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our attention to the concrete, transnational connections and conflicts that
framed economy, polity, and society in the early republic.
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In Rituals of Resistance, Jason R. Young examines the relationship be-
tween the religious beliefs and practices of precolonial Kongolese and
the enslaved men and women of the Lowcountry South, two populations
linked intimately by the transatlantic slave trade for nearly two centuries.
In four comparative case studies, Young details the ways in which the
Kongolese people and their enslaved contemporaries and descendants in
the Lowcountry interpreted and modified the theology and practice of
Christianity as a means of resisting the slave trade and slavery. Although
more captives transported to the Americas—and particularly to South
Carolina—came from West-Central Africa than from any other single re-
gion, only a handful of Americanists have paid close attention to the
region. Yet, as Young shows, it is among the best documented of all
African regions involved in the transatlantic slave trade, and his use of
Portuguese and other non-English sources created in Africa allows him
to develop a sophisticated analysis of precolonial Kongolese culture.

One of the most compelling aspects of Rituals of Resistance is Young’s
approach to questions of cultural transmission and creolization. Begin-
ning with the pioneering work of Melville Herskovits more than a half-
century ago, many scholars have focused on documenting ‘‘Africanisms’’
or ‘‘African survivals’’ in the Americas. At the same time, scholars such
as Sidney M. Mintz and Richard Price have criticized efforts to identify
the same cultural practices on both sides of the Atlantic as simplistic or
misguided. Although Young’s work bears the imprint of contemporary
historians who have argued that American slaves were able to retain key
aspects of their African cultures intact, such as Gwendolyn Midlo Hall,
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Michael Gomez, and John K. Thornton, Rituals of Resistance moves
beyond the effort to identify ‘‘formal cultural affinities’’ between African
and American populations. Instead, Young argues that ‘‘the cultures of
the Atlantic are linked philosophically and theoretically’’ (101–2). That
is, ritual practices that looked very different aesthetically or formally
could still be related through theoretical, cosmological, and symbolic
meanings (184). For example, although conjure bags in the Lowcountry
contained different objects than those found in Kongolese conjure bags,
Young argues that such differences ‘‘should not be read as the inability
of Lowcountry blacks to replicate West-Central African rituals in a new
environment,’’ but instead as the creative application of a conjuring tradi-
tion that retained its cosmological essence while appropriating European
and Native American objects (125). Equally important, Young’s vision of
religious practice as dynamic allows him to focus not on the degree of
similarity between African and African American rituals but instead on
the ways in which people on both sides of the Atlantic creatively modi-
fied Christianity to serve different purposes. ‘‘Historical change,’’ Young
contends, ‘‘both in Africa as well as in the plantation Americas,’’ is cen-
tral to his conception of cultural process (5).

At the heart of Young’s study lies the development of a unique ‘‘Afri-
can Atlantic’’ religious tradition that incorporated both Christian and
indigenous beliefs and rituals. Central to Young’s argument is his under-
standing of ‘‘conversion’’ not as ‘‘a clear and discrete movement from a
precessional realm of belief to a successional one,’’ but instead as a proc-
ess in which the ‘‘ ‘new’ belief system is understood largely through the
context of the ‘old’ ’’ (43). Although Young admits that many Kongolese
and most Lowcountry slaves were at least nominally Christian, he argues
that they both practiced a form of Christianity markedly different from
the theology of European missionaries or the master class. For example,
although Christianity came early to Kongo, and Catholic missionaries
enjoyed widespread success, Young argues that the Kongolese elite prac-
ticed Christianity ‘‘through their own cultural lens’’—and nominally
Christian villagers, who were much slower to come to Christianity, con-
tinued to engage in traditional practices, such as reverence for Simbi
water spirits (49–50, 52, 57). This emphasis on the persistence of tradi-
tional African religious expression challenges the earlier work on Kon-
golese Christianity undertaken by John K. Thornton, whom Young
claims exaggerated the extent of Christian practice and ‘‘may have
stretched the definition of ‘conversion’ beyond its limit,’’ and is more
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similar to James H. Sweet’s analysis of Catholicism in the African–
Portuguese world (58). Young also argues that Protestant Christianity in
the Lowcountry was never hegemonic among enslaved communities,
where root doctors, conjurers, and obeah practitioners used traditional
ritual medicine and served as arbiters in disputes among slaves.

As his title suggests, Young argues that such non-Christian religious
practices functioned as ‘‘a central form of resistance not only against the
system of slavery but also against the very ideological underpinnings that
supported slavery in the first place’’ (11). When they practiced rituals
that Europeans saw as non-Christian fetishes, Young contends, Africans
and African Americans ‘‘posed a threat to notions of rationalism and
threatened the theoretical underpinnings of slavery and modernity’’
(144). For example, when slaves sought the help of slave healers or spiri-
tual leaders they challenged ‘‘the rational and secular administration of
medicine and, by extension, the ideologies of power in the antebellum
South that justified slavery in the first place’’ (140). Although this argu-
ment is intriguing, it is not without its shortcomings, and the reader may
find it difficult to share Young’s conviction that adoption of Christian-
ity—however modified or mitigated by indigenous beliefs—was inher-
ently a cultural and political form of resistance, as Young purports it to
be. Would it have not been equally resistant, if not more so, to reject the
theology of European missionaries or the master class outright and prac-
tice only indigenous rituals? Similarly, Young’s conclusion that ‘‘Africans
lodged a critical blow to the spiritual and theoretical presumptions that
undergirded slavery’’ is at odds with an argument long made by histori-
ans: that the perceived irrationalism and heretical character of African
and African American religion helped bolster white claims to religious
and secular power (185). In order to resolve the apparent conflict be-
tween such competing interpretations of the efficacy of black cultural
strategies of resistance, a closer interrogation of the relationship between
cultural agency and power, or strategies and results, would be necessary.

Despite such flaws, Rituals of Resistance is an important work, not
least of all because of the detailed attention given to Kongo and because
of Young’s willingness to consult non-English language sources. Instead
of a generalized understanding of African history and culture or a mere
synthesis of secondary literature, Young employs a wide variety of mis-
sionary reports, travelers’ accounts, and other primary sources in his
discussion of Kongo society and culture, all of which greatly enrich this
study. As Young acknowledges, projects such as Rituals of Resistance
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demonstrate ‘‘the manner in which the sources, methods, and interests
of Africanists and African Americanists are converging. Increasingly, stu-
dents of American slavery will need to look to contemporary African
sources to fully understand developments in the plantation Americas’’
(187). Rituals of Resistance succeeds primarily because of Young’s ability
to skillfully trace cultural change across both time and space as well as
his careful use of African sources.
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