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but almost entirely overlooked field
of inquiry. It is a much-needed con-
tribution to the fields of architectural,
business, social, and consumer history.
Unfortunately, it suffers from numerous
typographic errors and occasional rep-
etition that distract from the rich narra-
tive.
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Obeah and Other Powers is the prod-
uct of a 2008 conference held at New-
castle University and organized by
editors Maarit Forde, lecturer at the
University of the West Indies, St. Au-
gustine, Trinidad and Tobago, and Di-
ana Paton, reader in Caribbean his-
tory at Newcastle University and au-
thor of the acclaimed No Bond but the
Law: Punishment, Race, and Gender in
Jamaican State Formation, 1780–1870
(Duke University Press, 2004); sev-
eral widely cited articles on obeah and
Jamaican history; and a forthcoming
book on the cultural politics of obeah.
Obeah and Other Powers, which in-
cludes eleven chapters on obeah and
other much maligned Caribbean reli-
gious traditions and healing practices,
including vodou and Santeria, from the
late eighteenth century to the present,
will be of broad interest to anthropol-
ogists and historians of the Caribbean
and the African diaspora. One rea-
son for the book’s broad appeal is the
editors’ decision to place scholarship
on obeah, normally associated exclu-
sively with the Anglophone Caribbean,
in dialogue with analyses of related
yet unique religious beliefs and prac-
tices from other places, including Cuba,
Martinique, Puerto Rico, Suriname, and
Haiti, which implicitly highlights both
the broad similarities and regional dis-
tinctiveness of Caribbean religions.

A highlight of Obeah and Other Pow-
ers is the editors’ incisive introduction,
which prepares readers for the narrowly
focused chapters that follow by pro-
viding a concise historical summary of
how Caribbean religious traditions have
been written about over the past two-

and-a-half centuries and by highlight-
ing three unifying themes of the book.
These themes are “the significance of
state power, and more specifically, state
hostility in shaping the environment
within which Caribbean religious were
sustained and practiced,” “the active
role of practitioners in reshaping the
religious traditions in which they
participated,” and “the importance of
mobility” in shaping Caribbean reli-
gions (1–3). The editors also emphasize
many contributors’ engagement with
“the question of modernity,” noting
that much previous writing, scholarly
as well as popular, has erroneously
depicted Caribbean religions as inher-
ently antithetical to modernity, if not
downright primitive (26).

A distinguishing feature of this vol-
ume, as the editors note, is the authors’
insistence on historicizing Caribbean
religious traditions, examining how
they have been practiced, viewed, and
reproduced across time and place,
rather than “pinning down what these
formations were and are” (3). The au-
thors, thus, largely sidestep the ongo-
ing debates about definitions, terms,
and origins that have dominated much
scholarship on Caribbean religions and
cultures. This strategy makes sense
given the notorious difficulty in defin-
ing practices like obeah—a term that, as
anthropologist Kenneth Bilby notes in
his essay on representations of obeah
in Jamaican popular music, “had no
single, essential meaning,” even within
a single society and a relatively small
time frame (48).

The chapters by Lara Putnam and
John Savage, in particular, demonstrate
the advantages of focusing on the
dynamic nature of Caribbean religions
and healing practices as they moved
across time and space. Putnam’s explo-
ration of obeah as an integral part of
a much bigger “circulation of spiritual
knowledge in the greater Caribbean”
in the early twentieth century, for ex-
ample, shows how obeah practitioners,
clients, and observers interacted with
and borrowed from a wide array of
other supernatural traditions with roots
in various parts of the Americas, Eu-
rope, Africa, and Asia. Putnam argues
that obeah’s “heterogeneity was central
to its strength and spread” and that it
“served as a lingua franca that allowed
communication across boundaries of
empire, language, and continental ori-
gin, in part because so many societies in
the circum-Caribbean shared the broad
cultural legacies of medieval Chris-

tendom an early modern West Africa”
(245, 262). Savage’s essay, “Slave Poi-
son/Slave Medicine: The Persistence
of Obeah in Early Nineteenth-Century
Martinique,” similarly highlights
obeah’s mobility “across political and
cultural borders,” from the English to
the French Caribbean, and “reminds
us of the term’s malleability,” show-
ing how panicked French planters
in Martinique blamed a large wave
of poisonings on what they began
calling “obis,” or African sorcerers
(150).

Obeah and Other Powers is a fine
starting point for anyone seriously in-
terested in the practice and politics of
obeah and other Caribbean religions. It
is likely to stimulate much interest and
debate as scholars continue the diffi-
cult task of sifting through hostile rep-
resentations of Caribbean religious be-
liefs and practices to better understand
those beliefs and practices on their own
terms.
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In Uncle Sam Wants You, Christopher
Capozzola, associate professor of his-
tory at the Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, argues that, during World
War I, the US “wartime state, espe-
cially as it exerted more and more au-
thority over the legitimate exercise of
force, did much to reshape the obli-
gations” of its citizens (214). Drawing
on manuscript collections and an exten-
sive array of published primary sources,
and demonstrating a comprehensive
grasp of the existing scholarship on the
war, the author investigates the nature
of the “coercive voluntarism” (8) that
evolved on the home front during the
war.

The book is organized thematically,
and each of the six main chapters fo-
cuses on a different manifestation of
the appropriation by federal, state, and
local governments of responsibilities
previously handled by citizens’ vol-
untary organizations, examining from
multiple local and regional perspectives
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