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Singing Civil Rights
The Freedom Song Tradition

Then, too, there was the music. It would be hard to overestimate the
significance of the music of the movement.
— Charles Payne, “I've Got the Light of Freedom”

The year is 1960. The place is the Highlander Folk School in Tennessee.
It is one of the few places in the South where black and white people
gather together to talk about the emerging civil rights movement. Police
regularly raid the school and challenge the activists. Those inside know
their lives are in constant danger from the police and the Ku Klux Klan.
On this evening some high school students are among those gathered.
The police charge in and force the activists to sit in the dark while they
harass them by searching through their things. Amid this terrifying scene,
a girl begins to sing a song that was becoming the movement’s anthem,
«“We Shall Overcome?” Huddled in the dark, she spontaneously invents a
new lyric. She sings, “We are not afraid, we are not afraid today.” Of
course, she was afraid in that moment. Anyone would be. But in singing
the fear is both indirectly acknowledged and directly challenged. Singing
away a bit of her fear, she asserts the rights she and countless others are
prepared to fight and die for— the right to freedom and justice in their
own land.'

«We Shall Overcome” belongs now to the world, sung by Germans at
the fall of the Berlin Wall and by Chinese dissidents in Tiananmen Square,
but its home will always be at the center of the movement for black free-
dom and justice in the United States. In a sense, the African American
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civil rights movement began when the first Africans were brought as
slaves to the British colonies of the “new world” in 1619. Understanding
some of that long history will be necessary to our story, but when most
people use the term civil rights movement they are referring to a power-
ful force for change that emerged in the mid-1950s and had its greatest
impact in the 1960s. That movement is at the heart of this book not
only because of its intrinsic importance as a key moment in the long
struggle for black Americans to achieve equality and justice, but also
because it was the “borning struggle,” the movement that became the
model for virtually all the progressive social movements that followed it
in the latter half of the twentieth century. In terms of tactics, strategies,
style, vision, ideology, and overall movement culture, the black civil rights
struggle has had a profound impact on all subsequent social move-
ments and on U.S. culture at large. It was also the first major movement
covered fully by the new electronic medium of television, a medium
whose power increasingly shaped the context of movements over the
decades covered by this book.

The forms of culture most central to the civil rights movement were
undoubtedly music and religion. The freedom songs whose story I tell
in this chapter mobilized both. Music had long been a part of American
movements including the antislavery movement in the nineteenth cen-
tury and the labor movement in the twentieth century, among others,
but the civil rights movement brought a new level of intensity of singing
and left a legacy of “freedom songs” now sung all around the world.
Songs were everywhere in the movement—in meetings, on the picket
line, on marches, at the sit-ins, in jail, everywhere. Songs, especially as
embedded in a rich church culture and later in black pop music, formed
the communication network of the movement, and they also expressed
the “soul” of the movement, linking its spirit to centuries of resistance
to slavery and oppression.

The civil rights movement is undoubtedly the best known movement
in recent American history. Unfortunately, much popular knowledge
about the movement consists of half-truths and myths. Perhaps the most
common and most misleading myth is the notion that the movement
was started by and led by Martin Luther King Jr. The civil rights move-
ment is often portrayed as virtually King’s singlehanded effort. But as a
far less well-known but equally important figure in the movement, Ella
Baker, put it, King did not make the movement, the movement made
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Iing. As we will see, Reverend King was an important figure but he w.as
only one among thousands of activists and hundreds of IeaderSf. While
l\e was a great orator and a great translator of the movement’s ideas to
mainstream America, he was more often a follower of the movement’s
Actions than a leader of them. His high public visibility often obscured
{he extent to which the movement worked from a model of collective
lcadership and was driven by thousands of ordinary citizens struggling
without media coverage or even public recognition.?

Related to the exaggerated importance given to King is a tendency to
emphasize national leadership and centralized organizations. Central
organizations like the National Association for the Advanceme'nt. of
Colored People (NAACP, founded in 1909) and the Southern Christian
leadership Conference (SCLC, founded in 1957) were importa.nt f'orcels.
The NAACP was the key, if not the only, black political organization in
many communities. It served as a vital network of activists the move-
ment drew upon in the late 1950s and early 1960s. But the efforts of _local
people working under the guise of the NAACP were often quite differ-
ent from, more innovative and more radical than, those of the national
office, which had long stressed slow progress through the courts. Simi-
larly, while SCLC became the most visible civil rights organization 1:1nder
Dr. King’s leadership, the national office also often found itself tryxn.g to
catch up with what bolder local pastors and parishjonerf. e doing.
This pattern was intensified when the most important civil rights orga-
nization of the 1960s, the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee

(SNCC, founded in 1961), emerged with its philosophy precisely based
on the idea of cultivating local, group-centered leadership rather than
building a central, hierarchical national organization.’ ‘
In a sense, there were dozens of civil rights movements in communi-
ties throughout the South (and the North), many of which were quite
independent of national leaders like King. The backbone of the struggle
consisted of hundreds of grassroots organizers, local people still mostly
unsung, who sought not notoriety but justice, and who toiled, usually
amid life-threatening danger, for many years before and after the most
dramatic demonstrations, protests, marches, and speeches that are the
best known manifestations of the movement. There were important local
and regional variations in the movement that need also to be acknowl-
edged, especially differences between urban and rural contexts. Indeed,
in each of the hundreds of local communities where the movement
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emerged, particular political, social, and cultural mixes shaped the strug-
gle to unique contours.

Another myth has the movement suddenly and spontaneously emerg-
ing out of nowhere. But the large-scale, dramatic events that captured
media attention did not arise spontaneously. They were made possible
by countless hours, months, and years of work by local activists from all
classes and segments of the black community. Moreover, black women
did much of that local work. A focus on the (mostly male) national lead-
ers obscures the extent to which women were the majority of movement
workers and often the dominant force in many parts of the decentral-
ized movement. Too narrow a definition of national leadership also dis-

torts the role of women like Ella Baker, Septima Clark, and Fannie Lou
Hamer, all women with deep respect for local traditions and shared
leadership, who nonetheless played roles that were decidedly national in
scope. It is unlikely that any figure in the movement logged more travel-
ing miles around the nation in these years than Ella Baker, a woman key
to the founding and functioning of both of the most important organi-
zations of the movement, SCLC and SNCC.* Similarly, homophobia
has meant that the presence of gdy men and women in the civil rights
struggle has not been given its due. “Gay-baiting” (using someone’s real
or alleged homosexuality as a way to discredit or blackmail them) was
sometimes used to stifle the movement, both locally and nationally. In
the case of key movement strategist Bayard Rustin, both his homosexu-
ality and charges that he was a communist (another common way of
attacking folks, known as “red-baiting”) were used in efforts to limit his
effectiveness.®
Yet another key myth misrepresents the integrated nature of the move-
ment, exaggerating the role of white people. There is certainly a partial
truth in this, in terms of both the goals of the movement (which included
an end to racial segregation) and the practice of the movement, in which
white people sometimes played important roles and exhibited great cour-
age in fighting for a cause that did not directly benefit them. But the
civil rights movement was fundamentally a movement by black people
themselves, many of whom remained highly skeptical about the possi-
bilities of racial harmony even if the legal basis of segregation could be
brought to an end. A focus on the role of white people is too often used
to cover the continuing racism in U.S. society in the name of the fiction

Singing Civil Rights 5

i sported
ot e o ap kg st o o oo,
it o colorblind utopia. In one of the e
U ks and other people of color are thereby blame ; e
i s o el rom theclur
111l part of the effort needed to € . :
i -:: ll‘l" :| ar understanding of the movement also -Somit;?:; e;z%fe;;; -
{4 visionary and spiritual dimension to the detrlrne.n e
atic side. Spirituality and the black churc.h. were 1r_rqpment foree o
(¢ movement. But even the most fa.mo,ui visionary I;l;:am” e
\uty of the movement, Reverend King's I I.-Iave a e nster
JAelivered at a march (whose origir}al planning :;tre c e
{ure King was even an adult) for “]olz :,(;1; f;rlfzs :)fl::ﬁy e
i Th:cfzsegfil::c:l&;:e::lfm to bear on white business people
. ‘l“ f(fonoglliticians. Its moral appeals were importanF, l?ut they were
= w'“l::cied by such nonviolent direct actions as slt-msT boycc;t;zi
.tll‘:\lr:j :narches, and strikes, not to ment‘ion the. thfezt ;f hii.::i;g’;(; e
\\'iiil still more radical blacks tomorrow if you dldt:i t ete :ivat e
«tivists today. Nonviolence in the movement was irec ——r—
‘ a power as much political and economic as mora pon i
'II:i ﬁ;ﬁ;self became increasingly convinced, as the 19?35;:(:; pt};- o
(reedom without fundamental econorzic ::ig; :1(:11.} ———_
g =i ; i .
I‘_‘“‘ i Orgaer:)m;’;i; ﬁfiﬁ?iﬁlﬁ United States. King died believing
i;f:tf:;nizzirm Ef democratic socialism would probably be needed to
achieve racial justice in the United States. e mainstream
So, if the civil rights movement was not quite wha e
: ¢ out to be, what was it? It was a fundamentally .
medlaorcrnltaskz:::;raﬁzed, mass-based, often wor.ncn-led mow;meTLt oa
?ll:l::ands’ of black people (and some white alh:es) bezlat :()nno(:,:i::.;is_
deeply racist society to gran'f tl:e'm ﬁe:ioz,qilgﬁtz;a; ther oy
o T}:edpl‘r:;:; ‘;(%fe:liyr;zc\zn;in—imat its only real opposition Iglv;s{
I‘f):(::rsneI;genorant, pot-bellied southern sheriffs with E:Sd ti;):l :ﬂz Ezrth -
Klan. In fact, racism was (and is) as deeply en;remnc e
in the South, and racist assumptions shaped the resp

i e more overt
meaning white moderates and liberals as much as those of th




6 Singing Civil Rights

kinds of bigot whom it is easy to parody. Moreover, the middle-class,
genteel racism of the businessmen of the White Citizen’s Council was as
crucial as Klan terrorism in blocking black freedom, and the council fre-
quently used the Klan to do its dirty work.

The movement, as it was simply known to its participants, had deep
roots and continues to echo today, but its heyday was from the mid-1950s
to the mid-1960s. The civil rights movement’s most visible target was the
system of racial apartheid in the South known as “segregation.” Laws
separating the races shaped every aspect of southern culture. Separate
and much less well-funded and -maintained facilities for blacks—schools,
restaurants, hospitals, public drinking fountains, even cemeteries—con-
stantly conveyed a clear insult to a people deemed inferior by white seg-
regators. But this legally sanctioned system of racial separation backed
by white terrorism was only the visible marker of a much deeper system
of racial oppression that ensured blacks a politically and economically
degraded status, in the North as well as in the South.

The core public strategy of the movement was based on nonviolent
direct actions (civil disobedience, sit-ins, freedom rides, boycotts, build-
ing of alternative institutions, strikes, and other actions) aimed at ending
the system of racial apartheid in the American South, securing the right
to vote and other basic political rights for blacks, and bringing down
the wider racist system of which these injustices were but a part. In regard
to the first two goals, ending segregation and securing basic political
rights, the movement proved a phenomenally successful, crucially im-
portant moment in a long, unfinished struggle.

The other, equally important part of the movement was its impact on
black people themselves. The ultimate terror of racism lies in its ability
to make the subjects of racism believe in their own inferiority. This
process, often given the overly simple label “internalized racism,” mani-
fests itself in many differing ways, some blatant, others subtle. Whether
successful or not at achieving particular goals set at any stage of the
struggle, the movement was always successful in challenging this vicious
force. Whether it was the act of signing a voter registration form for the
first time, or of appearing as a witness against a white person in court,
or even the bravery it sometimes took just to talk to an organizer, the
movement was made up of thousands of small and grand actions that
chipped away or sometimes dramatically swept away generations of
oppression as it had shaped the self-image of black people. Historians
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To these regional shifts in demographics and economics must be
added a more national one. In its role as one of the two superpowers
after World War II, the U.S. economy began the largest and most sus-
tained period of growth in world history. Because the economic pie was
widely and accurately perceived to be growing for all Americans, many
white Americans became less resistant to modest gains by African Amer-
icans and other so-called racial “minorities.” These economic condi-
tions, of course, varied from state to state and county to county in the
South (as well as in the North), and one can trace with some precision
the degree of resistance to civil rights work based on the extent of eco-
nomic stakes held by whites. It is no accident, for example, that some of
the most difficult organizing took place in isolated rural counties where
the new economy had not penetrated, and where whites felt they had
the most to lose economically from black competitors.

A second set of precipitating factors revolves around the impact of
World War II. Many African Americans fought courageously for free-
dom in that war. Most often they did so in racially segregated units. But
under pressure from forces led by A. Philip Randolph, the great black
union leader who later led the March on Washington, the federal gov-
ernment was forced to provide fairer labor practices for black women
and men in the defense industries as the war began, and to desegregate
the military during the war. These efforts provided a model for other
desegregation efforts after the war, while at the same time pointing up
the irony that blacks were fighting Nazi racism in the name of a freedom
they did not possess at home. For many African Americans, particularly
those from the South, the war provided the first glimpse of wider worlds
where black oppression was not so absolute. Returning home from
the war, often as decorated heroes, black soldiers expected and at times

demanded respect from the white community, only to be met with renewed
racist hostility. A postwar wave of lynchings of blacks in the South attests
to the resistance such pride encountered from whites. Many of the key
organizers of the 1940s and 19505 who built the foundation for the wider
movement of the late 1950s and early 1960s were black veterans. The
sentiments also found their way directly into a freedom song: “I'm an
American fighting man / I'll defend this country as long as I can / And
if I can defend it overseas / Why don’t you set my people free!™

A third set of factors involved some small but important shifts at the
level of the federal government. The wartime desegregation efforts cul-
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segregated communities as internal colonies within the United States. A
particularly strong wave of successful independence struggles in a dozen
African countries in 196061 coincided with and inspired the student-led
sit-in movement at segregated lunch counters and other sites in those
same years. Black novelist James Baldwin drew the direct connection in
a single, colorful sentence: “All of Africa will be free before we can get a
lousy cup of coffee.”!!

The fifth key factor was the development of a new set of political ideol-
ogies, strategies, and tactics. The anticolonial struggle in India, culmi-
nating in independence from Britain in 1948, not only provided inspi-
ration, like the African struggles, but also, more concretely, gave the
movement a successful contemporary model of nonviolent revolution.
The movement adapted and adopted numerous philosophical, strategic,
and tactical elements from the anticolonial movement led by Mahatma
Gandhi, who himself had drawn upon a long American tradition of
civil disobedience. Stretching from seventeenth-century Quakers to
nineteenth-century abolitionists to early twentieth-century women’s
right activists, and given philosophical form by Henry David Thoreau,

this rich tradition provided a wealth of ideas and examples. Civil rights
activists gradually merged these ideas and tactics with traditional forms
of black activism and black Christianity. The key movement group that
developed these nonviolent philosophies, strategies, and tactics was the
Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). Founded in 1942, CORE was the
offshoot of the radical pacifist Quaker organization, the Fellowship of
Reconciliation. In the 1940s and early 1950s, through boycotts and sit-ins
in the slightly less daunting atmosphere of the North, CORE and like-
minded groups honed the techniques that would become widespread a
few years later in the South. Key activists in this tradition, such as James
Lawson, Glenn Smiley, Bayard Rustin, and James Farmer, provided philo-
sophical guidance and practical training in nonviolence to those already
forging a new phase of struggle across the South. They are also the people

largely responsible for educating Dr. King in the tradition he so effec-
tively popularized.'? '

Roots of the Movement

All these factors played a role in creating ripe conditions for a new move-
ment, but none of those opportunities would have been seized without
people ready and schooled to act upon these openings. Part of the myth
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leaders of the community. Thus, when the new societal conditions
opened up possibilities for a new kind of civil rights struggle, that move-
ment often came wrapped in the language of black Christianity and was
often represented publicly by ministers. Many preachers, but by no means
all, became key figures in the freedom movement. Some clergymen (and
they were almost exclusively men) avoided or opposed the movement,
often because, as the most prestigious and sometimes also the most pros-
perous men in black communities, they felt they had the most to lose.
Any movement needs certain basic institutional infrastructures to
function: an organizational foundation; a way to raise money; places to
meet; a way to spread the word to new recruits. In many places, partic-
ularly in urban areas of the black South, the church provided all these
resources. Church buildings became movement meeting places. Church
social networks became movement networks. The church collection plate
became the way to raise movement money. And moving from infra-
structure to ideas, church sermons and church music became trans-
formed into movement “sermons” and movement music that aided
in the recruitment of thousands of participants. This process was not
automatic or inevitable. Many conservative currents in black churches
fought this transformation. But where it was done well, hundreds of
black ministers and black congregations were rapidly transformed into
components of a growing movement. The church also provided a degree
of cover for movement activities. Black churches were bombed in ter-
rorist attacks by the Klan and its sympathizers, and many black minis-
ters died for the cause, but churches were relatively safe meeting places
and ministers the most respectable ambassadors to the wider white
world. In both the white world and the black community itself, church
involvement often sanctified the movement, made it more legitimate
and less frightening in the eyes of many people. While over time some
limits to the church-based part of the movement became clear, church
culture as it became transformed into movement culture was a key
force for change, particularly for older segments of the community."?
Two other key sets of networks also proved crucial to the movement’s
ability to act upon new opportunities: the expanding group of black col-
leges and universities, and the large network of local NAACP chapters.
Black colleges played a central role in the wave of sit-ins in 1960 and
1961 that eventually involved some seventy thousand students and sup-
narters. The NAACP was crucially important not so much as a national

Singing Civil Rights 13

P P i n their
PNl ; oc l- €0 e. who
: nudgcd by people ffom Outslde tlle C mmunlt? selze e pp =
TRl ! i (8] ‘ (l"] O or
iyl }’U beyond the Organizatlon s OWI Ilallonal 3genda fo Cr eate
L 111} Wy L 3

bkl movement actions.

{ iberation Musicology i -
While many black cultural forms contributed toti-l:t ::31;:2&1:: t;l:n;:y
\nent, most participants and most ana.ly'sts agree e el
forcs in hapsy oo i e I:\l:c::cs of churches, col-
(hrough culture its politics. As the threte keyf ne e s
R e e hat {)ecame known as
| - | a greater role at all levels of strugg'le than‘w - : 4
o : s” Alongside and entwined with the “liberation th.eo
the "1 rcfiol';: iil:lgis:(ers stood the great “liberation musicology” contam'ed
.-1'..*'l ‘_)iu az‘i:tion of African American sOng. Singing proved to 'have ;v;ffe
int 1: s T regional, genemtional, geﬂder., anc? other lines 0
o l‘. ) It also crossed another line of distinction 1n the rno'vement,
l:-lia::’jmost succinctly by Ella Baker. Bakcr Df:eﬂ SPOI]:?[ 0;;:1; I:ht;f::fslzz
between “mobilizing” people and “organizing them.he : aln - :i. -
on getting lots of bodies into the street for marc

i al 'c d e? ere
e . ‘ h W

en

i i ssaril
\ended to be fairly passive and transient events that did not necessariy

izl iti ker
ast, the organizing tradition, as Ba
: 1o the deepest changes. In contrast, litio
l;rlgged it foI::used on the slower but deeper ta%k of bringing outdthe
1 : dr:ershil; potential in all people, and on building group-centered, as
cal

A 3 h
pposed to individual, leadership 10 communities that would do the
[8)

i and institutions.*

s e Wf-;ll‘k Ofsﬁa:ﬁips;ﬁy mobilizers like Reverend King, and

The fm:e on;ike gaker, Septima Clark and Miles Horton.' FO.I the
by organlzefli value of freedom songs lay especially in their cap.a\mty to
Ol'gamzer_-‘" : etis:m messages latent in the black preaching tradition and
take the libera ilable to ordinary people. The group-centered procefs' of
make them— “:? aders emerging periodically out of the group to “line
smg”mg, Mtch ems was at once an instance of and a metaphor for the
i defof ;onhierarchical leadership the organizers we'r'e seek-
igenem}l m§1 It was also the perfect tool for organizing commulnmes that
ﬂf::fz-szhe. most part deeply rooted in an oral cultural tradition. As the




14 Singing Civil Rights

great smger-activist-ethnomusicologist Berni
f.reedom songs are one of the bes -
Flon of consciousness in the ord
in the movement, 16

int records we have of the transforma.-
ary people, the masses, who took part

. No mo
than the civil ri coinl
o vil rights movement.
8 the movement as it took on new energy i 01;1'3 w
in the mid-

19508 was how to brj
i i 3;';2;“!;? streng'r%ls of tradition to bear on new condi-
e tmd-?i’ traditions are conservative. Their job is t
e, e 1ions are made, not simply given, when ¢
possible cultural forms those ones they wiﬁeople
pre-

in the struggle.

Music as History

Like much else about the movem,
B © ent, the use of freedom
g gleart;aloor mfﬂrltable development was the resuj:}::fg ;ti“;t
el Spontanzganizn'llg over'many years. Music did not entc
e s leccus y],llmmedzately, Or automatically. An arnone:
iy gacy ad to be uncovered, reworked, made int
S e .u.st s involved planning, skills sharing, and activs di.-s0
e I-Jd ar;atural evolution. Even when new songs oren -
o t; :gontaneously, this should be underst:)od a?:
e . Spontaneous” improvisations of jazz in which
0 hours and hours of carefy] Preparation ]

Johnson Reagon argues,

Singing Civil Rights 15

In reaching older black people especially, church music functioned
hrilliantly as a way of pouring new content into old forms. The transi-
{ion to the radically new ideas particular to the civil rights struggle was
\nade far easier when attached emotionally and intellectually to the feel-
ings and ideas found in the old spirituals and gospel songs. Some of the
(raditional hymns could be carried over into the movement intact, with
no changes, because the change of context gave them new meaning:
“I'm on my way to freedom land, I'm on my way”; “This little light, 'm
gonna let it shine, let it shine, let it shine.” The limits set by segregation
may not have been as total as those set by slavery, but a deep desire for
(reedom arose out of both conditions. Other traditional freedom hymns
were remade in the movement, sometimes with practiced spontaneity,
other times through studied rewriting or rearranging, Lyrics were changed
to incorporate the particular meanings of the new times. Eventually,
whole new topical songs were created.

In two different but reinforcing ways music gave a sense of history to

the movement. First, the “traditional” gospel songs and spirituals pro-
vided a feeling of continuity over long periods of time. This was impor-
tant in letting those for whom the movement seemed disturbingly new
feel that it was also something quite old and familiar. It also gave a sense
of depth and patience. While the theme of having waited long enough
was often and rightfully voiced on many occasions, the movement fre-
quently depended upon a slow, evolving process. Organizing cannot be
rushed. Whenever the immediate stakes seemed not worth the danger,
pain, and frustration of the work, songs brought up from the days of
slavery offered a gentle reminder of how ancestors had faced far worse
circumstances. At the same time, they also fired hearts with indignation
that a hundred years after supposed emancipation, blacks still were
not free.

A second, different role played by music as history making we might
call “instant historicizing.” This refers to the altering of old songs and
the creation of new songs that told stories of the evolving movement.
Where the old songs gave roots, the new songs celebrated the new accom-
plishments of the living generations. Writing new songs or new verses
allowed each new community to claim its specific place in the long tra-
dition of black struggle. This was especially the case when old spirituals
were rewritten with lyrics about Nashville, or Hinds County, Jackson,
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McComb, or wherever the latest struggle had emerged. Often the two
kinds of historicizing—finding roots and naming the history being made
in the present—were combined, as the songs would generally begin with

the older verses for a basis, and then add the contemporary events into

the narrative.!” More extended writings of movement sites, events, and
people into history occurred in the form of new, topical songs like “The
Ballad of the Sit-ins” Perhaps not coincidentally, tracing the develop-
ment of the role of music in the movement seems to follow closely the
growth and development of the movement generally. Three clusters of
events in particular are key to the rise of both the music and the move-
ment: the Montgomery bus boycott, the student-led sit-ins, and the
Albany, Georgia, movement.
Many histories place the Montgomery, Alabama, bus boycott of 1955—
56 as the beginning point of the new phase of blac

k struggle that came
to be called the civil rights movement, ¢ Other boycotts aimed at segre-

gated public transportation had occurred earlier in the decade in Baton
Rouge, Louisiana, Tallahassee, Florida, and elsewhere, but the Mont-
gomery action was particularly well orchestrated and effectively publi-
cized by movement activists. Myth has the boycott arising sponta-
neously when one tired woman refused to
to a white man. But

woman in question,

give up her seat on a city bus
it wasn’t quite as simple as that. Rosa Parks, the
had been a leading activist in her community for
many years. Not long before her defiant act, she had been a guest at
Highlander Folk School, that key movement center, where she learned a
good many “freedom songs,” and a good deal about civil disobedience
tactics. Her refusal to go along with segregation law by giving up her
seat was indeed a spontaneous decision that day, but it came from a life
prepared for struggle through many years in the NAACP, and the quick
transformation of a seemingly isolated act into a full-fledged boycott
was the result of careful planning by experienced activists.

The individual who first seized upon Rosa Parks’s heroic act was E, D.
Nixon, a man with a long history of activism in the radical black union,
the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters, and in the local chapter of
the NAACP. Nixon had been waiting and preparing for just such an
opening as that provided by Parks. He immediately called into play the
key networks in the community, beginning with the ministers. Most of
the local ministers threw themselves unhesitatingly into the action. One

young minister, a newcomer to the community, was a bit more reluctant
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Rowa Parks had touched off would surely need as many foot soldiers as
(tcould muster, would need an army. The song was an appropriate one
10 start with because the people assembled there were about to decide
whether or not to continue the boycott that had initially been scheduled

for just that one day. The song gave the key for a crowd that was ready-
1 10 commit to a long battle, one that lasted more than a year. The song,
however, was also one largely identified with the white Christian tradi-
tion, and as such it illustrates the rather conservative, middle-class con-
stituency that initially set the tone in Montgomery. A certain version of
“racial uplift” ideology in parts of the middle- and upper-class portions
of the black community viewed the old black spiritual songs as some-
thing to leave behind, as works full of excessive emotionality, as “primi-
tive” and “unsophisticated” reminders of darker times. The freedom
Song movement as it emerged had to fight against this view of things, and
in so doing it helped bridge class divides in black communities,
Another old spiritual that became popular in Montgomery, “Walk
Together Children,” even more literally seemed to fit the scene and mood,
and was more rooted in black tradition: “Walk together children, don’t
you get weary. / Walk together children, don’t get weary. / There’s a great
camp meeting in the Promised Land” These and similar songs were
deeply familiar to the respectable church-going folks at the heart of the
Montgomery movement. They needed no changing come movement
time, but were given new life and urgency by the movement. Reverend
King later recalled that people would sometimes come to meetings two
hours before they were scheduled in order to get in some good singing ses-
sions: “Usually the hymns preceding the meeting were unaccompanied
lined hymns of low pitch and long meter. One could not help but be
moved by these traditional songs, which brought to mind the long his-
tory of the Negro’s suffering ”° At the outset of this new phase of struggle
that some came to call the Second American Revolution, others the Sec-
ond Reconstruction, the older hymns gave a sense of gravity, depth, and
continuity to the movement. They made it clear that far more than com-
fort on a bus was at stake, that the boycotters were all part of a long, long
story of suffering and triumph. That deep sense of history was carried
more fully by song than by any other medium. At a time when few works
of “black history” existed (most of what came to be so labeled emerged
out of the movement), and when a major segment of the community
had been kept illiterate, song played an immense educational role,
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“whites only” food counter at the Woolworth’s store in Greensboro, North
Carolina, on 1 February 1960, and asked politely to be served. Like Rosa
Parks, these young men (lzell Blair, Joseph McNeil, Franklin McCain,
and David Richmond) were in the right place at the right time to run
smack into a “history-making day.” The tactic was not new, but at that
moment the act struck a chord with a new generation of young people,
Soon the young men were joined by other students from their college.
And those students were soon joined by students in other cities. Utiliz-
ing the black college network, a wave of student protest swept across the
South. Within two weeks of the Greensboro action,

sit-ins had spread to
fifteen cities. By the end of March more than twenty northern college

campuses were also involved. Within eighteen months sit-ins had spread
to over one hundred cities in twenty states and involved more than sev-
enty thousand demonstrators, most college and high school students.
There were more than thirty-five hundred arrests for civil disobedience.
Much of the effort in this particular use of the sit-in tactic was directed
at private businesses, rather than the public facilities that had often been
the main focus earlier. Targeting national chains like Woolworth’s and
Kress department stores, these sit-ins pointed up corporate complicity
in state-sanctioned segregation, and also helped spread the movement
to the North where these large chains were picketed and boycotted in
solidarity with southern antisegregation efforts.2
In the South itself, one of the strongest local centers of student protest
was Nashville, Tennessee. From there came one of the key movement
music groups, the Nashville Quartet (James Bevel

» Bernard Lafayette,
Joseph Carter, and Samuel Collier). Their specialty was the popular music
of black youth,

“rhythm and blues” The sit-ins announced that a new
generation was now the cutting edge of the movement, and, fittingly,
that generation added its music to the fray. Unlike the traditional songs,
which often had a strong liberation component already built in, the
adaptation of popular student music required more radical alterations.
For example, popular singer Little Willie John had a hit song at the time
called “You Better Leave My Kitten Alone.” It was a typical song of lover’s
jealousy, warning a rival away from the singer’s girlfriend. But in the
Nashville Quartet’s version, the “kitten” became “segregation,” and the
“you” became plural: “You better leave segregation alone / because they
[white folks] love segregation like a hound dog loves a bone” I don’t

know if the “hound dog” line is a little slap at Elvis Presley whose “hound
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Many SNCC veterans point to the freedom song sessions held
Highlander music director Guy Carawan as a powerful force in harm
nizing the diverse group of students at the founding conference into
organization. Carawan also offered the youth movement a further gift,
“Ballad of the Sit-ins”: “The time was 1960, the place the USA / Februa
15t became a history making day / Greensboro across the land then
spread far and wide / When silently and bravely youth took a giant stride”

It is revealing of the independent spirit that drove SNCC that this

song, written by the white southerner Carawan, was quickly adapted
and changed by the four young black members of the Nashville Quartet,
The Nashville students both shifted it musically from ballad form to a
complicated rhythm and blues arrangement, and dropped a key lyric,
Carawan had written the line, “We are soldiers in the army of Martin
Luther King.” While the students respected King, they also distanced
themselves from him, especially from the patriarchal style of leadership
he and SCLC embodied. Some referred to him as “De Lawd,” and they
refused to sing the line about being in his army. Thus, the song embodies
the dynamic by which important white contributions to the movement
were always contextualized within what was at base a black liberation
struggle.

Albany: The Singing Movement Comes of Age

While the sit-ins and their follow-up, the freedom rides, were dramatic
actions garnering national media coverage, they were not typical of the
movement’s development. More typical was the slow, long-term process
of community organizing. An example of this kind of work, which was
also a high point in the freedom song movement, occurred in Albany,
Georgia, in 1961 and 1962. Bernice Reagon offers numerous examples of
freedom songs that evolved not only lyrically but musically as they moved
from site to site of struggle. The high mark of this process was no doubt
the Albany campaign as well. From Reagon’s perspective, as well as the
testimony of many others, the community of civil rights workers in
Albany took over, deepened, and expanded the role of freedom songs as
none had before. “The mass meetings always started with freedom songs.
Most of the meeting was singing. Songs were the bed of everything.”?
Even allowing for a little local bias (Reagon is from Albany), she makes
an excellent case. Albany was the place where all the components of the
freedom song repertoire coalesced into a kind of musical united front,
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new level of black resistance Mississippi in 1955 alone. The

in the wak f
matched b . & of the Brown decis
- fo):» Z;newed white terror and organization. The thqs(l;n:l Vdis
agenda (;f the Izlmple’- emerged at this time. Described as combjn-mzftis
an with the demeanor of the Rotary” club, it pr 111% d :
o ovided a
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v ineans necessary to maintain white power.” But each new act of
| each new level of renewed white support for segregation was

¢ resolve and redoubled efforts by the antiracist forces of
men who formed the

1960s recalled

Bl i
Wit with preate
A inovement. Many of the young women and
ie of activists in the peak movement years of the early

iy images of Till’s dead, damaged body in the pages of Jet magazine.
e vowed then and there to avenge his death.® Till’s story was kept
{ive by movement song activists, and later folk-rock singer Bob Dylan

(urther immortalized him lyrically in his “Ballad of Emmett Till.”

(e unmistakable intended meaning of the Till murder and others

like it is put succinctly by Charles Payne: “Black life could be snuffed
it on whim, you could be killed because some ignorant white man

I/t like the color of your shirt or the way you drove your wagon. ...
ge had to understand that they were

d take their lives casually”!
recipitated lynching were as

||I|
| 1ose who wanted to work for chan

(lallenging a system that could and woul
Most of the imagined acts that allegedly p
(limsy as the accusation used in the Till case. If one could be killed for
A1 innocent remark, or in another contemporaneous case, for not get-
(ing out of the way of a white man driving his car, then how much more
dangerous must it have been to openly challenge the racial hierarchy
{hat random terror was meant to uphold. Imagine what danger faced a
civil rights worker under such conditions. Virtually everyone who took

use in the South, black or white, was essentially put

up the civil rights ca
under threat of death. They could expect to lose their jobs, be beaten

have their homes fire-bombed or fired on in drive-by
gainst the lives of their children and other
dation did not work, and for most they
nation. The list of those who died

many times,
shootings, have threats made a
relatives. If these acts of intimi
did not, then the next level was assassi
for the civil rights cause is a long one.
While song was not the only means by which fear was overcome, it

in in accounts of that process. The “litanies against
became were an indispensable part of a deep-
seated process of personal political transformation. As Bruce Hartford
remembers it, “We were singing. . ... Somehow, I can’t explain it, through
rity we made a kind of psychological

the singing and the sense of solida:
barrier between us and the mob. Somehow we made such a wall of

strength that they couldn’t physically push through it to hit us with
their sticks. It wasn’t visual, but you could almost see our singing and

appears again and aga
fear” that freedom songs
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e ity pushing them back”32
Hhowine 1o vealing

Cordell Reagon’s choice of words iy
in this regard: “You know you are. .. going to get.,,
beaten, you know you might even get killed, but the sound, the power
of the community, was watching over you and keeping you safe”** Note

that it 1s “sound” that contains the power of community, the sound of
the freedom songs,

T'he direct practical power of this singing as empowerment is illus-
trated by an occurrence during one of the dramatic foll

ow-ups to the
sit-in wave, the “freedom rides” The freedom riders were black and white

activists attempting to ride interstate buses across the South, stopping
at and integrating bus stations along the way. The rides met with brutal
resistance at virtually every stop. There were so many casualties among
the CORE volunteers who started the rides that SNCC had to step in to
replenish the ranks. After the bombing of buses in two cities, after brutal
beatings in other cities, the freedom riders crossed the border into the
most vicious state in all the South, Mississippi. One of the ride organiz-
ers, CORE’s James Farmer, recalls that crossing: “Our hearts jumped
into our mouths. The Mississippi National Guard flanked the highway,
their guns pointed toward the forest on both sides of the road. One of
the riders broke out singing, and we all picked it up. I remember the
words: ‘'m taking a ride on the Greyhound bus line / 'm riding the front
seat to Jackson this time / Hallelujah ’'m a traveling / Hallelujah ain’t it
fine / Hallelujah I'm a traveling / Down freedom’s main line.” This
Spontaneous generation of new verses helped calm the fear by remind-
ing the freedom riders that they had been there before, and they had
survived. At the same time, it incorporated the new foe into the familiar
terrain of the foe already met and faced down, and thereby cut the enemy
down to size.
Another kind of song used against white terrorism was
These songs seem aimed at demystifying whites,

risy and the relative poverty of their motives in
for example,

the parody.
showing their hypoc-
the struggle. This song,
was sung to the tune “Jesus Loves Me, This I Know’ : “Jesus
loves me cause I'm white / Lynch me a nigger every night. / Hate the
Jews and I hate the Pope / Jes’ me and my rope. / Jesus loves me, the Citi-
zens’ Council told me so.” And here is a rath

er different verse sung to
“We Shall Overcome”: “Deep in my heart, I do believe / We shall keep

the niggers down / They will never be free-eee-cee / They will never be
registered, / We shall keep the niggers down.”* As Charles Payne notes,
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i d
1y ol the humor in these songs was “an attack on fea::-:.l ”Jli'};z 511?;2;_
:| { itizens Councils that held people in tht:all were rr;a e a;izm i
Wi 1he courage to take on the life-threatening task of org
1 :I'I.I.Il:l'li:‘lli-lrl:icrl;adition as embodied in the English izjl;lgu:eg;;:lia:et; Z
g S wicﬁfcizf;l::listlic, :ranscendent!
aitest of the civil rights movement. A i
y d/secular, spiritual/political, t}fese (l)ppom S
::::IIM:‘: ll: ‘i;a; :ioiement where transcendence, ldeahsn't gz:rslp:;;lltia:d
|y generated great, immanent, practical, earthly p(;we;: o
| we lreedom in the air” There is a transclendence of se e
yi1 immanent sense of persgnal pow;r. I; 151:80t ;;:;ijzr; o
/ in faith in a reward somewher : : : :
.ll.l: 1::1:;1 ;Etu::la::r:ry much a sense of power and satlséacnzznanc}i S:;_
\nal reward felt in the moment, in the movement. Free oﬂme ctioisto 8
ned the sense of religious devotion in th'ose whosekc:«z;nﬂn ot
\novement was rooted in Christianity, but it also worke i 4
« with more secular orientations. Transcendence was -
”II” Iil' r‘:lt Ereedom was in the air freedom fighters breathed, :;0 tlslsnse
llu‘ ‘“:!:] One verse that might otherwise seem straflge amua]l:: :e;r “:” -
in this context: “we’ll never turn back unt1(l( we ve& i
(hat it is not until all “are free” but all l_1ave .beefr: c:as e e
didn’t just talk about freedom, it gave it. Blemg ee e
rie f the movement. But “freedom is a constant s . ey
| “mzjz,*ved once and for all. At the deepest level, that sensedc.o -
11|<:1l:1 iame from overcoming the fear of deat'h. l\i\fhjle :Latr:::llml,:i .
{car of death is often disc‘ussed a]; a.\ nﬁzi??::r ,1is§:liding e movement
i'l Was: '?;Eu;};; f:)rlj;tll;\ia:npgn:im:as still a tool of white cq:opnessic')éi
L:.;;:h(z)ut ihe ;bi]jty to overcome that fefu., there would 1'-;?:: ::Zr:: ;foc:n -
rights movement, no matter what political opportuni

structures came into place.

Music as Strategy and Tactic 2 bt
Th ent did not happen because black people.]ust woke up :
. IT'Kmm:lth their minds set on freedom.” “Freedom is a constant strug
mo:‘:"‘“g“; e tf) keep your eyes on the prize;” not “let anybody ]‘;uz
51::1:1 r::;;ld "a;ou have to know “which side you're on,” “never turn ba
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it

/(e line” often meant in the line of ﬁr;, fo:cgs::; af:;r(f:(::;c,;f; ;
o ingi n
Sl oo "“116;5- Tl‘lhe i?::; :)lfi:;.g';‘:gl;:‘io‘:: voice go, to put it “out

B s ('icep Yefinyz a kind of rehearsal for, and in dernonstrai;-1

B o Iﬂ“t i rI:!:fen Eur body on the line. The sense of pers;)?l_
B s tlofs};nging in full resonance among & massRo ::m
v ““' I:n‘:I:t:; into movement power on the front lines. Reag
{TT wis Lrans

until we’ve all been free and we have equality” “We shall not be moved
“Ninety-nine and half percent” of commit
leave segregation alone.”

These are lines quoted or paraphrased from freedom songs, rearranged
a bit and with a few prepositional phrases to provide continuity. I meay
to suggest in this way that a good many ideas about movement needs,

UL
ment won’t do. “You betf il

values, tactics, and ideology were conveyed and reiterated through song,
In addition to the key role of fighting off paralyzing fear, songs played
other strategic and tactical roles. As Charles Payne notes, “The changing
fortunes of the movement and the morale of its participants could have
been gauged by the intensity of the singing at the meetings. Music had

always been a central part of the black religious experi

ence. Ministers
knew that a good choir was a

good recruiting device. In the same fash-
ion, many who came to meetings came just to hear the s

This is music that bypasses the commercial interest
industry, and it also downplays the importance of singing expertise.
Singing in the black tradition is very much a participatory event. Thus,
going to a meeting, even just to listen, could quickly lead to deeper levels

of involvement. Get their voices, one might say, and their politics will

follow. Music becomes more deeply ingrained in memory than mere talk,
and this quality made it a powe

rful organizing tool. It is one thing to
hear a political speech and remember an idea or two. It is quite another
to sing a song and have its politically charged verses become embla-
zoned on your memory. In singing you take on a deeper level of com-
mitment to an idea than if you

only hear it spoken of, The movement
was all about “commitment,” and singing was often a halfway house to

commitment.

Music could be used to deepen specific kinds of engagement as well,
Mississippi organizer Sam Block, for example, recalls using songs strate-
gically to ease people into greater degrees of leadership. He recalls that
freedom songs were important as “an organi
together—not only to bring them together b
glue to hold them together. I started to give people the responsibility of
thinking about a song they would want to sing that night and of chang-
ing that song, you know, from a gospel song [to a freedom one].”¥ This
deepening of commitment through song had much to do with the body

as well. Civil rights workers spoke often of “putting your body on the
line” for the cause. Bodies were literally the weapon of the movement,

inging ™3
s of the music

zing tool to bring people
ut also the organizational

i .
Jiow stronger, culminating in

g
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i e to disrupt the meeting, 8
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tral to the movement. Init:ﬁ'ﬂl};'l be used as a pretext for assault. Songs
: “rowdiness” would be
any sign of “row:

e fi sed only in rallies and in workshops teachull(g n:l:;(;h:;c;
rpeie it became clear that they could becon‘le ey e
e L‘W’-ﬂw*‘_“Y : and civil disobedience actions. Any time largehnuz .
II:TIllall:zlstt;aet;gisgathered in the South, they were viewed as a threat,
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to opponents tha
ming a mob, and to convey to _
to keep a mass from becoming mob action. Songs con
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one was witnessing an organized event, no P el
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:hy in ?ng activists conveyed their nonviolent 1ntert1h .
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e e value of the mo 3

iolence was a cor vt
i truggle. Nonvio . : s

s Sh eﬁge it was interpreted differently by dlfferent. c = g}l;r

ey igi rinciple.
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others, 1
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in rural areas,

activists were someti
metim ;
defense, es forced to carry guns in se

i ;:;;a;: :s:(); :;ma'uned .comr.nitted to nonviolence in their m.
e o Isy in ;.1 situation where the opponent had a n
el e :)d ];)f VIOIef)ce, a-nd where the use of that violen
e gy Xt); public opmi.on, nonviolence is a powerful
B nogn : l pose acts of violence on the part of the segre.
i 110 ence of the protesters: “We’ve met jail and vig-
e Gre)’houndj (c;ve hE-IS seen us through,” or “We’re gonna board
b s Earrymg love from town to town.” These verses,
tation of Christian lsvcyt?;roznt(l:’: :::e :', e
4 L : mies, as interpreted
innti zr::;l‘c:); ::tpic:lﬁ;m. Lox.re was almost as great fthemet };Zof:iii;l:
e Suprem;c YS(;D :Ef:cftwely to corftrast with the hate unleashed
m);;i;d i vmlm::);"m of police dog attacks, beatings, and
en situati i

e s :Egr:se ;i‘::l 1:i'n'eatf:n to :C'J,et out of control of the organizers,
R et tco}fe proz'ic-twely as a tactic to change the mood
€ participants. Music could calm a tense situ-

ation. i igni
Or music could ignite a tired mass. Sometimes

could do either, the same song

depending on th irit wi
B s o hli e tem}afj and spirit with which it was
g as a definitive version of a freedom song

because the

y were constantly ada
. i pted to the ilaa
tions, conditions, and locales, needs of particular situa-

“We Sha].l Not Be Moved”- . .
the Movement : Communicating outside

That the free

sy :Ell'lﬂn zzgﬁs Pia}’ed many and varied roles internally in the
R e l}crl clear. l:}ut what about songs as a means of com-
the power to trans}‘;::n ;::;:;d;;f - m‘;"eglent? Did the music have
#i : : involved in the mov ?

; fiziagztuzifznf(iers of thlte supremacy were largely im;mu;tt;o?l‘:;
0F gy thosee: :ltorlles of such extreme conversions can be found.
st g effe:t :c1c11;d, thos_e unsure of how to think about the
I - bemoud be quite significant. Many, many accounts
protesters in son : As ’ ECPl?r mow?d by the dignity and power of the
ernments. S gb.ure ::z ::2:1:; i:t 1t,l"‘"{'1'fe rrfusic doesn’t change gov-
by some music he hears. But we can izgzl;:;;?efznclgi\?dz;wmgfd

people.
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M people can change governments.”” In particular, the movement’s
Sl power had an impact on the press, whose surprising degree of
npathy for the civil rights activists is neither typical nor predictable,
given the norms of the profession. Compared to political rhetoric, with
4l most white reporters had the familiarity that breeds contempt,
Lsvement music was something else, a different register of ideas and
{olinps against which the press had fewer built-in defenses. One white
Luithern journalist recalls that the “songs, the mass meetings, not only
| common place rituals of the society I lived in, the white society,
but spoke a condemnation that made them too,
ailers and police sometimes moved

LLLELL
s pale by contrast,
Jiipalatable”® Stories are also told of j
iy the songs to lessen their brutality. Southern wardens often seemed to
/i1joy the singing as a change from the dull routines of prison life, little
(specting that they were witnessing not “darkies” singing but activists
(ommunicating.
e nature of the audience of movement songs is a complicated ques-
(lon. On the one hand, lyrical phrases like “We shall not be moved”
e like statements directed at outsiders. But more often they seem to
e to be directed internally as a reminder not to “be moved.” Similarly,
we hear the phrase “We are not afraid” and this seems at once wishful
{hinking and a truth. Or, more properly, it is wishful thinking becoming
(ruth as the act of singing itself gives the courage not initially felt. Move-
ment songs seldom seem directly aimed at outsiders, because to do so
ould be to lessen the activists’ sense of their own power. It was more as
if they were willing to be overheard making their musical declarations.
The more important outside audience for freedom songs was no doubt
{he fence-sitters, sympathetic perhaps but confused, frightened, or just
not yet knowledgeable enough concerning what the movement was all
about. James Farmer, in jail during the freedom rides, rewrote the 19308
labor song, “Which Side Are You On?” as a freedom song with just this

kind of work in mind: “I rewrote the old labor song...on the spur of
the Freedom Riders who

the moment in the Hinds County jail. After

were imprisoned [with me] had been discussing and speculating about

the attitude of local Negroes regarding the Freedom Rides.” With this in
“They say in Hinds

mind, his rewrite directly challenges the fence-sitters:

County, no neutrals have we met / You're either for the Freedom Ride
Barnett // Oh people

or you ‘tom’ for [segregationist governor] Ross
can you stand it, tell me how you can / Will you be an Uncle Tom or will

W
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you be a man?” Challenging white-subservient

i ‘ ent “Uncle Toms”
m?;:r:flg:‘is:;: iorm of lad(ilres's to those not yet in the movel?;en‘:a;/l;hr:
oy nogosdof Invitation, or songs that acknowledged levels of
e Lan.d”. §I,H example occurs in the song “I’'m on My Way to
e 0. ask my brother to come with me / I'm on my way,
i can:t " dn 1‘1’,1)’ “Tay // If he can’t come, P’m gonna go anyhow h:
s ongn; :rnt hinder r‘ne /... 1f you can’t 80, let your chi.k.i.r.cn
o auowsyth ay, Great God, I'm on my way to freedom land ¥
- i me”re(:e levels of conn:njtment: “come with me,” or at le.ast
e perl-laps by being an informer), and if you cant
! > @ricast let your children go” This Jast line is es

€cause as the movement became youth-driven i -
15'.60, generational conflict became 3 vital issue Tllllle

ecially important
many places after

dren go0” to movement land.

Music, Collectivity, and Identity

. . 0 Ol

3 € sam

role. Listen, for exa i
. mple, to this line fro
m the most fam, i
move ire, 5
o ment repertoire, “We Shall Overcome”: “Deep in m hs sonf dln
ICVC, : -
" :;e shall overcome some day” Note how the line st);rts wr'tth .
ualized statement of commitment “I do believe,” then shT&s :ﬂ
y 1 0
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W cullective with “we shall overcome.” The song actually began its life
i 4 black spiritual, “Cll Be Alright,” and was adapted in 1945 by the
wntly black, mostly female members of a tobacco union in Charlotte,
Sonth Carolina. Tt was they who turned the “T’ll” to “We” to support their
ullective union struggle. The song received further refinement and
Jlaptation to the civil rights struggle by Zilphia Horton, the first music
Jdivec tor at Highlander. She taught it to folksinger Pete Seeger who in turn
faupht 1t in 1950 to the man who became Highlander’s second music
Aitector, Guy Carawan. But it was not until 1960, when Carawan held a
“unth wide song workshop, that the song started to gain a central role
i1 the movement. Three weeks after that, it was a featured song at the
{uunding SNCC convention. In making it their own, the students further
hunged it musically and lyrically. Thus, the song most identified with
ihe collective identity of the movement evolved through many individ-
uals contributing to its creation.

Music, of course, was not the only force in shaping movement identi-
lies, but it clearly was among the most powerful. Bernice Reagon beau-
(ilully illustrates, for example, how a moment of musical improvisation
can be a direct outgrowth of, and contributor to, collective action, even
av it also brings personal transformation. In the midst of a tense moment
during the struggle in Albany, Reagon recalls: “Charlie Jones looked at
me and said, ‘Bernice, sing a song.” And I started ‘Over My Head I See

Irouble in the Air? By the time I got to where ‘trouble’ was supposed to
be, I didn’t see any trouble, so I put ‘freedom’ in there.”* I suggest that
in the moment, Reagon is not simply expressing a change of feeling, but
cnacting it as the music changes her. As she describes it: “The voice I
have now I got the first time I sang in a movement meeting, after I got
out of jail. I did the song, ‘Over My Head I See Freedom in the Air; but
| had never heard that voice before. I had never been that me before.
And once I became that me, I have never let that me go.”** The notion
of being born again in the spirit is deep in certain Christian traditions.
As Reagon suggests, the movement bred such feelings too. The sense of
a freedom deeper than freedom pervades the stories told by movement
folks. The word transcendence is usually used to describe something
above and beyond mere politics. But in the movement, transcendence
of self was also a discovery of self. Gaining a sense of “somebodiness”
that was so crucially a part of the movement’s work often came para-
doxically when the self was given up to a larger whole, a collective spirit.
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The claiming of a positive sense of blackness is often credited to the
black power phase of the African American freedom struggle in the lat-
ter part of the 1960s, but the civil rights years laid down some impor
tant elements of that identity reclamation project. And music was a key
part of that project. For many southern blacks, particularly those from
the middle classes, the great spirituals and gospel songs reworked by the
movement were part of a heritage they sought to deny in favor of cul-
tural forms with more cachet in the white world. For many movement
participants, reclaiming freedom songs was part of claiming an identity

as self-defined black people proud of their ancestry, rather than as
white-defined “Negroes” The urban black power identity, discussed in
the next chapter, owes more of a debt to the civil rights phase of the
movement than is generally acknowledged.
Charles Payne summarizes this evolutionary process as embodied in
the music and other rituals of local mass meetings: “Mixtures of the
sacred and the profane, the mass meetings could be a very powerful social
ritual. They attracted people and then helped them develop a sense of
involvement and solidarity. By acting out new definitions of their indi-
vidual and collective selves, people helped make those selves become
real. Informed and challenged by the speakers, pumped up by the singing
and the laughing and the sense of community, many of those who only
meant to go once out of curiosity left that first meeting thinking they
might come once more, just to see” And that “once more” often be-

came many more, and that performed self-singing became the real self
acting for change.

Music as Captivity Narrative

Why freedom songs? Why not justice songs,

other term? Freedom was the touchstone word of the movement. The

songs and the movement had an elective affinity: freedom was from the
beginning a major theme of the movement, but the songs played a role
in making that concept even more central ¢

0 movement ideology. Why
was that word so important? It had both breadih and depth. First, there

was the historical depth, the resonance with the major fact of black his-

tory, slavery, as we have already discussed. In addition, the term points
to an open-ended present and future;
the imaginations of many different p

or equality songs, or some

it could mean many things in
articipants and potential partici-
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and a small grate in the ceiling. Zellner heard a familiar whisper coming
from the ceiling, and realized McDew was in the cell directly above himy
“Then we sang. As the police pounded on the door threatening to whip
us we sang “Woke Up This Morning with My Mind Set on Freedom. Even
after they turned the heaters on and blasted us with unbearable heat for
seven days, we continued to sing— ‘We’ll walk hand in hand’”*
Freedom songs did some of their best work in jail where they made
all the more palpable the feeling that freedom was in the air, air that
could move freely, like the mind and the spirit, out of the confines of a
prison cell or the prison house of a racist society.

Musical Pleasures

In stressing the important, even instrumental role music played in the
movement, one should remember that singing could be a plain old
source of pleasure and recreation. Movement work was often unimag-
inably arduous. In such a context, but in any movement context really,
there needs to be time for pleasure and relaxation. And there too music
was often the key. In addition to songs drawn into the movement for
specific practical uses, there was music around just for fun. SNCC
activist and later U.S. congressional representative John Lewis recalls that
in addition to the freedom songs, and sometimes as a respite from them,
he spent many a long drive down country roads listening to the latest
Pop songs on local radio stations, especially with the emergence of “soul”
music in the 1960s.

“Soul” music later became, according to former Black Panther leader
Elaine Brown, the “soundtrack” to the black power movement and may
have, to a far lesser degree, played a political role in that phase of the
black freedom struggle. But in the context of the civil rights struggle, it
was more often the soundtrack used to forget the movement for a while.
Some pop songs, like Ray Charles’s “Hit the Road, Jack,” which became
“Get Your Rights, Jack,” or Harry Belafonte’s “Banana Boat Song,” which
found a freedom rider version, did become part of the freedom song
repertoire. But Lewis’s point is that the hard, patient, dangerous work of

organizing was grueling, and any movement that does not leave room
for just plain fun is likely to burn out its participants. Given the constant
threat they faced, this need was particularly strong in those freedom
fighters in the rural deep South, but everywhere music was in the air,
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many different people. Freedom songs formed the core of an extraordi-
narily rich movement culture that harmonized diverse constituencies,
values, strategies, tactics, and goals, and in doing so they became a cen-
tral force in moving this nation further down that long, unfinished
journey to a place beyond racism.

From Freedom Songs to Power Plays

The accomplishments of the civil rights movement between the mid-
1950s and mid-1960s are quite astonishing. Two major federal civil rights
acts in 1964 and 1965 greatly extended rights for all Americans, especially
for people of color. By the late 1960s the vicious system of legal segrega-
tion in the South had been almost totally dismantled, and with it much
of the systematic white terrorism that stood behind it. The Citizenship
Schools and Freedom Schools that grew up during the movement had
also by mid-decade laid the groundwork for the radical reworking of
black history that was a key stage in the evolution of what we now call
“multiculturalism.” Indeed, it is hard to overestimate the effect of the
civil rights movement in transforming American culture. Yet its limita-
tions must also be confronted. For many participants who could not see
the long-term impact of their actions, the movement seemed as much a
failure as a success by the mid-1960s. More recently, the movement has
borne the burden of mainstream acceptance, becoming hallowed as an

American success story by the very forces of complacency that stood in
the 1960s and stand now in the way of further progress toward racial
justice. The movement has become a museum piece, its radical power

stuck in amber, its meanings reduced to Martin Luther King Day plati-
tudes. This process of denying or forgetting the radical dimensions of
the movement began already in the late 1960s when new, allegedly more
radical forces arose in challenge.

On the Meredith march, one of the last great events of the civil rights
phase, SNCC leader Stokely Carmichael scripted a performance that
would signal a shift to new sites and styles of black struggle. Carmichael
planned his speech for the rally that night as a direct counter to and
challenge of Martin Luther King’s leadership of the march. Carmichael’s
chosen method of combat was a battle of key words. In such rallies, it
was common for a speaker to shout, in call and response style, “What
do we want?” to which the traditional civil rights response was “Free-
dom now!” But on this night Carmichael had asked his comrade Willie
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