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DANCING UNDER THE LASH

To see an African dance is to witness his cultural
past and present. . . . For the African, the fullest
expression ofart is dance.

—Lee Warren, The Dance of Africa 11972)

The Middle Passage

SOCIAL dancing links African-Americans to their Af-
rican past more strongly “han any other aspect of their
culture This is hardly surprising because dance was
(and is today) of central importance in West Africa It
is not only a routine communal activity. hut an inte-
gral part of ceremonies that hind groups together as a
people. 1t links one’s personal identity to that of the
group; zvents throughout the life cycle of tae individu-
al and the community ere commemorated in dance:
fattening house dances, fertility dances, and rite-of-
passage dances.?

Darce also serves as a mediating force between
people and the world of .he gods. Specific dances and
rhythms were appropriaze for particular deities; com-
monly, a specificrhythm is assigned to every mask and
every step that the dancersperform. 2 Indeed, dancz is
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4 CHAPTER ONE

so much a part of the pailosophy, customs. and sense
of place that el:minating it would radically alter the Af-
rican view of the universe.

Although dances urrelated to ritual exist today in
West Africa, most traditional dances have been con-
nected to or are performed during religicus ceremon-
ies. Since virtually all such ceremonies are public
events, Officials such as chiefs, elders. and priests
must be able dancers. Thaose deficientin skill undergo
several months of instruction before assaming office.
We can say without exaggeration that dance compe-
tency, if not. proficiency, is required of all individuals
in traditional West African socie.y.

The pervasive nature of West African dance inevita-
bly drew it inta the struggle between slaversand their
captives. Captare and brutal treatment orought psy-
chological and cultural transformation, but beyond
that, European and American slavershoped to destroy
independent. cultural expression among their new ac-
quisitions. They attempted to appropriate dance and
reshape it into an instrument of domination. This sec-
tion is concerned with the slaves’ ability to retain or
transmute eleraents of their African cultures in their
new environment.

Capture. branding, sale, and especially the dread
“middle passage” across the Atiantic were unlike any-
thing the captive Africans had previously experienced.
The horror of the experience could only be increased
by its unpredictability. Imagine the bewilderment of
people herded together for a purpose and a destination
they could only speculate about. Surrounded by a vari-
ety of African languages (Yoruba, Ibo, Wolof, Bam-



Dancing Under the Lash 5

bara, and Bakongo, to name a few) plus that of the
slave master, individuals were isolated, wrenched
from their communities and ancestors.

Once on board the slaver, the Africans were con-
trolled by terror and intimidation and treated as cargo.
Concerned about profits rather than humane treat-
ment, triders were interested in keeping s'aves alive
and fit for sale. There were two philosophies for load-
ing slave ships: the “tightpack” and the “losse pack,”
The tight-pack slavers consistently exceeded the legal
number of slaves on their ships, subjecting the Afr¥
cans to a long journey under unbelievably over-
crowded conditions. The loose packers obeyed the le-
gal limitations or crowded only slightly. Neither
strategy was humane. The actual ipace allotment per
slave under legalconditions was “that every man slave
is to be allowed six feet by one foot four inches for
room, every woman five feet ten by one foot four, every
boy five feet by one foot two and every girl four feet six
by one foot.”3 As a consequence of crowding and un-
sanitary conditions, slave mortality was high.

From the moment of capture, -he slaves were un-
der siege. The Europeans attempted to destroy their
past and to crush their world view, particularly their
religious beliefs, which held the keys to culture and
personality. In the middle passage, captives were for-
bidden to practice their cultural orsocial rituals. From
the begnning of the slave trade, captains and slave
dealers debated how much African culture a slave
should be allowed to retain. Somepracticeswere con-
demned as immoral or uncivilized: others were forbid-
den for political reasons. The Europeans (later, Amer-
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icans) recognized that controlling the slaves’ calture
helpzd ensurz their subordination.

Traditional dance was, of course, forbidden on the
slavers, but -here is zvidence that something -alled
“dancing” occurred ir. the middle passage. What was
it? It seems highly unlikely that a dance area as such
existed on the deck ofa slaving vessel. The writings of
slam-ship captains are not explicit on the matter.
Mos: captains mentioned dancing in & way that im-
plies that slaves happly “danczd on the ships carry
ing tiem away from Africa, but sometestimony poinrs
to purposefully deceptive langrage in theseaccounts.
Thomas Clarkson, describing the intentions of wit-
nesszs called before Parliamen to testify againsta bill
setting a limit on the number of slaves that cocld he
transported per voyage. stated:

Itwas the objectof t1e witnesses, when examined,
to prove two things; irst, that regulations were un-
necessary because tke present mode of transporta-
tion was sufficiently convenient foi the objects of it,
as was Well adopted to preserve their comfort and
their health. They had sufficientoom, sufficient
ai-, and sufficient prcvisions. When upon deck,
they made merry and amused themselves with
denciny.* [emphasisin originel]

Further or., Clarkson recounts the cbservations of
less biased witnesses to this “dancing.”

Their [the slaves' ] allowance consisted of one pint
of water a day to eack: person; they were fed twice a
day with yams and horse beans,

After meals they jamped in their irons for ex-
ercige. Thiswas so nzcessary lor their health, tha:
they were whipped if :hey refused to do it, and this
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jumping has been termed dancing. On board most
slave ships, the shackled slaves were forced :o
“dance”after mzals.

The parts, says Mr. Claxton, . .. on which their
shackles are fastened are often excoriated by the vi-
olent exercise they are thus forced to take, o” which
they made many grievous complairts to him In his
ship even thosewho had the flux, scurvy and such
edematous swellings in their legs as made it painful
te them to move at all were compelled to dance hy
the cat®

“Dancing”was believed to have a healing effect on
slaves, and was prescribed to prevent both scurvy and
suicidal melancholy. According to George Howe, a
medical studentwho sailed to the west coast of Africa
in 1880. “In the barracoons it was known that if a
negro was not amused and kept in motion he would
mope, squat down with his chin on his knees and
arms clasped about his legs and in a very short time
die.” On board this particular ship the remedy for di-
verting slaves fron fatal melancholy was to give them
rum and dance them: “The negroes seemed to tire of
the monotony of things and some grog was daily dis-
tributed o the men and native songs and dances were
constantly going on. The ingenuity of everyone was
taxed to provide a new source of amusement.’” Sim-
ilarly, D1. Thomas Trotter, surgeon of the Brookes in
1783, reported, “Afterthe morning meals came ajoy-
less ceremony called ‘dancingthe slaves.” Those who
were in irons werz ordered to stand up and make what
motions they could, leaving a passege for suzh aswere
out ofirons to dance around the deck. ”?

“Dancing the slaves”was a regular activity. as evi-
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denced by advertisemznts for musiciars to work on
slaveships. Usually several crew members paraded on
deck with whips and cat-o-nine-tails, foxing the men
slaves to jJump in thei- irons, often untii their ankles
bled. One saior explained to Parliamert that he was
employed to “dance” the men while another person
“danced” the women. On ships with 10 designated
musician, music was provided by a slave thumping on
abroken drurz, an upturned kettle. or a1 African ban-
jo, or by asailorwith a fiddle. bagpipe, or other instru-
ment. As they danced some slaves sarg, incorporat-
ing their experience into their music. One commen-
tator sarcastically noted that the ship captains’ de-
scriptions of this “dancing”ignored the slaves’ evident
misery.

We doall we can, insisted the zaptains, to promote
the happiness ofthe slaves onboard. They were
hrought up on deck for eight hours everyday, while
their quarters were being cleaned out. axd they
were encouraged to dance—in chains. Encouraged,
indeed, as other witnesses testified by tie applica-
tion of whips! Thosewith swollen or diseasedlimbs
were nor exempt from partaking of this joyous pas-
time, thongh the shackles often peeled the skin off
their legs. The songs they sang of sorrow and
sadness—simple dihies of their own wrztched
estate.7

Forced to sing as well as dence, slaves predictably
chose somber songs. It is not known whether these
were traditional or new songs. On somre ships slaves
were taught short sengs to accompany their dances,
and sometimes they were permitted o use instru-
ments like tambourines that were brorght aboard for
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them. Somewere forced to improvise drums from ma-
terials at hand. Some slaves apparently resisted less
than others, willing to adapt traditional music and
dances to these new instruments One snip’s officer
commented:

Our blacks were a good-naturedist and jumped ©
the lash so promptly that there was not much occa-
sionfor scorirg their naked flanks. We had tam-
bourines aboard, which some of the younger
darkies fought for regularly, and every evening we
enjoyed the novelty of African war songs and ring
dances, fore and aft. with the sat:sfaction of know-
ing that these pleasant exercises were keeping our
stock in good condition and, of course, enhancing
our prospects of making a profitable voyagg. ®

The slaves’ point of view on such dancing is briefly
expressed in a poem printed zround 1720. ’The
Sorrows of Yamba; Or. the Negro Woman's Lamerita-
tion™ presents the story of an African woman kid-
napped from her viliage home and separatzd from her
children, husband, and parents The wormran, Yamba,
is sold to a cruel master and evenitually converts to
Christianity. The poem conveys the painful longng
and sorrow that most slaves must have felt dunng
these occasions.

At the savage Captainsbeck;

Now like Brutes they make us prance:
Smackthe Catabout the Deck.

And in scorn they hid us dance.”

Slaves as groups or individuals were also forced to
dance to entertain the captain or his guests. The guest
of a Dutch slaw trader described his host’s mulafto
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slave girl: “When | dined with the Dutch general atthe
Mine. | saw her there, heing bronght in to dance be-
fore us. very fine, hearing the title of Madame Van-
tiukeline.” In other instances, slaves inadvertently
provided entertazinment. In a narrative of a voyage to
New Calabar River on the coast of Guinea, James Bar-
bot, owner of the slave ship Abion-Frigate, which
sailed in 1698 and 1699, describes the good care
given to his slaves during the middle passege:

Itistrue, we allow them much more liberty and use
them with mare tenderness than most other Euro-
peans would think prucent, as we had them all on
deck every dax in good weather. .. . We took care
they did wash from time to time, to prevent vermin
which they are subject . Towards evening, the
blacks would divert themselves on the decx, as they
thought fit; seme conversing together, othzrs danc-
ing, singing or sporting after thexr manner, which
often made us pastime, especially the females, who
heing apart from the males and on the quarter deck
and many of them young sprightly maidens. full of
jolliny and good humor, afforded us an abundance oi
recreation 10

Some Europeans were not centent with vicarions
pleasure and participated in the slaves' dance. ~“he
surgeon aboard the Brazilian slavz ship Georgia leaves
us this accountfrom 1827:

On the first. voyage outof Calabar we had notbeen
outa week before | found that the captainand crew
were desperaloes of the worst kind. Once off the
coast the ship hecame half bedlamn and haf brothel.
Ruiz, our captain, and his two mates set an exam-
ple of reckless wickedness. They strippedthem-
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selves and darced with »lack wenches while our

crazy mulatto cook played the fiddle. Therewas lit-

tle attempt at discipline and mam and lewdness

reigred supreme.?!

As the surgeon endured six vovages with the Georgia,
he apparently found away to remain aloof from these
activities.

Slavz trading became such an industry that some-
thing approaching standard practices developed for
feeding. exercisz, and containment of slaves. Tech-
niques for “dancing”the slaves emerged as well, but
they were shaped by the continual threat of slave mu-
tiny. Some cautious captains allowed only women and
children slaves to be unshackled while on deck; others
unshackled and danced slaves only after lark, when
the chance of m:tiny seemed small.

Illegal slavers engaged in smuggling allowed slaves
little time on deck, and “dancing”had to be scheduled
with a watchful eye for patrol ships. Similarly, when
the international slave wade was outlawed in 1807,
methods for darcing the slaves were d :vised to guard
against possible capture by either police patrols or pi-
rates. Onetechnique was to bring only a partion of the
slaves on deck at a time. Capture by a patrol ship
meant heavy penalties: the crew was arrested and the
cargo confiscated. The slaves weze eitherreturned to
Africa or auctioned off in the New World If capture
seemed imminent. captains avo.ded arrest by jetti-
soning the contraband, Sometimes the eatire cargo,
slaves and food, was dumped into the ocezn. '

S0 few Africans left written accounts of their expe-
nence that little is known ahout their participation
in the ¢ancing. Harsh sanctions certainly discouraged
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resistance. the rewards for exceptional dancing (such
as an extra cup of water or wip to the slop buckets
used as toilet facilities) might have encouraged par-
ticipation. Liguor was sometimes used as an incen-
tivz for some dancers. Liquor and dance diverted the
slaves’ attention from their ccndition, and Europeans
used them in combnation. At the least, the oppor-
tunity to be on deck while dancing offered « brief
period of relief from the hold.

We can only speculate about the degree to which
the middile passage transformed dance for African
slaves. Dance existed in a bizarre duality between the
dancers and the slaetraders, For most of the captive
Africans. dance was a cultural vehicle used to mediate
between mankind and the deities. African captives on
slave vessels probaby attempted to evoke deities who
could assist them in revolt and escape. Indeed, they
might have attributed their failures to their inability to
perform ceremonies properly, with appropriate re-
ligious objects and tiie aid of the entire community. '3

This forced dancing may also have been scen hy
the slaves as an opportune time to stage a mutiny or
swcide. Creating noise and motion, slaves could dis-
tract at least a portion of the crew at one end of the
ship. The elaborate precautions taken by ship captains
indicate that slaves saw dancing as an opportusity to
resist their enslavement. Slaves were watched con-
stently while on deck.1# Slavers devised strategies to
prevent mctiny or suicide, and to regain control in
cases of rebellion. Some captains aimed ships’guns at
the dancing slaves to intimidate them.

The pattern estzblished on board the slave ship
was reinforced in the plantation environment: dmcing

et



Dancing Under the Lash 13

was done under the strict governance and supervision
of whites who legitiied violence as a means of
controlling the slave pcpulation. At the same time,
resistance and dissembling became associatzd
with dance aboard the slave ship The Aftican slaves
learned to camouflage their hunger for freedom; an
apparentaccommodation to the circumstances of sliv-
er), became a survival mechanism. Once the slaves
reached North America, they exploiteddanre as an cp-
portunity to resist domination.

The Plantation Environment

Once safely through the middle passage and pur-
chased, Africans were expected to adapt feitly quickly
to bondage. Li‘e under slavery, repressive though it
was, allowed some opportunity for community and
cultural develooment. It seems astonishing that any
African customs could persist, but owners did rot
control all arezs of slaves’ lives. Unregulated soc:o-
cultural space provided Africans with some latitudein
which aspects of African culture could survive.

At least two other factors help explain the survival
of African-based traditions: first, some Afnican cultur-
al forms proved functional for the practitioners; sec-
ond, they did r.ot appear to threaten the slaveocracy.
Once the African slavesleft the ship and “settled in,”
they became part of the fabric of life in their new en-
vironment, with new acquaintances and group rela-
tionships. Shased customs cemented such relation-
ships and unfamiliar ones provided material for new
culiuml amalgems. African groups were by no means
undifferentiated,but they were culturally more similar
to each other than any of them were to Europeans.
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In the early days of the slave regime, the constant
importation of new slaves served to shore up weaken-
ing cultural ties to Africa. Even after the international
slave trade was outlawed, pirates and smugglers sup-
plied a smaller number of Africans who probahly re-
newed the vitality of African culture. Tte newly en-
slaved probably exerted a re-Africanization on planta-
tion dance forms. 15

The conditinns of slavery in North America varied
somewhat across time zud region. Not al slaves lived
on plantations. Some were house servants, urban la-
borers, or hands on smzll farms. On some plantations
slaves worked in gang; or groups; on others they
worked as individuals with task assignments. Work
was the dominant feature of slaw life. and the work
pattern undouktedly affected the model of culture that
emerged. For example, the work song probably
achieved a fuller development among slaves on work
gangs than among those who worked clone.'® The
dancing among skilled urban artisans appears to have
differed from that of field laborers. The ype of work
determined the slaves’ daily routine and consequent-
ly their cultural materiais. Thus the model of cul-
ture—determined by the work routines and the
slaves ethnic composition —variedfrom one region to
the next Just as one cannot speak of a national Amer-
ican culture early in the colonial period, African-
American cultire had not yet acquired its national
character.

Whether they grew rice, tobacco, care, or cotton,
served in a household, nr worked as an urban artisan,
slaves had limited opportunity to establish indepen-
dent culture. Whites, for example, attemoted t0 elimi-
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nate slaves'access to drums. Such measures were less
than entirely successful. but they created an environ-
ment that hindered slaves' attempts to assert taeir col-
lective identity. Slaves managed to develop models of
culture that retained their African ctaracter for more
than three hundred years, but these models zndured
because whites did notimmediatelyrecognize them as
threatening.

As the African was transformed :nto the African-
American. several significant metamorphoses occur-
red. Most important for an understanding of black
dance culture was a distinction between sacred and
secular. For most Africans, the sodal and religious
ccmmunitywere the same, and political leadersaswell
ashuman ancestors mediated between the living com-
munity and world of the deities. Unlike the western
God, African ancestral deitiesembodizd awiderange of
seemingly contradictory attibutes. The clear dicho-
tomy of good and evil that marks Judeo-Christian re-
ligious figureswas unknowr to West Africans

The major African deities {erisha) were capable of
performing great feats—anc great harm to Tumans.
Like the Greek gocs, but unlike the Christien, their
neture was inherently erotic. They required appease-
ment and supplication in the form of ritualized sacri-
fices and offerings North American Protestantism
came to define African religious beliefs as siaful and
strictly forbade their practice, but even among the
African-Americans who comerted to Christianity Afri-
cantraditionsremainedvital Equallyimportant, much
of African religious style, fervor. format, and pre-
disposition in worship persisted in secular vestment.

Over time, a clear demarcation emerged setween
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sécred, ceremonial dance and the secular dancing as-
seciated with festivities and parties. The splitbzgan in
the middle passage, and by :he time the first genera-
tion of slaves was born on these shores the process
was well underway.

Both sacred and secular dancing originated in an
Alfrican worship system thatincluded a wide range of
praise methods, including a “party for the gods,” or
bembe as these religious perties came to be known
in Cuba.17 (The Cuban experience can illuminate
some aspects of dance in the United States). At least
three types of bembe were observed among the Lu-
cumi (Cuban Yoruba): bembe Lucumi, bembe Lucurmi
criolio, and suncho. Bembe Lucumi was more gener-
ally A frican than the other two, Its songs were sung in
the Yoruba language, its drum rhythms were strictly
traditiconal and were executed on the sacred two-
headed bata drum. Bembe Lucumi criollo permitted a
loosening of tradition; its songs were in a creolized
langiiage and its rites were more communal and sim-
pler. T h e third type, suncho, appearsto have bzen the
true ““ochaparty” Or party for the gads. Unlike the oth-

er typres of hembe, suncho did not always accompany a
religico>us occasion. It appears to have been purely for
enjoyrynent, with religion more pretext than a mo-
tive. L& Although there is no evidence that the bembe
ever estaplished itself in Nerth America, simlar ele-
mentes were probably retaired in “the shouts” held
bothy  openly and surreptitiously among North Ameri-
“an ss1aves African religiouselements —musicalstyle,
ecsta tic hichavior, spirit possession, and holy dancing

~—f>a 4nd expression in these shouts. Writer Frederick
Laws “QOlmsted leaves us this account:

ST ETYEbE
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On most of the large rice plantatiocs which 1have
seen in thisvicinity, there is a smail chapel, which
the Negroes use as their prayer house. The owner
of otz of these told me tkat, having furnished the
prayer-housewith seats having a back mil his
Negroes petitioned him o remove it because it did
not leave them room enough to pray. Itwas ex-
plained to me t1at itis thzir custom, in socia. wor-
ship, to work tkemselves up to a great pitch of
excitement, in which they vell and zry aloud, and
finally shriek and leap up. clappingtheir hands and
dancing, as it is done at heathen festivals. The back
rail they found to seriously impede this exercise. 12

Apparently American slaves did not confine their
African-based rituals and practices to purely religious
occasions. As one commentalor noted:

P Tonight § have teen to a “shout”which seems to
me certainly the remains of some ok idol worship.
o The negroes sirg akind of chorus—three standing
; apart ‘o lead and clap—and then allthe others go

; shuffl ng round in a circle following one another

: with not much regularity, tuming rcund occasion-
iy ally and bending the knees, and stamping SO that
the whole fleor swings. | never saw anyihing SO
savage. They cail it a religious ceremony. but it
seems more like a regular frolic b me.2¢

_ During rumerous African religious ceremonies. par-
L@ ticularly those of the Yoruha, music is performed by a
liturgical trio Of sacred bata drams, namely, oronkolo,
itotele and iya. Tte “threestanding apart to lead and
clap” mentioned here appear to be an adaptation of
this traditional West African pattern to a new socio-
cultural environment.
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Though the ceremonial context and specific move-
mentsvaried from groupto group, the basic vocabulary
of Wes: African dance wzs strikingly similar across eth-
nic lines. As aresult, interethnic assimilation in the
new cultural environment was more easilyfacilitated in
dancehanin other aspects of the African culture, such
as language.”” Brought to the Americas in the motor-
muscle memory of the various West African ethnic
groups, the dance was characterized by segmentation
and delineation of various body parts, including hips,
torso, head, arms, hands, arid legs; the use of multiple
meter as polyrhythmic sensitivity; angularity; multiple
centers of movement; asymmetry as balance; percus-
sive performance; mimetic performance; improvisa-
tion; and derision. These esthetic and technical com-
monalities continued o he governing orinciples as
dance moved from its sacred contextto tae humerous
seculer uses itacquired under slavery

In North America institutions sometimes mini-
mally supported the retention o’ African religious cul-
ture. Some slave masters established “praise houses”
and permitted their slaves to “skout” or engage in sec-
ular dancing, even though their peers often disap-
proved. But the benefi.s often sutweighed the disap-
proval, as one master testifies:

I would build a houselarge enough. and use it fora
dancehouse for the young, and those who wish to
dance, as well as for prayer meetings. ani for
church on Sunday —making it « mle lo be present
myself occasionally atboth, and my overseer al-
ways. | know the rebuke in store about dancing, but
I cannot help it. | bel'eve negr es will be better dis-
pcsed this way than any other.22
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In general, however, slavery in thz contextof North
American Protestantism proved more hostile to Afri-
can customs than slavery under Catholic auspices.
French and Spanish Catholics introduced their slaves
toapantheonofsaints thatthe Africans came to associ-
aze with their own deities and so with their tmditional
religious practices. Thus, tke Africar theological back-
ground to many of these practices (including dance)
might disappear while the p-actice itself or a version of
itsurvived. eventually relegated by tte practitioners to
therealm ofthe secular, magic, or folk custom. African-
American dance, hoodoo, and folk medicine are clear
examples. And as we shall see, a similar process oc-
curred on a broader institutional level.

Slaves performed a wide variety of dancer, includ-
ing a few adopted from thexr masters, but the major-
ity were distinctly African in character. Among the
dances they created were w-ingin’ and twistin’ (which
would later form the basis of the twist), the buzzard
lope, breakdown, pigeon wing, cakewalk, Charleston,
“setde flo,” snake hips (the basis for all later African-
American dances requiring sharp-poaping accents de-
marcatingeach line of movement asin thejerk and the
breaking style known as “pop locking”), and the
shout, which unlike the others retained both a sacred
and secular character. Many of the dances consisted
of a basic step and a series of improvisationzl embel-
lishments. which usually initially imitated motions of
the work routine. Former slaves frequently mentioned
“pitchin’hay,” “corn shucki<’,” and ‘cuttin’ wheat” as
embellishments in the cakewalk .23 In this regard too
tke slaves were relying on African traditions in creat-
irg new dances; a large numher of African dances cele-
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brated through imitation significant environmental
factors such as herd size, events in the life cycle, or
physical labor and work routines.

The amalgamationof traditioaal Africen dance prin-
ciples and the slaves’ -esponses to their New World
experence can be seenin the dance known as “set de
flo”™ Set de flo’ took a variety of forms, bnt in the
most interesting a circle was drawn to make an areain
whick the competing dancers performed. The musi-
cian, usually a fiddler, would cal out complicated step
routines for the dancers to negctiate without stepping
on or outside the drawn circle. Dancers often demon-
strated their dexterity by placing a glass of water on
their heads, performing as many steps as possible
without spilling the water.

The challenge posed by the fiddler-caller, familiar
to West Africans, calls upon the dancer to perform dif-
ficult combinations of steps. The best performers are
those who can meet the challenge while maintaining
control and coolness. .n the African esthetic, balance
is achieved thraugh the combination of opposites. Al-
though dancers may be petforming a fury of complex
steps or figures, they must never lose equilibrium or
control. Thisprincipleofasymmetry as balance can be
obseved among many West Alrican groups. Shaugo,
or thandergod devatees, sometimes darce with acon-
tainer of burning fire balanced on their heads. Among
the Egbadeo Yoruba people, gifted dancers with delicate
terra cotta sculptures on their heads demonstrate raw
energy in the movements of erms and torso.2* This
principle was later demonstraied in the foot-flashing
repetitions of tap dancers like Jimmy Mordacai aswell
asir break dancing.
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Unfortunately, little is known of the secret and
well-hidden dances of slaves, but their ohserved ac-
tivities indicate that they did not substantially modify
the African dance vocabulary or all of the meaning,
particularly the qualities ofderision and res'stance,

The outlawing of the international slave trade in
1807increased the difficulty of importing Afticans to
the Americas; after the. mid-nineteenth century, most
alacks in North American had been bom: there. This
change affected the development of African-American
culture in twoways. First, it meant that each new gen-
eration would be further removed from contact with
:ndigenoas Africans or Afrcan cultural praciices. Sec-
ond, blacks in North America, unlike those in the
West Indies or parts of Latin America, were not nu-
merous enoughto sustain specificethnic traditionsin
-heir cultural complex. Thus, the conditionsin North
Amerfea encouraged the interethnic blending of Afr.-
can customs. Particular waits and habits were sub-
sumed a absorbed, while sustaining something of
their original chamcter, and became the initial outline
for an emerging African-American cultural complex.

Equally important in the emergence of an African-
American culture was the increasinguse of the cotton
gin. The enormous growtk in cotton production early
in the nineteenth century gave the South a more
homogenszous work culture than it had previously
known. ‘King Cotton” blanketed ereas that had pri-
marily grown tobzceo, rice, or indigo. Cultural histo-
rians haw yet to examine :he ways in which the new
dominance of cotton synchronized work rhythms
across regions trat had differed significantly. It af-
fected language, daily routnes, anc yearly schedules.
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It changed the environment and modified the took as
well asthe materials from which the folk culture was
created. From Virginia through Texas, slaves had the
new experienceof auniversal force acting on their cul-
tural lives. While southern culture was never homege-
nous, itwas overwhelmingly dominatedby the cotton
plantation. The plantation system generally and the
demands of incividual masters affected the develop-
mcnt of African-American culture.

On the plartation, slaves danced for themselves
as celebration, recreation, and mourning as well as
for their masters’ entertainment. As in the middle
passage. dancers were sometimes rewarded with
money, extra food, or apass to another plantation. Yet
slaveholders were well aware that dance could func-
tion as a form of social intercourse, cultural expres-
sion, assidat-on mechanism, and political expres-
sion. Because it was a neans of solidifyingthe save
community, dance could threaten white dominance.
Indeed, slaves used dance to camouflage insurrection-
ary activity. Masters who permitted slave dancing did
so with care, and did su hoping to pacify the slaves
desire to rebel.

Still, most masters rscognized the usefulness cfal-
lowing at least some dencing among their slaves. Al-
most all slaves were alowed to celebrate Christmas.
and some form of dancing was usually pa-t of the cele-
bration.?® An article in a southern journal describes
the holidays on one plaatation:

Holidays—We usually have two, one about the 4th

of July and cne at Christmas. The one inJuly is

celebrated with a dinrer and whiskey. The

Christmas holiday is & very different thing. It lasts
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