REL 337 Enslaved Religion 

Slavery has played a defining role in the definition of religion in the Americas. This course will consider the afterlives of slavery in religious experience and the religion of the enslaved. It will also ask what role religion played in acts of resistance (for example the Haitian Revolution). We will look at how enslaved people remade Christianity and how many enslaved people rejected Christianity and practiced Afro-Atlantic traditions and Islam. This course will also consider the larger theoretical questions of what “power,” both materially and spiritually, means in the experience of religion. 

One of the central questions of this course will be how we should think about time: does any religion have an “origin”? Should we narrate religion backwards or forwards? What does it mean to give people a history? What does it mean for religion “empower” or “disempower” someone? These are questions we should ask of any religion, but the history of religion and enslavement in the Americas forces us to confront these issues with special urgency.  

Required Books:
LeRhonda S. Manigualt-Bryant, Talking to the Dead: Religion, Music, and Lived Memory Among Gullah-Geechee Women (Duke, 2014)
Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass 
Laurent Dubois, Avengers of the New World: The Story of the Haitian Revolution (2005)

Forwards and Backwards in Time 
1
Film: Daughters of the Dust, directed by Julie Dash (1991) 

2
Yvonne Chireau, Black Magic: Religion and the African American Conjuring Tradition (2003), selections 

3 
Margaret Creel, A Peculiar People: Slave Religion and Community among the Gullahs (1988), selections. 

4
LeRhonda S. Manigualt-Bryant, Talking to the Dead: Religion, Music, and Lived Memory Among Gullah-Geechee Women (Duke, 2014)

5 
Talking to the Dead cont.

6
Talking to the Dead cont.

The Transatlantic Slave Trade and Religion
7 
Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, or Gustavus Vassa, the African (1789)

8
Sylvester Johnson, “Colonialism, Biblical World-Making, and Temporalities in Olaudah Equiano’s Interesting Narrative” Church History (2008) 

Religion in the Antebellum South
9
Paul Harvey, Christianity and Race in the American South, Chapter 4 “Race and Christianities in the Antebellum Era”

10
Albert Raboteau, Slave Religion, Chapter 5 

11
WPA Narratives: Louisa Adams
https://www.loc.gov/resource/mesn.111/?sp=6
Interview with Susan A. Quall, Johns Island, South Carolina, May 16, 1932 (part 2 of 2)
https://www.loc.gov/item/afc1984011_afs25659b/

Lynda M. Hill, “Ex-Slave Narratives: The Wpa Federal Writers' Project Reappraised.” Oral History, vol. 26, no. 1, 1998, pp. 64–72. (Canvas)

12 
Alexis Wells-Oghoghomeh, The Souls of Womenfolk: The Religious Cultures of Enslaved Women in the Lower South (UNC Press, 2021), Introduction and Chapter 2 

13
The Souls of Womenfolk, Chapter 5 

Revolutions: United States and Haiti 
14
“Confessions of Nat Turner” (Canvas)

Randolf Ferguson Scully, “‘I Come Here Before You Did and I Shall Not Go Away’: Race, Gender, and Evangelical Community on the Eve of the Nat Turner Rebellion,” Journal of the Early Republic 27:4 (Winter 2007): 661-684.

15 
Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life 

16
Frederick Douglass, Narrative of the Life 

17 
Laurent Dubois, Avengers of the New World: The Story of the Haitian Revolution 

18
Dubois, Avengers of the New World cont. 

19 
Dubois, Avengers of the New World cont. 

20 
Elizabeth A. McAlister, Rara!: Vodou, Power, and Performance in Haiti and its Diaspora (selection)

Rejecting the Christian Narrative 
21 
Stephanie Camp, Closer to Freedom: Enslaved Women and Everyday Resistance in the Plantation South (2004), Chapter Three “The Intoxication of Pleasurable Amusement: Secret Parties and the Politics of the Body” 

22 
Mbaye Lo and Carl W. Ernst, I Cannot Write My Life: Islam, Arabic, and Slavery in Omar Ibn Said’s America (University of North Carolina Press, 2023), selections 

23
Lo and Ernst, I Cannot Write My Life, cont. 

24
Opera: “Omar,” Rhiannon Giddons (2023)

25
W.E.B. Du Bois, “Of the Faith of the Fathers” (Canvas)

“Slave Religion”?
26
Dan-el Padilla Peralta, “Slave Religiosity in the Roman Middle Republic”
Classical Antiquity (2017) 36 (2): 317–369. (and the New York Times story)



