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From Charlatans 
to Saviors: 
Espiritistas, Curanderos, and Brujos
Inscribed in Discourses of Progress 
and Heritage

RAQUEL ROMBERG

A major shift in the public representation of curanderos, espiritistas,
and brujos took place in Puerto Rico in a period of less than fifty
years, from the end of the 1940s to the 1980s. Within this relatively
short time popular healers have been invoked for broad political
purposes: first as charlatans, quacks, and impostors, in contrast  to
genuine medical doctors; and then as bearers of autochthonous
folkloric traditions, popular wisdom, and popular medicine.
A close examination of these images in historical context—first
inscribed in discourses of progress and then in those of heritage—
reveals the impact of state- and nation-building agendas on
the ways in which popular healers have either been vilified
or exoticized in the public sphere. Currently, by highlighting
their Taíno and African roots, the media and the medical
establishment have categorized Puerto Rican popular healers in
an environmentalist and naturalist space that places them—like
the noble savage—in an imagined haven of endangered traditions
that unrealistically estranges them from mainstream culture. 

[Key words: popular healers, state, nation, identity, public sphere,
modernity, heritage]
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Amajor shift in the
public representation of popular healers took place in Puerto Rico in a period of
just fifty years, from the end of the 1940s to the 1980s. Within this relatively short
time curanderos,1 popular espiritistas (Spiritists), and brujos (witch-healers) have been
invoked for broad political purposes: first as charlatans, quacks, and impostors, 
in contrast to genuine medical doctors; and then as bearers of autochthonous
folkloric traditions, popular wisdom, and popular medicine. Placed in a socio-
historical context, these dualized images respond to broader local and translocal
“regimes of value” (Appadurai 1986) that inscribe the folk in changing, often
opposed political agendas of state- and nation-building processes. In this process, 
a moral geography is configured, in which each group is assigned a physical as well
as moral place within the nation that defines the social worth and exchange value 
of their lifestyles (Bourdieu 1990, 1993; Taussig 1987).2 In the case of Puerto Rico, 
a consideration of these regimes of value and its carriers cannot be divorced from
the effects of Spanish and U.S. colonialism, American cold war politics, and the
implementation of development and modernization programs as well as the recent
cultural production of heritage.

At the risk of oversimplifying the question of who is using the folk and for 
what purposes, it is sufficient to say that during the last three quarters of the
twentieth century, various elite groups (physicians, lawyers, writers, technocrats,
and the media) have been the carriers of nation and building projects. Paradoxically,
they have referred to vernacular religious and healing practices in constructing 
a distinct Puerto Rican identity as both a social problem and the ultimate
embodiment of Puerto Ricanness.3 Various aspects of the spiritual and religious
practices of the folk, some of which were secretly shared by elite groups, were
selectively included in larger modernist and nationalist projects.4 From roughly 
the 1940s to the 1970s the main modernist effort centered on the economic
development of Puerto Rico through Operation Bootstrap. It was accompanied 
by the cultural reconstruction of a criollo national identity through Operation
Serenity, which highlighted Spanish-indigenous roots while characterizing the
tripartite Spanish-indigenous-African components of the nation. From the 1980s
until today the revival of a nativistic, conservationist version of national identity
took center stage in the public sphere, in line with a worldwide postmodern
sensibility that recovers popular culture and other local voices previously
marginalized by modernist projects (see Featherstone 1995:43–44). 
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I begin my essay by tracing the cultural role played by various progressive elite
groups in promoting Scientific Spiritism, a secular form of spirituality, since the
second half of the nineteenth century, during Spanish rule. I then examine the role
played by technocrats and professionals in implementing and diffusing a scientific-
based development ideology for Puerto Rico during the first half of the twentieth
century under American rule, and finally I address the renewed task of the media 
and intellectuals in authoring and authorizing the renewal of a naturalist version 
of Puerto Ricanness. In pursuing these nation- and state-building endeavors,
technocrats, professionals, and intellectuals have addressed the healing and magic
practices of popular healers in broader national projects that have negatively 
affected the currency of popular healers in the public sphere by marginalizing 
them from modernity and then positively asserted their role by re-centering them 
in the timeless lineage of heritage.5

Since this essay focuses on discursive practices and the images produced about 
the folk as they were depicted in the public sphere, their side of the story will be
obviously addressed only strategically to show the contrast between images produced
about them and their actual practices.6 Social meanings are always the result of 
a dialectical process; and images produced by one group about another are never
passively accepted and reproduced. Indeed, elsewhere (Romberg 2003) I discuss
ethnographically the reactions of brujos and espiritistas to the images produced 
about them, and the ways in which they have incorporated these very images in
consultations with clients in ways that promote their fame and the well-being of
their clients. 

A brief account of the emergence of Scientific Spiritism in Puerto Rico and its
ensuing transformation among popular healers follows, providing the background to
the subsequent discussion of the inscription of brujos, espiritistas, and curanderos first
in discourses of progress and then in discussions of heritage. 

Spirituality in a Secular World
The liberal rule in Spain, especially the “Decree for Freedom of Worship,” issued on
September 23, 1868, entitled Puerto Ricans “publicly and privately to profess their
faith,” subject only to the limitations established by moral and civil law (Silva Gotay
1985:60). This resulted in the mushrooming of freemasonry societies, esoteric
schools, and Spiritism in Spain as well as on the Island.7 Spiritist gatherings, although
initially facilitated by the Freedom of Worship decree, did not become an alternative
form of religious worship (as attested by the insistence on excluding any religious
icons in their gatherings) but rather tended to be framed as a “scientifically” based
form of spirit-communication.8

Kardec’s ideas about a secular from of spirituality met with instant acceptance in
Puerto Rico, as well as in other parts of the Caribbean and Latin America, among
liberal, anticlerical (though Catholic) Creole elites. The immediate, pervasive appeal
of Scientific Spiritism was not coincidental. Spiritism—defined by Kardec as a
philosophy, not a religion—suited the political and moral agendas of these progressive
criollos.9 Identified with modern cosmopolitan democracies, Spiritism enabled
them to pursue some form of spiritual connection with a transcendental world
that would remain outside the Church and hence not conflict with their
revolutionary ideologies. 

Veladas, nighttime communal séances where spirits were evoked, were in vogue 
at fashionable parties on the Island as early as 1856, when Allan Kardec’s books on
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Spiritism were first introduced (Cruz Monclova 1958:643).10 In these earlier years,
however, and probably even as late as the first years of the 1900s, veladas seem to
have been initiated or conducted not by members of the general public but by medical
doctors, lawyers, journalists, and other intellectuals who were identified with liberal
and emancipation ideals and had access to the imported texts. In a nutshell, Kardec’s
views on Scientific Spiritism encompass the following principles: There is a superior
infinite intelligence (God) that finite men cannot completely comprehend; spiritual
life is eternal and the soul immortal; an enlightened spirit (Christ, for example) is a
projection of God and should be emulated; evocation of and communication with
spirits is possible under certain circumstances (and everyone can develop these
abilities); humans have to live many material lives to evolve and reach perfection; the
divine law of cause and effect makes us always pay for our wrongdoing in subsequent
reincarnations; through good deeds and charity toward our fellow humans we can
compensate for “social” debts (wrongdoings to fellow humans) acquired in previous
existences; there is neither hell nor Satan: these are only religious myths against the
goodness of God; and, finally, there are other inhabited worlds in the universe.11

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, “while several Protestant
churches were being founded in Puerto Rico in Ponce, Mayagüez, Aguada, Vieques
and other municipalities, some elitist sectors sought after systems of belief and
ethical principles akin to Christianity yet grounded upon the esoteric debates
prevalent at that time in France, Great Britain, and other industrialized countries”
(Picó 1988:222). Theosophy, Rosicrucianism and Spiritism began to lure members
from the highest ranks of society, the very same people who were also the most vocal
in the media and other important spheres of public life. Indeed, beyond circulating
and publicizing Spiritist ideas in order to influence public opinion, Spiritist criollos
aimed at institutionalizing their worldview of secular spirituality. With this in mind,
in 1873 the Puerto Rican delegate to the Spanish Cortes (House of Representatives),
Don Manuel Corchado Juarbe, presented a motion aimed at replacing traditional
courses of metaphysics with those of Spiritism in secondary schools and universities.
By 1882 a Spiritist society was sending out flyers advertising the sale of eleven books
by Allan Kardec, and an additional nine titles by other Spiritist authors. In addition,
Spiritist-related articles were being published periodically in six different newspapers
(Cruz Monclova 1957:854–55).12

The counterrevolution of 1874 (which became effective in Puerto Rico only in
1876) restored the Church’s status within the State. The charter of the counter-
revolution stated that the “Roman Catholic and Apostolic faith is the State’s
religion.” Privately, individuals would still enjoy freedom of worship, but “ceremonies
or public manifestations other than those of the state religion shall not be permitted”
(quoted in Silva Gotay 1985:62). One of the founding members of the first Spiritist
Center in Puerto Rico, Don Emeterio Bacón, recalled that between 1879 and 1889
the Spanish government became suspicious about veladas (which were being held 
in Spiritist centers all over the Island) and therefore decreed that organizers had to
request municipal permission for these gatherings in advance. As if this provision
were not enough, “a pair of civil guards were also assigned at the gates to watch over
the centers” during these spiritual events, because the government authorities feared
their potentially subversive nature (Yáñez 1963:19–20).13

With the American presence on the Island in 1898, another set of changes was
introduced to the practices of Spiritism. Under Spanish rule, such books had to be
smuggled in because they promoted a secular form of spirituality that threatened the
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Church’s hegemony. But under the protection of American secular rule, books of this
sort were circulating freely since the State’s overt intervention in matters of faith had
become almost nil. By the early decades of the twentieth century espiritismo was
flourishing, having become popular not only among the liberal elites—as had been
the case in the mid-nineteenth century—but also among the general population.
Doña Guillermina Massanet (widow of) Fermaint, a renowned espiritista and
honorary president of the Federación de Espiritistas de Puerto Rico (founded in
1903), claimed that in those days ninety of every hundred Puerto Ricans were
espiritistas (Ortiz Aponte 1977:85). Díaz Quiñones (1996) further points out that by
the 1920s Kardec’s The Gospel According to Spiritism was outselling the Bible in Puerto
Rico. For instance, “in 1935 the old and prestigious [bookstore] Librería Campos de
San Juan sold more than thirty thousand copies (Ortiz Aponte 1977:85).”14

As part of the general program of “Americanization” (ca. 1920) American
Protestant churches and, to a lesser degree, the American Catholic Church began
programmatically participating in the civil arena. Under the flag of democratic
capitalism, these Christian organizations invested their proselytizing efforts in
reshaping the religious lives of Puerto Ricans.15 It then happened that many families
found themselves divided in terms of their religious affiliation. Within a single family,
the father might be a Spiritist, the mother a convert to Protestantism, and their children
converts to the recently established American form of Catholicism on the Island, while
the grandparents might be still following the old Spanish Catholic Church.

In this new space, Scientific Spiritism was a local force that was recruited, along
with the Protestant Churches of America, for carrying out the overall process of
modernization and progress.16 Unlike Protestant teachings, however, Kardec’s books
on Spiritism and mediumship offered not only a scientific, antireligious explanation
of the spiritual world17 but also an alternative to the old Spanish Catholic Church
moral and social order. Their aim was to guide society by means of reason and science
toward modernity, economic and social progress, and nation-building,—ideas that
suited the agenda of progressive Puerto Ricans (see Club Amor y Ciencia 1913).
Indeed, from Yáñez (1963:29) we learn that the early Spiritist Centers clearly state
in their founding charters that their role in society is essentially moral and social 

in nature, and that their goal is to establish and fund humanitarian institutions such
as orphanages, hospitals for the poor, and various kinds of asylums.18

The “Americanization” of Puerto Rico included more than economic
arrangements. It also promoted the replacement of the European educational
system by the American one, the introduction of English as the instructional
language, and the participation of ministers and priests in the reorganization of
education and in the design of welfare policies and legislation. Protestant hymns
and songs were sung and the Bible read in schools. Although these arrangements
were hardly the best examples of the separation of Church and State, their aim
was to transmit in practice the most cherished notions of the American ethos.
Emphasis was put on concepts such as freedom of conscience, the separation of
Church and State, and a general program of modernization and progress, with the
intent of translating them into public policy. From the 1900s onward, new
programs were being sought to ameliorate the conditions of Puerto Ricans in all
areas of life; under the influence of Protestant denominations in the health and
education departments, these programs also involved eradicating customary
alternative healing and religious practices (Agosto Cintrón 1996; Picó 1999; 
Silva Gotay 1983, 1985, 1997). 
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Modernizing Puerto Rico: The State, Progress, and Charlatans
Throughout the twentieth century and under the moral charter of the famous
Spiritist dictum Amor, Caridad, y Esperanza (Love, Charity, and Hope), new centers
were founded, attracting a wide variety of participants: white, black, and mulatto
middle- and lower-class people. Curanderos and brujos formed new centers in their
homes, in which private consultations and weekly gatherings were held on a regular
basis. Their practices added to the previously more austere centers of Kardecean
Spiritism (also referred to as espiritismo cient fico [Scientific Spiritism]) an array of
ritual objects, such as santos, candles, incense, flowers; rituals such as santiguos
(healing blessings),19 despojos (spiritual cleansings), prayers, spells; and mixed
assemblages of indigenous, Medieval Catholic, and African offerings. Immediately
after the 1950s, and partly due to the influence of Cuban immigrants following
Castro’s revolution, popular espiritismo also incorporated more visible ritual and
musical elements related to Afro-Latin spirit possession religions, such as Cuban
Santería and Haitian Vodou, giving rise to what today is called Santerismo (see Duany
1998).20 Small altars modeled after those in churches, baptismal ceremonies, 
and santos, prayers, and group recitation of the rosary were added to the practices 
of Scientific Spiritism and to the veladas de la mesa blanca, nighttime spiritual
gatherings of the white table, which were open to the public.21

In contrast to orthodox Kardecean espiritistas—who insisted in maintaining a
secular “modern” form of communication with “enlightened” spirits devoid of any
signs of Catholicism—these new forms of “popular” espiritismo further empowered
their practices by gradually including the idiom and functions of folk Catholicism,
and by adding Amerindian, and Afro-American spiritual entities. Therefore, those
“popular”22 espiritistas who had previously practiced folk Catholicism (for centuries
the tradition in the mountain areas) never ceased to see themselves as Catholics even
after the introduction of African deities in their pantheon.23

In the late 1940s, at the end of four decades of American rule, having suffered
through the Depression and the effects of World War II, the Island was in dire straits
politically, economically, and socially. A territory of the United States in an era of
decolonization, with the majority of its population living in deficient conditions in
rural areas servicing an agrarian form of capitalism regimented by American
interests, Puerto Rico needed a viable solution for its political status as well as its
economic and social problems.24 Having fulfilled the role of being a “friendly base”
during wartime—the phrase was used by the American governor of Puerto Rico,
Rexford Guy Tugwell (1941–1946)25—Puerto Rico was to become a model of
modernization in the Caribbean and Latin America during the two decades ensuing
World War II. “¡Jalda arriba!” (up the hill) became the battle cry against poverty and
social injustice, and typified this period as a “giant leap forward” (Wagenheim and
Wagenheim 1994:184).26

Following the American model, most Puerto Rican intellectuals and government
officials carried on, as expected, with the plan to modernize every area of life and
society in Puerto Rico. If Spanish universities had previously served as breeding
grounds for Puerto Rican elites, by mid-twentieth century the professional
intelligentsia had already encountered the utilitarian and rationalist social theories
taught at American universities. Fitting well with a general program of modernization
and progress, these theories were easily implemented into public policy, especially
those aimed at ameliorating the living conditions of Puerto Ricans in all areas of life.
Various state agencies took it upon themselves to pursue any such programs.
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New and comprehensive federal and state development programs were designed to
help “modernize” the countryside of Puerto Rico. Launched around 1947, Operation
Bootstrap, or “industrialization by invitation,” was seen by the then-ruling party
Partido Popular Democrático (PPD) and the United States as a major economic
achievement, one that could be showcased as a success story of U.S. intervention in
the Caribbean.27 Rather than just a copy of mainland laissez faire capitalism, the
changes brought by Operation Bootstrap fit into a state-controlled, New Deal
version of capitalism or “welfare capitalism.” Beside taking control of investments
and the allocation of labor forces through Fomento (the government agency
responsible for development), the local government took over the overall
development of the population by offering better housing, education, and health
services to the majority of the population. The medical establishment took
responsibility for health services, of course; but in trying to provide modern health
services for the population, it exceeded its traditionally granted role of preventing
and treating illness, engaging instead in a full-scale social and moral battle against
“supersticiones” (“superstitions”). 

In this context, and driven by the quest for bureaucratic rationality and for the
improvement of public health and education, the Puerto Rican state-apparatus
launched, during the 1940s and the 1950s under the PPD, an attack on brujer a and
curanderismo via the combined efforts of the medical, educational, and legal systems.
Called on to participate in this project, the media, too, went along uncritically with
the bureaucratic explanations of Puerto Rico’s maladies. Unlike the justifications of
the colonial Church, however, this was an attack framed not in religious terms but in
the language of the newly adopted philosophy of social progress. Within the new
hegemonic discourse of progress, the “heretics” of the first three centuries of Spanish
colonial rule had thereby been transformed into twentieth-century “charlatans.” 
The driving force behind such programs was not the clergy but the Puerto Rican intelligentsia
and civil servants, who vilified vernacular “folkloric” healing and magical practices
as signs of national stagnation and as threats to the project of modernization and
development (a position that would change dramatically by the 1970s). 

Portrayed by state health-officials as anachronistic remnants of a premodern
society, vernacular forms of healing had to be eradicated forever, so that a rationally
based government could administer public health services (El Mundo 1948b). A series
of journalistic reports and editorials published in El Mundo (the Puerto Rican
equivalent of the New York Times) attest to the negative conflation of curanderismo and
brujer a through the carefully crafted general rubric of “supersticiones” in
administrative discourses of the medical and judicial systems. These vernacular
practices were dismissed as undisputed archenemies of modernity.

Paradoxically, when the Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña (ICP) was founded
only a few years later in 1955, under the rule of the PPD as part of Operation
Serenity, it promoted an idealized image of the j baro and “images of a rural utopia
that were said to represent the essence of Puerto Ricanness” (Dávila 1997:35),
supporting the rural lifestyle that Operation Bootstrap had set up to eradicate. 
It is worthwhile to note that between the 1940s and the 1970s journalists and state
officials as well as Kardecean or Scientific Spiritists used the notion of “folklore” 
as a rhetorical strategy to exclude from modern society what they considered
“primitive” aspects of popular forms of Spiritism.28 As mentioned before, these
practices had already begun merging spontaneously with Kardecean Spiritism in
private altar-rooms, and were providing people with solutions to their daily lives,
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especially as they faced the transition from being peasants to being urban wage
laborers.29 But under the gaze of the state they appeared as counterforces to
modernization and rationality. Following Greg Urban’s (1993:253–56) take on the
distinction (originally proposed within phonology theory) between “marked”
(ethnicized) and “unmarked” (mainstream) cultures, the aim of the state apparatus
was to eliminate “marked” cultures from the public sphere.30 Any effort to
“modernize” Puerto Rico meant that certain “traditional” practices had to be
abandoned altogether, or transformed, for Puerto Rico to make the transition to
modernity and development.

Using a medical-criminal rhetoric, a series of editorials of El Mundo published
between February and May of 1948 depicted vernacular religious and healing
practices as social ills that needed to be extirpated from Puerto Rican social life.31

Translating the ideologies of modernization into a medical idiom, editorials claimed
that curanderos “[…] contribute to maintaining the people in their ignorance and,
without curing the body, fill [their] minds with superstitions and fantasies, at the
same time poisoning the soul and the body” (1948a). The president of the Asociación
Médica, Dr. Manuel A. Astor, declared that one of the goals of his association was 
“to devise an educational program to eliminate curanderos, who are still tolerated 
and consulted by the great majority of the less-educated sectors of the population”
(1948b). The Asociación de Salud Pública de Puerto Rico (Association of Puerto
Rican Public Health), having consulted the same year with a commission of mainland
federal officials of the U.S. Department of the Interior, also revealed its plan to
conduct a “survey [the English word in the original] of the existing public health
conditions.” And a special committee of doctors and legislators announced that they
were in the process of discussing how “to enlist the help of the legislative power in
any corrective measures that might be needed” (1948b). In a front-page article in 
El Mundo three months later, Dr. Astor publicly denounced the “harm caused by
curanderos” and announced the initiation of a program that would “finish with the
function of curanderos in Puerto Rican society…and implement an intensive
educational program to direct the population to medical centers of the Department
of Public Health.” Recruiting the media in this fight, the doctor ended his
announcement by thanking the “print communication services, and the radio for
their future cooperation” (1948c).

[ 154 ]

Figure 1. New Health Centers as depicted in La ciencia contra 
la superstici n 1951 .
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In line with this call, several editorials continued to appear also in El Mundo,
mocking brujos and curanderos. One such editorial skillfully vilified the practices 
of brujos, using academic, historical, and ethnographic evidences to condemn their
“unsophisticated deceit.” Alerting readers to the recent “invasion” of brujos and
curanderos in urban centers, this editorial portrayed clients as foolish and confused.
They were depicted as “simpletons” who not only mistakenly refer to curanderos as
m dicos (medical doctors), but who also “mispronounce” the Spanish word doctor,
saying “dotol” (d_-TOL [a dialect pronun-ciation attributed by the elite to peasants])
(El Mundo 1949). 

Joining in this phenomenon, and in full agreement with the declarations of 
Dr. Astor, the Puerto Rican Department of Health and Education launched, in 1951, 
a public war of its own, also in print, against brujer a and curanderismo. With the
expressed aim of “modernizing” and “developing” the countryside, the educational
and medical bureaucrats had devised several educational programs, especially by the
División de Educación de la Comunidad (DIVEDCO, Division of Community
Education), a grassroots education program established in 1949 (see Dávila 1997:34).
One of them proposed to eradicate supersticiones, magia, and curanderismo from Puerto
Rican society, and in 1951 it published a booklet, entitled La ciencia contra la superstici n

Science Against Superstition . It distributed 300,000 copies in the rural areas in order
to “lance primitive healing practices” (El Mundo 1951) and promote the newly formed
public-health centers (see Figure 1).

The booklet tells the story of Juanita (La historia de Juanita), the young daughter 
of a poor family who used to consult popular healers until they experience a tragic
event—the death of their son. Grafted upon a pseudo-folktale tragedy occurring in 
a rural area and accompanied by very simple, comic-book style illustrations, a general
message against superstition, encompassing all the healing and spirit-related practices
outside the medical profession, is directed toward the rural population. The use of 
a caricaturized narrative (and a review test presented at the end of the story in the
form of “riddles”) to persuade citizens speaks volumes about the audience’s perception
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Figure 2. Superstition: The Product of Ignorance and Fear  
La ciencia contra la superstici n 1951

Figure 3. Science: The Product of Investigation and Truth  
La ciencia contra la superstici n 1951

Figure 3. Science: The Product of Investigation and Truth  
La ciencia contra la superstici n 1951

Romberg(v6).qxd  7/22/07  4:26 PM  Page 155



held by the creators of this booklet. Assuming the incapacity of “the folk” for abstract
thinking, such use of “exempla,” which is standard in sermons, was clearly intended
to mobilize these supposedly superstitiously minded audiences more effectively. 
In this legend/tale/fiction, the medical establishment appears as the rational savior 
of the family, who suffered the tragic consequences of consulting curanderos instead 
of doctores (medical doctors). Enlightened now about the effects of superstition, 
the oldest daughter, Juanita, decides to become a medical doctor, embodying
metaphorically the lesson that all Puerto Ricans are meant to draw from the tale:
superstitious healing practices are dangerous, even fatal, and science is always the
owner of truth and forms the basis of health services for all (see Figures 2 and 3). 
The attack on curanderos, chiropractors, astrologers, and Spiritist mediums as
purveyors of superstition was resumed by J. Rodríguez Pastor, M.D., in his 1954
monograph, Males del medio ambiente (The Evils of the Social Environment), published 
by the Department of Public Instruction as part of a series disseminating scientific
information among the folk. Writing from a physician’s point of view, he stressed
that these phenomena were survivals of irrational medieval beliefs and thus argued
for the total elimination of their practice in modern times. He also denounced the
“unfair profit” that some manufacturers of mass-produced magical concoctions were
making with the help of physician-pharmacists who agreed to sell bogus products
alongside bona fide ones in their pharmacies. Dr. Rodríguez Pastor (1954:147)
aggressively warned that the efficacy of the magical potions packaged in little bottles
and being sold in pharmacies, such as Amansa Guapo (Subduer of the Handsome/
Abusive Male), was based on “pure deceit” and “error”—clearly in violation of current
consumer laws—and motivated only by profit. Ending with an exhortation to the
medical profession in general—pharmaceutical staff and medical doctors alike—
he asked them to be more consciously involved in “eradicating the outrageous
distribution, sale and consumption of bogus magical potions” by engaging in a
“collective educational mission.”

Occasionally, a distinction was made in the public sphere between different forms
of Spiritism. When Senator Arturo Ortiz Toro resumed the war against popular
healers in 1962, he proposed legislation aimed at “punishing the commerce in pain,
desperation and human ignorance conducted by curanderas, pitonisas, adivinadoras y
falsos consejeros.”33 Only by assuming that this particular senator was a follower of
Kardecean or Scientific Spiritism can one understand the caveat that then follows:
“And yet, in no way is [the proposed legislation] directed against people who, in good
faith and without a profit-making motivation, practice Spiritism as a science or
religion” (El Mundo 1962:17). Unlike previous portrayals that conflated curanderismo,
brujer a, and espiritismo under the single category of “supersticiones,” the senator
differentiated popular misappropriations of espiritismo by calling then “espiriteros” 
(a derogatory jargon for unorthodox espiritistas) and separating them from “true”
examples of espiritismo. He based the difference on the essentially commercial
aspects of the first and the wholly altruistic motivations of the second.34 (It should
be noted that it was the more vocal and powerful members of Puerto Rican society—
lawyers, politicians, and medical doctors—who publicly admitted to practicing the
latter form of Spiritism. The practice of the former was never acknowledged.) 

Stressing the boundaries between Kardecean espiritistas and espiriteros, the children
of the famous “good Samaritan” Doña Julia Vázquez Vda. de Fernández published 
a vindication of Scientific Spiritism in El D a, a newspaper published in Ponce. 
They mention the miraculous, charitable deeds of their illiterate mother, Doña Julia,
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noting that with her “natural” gift and the “guidance of supernatural forces” she was
able to heal. Yet, “unlike embaucadores (charlatans) who pretend to have these powers,”
she never charged for her services; she did it for “caridad” (charity) (El Mundo
1968b:7). Evidently, the criteria for differentiating “true” legitimate Puerto Rican
healers from “false” espiritistas or charlatans is based on the authenticity and purity 
of their motives: that is, whether they charge for fees or not, their reputation is
based on the sincerity of their spiritual powers and their altruistic purposes. 

A new term, Espiritismo Folkl rico (Folkloric Spiritism)—coined, so far as I know, 
by the Brazilian Spiritist writer Deolindo Amorim (1994) sometime in the first half 
of the twentieth-century—was used by Rodríguez Escudero (a Puerto Rican
Scientific Spiritist and historian of Spiritism) to designate the practices “of people
who did not study this philosophy from the books of Kardec and its exegetes but
who have learned somehow about Spiritism by going to centers and by listening to
certain orators who had developed healing abilities which had become the object 
of popular admiration” (1991:328–30). 

Indeed, popular forms of Spiritism or Folkloric Spiritism have been perceived by
Scientific Spiritists, as well as by the state-apparatus, as operating outside the realm
of rationality and modernity, and therefore needing to be eliminated in a progressive
society.35 It is compelling to note, following Habermas (1992), that the media have
also supported this trend, becoming active producers of stereotypes in their
presentation and discussion of the nature and/or ownership of vernacular religious
practices. Furthermore, these publicly circulated stereotypes often resurface in daily
practices not only substantively, but also judgmentally, reshaping rituals and their
meaning within local spheres of identity politics. For instance, people have been
careful not to mention anything that would place them outside the acceptable or
“progressive” forms of Spiritism. Therefore, expressions like hacer la obra espiritual
(to perform spiritual deeds), levantar causas (to lift bewitchments), or even the word
espiritismo itself have been used as generic, acceptable euphemisms in an attempt to
hide from the public eye less acceptable practices such as brujer a and curanderismo.
The latter two have been viewed, in line with old-time perceptions of folklore
studies, as part of a “premodern” world of “superstition and error.”36

Conserving Puerto Rico: Heritage and an Endangered Popular Genius 
The recent (from the 1980s to today) mainstream revaluation of so-called “alternative
medicine” and the “Africanization” of American culture seem to have opened a new
venue for reinterpreting popular healers in Puerto Rico, previously labeled as
charlatans or espiriteros, as living representatives of Puerto Rican heritage. By labeling
as “our own” the alternative popular medicine and wisdom embodied in the practices
of popular healers, present-day intellectuals and politicians are able to make claims
about a primordially ethnic Puerto Rican “marked” (Urban 1993) community.37

With the ongoing political debate over the future of the Island (re statehood,
independence, and commonwealth), this shift in the public valuation of curanderos
and brujos as symbols of Puerto Ricanness acquires a political significance. 

Contrary to the programmatic “lancing” of popular healing of the 1950s, in recent
years there has been a tendency to reappropriate “popular medicine” within the
Puerto Rican medical establishment, apparently as a response to the worldwide
interest in herbal and other similarly unobtrusive healing practices. In the first issue
of Buhiti (July-August 1970), a quarterly publication of the Puerto Rican School of
Medicine (University of Puerto Rico) devoted to medical education, Francisco X.
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Veray, M.D., professor of
medicine, obstetrics, and
gynecology, and researcher
of the history of medicine in
Puerto Rico, explains: “In
giving the name of Buhiti [the
indigenous Ta no term for
shaman]38 to our journal of
medical education we want
to honor that humble
herbalist, healer of our first
settlers—the indios—
precursor of our trade. 
His mission was to heal with
his unsophisticated
remedies our most
illustrious forefathers”

(1970:3). In using the name given by various historians to this “healer of caciques” Dr.
Veray explains, “We want to promulgate the conscientiousness for a better medical
education, which is modeled after our [medical] ancestor, the buhiti, in his awakening
before a world that offered him all its mysteries”(p. 3). With the recognition of the
“arduous labor of creating a new interest in medical education,” yet with the
certainty of its future triumph, Veray closes 
his short introduction 
by drawing again on the buhiti, this time on his “simplicity” and “genuineness,”
saying, 
“like our buhiti, we will 
not stop in light of the obstacles, even if our principles appear to be simplistic as
well as ambitious, since they are first and foremost genuine, and as such we are
confident of their success” (p. 3). 

The cover for this first issue is a painting by the Puerto Rican artist David Goitía
representing, according to the caption, “The indigenous medicine and its projections
towards modernism: The ‘buhiti’ or indigenous medicine man as the precursor of
contemporary medical doctors.” In this inaugural issue a strong claim is made that a
timeless continuity exists between an indigenous, ancient medical wisdom and
contemporary mainstream medicine. In this project, previous concerns of the medical
establishment with rationality, progress, technology, and reason are deemed irrelevant
for the purpose of constructing a new naturalist version of Puerto Ricanness. 

Only when the connection of reason and modern medicine is suspended, does
the inspiration that Dr. Veray, a physician and historian of medicine in Puerto
Rico, draws from the buhiti in defining modern medicine make sense. This is
especially so because he derives most of his ethnohistorical details about the
ancient inhabitants of the island from the work of Dr. A. Stahl (1889:139–41),
whose Indios borinque os: estudios etnogr ficos stresses their natural connection to 
the environment while also questioning the effectiveness of their curing, suggesting
it was based on the “deceit” of buhitis and the “credulity” of the people (masas). 
It is hard to imagine that the buhiti, as depicted by Dr. Stahl in 1889, would be
endorsed by the School of Medicine seventy-five years later as the symbolic
forefather of Puerto Rican physicians. But the puzzle makes more sense after
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reading Stahl’s (1889:144) depiction of buhitis as “great herbalists” who knew about
the healing properties of the Island’s fauna and flora. The dismissal in the 1970s of
the more shady side of buhitis as major deceivers, a description found in state and
media rhetoric against curanderos in the 1950s, allows for the emergence of a heroic,
genuine popular healer, an autochthonous “herbalist” now anchored by a mythic
environmental affinity and deep connection with the flora of the Island.

The way in which brujos and curanderos have been depicted in the public sphere has
changed drastically since the 1980s. Free of their ancestral vilification within the
domains of heresy, superstition, and charlatanism, brujos and curanderos have entered
the more favorable space of popular healing and folk medicine. How is it that brujos
and curanderos have ceased to be imagined and portrayed as symbols of national
stagnation and accused for bogus, even deadly, curing procedures? By what
unforeseen change of paradigm have their practices come to be no longer in need 
of being “extirpated” from society but rather recognized as the source of present-day
Puerto Ricanness? How is it that previously “primitive” practices are now being
salvaged—indeed prized—as repositories of “popular wisdom?” 

The ideologies of “multiculturalism” and “cultural nationalism”—broadly defined
as the recognition of ethnic difference within the state, and national identity
mobilized by a common ethnicity regardless of a sovereign state, respectively—
seem to inform these practices. Under the auspices of multiculturalism and “cultural
nationalism,”40 brujer a and curanderismo are not simply annexed to a relatively
neutral and widely accepted discourse of alternative healing practices, but also
become tokens of “our national heritage.” The call of Puerto Rican scientists such as
Doctor of Pharmacology Esteban Núñez Meléndez (1982) to investigate empirically
the healing properties of the Island’s plants have propelled a drastic change in the
public perception of vernacular religious practices (which have always included these
plants) because they provided a scientific basis that further legitimized popular
healing practices as “our heritage.” 

The examples abound. My own collection of newspaper articles on popular
medicine was facilitated in great part by the School of Medicine, which in an
unprecedented move asked its librarians to file every publication about “Medicina
Popular.” How could anyone have imagined in the 1950s that the School of Medicine
would ever recognize popular medicine (and its practitioners) as sources of medicinal
knowledge worthy of serious academic archiving and research?

This revisionist impetus seem to have inspired the journalist Charlie Aguilar
(1981), who begins his article “Santiguos, empachos y mal de ojos: partes del folklore
isleño,”41 published in El Mundo, with a remarkable insight: “The danza, the plena, 
the religious festivities, the carvers of santos, and so many other things that are
considered part of our Puerto Rican folklore, are not the only essential traditions.
There exist other traditions, which albeit controversial, cannot be omitted or
ignored by Puerto Ricans.” Unlike the disparaging articles written about curanderos
in the 1950s, he reports respectfully from a revisionist point of view about the
personal experiences and modes of healing of some curanderos and santiguadores.

Celebrating the inexplicable but real healing miracles of popular medicine, 
the journalist Morales Doval (1981) starts his article “Los despreciados curanderos
sabían bastante”42 with a telling aphorism: “The devil knows more for being old 
than for being a devil.” He reveals that at important U.S. universities such as UCLA,
modern medicine is corroborating that the despised curanderos know more than was
thought before. Because there are no statistics documenting the successes and
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failures of curanderos, the writer cites the testimony of a patient, who happened 
to be a medical doctor who was miraculously cured of cancer through a special diet.
This doctor scientifically put to the test the “miracles, randomness or real
possibilities” of a cure he himself had experienced.

Responding to the aforementioned call made by Dr. Esteban Núñez Meléndez
(1982), several articles—e.g., “Los remedios de antes”43 (Renta Ballester 1982) and
“¡Retornan las plantas medicinales!”44 (López 1983)—were published in major
newspapers such as El Mundo, El Nuevo D a, and El Reportero endorsing the curative
effects of common medicinal plants. In “Algo más sobre esas plantas maravillosas,”45

Sonia Cordero (1983) focuses on grandmothers “who used to combine their intuition
with the inherited herbal knowledge of their primordial ancestors, who used to
practice the fascinating science of the medicinal plants.” The main message in such
articles is that grandmothers and curanderos, for example, “were not so wrong” 
in using “intuitively” what science later proved as efficient in curing all kinds of
ailments—as the successful marketing of parcha (passionflower) and s bila (aloe) 
has shown (see Díaz Alcalde 1985).

In line with these trends, Puerto Rican author María Dolores Hajosy Benedetti
wrote !Hasta los ba os te curan!,46 a 1991 book based on several interviews conducted
with curanderos and espiritistas, which in an updated fashion celebrates Puerto Rican
traditional healing practices. Unlike the terms used in the public sphere during
Operation Bootstrap, Hajosy Benedetti frames her interest in folk-healing practices
in accordance with the revivalist approach of the 1980s and 1990s. Indigenous herbal
healing practices and home remedies are depicted as rooted in popular Puerto Rican
wisdom, and appealing as a local version of cosmopolitan yuppie spirituality. 
The message is that Puerto Rican curanderismo and espiritismo should not be discarded
as primitive but be recognized for their benefits not only for illiterate peasants but
also for the literate urban elite.47 For that purpose the section “Remedios caseros y
mucho más” (Homemeade Remedies and Much More) contains recipes made only
with natural herbs. 

Among the various healers Hajosy Benedetti mentions, she refers to Bolina—
one of the brujas I met during my fieldwork in Puerto Rico. Although the interview-
type narrative of the book offers a somewhat realistic picture of Bolina’s practices,
some aspects—those that do not match the image of a native Puerto Rican medicine
woman—are carefully downplayed. For example, Hajosy Benedetti (1975) mentions
only in passing the fact that Bolina uses Lydia Cabrera’s El monte (1954)—a book that
contains recipes for herbal healing as well as all sorts of trabajos (white and black
magic, taken from Cuban Santería and not from Puerto Rican folk medicine)—
as a source for her healing procedures. 

Not discussed in the book is the use of manufactured products in the making of
home remedies, nor are common practices such as the performance of trabajos malos
(actions comparable to black magic) and trance addressed. Contrary to the naturalist
image constructed by Hajosy Benedetti, I was able to notice another side of Bolina’s
practices. During my fieldwork, when I met Bolina, she proudly showed me a special
gift which she had received from a journalist from abroad and which she incorporated
in her divining process. It was a battery-operated Disney-type “wizard” that barked
random omens in English. This “wizard” was carefully excluded from the book
because, I suppose, the author did not consider it an autochthonous Puerto Rican
component. Although, one must admit, there was nothing “environmental” about
this wizard, it had a very personal, spiritual significance for Bolina. When I asked
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why she had included the mechanical wizard in the divination process, she explained
that she saw the gift as a transcendental message, an example of the famous espiritista
dictum “No existe la casualidad, existe s lo la causalidad” (There is no coincidence,
there is only causality). 

Although by and large writers did not highlight the Afro-Puerto Rican aspect 
of popular healing until the 1980s, when preconceptions about African cultural
expressions in general began to be studied, interest in this material emerges almost
simultaneously with the revival of the naturalist side of curanderos. Concomitantly,
some municipal cultural organizations and university groups began sponsoring
events that highlighted the Afro-Caribbean ties of the Island. Since the late 1980s
the Centro de Estudios de la Realidad Puertorriqueña (CEREP) has been
publishing special issues on the Island’s African past, especially slavery. Also,
several biannual symposia concerning Afro-Caribbean religions were held at the
University of Puerto Rico in the 1990s. 

The fact that Puerto Rico had been housing a variety of multicultural esoteric
practices, especially as a result of its “third root,” or African component, since the
beginning of its history is exposed in a positive light in a series of articles published
in the well-respected, now no longer published newspaper El Reportero (July-August
1982) under the category of ocultismo (occultism).48 In one of them Santería appears
not as a dubious import from Cuba, but as the evidence of a continuous Puerto Rican-
African tradition. María J. Peña Signo’s (1982) revelation that previous indigenous
Taíno beliefs had “survived” the persecution of the conquistadores is not as unusual 
as recognizing the African roots of Puerto Rican popular healing.49 Tracing its origins
among slaves and maroons, the author refers to Loíza as the “land of maroons,”
where a predominantly black population had maintained their African traditions
under the guise of Catholic festivities, such as the feast of Santiago Apóstol. 
The strong impact of African influences on Puerto Rican culture is poetically
described through the trope of African drumming: “Blacks continued sounding their
most precious musical instrument, at times loudly and at times just softly throbbing
their hides to prevent waking up any suspicions among the Spaniards, that the African
continent was indeed setting up its posts in the New World.” 

As part of this process, the more controversial aspects of popular healing—in particular,
those extraneous to the discourse of modernity—have been openly showcased as an
exotic aspect of Puerto Rican traditions. In “La brujería en los siglos de San Juan,”50

Arturo Ramos Llompart (1983) draws on the historical records of the Old City of San
Juan to suggest that “the cabalistic conjuring, divinatory practices, and brujer a also
make up for the picturesque folkloric and traditional enchantment of this romantic San Juan,
so evocative of the initial principles of the civilization of our island…” (my emphasis).
Recent accounts such as these, in conjunction to those that stress the environmental,
nonobtrusive nature of Puerto Rican healing traditions, show not only the media’s
respect for alternative worldviews, but also their potential for “selling” the island for
local and tourist consumption. These revisionist portrayals of popular healers stand
in sharp contrast with accounts written some forty years earlier, when they were
vilified as quacks, charlatans, or scoundrels who set out to fool peasants and
“primitive” people who, lacking information, do not know any better.

For practitioners the public revaluing of Africanity and popular medicine in
Puerto Rican culture has acquired yet another meaning. Aware of the part their
practices play in the politics of national culture, brujos capitalize on the
conservationist cultural policy of the 1990s. They are proud of their work and the

[ 161 ]

Romberg(v6).qxd  7/22/07  4:26 PM  Page 161



African roots of their practices, often asserting the spiritual power of African entities
(Romberg 2000). In light of Puerto Rico’s unresolved statehood, commonwealth, 
or independent status, cultural maneuvers related to the production of heritage
acquire a crucial significance.51 Concomitantly, the media’s own assumed social role
has also changed drastically. If the newspapers denouncing these practices did so to
help educate the masses under the halo of being the “saviors” of progress and civility,
today, in striking contrast, the media is engaged in unraveling or uncovering hidden
traditions. Still a “savior,” certainly, but of quite another kind: a savior of endangered
Puerto Rican traditions. Indeed, both in reporting, and in constituting class-based,
ideological attitudes about African-based religious practices and popular espiritismo,
the role of journalism has been as prominent in this period as in the previous one.52

As intermediaries of global discourses of progress and local development projects in
the 1940s, and of multiculturalism and heritage since the 1980s, distinct elite groups
have played an important role in shaping the public’s reaction to brujos and
espiritistas. Practitioners have undoubtedly been able to capitalize from this shift,
enhancing their own spiritual power in light of the public revaluation of their trade. 

Concluding Remarks: The Revival and Rewards of a Neo-Noble Savage 
It took almost a century and the politics of multiculturalism to vindicate African
popular religious and healing practice as part of the national patrimony of Puerto
Rico (Romberg 2000). Reframed as popular healers, espiritistas and brujos of today
have acquired, like the noble savage, an environmentalist and naturalist halo that
conveniently places them in an imagined haven outside the maladies of post-
capitalist and commodified consumer societies. It is as if popular healers needed to
remain—in some way or another—at a distance in the moral geography of the nation,
either vilified or exoticized, in order to be inserted within the “unmarked” society.
Having worked and interacted daily with brujos on a personal level, I see this view as
highly selective if not actually contrived and misleading. Healers are an integral part
of the culture of consumerism, illustrated here by Bolina’s Disney divination wizard,
even though espiritistas and brujos have found ways to capitalize on the naturalist
stereotypical views produced about them. 

In examining the apparent divorce of elite constructions of nationalism from those
of the “people of Puerto Rico,” Grosfoguel (1997) points to a similar misreading within
the political culture of the Island.54 He argues that whereas a total break with the
United States is an appealing solution for the intellectual and commercial elites, it is less
appealing to the working classes and the unemployed, who feel more protected under
the current Commonwealth. In postwar Puerto Rico, under “modern colonialism,”
the underprivileged believe in—and feel more protected by—the civil rights and ostcapitalist
order offered by the United States than by the prospects of being ruled by their own elites.55

Obviously, in this context the disenfranchised no longer belong to a peasant way of life and
feeling, nor do they seem to be—on a cultural level—as nostalgic about the seis (traditional
peasant music), the oxcart, or home remedies as some Puerto Rican elites and mainland
Puerto Ricans are in the construction of their sense of Puerto Ricanness.56

I found a similar separation operating at the vernacular religious level. Espiritistas and
brujos include cosmopolitan spirits and imported transnational religious commodities in
their rituals and often prefer using manufactured cleansing baths sold in bottles or aerosol
cans rather than prepare their own potions “from scratch,” and are forced to connect with
their clients through cellular phones and FedEx packages rather than through face-to-face
interactions (see Romberg 2003). Although they are recognized in the public sphere as the
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repositories of Puerto Rican authentic popular wisdom and heritage and as having a deep
connection to the island’s ecology (see Gupta and Ferguson 1997), their practices reflect
rather a cosmopolitan and entrepreneurial more than a local conservationist spirit. As in
other periods of history, the way in which popular healers are represented in the public
sphere reflect more on those groups that represent them than on what brujos, espiritistas,
and curanderos do.57 After all, in the spiritual realm sacred powers transcend time and
space, and magic techniques can only improve by more precise and fast communication
and mass reproduction technologies. In spite or maybe because of the divorce between
the images produced about them and their practices, espiritistas and brujos are free to
capitalize from the attention and revalorization of their trade rendered in purist
nationalist idioms while they also improve the efficacy of their rituals in response to
current forces operating beyond the nation.
A C K N O W L E D G E M E N T S

In this article I develop one of the issues that emerged from the historical-textual analysis
I conducted as a complement to my ethnographic research among brujos and espiritistas in
Puerto Rico between May 1995 and December 1996. Funding was granted by the Ford
Summer Travel and Research Dissertation Proposal Grant and the Penfield Scholarship in
Diplomacy, International Affairs, and Belles Letters, and is greatly appreciated. I thank the
comments and suggestions of the journal’s anonymous reviewers, which helped sharpen
and clarify my arguments. All translations from Spanish, unless otherwise noted, are mine.

N O T E S

1 For the sake of simplicity I translate these often overlapping and loaded emic terms
as follows: popular healers or folk doctors. Note that, following anthropological practice,
I refer to curanderos mainly as popular healers. Most present-day dictionaries, however,
continue to define curanderos as “quacks” or “false doctors,” reproducing the labels used
by those who persecuted them. 
2 For example, in colonial times the world of the folk or j baro (a predominantly, 
white highlander) was described in reports of military and royal envoys. Concomitantly,
seduced by their world yet divorced from their experiences, elite groups have
alternatively documented, fictionalized, celebrated, and vilified the j baro as an
embodiment of the Puerto Rican national character, beginning with the nineteenth-
century physician, folklorist, and writer Manuel Alonso (1822–1889). Alonso was part of 
a group of romantic nationalists and abolitionist intellectuals who traveled to Europe 
for their education and, like other antiquarians in Europe at that time, propelled the
collection and documentation of folk poetry with the aim of capturing the “spirit” of
Puerto Rican culture. Among the works produced by this group are Album puertorrique o
(1842) and El cancionero de Borinquen (1843). It is noteworthy that Alonso published a
collection of stories and verse in his El g baro (the older spelling of j baro) after obtaining
the degree of Doctor of Medicine in 1849 from the University of Barcelona. For more on
the j baro, see Babín (1977), Blanco (1959), Flores (1993), and Guerra (1998). 
3 As in other parts of the world, intellectuals have contributed to forging the attributes
of the modern, national subject (Hobsbawm 1983, Anderson 1983, García Canclini 1991,
Hennessy 1992). In Latin America and parts of the Caribbean the literary and
professional fields often merged—physicians and lawyers also engaged in the publishing
business as writers and poets. 
4 For this purpose, intellectuals were recruited to tell the story of creolization in 
a positive light: no longer in medieval and enlightenment racial terms as an irreverent 
and sick mixture that threatens the purity of natural distinctions (Dayan 1995), but as 
a human symbolic achievement (Abrahams 2003, Bolland 1997). 
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5 Similar processes—notwithstanding geopolitical differences and timing—have
recently been documented in Latin America and Caribbean scholarship. Although a
comparative perspective is outside the scope of this essay, it reveals, for instance, that
Afro-Latin vernacular religions such as Candomblé in Brazil and Santería in Cuba became
the object of artistic inspiration and nationalist pride after having been the object of
persecution during pre- and post-independence regimes, to finally turn into local
attractions or destinations for global tourism since the 1990s. See, for example, Borges
(2001) and Harding (2000) for the persecution of Candomblé in Brazil, Giesler (2000)
and Silverstein (1995) for the marketing of Africanity in some Candomblé houses and
their commodification for tourist consumption, and Brandon (1993), Hagedorn (2001),
and Matibag (1996) for the folklorization of Santería in Cuba.
6 In exploring the constructed nature of images of the folk by various broadly defined
elite groups—literary and technocratic—I do not assume an essential Geist or worldview
embodied diachronically in either the folk or elite groups. For the source of these images
of the folk in the context of romantic nationalism, see Abrahams (1993), Dick (1989), 
Fox (1980), and Wilson (1989).
7 After 1868, particularly between the years 1870–1873, Freemasons (who had been
active since 1820) created a system of lodges all over the Island, recruiting a large number
of young abolitionist liberals (Picó 1988:208).
8 Indicative of these new forces in Puerto Rican society, Masonry was being publicly
discussed in four newspapers by the 1880s, and four new books were published and
intensively distributed. But at the same time, surpassing the sheer influence of Masonry,
Spiritism was gaining even more visibility (Cruz Monclova 1957:854–55).
9 Two organizations established themselves at the same time in Puerto Rico: the
Freemasons and Scientific Spiritism, each attracting similar audiences. 
10 Born Catholic, Leon Hippolyte Denizard Rivail, better known as Allan Kardec
(1804–1869), became a student of medicine and literature as well as a disciple of the
humanist educator Johann Heinrich Pestalozzi (1746–1826). Kardec’s views on Spiritism
(which came to be called Scientific Spiritism) are codified in his The Book of Spirits (1857),
The Book of Mediums (1861) and The Gospel According to Spiritism (1864).
11 See Machuca (1982), Mesa Redonda Espírita (1969), Rodríguez Escudero (1991),
Santiago (1983), and Yáñez (1963).
12 The success of Spiritist centers in attracting Catholics did not come easily, of course.
In 1870 the civil authorities prohibited, under the 1868 “Freedom of Religion Act” and
the pressures of Church officials, the circulation and sale of imported books that were
disparaging and/or offered alternatives to the Catholic faith. The Church waged a strong
public campaign against Spiritists, publishing books on the lives of saints, news on
religious matters, novenarios (prayer booklets), and catechisms, as well as newspaper
articles and sermons denouncing Spiritists as “heretics.” 
13 Teresa Yáñez Viuda de Otero, an espiritista herself, compiled various documents,
letters and other historical sources (housed in the Mayagüez Section of the Federation of
Spiritists in Puerto Rico) as well as collected the oral history of some of the founders of
the first Spiritist center of Mayagüez, Luz y Progreso, while writing El espiritismo en Puerto
Rico (published for institutional circulation in 1963)—the “unwritten” history of Spiritism
in Puerto Rico. 
14 Note that according to Dietz (1986:84), the illiteracy level had dropped from 79.6
percent (in 1898) to 66.5 percent by 1919.
15 The influence of these measures upon the syncretic religious practices of the
generation of Puerto Ricans growing up in those times is still to be studied.  
16 Silva Gotay (1985:63) summarizes, as follows, several statements made in Protestant
journals at the time of the 1898 invasion: “The Church’s mission consisted in following
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the U.S. army’s military conquest of Catholic and non-Christian countries in order to
impose American democratic institutions, capitalism and Protestantism with a view
toward launching world history into its final phase along the lines of true Christianity 
and progress.” 
17 The scientific-empirical aspect of Scientific Spiritism needs clarification. Kardec
operated in the context of a general scientific interest in the observation and
measurement of what was them called “metaphysical phenomena,” which would be later
established as the study of parapsychology. 
18 For an account of a similar attitude, in Brazil, toward the role of Scientific Spiritism,
see Hess (1991, 1995). 
19 The literal meaning of santiguo is “making the sign of the cross.” Traditionally, a
santiguo is a curing ritual that involves, among other procedures, rubbing the patient’s
belly with pure olive oil, making the sign of the cross over the patient’s body, and praying. 
20 In Brazil, Umbanda merged the African-based Candomblé with Spiritism in similar
ways to Puerto Rican Santerismo.
21 Mediums who followed Kardec’s teachings conducted veladas de la mesa blanca around
a white cloth-covered table, symbolizing the positive nature of the gathering and the
spirits that were summoned. 
22 The term “popular” is used here only to distinguish the vernacular forms of espiritismo
from orthodox Scientific Spiritism. Practitioners of espiritismo do not make this
distinction, unless they are practitioners of Scientific Spiritism who wish to differentiate
themselves from others. 
23 See David Hess (1995) for a comparable self-identification with Catholicism among
umbandistas in Brazil. 
24 See Knight (1990:267–74) and Morales Carrión (1983:212–307) for a historical
assessment of this period.
25 Quote cited in Wagenheim and Wagenheim (1994:187).
26 They add, “A poor, rural island transformed itself into a ‘semideveloped’ society;
factories replaced farms as the chief means to earn a living; schools and medical care were
made available to virtually all citizens, a large middle class emerged, cars clogged new
cement highways, and thousands of tourists streamed in each year to bask in the
Caribbean sun. There were still awful slums, and long lines of unemployed, but Puerto
Rico had thrust itself into the modern world. […] Between 1940 and 1970, personal
income per year spiraled from $118 to $1,200; this was a dramatic improvement, even
when one takes into account the rise in living costs, and the fact that income was not
distributed on a wholly equitable basis” (Wagenheim and Wagenheim 1994:183–4).
27 According to Safa (1995), Operation Bootstrap was marked by three stages: labor
intensive (1948–1960), capital intensive (1960–1975), and technology intensive
(1975–present). Overall, the assessment of the economic success of Operation Bootstrap
is controversial. See Morales Carrión (1983:242–307), and Carr (1984: 201–30, 279–304).
Highlighting its success, for example, Carr (1984:205) writes, “At the height of Operation
Bootstrap in the 1950s, one factory was established every day on the island…Puerto
Rico’s per capita income almost quadrupled between 1950 and 1973. By 1968, Puerto
Rico’s per capita income was the highest in Latin America.” Others, like Safa (1995), less
taken by these numbers have argued that the income per capita rose in such striking ways
because of the vast numbers of Puerto Ricans who migrated to the United States, driven
by the high rates of unemployment on the Island during the 1950s, and encouraged by the
government’s endorsement of migration as a viable solution. 
28 For a general review of the critical relation between “official” and “popular” forms 
of religion, see Vrijhof and Waardenburg (1981). In regard to the construction of
legitimate popular religious art, Ángel Suárez Rosado (1992:127) writes, “The wooden
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saints (Santos de Palo) had been isolated, fragmented, with their transformation into
precious, commodified objects.” Instead of seeing them as a whole, as a unity defined by
worship, “the wooden saints were taken [from homemade altars] and integrated into
private collections both on the island and the United States.” This process began in 1928
on the Island and continued into the 1940s on the mainland, according to Puerto Rican
folklorist Marcelino Canino (1976). For more on the popular carvers of wooden santos,
and the roles of the Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña (ICP), El Ateneo Puertorriqueño
(founded in 1876 by Manuel Elzaburu Viscarrondo), and the group Rescate (Salvage) in
the collection of santos as well as information on other collectors and collections, see
Canino (1976: 95–105), Quintero Rivera (1998), and Vidal (1986). Interestingly, “master
artisans” are sponsored today by government cultural institutions in order to “recycle”
a form of “healthy art” that includes, among other forms of woodworking, the carving 

of santos (Dávila 1997:235). 
29 Some argue that mainly women attended these altars as a response to their double
oppression by the state and societal institutions. 
30 Popular healers have been the object of the gaze not only of early folklorists and
writers but also of physicians, lawyers, criminal anthropologists, sociologists, and state
administrators, especially in post-emancipation and post-colonial societies, in which
large number of people, mainly ex-slaves of African ancestry, were left without a strong
organizing structure and thus perceived as a threat to the social order. Examples abound
in places like Brazil (Bastide 1978; Borges 2001), Haiti (Desmangles 1992; Dayan 1995),
and Cuba (Ortiz 1906). Portrayed as the antithesis of modernity projects, the rationality
of the state, and the well-being of a progressive society, popular healers became
criminals merely for their potential ability in jeopardizing newly created societies with
their atavistic superstitions and illicit rituals, often depicted by a concomitant medico-
legal jargon as parasitic. Just as epidemic diseases needed to be extirpated in newly
independent nations in the Americas and thus were the objects of state campaigns, 
so were popular healers the objects of cleansing campaigns sponsored by the state
apparatus and guided by the advice of liberal professionals that aimed at devising, for
instance, programs of “social hygiene [sanitation] against brujer a and the annihilation 
of its parasites” (Ortiz 1906:368). Interestingly, some of these professionals would
secretly meet popular healers at night during veladas or during personal consultations 
at private altar rooms. 
31 This rhetoric resembles the one used by Ortiz (1906). 
32 Note the similarity with Ortiz’s (1906) argument mentioned earlier.
33 Female popular healers, fortunetellers, soothsayers, and both male and female fake
spiritual advisers.
34 The senator’s differentiation of curanderismo, brujer a, and the practices of espiriteros
from “true” espiritismo or Scientific Spiritism seems to have resulted from very ambiguous
criteria. The senator’s categories totally conform to the definition of Spiritism as
expressed by orthodox Spiritists (e.g., see, below, Rodríguez Escudero’s claims) but are
certainly not appropriate within the discourse of government officials. In clarifying what
Scientific Spiritism is, Rodríguez Escudero (1991:13–14) claims: “All the rest—sorcery,
santerismo, cumbandismo, black magic, the use of candles, magnetic water, commercial
healing-colognes (alcoholados), santos and Indios (figurines representing indigenous spirits),
stereotyped prayers that are learned by heart (spells), and curanderismo—all these have
distorted, confused and misinterpreted the teachings of Spiritism, which aims at
revealing the truth—liberating people from lies that promote the fear of death—and at
developing the hope of eternal life.” 
35 That all things African have been equated with primitivism is hardly a new concept.
But, remarkably, until quite recently, very few scholars in Puerto Rico have addressed this
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issue. In a pioneering book about the silenced African roots of Puerto Rico, Zenón
(1974:207) notes that Puerto Rican vernacular religions have been studied by folklorists
but not by comparative religionists, due to classist and racist assumptions.
36 Vidal (1989) and Garrido (1952) exemplify this position in approaching brujer a.
37 Following Hannerz’s (1990) lead, cosmopolitan intellectuals in Puerto Rico are 
thus able to play into the game of world culture by constituting diversity within their 
own locales. 
38 In earlier sources, such as Stahl (1898), the Taíno word buhiti appears as buhit
(singular) and buhit s (plural). 
39 See Charles Taylor (1994) for a revealing discussion of the complex sociocultural
relations involved in “multiculturalism” and the “politics of recognition” within modern
democracies, where particular group-claims for national, civil, gender, and/or ethnic
identities substitute the universalistic notion of the “general will.” 
40 This form of nationalism does not imply a political break with the United States 
(See Dávila 1997; Duany 2000; Morris 1995; and Romberg 1996). 
41 “Santiguos, Empachos [spell-induced stomach ailments], and Evil Eyes: Parts of [Our]
Island’s Folklore.” 
42 “The Despised Curanderos Used to Know Quite a Lot.”
43 “The Remedies of Bygone Days.”
44 “Medicinal Plants are Back!”
45 “A Bit More About Those Marvelous Plants.”
46 “Even Baths Can Cure You!”
47 Indeed, Hajosy Benedetti participated in a book-signing event at the Taller
Puertorriqueño, the Puerto Rican Cultural Center, in Philadelphia, whose bookstore 
also carried the book. 
48 However, in a few cases the African sources of popular healing are “Tainoized”
(Dávila 1997:71) or attributed to Taíno Indians rather than to enslaved Africans.
49 It seems rather awkward (or maybe obvious) that in Loíza—the so-called “most
African” township in Puerto Rico—African roots had been systematically disregarded 
(cf. González 1993). When I visited the cultural center of Loíza, there was no mention 
of any “past” except its ancient Taíno one, as if the enslaved Africans—small in number 
as they might have been (compared to similar populations in the rest of the Caribbean)—
had left no material traces in the town.
50 “Centuries of Witch-healing in San Juan [the capital of Puerto Rico].”
51 See Dávila (1997), Duany (2000), Morris (1995), and Romberg (1996, 1998). 
52 The Puerto Rican intelligentsia has traditionally been involved in the publishing
business, and therefore their input in larger social issues has been and is still remarkable. 
53 I develop the connection between the entrepreneurial and spiritual aspects of
brujer a in Romberg (2003). 
54 Grosfoguel (1997) has noted this misreading with regard to Independentista politics,
viz., the platform and tactics of the independence movement, and its lack of
understanding of the new tactics of the disenfranchised.
55 In contrast to their neocolonial neighbors (e.g., Jamaica, Guyana, and most of the
English Caribbean) who attained independence in the last quarter of the twentieth
century, Puerto Rico and the islands that have remained under French and Dutch
protectorate “were granted economic and democratic reforms in order to preclude the
success of any potential anticolonial struggles. The benefits enjoyed by these modern
colonial populations…include annual transfers of billions of dollars…constitutional
recognition of metropolitan citizenship and democratic civil/rights, the possibility of
migration without the risks of illegality, and the extension of Fordist social relations that
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incorporated the colonial people to metropolitan standards of mass consumption”
(Grosfoguel 1997:66–67). 
56 See Díaz Quiñones (1992), García Passalacqua (1992), and Duany (2000) for
alternative views on the dilemma of Puerto Rican nationalist discourses as framed by
intellectuals in the twentieth century. 
57 The literary use of “magic realism” in assessing popular religious practices is
discussed in the review article “La brujería en la literatura puertorriqueña” by the Puerto
Rican writer Rosario Ferré (1989), published in the literary section of the highly regarded
newspaper El Nuevo D a. Her discussion is telling because it points to a prevailing
misconception held about popular religions by nonpractitioners in general and cultural
specialists in particular.
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