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Résumé

L’ere de Jim Crow a instauré un systeme rigide de caste raciale et
de suprématie blanche sanctionnée par 1’Etat dans le Sud-américain,
appliquee par la loi, la coutume et la violence. Si la résistance politique et
Juridique est bien documentée, le role de ['expression culturelle comme forme
de défi mérite une synthése plus approfondie. Cette étude soutient que les
traditions musicales noires — le gospel, le blues et le jazz — ont fonctionné
comme un arsenal indispensable d’« armure culturelle » contre les ravages
psychologiques et sociaux de Jim Crow. Elle postule que ces genres ont offert
un véhicule multidimensionnel pour préserver [’identité, exprimer la
protestation et favoriser la résilience communautaire a travers des stratégies
distinctes mais complémentaires : la transcendance sacrée du gospel, la
lamentation codée du blues et l'innovation collective sophistiquée du jazz.
Ainsi, en utilisant un cadre théorique interdisciplinaire avec ['infrapolitique
(Scott, 1990), I'Atlantique noir (Gilroy, 1993) et I'Afrofuturisme (Ramsby,
2021), cette analyse déchiffre la rébellion camouflée incorporée dans ces
musiques et révéle son rdle fondamental dans 1’émergence de la résistance
et dans ['imagination d’une liberté au-dela de I’oppression.
Mots-clés : Résistance culturelle, Musique afro-américaine, Jim Crow,
Infrapolitique, Atlantique noir

Abstract

The Jim Crow era established a rigid system of racial caste and
state-sanctioned white supremacy in the American South, enforced by law,
custom, and violence. While political and legal resistance is well-
documented, the role of cultural expression as a form of defiance demands
deeper synthesis. This study argues that Black musical traditions—Gospel,
Blues, and Jazz—functioned as an indispensable arsenal of “cultural armor”
against the psychological and social ravages of Jim Crow. It posits that these
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genres provided a multifaceted vehicle for preserving identity, articulating
protest, and fostering communal resilience through distinct yet
complementary strategies: the sacred transcendence of Gospel, the coded
lament of the Blues, and the sophisticated, collective innovation of Jazz. Thus,
by using an interdisciplinary theoretical framework drawing on infrapolitics
(Scott, 1990), the Black Atlantic (Gilroy, 1993), and Afrofuturism (Rambsy,
2021), this analysis deciphers the camouflaged rebellion embedded within
these musical forms and reveals its fundamental role in the emergence of
resistance and in the imagination of a freedom beyond oppression.
Keywords: Cultural Resistance, African American Music, Jim Crow,
Infrapolitics, Black Atlantic

Introduction

The Jim Crow era, a period stretching from the late 19th
century to the civil rights breakthroughs of the mid-1960s,
established a rigid system of racial caste and state-sanctioned
white supremacy in the American South (Litwack, 1998: xvi;
Woodward, 2002:7). This regime, enforced by law, custom, and
brutal violence, sought to codify Black inferiority and restrict
every facet of Black American life, from the polling booth to the
public park. While the political and legal history of the era of
Jim Crow is well-documented, a pivotal gap exists in our
understanding of the systematic cultural resistance deep-rooted
within the Black musical traditions that surfaced from this
oppressive system. The problem is that trailblazing genres like
Gospel, Blues, and Jazz are well historicized for their aesthetic
and technical innovations, but not as thoroughly explored as an
integrated, reflective, and indispensable arsenal for
psychological survival and social resistance (Southern,
1997:333; Floyd, 1995:95). This study therefore asks: How did
Black musical traditions—specifically Gospel, Blues, and
Jazz—function as a form of “cultural armor” and a multifaceted
vehicle for psychological survival, identity preservation, and
unspoken protest during the Jim Crow era? To answer this
question, we go from the assumption that Black musical
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traditions provided indispensable “cultural armor” for Black
Americans, functioning as a multifaceted vehicle for preserving
identity, articulating unspoken protest, and fostering communal
resilience. The study demonstrates how the sacred
transcendence of Gospel, the coded lament of the rural Blues,
and the sophisticated, collective innovation of urban Jazz
represented distinct yet complementary strategies of resistance.
The theoretical framework for this analysis is interdisciplinary,
drawing primarily on concepts of cultural resistance. It employs
Scott’s (1990:183-201) notion of “infrapolitics” and the
“weapons of the weak” to decode the disguised forms of
defiance embedded in musical expression. This is
complemented by Gilroy’s (1993:72-110) conception of the
“Black Atlantic,” which situates Black music as a modern,
diasporic counterculture to racism, and by early manifestations
of an Afrofuturist lens, where music created sonic spaces for
imagining freedom beyond current oppression (Rambsy,
2021:45). The musicological context, offered by Southern
(1997:332-425) and Floyd (1995:95-117), is supplemented by
historians like Chafe (2009:88) and Davis (1998: xvi), who offer
the socio-political background required to analyze the era
critically, laying bare the intricate relationship between power
and culture.

1. The Function, Evidence, and Theory of Gospel as Cultural
Armor

1.1 Function: Providing Spiritual Sanctuary and Coded
Hope

Within the brutalizing system of Jim Crow, Black Gospel

music served a paramount function: providing a vital spiritual

sanctuary and a wellspring of coded hope. It was this musical

legacy that created a refuge from the constant psychological and

physical assaults of white supremacy, and here there was a
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higher plane on which humaneness and dignity were reasserted
(Litwack, 1998:438). Music served as a shield for culture,
protecting the inner self from the dehumanizing forces in
segregation and racial terror (Davis, 1998: xvi). Through its
powerful aesthetics, Gospel facilitated what Southern
(1997:333) describes as a “group release from the pressures of a
hostile society”, allowing for emotional catharsis and spiritual
renewal. This was not a retreat from reality but a strategic
engagement with it, providing the emotional and psychological
fortitude necessary for daily endurance and resilience (Levine,
1977:177). The hope it offered was not abstract; it was a potent,
culturally encoded belief in ultimate justice and deliverance, a
theme deeply rooted in the Negro spiritual and re-contextualized
for the urban experience (Mays & Nicholson, 1933:56). This
sacred space, as Frazier (1963:87) noted, was essential for
maintaining a sense of self-worth and community cohesion in
the face of a society dedicated to denying both. Ultimately, the
sanctuary of Gospel was a preparatory ground, nurturing the
spirit that would fuel the political struggles of the coming Civil
Rights Movement (CRM) (Morris, 1984:78).

1.2 Evidence: Lyrical Metaphors and the Church as Space

The evidence for this function is found in the music’s
lyrical content and its institutional context. Gospel lyrics were
replete with metaphorical language that served as a coded
lexicon of resistance and aspiration. References to the
“Promised Land” “crossing over Jordan”, “freedom”, and
“Gospel trains” were dual signifiers, speaking on one level of
spiritual salvation and on another of a deep, collective yearning
for physical freedom and liberation from oppression (Levine,
1977:50; Spencer, 1990:112). This practice of lyrical doubling,
or double-voiced discourse, allowed communities to sing of
freedom under the very noses of their oppressors, a survival
tactic with deep historical roots (Gates, 1988:75). The church

14



Revue ASTR-GHANA

itself was the physical evidence of this sanctuary. As one of the
few autonomous Black-controlled institutions, it provided a safe
haven free from the white gaze (Frazier, 1963:35). Within its
walls, the ecstatic rituals of worship—the call-and-response, the
rhythmic clapping, the expressive dancing—facilitated what
Historian Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham (1993:42) termed the
“dialogic performance of community”, building powerful
emotional and organizational solidarity. This space was not only
for emotional release but also, crucially, for covert organizing
and strategic planning, making the church the central
organizational base for the Black freedom struggle (Morris,
1984:4; Chafe, 2009:88).

1.3 Theoretical Lens: Infrapolitics and Disguised Defiance
The theoretical framework of infrapolitics, as developed

by James C. Scott (1990), provides the most potent lens for
understanding these functions and forms of evidence.
Infrapolitics refers to the wide range of “low-profile” forms of
resistance that subordinate groups employ in contexts where
open, organized political action is too costly or dangerous (Scott,
1990:183). Gospel music exemplifies this concept perfectly. Its
lyrical metaphors constitute what Scott (1990:158) would call a
“hidden transcript”—a critique of power spoken behind the back
of the dominant group, disguised within an idiom of piety and
salvation. This disguised defiance allowed Black Americans to
articulate a critiqgue of the Jim Crow order and imagine its
overthrow without triggering outright repression (Kelley,
1993:44). The communal singing and worship within the church
sanctuary were acts of building and demonstrating what political
scientist Cedric J. Robinson (1983:171) termed “black organic
integrity”, or collective strength. This infrapolitical process of
building collective power through cultural expression is the
major existential activity, creating social solidarity and
collective awareness on which any future political mobilization
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can draw (Morris, 1984:281). Far from being apolitical,
therefore, Gospel was politicized through and through; its
politics encoded in its cultural form, acting beneath the horizon
of official power but positively developing the communal
carapace required to defy it (Gilroy, 1993:76).

2. The Function, Evidence, and Theory of Blues as Cultural
Armor

2.1 Function: Offering Personal Catharsis and
Documenting Lived Experience
Emerging directly from the oppressive conditions of the
rural South, the Blues functioned as a crucial mechanism for
individual emotional survival and historical testimony. Unlike
the collective hope of Gospel, the Blues offered a raw, personal
catharsis, providing a sonic space for the vocalization of pain,
loneliness, and despair (Jones, 1963:65). This act of singing
one’s troubles was a form of psychological alchemy,
transforming private, inexpressible anguish into a shared,
audible art form, thereby making it manageable and endurable
(Levine, 1977:233). The Blues singer, as a solitary figure,
documented the unvarnished lived experience of Black life
under Jim Crow, serving as a “cultural historian” who chronicled
the material conditions of work, love, loss, and movement
(Oakley, 1997:39). This recording was a meaningful act of
witnessing, demanding that the Black experience was one
worthy of note and artistic documentation in a society that
wished to render it invisible (Davis, 1998:74). It was not
intended to encourage collective action but to validate individual
feeling, providing a space for release and affirmation that was
itself a refusal against the crushing weight of oppression (Titon,
1994:28). Through its stark honesty, the Blues provided a
different kind of armor: not a shield of faith, but a blade to cut
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through silence and isolation, affirming the self in a world that
denied its validity (Harrison, 1988:55).

2.2 Evidence: Lyrical Themes of Hardship, Travel, and
Autonomy as Covert Protest
The evidence for this function is embedded in the core
thematic concerns of the Blues lyric. The music is saturated with
detailed accounts of hardship, from the exploitative labor of
sharecropping in songs like “Boll Weevil” to the brutal injustice
of the prison camp system (Titon, 1994:45; Oliver, 1969:52).
This open recital of adversity was a direct testimony to the
conditions of the Jim Crow economy. Furthermore, the
predominant theme of travel and mobility—the metaphors of
trains, roads, and leaving—was a powerful symbol of a desire
for freedom and release from social incarceration (Levine,
1977:241; Southern, 1997:334). In a context where physical
movement for Black Americans was severely restricted by law
and custom, singing about “catching the next train” was a lyrical
act of defiance and an assertion of the right to self-determination
(Keil, 1991:161). Most perhaps subversive of all is the assertion
of sexual and personal sovereignty. Blues singers, particularly
pioneering female singers like Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith,
openly sang of their desires, of their authority, and of their
refusal to be exploited, asserting a strong sense of self that
openly transgressed racist and sexist stereotypes (Davis,
1998:12; Harrison, 1988:72). This lyrical focus on controlling
one’s own body and destiny, even within a limited sphere, was
a profound act of covert protest against social and political
powerlessness.

2.3 Theoretical Lens: “Weapons of the Weak” and
Everyday Resistance

The theoretical lens of James C. Scott’s (1985) “weapons

of the weak” provides a robust framework for understanding the
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Blues not as a music of resignation, but as a catalogue of
everyday resistance. Scott’s concept describes the “prosaic but
constant” struggles waged by subordinate groups through
indirect, non-confrontational means—foot  dragging,
dissimulation, false compliance, and cultural expression (Scott,
1985:29). The Blues is a quintessential “weapon of the weak”.
Its lyrical strategies—complaining about the “boss man”,
singing of leaving without notice, outsmarting an opponent, or
simply asserting one’s right to feel and express sorrow—are all
infrapolitical acts that stop short of direct defiance but chip away
at the edifice of domination (Scott, 1990:137). This aligns with
Robin D.G. Kelley’s (1993) analysis of the Black working class,
which locates politics in the daily struggles to preserve dignity
and assert humanity (Kelley, 1993:8). The Bluesman or woman,
by publicly articulating a “hidden transcript” of grief, anger, and
desire, was wielding a cultural weapon (Scott, 1990:158). Even
the musical structure, with its AAB lyrical pattern of presenting
the problem and then reprising it (with often subtle variation for
emphasis) before coming to a resigned or defiant conclusion,
mirrors the repetitive, grinding nature of the struggle itself
(Murray, 1976:63). The Blues was, then, an important location
where Black Americans conducted a daily guerrilla struggle for
their identity and self-respect through aesthetic expression.

3. The Function, Evidence, and Theory of Jazz as Cultural
Armor

3.1Function: Creating a Sophisticated, Modern Black
Counterculture and Imagining Freedom
Jazz, particularly in its migration to urban centers,
functioned as a powerful engine for creating a sophisticated,
modern Black counterculture that actively imagined freedom
beyond the constraints of Jim Crow. It represented a decisive
break with minstrelsy’s stereotypes, asserting a new, complex,
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and urbane Black American identity that was intellectually and
artistically equal, if not superior, to mainstream white culture
(DeVeaux, 1997:17). This was not merely entertainment; it was,
as Baraka (1963:180) argued, a “profoundly American” music
that nonetheless stood in defiant opposition to the nation’s racial
hypocrisies, offering an alternative vision of community and
creativity. The function of jazz was to construct a cultural sphere
where Black excellence was the unquestioned norm, a space for
what historian Robin D.G. Kelley (2002:47) terms “freedom
dreams”—the radical imagination of a world otherwise. In the
smoke-filled clubs of Harlem and other northern cities, jazz
musicians and their audiences collaboratively built a world that
was both a refuge from and a rebuke to the segregation outside
(Anderson, 2007:123). This music was inherently future-
oriented, using sonic innovation to sonically map out a liberated
social space, a function that aligns with early Afrofuturist
thought by using technology (instruments) and abstraction
(harmony) to escape the confines of an oppressive present
(Rambsy, 2021:48; Weheliye, 2005: 65). Jazz, therefore,
provided armor not of protection but of assertion, arming its
community with the tools of modernity, complexity, and self-
determined cool.

3.2 Evidence: Musical Democracy Through Improvisation
and Reclaiming Cultural Space
The evidence for this function is audible in the very
structures of jazz performance and composition. The principle
of improvisation within a composed framework is a powerful
model of “musical democracy”, where individual virtuosity and
voice (the solo) are celebrated but must also contribute to and
elevate the collective whole (the ensemble) (Monson, 1996:84).
This interactive, call-and-response-based process, which Floyd
(1995:96) identifies as central to the “Black Atlantic musical
meta-practice”, stood in stark contrast to the rigid hierarchies
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and denied individuality of Jim Crow society. Furthermore,
bandleaders like Duke Ellington purposefully built an upscale
image and composed lengthy compositions that reappropriated
and reconfigured Black American experience and history,
asserting cultural grandeur and depth (Tucker, 1993:122).
Physical spaces in which jazz lived—the Savoy Ballroom, the
Cotton Club—were sites of contested cultural terrain. While
often subject to exploitative white ownership, these venues were
primarily stages for Black artistic genius, where audiences could
experience the embodied freedom of the Lindy Hop, a dance of
breathtaking athleticism and improvisation that mirrored the
music itself (Hazzard-Gordon, 1990:101). The advent of bebop
in the 1940s, with its blistering tempos and harmonic
complexity, was a deliberate act of reclaiming cultural space by
creating a music that was difficult for white audiences to
appropriate and that affirmed a new, assertive, and intellectually
formidable Black identity (DeVeaux, 1997:336; Lott,
1988:597).

3.3 Theoretical Lens: Black Atlantic and Afrofuturism —
Music as Diasporic Counter-Narrative
Jazz is most fully understood through the twin theoretical
lenses of the Black Atlantic and Afrofuturism. Paul Gilroy’s
(1993) concept of the “Black Atlantic” frames jazz as a
quintessential product of the transnational, diasporic
counterculture of modernity, a music that speaks to the condition
of being both in and out of the West (Gilroy, 1993:72). It is a
representation of what he calls “antiphony”, or call-and-
response, as a democratic form of communication interrupting
the monologic speech of white supremacy (Gilroy, 1993:76).
The music is vibrant, sounding counter-narrative to the
dominant histories of the contemporary world, insisting on
Black creativity at its center. This strongly echoes Afrofuturism,
a model which examines how Black artists use technoculture
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and speculative fiction when conjuring alternative futures and
rewriting the past (Dery, 1994:180). The first Afrofuturists were
jazz musicians: Sun Ra used cosmic mythology and electronic
keyboards to sonically travel into space, actually fleeing racist
America (Szwed, 1997:65); the abstract, complex harmonies of
bebop created a sonic language that felt ahead of its time, a
“sound of surprise” that was decidedly futuristic (Gioia,
1997:232). Through this lens, jazz is not just music about
freedom; it is a technological and artistic practice for
constructing freedom in real time, a diasporic art form that uses
rhythm, harmony, and improvisation to forge a new, self-
determined consciousness and point toward a liberated future
(Weheliye, 2005:71; Rambsy, 2021:52).

4. Synthesis: The Harmonized Armor

4.1 Analyzing an Integrated Defense System

While Gospel, Blues, and Jazz are often examined as
distinct genres, their true power as cultural armor against Jim
Crow emerges when analyzed as an integrated, interconnected
defense system. This system operated on multiple fronts,
providing a comprehensive strategy for psychological and
cultural survival. Gospel offered transcendence and collective
hope, functioning as the spiritual shield that protected the
community’s inner soul and fostered organizational unity within
the autonomous space of the Black church (Morris, 1984:78;
Levine, 1977:177). The Blues provided secular testimony and
personal catharsis, and were the cutting edge which gave voice
to personal pain, documented physical hardship, and proclaimed
defiant autonomy in its lyrical content and solo performer role
(Davis, 1998:74; Scott, 1985:29). Jazz, by way of response,
constructed an elaborate counterculture that looked to the future
and served as the collective arsenal that reconquered modernity
through musical experimentation, exhibited democratic
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participation through improvisation, and charted sonically a
place for freedom beyond current boundaries (DeVeaux,
1997:17; Gilroy, 1993:76). These genres were not isolated; they
existed in a constant dialogue. The rhythmic drive and emotional
fervor of the church fed into the Blues and Jazz, while the
harmonic sophistication of Jazz could be heard filtering back
into modern Gospel (Southern, 1997:333). An individual may
find religious solace in a Sunday Gospel choir, air out personal
woes in a weekday Blues concert, and imagine a liberated self
through Saturday evening Jazz. Drawn together, they constituted
a harmonized catalog of resistance, so that no matter what the
need was for collective solidarity, personal liberation, or utopian
vision, Black Americans possessed a musical genre to satisfy it.

4.2 Connecting to the Cultural Foundations of the CRM

This tripartite musical armor did not exist in a political
vacuum; it directly provided the cultural and organizational
foundations for the modern CRM. The Black church, the
institutional home of Gospel music, was the literal and figurative
“headquarters of the movement”, providing the meeting spaces,
financial networks, and moral authority necessary for organized
protest (Morris, 1984:4). The ministers who preached from its
pulpits often became the movement’s leaders, and the songs
themselves—the anthems of Gospel—were seamlessly
transformed into the “freedom songs” that fortified
demonstrators in mass meetings, on protest lines, and in jail cells
(Southern, 1997:425). The ethos of testifying to one’s truth, so
central to the Blues, found its political expression in the personal
risk and bravery of sharing one’s story of oppression, a tactic
fundamental to organizations like the Student Nonviolent
Coordinating Committee  (SNCC) (Chafe, 2009:88).
Furthermore, the model of “musical democracy” inherent in
Jazz—where individual voice is nurtured within a cooperative
framework—provided a powerful template for the group-
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centered leadership style that characterized much of the
movement’s grassroots organizing (Monson, 1996:84). The
movement did not simply use music; it was, in many ways, the
logical political extension of the world these musical forms had
already built—a world that had been practicing community,
asserting dignity, and rehearsing freedom for decades. The
cultural armor forged in sanctuaries and juke joints was thus the
essential precondition for the political battles waged at lunch
counters and on the Edmund Pettus Bridge.

Conclusion

This analysis has argued that during the long night of Jim
Crow, Black Americans masterfully forged Gospel, Blues, and
Jazz into a versatile and indispensable suite of cultural armor.
As demonstrated, these genres were not merely soundtracks to
the struggle but were active, strategic agents within it. Gospel
music functioned as a sacred shield, offering spiritual
transcendence and coded hope within the autonomous space of
the Black church, thereby building the communal fortitude and
organizational base essential for future resistance. Blues served
as a knife of individual grievance, a release of individual
catharsis, and a means of recording lived life, its thematic of
strife, wandering, and self-sufficiency being undercover protests
affirming selfhood and dignity. Finally, Jazz served as a
collective arsenal, creating a sophisticated, modern-day
counterculture in which in its principles of improvisation and
musical democracy it created a freer society and produced an
Afrofuturist soundscape in which to imagine freedom. Together,
these interfused musical traditions formulated a harmonized
system of defense that protected the psyche, created solidarity,
and sustained a vision of freedom, and eventually formulated the
significant cultural foundations upon which the CRM would
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base its political assault on segregation. The rhythm of this
resistance never ceased with the legal demise of Jim Crow.

The enduring legacy of this cultural armor is starkly
evident in the ongoing struggles for racial justice and social
equality. The freedom songs of the 1960s inevitably spawned
the soul and funk anthems of Black Power, which in turn
spawned the unapologetic social commentary of Hip-Hop and
conscious R&B. Nowadays, such movements as Black Lives
Matter are sonically underscored by artists who, along with the
Blues poets and Jazz innovators that came before them, use their
art to bear witness against state violence, speak Black humanity
into being, and conjure a more equitable world. The church
remains a space of mobilization, the tradition of lyrical protest
is stronger than ever, and the search for self-determined cultural
spaces remains unchecked. The specific musical forms may
change over time, but the underlying purpose—using music as a
technology of resistance, spiritual balm, and vision for a desired
future—remains a unifying, ongoing strategy in the Black
American quest for freedom. The cultural armor forged in earlier
generations still protects and infuses later generations with the
here and now, proving that the quest for equality has always
received an angry, and necessary, soundtrack.
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