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Laénnec Hurbon, Esclavage, religions et politique en Haiti. Lyon, France: Presses
universitaires de Lyon, 2023. 252 pp. (Paper US$27.73)

From the get-go, this book proposes two monumentally innovative critical ges-
tures. The first is that European secularism is based on a Hegelian notion of
“state,” which informs a European notion of the secular. In fact, Laénnec Hur-
bon proposes that the European “State” is an unacknowledged apotheosis of a
certain form of Protestantism whose teleology is to consecrate capitalism and
as such to discursively mitigate the moral implications of transatlantic slav-
ery. Second, Hurbon explicitly calls for a politics-by-women, with a feminist
focus. For an esteemed, multigenerational scholar such as Hurbon, publishing
between Haiti and France, to meticulously trace the importance of women’s
contributions to civil society, especially in our current moment, is monumen-
tal.

This recent collection of pithy essays urgently offers innovative perspectives
on thinking about Haitian politics and society of the past decades and how they
inform the current moment in Haiti. What Hurbon does is to adeptly engage
philosophically—that is, with questions of epistemology—and bind them to
extremely pragmatic materialist analyses. More schematically, this esteemed
sociologist of Haitian society gathers a series of 14 essays written between 2000
and 2018, and one in 1984. These are framed by an introduction and conclu-
sion, and a preface by Philippe Martin, at the Université de Lyon. For his part,
Hurbon is a sociologist specialized in the study of religions, a professor at the
Université d’Etat d’Haiti, and a researcher and honorary researcher at the Cen-
tre national de la recherche scientifique (CNRS) in France.

The essays lay out four clearly articulated theoretical arguments. First, Hur-
bon traces a deeply materialist-informed philosophical inquiry, wherein he
deliberates on the vexed nature of the often under-theorized notion of the “sec-
ular” as it relates to thinking about religions in Haiti: Vodou, yes, but also the
various Christian denominations to which citizens belong. Second, he engages
in a comparative study of the notion of how particular epistemologies orga-
nize themselves in Europe and Euro-North America, as differently from Haiti,
whereby he interrogates how the relationship between “Etat et religion” [State
and religion] make possible a “reconstruction théorique” [theoretical recon-
struction] (p. 56), whereby «L’Etat n'est pour Hegel la fin véritable de la religion
que parce qu'il se présente en méme temps comme sa réalisation la plus parfaite,
cest-a-dire son universalisation réelle, ou encore Uirréversibilité de la conquéte
du monde par la raison (p. 54). [For Hegel, the state puts a definitive end to
religion only because it claims, simultaneously to constitute its ultimate mani-
festation, that is, its universalization, or the irreversible conquest of the World
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by Reason.] And within this logic of the religious remolded into the secularly
reasonable, an entire epistemology comes into play that both undergirds slav-
ery as a practice of the state, not only ethically justifying it, but fashioning it as
a cornerstone to the modern notion of the nation-state.

Third, in step with scholars such as Jean Casimir or Robert Fatton Jr., Hur-
bon focuses on the internal dynamics of Haitian society, in response to the
aforementioned dynamics. While he engages comparatively with other nation-
states, he homes in on how Haiti, as a society still deeply affected by the after-
lives of slavery, is particularly challenged in how it might break away from
patterns of autocracy, dictatorship, and violent engagement with calls for jus-
tice, on the part of the people. Any attempt to do so on the terms set out by the
European enlightenment (my emphasis) can only be of the order of the “patho-
logical” (p. 18). Any means to heal the ills of the vicious teleological circle of
the afterlives of slavery can only take place as a “détournement sémantique”
[semantic diversion], which in the eyes of the dominant powers appears non-
secular and non-reasonable (my emphasis, p.17).

The fourth throughline in Hurbon’s essays is a clear and direct injunction
of “lidéal méme de la domination masculine” [the ideal of masculine domi-
nation] (p. 12), always informed by the original master-enslaved narrative of
colonial plantation life. However, in particular, Hurbon pays attention to the
discrepancy between, on the one-hand, how hyper-masculinity informs the
more official public sphere, and, on the other, how an experienced and exten-
sive feminist grassroots civil society organizes itself outside of the official polit-
ical structures. It is within the latter—that is, a specifically Haitian practice of
sophisticated and long-standing grass-roots community organization among
women—that Hurbon lays out an aspirational analysis.

These pithy, brilliant essays from a scholar working in the intimacy of Haiti,
but with an anti-“parochialism” (see Niall Martin, “Parochialism As Method,”
forthcoming 2025, Amsterdam UP) that reflects the depth of long-standing
Haitian scholarship, must be translated into English, for Hurbon’s ideas are
grounded, deep, and absolutely cutting-edge.
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