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Spirituals Past, Present and Future: 
With a critical look into the therapeutic advantages of this music.
[bookmark: _Toc164271838]Introduction 
This study examines the therapeutic role of Spirituals on the enslaved Africans in American. It will also determine if that healing can be implemented in the lives of current and future African Americans who may be experiencing the effects of intergenerational trauma.

This study reviews the historical context for negro Spirituals; the conditions of how the music was conceived. It seeks to understand how current African American’s inherited trauma. Why it lies dormant and unresolved due to a lack of trust in modern therapy. Finally, this study will offer the prospectus of negro spirituals being an alternative to therapy to heal future generations of African Americans that are still struggling with intergenerational trauma. To accomplish all of this we will have to evaluate the characteristics and themes of the spirituals, its original conception and how it was preserved through the generations. The study also examines the science of intergenerational trauma, the reason for resistance to therapy and how spirituals in a therapeutic context is currently being used.  

The accompanying lecture recital to this document will present 3 full spiritual songs as well as brief mentions of other pieces, all signifying different kinds of musical healing. I’ve Been In De Storm So Long is a song of sorrow, Balm in Gilead is a song of hope, Ride on King Jesus is a song of protest. This represents three of the main emotional states that Spirituals tend to tackle to heal the souls of the suffering and provide a voice to the hurt. 


[bookmark: _Toc164271839]Research Questions
This study strives to answer the main research question: is there a balm in singing and/or listening to Spirituals? Looking deeper into this main question, related sub questions should be considered such as: what aspects of singing the Spirituals bring healing? What is the science behind intergenerational trauma, so we know how best to tackle it? Why are people resistant to modern day therapy so we know what to avoid in the spiritual healing approach?   





[bookmark: _Toc164271840]
Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc164271841]Overview 
Spirituals being used in a therapeutic sense is a very under-researched area. To fully analyse and discover its healing properties I had to look at a range of fields including; historical and theological work as well as the limited psychological work available.  The literature examined in this paper looks at 3 distinct categories. How Spirituals have acted as the grandfather for subsequent genres, the biblical connotations of Spirituals in a theological fashion, My chosen topic; the Therapeutic connotations of Spirituals with a psychological lens. Most of the literature that is currently available focuses on the first two mentioned categories with very few researchers successfully undertaking the task of analysing Spirituals with a therapeutic lens.  


Historical Spiritual tradition literature 

Negro Spirituals was a unique genre of music. The slaves had strict rules that they had to follow to survive this tyrannical period. They constantly faced the looming threat that their masters would abuse them, for a multitude of reasons; most notably for any conspiracy of escape. Their movements were closely monitored and with no access to education they were restricted from writing or reading. As a result, Spirituals were typically shared through the oral tradition. D’Jimo Kouyate states in his book Talk that talk: An anthology of storytelling; “The griot was the oral historian and educator in any given society. A griot has special ways of telling these stories so that they are very entertaining, even though the griots main intention is not to entertain but to teach people to know themselves” (Kouyate, D. 1989). 


The slaves adopted this tradition from the African homes that they were once torn from. Wade Nobles believes that “African Americans are simply relocated Africans” (Robinson, T. 2014) Nobles is correct in his theory, and it is evident that Spirituals are an extension of African culture. African musical elements such as call and response, complex rhythmic patterns, pentatonic scales and much more, all come from traditional African music. This is evident in Allen, Garrison and Ware’s Slave songs of the United States published in 1867, the first book to attempt to publish spiritual music including 136 songs; most of which were spirituals. The forementioned editors acknowledge just how closely the Spirituals resembled African music. As does Matthew Sabatella in his article Spirituals about the genre he notes that “Through the slave trade, elements of music and dance traditions from Africa were integrated into American culture”. ( Sabatella, M. N/A) He goes a step further in this and implies that African music is still present in modern American music; “ Their pulses can be felt in gospel music, freedom songs of the Civil Rights Movement, blues, jazz, rhythm and blues, rock and roll, and hip hop” ( Sabatella, M. N/A). 

These scholars do a fantastic job of examining the rich musical tradition of Spirituals, and how they acted as the grandfather for several subsequent genres. They go into depth on the characteristics and origin of the music whilst providing compelling evidence as to why this music needs to be preserved. However, what they omit to do is frame their work regarding healing; both in how Spirituals aided the enslaved people centuries ago, and how that same music can help us heal today. 


Theological literature 

The following scholars whose work I will be examining all come closer to explaining the benefit of spiritual music. They critique Spirituals with a theological lens addressing how stories of the bible provided slight repose to the enslaved negros. However still fail to really capture and understand the fundamental healing implications of the music. Bruno Chenu, the author of The trouble I’ve seen: The big book of Negro spirituals examines spirituals as being “faith confronted with the distress of slavery, and set to music, with a double fertilisation from Africa and Europe”. (Chenu, B. 2003) This is a brilliant way of summarising such a unique, impactful genre - the truth of this statement is profound. As previously examined, Africa had a massive influence on Spirituals but it is also relevant to note that these people came to America with nothing and were constantly subjected to abuse, so it is not a surprise that they needed faith to get them through. According to sociologist Franklin Frazier, “This loss of social cohesion created a vacuum that was easily filled by Christianity” ( Backfish, E. 2012).

The slaves needed a hero, someone to admire and provide a hope of rescue. M. Roger Holland II, a director of the Spirituals project at the Lamont School of Music, University of Denver, explains that “many enslaved Africans adopted biblical figures not only as heroes, but as ancestors, to replace the African ancestors from whom they had been torn”. This replacement meant that the strength of these biblical figures became the strength and hope of the enslaved negros. The slaves would hear these biblical stories and implement themselves in such stories. They believed that since God was with the people in the bible that He must be with them too. Justin Oei the author of Theology in African American Spirituals and White Protestant Hymnody: A Comparative Study, summaries this ideology perfectly, how the slaves saw themselves represented in the bible. “God is present in the African American tradition just as God was present to the Israelites in bringing them out of bondage in Egypt, and this became a significant focal point in the theology of liberation for the enslaved.”(Oei, J 2022). 


Psychological literature 

The next scholars I will be examining successfully explain the healing implications of the Spirituals. Hanna states in her book to dance is human that, “The act of dance serves to soothe the implications of cultural trauma by allowing space for emotional release and communication through movement action” (Hanna 1978). This study is very important as it proves that trauma can be managed through movement. Dr Mariel Buqué, the author of Break the cycle (a guide to intergenerational trauma) takes this ideology and impressively expands upon it. “When we shake the body or move trauma pockets out of the body, we shake up that trauma retention that we tend to keep whenever we have traumatic experiences in our lives”. She also notes that, “Multiple aspects of the Black spiritual experience mimic the body-based practices she incorporates in her own therapy sessions as she teaches clients how to disrupt the cycle of pain in their lineage. When trauma freezes us in states of anger, sadness or fear, movement can help us heal”. ( Dunigan, J 2023)

In 1789, West African, writer and activist Olaudah Equiano also greatly stresses the impact of movement on everyday life and healing. He states “We are almost a nation of dancers, musicians and poets. Thus, every great event such as a triumphant return from battle, or other cause of public rejoicing is celebrated in public dances which are accompanied with songs of music suited to the occasion.” The body and mind are so closely connected, Intergenerational chronic trauma that gets deposited into our cellular memory leads to an unbalanced nervous system that manifests psychologically. As a result, traditional talk therapy is not always sufficient as the symptoms are physical, therefore Spirituals is a good alternative as play is proven to be a natural antidepressant. It is no surprise at all that all these scholars have the same viewpoint of the importance of dance and song in the healing of our nervous systems. 

Dr Buqué recognises the importance of dance and also speaks about the importance of humming. ‘Humming is a practice that can actually help us feel rested and relaxed, and actually helps us to reset our nervous system”. Confronted with all this information regarding the healing implications of Spirituals, it is increasingly apparent that this would be a beneficial therapeutic tool for the modern day. Anton Armstrong, a conductor of St. Olaf College, remarks that “I may not be able to solve cancer…, but I can give people through music a healing balm”. ( Pidock, R 2021). He could not be more correct in this profound statement as not only has he seen healing taking place amongst his students that have suffered with depression but so have the women running the ACTA’s living cultures Grants Program in San Francisco, where healing takes place every Wednesday using negro spiritual music. The women delight in the healing that takes place. “They sing themselves to laughter and tears of joy and realization, the realization that a whole people who once suffered the burden, pain, and sorrow of slavery have made it through and that today, just as those songs comforted the souls of those long gone, so can those very same songs lift burdens today..... The healing can be instantaneous or cumulative”. (Ravernell, W. 2012). This is such a wonderful result and proves just how instrumental Spirituals can be in healing trauma. 


Critical Race Theory Framework 

As well as understanding Spirituals and its usages in a therapeutic context, it is also; important to understand why it is needed for therapeutic purposes in the first place. This is because of Intergenerational Trauma, although slavery was abolished several decades ago, the memory of the suffering still lies within our nervous system due to cellular memory. To further understand Intergenerational Trauma and resistance to therapy, I had to look at literature pertaining to this area. This mainly required the examination of the critical race theory framework. Critical Race Theory essentially argues that “Racism is extremely ingrained in our society, and it seems ordinary” (Delgado and Stefanic 2000). This would make sense when you look at the DSM-5 model for therapy and why black people choose to avoid a system that blatantly ignores them in the forming of such an integral diagnostic tool. There is a severe lack of trust of Institutional Medical Systems as they are not geared to cater for the needs of the African American community. “Half of white medical trainees believe such myths as black people have thicker skin or less sensitive nerve endings than white people” (Sabin, A. 2020) This kind of believe system results in many people of Colour not receiving pain killers when undergoing critical medical procedures; such as black women giving birth without the option of an epidural. “Racial and ethnic disparities in pain treatment are not intentional….. Instead, inequalities are the product of complex influences, including implicit biases that providers don’t even know they have”. (Sabin, A. 2020) This proves that racism is less of an individual concern and more of an institutional and systemic problem. What these medical professionals have been taught provides them with a damaging subconscious belief system which leads to harmful implicit biases; ultimately resulting in lack of trust of medical treatment both physical and mental by the black community. While it may be considered controversial evidence suggests that 
racism within America seeps into every avenue of American life including therapy, hence why the use of Spirituals in a healing context is required.

[bookmark: _Toc164271842]An Analysis of Spirituals
Biblical figures acted as ancestors for the enslaved negros. Africans were tied to their ancestors, they believed that when a person dies, they are still with them in spirit. However, being ripped from their ancestor’s land severed that connection as there was no longer proximity. Hence the enslaved negros supplemented figures from the bible that they could relate to as their ancestors. The strength of these figures became the strength and hope of the enslaved. They rejoiced in the knowledge that their ancestors had connections to such a victorious God with limitless power as God was the ancestor of the biblical figures thus also the enslaved negros ancestor. This can be seen in their music. 

I’ve been in de storm was the first song in my lecture recital. The song repeated this refrain several times. “I’ve been in de storm so long, Oh, give me little time to pray”. The negro slaves equated the pain and suffering that they endured to a never-ending, merciless storm. They were tired. The very slow tempo of the refrain and how much it is repeated gives the impression of devasting levels of exhaustion, as though these words are all they have the energy left to say. Repeating the request of ‘give me little time to pray’ is very poignant as this is their way of potentially gaining back some strength to survive the storm. Through prayer they are communicating with God who they see as their ancestor for a bestowal of strength.

Balm in Gilead was my second song in my lecture recital. The creation of this song was influenced by Jeremiah 8 in the bible. In this biblical story Israel was in exile, the Babylonians had hijacked their land and was using it to reap its natural resources and in their pursuit of treasure were dishonoring the Israeli dead. The Israelites were forced to live in Egypt, a far country. This is synonymous to what the negro slaves were enduring as they had been ripped away from their African home to live in American in oppression. And yet they never gave up hope that there was a better tomorrow. The Jeremiah chapter ends with the question “Is there no balm in Gilead; is there no physician there? Why then is it not the health of the daughter of my people recovered? (Jeremiah 8:22 KJV) The spiritual Balm in Gilead refuses however to be negative and dares to confront this synonymous situation their ancestors experienced with hope; they refuse to believe that there is no balm. “The slave caught the mood of the spiritual dilemma and with it did an amazing thing. He straightened the question mark in Jeremiah’s sentence into an exclamation point: ‘There is a balm in Gilead!’ Here is the note of creative triumph. (Howard, A 2022). This music is gentle and reassuring. It uses a change in tempo to highlight the message that although you “may feel discouraged” or think your “works in vain” that the holy spirit your ancestor will always be there to supply healing and comfort amongst the earthly suffering.  

Ride on King Jesus was my final song in my lecture recital. “This spiritual's melody brims with energy and brightness in its sprightly syncopations and sense of innocence. The melody begins with a fanfare-like vocal statement in the upper ranges ("Ride on, King Jesus; No man can-a-hinder me"), after which the music turns playful and bouncy, delicate and cute, too, in the way the singer softly intones the rhythmic accents of the colorful vocal line”. (AllMusic, n.d). This spiritual refers to the book of Revelations in the bible alluding to the rapture that is still yet to come. That Jesus’s salvific wrath is coming, and no-one is exempt. You will either burn in the fires or join with all Christians alive and dead in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air. “The slave’s imagination was powerfully captivated by the notion of having a king who was powerful enough that absolutely no one could ‘hinder’ him. If Jesus could not be hindered, then they had agency in terms of their own lives as well” (Hawn, & Guenther, 2020) Ride on King Jesus was so inspiring to the enslaved negros because much of what Jesus suffered. They had also suffered and despite this Jesus is victorious. 

These Spirituals all have the underlying theme of the bible in it, the ideology that turning to the Lord can heal them. They all also use the pentatonic scale, and complex rhythmic patterns. Although they may differ in mood and tempo, they all have the consistent underlying themes of Spirituals to them. It is a very broad genre and I specifically showcased the extremities of the music to provide a complete understanding of the music in a short period of time.    

[bookmark: _Toc164271843]Methodology
This study takes an Interdisciplinary approach utilising 3 schools of thought; Music, History and Psychology. This study utilises a historical qualitative design looking at how the past informs the future. It observes the effects of intergenerational trauma and how resistance to therapy has contributed to the continuance of inherited trauma. It analysis primary sources including the original arrangements of the spirituals by Harry T Burleigh and Hall Johnson. It looks at secondary sources analysing the performances of spirituals by: Nicole Greenidge, Dahon Burton, Marti Newland, Kathleen Battle, Jessye Norman, Angel Blue and Simon Vigilante. Elements are taken from these performers that seemed appropriate for my own performance, as well as analysing modern books on Spirituals, on performance history, books on intergenerational trauma and on breaking of the cycle. Another method utilised in this study was performance and reflection on said performance. Critical race theory was also touched on lightly to set context, with scope for future in-depth consideration. All sources are examined with a therapeutic lens to draw a conclusion that can help bring about cathartism to the African American population. 

[bookmark: _Toc164271844]Limitation
Recognising the purpose of this work, the scope was intentionally managed to allow sufficient depth of each topic covered. As a result, there are a few limitations to this study that may not have been there had the piece of work had wider parameters. For starters the study had an intense focus on America, given more time I would have expanded to talk about enslavement within the Caribbean by the Europeans; how intergenerational trauma has affected European Caribbeans such as my own lineage. I also would have considered collecting quantitative data through interviewing musicologist professionals, who are currently using spirituals in a healing context, such as the women at the Glide Women’s Centre in San Francisco. As well as interviewing African American citizens on their own experiences of therapy and what their reasons are for avoiding it. Similarly, I would have delved deeper into the topic of critical race theory as a reason for resistance to therapy, as the framework is very fascinating and provides a lot of insight into the operation of American institutions. 

[bookmark: _Toc164271845]Presentation Reflection
I felt it was very important to do this topic as a lecture/recital with an accompanying document because of how theoretical my study was. I believed that being shown the healing in a demonstration type set up whilst having participation would be a more effective way to prove the need of Spirituals for healing rather than just reading about it. I was able to take my audience on a self – discovery journey that would not have been possible solely from text. 

As this is the first extensive presentation that I’ve done, it came with a couple of challenges such as how to keep an audience’s attention for a 45 minutes to an hour lecture. I attempted to do this by varying the way in which I was presenting such as by: singing, speaking, having audience participation, using my pianist Conal Bembridge-Sayers to provide musical examples via piano, having a slave account so they could hear from someone other than just myself, providing written handouts so they had the opportunity to take a moment and do further reading and finally by introducing the occasional joke to provide emotional relaxation from an emotionally heavy subject.  I believe I was successful in this as I had feedback regarding how engaging and educational my subject was.

 Another hardship that I encountered was how to sustain my energy for the entire presentation in order to not allow certain aspects to fall dull due to vocal exhaustion. I believed that having water breaks in front of the audience may have come across as unprofessional, so I avoided doing this and instead opted to occasionally take a pause in-between slide, as well as having a 40 second slave account played to clear my own voice. This was done in vain however as I did get feedback from one of the audience that “you sang ok today but you cracked and went off your support with far too much regularity. Please focus on keeping on the breath...” (Anonymous 2024). In hindsight, maybe sacrificing the aura of professionality and having a drink of water would have aided my performance. However, I do find it interesting that I received this feedback considering the quote that was included in my presentation by Harry T Burleigh which I stressed with much importance, that the voice is not as important as the spiritual meaning. “Success in singing these folk songs is primarily dependent upon deep spiritual feeling the voice is not nearly as important as the spirit; and then rhythm, for the negro soul is linked with rhythm, and it is an essential characteristic of most all the folk songs” (Dombrower 2019). The fact I received this feedback despite that quote being present further supports my point that there needs to be a greater understanding of spirituals and consideration of culture.  

[bookmark: _Toc164271846]Recommendation for Future Study
The next steps in analysing the therapeutic effects of spirituals would be transitioning from theory to practice. This would require a case study. I propose that the next researcher should take what has been learnt from this study and apply it to a laboratory setting. This would mean gathering a group of African American citizens with a generational history of enslavement, psych evaluating them all and then splitting the group in 3, one group will receive one to one traditional talk therapy, the second group would experience communal traditional negro spiritual singing, whilst the third group would be a control group, they would not be given any guidance. The purpose of this would be to see if there is a difference in the initial level of trauma before treatment compared to the secondary level of trauma after treatment amongst the different groups. This approach would test if Spirituals really are a suitable alternative to therapy. 


[bookmark: _Toc164271847]Conclusion
During this process, I have really gained a deep appreciation of Spirituals as a beautiful genre of music depicting such a range of emotions with a very rich and interesting history. It is such a cathartic form of music, I really wish there were more institutions  such as the Glide Women’s Centre that actively used the music for healing. Perhaps simply using them in an encore format at the end of classical concerts is enough to make patrons leave feeling healed and blessed. One thing for certain I will be going away from this experience a better performer; Harry T Bureligh’s quote about the spirit and rhythm will stick with me forever now. It is important to really feel what you are singing. A performer who can accurately sing every detail off a piece of sheet music is impressive. Now a singer who can feel the music and live it, takes the performance to another level and emotionally enraptures the audience. I aspire to be the second performer and bring music to life; this process has encouraged me to do just that.  

I believe this study has successfully proven that there is a balm in singing/listening to spirituals. The literature examined showcases this extremely well as they delve into the physiological effects of dance and humming, both elements that spirituals have in abundance. The literature examined also, appreciates the role of community in healing, another element the Spirituals contain. My audience’s reactions to singing all together and humming was very encouraging. I could feel their nervous systems relax as we went through the different spiritual exercises. 

This study can be very helpful in decreasing the transmission of intergenerational trauma. During my presentation I noticed a group realisation as they discovered that they were responsible for breaking their familial generational curses and rejoiced in being given power. These two statements “When you work on your trauama, you choose to not pass it on to the next generation” ( Mody, N 2020)  and “It didn’t start with you” (Wolyn, M 2017), really resonated with my audience. The idea that you are not solely responsible for your trauma, but you can heal it; preventing your heritage from acquiring it, is a very empowering ideology. This study makes me hopeful that the rate of which people of Colour seek mental health services will drastically increase; now that they have an avenue of healing that was built with them in mind, unlike the DSM5 model and several other traditional talk therapy tools. I look forward to seeing what other research will be inspired by this paper. This is an under researched area that I believe with the right resources and pioneers can be transformative for a whole demographic of people. 
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Appendix 
Definition of Terms 


Negro:  The enslaved Africans were not yet African Americans as they were forcefully ripped from Africa to America to act as workers owned like property. In Africa they wouldn’t have been called Negros rather they would have been known by their tribes and regions. “Negro” is being used in a historical context for today’s lecture recital. This terminology has been encouraged in academic contexts by many scholars.  
 
Spirituals:  There have been many words used for this genre of music ranging from sorrow songs to slave songs to secular spirituals and of course just spirituals. The term ‘spirituals’ has been questioned as it does imply that all slaves converted to Christianity when they arrived in America which is false. However, using any other term does diminish the role that faith and the bible did play in these songs, as for many slaves the characters in the bible acted like ancestors and beacons of hope.  
 
Arranger:  There are no composers of spirituals. Spirituals were made in the fields and relayed to other slaves through word of mouth. The slaves could not read or write so no one slave was able to claim ownership of a specific song by writing it down. Instead after the Civil War arrangers such as Harry T Burleigh and Hall Johnson among others listened to their parents and grandparents singing these songs and noted them down for the wider public’s appreciation.  
 
Slave:  The not yet African American people were slaves. They were owned by white slave masters; had to do everything they were told and were severely punished if they disobeyed.  
 
Somatic healing: Somatic healing focuses on the role that the mind and body play in tandem with each other. Our body’s hold unresolved trauma somatic healing is the moving of that trauma out of your body through movements.  
 
Implicit Bias:  Implicit Bias is an unconscious negative attitude against a specific social group usually perpetrated by stereotypes. Regarding Therapy an incorrect diagnosis can be drawn as the therapists let stereotypes about a certain person cloud their judgment.  
 
Transference:  Transference is similar to Implicit Bias, but this comes from the client rather than the therapist. Transference is when we unconsciously transfer feelings and attitudes from a person or situation in the past to one in the present.  
 
Epigenetics:  Epigenetics is when environmental and behavioural influences can change how your DNA sequence is expressed but without changing the genetic code itself. This is inherited to future generations however as it only affects expression it can be changed at any point by addressing the trauma.  
 
Cellular Memory:  This is like Epigenetics. Cellular memory is the phenomenon whereby memories are stored at a cellular level outside of the brain in individual cells. Basically, Muscle memory across generations.  
 
Amygdala:  The amygdala is a very small part of your temporal lobe and is responsible for processing emotions.  
 
Cortisol: Cortisol is a hormone responsible for your stress response.  
 
Oxytocin:  Oxytocin nicknamed the ‘happy drug’ is a hormone that releases anti-stress like effects, increases the pain threshold and promotes growth and healing.  

DSM-5: A diagnostic tool used by therapists. 










