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… Eurasian, 
creole, 

coloured, 
colored, 

split. 
 

Those who have no history are doomed. 
Wayde Compton 

 
In Cultural Memory: Resistance, Faith, and Identity (2007) Jeanette Rodriguez and Ted Fortier 

evaluate the socio-religious dimensions of Indigenous Mexican identity construction and 

affirmation. They maintain that various Indigenous communities in postcolonial Mexico retaliate 

against cultural erasure and social fragmentation through a collective and holistic assertion of 

common religious legacies. This collective assertion of shared religious practices, and 

consequently, of shared geographical, social, and religious origins, – Rodriguez and Fortier 

maintain – exemplifies an instance of the “cultural memory” phenomenon. On this ideological 

construct they write,  

“Cultural memory” is a concept introduced to the archaeological disciplines by [German 
Egyptologist] Jan Assmann [(1938 – present)], who identifies it as the “outer dimension 
of human memory,” embracing two different concepts: “memory culture” 
(Erinnerungskultur) and “reference to the past” (Vergangenheitsbezug). (Rodriguez and 
Fortier 1) 

 
Rodriguez and Fortier then distill this “outer dimension of human memory” into several central 

elements including (1) “the establishment of identity, especially as it relates to the concept of 

ethnicity,” (2) “the ability to reconstruct the past in order to exist in a meaningful manner in the 

present,” and (3) “Enculturation, that is, the manner in which being of an ethnic identity is 
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learned and transmitted from generation to generation” (14). The cultural memory concept 

therefore involves the postulation that a certain community engenders its cohesion through a 

collective and equal “remembering” of a shared past. However, this concept, when employed in 

academic historiography and used as an explanatory principle to justify certain cultural 

phenomena suffers from several internal problematics. As Geoffrey Cubitt argues in History and 

Memory (2007),  

Arguments of this kind have their roots in a characteristically nineteenth century 
conjunction of ideas, drawing on the one hand on idealist conceptions of the flow of 
history as the progressive development of self-conscious human reason, and on the other 
on conceptions of collective identity that envisaged human beings as members of organic 
communities held together by deep awareness of a common heritage … In practice, [this 
framework] obscure[s] the elements of conflict and contingency in the ways that societies 
have developed – in effect, to “naturalize” what are actually politically or culturally 
constructed identities – and by presenting history as the memory of an organically 
existing community … (40-42) 

 
In line with Cubitt’s critique, this paper will survey the emergence and development of 

the cultural memory historiographical framework in the context of African-American historical 

musicology, with specific attention paid to historical treatises on the spiritual tradition. In these 

historical narratives of the evolution of African-American music, the cultural memory 

framework is employed as an explanatory principle that identifies the complex growth of 

African-American music as an organic, endogenous unfolding of African-derived traditions in 

America. Emerging out of several anthropological theories espoused by Assmann, Maurice 

Halbwachs (1877-1945), and Pierre Nora (1931 – present), as well as by the African survivalist 

debate spearheaded by Melville Jean Herskovits (1895-1963), the cultural memory framework in 

the historical musicology of African-American music cultures has become ubiquitous. 

Centralized around the notion that African-American musical distinctiveness is routed in African 

cultural retentions, and that these retentions are communally remembered and enacted through 
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the process of cultural memory, this framework finds itself expressed in the foremost scholarship 

on African-American music history, and continues to reappear. Once the emergence of this 

academic habituation has been surveyed, the present analysis will cover several primary critiques 

of the cultural memory framework in this context, and its associated essentialism, as presented 

by V. Kofi Agawu, Paul Gilroy, and Ronald Radano. From this, the discussion will distill the 

fundamental points of issue within the essentialist cultural memory framework, – including its 

obfuscation of historical truth, the avoidance of discussions of musical syncretism it entails, its 

perpetuation of divisive racial rhetoric, among others issues – and will seek to move forward 

toward alternative methods in African-American historical musicology. Stemming from the 

views of Radano, Gilroy, and Agawu, I hold that the argument for African retention in this field 

holds within it great value, but that it also has the potential to obfuscate processes of musical 

syncretization, adaptation, hybridization, and countless others, while perpetuating a narrative of 

racial essentialism that denies the reality of American interracial cultural evolution.  

In 1995, African-American educator and music scholar Samuel A. Floyd Jr. published his 

seminal historical-musicological work entitled The Power of Black Music: Interpreting Its 

History from Africa to the United States, which has since been principally targeted for its 

uncritical reliance on the African retention argument. In this work, Floyd employs the cultural 

memory framework when he maintains that from the outset of the ring shout congregations 

where the earliest African-American spirituals were forged, plantation-bound labourers 

collectively and equally participated in an active recollection of Africa – summoning its musical 

traditions, religious orientations, and linguistic strategies. He holds that; 

African survivals exist not merely in the sense that African American music has the same 
characteristics as its African counterparts, but also that the musical tendencies, the 
mythological beliefs and assumptions, and the interpretive strategies of African 
Americans are the same as those that underlie the music of the African homeland, that 
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these tendencies and beliefs continue to exist as African cultural memory, and that they 
continue to inform the continuity and elaboration of African American music. (Floyd 5, 
my emphasis) 

 
Floyd stands far from alone in his assertion that African-American musical power and distinction 

emerges primarily from its maintenance of African-derived musical, religious, and linguistic 

practices. In tandem with Floyd’s position lie the works of Henry Louis Gates Jr., (who traced 

the phenomenon of “signifyin(g)” in African-American musical and literary cultures to African 

linguistic strategies of metaphor, irony, and figuration) P. Sterling Stuckey, (who emphasized the 

African-retentions of the early ring shout) Jason Berry, (who focuses on African-American 

cultural memory in New Orleans, in the specific context of the jazz funeral) as well as scholars 

such as Fiona Wilson Bridges, John Lovell Jr., and Amiri Baraka. This argument in favour of 

African cultural retention and collective remembering presents itself even more so in popular 

music journalism as well as in album liner notes and biographical literatures. In its discussion of 

the emergence of black gospel, for instance, the liner notes of the Smithsonian Folkways’ 

“Classical African American Gospel” (2008) compilation reads,  

Ring shouts are reminiscent of some West African religious ceremonies and are still 
found in the rapidly modernizing sea islands off the coast of South Carolina and Georgia. 
They remain one of the closest and clearest connections between black American and 
African folk culture. (Lornell 4) 

 
 This journalistic and academic employment of the cultural memory historiographical 

framework therefore cannot have its prevalence understated. To arrive at a more thorough 

understanding of this explanatory model, I intend now to trace its intellectual history. First 

beginning with late nineteenth century European anthropology, I will then move through the 

establishment of the African survivalist perspective, then through the “emancipatory 

scholarship” of predominantly African-American intellectuals of the mid-twentieth century, then 

finally to reach the contemporary historical musicology listed above. To avoid putting forth a 
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monological historical unfolding of a now “fully-formed” idea, it should be noted that the 

following intellectual events do not follow one another neatly in linear succession. Rather, these 

concepts were discursively negotiated, contested, and re-negotiated, all the while sprouting 

various offshoots which then lead to further intellectual development in other areas. The African 

retention argument in the specific context of African-American music cultures therefore, 

descends not directly and linearly from the earliest formulations of collective and cultural 

memory in late nineteenth and twentieth-century anthropology, but rather is the outcome of 

many conjunctions of ideological trends and discourses, within which the anthropological 

concept of “cultural memory” occupies a primary place.  

 Nineteenth century Germany and France, steeped in the pervasive ideological currents of 

Romanticism, Nationalism, and Idealism, functioned as the intellectual outposts for the earliest 

known considerations of collective memory, cultural memory, as well as other concepts centered 

around the assertion that the recollection of shared pasts served as constituents for cultural 

identity. German philosopher, Johann Gottfried Herder’s (1744-1803) ignition of folkloric 

interest and inquiry into the foundations of national identity laid the bedrock for the evolution of 

such notions as “cultural memory,” since at the centre of such a concept lies the desire to 

pinpoint and comprehend the identity-constituents of a certain culture. To postulate that a certain 

peripheral group of German peasantry collectively enacts a cultural remembering of certain 

musical, linguistic, and/or religious practices, for example, is to invest interest in folkloric 

legacies, and ponder their relation to wider cultural and national identities, therefore harking 

back to Herder’s intellectual foundations. Aligning with these Herderian inclinations, in 1882 the 

French historian and philosopher Ernest Renan (1823-1892) – who specialized in the ancient 

cultures of the Middle East – famously “placed memory at the core of nationality – a nation was 
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a ‘soul or spiritual principle,’ which animated a given people by virtue of their ‘possession in 

common of a rich legacy of memories,’ and of their determination to develop that legacy in the 

present,” (Cubitt 40) as Cubitt outlines.  

Out of this intellectual climate arose the anthropological concept of “collective memory” 

first launched by philosopher/sociologist Maurice Halbwachs (1877-1945) in a publication 

entitled Les Cadres Sociaux de la Mémoire (1925). Later translated into On Collective Memory, 

this work engages with the psychological functioning of human memory, arguing against the 

notion that memories are cultivated and summoned in the enclosed vacuum of individual 

existence. Against this individualistic framework, it inquires into the social functioning of 

memory, arguing that  

It is in society that people normally acquire their memories. It is also in society that they 
recall, recognize, and localize their memories. It is in this sense that there exists a 
collective memory and social frameworks for memory; it is to the degree that our 
individual thought places itself in these frameworks and participates in this memory that 
it is capable of the act of recollection. (Halbwachs 38) 

 
Beginning to coalesce at this point in the intellectual history of the cultural memory 

historiographical framework and the retention argument in African-American music scholarship, 

is the notion that human memory is both communicable and has an external, social ontology. 

Without Halbwachs’ decentralization of the memory function, – from the individual to the 

collective – the later intellectual currents in African survivalism dominated by the works of 

Herskovits would have likely not found their footing. The idea that memory can be enacted on 

the wide heterogeneous terrain of a population allows perspectives like survialism to emerge – 

which maintain that African slaves, detached from their ancestral homeland, can collectively and 

over the span of generations, remember their lost traditions and resurrect them in new diasporic 

landscapes.  
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 As Floyd notes in his introduction, “The debate and interpretations surrounding the 

theories of survivalism, syncretism, and nonsurvivalism – posited by Herskovits (1947), 

Waterman (1948, 1952), and Jackson (1933, 1943), respectively” (5) developed primarily within 

the currents of mid-twentieth century cultural anthropology, and paid significant homage to 

Halbwach’s notion of collective memory. The solidified notion of “cultural memory” as it is now 

employed in contemporary African-American historical musicology, however, did not emerge as 

a concept out of these specific debates. Evolving a significant time after the work of Herskovits 

and his contemporaries, was German Egyptologist Jan Assmann’s doctrine of cultural memory, 

and it is his definition of the concept that has become dominant within the literature in question. 

It was Assmann and his colleagues in Egyptology who successfully adapted Halbwach’s theory 

of “collective memory” to a theory of culture, reinscribing the phenomenon of memory-

communicability as a particular symptom of the functioning of human cultures. However, the 

seeds of Assmann’s anthropological definition of cultural memory existed in the work of 

Herskovits and other early defenders of the survivalist perspective, which evidences the 

nonlinear, reticulated intellectual history of this conceptual framework. It is of tantamount 

importance to here cite Assmann’s thoughts on cultural memory, as his work has become 

foundational in not only the historical musicology of African-Americans, but in the 

historiography of a great many civilizations. According to Assmann,  

Every culture formulates something that might be called a connective structure. It has a 
binding effect that works on two levels – social and temporal. It binds people together by 
providing a “symbolic universe” (Berger and Luckmann) – a common area of experience, 
expectation, and action whose connecting force provides them with trust and with 
orientation. … However, it also links yesterday with today by giving form and presence 
to influential experiences and memories, incorporating images and tales from another 
time into the background of the onward moving present, and bring with it hope and 
continuity. (2) 
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This idea that certain cultures engender their cohesion through unmediated, equal, and communal 

recollections of a shared past is consolidated by Assmann’s work, as well as by the work of his 

wife Aleida Assmann (who collaborated with her husband on many anthropological endeavours 

related to cultural and communicative memory), and colleague Pierre Nora, who specialized in 

French history and memory. The intellectual inheritance of Halbwach’s notion of “collective 

memory,” and the more recent development of Assmann’s “cultural memory,” therefore 

occupies a dominant place in the contemporary historiographical works that concern this essay. 

Floyd’s own definition of cultural memory, for example, harkens back to the primary criteria 

espoused by Halbwachs and Assmann; namely, that memory has an external, communicable 

ontology, that a shared recollection-process engenders cultural cohesion, and that this memory 

process allows for a sense of continuity between the past and present. As Floyd writes, 

I will use [cultural memory] to refer to nonfactual, and non-referential motivations, 
actions, and beliefs that members of a culture just “know” to be right … a repository of 
meanings1 that comprise the subjective knowledge of a people, its immanent thoughts, its 
structures, its practices; these are transferred and understood unconsciously but become 
conscious and culturally objective in practice and perception. (8) 

 
 The sociological and anthropological foundations for the cultural memory framework in 

the context of African-American musical scholarship have now been surveyed. The line of best 

fit traces from Herder’s initial ignitions of interest in folkloric legacies and cultural identities, 

then moves through to Halbwach’s notion of “collective memory,” and into the African 

survivalism debate headed by Herskovits, then through and across Assmann’s work on cultural 

memory in Egyptology, and finally into the emergence of contemporary African-American 

music scholarship employing the cultural memory framework and the argument for African 

retention. This historical trajectory is by no means exhaustive, nor is it smoothly linear or 

																																																								
1 Floyd’s “repository of meanings” here recalls Berger an Luckmann’s notion of the “symbolic universe” as quoted 
by Assmann. 
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representative of a teleological movement toward an apex. It will function as a rough and 

consciously reticulated historical guide which will inform and be acted upon by the discussions 

that follow. The development of Assmann’s cultural memory concept from the foundations of 

Herder and Halbwachs provide a general framework for this discussion, but I wish to now turn to 

the more specific context of African-American musical and cultural historiography. Out of 

Halbwachs’ intellectual foundation of the collective memory concept emerged the survivalism 

debate – an intellectual current in mid-twentieth century European and American cultural 

anthropology concerned with whether or not African populations in the diaspora retained African 

cultural practices and identity. Carving a central place in this debate was the African survivalist 

perspective, held most famously by Herskovits, which maintained that “black natural potency 

was … to derive from the most literal fact of “Negro” difference: the slaves’ linear connection to 

Africa” (Radano 179). As Radano maintains in Lying Up a Nation: Race and Black Music 

(2003), it was this perspective that lead to the subsequent development of the argument for 

African retention, and the overarching cultural memory/recollection framework which dominates 

African-American music scholarship. He writes,  

[Herskovits’] The Myth of the Negro Past [(1941)] … set the framework for modern 
Afrocentric interpretations … [his work] crafted through elaborate documentation an 
image of black diaspora and a unity of African-based difference … reversing his earlier 
view that African cultural practices were erased during slavery. Herskovits supplied a 
historical basis for the emerging “common sense” view of black cultures’ African origins. 
(Radano 33) 

 
A foremost American anthropologist of the twentieth century, Herkovits has been 

credited with aiding the establishment of African-American cultural studies, endowing the field 

with scholarly reputability and scientific integrity. His location of African-American identity and 

distinctiveness in its African inheritances has profoundly infiltrated most subsequent scholarship 

in the field and continues to impact African-American self-fashioning and media representation. 
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As John Lovell Jr. recounts in Black Song: The Forge and the Flame (1972), Herskovits “traces 

directly the universal African conventions from Africa to America” (65) by identifying African 

retentiveness in such musical phenomena as call and response between a leader and chorus, and 

identifies “the spirituals and rituals in the American Negro church … [as] markedly non-

European” (Ibid.). It was through Herskovits’ ethnographic work that the central tenets of the 

African retention argument emerged, including that notion that African communities in the 

diaspora are unified in their shared connections to the continental homeland, which was, in later 

years, aggressively challenged by Gilroy’s arguments for heterogeneity within diaspora cultures. 

Herskovits’ avid claims for an underlying unifying principle of shared African cultural retention 

throughout the African diaspora can be found in his 1946 publication, “Problem, Method and 

Theory in Afroamerican Studies” where he states that his “ethnographic approach has been able 

to fix the African origins of New World Negro cultures, … [and] has been of great value in 

accounting for differences that are found between the cultures of Negroes living in different parts 

of the world” (343, my emphasis).  

As Radano maintains, Herskovits himself spent little time on musicological speculation, 

however, in subsequent years the significance of music “would increase in the retentions theories 

put forward after WWII and particularly with the growing world prominence of American jazz” 

(34). Moreover, Radano writes, 

The theories proposed by Herskovits’ students and colleagues, notably Merriam and 
Waterman2, had a remarkable impact on an emerging jazz criticism, and that influence 
has carried forward into the retentions theories still advocated by many 
ethnomusicologists in the present day. (Ibid.)  

 

																																																								
2 “Waterman’s theory of “hot rhythm,” first put forward in his 1948 essay, “‘Hot’ Rhythm in Negro Music” is a case 
in point,” (Radano 34) in which he attributes African-American rhythmic ‘hotness’ to “Yoruba aesthetics” (Ibid.). 
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The argument for African retention and the overarching cultural memory framework in the 

context of African-American musical historiography therefore appears to follow from 

Herskovits’ initial postulations, through the work of his students, and into what Radano entitles, 

the onset of nineteen-sixties “emancipatory scholarship.” “Emerging from a legacy of prophetic 

writing,” this intellectual movement in Civil Rights era America “responds to the racial uplift of 

the Civil Rights [movement] … and more particularly, to the Black Arts writers” (Radano 31). 

Radano maintains that the scholarly environment for emerging African-American intellectuals at 

this critical juncture was in need of reform, as it was steeped heavily in prejudice and white 

superiority. Intellectuals at this time in an effort to supplant the racial hierarchy dominating the 

academy, looked to Herskovits-derived notions of African-American origins in Africa to 

strengthen black identity and fight racial prejudice. This intellectual movement, as well as the 

scholarly inheritors of its emancipatory fervor, sought to refute “white racism’s challenge to 

black cultural legitimacy … [whose proponents] claimed that African Americans as a whole 

were a people without a culture and that black music … was but a reflection of European-based 

practices” (Radano xii). Moreover, 

Black emancipatory studies express a prophetic intent to employ black music as an act of 
evangelical insurgency that defends the conventional sense of heritage and bolsters racial 
honour … [this] activist scholarship develops from the rhetorical traditions foregrounding 
theories of black music’s African origins. What we now call “Afrocentric” interpretation 
arose directly in response to a much older legacy of white-over-black narration. (Radano 
32, 33) 

 
It was this intellectual current, responding to the challenge of racial prejudice, and adapting the 

originary principles of Herskovits’ survivalism, that Radano holds to be the linkage between 

Herskovits’ initial proclamations, and contemporary employments of the African retention 

argument and cultural memory framework now seen in the works of Floyd, Berry, Lovell, and 

others. I do not intend here to separate the intellectual phenomenon of African-American 
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emancipatory scholarship from the more contemporary ethnomusicological work espoused by 

authors such as those just mentioned, drawing an imaginary line in-between the two rendering 

one the precursor to the next. Instead, I wish to outline a movement in the intellectual history of 

this academic habituation from Herskovits’ and his precursors, through the work of his students 

and colleagues with musical orientations, into and adapted by emancipatory scholarship of the 

nineteen sixties, and finally arriving in the works of late twentieth century scholars of African-

American music history. Many contemporary scholars of this latter group share perspectives 

virtually indistinguishable from those of the emancipatory scholarship movement several 

decades prior. I intend to separate the two intellectual currents merely to construct a temporal 

line through which the trajectory of this historiographical framework can be sketched, as has 

Radano.  

At this juncture of the discussion, we arrive at the contemporary musical historiography 

of African-American cultures conducted primarily by Floyd, Berry, and Lovell3. Now that the 

intellectual impetuses and developmental stages of the cultural memory framework and African 

retention argument (employed by them) have been sketched, I intend to display the central 

claims of these authors. Following a depiction of their central assertions, the discussion will 

move toward an evaluation of the internal problematics of the cultural memory framework, 

summoning the critiques of Agawu, Gilroy, and Radano. To begin, Floyd’s The Power of Black 

Music adheres to the principles of Herskovits, Gates, and Stuckey as it maintains that African-

American music cultures owe their power and distinction to their African inheritances. In 

contrast to Radano’s perspective, as will soon become clear, Floyd holds that African-American 

																																																								
3 These authors form the primary focus of the current discussion, which is meant here. I do not intend to claim that 
they dominate the entire field. 
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musics historically developed through collective remembering and reenactment of lost African 

traditions, and places less emphasis on the hybridization or interracial evolution between black 

and European-American populations. In his book, he intends to sketch a “black music 

biography” (4) focusing on the “origin and development of African-American music and musical 

culture” (5) as it is “informed and motivated by African cultural memory and its mythological 

interpretive values” (4). The outset of his text focuses on the African musical, social, and 

religious retentions of the ring ritual and early spiritual song, – subsumed under the mantra 

“dance, drum, and song” – and then moves toward more contemporary African-American 

musical phenomena which he identifies as indebted to the primary retentions of the ring. As he 

states in his introduction, recalling the scholarship of Stuckey, “the ring helped preserve the 

elements that we have come to know as characterizing and foundational elements of African-

America music” (6). Floyd however not only makes remarkable claims for African essentialism, 

– as he identifies the defining features of all African-American music as essentially African in 

origin – he too relies uncritically on the notion of a “continuity” of black experience. This claim 

will undergo significant criticism by Gilroy and Radano for it postulates that all African 

diasporic experience is both unified and has organically evolved out of continental Africa. As 

Floyd writes, 

For Berry (88) as for me, … the memory goes back beyond … the slave experience in 
America to Africa and the musical retentions and performance practices of African 
American music helped and still help to preserve this memory, recalling the mysteries of 
myth and the trappings of ritual long after they are no longer functional … A compelling 
cultural and musical continuity exists between all the musical genres of black cultural 
experience … a continuity that can be seen in and traced from the musical characteristics 
of the ring into the most recent music-making of black Americans. (9)  

 
Floyd here relies heavily on the cultural memory framework, adhering to several central 

historiographical principles that will soon undergo evaluation. These include the notion that all 
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African-derived cultures developed their musical traditions through active remembering of a 

shared African past, and that among the immense disparity of the African diaspora, what forms a 

unity between it are these African retentions expressed in this shared remembering process.  

 Similarly, investigative reporter Jason Berry, in his study of African retentions in the 

New Orleans’ jazz funeral tradition entitled “African Cultural Memory in New Orleans Music” 

(1988), advances the notion that since the jazz funeral exhibits significant African retention, 

African-American music as a whole can be described as a systematic unfolding of African 

recollections. On the jazz funeral, Berry writes, “the tradition that most dramatically revives 

African memory is the jazz funeral … trappings of the funeral procession have evolved with 

shifts in music and changes in dress, but the root sensibility stems from a[n African-based] belief 

system” (10). Berry identifies New Orleans as a peculiar environment in the larger context of 

Protestant-American slavery, as its French-Catholic orientation (predating the Louisiana 

purchase of 1803) endowed it with a different set of slavery laws which were more lenient 

toward African drumming practice (6). He stresses this fact as one of the major constituting 

factors for the emergence of jazz and other heavily African-retentive music practices in New 

Orleans. This claim at least complicates the absolutist cultural memory framework which pays 

little attention to differing modes of retention among different slavery systems. However, in a 

moment of contradiction, Berry holds fast to the notion that African-retentiveness still dominates 

the musical development of all African-American (and other African-diasporic) cultures. He 

writes, “New Orleans was not the only place where flames of the mother culture glowed anew” 

(Berry 6) but throughout history, 

Thousands of slaves were shipped from coastal West African to New World colonies. 
Thrown together from different ethnic backgrounds, they shared a spiritual sensibility … 
[Now,] three generations had passed since the first slaves arrived and the literal 
vocabulary of Africa was practically erased. But the forms of religious worship, 
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reblended, created a cultural passageway, giving disparate peoples the dream of a 
common language. (5-6) 
 

In contrast to Floyd, Berry here takes into consideration processes of cultural erasure and 

adaptation, instead of strictly maintaining that African cultural practices were not only retained 

in America, but occupy a primary place in all African-American expression to the present day. 

However, Berry remains an apt representative of the cultural memory framework in his 

evaluation of the jazz funeral, and seems to still succumb to the framework’s overgeneralization 

of African retention throughout the diaspora. 

Moreover, as he identifies Louisiana’s cultural atmosphere as the cradle of African-

retentiveness in America above that of all other states, Berry espouses a problematic value-

judgement. He claims that “by keeping [drumming and voodoo] alive the slaves [in New 

Orleans] gave light to their past, illuminating the city with a distinct self-image” (6) and that 

because of this, “In New Orleans the purest beauty of this tradition is found in the second line 

parades surrounding brass bands, especially at jazz funerals” (6, my emphasis). The musical 

traditions of New Orleans, according to Berry, exhibit the strongest African retentiveness and 

cultural memory activation, compared to other major American cities, as they maintain the 

“cross-rhythms from the spine of dancing ritual” and harness “tribal drumming” traditions (6-7). 

And it follows in Berry’s evaluation that this retentiveness constitutes the “purity” of New 

Orleans music, and its ability to activate a positive “self-image” of its African-American 

populations. Here the African-retentiveness of New Orleans musical traditions somehow 

engenders them a more truthful, pure, and honest expression of African-American culture, as if 

other African-American music cultures beyond the confines of the Louisiana state somehow fall 

short in this positive self-expression. Berry seems to be problematically linking African-retention 

here to accurate and uninhibited African-American self-articulation. This value-judgement 
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effectively reifies African-American expressivity to the essentialist confines of African-retention 

(as if claiming that to sound truly African-American is to sound truly African), and elevates 

heavily African-derived New Orleans music practices above possibly more hybrid, syncretic, and 

interracial traditions outside of this geographic cradle of African retention. Moreover, Berry 

claims that New Orleans’ “Jazz is the high statement of this [African] identity” (6), and this 

assertion further elevates New Orleans’ blacks as more self-aware and connected to their own 

African roots than all other African-American populations, which devalues and diminishes the 

latter in favour of the former. 

The final representative of the cultural memory framework and African retention 

argument I wish to include is that of Lovell’s historiography of the spiritual tradition exhibited in 

his 1972 publication, Black Song: The Forge and the Flame. In his startlingly oversimplified 

historiographical account of the emergence of the spiritual tradition in America, Lovell states 

that this emergence was merely a rather uninhibited, organic, endogenous, and fluid unfolding of 

African cultural practices onto new American terrain, enabled by the cultural memory process. 

He writes, 

Just as the African, under every possible condition in the West Indies and South America 
maintained his musical identity and impressed it upon the existing culture, so he did in 
North America. Principles and practices, ingrained thought, totalized religion, exerted 
daily, generation after generation, for hundreds of years could not be forgotten … The 
slave made his own community. As music in Africa was chiefly a community enterprise, 
the creation of the new community in America was a perfect cradle for the musical 
transfer. Far from giving up his music, he merely went into business at a new stand. In his 
long history of moving about, he had done this kind of thing dozens of times. (Lovell 63-
64, my emphasis) 
 

Here Lovell sketches the evolution of African-American music as a simple re-establishment of 

African musical practices on new land. He offers no account of possible moments of musical 

syncretism or hybridity between African- and European-American populations, he neglects to 
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consider African cultural erasure which may have occurred in various African-American slave 

communities under varying degrees of slavery, he does not account for the mass social 

fragmentation and language-loss incurred on slave populations upon their arrival, and instead 

relies uncritically on the linear, endogenous cultural memory framework. Lovell, Berry, and 

Floyd provide apt representations of the cultural memory framework in African-American 

historiography in various ways. Not one of the aforementioned scholars succumb to each internal 

problematic of the cultural memory framework, – as have been briefly mentioned and will be 

explicated in the forthcoming discussion – however, they do all provide a window into the 

contemporary employment of this historiographical concept. 

I will now engage in a more nuanced critique of this academic habituation in the field of 

African-American historical musicology. There are four separate points of concern I wish to here 

discuss. The first, is that the African retention argument and cultural memory framework often 

rest on the assumption of a unified, homogeneous “African” culture, instead of acknowledging 

the diverse linguistic, social, musical, and cultural characteristics making up the continent. The 

second, is that where the argument for African retention stresses the African-derived 

characteristics of musical expression in the diaspora, it neglects to account for moments of 

hybridization, adaptation, and syncretism in the historical development of African-diasporic 

music cultures. The third, is that the racial essentialism of the cultural memory framework 

instead of uplifting the “honour” of African-Americans, perpetuates divisive racial rhetoric, 

reinforcing what Radano holds to be a socially-constructed black/white division. The fourth, is 

that this framework advances the notion that an unmediated historical continuity exists between 

Africa and the diaspora, and that a cultural unity between diasporic cultures is enabled through 

African retention, which are both problematized by Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic.   



Smith Blackburn 18 
	

Concerning the first problematic, a common assumption associated with the cultural 

memory framework is that continental Africa, whose musical characteristics are reestablished on 

foreign lands, can be construed as a cultural monolith. In order to justify African retentions and 

African cultural unity throughout the diaspora, many scholars effectively reify African 

continental heterogeneity into a set of basic principles, rendering the continent culturally 

homogeneous in the interest of convenience. For example, Floyd maintains that in spite of the 

cultural, linguistic, and musical diversity of the African continent, “there are sufficient elements 

which make it possible for us to discuss African concepts of God as a unity and on a continental 

scale … [since] fundamental concepts of some basic elements are common throughout the 

continent” (15). Against this notion of a monolithic and homogenized Africa, Radano challenges 

the African retention argument’s “concept of an immutable black musical essence that survives 

apart from the contingencies of social and cultural change” (3, my emphasis). Moreover, he 

holds that  

Theories of retention, which underlie Afrocentric thought, commonly reduce the 
complexity of lived experience to a static and oversimplified phenomenology of 
blackness. These theories are oversimplified because they give weight to the assumption 
that black music grows, like a living organic form, from fixed, predetermined origins … 
[and this leads to the] disavowing [of] the historical and cultural complexities of Africa in 
the name of a hegemonic black America. (Radano 10, 33, my emphasis) 

 
These imagined “fixed, predetermined origins” in Africa are quintessential to the functioning of 

the retention argument. In order to postulate that disparate communities in the African diaspora 

all collectively recollect central African musical and cultural signifiers on a mass scale, those 

signifiers must be assumed to be fundamentally African, continentally-pervasive, and void of any 

external influences. However, this assumption bears little historical truth and results in the 

reification of the African continent, and perpetuates racial essentialism. As Agawu maintains in  
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Representing African Music: Postcolonial Notes, Queries, and Positions (2003), “Assimilation 

and adaptation of “foreign” musical instruments have long been a facet of African culture” (5), 

and that precolonial and colonial Africa has been a site more of intercultural exchange than a 

place of primordial, essential stasis. He maintains that the notion of an essentially “African” 

music that can be summoned in the diaspora is false, since Africa itself has few essential 

characteristics. It is a diverse, heterogeneous continent wrought with the instrumental and 

practical musical influences of Arabic, Asian, and European civilizations (such as the colonial 

importation of SATB vocal organization, tonal harmony, and Western instruments). The notion 

of an essentially “African” sound therefore contradicts historical reality. Moreover, Agawu 

maintains that the cultural heterogeneity of Africa’s multifarious cultures falsifies any notion of a 

cross-continental African character that is maintained in the diaspora. These essentializing 

propositions held in tandem with the cultural memory framework therefore skew historical truth, 

promote racial essentialism, and reify continental Africa into a primordial land of stasis, 

removing it from the international dialogue, of which, in reality, it forms an integral part. 

 The second and third internal problematics of the cultural memory framework and 

argument for African retention are its racial essentialism, its perpetuation of divisive racial 

rhetoric, and its denial or avoidance of syncretism. As Radano maintains, “championed to 

reinforce claims of difference, “essence” betrays a common origin in the multiracial denials of 

irreversible racial mixture” (3). To claim, – as Floyd, Lovell, and Stuckey do – that the ring 

shout celebrations and early spirituals are examples of African retention in America, and are 

essentially African in aesthetic character, is to perpetuate a division between African-American 

and European-American racial cultures, and deny the “interracial mixture” that makes up an 

integral part of the spiritual’s historical emergence. Spiritual songs forged in the ring shout such 



Smith Blackburn 20 
	

as Roll, Jordan Roll, Soon One Mornin’, and Go Down Moses exhibit significant African 

retention in their use of call and response, syncopated rhythmic structures, and melismatic vocal 

aestheticization, however, they too exhibit significant interracial mixture and hybridity. They are 

examples of African-diasporic adaptation; where European artefacts including biblical narratives, 

tonal harmony, and Protestant hymnal traditions, are melded with African-derived musical 

conventions. To distill the spiritual tradition into one of predominant African retention is to deny 

the interracial evolution of this musical tradition (and subsequently, diminish the adaptive work 

of its creators), and to perpetuate black/white cultural binaries. For, “to explain black music’s 

history from … these [essentialist] positions is to perpetuate versions of the colour line. It is to 

propose difference not as an invention but as an inalterable way of life” (Radano 44).  

It is this last postulation that forms the core of Radano’s critique of the cultural memory 

framework. He maintains that even though “writers and listeners have repeatedly assumed 

“difference” to grow from the culture of racial-cultural backgrounds,” (8) there exists substantial 

“interracial commonalities” (8) among African- and European-American populations, and that 

this enforced binary opposition between the two identities is discursively and socially upheld. 

The cultural memory framework maintains this binary by identifying black music in America as 

derivative of a racially-essentialized Africa, diametrically opposed to traditions of European 

origin, instead of as a syncretic, adaptive, and interracial phenomenon. Moreover, the 

purportedly African-derived characteristics of black music, Radano maintains, indeed emerged 

out of a complex discursive web where European depictions of early African and African-

American musical expression played a fundamental role. Therefore, not only does this retention 

framework perpetuate racial binaries and avoid discussions of syncretism, it too rests on racial-
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musical assumptions originating not in Africa, but in the realms of European intellectual 

discourse.  

To finalize this section on critique with the fourth problematic, I will now discuss the 

historical continuity held by the cultural memory framework and African retention argument, to 

exist between Africa and America, as well as between various African-diasporic cultures. To 

begin, if Radano occupies an anti-essentialist position, – as he critiques the racial absolutism of 

the cultural memory framework and its reliance on an organic, endogenous historical figuration 

of African-American music history – Gilroy’s position is paradigmatically anti-anti-essentialist. 

Since the “polarization between essentialist and anti-essentialist theories of black identity has 

become unhelpful,” (Gilroy x) Gilroy holds that some manifestations of cultural continuity do 

exist between Africa and among the diaspora (for, “to dismiss any underlying similarities is to go 

too far” (80)), but he also maintains that these are intermixed with cultural exchange, cultural 

losses, and other variables. In opposition to the cultural memory / retention framework, Gilroy 

argues that 

Artistic products and aesthetic codes … though they may be traceable back to one distinct 
location, have been changed either by the passage of time or by their displacement, 
relocation, or dissemination through networks of communication and cultural exchange. 
(80) 

 
In opposition to the essentialist notion of African continuity in the diaspora, Gilroy here stresses 

that the dispersal of African subjects in the New World through the geographic routes crossing 

what he entitles the “black Atlantic,” incurred significant exchanges, shifts, and cultural losses so 

much that to claim the existence of a monolithic, cross-diasporic “black culture”4 is to skew 

historical reality and rely on racial essentialism instead of accurate historiographical accounts. 

																																																								
4 Please refer to Herskovits’ cross-diasporic claims for continuity as presented on page ten of this essay for 
reference. 
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The cultural memory framework’s “overarching Afrocentrism” (86) and “enduring lure of ethnic 

absolutisms” (3) according to Gilroy, thus engender a fallacious “totalizing conception of black 

culture” (86) which diminishes the heterogeneity of various African-diasporic musical cultures 

including those present in America, the UK, and Caribbean. Moreover, akin to Radano’s 

declamations, Gilroy maintains that “since black particularity is socially constructed, and 

plurality has become inescapable, the pursuit of any unifying dynamic or underlying structure of 

feeling in contemporary black cultures is utterly misplaced” (80). This overgeneralization of a 

unifying black musical culture “impoverishes modern black cultural history” (Ibid), displacing 

more accurate historiographical accounts of musical syncretism, hybridity, and adaptation among 

different parts of the diaspora, with a reductive racial absolutism, both minimizing the 

complexity of the continent, and its relatives abroad.  

The present analysis has now covered the historical trajectory of the cultural memory 

framework and argument for African retention as it emerged out of the nineteenth century 

European Romantic climate, into American black nationalist emancipatory scholarship, and 

finally arriving in contemporary employments of this historiographical method in 

ethno/musicology. After delving into the analyses of Floyd, Berry, and Lovell, it then summoned 

the critiques espoused by Agawu, Radano, and Gilroy in order to address the dominant internal 

problematics of the cultural memory framework. This historiographical framework, though valid 

and informative in some respects, proves misleading when employed in an absolutist, totalizing 

manner. Instead of providing accurate historical understanding of the evolution of African-

American (and other African-diasporic) musical expression, it obfuscates cultural erasure and 

intercultural syncretism and adaptation, all the while perpetuating divisive racial essentialism, in 

the interest of maintaining a racially absolutist presupposition. Moreover, a central assumption of 
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the cultural memory framework, – namely, that African-American populations engage in 

collective and equal remembering of a shared African past – neglects to account for varying 

degrees of African retention under varying systems of slavery throughout the United States. Born 

under such drastically differing systems of slavery as those of Louisiana (French Catholic) and 

New York (English Protestant), for example, how might two African-American slaves engage in 

an equal remembering of a shared African past, when one under Catholic slavery has been 

allotted more African musical expression then that of the other under Protestant slavery? Instead 

of a monolithic African memory shared and expressed equally among African-American 

populations, why can there not exist many modes of African memories, expressed in varying 

degrees, all the while intermixed with various intercultural exchanges? The cultural memory 

framework often neglects to engage with these inquiries and variables, instead holding fast to a 

narrative centered around racial authenticity.  

Importantly, since African-diasporic communities have been displaced by violent 

external forces, their historiographies are subject to significant anxieties surrounding identity 

affirmation. Faced with overwhelming losses of ethnic and cultural identity, diasporic African 

communities to the present day grapple with historical uncertainty and tragic identity 

fragmentation. As Wayde Compton, a contemporary African-American poet from Vancouver, 

Canada, writes in the poem inserted as this paper’s epigraph, “those who have no history are 

doomed” (Compton 105). Perhaps the cultural memory framework acts as a tool employed to 

achieve what queer historiographer Heather Love describes as a “narrative of rescue,” or 

redemptive rhetoric, which restores the historical object (here, early African-American slaves) to 

a place of dignity, instead of loss, for the benefit of the historiographer and his or her 

community. As Cubbitt writes, memory “is marked by retrospection – a present-based effort to 
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recompose a picture of past reality, guided and motivated less by aspects of the past that is being 

reconstructed than by the present’s needs for meaning and categories of understanding” (77). 

Along these lines, Gilroy espouses a similar diagnosis: 

Invoking the rhetoric of cultural insiderism and drawing the comfortable cloak of 
absolute ethnicity even more tightly around [scholars’] anxious shoulders … [the cultural 
memory framework, stressing] authentic ethnicity[,] supplies a special form of comfort in 
a situation where the very historicity of black experience is constantly undermined. (83-
86) 

 
The ubiquity of this historiographical habituation among scholars, listeners, and journalists 

therefore stems from an understandable place of postcolonial, diasporic anxiety. However, might 

it not be more powerful to address this anxiety with historiographical narratives of greater 

accuracy that display the adaptiveness and perseverance of African-diasporic peoples in the face 

of violent identity and cultural erasure? Might it not be more redemptive to produce 

historiographical narratives concerning the evolution of the spiritual, that emphasize the active 

syncretization and adaptation of its early composers, instead of their passive recollection? The 

spiritual as a diasporic musical phenomenon engenders its power not from being a marker of an 

organic evolution of African musical expression from East to West, but rather, from being a 

sonic emblem of African-American perseverance and willingness to adapt whatever practices 

they retained to European-derived traditions, in an effort to assert their humanity and resist the 

violence of slavery. African-American historical musicology, to be truly redemptive and 

restorative, must thus acknowledge these moments of syncretism and adaptation activated in the 

face of cultural loss, else the remarkable power of black music be obfuscated by African 

essentialism.  
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