
The Serpent and the Rainbow: Exploring the
Enigmas of Haitian Vodou, Zombies, and
Anthropological Adventure
The Serpent and the Rainbow, a gripping non-fiction account by renowned
anthropologist Wade Davis, delves into the enigmatic world of Haitian
Vodou and its alleged connection to the phenomenon of zombies.
Published in 1985, the book has captivated readers with its blend of cultural
immersion, scientific inquiry, and personal adventure.
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Davis, a Harvard-educated botanist and ethnobotanist, embarked on a
perilous expedition to Haiti in the early 1980s. Driven by a desire to
understand the rituals and beliefs of Haitian Vodou, he sought to uncover
the secrets behind the legendary zombie phenomenon. The result is a
captivating tale that blurs the boundaries between cultural anthropology,
neurobiology, and ethnobotany.
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Ethnography of Haitian Vodou

At the heart of The Serpent and the Rainbow lies Davis's immersion into
the vibrant culture of Haitian Vodou. He lived among the Vodou
practitioners, known as houngans and mambos, observing their rituals,
beliefs, and practices. Davis provides a rich ethnographic account of
Vodou, exploring its spiritual traditions, its pantheon of deities, and its use
of music, dance, and possession.

Through his ethnographic observations, Davis challenges stereotypes and
misconceptions about Vodou. He reveals the complexity and sophistication
of the religion, emphasizing its role in Haitian society as a system of
healing, divination, and social organization.

The Enigma of Zombies

One of the most intriguing aspects of The Serpent and the Rainbow is its
exploration of the zombie phenomenon. Davis investigates the historical
and cultural context of zombies in Haitian folklore, tracing their origins to
colonial slavery and the deep-rooted fears of the living dead.

Davis's research uncovers the potential role of neurotoxins in the creation
of zombie-like states. He encounters a substance known as tetrodotoxin, a
potent neurotoxin found in pufferfish, that can induce a state of suspended
animation. Davis's exploration of tetrodotoxin and other potential zombie-
inducing substances raises questions about the scientific basis of the
zombie phenomenon.

Ethnobotany and the Science of Zombies

As an accomplished ethnobotanist, Davis brings a unique perspective to
the investigation of zombies. He explores the use of plants and botanical



knowledge in Haitian Vodou and uncovers the potential for ethnobotanical
substances to induce altered states of consciousness.

Davis's botanical research leads him to examine plants with psychoactive
and hallucinogenic properties, such as datura and jimsonweed. He
speculates that these plants may have been used in the creation of
zombie-like states, influencing the behavior and cognition of individuals.
Anthropological Adventure and Ethical Considerations

The Serpent and the Rainbow is not merely a scientific investigation; it is
also a compelling adventure story. Davis's journey into the uncharted
territory of Haitian Vodou and the mysteries of zombies is fraught with risks,
both physical and ethical.

Davis grapples with the ethical implications of his research, questioning the
boundaries between observation and participation. He confronts his own
fears and prejudices as he navigates the complex social and cultural
landscape of Haiti. The book raises important questions about the
responsibilities of anthropologists and the impact of their research on the
communities they study.

Legacy and Impact

The Serpent and the Rainbow has had a profound impact on the fields of
anthropology, ethnobotany, and popular culture. Its publication sparked a
renewed interest in Haitian Vodou and the zombie phenomenon, leading to
further research and re-evaluations of the cultural and scientific aspects of
these topics.

Davis's work has also influenced the development of medical anthropology
and ethnopharmacology. His research on the potential role of neurotoxins



and plants in altering consciousness has contributed to a greater
understanding of the complex interactions between culture, biology, and the
human experience.

The Serpent and the Rainbow remains a captivating and thought-provoking
work that explores the enigmatic intersection of anthropology, neurobiology,
and Haitian Vodou. Wade Davis's immersive ethnographic account and
groundbreaking scientific inquiry provide a unique window into the
mysteries of zombies and the power of human belief.

Through its blend of cultural immersion, scientific investigation, and
personal adventure, The Serpent and the Rainbow continues to fascinate
and challenge readers, leaving a lasting imprint on our understanding of the
human condition and the complexities of the world we inhabit.
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