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Abstract 

 The United States was built upon the back of African Americans, and yet, there is little 

recognition for the immense resilience it took enslaved African Americans to learn how to 

develop communication between each other to preserve their culture identities and traditions. 

Given the diversity amongst enslaved peoples on slave ships, often times, African Americans 

could not communicate with each other as tribes in Africa had different dialects, languages, 

beliefs and music. With the analysis of some key areas that define African American 

communication such as rhythms, spirituals, music, and poems, how and why communication 

formed amongst African Americans becomes linked to the sheer brutality they had to endure 

when the slave trade started in the transatlantic world.  
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Process Analysis Statement 

 This paper is an accumulation of hours of research that began with James Baldwin’s 1979 

article for the New York Times: “If Black English Isn’t a Language, Then Tell Me, What is?” 

Within Baldwin’s work, he questions the qualification for what makes languages, how languages 

come to be and most importantly, why they form. I was intrigued by his ideas and then found 

inspiration for my research as Baldwin wrote the line, “A language comes into existence by 

means of brutal necessity, and the rules of the language are dictated by what the language must 

convey.”1 Immediately, I knew I wanted to look at what brutalities African Americans had to 

face as the slave trade began in the late sixteenth century and what their language had to look 

like in order to be able to communicate without being killed for doing so.  

 Before diving into the research, I had already known that there would be few primary 

sources from African Americans in the transatlantic world given enslaved peoples were not 

allowed to read or write limiting their ability or opportunity to archive their own histories. With 

this obstacle in mind, I decided to begin my research with defining what effective 

communication is considered and how its definitions might change given the circumstances 

enslaved African Americans had to survive. From here, I did a backwards approach to finding 

information as I followed the trail backward in the definition of communication. I looked at what 

forms’ communication took, I traced back evolution patterns of communication, I began to find 

secondary sources that explained those communication forms, and finally, I was then able to 

uncover some primary sources from the transatlantic world that embodied African American 

communication.  

 
1 James Baldwin, "If Black English Isn’t a Language, Then Tell Me, What Is?” " New York Times 1979, 

https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/98/03/29/specials/baldwin-english.html   
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 It took a plethora of different types of sources in order to accurately covey what messages 

where being hidden within African American communication and how communication forms 

persevered traditional African cultures and identities. In the early stages for my research, I 

learned from other researchers in the field the African American history can be looked at through 

a lens of an inner versus an outer circle which is a viewpoint that I use throughout my analysis of 

primary sources or lack thereof. This concept is the idea that African Americans (the inner circle) 

experienced their life but Anglo-European culture (the outer circle) documented African 

American lives so the truth historians are looking for is in the overlap of oral history from the 

inner and written history from the outer. This overlap became very prevalent in my work in 

many aspects such as comparing slave ship logs to personal diaries of men on board, putting 

rhythmic patterns against drum slave codes that were being passed, finding collections of 

spirituals or poems and using secondary sources to explain them and a multitude of other 

comparisons.  

 Given the complexity due to the limitations in the archival process for African 

Americans, this paper was very hard to put together in a manner in which I felt confident 

explaining a rich history that is one I do not own. Throughout the process, I developed great 

admiration and respect for the strength it took enslaved African Americans to continue to 

manipulate and evolve communication in order to preserve their identities. I was blown away at 

the intricacy in the beats and words African American used in order to save their lives. I learned 

a lot about challenges African Americans were forced to face but are often times overlooked and 

forgotten about.  

 In addition to the academic lessons, I also learned a lot about myself throughout this 

process. I think back to freshman year just three years ago and how the thought of a 10-page 
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paper seemed like a daunting task. When I scroll through the final work of this paper, I am 

beyond proud of what I was able to accomplish. By writing this paper, I learned transferable 

skills such as time management, organization, adaptation when something does not go your way, 

how to form and support an argument and articulation skills. I also gained confidence in what I 

am capable of when I set my mind to something. I am very thankful for my time within the Ball 

State History Department and the Honors College as this paper would not have been possible 

without all of the staff and coursework that came before the completion of this paper.  
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Introduction 

The purpose of this paper is to reexamine African culture in the Transatlantic world. The 

approach is to look not only at the statistics of ships cargo, and mortality, and origins of people, 

but rather look at what these mean in terms of enslaved people and the way they were forced to 

interact. There already is scholarly work about how communication is one of the main elements 

that embody African and African American culture. Throughout the paper various forms of 

communication will be examined. The use of drums is found in earliest forms of African 

American communication dating back to some of the first slave ships journeys from Africa to 

America.2 The use of song and their evolution to hymns and spirituals will be used to look at 

how hidden messages were conveyed to different groups of enslaved peoples. The theme of 

double meanings in forms of communication will then be extended into actual words and how 

specific words were created to mask dialects from African countries but sounds American 

enough to be maintain in the English language. A third form of communication that will be 

examined is the use of poetry as this was a leading form of communication for women as well as 

some of the first written form of African American communications once enslaved peoples 

began to obtain freedom in the nineteenth century.  

From the first slave ship, to the peak of the internal slave trade in the mid-nineteenth 

century, to the illegal trade that occurred from 1808 to 1861 after the federal law prohibiting 

importation of enslaved peoples, many diverse cultures from Africa were brought in chains upon 

slave ships and delivered to the United States.3 This diversity lead to the inability for African 

Americans not only communicate with slave ship and planation masters, but also each other as 

 
2 "Drums and Slavery," Department of Public Information, 2009, accessed March 20th, 2020, 

https://www.un.org/en/events/slaveryremembranceday/2009/drums.shtml. 
3 Zora Neale Hurston, Barracoon: The Story of the Last “Black Cargo”, First ed., ed. Deborah G. Plant (New York, 

NY: Amistad: An Imprint of HarperCollins Publishers, 2018). 
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well until roughly the nineteenth century.4 Through the sheer brutality of slavery, Africans were 

forced to create a new way of communication. This took form in dance, rhythms, poems, 

spirituals, hymns, storytelling, gestures and more. For them, language was not judged by the 

standard of effective and clear but rather by the expression it showed. In writing this paper, 

questions that are attempted to be answered are how did communication occur given the 

diversity amongst African cultures that were brought to America through the middle passage 

during the transatlantic world? What forms did communication take amongst African 

Americans? And most importantly, how did communication embody early African American 

culture? Through the secondary sources in this paper, there is understanding that the Bantu 

peoples had a large influences and there were specific geographical areas on the American 

coastline that were able to preserve cultures better than others. These beginning questions help to 

set up the historiography that begin the paper.  

Given that African Americans were not allowed to write while in captivity and therefore 

document the evolution of the as forms of communication they used, the second component of 

this paper is how do historians know what originated types of communication originated from 

African Americans and how it progressed in America? Using primary sources of beat patters, 

spirituals, and poems that were passed down through generations orally that exemplify African 

people and their culture, paired with secondary sources that offer contextualization 

geographically, linguistically and historically and overlap between the two can offer an 

educational hypothesis for how communication occurred. Overall, these questions and points of 

interest will guide the paper in exposing the horrors and brutality of what Africans endured in the 

transatlantic world and in American between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries, but the 

 
4 Henery Louis Gates, "The Vernacular Tradition Part 1," in The Norton Anthology of African American Literature, 

ed. Valerie Smith (New York: W.W Norton and Company, 2014). 
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resilience it took to maintain the beauty of African cultural identities through communication. 

Considering part of this research is dependent upon the narratives that are available, an important 

aspect of this paper that will be referenced throughout the entirety of this work will be a 

comparative study between those on the inside (enslaved people) and those on the outside 

(white). Some primary sources are not as direct to the subject matter based on the premise they 

were archived by white slave owners. This will be tried back into the question of how 

communication and language of African Americans was documented and the bias we have to 

keep in mind while looking at it.  

Historiography 

 One cannot understand American history unless they understand African American 

history. However, African American history is one that is attempted to be told by many other 

cultures than their own due African Americans lack of a common communal language and 

access to archiving their own memories. Due to the diverse cultures from Africa that made up the 

enslaved population, African Americans had to be resourceful and learn to communicate through 

expression rather than written words since emotion was the only thing that could be universal.5 

Anglo Europeans long tried to define African American cultures to fit into their own political 

narrative through unflattering stereotypes which builds the incorrect inferior idea for other 

cultures to falsely reference. Through creating this template, the voice of African Americans has 

been lost in being able to define who they are. Even though African Americans language was 

undocumented and different to the Anglo-Europeans, does not mean that they did not merge 

together multiple forms of expression beyond just physical words.  

 
5  Baldwin, "If Black English Isn’t a Language, Then Tell Me, What Is?” ". 
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 The transatlantic slave trade lasted over two-hundred years as people from Africa were 

captured and disbursed to Europe, the Caribbean, Brazil, and most of North America6. With 

every additional port a slave ship visited, the barriers for enslaved people to communicate grew 

more complex. Millions of Africans were packed onto slave ships to begin their life as a slave 

with people they did not know, in land they did not know, surrounded by languages they had 

never heard. In this exchange of people in the transatlantic world from roughly 1500-1875, slave 

ships would travel along the west coast of African making multiple stops in different cities until 

their ship was full. Every time that a slave ship docked for more people, the enslaved population 

aboard that ship would grow more and more diverse with different cultures, tribes, dialects and 

languages. When the middle passage emerged in the transatlantic world, cargo ships packed with 

peoples known as slave ships, carried a wide variety of different cultures from across the west 

coast of Africa that made it difficult for enslaved captives to communicate with one another. In 

1556 the slave ship Santiago held captive ninety-three Africans who were all from Sierra Leone. 

Even about one hundred years later this remained partially true as in 1642 the slave ship Princes 

left Lunanda as their only stop with one hundred and fifty-two enslaved Africans.7 However, as 

the slave trade began to rapidly grow come the eighteenth century, so did the diversity amongst 

ships. There are several ships from Portugal, France and England noting stopping at three or four 

different ports. The Pastora de Lima bought Africans from Rio de Janerio, Mozambique and 

Bahia before going to America.8  Even though the Rio de Janeiro port was located in Brazil, it is 

often overlooked that it had a strong Afro-Brazilian community that became known as Prequena 

 
6 "A Brief Overview of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade," Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade- 

Essays, 2007, accessed March 4th, 2020, https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/essays #interpretation/a-brief-

overview-of-the-trans-atlantic-slave-trade/the-trade%3Fs-influence-on-ethnic-and-racial-identity/8/en/. 
7 Jennifer L. Morgan, "Accounting for ‘The Most Excruciating Torment’: Gender, Slavery, and Trans-Atlantic 

Passages," History of the Present: A Journal of Critical History 6, no. 2 (2016). 
8 Unknown, "Slave Voyages," (Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database, March 3rd, 2020 1817). 

https://www.slavevoyages.org/voyage/database#results. 
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Africa which means little Africa.9 Other slave ships spent months traveling up and down the 

West coast of Africa taking as many peoples from anywhere they could. Such is the case with the 

British ship The Black Princes that sailed from James Laroche & Co. which arrived on the West 

African cost on June 26th, 1762. Starting at port St. Pauls, the next eight months the captain of 

the ship notes seven different stops where they bought slaves (there were many more where they 

were unable to purchase slaves) before leaving for America on March 1st, 1763.10 Some voyages 

lasted years such as the explorations headed by captain John Easton who kept detailed logs of the 

trade of enslaved peoples on the ship The Snow who started its voyage in Sierra Leone and made 

an additional fifteen stops over the next year and a half collecting between three and fifty peoples 

at each stop.11 Eventually in the nineteenth century, slave ships did not even begin to note 

specific geographic locations or ports their ships would stop at but rather only  noted the number 

of stops like the ship Aimable Henriette that noted stopping in Nantes, Havana then simply noted 

three additional port stops with the number of Africans they took aboard.12   

Having different countries with African populations that were forced aboard slave ships 

only furthered the barriers of communication. African cultures that made up the enslaved 

populations had their own rules for pronunciation, structure, vocal intensity, speed, flow, use of 

pauses and more. For instance, some areas in the south have a heavy influence of Creole where 

other areas can trace words back to the Bantu or Akan languages. The complexity of Black 

English continues as languages like that of the Bantu peoples that is one of the largest groups of 

 
9 Mariah Barber and Rhona Mackay, "The Little-Known History of Little Africa in Rio de Janeiro’s Port Zone," 

Online, Rio On Watch (Gentrification Watch), June 3rd, 2016 2016, https://www.rioonwatch.org/?p=29191. 
10 William Miller, Page Five (left) from the log book of the slave ship Black Prince with record of buying slaves. , 

1762, BCC Library Service. 
11 John Easton. The Snow’s Log Kept by Commander John Easton, 1757-1758. Digital Archive. From the Middlesex 

County Historical Society. https://mchsct.org/exhibits-displays/a-vanished-port-middletown-the-caribbean-1750-

1824/a-vanished-port-slave-ship-logbooks/?xid=PS_smithsonian 
12 Unknown, "Slave Voyages." 

https://mchsct.org/exhibits-displays/a-vanished-port-middletown-the-caribbean-1750-1824/a-vanished-port-slave-ship-logbooks/?xid=PS_smithsonian
https://mchsct.org/exhibits-displays/a-vanished-port-middletown-the-caribbean-1750-1824/a-vanished-port-slave-ship-logbooks/?xid=PS_smithsonian
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peoples from Africa consisting of over five-hundred different and distinct dialects spreading over 

85 million people. All three of these languages span across the west side of Africa making it hard 

to pinpoint where they originated.13 In order for African Americans to begin to communicate 

through these obstacles of differences, modifications and merging of cultures began out of the 

brutality of slavery to attempt to create a common ground of communication.14 There were no 

rules for how African cultures and languages were to adjust to each other and the process took 

hundreds of years. Additionally, the product of communication/ language looked different in 

different geographical locations in America based on the cultural make up to the slaves that 

populated that area. The merge of cultures and languages only just began on slave ships, they 

were even further intertwined based on the trade on land in America.  

 Languages for enslaved African Americans might have started with rhythmic patterns 

and notes rather than words. For the entirety of the middle passage, enslaved persons on slave 

ships were hardly allowed to interact with each other due to tight packing of ships. The exception 

to this would be when captains of the boat would bring them up to the deck to dance and play 

drums. This was done to keep their muscles active so they would be good product and also as a 

form of humiliation.15 Even though dance and music allowance was done in economic and 

personal interest, enslaved people took this as an opportunity to begin to communicate with each 

other through movements and beats.16 It was amongst the cruelty and brutality of the situation 

that the need for communication arose for enslaved African Americans. It was in starting 

 
13 "Bantu Peoples," Encyclopedia Britannica, 2011, accessed March 1, 2020, 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Bantu-peoples. 
14 Ronald L. Jackson II Michael L. Hechet, Sidney A. Ribeau, "African American Communication: Exploring 

Identity and Culture,"  (Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2003). 
15 Thomas-Krouse, Ondra. "Dancing to Transgress." The Langston Hughes Review 19 (2004): 27-39. Accessed April 

26, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/26434702. 
16 Howard Dodson, "America’s Cultural Roots Traced to Enslaved African Ancestors," National Geographic 

, 2003, http://www.nationalgeographic.com/new/2003/2/jubilee-america-culture-ensalved- africans/#close. 
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moments like these that they slowly started coming together to figure out how to express 

emotion, secrets, and preserve the culture in order to preserve who they were.  The common 

ground for expression in music and dance allowed a space for a pluralistic language to form.17 

African Americas developed Black english and African American vernacular english. Black 

english served as language code as a dialect that developed once African Americans were in the 

Americas. The rules to it were guided by historical context of which original African languages 

were influencing it and which English words it was mixing with.18 This later then contributed to 

African American vernacular english in the eighteenth and nineteenth century. African American 

Vernacular can be defined as the expression that lead to interaction in America between African 

Americans to be able to receive and send information (i.e play-it-by- ear melodies, chants, oral 

traditions, plantation songs).19 

 The historical context of African American communication becomes of the upmost 

important in how it was preserved and archived over the years. Even to this day, there remains 

cultural bias due to how Anglo-Europeans archived their culture as superior to African cultures. 

This resulted in many of aspects of communication (ig. Music, song, words, ext.) formed by 

African Americans to be documented as or by the Anglo-Europeans, white males, and slave 

owners. These groups of people made up what will be addressed as the outer circle. The outer 

circle (Anglo-European America) documented African American history of communication as 

one of incompetency that steamed from their inability to speak English properly throughout the 

sixteenth to nineteenth centuries.20 There are many words that originated out of the transatlantic 

 
17 Linda James Myers. "The Nature of Pluralism and the African American Case." Theory Into Practice 20, no. 1 

(1981): 2-6. Accessed April 26, 2020. www.jstor.org/stable/1476606. 
18 Michael L. Hechet, "African American Communication: Exploring Identity and Culture." 
19 Gates, "The Vernacular Tradition Part 1." 
20 Gates, "The Vernacular Tradition Part 1." 
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slave trade that are not documented in written form such as a dictionary but have rather been 

kept alive through the oral histories that embody African American culture. Through oral history, 

African Americans were able to create the inner circle. They could define who they were on their 

own terms through gestures and indictive language that was not always documented but still 

existed. The outer circle further contributed to hindering representation of the inner circle by not 

allowing African Americans speak a language other than english, prohibiting them from writing, 

banning drums, forbidding dance or larger gatherings and so forth.  As a result of this restrictive 

brutality, African Americans once again demonstrated perseverance and resistance by masking 

their native language into english words to keep the embodiment of their culture alive in subtle 

ways. Examples of these include “banjo” which comes from Mbanza or “okra” which comes 

from Nkruma.21  

 Due to the discrepancy between documentation of the inner verses the outer circle, it 

becomes difficult to ask what African American culture is. The question specifically of what 

African American language/communication is cannot be answered strictly through historical 

documentation due to the hundreds of undocumented accounts, names, actions and so forth of the 

inner circle. Most of what we have to go off of today is based once again on the Anglo-

Europeans version of history leaving historians the only option to hypothesize exact answers to 

these questions based on not only what we have, but what we do not have22. Looking at African 

American communication becomes a study of listening for the unsaid: 

Listening for the unsaid, translating misconstrued words, and refashioning disfigured  

lives- and intent on achieving an impossible goal: redressing the violence that produced  

numbers, ciphers, and fragments of discourse, which is as close as we come to a  

biography of the captive and the enslaved.23 

 
21 "Ready For a Linguistic Controversy? Say ‘mmhmm’," WAMU, 2018, accessed March 1, 2020, 

http://wamu.org/story/18/09/12/ready-for-a-linguistic-controversy-say-mhmm/. 
22 Saidiya Hartman, "Venus in Two Acts," Small Ax Number 12 12, no. 2 (2008). 
23 Saidiya Hartman, "Venus in Two Acts," Small Ax Number 12 12, no. 2 (2008). 
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- Saidiya Hartman 

Hartman sums it up the best with how violence creates an untraversable silence in history that is 

difficult, or nearly impossible, to put back together. The best that can be done is to combine the 

inner circle and outer circles accounts to find some version of the truth in the overlap. This 

remains true even beyond the middle passage and in the beginnings of the United States. In the 

late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, even when African Americans could write about 

their experiences and how slavery worked, they were encouraged not to write about the brutality 

in which communication formed and survived through. Their work was created with an agenda 

that did not do justice for those the stories encapsulated.24 This dilemma can be seen with even 

the most well-known African Americans such as Fredrick Douglass and W.E.B Du Bois who, at 

times, had to soften up their writing to appease the white readers and culture.25  

 
Defining Communication 

 The way communication is defined in the modern world twenty-first century is different 

than the definition of communication for African Americans in the Transatlantic world due to 

different contexts in which African American communication was created and used. African 

American communication formed from out of the brutality of slavery as a need to express the 

reality of their pain and strength that it would take to survive but that could not be articulated.26 

African Americans cultures developed in an environment that did not allow for effective or 

competent communication. African American communication that steams from the transatlantic 

world incorporates many of elements that language professionals of the twenty-first century 

 
24 Toni Morrison, "The Site of Memory,"  (Boston, NY: Houghton Mifflin, 1995). 
25 W.E.B Du Bois, "The Souls of Black Folk," in The Norton Anthology of African American Literature, ed. Julia 

Reidhead (New York: W.W Norton and Company; reprint, Three). 
26 Baldwin, "If Black English Isn’t a Language, Then Tell Me, What Is?” ". 
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would consider a hinderance to effective communication; being in a high stress environment, 

having to multitask, inconsistencies with nonverbal movements matching words, and lack of 

feedback.27 Moreover, within this historical setting of slavery within the deep south, African 

Americans communication ability is based off their ability to assimilate to Anglo-European 

culture and the English language.28 In order to look at communication between African 

Americans beginning at the turn of the sixteenth century, the components of what makes 

effective communication need to be redefined. For the transatlantic world, the fundamental 

criteria of communication was not being able to meet the criteria of appropriate and effective, but 

rather on its ability to be expressive. 29 Expression was imperative to how enslaved peoples 

would communicate with each other because when one could not find the words, music, or even 

the opportunity to listen, they could still express feelings of pain, sorrow, loss, anger, and even 

sometimes, joy. 

 Changing the elements that comprise communication from the transatlantic world, is an 

important aspect of accurately analyzing African American history known as “radical 

rehistorization”. Radical rehistorization exposes the violence and suffering that became the 

backbone of developing African American identities as they were required to overcome the 

cultural, political, economic and social obstacles on Anglo-European culture in order for aspects 

of their African roots to survive. 30 All of these obstacles, along with many more, created a 

structural violence that prohibited African Americans from freely archiving their own histories.31 

 
27 "Effective Communication," 2019, accessed April 17th 2020, 2020, 

https://www.helpguide.org/articles/relationships-communication/effective-communication.htm. 
28 Cristina L. Lash, "Making Americans: Schooling, Diversity, and Assimilation in the Twenty-First Century," RSF: 

The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social Science 4, no. 5 (2018), 

https://www.muse.jhu.edu/article/702892. 
29 Michael L. Hechet, "African American Communication: Exploring Identity and Culture." 
30 Jennifer L. Burrell, Maya After War: Conflict, Power and politics in Guatemala (University of Texas Press, May 

15th, 2019, 2013). 
31 Hurston, Barracoon: The Story of the Last “Black Cargo”. 
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This concept validates that educationally based inquires or hypothesis are just as powerful as 

primary sources from the time of the transatlantic world when piecing together what cannot be 

read or seen due to violence African American cultures faced. This is a heavily debated grey area 

of historical research, but, as historians discover more about the injustices of enslaved peoples, it 

is becoming more acceptable as even databases and collections can fill the gaps in history that 

make the transatlantic world the birthplace of African dysphoria.32 

 Even though African American communication was based on expression, it does make it 

any less complex that other forms of communication. Communication was the lifeline that kept 

African American cultures, languages, and histories alive due to what it embodied; emotional 

vitality, realness, interrelatedness, and most importantly, resilience.33 In order to represent all of 

these themes, communication took many forms such as language, touch, movement, or sound. The 

common link between all the various forms of African American communication is that they not 

only promoted, but more importantly, maintained the group identity of African Americans.34 

Resilience became the most important factor for communication as effective communication can 

be used as a political instrument and a show the strength and manipulation of power by enslaved 

African Americans. In the transatlantic world, African Americans held little to no power making 

way for Anglo-Europeans to attempt mass silencing of the African Americans they enslaved.35 

Even though African Americans lived under this extreme oppression, they still found multiple 

ways to communicate. African Americans learned how to mask words, hide communication and 

give duality to expressive forms in order to preserve their cultural identity.36 No matter what form 

 
32Morgan, "Accounting for ‘The Most Excruciating Torment’: Gender, Slavery, and Trans-Atlantic Passages." 
33 Michael L. Hechet, "African American Communication: Exploring Identity and Culture." 
34 Morrison, "The Site of Memory." 
35  Baldwin, "If Black English Isn’t a Language, Then Tell Me, What Is?” ". 
36 Robin Law, The English in West Afric 1681-1863: The Local Correspondence of the Royal African Company of 

England 1681-1699 Part One, vol. One (British Academy, 1998). 
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of brutality African Americans faced, they still held on their own human agency in the resistance 

that took place by communication.  

Rhythms Evolution in Becoming A Voice for African Americans  

 Before there was a commonly shared word-based language between African Americans, 

there was a language of vocalization of sounds through various instruments. Before lips could 

form words, they could press together against shells and horns to form notes and hands could 

beat against drums and objects to symbolize secret messages.37 Music became a symbol of 

community that was filled with defining characteristics, such as the sounds of the drums in one-

line melodies and call and response patterns that each represented a different theme or 

message.38 It is argued that one can understand enslaved African Americans coming from 

transatlantic trade strictly by music without referencing secondary or primary source created by 

Anglo-European due to how music became the “mother tongue” for African American cultures.39 

Remnants of African-style rhythms became the foundation of enslaved African Americans’ 

communication as it later led to the birth of chants and spirituals.  

As captured Africans were brought to America and sold as property to slave owners in 

the southern region, the Baptist Church, being the least restrictive with religious regulations, 

provided a the safest of options as place of worship for African Americans.40 As such, enslaved 

African Americans gathered and modified Baptist hymns to conceal original African rhythms 

and music styles. In the 1600’s, African Americans would begin to rely on these concealed 

rhythms to branch away from the ties to the Southern Baptist Church, thus creating new rhythms 

 
37 Hanif Abdurraqib, "Go head in the Rain: Notes to a Tribe Called Quest,"  (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 

2019). 
38 African American Spirituals. Online Text. https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200197495/. 
39 Kalamu Ya Salaam, "It Didn't Jes Grew: The Social and Aesthetic Significance of African American Music," 

African American Review 29, no. 2 (1995), https://doi.org/10.2307/3042315. 
40 Laurie F. Maffly-Kipp, "The Church in the Southern Black Community," (2001). 

https://docsouth.unc.edu/church/intro.html. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200197495/
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with drums.41 These various rhythmic patterns would use different types of beats that carried 

different meanings and messages to spread across plantations. Enslaved peoples were then able 

to engage in conversation that could not be detected by white slave owners.42 The use of rhythm 

was a symbol of the resilience and resistance that defined African American communication. 

There was a danger to white power that rhythm posed, and slave owners quickly understood that 

laws needed to be passed in order to stop communication between enslaved peoples to attempt to 

protect the power they had over them. In the 1700’s, southern states began to pass such laws and 

slave codes, such as the following South Carolina slave code, that attempted to silence the music 

of African Americans: 

 "It is absolutely necessary to the safety of this province, that all due care be taken to  

restrain…negros and other slaves…using or keeping of drums, horns, and other loud  

instruments, which may call together or give signs or notice to one another of their 

wicked designs and purpose."43 

 

The threat to white hierarchy became abundantly clear after the Santos Rebellion in South 

Carolina, in which enslaved people embodied their fighting spirit in their music and attempted to 

take power into their own hands through the use of drums. African American communication in 

the form of rhythm posed a direct threat to white power; however, even with laws passed, 

legislation could not completely silence African Americans.  

Archived oral histories of enslaved people who attained their freedom, demonstrate the 

reliance of those who were not yet freed, to keep their music alive as a communicative weapon 

against laws restricting their culture: “They could not prevent the vocalizing of music in the 

fields and the slaves found consolation there in pouring out their souls in union with the songs of 
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the birds.”44 Even when African American drums, horns, and other instruments of vocalization 

were banned from plantations, enslaved peoples still carried on the rhythms of African American 

cultures by beating on washboards, wood, their bodies, and even using their voices to 

demonstrate the power of the group.  

From Africa to enslavement to freedom, the drum has always embodied the spirit of 

African cultures and the African American peoples. Cudjo Lewis was one of the last Africans to 

be brought to America in the Transatlantic Slave Trade, and on April 12th, 1865, Lewis was 

quoted saying: "After dey free us, you understand me, we so glad, we makee de drum and beat it 

lak in de Affica soil.”45 The relationship between drums and slavery began in the middle passage 

with the introduction of tight packing on slave ships, where African Americans were chained like 

cargo without the ability to move. Enslaved peoples were only of economic interest or value to 

Anglo-Europeans if their bodies were able to withstand the labor demands of plantation work.46 

As such, enslaved peoples were brought up from storage bunkers to the top deck to beat drums in 

order to keep their muscles from deteriorating. African Americans took this opportunity to turn 

drums into a language of freedom that directly linked them back to the African roots, regardless 

of what part of Africa they were stolen from.47  

Cameroon, a country in Africa, is often traced as the origins for many made drums that 

made their way to America making the geographic region rich in specific types of drums that 

include ones such as the hourglass drum, the barrel-drum, the friction drum, and the talking drum 
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45 Nations, "Drums and Slavery." 
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and beat patterns that are uniquely sub-Saharan African.48 Some of these. In African culture, 

drums represented five major themes that carried over to America; expressing joy through 

traditional ceremonies, the ability to communicate over long distances, concealing of specific 

slave messages, manipulating the tones to mimic speech, and representing deeper connections to 

the spiritual word from Africa.49 A particularly vital drum that represents African American 

culture is the Akan drum as it is one the oldest surviving drums that was created in Ghana, West 

Africa as a drum used for religious West African religious ceremonies and made its way to a 

colony in Virginia aboard a trade ship in the early eighteenth century.50 The Akan drum did not 

come to American by an enslaved person as enslaved peoples were not allowed to bring 

belongings onto slave ships, but rather by a slave ships captain who was likely given it as a gift 

without understand the importance it held in African cultures.51 

 Regardless of the drum being used, the basic rhythmic patterns that characterized African 

drumming revolved around the use of the polymeters which means a multi-meter of having two 

different timings of meters going on at the same time. 52 The use of polyrhythms allowed for 

clashing of rhythms that was never heard before in America and trace back to West Africa for 

many different groups of people. The Ewe peoples who resided in Togo, Ghana and Benin 

(countries in Africa) are some of the original founders for creating the criteria of a master 
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drummer and built some of the rhythms that can be seen used in Jazz music today.53 Due to how 

the Ewe peoples viewed their drums as an extension of their peoples, enslaved Ewe peoples were 

particularly adapt to be able to use drums to represent tonal language since they had already 

begun to do so in Africa. Although this is a complex idea to comprehend, the basis of this is 

using different tones on a drum could mimic African words such as Kpo afe Godzi which 

translate to english as “turn to see homeward, let’s go back home.”54 The Mandinka peoples 

from Gambia, Guinea, Mali and the Ivory Coast (geographical areas in Africa) developed 

symbolic rhythms on the Dunn drum that spread to many other enslaved peoples as they 

manipulated rhythmic patterns to mimic the consonants and speech patterns that were used in 

their original dialect from Africa.55 The overlay of the rhythms is what allowed for hidden 

communication as the top beat (the master-rhythm) could remain the same while the second beat 

(the counter-rhythm) could change. 56 
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Figure 1.1 

 Figure 1.1 Is a written notion of what a polyrhythm would look like. Notation of African 

rhythm did not come about until the late eighteenth century as enslave Africans did not have the 

means to write them down and rather learned by ear and passing down music from generation to 

generation. 57 

 

 

These advanced and complex meters is what made great black music (GBM) one of the most 

recognizable forms of cultural expression and movements that represented early forms of African 

American dance were added into the music to further express their cultures as slave codes and 

southern laws could not take away enslaved peoples human agency to move that helped keep this 

music alive even in modern culture.58 Along this line, it is important to remember the 

documentation of notation and sheet music come originally from the outer circle rather than 

African American peoples because they did not have the means archive so rhythms were kept 

through aural tradition.59 This is why many rhythm lines were short or simple so that they could 

be taught by ear. The importance of call and response rhythms, which is the second major 

defining characteristic of African music, becomes critical to the messages that’s that could be 

carried across plantations to various groups of enslaved peoples.60 Call and response patterns 
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occurred by either turning a polymeter into two different lines that echo or having one line that 

the music returns to so enslaved peoples would know which section of the rhythm concealed a 

message.61 This became the base for many spirituals which African American music developed 

into.  

Spirituals 

Spirituals are adapted hymns that are usually paired with renditions of drum or rhymical 

patterns.  The rhythm that was used to pair with a spirituals was critical to the message’s 

spirituals could convey as the beats would mimic syllables and words from them.62 Using 2/4 

meter and 4/4 meter, they were able to spread spirituals through sound if it was too risky to talk. 

As spirituals grew more complex, they would be passed down through word of mouth as the 

African Americans were not allowed to write them down.63 South Carolina was particularly rich 

with “Negro Spirituals” due to the affluence that the church had in this state; however, the rate 

and geographical range that they spread knew no limits. They traveled from plantation to 

plantation to as far south as Florida to the northern “free” states as escaped enslaved people 

brought them with them.64 Early spirituals embodied the strength of African Americans. They 

were sung as reminders to hold on to hope and each other, to be grounded in their roots even 

with the devil or satin (referencing the white man) want to break them.65 They could be very 

simple such as a very common one “Hold Your Light”: 

Hold Your Light 

 “Hold your light, Brudder Robert,-- 

 
61 Barlow, In the Aural Tradition: Cultural Pedagogies of Black Music. 
62 Cornel West, The Cornel West Reader, Frist ed. (Library of Congress: Basic Civitas Books). 
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  Hold your light. 

 Hold your light on Canaan’s shore. 

  

 What make ole Satan for follow me so? 

 Satan ain’t got nothin’ for do wid me. 

  Hold your light, 

  Hold your light, 

 Hold your light on Canaan’ shore.”66 

 

 Spirituals such as these were created in a multitude of church settings. Some such as Hail 

Mary, My Arm Cross Over, and Ride In, Kind Savior come from Church Militant and the Roman 

Catholic Church.67 Even though these churches are of Anglo-European culture, these spirituals 

are uniquely African American due to specific words that are used and the sociocultural and 

political purposes they served. In My Arm Cross Over there is a line with “might Myo” which is 

a deviation of the word “Mawa” coming from the Cameroon dialect in Africa meaning to die68. 

These nuances in some of the first created African American spirituals was the first step in 

keeping African traditions alive and encoding African American communication.  

Spirituals, as they turn from chants to songs, were a deeply communal form of expression 

of the encompassed the experience that enslaved African Americans faced in their journey of 

resistance. They encompassed their oppression, their strength, the beliefs, their hope, their 

sorrow and so much more.  For the inner circle, songs and spirituals reclaimed aspects of their 

culture and families they were ripped apart from in Africa.69 There are over 6,000 known 

spirituals but due to lack of documentation on them there could be many more. There were three 

main groups of spirituals: Call and response, slow and melodic, fast and rhymical. For call and 

response, these followed similar stylistic elements as call and response patters in drums. The 
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spiritual Ain’t That Good News there is an apparent “leader” (one person) that begins the line. 

This is followed by a “choral response” which is sang by the group in response to that line. There 

is a rhymical patter than follows the undertone of the words that in this is of a faster tempo.70 Not 

all call and response spirituals followed this format exactly as they grew more complex with 

music, the call and response sometimes developed into “verses” for the leader aspect and a 

“chorus” for the response. Sweet Low, Sweet Chariot is a well-known spiritual to this day that is 

a prime example of this. This song in particular has a dual call in response within the verses as 

well as the structure.    

  

 Swing Low, Sweet Chariot 

  “I looked over Jordan, and what did I see, 

  Coming to carry me home; 

  A band of angles coming after me, 

  Coming to carry me home. 

 

  If you get there before I do, 

  Coming to carry me home, 

  Tell my friends I’m coming too, 

  Coming to carry me home. 

 

  Chorus: 

  Swing low, sweet chariot 

  Coming to carry me home, 

  Swing low, sweet chariot, 

  Coming for to carry me home.” 71 

   

Swing Low, Sweet Chariot can also be examined for its duality in meaning with the pursuit of 

freedom. The expression in this song embodied African Americans desperate longing to no 

longer live in bondage and return back to Africa in the geographical interpretation of home. The 

song also has biblical undertones where tired enslaved people would identify home as haven as a 
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spiritual interpretation. Regardless of where one wanted home to mean, the message in the verses 

were the secret communication between African Americans as to how to get there. The chariot 

that is coming referenced the underground railroad and enslaved peoples knew this was a “safe” 

way to escape because of chariots sent by God in the bible to help free his people. If they follow 

this chariot over the Jordan (the river to the Holy land in the Bible) they can find this freedom. 

72When escaping, it was very important to track through rivers so dogs could not trace your 

scent. In is these subtitles that African Americans on the inner circle were able to communicate 

and preserve their people.  

 The second type of spirituals, slow and melodic, were ones that were exceptionally 

expressive in their words and had a slower meter behind them. They are characterized by a 

universal call for the need of freedom. Created due to the brutality African American endured in 

the field, they usually exposed the vulnerable side of African Americans with their sorrows and 

tired souls and yet maintained a sense of reliance referring to hope they were determined to hang 

on to. The most well-known example of this type of spiritual is Deep River.  

 

 Deep River 

  Deep river; my home is over Jordan, 

  Deep River, I want to cross over into campground. 

  Deep river; my home is over Jordan, 

  Deep river, Lord, I want to cross over into campground. 

  Oh don’t you want to go to that gospel feast, 

  That promis’d land where all is peace? 

  Deep river; my home is over Jordan, 

  Deep river, Lord, I want to cross over into campground.73 

 

Deep River demonstrated the musicality that African Americans had as this spiritual is 

documented as the first one to be an art song. Many slow and melodic spirituals opened the doors 
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turn chants into musical pieces.74 Since expression is the foundation of African American 

communication, these spirituals offered insight to embodiment of their being. Deep River was a 

spiritual that was created in the plantation fields in the 1600’s and historians hypothesize that the 

original intent was to express a deeply rooted dream and desire of peace.75 They believe that the 

lyrics were a message to other enslaved peoples to hold onto hope as they were not alone in their 

bondage. 76 As the song developed in the 1700 and 1800 hundreds, the song connected with 

encoding messages of freedom with campgrounds along the underground railroad. 

 The last category of spirituals, fast and rhythmic, were often used as a means of 

storytelling that were uplifting and used sophisticated syncopated rhythms.77  Syncopation is the 

use of atypical and expected rhythms that are layered together through the use of strong and 

weak beats. This allows for purposeful accents or omissions within the music.78 These 

characteristics can be seen in Ev’ry Time I Feel the Spirt.  

 

 Ev’ry Time I feel the Spirit 

  Upon this mountain my lord spoke, 

  Out his mouth came fire and smoke. 

 

  All around me looks so shine, 

  Ask my Lord if all was mine. 

 

  Jordan river chilly and cold, 

  Chills the body not the soul. 

 

  There ain’t but on train on this track 

  It runs to heaven and then right back 
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  Chorus 

  Ev’ry time I feel the sprit moving in my heart 

  I will pray 

Ev’ry time I feel the sprit moving in my heart 

  I will pray.79 

 

Even though the main purpose was storytelling, there were still layered meaning within the 

stories of African American spirituals told in order to continuously hide communication and 

efforts of unity as well as freedom. The line that “chills the body not the soul” indicates the 

message of strength and determination to give hope that through the trails enslaved peoples 

faced, masters and the outer circle can never crush the essences of the inner circle. Even the 

African Americans who physical bodies failed them throughout their time enslaved, they still 

made an impact in the story of their peoples and their soul carried on: “It runs to heaven and then 

right back”. The second meaning within the journey to freedom as the “track” references the 

journey north and the possibilities of freedom in the future.80  

Spirituals were often described as barbaric and harsh by the outer circle as they were 

once again, a direct threat to the power and control slave owners held over enslaved people 

which can been seen in the images white males in power created throughout the deep south.81 

Like rhythms, they were used to convey messages to other African Americans without masters 

knowing what was being communicated. The outer circle attempted to make spirituals a source 

of fear to all people so when one would here the shouts of African Americans or see them in 

groups dancing, they would feel the need to tell authorities. Propaganda played a large role in 
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creating this fear to attempt to silence and stop African American communication.82  This is 

where the merge, of spirituals and music, according to the outer circle occurred between music 

and spirituals as to them they were one in the same. They both posed a threat to their power, they 

both were a way African Americans could communicate that they did not understand, and they 

both were a form of raw expression.  White slave owners began to create and publish cruel 

depictions of American Africans singing and dancing with their songs. 

 

Figure 1.2 

 Figure 1.2 is an example of how white culture in the south publish African American 

spirituals and songs.83  
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 As seen in Figure 1.2, white publication of African American music from roughly the 

1820’s to the 1920’s contained derogatory elements of blackface minstrelsy and Jim Crow 

segregation. The way that the figures stand with the mangled human form and pushed out hips 

are characteristics that can been seen throughout Jim Crow works. These images created public 

brutality and cruelty that African American were forced to endure. However, in the need to 

survive, African Americans continued to sing and create music and communicate who they were.  

Poetry of Enslavement through Oral and Written Traditions 

 Due to the limitations African Americans faced in not being allowed to read or write, 

spirituals were the sung poems for enslaved peoples.84 Most of the enslaved population was 

illiterate so poetry existed amongst oral work songs, stories, sermons and chants that reached the 

masses. However, as enslaved African Americans continued to communicate orally and began to 

rebel and take back power in secretly learning to read and write, there are written poems that 

come from later years in addition to works that were published by African Americans who 

earned their freedom. Given that some African Americans lacked proficiency with the English 

language, within their works, there is often times evidence of Black English and African 

American vernacular with words being written based on the way they sounded rather than 

Standard American English spellings.85  

 The complexity of poetry writing was furthered with the influence gender had on writing. 

When looking at poetry at large in the modern world, poetry is genderized as women are 

expected to write lyric poems that are short and sweet based on emotion and men write long 

epics based on their intellect. 86 The stereotypes with gender in society and gender in writings are 
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ones that are passed from generation to generation to constantly restrict the expressive nature of 

one’s writings; however, African American writings, though still restricted by gender, cannot be 

examined under the same gender rules for the modern day.87 Gender for enslaved African 

Americans more often influenced content rather than writing style based on the jobs each gender 

was expected to do on plantations. Housework was reserved for female slaves leading them to be 

exposed to the innerworkings of white culture, vulnerability, and the family structure while men 

worked in the fields being exposed to much more physical demands and brutality. Women 

during this time were able to begin to contribute to the agenda of liberation by combining their 

ancient African world rich in traditions with the new white world they were placed in.88 

 In the 1700’s, female slaves would mentally create poems and verbally recite them to 

their children since they could not write them down. This way that they preserved their work 

resulted in many poems having unknown authors and origins.89 Fortunately, due to the 

perseverance women had to maintain their history orally, their work can still be examined even 

though it was documented much later. The examination of gender can begin with looking at 

collective lyrical poems that were passed down through generations by mothers to their 

children90:  

Deep River 

  My home is over Jordan, 

  Deep river, Lord, 

  I want to cross over into campground. 

  Lord, I want to cross over into campground. 

  Lord, I want to cross over into campground. 

  Lord, I want to cross over into campground.91 
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Early poems mimicked the syntactic elements of spirituals as they were the style of creation that 

enslaved people knew. Such as in “Deep River,” there is lots of repetition and biblical references 

as seen in the songs African Americans would sing. The river Jordan is an important symbol in 

the Bible because it offered a promise from God of deliverance to prosperity if one could hold on 

long enough to cross it.92 Within this poem, there is the desperate cry for the deliverance of a 

home that is free. It includes simple language, but the message portrayed is clear; the 

speaker/singers are is longing to escape this place [America] and go back home [Africa] or at 

least a place where they can safely express their African culture. This cry for home is commonly 

seen in early African American poems. “I’m a Poor Wayfaring Stranger” exposes the deep 

internal feeling of displacement of living in the white man’s world. In this poem, a woman 

expresses that she would rather be dead to be reunited with her family in her father land [Africa] 

than to live the rest of her days as a slave.93 

 In addition to the cry for belonging, poetry from African American women also 

expressed what it was like to be a women in slave culture where were commonly told to their 

daughters so they would know what to expect and know that they were not alone in the horrors 

and brutality they would be forced to endure.94 

 

   Dress Up Over My Head 

  If/when you find me 

  Guttered 

  Lips cracked and buss’d 

  Hair matted 

  Face swollen swollen swollen 

  Eyes wet with tearlessness 
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  If/when you find me 

  In a smokey back room 

  Of hell 

  On floor between 

  Knobbled legs 

  Knees bleeding pleading gone 

  

  If/when you find me 

  Surrounded confounded 

  Laid down flat on my back 

  Haunted by harns 

  Squirming under 

   

  Lovelessness and hatred 

 

  If/when you find me 

  Eating out 

  My own heart 

  Sinking into 

  My own casket 

 

  I simply ask 

  If/when you find me 

  That my dress 

  Is up and over my head 

  That you would kindly 

  Smooth 

  It down95 

 

The life of an enslaved African American women was not for the faint of heart and required an 

immense amount of strength. Expressive communication amongst African American women 

came from the sexual brutality the endured. Before 1861, not a single southern state made it 

possible for a freed or enslaved Black woman to do anything legally for being raped by a white 

man.96 Poetry that expressed the disconnect a woman had to mentally create between their bodies 

and their souls in attempt to make sure when they died they could maintain some dignity (as seen 
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in the lines “That my dress is up and over my head, that you would kindly smooth it down”) was 

spread from generation to generation as well as from plantation to plantation so that women 

could find peace in not being alone. Their persistence to hold on to their identity and their stories 

was in hope that one day they would be able to seek justice for their wrongs and reclaim their 

bodies along with their culture.97 

The style of writings for both genders were usually short, rather than long epics, because 

most freed African Americans in the north still lacked proper education to be able to write long 

epic poems. African Americans work in the 1800’s began to express political merit as they wrote 

for abolition attempting to give voice to their fellow African Americans who were still 

enslaved.98 Even though the middle passage during the transatlantic world was the burial ground 

for many African Americans and cultural traditions leading to African American dysphoria in the 

American south, as African American communication was brought from oral tradition to written 

history, reclamation of their people’s identity began to unfold.99 As more and more enslaved 

peoples escaped to the North and obtained their freedom, there was opportunity to begin to 

publish poems. Within the North, almost every Black newspaper had a section for poetry. One of 

the most famous Black newspapers came to be Freedom’s Journal which published many 

African American written poems.100 

 

 The Tears of a Slave 

 

 Adieu, to my dear native shore, 

 To toss on the boisterous wave; 

 
97 Jennifer Hallam, The Slave Experience: Men, Women & Gender, (Slave and the Making of America: University 

of Pennsylvania, N.D), https://www.thirteen.org/wnet/slavery/experience/gender/history2.html. 
98 Morgan, "Accounting for ‘The Most Excruciating Torment’: Gender, Slavery, and Trans-Atlantic Passages." 
99 Lisa Harrison, "NPR’s Here and Now Interviews Voices Beyond Bondage Editor Erika DeSimone," Interview 

Review no. 4 (2014). http://www.newsouthbooks.com/pages/2014/12/17/nprs-here-and-now-interviews-voices-

beyond-bondage-editor-erika-desimone/. 
100 Erika DeSimone, African American Poetry of the 1800’s, podcast audio, Here & Now, 8:47, accessed April 22nd, 

2020, 2014, https://www.wbur.org/hereandnow/2014/11/14/african-american-poetry. 
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 To enjoy my kindred no more, 

 But to weep- the tears of a SLAVE! 

 

 By the sons of freemen I’m borne, 

 To the land of the free and the rave; 

 From my wife and children I’m torn, 

 While weeping- the tears of a SLAVE! 

 

 Ah! Now, I must labour for gold, 

 To pamper the pride of the knave; 

 Ah! Now, I am shacked and sold, 

 To weep- the sad tears of a SLAVE! 

 

 Keen sorrow so presses my heart, 

 That often I sight for my grave; 

 While feeling the lash-cruel smart! 

 And weeping- the tears of a SLAVE! 

 

 Ye sons, of the free and the wise, 

 Your tender compassions I crave;  

 Alas! Can your bosoms despise 

 The pitiful tears of a SLAVE! 

 

 Can a land of Christians so pure! 

 Let demons of slavery rave! 

 Can the angel of mercy endure, 

 The pitiless- tears of a SLAVE! 

 

 Just Heaven, to thee I appeal; 

 Hast though no the power to save? 

 In mercy thy power reveal, 

 And dry- the sad tears of a SLAVE. 101 

 

Poetry evolved in the 1800’s to begin to carry strong political messages targeted towards white 

audiences while exposing the inhumanity of slavery.102 In examination of “The Tears of a Slave” 

one can see the political strategy of calling out the moral dilemma of having slavery in a 

Christian country based on freedom. By exposing the cruelty of family members being ripped 

apart, stripping African Americans of the culture, and forced labor, the argument is made that 

 
101 Africus, "The Tears of a Slave’," Freedom’s Journal (New York City), March 16, 2827 1827, 1. 
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these all cannot be true if at the same time, African Americans were born of free soil. Poetry, in 

this setting, began to fuel the next chapter in history, the Civil War and the postbellum period.  

Conclusions 

 The lasting impacts of the development of African American communication know no 

boundaries as they are actively a part of many elements of history and even modern society. 

Some areas where African American communication can be vividly seen is in music and 

instruments. Spirituals have become an active part of modern culture as many spirituals have 

been credited as the backbone to the Black entertainment industry as styles within the industry 

have call and response, slow and melodic and fast and rhythmic patterns that African Americans 

still write Gospel and Blues with today.103 Gospel choirs across American sing original spirituals 

not just in the church setting, but also as public performances actively partaking the practice of 

keeping their historical roots and cultural traditions alive. Artist such as the Fiske Jubilee 

Singles, McIntosh Country Shouters, or Lara Downes created musical arrangements that bring 

traditional spirituals into the mainstream culture forever preserving them in recorded music.104 

Spirituals have even reached other countries such as in London where Swing Low, Sweet Chariot 

can be heard being sung by Rugby fans as the song has become the sports theme song to chant 

when your teams wins. This was seen broadcasted across the world at the World Cup in 1991.105 

The popularity of spirituals in modern culture happened through the tireless work of 

black composers over the later nineteenth and early twentieth century. Harry Thacker Burleigh 

(1866-1949) was a leader in the Black music community for being able to turn 200-300 African 
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https://people.howstuffworks.com/culture-traditions/cultural-traditions/slave-spiritual-music.htm. 
105 Andrew Keh, "How a Slave Spiritual Became English Rugby’s Anthem," The New York Times, March 7th, 2017 

2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/03/07/sports/rugby-swing-low-sweet-chariot.html. 



 38 

American poems and spirituals into compositions: one he is most well-known for is the 

adaptation of Deep River that he turned into a piece for Classical Black music.106 Burleigh’s 

work allowed for other Black musicians to create careers in music such as that of John C. Payne 

who in the 1920’s he recorded his own version of Burleigh’s classical spirituals with his musical 

group the royal Southern Singers in England.107 Black Classical music continued to spread 

around throughout the United State and other countries with notable composers and singers such 

a J. Rosamond Johnson, Clarence Cameron White, R Nathaniel Dett, Florence B. Price,  Roland 

Hayes, Hall Johnson, and many more all creating music throughout the time for 1840 to 1950.108 

The expansion in musical instrumentation outside of drums opened up the door to further 

African American communication through music. In the nineteenth century the violin began to 

come into African American style music. It started as African Americans mimicking American 

style but after years, the sweet sound of violin string became a staple of African American music 

as it adopted the name of a fiddle.109 Along with the fiddle, African Americans also reclaimed 

the Ngoni and Xalam, which were traditional instrument from West Africa, as they created the 

Banjo in America.110 One of the first music groups to give these instruments notoriety was the 

Virginal Minstrels made up of Billy Whitlock, Ban Emmett, Dick Pelham, and Frank Brower 

whom created the a two-part minstrel show in 1843 to be played in the Bowery Amphitheatre in 

New York by singing to the instrumentation of the fiddle, banjo, and percussion.111 The music 

from the Virginal Minstrels has been noted as the “the first musical genre to reverse the east-to-
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west transatlantic flow of preformed to North America.”112 Music from the Virginal Minstrels 

explored various topics on politics, social class/ structure, and gender throughout race struggles. 

The ability African Americans had to endure the public mental brutality of blackface and 

continue to create music once again speaks to the strength and reliance African Americans had in 

order to protect their identity and continue to develop communication explicitly unique to their 

identity.  

Jazz then arose as the musical art form of black America that continued to play on the 

themes from previous music groups, including but not limited to, race, culture, and the identity 

of African Americans.113 Jazz used many of the rhymical patterns created by enslaved African 

Americans such as call and response and syncopation which is the foundation for simple jazz 

music. The goal of early African American jazz musicians was to create a direct emotional 

appeal to its listens on behalf of years of oppression African Americans faced.114 African 

American jazz artist, such as Duke Ellington, faced lots of criticism in the beginning due to the 

radical compositions of jazz music and the influence it could have on social change towards 

equality. Tension occurred from the rhetoric that made up jazz lyrics and how quickly jazz songs 

gained popularity.115 
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African American influences have even gone as far as to influence Hip-Hop and Rap in 

the twenty-first century; however, this is where appropriation of African American’s work comes 

into question. Black poets have spoken out on the idea that black poetry is the true influencer in 

decreasing fear for Black culture and increasing acceptance for African Americans.116 The issue 

becomes when white artist misinterpret African American work and use it as an excuse to 

appropriate African American influences such as what was done in the 2013 song “Royals” by 

Lorde where the styles forged by African Americans in captivity are manipulated for fame and 

popularity amongst young listeners.117 It is due to these kinds of appropriations some musical art 

forms have had legislation passed to protect their integrity as seen with the passing of the Jazz 

Preservation Act (1987) which monitors the carful balance between the social influences of the 

musical foundations in Jazz music.118 

Regardless of the musical genre, what links African American communication all 

together goes back to the defining characteristics of African American communication: 

expression. When listening to recording of Black Classical Music, Fiddle, or Jazz, it is not about 

the artist accurately capturing every note or word that has been passed down through generations 

but rather that the performer capture the fighting spirit that is shared amongst all African 

Americans.119 The idea of the African American spirit that has been constantly battered, 

oppressed, brutalized, chained, and restricted is the one that can never be silence. It this defining 

will power and strength shown by generations of enslaved and then freed African Americans that 
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Freedom. No Wonder Everybody is Alwyas Stealing it.," The New York Times Magazine, 2019, 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/08/14/magazine/music-black-culture-appropriation.html. 
117 Andy Mills and Annie Brown, Episode 3: The Birth of American Music, podcast audio, Back to 1619, 35:282019, 

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/06/podcasts/1619-black-american-music-appropriation.html?showTranscript=1. 
118 Farley, "Jazz as a Black American Art Form: Defintions of the Jazz Preservation Act." 
119 Morris, "For Centuries, Black Music, Forged in Bondage, Has Been the Sound of Complete Artisitic Freedom. 

No Wonder Everybody is Alwyas Stealing it.." 



 41 

is captured and expressed through multiple form that makes African American communication 

the embodiment of African American cultures, traditions, and histories.  
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