not a genre, not a

style, but a method of
engagement

For many, music is more than just
something to listen to, it's a way
to express grief, pain, anger and truth.
These words have been synonymous
with how people have felt while suf-
fering from racism, oppression and
injustice throughout history. While
searching for change and accountabil-
ity, musicians have used protest music
to critique administrations, express
their feelings and call for societal
change.

“Songs express values; they articu-
late and encapsulate cares, what we
stand for and what we stand against,”
said Theodore Trost, The University of
Alabama New College professor who
specializes in music and social pro-
test. “Probably the most typical kind
of popular song and even religious
song is the love song because love is a
value people long for and try to hold
onto, but there is much in our society
that undoes love. Protest songs arise
to oppose this injury to both the self
and to society”

Protest music has spanned across
history dating back as far as the 18th
century, yet one of the most notable
periods of protest music was the civil
rights movement.

In an article for PBS, Bernice John-
son Reagon, a composer, song leader,
scholar, social activist, and producer,
said while discussing protest music
during the civil rights movement, it’s
important not to think of protest mu-
sic as a strategic move of the move-
ment.

“Like the collective breath of the
movement, they were a natural out-
pouring, evidencing the life force of
the fight for freedom,” said Reagon.

One example of this outpouring of
“life force” is “Strange Fruit,” a 1939
song originally written as a poem by
Abel Meeropol, also known as Lew-
is Allan, in 1937. The poem “Bitter
Fruit” stemmed from Meeropol see-
ing a picture of the lynchings of two
Black men. Two years later, Jazz sing-

er Billie Holiday recorded those lyrics,
and one of the most notable protest
songs was born.

According to Biography, Holiday
didn’t enjoy singing “Strange Fruit.” It
reminded her of her father, who was
turned away from a hospital because
he was Black and later died of pneu-
monia. Even though the song brought
back terrible memories for Holiday,
she did it to remember her father and
remind people that the discrimina-
tion he faced continued to happen to
other Black people decades later.

“[‘Strange Fruit’] preserves a portrait
of America that we still have not come
to terms with despite the civil rights
movement and despite the work of the
Equal Justice Initiative, for example,
or the Legacy Museum in Montgom-
ery; said Trost.

This was a movement that devel-
oped over decades during which a
repertoire of songs emerged, includ-
ing John Coltrane’s “Alabama,” Nina
Simone’s “Mississippi Goddam,” Sam
Cooke’s “A Change is Gonna Come”
and Mabhalia Jackson’s performances
of several gospel songs like “How I
Got Over” at the March on Washing-
ton.

However, protest music didn’t only
exist during the civil rights move-
ment.

Jennifer Caputo, The University
of Alabama New College and New
College life track senior instructor
who specializes in music and social
protest, said music has been utilized
throughout history in different social
movements, labor unions, geograph-
ical locations and historical periods;
for example, during the Holocaust.

According to the United States Holo-
caust Memorial Museum, during the
Holocaust, many Jewish people living
in ghettos and concentration camps
turned to music as a way to preserve
their humanity. Operas and art songs
were produced and performed by
prisoners of some of the camps.

“It helped not only the people
who were living under such terrible
conditions, and helped them have
something to live for, but it also still
reminded those who were forced to
work as the security forces, soldiers,
etc. that these people are human and
they’re doing human things, they have
culture, they’re producing music,” Ca-
puto said. “So it’s one of the things we
look at in terms of music, it may not
be that the music itself is the protest,
but the act of singing the act of per-
forming music makes you human,
and it could make others empathize
with you as a human being.”

Not only did protest music showcase
the plight of people who were facing
horrific experiences, but it also creat-
ed a sense of community in times of
adversity.

For Anne Powers, a music critic at
NPR, her first foray into protest mu-
sic was an anti-nuclear proliferation
rally in Seattle when she was in high
school.

At the protest, they sang along to
anthems like “My Mom’s a Feminist,”
and Powers has been interested in
protest music ever since.

“As I became aware of the diversi-
ty and global reach of protest music,
I came to understand that it's not a
genre or a style, but a method of en-
gagement,” said Powers.

Powers said protest music can take
the form of spirituals like “We Shall
Overcome,” pop anthems like Hel-
en Reddys “I Am Woman,” funk
breakdowns like James Brown’s “Say
It Loud (I'm Black and I'm Proud),”
punk rants like the Sex Pistols “An-
archy in the U.K.” and hip hop joints
like Kendrick Lamar’s “Alright.”

While protest music is a genreless
sound that has stood the test of time
when discussing protest music and its
evolution, its important to consider
an artist’s intent.

Powers said music becomes protest
music through the intention of the
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