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Despite Hollywood’s perpetuation of zombies, or zonbi in Haitian Creole, as hordes of 

recently-deceased flesh eaters swarming together to knock down buildings and hunt the living, 
this concept has no basis in reality. Instead, many Vodouists live in fear of being turned into a 
soul-less shell of their former selves. Even within Haiti and the Haitian Vodou culture, beliefs on 
what zombies do, how they are made, and what happens to people who use them vary. The goal 
of this paper is to explore the origins of the zombie, discuss what a zombie is and why they exist, 
examine the relationship between zombies and the secret societies of Haiti, and hypothesize on 
why the zonbi story resonates so strongly with Haitians.  

Nzambi in Kikongo, a language spoken in Central Africa, is related to the Haitian word 
zonbi (Hebblethwaite 2012: 303). According to Hebblethwaite (2012: 303) in Kikongo 
mythology, Nzambi is a detached supreme being who was angered by the acts of the first man he 
created. As a result, he buried him and raised another human in his place. The relationship 
between the Kikongo and Haitian terms indicates that the zonbi traditions originated in Central 
Africa. Central Africa melded with the Petro rite in the Haitian Vodou construct. Anthony Pinn 
(1998: 24) suggests that in general, Petwo lwa, or spirits, are more aggressive than their West 
African counterpart, the Rada lwa, and the Petwo rite is focused more on “hot magic.” Central 
African traditions are known to include more charms, spells, and sorcery than those from West 
Africa (Fandrich 2005: 41). 

Central African tradition, specifically from Kongo, uses a container called nkisi that holds 
a spirit and allows humans to use it (McAlister 1995: 310). They are used to fulfill the desires of 
the maker, called nganga-nkisi (McAlister 1995: 311). Nkisi is comparable to one of the two 
types of zonbi used in Haiti. This type of zonbi is essentially a spirit in a bottle. It is called a 
zonbi astral. Zonbi astral are the spirits of people who have died at the hand of someone other 
than God and are then captured and used to do magical works and “heat up” (McAlister 1995: 
314). These zombies are chosen by their occupation to achieve the wants of the person using 
them (Smith 2010: 147-148). Smith (2010: 149) writes about witnessing a prostitute having a 
zonbi astral placed in her vagina to make more money. The woman bathes herself in the ounfò 
(temple) to administer the spirit into her body.  

In Haiti, priests called bòkò deal in both “hot” and “cool” magic that they sell to clients 
for both good and bad deeds (Hebblethwaite 2012: 220). These are the priests that one goes to 
for a zonbi. McAlister (1995: 305) was given a zonbi astal by a bòkò in Haiti that she describes 
as an “expert in supernatural matters.” Hebblethwaite (2012: 220) notes that bòkò are often 
criticized for their work. McAlister (1995: 320) explains that because bòkò work outside of the 
morality of the ancestors, they are subject to repercussions for their actions and sometimes that 
means death.  

The second type of zonbi is a zonbi kadav. This is the type of zonbi that has been 
modified and made infamous by Hollywood. It is considered to be magic and outside of the 
realm of Vodou (Smith 2010: 152). These zombies are bodies without souls. In Wade Davis’s 
book The Serpent and the Rainbow (1985) he describes going to a cemetery with a bòkò to take a 
body that has received the zonbi poison. Davis’s research indicates that a combination of toxins 
is used topically to paralyze the victim into a state of near-death that is indiscernible from actual 
death. During this state of paralysis, the victim is declared dead although they are purportedly 
still fully conscious. After their burial, they are retrieved from the grave by the bòkò and given 
another dose of the poison. Many scientific critiques have been written in response to Davis’s 



2 
 

work. Most fail to account for the psychological components of this zonbi treatment. In Haiti, 
zombification is highly stigmatized and people will refuse to become involved once a family 
member or friend has turned into a zombie for fear of the bòkò.  

Davis, McAlister, Smith, and Brown all reference secret societies in Haiti in their 
discussions of zonbi and Vodou. The biggest secret society in Haiti, Bizango, is thought to 
descend from the secret societies that originated in Benin (Hebblethwaite 2012: 219). The 
societies are rooted in Haitian folklore and are associated with zombies. They usually meet at 
night and because of the stories about the dastardly things they do to people that cross them, 
many Haitians do not go out at night for fear of running into the Bizango, or their sub-group the 
Sanpwèl (Hebblethwaite 2012: 288). McAlister (1995: 320) reports that the bòkò Saint Jean died 
from seeking a fast-acting Bizango spirit instead of waiting for a Ginen spirit. Smith (2010: 138) 
calls the priest she interacts with oungan, but she describes his work as dwelling in both “hot” 
and “cold” magic and she uses both bòkò and oungan to refer to him. In addition, she describes 
his ounfò (temple) as having “Bizango baroque” styled designs (Smith 2010: 142). According to 
Hebblethwaite (2012: 219) secret societies stand to protect Vodou, but this information indicates 
that the protectors of Vodou use powers outside of the realm of general Vodou practice to do so.  

McAlister (1995: 314) asserts that zombies are a metaphor for slavery to Haitians. She 
suggests that this explains the prevalence of beliefs about zonbi to Haitians since the “lasting 
effects of slavery” are present. With the zonbi kadav, one risks having a zonbi regain 
consciousness and then revolting (McAlister 1995: 314). This illustrates the dual concerns of 
people who own zombies and people who are scared to become one.  Smith (2010: 129) refers to 
zombies as a “virtual working class-of pure, abstract labor power” since they are helpless to 
obeying their master.   

As evidenced here, there is much more to zonbi in Haiti than meets the stereotypes. 
Although this paper is only able to touch briefly of a general overview of the origins and practice 
of zonbi making, it has been shown that there is still much to be learned. 
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