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Popular Music and the
Civil Rights Movement

Reebee Garofalo

When political activists think about the music of the Civil Rights
Movement, they are likely to focus on union songs and spirituals like
“Which Side Are You On,” “This Little Light of Mine,” “Keep Your Eyes on
the Prize,” “This Land is Your Land,” “Down by the Riverside,” and, of
course, “We Shall Overcome.” With their roots in the labor movement and
the culture of the black church, the springboards for most civil rights
organizing, these songs were critical to activists in the movement. They
raised our consciousness, energized our day-to-day political work, and
provided us with moments of celebration in the struggle. These were, in
the words of Bernice Reagon, the “songs that moved the movement.” To
the nation-at-large, however, these songs often served as little more than
the musical background for terrifying newscasts of racial violence. Interest-
ingly, as the Civil Rights Movement exploded on the national scene, its
impact on the national consciousness was more clearly reflected in popular
music. As always, this was the music that moved the mass audience.

As any social phenomenon attains national recognition, popular
music can be used as an important socio-political indicator of that struggle.
In the case of Civil Rights, the trajectory of the entire movement can be
traced through an analysis of trends in popular music from 1954 through
1973. Such analyses are often limited to a consideration of changes in lyric
content. While there is no question that these changes are, at times,
powerful, it is also important to note that changes in musical form, tone,
instrumentation, production style, and personnel can be more telling. One
pattern refated to the Civil Rights Movement is that innovation in these latter
areas generally preceded changes in lyric content.

Civil rights activity heated up in the 1950s when a new, activist black
clergy, with the Rev. Martin Luther King, Jr., atits forefront, began to form
political alliances with secular organizations like the NAACP, CORE, and,
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sit-ins, freedom rides, the March on Washington, and the Mississippi
Summer Project, 2 new phenomenon appeared in popular music—the “gir]
groups.” Black female vocal groups such as the Shirelles ("Wili You Love
Me Tomorrow™), the Crystals (“He's a Rebel™), the Chiffons (“He's So Fine™),
and the Ronnettes (“Be My Baby”) provided a polar opposite to the white
males in the pop market. Comresponding to the increase in civil rights
activism, there were more black women——indeed, with the continued
success of artists like Sam Cooke and Ray Charles, more black artists of both
genders—on the pop charts in the early sixties than at any point in history,
In 1962, 42 percent of the best-selling singles of the year were by black
artists. Their music was a refreshing change of pace (and race) in the pop
market.

It was zlso during this period that Berry Gordy founded the most
significant black-owned record label ever—Motown, until recently the
centerpiece of the largest black-owned corporation in the United States,
There can be no doubt that the growing Civil Rights Movement provided a
climate which encouraged the development of such an enterprise. Gordy
‘was briliantas a producer in that he'was able to incorporate white audience
tastes without abandoning a black sound. In the process he created 2
formula that was the perfect metaphor for the early Civil Rights Move-
ment—upbeat black pop that was acceptable to a white audience, irresista-
bly danceable, and not threatening fo anyone in tone or content. Dozens
of early Motown releases such asthe the Marveliettes’ “Please, Mr. Postman”
(1961), “Dancing in the Streets” by Martha and the Vandellas (1963), the
Supremes’ “Where Did Our Love Go” (1964), or “My Girl” by the Tempta-
tions (1965) could serve as examples.

While the influence of the early Civil Rights Movement clearly ex-

tended to the music business, the major pop styles still showed virtually no

changein lyric content. During this period, civil rights texts were performed
mainly in the folk idiom and, to a lesser exteny, injazz. Atthe time, however,
even these musics experienced some brief successes in the pop market.
In folk music, whether one looked at old-timers like Pete Seeger or
new-comers like Joan Baez, the best-known performers who addressed
civil rights themes in their music were white. This phenomenon probably
had more to do with the process of becoming famous in the United States
than who was performing civil rights-related material. In the context of the
integrationist phase of the Civil Rights Movement, it was not identified as a
major contradiction. The new-comer who became the most famous of all
the folkies was, of course, the enigmatic Bob Dylan. With selections like
“Oxford Town” (1962) and “The Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll* (1963),
Diylan was early on proclaimed a “leader” of the Civil Rights Movement. He
performed his “Only a Pawn in Their Game,” a song about the murder of
civil rights leader Medgar Evers, at the 1963 March on Washington. That

Popular Music and the Civl Righis Movement/235

same year, the more commercial Peter, Paul, and Mary scored a Top Ten
pop hit with Dylan’s “Blowin’ in the Wind.”

Soon a number of black folk artists like the classically-trained Odetta,
the unorthedox Richie Havens, and the gospel-influenced Staple Singers
also gained prominence as voices of the Civil Rights Movement. As more
black performers achieved recognition, the style of civil rights-related music
moved closer to pop production. The Staple Singers, for example, per-
formed “We Shall Overcome” with electric guitar and drums. Of critical
importance in linking “folk consciousness” with pop appeal was the often
under-appreciated Curtis Mayfield. Like fellow Chicagoan Sam Cooke
before him, Mayfield left the gospel choir for the secular world of popular
music, there to become, in the words of Nelson George, “black music's most
unflagging civil rights champion.” With his pop/gospel trio, the Impres-
sions, Mayfield utilized full studio production to achieve major pop suc-
cesses with a series of “sermon” songs like “Keep on Pushing” and “Amen”
in 1964, and “People Get Ready” in 1965, In 1964, Sam Cooke, inspired by
Dylan’s “Blowin’ in the Wind,” tentatively attempted a similar fusion with
“A Change is Gonna Come.” By the tirne the record was released as a single,
though, Cocke had already been shot to death under unsavory circum-
stances. When his fiend Malcolm X was assassinated on February 21, 1965,
just two months later, “A Change is Gonna Come” was a pop hit. It stands
as Cooke’s monument to civil rights.

From Integration to Black Power

For the Civil Rights Movement, 1965 was a pivotal year. Activists
marched in Alabama from Selma to Montgomery. The Voting Rights Act
was passed. Rioting broke out in Watts, ushering in an era of urban unrest.
And Stokely Carmichael coined the term “Black Power.” In the jazz arena,
Nina Simone captured the tenor of the times, in content and in tone, as her
1965 recording of “Mississippi Goddam” anticipated the militance that was
about to erupt (just as her “Backlash Blues” would anticipate the reaction).
This transformation was also reflected in black popular music but, again,
changes in form, tone, and production style preceded changes in lyric
confent.

As the liberal Civil Rights Movement gave way to the more radical
demand for black power, Motown’s hegemony over black pop was suc-
cessfully challenged by a resurgence of closer-to-the-roots, hard-driving
thythm and blues from the Memphis-Muscle Shoals region of the deep
South. Chiefly responsible for the popularization of Southern soul, as this
music was called, was a short-lived but highly successful collaboration
between Atlantic Records and a number of Southern studios, most notably
Stax in Memphis and Fame in Muscle Shoals, Alabama. From 1965 on, artists
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next few years. “Family Affair,” released as a single in 1971, was Sly and the
Family Stone’s last Top Ten pop single. .
The year 1971 was, in fact, 2 watershed year for the Civil Righes
Movement as reflected in popular music. Recalling the heyday of the Black
Panthers, John Lennon’s exhortation, “Power (o the People,” tried to offer
an upbeat anthem. But, Bob Dylan’s tribute to the memory of slain black
leader “George Jackson® reminded us that the more radical elements in the

struggle for black liberation had already been neutralized. The confusion -

and disillusionment of the period were evident in Marvin Gaye's “Whar's
Goint’ On” and “Inner City Blues,” both of 1971, On a more positive note
Aretha Franklin's recording of Nina Simone's “Young, Gifted, and wwmnw.w
that same year captured the spirit of a comraunity which had weathered a
storm of urban viclence. Her stirring celebration of black pride provided
the musical capstone for a decade of civil rights struggle.

The Return to “Normalcy”

As radicalism in the black community was systematically repressed
either by the cooptation of key leaders or the more sinister effectiveness of
the FBI's COINTELPRO agenda, there was a corresponding decline in the
populasity of the more militant sounding rhythm and blues from the deep
South. By the early 1670s, Stax had begun its descent into bankruptey, the
other ploneers of the Memphis-Muscle Shoals axis were no longer produc-
ing thythm and blues, and even Atlantic had changed direction to focus on
its British rock acts. Adantic’s Jerry Wexler explained that radio stations
didn't want to “burden” their listeners “with the sound of breaking glass in
Waltts or the sirens coming from Detroit, which is what r1&b music meant at
the time...so they took most of it off the radic,”

Reflecting the “quieter” mood of the early 1970s, the black popular
music which came to the fore was the “soft soul” sound pioneered by the
Philadelphia-based writer-producer team of Kenny Gamble and Leon Huff,
and producer-arranger Thom Bell, Joining forces with Sigma Sound mﬁc&om“
in Philadelphia, they developed the style in the late 1960s, working with
artists like Jerry Butler and the Intruders, and Delfonics, whose classic 1968
hit, “1a La Means I Love You,” was a harbinger of sounds to come. But the
Philadelphia enterprise didn’t hit its stride until 1971, with the formation of
Philadelphia Intemational Records (PIR) and 2 distribution deal with CBS
Records. Employing lush orchestral arrangements over a polite rhythmic
pulse, groupslike the Stylistics (“*You Make Me Feel Brand New"), produced
by Thom Bell for the Avco label, and Harold Melvin and the Blue Notes (“If
You Don’t Know Me By Now™) and the O’Tays (“Back Stabbers,” “Love
Frain”), produced by Gamble and Huff on PIR, set the standard in black
pop for the next few years.
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Personally, Gamble was a nationalist with inclinations toward Islam.
He saw PIR as a platform for pushing a message. “Along the way, Gamble
and Huff comtemplated slavery (the O'Jays’ miniepic "Ship AHoy™), ecol-
ogy (“The Air I Breathe™, spiritual enlightment (“Wake Up Everybody™,
corruption (“Bad Luck”), and the male-dominated nuclear family (“Family
Reunion™.” In the context of the increasingly conservative Nixon-Ford
era, however, certain aspects of nationalism—Ilike the economic self-suffi-

- ciency provided by the CBS distribution deal—were as likely to resonate

with Nixon’s call for “black capitalism” as with the development of a strong
opposition movement. (In 1972, even James Brown endorsed Nixon for the
presidency.) The bottom line was that Gamble and Huff infused the market
with romantic ballads and stylish dance music more than they rejuvenated
the movement with a message of black liberation. Other artists like the
Chicago-based Chi-Lites (“Oh Girl”), the ever-changing Isley Brothers
(“That Lady™), and the Spinners (*Could it be I'm Falling in Love™ from
Detroit quickly tuned into the new soft sound. Even Southern soul yielded
the velvety smooth Al Green (“Let's Stay Together,” “Tm Still in Love With
You™. .

" wWith the movementin disarray, civilrights themes were onthe decline
in popular music. Among the soft soul groups, the Chi-Lites had a pop hit
with “(For God's Sake) Give More Power to the People” in 1971. War scored
with “The World is a Ghetto” in 1972, By 1973, only Stevie Wonder's "Living
for the City” was noticeable in the pop singles market. More to the point,
the softer production style of the ascending Philadelphia sound clearly
signaled the end of an era of turmoil, ferment, and rebellion, as it provided
one of the formative influences for the style that would dominate the latter
falf of the decade——disco. Interestingly, in 1972, an all-time high of 44
percent of the best-selling singles of the year were by artists of color,

By the early seventies, the Civil Rights Movement appeared to have
run its course. Activists knew that the issues it raised would surface again
in different contexts and new organizational forms, but for the time being
the movement had been forceably rendered dormant, its 20-year history of
peaks and valleys, successes and failures, contradictions and divergent
tendencies chronicled in popular music. Struck most by the recollection of
progressive change, Curtis Mayfield offered the following summationof the
previous decade:

You know, to talk about the *60s almost brings teals 1o my €yes.
What we did. What we alt did. We changed the world—me, us,
Smokey Robinson, Jerry Butler, the Temptations, Aretha, Otis,
Gladys Knight, James Brown. We really did. Barriers broke down
forus, And for ali black musicians afterwards. I mean, to have lived
through that, and to have been a part of that, js more than anyone
can ask.”
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