Musical Interaction in Black Pentecostal Ritual in
America: An Anthropological Perspective
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Abstract

This paper, based on a one-year fieldwork, presents an in-depth description and
analysis of the Black Pentecostal musical ritual in America. This musical ritual is
characterized especially by song-like sermons, congregational singing, and
trance-oriented dancing (called “shouting”). They are generally understood either as the
“survival of the Africanism,” or the “symbolic action of belief system.” However, these
views are insufficient as they do not explain (or sometimes, ignore) the dynamic process
in the ritual.

The purpose of this paper is therefore to study the ritualistic behavior through their
“musical interaction.” The term “musical” refers to “musical activities (including
dancing)” rather than mere “musical texts,” and the term “interaction” is associated with
ethological theory of “non-verbal communication,” and “pre-linguistic communication.”

In my fieldwork, this musical ritual is observed as a complex and dynamic process of
interaction between the congregations. This observation is compared with the “Main-line
churches,” which do not have this kind: of dynamism because of the clear distinction
between the role of the “lgader” and the “layperson.” Another important observation is



that the “shouting,” while tends to be seen as “individual behavior,” is thought that it is a
synchronized behavior among and congregations to reach “euphoria” — the phenomenon

-intrinsic to face-to-face interaction.
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