
The Untold Folk History of Slavery in the
United States: Revealed through Interviews
with Former Slaves
Slavery in the United States has left an indelible mark on the nation's history. The
systematic oppression and enslavement of African Americans are well-
documented in textbooks and historical accounts. However, there exists a rich
and often untold folk history of slavery, passed down through generations and
preserved through oral tradition. This article delves into the hidden narratives of
slavery, as revealed through interviews with former slaves themselves.

The Power of Oral Tradition

While academic historians have meticulously chronicled the institution of slavery,
their written records often fail to capture the nuances of everyday life for enslaved
individuals. Many stories, customs, and cultural practices have been lost to time.
However, the power of oral tradition has allowed certain aspects of this folk
history to survive.

Former slaves, their descendants, and communities deeply affected by the legacy
of slavery have kept these stories alive. Passed down through generations, these
narratives offer unique insights into the experiences of enslaved individuals that
might not be found in official documentation. By interviewing those with direct
connections to this dark period in American history, we can uncover a more
comprehensive and authentic understanding of slavery's impact on individuals,
families, and communities.
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Preserving Voices: The Interviews with Former Slaves

In the early 1930s, during the Great Depression, the Works Project Administration
(WPA) initiated an ambitious project to interview and record the experiences of
former slaves. With the help of local historians, journalists, and volunteers, this
endeavor captured invaluable firsthand accounts of slavery directly from those
who had endured its horrors. The impact of these interviews cannot be
overstated, as they provide a powerful testament to the resilience, strength, and
humanity of the survivors.

These interviews not only shed light on the physical labor and brutal conditions of
slavery, but they also reveal the intricate community dynamics, family structures,
and cultural traditions that persisted even in the face of unimaginable adversity.
By carefully transcribing these interviews, historians have been able to weave a
more complete tapestry of slave life, enriching our understanding of this deeply
troubling period in American history.

Discovering a Hidden Folk History
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Contrary to what many historical documents might suggest, slaves were not
passive victims of their circumstances. Through interviews with former slaves, we
gain insights into their resourcefulness, resilience, and resistance against the
oppressive system of slavery. These narratives provide glimpses into how
enslaved individuals and communities found ways to assert their agency,
preserve their cultural heritage, and maintain a sense of dignity.

The interviews reveal fascinating tales of courage and ingenuity, showcasing how
enslaved individuals devised methods to communicate secretly, practice their
native religions, or find moments of joy and camaraderie amid the harsh realities
of bondage. The stories of emancipation and escape, often narrated with vivid
detail, offer hope and inspiration for future generations.

Challenges and Triumphs

While the interviews with former slaves have uncovered invaluable aspects of the
folk history of slavery, certain challenges arise when interpreting these narratives.
The interviews were conducted decades after the abolition of slavery, and the
memories of interviewees might have been influenced by subsequent events and
societal changes. Additionally, illiteracy and limited resources available at the time
might have affected the ability to recollect certain details accurately.

However, these challenges should not diminish the significance of these
interviews. They provide raw, unfiltered perspectives that humanize the people
who endured slavery, allowing us to empathize with their struggles and recognize
their triumphs against all odds. The resilience and determination displayed by
these individuals continue to inspire and shape our understanding of American
history.

Preserving and Honoring Folk History



The importance of preserving and honoring this folk history of slavery cannot be
overstated. By acknowledging the richness of these narratives, we ensure that
the stories of those who suffered under slavery are not forgotten. With the advent
of technology, efforts to digitize and archive these interviews have allowed wider
access to this invaluable part of American history.

Furthermore, incorporating this folk history into educational curricula and public
discourse is crucial for a comprehensive understanding of the impact of slavery
on American society and culture today. By celebrating the resilience and strength
of enslaved individuals, we not only pay homage to their endurance but also learn
important lessons about humanity's capacity for both cruelty and compassion.

The folk history of slavery, as revealed through interviews with former slaves,
adds a depth and dimension to our understanding of this dark period of American
history. These narratives provide insights into the individual experiences, familial
bonds, cultural traditions, and acts of perseverance that shaped the lives of
enslaved individuals. By acknowledging and preserving this folk history, we honor
the resilience and strength of those who endured unimaginable horrors, ensuring
that their stories continue to echo throughout generations.
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This book was converted from its physical edition to the digital format by a
community of volunteers. You may find it for free on the web. Purchase of the
Kindle edition includes wireless delivery.
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