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Sims 1

Sonic Performative Persuasion in Shape-Note Singing Communities

Sacred Harp shape-note singing is a ritual practice that has its genesis in
late-eighteenth-century American Protestant Christianity (Steel and Hulan 2010). As literacy
rates rose, the practice of “lining” psalms for singing in church was less interesting to
congregants. Puritan clergy, disturbed by the lack of musical ability and participation from the
parishioners, promoted a “Regular Singing” movement. Citing verses from First Corinthians and
Jeremiah, clergy built a Biblical charge, arguing that musical literacy was something God
demanded of the faithful (Bealle 1997). Cotton Mather preached on the denigration of
congregational singing, calling for music reading skills (McKay, 1975). This fervor eventually
spurred the development of shape-note systems, a four-shape version patented by William Little
and William Smith in 1798 (Crawford, 2001; Fox, 2015). During the nineteenth century,
shape-note systems traveled with part-time, seasonal teachers who ran short-term “singing
schools.” Shape-note systems were attractive because they were easy to learn and did not require
instruments or the long-term presence of trained musicians (Steel and Hulen, 2010). Shape-note
singing, though immediately popular and widespread, eventually fell into disuse due to changing
beliefs that “ordinary” solemnization was more sophisticated.

Yet, Sacred Harp shape-note singing has persisted as a musical community: in the rural
South, since the 1970s in urban and Northeastern folk music revivals, and most recently in new
European shape-note conventions. It is now practiced by religious and nonreligious people alike.
A 2008 article in Time Magazine credited urban hipsters with “saving” shape-note (this is a bit of
an overstatement). Since its invention, the actual music and methods of singing have been
relatively unchanged. Yet, there exists no official, standard set of exegetical theological beliefs

about Sacred Harp: its contemporary practice is entirely divorced from shared, communal
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religious beliefs among its singers. Instead, it emphasizes the experience of shared participation
(Steel and Hulan xi).

I argue that transmission of Sacred Harp ritual is a sonic, experiential rhetorical act:
expeceia this ritual persuades newcomers to participate repeatedly, thus ensuring the ritual’s and
community’s continuation and prompting shared transcendence for participants without shared
doctrine. Sacred Harp offers a rare glimpse at a communal ritual in which procedural knowledge
provides more group cohesion than exegetical knowledge, and thus it is a means to better
understand the rhetoric of ritual transmission and the factors that make possible cohesive
community among ideologically diverse participants. Sacred Harp singing offers facility in a
discourse of communal ritual that fosters collective effervescence. Further, considering Sacred
Harp as performative composition pushes us past what Comstock & Hocks (2006) identify as our
field’s very text-centered tradition: sonic literacy engages us in “a critical process of listening to
and creating embodied knowledge, of understanding our soundscapes as cultural artifacts, of
achieving resonance with particular audiences” (p. 2). Transcendence and belonging experienced
in Sacred Harp result from resonance of the ritual wherein the rhetor/audience are one and the
same. Community identity composed via sonic ritual involves the textual but also the embodied,
the experienced, and the created-in-the-moment.

Listening to a group sing Sacred Harp as an observer often does not sound beautiful. The
tone is usually harsh and the singing very loud. The difference between Sacred Harp singing and
other kinds of choral music is stark. Yet, Comstock and Hocks (2006) assert that “all listening
[is] culturally situated” (p. 4). To situate oneself as an observer is to be perpetually outside of the
culture of Sacred Harp, which is profoundly centered on participation. Physical location matters.

Individuals who participate in Sacred Harp singing regularly write about a sense of
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transcendence or physical exuberance that happens when they sing. For example, in 4 Sacred
Feast: Reflections on Sacred Harp Singing and Dinner on the Ground, (2013) Kathryn Eastburn
writes:

Singing Sacred Harp, I feel as if I’'m plugged into a 220-volt socket and the lights have

come on blazing. My experience of it is distinctly religious, but free from the constraints

of doctrine, judgement, and dogma. It is wholehearted and unabashed, filled with joy and
despair, humbling and exalting... It is a fiercely egalitarian tradition that welcomes

everyone into its ranks, all voices great and small into its melodic mix (xx).

Eastburn’s description of her Sacred Harp participation highlights several key threads that run
through both academic studies and personal reflections on Sacred Harp singing. Participants cite
profound physical sensations, a lasting sense of joy, and delight in the participatory singing. The
time spent singing is, for many, transcendent, and engenders long-term loyalty both to the
practice itself and to other participants (Bealle 1997, Brunk 2016).

Sacred Harp is a ritual of intense repetition — participants sing for hours on end — as well
as one that creates a strong group identity among heterogeneous participants. Therefore, Sacred
Harp offers a rare glimpse at a communal ritual in which procedural knowledge provides more
group cohesion than does exegetical knowledge, and thus it is a means to better understand the
rhetoric of ritual transmission and sonic persuasion. Examples of ritual that are both highly
repetitive and lack a systematically available exegesis are rare (Whitehouse, 2004), but they are
incredibly valuable for examining why exegetical knowledge (the meaning of “why” behind a
ritual) and justification for participation can follow procedural knowledge (how to complete a
ritual), rather than the other way around. Belief and doctrine are often seen as argumentative:

first, an individual intellectually assents to a persuasive argument presented verbally, and then
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commences participation in some sort of group ritual. Or, someone may observe a group ritual a
few times (such as visiting a religious service) and then determine whether the group’s beliefs
are something to which they can sign on. Sacred Harp demonstrates the exact opposite:
participation is open to all and belief is neither proposed nor enforced. This results in
ideologically diverse communities: participants span the spectrum from traditionally religious to
atheist, come from different social classes, include everyone from children to the elderly, and
have a wvariety of political persuasions. Urban groups have some limited ethnic and racial
diversity. However, rural groups tend to have almost none, and in the South white and African
American groups still operate mostly independently. The long-term effects of segregation in the
nineteenth and early twentieth-century Sacred Harp groups — especially in the Southern US —
continued to influence the racial composition of twenty-first century groups, suggesting systemic
discrimination may be a particularly difficult barrier to overcome even in communities that easily
incorporate other kinds of diversity. Therefore, Sacred Harp is a ritual that appeals and maintains
community across many through not all demographic divides. This is an especially intriguing
facet of Sacred Harp.

Sacred Harp demonstrates, essentially, that participation, rather than assent to a set of
belief, creates and sustains community. As Heider and Warner (2010) write, doctrinal agreement
is not necessary to produce meaningful ritual: ritual can produce solidarity in the absence of
theological consensus. Participation produces collective effervescence in the immediate moment
of singing, but also sustains a long-term, geographically dispersed community, and causes lasting
change in the lives of participants. If participants continue to practice the ritual (with or without
religious belief), persuasion towards transmission has been successful. Sacred Harp is still a

lively practice enjoyed by ideologically diverse and world-wide singers suggests that its
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mechanisms produce meaning across quite a few demographic groups. This does not mean that
Sacred Harp holds the key to some sort of universal human connection. Instead, it means that
something about how Sacred Harp functions allows for sonic, embodied persuasion. Byron
Hawk (2018) notes that sound is important for the discipline of rhetoric because “it orients us
toward seeing rhetoric, like sound, as a function... of material encounters” (p. 316).

As you might have seen during our demonstration, singing Sacred Harp is an embodied
participative experience. Understanding the meaning of Sacred Harp requires moving past
textual or harmonic analysis and toward consideration of ritual operation -- the realization of the
symbol system in a material environment. Simon Reynolds (1999) argues that rave music
requires shifting from analysis of what music “means” to how music “works:” what is the
affective charge, or affective effect of the sonic rhetoric? What does hearing and making the
music do in and for the participant? Diane Davis notes that rave music is “a kind of persuasion
devoid of argument,” music without a narrative to interpret, “forcing an attunement to the
performative power of music” (Davis, 2011). Rave music might seem about as far from Sacred
Harp shape-note music as possible, but I think that the persuasion is similar. In both, an explicit
argument is absent. Although Sacred Harp contains lyrics with narrative, argument present in
these words is not necessarily always part of the operation of persuasion in this music. Reynolds
notes that the operative question for rave culture is, “is it possible to base a culture around
sensations rather than truths?” (p. 10). That’s not a bad question to ask about Sacred Harp, either
-- recall Eastburn’s quote, where she cites sensation rather than doctrine. In Sacred Harp, it might
be that sensation and fascination are conduits to meaning and truth.

Sonic persuasion in Sacred Harp is critical to building community and sustaining the

ritual. SH offers a particularly effective, experiential, participative form of sonic rhetoric, with an
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elision between rhetor/audience. There really isn’t supposed to be an “audience” per say --
everyone present generally participates. Put another way, how the music “works” is “more than
the sum of the language it carries” (Anderson, 2014). The working of Sacred Harp, and the
persuasion for continued participation, composes community. Composition in Sacred Harp
should refer not only to the pieces of music themselves, but to how the ritual practices compose
community in the moment and over the long-term.

Ritual composition via sonic persuasion enables transmission. To teach a ritual to a new
participant -- and ultimately to fold that new participant into the community that practices the
ritual -- requires negotiation with a sign and symbol system and with an environment. Signs and
symbols (in this case, the shape-note system) are most meaningful when practiced in a specific
ritual environment. Put another way, I can open my shape-note hymnal, read the notes and inside
my head approximate what the song sounds like, but I have not engaged in embodied, shared
affective experience with others necessary to compose community.

Here is an example of what happens when someone participates in such an affective
experience: Christina Kenney was led to seek out Sacred Harp after seeing the movie Cold
Mountain and found a local singing community through the network of Sacred Harp Ireland. She
notes: “most importantly, it opens musical participation up to everyone, regardless of training.
MUSIC FOR ALL YAY WHOOP WHOOP!” (““An Introduction to Sacred Harp”). Like others
who reflect on this practice, Kenney reiterates, “It was astonishing: a group of singers of mixed
experience who had never seen the music before were able to rehearse twice and perform a song
in four-part harmony in the space of 95 seconds. I’ve done the odd paid gig where that hasn’t

been possible. If that doesn’t show the power of shapenote, I’'m not sure what does” (“An
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Introduction to Sacred Harp”). Here, again, communal performative engagement with the symbol
system enables near-universal participation and results in collective joy.

As Kenney demonstrates in her reflection on Sacred Harp, ritual practice and musical
resonance form sonic persuasion in Sacred Harp. This is what Heider and Warner call a
“corporeal experience of solidarity” (p. 77). That is, rather than being along for the ride with
others, doing the same thing as surrounding singers, when someone understands participation as
constitutive of group identity and purpose, the singer has built exegetical knowledge through
procedural participation. It is only when singers reach a level of exegetical knowledge that
acknowledges the importance of the community to the ritual that they achieve membership in a
group. In Hawk’s (2018) terms, music resonates “with material conditions and sonic spaces...
strikes an audience, moves them, or resonates with them emotionally” and thus “prompts the
continuation of that musical practice” (p. 317). All that is required for an individual to become
part of the group is to sing for long enough that they experience collective effervescence and
determine that this procedure has both personal and collective significance enough to bear
repetition. Performance of ritual composes belonging.

This diagram models sonic persuasion for ritual transmission: building ritual knowledge,
especially for rituals that are highly repetitive, is not a linear process. While in Sacred Harp,
most participants enter at “participation” under procedural knowledge, exceptions are plausible,
and in other rituals, participants may enter at other places on the diagram. Ritual, Whitehouse
writes, “like any cultural domain, is a distributed phenomenon. That is to say, it inheres not
merely in the thoughts and feelings of an individual devotee but also in the recognizably similar
or complementary thoughts and feelings of a population of adherents” (16). Collective

effervescence is not just a force produced and experienced by the performance of ritual. If fact, it
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is a rhetorical argument that moves individuals to consider themselves differently in relation to
others around them, causes shifts in identity, and sustains community between moments in which
it can be produced.

The actions of Sacred Harp are rhetorical, not so much in terms of the text or words used
to describe them, but in terms of how the experience of participation enacts persuasion for living
together in a pluralistic community, united by valuing shared experience rather shared doctrine.
Sacred Harp teaches us that searching for similarity may not always be necessary for building a
functional community. Rather, collective experiences (preferably ones that produce delight and
joy) can form a strong and dedicated community. Rawls (2004) explains that, in terms of ritual’s
material effects, it matters very little what people think or believe, but it matters greatly what
they do (170). Sacred Harp attests to this: the value of singing has very little to do with whether
the participants affirm the words of the music or what the participants’ religious beliefs are (or
aren’t). Rather, the value of singing comes from the collective emotions and the community
enacted by the experience of singing. Thus, exploration of the persuasive nature of Sacred Harp
ritual and the strong communities among those who practice it might shape how we construct
rhetorical appeals across lines of religious and political difference -- and that effective appeals

might be experiential and embodied, attuned to the moment of community-building.



