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Understanding how enslaved people conveyed their feelings about slavery is a
vital aspect of studying history, as it sheds light on their resilience,
resistance, and the ways they maintained their humanity despite brutal
circumstances. Enslaved individuals found various avenues to express their
emotions and dissent, often through subtle yet powerful acts of
communication. This article explores one significant way enslaved people
expressed their feelings about slavery, emphasizing the importance of these
acts as forms of resistance and self-assertion.

Introduction: The Importance of Expression
Under Oppression

Enslaved individuals faced unimaginable hardships, including forced labor,
separation from families, and constant surveillance, which limited their
ability to openly voice dissent. Despite these oppressive conditions,
enslaved people continually sought ways to communicate their feelings about
slavery and assert their identity. These expressions served multiple
purposes: maintaining cultural identity, resisting control, and fostering
hope for freedom.

One Prominent Way Enslaved People Expressed
Their Feelings: Using Songs and Spirituals

Historical Context of Songs and Spirituals

Songs and spirituals became one of the most influential and widespread
methods for enslaved people to express their feelings about slavery. These
musical traditions were more than just entertainment—they were powerful tools
for emotional release, communication, and resistance.

During the era of slavery in America, enslaved individuals crafted songs that
often contained coded messages, biblical allusions, and expressions of
longing for freedom. These spirituals helped maintain hope and foster a sense



of community among enslaved populations.

Characteristics of Songs and Spirituals

Hidden Messages: Many songs contained coded lyrics that conveyed
messages about escape plans or resistance, which could be understood by
those in the know but appeared innocuous to overseers.

Religious Themes: Incorporating biblical stories and imagery, spirituals
often depicted themes of liberation, salvation, and divine justice.

Emotional Expression: The songs expressed feelings of sorrow, longing,
hope, and defiance, serving as a cathartic outlet for enslaved people's
suffering.

Community and Solidarity: Singing together fostered a sense of unity and
shared purpose, reinforcing bonds among enslaved individuals.

Examples of Notable Spirituals

- Swing Low, Sweet Chariot: A spiritual symbolizing the hope for liberation
and a desire to reach freedom, often interpreted as a metaphor for escaping
slavery.
- Follow the Drinking Gourd: Contained instructions for escape, referencing
the Big Dipper and the North Star as guides toward freedom in the North.
- Wade in the Water: Signaled to escapees to wade into water to avoid
tracking dogs and to prepare for escape.

Why Songs Were an Effective Means of Expression

Subtle Resistance and Communication

Because overt resistance was dangerous and often punished severely, enslaved
people used music as a covert method to communicate messages about escape
routes, plans, or expressions of their feelings. The coded lyrics could
include directions, warnings, or words of encouragement.



Preserving Cultural Identity

Songs and spirituals allowed enslaved people to maintain their cultural
heritage, blending African musical traditions with Christian influences
introduced by missionaries. This synthesis helped sustain their sense of
identity and resilience.

Providing Emotional Relief

Singing offered a release for bottled-up emotions, helping individuals cope
with the trauma of slavery. It also created a sense of hope and purpose amid
suffering.

Other Ways Enslaved People Expressed Their
Feelings

While songs and spirituals were prominent, enslaved individuals used several
other methods to convey their feelings about slavery, including:

1. Work Songs and Call-and-Response

- Enslaved workers often used work songs to coordinate efforts, express
frustration, or convey messages indirectly.
- Call-and-response patterns allowed for communal participation, building
solidarity.

2. Personal Artifacts and Symbols

- Crafted quilts, carvings, or other handmade items sometimes contained
symbolic messages or served as personal expressions of resistance.
- For example, quilting patterns may have carried hidden meanings related to
escape or hope.

3. Acts of Defiance and Sabotage

- Small acts such as slowing work, damaging equipment, or feigning illness
expressed dissatisfaction and resistance.
- These acts communicated feelings of anger, frustration, or a desire for
freedom.



4. Oral Tradition and Storytelling

- Enslaved people preserved their histories, legends, and personal stories
orally, passing them down through generations.
- This storytelling was a way to maintain their cultural roots and subtly
critique slavery.

Impact of These Expressions on Resistance and
History

The ways in which enslaved people expressed their feelings—particularly
through music—had a lasting impact on history and the fight for freedom.
Spirituals and songs inspired later abolitionist movements and civil rights
activism. They serve as enduring symbols of resilience and the human spirit's
capacity to resist oppression through creative expression.

Conclusion: The Power of Expression in
Oppression

Enslaved people expressed their feelings about slavery in various ways, but
songs and spirituals stand out as some of the most poignant and influential.
These musical expressions were not only outlets for emotion but also tools of
covert resistance, cultural preservation, and hope. They exemplify how, even
under the most oppressive circumstances, human beings find ways to
communicate their truths and assert their dignity.

Final Thoughts

Understanding these methods of expression helps us appreciate the resilience
of enslaved individuals and the profound ways they resisted dehumanization.
Their songs, stories, and acts of defiance continue to inspire and inform our
understanding of history, reminding us of the enduring human spirit’s
capacity to seek freedom and justice.
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Frequently Asked Questions

What was one way enslaved people expressed their
feelings about slavery?
They used spirituals and songs to secretly convey their feelings and hopes
for freedom.

How did enslaved individuals communicate their
resistance to slavery?
Through subtle acts like work slowdowns, sabotage, and sharing secret
messages in their songs.

In what way did enslaved people use storytelling to
express their emotions about slavery?
They shared stories and oral traditions that reflected their experiences and
longing for freedom.

What role did music play for enslaved people in
expressing their feelings about slavery?
Music served as a form of emotional release, solidarity, and a covert way to
express hope and resistance.

How did enslaved people show their feelings about
slavery without openly protesting?
Through clandestine gatherings, spirituals, and coded language in everyday
communication.

What was a common way for enslaved people to express
their desire for freedom?
They sang spirituals that contained hidden messages about escape and
liberation.



How did enslaved people use art or crafts to convey
their feelings about slavery?
They created quilts, carvings, and other crafts that sometimes held symbolic
meanings or messages.

What was an emotional outlet for enslaved people to
cope with their suffering?
Participating in secret religious meetings and singing spirituals helped them
express their feelings.

In what way did enslaved people’s oral traditions
serve as an expression of their emotions?
They used storytelling and songs to preserve their culture and communicate
their hopes and frustrations.

Why were spirituals considered a powerful form of
expression among enslaved people?
Because they allowed enslaved individuals to secretly share their feelings
about slavery and their desire for freedom.
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Introduction

The history of slavery in the United States and beyond is marked by enduring
pain, resistance, and resilience. Enslaved individuals endured unimaginable
hardships, yet they also found ways to express their feelings about their
circumstances, often through subtle acts of defiance, cultural preservation,
and creative expression. Understanding how enslaved people communicated their
feelings about slavery is crucial to comprehending their humanity and
resilience in the face of systemic oppression.

This article explores one significant way enslaved people expressed their
feelings on slavery, delving into historical evidence, cultural practices,
and the enduring legacy of their expressions. By examining these modes of
expression, we gain insight into the emotional and psychological landscape of
those who endured slavery and how they used various channels—both overt and
covert—to communicate their suffering, hopes, and resistance.



---

The Power of Music and Spirituals as a Form of Emotional Expression

Music and Spirituals: Voice of the Oppressed

One of the most profound and enduring ways enslaved people expressed their
feelings about slavery was through music, particularly spirituals. These
songs served as a form of emotional release, communication, and resistance.
They encapsulated feelings of longing, pain, hope, and defiance, often
conveying messages that could not be openly spoken due to the oppressive
environment.

Origins and Cultural Significance

Spirituals originated from the African musical traditions brought by enslaved
Africans, combined with the Christian hymns introduced by slaveholders and
missionaries. This blending created a unique musical form that resonated
deeply within enslaved communities. Spirituals often contained coded
lyrics—hidden messages about escape routes, safe houses, or plans for
rebellion—allowing enslaved individuals to share vital information
discreetly.

Key features of spirituals include:

- Expressive lyrics conveying longing for freedom, justice, or divine
intervention.
- Call-and-response structures fostering communal participation and
solidarity.
- Metaphorical language that masked rebellious or hopeful messages.

Examples of Expressive Spirituals

Some renowned spirituals exemplify how enslaved people expressed their
feelings:

- "Swing Low, Sweet Chariot": A longing for liberation, possibly referencing
the Underground Railroad or the desire to be taken to heaven.
- "Follow the Drinking Gourd": A coded song providing directions to escape,
symbolizing hope and collective action.
- "Go Down, Moses": A biblical allegory representing the Israelites' escape
from slavery, paralleling enslaved people's desire for freedom.

The emotional impact of spirituals cannot be overstated—they bonded
communities, preserved cultural identity, and served as a clandestine form of



resistance.

---

Secret Communication and Coded Language

Code and Hidden Messages: Conveying Feelings
Discreetly

Beyond music, enslaved individuals used coded language and secret signals to
express their feelings about their plight and to facilitate resistance
activities. These methods were vital because open protest or expressions of
dissatisfaction could lead to punishment or death.

Methods of Coded Communication

Enslaved communities devised intricate systems to communicate feelings and
plans:

- Songs and chants with double meanings or coded lyrics.
- Signals and gestures known only within the community, such as specific hand
signs or patterns.
- Folklore and storytelling, embedding messages about escape routes or
safety.

Examples of Coded Expressions

- The lyrics of certain spirituals or work songs often contained references
to "crossing over" or "chariot," symbolizing escape or death as an end to
suffering.
- The phrase "Follow the Drinking Gourd" was a code for the Big Dipper
constellation, leading to safe routes northward.
- Specific work commands or phrases could be altered to convey
dissatisfaction or to coordinate rebellion.

These coded modes of expression served as silent protests, allowing enslaved
people to maintain hope and plan resistance without alerting overseers or
planters.

---

Cultural Preservation as a Form of Emotional Expression



Maintaining Cultural Identity and Traditions

Enslaved people expressed their feelings about slavery by preserving their
African cultural practices through dance, storytelling, and rituals. These
acts were powerful ways to assert their humanity and resist the
dehumanization of slavery.

Dance and Rituals

Dance was more than recreation; it was a form of emotional release,
storytelling, and cultural affirmation. Many dances incorporated African
movements and symbolism, serving as a medium for expressing grief, joy, and
resilience.

Storytelling and Oral Traditions

Storytelling allowed enslaved individuals to share their histories, hopes,
and frustrations. Tales often contained allegories and lessons, subtly
critiquing slavery or encouraging perseverance.

Examples of Cultural Expression

- Ring shout: A religious dance involving rhythmic movement and singing, used
to express faith and resistance.
- Folktales: Stories like "Br'er Rabbit" embody cunning and resilience,
reflecting feelings of frustration and hope.
- Music and dance rituals: Maintained African heritage and provided emotional
solace.

Through these cultural practices, enslaved people maintained a sense of
identity and community, asserting their feelings of longing for freedom and
dignity.

---

Rebellion and Acts of Defiance

Expressing Resistance Through Actions

While not always covert, acts of rebellion and defiance were direct
expressions of dissatisfaction with slavery. These ranged from subtle
everyday resistance to outright rebellion.



Common Acts of Defiance

- Work Slowdowns: Deliberately working at a slow pace to undermine
productivity.
- Breaking Tools: Sabotaging equipment to protest harsh working conditions.
- Feigning Illness: Avoiding labor as a form of protest.
- Escape Attempts: Risking life to attain freedom, a powerful statement about
their feelings toward slavery.

Revolts and Organized Resistance

Notable uprisings, such as the Stono Rebellion (1739), were overt expressions
of anger and desire for liberation. Though risky, such acts embodied the
enslaved people's refusal to accept their condition silently.

---

Religious and Spiritual Convictions as Emotional Outlets

Faith as a Source of Hope and Expression

Religion provided a vital outlet for enslaved individuals to express their
feelings about slavery. It offered hope, a sense of community, and a
framework for understanding their suffering.

Christianity and African Spirituality

Many enslaved people blended Christian beliefs with African spiritual
practices, creating a unique religious identity that expressed resilience and
a longing for deliverance.

Prayers and Sermons

Enslaved individuals used prayer and sermons to articulate their suffering
and hope for salvation, often referencing biblical stories of liberation.

Camp Meetings and Religious Gatherings

These gatherings were moments of emotional release, communal bonding, and
resistance, where feelings about slavery could be openly expressed in song,



prayer, and fellowship.

---

Conclusion

Enslaved people employed a rich tapestry of expressive methods to convey
their feelings about slavery. Among these, music and spirituals stand out as
powerful, enduring symbols of their emotional landscape. Through coded songs,
cultural practices, acts of resistance, and spiritual devotion, enslaved
individuals articulated their pain, hope, defiance, and resilience.

Understanding these expressions is vital to recognizing the full humanity of
those who endured slavery. Their creativity and courage in expressing their
feelings under such oppressive circumstances continue to inspire and inform
historical scholarship, reminding us of the enduring human spirit amid
unimaginable adversity.

Answer Selection: One way enslaved people expressed their feelings on slavery
was through music and spirituals, which served as a form of emotional
release, communication, and resistance.
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