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“The minstrel image of African Americans was ultimately a nega-
tive one. Even the songs that portzayed the hard lot of the slaves
presented them in a paternalistic, patronizing way. It is difficult to
imagine that blacks enjoyed seeing or hearing parodies of themsclves.
Tt is difficult, however, to fault the black entertainers who partici-
pated in this genre, when one considers how few economic opportu-

nities were available for black musicians or performers.

The Development and Evolution of Slavery
Slavery was initially found all over colonial America, but it quickly
became centered in the southern states. This occurred for both eco-
nomic and social reasons. ‘The development of large farms in the
south was ideally suited to the use of large numbers of slaves. The
New England states lacked these conditions, and harbored a certain
amount of anti-slavery sentiment, put forth by such groups as the
Quakers

Some of the more progressive southern planters, like Thomas Jef-
ferson, were aware of the contradicions between a free American
nation, won at great cost in the Revolutionary War, and the lot of
the slaves. Jefferson maintained that he would free his slaves once his
debrs were cleared up, but neither event occurred.

Even in the South there were frecdmen-slaves who were freed by
their masters, or who purchased their freedom because they were
skilled tradespeople who managed to work part-time for money for
other employers in addition to their normal work obligations as

ves:

Religion

Religion represented a source of conflict for the slave owner. The

planters wanted the slaves to worship their God and to forget or

renounce the deities or religious practices of their countries of origin.
Organized religion, however, presented the problem of slaves

gathering in large groups outside the work environment. Such gath-

erings might be conducive to revolts or refusals to obey orders, and

produce the sorc of solidarity thar slave populations had been mixed
10 prevent. On the other hand, an emphasis on religion might prove
useful in taking the slaves’ minds off their immediate problems, and
emphasizing the rewards of the afterlife.

Initially southern preachers were white, but some black preachers
emerged, especially among the Baptists. The other religious groups
preferted to use white preachers so that they could control the con-
tent of the sermons.

The Great Awakening of the mid-eighteenth century was a re-
ligious revival that took place throughout the American colonics.
“The sterile pessimism of the Puritan tradition was transformed into
joyous event. Black and white adherents atcended the same religious
gatherings, although they were segregated.

Origins of the Spiritual in Black and White
‘Throughout the twentieth century, controversy raged as to whether
white hymns or white spirituals came from Negro spirituals, or vice
versa

This argument inevitably involved racial overtones. The propo-
nents of the white origin of spirituals were, by implication, arguing
that the African American did not possess sufficient powers to create
music without the aid of whites’ superior inventivencss. The black
scholars who insisted on a black origin for the music had the op-
posite idea. From their point of view, the African American was a re-
lendlessly inventive human being who despite his humble economic
situation emerged as a more creative force than his white compatri-
ots. Although scholars on neither side presented their viewpoints in
quite the way that I am summarizing it here, the implications seem
fairly obvious

‘The foremost advocated of the white origin of spirituals was
George Pullen Jackson. In his bool White and Negro Spirisuals, Their
Life Span and Kinship, he relates the tunes of several hundred Afti-
can American spirituals to tunes found in the British Isles. He even
claimed to find parallels in the use of the flatied third and seventh
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notes of the scale. These attributes are the basis of the blues, and
most scholars attribute them to African Americans. ‘The problem
with Jackson's theorics is that he ignores song texts, focusing only on
melodies, and that many of the transcriptions of Affican American
songs were notated by white scholars who made the tunes conform
to Western European songs. Jackson also did not seem to understand
that the tunes changed in performance, some through deliberate im-
provisations, and others because the singer forgot  tune or simply
embellished it.

Black musicologist Miles Mark Fisher stands Jackson'’s theory on
its head, claiming that white singers in the Appalachian mountains
adapted spiricuals as a protest against slaveholders.

Black scholar John Lovell Jr. claimed that the spirituals started in
the seventeenth century, and that white spiricuals didn' exist until
the first quarter of the nineteenth century. Lovell regarded the black
spiritual as a folk song, but the white spiritual was not.

Dena Epstein believes thar there probably was an exchange of
songs in the nineteenth century at camp meerings attended by both
whites and blacks.

Wewill probably never know how many of the spirituals originat-
ed. We can only wonder whether there was some sort of transitional
music leading to the creation of the spirituals, and whether that mu-
sic was parly African or African-influenced. Since black spirituals
were rarely, if ever, heard by white people, and because white people
would most likely have had little or no interest in them, we cannot
make these sorts of judgments with any confidence. What we do
know is that the African American seems to have contributed call-
and-response to the idiom. In call-and-response singing, the song
leader “lines out” the words, and the congregation or choir repeats
them. The song leader added the clements of improvisation, and pos-
sibly the more extreme emotive aspects of performance commonly
found in the performance of white music, but not generally present
in white religious singing.
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After the Civil War, fund-raising tours were organized by the Fisk
Jubilee Singers, and later by a similar group from the Hampton Insti-
ute. These choruses were sent out to raise money for their colleges.
“They pecformed rather formal arrangements of tradicional spiritu-
als, with much of the raw emotion and spontancity removed from
the songs. This established a tradition that frequenly required black
arc singers like Paul Robeson, Marian Anderson, and Jessye Nor-
man to perform and record albums of spirituals, usually with piano

accompanists.

What the Spirituals Said

In most instances, the life of the slave was not a pleasant one. Slaves
wete expected to work six days a weck, and a master could break up
famnilies by selling off one or more members. Dena Epstein mentions
2 song printed in a book in 1859, entitled “Sold OFf o Georgy” It
contains the lyric “Farewell, fellow servancs . . . my poor heart is
breaking.”

Consequently, many of the spirituals focus on ultimate joy in the
afterlife, rather than dealing with the events of everyday life. There
are many references to biblical heroes, especially those who were
underdogs, such as Daniel in the lion’s den, or David's battle with
Goliath.

Many songs can be interpreted in more than one way. For ex-
ample, in the 1867 collection Slave Songs of the United States, the
song “I Want to Go Home” contains such lines as “no sun to burn
you, no hard trials.” The white edicors of this collection say that afier
Emancipation such verses as “no more whips a-crackin’, and no more
slavery in de Kingdom,” were added to the song. These lines gave
more specific meaning to what previously had only been implied.

Other songs were so explicit that they had to be sung in secret.
Many of these songs are lost or forgotten, but the above collection
printed the song “Many Thousand Gone.” It contains the lines “no
more driver's lash” and “no more mistress call for me.” The same
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authors report that blacks in Charleston were jailed during the Civil
War for singing, “We'll soon be free, we'll ight for libercy.”

The Civil War and Its Aftermath

Just prior to the Civil War, in the year 1360, there were 488,000
free blacks in the United States. Forty-six percent lived in the At-
lantic south, forty-four percent in the industrial norch, and the rest
lived in the western or central states. A varicty of slave codes limited
the activities of these “free” blacks. Their schooling was restricted, as
was their movement and their ability to socialize with their cnslaved
brothers or sisters. During the period from 1810 to 1835 their right to
vote was also climinated.

When Lincoln emancipated the slaves in 1863 his intent was to
create chaos on the plantations, and to encourage slaves to run away
and to fight with the Union Army. By the end of the Civil War,
180,000 blacks had served in the Union Army. Some of the Union
generals also confiscated southern land and gave it to freedmen. After
Lincoln was assassinated, the more conservative president Andrew
Johnson restored half of this land to its original owners.

The radical Republicans attempted to impeach Johnson. Though
they failed by a single vote, Congress did pass the Thirtcenth, Four-
teenth, and Fifteenth amendments to the constitution, which pro-
vided for equal protection for blacks and gave them the right to vote
A number of black government officials were initially clected, includ-
ing sixteen black congressmen, yet this was a short-lived adventure.

The southerners responded with the founding of the Ku Klux
Klan in 1866. Starting our as a Tennessce social club, the Klan soon
took shape as a terrorist organizaion designed to intimate the newly
fireed black population. It assassinated its enemies in Arkansas and
South Caroling, and it was involved in lynchings, floggings, and as-
sorted acts of violence.

During the 19305, the WPA (Works Progress Administration)
conducted an extensive series of interviews with ex-slaves. These in-
terviews revealed that they had viewed the end of slavery as a time of

hope and possibility. Their hopes had turned o bitcerness as they real-
ized that they were not going to reccive any land, that their very lives
were endangered, and that their voting rights were being eroded by
onerous literacy tests or property ownership requirements. Although
schools were established for the freedmen, they were segregated from
white schools, and generally underfunded. The emergence of the
black church and families that were allowed to stay intact provided
the base for the modern civil rights movement.

The Period of Maximum Oppression: 1880-1914
By the 1880s the U.S. government had turned more conservative,
and had little interest in the “Negro problem.” The early reformers
in the South were portrayed by some people as Northern carpetbag-
gers come out of economic opportunism, ready to take advantage of
poorly educated blacks and poor whites when the slaves were freed
and the aristocrats who had dominated the economy were forcibly
removed from power. New laws and state constitutions in the South
effectively barred blacks from voting by instituting poll taxes and lic-
eracy tests but exempting voters descended from those who had held
the franchise before the war—in other words, whites.

Large landowners instituted the sharecropping system, renting
farms to tenants and advancing them seed and equipment in ex-
change for a share of whatever they produced. At the end of the
growing season the two settled up. The tenant generally received
little or no money for a year of backbreaking work, often incurring
a deficit that would be charged against the next year's income. Tn
many instances the tenant was in effect enslaved, because he could
never escape his burden of debt. If he wanted to leave the farm he
would have to sneak away in the dead of night, and move to another
county or state.

Secular Folk Music
‘The primary musical styles that typify African American music
emerged in the nineteenth century, during this period of maximum




