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Abstract 
Over recent decades, Haitian immigrants who settled in Montreal have introduced the 
practice of Vodou to the city, both as a religion and a spiritual healing practice. During 
nine months of fieldwork in Montreal, I examined the manner in which the therapeutic 
use of Vodou plays a role in the “indigenization” of this religion; that is, how believers 
utilize it as they adapt to new circumstances and become involved in transnational 
networks. An analysis of believers’ narratives highlights the key position of the 
therapeutic use of Vodou in the process of adapting to life in Montreal. As patients 
search for ways to solve their problems, using Vodou therapeutically to heal, cure, 
prevent, or remediate becomes a common way to enter the religion. Vodou healing 
rituals are based on a relationship with spiritual entities, called lwa in Haitian Creole. As 
such, the therapeutic use of Vodou requires learning about the role and powers of these 
spirits. The patient’s participation in a ritual process of healing positions them to 
become more and more involved in religious belief and practice. Vodou offers a system 
of interpretation for illnesses, issues, and personal problems that leads the client to a 
“reinvention of self,” which has the characteristics of a conversion phenomenon. As the 
migrant defines himself or herself within this socio-cultural construction of belonging, 
two dimensions are important to this process. The first establishes Haiti as a reference 
point for identity that is constructed and shared in the diasporic community. Secondly, 
adherents develop a “dividual” self through the practice of Vodou.  
 
Keywords: Haitian Vodou, indigenization, Montreal, transnational religion, medical 
anthropology 
 

 
 
Introduction 
 Over the last few decades, some Haitian immigrants who have settled abroad 
have brought with them the practice of Vodou as a religion and a religious healing 
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system. In Vodou, rituals are based on relationships with spiritual entities, lwa4 in 
Creole, and the involvement of the patient in the therapy requires learning the 
specificities of these spirits and the power they have in human life. These entities 
venerated in Vodou are commonly associated with Catholic saints. They “arrive” in 
ceremonies by possessing the initiates, oungan [Vodou priest], and manbo [Vodou 
priestess], to deliver a message or to provide a treatment for both adepts and 
spectators, most of the time on an individual basis. As this article deals with the 
transition between a therapeutic use and a religious practice of Vodou, I do not 
consider it only as a healing technique or only as a religion; instead, I claim that it is 
both, depending on how involved the person has become in Vodou. The scope of this 
assertion concerns specifically Montreal and diasporic Vodou but it could easily be 
applied to the Haitian context. 
 Today Haitian Vodou is practiced in several regions outside of Haiti: the French 
Caribbean Islands (Benoît 2004; Bougerol 2008), Cuba (James et al. 1998), French 
Guyane (Laëthier 2011), Paris (Adouane 2001), New York City (McCarthy Brown 1991), 
Florida (Richman 2005), Boston,5 and Montreal (Munier 2011). These are the main 
locations where Haitians settled around the Atlantic and are linked to each other by 
migratory flux. Consequently, an increasing number of scholars describe this 
organization as a “transmigrant” community (Bash et al. 1994) or as a Haitian diaspora 
(Audebert 2012; Jackson 2011). This means migrants do not forget their origins once 
they have arrived in new territories. Instead, they maintain strong links to their homeland 
either because they return sometimes or because they preserve a living memory of their 
belonging, and Vodou is one way to do so.  
 My aim is to show that people’s first step in Vodou is often, if it is not always, 
therapeutic. If patients conform themselves to the advice that Vodou practitioners tell 
them, they become adherents. Those who follow this path find in Vodou’s ritual practice 
a way to build a new Haitianness. This Vodou Haitianness is thereby enacted and asks 
people to redefine themselves as dividual rather than individual. Finally, this dividuality 
shared in Vodou rituals may involve the adherent in transnational networks that link 
Haiti and the diaspora and strengthen the indigenization of Vodou in Montreal.  
 
The Haitian Diaspora and the Indigenization of Vodou in Montreal 
 In 2006, the Haitian community in the province of Quebec numbered more than 
91,000 people,6 83 percent of which live in Montreal,7 including three Canadian-born 
                                            

4 As I use the Creole term, I do not write an  “s” for the plural. 
5 According to the Boston Healing Landscape Project: 

http://www.bu.edu/bhlp/Resources/religious_and_cultural_ links/links_vodou.htm (accessed 
1/29/2013).  

6  Official census of 2006: http://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2006/dp-pd/tbt/Rp-
fra.cfm?TABID=1& 
LANG=F&A=R&APATH=3&DETAIL=0&DIM=0&FL=A&FREE=0&GC=24&GID=837953&GK=1&GR
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generations. There have been several migratory waves beginning in the 1960s (Piché et 
al. 1983) where communities concentrated in dispersed spots throughout several parts 
of the city (Dejean 1990). Vodou rituals are performed in practitioners’ homes, and have 
spread in the peripheral neighborhoods of Montreal such as Rivière-des-Prairies, Laval 
or Pointes-aux-Trembles.  
 To understand the meaning of Vodou practice for members of the diasporic 
community of Montreal, it is particularly relevant to question how they adapt it to their 
North American urban context. This adaptation can be conceptualized by the notion of 
“indigenization” (Appadurai 1996). Originally, the concept of indigenization referred to 
an appropriation of a foreign practice by a new population or in a new geographical 
location. Although Arjun Appadurai tends to use the term as the transposition and 
transformation of a metropolitan cultural form in a “peripheral” culture, the meaning of 
this concept is not bound to a center-periphery trajectory. Here, indigenization is used 
to describe any type of movement of a cultural form from one specific cultural context 
to another. The wide meaning of this concept is particularly relevant when one 
considers the cultural dynamics at work in the context of globalization (Kearney 1995) 
and, more specifically, those of other religions that spread in different cultural contexts 
(Bastian et al. 2001; Csordas 2009). 
 According to Stefania Capone, who applies this concept to “transnational 
religions,” indigenization refers to the process by which “[religions] adapt themselves to 
different national contexts, negotiating their position inside the local religious fields and 
in the heart of national societies” (Capone 2002:15). Consequently, my paper is 
inscribed in the larger discussion about the main processes involved in Haitian Vodou’s 
indigenization in Montreal. In other words, I aim to describe the underlying dynamics 
that allow a Caribbean religion to settle in a local diasporic community. How did Haitian 
Vodou become a transnational Haitian Vodou? To what extent is Vodou reformulated 
and indigenized in Montreal?  
 In order to answer these questions, I explore contemporary dynamics of 
religious healing, which are becoming more and more globalized. In the field of Vodou 
studies, this stance seems to be under-represented in comparison to other African 
American religious healing practices.8 Aside from a few recent studies (Béchacq 2010; 
Laëthier 2011; Richman 2005), there are only a few ethnographic accounts of the 

                                                                                                                                  
P=1&O=D&PID=92333&PRID=0&PTYPE=88971,97154&S=0&SHOWALL=0&SUB=0&Temporal=
2006&THEME=80&VID=0&VNAMEE=&VNAMEF=&D1=0&D2=0&D3=0&D4=0&D5=0&D6=0 
(accessed 1/29/2013). 

7  http://www.statcan.gc.ca/pub/89-621-x/2007011/4123274-fra.htm (accessed 1/29/2013). 
8 For example, but not exhaustively, the works on the transnational dimensions of Santeria 

(Argyriadis 2005; Capone 2005; Gobin 2007; Mahler and Hansing 2005) or Yoruba traditions 
(Capone 2005; Clarke 2004; Olopuna and Rey 2008) are more developed than those about 
Vodou.   
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diasporic practice of this religion,9 and virtually no studies of Haitian Vodou 
communities in Canada.  
 This paper is based on my ethnographic fieldwork conducted in Montreal 
between February and June 2009 and February and May 2010. During these nine 
months, I observed nine Vodou ceremonies held by various practitioners in several 
neighborhoods in Montreal. In addition, I conducted eighteen interviews (semi- and 
unstructured) with Vodou adepts and practitioners.10 During my fieldwork I 
progressively met more practitioners who connected me to others, which allowed me to 
have a wider range of contacts in the community.  
 By analyzing the experience of one of the adherents, I will highlight how the 
conversion to Vodou is linked to both the therapeutic use of this religion and to the 
diasporic experience for the adepts. Although this adept is not representative of the 
whole community of believers, she is representative of one category among them: 
women who emigrated young, did not practice Vodou when they arrived and became 
more familiar with Vodou only after a period of integration to Quebecois society. Why 
these characteristics? During my fieldwork I found that most Vodou adepts are women, 
as is also reported in many ethnographies of Vodou (Métraux 1958; Brown 1991). 
People who immigrated young comprise a large percentage of Vodou adepts in 
Montreal, for two reasons. First, in practicing Vodou they find a way to redefine 
themselves as Haitians, so they get involved to make Vodou exist locally. Second, 
those who already practiced Vodou when they emigrated go back in Haiti for their 
rituals, involving themselves less in Montreal’s Vodou.  
 
When the lwa Strike 
 Born in Haiti, Carline11 is representative of the path of conversion to Vodou for 
many other devotees. Some of her family members have been oungan or manbo for 
several generations. Being a pupil in a Catholic primary school, she was forbidden to 
publicly express any other religious practice. She grew up in a context where Vodou 
practice, on one hand, was accepted and, on the other, was fought against. She arrived 
in Montreal when she was sixteen, and with the distance separating her from her family, 
she only knew about Vodou through her childhood experience.  
 As an adult, Carline was not interested in Vodou and began her nursing studies 
in Montreal. She explained that at this point she began to receive signs she could not 
yet interpret. She twice failed her nursing entry exams. Before the third and last try, she 
                                            

9 Some will argue that some well known works on Vodou and migration (such as Brown 1991; 
McAlister 2002) must be included in this category. They could, but were written prior to the rise 
of anthropological theories of globalization and do not focus on the link between Vodou practice 
and transnational networks. 

10  Three of the four people quoted in this text agreed to the use of their real first name, the last 
one preferred that I use a pseudonym. 

11 Personal interview, 3/24/2010. 
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dreamed of a white skinned lady protecting and helping her. She passed her exam but 
did not pay any attention to her dream and opened a nursing health-care company (one 
of many in Montreal). As a manager of many employees, she earned enough money to 
have a comfortable living and obtained a loan to buy her house. 
 Eventually, her company went through a business slowdown and her income 
fell, so she was obliged to close her business. At this time she began to have several 
mysterious dreams but did not really understand their meanings. Her relatives spoke 
about some Vodou interpretations of such dreams but she remained skeptical about 
them. When Carline was close to bankruptcy, she had a dream where she was falling 
and one of her friends encouraged her to seek advice from a manbo. The manbo told 
her that she has been neglecting the lwa who had allowed her to earn a good living and 
they were punishing her for the scorn she had showed them. This interpretation made 
her reconsider the influence of the lwa in her misfortune. 
 In 2002, to be sure that her financial problems had a supernatural origin, Carline 
went to Haiti for a Vodou divination ritual performed for her by her grandmother. Her 
parents had converted to Protestantism and her uncles and aunts who were Vodou 
practitioners had passed away. Thus, her grandmother was the only person who could 
reveal to her whether the lwa had any responsibility in the occurrence of her misfortune. 
 Her grandmother confirmed that her misfortune was in fact a case of 
supernatural origin and that she had to “settle her lwa,” meaning she had to construct 
an altar in her house in Montreal. Carline commented on this significant first step, 
stating that, “Since this time, my life changed.” According to her, if she could keep her 
house despite the problems she had with the bank, it was because of the protection of 
her lwa. So she began to work again, but this time as an employee. Realizing that her 
problems were solved by this intervention of the lwa in her job recovery, she began to 
involve herself in Vodou practices and new dreams appeared. She saw the lwa 
explaining to her how to use the ason,12 a ceremonial tool for which only high rank 
initiates know the secret use. This sign of the ason indicated to her that she was chosen 
to become a manbo. She commented: “It was already inside of me, even if it awoke a 
bit late.”  
 In a few years, she undertook several steps of initiation with an oungan in Haiti, 
and became a manbo in the Montreal area. Now she is forty-three and often offers 
Vodou consultations in addition to her nursing job. Her husband supported her in this 
endeavor. Her three children did not know anything about Vodou but they accepted 
their mother’s new ritual activities. They even pray to the lwa sometimes. She 
concluded saying, “I see a lot of changes, when you invoke with faith, with fervor, you 
can obtain whatever you want.”  
 

                                            
12 A sacred rattle used by initiated to summon lwa during rituals. 
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The Adherence Process 
 In his work on the process and benefits of therapy, John Janzen (1995) 
describes the patient’s progress as a “therapeutic itinerary.” I borrow this term as it 
seems to be most fitting to discuss the process of transformation that Carline 
underwent. The itinerary that led Carline to enter Vodou represents a complete reversal: 
from a position of refusal of Vodou, she came to occupy an active position by 
becoming a manbo. It is possible to extricate several points that conducted her from 
one extreme to the other, as they are frequently present in other practitioners’ religious 
conversion itineraries as well. 
 Carline’s original position concerning Vodou was one of distance. Though she 
had grown up in a family of practitioners, her migratory experience resulted in her 
exclusion of Vodou from her life. It was her relatives who proposed Vodou as an 
explanation for the persistence of her problems. The primary role of relatives, recurrent 
in the accounts given by adepts, confirms John Janzen’s theory that argues it is the 
“therapy managing group” that mainly guides the therapeutic itinerary of patients 
(Janzen 1995). This is as true in the original cultural context of Vodou in Haiti (Vonarx 
2011:139) as it is here in the Haitian diaspora. This guidance urges Carline to consult 
the manbo recommended by her relatives. But, as her grandmother is a practitioner, 
Carline turns to her for further guidance. The instructions to build an altar in her house 
are an encouragement for Carline to practice Vodou.  
 It is at this point, when Carline involves herself in the worship of the lwa, that the 
Vodou interpretation of her misfortune is accepted and the “adherence process” is 
established. The recovery of her work after establishing adherence validates the lwa’s 
role in her misfortune. With her practice of Vodou, Carline aims to invert the initial power 
relationship to her advantage. First persecutory, the relationship with the lwa becomes 
a source of strength given by the creation of altars and Carline’s initiation in Haiti. This 
controlling position is enforced by the fact that she acquires the status of manbo. 
Having been initiated and now acting as a practitioner, she has a therapeutic power 
herself, bestowed by her entities, which she uses in consultations and for the benefit of 
her household.  
 In an article dealing with the “health seeking process” in the United States, Noel 
Chrisman (1977)13 proposes the notion of “adherence” to refer to the last step of the 
therapeutic process. This concept concerns the way the patient complies (or not) with a 
healer’s advice and the accuracy with which the patient applies it. Chrisman suggests 
that factors such as “sex, age, race, marital status, socioeconomic status, or 
education” are unable to explain the discrepancies in a patient’s adherence. However, 

                                            
13 Noel Chrisman was one of the first social scientists to show the importance of the socio-cultural 

process implied in therapies. By referring to his study on biomedicine, I argue that what happens 
in biomedical therapies lies in the same socio-cultural processes as in religious healings, such as 
Vodou. This similarity consolidates the fact that Vodou is first therapeutic for the people. 
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two more qualitative factors could help to describe this process: the influence of a 
patient’s relatives, and the communication that is established between the healer and 
the patient. Concerning the first factor, the author explains that patients who comply 
more accurately with a healer’s advice are those who know, in their near environment, 
some people who have already complied with these kinds of instructions. For Carline, it 
was her family and friends who led her to get closer to Vodou. Then, the consultation 
with her grandmother convinced her of the necessity to practice, which she finally 
accepted. Her adherence to Vodou was the consequence of the conjunction of the two 
groups of relatives. When she says “it was already in me,” referring explicitly to lwa, she 
also refers to Vodou itself, of which she has activated the interpretative potential after 
years of ignorance. In addition to the influence of her family and friends, there was an 
affective dimension lying in this return to a religion she had known in her childhood. 
 The second idea proposed by Noel Chrisman is that the “quality of doctor-
patient communication which may be a major variable influencing adherence […] 
implies that the doctor has taken the necessary time to educate the patient or that the 
two had congruent health and other beliefs” (1977:369). In Vodou, a consultation refers 
to this communication between healer and patient, in which the healer’s “tricks” 
(Bonhomme 2005) link closely to the patient’s personal story and the behavior of 
entities.14 For Carline, the theme of her spiritual election gave a new meaning to her 
previous dreams: as she was chosen by lwa, dreams were messages they sent to her. 
Recall that she said she had dreamed of a “white skinned lady” helping her. It was 
Erzulie Freda, the feminine lwa associated with wealth and who has the power to give, 
as well as deprive, one of it. Attributing both her economic success and financial 
problems to the same entity, this supernatural interpretation allows Carline to hope for 
an improvement of her situation. In associating the recovery of her work to the “settling 
of her lwa” (by building her altar at home), Carline switches from a therapeutic use to a 
more daily practice of Vodou.  
 Thus, in a period of a few years, Carline has first solicited the practice of Vodou 
to fix a problem before becoming an adept and then, eventually, a manbo. This 
progressive entrance into the religion is explained by both the role of her relatives in her 
acceptance of power relationships with her guardian lwa and the persuasive effect of 
the consultation. This adherence process then drove her to consider her entrance into 
the religion as a change of status from a previous period spotted by misfortune to her 
current life, in which she succeeds in obtaining what she wants through soliciting 
actions from her entities.  
 This adherence to a religious diagnosis, after a healing process, shows that 
Vodou is mostly used as a therapeutic practice. Here, the therapeutic use of Vodou 
refers less to the use of herbal treatments or strictly healing rituals, which also exist, but 
more as an interpretative system of success and misfortune. In Haiti, as several authors 

                                            
14 For more details on this process in Vodou consultations, see Munier 2013. 
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assert, Vodou has a key position in medical pluralism (Brodwin 1996; Vonarx 2011). As I 
suggest here, its healing power lies mainly in the principle that “all Vodou healing is a 
healing of relationships” (McCarthy Brown 1991:331). Broadened to Caribbean 
religions, this approach is confirmed by recent research that asserts that “the quest for 
health and relief from suffering sometimes takes the form of totalizing, emotional events 
involving all senses, where body, mind, social relations and ties to physical or symbolic 
geography all intertwine and are treated as one” (Brandon and Desmangles 2012:161). 
In a diasporic context, the position of the self has a central role in this holistic process.  
 
Therapeutic Use of Vodou and Reinvention of the Self 
 Carline explicitly mentions that becoming initiated to Vodou was an event that 
changed her life. In other words, this feeling of personal transformation represented a 
conversion phenomenon and could be compared to other religions to better understand 
the adherence process. During my fieldwork, the majority of people who were initiated 
reported the same differentiation as Carline revealed between a former and a new state 
of being, marked by an improvement of her situation. This change could concern many 
fields of life but is always articulated around two components: therapy and identity, 
sometimes associated with each other. For Carline, the beginning of her Vodou practice 
was a way to counteract misfortune. Other adepts or practitioners report their initiation 
to Vodou as a way to gain strength, enabling them to face problems. For Monique, 
entering Vodou gave her access to her “real personality.”15 For Sara, besides the 
supernatural dimension, meeting the two manbo who initiated her was an occasion to 
“get closer to Haitian culture.”16 This last point is implicitly present in Carline’s story, 
given that her entrance into Vodou permitted her to reconcile with a practice that she 
had previously neglected. This drove her to reconnect with Haitian relatives whose 
homes she had not frequented for many years.  
 The transformation felt by new adherents is the direct consequence of the 
therapeutic process that addressed their problems but also led them to claim a 
rediscovery of their Haitianness. The Haitianness that is at stake in Vodou is not the 
same as in Haitian Pentecostal congregations, where it is more present in the preaching 
(see Brodwin 2003); on the contrary this manifestation of Haitianness relates directly to 
the key role that possession plays in Vodou. As the following ethnographic report will 
expose, possession is central in the kind of transformation lived by adepts.  
 In March 2010, Carline invited me to a ceremony where I witnessed the practical 
consequences of this reinvention of the self that she has experienced through her years 
of Vodou practice.17 This was a ceremony of thanks that two of her regular patients 
offered to the lwa who had relieved them. In the basement of the cozy house where the 

                                            
15 Personal interview, 5/08/2009, Montreal. 
16 Personal interview, 3/19/2010, Montreal. 
17  March 3, 2010, in Montreal.   
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ritual took place, in the middle of a dozen of singing people gathered, Carline was 
suddenly possessed by Erzulie Freda. Other initiates stretched out a white sheet on the 
floor for this delicate lwa to stand on upon18 and, with her typical “ti-ti-ti” shouts, she 
thanked the couple who offered her two white doves. Then, the lwa left the body of her 
medium and people sat down with Carline, who slowly emerged as if from a deep 
sleep. After a few minutes, the ritual continued and several more possessions occurred.  
 With this brief ethnographic excerpt, I would like to exemplify the capacity of the 
adepts to accept the possibility that another entity “mounts” them, as they say, or acts 
through them. This represents the main change – or, at least, the most visible – adepts 
have to realize when they become involved in Vodou practice. The ability to host a 
multiplicity of entities within themselves is one of the results of the reinvention of the 
self, brought about by the adherence process and developed through years of ritual 
practice. Through this embodiment of multiple lwa, the self that Vodou practice 
produces could be compared to “dividuality,” which Marilyn Strathern defines as 
“frequently constructed as the plural and composite site of relationships that produce 
them. The singular person can be imagined as a social microcosm” (Strathern 1988:13). 
Applied to a ritual context, “the concept of dividuality refers to one’s obligations to 
others and one’s spiritual connections to social and spiritual others” (Pype 2011:281). 
As the patient becomes an adherent, he/she enters a web of relationships with other 
adepts and with spiritual entities. These intersecting exchanges are embodied and 
enacted during rituals, through social relationships and possessions. They form the 
core of Vodou practice, which constantly represents the making and unmaking of 
relationships inside and between social and spiritual collectives.  
 The transformation lived by adepts expresses that Vodou is both a way to 
overcome misfortune and to solidify a cultural identity. This stance toward a religious 
practice is close to what is described by Danièle Hervieu-Léger (1999) when she 
analyzes the current context of “religious modernity.” This context is constituted by a 
growing need to affiliate to religious groups, produced by a loss of “inherited religious 
identities” (1999:119-120). The loss of traditional transmission of religious belonging 
brought by modernity gives way to a more individualistic and conversional entrance into 
religion. Entering Vodou represents a conversion phenomenon in that adepts gain 
access to the safety of a “meaning code” (1999:132) provided by their adherence to a 
new interpretation of events and their life. Hervieu-Léger underlines two main themes in 
conversion narratives: “one is more characterized by the tackling of a chaotic life and 
the other by the access to a genuine accomplishment of self” (1999:132). 
 The first tendency is visible in the managing of problems, an ability brought by 
Vodou practice, and the second in the ability to access a new identity, namely 

                                            
18  Erzulie Freda is known for her fine tastes as she does not walk on the floor barefoot, or eat 

without cutlery, and appreciates expensive perfumes and champagne. For ethnographic 
accounts of this lwa, see Métraux (1958:97-99) or McCarthy Brown (1991:246-252). 
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“Haitianness.” The four practitioners mentioned here had in common the non-practice 
of Vodou when they were young, and a way of living that originally led them to drift 
away from this religion. Three of them were born in Haiti and became interested in 
Vodou only after several years spent in Montreal. So, the use of Vodou, which is initially 
therapeutic, becomes a way to build a new identity - a Haitian one - through a constant 
practice of Vodou. This situation could be linked to what Jean Benoist explains about 
traditional healing: “those who come to it express, by their choice, an ‘identity pain’” 
(2004:18). These people stayed away from Vodou, and sometimes Haiti itself, for many 
years after they arrived in Montreal. The rediscovery of their “original culture,” 
according to them, means that they felt a loss of a part of themselves during this 
period, which was more oriented toward integrating into Quebecois society. This means 
that Vodou articulates the explicit goal of healing to the deeper need to involve 
themselves in a Haitian-Vodou identity that they look for after a period of integration.  
 Consequently, this situation leads these adepts to choose Vodou among other 
possible therapies, especially because of the cultural identity dimension that Vodou 
offers them. Nonetheless, it is not an exclusive conception of identity. For example, 
Mirna explained she has “rooted herself” in Montreal, pointing to the poto mitan, sacred 
center post, of her peristyle, temple, and added: “I am fully integrated here in Quebec, I 
am already Quebecois.”19 Her conception of a Quebecois identity that uses a Vodou 
element to define herself clearly shows how there is a meaningful intersection between 
living in Montreal and being a diasporic Haitian Vodou practitioner. For this manbo, who 
has a similar therapeutic itinerary as Carline, this situation expresses the power of the 
redefinition that Vodou offers to diasporic Haitians in Montreal. In other words, this 
explicates that the indigenization of Vodou in Montreal lies in the first instance on its 
therapeutic dimension. 
 New adherents live a reinvention of the self by involving themselves in a 
customary Vodou practice, brought by a primarily therapeutic use, that leads them to 
embody a Vodou dividual self. By the collective enacting of this new self, adepts feel 
they access a Haitianness specific to Vodou. Eventually, the sharing of Vodou 
Haitianness inside adept groups in Montreal solidifies the ties between the diasporic 
Vodou community and Haiti.  
 
Conclusion 
 Analyzing the emic explanations of the Vodou practice exposed here by adepts, 
I showed that the primary meaning given to Vodou is therapeutic. In other words, 
Vodou is an institutionalized practice that provides a method to find the causes and 
meanings of misfortune when other explanations fail to give answers to overcoming a 
difficult situation. The adherence process encourages the patient to reinterpret his/her 
life with the new conceptions he/she learned and can eventually lead to a regular 

                                            
19 Personal interview, 3/21/2009, Montreal. 
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practice of the religion. Through worship, the patient finds both a remedy for problems 
and a way to build a new identity and a new self. The identity is expressed as an explicit 
belonging to a cultural group while the new self is embodied and enacted.  
 The link between this process and conversion narratives highlights the 
profoundly emotional dimension evident in the personal transformation, which Vodou 
adepts often mention. The narrative of this change is expressed either as an adoption of 
a new identity or as the beginning of a period free of misfortune, or both. These two 
interpretative poles are necessary to understand how the acceptance of relationships 
with lwa permits people to re-interpret their own life.  
 This analysis leads us to consider the adherence process as a starting point of 
indigenization of Vodou in Montreal for a population who may be initially non-practicing. 
Vodou is associated with Haitianness and provides a way to address the question of 
identity for adepts. These adepts can be either emigrant non-believers from Haiti, or 
Quebecois of Haitian origin. In this way, Vodou allows diasporic adepts to belong to a 
transnational “imagined community” (Anderson 2006) by their affective involvement in a 
territorial reference that is shared collectively.  
 Alongside this belonging process, the acquisition of a dividual self is central in 
the constitution of the group of adepts and assists in settling Vodou in Montreal. This 
process is mostly implicit, as it lies primarily in adepts’ actions, but is nonetheless the 
result of the progressive adherence that begins with the consultation and is achieved 
through possession.  
 Eventually, the fulfillment of this dividual self is a means to develop new social 
relationships with other adepts during journeys in the country for ritual practice, and 
especially for initiations. These links are particularly important because they introduce 
novices into networks of actors based in Haiti, Montreal, and other places in the 
diaspora. Thus, therapeutic use actively contributes to the local settling of this religion 
in Montreal and to the creation of transnational networks, which allows Vodou to 
become a transnational religion. 
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