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                            Introduction 
 

 
Gospel music, alternatively referred to as "black gospel music" or "African American gospel 

music," emerged as a sub-genre (a subdivision of a genre) 

of sacred music in the 1920s. This musical style is a fusion of sacred songs, religious melodies, 

shouts, chamber orchestra compositions, and black spiritual songs, featuring notable rhythmic and 

harmonic influences from blues and jazz. 

According to Britannia gospel music is a “genre of American Protestant music, rooted in the 

religious revivals of the 19th century, which developed in different directions within the white 

(European American) and Black (African American) communities of the United States. Over the 

decades both the white and Black traditions have been disseminated through song publishing, 

concerts, recordings, and radio and television broadcasts of religious services. In the later 20th 

century gospel music developed into a popular commercial genre, with artists touring worldwide.” 

 

Gospel music within the African American tradition is a genre characterized by its euphoric, 

rhythmic, and spiritual qualities, originating from the solo and responsive vocal traditions observed 

in churches in the Southern United States. 

During the first half of the twentieth century, many African American communities migrated from 

rural areas (south) to urban centers(north), bringing their worship traditions with them. The 

storefront churches that emerged in northern cities were vital spaces for the development of Gospel 

music, reflecting the practices of smaller churches in the agricultural South. 

 

Gospel music present different characteristics: 

Depending on the music’s style, different instruments are used in Gospel songs. The piano, 

accordion, guitars, drums, xylophones and brass bells are typically use. The banjo can also be used 

in gospel music with bluegrass and country influences. 

Then Gospel music is a style with a strong sense of beat, and it is usually features with hand 

clapping along with the beat. To make lyric content easier to remember, repetitive rhythmic patterns 

and lyrics are often utilized in harmony. This repetitive pattern serves both emotional and 

instructional purposes. 

 

Black Gospel music is a genre that emerged from the interconnected components of African 

American religious practices, ideologies, heritage, and traditions. Due to its rich history, the impact 
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of gospel music has spread across a variety of American musical styles, including Blues and Soul, 

leading to their evolution over time.Therefore, we may ask Why is Gospel music intimately link 

to African American culture? 

To answer this question, we will analyze the Gospel’s historical and cultural roots. Then, we will 

see the Gospel’s contemporary significance on the African American culture. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Gospel’s historical and 

cultural roots. 

 
                                   Slavery and Spirituals 
 

Role of Spirituals in slaves' communities  

Gospel music is intimately link to African American culture firstly through its history and cultural 

roots. 

The African American spiritual is considered to be the precursor to Gospel music. This style of 

music had been in existence for over a century before Gospel music emerged as a popular genre in 

the 1930s. The slaves that were brought to America from Africa carried with them a rich musical 

heritage.  

Their daily activities, including work and worship, were infused with music. African Americans in 

southern cornfields and cotton field, used work songs to accompany their labor, which often 

included field hollers – a call-and-response chant that featured falsetto whoops known as 

"arwhoolies." This is a simple, sorrowful melody sung by laborers in the fields. It was common to 

hear a neighboring plantation worker or sharecropper's lament carried by the wind and respond 

with one's own. 

Work songs were sung to coordinate the efforts of a group of individuals and enhance overall 

productivity. For instance, the song “Track Callin” sets the rhythm that gets everyone tapping or 

pulling in unison. 
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 Due to the colonists' beliefs that African worship involving 

drumming and dancing was idolatrous, slaves performed 

their music-infused religious rites in secret. In the 18th 

century, slaves would gather in praise houses and brush 

arbor meetings to sing and chant songs such as the ring shout. The ring shout was a circular dance 

accompanied by chanting and handclapping, and sometimes even caused participants to enter 

ecstatic trances. 

During the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, as Africanized Christianity took hold of the 

slave population, spirituals served as a way of articulating the community's emerging faith, along 

with its sorrows and aspirations, some spirituals functioned as encoded messages for clandestine 

gatherings, expressions of dissent, or indications of a desire to break free. These songs frequently 

drew upon Old Testament narratives to convey the hardships of slavery.  

So, Gospel is intimately link to African American culture through slavery and spirituals. The 

Gospel’s texts are based on the themes and stories from the New and Old Testaments of the Bible. 

It is the reinterpretation of folk spirituals and hymns, interpreted through the experiences of African 

American.  

Then, the Great Migration which had an impact on the African American culture and community, 

also had an impact on the growth of Gospel music. So, the Great Migration is also a reason why 

Gospel music is Intimately link to African American culture. 

 

                                      The Great Migration 

Moses Platt (Clear Rock), Sugar Land,  

Texas. Alan Lomax, photographer.  

1934. 

 

Then it was also sung to alleviate the monotony of 

repetitive tasks and improve the well-being of workers. 

The influence of African musical traditions on 

Gospel music 

 When Africans were brought to America as slaves, they 

brought their musical traditions with them. In an effort to 

keep these traditions alive, they fashioned instruments 

similar to those they had known in Africa. For instance, 

the modern banjo is a descendant of African banjos. 
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Movement from rural South to urban North 

 
The Great Migration is considered one of the most massive population shifts in  

 

 

 

 

 

These groups were led by individuals who had received an education from Methodists, Baptists, or 

Quakers, particularly in the Northern regions. It led to the establishment of fully independent 

African American churches in some cases. So, during the Great Migration period, Gospel choirs, 

quartets, and soloists found a platform for their musical expression and a sense of togetherness 

within the church's walls. 

This migration brought Gospel music to a wider audience. Northern and Western cities became an 

African American musical innovation place.  

 

                            The Civil Rights Movement 

The role of Gospel music in the struggle for civil rights 

United States history. It involved around six 

million Black individuals who migrated from the 

southern states to the Northern, Midwestern, and 

Western cities including: New York, Chicago, 

Detroit, and Pittsburgh, spanning from the 1910s 

to the 1970s. They were in search of more 

financial opportunities and escaped from racial 

oppression. This migration had a significant effect 

on the development of gospel music. It provided a 

cultural and spiritual anchor that brought comfort, 

hope, and unity to those impacted. 

Formation of Gospel choirs and groups 

 

 

Clara Ward with her gospel 

group, The Famous Ward 

Singers. 

 

The Black Church played a crucial role in the flourishing of gospel music. During the late 

1700s, African Americans who were not enslaved started organizing their own religious 

groups, separate from white congregations. 
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Gospel music played a crucial role in the civil rights movement by uniting people, particularly the 

youth, and fostering confidence. Known as "freedom songs," they were based on familiar spirituals 

and gospel compositions, typically performed in a gospel style. The movement's song leaders, from 

local elders to student organizers, were well-versed in the musical traditions of the black church, as 

well as the black-oriented radio and commercial gospel of the era.  

Gospel music became an intrinsic part of the black community, with its popularity surging during 

the postwar era. It closely reflected the African American condition and consciousness, making it a 

powerful cultural interpreter for its mass fan base. By facing poverty and exploitation, black gospel 

performers embodied the African American experience and acted as natural expounders of its 

values. Gospel music was a tool in communicating black cultural values, reinforcing black identity, 

and shaping the sociopolitically conscious "soul" phenomenon that promoted black pride. The 

sacred family tree of gospel, spirituals, soul, and freedom songs formed the soundtrack of the Civil 

Rights Movement, with gospel being an invaluable organizational and motivational tool. 

Unquestionably, black gospel played a leading role in the movement's story by serving as the 

common thread in civil rights music. 

So, Gospel music is intimately link to the African American culture and identity, through its 

cultural and historical roots. But Gospel music is also closely link to the actual and contemporary 

African American culture. 

 

Contemporary Significance of 

Gospel music on the African 

American culture 

 
                    Impact on popular culture 

 
Influence of Gospel on other music genres 

The influential messages embedded in gospel songs, which often spoke to themes of hope, 

liberation, and overcoming adversity, resonated with the struggles and victories of African 

Americans. Over time, aspects of gospel music have permeated various genres, including R&B, 
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soul, and even mainstream pop, leaving an indelible imprint on the wider American music 

landscape. Indeed, It's impossible to ignore the lasting impact that Gospel music has had on music 

as a whole, influencing numerous genres such as soul, R&B, rock n' roll, and contemporary 

Christian music. In the 1950s, Sam Cooke, Aretha Franklin, and James Brown brought Gospel 

music to the mainstream audience through their unique blend of Gospel, R&B, and soul music. 

With the rise of these artists, the emotional intensity and spiritual themes present in Gospel music 

have become synonymous with pop music, capturing the hearts of millions worldwide. Even today, 

as the music industry continues to grow, many contemporary musicians incorporate elements of 

Gospel music and its message of faith, hope, and redemption into their music. 

The Growing Influence of Gospel Music on Mainstream Culture 

Recent years have witnessed a remarkable increase in the impact of gospel music on mainstream 

culture. This can be seen in the crossover success of several artists such as Kirk Franklin, Mary 

Mary, and Tasha Cobbs Leonard. These talented individuals have broken free from the traditional 

boundaries of the gospel music industry and gained widespread recognition in the mainstream 

scene. Their extraordinary achievements range from capturing the hearts of millions of listeners to 

receiving prestigious prices like Grammy Awards. 

The secret to these artists' success lies in their ability to collaborate with mainstream musicians and 

mix gospel elements with popular genres. By doing so, they've not only broadened the reach of the 

genre but also introduced it to fresh audiences who may not have encountered its inspiring and 

stirring sounds before. This crossover success illustrates the gospel's adaptable nature and its 

profound ability to connect with different listeners across diverse musical tastes. 

The acclaim and recognition that these artists have earned demonstrate the increasing acceptance 

and appreciation of gospel music in the mainstream music industry. Their contributions have played 

a significant role in breaking down barriers and challenging preconceived notions about the genre's 

relevance in contemporary music. By combining powerful performances with heartfelt lyrics, these 

artists have skillfully captured the essence of gospel music while infusing it with a modern twist 

that resonates with a wider audience. 

 

                        Church and community 

 
Role of Gospel in African American churches 
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Gospel music's intimate connection to African American culture is rooted in its origins within the 

church. Many African Americans turned to their faith as a source of strength and resilience during 

periods of slavery, segregation, and discrimination. Gospel music became an integral part of 

worship services, offering a communal space for spiritual expression, comfort, and unity. The call-

and-response patterns, rhythmic beats, and emotive vocal styles in gospel reflected the shared 

experiences and emotions of the African American community. The church, serving not only as a 

religious institution but also as a social and cultural hub, became a shelter not only for spiritual 

worship but also for the development and preservation of gospel music as a cultural treasure. 

As the congregation gathered, the church's atmosphere vibrated with a unique energy, blending 

faith, culture, and a collective spirit of resilience. In this sacred space, gospel music thrived and 

evolved, becoming not only a source of comfort and inspiration but also a powerful cultural legacy 

passed down through generations. 

Connection between Gospel and spirituality in African American communities 

 

Gospel music operates as a compelling force, drawing congregations together and serving as a 

conduit for spiritual elevation. Within the rhythm of ritualistic cadence, black church preachers and 

deacons frequently employ song as a way for expressing their prayers. The efficacy of a ministry is 

often link not only on the quality of preaching but also on the excellence of music, be it vocal or 

instrumental. The incorporation of music into the church setting can be traced back to the religious 

practices of the West African diaspora, subsequently introduced to the United States. Within the 

church, music is recognized as a unifying element, capable of break down barriers that may 

segregate individuals based on economic or social distinctions. Through communal singing, 

congregants find themselves united in human experience like joy, sorrow, love, despair, or hope. 

           

Artistic Expression (lyrics) and Identity 

 

Reflection of African American identity in Gospel lyrics 

Gospel lyrics often serve as a poignant reflection of the African American identity, encapsulating 

historical struggles, resilience, and the quest for freedom. Themes of overcoming adversity, finding 

hope in difficult circumstances, and spiritual strength are woven into the fabric of Gospel music. 

The lyrics frequently draw on the experiences of slavery, segregation, and discrimination, providing 

a narrative that resonates with the collective history of African Americans. 
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the importance of unity, faith, and shared strength.  

Moreover, Gospel lyrics often incorporate a sense of communal identity. This reflects the 

communal aspects of African American culture, where the collective journey is as significant as 

individual stories. In essence, Gospel lyrics offer a profound reflection of the African American 

identity, acting as a cultural and historical archive that celebrates resilience, spirituality, and the 

ongoing pursuit of freedom and equality. 

 

Continuation of Gospel traditions in contemporary music 

 

The resonance of Gospel traditions continues to echo through contemporary music, leaving an 

indelible mark on diverse genres. As the cultural landscape evolves, the influence of Gospel can be 

discerned in the melodies, rhythms, and lyrical themes that characterize modern musical 

expressions. 

Contemporary artists across genres, frequently draw inspiration from the emotive and dynamic 

qualities inherent in Gospel music.  

 

In addition to influencing individual tracks, Gospel traditions persist in shaping entire subgenres. 

Contemporary Christian music, for instance, stands as a direct descendant of Gospel, providing a 

space for artists to express their faith through a variety of musical styles. This branch of 

contemporary music maintains the spiritual and communal essence of Gospel while embracing 

modern sounds and production techniques. 

So, the journey of Gospel traditions in contemporary music is a dynamic and ongoing narrative. As 

artists continue to reinterpret and innovate, Gospel's enduring legacy lives on, ensuring its vital role 

in shaping the evolving landscape of musical expression.  

By expressing pain, joy, and perseverance, Gospel becomes a 

cultural mirror, reflecting the struggles and triumphs of the 

community. We can take the example of an album that I really 

appreciate: “Jubilee: Juneteenth Edition” from Maverick City 

Music, (a contemporary Gospel group) who, for this album, took 

their inspiration from Juneteenth a holiday celebrated on 19 June 

to commemorate the emancipation of enslaved people in the US. 

The lyrics portrayed in this album emphasized  

 
 

 
 
Maverick City Music (Jubilee Juneteenth 

edition) Album cover 
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          Conclusion 
Gospel music has always been a part of the American Pop Culture, but it has mostly been a part of 

the African American culture and identity. It serves as a powerful mode of artistic expression for 

African Americans, allowing them to celebrate their identity, culture, and spirituality. Through 

songs, African-Americans found strength, unity, and a voice that transcended the boundaries of 

racial oppression. 

Gospel is intimately link to African American culture because of all the historical events that gospel 

music and African American experienced together. is deeply intertwined with African American 

culture through a historical journey marked by spirituals, the Great Migration, and the Civil Rights 

Movement. Rooted in the daily lives of enslaved Africans, Gospel's origins in work songs and 

secret gatherings evolved during the Great Migration, spreading from the rural South to urban 

centers. It found a powerful voice during the Civil Rights Movement as "freedom songs." Today, 

Gospel remains a dynamic force, adapting to contemporary expressions while staying rooted in its 

historical significance within the African American cultural landscape. From the fields of slavery to 

the urban centers, Gospel music stands as a testament to the enduring spirit, resilience, and cultural 

identity of the African American community. Gospel is deeply intertwined with African American 

culture through a historical journey marked by spirituals, the Great Migration, and the Civil Rights 

Movement. Rooted in the daily lives of enslaved Africans, Gospel's origins in work songs and 

secret gatherings evolved during the Great Migration, spreading from the rural South to urban 

centers. It found a powerful voice during the Civil Rights Movement as "freedom songs." Today, 

Gospel remains a dynamic force, adapting to contemporary expressions while staying rooted in its 

historical significance within the African American cultural landscape. From the fields of slavery to 

the urban centers, Gospel music stands as a testament to the enduring spirit, resilience, and cultural 

identity of the African American community. 

the influence of gospel music on other genres has become an enduring and transformative force in 

the American music landscape. The profound messages of hope, liberation, and resilience 

embedded in gospel songs have resonated across generations, leaving an indelible imprint on genres 

ranging from soul and R&B to rock n' roll and contemporary Christian music.  

while gospel music has undergone changes and adaptations over the years, it continues to hold onto 

its black roots and identity. The genre's evolution reflects the dynamic nature of music and culture, 

and many artists actively strive to honor and preserve the rich heritage of gospel within the African 

American experience. It is possible to analyze this subject under many aspects like, how has gospel 

music, deeply rooted in African American culture and identity, not only endured but also 

significantly shaped the dynamic landscape of American pop culture across generations? 
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