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tos y de las acciones que llevaban al resultado contrario. Todo aquello 
que a su juicio sirvió para sustentar la resistencia, para llevar la guerra 
a prolongarse en el tiempo y a desgastar al enemigo.

Para finalizar, quiero señalar que este libro refleja una historia 
compleja que necesita atención para desentrañar el entramado de una 
población en guerra. Es un libro sugerente y su lectura puede ampliarse, 
definitivamente, si lo pensamos como un binomio que sin duda forma 
con otro libro del autor, Introducción a las armas: La guerra de 1868 en 
Cuba (Abreu Cardet 2005), en el que el caudillismo, el regionalismo y 
la familia son los ejes del análisis y no sólo en referencia a las grandes 
figuras, se incluye también a los caudillos de barrio situándolos en un 
plano territorial.
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Reinaldo Román’s Governing Spirits explores a tense dialogue 
between those who intended to intervene in the control of prac-

tices not inscribed in an identifiable theology, by manipulating the legal 
apparatus and other specialized and modern knowledges of “fanatism,” 
“millenarism” and popular beliefs, and a myriad of other interpretations 
of the links between occult and visible powers, human and non-human 
forces, and known and unknown spirits. Román’s insightful narrative 
on men-gods and brujos in Cuba and woman-virgins, healers, preachers, 
and chupacabras in Puerto Rico invites us to rethink the influence that 
an entire sociological tradition had in the characterization of what has 
been called popular religiosity and hybrid religious practices. However, 
more than a study of the sociology of religion in two Caribbean countries 
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at the end of 19th and the first decades of the 20th century, the histori-
cal analysis of the practices of control of these supposedly superstitious 
practices in Puerto Rico and Cuba, reveals the complex links between 
diverse invisible powers and ontologies acting upon the sensible terri-
tories of the State and the Nation. “Witchcraft,” healing, fantasy, social 
insubordination, and religious heterodoxy were produced by men and 
women in contexts of intense social transformation. These practices 
were not only repressed but also denounced because of their supposed 
disruptive powers. As Román argues, “critics presented wizards, healers, 
visionaries, and saints as obstacles to regeneration and potential threats 
to public order. Suspicion that superstitious men and women could 
embrace misguided agendas gave rise to anxieties about the govern-
ments’ capacity to keep moral and political order” (p. 5). 

Román examines a series of rather similar cases: men-gods roaming 
small cities and state prisons; the young virgin Elenita and her misione-
ros preaching catholic sacraments; the Afro-Cubans known as brujos 
and accused of witchcraft, healing, rape and cannibalism; the suffering 
woman operating miracles under Fulgencio Batista’s Cuba; and finally 
the 1990’s return of the ‘goatsucker’ in Puerto Rico. In reading these 
cases, he transforms what sounds like religious ambiguity into fertile soil 
for the reflection on the moral dimensions of certain social practices 
and the dialogue between different ways of interpreting them. In order 
to explore some of the book’s achievements in this regard, let us focus 
on the case of men-gods and their relationship with Spiritist groups and 
modern knowledge in Cuba.

In the first chapter, Román shows how interpretations loaned to 
the practices of curing, magic and brujería attributed to two of the most 
famous “men-gods” that populated the pages of the newspapers of 
Santiago de Cuba at the beginning of the 20th century were associated 
with debates on modernity, order, and civilization as well as attempts to 
normatize practices used for healing and religious purposes. Neverthe-
less, the destinies of the two “men-gods” —Juan Manso and Hilario 
Mustelier—cannot be reduced to the production of a discursive and 
epistemological context marked by an elegy to the wondrous solutions 
of modernity. Anti-fetichist (Latour 1996) narratives and practices 
regarding what was denominated witchcraft reveal mere fragments of 
the actions and relations established among men-gods, objects, spirits, 
and their believers. In addressing this evidence with sociological readings 
concerned with defining the logic and the designs of so-called primitive 
forms of religiosity, Román at times diverts the attention of his readers 
to a fascinating interpretative dialogue: that which contrasts the “man-
gods” and their followers with the discursive codes used by the State 
and its mediators for their interpretation. From this perspective, we 
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could ask: is it possible for us to understand the nature of these prac-
tices absent their codes of (re)cognition? Even while it faces, through a 
Foucauldian reading, the “regimes of knowledge” in which the voices 
of Mustelier and Manso made themselves “heard,” it is not clear how 
various interpretations of so-called “spiritist” practices and beliefs were 
transformed, codified and classified as a specific “belief system” and, 
therefore, different from the activities conceived of as illegal, involving 
curing, possession and brujería. Is it possible to read these records as, in 
the words of Pietz, “remnants of the creative enactment of new forms 
of consciousness”? (1985:9). Perhaps it is worthwhile to question how 
knowledge produced by contemporaries of the “man-gods,” conceived of 
as being scientifically measured, was imposed as public discourses about 
the practices of the spiritists. 

As Román himself shows us, analyses that emphasize racism or the 
European origin, and the Kardecist doctrine of spiritism in Cuba are 
limited interpretations, which obscure more than help us understand 
the multiplicity of “sociological” arrangements —the profile of the 
practitioners and the contexts of the practices—and cosmologies that 
were encompassed by the same ambiguous label. An interesting route, 
followed by studies on the emergence of groups and practitioners who 
called themselves “spiritists” in Rio de Janeiro more or less in the same 
period, as well as their “positioning” in legal and journalistic debates at 
the time, would be to ask ourselves about the possible forms of adherence 
and links that permit “spiritists” of various colors and social classes to 
share, in one or another form, the same “belief system.” The existence of 
an enormous number of spiritist groups (as for instance, those denomi-
nated “de cordón”) in the national and provincial Registries of Associa-
tions mentioned by Román suggests that the disciplinary, scientific and 
anti-fetichist effects based on specific knowledge of spiritism as a differ-
ent form of belief could have much broader implications. 

In studying the appearance of spiritist groups and societies in Rio de 
Janeiro during the early 20th century, Hess (1991), for example, traced 
the production of literature specifically focused on the dissemination of 
knowledges and practices related to the “teachings” of Alan Kardec. In 
his book, he has demonstrated the crystallization of a “genre” in which 
doses of science and ethics were directed towards the “detractors” and 
the so-called “false spiritists.” For Hess, the “spiritist discourse” which 
was consolidated and disseminated primarily in capitals such as Rio and 
São Paulo both stimulated and informed public debates. In addition 
to discourse, Giumbelli (1997) studied the formation of societies and 
groups registered and organized around the doctrines then nascent in 
Rio de Janeiro. Concerned about regulating their practices and open-
ing spaces in the Republican state’s limited understandings of “religious 
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freedom,” spiritist groups and federations engaged in public debates 
in which rationality and spirituality positioned themselves as discursive 
complements in legal debates involving current understandings about 
the meanings of “citizen” and “person”. In other words, this meant a 
public debate on the nature and hierarchy of the spiritists at once based 
on their ritual and/or curative powers. It was based on this dispute that 
diffuse practices gave room to a doctrine and a religion. This process 
of constitution of a central place for belief and the normatization of a 
spiritist doctrine was, above all, selective. The proximity with medicine 
and, in general, with science, allowed societies and practitioners of spir-
itism to dissociate themselves over time from other practices of contact 
and communication with spiritists—and among them, the spirits of the 
dead—qualified as “low spiritism,” “macumba,” “witchcraft,” and “black 
magic.” The very category of “low spiritism” was born of what Giumbelli 
calls a “kind of network” produced among organized spiritist groups 
and societies and other professional and state institutions (1997:278). 
Nevertheless, spaces of transgression and dialogue, what we could call 
“spaces of communication” in the cosmological plane, produced an end-
less number of experiments based on so-called spiritist practices. The 
reign of science and of the spirits were confused and mutually superim-
posed so as to remap and produce a fully scientific classification of their 
action and power. In other words, the anti-fetichist belief promoted by 
science and actions/knowledge of so-called fetichists were reduced to a 
specific form of knowledge (Pietz 1985; Latour 1996). Still, it would be 
worth asking, what made these currents—which we could call, if only 
for heuristic purposes, “scientific” and “spiritualist”—intelligible parts, 
and, depending on the voices, mutually translatable in the same set of 
knowledge about “places,” “strength,” “circulation,” dynamic, efficacy, 
language, and, paraphrasing Giumbelli, “communication with the spir-
itists”? In other analyses involving cases of accusations of “witchcraft” 
with healing purposes—as, for instance, the case of the so-called “brujos” 
analyzed by Román in the third chapter—a kind of generalized belief 
in the spirits seems to blur social and racial boundaries. Specifically 
because judges, police, liberal professionals, members of the elite, poor 
workers, among others, believed in or feared the implications of contact 
with the spirits, the intrigues in which they were involved seem to be 
more complex.

Fernando Ortiz, for instance, began to develop a series of compara-
tive reflections on spiritism and criminology, which included allusions to 
the regenerative precepts proposed by the positivism of Lombroso and 
the Kardecist philosophy of transmigration and progress of the spirit-
ists. Initially presented as the inaugural seminar at the Faculty of Law 
at the University of Havana in the same year, La filosofía penal de los 
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espiritistas (1915 [1914]) constituted the first effort by Ortiz to link the 
principles of “evolution” of criminological positivism with the doctrine 
of Kardec. Ortiz saw the teachings of Kardec as a “rational philosophy” 
and therefore different from what were called fetichist practices char-
acterized by the manipulation of objects and “savage” belief systems. 
Ortiz gave continuity to his interests in deepening this unusual dialogue 
in later texts in which he worked directly with Cuban spiritist practices, 
weaving a series of considerations on the “abuses” of its practitioners 
and differentiating the real followers of the Kardecist philosophy from 
the “amoral religion” of the witches and “moral values” of Catholics. 
This differentiation was fundamentally important in that it situated the 
dissemination of spiritism in Cuba. Such a characterization appears 
defined in his Los Negros Brujos (1917) in references to what he called 
“the essential equivalency” between “religious elements” of Catholicism 
and “African fetichism” (1917 [1973:174]). For Ortiz, in involving not 
a religion but an “a-religious moral,” the philosophical principles that 
oriented Spiritist thought should inspire the central premises of the dis-
cussion on the new Cuban penal code signed into law in 1926, and the 
debate on the spiritual “progress” or “regression” of the Republic (Ortiz 
1917:79; Díaz-Quiñones 1999:20). It is worth noting that the frontiers 
of what Ortiz in fact denominated “spiritism” in Cuba at no time were 
confused with his characterization of what he called “fetichism” in its 
Catholic and African manifestations. However, it is symptomatic that in 
the cases of brujería reported in the press in 1904 analyzed in Los Negros 
Brujos, the reference to the imprisonment of a witch in Yaguajay—which, 
according to the observations of Ortiz, “it does not refer to an Afro-
Cuban witch”—appears associated with the cases of Man God as practi-
tioners of “spiritism” as were those analyzed by Román. The newspaper 
La Discusión from the month of August describes “a man explaining the 
spiritist doctrine (…) And applying cures by means of prayers and water 
(…) those who participated in the meeting and many of those who heard 
about the detention of the Man God (…) among the petitioners there 
were many women of the colored race” (1917 [1973]:186). According 
to Díaz-Quiñones (1999:20), the same differentiation between “back-
wards spiritists” and superiors associated with “white” and “colored 
Cubans” reappears in other texts contemporaneous to La Filosofía Penal 
( Bronfman 2004).

As Román has shown by the example of the inspirados in Puerto 
Rico, those accused for operating healings and miracles were not either 
spiritism practitioners or African-religions derived adepts. Since they 
did not challenge government authorities in “open ways” or appeared 
associated to an identified ethnic of social group, their critics came from 
different religious institutions and discourses of orthodoxy (p. 53). Some 
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questions that appear in the following chapters of Governing Spirits can 
be considered fragments of a diverse type of dialogue occurred both in 
Puerto Rico as well as in Cuba, which suggests different forms of estab-
lishing relations of continuity among specific types of knowledge, agency, 
and conscience produced by modern State and subject. The man-gods 
from Cuba, the women-virgins, pilgrims, and chupacabras from Puerto 
Rico act through an unstable and ambiguous territory. Nevertheless, the 
ambiguity about the effects of these practices affected rural workers and 
poor followers but also journalists, state institutions, police officers, and 
science practitioners.

By describing how these dialogues and “anxieties” favored the circu-
lation of different understandings of citizenship, freedom, and political 
representation, Román offers us an insightful comprehension of the 
governance of moral bodies and consumption of spiritual forces in a 
context of capitalist expansion. Through a comparative perspective, the 
author describes the way in which, in different a context and situation, 
the disruptive nature of popular religious practices performed “zones of 
contest between religion and the state and the dominant and subaltern 
visions” (p.80).
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