor” for a vendor; such nick-
names marked status as freedmen sought to claim respectability they had 
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long been denied.134 Cebolla songs imitate vendors’ calls as they walked 
down the street, at times engaging in saucy flirtation, using the fruits for 
sale as props with the housewives and domestics who purchased from 
them.135

Our narrator at the beginning of this chapter, José, casts himself as 
a trickster, which is an underclass hero popular throughout the African 
diaspora. As “lords of in-between” and quintessential boundary cross-
ers, tricksters are frequently on the run. Bacá narratives are invariably 
emplotted on roads; they are journeys in which the protagonist faces 
dangerous adversaries that test him, but he invariably lands on his feet. 
These dangers are especially frightening because they are confronted 
in darkness, rendering it difficult to make out exactly who or what the 
adversary is; thus the narrative presents an aura of confusion.136 Indeed, 
the opacity in these narratives is itself a marker of underdog experience, 
since these protagonists are clearly not “masters of all they surveyed.”137 
It has been argued that part of the trickster’s role is to create boundaries 
or reveal obscured categorical distinctions, thus foregrounding the abil-
ity to create order in the fog. As writer Lewis Hyde states, the trickster is 
the “mythic embodiment of ambiguity and ambivalence, doubleness and 
duplicity, contradiction and paradox.”138

Henry Louis Gates has argued that the trickster genre originated 
in West Africa. For example, the beloved Yoruba god of chance, Eshu, fig-
ures prominently as a reminder of the determinant role of luck in ev-
eryday life, which has become almost metaphysical in its importance.139 
Yet the meaning of travel takes on a particular valence in the African 
diaspora, where enslaved peoples were for centuries defined by immo-
bility, shackled and tied to the plantation. Movement was a privilege 
earned or stolen, not given, and mobility was one of the perks lavished 
upon loyal slaves, who might become muleteers, overseers, or livestock 
drivers. The freedman was a go-between within colonial society who was 
cast as dangerous in large part due to his physical and social mobility. In 
a context in which most African-descended people were bound to the 
plantation, freedpeople with the privilege of movement, such as female 
domestics (charged with fetching water and going to market) and free 
urban male artisans (including carpenters, masons, tailors, livestock han-
dlers, and blacksmiths) were often accused of sedition and assumed to 
be the masterminds of slave revolts, and sometimes they were: Toussaint 
Louverture, a coachman, became a national hero.140 They posed a double 
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threat to the plantocracy because many freedmen were skilled with arms 
due to their high preponderance in the military or maréchaussée (military 
police).141

Cuban son was a musical genre that developed in the eastern region 
around Santiago de Cuba, the site of early freedman culture. Son obses-
sively chronicles mobility as a form of status signaling. For example, the 
song “Tu veras” (You’ll see) ponders where the protagonist will go when 
his girlfriend arrives: “When my girlfriend comes, I will go to Viejo, I 
will give her my hat; if I go to Havana, I will bring my girlfriend, I will 
pack my bag.”142 Another example is Antonio Machin’s “A Baracoa me 
voy” (I’m going to Baracoa), which celebrates hitting the road and head-
ing to Baracoa, even if there is no paved road. Dominican merengue also 
frequently references mobility through the use of verbs such as going, ar-
riving, and fleeing; in that genre, conditions of stasis are often vilified.143 
Indeed, the ability to travel unfettered was itself a marker of privilege, 
signaling that the protagonist was clearly a freedman—in this context, 
quite an achievement. Along these lines, these popular bacá encounter 
narratives must be seen as first and foremost modes of braggadocio, as 
they signal status via freedom of movement, courage, and at times one’s 
prodigious sexual liaisons.144

Bacá stories have elements shared with stories about the popular 
figure of the tíguere, a deeply Dominican character that is a local vari-
ant of the trickster, a “good rogue” who subversively rises to become 
powerful.145 Unlike St. Miguel, however, the narrator does not defeat 
his supernatural opponent; instead, he just narrowly escapes it via the 
age-old dexterity of the disempowered, what Brazilian anthropologist 
Roberto DaMatta calls the “clever dodge.”146 The tíguere is a survivor 
who emerges well from any situation, his audacity and courage reflect-
ing the experience and values of the underclasses.147 The tíguere is a so-
cial climber who uses verbal dexterity and “hyperfluency” as a means of 
social ascent.148 Unlike the social avenger, he does not seek to destroy 
his opponent; rather, he aims to shrewdly outmaneuver it.149 With the 
protagonist narrowly escaping the claws of the demonic monster, these 
stories reverse the arrows of the relationship, as the underdog is trans-
formed into a figure of power; they also underscore the uniqueness of 
the protagonist’s individual survival skills, championing street smarts over 
sheer physical might. The tíguere is thus by definition an individual who 
succeeds in elevating himself above his peers in a context of informality.150 
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A quintessentially urban “man of the crowd,” the tíguere requires the 
anonymity of the city, but we catch a glimpse of the rural origins of this 
figure within stories about encounters with the bacá.151

Bacá narratives showcase the cunning of the protagonist as well as 
the pleasure of taking on an opponent in a ritual contest—an important 
detail, since facing off with an adversary highlights the protagonist’s ac-
tivity (as opposed to passivity) and competition, rivalry, as well as se-
duction are the masculine troika par excellence.152 But bacá stories are 
not the only everyday fora of this kind. Popular Caribbean male pastimes 
such as reciting the poetry form called décimas (long an everyday art 
form showcased at the local colmado or corner grocery), cockfighting, 
and playing dominoes also entail facing off with a rival (dominoes also 
showcases one’s command of rule-breaking through trucos or tricks).153 
This is also the case for ritual events. In the Máscaras masquerade of Elías 
Piña, men in teams dress up in makeshift costumes and whip the op-
posing group in territorial contests. Haitian and Dominican rará or gagá 
bands process on Good Friday and engage in ritual stand-offs with other 
teams.154 There are also individualist displays of popular male swagger, 
such as the Gede-inspired vagabon or the West Indian rude boy. All these 
narratives should be seen as speech acts that conform to a broader idiom 
of Afro-Atlantic masculine displays of male courage and skill.155 As folk-
lorist Richard Bauman has argued, these verbal displays should be seen as 
cultural performances that demonstrate the manly valor of the protago-
nist as he skillfully resists confrontation with a supernatural foe, thus ren-
dering him a “man of worth” and earning him the admiration and respect 
of the public; in Bauman’s words, they are intended to conjure “conspic
uous honor for the camera.”156 The need to glorify manhood by being 
“theatrically heroic” was quite apparent in José’s telling of his tale, since 
as he told the story he stood up and pantomimed his frantic escape from 
the demonic horse; this was in stark contrast to his body language when 
he described his family background and work history at the commence-
ment of his life narrative, which was far more subdued and contained.157 
One way men earn their manhood is through altercations with bacá; 
another is via dogfighting, where, as Evans, Gauthier, and Forsyth have 
put it, “Gaming, in this context, functions to distribute honor and status 
among males who have little access to alternative routes for legitimate 
successes which might allow them to measure up as ‘real men.’ ” Through 
their bacá foil, plebeian men thus can perform a “masculine ideal” that 
would be unattainable otherwise.158
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In addition to their reflection of popular underclass values, these 
stories can be read as a form of working-class autobiography. Bacá sto-
ries are popular across classes, told by day laborers, teachers, and alcaldes; 
however, they are resolutely male stories. Women are familiar with the 
bacá but do not have violent encounters with them. When women pos-
sess them, the bacá are protective. Luisa, a healer in Bánica of Haitian 
descent, told me that she fashions bacá for clients, and women in Santo 
Domingo have recounted to me that they kept bacá as power objects to 
shield them from evil and bad luck.159 Bacá practices thus reveal a key 
cultural contrast for gender construction in Latin America. If women se-
cure bacá to shelter themselves (and by extension their children, as part 
of collective selves), men deploy them to combat rivals and stand out as 
individuals and thus hone their reputation among their peers.160 Conflict 
is foundational to male relationships, and when rupture occurs, it makes 
itself known through chismorreo (gossip, which women help spread, of 
course). Indeed, if women are loath to engage with bacá directly, they 
participate in the circulation of bacá narratives either by helping identify 
them or by spreading the news.161

SORCERY AND GENDER

Why the striking gender difference in how women and men model bacá? 
Relations between humans and their divinities are a projection of social 
relations.162 Anthropologist Robert Hertz might argue that it has to do 
with the cultural tendency toward binaries; thus women are associated 
with the right hand of the sacred (angelic spirits and rule-making), and 
men with the left hand (the demonic and rule-breaking), just as the realm 
of the dead is often imaged as the inverse of society.163 I would assert, 
however, that the split within bacá practice in this case has more to do 
with the patterns of gender in this particular township. Since Bánica is 
home to the Cofradía of San Francisco, which has long been organized 
by women and which gives them a direct link to the Catholic Church, 
women are loath to publicly repeat bacá stories, which the church casts 
as demonic. Worse still, in a culture of conjuring, merely uttering a bacá’s 
name could summon it.164 Additionally, middle-class women in Bánica 
frequently work as nurses and pharmacists, jobs that locate them within 
the sanctioned domain of medical knowledge, and this may encourage 
them to keep silent about this phenomenon, which is said to cause illness. 
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Yet women certainly participate in the shaping and sharing of these nar-
ratives in private. For example, one critical issue is identifying the beast 
as a spirit demon rather than a garden-variety animal, and when men ar-
rive home and are still processing their experiences, women may identify 
the beast as a bacá.165

Yet even if women traffic in bacá stories in the concealed spaces of 
the kitchen and the bedroom while these narratives are still private gos-
sip and not yet public rumor, these narratives travel along male circuits 
and sites of discourse. Men recount these stories while butchering meat 
at market or while relaxing with friends with a beer after work or on 
Sunday. Religious studies scholar David Frankfurter has called attention 
to the chains of transmission of “unverified news” in storytelling about 
the demonic. In recounting these tales, men cast themselves as “heroic, 
solitary warriors against evil”; their discernment of forces invisible to the 
majority and their ability to escape those accrues to them a “preternatu-
ral power.”166 This expertise locates them almost on a par with the “ex-
perts in evil,” the Dominican curanderos or Haitian bòkò, who are able to 
diagnose the invisible forces behind an illness or a string of misfortunes, 
and accords them access to a significant form of social power.167

Brazilian anthropologist Roberto DaMatta has described how the 
figure of the rogue hero is often established in relation to a foil in a para-
digm he describes as triangulation.168 Even as these narratives centrally 
concern the ferocity of the supernatural predator and how the protago-
nist narrowly escapes its clutches through his habilidad or wiles, in the 
process these stories show off other masculine attributes; for example, 
the seductive appeal of the protagonist, and hence his sexual potency, 
is demonstrated by the presence of girlfriends in the tales. (In urban 
contexts this aspect of tigueraje would be cast as the pursuit of multiple 
sexual conquests, but in rural settings these extramarital relationships 
tend to be serial and hence more orderly.)169 An indication that the girl-
friend is a prop to demonstrate the tíguere’s sexual agency is indicated 
by the fact that she is left nameless in the story and thus is not accorded 
social personhood.170 In a pattern identified by anthropologist Brendan 
Thornton, these narratives of supernatural tíguere transgression also en-
able men who otherwise seek to characterize themselves as hardworking 
hombres de trabajo (men of work) to have a “residual identity” as tíguere 
hustlers—hombre hombres—which enables them simultaneously to be re-
spectable and to have a tough male reputation.171 Through engaging in 
spirit predation and violent encounters with the ambient dead, they can 
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thus be granted respect among their male peers for their capacity for 
violence while maintaining the façade of respectability that they need as 
fathers and heads of household.172

A central foil in these narratives, of course, is the monster itself, 
which establishes the competitive rival that is a key prop of masculin-
ity. As anthropologist Christian Krohn-Hansen has observed, one piece 
of evidence that courage in the face of an opponent is a key aspect of 
manhood in the Hispanophone world is the fact that the word guapo 
means both “valiant” and “handsome,” indicating that bellicose men are 
especially attractive.173 And through their behavior, the ambient dead are 
themselves imaged as masculine foes par excellence. This is uncannily 
similar to what anthropologist Todd Ochoa has seen in his work on Palo 
Monte in Cuba. In this space of interaction with the spirit world, the best 
nfumbe (spirit entities) should be forceful, as he puts it, “overbearing in 
its dominance, and rebellious in its submission. . . . ​built, vitalized, and 
engaged in a struggle for command.”174 Indeed, in Palo Monte the verb 
for dealing with the prenda (spirit cauldron) is arrear, the term used to 
refer to driving mules or cattle, and is an action that requires “aggres-
sive posturing.”175 Anthropologist Stephan Palmié has noted how work-
ing the prenda within Palo Monte draws upon the imagery of “force and 
coercion” from slavery, in which the nganga (spirit urn) must be actually 
beaten to compel it to work.176 It could also be argued that slavery helped 
shape an exaggeratedly forceful genre of Black masculinity evident in 
these practices as well. A potent reminder is that in the West Indies, the 
very word spirit long meant “to kidnap,” a practice associated with en-
slavement.177 The constant threat from malevolent invisible foes requires 
a male warrior who can keep these forces at bay.178 Sociologist Mimi 
Sheller said that “oppositional militarism” underpinned Haitian politics 
in the post-emancipation period; one might say this was the case for male 
everyday relations with the spirit world in the Caribbean as well.179

Interestingly, the figure of the tíguere became generalized as a 
quintessentially Dominican social type in the 1950s during the regime 
of despot Rafael Trujillo, as political repression became suffocatingly 
harsh toward the twilight of his thirty-year rule. This period has been 
described as asphyxiating, as people felt completely trapped by a regime 
that was now striking previously protected targets such as women and 
priests.180 In this context, the tíguere enacted a form of symbolic rebel-
lion that was similar to what British sociologist Dick Hebdige has de-
scribed for the youth subcultures of postwar Britain, where standing out 
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as an underclass youthful male put someone at risk of clashing with the 
police. As Hebdige aptly describes it, “Subculture forms up in the space 
between surveillance and the evasion of surveillance, it translates the fact 
of being under scrutiny into the pleasure of being watched. It is a hiding 
in the light.”181

But developing a reputation as a risk-taker also requires that stories 
about one’s achievements become part of the community rumor mill, 
which is where the bacá narratives come in handy.182 The stories’ charac-
teristic logic of “binary moralism”—and hence their melodramatic tone—
evinces their origins within oral culture and also probably assists them 
in accruing the necessary symbolic capital so that they are more likely to 
be retold and thus burnish the reputation of the protagonist.183 As histo-
rian of rumor Luise White has put it, the veracity of these narratives is 
based not on their truth value but rather on their eloquence, which ren-
ders them engaging enough to be retold.184 The atmosphere of harrow-
ing danger and forceful drama in known quotidian settings likely makes 
these stories especially compelling and encourages their circulation. As 
we have seen, stories about successful engagements with ferocious spirit 
demons in which the protagonist prevails over his supernatural foe also 
surely burnish the protagonist’s masculine aura. As Todd Ochoa de-
scribes men’s relationships with their power objects in Cuba, which 
serve as both a foil for and a reflection of the men who keep them: “Pren-
das and [their] keepers alike revel in the stories of a prenda’s stubborn-
ness, rebelliousness, and ruthless despotism.”185 Strong men are as only as 
robust as their ngangas, it seems. The prevalence of these stories, and their 
utility in assuaging a wounded masculinity (which is always a nagging 
threat if you are poor, since other masculine trappings such as fatherhood 
and a steady job are at best precarious), may also encourage the logic of 
personalization, in which the stories of others are retold as if the story-
teller was the protagonist even if he was not; this would make these akin 
to exemplary narratives, which articulate a “higher kind of truth to which 
its hero is the witness.”186

One aspect of masculinity is being physically imposing, and one 
could argue that certain forms of spirit predation enhance one’s manli-
ness by extending one’s body into space.187 Heroic masculinity frequently 
involves crafting a larger-than-life persona—for example, through prac-
tices available to Haitian sorcerers such as having an invisible battalion 
of zonbi ready to fight at one’s disposal, being able to send a zonbi across 
the globe, or being able to turn into a massive snake or canine.188 But 
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within the domain of everyday life, on Hispaniola it has long been the 
steed that increases one’s stature. This may be why the Haitian Creole 
term for the human host for a deity is chwal (horse), a reminder that the 
horse has long provided a foundational root metaphor; anthropologist 
Maya Deren notes the popular Haitian saying that “great gods cannot 
ride little horses.”189 The importance of the horse as a key prop for mas-
culine prowess is a legacy of slavery, which, as historian Hilary Beckles 
reminds us, entailed “the military defeat and subsequent violent subordi-
nation of black males by white men” and thus “the conquest and control 
of the black male body”; this set men up to assert themselves in the post-
emancipation period.190

BACÁ ENCOUNTERS AS LIFE NARRATIVES

El que nada tiene, nada vale.
He who has nothing is worth nothing.
JOSÉ ALCÁNTARA

Much of the scholarly work on oral history has focused on individuals 
with histories of protest and struggle that became important emblems 
of identity and served to refocus their life narratives after key events that 
transformed them from workers into militants.191 Labor history was un-
derstandably a dominant concern of oral historians who came of age in 
the 1960s and wished to document labor struggles for which the archi-
val record was biased or absent.192 And the testimonio genre elevated the 
voices of those with a firmly articulated subaltern political identity in 
an effort to document political oppression and popular violence.193 But 
given the absence of formal labor organization in these frontier Domini-
can communities outside of relations of kinship and patronage and the 
prevalence of informal labor, there is no heroic dividend to be derived 
from one’s identity as a worker in this context. Patron-client relations 
expressed through relations of compadrazgo and apadrinamiento (god-
parenthood) do not produce the kind of contestatory political identities 
that forge mythic types and moral stories found among labor militants; 
by sharp contrast, they tend to forge ties of vertical identification with 
and loyalty to social superiors.194 Notwithstanding national growth rates, 
today most Bánica residents are subsistence farmers with greatly dimin-
ished herds. The cash-starved countryside depends on supplementary 
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income from overseas remittances, a larger percentage of which accrues 
to female-headed households.195

In José’s extended oral narrative, he casts the world of work as a 
place where he lacks agency, where he was a victim of circumstance sub-
ject to the whims of family and bosses. This stands in sharp contrast to 
the backwoods proscenium, where he was a master and commander of 
his destiny, making his own decisions about where to go and defying his 
girlfriend’s threatening fist.196 The problem with identifying with one’s 
work is quite apparent at the start of his life narrative, in which José noted 
that because of his grandfather’s—his primary caretaker’s—departure, he 
had to take responsibility for his siblings at age thirteen, which meant 
that his schooling concluded in the seventh grade; this is a common story 
within the context of the Caribbean matrifocal family, where men pair 
up with girlfriends and thus establish multiple households with compet-
ing familial obligations.197 As José explained, even if someone is lucky 
enough to have a conuco or subsistence plot, products such as yucca, 
corn, and plantains bring only pocket change at market, since everyone 
grows them. So he had to travel all over town looking for day jobs unload-
ing trucks or mopping, and as he described it, luchando (struggling).198 
The prevalence of unpaid family labor in the countryside contributes to 
low wages, which, as noted earlier, is compounded in the border region 
by the abundance of Haitian day labor.199 The split between José’s self 
and person, his private and public identities, is apparent as well in the 
fact that he spent less than 14 percent of the interview talking about his 
work; the overwhelming majority of the interview showcased his bacá 
encounters. His discussion of his work life lacks specific detail and is in-
terspersed with verbal shields to cover up unpleasantries he would prefer 
not to talk about. These verbal shields take the form of statements such as 
“He who has nothing is nothing,” “Life is not easy,” and “It’s not easy to 
obtain 100 pesos” (about $2); sociologist Erving Goffman would describe 
such statements as “linguistic covers.”200

A compounding factor in the reluctance of Dominican men to 
identify with their work is the denigration of manual labor in post-
emancipation societies, as well as the erosion of work in the Dominican 
Republic, where many among the working poor today are forced to rely 
on the informal sector, popularly termed chiripeo.201 While in urban areas 
family microempresas (microenterprises) such as an arepa stand can pro-
vide basic subsistence, this is considerably more difficult in the country-
side, where the market is far smaller because people lack discretionary 
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income.202 In the past, ample access to state lands and collective lands 
called terrenos comuneros knitted clans together through cross-cousin 
marriage and made for ample land, but land access became very tight 
during the Trujillo regime due to population growth and the monopo-
listic policies of the regime, reaching crisis-level proportions in the early 
1960s, at which point the traditionally conservative Catholic Church 
began to speak out in favor of land redistribution.203 Indeed, President 
Juan Bosch’s support for land reform made him the object of a cia-backed 
coup that ousted him from power after just seven months in office. Today 
77 percent of all Dominican farms are less than five hectares.204

José prefers to pull a veil over his work because engaging in rural 
day labor for others is considered shameful for men, especially in the 
context of the Haitian-Dominican border, where many agricultural tasks 
today are regularly performed by Haitian citizens and Dominicans who 
are ethnic Haitians; for most of the twentieth century these groups were 
employed as hyper-exploited braceros in the cane fields of the Dominican 
Republic, a deeply reviled task associated with slavery. Ironically, those 
with property exude pride in their ability to “improve the land, ripen the 
tobacco and fatten the pig,” notwithstanding the fact that they almost 
invariably have hired male workers to cultivate the land and do not do 
so with their own hands.205 The sense of duty to give back, in which one 
takes pride in one’s land but does not work it, is apparent in rural land-
owner Ceferina Chaves’s comment: “To the poor, one must leave some-
thing, so they can have a divi divi [a local fruit] of my land, they can have 
it,” a kind of creole version of “Let them eat cake.”206 This attitude is com-
mon throughout the post-emancipation Caribbean, where one legacy of 
slavery has been the notion that working for others is “fundamentally 
alienating,” compounded by the fact that in rendering a worker depen-
dent, it is feminizing.207

This is a key reason that hustler figures like the tíguere and the 
Haitian vagabon, who “work without sweating,” are such popular 
antiheroes today.208 As art historian Katherine Smith has put it, “The 
vagabon social type is common throughout the Afro-Atlantic in part 
because under the system of slavery, idleness was theft. Like the lie that 
reveals artifice, this act of theft undermined the tenets of slavery through 
the assertion of willfulness.”209 If under slavery freedom of movement 
was a privilege enabling access to higher-status work, such as cattle herd-
ing, and skilled work such as masonry, tobacco cultivation, dock work, 
and itinerant sales, after emancipation mobility was curtailed as permits 



158  | C hapter six

became necessary to move people and animals in the interior, the US 
occupation instituted corvée labor as a form of punishment, and the 
Trujillo regime implemented vagrancy laws with the aim of expanding 
agriculture. In his extended narrative, José evinces a strong sense of vic-
timization as he casts his constant movement to obtain odd jobs as part of 
his deep fatigue; as he states, “I had to walk a lot and work a lot.”210

In this context, then, bacá narratives in which poor men reenact 
encounters with supernatural foes on remote country roads appear to 
fit within a larger repertoire of transatlantic masculine performances 
in which plebeian men “flaunt their exclusion” in various ways.211 Caro-
lyn Cooper has described the bawdy, sexually aggressive speech style of 
dancehall music, just as Katherine Smith has charted the popular em-
brace of Gede, the god of sex and death; both offer forms of embodied 
resistance for disenfranchised young men in Jamaica and Port-au-Prince, 
Haiti, who may not have regular work but through the lwa (deity) Bawon 
Samdi can marshal zonbi power to make things happen if needed.212 But 
if talk about work highlights one’s lack of male agency, by contrast bacá 
stories showcase it, as the protagonist shrewdly deliberates a course of ac-
tion, standing up against actors obstructing his way, including bossy girl-
friends, violent drunks, and “extraordinary beings” of various types.213 
The problem of one’s actual social identity is masked, it seems, by the 
virtual social identity forged through encounters with bacá, just as the 
stigma of manual labor and poverty in everyday life is camouflaged 
through tales of heroism and bravery in the domain of the spirit world.214

CONCLUSION

This race in which the beast was the hunter and the man the hunted 
left a profound impression on my father’s mind.
TOM REISS ​ | ​ The Black Count

Personal narratives have been said to convey foundational structures that 
are occluded in polished stories that have been retold many times.215 Yet 
what work do the bacá-encounter narratives do, and what kinds of “in-
voluntary memory” do they engage? These narratives might be classed 
alongside the genre of slave narratives, joining canonical voices of exem-
plary escapees such as former slaves Esteban Montejo and Olaudah Equi-
ano, except that bacá narratives do not have the structure of progression 
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that those do.216 Bacá stories are aimless and ambulatory, presenting an 
“opaque and blind mobility.”217 As forms of memory, they are ephem-
eral, appearing in flashes, yet their “shock experience” may also provoke 
trauma.

Given the centrality of mobility in these accounts, they are certainly 
freedman’s tales, but they also invoke a distinct sensation of fugitivity—a 
sense of being watched and hunted by an invisible force, of an ever-
present danger lurking around every corner, one that is hard to discern 
but is clearly there. In this sense, they reflect the longue durée history of 
the island, one in which Dominican men had the privilege of early free-
dom compared to their neighbors, but that freedom was constantly at 
risk, since well into the late nineteenth century freedmen could be ab-
ducted into slavery in neighboring Cuba and Puerto Rico. Because of this 
risk, Dominican men, who have a long history of being skilled hunters, 
are rendered potential victims of predation.218 In this sense, bacá stories 
bear an uncanny resemblance to the specter of slave-catching in postcolo-
nial Sierra Leone, where “marauding spirits” skulk about in the darkness 
waiting to seize people on country roads.219 Freud might say that the case 
of José’s horse sighting was similar to the case of a patient who suffered 
trauma and whose dreams recapitulate the catastrophic incident, but 
what José experienced was perhaps more akin to a recurring nightmare.220

I have argued that as “performative utterances,” these narratives are 
centrally masculine performances of mastery, and thus rituals of rebel-
lion against the deferential script of ceremonial etiquette required of 
poor men in rural contexts. They enable men like José to, in his own 
words, “become someone,” to claim personhood and forge a masculine 
identity usually unavailable to the marginalized.221 Yet these narratives 
also enable men to reveal weakness, fear, and vulnerability, when doing 
so in other contexts would cast a shadow on their virility. If metaphor is 
a transaction across contexts, these popular narratives may be said to be 
what literary theorist Saidiya Hartman has termed “critical fabulations,” 
which both remasculinize plebeian men, who lack social honor due to 
their dependence and precarity, and enable them to demonstrate feel-
ings disavowed within hegemonic masculinity, such as fear and uncer-
tainty.222 Walter Benjamin has noted how the mimetic gift is produced 
through sensory contact, as well as how it has been expressed in practices 
of the occult.223 So we might consider the conjuring of the horse as a 
form of sympathetic magic that renders the horse a mimetic figuration 
for José, becoming his alter ego and in a way his spirit double. Much as 
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the nickname Caballo (“Horse”) confers a kind of studly strength upon 
the recipient, the horse apparition revisits a “secretly familiar” visceral 
bond between equines and humans on Hispaniola that celebrates the 
freedman’s mobility. As Michael Taussig has said of the mimetic facil
ity, “Once the mimetic has sprung into being, a terrifically ambiguous 
power is established; there is born the power to represent the world, yet 
that same power is a power to falsify, mask, and pose.”224 These storytell-
ing events enable José to strike a pose as a man of action; he can be, as 
David Leverenz has put it, “the master of everything not quite seen, 
dark, and below the belt,” but without the tone of elegiac nostalgia or 
sadism evoked by the US myth of the heroic frontiersman and its myth 
of “regeneration through violence.”225

Bacá stories have a blasphemous character since they violate the 
code of deference—and hence respectability—that governs Dominican 
everyday life. That is why they are told in private settings among close, 
trusted friends, especially in a context in which the economy is still con-
trolled by a handful of founding ranching clans who reclaimed this area 
for stock raising after the Haitian Revolution. But I want to stress that 
plebeian Dominican men need the bacá just as much as Haitians do; the 
monster provides a crucial identity prop for poor Haitians and Domini-
cans on both sides of the border to achieve respect in a context that 
affords few other means for doing so. Just as the Haitian wizard Ernst 
Nelson acquires power and esteem through his skills at crafting zonbi 
that enable him to solve his neighbors’ most urgent problems, José’s suc-
cessful evasion of the bacá renders him a successful tíguere fighting off 
a supernatural foe, thus becoming a man of action as he defies his domi-
neering girlfriend and takes back the road from the spirit demon.226 In 
fighting off the bacá, he acquires agency in a way that is not otherwise 
easily possible in his everyday life, and in doing so he is able to shed the 
label of “idleness” (holgazanería) that has long haunted Dominican freed-
men and subsistence peasants, who due to their access to a feral animal 
commons could resist wage labor until very late in the game.227 Per his-
torian Walter Johnson’s critique of agency, however, this is not about 
“preserving his humanity”; rather, as I have argued, it is about crafting a 
hegemonic masculine profile. This is clearly not a liberal model of self-
hood, since José had no choice in the matter, but he rose to the occasion 
and lived to tell the tale.228 And he’s been telling it ever since.



CHAPTER SEVEN

BECOMING 
ANIMAL
FOOD, SEX, & THE ANIMAL  
GROTESQUE

Carnival traditions in the Atlantic world engage in playful parody of fig-
ures of authority and stock characters from everyday life. But popular 
Dominican masquerade traditions avoid elite satire, which is a common 
feature of Caribbean Carnival, and instead center animals. From the 
Lechón (pig), with its horns and long snout, to the ebony-clad Cocorí-
camo, which brandishes a horse or ox skull, mane, and large teeth, and 
Roba la Gallina (the chicken thief ), whose frame is dwarfed by enormous 
breasts and buttocks, the invasive species brought by Columbus have 
been repurposed into playful transvestites and fearsome monsters. But 
animals also figure importantly in other forms of popular performance. 
In the 1960s the political opposition imaged freedom in the form of a 
“liberty ham,” and when artist Chiqui Mendoza wanted to portray the 
campy burlesque merengue típico singer Fefita, he portrayed her dancing 
with free-range goats.1

But how do we account for the veritable obsession with the animal 
within Carnival and beyond in the Dominican Republic? I argue that this 
fascination with fauna is the result of an intersubjectivity forged by a long 
history of hunting and ranching, which were essentially forms of predation 
as well.2 No wonder bakas have eyes that glow red like animals hunted in 
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the dead of night. But it should also be seen as one of the afterlives of slav-
ery, since “underground” storytelling through animal trickster tales and 
double voicing is a common feature of Black Atlantic vernacular speech.3 
Animals are an important media due to the relationship between animals 
and slaves on the plantation where they shared a sense of “fraught prox-
imity” as the enslaved black person and the nonhuman animal were posi-
tioned as twin captives in mutual subjugation.4 As a result, literary critic 
Joshua Bennett has argued that slaves looked to animals as the promise 
of life beyond confinement through wildness and flight as the animal be-
came a vehicle for reclaiming one’s humanity. If anti-Black racism sought 
to animalize Black folk, nonhuman animals offered an alternative model 
of personhood based on empathy and care; this might explain how former 
slaves seem to have found a model of “becoming human” through becom-
ing animal.5 Wild boar and cattle also serve as embodied memories of life 
before state subjugation, when free access to feral pigs, cattle, and goats in 
the open range monte sustained first runaway slaves and later the free peas-
antry outside of slavery and plantation labor. This vision is both nostalgic 
and utopian, since it seeks to conjure the period before plantation agricul-
ture felled the forest, when free-range herds still dominated the interior.

This study has linked baka/bacá spirit demons to the historical 
process of colonialism and the Columbian exchange, proposing that they 
should be seen as phantasms of the trauma of conquest. These popular 
revenant sightings convey experiences of trauma that were masked by 
“forgetting and dissociation” due to horror as the Amerindian popula-
tion collapsed; they represent the aporia of “unclaimed experience.”6 Yet 
in this reworking of past trauma through haunting, Haitians and Do-
minicans are not alone, of course. Within Palo Mayombe, Cubans also 
revisit the ravages of slavery through their ritual restaging of colonial 
slave hunts in what anthropologist Kenneth Routon has described as a 
“ritual poetics of history.” As Routon puts it, “Palo . . . ​does not so much 
as memorialize as mimic the social predations and power arrangements 
associated with the institution of slavery.”7 The excessive mortality of 
slavery gave rise to practices in which participants work with the dead as 
a form of visceral empowerment.8 In Haiti, slavery is remembered and re-
enacted through ritual work; one might say that slave descendants today 
enslave spirits as supernatural assistants.9 The use of canine imagery and 
horsehair in divination practices and the use of bull horns in Carnival 
masks also work through the power of mimesis.10 The Lansè-Kòd of Hai-
tian Carnival draw upon the iconography of power within slavery to craft 
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their fearsome profile, their skin darkened with crude oil, cracking their 
hemp whips that turn people into animals, just as their secret society 
counterparts are rumored to do.11 We have seen how the animals brought 
by Columbus were perceived as predatory vermin, yet also how these 
invasive species have been repurposed today as power objects, with bone 
shards and bull horns harnessed to do ritual work today (figs. 7.1 and 
7.2).12 As Fernando Ortiz has said, “horns have a sacred-magical character. 
Their sounds keep malevolent spirits away,” and sealed with a mirror they 
are used by Mayomberos for divination and to charge themselves with 
magical force.13 But this popular culture of mimesis—of seeking to har-
ness the power of the original through imitation—extends beyond the 
domain of sorcery and idioms of ritual power and the culture of trauma.14

Cuban literary critic Jorge Mañach theorized choteo, the Caribbean 
culture of ribald joking and banter—the popular humor mill that turns 
despair into laughter—as a form of resilience derived from a history of 
foreign intervention.15 I want to suggest that the baka should be located 
within a popular culture of resistance manifest in cultural performances 
of symbolic freedom and carnivalesque license rooted in a history of slav-
ery.16 Haitians and Dominicans fashion themselves as animals within a 
range of ludic genres, from nicknaming to Carnival costumes, that re-
create elements of what historian Gabriel de Avilez Rocha has called 
“cimarrón (runaway slave) ecologies.”17 Haitians and Dominicans may be 
located on opposite sides of the baka’s depredations, but both groups 
need it as an identity prop that enables men to become popular heroes 
through playing to win in “rituals of aggression” that burnish their male 
reputations through bombast and swagger.18

Mourning and the elegiac are not the only genres available in the 
afterlives of slavery; performative practices that embrace and celebrate 
marronage can also be seen as countermemories of captivity and Black 
death, “critical fabulations” that refigure the past through conjuring a 
space of playful exuberance.19 In this sense, while bacá phantoms do ex-
hibit “repetition compulsion,” the Freudian model of mourning does not 
allow for totems that spark identification and that may well represent 
a survival strategy.20 A case in point is the preeminent Dominican Car-
nival figure Lechón Joyero, which is covered with tiny mirrored embel-
lishments, has spiked horns, and sports the characteristic whip; it is the 
centerpiece of Carnival in the city of Santiago de los Caballeros. The use 
of mirrors conforms to Central African Kikongo forms of spiritual protec-
tion, which ward off evil through “astonishment,” representing “fugitive 



7.1 ​ Artist Ronald Edmond’s  
vodou power objects with 
horns and baby faces, beaded 
banners called dwapo, and sequin-
encrusted bottles. When these 
objects have been prepared, they 
can be used for sorcery. Marché 
de Fer, Port-au-Prince, Haiti,  
2011. Photo by the author.

7.2 ​ A Haitian altar with a  
horn with vèvè sacred designs  
for Ti Karang, on the Day of the  
Dead. Port-au-Prince, Haiti,  
2011. Photo by the author.
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specters from a graveyard realm.”21 As art historian Krista Thompson 
reminds us, due to the anonymity and lack of personhood of blackness 
under slavery—a fact exemplified by the nineteenth-century bandit 
termed “El Negro Incognito” (The Incognito Black), who emerged in the 
wake of the Haitian Revolution—there is a visual politics of bling in the 
Caribbean.22 In this light, the Lechón’s insistence on being seen through 
pervasive shine should be seen as a kind of “infrapolitics,” a camouflaged 
form of resistance to anonymity.23 This chapter considers how the run-
away slave and the free-range hunting ecology of feral swine and cattle 
that long sustained marronage are commemorated through “embodied 
memories” in popular culture and everyday life.24

This study thus far has stressed the way the baka has served to divide 
the island through forming part of a racial assemblage that casts those of 
darker hue as the masters of the “dark arts.” But as we have seen, it also 
conjures a shared history that harkens back to the sixteenth-century buc-
caneering economy, which brought together Amerindian and African 
runaways with European debt servants in a hunting system on the mar-
gins of colonialism. As one of the Lansè-Kòd troupe members, Adescar 
Sanil, has said, “Carnival is a great way to understand history, especially 
in our country, Haiti.”25

MAROON PEASANTRY

The runaway slave has become an iconic figure of martial resistance in 
the Caribbean. This is due to the violent war of attrition that the Jamai-
can and Surinamese maroons were subjected to; in the case of Jamaica, it 
involved importing vicious Cuban dogs of war. For decades maroon com-
munities were forced to defend themselves, becoming “communities at 
war, fighting for their very existence.”26 The maroon was later redeemed 
in the twentieth century, becoming an iconic sign of Black resistance, 
especially in nations with large former slave populations, such as Brazil 
and Haiti.27 Due to its predominantly mestizo national identity, however, 
the Dominican Republic as a nation has not embraced the cimarrón in 
this way. Yet the fact that sugar only became dominant in the Dominican 
Republic in the twentieth century, and even then was confined to the 
southern coast, coupled with low population density and the refuge pro-
vided by three major mountain chains, gave rise to a pervasive history of 
marronage. Indeed, the very term maroon was born in the Spanish colony 
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of Santo Domingo. The first African in the New World “escaped to the 
Indians” after arriving with Governor Ovando in Santo Domingo in 1503. 
They had traveled to Hispaniola to contend with a rebellion of Indige-
nous and Spanish miners that had halted production, an affront to which 
the authorities responded by killing the miners’ wives and burning the 
miners alive.28 And the Taíno cacique Enriquillo fled to the hills after his 
wife and mule were stolen from him; there he maintained an insurgent 
community of indigenes and Africans at large for a decade and a half, 
and after his surrender the community kept going for another fourteen 
years.29 As noted by a French sailor in 1620, the first buccaneer commu-
nities of Hispaniola also incorporated African maroons. The sailor came 
upon a nègre and a marron by a roasting device they called a boucan, and 
were soon joined by French crew deserters.30 In an effort to curtail mari-
time contraband activity, authorities forced the northern coastal popula-
tions of Hispaniola to resettle in 1605, yet this move actually enhanced 
opportunities for escape, since it created a large no-man’s-land. Indeed, 
one might say that the first African slave revolt in the Americas, which 
took place on Hispaniola in 1521, commenced three centuries of marron-
age, as the later emergence of intensive sugar plantation agriculture in 
Saint-Domingue encouraged a slow but steady exodus of runaway slaves 
and freedmen taking refuge across the border, and in particular across 
the mountain chain between Neiba and San Juan de la Maguana and 
the central frontier, which continued through the nineteenth century 
in response to repressive labor forms and taxation.31 As historian Anne 
Eller has shown, maritime maroons also sought refuge from Cuba and 
Puerto Rico, for slavery raged in those places through the late nineteenth 
century, while slavery was abolished across Hispaniola in 1822. This may 
explain the shared figures of Cuban and Dominican Carnival such as 
Cocorícamo and the large-bowed horns of several masks including the 
Lechón (fig. 7.3).32

If the maroon has not been embraced in Santo Domingo in the same 
way as it has elsewhere, this is the result of the politics of national iden-
tity within a twentieth-century state project of national whitening.33 But 
it also has to do with the fact that the maroon, in this case, was not an em-
battled martial minority. Rather, it seamlessly blended into the colonial-
era peasantry, which until the US occupation was characterized by a 
lack of private property in land and a generalized culture of free-range 
hunting.34 This very different history of marronage in colonial Santo Do-
mingo is readily observed in the case of Maniel, a community of maroons 
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that lasted over a century in the mountains of Bahoruco, a region that 
long served as a safe haven for runaway slaves.35 Spanish authorities 
sought to reduce this community through various military incursions, 
but the maroons succeeded in evading them by escaping into the dense 
forest, by setting traps that maimed their adversaries, and by establish-
ing alliances with the monteros.36 The bellicose view of the maroon was 
promulgated by eighteenth-century chronicler M. L. E. Moreau de Saint-
Méry, a supporter of slavery who was traumatized by the slave uprising in 
Saint-Domingue; he portrayed the community as “terrible brigands,” and 
his discussion of the problem of runaway slaves conformed to the Gothic 
narrative of the Haitian Revolution, in which slave insurgents were cast 
as predatory savages.37 The reality of Maniel, however, was very different.

While the governor of Santo Domingo declared his intent on nu-
merous occasions to dislodge the cimarrones of Maniel, he was unable 
to do so in part because the community appears to have become em-
bedded within the cattle-ranching San Juan Valley through patron-client 
relations.38 Early on in the campaign, troops were able to capture seven 

7.3 ​ The Dominican Cocorícamo masquerade in procession. Photo by Mariano 
Hernández for Rubén Durán, dir., Cimarrón Spirit: Afro-Dominican Maroon Culture, 
(2015). Courtesy of Mariano Hernández.
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members of the fugitive community, which at its peak had more than 
one thousand people, but the maroons (which included one man from 
Bánica) on several occasions proposed settlement in exchange for peace, 
only to later evade authorities. The maroon settlements of Maniel and 
Naranjo expanded dramatically during the Haitian revolutionary insur-
gency; at one point the Haitian military commander Vincent Ogé even 
took refuge there. But these “fierce separatists” sustained themselves 
for decades through forging alliances with local hateros and monteros 
who served as key intermediaries between them and the state, and they 
were involved in extensive relations of debt with locals, who clearly re-
lied upon their hunting skills for meat and meat products.39 Travelers 
to Saint-Domingue during the Haitian Revolution casually reference the 
fact that they bought meat and pork tallow from the hunters. The ma-
roon settlement also traded wood with the coastal community of Petit 
Trou, which was a major contraband depot. Unable to defeat them mili-
tarily, Spanish authorities tried to beseech them into settling in a town-
ship, offering them land, food for a year, and the right to bear arms and 
tools (even though Indigenous and African slaves had long been barred 
from carrying guns); these tactics eventually resulted in their establish-
ment of a town.40 Maniel and Naranjo were the largest maroon commu-
nities, but the eastern part of the Spanish region was long a draw for 
runaway slaves from Saint-Domingue, a pattern that continued into the 
nineteenth century as Haitian state efforts to promote export agriculture 
fueled a trickle of migrants across the border, especially in the central 
frontier, where entire townships such as Restauración and Guayajayuco 
were founded by migrants of Haitian origin.41 The blending of maroon 
practices into the peasantry is also suggested by François-Richard de 
Tussac, a botanist, who noted in 1792 the preference for escaped slaves to 
build their huts deep in the forest.42

The pervasiveness of marronage over time, its eventual dispersion, 
and its embeddedness within the Dominican free peasantry distributed 
its cultural features throughout society.43 Hunting is the common de-
nominator that conveys the memory of the cimarrón from the caves and 
mountains where they took refuge to other sites, such as the military, 
which relied on hunting skills because soldiers were not allocated pro-
visions, and to the interior communities of freedmen, who relied on 
hunting as a supplemental protein and income source. Practices con-
vey memories as well as senses and emotional dispositions.44 From the 
fact that maroon staple foods such as víveres (starchy tubers and roots 



Becoming Animal  |  169

such as ñame, batata, yautía, and yuca) and pork are such beloved feast 
foods—which Johnhenry González refers to as part of the “agriculture 
of escape” since the root crops were grown wild and hidden from au-
thorities—to the cultural proclivity for hunting, the signs of marronage 
are ubiquitous, though without the race marking characteristic of places 
where maroons were an embattled minority.45

Notwithstanding the official narrative of “Indo-Hispanic identity,” 
many spectral traces of marronage remain.46 They can be found in place 
names in the Dominican countryside, such as Angola, a rural parish of 
Las Matas de Farfán, as well as Congo, La Cimarrona, and El Maniel; 
some place names honor slave rebels such as Sebastian Lemba, who led 
a slave revolt in San Juan in 1532.47 The Morne á Mantegue (Lard Moun-
tain) commemorates the preeminent maroon foods, the feral pig and 
mangú, a dish of mashed plantain.48 Teeth filing, which formed part of 
Central African Kikongo male initiation ceremonies and which became 
popular as part of fierce male self-presentation among Cuban freedmen 
and especially virile dockworkers, was also prevalent in rural areas of the 
Dominican Republic into the twentieth century.49 Another reference to 
marronage is the word mambí, which became a term of esteem for the 
nineteenth-century Cuban independence war fighters. But the word is 
derived from the Kikongo word mbi and was actually first used on His-
paniola to refer to runaway slaves.50 Spanish troops deployed during 
the 1865 Dominican War for Independence brought the term to Cuba, 
where it came to refer to anyone who defied Spanish authority. The social 
memory of the runaway slave is also conjured in the feared phantasm 
the biembién (come come), which appears like a runaway slave in the for-
ests around Bahoruco—the site of Enriquillo’s revolt—armed with sharp 
teeth and nails, and which when you approach it attacks like a wild ani-
mal.51 These specters live deep in the wooded hills, and in Haiti they are 
said to be spirits of the dead, since they lack the ability to speak.52 And 
the Bizango secret society of Haiti originated as a maroon organization 
named for the Bissagos Islands of Guinea-Bissau, which had its own his-
tory of marronage, since it was an important site of slave extraction.53

Anthropologist Stephan Palmié might describe these signs of fugi-
tivity as ambivalent “moral artifacts,” since they conjure respect as well 
as a certain measure of fear because they represent illegitimate forms of 
power. But they are also active hauntings, specters of subjugated knowl-
edge that refuse to retreat and that represent a kind of “incomplete 
capture.”54 It might also be argued that the iconography found in caves 
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where Indigenous slaves and later maroons took refuge reference aspects 
of cimarrón subterfuge, since the cave walls were frequently decorated 
with creatures such as bats and owls, which were seen as nocturnal mani-
festations of souls of the dead by the Taíno; also, of course, cimarrones were 
forced to move around at night. Many caves, such as the sacred cave of San 
Francisco in Bánica, continue to be important sites of pilgrimage today.55

Help her, Anaisa
They sent a bacá to the poor woman
And at night she turns into an animal
I know it’s a spell in animal form
With red eyes, she meows
She also turns into a horse
The spirit of the dead appears neighing.
CUCO VALOY, “Anaisa”56

A CARNIVAL OF ANIMALS

French historian Le Roy Ladurie has described Carnival as a “total social 
fact” that contains economic, religious, magical, and morphological ele
ments.57 One might say that the centrality of the pig and the bull within 
Haitian and Dominican Carnival renders those animals national totems, 
since the central figures are the Dominican Lechón (suckling pig), the 
Haitian Lansè-Kòd (a figure that turns people into cattle), and the Do-
minican Cocorícamo and Los Toros, which are fearsome bovines. One 
indication of the embeddedness of the bull in Dominican popular cul-
ture is the fact that cofradia members are sometimes called toreros (bull-
fighters), and a particular genre of sacred song is called tonadas de toros 
(bull tunes), perhaps resulting from the fact that some cofradias histori-
cally submitted a tithe to the Catholic Church in the form of cattle.58 
Indeed, Moreau de Saint-Méry elided the distinction between Domini-
cans and their cattle when he derided the Spanish colony of Santo Do-
mingo as completely degenerate since its people, horses, and cattle were 
all “shocking mixtures” since they failed to practice selective breeding. 
He went on to advise the French to recolonize it for its own good so 
that both the humans and the nonhuman fauna could benefit from “scru-
pulous attending to the improvement of the race.”59 Linguistic evidence 
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also suggests these animals’ associations with the bacá, since the term 
bacá resonates with vaca (cow), and the pigs that came to Hispaniola 
were called baquiras.60

As the last of the charismatic megafauna, the bull has long served 
as an icon of “power, force and leadership” and is the forefather of 
Caribbean masquerade.61 Folklorist Robert Nicholls has noted that ag-
gressive horned animal characters in Caribbean Carnival bear a resem-
blance to the figures in the masquerades of West African peoples such 
as the Bijugos of the Bissagos Islands, who sport life-size replicas of bull 
heads during initiation ceremonies and for whom cattle are an important 
symbol of power and wealth.62 Horned masks may reference Christian 
iconography of the devil as a goat as well as the slave trade, since slaves 
were often ransomed or purchased with cattle.63 Slavery brought skilled 
African herders to the Americas, which likely nourished masquerade 
costumes such as Mocko Jumbie of St. Thomas, which features a horse 
on stilts and includes a horse skull and cow horns that are often painted 
red to heighten their ferocious appearance.64 The Jamaican Horsehead 
sports a mule skull with a threatening open mouth brandishing large 
teeth and resembles a Bamana masquerade figure that eats constantly and 
demands gifts of food as a sign of authority.65 These masquerade characters 
carry whips to clear the path for the procession and infuse the ceremony 
with energy, although the Lechón also inspires laughter, since he is hy-
persexualized with sausages or bananas swinging from his morcilla or 
rope sausage belt.66 Whips are also used in certain festival traditions as 
aural metaphors of force and are intended to appropriate this emblem of 
power from slavery to create “sonic territorialization” as groups assume 
control of particular domains; the sound of the whip also conveys trans-
gression.67 These performances of raw power resonate with Bakongo 
power figures (minkisi), which may be covered with metal nails.68 In the 
Americas, the bull has become a popular means to convey the antisocial 
“insubordinate outsider,” which “embodies masculine values of strength, 
jocularity, sexual potency, and aggressive retaliation.”69

In contrast to scholars who emphasize Carnival’s rule-breaking 
aspect, art historian Samuel Kinser has said that Carnival entails an 
“exemplary . . . ​enlargement of the everyday.”70 National Carnival has 
long been controlled by the state, and in Cuba comparsa groups would 
process to and salute authorities, who paid their respects by giving them 
gifts and would shut things down when fighting ensued.71 But there are 
also popular masquerades that occur around Christmas and Easter and 
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that are organized in a more grassroots fashion by communities them-
selves, rather than being policed by authorities; they are called “maroon 
carnivals” in the Dominican Republic.72 The most well-studied is the Dia 
de Reyes of Cuba on January 6, when the Afro-Cuban cabildos in the 
nineteenth century processed in costume as diablitos (little devils), wear-
ing masks adorned with palm fronds and horns.73 Another is the Cocorí-
camo, which wears a cow skull as a mask, a mane of horsehair and palm 
fronds, and pants covered by a skirt (fig. 7.4).74 Of all these Carnival fig-
ures, Cuban folklorist Fernando Ortiz claimed that Cocorícamo gener-
ates the most compelling maná—a rush of supernatural force or energy.75 
Cocorícamo derives from the Kikongo word koko, which means “spirit”; 
this may account for how Cocorícamo conjures a visceral kind of iden-
tification of both “actualization and anxiety.”76 The word Cocorícamo has 
been absorbed into Cuban vernacular speech as a term for something ex-
travagant, monstrous, terrible, inexplicably mysterious, “extraordinary, 
ineffable or superhuman,” which may implicitly convey popular fear of 
and reverence for the maroon.77 Scholars have linked these horned cos-
tumes to Africa, yet in the Dominican context, horns may reference mar-
ronage, since rebelling slaves at times wore skins and affixed horns to 
their clothing to render themselves more fearsome alongside their knives 
and guns.78 Jamaican maroons carried obeah charms of goat horns, affixed 
the jawbone of a defeated European to their horns, and wore his teeth as 
protective talismans around their ankles and wrists.79 The Afro-Cuban 
Diablito masquerade processed during an annual celebration called the 
Fiesta de los Ñames (yam feast).80 The malevolent baka is also associated 
with marronage through the maroon festivals of Easter, since recipes to 
make a baka frequently start with planting an egg in the ground on Vi-
ernes Santo (Holy Friday) and since slaves were said to be able to hide 
from authorities through shape-shifting.81

These maroon carnivals have adopted outsider mascots as a means of 
acquiring respect through illegitimate forms of power as a form of rebel-
lion against the norms of respectability that have long excluded them.82 
Like Batman, the devil became a popular emblem of street masculinity 
for freedmen.83 In Panama, Congo Carnival traditions celebrate cimar-
rón resistance through staging mock battles between good and evil as the 
figure Devil Mayor leaps across rooftops and he and his minions battle 
evil enslavers; in Haiti, an effigy of Judas is burned.84 A polysemic symbol, 
the whip is an assertion of power, a symbol of resistance to slavery, and 
a remembrance of slave suffering, and is prominent in popular Carnival 



7.4 ​ Cuban Cocorícamo 
Carnival figure with ox 
mask with horns. From 
Fernando Ortiz, Los 
bailes y el teatro de los 
negros en el folklore de 
Cuba (Havana: Editorial 
Letras Cubanas, 1981).
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traditions.85 In Bánica, men impersonate the devil with grotesque masks 
that combine animal elements, blackface, wigs, and other detritus; they 
wear long gowns and furiously whip each other, as also happens in the 
Toros masquerade of Monte Cristi (fig. 7.5).86 In Haiti, the Lansè-Kòd 
camouflage their faces and wear horns to look menacing, and they carry 
sisal cords as a reminder that slavery is over (fig. 7.6).87 And in Trinidad, 
the Devil Band includes staged dance combats.88 As ethnographer Renée 
Craft puts it, Congo practitioners have reappropriated the Christian 
devil and repurposed it as parody as they celebrate self-determination 
and freedom as a form of “counteraesthetics.”89 Representations of the 
devil in Latin America often combine a beastly referent with humor to 
celebrate underdog revenge.90 And in the Dominican Republic, the devil 
has become the transcendent character of carnival.91

These horned Carnival figures are representations of the Christian 
devil, but outside of their ability to engage in clandestine telepathic 
transport and their shape-shifting skills, they bear little resemblance to 
the terrifying and all-powerful figure of Satan that drove Europe to witch 
hunts. The Iberian early modern devil was already flawed when it arrived 

7.5 ​ Los Toros of Monte Cristi, Dominican Republic. Photo by Rubén Durán, 
Carnival in the Dominican Republic, 2009–10. Courtesy of Artstor.
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in the Americas. The Dominican Carnival character Diablo Cojuelo rep-
resents the Moors who were defeated by St. James, the patron saint of 
Spain, in an eleventh-century battle and eventually became demons who 
chased infidels back to church in seventeenth-century Spain. But Diablo 
Cojuelo was also the title of a seventeenth-century Spanish picaresque 
novel that featured a rogue antihero from the underclass, thus embody-
ing the slyness of the trickster, “who lives on his wits just short of delin-
quency,” defends himself with “guile and wits,” and fails to evolve into a 
moral person.92

The “King of Carnival,” Diablo Cojuelo, is said to have a limp due to 
his fall from heaven, so he is wounded and thus not at all the very power
ful being portrayed during the Spanish Inquisition. Perhaps this is why it 
is often named in a minor key, as in the Afro-Cuban cabildo masquerade 

7.6 ​ Twa Lansè-Kòd (The Three Rope Throwers). Jacmel, Haiti, 1996. Photo by 
Leah Gordon.
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Diablito, when little devils process on January 6.93 As ethnomusicolo-
gist Sydney Hutchinson has noted, the fact that he is injured both 
humanizes him and accords him swagger, while burnishing his mis-
chievous reputation. The devil’s lameness also associates him with Legba 
(who is represented as San Antonio in Dominican vodú), the god of the 
crossroads, who carries a cane and opens the way (fig. 7.7); the Lechones 
similarly clear the path for their procession, establishing a perimeter 
around them through the crack of their whips, as do Yoruba Egungun 
masqueraders.94 The offbeat syncopation in merengue típico—the aural 
version of a limp—is also implicitly associated with blackness, since it is 
said to come from the Haitian carabiné, a couple dance that emerged in 
the nineteenth century.95 In keeping with other antiheroes, these minor 
devils are characterized by acts of “festive laughter,” including sexual ex-
cess and ritual profanation (the latter includes the celebration of bandits 
and deserters like a wounded general who fled the Dominican revolu-
tionary war effort to dance instead, and other cowards and deserters).96 
Lewdness also serves as a language of aggression among the Gede spirits 

7.7 ​ Libète: Viv Dyab (Freedom: Djab Lives), mural in Port-au-Prince, with Haitian 
ougan who works with Legba, 2007. Photo by Frank Polyak.
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of Haiti, who publicly curse people’s genitalia on the Day of the Dead, 
just as Lechón’s banana publicizes his sexual prowess.97

This “oppositional style,” which celebrates rogues and tricksters, has 
carried over into secular domains of popular culture as well. The 1970s 
Panamanian rock artist Everardo Sandoya was ascribed the nickname 
“The Devil.”98 Timba brava, a popular dance music in Cuba, was born in 
Black working-class neighborhoods and conveys an “untamed ‘maroon’ 
identity” through its vulgar lyrics, bold horn instrumentation, and char-
acteristic “percussive attack.” Timba brava conveys a maroon aesthetic 
through male guaperia (courage, handsomeness) by flaunting associa-
tions between Black people, eroticism, and aggression, a style of strident 
virility prohibited during slavery.99 The surge in popularity of Haitian 
vagabondaj (vagabondage) through embracing the raucous and saucy 
spirits of the dead is a celebration of the oppositional values, as Katherine 
Smith colorfully puts it, of “vivacity and decrepitude.”100 The vagabon’s 
popularity among former slave populations should not surprise, since as 
a hustler, he “works without sweating”; he thus embodies “slackness,” 
which is a revolt against middle-class respectability and forms part of the 
broader corpus of “African-Atlantic transgressive masculinities” such as the 
Dominican tíguere and the West Indian rude boy, whose key tactic is flirta-
tion and who use the dance floor as their proscenium.101 The tíguere has be-
come the central figure of Dominican underclass hombria (manhood), and 
it connotes illicit paths to upward mobility, from hustling to sleeping with 
American tourists.102 This popular culture of transgression helps explain 
why drug kingpins have become objects of national fascination; one of 
these is José Figueroa, “the Pablo Escobar of the Caribbean,” who at one 
point controlled 90 percent of the cocaine passing into the United States 
and who was long the fugitive most wanted by Puerto Rican and Do-
minican authorities.103 As noted in chapter 2, Figueroa escaped from jail 
and took refuge in the Dominican Republic, and he evaded authorities 
for a decade through multiple plastic surgeries, payoffs, and subventions 
of free reggaetón concerts.104 As Smith has said, “The vagabon and his 
cohort are revered as antiheroes because they flaunt their exclusion.”105

As we have seen, feral pigs and cattle long formed the core of an 
important hunting commons that united free Blacks, plebeian Europeans, 
and runaway slaves, with the animals becoming “entangled objects” that 
wove together poor folk across the island. Areas of crianza libre (free 
grazing lands) were often located on the periphery of extensive cattle 
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ranches, and hunters would do occasional work for ranchers, such as 
chasing roaming cattle, when they needed cash; over time a type of 
sharecropping system arose in which stockmen granted access to hunting 
on their hatos.106 Yet the pig and the bull as national totems have strongly 
contrastive histories as well, since the expansion of the cattle trade to 
Saint-Domingue, which peaked in the late eighteenth century, reduced 
the hunting commons. But most importantly, the family pig was a pres-
tige food that was eaten only on special occasions, whereas cattle hides 
and meat were export commodities; thus the pig, as gift, contrasts with the 
cow, as commodity. Indeed, the pig was an “inalienable possession” that 
nourished and provided cash for the family; as a commodity, cattle had an 
enigmatic “mystical” air of “magic and necromancy,” because they were 
alienated from the labor relations that produced them.107 The pig is also an 
important symbol of the divine in Haiti, where it is the prized food for Èzili 
Dantò, the goddess who embodies femininity and Black rage.108 Karl Marx 
wrote that commodities assume a “fantastic form” that conceals the social 
relations of their production. Yet the Lansè-Kòd, who turn people into 
cattle, actually reveal the enigmatic secret on which slavery depended.

In a gesture akin to sympathetic magic, Haitian and Dominican men 
seek to adopt animal characteristics within a range of ludic genres, from 
Carnival characters to nicknaming practices, that celebrate a free-range 
cimarrón ethos. This helps explain the exorbitant profusion of animal 
nicknames. Consider contemporary Puerto Rican recording artist Bad 

7.8 ​ A member of a Dominican Cocorícamo masquerade troup wearing a horse 
mask. Photo by Mariano Hernández for Rubén Durán, dir., Cimarrón Spirit: 
Afro-Dominican Maroon Culture (2015).
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Bunny; the 1970s merenguero Johnny Ventura, who became known as “El 
Caballo Major” (Big Horse); and even Fidel Castro, who was called “El 
Caballo.” Other popular emblems of male praise are gallo (cock) and león 
(lion); these can be doubled up, as in tíguere león. Dominican nicknames 
are heraldic attributions of masculine respect and tend to veer toward 
charismatic predators such as the gorilla, dog, shark, and lion. The no-
torious tíguere (tiger) has become the most important emblem of street 
masculinity and popular antihero since the 1950s, but “Mule,” “Goat,” 
“Burro,” and “Old Horse” (penco) are common monikers as well. As forms 
of rebellion against everyday plebeian status, nicknaming practices can 
be seen as verbal charms, not unlike Amerindian masking practices in 
which the “warrior’s prowess was manifested and articulated through 
identification with fearsome predators.”109 The quest to “animalize” one-
self in this way is an everyday rite of reversal, since Carnival costumes 
such as Horsehead, Cowhead, and Lechón are centrally manifestations 
of the animal world that exuberantly celebrate their feral nature through 
taking over the streets in competitive displays of masculine rivalry 
(fig. 7.8).110 If there is any doubt that animal nicknaming represents a male 
desire to embrace one’s inner transgressive spirit, the desire is confirmed 
by the fact that its opposite is manso, which means “timid” and “docile” 
and can refer to a castrated bull or horse.111 At times animal nicknames 
even adopt a jocular tone as forms of “playful profanation,” as in “Per-
rón” (Large Dog).112 This form of speech play is an important component 
of relajarse (horseplay), typically among men and often accompanied by 
plenty of alcohol and laughter—a kind of banter that ultimately produces 
solidarity or confianza (trust) among men, drawing upon idioms of defer-
ence but in such a way as to invoke an imagined brotherhood of studs.113

MONTE ADENTRO (INTO THE DEEP BUSH)

Soy un lobo domesticado
I am a tamed wolf
FRANKIE RUIZ ​ | ​ “Soy un lobo domesticado”

The spirit of the carnivalesque bleeds into popular culture in the 
Caribbean, especially as it relates to male verbal arts. Folklorist Roger 
Abrahams set the stage for the discussion of everyday verbal performances 
of this kind with a description of “speech mas,” a feature of Trinidadian 
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Carnival, in which a captain is elected on the basis of his wit.114 But his 
discussion then moves on to quotidian male performance genres such 
as rhyming and talking bad—what anthropologist Antonio Lauria calls 
“rituals of profanation”—which occur on street corners and in rum shops 
and include erotic verbal play as well as banter and gossip.115 As seen 
among hip-hop artists, a key component of this male ludic culture are 
nicknames that serve as “symbolic individuators” and confer a “mock he-
roic identity on their bearers.”116 They can be expressions of affect and 
respect or profanation, such as beisbolero (baseball player) Ronnie Bel-
liard, who was called “Teletubby,” or strongman Fulgencio Batista, who 
was nicknamed “El Hombre” (The Man) by his followers and “El Negro” 
(The Black) by the elite who loathed him.117 And then there is Ernst Nelson, 
whose name evokes both the historic British admiral as well as a popular 
spiced rum, Admiral Nelson.

Caribbean nicknames can be extravagant, such as one given to a Ja-
maican boy who was named after all eleven cricket players of a London 
team after they scored an important victory.118 And they can also express 
braggadocio, such as the case of a 1920s murderer from Villa Mella, a 
community descended from freed slaves, who was given the moniker 
“El Bacá” because he was said to have hexed his victim before killing 
him.119 They can also be very funny, such as Fermin Mercedes, a can-
didate running for alderman (regidor), whose nickname was “Chupa 
Rabo” (ass kisser).120 Cuban writer Jorge Mañach has theorized the way 
choteo or male banter converts everything into “mockery, sarcasm and 
ridicule,” taking nothing seriously, as a form of “metaphysical rebellion,” 
a habit of disrespect for authority resulting from a long history of foreign 
intervention.121

But another reason for the popularity of heraldic nicknaming is 
certainly slavery, since slaves were often given their owner’s name or 
were refused surnames since “the unnaming and renaming of new ar-
rivants from Africa was, for their masters, an integral part of the act of 
taking possession.”122 And without acknowledged fathers, slaves lacked 
the double-barreled last name that is a marker of personhood in the Ibe-
rian world: sin otro apellido (without a second surname) or its short form, 
“s.o.a.,” became a stigma of illegitimacy and thus a “hidden marker” of 
race that carried on beyond emancipation.123 So when a serial killer took 
control of the Dominican countryside during the Haitian Revolution, no 
wonder he was called “El Negro Incognito” (The Invisible Black), lack-
ing a name or any form of social personhood.124 Nicknaming is also a way 
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of taking control of one’s public identity, something that has particular 
salience for former slaves. Naming has been said to be a form of “deep 
play,” but as a “veiled discourse of identity and self-assertion,” it can also 
be a form of “infrapolitics.”125

The Egungun masquerade of the Yoruba honors the ancestors 
through personifying them, just as maroon carnival heretically casts the 
cimarrón as the primordial Dominican forefather. In doing so, it contra-
dicts the ethnonationalism of the Dominican state, which has reigned 
supreme since the 1920s US occupation and which defines Dominicans 
as “constitutionally white.”126 Through the language of grotesque realism 
and the liberating principle of laughter, it creates a “countermemory” 
by forging a filial connection to a maroon past, and it does so through 
casting identity via the preeminent maroon food, pork.127 If the cattle 
trade served to define a contrast between the two sides of the island, the 
free-range creole pig did the obverse. It formed part of the household, 
since it ate table scraps, and was a symbol of commensality, since it is the 
prestigious feast food served on important holidays and at patron saint 
festivals; thus it is also a sacred food. If eating blurs the boundary be-
tween food and the eater, it should be no surprise that the pig is the star 
of Carnival, since it casts Dominican men as having unfettered mobility, 
like the feral creole pigs and the “ham of liberty” of Dominican political 
caricature. Though it is considered “unclean” in parts of Europe, the pig 
has been localized in the Caribbean as a highly valued prestige food with 
near-mythic reverence, one that conveys the magic of the gift, in con-
trast to other meats, such as beef, which became commodities.128 Feasts 
are ritual activities of commensality with condensed meanings, and the 
pig is the most important sacrificial food for the gods at major events; in 
Bánica, women from the cofradia of San Francisco come together as a 
collectivity to prepare massive vats of food for the faithful.129

The veritable obsession within popular culture with the pig and 
the cow appears in the national dishes which are served at Easter and 
Noche Buena and in the porcine and bovine referents that, as we have 
seen, are key elements of Carnival costumes. Haiti’s national dish, the 
beloved soup joumou, is made from a combination of meats and starches 
such as maize, plantain, and root vegetables and bears more than a family 
resemblance to the Dominican sancocho—“the country’s most cherished 
dish”—which also showcases a variety of meats alongside yucca, malanga, 
yam, and pumpkin.130 But one key point of distinction is the meat selection, 
since sancocho should have pork and soup joumou should include beef. 
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The Iberian link to the pig is also enshrined in Cuba, where sancocho 
is actually a term for pig feed. The other significant difference between 
these two stews is the national narrative within which they are embed-
ded: Soup joumou is said to have nourished the maroons who fought 
the Haitian Revolution, whereas sancocho is the comida criolla (creole 
food) par excellence, akin to the storied ajiaco (mixed meat) soup of 
Cuba, which Fernando Ortiz defined as the epitome of transculturation 
and race mixture.131 Nor is food the only lingering trace of a cimarrón 
past; according to Arcadio Díaz Quiñones, so is the Hispanic Caribbean 
ethos of bregar (struggle), which is a kind of resilient stoicism in the face 
of precarity and suffering born of life on the run.132 Dominican men’s 
identification with the free-range creole pig is a sign of their subaltern 
everyday culture of resistance to being tied down or governed by others, 
which is a key feature of Caribbean manhood.133 Men dressing as animals 
is not exactly shape-shifting, of course. However, by traversing the divide 
between human and animal, it is a celebration of metamorphosis and 
hybridity—an often unacknowledged feature of the island given the fact 
that for centuries slaves flowed eastward onto Dominican terrain.

I had a pig in the kitchen and I lost it
In the living room, the kitchen, the patio
Where are you my little pig?
I had it saved for the party
Now I wonder where it may be
Where is the little foot of my piglet?
Where is the head of my piglet?
They stole it, they ate it
I love to care for my pig
Oh to eat fried pork!
Give me a piece of that fritura (fried meat), Mommy!
My pig!
PEDRITO CALVO, “El cochino” (The pig)134

THE PIG WITH THE GOLDEN ASS

An example of Mikhail Bakhtin’s festive laughter of carnival, “ambiva-
lent in its triumph and desire, gaiety and degradation”—and one might 
add, in its exuberant embrace of transgressive bodily acts such as raven-
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ous devouring and fornication—is the figure of the sow, which is cast as a 
surrogate woman in drinking tales such as an elaborate cuento I heard in 
which the Christmas pig became an object of sexual desire. In this story, 
a man went to pick up a lechón (piglet) for Christmas dinner, selecting 
one with a golden ass (nalgitas doraditas). But en route home, he started 
contemplating its derriere to the point where he could no longer contain 
himself, and he pulled over to the side of the road, removed the animal 
from the trunk, and consummated his desire with the marranita (piglet) 
on the side of the road.135 To be sure, the story was told to an audience 
of mostly men, was lubricated by plenty of alcohol, and was intended to 
be hilarious, so this was quite clearly a relajo or a vacilón—“an exchange 
of sardonic commentary, off-color jokes, and inventive twists of the ver-
nacular tongue.”136 The story was doubly hilarious due to the novel twist 
on the sex-in-the-barnyard genre, since here sex occurred with the cen-
terpiece of the Christmas meal, thus offering a conjoining of food and sex 
genres of the grotesque.137 In exploring the meanings of tales of sex with 
animals, I am following historian Reinaldo Román’s edict that scholars 
should not “dismiss the vulgar” out of hand; even sardonic joking com-
mentary of this sort reveals something of the hidden codes of culture that 
frequently remain occluded in everyday life.138

Talk about animal sex must be contextualized within the broader 
domain of verbal euphemism in the Caribbean, through which talk about 
sex is often camouflaged through talk about food.139 Fruit is often used 
as an erotic trope to disguise sexual desire, with mangos, for example, 
serving as synecdoches for ripe young girls, as in the song “El Mango” 
by Charanga Forever in which a woman is chastised for having lost the 
bloom of youth, thus for no longer being a mango, due to her wrinkles.140 
In many popular songs, fruit is a metaphor for sexual conquest, as well as a 
frequent form of surreptitious speech about sexual hunger and how men 
can get carried away by their lusty appetite. And for a man to note this 
in public actually augments his reputation, since in the words of Peter 
Wilson, “men are esteemed for their virility, and are granted a freedom 
which they are expected to exploit.”141 If tropical fruit, juicy and flavorful, 
is most often chosen as a vehicle for conveying male lust, animals—which 
are just one step removed from the dinner table in the rural Caribbean, 
where meat products are frequently purchased live at market—can do 
some of this work as well. Animal tropes can be references to domina-
tion and possession, which are key elements of sexual desire, as when the 
narrator proclaims he wants to make a woman “his.” Romantic liaisons 
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can be referenced as well through the barnyard language of possession, 
such as being amarrado, a term also used to refer to tying up a patio pig 
or dog.142 The verb for “to pick,” as in “to pick a fruit”—coger—is a com-
mon slang for a “casual” sex act, its meaning deriving from the popular 
legitimacy of free access to public produce in the colonial period due to 
the separation of usufruct claims in Iberian law which parsed cultiva-
tion, grazing, and picking rights. A minor reference to the word coger is 
all it takes to allude to sex.143 To further add to the interface of food and 
sex, of course, the names of patio animals are frequently used as terms 
of endearment, such as pollita, “chick,” for beloved subordinates such as 
women and children.

Anthropologist Roger Lancaster has argued that in Latin America 
machismo is a means of structuring power relations between and among 
men, one in which manhood is contingent upon performing the active 
role in sexual intercourse. Men gain status by winning sexual contests 
in which women are the media but not the audience. Value is accorded 
to those who take the active part in sexual transactions, the object of 
which is to become an hombre hombre and thus avoid shame.144 Lan-
caster’s argument, which places the stress within this political economy 
of male status on playing the active role, downplays the object of desire 
and lessens the distinction of whether the sex object is male or female. 
This helps explain why the object of sexual lust can readily be a beast. 
Of course, Caribbean manhood is dependent upon associations with na-
ture; it is assumed that male desire is natural and cannot be effectively 
bridled, that—like the feral horses that dominated the interior plains in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—men can only rein in their 
sexual energies to a degree. For this reason, power games and competi-
tion are a defining feature of manhood.145 Wilson claims that the Iberian 
Caribbean offers the most explicit system of these values, since there 
“machismo is both an absolute and relative measure of a man’s worth.”146

Let us return now to the theme of eating as a metaphor of com-
mensality as well as community malfeasance. As Johannes Fabian has 
noted, eating is an act of power, and eating alone (comer solo) is a strong 
label of popular opprobrium in the Dominican Republic; meat-eating is 
also an idiom of male dominance.147 Indeed, one of the reasons the bacá 
(and its owner) is so wicked is because it eats alone and selfishly gains 
at other’s expense; if you do not feed it, it will eat you or yours. The fact 
that eating is so important in this context may be a result of the hunt-
ing ethos, within which “relations modulated by that between predator 
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and prey . . . ​makes the act of ingestion a logical operator,” as well as the 
fact that familiarization of animals centrally involves feeding them.148 As 
Norton has said, “The essence of making kin is feeding.”149 Catholic Car-
nival, of course, is followed by a period of abstinence, when meat-eating 
is prohibited, as followers share the experience of sacrifice that defines 
Easter (that is where Carnival gets its name: carne vale, “farewell to the 
flesh”). In Haiti, eating is a root metaphor, connoting “abundance, friend-
ship, sex and above all, power”; nourishing the gods is critically impor
tant because that is how they obtain the sustenance and strength they 
need to protect their devotees.150 Death is expressed as being “eaten,” a 
term that when taken up by cultural outsiders has led to moral panics.151 
Yet witchcraft is often defined by a “poetics of predation” involving taboo 
forms of flesh consumption.152 In Sierra Leone, witches are said to roast 
kebabs of human meat, which anthropologist Rosalind Shaw has argued 
is a memory of the slave trade, which positioned Europeans as diabolical 
consumers of African bodies.153 Due to beliefs about shape-shifting, in 
Haiti there is widespread popular suspicion about meat due to fears that 
it could actually be human flesh, so if it foams white—the color of death—
when cooked, it must be discarded.154

As the anthropologist Clifford Geertz has said, forms of animal mas-
querade such as Carnival, animal nicknaming practices, and comestible 
comedy are forms of “deep play” that reveal more than they conceal.155 I 
have argued here that animal histories can help explain the central role 
played by nonhuman fauna within popular cultural forms such as Car-
nival and storytelling idioms on Hispaniola, where—unlike in Europe 
and among Dominican elites, werewolves and the “zone of indistinction 
between beast and man” became the basis for sovereign violence—the 
figure of the animal is embraced within popular culture since it repre-
sents “unfettered possibility and promise.”156 These mimetic representa
tions of furtive animal specters are thus forms of remembrance that have 
kept alive the possibility of a “fugitive elsewhere” through slavery and be-
yond.157 And through consuming their respective national dishes, which 
feature beef and pork, Haitians and Dominicans in a way eat each other. 
Thus foodways reveal a more entangled story of national identity on the 
island, one alluded to in Carmen Boullosa’s novel about buccaneering, 
They’re Cows, We’re Pigs.158

The charisma of the baka should be seen as an example of the pe-
rennial “allure of evil.” Yet it is also a stark reminder that the word apoca-
lypse derives from the word for “revelation.”159 An emblem of horror that 
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represents the spirit of capitalism in the Americas, the baka has several 
layers of meaning. But demonstrating why pigs, cattle, horses, and dogs 
have become so culturally important as figures of mourning as well as 
popular puissance requires tracing their material histories as well as their 
emotional significance.160 As we have seen, the baka channels histories of 
trauma and fear, yet as a “veiled assertion of a clandestine countermem-
ory” of marronage and unsanctioned forms of power, it has also become 
a source of empowerment and delight for Haitian and Dominican men 
alike, who need this cultural object as an identity prop that keeps alive 
the promise of freedom. Shape-shifting has long been a technique of es-
cape, enabling popular rebels such as Haitian fugitives Clément Barbot 
and Benoît Batraville and Dominican outlaws such as El Negro Incog-
nito to elude authorities.161 Another memory of marronage is the fact that 
makandal, the name of a maroon leader, became the generic term for pro-
tective amulets and poisons in eighteenth-century Saint-Domingue.162 
As Bakhtin reminds us, “The most intense and productive life of cul-
ture takes place on the boundaries.” This is a reminder that we need to 
listen to these “unauthorized performances” on the Haitian-Dominican 
frontier a lot more carefully.163
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	1	 Boca del chivo (goat’s mouth) in Dominican Spanish means “gos-
sip.” The baka forms part of a “squad” (to quote Herskovits) of 
spirit demons that includes the lougawou, galipote, zonbi, djab, and 
other supernatural entities. These have received considerably more 
treatment in Haitian ethnography than in the ethnography of the 
Dominican Republic but are usually only mentioned in passing. An 
exception on Haiti is Thylefors, “Poverty and Sorcery,” chaps. 6 and 7. 
See also Hurbon, Voodoo, 60; Hurbon, Le barbare imaginaire; Sheller, 
Consuming the Caribbean, chap. 5; Rigaud, Secrets of Voodoo, 84; 
Herskovits, Life in a Haitian Valley, 239–43, 336, 340, 352; Métraux, 
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lier, Zombies; Davis, Passage of Darkness; Simpson, “Loup Garou and 
Loa Tales”; Simpson, “Magical Practices”; Lauro, The Transatlantic 
Zombie. A very similar phenomenon in the Anglophone Caribbean 
is the duppy or the jumbie, which is mentioned in Hurston, Tell 
My Horse, 43; Fernández Olmos and Paravisini-Gebert, eds., Creole 
Religions of the Caribbean; and Wong, Jumbie Tales. For Dominican 
treatments of the bacá, see Ubiñas Renville, Historias y leyendas, 
129–39; Ubiñas Renville, Mitos, creencias y leyendas, 25–28, 40, 193, 292, 
352–55; Labourt, Sana, sana, 183–86; Inoa, Diccionario de dominicanis-
mos, 29; Krohn-Hansen, “Magic, Money and Alterity,” 136; Brendbek-
ken, “Beyond Vodou,” 37; Deive, Vodú y magia; Roorda, Derby, and 
González, Dominican Republic Reader, 413; Pérez y Pérez, Algunas, 13; 
and García-Cartagena, Bacá. The demonic creature of Puerto Rico, 
the chupacabra, which killed animals (which the baka can do as well), 
is treated in Román, Governing Spirits; and Derby, “Imperial Secrets.” 
Davis, La otra ciencia, discusses forms of protection from errant 
spirits in chap. 5; see also Rigaud, Secrets of Voodoo, 85, for a discussion 
of ougans (vodou priests) sending and removing spirits. Richman, 
Migration and Vodou, has a chapter on Haitian spirit work that forms 
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part of the dreaded petwo or pwen vodou practice; sorcery is also 
treated in the epilogue. Esteban Deive discusses Dominican witchcraft 
in Vodú y magia, chap. 9. As with bacá and baka, I use vodú for Domini-
can instances of this religious complex and vodou for Haitian ones, 
although when I quote authors who used alternative spellings I have 
left those as is.

	2	 Derby, “Haitians, Magic, and Money.” For more on the 1937 mas-
sacre, see Derby and Turits, Terreurs de frontière; Turits, “A World 
Destroyed”; Cadeau, More Than a Massacre; Paulino, Dividing Hispan-
iola; Bosch Carcuro, Masacre de 1937; Myers and Paulino, The Border of 
Lights Reader.

	3	 Derby, The Dictator’s Seduction, chap. 6.
	4	 Derby and Werner, “The Devil Wears Dockers.” In this case the bacá 

appeared in the form of a small black man, as it often does. Herskovits 
mentions that the dead can be imaged as dwarves in Life in a Haitian 
Valley, 249.

	5	 See Pires, Strange, and Mello’s excellent article “The Bakru Speaks.” 
West Indians formed part of the labor force for the Dominican sugar 
industry in the early twentieth century, and Dominican faith healer 
Olivorio Mateo’s assistant was West Indian.

	6	 Taussig treats public secrecy in Defacement, 5. Perhaps due to a long 
history of authoritarian rule under the Trujillo and Balaguer regimes 
and periodic campaigns against vodú, many Dominicans prefer to 
keep their relationship to the spirit world private, as in the merengue 
song “La cruz de palo bonito,” which contains encoded references 
to vodú elements such as the palo de cruz (plant of the cross), which 
offers protection from powerful spirit demons such as bacás and 
zonbi. The song also indirectly references a practitioner’s devotion 
to St. Antonio (who, as a lwa, is known as Legba). See “ ‘La Cruz de 
Palo Bonito’ por Miriam Cruz.” Thanks to Raúl Fernández for this 
reference. For more on similar Caribbean errant spirits, see Crosson, 
Experiments with Power; Paton, The Cultural Politics of Obeah; Paton 
and Forde, eds, Obeah and Other Powers; and Ochoa, Society of the Dead. 
A key difference between obeah and vodú/vodou, however, is that in 
the West Indian nations of Trinidad, Jamaica, and the Bahamas obeah 
remains illegal today.

	7	 Campesino is the Spanish term for “small cultivator,” although some 
border livestock producers consider it disrespectful. See Bautista, 
Si me permiten hablar (that text spells bacá as vaca, but the accent 
and pronunciation indicate that it refers to a spirit demon and not a 
bovine).

	8	 Lachatañeré, ¡¡Oh mío Yemaya!!, a collection of Orisha foundational 
narratives from Cuba, for example, contains no shape-shifting. How-
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ever, within the foundational narrative of the Abakúa secret society in 
Cuba, a fish is converted into Sikán; see Brown, The Light Inside, 46.

	9	 I discuss this in “Trujillo, the Goat.” For example, in popular speech 
chivo has a variety of meanings: It can refer to something that is 
phenomenal, someone who is nervous, or someone who cannot be 
trusted. And chivirica means “coquettish.” Many more of these popular 
sayings can be found at https://www​.tiktok​.com​/@felixbaezr​/video​
/7358835990401944878 (accessed August 24, 2024). Herskovits men-
tions Haitian sayings about goats in Life in a Haitian Valley, 265.

	10	 Thus conforming to the Arawak distinction (identified by Santos-
Granero) between long-domesticated plants, which are classed as sub-
lime, and the more recently domesticated ones, which are classed as 
grotesque. See Santos-Granero, “The Virtuous Manioc and the Horny 
Barbasco.” I discuss a similar cultural splitting among Dominicans 
between gringo and creole chickens in Derby, “Gringo Chickens with 
Worms.”

	11	 Ricoeur, “Memory—History—Forgetting,” 475.
	12	 Sugar cane was grown during the colonial period, but the Dominican 

economy was not dominated by sugar, it never had a sugar boom as 
did Saint-Domingue and Cuba, and sugar remained regionally specific. 
See González Llana, “Isla de Santo Domingo.” On sugar and Cuban 
deforestation, see Funes Monzote, From Rainforest to Cane Field.

	13	 DeLoughrey and Handley, Postcolonial Ecologies, 9. As revenants, they 
are thus specters of history; see Musharbash and Presterudstuen, “In-
troduction,” 10; Johnson, Spirited Things.

	14	 Anne Eller uses the term “center-island” in We Dream Together. For 
more on the history of Haitian-Dominican relations, see Fumagalli, 
On the Edge; Eller, We Dream Together; Nessler, An Islandwide Struggle; 
Walker, “Strains of Unity”; Ulrickson, “ ‘Esclavos que fueron’ ”; Turits 
and Derby, “Haitian-Dominican History.”

	15	 Alicia Sangro Blasco, personal communication; Beckman, “What’s 
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https://www.tiktok.com/@felixbaezr/video/7358835990401944878
https://www.tiktok.com/@felixbaezr/video/7358835990401944878


190  | N otes to Preface

	19	 Diamond, Collapse; Wucker, Why the Cocks Fight.
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Gómez, The Experiential Caribbean.
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	27	 For more on Ramírez, see Lundahl and Lundius, Peasants and Religion.
	28	 These beliefs are not uncommon. Caudillos (rural strongmen) Bue-
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“Raining Blood,” 435; Vanhee, “Central African Popular Christianity,” 



Notes to Preface  |  191

259; and Rey, The Priest and the Prophetess). There has been extensive 
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some, however. Fear of the spirit world drives many into evangeli-
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coterminous with vodú/vodou; see McAlister, “From Slave Revolt”; 
Thornton, Negotiating Respect. Thus conversion can serve as a defense 
against sorcery as well as a license to practice it. It can also be seen as 
a more powerful form of protection; see Richman, “The Vodou State”; 
Richman, “A More Powerful Sorcerer.”
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Suárez, Tears of Hispaniola.
	45	 Ricoeur, “Memory—History—Forgetting,” 475.
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house, the Faro a Colón, was built by Joaquín Balaguer in 1992 for the 
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authorities claim that the country houses his remains. See Krohn-
Hansen, “A Tomb for Columbus in Santo Domingo.”

	48	 Blanco and Peeren, “Introduction,” 11–12; Caruth, “Unclaimed Experi-
ence.” Jeffrey Alexander has theorized cultural trauma as when “mem-
bers of a collectivity feel they have been subjected to a horrendous 
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event that leaves indelible marks upon their group consciousness” 
(“Toward a Cultural Theory of Trauma,” 307).

	49	 Whitehead, Of Cannibals and Kings, 54.

INTRODUCTION. SPIRITS, HISTORY, AND POWER

Epigraph: Boukman Eksperyans, Libète (Pran Pou Pran Li!), Island 
Records, 1995.

Passages of this introduction were previously published in “Island of 
the Dead,” bbc History Revealed Magazine, April 2022.

	1	 For more on Nelson, see Smith, “Dialoging with the Urban Dead.” For 
more on Haitian secret societies, see Laguerre, Voodoo and Politics in 
Haiti; Davis, Passage of Darkness. Secte Rouge and Cochon Gris secret 
society members are reported to turn into cattle and pigs and then 
return to human form in Hurston, Tell My Horse, 216.

	2	 This comment reflects the braggadocio I discuss in chapter 7, but in 
actual fact baka shape-shifting is not random, as Perez y Perez, Algunas 
de las creencias y supersticiones, 13, and others contend. The Haitian 
term for shape-shifting is dedoubleman.

	3	 Eating is also the idiom for soul removal through witchcraft among 
the Bakongo; see MacGaffey, Religion and Society, 143, 145, 147; Bockie, 
Death and the Invisible Powers.

	4	 Here is the interview in Creole:

en: Moun sosyete Bizango o Sanpwèl kap tounen nan ason, tankou 
yon kalbas, tankou yon lamp ou yon kart—yo kap tounen sa ki li vle 
nan tè. Yo kap tounen kochon, yo kap tounen chen. Yo kap tounen 
bèf ou kochon ou kabrit. Si se kochon, nan sosyete Bizango, ou pa 
kap manje-li. Yo kap tounen chen. Depi ou fè pati sosyete Bizango 
ou Sanpwèl, li pèdi anpil bagay, lè ou enskri nan sosyete, lè ou antre 
nan sa. Si ou gen yon pitit, nan sosyete a, sosyete kap pran piti 
ou. Sanpwèl manje vyann. Si se moun ki te tounen animal, yo kap 
manje li. Si ou manje vyann la, fòk ou peye pou li. Ler ou antre nan 
sosyete sa, yon moun fòk antre ou. Gason ak fanm kap mache nan 
sosyete sa paske se sosyete Sanpwèl ki rele van. Nan Sanpwèl fanm 
kap antre. Lè yo fè ceremoni, yo gen yon boutèy espesyal, yon bou-
tèy maji a. Yo gen yon boutèy espesyal—se nam Sanpwèl sa a ki te 
kontwole sa. Boutèy yo kap tounen nimpò ki animal. Yo kap tounen 
nan ti chen, ti chat, nan kochon. Tout ce posib. Yo kap ale nimpò ki 
plas. Nan sosyete Sanpwèl, yo kap ale a Pot-au-Prince o Jérémie ak 
Sanpwèl. Yo kap ale a Jérémie. Nan yon nuit, sosyete Sanpwèl kap 
vizite tout Ayiti.
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ld: Eske ou kap manje moun nan fòm animal?

en: Non, paske se nan fòm animal sèlman nan nuit. Si se yon kochon 
lougawou, se yon malfaitè. Moun Sanpwèl ak moun Bizango se 
moun malfaitè. Lougawou kap tounen animal e lap tounen kay. 
Li tounen chat o gwo kochon ou li ka tounen nan gwo bèf. Si ou 
vann sa nan mache, lap mò. Bèf sa, lè ou manje sa, lap tiye li.

	5	 Haitians call these practices maji. I use the term sorcery here with 
some trepidation since during the colonial period such allegations 
fueled anti-Black racism and could land African-descended subjects 
in jail, since sortilèges (spells) were outlawed and there were periodic 
crackdowns against African-derived religions during the US occupa-
tion and the Trujillo regime. See García-Peña, Borders of Dominicani-
dad; Ramsey, The Spirits and the Law; Paton and Forde, Obeah and 
Other Powers; Paton, Cultural Politics of Obeah. However, scholars of 
popular religion in Brazil, Cuba, and Amazonia, where sorcery is not 
illegal today, use the term; see Parés and Sansi-Roca, Sorcery in the Black 
Atlantic; Taussig, “History as Sorcery”; Richman, Migration and Vodou; 
Whitehead and Wright, In Darkness and Secrecy.

	6	 By “commodity familiar” I mean spectral manifestations of capital-
ism—a variant of Marx’s commodity fetishism.

	7	 Smith, “Dialoging with the Urban Dead,” 67. This is what Karen 
Richman has termed the “interpersonal theory of disease” (“Mortu-
ary Rites,” 154). On bottles used for wanga or spells, see McAlister, 
“A Sorcerer’s Bottle,” 305–22. On illness sent via sorcery, see Farmer, 
“Sending Sickness,” 6–27; Farmer, aids and Accusation. This func-
tion corresponds to the justice logic of assault sorcery; see Crosson, 
Experiments with Power; Charlier, Zombies; Davis, Passage of Dark-
ness. Elizabeth McAlister treats secret societies and their spiritual 
work with zonbi in Rara!, chap. 3. For Cuban secret societies, see 
Miller, Voice of the Leopard; Brown, The Light Inside. I use the Haitian 
spelling zonbi when referring to its meanings on the island of His-
paniola, and the spelling zombie when referring to the Hollywood 
representations.

	8	 Skulls and bones are “spirit-embodying” objects; see Thompson, Flash 
of the Spirit, 118.

	9	 As Crosson has put it in Experiments with Power. See also Whitehead 
and Finnström, Virtual War and Magical Death, 20.

	10	 Dayan, Haiti, History, and the Gods, 37; McAlister, “Slaves, Cannibals, 
and Infected Hyper-Whites,” 457.

	11	 McAlister, Rara!, chap. 3; Forde, “Introduction,” 2; Lauro, The Transat-
lantic Zombie, 17–18; Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 85, 97; Sharpe, In the 
Wake; Patterson, Slavery and Social Death.
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	12	 Loichot, Water Graves, 12–13; Dayan, Haiti, History, and the Gods, 254. 
Forde calls these “bad deaths” in “Introduction,” 5; see also Brown, The 
Reaper’s Garden, 248, on “duppies.” Richman stresses the importance of 
mortuary rites in Haiti in “Mortuary Rites,” 142.

	13	 Brendbekken, “Beyond Vodou,” 36. The quote from Georges René was 
taken from a conversation at a ceremony on November 1, 2010—the 
first Day of the Dead after the 2010 Haitian earthquake. This was a 
very charged event, of course, since three hundred thousand people 
had perished as a result of the earthquake.

	14	 Forde, “Introduction,” 4; Routon, “Conjuring the Past,” 641; Palmié, 
Wizards and Scientists, 159–200.

	15	 Brendbekken, “Beyond Vodou,” 35.
	16	 I heard these stories when I arrived in Santo Domingo two weeks 

after the Haitian earthquake, which occurred in January 2010. The 
lougawou is gendered female and is typically a woman who turns 
into a turkey; this accords with the fact that most traveling Haitian 
vendors are women. For more on these—which are called brujas in the 
Dominican Republic—see Anatol, The Things That Fly in the Night; 
Simpson, “Loup Garou and Loa Tales”; Simpson, “Haitian Magic,” 97. 
The loup-garou is also part of French folklore; see Milin, Les chiens de 
Dieu; Smith, Monsters of the Gévaudan.

	17	 Richman, “Mortuary Rites,” 147; Kahn, “Smugglers, Migrants, and 
Demons”; McAlister, Rara!, chap. 3; Santos-Granero, “Introduction.” In 
Haiti, pwen has been called a form of sympathetic magic; see Rich-
man, Migration and Vodou, 16. Intriguingly, there is an ethnic group in 
Central Africa called the Baka who are rumored to have shape-shifting 
abilities; see Köhler, “Half-Man, Half-Elephant.”

	18	 Whitehead and Wright, In Darkness and Secrecy, 2–3. Beck, To Wind-
ward of the Land, discusses the bolum, baku, bok, or bakru, xxxi; 
however, in the West Indies, due to the long history of criminal pros-
ecution of obeah, these forms of magic are seen by some as the work of 
the devil (Beck, To Windward of the Land, 218–19; Paton, The Cultural 
Politics of Obeah; Savage, “Slave Poison/Slave Medicine,” as well as other 
essays in Paton and Forde, Obeah and Other Powers; Ramsey, The Spirits 
and the Law; Smith, “Genealogies of Gede”; Wong, Jumbie Tales). 
See Crossons, “What Obeah Does Do” on moral ambivalence toward 
obeah in Trinidad.

	19	 Van Berkel, The Voyages of Adriaan van Berkel to Guiana. Guyana was a 
Dutch colony for a time and Amerindians often served as guides there. 
Thanks to Vikram Tamboli for this citation.

	20	 I am grateful to an anonymous reader for these etymological insights. 
For more on sorcery as a form of resistance to slavery, see Garrigus, A 
Secret Among the Blacks; Garrigus, “Like an Epidemic.” Becara was the 
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	22	 Davis, “Afro-Dominican Religious Brotherhoods,” 60; Forde and 
Hume, Passages and Afterworlds; Gómez, The Experiential Caribbean; 
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CHAPTER 5. SPECTERS OF COLUMBUS

Epigraph: Derrida, Specters of Marx, 121.
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Maroon Nation, chap. 6. Sixteenth-century chronicler Oviedo notes the 
African preference for yams; see Carney and Rosomoff, In the Shadow 
of Slavery, 91. Hurston describes a maroon hunt for feral pork in Tell 
My Horse, chap. 3.

	46	 Mayes, The Mulatto Republic, 23.
	47	 There are ninety-one place names with African referents, six 

to Congo and five to Maniel. See Vega and Deive, “Topónimos 
dominicanos.”

	48	 Street, “Feral Animals,” 402; Valerio Holguín, “Oda al Mangú.”
	49	 Morban Laucer, “Características de los dientes”; José Victoriano Be-

tancourt cited in Ortiz, Los negros curros, 36. For more on the transfer-
ence of Central African culture to the Americas (which Jan Vansina 
describes as the foundational “cultural background” among African 
Americans), see Heywood, Central Africans, xi; Landers, “The Central 
African Presence”; MacGaffey, “Twins, Simbi Spirits”; Vanhee, “Central 



Notes to Chapter Seven  |  255

African Popular Christianity”; Rey, “Kongolese Catholic Influences”; 
Heywood and Thornton, Central Africans, Atlantic Creoles.

	50	 Mbi means “the evil one, a bad person”; see Bentley, Dictionary and 
Grammar of the Kongo Language, 869; Ortiz, Los instrumentos de la 
música, vol. 3, 445–46. Thanks to Raúl Fernández for this reference.

	51	 Inoa, Diccionario de dominicanismos, 37. Eller reports that there were 
sightings and even captures of these creatures during the 1860s insur-
rection (Eller, We Dream Together, 43).

	52	 Paulino and Castro, Diccionario de cultura, 59. This lexical reduplica-
tion is likely a sign that its name is derived from a West African term 
(Andrew Apter, personal communication).

	53	 Moreau de Saint-Méry, Description . . . ​de la partie française, 28; Gonza-
lez, Maroon Nation, loc. 746.

	54	 Palmié, Wizards and Scientists, 75–76; Gordon, Ghostly Matters, xviii; 
Csordas, “Embodiment as a Paradigm,” 15.

	55	 Bogaert, “Descripción de tipos cerámicos.” On bat imagery, see Garcia 
Arévalo, “El murciélago en la mitología”; Garcia Arévalo, “The Bat and 
the Owl”; Veloz Maggiolo, Renato, and Luna Calderón, “Investigacio-
nes arqueológicas en Cueva Collantes.”

	56	 The song, recorded in 1990 by Cuco Valoy con La Nueva Tribu, is 
a plea to Anaisa, the Vudú goddess of love and happiness, and it is 
executed in exaggerated parodic form.

Ayúdala, Anaisa Pye
No llore Señora, abrácese a los seres
Ayúdala, Anaisa Pye
Ayúdala, Anaisa Pye
A una pobre señora le echaron un Bacá,
que le sale de noche convertido en animal.
Ayúdala, Anaisa Pye
Se que es un guanguá con figura de gato,
De ojos colorao [colorados], le sale maullando.
miau
Tambien le sale en forma de caballo,
El espíritu del muerto le sale relinchando.
brrr Niii
Echado el guanguá, ese espíritu loco,
Sera que le interesa el amor de su esposo?
Ayúdala, Anaisa Pye
La pobre señora ha pedido a Anaisa,
Que la libren del muerto que le han echado encima.
Ay, el Barón del Cementerio!
Ayúdala, Anaisa Pye.
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	57	 Le Roy Ladurie, “Carnivals in History”; Mauss, The Gift, 76–77. I 
am punning here on the musical piece of the same name by Camille 
Saint-Saëns.

	58	 This practice was originally Iberian and dates back to the seventeenth 
century. Today the Bayaguana Cofradia, which is a male sodality, 
still collects cattle and turns it over to the church; see Davis, “Afro-
Dominican Religious Brotherhoods,” 89–91, 103.

	59	 Moreau de Saint-Méry, Description . . . ​de la partie espagnole, 3.
	60	 Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés, Historia general y natural de las Indias, 

4:97. Although the stress is not the same in the two words baká and 
vaca, an important distinction.

	61	 Rice, The Power of the Bull, 251.
	62	 Nicholls, The Jumbies’ Playing Ground, 149–50. Bettelheim discusses 

the Horsehead and Cowhead characters in her article “Jonkonnu and 
Other Christmas Masquerades,” 54–55.

	63	 Baum cited in Nicholls, The Jumbies’ Playing Ground, 149.
	64	 Although Bettelheim notes that these characters emerged in the twen-

tieth century and were whitened over time (Nunley and Bettelheim, 
Caribbean Festival Arts, 48). See Nicholls, The Jumbies’ Playing Ground, 
57–58; Sluyter, Black Ranching Frontiers. The horns of the Dominican 
Lechón are also often painted red, and its mask today often has the 
colors of the Dominican national flag.

	65	 Nunley and Bettelheim, Caribbean Festival Arts, 55. They also note 
the British origins of these equine costumes, as does Nicholls in The 
Jumbies’ Playing Ground. An important difference between this Malian 
masquerade and Caribbean Carnival, however, is that the latter is 
secular.

	66	 Hutchinson, “ ‘A Limp with Rhythm’ ”; McAlister, Rara!, 89.
	67	 Goodman, “Elegant Instruments of Imperial Influence”; Smith, A 

Sensory History Manifesto, 45.
	68	 MacGaffey, “The Personhood of Ritual Objects,” 47.
	69	 Nicholls, The Jumbies’ Playing Ground, 46. This author also notes how 

predatory beasts have long figured in pagan rituals in Europe.
	70	 Kinser, Carnival, American Style, xvii.
	71	 Orovio, El carnaval habanero.
	72	 See the excellent documentary Cimarrón Spirit, directed by Rubén 

Durán; Tejeda Ortíz, El carnaval dominicano, 509. As in Ukraine, Easter 
is a time when spirits return to visit the living; see Kramer and Var-
enikova, “At Ukraines’ Gravesites.”

	73	 Ortiz, Los bailes y el teatro de los negros, 446, 468–69.
	74	 In the Dominican Republic it was almost always a cow, but in Cuba it 

could be an ox (Tejeda Ortíz, El carnaval dominicano, 514).
	75	 Durkheim cited in Mazzarella, The Mana of Mass Society, 4.
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	76	 Mazzarella, The Mana of Mass Society, 5. In Cuba it is spelled 
Kokorícamo.

	77	 Ortiz, Los bailes y el teatro de los negros, 477.
	78	 Soto David and Pérez Terrero, “Un hallazgo arqueológico”; Matos de la 

Rosa, San Juan de la Maguana, 244.
	79	 Thicknesse, Memoirs and Anecdotes, 73, cited in Ebanks, “The Maroons 

of Jamaica,” 94.
	80	 Ortiz, Los bailes y el teatro de los negros, 441.
	81	 Roorda, Derby, and Gonzalez, Dominican Republic Reader, 413; Ubiñas 

Renville, Pedro Bululú, 119. Interestingly, creole chicken is one Colum-
bian exchange creature that has been indigenized; see Derby, “Gringo 
Chicken with Worms.”

	82	 Rohlehr, “The Calypsonian as Artist,” 93. The adoption of the devil as 
a mascot has its origins in the colonial period and the diabolization of 
Indigenous and African religion; see Lewis, Hall of Mirrors. For more 
on Dominican masculinity, see Horn, Masculinity After Trujillo.

	83	 Ito, “In ‘Star Trek Beyond,’ ” New York Times, September 27, 2016. 
Another example is the French term malfaiteur, “wrongdoer,” which 
in the Haitian Creole form, malfektè, was levied against indigenes 
and Africans in the colonial period and has become a boasting label 
for powerful sorcerers such as Ernst Nelson, whom we met in the 
introduction. See Descourtilz, Flore pittoresque et médicale, 7:95; Smith, 
“Dialoging with the Urban Dead,” 68. The appropriation of the devil 
as a countercultural symbol first started during slavery. For example, 
Makandal’s slave hut was called a devil’s hut (caze à diable); Garrigus, 
A Secret Among the Blacks, 91.

	84	 McAlister, Rara!, chap. 5. The significance of Judas in this context is 
complicated and is well explained by McAlister, “The Jew in the Hai-
tian Imagination.”

	85	 Hutchinson, “A Limp with Rhythm,” 100.
	86	 Thanks to Brendan Thornton for the Toros reference. I discuss the 

Máscaras masquerade in Derby, “Trujillo, the Goat.”
	87	 Gordon et al., Kanaval, 27.
	88	 Abrahams, The Man-of-Words, xvii. Ritual combats are also a part 

of Haitian rara; McAlister, Rara!, 152. See also Craft, When the Devil 
Knocks, 4; Blier, African Vodun, 27.

	89	 Octavio Paz quoted in Limón, “Carne, Carnales, and the Carni-
valesque,” 127.

	90	 Octavio Paz quoted in Limón, “Carne, Carnales, and the Carni-
valesque,” 127.

	91	 “The Diablos Cojelo,” Embajada de la República Dominicana ante el 
reino de Bélgica, accessed March 10, 2025, https://bel​.mirex​.gob​.do​/wp​
-content​/uploads​/2023​/07​/Diablo​-Cojuelo​-ENG​.pdf.

https://bel.mirex.gob.do/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Diablo-Cojuelo-ENG.pdf
https://bel.mirex.gob.do/wp-content/uploads/2023/07/Diablo-Cojuelo-ENG.pdf
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	92	 Guillén, “Toward a Definition of the Picaresque,” 76; Dobal, “Los 
lechones.”

	93	 Hutchinson, “A Limp with Rhythm,” 94; Alcántára Almánzar, Where 
the Dream Ends, 26.

	94	 Drewal and Drewal, “More Powerful Than Each Other.”
	95	 This is Hutchinson’s argument in her fine article “A Limp with 

Rhythm,” 97; Hutchinson, “Entangled Rhythms,” 141.
	96	 Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World, 12; Limón, “Carne, Carnales, and the 

Carnivalesque,” 138; Hutchinson, “A Limp with Rhythm,” 91; Jansen, 
“Los sonidos del merengue,” 146.

	97	 On vulgarity in rara, see McAlister, Rara!, chap. 2. Verbal obscenity is, 
of course, also a feature of African American verbal arts; see Abrahams, 
“Playing the Dozens.”

	98	 Bourgois, In Search of Respect, 8. He was a member of the psychedelic 
rock movement and had a vision of the devil during an acid trip. Julian 
Apter, personal communication.

	99	 Beckles, “Black Masculinity in Caribbean Society”; Vaughan, “Timba 
Brava”; Bradford and Fernández, “Cuba’s Second Golden Age of 
Popular Music.”

	100	 Smith, “Atis Rezistans”; Dirksen, After the Dance, 22–24.
	101	 Smith, “Atis Rezistans,” 132; Dirksen, After the Dance, 42–46; Cooper, 

“Erotic Maroonage.” This moniker has had deep roots ever since Des-
courtilz called Toussaint Louverture a tigre (Descourtilz, Voyages d’un 
naturaliste, 1:20).

	102	 On the Sanky Panky, who trolls the beaches hunting for female 
tourists, see Moya, “Power Games and Totalitarian Masculin-
ity” (2002), 129; Brennan, What’s Love Got to Do with It, as well 
as the runaway comedic hit film Sanky Panky, dir. Pintor (Coral 
Films, 2007). For more on Dominican masculinity, see Krohn-
Hansen, “Masculinity and the Political”; Horn, Masculinity After 
Trujillo.

	103	 Moya, “Power Games and Totalitarian Masculinity” (2002), 117.
	104	 Fieser, “The Caribbean Drug Kingpin.”
	105	 Smith, “Atis Rezistans,” 132.
	106	 González, “Hunting and the Free Peasantry.”
	107	 Marx and Engels, The Marx-Engels Reader, 324.
	108	 Gordon and Parisio, A Pig’s Tale. Beyond the sacrifice at Bois Cai-

man, evidence that the pig is sacred in Haiti is that its bristles became 
protective talismans during the insurgency; see Dalmas, Histoire de la 
Révolution de Saint-Domingue, 118. Bois Caiman was claimed by evan-
gelicals to have been a “blood pact with Satan”; see McAlister, “From 
Slave Revolt to a Blood Pact,” 187. There is also a pig masquerade 
within Haitian Carnival; see Gordon et al., Kanaval, 103.
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	109	 Norton, “Going to the Birds”; Norton, The Tame and the Wild, 122–23. 
Kivland, Street Sovereigns, draws on work by Karen McCarthy Brown 
to discuss the word wanga (charm) in chap. 4. For more on the tíguere, 
see “Quirogas Garcia ‘El tíguere Dominicano.’ ”

	110	 Babcock, “Introduction,” The Reversible World, 13–38. Horsehead is a 
prominent figure in Trinidadian Carnival; see Bettelheim, “Jonkonnu 
and Other Christmas Masquerades,” 40. On the role of competition 
in Carnival, see DaMatta, Carnival, Rogues, and Heroes, 112; McAlister, 
Rara! On animalization, see Viveiros de Castro, From the Enemy’s Point 
of View, 302.

	111	 Hutchinson, Tigers of a Different Stripe, 34. Trinidadian men also have 
a preference for exogenous animal nicknames, such as “Village Ram,” 
“Donkey,” “Mule,” and “Ram Goat” (Rohlehr, “I Lawa,” 341, 343).

	112	 Goffman, Interaction Ritual, 87.
	113	 Bakhtin, cited in Limón, “Carne, Carnales, and the Carnivalesque.”
	114	 Abrahams, The Man-of-Words, xvi.
	115	 Lauria, “ ‘Respeto,’ ‘Relajo,’ ” 54.
	116	 Burton, “Names and Naming,” 49.
	117	 Interestingly, even the terminology for nicknames generally is more 

elaborate in Spanish than in English, since apodo, mote, and sobrenom-
bre all mean roughly “nickname” but have slightly different meanings.

	118	 Burton, “Names and Naming,” 36.
	119	 As mentioned in Inoa, Diccionario de dominicanismos, 29; see the 

Boletín Judicial from 1928 to 1932. Thanks to Pauline Kulstad for this 
data. Mora Oviedo, Bánica, 195, also mentions bacá as a nickname; it 
is common in Haiti for particularly forceful individuals (Johnhenry 
Gonzalez, personal communication).

	120	 Since rabo can also refer to the penis, this could also mean “cock-
sucker.” The nicknames are cited in Pérez, “El pueblo de los apodos”; 
David, “Los apodos más famosos”; Pimentel Paulino, “Motes, apodos y 
sobrenombres”; “Los extraños apodos de aspirantes políticos.” Thanks 
to Pauline Kulstad for these references.

	121	 Glover, “Todo a Relajo”; Mañach, Indagación del choteo.
	122	 Burton, “Names and Naming,” 41.
	123	 Zeuske, “Hidden Markers, Open Secrets.”
	124	 Goffman, Interaction Ritual, 5–46. He was responsible for 29 deaths 

and 27 injuries (González, De esclavos a campesinos, 143).
	125	 Burton, “Names and Naming”; Scott, Domination and the Arts of 

Resistance, 183.
	126	 Baud, “Constitutionally White”; García-Peña, Borders of Dominicani-

dad, 7.
	127	 Stoller, Embodying Colonial Memories, 30; Haraway cited in Mol, Eating 

in Theory, 125.
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	128	 Miller, “Coca-Cola”; Gordon et al., A Pig’s Tale.
	129	 Dietler and Hayden, Feasts, 1–20.
	130	 “Soup Joumou”; Gonzalez, “Sancocho.”
	131	 Ajiaco is thus a symbol of Cuba’s blended identity. Ortiz claimed it 

dated from the sixteenth century and thus was Taíno in origin from 
aji, the Indigenous term for “hot pepper”; yet the same soup is equally 
a symbol of national identity in Colombia and Peru. Ortiz cited in 
Garth, Food and Identity in the Caribbean. Similarly, callaloo is seen as a 
metaphor for the racial diversity of Trinidad and Tobago; see Bet-
telheim, Nunley, and Bridges, “Caribbean Festival Arts: An Introduc-
tion,” 31.

	132	 Díaz Quiñones, “De cómo y cuándo bregar.”
	133	 Scott, The Art of Not Being Governed.
	134	 From the album Cuba Hits Envidia, Vol. 1 (2008). The full song is:

Yo tenía una cochina y se me perdió
En la sala, la cocina, el batey
¿Dónde estás mi cochina tú?
La tenía guardada para la fiesta
Ahora me pregunto dónde estará
¿Dónde está la patica de mi cochina?
¿Dónde está la cabeza de mi cochina?
Se la robaron, se la comieron
A mi me gusta criar mi cochina
¡A comer fritura!
¡Dame un pedacito de fritura, mamita!
¡Mi cochina!

	135	 This story emerged during a focus group on tígueraje in Santo Domingo 
that occurred during a beer-drinking session among close friends, 
organized for me by Julio César Santana in August 2008. The narra-
tor said that I had earned the appellation tíguere culebra (tiger snake) 
because I thought the story was hilarious. Here is the story in its 
entirety:

On the 23rd of December, the father says come and get the little pig 
so that we can kill it on the 24th for Christmas Eve dinner. He goes 
to look for one, and he is taken to a pen where there are many little 
piglets. What happens next? I don’t know if you realize that this is 
the truth? He is saying this—not me! [guffaws of laughter] He sees all 
the baby piglets. But the one that catches his eye is the pig with the 
golden ass [this phrase becomes the rhyming chorus: la puerquita con 
las nalgitas doraditas]. I am embarrassed to continue. The guy sees the 
pig with the golden ass within the group, and he says to the man, how 
much does it cost so I can take it home to my father? He says he would 
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like the one with the golden ass. And so he takes the piglet and leaves. 
But then what happens? He takes it and puts it in the trunk of the 
car—and this is true—the guy drives through Bayaguana and onward 
onto the Mella highway in Santo Domingo. But he could not forget 
the piglet with the golden ass. And in thinking about the pig, he gets 
aroused. Hardly anyone understands this but I am telling you exactly 
what I was told. He says that he stopped the car in the middle of the 
freeway and says, “I have to see that pig’s ass.” And he opens the trunk 
and the first thing he does is he sees the pig with the golden ass. And 
from there he does the original sin with it. But he felt sorry when they 
killed it (my wife is going to kill me) and he could not eat it during 
the dinner because it was that pig. I want to know if in the developed 
world there are people who would do this with a pig. Only in this 
country. Here adolescent boys have sex with chickens.

In Spanish:

El 23 de diciembre, papá dice ve y busca el marranito para que lo mate-
mos el 24 para la cena. Él va y lo llevan a una cerca donde hay muchos 
puercos chiquitos. ¿Qué es lo que sucede? Julio, no sé si se entienda 
eso, que es verdad. Él ve todas las puerquitas. Pero lo que llama su 
atención es la puerquita con las nalgitas doraditas. ¡Lo está contando 
él no yo! [guffaws of laughter] A mí me da verguenza para continuar. 
El hombre ve una puerquita que tiene las nalgitas doraditas entre el 
grupo. Y él dice al señor, ¿cuánto quiere para que se la lleve a su papá? 
Y él dice que él prefiere la puerquita que tiene las nalgitas doraditas. Y 
coge su puerquita y se la lleva. ¿Pero que sucede? Se la lleve y la mete en 
el baúl—eso es verdad—y el tipo va manejando para Bayaguana y para 
abajo y para el transcurso de la carretera Mella. Pero él “no se me podía 
olvidar de las nalgitas de la puerquita.” Y en pensar en la puerquita, 
el pene iba creciendo—el bimbim [Dominican term for “penis”]. Casi 
nadie entendío ese asunto. Pero estoy contando lo que dicen, señores. 
Él dice que él se paró y en el medio de la carretera y dice, “Yo tengo 
que ver las nalgitas de la puerquita.” Y él abrió el bonete del baúl y lo 
primero que él vio es la puerquita con las nalgitas doraditas. Y ahí se 
hizo el pecado original. Pero él tuvo la pena cuando se mató la puer-
quita (ahí mi mujer me va a matar) y él no podía comérsela durante la 
cena porque era esa puerquita. Yo quiero saber si en el mundo desa-
rrollado hay hombres que hacen eso con una puerquita. Solamente en 
este país. Los niños adolescentes hacen el sexo con las gallinas.

	136	 Román, Governing Spirits, 198; Thornton, Negotiating Respect, 202. 
Dirksen discusses Haitian betiz, which is “vulgar humor,” in After the 
Dance, chap. 4. There was also delight as well as embarrassment at my 
presence at the telling of this tale, and after its recounting, the narrator 



262  | N otes to Chapter Seven

joked that this behavior was a sign of Dominican underdevelopment 
but that relating this tale to me as an American—given the fact that 
the Dominican Republic has experienced two US interventions—also 
made the telling of the tale a “filthy rite” intended to tweak my sense 
of decorum though the “satiric humor of the oppressed”; see Stephen 
Greenblatt, “Filthy Rites.” I also once heard a tale of a Cuban boy’s 
sexual encounter with a turkey—which led me to ponder the signifi-
cance of fornication with the premier US feasting food, one that could 
stand in for the elegant eagle, the US national totem (Adrian López 
Dénis, personal communication).

	137	 Indeed, a regional history has a whole chapter on a “picturesque” hijo 
del pueblo (townsman) who was discovered in the carnal act with a 
burra by the owner of the beast, who had him arrested, much to his 
annoyance. His defense to the judge was that as a single man, he had 
to attend to his sexual needs, after all, and that this was preferable to 
raping a minor (Mora Oviedo, Bánica, 178–79).

	138	 Román, Governing Spirits, 196; Freud, The Joke. The story was cued as 
a testimonial narrative that the narrator had heard from the teller in the 
first person (“this is the truth”; “he is saying this—not me!”), but this is 
belied by the rhyming poetic structure of the story, which delights in 
repeating the chorus five times. As oral historian Ruth Finnegan has noted, 
poetry is a specialized verbal art form, and the repeating chorus is a telltale 
sign that this story has been frequently retold and thus that it is clearly an 
oft-repeated tale, not a testimony. See Finnegan, The Oral and Beyond.

	139	 Ohnuki-Tierney discusses how commensality can be “symbolically 
equated with sexual union” in Rice as Self, 118.

	140	 From Cuba Hits Envidia—Vol. 1.
	141	 Wilson, “Reputation and Respectability”; Wilson, Crab Antics.
	142	 “Ay esa mujer!” The Rough Guide to Bachata and Merengue.
	143	 As in the lyrics to the song “Cógelo ahi” by Antony Santos: “Ay, cogelo 

allí, allí, allí, allí; no joda tanto, cogelo allí . . . ​a buen gusto, cogelo allí,” 
with the staccato percussion filling in the blanks. The Rough Guide to 
Bachata and Merengue.

	144	 Lancaster, Life Is Hard.
	145	 Ramírez, What It Means to Be a Man, 58.
	146	 Wilson, “Reputation and Respectability,” 73.
	147	 Fabian, Power and Performance; Adams, The Sexual Politics of Meat, 12.
	148	 Strathern, “Eating (and Feeding),” 3.
	149	 Norton, The Tame and the Wild, 7, chap. 7; Norton, “The Chicken or 

the Iegue.”
	150	 Pérez, Religion in the Kitchen.
	151	 Rodrigo Bulamah, personal communication, July 20, 2020. Eating is 

also an idiom for soul-stealing witchcraft among the Bakongo; see 
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MacGaffey, Religion and Society in Central Africa, 147; Bockie, Death and 
the Invisible Powers. On Haiti, see Bourguignon, “The Persistence of 
Folk Belief,” 39. On moral panics related to cannibalism allegations in 
Haiti, see Herskovits, Life in a Haitian Valley, 246; Ramsey, Spirits and 
the Law, 83–84. See also Hurbon, “The Bizoton Affair,” on a scandal 
that occurred during the 1864 anti-superstition campaign. A group 
of women were sentenced to death for cannibalism on the fantastical 
allegation that a water spirit had taken a child, which was killed and 
cooked with beans and yams in a soup pot as a sacrifice for a vodou 
rite; see Ramsey, Spirits and the Law, 83–86. Raymundo González 
discusses the comegente affair, in which a serial killer was given the 
nickname “People Eater”; see González, “El comegente”; Maríñez, 
Spirals in the Caribbean, chap. 1.

	152	 Comaroff and Comaroff, cited in Shaw, Memories of the Slave Trade, 
262.

	153	 Shaw, Memories of the Slave Trade, 202.
	154	 Rodrigo Bulamah, personal communication, July 20, 2020.
	155	 Geertz, “Deep Play,” 82.
	156	 Agamben, Homo Sacer, 107; Bennett, Being Property Once Myself, 3; 

Shaw, Memories of the Slave Trade, 267.
	157	 Hartman, Lose Your Mother, 97.
	158	 On food consumption as fashioning distinctions between self and 

other, see hooks, “Eating the Other”; Tompkins, Racial Indigestion; and 
Ohnuki-Tierney, “We Eat Each Other’s Food to Nourish Our Body.”

	159	 Contreras, The Stickup Kids; Hess, “The End Is Near.”
	160	 Pearson and Weismantel, “Does ‘the Animal’ Exist?,” 23.
	161	 Batraville was one of the Haitian cacos who fought the US occupa-

tion; see Gaillard, La guérilla de Batraville, 62, for more on him and 
allegations that he was protected by pwen. On the negro incógnito, 
see González, De esclavos a campesinos, 152; Ramírez-D’Oleo, “Insolence, 
Indolence.”

	162	 Weaver, Medical Revolutionaries, 92; Garrigus, A Secret Among the 
Blacks.

	163	 Bakhtin cited in Roach, Cities of the Dead, 63.
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