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and all praised The Cultural Politics of Obeah: Religion, Colonialism and Modernity in the Caribbean World (Critical 
Perspectives on Empire): 

An innovative history of the politics and practice of the Caribbean spiritual healing techniques known as obeah and 
their place in everyday life in the region. Spanning two centuries, the book results from extensive research on the 
development and implementation of anti-obeah legislation. It includes analysis of hundreds of prosecutions for obeah, 
and an account of the complex and multiple political meanings of obeah in Caribbean societies. Diana Paton moves 
beyond attempts to define and describe what obeah was, instead showing the political imperatives that often drove 
interpretations and discussions of it. She shows that representations of obeah were entangled with key moments in 
Caribbean history, from eighteenth-century slave rebellions to the formation of new nations after independence. Obeah 
was at the same time a crucial symbol of the Caribbean's alleged lack of modernity, a site of fear and anxiety, and a 
thoroughly modern and transnational practice of healing itself.

"Paton takes a fresh approach to the study of black religion, examining the way obeah - as term and as practice - 
emerged amid the political tensions of slavery, state, and empire. With careful research, conceptual sophistication, and 
narrative force this book reveals the vital importance of African diaspora spiritual forms in the history of Atlantic 
political culture." Vincent Brown, Harvard University, Massachusetts"Obeah is usually seen as an exotic and 
frightening phenomenon that sharply differentiates a spiritually and politically regressive Caribbean from the modern 
world. But obeah, as Diana Paton informs us in this sparkling, wide-ranging and multifaceted book, was much more 
than this. Her insightful and gracefully written book helps us understand not just obeah as the ritual manipulation of 
spiritual power, but transforms our understanding of the multiple cultural meanings of this religious practice within 
Anglophone Caribbean society from slavery days to the present." Trevor Burnard, University of Melbourne"This 
absorbing, beautifully written account offers a new angle into multiple issues at the core of British Caribbean lives and 
struggles from the era of enslavement to the dawn of independence. The Cultural Politics of Obeah reveals the realm 
of spiritual power and healing to have been a crucial resource and potent target alike. It was African-Caribbean 
peoples most of all who hewed to and renewed that resource, but Indo-Caribbeans, Europeans and others also sought 
power and healing in obeah. Obeah was a crossroads, a common ground, a mystery, a flashpoint, and a quotidian part 
of Caribbean life all at once. Diana Paton brings alive the voices of bureaucrats and rebels, con-men and balm 
mothers, to help us understand why obeah mattered so very much." Lara Putnam, University of Pittsburgh"The 
Cultural Politics of Obeah is a major contribution to Caribbean history. Obeah was part of a feared shadow world of 
African spiritual practice, illegal and thus almost invisible. Diana Paton's achievement in this masterful experiment in 
social and cultural history is to map its meanings for Caribbean society from the era of slavery to the postcolonial 
moment. She helps us towards a new view of the intellectual life of the Caribbean underclass, and of how colonial and 
nationalist state-makers sought to contain or conjure with its power." Richard Drayton, King's College London"The 
Cultural Politics of Obeah is an elegantly written, deeply researched, and wideranging account of spiritual powers and 
healing practices that have long been central to Caribbean people's daily lives as well as targets of ridicule and 
prosecution. It is a major contribution to Caribbean history and essential reading for historians of slavery and 
emancipation." Randy M. Browne, Slavery and Abolition'Diana Paton's recently published book, The Cultural Politics 
of Obeah: Religion, Colonialism, and Modernity in the Caribbean World, helps us understand how the 1904 Obeah 
Act is not only still in existence in the Caribbean, but also active ... This rich text shows how the crime of obeah 
emerged as a homogenizing tool used by police, prosecutors, and governments to consolidate a wide range of healing 
practices deemed subversive and uncivilized ... The Cultural Politics of Obeah does an excellent job demonstrating 
how racial hostilities have been mobilized as obeah for different reasons at different moments. Through a range of 
historical detail it demonstrates how anti-obeah legislation has defined racial governance where obeah is an artifact of 
colonial law. Rather than a singular practice or object of knowledge, it shows how obeah must be understood as a 
hostile term.' Aisha M. Beliso-De Jess, Journal of Latin American and Caribbean AnthropologyAbout the 
AuthorDiana Paton has researched and taught Caribbean history for nearly twenty years. She studied at Warwick and 
Yale Universities and is currently Reader in Caribbean History at Newcastle University. Her widely cited first book, 
No Bond but the Law: Punishment, Race and Gender in Jamaican State Formation, 1780-1870 (2004), was short-listed 
for the 2007 Elsa Goveia Prize of the Association of Caribbean Historians. Her article, 'Witchcraft, Poison, Law and 
Atlantic Slavery' won the Lester J. Cappon Award for the best article published in William and Mary Quarterly in 
2012. She has also co-edited two collections of essay: Gender and Slave Emancipation in the Atlantic World and 
Obeah and Other Powers: The Politics of Caribbean Religion and Healing. In 2014 she delivered the 30th Elsa Goveia 
Memorial Lecture at the University of the West Indies, Mona, Jamaica, on 'Small Charges: Law and the Regulation of 
Conduct in the Post-Slavery Caribbean'. She is a former chair of the UK Society for Caribbean Studies and an editor of 



History Workshop Journal. 


