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2
diSruPTive inTerSecTion
Slavery and the African Background  

in the Making of hoodoo

The improbability of precisely locating when and where Hoodoo emerged 
has not precluded this author from including this as a subtextual concern. 
Throughout this inquiry, this author questions the common and popular 
understanding that, like jazz, “Hoodoo came from New Orleans.” Although 
New Orleans has its significance, wherever there was a sizable African pop-
ulation, African naturalistic religious practices that would contribute to 
Hoodoo were there also. Something resembling Hoodoo undoubtedly de-
veloped among the first generation of culturally diverse Africans born in the 
North American colonies. Enslaved Africans undoubtedly manifest a range 
of responses to contact with both enslavement and Christian worship. Some 
bondsmen eagerly accepted Christianity and modified it to their needs, 
others flatly refused to participate, still others participated both in worship 
organized on behalf of the masters as well as in clandestinely organized 
slave worship services. But whenever they worshipped, these children of 
Africa expressed spiritual emotion in bodily patterns inherited from African 
traditional religion.
 The primary African components from which Hoodoo would be con-
stituted were drawn from a range of different African ethnic cultures that 
stretched from the area now known as Senegal down the West African coast 

This church was not at first by any means Christian 
nor definitely organized: rather it was an adaptation 
and mingling of heathen rites among the members of 
each plantation, and roughly designated as Voodooism.

—W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk
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to the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Because it concerned the transfor-
mation of a variety of traditional African religions into one spiritual tradition, 
Hoodoo must have involved a major confrontation of spiritual forces. The 
early disintegration process included a great reduction in ability not only to 
ritualize across the life cycle, but also to engage openly in significant events, 
which would help to stabilize and enrich the psychocultural continuity in 
the slave community. Though enslavement was a powerful deterrent to Af-
rican cultural survival and maintenance, its power was not enough to force 
enslaved Africans to completely relinquish all their traditional spiritual and 
worship practices, thus significant traditional practices persisted through 
the conflict and tension necessary for Hoodoo’s emergence as a dynamic 
spiritual form functioning at the boundaries of slavery’s power; there are 
numerous examples of African traditional practices retained by Africans 
and their descendants in North America. In order for African religious 
traditions to contest or be combined with Christianity, they had to remain 
alive and viable on their own, outside of the supports of Christian practice; 
and they did. Further supporting that process were the numerous aspects 
of Christianity that resonated with certain African cultural traditions. The 
most sacred of Christian symbols, the cross, resonated both with African no-
tions of the crossroads as a supernatural site and with the sacred cross of the 
Kongo Yowa cosmogram. The Old Testament reference to animal sacrifice 
and the use of ritual water immersion would certainly have been familiar 
to many traditional Africans, including those enslaved in North America.

Kongo cosmogram. The symbol represents the 
Bakongo people’s view of the universe and the 

place of humankind in that universe. Among other 
qualities, it symbolizes the movement from the 
otherworld of the ancestors as they travel in a 

dynamic cycle of life, death, and rebirth.
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36 chapter 2

 Enslaved Africans in the United States and early colonies apparently re-
tained aspects of traditional African religious practice with ferocity and cre-
ated a place for its safe existence. In that safe space, Hoodoo was born and 
maintained. Neither uniformly located nor uniform in their parameters, 
those safe spaces sustained a regrouping of regional fragments that would 
later come together and contribute to a new whole. In addition to both a 
variety of African religious fragments and Protestantism, Native American 
belief undoubtedly impacted on the formation of African American New 
World spiritual belief. Africans and Native Americans were often in close 
contact with one another as slaves, held by either white American or Euro-
pean settlers. Additional cultural contact occurred when Native Americans 
both held African slaves themselves and hid runaway slaves from patrollers. 
Native Americans and Africans have a long history of intermarriage, tribal 
adoption, and shifting identities that make it difficult in some instances to 
locate where one community ends and the other begins.1 With this in mind, 
it is safe to say that Native American spiritual belief remained comparatively 
intact when encountering fragmented African spiritual belief disrupted by 
insufficiently concentrated numbers in the enslaved African ethnic groups 
as well as by removal from the African homeland. There existed certain 
cultural elective affinities between Africans and Native Americans in their 
spiritual reverence for nature, the wind, the moon, the rivers, the ocean, the 
forest, as well as living creatures. These cultural affinities would ease the use 
of substitutions and facilitate any possible exchange between African and 
Native American spiritual beliefs. For a period of time, intact Native Ameri-
can spiritual belief systems could have been a somewhat secure backdrop 
that contributed to and supported the retention of African spiritual belief.
 In spite of conditions under enslavement that inhibited and circum-
scribed Hoodoo’s growth toward institutionalization, by either the late-
eighteenth or early-nineteenth century three firmly established southern 
regional Hoodoo traditions existed that, after the coming of cotton, would 
cross-fertilize one another against a backdrop process of regional and cul-
tural homogenization. The African spiritual and cultural influences were 
especially significant in the formation of early African American culture, 
particularly Hoodoo.2

 This tricotomy of regional Hoodoo clusters, the location of their major 
cities and financial centers, to some extent reflects the regional organiza-
tion of slave labor around such crops as rice, indigo, tobacco, pineapple, 
sugarcane, and later cotton and around nationally known slave markets 
and financial centers, including New Orleans, Richmond, and Charleston/
Savannah. This tricotomy also roughly parallels certain African ethnic con-
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centrations and influences as well as European ethnic settlement patterns 
and regional Native American ethnic populations. Certain Hoodoo prac-
tices would be retained and disbursed from Virginia tobacco culture, other 
practices would be known to Gulf Coast bondsmen, while other regional 
traditions would center in the Florida, Georgia, and South Carolina Sea 
Island Gullah culture of the Atlantic coast.
 In no particular order, area one, the Southwest Hoodoo region, was cen-
tered in the Gulf Coast/New Orleans/Mobile area; this area would include 
the western Florida panhandle, Alabama, Louisiana, and Mississippi and 
extend westward into eastern Texas and northward to Missouri and Ten-
nessee. The ethnic mix and cultural influences from the various enslaved 
and imported African ethnic groups ebbed and flowed over time, its profile 
modified with each major importation. In this region, the Senegambian, 
Mande speakers, particularly the Bambara in Louisiana, would leave a forti-
fied cultural legacy that recognizably contributed directly to Hoodoo de-
velopment. The Bambara in particular were concentrated in such numbers 
there, that a Bambara interpreter was installed in the New Orleans court 
system. Their best-known and documented contribution to Hoodoo may be 
in the fabrication of protective amulets known by a variety of Mande labels, 
including gerregery (gris-gris), wanga, and zinzin.3 Other groups in area one 
include those from the Yoruba, Fon, and Ewe cultural complex as well as 
from Central West Africa or the Kongo-Angola-Zaire area.
 Area number two, the Southeast region, included the Sea Island/cen-
tral and coastal Georgia/Florida area centered in and around Savannah, 
Georgia, and Charleston, South Carolina, extending northward to North 
Carolina and southward into Florida. Several African ethnic groups would 
exercise a formative influence on Hoodoo’s development in area two. Cap-
tives from Sierra Leone, enslaved Igbo, and those from Central West Africa 
or Kongo-Angola would achieve cultural influence in this area’s develop-
ment during different historical periods.4 In ritual context in the African 
homeland, the counterclockwise circle would be familiar to them all, further 
supporting chances for continuity, retention, and survival. It appears that 
the Central West African contributions from Kongo culture would be both 
long-standing and spread far and wide. The counterclockwise sacred dance 
circle is believed by some scholars to represent a full cycle of life through the 
phases of birth, childhood, adulthood, death, and rebirth5 as represented 
by the Kongo cosmogram and that the Ring Shout traced the circle of the 
Kongo cosmogram on the ground. Indeed, information that the Ring Shout 
traced this cosmogram could possibly answer why bondsmen in America 
convened the sacred circle during death rituals.6
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38 chapter 2

 Area number three, the Northeast Hoodoo region included Maryland-
Chesapeake, Virginia, eastern Tennessee/North Carolina and was centered 
around Richmond and extended westward. In this area, the Akan and 
Gold Coast slaves as well as those from the Bight of Biafra were particularly 
significant.
 When cotton enveloped the South after 1807, cultural leveling and ho-
mogenization would exert itself as a continual backdrop process to the 
developing national consciousness as well as to African American cultural 
formation. Prior to that time, regional and African ethnic differences would 
reveal themselves more recognizably in the daily life of the enslaved. The 
tobacco-centered culture of the Virginia Hoodoo cluster was different from 
the culture of either South Carolina low-country rice and indigo of area two 
or Gulf Coast basin sugarcane and pineapple of area one. The contours of 
life, including African ethnic population, population density, landscape, 
diet, type and organization of labor, and level of technology, were all some-
what varied in the different regions. Commenting on the differences be-
tween rice and tobacco culture, Philip D. Morgan gives us this analysis:

Apart from the availability of the soils required for tobacco and rice, the 
type of supervision required of the two crops also dictated differing unit 
sizes. Because tobacco cultivation required close attention from planting 
through processing, it was most efficiently grown on a small scale. . . . In 
short, a tobacco plantation could be set up with no slaves at all, or with 
one or two, and certainly with no more than ten, whereas a rice plantation 
required at least thirty workers.7

Though not always obvious, the differences in climate, dress patterns, and 
slave quarter organization had an impact on Hoodoo development and 
practice as they did other aspects of slave life. An example can be observed 
in the prevalence of shoes—or items functioning as shoes—among captives 
in the colder northern regions of slave territory, which certainly impacted 
on the Hoodoo practice of “track gathering”8 in that region. Once again 
Morgan comments: “Foot and head coverings showed little uniformity. Shoes 
were either imported . . . or locally made. . . . In spite of this varied footwear, 
many slaves, particularly field hands, went barefoot—a practice that might 
well have been more common in the Low country than in the Chesapeake.”9 
The difference in climate meant also that local plants that composed the 
local Hoodoo pharmacopeia, as well as the landscape, were different. Cer-
tain plants that could possibly grow or be transplanted to the tropical or 
semitropical climate of the coastal Deep South regions would be unavail-
able except through import in places like Virginia, Tennessee, or Delaware.
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 Disruptive Intersection 39

 Influenced by myriad factors, including the demand for slave labor, Af-
rican ethnicity, black population density in a particular locale, and work 
patterns, neither the content, the rate, nor the process of Hoodoo’s devel-
opment was necessarily the same in all three regional clusters. Hoodoo’s 
proliferation ebbed and flowed as the regional and national contexts for its 
development changed. Certainly the Senegambian influence from the 1720s 
as well as an influx of Haitian and Cuban blacks after 1795 would impact 
upon the profile and durability of Hoodoo in the New Orleans, Louisiana, 
and Gulf Coast basins where Hoodoo and New Orleans Voodoo would 
come to be viewed as indistinguishable in many respects by outsiders and 
believers alike.10 Similarly, the isolation of Africans in the South Carolina 
and Georgia Sea Islands and Atlantic coastal regions supported the unique 
Kongo-influenced profile of that region’s Hoodoo after 1720.
 Hoodoo’s emergence and early development under enslavement cov-
ered an extended period of time and involved a multilayered process. The 
fragmentation and breakdown of the West African religious systems, “the 
death of the Gods” to use Albert Raboteau’s phrase,11 were first in that 
process. What W. E. B. DuBois described as a “terrific social revolution,”12 
the religious disintegration-transformation process, was sometimes subtle 
and gradual, sometimes directly overt and immediate; and for the slave, 
the process involved sorting out which African religious and cultural frag-
ments could be salvaged. The creation and perpetuation of Hoodoo among 
bondsmen depended on their ability to sustain and transfer historic memory, 
memory of life as seen in the traditional African village. African captives 
in a seeming condition of cultural abandonment not only would certainly 
look for the familiar in the new environment but also would consciously 
strive to re-create as high a degree of familiarity as possible via perception. 
The enslaved Africans’ encounters with new plants and animals, as well 
as new cultural patterns and work practices, would result in comparison 
and search for analogous forms that captives had known in the African 
homeland and were now carried in their living memories. In this process, 
Africans undoubtedly depended, to some degree, on information from Na-
tive Americans whose familiarity with the plants and animals of the North 
American environment could verify the sacred and spiritual uses of plants 
and animals unfamiliar to them. It is indeed possible that a picture of life in 
Africa carried in the memory of first-generation captives began to acquire 
a new quasi-mythic quality in subsequent generations as Hoodoo emerged 
to sustain the enslaved psyche. Stories of very real occurrences in Africa, 
now impossible or unlikely in America, entered the newly forming Hoodoo 
religion as part of its belief system and sacred enactments.
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40 chapter 2

 The period between 1740 and 1780 may be especially significant in con-
templating when Hoodoo was likely to have emerged. Numerous sources 
agree that nearly half of all Africans arriving in America did so during this 
period. Slavery in all three regional Hoodoo clusters had existed for at 
least a century prior to the intensive influx of Africans during this period. 
Something of an indigenous and regionally distinct African American cul-
ture developed among early slave descendants. The captives that had been 
in North American colonies for two generations had, at varying times, lost 
their traditional gods, a process supported by ethnic heterogeneity in the 
slave population. The process of loss was neither rapid nor abrupt, but it 
involved transference and investment directly into aspects of nature associ-
ated with African higher spiritual reality. This included the river, the ocean, 
certain trees, bushes, plants, animals, rain, and wind. These all became 
intermediary forms in the transference process, thus sustaining, salvaging, 
and transferring essential aspects of old belief into new, yet familiar, and 
intermediary African naturalistic spirituality.
 In the same process, eight common and essential components of tradi-
tional African religion, which I have labeled the African Religion Complex 
(ARC), were so potent in each of the culturally varied regions that, after 
the coming of cotton, they would partially coalesce across regions and re-
main a supporting foundation for further magical, spiritual, and religious 
development. The eight components in all probability were shared by all 
the African ethnic groups in the American slave population. Linking the 
New World to the Old, the African Religion Complex included:

1. counterclockwise sacred circle dancing,13

2. spirit possession,
3. the principle of sacrifice,
4. ritual water immersion,
5. divination,
6. ancestor reverence,
7. belief in spiritual cause of malady, and
8. herbal and naturopathic medicine.

Within each of the eight components, the elective compatibilities and 
transethnic similarities further supported the social construction of a new 
and essentially Pan-African spiritual tradition that would become the basis 
for the African contribution to Hoodoo. An example of such similarities 
can be seen in the structural fabrication as well as the contents of amulets 
from different African ethnic groups. Most West and Central West African 
traditionalists use and prescribe charms that are strikingly similar in their 
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 Disruptive Intersection 41

construction, content, and function. Similar charms and amulets appear 
across cultures in the African diaspora. Whether the charm is constructed 
from leather, from a tiny gourd encased in raffia, from an animal skin, or 
from a piece of cloth, the similarities of bags, from the African American 
mojo bag to the Kongo nkisi, are undeniable.14

 The half century preceding 1740 is the period of Hoodoo’s germination 
and dormancy. Though the “death of the Gods” had occurred, slave wor-
ship retained enough familiar elements that newly arriving African captives 
would certainly be familiar with similar practices in the homeland and pos-
sibly recognize them. By 1740 some bondsmen had been in the American 
colonies for three generations or more. Both the 1740–80 influx and the 
increase from 1790 to 1799 deepened the cultural complexity of the slave 
community by adding a significant number of newly imported Africans to 
the already developing African American culture. Bondsmen in regions 
with a significant-size homogeneous ethnic group, such as the Bambara 
in Louisiana, could possibly sustain more African traditional practices for 
a longer period. According to author Michael Gomez,15 simply because of 
their longevity, longer-standing practices bore an increased chance either 
of being disbursed or of cross-fertilizing other practices. The simmering 
Hoodoo pot was constantly being stirred.
 Though occurring across a span of time and through different social, 
economic, and political eras, legal importation of African slaves served to 
shore up, and to strengthen, many of the surviving African cultural ele-
ments, particularly those eight from the ARC. The continuing illegal im-
portation and smuggling of continental Africans, though dwindling after 
1807,16 further supported the establishment of a new, unique, and transfer-
able African-based culture among American-born slaves.17 A product of the 
ARC, the religiophilosophical cornerstone for that new culture would be 
the emerging Hoodoo religion.
 Certain African religious and cultural practices were doomed to extinc-
tion under enslavement. Major religious and psychic adjustments affected 
every facet of the captive’s daily existence. Africans, in making this adjust-
ment, availed themselves of every limited option to respond to enslavement’s 
cultural disruption, but they would soon realize that they could neither re-
create nor save everything they had known in the homeland. For example, 
essential elements in family life were irretrievably transformed for some 
African captives once the religious aspects of traditional African ancestor 
reverence were destroyed, and neither the ancestor institution nor other 
institutions were fully sustainable if, at the slave owner’s will, one could be 
sold away from one’s family and community at any time, including infancy. 
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42 chapter 2

Nor could traditional social institutions be permanently and openly sus-
tained where legal, social, and economic structures and practices success-
fully limited or barred their existence as they did under American slavery.
 Continual interethnic assimilation and cross-fertilization between Africans 
from different ethnic groups further informed the complex, multilayered 
process of cultural transformation and salvaging. Though the Africans in a 
particular region or locale might sometimes exhibit a culturally dominant 
and identifiable ethnic strain, like the Bambara in Louisiana, African bonds-
men were brought into the American colonies and the United States, from 
the late seventeenth through the early nineteenth century, from numerous 
African as well as West Indian sources.18 The “death of the Gods” and dis-
ruption of traditional spiritual continuity was concurrent with interethnic 
assimilation among the captive Africans themselves. The dual social pro-
cesses of cultural disintegration and interethnic assimilation were neither 
straight-line19 nor separate, but occurred under widespread overarching 
cultural commonalities shared by a significant percentage of the enslaved 
Africans. Indeed for some of them, the interethnic assimilation process had 
begun in Africa and would continue in the New World.20 The two processes 
interplayed with each other, both limiting and expanding possibilities for 
cultural retention as they occurred.
 Yet an additional process would begin to intercede after 1807—further 
homogenization—resulting from the coming of cotton. King Cotton would 
blanket the South while modifying the material culture of crop produc-
tion. As a result, slave labor in some regions was totally reorganized and 
the lives of those who had previously been involved in the production of 
sugarcane, rice, indigo, pineapple, and tobacco were changed by cotton 
culture. With a now widespread and somewhat common material culture 
across the black belt South, the lives of slaves in different regions became 
more similar and uniform with respect to tools, vocabulary, planting and 
harvesting techniques, and schedules. Though ethnic and cultural differ-
ences remained and overlapped, the nearly universal movement to cotton 
culture further homogenized the three regional differences and further 
stirred the Hoodoo melting pot.
 Given the necessity for expedience, in all probability the modifications 
forced on African religious practice, mandated by adjustment to enslave-
ment, involved, in part, conscious decisions by religious specialists and 
elders. This possibility existed for all the New World manifestations of Afri-
can religious tradition. Through the prism of enslavement, the traditional 
priests and religious leaders consciously moved to preserve, modify, and 
extend the possibilities for African religious survival. Cuba demonstrates 
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the classic expression of this type of agency and conscious decision making 
among slaves. In order to preserve African religious tradition, slaves in Cuba 
learned the mysteries of many divinities known as Orisha rather than of 
only one Orisha, as had been done in the African homeland, thus enabling 
the Orisha tradition to increase its chances for survival under the system of 
slavery. Though the demographics in North America were different than in 
Cuba, there is no evidence to indicate that a similar or analogous process 
of conscious decision making did not begin to take place and influence the 
emergence of Hoodoo in what would become the United States.
 Early on in the American slave experience, in the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, Africans, Native Americans, and Europeans probably expe-
rienced a more visible exchange of cultural folkways. The exchanges could 
and did occur in areas where plantations were both large and small, as well 
as in urban centers. For Africans, the Americanization process was no mere 
straightforward discarding of African religious traditions and embracing of 
European folk superstitions or Christianity. In the slave quarter, there were 
certain practices that slaves would have been at liberty to openly discuss, 
retain, and pass on. Child rearing practices, certain religious beliefs, healing, 
and burial practices were all areas of slave life in which bondsmen could and 
did exercise some limited agency. The cultural exchange between the three 
groups would encourage and support a greater diversity in the developing 
Hoodoo practice across regions and with respect to treatment of individual 
problems and maladies. This diversity would remain the case and would 
be modified with the coming of cotton, which expanded national cultural 
boundaries and promoted an intensified cultural homogenization across 
regions among Americans both slave and free and again when Hoodoo 
becomes commercially viable, as it does after Reconstruction.
 Without implying a reductionist model to either the variety of cultures 
included here or to the interethnic assimilation process, one more impor-
tant feature, shared by a significant number of the enslaved ethnic groups, 
allowed and supported a unified new spiritual tradition to emerge from a 
variety of West and Central West African religions. This feature, though not 
directly derived from religious content as were the components of ARC, 
along with interethnic assimilation, enabled enslaved Africans to find a 
commonly shared basis on which to salvage religiocultural essentials while 
constructing a new tradition. Openness or the inclusive-integrative prin-
ciple,21 which also marks West African religion generally, is the other char-
acteristic. This feature allows Africans to integrate aspects of external beliefs 
and practices into their religion as well as to make substitutions of required 
ritual items while maintaining religious vitality, validity, and integrity.
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 The eight components of the ARC would become the foundation ele-
ments in the new Hoodoo religion; the inclusiveness principle would im-
print on the process. Retaining many of the particular practices of African 
traditional religion, Hoodoo, like Vodun, Lucumi, and Candoble, would 
have its sacred dance as well as its herbal medicinal practice. At its most 
fully developed point, the Hoodoo religion would contain not only African 
supernaturalism but a corpus of orally transferred religious wisdom that con-
tained advice on issues from selecting an acceptable spouse to community 
relations, from advice on treating illness to relationships with slave owners 
and other whites. These vessels of traditional religiocultural components 
sometimes took the form of stories, riddles, folk tales, proverbs, or dance 
plays. It is likely that some of them were even linked with dance plays simi-
lar to the “Buzzard Lope,” which Lydia Parrish observed still in existence 
in the Georgia Sea Islands in the 1930s.22 The dance known as the Ring 
Shout certainly imitated actions from the work routine that extended mean-
ing into daily life. The gesture known as “picking up or harvesting leaves” 
made visible the work ethic and advised one to harvest while the season 
is ripe lest you do without during winter. Some traditional African dance 
acted out miniature pantomimes of deity in their daily activities. And much 
African-derived African American social dance includes mimetic gestures 
that comment on life’s daily issues. In addition to rendering advice and 
intervening on life cycle issues, personal concerns, and issues of public and 
private conduct, Hoodoo would celebrate its divinities, such as High John 
the Conquer. It would protect against feared as well as negative supernatural 
forces such as Plat-eye, Robination Horse, haints, hags, and curses, and it 
would revere and use the elements of nature such as lightening, rain, the 
river, and other natural phenomena. Early Hoodoo religion would have its 
sacred locations and power sites such as the crossroads, the cemetery, the 
threshold, railroad tracks, and special clearings in the woods. Initially it 
would contend with Christianity for control of the souls of black folks and 
for religious hegemony in the slave community. Bondsmen would resolve 
the contestation by integrating their version of Christianity into conjure 
and vice versa.
 The size of the plantation community as well as black, white, and Native 
American population ratios, population density, whether the slavery existed 
in an urban or rural setting, and fluidity of the slave population resulting 
from mortality, sale, or transportation to another region23 were all additional 
factors promoting or inhibiting either the breakdown or the retention of 
African religious traditions. Add to the cultural development process the 
intensity of interactive exchange of folk religious and cultural influences 
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from Native Americans and at least several European ethnic groups, and you 
have quite a complex cultural context. Under these influences, bondsmen 
engaged in the process of reconstructing and maintaining an African-based 
culture, including religion, for themselves. Though enslaved, they appear to 
have freely substituted intellectual frameworks as well as external customs 
from Native Americans and whites while modifying and inventing new ones 
wherever necessary and possible.
 With its pantheon of saints, Catholicism would easily serve as a vehicle 
for syncretic transfer between African deity and Catholic saints, as it did 
in relevant parts of the West Indies and Latin America. But the stringent 
minimalism of North American Protestantism provided few points for syn-
cretic transfer of African deity. North American Protestantism had few if any 
syncretizable saints, so that any transfer, syncretism, or combining of African 
religion with Protestantism had to either occur within a unique paradigm 
or achieve the impossible and remain totally autonomous. On the level 
of content and practice more so than structure, the cultural transforma-
tion process necessary for Hoodoo’s emergence occurred gradually, taking 
place over several generations, during which time cultural practices were 
continually adjusted and adapted. Though there was limited consistency, 
and no long-term, unmodified, sustainable traditional African institutional 
structures, certain practices survived long enough to take hold and become 
a breeding ground for new, transferable elements. Throughout this process, 
community physical and spiritual necessity called forth, influenced, and 
fulfilled corresponding and developing roles within the slave community.
 An especially important component in the old Hoodoo religion was the 
sacred circle dance that would come to be known as the Ring Shout. This 
group religious dance was performed in a circle that moved counterclock-
wise. Scholars have not speculated about the relatedness of Hoodoo and 
the Ring Shout, but there is certainly enough evidence to associate both 
Hoodoo and conjure, in its broadest aspect, with the sacred dance circle. 
Early in Hoodoo’s development, there had to have been the association 
with surviving African religious dance. It is not unreasonable to assert that 
conjure and the Ring Shout were components of a quickly evolving, uniquely 
African American adaptation of West and Central West African traditional 
religion to the Protestant environment of North American enslavement. 
And just as the syncretic religions of the Caribbean were danced, the Ring 
Shout was the sacred dance of the Hoodoo religion.
 Sterling Stuckey asserts that the Ring Shout may have been the most 
important sociocultural occurrence in the slave community. “The Shout,” 
as it would eventually come to be called, sometimes had white observers, 
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though it was largely a private, often secret, occurrence among blacks. On 
such occasions, African religious values were reinforced as well as modi-
fied to respond to enslavement. And when outside observers, especially 
whites, were present, they rarely understood what they were seeing. Slaves 
privileged the Shout ritual over forms of dance so much that they refused 
to label “shoutin’” as a type of dancing. It is against the backdrop of the 
Shout that we see the primary cleavage between sacred and secular, not 
typical of African traditional religion and culture, drawn first on dancing. 
On sacred celebratory occasions, bondsmen were basically free from the 
dance performance expectations of both blacks and whites, which frequently 
influenced African American secular dancing. Unlike secular dancing, the 
sacred Ring Shout involved no personal competition, as was often found in 
plantation breakdowns. In the Shout, dance was neither for entertainment 
of the master, as in the contra dances, nor for rewards, as in the plantation 
cakewalks or jig contests.24 The expectations in the Shout were those of the 
enslaved spiritual community.
 Dance vocabularies and the motor muscle memory retention patterns of 
the various African ethnic groups could be quite different. The range and 
uses of movement were often dissimilar, though the general characteristics 
of West African and Central West African dance distinguish sub-Saharan 
African dancing generally and mark its uniqueness when compared with 
European or Asian dance forms. Dance scholars generally agree that delin-
eation, articulation, and segmentation of body parts; angularity; asymme-
try; polyrhythm; and mimicry are among those overarching, distinguishing 
qualities of traditional African dance.
 Because the sacred counterclockwise circle was familiar to all the enslaved 
African ethnic groups in North America, each group could potentially par-
ticipate in the sacred ring ritual. Each ethnic group would potentially bring 
a unique signatory contribution to the Ring Shout. Thus the Shout originally 
allowed a wide range of ethnic expression and dance vocabularies to prevail. 
These varied contributions seen as expressions of individual identity were 
encouraged as long as the circle was maintained.
 As often as possible, the Shout itself, its location, was away from the eyes 
of outsiders, especially the slave master, who had the power to mete out 
punishment. The sacredness of the circle imparted a protection to par-
ticipants that allowed them wide boundaries of personal and community 
expression—something unknown to them in their daily labors. The aban-
donment permitted in the movement of the Ring Shout submerged the 
individual shouter in a mother lode of sacred African values expressed as 
dance innovations. Shaped by labor and their African heritage, their bodies 
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created and stabilized the early African American dance vocabulary in the 
Shout ritual. The most intense levels of movement innovations were in the 
threshold movements, those rhythmic gestures that immediately preceded 
spirit possession. These gestures would ultimately have a developmental 
effect on African American dance itself. Fundamental to the support of 
African American culture, especially dance, the Ring Shout, more than any 
other dance form, developed and sustained elements that would influence 
the development, vocabulary, movement quality, and organization principles 
of future sacred dance, secular social dance, and theatrical dance forms, 
including modern, jazz, and tap. In the circle, all Africans could contribute 
from their particular dance vocabulary and cultural motor muscle memory.
 Dance supported the construction and coalescing of wider spiritual 
values. It allowed bondsmen to establish a spiritual continuity with their 
former homeland in West and Central West Africa. As dance was the oars-
man of spirituality in the African religious ocean, the distant shore to 
which the Ring Shout boat was rowed was spirit possession, and the wider 
sea in which it traveled was the Hoodoo religion. Hoodoo was simultane-
ously both the context for the dances in the circle and the result of it. The 
relationship was gestational and mutually nourishing. At the new religion’s 
birth, the incipient dances were influenced by and reflected the forces of 
nature, as do significant West African deity. The traditional African names 
of the gods would be lost, but the forces of nature that deity often repre-
sented were clearly recognizable to all. From the captive Africans’ common 
consciousness of the sacred counterclockwise circle, the forces of nature, 
including lightening, rain, certain stones, rivers, oceans, and forests, were 
all reflected in the construction of the early Ring Shout. Without Hoodoo 
and its sacred dance that preserved much of the traditional African dance 
vocabulary, the African American dances would not have survived. In the 
assault that was American enslavement, a variety of African traditional 
religions, initially clustered by region, combined with other ethnic and 
religious influences, merged, and gradually metamorphosed into Hoodoo. 
The Hoodoo religion was born.
 As the sacred dance of the old Hoodoo religion, the Ring Shout contained 
all the antecedent dramatic, mimetic, and stylistic elements of future African 
American sacred as well as secular dancing. The perspective of the Ring 
Shout as text inside the context of the old Hoodoo religion allows us to 
speculate on the dance’s origins in Kongo cosmology. This view also allows 
us a vision of how one aspect of the old Hoodoo religion moved into African 
American Christian church practice and eventually into secular popular 
dance. The sacred circle was an essential vehicle in early black Christian 
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conversion for both slaves and freedmen. Several scholars have commented 
on the possible cosmological significance of the use of circularity in this 
sacred dance, Sterling Stuckey among them. Seen as a possible tracing of the 
Kongo cosmogram, the sacred circle was the gateway to a broader spiritual 
experience, that of spirit possession.25

 Dance was an important central repository for African values, includ-
ing the distribution and allotment of intragroup status. In the context of 
the Ring Shout, slaves could and did assert a limited independence from 
slavery’s pain as well as agency in forging their community, personality, and 
place. As worshippers circled, some of them fell into the spiritual vortex 
of the circle’s center, where they were embraced by both the community 
and the supernatural spiritual forces. A hallmark of African spiritual values 
in worship, the Ring Shout emerged early on in the slave community and 
included both sacred dancing and spirit possession while being a vessel for 
the retention of foundation African spiritual values that informed individual 
and community relations.
 In the process of spirit possession, the devotee was embracing the spirit, 
abandoning earthly control, and entrusting all to the spiritual community. 
The values of caring, secrecy, community obligation in work, and spiritual 
help were all conveyed in the sacred Shout ritual. The Shout was the central 
occasion in which community roles, statuses, values, and sanctions were 
played out, and it was a time to express spiritual individuality.
 As a result of frequent participation in the sacred circle, a shouter could 
often be identified with a particular style of shouting or a special nuance 
or dance step. One can surmise that once Hoodoo emerged, its founda-
tion values were sustained in the Ring Shout as the participants drew on 
the spiritual power of the circular Shout ritual to sustain themselves. And 
there were those who had spiritual power in the Shout.26 The African priest, 
who would evolve into the plantation conjurer, and later the plantation’s 
black preacher possessed spiritual power in the Shout. In addition, he was 
a likely individual who could seek out Native American spiritual knowledge 
to augment his and his community’s own.
 Additional similarities in role structuring and status attribution were 
shared by a significant number of the enslaved African ethnic groups. These 
similarities supported the interethnic assimilation process and eased the 
appearance and development of newly created and ever-changing roles, 
further supporting the possibility for this ethnically diverse group of slaves 
to develop limited but effective responses to immediate as well as long-term 
needs among the bondsmen and later among freed blacks. For example, 
in the African homelands, roles such as blacksmith, diviner, or herbalist 
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were universally special status positions, even among the ethnically diverse. 
In the maelstrom of slavery and New World cultural re-creation, certain 
components of social structure were compatible enough for there to be 
an achievable interethnic syncretic settling among the ethnically diverse 
enslaved Africans when the actual process of restructuring the spiritual 
community began. Roles would quickly become institutionalized within 
Hoodoo practice. Among those roles were religiomagical practitioners such 
as conjurers and religiomedical specialists such as treaters, midwives, heal-
ers, and slave “doctors.”
 In the African homeland, certain special status individuals were some-
times insulated from enslavement and sale abroad; that notwithstanding, 
it is near certain that tens of thousands of African priests and other spiri-
tual specialists such as diviners, musicians, herbalists, bonesetters, bronze 
casters, and blacksmiths from different ethnic groups were transported to 
the New World during the slave trade. They carried their religions with 
them, and their spiritual work would not cease with their enslavement and 
displacement to American shores.27 Upon arrival in the new environment, 
slave priests, shamans, and other religious specialists were confronted with 
major cultural trauma. If African religion were to survive at all in North 
America, it would have to make major adaptations; many of those adapta-
tions were forced, but other adaptations were arrived at through rational 
decision by using age-old principles to modify the religious conventions. 
The nature of the “peculiar institution” and its attendant restrictions and 
instabilities required it.
 Enslaved Africans carried with them to the New World traditional Af-
rican modes of understanding and responding that were both informed 
by and developed in conjunction with other elements of African village 
social structure and economy. These included norms, values, and beliefs 
functional in and tailored to their respective cultural environments. Well 
suited to and formed in cultures bound together by tradition and ritual 
that were responsive to societal needs, the remaining elements of African 
social structure would continue developing through centuries of practical 
experience.
 The African American Hoodoo priest and other religiomedical function-
aries were focal points in which the difficulties of sociocultural restructuring 
under the harsh conditions of bondage were partly resolved. More than a 
mere spiritual representative, the Hoodoo priest was embodied hope. Like 
his African counterpart, he was a regulator of community; in West and Cen-
tral West Africa, the priest’s regulatory influence sometimes extended to 
state affairs. He was essential to community harmony and survival, political 

Hazzard_Text.indd   49 10/10/12   8:44 AM



50 chapter 2

stability, as well as personal prosperity. He was a major player in the slave 
community and was perhaps the most serious potential challenge, by an 
individual slave, to the slaveocracy’s power; within the circumscribed context 
of enslavement, plantation conjurers were powerful and influential. An 
observer notes: “On every large plantation of Negroes there is one among 
them who holds great sway over the minds and opinions of the rest; to him 
they look as the oracle—and this same oracle is, in ninety-nine cases the 
most consummate villain and hypocrite on the premise. . . . The influence 
of such a negro is incalculable.”28

 Concerning the conjure priest as African American shaman, folklorist 
Julien A. Hall, made this observation: “They firmly believe that certain 
ones amongst them are able to conjure or trick those they have a grudge 
against, and when one is supposed to be possessed of this ability he is called 
a ‘conjure doctor,’ and is looked up to by the others with the profoundest 
awe and dread. The conjure doctor’s word is law, and he can generally live 
without working, as he frightens his companions into contributing freely 
to his support.”29

 Though Hoodoo’s scope and content would be modified and tailored 
after emancipation, Hoodoo’s functions in the slave community included 
supernatural controlling and community regulation, protecting individuals 
from harm, and stimulating or drawing good fortune; but its most widely 
accepted and least threatening function was herbal healing and medicine. 
Members of both the slave and free population relied heavily on homemade 
herbal medicinal treatments. The atmosphere of mutual codependence 
encountered in frontier, colonial, and plantation communities encouraged 
exchanges of traditional information, approaches, prescriptions, remedies, 
formulas, herbal, magical, and curative knowledge. The African healing 
tradition via Hoodoo was so widely accepted among African American 
slaves that those who practiced it effectively enjoyed enviable reputations 
and high status among bondsmen, among free blacks, and often among 
whites.30 One such slave was named Cesar, who was given state emancipa-
tion by the South Carolina General Assembly and 100 pounds per year 
for the remainder of his life. His ability to cure rattlesnake envenomation 
as well as poisoning from ingestion of mercury earned him great acclaim 
as well as his freedom.31 Cesar’s snakebite cure could possibly have been 
derived from information and knowledge mutually shared by African and 
American indigenous communities. Certainly with the large number of 
venomous snakes in Africa, Africans were familiar with natural treatments 
for snakebite in their homeland.
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 The West and Central West African ancestors of African Americans had 
a highly diversified and centuries-long tradition of healing and healing 
specialists. John Beecham, born in 1787, leaves us this account of Ashantee: 
“The fetishmen apply themselves, moreover, to the study of medicine; and 
the knowledge which they acquire of the properties of herbs and plants, it 
will be seen hereafter, powerfully contributes to strengthen their influence 
with the people.”32 Beecham continues:

In case of bodily affliction, a medical preparation is ordered for the pa-
tient. It has already been noticed, that the fetish men and women apply 
themselves assiduously to the study of the healing art, and acquire such 
a knowledge of the properties of herbs and plants as enables them to 
effect the cure of many complaints. . . . It is backed, moreover, during 
the healing process, by occasional fetish practices; such as the binding of 
strings round the knees and other joints of the patient, the ends of the 
strings which hang down after the knots are tied being covered with red 
vegetable application.33

E. J. Glave leaves us another glimpse of the Hoodoo conjure man’s highly 
skilled spiritual ancestor, the Nganga or Congo traditional priest:

To his religious functions the Nganga unites those of surgeon and the 
physician, and however his pretensions in the one calling may be, his skill 
in the other is more than considerable . . . In skirmishes of intertribal 
warfare natives are often badly wounded: . . . The slugs used are rough 
pieces of copper, brass wire. . . . In the extractions of these rude bullets 
the fetish-man displays great surgical skill . . . several of my men received 
wounds from enemy’s overcharged flintlocks. I called in a native charm 
doctor who was renowned for surgical skill.34

These statements indicate that among American bondsmen’s West African 
progenitors, healing and spiritual beliefs were thoroughly comingled; and 
because success at healing was tied to religious belief, the most proficient 
healers were frequently spiritual leaders as well. In addition to surgical skill, 
Africans possessed a highly developed knowledge of herbal medicines and 
other naturopathic treatments. Cotton Mather, for example, learned of 
smallpox inoculation from his West African servant, Onesimus: “I was first 
instructed in it by a Guaramantee servant of my own long before I knew that 
any Europeans or Asiatics had the least acquaintance with it.”35

 Using government money, Lieutenant Governor William Gooch, during 
his first year as lieutenant governor of Virginia, purchased a slave’s freedom. 
This slave had provided him with information on plants, roots, and herbs 
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that would cure venereal distempers. Gooch’s explanation for expending 
government funds was that the information the slave provided was valuable 
to mankind.36

 It was from the healing facet of the Hoodoo tradition that African Ameri-
cans derive the term most frequently used for a conjurer: root doctor. There 
is some distinction between the concepts of conjurer and root doctor; al-
though in some of the literature on Hoodoo as well as in common usage, 
that distinction is often confusing and unclear.37 The interchangeable use 
of both terms indicates a time when there was an indistinguishable division 
of labor between the two; nevertheless, it is from this facet of the Hoodoo 
tradition that U.S. blacks derive the use of herbs and roots to affect super-
natural occurrences as well as natural cures.
 Partly from necessity, the herb and root tradition was strong on the south-
ern plantation. White medical doctors were costly and often inaccessible, so 
circumstances encouraged the use of home remedies by both slave and free 
persons.38 Evidence indicates that Africans and Native Americans exchanged 
knowledge and beliefs. John P. Reynolds, a black healer, gained much of his 
knowledge of medicine and treatment of patients from a Native American 
physician.39 Bondsmen often acknowledged the use of herbal remedies that 
they learned from Native Americans.40 Native Americans and Africans were 
more familiar with the subtropical and tropical flora and fauna of the Deep 
South than were European settlers, so it is not surprising that early white 
settlers made extensive use of the root and herbal traditions of both Na-
tive Americans and Africans.41 Considering this, it is not surprising to find 
that novels depicting nineteenth-century life included descriptions of root 
doctors or that slave doctors treated whites as well as blacks. This began to 
change after legislation passed in Virginia in 1748.42

 The constant appearance of slave doctors, treaters, and conjurers was 
seen by certain segments of the white population as such a problem that 
some municipalities enacted legislation against the transmission of the very 
information these practitioners needed to continue their work.43 This reac-
tion against slave expertise in both healing and herbalism was at least in part 
from fear of the slaves’ knowledge of poison plants, but also from fear of the 
power that root doctors, conjurers, and healers could wield over some bonds-
men. Each success in physical healing or spiritual controlling potentially 
served to strengthen and validate not only the reputation and power of the 
slave priest-healer, but also the complete storehouse of slave community folk 
knowledge. Each visible success confirmed for the slave that his tradition-
bound view of the world was both functional and correct in the face of what 
threatened to become all-encompassing enslavement and oppression.
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 Early in American history, there was tension between the practice of pro-
hibiting slaves from acquiring medicinal herbal knowledge and the medical 
needs of the frontier and colonial communities. There was inconsistency 
in both the legal and the social treatment of slaves with herbal knowledge 
and healing skills. On one hand, they were needed and utilized; on the 
other hand, they were feared and regarded with suspicion, and rightfully 
so because slave owners in many parts of the New World lived in fear of 
being poisoned by their slaves.44 Though a slave would have to pay dearly 
for attempting a poisoning, there is ample evidence to justify the fears that 
whites held of being poisoned by a captive laborer. In their homeland, 
many of the Africans had mastered the knowledge of poisonous plants and 
substances for both medicinal purposes and dealing with enemies. Once in 
the Americas, they continued the practice throughout the eighteenth and 
nineteenth century, enabling the lore as well as the practice of poisoning 
to remain fairly well developed among bondsmen. Consider the following 
statement published in November 1749: “The horrid practice of poisoning 
white people by the Negroes, has lately become so common, that within a 
few days past, several executions have taken place in different parts of the 
country, by burning, gibbeting, hanging, &.”45 A newspaper account from 
Charleston, South Carolina, dated October 30, 1749, and found in the 
Pennsylvania Gazette leaves the following:

Wednesday last, a Negro Wench, about sixteen Years old, Slave to an Apoth-
ecary in this Town, was committed to Goal for poisoning a Child of her 
Master, about 11 Months old, by putting Arsenick, or Ratsbane, several 
times into what it drank. The Child continued in great Misery till Thurs-
day Morning, and then died. The Wretch has not only acknowledged the 
poisoning of this Child, but also another of the same Family, about 15 
Months old, some Time before.46

From Maryland, two similar reports:

On Friday last, William Stratton, Negro Toney the Poison Doctor, and Ne-
gro Jemmy, were all executed at Port Tobacco, in Charles County, pursuant 
to their Sentence, for the poisoning the late Mr. Chase, and the Bodies 
were all hung in Chains the same Day, in different Parts of the County.
 At the same Time and on the same Gallows, Were executed, Negro Jack, 
for attempting to poison Mr. Francis Clements, His Master.47

 As emancipation ended slavery and dispelled the fears of such poison-
ing, the public discourse on—and the white concern with—its practice 
diminished in magnitude and eventually vanished. Poisoning as a method of 
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dealing with an enemy, or exacting revenge, would continue in the African 
American community, its greatest adherents being emancipated slaves, their 
children, and their grandchildren. The root doctor, conjurer, or two-head 
remained the link with the past; an element in his African legacy included 
his mastery of poisonous substances as part of his command of a complete 
medicinal system. In support of this, esteemed African American author 
Charles W. Chesnutt leaves us his observations in 1901: “Some of the more 
gruesome phases of the belief in conjuration suggest possible poisoning, a 
knowledge of which baleful art was once suppose to be widespread among 
the imported Negroes of the olden time. The blood or venom of snakes, 
spiders, and lizards is supposed to be employed for this purpose.”48 In many 
locales, the cultural environment in the postemancipation, pre–World War 
I black community was scarcely different than it had been under enslave-
ment, so even after emancipation, poisonings among blacks continued 
to take their toll. One of the most famous examples was the poisoning of 
bluesman Robert Johnson. Johnson was allegedly poisoned by a rival over a 
woman. He died not long after he had drunk from an open bottle of liquor 
given to him at a southern jook.49

 The strength of the herb and root aspect of Hoodoo not only resulted 
from its clearly defined functionality, but also was due, in part, to the African 
slaves’ cultural tenacity and familiarity with their own healing, controlling, 
and spiritual paradigms and traditions. That Hoodoo could be sustained 
through slavery speaks to the effective tenacity of the paradigm of silence, a 
highly valued and well-understood posture in the slave community and one 
necessary for Hoodoo’s existence and development. Couched in a Hoodoo 
presentation of self, the paradigm of silence served blacks in their relation-
ships with whites, while being the primary vehicle in which secrecy was 
expressed, modified, and further defined. The silence paradigm was made 
visible in a variety of ways; for example, in the African secret societies, in the 
pursed lips of the elders demonstrating an intentional closing of the mouth, 
as well as in the poetry of Paul Laurence Dunbar’s “We Wear the Mask.”
 At least one other factor promoted Hoodoo’s development and survival 
during slavery: its high level of adaptability. This previously mentioned qual-
ity is expressed in more than a few West and Central West African religions. 
Inclusive adaptability enabled the required substitutions of both specific 
plants and conventions of preparation to be successfully made and applied 
as nondisruptively as possible. This quality would serve Hoodoo develop-
ment well as Hoodoo struggled to stabilize and sustain itself.
 From an examination of Hoodoo artifacts uncovered in an archaeological 
dig in southern Virginia and dated circa 1820–30, it is clear that by the late 
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Conjurer’s cache. Items uncovered in an archaeological dig  
in Virginia. Items pictured here include rib bones and  

a small blue-green bottle. This bottle was probably the  
conjurer’s “walking boy” divination device.

eighteenth or early nineteenth century Hoodoo was fully functioning in the 
slave community, completely self-sufficient with its own supply lines, net-
works, and ritual procedures as well as substitutions. The “Hoodoo clergy,” 
conjurers, root workers, and Hoodoo priests had developed acceptable 
substitutions that could be obtained and sanctified. An early nineteenth-
century Hoodoo priest’s storehouse of supplies would contain his divination 
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devices, such as a set of rib bones or the walking boy made from a tiny blue 
bottle suspended from a cord, or he kept a “frizzly chicken” as a divination 
device. Later Hoodoo workers would use a deck of regular playing cards, 
dominoes, or even dice to read a situation and diagnose the concern. He 
would also have a supply of dried peach pits that, used for spiritual work only, 
he could substitute for the more difficult to obtain High John the Conquer 
root. He would also have broken pieces of ceramic pottery or china, four 
hole buttons, nails, pins, metal buttons, beads, small wooden sticks (some 
from spent matches), small ceramic doll’s head, arms and legs, crab claws, 
various types of seeds, pods, shells, crystals, dried herbs, pieces of leather 
and cloth scraps, and lodestone.50 Some of these items were similar to those 
given to this author as part of the divinatory implements following my first-
level initiation as an olorisha of Ogun. The doll’s head, piece of broken 
white ceramic pottery, large seed, and black stone found in the dig were 
remarkably like those same items given to this author at initiation.
 Contained within traditional West and Central West African religion was 
an approach to health and healing as well as approaches to addressing all of 
humankind’s major problems. Included were rituals, detailed procedures, 
and avenues to invoke protection from malicious intent such as poisoning51 
as well as protective objects that repelled harmful forces. There were also 
commonly known and engaged in protective behaviors, which included 
avoidance procedures.52 Learned in both the family and the community, 
these avoidance behaviors were designed to limit one’s vulnerability and 
might include something as simple as not eating or drinking in potentially 
unfriendly or unfamiliar circumstances or environments or not allowing 
intimate personal objects such as clothing to fall into the hands of potential 
enemies. Half a century after the end of slavery, bluesman Robert Johnson 
knew the warnings against drinking from an opened bottle, a bottle of liquor 
that had the seal already broken; he ignored the traditional folk wisdom, 
and it cost him his life.53

 Traditional African religions view the human state as part of a continuum 
in which life on earth is a duty-bound stop, as is time in the realm of the 
ancestors. Though time on earth is predestined within certain boundaries, 
mankind can affect change within those limits. In traditional West African 
religions, physical malady and illness, even misfortunes, are seen as spiritual 
in origin. Maladies are believed to be caused by a dissatisfied ancestor or a 
malcontent’s wandering spirit that was captured and redirected. In other 
instances, the soul, essence, or ashe of an individual could be affected by 
supernatural means. These concepts varied somewhat in their overt and 
detail manifestations, but the principle was significantly similar among the 
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people of the slave-plundered regions of West and Central West Africa.54 
This general tenet, that physical malady, illness, and misfortune can have a 
spiritual origin, was carried over into the syncretized spiritual traditions of 
the New World, where, encountering similar or compatible principles held 
by Native American traditionalists and in European folk belief, it became 
widespread and fused with vibrant longevity.
 In a significant number of traditional West African religions, the religious 
leader was, and remains today, also a diviner, healer, and manipulator of 
worldly and spiritual events. The roles he or she fills are multifaceted.55 With 
this fact in mind, it is not surprising to find that in the slave communities of 
the United States, the traditional social roles of healer, diviner, and conjurer 
were often occupied by one person, as they had been in West Africa. W. E. B. 
DuBois attests to the multifunctionality of the slave conjurer’s role. Accord-
ing to him, the loss of traditional West African religion among American 
bondsmen was a:

. . . terrific social revolution, and yet some traces were retained of the 
former group life, and the chief remaining institution was the Priest or 
Medicine-man. He early appeared on the plantation and found his func-
tion as the healer of the sick, the interpreter of the Unknown, the com-
forter of the sorrowing, the supernatural avenger of wrong, and the one 
who rudely but picturesquely expressed the longing, disappointment, and 
resentment of a stolen and oppressed people. Thus as bard, physician, 
judge, and priest, within the narrow limits allowed by the slave system rose 
the Negro preacher, and under him the first Afro-American institution, 
the Negro church.56

 This “terrific social revolution” occurred under the influence of inter-
nal cultural tension resulting partly from the heterogeneity of bondsmen. 
Consciously or otherwise, these ethnically diverse groups contended some-
what with one another over which traditional elements could and would 
be preserved. The cultural-religious tensions thus generated would resolve 
themselves in a range of patterns, but always under the direct pressure 
and limitations imposed by slavery. Certainly elements familiar to nearly 
all enslaved Africans, such as spirit possession, ancestor reverence, animal 
sacrifice, and certain dance elements, would be more likely candidates for 
survival in the new environment of slavery, which mandated a protracted 
reconfiguring of traditional African religious beliefs.
 Hoodoo religion did not emerge simultaneously and uniformly in every 
locale, but in certain concentrated plantation environments that exhibited 
the necessary and sufficient conditions that would nourish Hoodoo’s germi-
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nation and materialization. These core plantations were large by American 
standards, exhibiting high African population density, inadvertently allow-
ing enslaved Africans some degree of autonomy or unhampered religio-
cultural space. At least one of these core culture plantations existed within 
proximity to nearly every major urban locale and exercised influence on the 
model of culture that emerged in that region. At gatherings such as corn 
shuckings, plantation dances, Shout worship services, and at clandestine, 
illegal public gatherings bondsmen from the core plantations exchanged 
cultural and spiritual information with Native Americans as well as with 
slaves from other plantations. An account from the South Carolina Gazette 
describes what appears to be such an exchange. “They also had their pri-
vate committees; whole deliberations were carried on in too low voice, and 
with much caution, as not to be overheard by the others. . . . The members 
of this secret council had much the appearance of Doctors in deep and 
solemn consultation upon life or death which indeed might have been the 
scope of their meditations at the time.”57 The dismal act of slave trading 
was inadvertently culturally significant in that it provided both regional 
and national reshuffling and exchange of African cultural and spiritual 
practices. The trader’s infamous slave pens of New Orleans are noteworthy 
here. Slaves from every region of the country as well as some from Africa, 
the West Indies, and Mexico could spend as much as one to three months 
there waiting to be sold. During that time, slaves were exposed to cultural 
and spiritual knowledge from a variety of regions.58

 The slave community’s cultural leaders, conjurers, blacksmiths, priests 
and priestesses, proficient singers, musicians, and excellent dancers initially 
came from a variety of different African ethnic traditions. But familiarity 
with, or commonly shared knowledge about, a particular transethnic prac-
tice like the counterclockwise dance circle may have been the most signifi-
cant in a series of culturally leveling selection principles, used by enslaved 
Africans, in holding onto elements of traditional African culture. Much of 
what becomes Hoodoo exhibits continuities with a range of West African 
and Central West African religious traditions. Consider the similarity in the 
following two passages for example:

[I]t was thought by many that he would not be able to find the buried 
poison, but as they were about to give up their pursuit, . . . Then the doc-
tor ordered the man to dig quickly, for the “trickbag” was there. On the 
order being obeyed, the poison was found. It was rusty nails, finger and 
toe nails, hair and pins sewed up in a piece of red flannel. The “doctor” 
carried this to the patient, and convinced him that he had found the cause 
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of his illness, and that he would surely get well. Not many days elapsed 
before he was walking as well as ever.59

 ________

 “Bring me a hoe,” said Okagbue. When Ekwefi brought the hoe, he had 
already put aside his goatskin bag and his big cloth and was in his underwear. 
. . . He immediately set to work digging a pit where Ezinma had indicated. 
. . . Suddenly Okagbue sprang to the surface with the agility of a leopard. “It 
is very near now,” he said. “I have felt it.” . . . “Call your wife and child,” he 
said to Okonkwo. After a few more hoe-fuls of earth he struck the iyi-uwa. 
He raised it carefully with the hoe and threw it to the surface . . . he went 
into his goatskin bag, took out two leaves and began to chew them. When 
he had swallowed them, he took up the rag with left hand and began to 
untie it. And then the smooth, shiny pebble fell out. . . . All this had hap-
pened more than a year ago and Ezinma had not been ill since.60

The first passage is from the Hampton Institute’s Southern Workman from 
1899. The second passage, written more than half a century later, is from 
Chinua Achebe’s 1959 novel of traditional Igbo life in Nigeria, Things Fall 
Apart. Both the Ibo iyi-uwa and the African American trickbag contained 
items that were wrapped in cloth, buried in the ground, and believed to 
be the cause of illness. Both the iyi-uwa and the trickbag required unearth-
ing and neutralization by a spiritual specialist. The apparent similarities in 
preparation, appearance, and handling indicate the use of similar opera-
tional conventions and principles and suggest a common cultural ancestry 
or religious paradigm for both practices.
 The roles of Hoodoo doctor, conjurer, and plantation preacher were di-
rectly inherited from the traditional African priest, but the role of conjurer 
had been more long-standing than any social role to emerge from slavery 
and existed well before the appearance of the Negro preacher. Like the Af-
rican priest, both the Hoodoo priest and the early slave preacher employed 
a complex system of symbols to raise client expectations of a successful out-
come, thus to achieve success in their practices.61 Slaves viewed conjurers as 
embodied spiritual power; these enslaved men of power apparently provided 
a rewarding and hopeful counterbalance to the powerlessness experienced 
by blacks because of enslavement. As part of a wider community response 
to social expectations for problem solving, the conjurer himself was a living 
symbol signifying deep levels of hope as well as access to alternative sources 
of support and assistance beyond the slave master’s control. The slave com-
munity inherited and passed on to freedmen the availability of the Hoodoo 
priest’s particular services.
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 It is likely that when and where Hoodoo functioned as a complete re-
ligion, it was a momentarily stable cultural plateau in the decline of an 
interethnic yet traditional African religious formation. As it existed under 
slavery, the Hoodoo religion was a short-lived, transitional, and shrinking 
religious form that stabilized briefly, fragmented and declined, evolved, and 
then expanded after emancipation. As with the African American jook and 
other African-based cultural forms, Hoodoo made adaptations necessary 
for its own survival.
 In its early years, Hoodoo had its secret signs and gestures associated with 
the spiritual forces of nature, with power over individuals and situations as 
well as over the darker forces such as haints or witches. These signs were 
likely to have been composites of signs and gestures from traditional African 
secret societies modified through great cultural loss and the experience 
of slave labor; many of them became the short-lived secret sign system of 
conjurers and Hoodoo priests. These signs and gestures would eventually 
die within Hoodoo, but not before a few of them would move into the vo-
cabulary of gestures and signs used by the fundamentalist African American 
preacher. The sign would form a link between the believer and the world 
of supernatural power. In a scene from the film The Color Purple adapted 
from the Alice Walker novel of the same name, as Celie, the protagonist, 
is leaving Mister, her abusive husband, he raises his hand to strike her and 
she rapidly extends her right arm with her first two fingers outstretched 
pointing into a Hoodoo-influenced horizontal V as if throwing a fix on him. 
With a sense of protected bravery, she prophetically utters, “All that you do 
to me already done to you.” Mister stops as if frozen in place; Celie then 
confidently rides away.
 Momentarily, though perhaps not in all regions, Hoodoo religion had 
its own deity and religiocultural heroes, its sacred dance (the Ring Shout), 
its healing practices, and its religious specialists. But the Hoodoo religion 
could not sustain itself. So the aspect known as conjure, later called Hoodoo, 
quickly and concurrently appeared independently even as the Hoodoo re-
ligion was dying. Conjure required no worship services, no formalized doc-
trine, and could be embodied in a single individual, the conjurer. Like the 
system of signs, certain other elements of the Hoodoo religion would yoke 
themselves to and be sustained within Africanized plantation Christianity. 
Other elements, because of their functionality, would be sustained indepen-
dently and later become an integral part of conjure/Hoodoo practice.
 While asserting influence in the creation of all subsequent secular dance 
among blacks, the Ring Shout maintained a sacred identity during slavery 
and, though its circularity would eventually be destroyed by the linear or-
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ganization of church pews,62 its spiritual essence successfully moved from 
clandestine Hoodoo ritual into the Africanized Christian sacred dance ritual 
known as shoutin’. Aspects of shoutin’ would secularize and move into at 
least two African American popular social dances: the Big Apple, appearing 
in the 1920s, and the Shout, which would appear in the late 1950s. In the 
transformative process that propelled the Ring Shout into African American 
Christian worship, certain aspects of Hoodoo as a component of black Chris-
tian worship would eventually be relegated to a separately existing sphere, at 
least in surface appearance. But on a deeper level, some aspects of Hoodoo 
were taken into the black church while certain aspects of the conjurer’s 
role were merged into some Christian ministers’ functional capacity. This 
occurred while other clergy condemned and abandoned Hoodoo practice. 
DuBois had this comment concerning the movement of African religious 
practice, repeated here from the epigraph to this chapter: “This church was 
not at first by any means Christian nor definitely organized: rather it was 
an adaptation and mingling of heathen rites among the members of each 
plantation, and roughly designated as Voodooism.”63

 African captives and their descendants in America were often left alone 
by their masters to worship as they saw fit in unhampered social space. The 
Hoodoo religion could develop in this isolated space. It also enabled the 
slave religious leadership to consciously retain, merge, or discard elements 
from African traditional religion. The older traditions would transform 
into a transgenerational form, in which conjure and the sacred dancing 
of the Ring Shout both played a significant and unified role as part of 
the Hoodoo religious tradition. Both the Ring Shout and aspects of Hoo-
doo were eventually taken over into black Christian ritual, with aspects of 
conjure gradually being discarded from black Christian practice in most 
churches.64 Plantation conjurers were instrumental in this process because 
they undoubtedly functioned in several closely associated roles, like that of 
Ring Shout leader or perhaps as arbiter guiding the direction of worship. 
It is not unreasonable to assume that plantation conjurers achieved special 
status in both clandestine and openly visible Ring Shouts as well as in other 
activities, such as death rituals, where the sacred circle was convened. At-
tending these ceremonies and rituals in a variety of capacities, conjurers, 
in their general role as comforter, spiritual leader, protector, and earthly 
contact with the supernatural, were entrenched in the overall life of the 
slave community and were thoroughly familiar with its African-derived ritu-
als, including its sacred dance. Similarly, both religious leaders and chiefs 
in parts of Africa are often expected to be competent dancers. The planta-
tion preachers who merged Hoodoo practice with their Christianity were 
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competent if not outstanding shouters and more sympathetic to the Ring 
Shout, allowing, encouraging, even participating in it.
 The services provided by the Hoodoo priest, two-head, or conjurer were 
in perfect alignment with the traditional African religious worldview. In 
practice, this spiritual and healing specialist was a generalist whose religio-
science enabled him to approach the world as a seamless entity with little 
demarcation between sacred and secular, physical and spiritual, natural 
and supernatural. He was a religioscientific practitioner operating inside 
a paradigm that he inherited primarily from his African cultural past and 
that was continually evolving and modifying itself to meet the needs of his 
clients in the environment of North American enslavement.
 Hoodoo was no static phenomenon; it had to have been a complex so-
cial process influencing multiple levels of plantation and slave society. As 
a primary requirement for successfully sustaining itself, Hoodoo had to 
be thoroughly enmeshed in the social interaction of the slave community. 
Supernatural solutions were not embraced by bondsmen simply because 
other forms of controlling and other centers of power were closed to them. 
From the very beginning, Hoodoo both was embedded within an immedi-
ate network of sanctions and supports and was able to engage in coercion 
and behavior shaping representing a source of power within the fragile and 
uncertain normative structure of the slave community. Hoodoo, more than 
any other aspect of slave cultural tradition, promised power beyond the 
brittle normative structure of the community of bondsmen. This promise 
could not always be fulfilled; but when it was, it strengthened Hoodoo belief 
and practice.
 The conjurer, as a symbol of both resistance and defiance as well as a 
model of secrecy, was a cultural signpost, a living semiotic indicator of a 
functioning worldview held by African American bondsmen. He was an 
important arbiter sanctioning the transformations in Hoodoo procedures, 
paraphernalia, ritual objects, ceremonial content, and decorum neces-
sitated by American slave life. In the slave community, the conjurer was 
both thoroughly integrated and aligned in every way; he was a significant 
source of tradition, meaning, community definition, and cohesion. Not 
until emancipation and the destruction of the slave quarter community did 
the unusual appearance, demeanor, and qualities associated with conjurers 
in the post-Reconstruction environment become more apparent and par-
ticularly significant. In some traditional African contexts, traditional priests 
are marked by some unusual physical characteristic, such as a deformity, 
birthmark, or unusual birth circumstances; when this occurs, it is seen as a 
sign or indicator of supernatural verification of priestly status. This belief, 
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like numerous others, would continue among both enslaved and free blacks 
on the North American mainland.
 Under slavery, the conjurer or root doctor was not able to disconnect 
his specialized spiritual labor from that of other slaves, and this affected 
him. As slaves, conjure doctors were still accountable to their owners for 
their labor output. Their physical labor in the fields embedded them in 
the fabric of slave social structure and provided the social conditions for 
them to be similar to other bondsmen in appearance, language, sentiments, 
and expectations. But following emancipation, the destruction of the slave 
quarter community and the reorganization of slave labor into the individu-
alized rural labor form known as sharecropping, the conjurer could be 
and often was disconnected from the labor routines of the field, factory, or 
urban environment. This freedom of movement as individual and spiritual 
laborer, accompanied by isolation from the routine of sharecropped labor, 
allowed the conjurer freedom to behave in ways that sharecroppers, who 
answered to their white landlords, could not. Because the emancipated 
conjurer made his living serving primarily an African American clientele, 
he was not immediately answerable to whites or anyone for his livelihood 
and labor. Within certain limits imposed by American white supremacy rac-
ism, he had the latitude and mandate to look and behave in an unorthodox 
fashion. Strange appearance or behavior is one of the hallmarks of the 
post-Reconstruction conjure doctors.65

 African traditional rituals and beliefs were and are today part of a com-
plex philosophy of universal existence and order designating a place and 
procedure for all of humankind’s concerns and problems. Included here, 
for example, are all rituals, procedures, and acts aimed at maintaining 
balance.66 The principle of universal balance, and the need to maintain it, 
gave rise and development to a complex of practices. These practices were 
modified by varying degrees in the New World, depending on the afore-
mentioned specific conditions of enslavement such as plantation size and 
intensity and frequency of contact with whites and Native Americans.
 African slaves in America were surrounded by a complex spiritual universe 
defying simple categorization. The conjurer, treater, Hoodoo, or two-head, 
as root doctors were also known, was the mediator between the slave com-
munity and that wider spiritual reality. Even after the acceptance of Chris-
tianity, African-style spirituality continued to inform the slave community’s 
supernatural belief system.67 But African religion could not survive intact 
under slavery in the United States or in the less fragmented forms, as one 
finds elsewhere in the New World. According to scholar W. E. B. DuBois, in 
the United States: “African religion . . . was transformed. Fetish survived in 
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certain rites and even here and there in blood sacrifice, carried out secretly 
and at night; but more often in open celebration which gradually became 
transmuted into Catholic and Protestant Christian rites.”68

 Success at re-creating the familiar was essential in the religious transfor-
mation process. Thus, as in the Ring Shout, the sacred circle was invoked 
at early Christian worship and conversion services, even against the wishes 
of the presiding Christian reverend.69 Even within the boundaries set by 
enslavement, familiar cultural practices that imparted a sense of comfort 
and security were carried wherever possible into the ever-changing religious 
and cultural life of slaves. The older familiar practices acted as an ever-
moving anchor in stabilizing and giving acceptable form to the emergence 
of Hoodoo and establishing Hoodoo’s marginal acceptability in some black 
Christian churches.
 The varied uses of Hoodoo religion or conjure in the slave community 
ranged from healing to injuring, from attracting a spouse to protecting 
oneself or loved ones. The development and maintenance of Hoodoo ritu-
als and practices were influenced by the total spiritual backdrop of slavery. 
Some slaves approached Hoodoo with an attitude that was both desperate 
and reaffirming. The white man’s religion was often seen as inaccessible 
and unresponsive, particularly when Christianization efforts aimed at slaves 
were minimum. So the harshness of the American system of enslavement 
coupled with Christianity’s limited responsiveness intensified the slave’s 
need for additional supernatural African assistance.
 Hoodoo exhibited numerous contradictions under slavery. On one hand, 
certain aspects of the tradition, such as herbal work, appeared efficacious 
and thus achieved some degree of validity and legitimation among whites, 
particularly in early America, and imparted a positive reputation to black 
Native American “doctors.”70 On the other hand, the spiritual controlling 
aspect of the tradition was severely maligned, denigrated, misunderstood, 
and sometimes feared by outsiders. Because of the apparent power it held 
over bondsmen to incite as well as to strengthen the spirit of rebellion and 
individual resistance, Hoodoo was approached cautiously by some whites. 
There is ample evidence that conjurers played an important role in slave 
rebellion and individual slave resistance.71 Frederick Douglass was one of 
the better-known bondsmen who spoke of their encounters with conjure. 
In his book The Life and Times of Frederick Douglass, he tells the story of being 
given a packet of magical roots by an older African-born slave named Sandy. 
Though Douglass doubted the root pack’s efficacy, its purpose was appar-
ently fulfilled and Douglass was never whipped by any man ever again.72
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 The protective amulet or charm known as the mojo bag, mojo hand, 
Hoodoo bag, Hoodoo hand, juju bag, root bag, conjure pack, gopher bag, 
jack, toby, lucky hand, or package, mentioned by a considerable number 
of freedmen as significant in their life experience, was universally carried 
and understood in the slave community. Similarly, Louis Hughes, a slave 
in Tennessee, Mississippi, and Virginia, carried one type of protection, a 
small leather bag, to ward off whippings. The charm’s “magic” or power was 
usually encased in several layers of either cloth or leather and wrapped with 
either leather cord, hemp string, or twine so as not to be exposed. Given 
to him by an older slave, Hughes’s bag was probably similar to a thousand 
others carried by slaves throughout the South; we are left with this account:

Kongo nkisi. This medicine bag from the Congo resembles one type 
of African American mojo bag. (Drawing courtesy of the Laman 
Collection; Wyatt MacGaffey, trans. and ed., Art and Healing of 

the Bakongo, Commented by Themselves: Minkisi from the Laman 
Collection, Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1991.)
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It was the custom in those days for slaves to carry voo-doo bags. It was 
handed from generation to generation; and, though it was one of the 
superstitions of a barbarous ancestry, it was still very generally tenaciously 
held to by all classes. I carried a little bag, which I got from an old slaver 
who claimed that it had power to prevent any one who carried it from be-
ing whipped. It was made of leather, and contained roots, nuts, pins and 
some other things. . . . Many of the servants were thorough believers in it, 
. . . and carried these bags all the time.73

 In traditional West and Central West African religion, the amulet, in 
addition to leather, could be housed in sacred cloth, seeds, insect pods, 
seashells, snail shells, woven raffia, animal horns, as well as small and large 
calabash gourds. In addition, the mojo might be a double or triple bag, that 
is two or three bags tied together and with other attachments such as bones, 
whistles, bells, thorns, or plant parts. Other types of protective fabrications, 
such as the type requiring the tying of knots directly on the body, would 
later retreat into isolated pockets and nearly disappear. The tying of knots 
and the making of protective packets were widespread religious practices 

Mojo bags. African American package wrapped with thread  
and enclosed in a red silk bag and two Nigerian Yoruba  

medicine bags encased in leather.
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in traditional West and Central West African religion and would become 
staples in African American black belt Hoodoo practice that would continue 
into the twenty-first century. Mary Alicia Owens in 1891 records a former 
slave conjure doctor’s use of string and knots in making a “tricken bag” and 
“luck ball.” Owens leaves us this observation:

He broke off four lengths of yarn, each length measuring about forty-eight 
inches. These were doubled and re-doubled into skeins of four strands 
each and spread in a row before him. To each skein was added forty-eight 
inches of sewing-silk folded as the yarn was.
 “Dar now!” he said, “De silk am ter tie yo’ frens unter yo’ de yahn am ter 
tie down all the debbils. Des watch me tie de knots. Hole on dough!—dis 
fust!”
 The “fust” proceeding was to fill his mouth with whiskey. Then ensued 
a most surprising gurgling and mumbling, as he tied a knot near the end 
of the skein nearest him. As it was tightened, he spat about a teaspoonful 
of tobacco-perfumed saliva and whiskey upon it. “Dar now!” he said, “dat’s 
er mighty good knot. Dey ain’t no debbil kin git thu dat.”74

 Most authentic old tradition mojoes were baptized in liquid spirits and 
tailored to the client’s specific needs; no two were exactly alike—there 
were no generic mojo bags as one would later find dominating the spiritual 
marketplace. In the construction of a protective mojo bag, for example, the 
conjurer-root doctor would consult with the client to understand his daily 
schedule, where he was likely to be, where he was likely to need protection, 
and from whom or what. Then the specifics of location, schedule, and per-
sonality would be fabricated into the amulet using the principles of physical 
power, speed, and territoriality. Specific instructions for the care, mainte-
nance, and spiritual interaction with the mojo accompanied the amulet and 
were given to the client. And in latter-day Hoodoo-conjure, sometimes the 
client would be given something sacred to say, such as a Psalm.75

 Emancipation would transform every aspect of African American life; 
Hoodoo in all its aspects was no exception. After emancipation, certain 
Hoodoo practices would find new life, others would die, still others would 
be engaged in selective adaptation that transformed them from their former 
state into something functionally new. In the area of folklore and myth, 
some beliefs would rapidly disappear, others would achieve prominence 
and functionality, as others faded, leaving the survivors in a stronger, more 
entrenched position within Hoodoo practice. The belief in High John the 
Conquer was one such myth that would be grounded in both a medicinal 
and magical reality; we now turn our attention to it.
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