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CHAPTER ONE

Freedom Singers of
the Civil Rights Movement:
Delivering a Message on the Front Lines

The civil rights movement achieved its greatest triumphs by bringing to the
fore issues of human and constitutional rights, morality, power relations,
race, and culture, and giving these abstract concepts concrete shape in the
hearts and minds of the American public. Movement activists accomplished
this through a series of direct action nonviolent protests designed to call
attention to the injustices of southern segregationist society. Many of the
most celebrated direct action campaigns in the movement, from the Mont-
gomery bus boycott to the lunch counter sit-ins and the Freedom Rides,
involved activists’ efforts to desegregate public accommodations. Thus the
transformation of public space represented one of the movement’s most vis-
ible and central concerns, and these campaigns spawned a body of freedom
songs that became integral to movement strategy. The activists who sang
these songs mobilized music as part of the daily struggle waged in the pub-
lic spaces of the South. The term “freedom singer” applied to anyone who
sang songs as part of the civil rights movement. Local campaigns also gen-
erated several freedom-singing ensembles that formed to lend their vocal
capacities to the struggle. These included the Montgomery Gospel Trio, the
Nashville Quartet, the CORE Freedom Singers, the Alabama Christian
Movement Choir, and the SNCC Freedom Singers.1 In this chapter I focus
primarily on the activities of the larger, more general body of freedom
singers, highlighting at the end the SNCC Freedom Singers, who, apart
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Freedom Singers of the Civil Rights Movement 21

from television, did the most to spread the movement’s music outside the
South.

The evolution of the freedom singers’ use of music—first overcoming a
reluctance to singing in public spaces, then using singing to demonstrate
courage and resolve to white authorities, and reworking lyrics to fit different
situations of social contestation—demonstrates that they possessed a self-
conscious awareness of the performative aspects of public singing and a con-
cern for its effects on various audiences that links them to more overtly the-
atrical groups such as the Living Theatre, the Diggers, the Art Workers
Coalition, and the Guerrilla Art Action Group. Later, after freedom singing
was well established as an essential tactic within the movement and as a central
part of movement culture, the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee
sponsored a formal group, the SNCC Freedom Singers, to travel outside the
South and perform in concert halls to publicize the cause. With the develop-
ment of this handpicked group of excellent singing voices who comprised the
SNCC Freedom Singers, the performances of the larger, anonymous legions
of freedom singers in the South appeared in more conventional ways and in
more traditional venues.

Freedom singers sought primarily to advance the integrationist and egalitar-
ian goals of the early civil rights movement. Despite the considerable recog-
nition they received for their music, artistic concerns remained secondary to
their roles as activists in a mass democratic movement. Singing, therefore, was
important as a tactic, an aspect of movement culture rather than an expression
of art for art’s sake. Though this difference separated freedom singers from,
for instance, the Living Theatre, for whom artistic concerns were always sali-
ent, it is less obvious in relation to the Diggers, the Art Workers Coalition,
and the Guerrilla Art Action Group, whose expressions were inseparable from
the social, political, and cultural upheavals of the sixties.

Though it was not inevitable that freedom singing would play as prominent
a role in the civil rights movement as it did, an African American tradition of
using music for social protest dated back to the days of slavery. Before the
Civil War, slaves used music to resist oppression, singing spirituals about the
“freedom train” that served as coded language to help relay practical informa-
tion for escaping slavery via the Underground Railroad. Runaway slaves also
sang to bolster their hope and resolve in the face of danger; FrederickDouglass
recounts that the spiritual “Run to Jesus” signified not just the solace of the
“world of spirits” but “a speedy pilgrimage toward a free state” in the here and
now. This use of music as a tool of resistance continued during the Jim Crow
era as African American spirituals were sung to provide comfort in everyday
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22 Chapter One

life under racial oppression and in situations of social contestation. For in-
stance, during the Atlanta riots of 1906, the black community sang a version
of “Oh Freedom,” with its statement of defiance, “And before I’ll be a slave /
I’ll be buried in my grave,” which later became a staple of the sixties move-
ment. In the 1930s the Southern Tenant Farmers Union, which included
numerous black locals, sang another future freedom song, “We Shall Not Be
Moved,” in its efforts to confront the poverty and oppression rural sharecrop-
pers endured.2 Thus singing in the civil rights movement traced a lineage back
through African American history; yet in the early sixties, activists came to
employ singing on an unprecedented scale, mobilizing freedom songs as a
ubiquitous part of the movement’s activities from mass meetings to direct
action confrontations.

Despite the breadth of singing in the movement, adopting black spirituals
did not necessarily come naturally to the middle-class black students in
SNCC, the group most responsible for making singing a central element of
movement strategy. These students were upwardly mobile, and some of them
linked spirituals with slavery and social backwardness. Bernice Reagon has
argued that the southern black colleges “as a general rule, attempted to free
students from cultural traditions and ties that were distinctly rural, Black and
old-fashioned.” Rather than the music of the traditional church, black college
choirs substituted meticulously arranged “Negro spirituals,” which used typi-
cally European harmonies and musical structures. This formal training
wrought a cumulative effect on black college students. Guy Carawan, music
director at Highlander Folk School, referred to the students’ singing prior to
the sit-ins as “stilted and formal and showing a basic lack of pride in their
traditional music.”3

Yet the traditional spirituals supplied a body of songs with which middle-
class students and rural sharecroppers were both familiar, and which could be
easily altered or “updated” to address the most timely and pressing issues.4

Movement activists made a conscious decision to use traditional black music,
in conjunction with other forms such as rhythm and blues and gospel, because
they believed it could provide a valuable historical link to a tradition of black
social contestation. Mobilized in a variety of different situations, singing
emerged as the most visible element in the movement culture of SNCC and
the larger civil rights movement.5

By 1964, SNCC’s movement culture included coed and interracial housing
in Mississippi’s “freedom houses,” and even occasional marijuana smoking.
The liberalized sexual mores and experimental use of substances that this
culture facilitated are phenomena that many historians of the sixties assume
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Freedom Singers of the Civil Rights Movement 23

that the counterculture invented. Yet SNCC’s “communal clustering” antici-
pated the wider countercultural movement of the mid- and late sixties.
SNCC’s communal ethos, in which singing functioned as an “organizational
glue,” links them to groups more closely associated with the counterculture,
such as the Living Theatre and the Diggers, both of which pursued communal
lifestyles more self-consciously.6 The continuity of this communal impulse
suggests an area of overlap between the political Left and the counterculture.

More than a part of movement culture, singing served as a deliberate and
conscious movement tactic. It provided a means of reorienting black cultural
identity and affirming a positive link with African American cultural heritage
and with traditions of black protest. Prior to the civil rights movement, many
African Americans suffered a negative self-image and feelings of inferiority to
whites that stemmed from the lingering effects of slavery-era oppressions as
well as the legal inequalities of the Jim Crow South.7 Initially the movement
focused on this publicly codified inequality, arguing that blacks should have
access to the same rights and privileges of citizenship that whites enjoyed. As
early as 1962, however, students in SNCC began to question assimilation,
integration, and legal equality as the movement’s ultimate goals. They argued
that an enhanced sense of black cultural identity and of economic justice were
necessary to create a racially egalitarian nation. Ultimately these sentiments
evolved into the ideas of “Black Power” and black nationalism that dominated
African American discourse by the late sixties, which transformed the civil
rights movement from a struggle for integration to a struggle for identity in a
society that activists wanted to remake in order to accommodate pluralism. By
making the cultural link to traditional African American music, the freedom
singers played a vital role in this transition from the early movement’s con-
cerns with social relations and voting rights to the focus of Black Power on
economic self-determination and cultural expression.

Singing bridged a social gap between the middle-class black college students
in SNCC and rural southern blacks, which served SNCC’s goal of fostering
indigenous leadership in rural black communities. Singing created a sense of
unity within the movement and conveyed this unity to the public outside the
movement. Moreover, activists regarded singing as crucial to overcoming fear
and sustaining courage in the face of violence and hardship. As the forum for
freedom songs was increasingly a public one, singing became an outward
demonstration of resolve, both to hostile authorities and to Americans outside
the South. Finally, singing helped create public sympathy for the civil rights
movement. This was accomplished not only through the efforts of the formal
group of SNCC Freedom Singers, but through the masses of grassroots civil
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24 Chapter One

rights activists for whom such songs, as “We Shall Overcome,” “Keep Your
Eyes on the Prize,” and “This Little Light ofMine” came to accompany almost
every movement activity from meetings to mass demonstrations. The freedom
singers forged new parameters of public performance, and were thus part of a
constellation of cultural shifts that cleared space for groups such as the Living
Theatre, the Diggers, the Art Workers Coalition, and the Guerrilla Art Action
Group.

Letting the Light Shine: Singing and Black Cultural Identity

The February 1, 1960, sit-in by four black college students at a Woolworth’s
lunch counter in Greensboro, North Carolina, marked a turning point in the
civil rights movement. This demonstration initiated a more confrontational
phase of the movement in which students figured prominently, using tactics
of nonviolent direct action civil disobedience to protest segregation. The
Greensboro sit-in inspired the formation of SNCC in April 1960 and spurred
several other sit-in demonstrations, most notably in Nashville, Tennessee.
When students from Baptist Theological Seminary, Tennessee State Univer-
sity, and Fisk University started the Nashville sit-ins eight days after Greens-
boro, singing began to assume an even greater centrality to the civil rights
struggle.

With “I’m Gonna Sit at the Welcome Table,” SNCC used a traditional
tune, kept some verses intact to retain its religious meaning, and added new
topical verses typifying the movement’s concern with transforming the public
space:

I’m gonna sit at the welcome table,
I’m gonna sit at the welcome table one of these days, hallelujah,
I’m gonna sit at the welcome table,
I’m gonna sit at the welcome table one of these days.

I’m gonna walk these streets of glory,
I’m gonna walk these streets of glory one of these days, hallelujah,
I’m gonna walk these streets of glory,
I’m gonna walk these streets of glory one of these days.

I’m gonna get my civil rights,
I’m gonna get my civil rights one of these days, hallelujah,
I’m gonna get my civil rights,
I’m gonna get my civil rights one of these days.

I’m gonna sit at Woolworth’s lunch counter,
I’m gonna sit at Woolworth’s lunch counter one of these days, hallelujah,
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Freedom Singers of the Civil Rights Movement 25

I’m gonna sit at Woolworth’s lunch counter,
I’m gonna sit at Woolworth’s lunch counter one of these days.8

Highlighting activists’ call for inclusion at the pedestrian “lunch counter” and
the exalted “streets of glory,” “I’m Gonna Sit at the Welcome Table” infused
their worldly goals with a spiritual dimension. Yet the importance to the
members of SNCC of access to public accommodations in and of itself should
not be understated. The same social ferment that produced the formation of
SNCC, a student-led organization in the vanguard of the civil rights move-
ment, propelled many young activists to examine and confront the segregated
public spaces of the South in the early sixties. Diane Nash, a student leader in
the Nashville sit-ins of 1960 remembered, “When I first came to Nashville, I
learned that there was only one movie theatre . . . to which Negroes could go
without having to enter through a back door or an alley entrance and climbing
up the ceiling or the balcony. . . . I noticed that the lives of the Negro students
in Nashville were, for the most part spent on campus . . . simply because there
was no place to go.” The ensuing Nashville desegregation campaign demon-
strated the students’ ardor for equal access to the city’s public spaces, as lunch
counter demonstrators endured cigarette burns and ketchup showers from
whites resisting challenges to the prevailing social order.9

Further north, in Cairo, Illinois, a campaign to desegregate a municipal
swimming pool produced “If You Miss Me at the Back of the Bus,” which
explicitly emphasized the movement’s focus on public life with lyrics such as
“If you miss me at the back of the bus, and you can’t find me nowhere / Come
on up to the front of the bus, I’ll be ridin’ up there”; “If you miss me at
Jackson State, and you can’t find me nowhere / Come on over to Ole Miss,
I’ll be studyin’ over there”; and “If you miss me in the Mississippi River, and
you can’t find me nowhere / Come on down to the city pool, I’ll be swimming
in there.”10 Like the earlier “I’m Gonna Sit at the Welcome Table,” “If You
Miss Me at the Back of the Bus” envisioned southern society remade, without
discriminatory regulations concerning seating on public transit, educational
opportunities, and access to recreational facilities.

In Nashville, young civil rights activists started to use music to overcome
ingrained feelings of inferiority to whites. For instance, James Bevel and Ber-
nard LaFayette, two members of a formal group of freedom singers known as
the Nashville Quartet, wrote a song called “Dog, Dog” which questioned,
from a child’s point of view, the southern practice of preventing the social
mixing of the races. “I lived next door to a man and he had a lot of children,
and so did my dad, but we weren’t allowed to play together because they were

This content downloaded from 76.250.202.194 on Mon, 25 Nov 2019 16:49:26 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



26 Chapter One

white,” Bevel explained. “But we had two dogs. He had a dog and we had a
dog. Our dogs would always play together . . . so we wrote this song for our
group.” The lyrics to “Dog, Dog” ask the question, “My dog a-love-a your
dog / and your dog a-love-a my dog / and then why can’t we sit under the
apple tree?”11 By posing the question of why social custom forbids children of
different races from playing together as their dogs do, Bevel and LaFayette
undermined segregation’s paramount ideological presumption, the notion of
black inferiority.

“Dog, Dog” represented an atypical freedom song as it was an original
composition, yet freedom songs adapted from existing songs also attempted
to dispel notions of black inferiority. For instance, “You’d Better Leave Segre-
gation Alone” reworked a rock ‘n’ roll song originally entitled “You Better
Leave My Little Kitten Alone” and included the lyrics “You’d better leave
segregation alone / Because they love segregation like a hound dog loves a
bone.” In this song, the freedom singers aimed the facetious admonition to
“leave segregation alone” at prospective activists, wryly weaving cautionary
tales of the depth of white zeal for the Jim Crow system with verses such as:
“Well I went down to the dime store to get myself some eats / They put me in
jail when I sat at them folks seat,” and “Well I went down to the dime store to
get myself a coke / the waitress looked at me and she thought it was a joke.”12

The phrase “like a hound dog loves a bone” also cast southern whites as
canines, portraying white segregationists as less civilized than blacks. The lyrics
of “You’d Better Leave Segregation Alone” employed an important strategy of
the larger civil rights movement by contrasting polite, civilized young black
college students with unruly, brutal white segregationists.

The largest body of freedom songs drew from black spirituals. “(Everybody
Says) Freedom” illustrates this most significant group of freedom songs. This
song was modeled on “Amen,” a spiritual that employed a one-word lyric,
“amen,” chanted over and over again. “(Everybody Says) Freedom,” like
“Amen,” made use of multi-part harmony and call-and-response vocal tech-
niques from traditional African American music. During the Nashville sit-ins
student activists changed the word “amen” to “freedom.” In the context of
confrontations with Nashville’s white segregationist establishment, this song
became a powerful statement of the movement’s preeminent goal. It also
signified racial pride by using the “Amen” melody, affirming the historical link
with previous generations of African Americans who struggled under slavery
and Jim Crow. SNCC’s John Lewis identified “(Everybody Says) Freedom” as
“the heart of the Nashville movement,” and commented that he felt “uplifted”
by the song.13 Lewis’s choice of words suggests that black college students,
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Freedom Singers of the Civil Rights Movement 27

through freedom songs, increasingly viewed traditional African American cul-
ture as a means to promote positive self-identity rather than as an unsophisti-
cated remnant of black life in a rural South they hoped to abandon.

Activists’ embrace of traditional black music developed during the sit-ins,
but singing had figured in the Montgomery bus boycott, as well, with familiar
Christian hymns such as “Onward Christian Soldiers,” “What a Fellowship,
What a Joy Divine,” “Lord I Want to Be a Christian in My Heart,” and even
“Battle Hymn of the Republic.” Julius Lester, then a Fisk University student,
commented that during the 1960 mass meetings in Nashville, activists “sang
‘Battle Hymn of the Republic’ to death, as well as a number of hymns.”14

Lester’s comment implies that staid Christian hymns seemed insufficient to
student activists engaged in the dynamic and confrontational new phase of the
movement that the sit-ins represented. During the Nashville sit-ins, freedom
singers replaced the hymns with traditional black spirituals, changing their
lyrics as necessary to reflect the daily confrontations and the ideological prin-
ciples of the movement.

The strategic choice of spirituals manifested black students’ growing sense
of positive cultural identity. “This Little Light of Mine” overtly reflected the
concern with promoting feelings of self-worth. “This little light of mine / I’m
gonna let it shine,” began the song, affirming a resolution to express oneself as
an individual. In the context of the civil rights movement, this amounted to a
statement of personal commitment to the struggle for equality. Yet later in the
song the subject changes from the first-person-singular “I” to the first-person-
plural “we”: “We’ve got the light of freedom / We’re gonna let it shine.” This
shift reflects three significant developments. First, it emphasizes the collective
nature of the civil rights struggle in which an affirmation of personal self-
worth and commitment became a resolution of action on the part of a larger
group of singers. Second, it also suggested the inverse, namely, that the height-
ened sense of personal identity generated a sense of group empowerment.
Finally, deploying the central image of the song, “light,” in the same phrase as
a key movement goal, “freedom,” established light as a metaphor for freedom
for the remainder of the song.15 In the Jim Crow South, where white suprem-
acy was so powerful and resistance so risky that it needed to be carried out
surreptitiously, declaring an intention to let the light of freedom “shine” dem-
onstrated an impulse toward self-expression regardless of the costs and a will-
ingness to confront the segregationists.

Movement activists understood that singing helped transform black iden-
tity to prepare for the civil rights struggle. “When I opened my mouth and
began to sing, there was a force and power within myself I had never heard
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before,” the freedom singer and historian Bernice Reagon remarked of her
personal transformation through music, “Somehow this music . . . released a
kind of power and required a level of concentrated energy I did not know I
had. I liked the feeling.”16 SNCC’s Cordell Reagon, who later became Bern-
ice’s husband, related the sense of personal empowerment singing provided to
the struggle for social and political change: “The music doesn’t change govern-
ments. Some bureaucrat or some politician isn’t going to be changed by some
music he hears. But we can change people- individual people. The people can
change governments.”17 His comment suggesting that the greatest value of
politicized cultural expressions may be in transforming individuals and mobi-
lizing them politically may be applied with at least equal veracity to the careers
of the Living Theatre, the Diggers, the Art Workers Coalition, and the Guer-
rilla Art Action Group.

Within the civil rights movement, recognition of music’s ability to em-
power individuals as activists was not limited to individuals in the vanguard,
such as Cordell Reagon; moderate movement leadership agreed on the value
of singing as well. For instance, the Reverend Wyatt Tee Walker, executive
assistant to the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. of the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference, noted the diversity of black Southerners he heard
singing “We Shall Overcome.” Walker concluded that “it generates power that
is indescribable” and “serves to keep body and soul together for a better day
which is not far off.”18 Dr. King himself observed of the same song, “We shall
overcome. That song really sticks with you, doesn’t it?”19

Bridging the Gap: Freedom Songs, SNCC, and
the Creation of Unity

Participants in the civil rights movement came from diverse backgrounds, and
singing helped foster a sense of common identity. Bernice Reagon identified
the repertoire of freedom songs as one of only a few resources with which
SNCC fieldworkers entered local communities. Organizing needs placed a
premium on fieldworkers doubling as good songleaders, since singing pro-
vided a means by which educated, often middle-class black student activists
could effectively communicate with poor rural black Southerners. When the
SMCC field secretary and veteran activist Charles Sherrod outlined effective
community organizing techniques at a 1963 conference, teaching freedom
songs appeared as the first item on his list.20 Freedom songs allowed diverse
groups of black people to bond more closely. “After the song,” Bernice Reagon
recalled, “the differences among us would not be so great. Somehow, making
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a song required an expression of that which was common to us all.”21 The
songleader Julius Lester claimed that the freedom songs served to “crumble
the class barriers within the Negro community.” “The professor and the
plumber, the society matron and the cleaning woman, the young college
student and the unlettered old man,” Lester declared, “stand beside each other,
united by a song and a dream. They march together and are jailed together.”22

In uniting socioeconomically divergent groups of black Southerners, freedom
songs became essential to creating successful mass meetings.

Pointing out the songs’ simplicity, the freedom singer and native Mississip-
pian Hollis Watkins explained that anyone could “pick them up” and learn to
sing them quickly. According to Watkins, anyone could invent a verse and
then “they’d hear their verses coming back to them.” Watkins’s comments
suggest that the process of inventing verses created an equality of musical
opportunity, which facilitated greater feelings of equality between the often
urban middle-class students in SNCC and the poor rural blacks in the com-
munities where SNCC did fieldwork. Singing was “something that people in
the South did,” explained Watkins, “if you sang with people, then you could
talk about voter registration.”23 Elaborating on how this process worked,Wat-
kins elucidated the rootedness of singing in southern black culture: “Black
people, in the South in particular, the vast majority of black people were
religious and spiritual beings. And . . . singing was an integral part of their
culture because of them being spiritual and religious. They were used to doing
a lot of singing, used to being part of that. . . . So, it’s deeply embedded into
the culture.” SNCC field-workers capitalized on music’s cultural centrality,
adopting singing as a “natural entrée into the hearts, souls, and minds of black
people in presenting and offering something that was not foreign to them,”
and making singing an indispensible part of SNCC’s movement culture and
organizing strategies. Watkins remarked on the crucial role of singing as a
social lubricant at mass meetings: “Mass meetings would generally start . . .
with people singing songs—spiritual songs, singing freedom songs—and it
was really kind of a warm-up thing to get people involved, to get people to
relax.”24 Watkins’s remarks highlight how SNCC activists saw singing as a
means of establishing rapport with the people of the rural South as a prelude
to engaging them politically.

Yet singing exerted influence beyond unifying diverse groups of black
Southerners. It also helped to develop indigenous leadership in the southern
black communities where SNCC organized. Ella Baker of the Southern Chris-
tian Leadership Conference, who convened SNCC’s founding conference in
April 1960, believed SNCC ought to be a vehicle for “the development of
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people who are interested not in being leaders as much as in developing
leadership among other people.”25 What Baker meant more specifically was
that SNCC should try to foster local leadership rather than simply assuming
leadership by virtue of the superior educational and class backgrounds of its
members. SNCC activists used singing to nurture the kind of indigenous
leadership Baker sought by transferring songleading responsibilities fromfield-
workers to local songleaders. To do this, fieldworkers attempted to identify
local individuals with the potential to be songleaders. Usually those designated
as local songleaders possessed previous singing experience, often in church or
school choirs.

Fannie Lou Hamer represents the preeminent example of an uneducated
black woman from the rural South who became a civil rights leader thanks in
part to her work as a songleader. Hamer worked as a sharecropper for eighteen
years before becoming involved with SNCC in 1962 as part of voter registra-
tion efforts in Mississippi. She served as a delegate in the Mississippi Freedom
Democratic Party (MFDP), which SNCC helped organize through the um-
brella organization, the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO.) Hamer
received national attention at the 1964 Democratic Convention during the
MFDP’s bid to unseat the all-white Mississippi regular Democratic delega-
tion, delivering a compelling testimony before the Democratic Party’sCreden-
tials Committee, remarking, “If the Freedom Democratic Party is not seated
now, I question America.” Hamer’s nationally televised testimony caused Lyn-
don Johnson to preempt coverage of her concluding remarks to save the
Democratic Party further embarrassment by staging his own impromptu press
conference.

Television coverage of the 1964 Democratic Convention showed Hamer
leading a powerful rendition of “This Little Light of Mine,” which showcased
the songleading skills that facilitated her ascent into a leadership position in
the movement. Bob Cohen, director of the Mississippi Caravan of Music, a
group of folksingers who toured Mississippi as part of the 1964 Freedom
Summer, observed, “When Mrs. Hamer finishes singing a few freedom songs
one is aware that he has truly heard a fine political speech, stripped of the
usual rhetoric and filled with the anger and determination of the civil rights
movement. . . . [O]n the other hand in her speeches there is the constant
thunder and drive of the music.”26 Cohen’s comments highlight the close
interplay of music and political activism in the civil rights movement, each
one fueling and feeding the other. This mutually reinforcing dynamic between
politics and cultural expression characterizes the experiences of myriad groups
who used public performance to address political issues in the sixties.

This content downloaded from 76.250.202.194 on Mon, 25 Nov 2019 16:49:26 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Freedom Singers of the Civil Rights Movement 31

Hamer was forty-four years old when she first became aware of SNCC, but
SNCC also helped develop much younger songleaders. In McComb, Missis-
sippi, one of the most hostile locales in the South, Watkins, emerged as a
songleader while a high school student. During the Montgomery bus boycott,
among the most prominent local songleaders at mass meetings were a group
of three elementary school girls. These girls became further involved in the
movement as the Montgomery Gospel Trio during the late fifties and early
sixties, attending the Highlander Folk School, singing at a Carnegie Hall
benefit, and recording with the Folkways Record Company.27 And of course
the college students in SNCC constituted another group of young people in
whom songleading experience instilled confidence as activists. Bernice Reagon
wrote of her songleading while in the Albany jail: “I found that although I was
younger than many of the women in my section of the jail, I was asked to take
on leadership roles. First as a song leader and then in most other matters
concerning the group, especially in discussions, or when speaking with prison
officials.”28 Reagon’s account suggests that in the context of SNCC’s attempt
to function as a “leaderless” organization—and thereby embody within the
organization the egalitarian principles they hoped to establish in the South—
songleading fostered a kind of organic and tacit leadership necessary to con-
duct the day-to-day affairs of the movement. Songleading functioned as a de
facto authority from which other responsibilities tended to flow. It is not
coincidental that some of the most prominent individuals in the history of the
civil rights movement, including Fannie Lou Hamer, James Farmer, Cordell
Reagon, and Bernice Reagon were prominent songleaders.

Skillful songleaders used the repertoire of freedom songs to generate unity
that reached beyond movement activists. Candie Anderson Carawan, a white
participant in the Nashville movement, recalled that at the trials resulting from
the Nashville sit-ins a group of 2,500 people gathered around the city court-
house to support the arrested students, singing “Everybody Sing Freedom.”
One of the verses to the freedom singers’ adaptation used the words “Civil
Rights” as the main lyrical motif. “I looked out at the curb, where the police
were patrolling,” Carawan remembered, “and caught one burley [sic] cop
leaning back against his car, singing away—‘Civil Rights.’ He saw me watch-
ing him, stopped abruptly, turned, and walked to the other side of the car.”29

Similarly, one Freedom Rider remembered an initially antagonistic female
prison guard in Parchman, Mississippi, who ultimately was “often heard hum-
ming our freedom songs.”30 It was a measure of freedom songs’ power to
achieve unity that during the Albany movement “students were told when
they were taken to some of the jails in the surrounding areas, ‘I don’t want no
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damn singing and no damn praying.’ ”31 This comment indicates that south-
ern authorities themselves recognized the value of singing to movement unity
and maintaining high morale.

Activists used singing symbolically to convey unity to people outside the
movement who might be sympathetic to its goals. At the 1963 March on
Washington singing helped a diverse civil rights leadership demonstrate unity
to the general public despite internal conflict between the movement’s radical
and moderate elements. Most emblematic of the way freedom singers used
music to attain unity is the ritual that came to attend the singing of “We Shall
Overcome,” the movement’s most recognizable song.

“We Shall Overcome” originated in black churches in the early 1900s as a
song entitled “I’ll Overcome Someday,” and earlier as “I’ll Be All Right.” The
song also possessed a history of use in social contestation that predated the
civil rights movement, as the predominantly black Local 15A of the CIO
Food, Tobacco, Agricultural, and Allied Workers Union adapted the song for
use on picket lines during a 1945 strike in Charleston, South Carolina. The
link to the labor movement is more than coincidental. American workers,
from the IWW’s preeminent songster Joe Hill to Woody Guthrie, with his
ballads of Depression-era labor solidarity, commonly transformed familiar
tunes into vehicles of protest by substituting topical lyrics. In Charleston, the
strikers added nonvocal modes of participation to the traditional church ver-
sion of “I’ll Overcome Someday,” such as hand-clapping and stomping. They
also changed the song from first person singular to first person plural: “Wewill
win our rights,” “We will win this fight,” and “We will overcome.”32 This
crucial change in the lyric allowed the song to function as a statement of unity
and perseverance, which anticipated its use during the sixties.

The 1945 strike ended successfully, and some of the strikers brought the
song to the Highlander Folk School, a progressive adult education school in
Monteagle, Tennessee. At Highlander, two women from Local 15A taught
the song to Zilphia Horton, the wife of Highlander’s founder Myles Horton.
She added several verses to the song and taught the song to Pete Seeger, who
changed “We will overcome” to “We shall overcome,” explaining that “ ‘We
shall’ opens the mouth wider; the ‘i’ in ‘will’ is not an easy vowel to sing well”
and added two more verses. In April 1960, Guy Carawan, a white songleader
and music director at Highlander, attended the founding conference of SNCC
in Raleigh, North Carolina. At the conference, Carawan taught students “We
Shall Overcome,” and several other songs. SNCC students quickly adopted
“We Shall Overcome” into the repertoire of freedom songs, making melodic
and rhythmic changes that moved the song closer to its gospel origins.33
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From the moment of its introduction to SNCC members at the founding
conference—sponsored by the Southern Christian Leadership Conference to
harness the momentum generated by the student sit-in movement—“We
Shall Overcome” demonstrated the ability to create unity. Though SCLC, an
established organization composed of black religious and community leaders,
tended to be more moderate than SNCC, both groups sang “We Shall Over-
come” together at the conference, in effect pledging their commitment and
unity.34 “We Shall Overcome” quickly emerged as the theme song of the civil
rights movement, complete with a set of rituals that accompanied its singing.
By the summer of 1963 the song typically closed meetings and demonstrations
not just of SNCC but of several other organizations as well. Also, activists
developed a unique way of physicalizing the sentiment of unity expressed in
the lyrics of “We Shall Overcome.” Robert Shelton of the New York Times
observed, “As its stately cadences are sung, the participants cross arms in front
of themselves, link hands with the persons on each side and sway in rhythm
to the music.”35 This ritual constituted a fervent statement of unity, which
television helped disseminate as part of the popular iconography of the sixties
(fig. 1).

The following anecdote suggests that activists self-consciously viewed this
ritual as a type of public performance, which should follow specific guidelines.
SNCC’s Cordell Reagon possessed experience as a songleader and field secre-
tary in the Nashville sit-in movement. When Reagon arrived in Albany, Geor-
gia, in the fall of 1961 to help organize that town’s black community in a
campaign to desegregate public accommodations and fight discrimination in
municipal jobs, he found that black students there were already singing a
version of “We Shall Overcome.” These students had seen and heard the song
during television coverage of the sit-ins. In translating the song from what
they had heard on television, the Albany students adopted the version with
which they were more familiar from their singing experiences in church, which
included the use of the first person singular “I’ll overcome someday.” Reagon
quickly showed the Albany students the “proper way” to sing “We Shall Over-
come,” using the first-person-plural “we,” singing it at the end of meetings,
and linking hands.36 That Reagon so carefully taught the Albany students a
specific version of the song with its accompanying physical rituals, signifying
the collective nature of civil rights activism, emphasized the function of “We
Shall Overcome” as a powerful tool with which to express movement unity
both to local audiences and to the potentially larger audiences on television.
This dimension of the song reached its apotheosis as public performance when
240,000 diverse supporters of civil rights linked arms and joined the gospel
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Fig. 1. As the civil rights movement gained confidence, singing played an increasingly
prominent role in public demonstrations such as this one. The crossed arms, linked
hands, and swaying in time with the rhythm, a ritual linked specifically to “We Shall
Overcome,” became enshrined in the popular iconography of the sixties. Courtesy
Wisconsin Historical Society (WHi-5295).

singer Mahalia Jackson in a rendition of “We Shall Overcome” at the March
on Washington for Jobs and Freedom on August 28, 1963.37

“We Are Not Afraid Today”: Singing to Overcome Fear

Initially freedom songs were used solely in meetings and not at demonstra-
tions. Yet the variety of settings in which activists sang them expanded to a
wider array of venues as the movement progressed. The image of civil rights
demonstrators clapping and singing movement favorites such as “Everybody
Sing Freedom” or “This Little Light of Mine” as they marched through south-
ern streets is now fixed in the popular history of the civil rights movement.
Yet it was by no means inevitable that singing in public would become a part
of the movement. The earliest sit-ins and demonstrations occurred in silence.
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The historian Kenneth Cmiel has pointed out that these early silent, polite,
direct action protests were designed to expose the hypocrisy of the southern
social order by contrasting black civility with unruly white mobs. To Cmiel
this tactic illustrated “the brutality lurking behind established southern eti-
quette,” thereby inverting the presumed white superiority that constituted
segregation’s ideological basis in what Cmiel refers to as a “bourgeois festival
of misrule.”38

Other factors may have influenced decisions to keep early protests silent.
For instance, the leaders of the earliest wave of sit-ins in February 1960 were
“very conscious of being charged with rowdiness or uncouth behavior.”39

Certainly singing was beginning to reappear as a form of public protest, slowly
reemerging from a period of disuse in the McCarthyite fifties, to regain some
of the relevance it had enjoyed as a vibrant part of labor activism from the
days of the IWW and the International Labor Defense. In May 1960, Univer-
sity of California–Berkeley students sang and were arrested as part of their
public protest of the House Un-American Activities Committee’s appearance
in San Francisco. Civil rights movement leaders knew, however, that public
singing might result in a pretext for local authorities to interfere with demon-
strations and make arrests on charges of disorderly conduct. Thus, at the
outset of the sixties, when southern segregationist authorities looked for op-
portunities to reinforce black deference, and when repressive institutional bod-
ies such as HUAC still existed, black activists refrained from singing freedom
songs publicly because of their unique vulnerability to hostile reprisals.

In December 1961 the Albany movement decisively changed this, when
activists made the crucial transition from singing freedom songs in meetings
to singing them in jails and then on the front lines of demonstrations. Police
Chief Laurie Prichett deployed the tactic of instituting mass arrests—local
authorities arrested 760 demonstrators in December 1961 alone—while mo-
bilizing facilities in adjoining locales to ensure sufficient jail space to remove
as many protesters as possible from the streets. Once jailed, the demonstrators
sang to overcome fear, maintain unity and morale, and simply to pass the
time. The Albany protests yielded mixed results. They did not generate the
publicity and media attention needed to pressure local authorities to desegre-
gate the city fully or expeditiously, but Albany represented a clear-cut victory
in terms of movement culture and spirit, legitimizing singing in public pro-
tests. Since students realized their actions would result in arrest, they believed
they might as well sing. “There was more singing than there was talking,”
recalled Bernice Johnson Reagon. “Songs was the bed of everything.” She
explained that Albany represented the “mother lode,” or the “concentrated
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essence” of black people’s spirit, “our most powerful point in terms of com-
munity and peoplehood.” The Albany movement received national publicity
for its musical creations and innovations, and this attention sparked plans to
form a group of traveling freedom singers, which further expanded the public
context of freedom songs.40 By the end of the Albany movement in 1962,
freedom songs resonated in marches, during demonstrations, and in jails. As
the venues for singing broadened, the freedom singers began to take on a vital
public role, which involved quelling activists’ fears in potentially dangerous
situations.

Direct action protest during the civil rights movement deliberately placed
activists in situations designed to provoke southern whites who virulently
opposed desegregation. Activists believed that if they could focus national
media attention on the violent actions with which some southern whites
resisted integration, they would win the battle for public opinion and the
federal government would have no choice but to mobilize the Justice Depart-
ment to intervene on behalf of the movement. This strategy often proved
successful, but it entailed serious consequences. The threat of violence as-
sumed an ever-present reality in the daily lives of civil rights workers. During
the 1961 Freedom Rides (organized by the Congress of Racial Equality),
federal intervention tended to increase over the course of efforts to test com-
pliance with Supreme Court–ordered desegregation of public facilities that
served interstate travelers; yet only after Assistant Attorney General John Sie-
genthaler was clubbed with a baseball bat and hospitalized after trying to
protect a white female protester in Montgomery, Alabama, did the Justice
Department actively protect civil rights demonstrators from southern white
mobs. This incident occurred after mobs set fire to the Freedom Riders’ bus
in Anniston, Alabama, and after the Ku Klux Klan had beaten the Riders with
baseball bats, lead pipes, and chains in Birmingham, while FBI agents and
Sheriff Eugene “Bull” Connor witnessed the violence but did not intervene.41

Singing helped civil rights workers to face such violence. First, it relieved
the tension and pressure of potentially dangerous situations. Second, the
words to many of the freedom songs were tailored to reflect the conditions of
specific violent encounters, as new lyrics were adapted stressing the need for
commitment to the struggle. Candie Anderson (later Carawan) commented
that singing was “truly good for the spirit” and helped overcome apprehension
during her stay at the Nashville city jail.42 Albany Police Chief Prichett’s
practice of instituting mass arrests and jailings—attempting to minimize overt
violence and its accompanying unfavorable publicity, harass the demonstra-
tors, and diffuse their momentum—often entailed significant jail time for
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demonstrators, since SNCC’s strategy was to refuse bail in order to pressure
local authorities to capitulate to their demands in the face of clogged jails and
continued direct action. Prichett avoided this scenario by getting wardens in
as many adjoining communities as possible to mobilize their jails to house the
Albany protesters, and consequently legions of Albany movement activists
were neutralized in prison.43 As a result, activists grew to recognize the “value
of this singing in keeping the courage and morale of the students high.” One
student remarked that singing “helped to ease the knot in the pit of my
stomach.” Bernice Reagon remembered how those jailed during the Albany
movement changed the verses of “This Little Light of Mine” to reflect the
nature of the movement’s struggle over public space—“All in the street / I’m
going to let it shine”—and the need to persevere through the imprisonment
experience—“All in the jailhouse / I’m going to let it shine.”44 Similarly, Julius
Lester recalled how Nashville demonstrators responded to running the gaunt-
let on a street lined with a mob throwing rocks and bottles by singing “We
Shall Overcome.” Lester argued, “This was not a pretentious display of non-
violence. The song was simply their only recourse at a time when nothing else
would have helped.”45

Freedom songs bolstered civil rights workers’ resolve when the threat of
violent intimidation might otherwise have proved discouraging, as new adap-
tations of the songs served to reinforce their determination. This process often
happened right on the front lines of protest. For example, Bob Zellner de-
scribed a march on the mayor’s office in Talladega, Alabama, to protest police
brutality: “The march was stopped about a block and a half from the campus
by 40 city, county, and state policemen with tear gas grenades, billy sticks and
a fire truck. When ordered to return to the campus or be beaten back, the
students, confronted individually by the police, chose not to move and quietly
began singing ‘We Shall Not Be Moved.’ ”46 With its affirmation that “like a
tree, planted by the water” the singers would not be moved, activists used this
song to bolster their commitment to the protest. Similarly, “Ain’t Gonna Let
Nobody Turn Me ’Round” overtly declared the singers’ intention to continue
fighting for civil rights. Furthermore, the song featured a device that freedom
singers wielded effectively, the songleader introducing new verses naming spe-
cific oppressors in local campaigns. In Albany, for instance, the singers called
out the names of Chief Prichett and Mayor Asa Kelley, avowing their inten-
tion not to allow these two men to thwart their protest:

Ain’t gonna let Chief Prichett turn me ’round
turn me ’round, turn me ’round
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Ain’t gonna let Chief Prichett turn me ’round
I’m gonna keep on a walkin’, keep on a talkin’
Marching up to freedom land.

Ain’t gonna let Mayor Kelley turn me ’round . . .

According to Hollis Watkins, naming local oppressors in freedom songs pro-
vided “a way of getting personal” and holding individuals in the southern
segregationist power structure accountable for their actions. Watkins claims
that this tactic made a powerful impression on local officials, since “they didn’t
know that you changed the names each time you came to a new town.”47

Carrying the Story North: The SNCC Freedom Singers

In 1871 the Fisk Jubilee Singers traveled north from Nashville to try to raise
$20,000 for the then-fledgling Fisk University. Despite some early struggles,
this group, many of whom were ex-slaves, enjoyed monumental success,
within three years earning over $100,000 and traveling overseas as well to
England, Ireland, Holland, and Germany. Performing mainly for white audi-
ences, the Jubilee Singers’ musical trajectory anticipated the freedom singers’.
The group started off with ballads and patriotic anthems, only later including
slave spirituals, which, accounts suggest, moved audiences deeply, giving them
a window into slave and African American culture.48 The Jubilee Singers
shared with the later SNCC Freedom Singers a fundraising purpose, the use
of spirituals as the basis of their repertoire, and the aim of educating their
predominantly white audiences about black life.

Cordell Reagon organized the SNCC Freedom Singers during the summer
of 1962, capitalizing on the national recognition garnered by the music of the
Albany movement. The initial group consisted of Reagon, Rutha Harris, and
Bernice Johnson (later Reagon),49 both veterans of the Albany movement, and
Charles Neblett.50 Though fundraising was the group’s stated objective, its
mission also involved moral and ideological suasion. “Our real purpose,” Ne-
blett explained, “is to carry the story of the student movement to the North.
Newspapers and UPI often won’t give the real story.”51 Regarding the coverage
of the mainstream press skeptically, SNCC believed it necessary to find an-
other way to communicate this story of the movement to people outside the
South, and Neblett’s observation indicates SNCC’s conviction that singing
could be a powerful instrument for shaping public perception.

The Freedom Singers mixed songs with spoken narrative to illustrate the
struggles of blacks at marches and rallies and in jails around the South. Con-
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tending that in live performance the songs possessed a great emotional power,
Bernice Reagon remarked that the songs “became a major way of making
people who were not on the scene feel the intensity of what was happening in
the south.”52 The SNCC Freedom Singers were designed to convey develop-
ments in the movement specifically to Northerners, with the implication that
Southerners, black and white, already understood what Neblett referred to as
the “real story” behind the student movement. In a sense, then, singing in the
civil rights movement had already achieved a measure of success in fulfilling
one of the main functions of public performance, establishing communion
with its audience in order to arouse sympathy for the cause of civil rights. In
doing so, the SNCC Freedom Singers were simply extending the practices of
the larger, less formally organized legions of freedom singers in the movement,
who had used singing as a kind of performance, broadcasting their commit-
ment, to each other and to local southern authorities, and emphasizing their
resolve in the face of intimidation.

The Freedom Singers debuted as a formal group in a concert with Pete
Seeger on November 11, 1962. The following summer an audience of more
than 2,000 New Yorkers attended a “Salute to Southern Freedom” benefit
concert for SNCC at Carnegie Hall, featuring the Freedom Singers and Ma-
halia Jackson. Carnegie Hall epitomized northern elite high culture and soci-
ety, attracting the kind of affluent patronage that often sympathized with
liberal causes enough to offer financial support. Robert Shelton’s New York
Times review of this concert hints that the audience displayed a greater interest
in the Freedom Singers than in the renowned Jackson, and he attributed this
to the fact that the Freedom Singers’ songs “echoed with the immediacy of
today’s headlines the integration battle in the South.” This comment suggests
that the Freedom Singers’ performance re-enacted vividly for their audiences
the public actions of the larger group of freedom singers in the South. Shel-
ton’s reference to “today’s headlines” indicates the role of media coverage in
paving the way for the Freedom Singers’ favorable reception. Shelton added
that the Freedom Singers’ message was “delivered in a stirring fashion, musi-
cally and morally.”53

Rather than reflecting a transition from public spaces to more conventional
concert halls, the Freedom Singers’ formal performances constituted an ex-
tension of the larger movement’s public performances in the South. This
extension, in making freedom songs and the “real story” of the civil rights
movement available to a wider public, achieved considerable success, as rep-
resentatives of northern high culture sometimes initiated their own benefit
concerts for SNCC, such as the one the conductor Leonard Bernstein orga-
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nized with the violinist Isaac Stern in Westport, Connecticut, during the
summer of 1964.54

Bernice Reagon’s discussion of the music at the March on Washington
illustrates perfectly the various public functions of freedom singers. She shows
how local songleaders from direct action campaigns in the South led the
singing on the march itself, so that “the air was filled with the sounds of the
jail-ins, Sit-ins, and street marches.” Once the march reached the Lincoln
Memorial and the official program of speakers began, only the formal group
of Freedom Singers represented the music of the movement. The march aimed
to convince Congress, then considering legislation that ultimately became the
Civil Rights Act of 1964, that activists would continue to mount sustained
public pressure for their cause. Reagon describes the contrast between the local
songleaders who represented the essence of grassroots activism in the move-
ment and the Freedom Singers. The local songleaders embodied SNCC’s
ethos of developing indigenous leaders to guide southern black communities
in their struggles for voting rights and integration. The musical refinement of
their singing was secondary to their passion, their commitment, and their
ability to mobilize ordinary black southerners at the grassroots level. On the
other hand, though the Freedom Singers individually were experienced veter-
ans of local civil rights struggles, as a group they were already known and
possessed a certain amount professional polish as entertainers. The Freedom
Singers appeared at the march “as an afterthought through the grace” of
the singer Harry Belafonte, who chartered a plane from their engagement in
Los Angeles to Washington so that the group could appear on the formal
program.

The contrast between freedom singers led by local songleaders and the
SNCC Freedom Singers suggests that in the context of national and interna-
tional attention, the broad coalition of civil rights, labor, and religious groups
that organized the march wanted music that demonstrated movement unity
performed in a professional and nonconfrontational manner. Putting a non-
violent and not overly militant face on the movement for a television audience
in the millions was very important, as CBS aired continuous coverage of the
event. The controversy over SNCC chairman John Lewis’s speech epitomized
this demand for unity. The speech had initially included such incendiary
remarks as “The revolution is at hand, and we must free ourselves of the chains
of political and economic slavery,” and “We will march through the heart of
the South, through the heart of Dixie, the way Sherman did. We shall pursue
our own scorched earth policy and burn Jim Crow to the ground.” At the
eleventh hour, more moderate movement elements including the legendary
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A. Philip Randolph, the march’s original architect, persuaded Lewis to tone
down his speech in the name of unity. In a similar vein, the march’s leaders
viewed the rank-and-file freedom singers led by local songleaders as too un-
polished and potentially too militant to represent the movement. Thus the
movement’s moderate leadership highlighted freedom songs’ ability to create
unity rather than their value as a tool of direct action oppositional politics.55

The two songs the Freedom Singers performed, “This Little Light of Mine”
and “I Woke Up This Morning with My Mind on Freedom,” both appealed
to unity and declared the singers’ intentions to persevere in the quest for
freedom even as the more militant voices of grassroots activism suffused the
earlier part of the march. Yet it is possible to overstate the contrast between
the SNCC Freedom Singers and the larger grassroots masses who sang at the
march. Both were engaged in public performance, and the formal group
would not have existed had it not been inspired by singing at the grassroots
level. Thus the Freedom Singers’ performance should be seen as a more
polished, more professional version of the larger group of freedom singers’
performances of unity, resolve, and commitment through song at the local
level.

Aside from fundraising and the suasion of public opinion, the Freedom
Singers’ work generated several other important consequences. For one thing,
they received considerable critical acclaim for their musical merit. Specifically,
the sense of conviction in the Freedom Singers’ a cappella vocals sparked the
imaginations of the predominantly white folksingers of the “folk revival,” who
relied primarily on guitar and banjo accompaniment. Folk notables such as
Pete Seeger actively encouraged this influence, imploring would-be folksingers
to “take up” some of the Freedom Singers’ songs “if your heart is downcast or
blue, if you feel discouraged and it seems as though the future is all darkness
and uncertainty.”56 Such advice not only underlined the Freedom Singers’
musical talents; it also implied that the songs themselves could be appropriated
to address myriad issues. Unlike the often frivolous mainstream popularmusic
of the early sixties, the music of the folk revival often was infused with serious
political content. “Here was a way to make social comments about events in
present-day America,” Seeger explained, “comments they had been unable to
make any other way.”57

Songs weren’t the only aspect of the civil rights movement that musicians
of the folk revival were “taking up.” Just as the SNCC Freedom Singers
worked to spread sentiment for the movement outside the South, folk revival
musicians adopted this effort as well. At his Carnegie Hall concert on June 8,
1963, Seeger included numerous freedom songs, opening with “If You Miss
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Me at the Back of the Bus,” and continuing with “Keep Your Eyes on the
Prize,” “I Ain’t Scared of Your Jail(s),” and “Oh, Freedom!” He closed with
“We Shall Overcome.” Significantly, the recording of this concert indicates
this northern audience’s familiarity with freedom songs and their sympathy
for the movement, which televised coverage of the violence in Birmingham
earlier that spring had doubtless galvanized. The warm reception of Seeger’s
audience emerged clearly from the opening lines of “If You Miss Me at the
Back of the Bus,” as he sang, “If you miss me at the back of the bus / and you
can’t find me nowhere / Come on over to the front of the bus / I’ll be ridin’
up there,” at which point the audience burst into applause. In his preface to
the finale, Seeger implored the audience: “If you would like to get out of a
pessimistic mood yourself, I got one sure remedy for you—help those people
in Birmingham and Mississippi or Alabama.” Again the audience cheered
fervently as Seeger encouraged them: “All kinds of jobs that need to be done.
It takes hands and hearts and heads to do it—human beings to do it—and
then we’ll see this song come true.” Then he launched into “We Shall Over-
come.”58 Seeger’s concert highlights the interpenetration of the folk revival
musicians and SNCC Freedom Singers in terms of both repertoire and polit-
ical purpose, as both sought to arouse public sympathy for the cause of the
civil rights movement at a national level.

Increasingly, the Freedom Singers came to share venues with performers in
the folk revival, not only at the March on Washington but also at the 1963
Newport Folk Festival and the 1964 Mississippi Caravan of Music. Perform-
ers at the March on Washington included Seeger, Bob Dylan, Joan Baez,
Odetta, and Peter, Paul and Mary. At the Newport festival, the Freedom
Singers’ influence permeated the occasion, as nearly every white folk per-
former included at least one a cappella selection and a freedom song in his or
her repertoire. Seeger viewed the impressive attendance of forty thousand as
evidence of a “revived” festival—indeed, though it had begun in 1959, it had
not been held the previous two years—crediting the confluence of civil rights
and folk music. During the Mississippi Caravan of Music it became clear that
the benefits of folk music’s alliance with the Freedom Singers worked both
ways. Caravan musicians including Seeger, Guy Carawan, Phil Ochs, and Judy
Collins encouraged voter registration by staying in Mississippi “for a week or
two or sometimes more” and singing at meetings and freedom schools. True
to both the oral tradition of folksinging and SNCC’s agenda of developing
indigenous leadership, the Caravan sessions at the freedom schools sparked
young Mississippians to create their own freedom songs.59

Civil rights movement themes became common in the lyrics of the topical
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songwriters of the folk revival, including Dylan, Len Chandler, Phil Ochs,
and others. Dylan’s songs often examined specific incidents in the movement.
For instance, “Oxford Town” dealt with James Meredith’s attempt to become
the first African American student to enter the University of Mississippi; “The
Lonesome Death of Hattie Carroll” exposed the race and class biases of the
southern legal system; and “Only a Pawn in Their Game” sought to extract
meaning from the murder of Medgar Evers. Dylan typified the singers of the
folk revival who generally embraced the cause of civil rights. As early as the
summer of 1963, one year before Freedom Summer, Dylan performed with
the SNCC Freedom Singers as part of a voter registration drive inMississippi.
The African American folksinger Len Chandler’s “The Time of the Tiger”
called for an awakening spirit of black militancy, and his pointed variation of
the freedom song “Which Side Are You On?,” which included the lyric “Come
all you bourgeois black men / With all your excess fat / A few days in the
county jail / Will sure get rid of that,” exhorted the black middle class to
redouble their commitment to the movement with direct action and financial
support. The subject matter of the topical songwriters’ songs mirrored both
the themes and the fundraising imperative inherent in the Freedom Singers’
mission.60

In addition to spreading the story of the movement outside the South, the
SNCC Freedom Singers performed in the South itself. In July 1963 Seeger
organized a folk festival in Greenwood, Mississippi, in the heart of the Delta,
where white resistance to integration was particularly severe. The performers
at this festival made up an interracial group, itself a provocation in the Deep
South, with Seeger, Dylan, and the Freedom Singers among the notables.
SNCC sponsored the event as part of its voter registration drive. The audience
was predominantly black and estimated at nearly three hundred people, in-
cluding about twenty young whites. This concert itself constituted a public
direct action since it enacted the civil rights movement’s vision of an inte-
grated southern society. As in other direct actions in the Movement, the
Freedom Singers and other activists played to a larger public, as the New York
Times and a television crew from New York covered this event. Thus, free-
dom singers and the formal SNCC-sponsored singing group they launched
not only broke through the taboo and self-censorship surrounding public
political performance that existed during the fifties; their public performances
garnered substantial national audiences.61 Furthermore, though freedom songs
and topical songwriters (with the exception of Bob Dylan) may never have
reached mass audiences commercially (by topping record charts with hit sin-
gles, for instance), clearly the social transformations and injustices of which
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they sang marked an important point along the way in the transition to the
more socially conscious popular music of the late sixties.

The freedom singers’ awareness of a larger public became evident during
the 1965 campaign for voting rights in Alabama. On the road from Selma to
Montgomery, songs formed a “steady part of the day and evening activities,”
with freedom singers inventing new verses to reinforce their resolve and keep
morale high. Singers reworked “Oh Prichett, Oh Kelley” from the Albany
movement as a message to Alabama governor George Wallace: “Oh Wallace
you can never jail us all / Oh Wallace segregation’s bound to fall.” Similarly,
they amended “Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me ’Round” to include a verse
that began, “Ain’t gonna let Governor Wallace turn me round.” The tone of
the march reflected the militancy of SNCC and the movement vanguard—
symbolized by the confrontational call-and-response chant of “What do we
want? Freedom! When do we want it? NOW!”

Yet when the marchers arrived at the state capitol inMontgomery onMarch
26, the moderates’ public projection of a movement that aspired merely to
gain the vote and assimilate to mainstream American life replaced the militant
rhetoric of the march. Professional entertainers such as Harry Belafonte, Joan
Baez, and Peter, Paul andMary signified this change and provided the singing,
which included a rendition of “The Star Spangled Banner.” The appeal to
patriotism suggests the moderates’ use of music to portray the movement as
comfortably within the political mainstream.62 To the militant SNCC veterans
who risked their physical well-being on the movement’s front lines, and who
were beginning to articulate a political and social agenda whose goals reached
beyond desegregation and voting rights to economic and cultural issues, such
a musical program represented the co-optation of freedom singing, even as the
public performances of the Alabama voting rights campaign had undeniably
widened the music’s audience.

The co-optation of music in the movement paralleled activists’ fears about
co-optation of the movement as a whole. By 1965 the radical element of the
movement openly challenged integration and assimilation as the preeminent
goals, affirming the greater importance of economic justice and cultural iden-
tity. These fears of co-optation were exemplified by President Lyndon John-
son’s nationally televised speech announcing the legislation that ultimately
became the Voting Rights Act of 1965, when Johnson concluded his speech
by stating, “It is not just Negroes but all of us who must overcome the
crippling legacy of bigotry and injustice. And we shall overcome.”63 From one
perspective, that the country’s highest-ranking politician cited the move-
ment’s theme song on national television in front of an estimated seven mil-

This content downloaded from 76.250.202.194 on Mon, 25 Nov 2019 16:49:26 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Freedom Singers of the Civil Rights Movement 45

lion viewers indicated the impact of the freedom singers’ influence. Indeed,
Martin Luther King reportedly cried as Johnson finished speaking. Yet from
the radicals’ perspective, Johnson’s words amounted to a cynical attempt to
“appropriate movement rhetoric in order to blunt protest.”64

While Johnson attempted to claim his solidarity with civil rights advocates,
his speech coincided with the waning of the influence of music in the move-
ment. Bernice Reagon contended that Johnson’s use of “We Shall Overcome”
marked a “decline in the use of songs and singing” in the movement in general
and “ended the effectiveness” of that song in particular.65 This development
occurred at the same time that activists who had been radicalized by confront-
ing violent resistance to civil rights abandoned nonviolence both as a philoso-
phy and a tactic, against a backdrop of urban unrest that began with theWatts
riot, which erupted only five days after Johnson signed the Voting Rights Act.
The changing course of Julius Lester’s career exemplified the dramatic change
in the movement and its music after 1965. In the early sixties, Lester stood
among the leading enthusiasts of singing, serving as a songleader, writing
articles for the seminal folk music publications Broadside and Sing Out!, and
editing We Shall Overcome!: Songs of the Southern Civil Rights Movement, a
book of freedom songs that Guy and Candie Carawan compiled and pub-
lished to benefit SNCC. Though in early 1964 Lester had emphasized the
importance of freedom singing in sustaining courage to “walk down the streets
of Birmingham and face the dogs that are trained to kill on command,” by
1966 his attitude toward the movement’s earlier ideals of Christian and Gan-
dhian nonviolence had reversed:

Now it is over. The days of singing freedom songs and the days of combating
bullets and billy clubs with Love. . . . Love is fragile and gentle and seeks a like
response. They used to sing “I Love Everybody” as they ducked bricks and bottles.
Now they sing

Too much love,
Too much love,
Nothing kills a nigger like
Too much love.

Lester summarized the militant activists’ abandonment of both singing and
nonviolence during this period by citing the comment of a SNCC veteran
appraising racial conflict in 1966: “Man, the people are too busy getting ready
to fight to bother with singing anymore.”66

Thus the influence of singing began to decline at precisely the same mo-
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ment that the movement’s goals began to shift from integration and voting
rights to economic justice, black nationalism, and Black Power. This dimin-
ished role suggests that the freedom songs themselves became associated in
radical activists’ minds with those earlier goals, and appeared impotent in the
context of a more militant phase of the movement which challenged the
notion that integration and enfranchisement would solve fundamental prob-
lems facing African Americans. Yet to argue that “the singing stopped” once
black people realized that nonviolent tactics and ideologies offered only lim-
ited answers to institutionalized racism is somewhat misleading—in many
ways the music continued, only in a transformed state. 67 This transformation
had begun as early as December 1964, when the SNCC Freedom Singers
performed at a rally for Malcolm X at the Audubon Ballroom in Harlem,
singing a tribute to Vice President Oginga Odinga of the newly formed Re-
public of Kenya. Not only did the Freedom Singers lend their performance to
Malcolm X, who had long rejected nonviolence in favor of more militant
means of racial empowerment, but one of their members, Matthew Jones, had
written the song “Oginga Odinga” after being inspired by Odinga’s stories of
Kenya’s successful struggle for independence, the forces of which had been set
in motion by the armed Mau Mau rebellion.68 Thus the Freedom Singers’s
performance at the Audubon Ballroom celebrated two figures who symbolized
a type of resistance willing to embrace violence if necessary. This episode
represented a departure even from the most militant SNCC rhetoric of the
early 1960s, such as the original version of John Lewis’s speech at the March
on Washington, which had vowed, “We shall pursue our own scorched earth
policy and burn Jim Crow to the ground.”69 After SNCC’s disappointment at
the 1964 Democratic convention, when the Mississippi FreedomDemocratic
Party tried to unseat the regular all-white Mississippi delegation and were
offered only a token compromise, SNCC increasingly questioned the efficacy
of racial progress via mainstream politics and nonviolent tactics. The SNCC
Freedom Singers’ performance at the Audubon Ballroom anticipated this ide-
ological sea change within the radical wing of the civil rights movement.

This changing attitude found musical expression elsewhere in the move-
ment and in popular music as well. For instance, responding to the racially
charged upheavals inWatts, Chicago, and Detroit, the SCLC organizer Jimmy
Collier wrote a song that linked black urban poverty and discontent with the
impulse to riot—much as the Kerner Commission Report was to argue—and
which ended with the notorious contribution to the lexicon, “Burn, Baby,
Burn.” In a less dramatic but probably more pervasive way, this more militant
tone entered popular music, as the “raw, basic, almost angry” soul and R&B
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sounds of the Stax-Volt and Muscle Shoals studios replaced the “cleaner,
brighter” Motown aesthetic. The rise of James Brown epitomized this “Afri-
canization” of popular music, and his 1968 hit single “Say It Loud—I’mBlack
and I’m Proud” explicitly brought the new cultural focus of African American
activism to the forefront of public discourse. Furthermore, more closely cor-
responding to early freedom singing, during the 1968 SCLC-sponsored Poor
People’s Campaign in Washington, D.C., the organizer Frederick Douglass
Kirkpatrick wrote a song that affirmed, “Everybody’s got a right to live /
Everybody’s got a right to live / And before this campaign fail / We’ll all go
down in jail.” This lyric referenced the couplet from “Oh, Freedom,” “And
before I’ll be a slave / I’ll be buried in my grave.”70 In this case, the tactic of
freedom singing was deployed toward a different end, reflecting the move-
ment’s post-1965 emphasis on urban and economic issues rather than social
or political conditions in the South.

Clearly the freedom singers left a rich body of work to adapt, transform,
and redeploy, a valuable legacy for any cultural group engaged in social con-
testation. As the civil rights movement successfully entered public spaces in
the early sixties, signaling the end of the McCarthy-era stranglehold on polit-
ical dissent, the freedom singers emerged as a valuable resource in the fight
against racial oppression, opening up the public space as a cultural forum and
eroding the prohibition on mixing art and politics. The social realities of the
segregated South during the early sixties made public spaces the logical sites at
which to contest the system. In the spirit of what Students for a Democratic
Society later memorably called “participatory democracy,” so evident both in
the New Left and the civil rights movement, black people at the local level
tried to liberate themselves from oppression. Singing became a galvanizing
force in achieving unity and an effective way for demonstrators to overcome
their fears about the violence they hoped to provoke to dramatize their cause.
Perhaps the greatest testimony to the efficacy of singing was the fact that
subsequent mass movements of the sixties and seventies, notably the antiwar
movement and the women’s liberation movement, self-consciously attempted
to create and utilize in their own struggles bodies of songs similar to the
freedom songs.71

With its emphasis on public performance, freedom singing occupied a cen-
tral place in the movement. Along with a handful of avant-garde innovations
in the art and theater worlds, freedom singing helped to create cultural space
for several artistic and cultural groups with oppositional and alternative polit-
ical agendas. In many cases, the agendas of these groups had little to do with
civil rights, although most endorsed the freedoms and the equality for which
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civil rights activists fought. As the sixties progressed, various artistic and the-
atrical groups struggled to combine their creative sensibilities with their polit-
ical beliefs and ultimately found public performance crucial to this quest.
Though the Living Theatre, a predominantly white New York avant-garde
theater company, initially appears to possess little in common with the free-
dom singers, the two groups shared several crucial characteristics, such as the
commitment to an expansive vision of freedom, the pursuit of a non-
authoritarian mode of conducting their everyday affairs, and the desire to
make their cultural expressions available to wider audiences through public
performance.
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