
If the Music Sounds “American,” Listen 
for the Africa in It Part 1 
How enslaved Africans and their descendants shaped the root system of U.S. popular music 

What we call “American” in music is often African, carried across the Atlantic, remade under 
slavery, and expanded ever since. 

 

Series introduction: The root system we keep hearing 
When people call a song “American,” they are rarely talking about passports. They are talking 
about feel. 

They mean rhythm that tugs against the grid. A voice that leans into a note, then breaks it open. 
A pattern where one line calls and another answers. A groove that asks for the body as much as 
the mind. Even when the lyrics point elsewhere, those musical habits signal a particular kind of 
belonging. 

This series is an argument about where those habits come from, and why credit matters. 

The United States did not invent music from scratch. Indigenous music predates the nation and 
deserves its own telling on its own terms. European harmony, hymnody, and instruments are 
also part of the record. American popular music is a braided history. 

The claim here is narrower and more concrete. Across the major popular genre families created 
and commercialized in the United States, the forms that shaped records, radio, dance floors, 
and global export culture, the same musical habits keep resurfacing. Again and again, they run 
through African American tradition and, in key cases, back to specific African practices. 

That line is not metaphor. It is the material history of forced migration. American music is slave 
music, at its core. 

Millions of Africans were transported across the Atlantic and held in bondage. People were 
separated from languages, kin, and homelands. In many places, drums were restricted and 
gatherings policed. Under those conditions, musical traditions did not survive by remaining 
intact. They survived by traveling in smaller units: rhythmic approaches, call-and-response logic, 
improvisational habits, ways of shaping pitch and timbre, and the social idea that music is made 
with a community, not just for an audience. 



Those units were portable. They could be carried in memory and in the body. They could adapt 
to new instruments and new harmonic systems. They could be shared in the spaces that 
remained, in work, worship, recreation, and private moments. Over generations, they became 
the root system of genres that later took on “American” as their brand. 

This is also a story about power. 

From the nineteenth century onward, American entertainment and commerce created incentives 
to extract Black sound while minimizing Black authorship. The pattern is familiar: invention, then 
appropriation; creation, then relabeling; influence, then erasure. Sometimes the extraction is 
obvious. Sometimes it is quieter, hiding behind the language of “tradition” or “natural talent,” as if 
the sound simply appeared. 

To name African influence is not to deny anyone else’s contribution. It is to correct the map. 
Credit becomes curriculum. It becomes who is treated as foundational and who is treated as a 
variation. It becomes which instruments are assumed to belong to whom. It becomes which 
innovations are framed as universal and which are framed as niche. 

The series will move through a set of recurring building blocks and then follow them into genre 
after genre: spirituals and work songs; the blues and ragtime; jazz and gospel; rhythm and 
blues, soul, and funk; rock and roll and country; disco, hip hop, house, and techno; and the 
ever-shifting category called pop. 

Each installment is designed to do two things. 

First, to explain a musical practice in plain language, so you can hear it for yourself. 

Second, to connect that practice to a history, so that when someone says “this sounds 
American,” you can ask a better question: which America, built by whom, and under what 
conditions. 

 

The foundations that travel 
If you want to understand how African influence moves through U.S. popular music, start where 
influence survives best. 

Not in the polished surface of a finished song, but in the habits that make music feel like itself. 

These are not fragile ornaments. They are frameworks. They can cross languages. They can 
attach themselves to new instruments. They can survive in fragments, then recombine. 

Call and response: music built to be answered 



Call and response is not a trick. It is an architecture. 

One voice or instrument offers a phrase. Another answers. Sometimes the answer repeats the 
call. Sometimes it twists it. Sometimes the whole community responds in chorus. The point is 
not only sound, but relationship. 

In call-and-response music, the crowd is not separate from the performance. Even when there 
is a featured leader, the structure assumes participation. The song makes room for people to 
join it. 

That matters in the historical settings where Black musical traditions were formed in the United 
States. Under slavery, where isolation was enforced and movement controlled, communal 
sound was one way to assemble community in real time. A song could coordinate labor, but it 
could also coordinate attention, memory, and courage. 

When call and response later shows up in gospel, blues, jazz, funk, hip hop, and stadium rock, it 
can sound like style. Historically, it is also an inheritance of how people kept each other present. 

Groove, syncopation, and layered time: the body as a timekeeper 

A second foundation is rhythmic sensibility. Not just “having rhythm,” but building music around 
layered time. 

In much of Western European classical tradition, rhythm is often treated as a container for 
harmony and melody. In many African-derived practices, rhythm is a headline. Multiple parts 
lock together, each with its own pattern. The power comes from the interlock. 

That interlock produces groove: a steady forward motion that still feels alive, because the 
accents are not evenly spaced and the patterns do not all land in the same place. 

Syncopation is one visible result. Accents fall where the listener does not expect them if they 
are counting “straight.” Over time, American genres normalize that displaced accent as common 
sense. The offbeat becomes the place where feeling lives. 

If you have ever heard a drummer make a simple pattern feel like a conversation, or a bassline 
turn a bar of time into a loop you can live inside, you have heard this logic at work. 

Expressive pitch and timbre: aiming for feeling, not only accuracy 

A third foundation is how sound is shaped. 

In many African American traditions, pitch is not only a target. It is a field to move through. 
Notes bend. They slide. They arrive a little above or below the center and do not apologize for it. 

This is not “mistuning.” It is expressiveness as method. 



The same is true of timbre. The goal is not always a pure tone. Roughness, rasp, grit, and vocal 
strain can be part of the message. A singer can make a note sound like a shout, a laugh, a sob, 
a warning, or a prayer. 

Later, the vocabulary changes. The bent note becomes the blue note. The shout becomes the 
rock scream. The sermon-style climb becomes the pop climax. 

But the principle remains: technique in service of feeling, and feeling understood as information. 

Improvisation: the right to change the song in real time 

Improvisation is often described as decoration, the part where a musician shows off. 

In African-derived musical systems, improvisation is more basic than that. It is an assumption 
that a performance is alive. The song is a framework that invites variation. 

That does not mean chaos. Many improvisational traditions require discipline and shared rules. 
The point is that the rules allow for choice. 

In American music, this assumption becomes one of the most consequential ideas in the 
modern soundscape. It sits at the center of jazz. It drives gospel runs and ad-libs. It shapes 
blues guitar vocabulary. It lives in the ways MCs move through rhythm and language. 

Even in genres that appear tightly composed, improvisation often survives as phrasing, timing, 
and micro-choices that make two performances of the “same” song feel different. 

Instruments that migrate: more Africa in the hardware 

Habits travel, but so do objects. 

One of the clearest examples is the banjo. The instrument family that becomes the banjo in 
North America is widely understood as descending from West African lute traditions, adapted in 
the Americas under slavery and later marketed into popular entertainment. 

That history matters because the banjo is often treated as an emblem of a White rural tradition. 
When you follow its lineage, the story complicates quickly. The sound that later becomes a 
symbol of “old America” carries an African past inside its shape. 

The banjo is not the only case. But it is a useful reminder that genre borders are not natural. 
They are made, policed, and sold. 

Other instrument lineages also carry Africa forward, sometimes through direct continuities and 
sometimes through the wider African diaspora in the Caribbean and the Americas. Hand 
percussion is a big one. Drum and bell patterns that travel through Afro Cuban and other Afro 
Latin traditions become a core part of modern rhythm sections, especially in jazz, popular dance 
music, and any style built around groove. 



Shakers and rattles belong in the story too. Gourd based instruments, including shekere like 
forms, show how a simple design can become a timekeeping engine that survives translation 
into new materials and settings. 

Melodic percussion has its own line. Xylophone and marimba families are often discussed in 
relation to African balafon traditions and their diasporic continuations, and you can hear that 
lineage echo in the way certain popular arrangements treat tuned percussion as both rhythm 
and melody. 

Then there are minimal string instruments built for slide and feel. In the U.S., the diddley bow 
tradition is often pointed to as a one string ancestor in the blues world, and it helps explain why 
sliding pitch and expressive intonation can feel baked in long before the electric guitar enters 
the picture. 

Taken together, these instruments reinforce the same point as the musical habits above. The 
hardware of American music often carries a diaspora history that the marketing forgets. 

 

Listening guide: three quick ways to hear the root system 

●​ Count the claps. If the energy sits on the offbeat, or if the rhythm feels like parts 
interlocking rather than marching in sync, you are hearing a rhythmic logic that travels. 

●​ Listen for answers. Background vocals, crowd chants, guitar replies, drum fills that 
respond to a phrase. If the song is built to be answered, you are hearing community 
embedded in structure. 

●​ Follow the note as it bends. If the voice slides into pitch, roughens the tone for 
emphasis, or treats “accuracy” as less important than emotion, you are hearing an 
aesthetic with deep roots. 

 

Next in the series 
Work songs, spirituals, and field hollers: how community and survival shaped American 
phrasing 

Next we go earlier than “genres,” to the repertoire built under bondage: work songs that 
coordinate labor, spirituals that hold theology and coded meaning, and field hollers that stretch a 
single voice across distance. We will listen for the mechanics that survive, including call and 
response, rhythmic coordination, and expressive pitch, and then trace how those practices feed 
later American forms, from blues phrasing to gospel intensity. 

 



A reader challenge 

Is there an American-born style of popular music that is not connected to Africa on some level, 
whether through African American tradition, the wider Black diaspora, or direct exchange with 
the continent? If a candidate comes to mind, name it in the comments. Every serious 
nomination will be researched in good faith, and if the evidence supports a genuine exception, it 
will be explored as its own follow-up. If the evidence points back toward African lineage anyway, 
that trail will be mapped just as clearly. 

 

Listening and Reading List 

Start Here 
African American Song (Library of Congress, Songs of America) 

Overview of African American musical continuities from Africa through work, worship, and later 
U.S. popular traditions. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200197451/  

Musical Crossroads (Smithsonian Music / NMAAHC) 

Museum primer connecting blue notes, call and response, and related performance practices to 
West and Central African antecedents. 

https://music.si.edu/story/musical-crossroads​
​
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/exhibitions/musical-crossroads  

Work Songs, Field or Street Calls, Satirical and Protest Songs (Carnegie Hall Timeline) 

Public-history explainer on work songs, calls, and related forms, with emphasis on 
improvisation, coordination, critique, and community. 

https://timeline.carnegiehall.org/genres/work-songs-field-street-calls-satirical-protest-songs  

Banjos (Smithsonian Spotlight) 

Institutional overview of the banjo’s African origins and its creation and transformation in the 
Americas under slavery. 

https://www.si.edu/spotlight/banjos-smithsonian  

https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200197451/
https://music.si.edu/story/musical-crossroads
https://music.si.edu/story/musical-crossroads
https://nmaahc.si.edu/explore/exhibitions/musical-crossroads
https://timeline.carnegiehall.org/genres/work-songs-field-street-calls-satirical-protest-songs
https://www.si.edu/spotlight/banjos-smithsonian


Braiding Rhythms: The Role of Bell Patterns in West African and Afro-Caribbean Music 
(Smithsonian Folkways, teaching tools) 

Educational resource on timeline patterns, clave frameworks, and polyrhythmic layering across 
West African and Afro-Caribbean traditions. 

https://folkways.si.edu/braiding-rhythms-the-role-of-bell-patterns-in-west-african-and-afro-caribb
ean-music/tools-for-teaching/smithsonian  

 

Reporting Backbone 
Laurent Dubois, The Banjo: America’s African Instrument (Harvard University Press) 

Cultural history of the banjo that traces African origins, creation in bondage, and later 
rebranding within U.S. popular culture. 

https://www.hup.harvard.edu/books/9780674047846  

Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans (W. W. Norton) 

Foundational survey of Black musical history in the United States, covering repertoire, 
institutions, performance practice, and cultural power. 

https://wwnorton.com/books/The-Music-of-Black-Americans  

Samuel A. Floyd Jr., The Power of Black Music (Oxford University Press) 

Interpretive framework for continuity and meaning in Black music, with emphasis on aesthetics, 
practice, and cultural context. 

https://global.oup.com/academic/product/the-power-of-black-music-9780195082357  

Gerhard Kubik, Africa and the Blues (University Press of Mississippi) 

Ethnomusicological study connecting African musical structures and concepts to blues practice 
and vocabulary. 

https://books.google.com/books/about/Africa_and_the_Blues.html?id=K7AFBrvT9ukC  

Paul Berliner, Thinking in Jazz: The Infinite Art of Improvisation (University of Chicago Press) 

Detailed account of improvisation in jazz as a learned system of technique, memory, interaction, 
and decision-making. 

https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/T/bo3697073.html  

https://folkways.si.edu/braiding-rhythms-the-role-of-bell-patterns-in-west-african-and-afro-caribbean-music/tools-for-teaching/smithsonian
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https://www.hup.harvard.edu/books/9780674047846
https://wwnorton.com/books/The-Music-of-Black-Americans
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https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/T/bo3697073.html


Ingrid Monson, Saying Something: Jazz Improvisation and Interaction (University of Chicago 
Press) 

Study of improvisation as social interaction, with attention to listening, response, timing, and 
ensemble communication. 

https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/S/bo3621755.html  

 

Instrument Lineages to Track 

Banjo family 

Banjos (Smithsonian Spotlight) 

Institutional baseline on the banjo’s African lineage and its creation in the Caribbean and 
colonial North America. 

https://www.si.edu/spotlight/banjos-smithsonian​
​
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rxW8z56piFk 

What is the West African History of the Banjo? (Smithsonian Music video page) 

Short explainer on West African ancestors of the banjo and the instrument’s Atlantic crossings 
and transformations. 

https://music.si.edu/video/what-west-african-history-banjo​
​
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lzt0v9roU6g 

One-string line 

Diddley bow (Smithsonian Magazine) 

Popular-history overview of the diddley bow tradition and its relationship to African-rooted 
musical practice in the U.S. South. 

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/arts-culture/who-do-you-love-234339/​
​
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eiOxn4Y9cJc 

Gourd shakers and rattles 

https://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/S/bo3621755.html
https://www.si.edu/spotlight/banjos-smithsonian
https://www.si.edu/spotlight/banjos-smithsonian
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Shekere (Smithsonian collections object page) 

Museum collections entry for a shekere, grounding the instrument in material culture and 
design. 

https://americanhistory.si.edu/collections/object/nmah_1216678​
​
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mmJm91UPGfs 

Drums that traveled and transformed 

Iyá Batá Drum (Smithsonian collections object page) 

Museum collections entry for an iyá batá drum, a key instrument in Yoruba-derived batá 
traditions in the Americas. 

https://www.si.edu/object/lp-iya-bata-drum:nmah_1194328​
​
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j6eY0in--Tk 

Conga drum (Smithsonian collections object page) 

Museum collections entry for a conga drum, representing Afro-diasporic drum families central to 
Latin and U.S. popular music. 

https://www.si.edu/object/lp-conga-drum:nmah_1194319​
​
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=L6V8S8U9iLs 

Timeline instruments and time-keeping patterns 

Braiding Rhythms: The Role of Bell Patterns in West African and Afro-Caribbean Music 
(Smithsonian Folkways, teaching tools) 

Guide to bell patterns, timeline structures, and the rhythmic logic that carries across West 
African and Afro-Caribbean music. 

https://folkways.si.edu/braiding-rhythms-the-role-of-bell-patterns-in-west-african-and-afro-caribb
ean-music/tools-for-teaching/smithsonian​
​
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Htz94NNaUfo 

 

Primary Audio and Archival Starting Points 
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Field Hollers (Library of Congress catalog entry) 

Catalog entry for Roosevelt “Giant” Hudson’s 1939 recording, useful for documenting expressive 
pitch, timbre, and phrasing in a pre-genre context. 

https://www.loc.gov/item/lomaxbib000058/  

Works by Alan Lomax (Association for Cultural Equity) 

Index of Alan Lomax’s major projects and collections, including recordings of hollers, work 
chants, and related traditions. 

https://www.culturalequity.org/alan-lomax/works  

 

Video Companions for Part One 
The Banjo: A History of America’s African Instrument (Folk+Life) 

Short documentary-style overview of banjo origins, transformation in the Americas, and 
contested cultural ownership. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kbUKcW3O-fk  

Lonnie Pitchford: Froggie Went A Courtin' (1978) (Lomax Film Collection) 

Archival performance footage of a front-porch diddley-bow, emphasizing one-string technique, 
sliding pitch, and rhythmic feel. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bcZx6UH2s3o 

Call and Response in Gospel Music (Jazz at Lincoln Center’s Jazz Academy) 

Instructional demonstration of call-and-response structures in gospel performance practice. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OMgNTwZW5gY  

Roosevelt “Giant” Hudson – Field Holler (Jack Dappa Blues Public Media) 

Archival field recording example highlighting holler phrasing, timbre, and expressive pitch. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KvDk-7KMM2s  

Clave Rhythms with Bruce Sunpie Barnes (Preservation Hall) 

https://www.loc.gov/item/lomaxbib000058/
https://www.culturalequity.org/alan-lomax/works
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kbUKcW3O-fk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bcZx6UH2s3o
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OMgNTwZW5gY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KvDk-7KMM2s


Demonstration of clave rhythms in a New Orleans historical context, linking timekeeping 
patterns to African diasporic practice. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tuqAH8qB638 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tuqAH8qB638
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