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Singing for Freedom in the Black Civil Rights Movement

“The movement without songs would have been like birds without wings.”

-  John Lewis


Singing played a prominent role in the black struggle for freedom throughout the civil rights movement.  The exuberant faith and spirits of the people were captured in songs and prayer.  Their voices let out cries of fear and desperation but also of determination and hope.  Singing allowed the people to communicate their messages of freedom, equality, and unity among all people.  The power of music was evident to those involved with the civil rights movement: Andrew Young testifies in his book, An Easy Burden, that through music black people could “transcend all difficulties and forge new determination, new faith and strength…” (183).  The songs represented changes the activists demanded of the world as well as the changes in themselves.  During a time of oppression and resistance, singing was not only a form of change but also the protesters’ source for communication, unity, and most importantly, freedom.


Black activists used their singing as a vehicle for communicating their emotions of anger and fear in a peaceful and nonviolent manner.  In some traditions, African Americans felt it was inappropriate to be confrontational and speak their negative feelings so singing served as a safe outlet for releasing intense feelings regarding the white’s hostility and brutality toward them.  Furthermore, singing was an act that was less likely to be suppressed by the police.  However, in an account where their freedom to sing was threatened, activists in jail opted to have their mattresses taken away rather than have their “souls” taken away (Sanger 36). Many of the blacks’ rights had already been unjustly denied, why allow the oppressors to gain more power by denying their freedom to sing? There was great spiritual power that the blacks experienced through songs – it was a way of expressing as well as evoking emotions.  Singing gave the activists an inherent edge over their oppressors, something that could not be stripped away.  Andrew Young was right when he stated that the authorities could not confiscate music – that music to blacks was the “gift to themselves, a bottomless reservoir of spiritual power” (183).   The comforts of a mattress could not compare to the comfort and power of being able to express oneself freely through song.   

The comfort that was found through singing came from the confidence blacks had in the songs they sung.  The songs of the civil rights activists were adapted from spirituals sang by their ancestors who were slaves.  Activists had personal confidence in these old spirituals because their ancestors had used them.  Singing produced a means of communication since the white slave owners limited talking and meetings among slaves. This method of interaction was used to help raise one another’s spirits during a trying time for black slaves.  Singing was a means of survival for slaves, which also rang true for blacks during the civil rights movement.  By drawing from their ancestors’ tactics, the civil rights activists were able to persevere and further empower their own cause.  Singing the adapted slave songs reminded activists of their heritage, giving them endurance and motivation to keep their “eyes on the prize”. 

Freedom was that “prize”, states Kerran L. Sanger in “When the Spirit Says Sing!”  According to the songs that were sung, the primary goal of the civil rights movement was not justice, equality, equal rights, nor was it civil rights.  The all-encompassing goal was freedom - hence the commonly used term, “freedom songs”.  It is apparent through the lyrics of specific songs that the central theme of the movement was freedom:

We are fighting for our freedom

We shall not be moved,

We are fighting for our freedom,

We shall not be moved,

Just like a tree, planted by the water,

We shall not be moved. (Sanger 169)

Many songs like this one, explicitly illustrate that the blacks’ desire was for freedom.  In this case, repetitive lyrics communicate the singer’s intentions to persevere - that they will stand firm “like a tree, planted by the water”, unyielding to any outside forces.  In other examples, titles of the songs themselves reveal their purpose: “Oh Freedom”, “Over My Head I See Freedom in the Air”, and “Woke Up This Morning With My Mind Set on Freedom” (Sanger 72), which all convey the persistent goal of freedom. 


For the singers, freedom was not something abstract or ambiguous – it could be seen – “Over My Head I See Freedom in the Air”.  The activists believed freedom was a tangible thing or physical place that could be attained or reached.  How could they get their hands on freedom? How could they get to that place? Freedom for blacks meant being able to have what the whites had, and not be in a place where the whites were not.  For 

example, in the song “Oh Freedom”, blacks sing of “no more weeping”, “no more burning churches”, “no more jail houses” and many other injustices they had to undergo (Sanger 115).  Blacks had to suffer unjust consequences for harmless actions – for the rights that should have protected them.  Those “harmless actions” included marching, picketing, voting, singing and any other action that the pursuit of freedom demanded. The right to these opportunities and the end of the oppressions would put the blacks a few steps closer to reaching equality with white Americans, and ultimately, their goal of freedom. 

In order to facilitate the attainment of freedom, the civil rights activists utilized singing as one of their main strategies of civil disobedience. According to Bernice Johnson Reagon, singing unified the people and neutralized any divisions among them (online source).  The reason being that singing helped build up relationships in the black community, allowing the group to work harmoniously.  The movement called for vast numbers of supporters that were willing to participate in protest movements and demonstrations, bringing together different kinds of people.  Class and age barriers were broken as blacks of the young and old, the educated and uneducated joined forces.  Singing provided the diverse group with a common language as well as a feeling of equality - freedom songs were constructed so that everyone had a role, so anyone could sing. Group participation songs facilitated community building by using the call and response style of black singing – allowing all members to become involved in the movement either by calling out and leading the group or singing in response to the call.  Loud or quiet, confrontational or not, all personalities of people were united in the fight for freedom simply through singing.  Establishment of unity was essential in counteracting white oppressors’ attempts to divide and isolate the black people. 


Blacks wanted unity not only among themselves, but also among people as a whole.  Many of the freedom songs recognized that whites, as a group, were allies: 


We’re gonna ride for civil rights,


We’re gonna ride both for black and white


I know what I think is right,


Freedom in the souls of black and white. (Sanger, 191)

The songs were not aimed at threatening whites but getting them to relate to the blacks’ struggle for civil rights.  Blacks appealed to whites for support – they wanted observers to see that their demonstrations were peaceful and positive.  Activists drew attention to the movement through singing.  The media captured the sights and sounds of protesters for all of America to see, by portraying contrasts between the actions of blacks and of whites.  Viewers saw blacks as religious and harmonious while the white police demonstrated violent behaviors – using fire hoses and dogs on activists.  Which scene would America choose to identify with? Could a simple act as singing spark positive relations among blacks and whites?  Singers believed it could.  By singing a representation of themselves – their suffering and struggle as well as their perseverance and hope - the black activists believed they could influence and change negative perceptions the white Americans had of them. 


Perhaps the civil rights activists were able to change the negative views and perceptions of others.  Perhaps the more important message that came across was that they were able to transform and define themselves.  Through singing, blacks were able to liberate – although perhaps not as a race, but as individuals.  Singing created a new and positive self-definition for activists – giving them a newfound sense of freedom.  Transformations could be seen in the people and heard through the songs.  In response to the changes seen in themselves, black activists created new songs while old songs were given fresh sounds and lyrics that were continuously being adapted to accommodate specific movements.  The songs provided spiritual nourishment and new life – “affirming the joy of coming alive, of becoming new persons” (Sanger 9).  Singing offered a renewed strength for the blacks to overcome their enemies.


Singing during the civil rights movement clearly facilitated the black struggle for freedom and equality.  In a way, through singing – being able to express their frustrations and pleas, blacks gained a sense of liberation for themselves while communicating their message to America: 


We shall stand together… Black and white together…


The truth will make us free… We shall all be free…


The whole wide world around…


We’ll walk hand in hand… (Sanger 166)

Blacks sang of rising above their trials, that one day blacks and whites would be working together to claim freedom for all.  The Freedom Songs would continue to remind the country of the African American’s tremendous effort and of their only petition - freedom.  Lyrics of those songs can still be heard today, echoed in Martin Luther King’s “dream”: 

“…Black men and white men…will be able to join hands and sing in the words of that old Negro spiritual, ‘Free at last! Free at last! Thank God almighty we are free at last!’” (Salmond 79)

The powerful words of song can be remembered decades later – reminiscent of the hopes and dreams of blacks during the civil rights movement and even today.  Singing assumed the powerful role of armor – serving as protection against the oppressors and comfort for the oppressed.  

