Throughout February (Black History Month), we'll be doing a study of African-American music, called "The Blues Project."  This year, we our theme will be "Black and Blue: The Fight for Freedom,” and it will focus on the role music played in the Civil Rights Movement.  During the 1950s and 1960s, black Americans began a non-violent revolution to claim their full rights as American citizens after nearly a century of being persecuted and segregated.   As this was a non-violent movement, one of the most important weapons that these activists had was music.  Songs were heard at sit-ins, protests, marches, jail cells, and any other place that you found people fighting for equality.   Old spirituals were modified to fit the struggles at hand, and popular songs on the radio reflected the events and emotions of the times.  These songs provide a natural soundtrack to the Civil Rights Movement, and through them we can gain a more full and vivid understanding of this crucial time in American history.   
For 40 points, your job is to write a one-page report on the following topics. These reports should be typed, double-spaced, using 1 inch margins, and 12 point, Times New Roman font. A bibliography in MLA format must be included (remember to refer to your assignment notebook or the Purdue OWL website on how to format your sources). Each student will be assigned a different topic and due date. On the day your report is due, you will need to read it aloud at the beginning of class. For an additional 20 points of extra credit (maximum), you may also bring in an original full-color piece of artwork (drawing/painting/sculpture) relating to your report as a visual aid. You will be penalized 10 points for each day your report is late.

I will pick the best of these reports to be read at the Blues Project final concert on March 15th.  If your report is chosen to be read or displayed at the concert finale, you will receive 20 bonus points.  Since the goal is to read these reports in front of hundreds of concert-goers, please keep them approximately one page in length and include any interesting facts that you feel an audience would enjoy hearing.  Obviously, use your own words, and if you quote an outside source, you must cite the source appropriately in your report. 
Spirituals 
1.  Traditional (Louie Armstrong) - Go Down Moses


When African slaves were brought to this country, many were encouraged to convert to 
Christianity.  These slaves found a lot to like about this new religion, and as more and more 
converted, it became a centerpiece of the African-American culture.  Masters would often give 
their slaves a break from work to praise and sing, and so, not surprisingly, slaves came to look 
forward to these times of worship.  While the singing styles were the product of their African 
roots, the songs themselves celebrated their new faith.  These songs were carried from times of 
worship to times of work, and slaves could be heard singing them while toiling away in the fields.  
Later, during the Civil Rights Movement, organizers dusted off these old spirituals and made 
them relevant to their fight for equality.  Tell me about these spirituals - what they sounded like, 
how they developed, their importance, and why a new generation of civil rights activists in the 
1950s and 60s dusted them off and repurposed them for their cause.   
Sharecropping and the Blues 
2.  Charley Patton - I Shall Not Be Moved

After legal slavery ended, most African American still lived under a form of economic slavery called sharecropping.  Economically, they were often still tied to southern planters, and socially, they still faced racism and legal prejudice.  The blues is sometimes called "sharecropping music," because it was developed during this time and is so reflective of this practice.  Where once there were hundreds of slaves working and signing together on a plantation, now those same slaves were working on the same plantations, but working individually on their own plot of land. The songs, like the work, were often the same, but became more individualized.  Instead of many voices singing together, the same spirituals, work songs, and field-hollers were now often heard being sung or played by a lone sharecropper.  Tell us how the sharecropping system worked, why most workers felt like it was little improvement over slavery, and how the blues became the artistic expression of these African-Americans.    
Lynchings/KKK
3.  Billie Holliday – Strange Fruit  (1939) 
Between 1876-1960, it is estimated that there were over 3,000 African-Americans lynched in the southern United 
States.  This barbaric practice kept blacks living in fear throughout the south and was encouraged by organizations like the Klu Klux Klan and Citizen’s Councils.  Congress tried unsuccessfully to 
pass an anti-lynching bill for decades, but could never get enough support from southern states to turn anything into law.  Tell us about lynchings, the KKK, the culture of the fear that blacks had to live under throughout the south in the early 1900s, and how the song “Strange Fruit” began to open the eyes of many Americans about what southern life was really like for many African-Americans.  

Jim Crow Laws (1878-1964)
4.  Josh White – Uncle Sam Says (1941)


After African Americans were freed from slavery, many southern states used the legal system to 
keep African- Americans down.  At first, southern states passed laws know as the "Black Codes" 
to achieve this purpose.   Later, "Jim Crow" laws took their place, separating whites and black in 
all aspects of life, and allowing whites to continue their dominance southern society.  Address 
the origins of Jim Crow laws, how they got their name, and how they affected African Americans 
in the south.  

Brown vs. Board of Education (1954)

5.  Big Bill Broonzy – Black, Brown and White (1946/7)

The landmark Supreme Court case of 1954, “Brown v. Board of Education” is generally recognized by scholars to be one of the most important court cases of the 20th century.  It declared that legally segregated (separate black and white) schools were unconstitutional and began the process of integrating public schools across America. Explain this case - What was the law that 
was being argued?  What did the court decide?  Who wrote the decision?    Also, be sure to address what this ruling meant to the civil rights movement and black Americans.  

The Murder of Emmett Till (1955)

6.  The Ramparts – Death of Emmitt Till (parts 1&2) (1955)

In 1955, a 14 year old boy from Chicago was murdered while visiting relatives in the Mississippi Delta.   The entire nation watched as two Mississippi men were put on trial for the murder and ended up walking out of the courtroom free men, only to confess to the murder months later.  Tell us about the murder and trial.  Explain why this event is considered by many to be the start of the modern Civil Rights 
movement and how it affected African Americans across the country.  

Rosa Parks (1955)

7.  Brother Will Hairston - Alabama Bus  (1955)


In 1955, Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a Montgomery, Alabama bus and inspired a 
bus boycott in Montgomery.  She became an inspiration to many black Americans and an 
important symbol for the Civil Rights movement.  She continued to work for equality for African-
Americans for the rest of her life and was honored many times over for her courage and 
dedication to the cause.  Tell us about this important event and what it meant to America.  Be 
sure to also cover the life and work of Rosa Parks after the 1955 bus incident.  

The Little Rock 9 (1957)

8.  Staple Singers – Why (Am I Treated So Bad?) (1957)


9 black teenagers, known as the “Little Rock 9,” registered to attend Little Rock Central high 
school in 1957, but were prevented from attending by the Governor of Arkansas.   Tell us their 
story and how they finally ended up attending school in this racially charged community.   What 
was their experience?   How were they important to the Civil Rights Movement?

Sit-ins – Greensboro, NC (1960)

9.  Traditional (Dan Zanes) – The Welcome Table


In 1960, 4 black college freshmen entered a Woolworth’s five-and-dime store in Greensboro, 
North Carolina.  They bought some items from a segregated area of the store, but when they 
sat down at the lunch counter in another part of the store, they were refused service.   They sat 
at the counter until the store closed, and the next day, even more students showed up to sit at 
the counter as well.  Explain what this sit-in meant to the civil rights movement, what came of 
it, and how the courage of these students inspired black Americans across the country.  

SNCC – Freedom Rides Begin (1961)

10. The Consolers - Waiting for My Child to Come (1963)


In 1961, buses full of northern young people, white and black, rode to southern communities to 
challenge their racial segregation practices.  These “Freedom Riders” put themselves in harm’s 
way and experienced various forms of violence and hatred from the communities they visited.  
Some didn’t even come back alive.   Who were the Freedom Riders and why did they take such 
risks? What did they experience?  What did they mean to the Civil Rights Movement?

James Meridith (1962)

11. Traditional (Joss Stone) – Keep Your Eyes on the Prize


A very successful and intelligent black student, James Merideth applied to attend the University 
of Mississippi in 1961.  The state school denied his application, and he sued the state of 
Mississippi arguing that his application was denied solely because of his race.  After a bitter legal 
fight, James Merideth was allowed to attend, becoming the first African-American to attend the 
University of Mississippi.  Tell us about this historic event, what it finally took to get Merideth in 
the door, and how this event propelled the Civil Rights Movement forward.  

Medgar Evers Killed (1963)

12. Traditional (Blind Boys of Alabama) - This May Be the Last Time


1n 1963, one of the most prominent civil rights leaders, Medgar Evers, was gunned down in his 
driveway after coming home from work.  Tell us about Medgar Evers, what he did for the civil 
rights movement, and the controversy surround the trial of his killer, Byron De La Beckwith 
(check out the movie, Ghosts of Mississippi, starring Whoopi Goldberg, for more about the trial).  
Great Migration

13. Louisiana Red - Ride on Red (1962)


Between 1910-1960 millions of African-Americans abandoned the hard life, poor wages, and 
persecution of the South, and traveled up to northern cities like Chicago, Detroit, and New York, 
attempting to make a better life for themselves.  They had had enough of the "Jim Crow" south, 
and instead of suffering more pain and hardship trying to change southern laws and attitudes, 
they simply left it behind and moved North.  Tell us more about the Great Migration. Why did it 
happen?  Why is it significant?  Did these migrants find what they were looking for?  What did 
civil rights activists think of these blacks who chose to leave instead of staying and fighting for 
equality?
Church Bombing in Birmingham, AL (1964)
14. JB Lenoir –Alabama Song (1965)


On Sunday morning, September 15, 1963, the Klu Klux Klan exploded a bomb in the basement of 
the 16th Street Baptist church in Birmingham, Alabama, killing 4 girls while injuring over twenty 
more.  Tell us about this incident - the culture of bombing in Birmingham, why was this church 
was targeted, what happened to the bombers, and what did this event lead to?   

Civil Rights Act (1964)

15. Sam Cooke – A Change is Gonna Come (1964-5)

Before President Kennedy was assassinated in 1963, he pushed for the passage of a Civil Rights bill to protect the rights of minorities, including African-Americans and end legal segregation and discrimination in the United States.  Unfortunately, the bill was stalled in Congress by southerners, and JFK was killed before he could get the bill pushed through.   His successor, Lyndon Johnson was a skilled politician and was able to use his connections in Congress to get the Civil Rights bill passed and signed into law.  Certainly, this law did not fully end discrimination and oppression of African-Americans, and in following years, more laws were 
passed (and continue to be passed) to assure minorities would be protected under national law.  However, it was the most important Civil Rights legislation to date, a major political accomplishment and went a long way in giving equality to all Americans, regardless of their race, sex, or religion.  Now, in 2014, we are celebrating the 50th anniversary of the Civil Rights Act.  Tell us about the passage of this landmark piece of legislation, what it did, and what it meant to the Civil Rights Movement.  

Freedom Summer - 3 Freedom Riders found Dead in MS (06/1964)

16. Mavis Staples – In the Mississippi River

In the summer of 1964, groups of young Americans, white and black, traveled to Mississippi to try and register as many African-Americans as possible to vote.  Throughout history, Mississippi had prevented blacks from voting based on all sorts of sneaky legal language and fine print.  Freedom Riders and others, mostly organized by SNCC, attempted to end this practice and help Mississippi’s black population to understand their right to vote and the importance of it.  As white Mississippians feared losing their political control, violence was often used to discourage these suffrage efforts.  In June, 3 Civil Rights workers were found dead in the Mississippi River, murdered by southern white supremacists.  Tell us about Freedom Summer, if the effort was successful, the Freedom Summer Murders, and how it affected the course of the Civil Rights Movement.  

Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party/Fannie Lou Hamer (10/1964)

17. Traditional (Fannie Lou Hamer) - This Little Light of Mine

One of the most important organizers of the Mississippi Freedom Summer was Fannie Lou Hamer.  Ms. Hamer came from deep in the Mississippi Delta and put her life on the line to fight for the equality for all African-Americans.  She even traveled to Atlantic City in 1964 as a delegate for a new political party started by African Americans, the Mississippi Freedom Democratic Party, At the convention, she gave a moving testimony about her life on a southern plantation and the trouble she faced while trying to register to vote.  Tell us about the life and times of Fannie Lou Hamer, her experience in voter registration, the importance of music to her work, and her efforts with the Freedom Democrats. 

March from Selma to Montgomery (1965)

18. Traditional (The Roots) – Aint Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Around

On March 7th, 1965 approximately 600 Civil Rights activists marched from Selma  to Montgomery, Alabama.  Alabama Governor, George Wallace, vowed to stop the marchers, calling them a threat to public safety and unleashed police officers armed with nightsticks, teargas, and attack dogs to stop these marchers.  TV cameras captured the police beating back the marchers and images of police brutality were broadcasted over the country.  Tell me about this event, which came to be known as “Bloody Sunday,” the role music played in the march, and its affect on the Civil Rights Movement. 

Voting Rights Act (1965)

19. People Get Ready -  The Impressions (Mayfield) (1965)


1965 saw one of the most important and effective pieces of civil rights legislation passed, the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965.  Tell us about this important law.  Why was it needed, what did it say, 
and how did it effect the governments in the south?  

 Thurgood Marshall appointed to SCOTUS (1967)

20. Aretha Franklin - Respect (1967)


Even after many legal steps were made to level the playing field for blacks in this country, 
African-Americans still fought on a personal level for the respect they deserved from their fellow 
man.  When Thurgood Marshall was appointed and confirmed to the US Supreme Court in 1967, 
major strides were made to achieve that respect.  Marshall had a long history of legal victories in 
the fight for Civil Rights, and when he was appointed to the Supreme Court, he became the 
first African-American justice.  Tell us about Thurgood Marshall, how he fought for Civil Rights, 
and his legacy in the Civil Rights movement.  

MLK shot (1968)

21. George Perkins – Crying in the Streets

While standing on the balcony of the Lorraine Motel in Memphis, TN, Martin Luther King was shot dead on April 4th, 1968.  This was a major blow to the Civil Rights Movement, since MLK had been the leading voice of the movement for over a decade.  How did the death of MLK affect the Civil Rights Movement?  What did African-Americans do with their leader gone?  How did Martin Luther King’s life and death change America?  What is his legacy?

Civil Rights Act of 1968 

22. Traditional – We Shall Overcome


Music was the driving force of the Civil Rights Movement, and there was not song that was more 
important than “We Shall Overcome.”  Tell us the story behind this civil rights anthem.  What is 
the history of the song?  How was it used in the Civil Rights Movement?  What was it about the 
song that made it so important to the movement? How has this song been used since?  

