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Music as Protest Art

Protest songs bring music and message to people. In the following activities, you will remix lyrics from famous
protest songs in U.S. history to create your own protest piece related to an issue you care about deeply. Then,
analyze a political protest song and explore how it is used in social media today.

Music has been at the center of expressing protest and speaking out against social injustice from the American
Revolutionary era to the Black Lives Matter protests in the summer of 2020.

"Yankee Doodle" is widely regarded as the first American protest song, though it was originally written by British soldiers
to mock the Americans and then adopted by the colonists as a rallying song for revolution.

"Free America" was another one of the first protest songs. It was composed by Joseph Warren, the man who enlisted
Paul Revere and William Dawes to spread the alarm that the British were coming on April 18, 1775.

Watch on YouTube

A Jewish poet, Abel Meeropol (pseudonym Lewis Allen), wrote the song "Strange Fruit," which was sung by Billie Holiday
to close her concerts (Blues as Protest, Library of Congress).

223

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Yankee_Doodle_(choral).ogg
https://songofamerica.net/song/free-america/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9iBK2l3LrWQ&autoplay=1
https://loc.gov/item/ihas.200197401
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9iBK2l3LrWQ&autoplay=1


Woody Guthrie, born in Oklahoma in 1912, became a voice for ordinary people after traveling the country during the
economic hard times of the Great Depression. His ballad "This Land Is Your Land" is one of 3000 songs he wrote during
his lifetime.

In the current era, Black artists are speaking aggressively against White racism through music. 

Activity 1: Remix Lyrics into Your Own Protest Song
Review The History of American Protest Music, from "Yankee Doodle" to Kendrick Lamar, Vox, May 22, 2017.
Then, remix song lyrics from historical American protest songs into your own song of protest for an issue of
interest to you today.

Songs you might include:
Go Down Moses
John Brown's Body
The Battle Hymn of the Republic
Strange Fruit
This Land Is Your Land
Blowin' in the Wind
A Change is Going to Come

Designing for Learning: Student-Created Activity Example

Remix Lyrics into Your Own Protest Song by Justin Tralongo

Activity 2: Analyze Political Songs on Social Media
Find a song that expresses political protest.
Research the song:

What is the main political message behind the lyrics?
What was the social, historical, and cultural context of the song?
What impact did the song make?

Search this song on social media, including TikTok and YouTube. What are some ways young people engage with
the song today?

What kind of comments do they get from posting the song?
Does sharing the song on social media help raise awareness of the political issue?

Present your findings in the form of a podcast or music video. 

Designing for Learning: Student-Created Activity Example

Analyze Political Songs on Social Media by Mitchell Regan
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http://resourcesforhistoryteachers.pbworks.com/w/page/125351624/Woody%20Guthrie%2C%20Singer%2C%20Songwriter%2C%20Activist
https://www.vox.com/culture/2017/4/12/14462948/protest-music-history-america-trump-beyonce-dylan-misty
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1ou212RTRApRPgpcFzqLR1kz_udSCJnnIr4fjXCkg3tw/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.radiox.co.uk/features/x-lists/best-protest-songs/
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1YMVhXBhqUU4qDBLO1jYNpMG0IzAl_YLSJ3OndOm6C6k/edit?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1JqboPk8g8XkcVDEPttWSb-2eyUnqVp8P/view?usp=sharing


Additional Resources
From Lil Baby to T-Pain: 10 New Black Lives Matter Protest Songs That You Have to Hear
Social Justice Songs for Kids: A Playlist
Why 2020's Protest Songs Aren't Part of a Passing Trend, Billboard (December 19, 2020)

Connecting to the Building Democracy for All eBook

Building Democracy for All: How Can Books and Music Express Political Protests?
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https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/hip-hop/9402496/black-lives-matter-protest-songs-2020
https://www.rebekahgienapp.com/social-justice-songs/
https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/hip-hop/9501406/biggest-protest-songs-2020-new-impact
https://edtechbooks.org/democracy/protest#h2_doxgd


Connecting to the Standards

Massachusetts Civics & Government Standards
Examine the role of political protest in a democracy. (Massachusetts Curriculum Framework for
History and Social Studies) [8.T4.12]

ISTE Standards
Digital Citizen

2c: Students demonstrate an understanding of and respect for the rights and obligations of using
and sharing intellectual property.

Knowledge Constructor
3a: Students plan and employ effective research strategies to locate information and other
resources for their intellectual or creative pursuits.
3b: Students evaluate the accuracy, perspective, credibility and relevance of information, media,
data or other resources.
3d: Students build knowledge by actively exploring real-world issues and problems, developing
ideas and theories and pursuing answers and solutions.

Creative Communicator
6a: Students choose the appropriate platforms and tools for meeting the desired objectives of
their creation or communication.
6b: Students create original works or responsibly repurpose or remix digital resources into new
creations.
6d: Students publish or present content that customizes the message and medium for the
intended audiences.

DLCS Standards
Ethics and Laws (CAS.b)
Digital Tools (DTC.a)
Collaboration and Communication (DTC.b)
Research (DTC.c)

English Language Arts > History/Social Studies Common Core Standards
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.4
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.5
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.6-8.6
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.4
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.9-10.5
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.4
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RH.11-12.5
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https://www.doe.mass.edu/frameworks/hss/2018-12.pdf
https://www.iste.org/standards/for-students
https://www.doe.mass.edu/stem/dlcs/?section=planningtools
https://www.thecorestandards.org/ELA-Literacy/RH/introduction/
https://edtechbooks.org/license/cc_by-nc-sa


This content is provided to you freely by EdTech Books.

Access it online or download it at https://edtechbooks.org/mediaandciviclearning/music_protest.
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https://edtechbooks.org/mediaandciviclearning/music_protest
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