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Abstract: 

The U.S. Civil Rights Movement has a long history and directly relates to the current Black 
Lives Matter (BLM) movement. Music has long played an important role in BLM and earlier related 
movements in building community and promoting racial justice. Some contemporary scholars focus 
narrowly on the importance of social media in BLM, centering its significance in the same way that 
others have seen music as essential in studying earlier movements. Though its use of social media 
sets Black Lives Matter apart from the past and fundamentally changes BLM’s trajectory and nature, 
so too does the movement’s music. Together, both have played an essential role in linking image and 
message through music video and viral hashtags and posts. 

 This thesis analyzes key differences and similarities between Black Lives Matter and past U.S. 
movements of racial reckoning through the use of music and image. The longevity and global reach 
of the contemporary movement are aided by social media and image, used in tandem with the music. 
The structural, lyrical, and stylistic properties of these songs show connection to earlier Black 
American culture and also embody the current popular genres of today. Their accompanying music 
videos illuminate the artists’ intentions: to clearly disseminate their message in alignment with the 
Black Lives Matter movement. These songs and videos show the development of music’s role in the 
fight for social justice.    
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1 
CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

In 2016, writer Rebecca Bengal published an essay on the online magazine Pitchfork about 

the importance of Sam Cooke’s seminal song, “A Change is Gonna Come.” She remembers playing 

the song in her home shortly after the deaths of Alton Sterling and Philando Castile: “It’s impossible to 

hear ‘Change’ now without feeling the omens Cooke likely felt—change tinged with quite a bit of 

foreboding.”1 Over five decades have passed since the song was first performed, yet the need for 

change about which Cooke sang is still felt. He gave voice and language to the concerns his 

community was feeling. Music has been important in any social movement for just these reasons: 

creating a shared vernacular among communities and doing so in a way that can be remembered 

decades, even centuries later. The music of a movement preserves its history. These two ideas—

Black American music and social movements—have intertwined many times in American history and 

can currently be seen in the ongoing Black Lives Matter movement.2 In researching earlier social 

movements in the later nineteenth century and during the Civil Rights era, I noticed an emphasis on 

imagery in Black Lives Matter that was not as present in these earlier eras. In this thesis, I analyze 

the similarities and differences between the Black Lives Matter movement’s use of music and image 

through music video and other Black American social movements of the past, comparing the current 

movement with its parallel in the later nineteenth century and the mid-twentieth century.  

Music is frequently a key factor in social movements. It is inherently memorable and allows for 

the listener to glean certain ideas and phrases related to a cause; often, particular phrases are able to 

verbally unite a community. Music also provides a space for expression that is more accessible than 

would be outright, potentially divisive discussion. In this way, music softens what can be harsh 

 
1 Rebecca Bengal, “Protest Soul: Music for Healing a Broken World,” Pitchfork, December 14, 2016, 

https://pitchfork.com/thepitch/1324-protest-soul-music-for-healing-a-broken-world/. (Date accessed March 27, 
2021). 

2 For this work, the intentional decision has been made to capitalize “Black” when referencing race and culture in 
accordance with recent editorial practices as an affirmation of ethnicity. It is also viewed as more accurate than 
“African American” in many cases which implies recent emigration from Africa. 



 

 

2 
dividing lines between opposing parties. Beyond this translation of ideas into song, many protests 

include some kind of chant, which in itself can be somewhat musical, if not directly inspired by the 

music of its respective movement. These chants serve as a medium through which protesters can 

identify their own thoughts and ideas and share them within a community. In the earlier days of the 

Black Lives Matter movement, chants of “We gon’ be alright!” were heard repeatedly at protests, 

directly inspired by the chorus of rapper Kendrick Lamar’s popular 2015 song, “Alright.”3 Other songs 

have been alluded to in speeches, such as when Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. used the imagery of “let 

freedom ring” in his famous “I Have a Dream” speech in 1963. His listeners drew a clear parallel to 

the lyrics of the Johnson brothers’ “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” perhaps better known as the Black 

National Anthem. In 2008, President Barack Obama began his inaugural speech paraphrasing 

Cooke’s “Change.”4 In shared music and popular culture—particularly that with deep-rooted 

meaning—communities find a previously established common ground and vocabulary from which to 

build.  

Beyond thematic views and lyrics, simply using a popular genre to convey deeper, possibly 

controversial, ideas can take an artist’s message to new audiences. For example, a Black Panther 

Party band known as The Lumpens used upbeat funk music to convey a far more aggressive and 

overt message than the genre had known earlier. Around the same time, James Brown was joyously 

singing “say it loud— I’m Black and proud” to his audience.5 These songs were inflammatory with 

their use of popular genres that were formerly thought of as pure entertainment, but here turned 

political. Audiences were divided between finding anger or inspiration in the music’s message. Either 

way, the music of these movements is important, because it conveyed the message of its time. 

 
3 Fernando Orejuela, “Introduction,” in Black Lives Matter and Music: Protest, Intervention, Reflection edited by Portia K. 

Maultsby (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 2018), 1. 

4 Mark Burford, “Sam Cooke as Pop Album Artist— A Reinvention in Three Songs,” Journal of the American Musicological 
Society 65, no. 1 (Spring 2012): 113. 

5 Peter Gilstrap, producer, “Power to the People,” Lost Notes (podcast), June 18, 2020, 
https://www.kcrw.com/culture/shows/lost-notes/black-panther-band-lumpen-lost-notes. (Date accessed June 18, 
2020.) 
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Change rarely comes easily or without a fight, but by putting progressive thoughts to music, these 

artists were at once stating and normalizing a new way of thinking and living. 

Expanding from movements of the past, the music of Black Lives Matter has been direct in its 

messaging. Lyrics are often celebratory of Black American life and culture, if not openly opposing 

police brutality and white supremacy. However, some songs associated with the movement include 

lyrics that are far less opaque, giving way to poetic license and allegory. These songs tend to 

showcase their message more clearly through the use of imagery in music videos. This thesis 

analyzes three songs of the movement, “Alright” by Kendrick Lamar, “Formation” by Beyoncé, and 

“This is America” by Childish Gambino. The former was chosen for its placement in the movement 

and the latter two for their immediate cultural impact upon release. These songs are analyzed 

musically, lyrically, and visually in comparison to those of the past to show how music continues to 

affect social movements in the age of progressive technology and social media. The music of the 

Black Lives Matter movement curates musical ideas, verbiage, and imagery from both the past and 

present to clearly state its message and alignment with the movement. 

Methodology and Literature Review 

My approach to this subject focuses on the audiovisual connections between songs and their 

music videos as well as the lyrical content, use of genre, and sounds of the song itself. Musically, I 

have drawn similarities or references from earlier movements and specific locales that represent the 

Black Lives Matter movement, and often Black American culture in general. Using Alan Moore’s idea 

of the “sound-box,” I consider how a song’s mix production can influence the listener’s understanding 

of a work. I have found similar visual references and structural framing used as transition between 

genres within these music videos. I also explain these songs’ functions within the movement and their 

commercial and critical reception. Carol Vernallis’s writings on the development of music video, its 

importance, function, and connection to a song’s musicality have shaped my analyses of songs and 

their respective videos. 



 

 

4 
I briefly discuss the use of social media in the Black Lives Matter movement outside of music 

and its importance. Here too, image plays a large role in the movement’s shaping and dissemination 

of information. As this characteristic is emblematic of today’s movement, some scholars believe it 

plays a more important role than the music itself. I argue the two are of equal importance and benefit 

from one another in the way they unite and mobilize communities. 

In addition to Moore and Vernallis, my approach has been shaped by the works of several 

other scholars and their writings on music and Black American culture. In his book The Spirituals and 

the Blues, James Cone addresses these two musical genres and their significance both ante- and 

post-bellum periods and examines the general move from religious to secular content in Black music. 

Cone also notes as the overarching connective tissue the theme of asserting “somebodiness” in the 

midst of a society that tells Black people they are nobody and ultimately worth less.6 Sandra Jean 

Graham’s study of the beginnings of the Black entertainment industry gives insight on the reception of 

Black music by white audiences and how that music became part of the musical mainstream. Portia 

K. Maultsby’s work on the spirituals highlights their musicality in both structure and texture. Their 

often strophic, antiphonal, and easy-to-learn structure have been mirrored in rallying cries and chants 

heard at protests today. These writers have written extensively on the Black American experience 

during this time and have focused on the chronological musical progression. 

Shana L. Redmond is a contemporary voice of the Black Lives Matter movement who 

addresses the difference in standards to which white and Black Americans are held in the country’s 

society, often using the example of musical artists. Her book Anthem: Social Movements and the 

Sound of Solidarity in the African Diaspora covers the importance of artists before and during the Civil 

Rights era, such as Nina Simone, and demonstrates how her music played a role in furthering the 

“Black is Beautiful” rhetoric of the time.7 Imani Perry’s research details the history of “Lift Every Voice 

 
6 James H. Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues (Maryknoll, NY: Obris Books, 1972), 33. 

7 Shana L. Redmond, Anthem: Social Movements and the Sound of Solidarity in the African Diaspora (New York: New 
York University Press, 2014). 
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and Sing.”8 She clearly defines the beginning of Black American history being told and how that 

would help shape Black American culture. Rickey Vincent’s book establishes the history of the Black 

Panther Party and The Lumpen.9 He also highlights key artists like James Brown and Aretha Franklin. 

Vernallis’s expertise in audiovisual media sheds light on the connection between songs and 

their videos and important elements that act as signifiers from the artist to their viewer. Similarly, 

Mathias Bonde Korsgaard discusses the change in music videos as they moved from airing on 

television to becoming a predominantly internet phenomenon. With this new dissemination, music 

videos took on new functions that are more difficult to define yet open the medium up to more 

possibilities. This field of study is continuously growing thus prompting recent theses such as Sarah 

Lindmark’s “‘Watching Their Souls Speak’: Interpreting the New Music Videos of Childish Gambino, 

Kendrick Lamar, and Beyoncé Knowles-Carter.” These scholars emphasize the importance of image 

in contemporary music. The popular press and network news articles I reference have allowed me to 

see how both the events and music of the Black Lives Matter movement were addressed and 

discussed as they unfolded. I have also referred to my own experiences as a young person on social 

media during this time.  

Organization 

This thesis is arranged in order to address the history of music in the earlier eras of Black 

American history and present a brief overview of the Black Lives Matter movement before analyzing 

examples of the music (and videos) of the current movement. My second chapter surveys spirituals of 

the nineteenth century and the music of Civil Rights eras in their historical context. My intention in 

covering the former is to highlight earlier Black American music and the styles and themes that have 

continued to this day. I explain how these themes clearly delineated Black and white artists and their 

cultural impact. Moving toward the Civil Rights era, I draw attention to the radicalization of popular 

 
8 Imani Perry, May We Forever Stand: A History of the Black National Anthem (Chapel Hill, NC: University of North 

Carolina Press, 2018). 

9 Rickey Vincent, Party Music: The Inside Story of the Black Panthers’ Band and How Black Power Transformed Soul 
Music (Chicago, IL: Lawrence Hill Books, 2013). 



 

 

6 
genres previously used only for entertainment purposes. During this time, many Black artists, such as 

Cooke, Simone, and Brown were also welcomed into the mainstream, which allowed for greater 

traction of these ideas brought forth musically in both the Black and white communities, a boon to the 

movement. 

With the older movement examples explored, my third chapter establishes the history of the 

on-going Black Lives Matter movement. I address the women who began the organization, 

differentiating that organization from the movement itself and how the latter has grown and adapted 

over the past eight years. I focus on a few specific, defining events of the movement and the imagery 

attached to each story to convey the growth and alterations through which the movement has gone 

as well as provide meaningful context for the musical examples to be explored in the following 

chapter. 

Chapter 4 fills in the music of the history explored in Chapter 3, focusing particularly on songs 

from artists Kendrick Lamar, Beyoncé, and Childish Gambino. Here, I draw examples from popular 

Black artists today comparing them in theme, lyrical syntax, and imagery through video to those of the 

earlier movements and one another. I argue that the music videos cannot be divorced from their 

songs due to dissemination and the symbiotic nature between the two media in clearly defining the 

artists’ message. In doing so, I highlight the importance put upon overt messaging to audiences in 

furthering the ideas of the Black Lives Matter movement. 

My final chapter concludes this study and looks briefly at more recent examples of songs from 

the movement. The critical and commercial success of the songs discussed in Chapters 4 and 5 

prove that these ideas continue to be culturally relevant and will continue to influence the movement 

and popular music in general. In the coming decades, these songs and videos will serve as a 

testament of the Black Lives Matter movement and the ideals.  
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CHAPTER 2 

NINETEENTH-CENTURY SPIRITUALS AND 
POPULAR GENRES IN THE CIVIL RIGHTS ERA 

In order to effectively examine and analyze the relationship of music to the Black Lives Matter 

movement, it is important to study the evolution of music in movements past. I have chosen to focus 

on the spirituals of the nineteenth century and popular genres in the Civil Rights era as they are the 

eras of racial reckoning for Black Americans most widely known and recognized prior to today’s 

movement. In each, music played a critical role. Through a brief history and related musical 

examples, this chapter shows how Black American music has embraced and, at times, influenced the 

movement for civil rights, and provides important framing for the Black Lives Matter movement and its 

music.  

The repeating themes of the longing for social justice and racial equity run through the music 

of the two eras discussed here. Over time, these themes have become increasingly more overt as 

Black American music has become more readily welcomed by wider audiences, including white 

audiences. Black Americans in the Antebellum period used the spirituals and their shrouded Biblical 

metaphors as a way of coding their message and concealing it from their oppressors. These spirituals 

were arranged and adapted into the concert spirituals with which we would be more familiar today. In 

the twentieth century, musicians in the Civil Rights movement utilized popular genres of the time that, 

for some, were already reaching both Black and white audiences to speak their truth. Certain 

influential artists chose to clearly convey their message of equality to varying results. Today, the 

ubiquity of social movements on social media, along with the commercial and critical success of Black 

American music, has allowed artists to speak plainly and, at times, even directly challenge oppressive 

practices. 

The commercial business of selling “race records”—the amalgam genre qualified by being 

recorded by Black American artists—began in 1920 with singer Mamie Smith straightforwardly 
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addressing race-driven police brutality.10 In doing so, she immediately began a legacy that has 

continued through rap group N.W.A.’s seminal hit, “Fuck Tha Police” (1988), Michael Jackson’s “They 

Don’t Care About Us” (1995), and YG’s “Police Get Away Wit Murder” (2016) to name a select few. 

Smith’s audience was small, relegated to Black Harlem residents, but mighty.11 As the genre of “race 

records” grew and Black artists began to appeal more to white audiences than they had previously, 

these artists slowly built a rapport with both Black and white Americans. With this rapport, artists were 

able to signal certain messages to the former while still entertaining and maintaining sales with the 

latter. Now, a century after Smith’s first recording, Black artists exercise the same freedom she took 

with her risky lyrics but reach a much larger audience. However, this journey began centuries before 

with the folk spirituals sung by African slaves. 

Nineteenth-Century Spirituals 

The spirituals of the nineteenth century mark an important step in the progression of Black 

American music. Thematically, these songs were as much about comfort in times of trial as they were 

hopeful of a potential better future. The musical characteristics and forms were often rhythmic and 

easy to follow; this is not only seen throughout much of Black American music history but is notably 

present in songs and chants of protest. This form held fast to uniquely African-derived traditions that 

were woven into the dominantly European-American society in which they found themselves. These 

folk spirituals were later adapted and notated for concert repertoire and became known as concert 

spirituals in the nineteenth century. This form of the music is how we know and study the spirituals 

today. They were then later molded and reshaped during the Civil Rights movement, much as 

musical expression has been again in today’s movement. 

 
10 Paul Oliver, “Race Record,” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, January 20, 2001, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com. (Date Accessed May 7, 2021.) 

11 Adam Gussow, “‘Shoot Myself a Cop’: Mamie Smith’s ‘Crazy Blues’ as Social Text,” Callaloo 25, no. 1 (Winter 2002): 9. 



 

 

9 
By the time the United States was divided in civil war in 1861, enslaved Africans had been 

cultivating musical genres like work songs and syncopated dance music for centuries.12 Because the 

typical white slave owner identified as a devout Christian, many shared their religion and God with 

their slaves, an effort they perceived as saving lost souls, and, perhaps more importantly, passing on 

their own culture. James Cone describes slave owners’ intentions as “humanity according to 

European definitions so that their brutality against Africans could be characterized as civilizing the 

savages.”13 When teaching Christianity to the Black population, preachers chose specific passages to 

share while strategically withholding others. For instance, they might teach from the Old Testament 

that a slave is obedient and good to their master but altogether skip the teachings of Imago Dei—that 

all people are created in the image of God. They were unlikely to have addressed God as the freer of 

slaves like the Israelites in Egypt. Civil rights activist and theologian Howard Thurman commented on 

this discrepancy saying, “It was dangerous to let the slave understand that the life and teachings of 

Jesus meant freedom for the captive and release for those held in economic, social, and political 

bondage.”14 When educating slaves in the ideology of Christianity, white preachers hid the full 

message for fear that with it would come the claim of Black personhood as children of God. 

Despite these selective sermons, Arthur C. Jones notes that Christianity was not outright 

refused by Black Americans, but instead embraced for the teachings that often went unheard from 

white preachers. In their own studies and from the sermons of Black preachers, slaves learned 

stories and promises of hope and freedom.15 Therein lies the key difference between white and Black 

religion of this time, according to Cone. Religion as it was taught to Black slaves would have been a 

list of dos and do nots and regulated beliefs; however, Cone defines religion as “wrought out of the 

experience of the people who encounter the divine in the midst of historical realities,” and it was by 

 
12 Portia K. Maultsby, “A Map of the Music,” African American Review 29, no. 2 (Summer 1995): 183. 

13 Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues, 23-24. 

14 Ibid., 46. 

15 Arthur C. Jones, Wade in the Water: The Wisdom of the Spirituals (Boulder, CO: Leave a Little Room, 2005), 8-9. 
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this definition that slaves lived religiously.16 On the surface, white and Black religion may have looked 

similar, however, slaves were wise enough to know which biblical teachings had been held back and 

why. The resiliency of the African enslaved people would not be denied, and as work songs and 

street calls made way for the sacred spiritual, they found a way to assert their beliefs while seemingly 

singing of the white man’s religion.17 When white religion spoke of the idea of freedom, it was in 

reference to the afterlife, to Heaven. There one would find an end to suffering and trials and be able 

to live peacefully for eternity. Freedom was theoretical. However, Black religion longed for freedom as 

a lived reality. Themes of hope and longing for freedom appear throughout the spirituals. Thus, these 

songs were coded in message and understood differently by different audiences. The white listener 

would hear these songs speaking of the promise of Heaven, while the Black listener would hear a 

true desire for emancipation in their lifetime.  

W.E.B. Du Bois called the spirituals “sorrow songs” explaining that “They are the music of an 

unhappy people, of the children of disappointment; they tell of death and suffering and unvoiced 

longing toward a truer world, of misty wandering and hidden ways.”18 Many writers have found Du 

Bois’s description too narrow, and indeed the writer himself later commented on the inherent 

hopefulness that permeates “a faith in the ultimate justice of things.”19 He continued to reflect on the 

impact of these songs on later Black generations and on himself, recalling songs that were sung to 

infants in African languages that became foreign to the younger generations yet remained as part of 

Black tradition. Of this, he said “the music is far more ancient than the words.”20 Cone emphasizes 

the African tradition of translating oral history through song, an important distinction in claiming the 

 
16 Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues, 28. 

17 Maultsby, “A Map of the Music,” 183. 

18 W. E. B. Du Bois, Chapter 14: “Of the Sorrow Songs,” in The Souls of Black Folk (Chicago: A. C. McClurg & Co., 1903), 
253. 

19 Ibid. 

20 Ibid., 254. 



 

 

11 
practice of spirituals as African rather than European.21 Musicologist Steven Cornelius also notes the 

art of African bards who sang of extensive family histories being lost to the anonymity of slavery.22 

Therein lies the true spirit of the spirituals: to assert “somebodiness”—to use Cone’s term—in the 

midst of a society that tells one they are inherently worth less.23 To sing these songs at all was a 

reminder that Black lives were not expendable but indeed valuable to both God and one another. It 

was common for spirituals to recount scripture and biblical stories, but rather than simply being a 

means of storytelling, it was the stories’ innate relevance to Black lives at this time that gave them 

relevance. 

J. Weldon Norris specifically highlights the recurrence of Moses’s struggle against Pharaoh in 

the spirituals. He believes Moses was touted as the “greatest hero” and subsequently, Pharaoh 

became the “greatest villain.”24 He describes the well-known spiritual, “Go Down, Moses” (sometimes 

referred to by its refrain, “Let My People Go”) as decidedly not a sorrow song—defying Du Bois’s 

classification—but rather a song of protest. Imani Perry calls “Go Down, Moses” a “freedom song” 

and believes these freedom songs have been a significant practice in both holding on to tradition and 

encouraging the ongoing fight for freedom.25 This idea remained relevant well into the Reconstruction 

era, through the following decades into the Civil Rights era, and as Perry mentions, even in the 

current climate. Hearing and singing the story of God freeing the Israelite slaves from Egypt through 

Moses would have emboldened Black slaves to hope and believe in their own coming freedom. It 

would have reminded them of the multitude of nameless slaves in the story who were granted 

 
21 Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues, 15. 

22 Steven Cornelius and J. Weldon Norris, “African-American Spirituals of the Civil War,” Library of Congress video, 46:18. 
March 30, 2013. https://www.loc.gov/item/webcast-6709/. (Date accessed October 13, 2020.) 

23 Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues, 33. 

24 Cornelius and Norris, “African-American Spirituals of the Civil War.” (Date accessed October 13, 2020.) 

25 Perry, May We Forever Stand, 154. 
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freedom. It would solidify the belief that their lives were worth something and God would see them 

freed.  

In practice, many spirituals consist of repetitive verses and choruses or refrains, not unlike the 

traditional strophic hymns of white church music. The advantages of songs written in this style, such 

as “Go Down, Moses” is that they are easy to learn, follow, and adapt. A single phrase refrain 

repeated at the end of each verse made for a kind of call-and-response rallying cry (See Figure 1). 

This tactic of short, rhythmic phrases voiced by the many after an invitation by a soloist or leader 

established a formula used even in modern protest rallies. In fact, this device has become a kind of 

trademark in protests. “Go Down, Moses” itself was used in the early 1960s by students participating 

in drug store counter sit-ins by replacing “Pharaoh” with the name of the local police chief.26 The 

spirituals may have contributed to this practice. By inviting and easily allowing participation, simple 

lines were learned by many and served as the backbone of relaying communal thought. Bernice 

Johnson Reagon believes that while the song’s leader can “make or break a performance,” it is the 

full group’s response that gives the listener the “unforgettable music picture.”27 The group’s 

community is both represented and experienced in song. 

 

 
26 Ibid. 

27 Bernice Johnson Reagon, liner notes to Wade in the Water, Vol. II, Smithsonian Folkways Recordings and National 
Public Radio, SF 40072, CD, 1994. 
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Figure 1. “Go Down, Moses,” baritone soloist providing the call, SATB with response. Gordan Jacob, 
arr. Go Down, Moses. 

Progression toward racial reconciliation in the United States continued to ebb and flow through 

the Civil Rights era of the 1960s, but Black American art and music remained and grew. Notably, in 

1920, the Harlem Renaissance was only beginning, and the singer Mamie Smith made history as the 

first Black American artist to commercially record reining in the highly successful “race records” 

business. She sang “Crazy Blues,” written by Perry Bradford detailing a woman left by her partner 

later revealed due to death via police brutality. The song becomes its most declarative when Smith 

sings the shocking lyric, “I’m gonna… Get myself a gun/ And shoot myself a cop.” 28 From its genesis, 

 
28 Gussow, “‘Shoot Myself a Cop,’” 9. 
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Black American commercially recorded music was dealing with the reality of Black Americans being 

racialized and brutalized by police officers. Smith’s achievement showed that not only were Black 

musicians on their way—slowly but surely—into the mainstream, but that they would be addressing 

the harsh realities through which they lived. This would become a boon to the movement for racial 

equality, first in recognition of their full personhood and, later, as a platform for their message, 

eventually reaching both Black and white audiences. We can see Smith as part of a progression 

through song from affirming personhood to establishing nuance within. Not only would that nuance 

continue through the following years, but we can also find a switch from creation as a means of 

survival to one of entertainment in the 1950s and ‘60s as the Civil Rights movement took form. 

However, many Black musicians of this time were not placated by acceptance from both Black and 

white audiences and would not leave their message unheard using entertainment to their advantage. 

Popular artists harnessed their platform as entertainers to advocate for racial reckoning through their 

music. 

The Civil Rights Era and Popular Genres in a New Light 

The music that projected the ideas of the Civil Rights movement could be found squarely 

within the mainstream during the 1950s and ‘60s. Though the nation remained segregated, Black 

American entertainment was thriving in both Black and white spaces. Many Black musicians used 

their platform to reach new audiences with their calls for racial equality. Though there remained plenty 

of work to be done, the act of Black musicians using their voices—not only within their communities 

but also in art consumed by white audiences—would prove to be a great advantage in advancing the 

movement even further. Still, outside the entertainment world, the sting of inequality was deeply felt 

as racial violence, like Emmett Till’s death in the 1955, continued to plague American society. 

 In 1955, while visiting Mississippi 14-year-old Emmett Till was brutally beaten and murdered 

by two white men for allegedly flirting with the men’s wife and sister respectively. His body was 

retrieved days later so disfigured that his uncle could only identify him by the ring he wore. Even so, 

Till’s mother, Mamie Till, had his body shipped back to Chicago for an open casket funeral. Her 
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intention was to show the reality of racism. A picture of his body was published in Jet magazine 

before being picked up by mainstream press. When the case went to trial, despite the evidence, an 

all-white jury issued the “not guilty” verdict to Till’s murderers after deliberating for less than an hour. 

The news of their verdict incited outrage around the country and, in its way, would inspire artists and 

others to begin speaking out and fighting for a change.29 One such artist was renowned white folk 

singer Bob Dylan who turned Till’s tragedy into a ballad with his early 1960s song “The Death of 

Emmett Till.” After several verses of explicit detail of both the event and trial, Dylan ends the song 

with a call to action for his listeners to speak out and stand against such crimes and racial injustices. 

Another artist inspired by Till was Sam Cooke, who by this time had a devoted audience of 

both races. Though Cooke was known as an entertainer rather than an activist, when he did address 

these topics through his music, his message was direct and overt. Most notably, this occurred in his 

1963 single “A Change is Gonna Come,” released only a year before his murder.30 Contrary to the 

bulk of Cooke’s discography, “Change” is not lighthearted and danceable in melody, and instead 

begins with slinking strings met by timpani rolls. The instrumentation alone set the song apart from 

the guitars and drum set his listeners would have expected. The more orchestral sound had 

previously been reserved for his Broadway-style covers of songs like “The House I Live In.” With this 

instrumentation, Cooke immediately alerts the listener to the importance of his lyrics and message 

before he ever sings a note. When he does, the familiar joy and sweetness in his croon are replaced 

by sincerity and a seeming trepidation. Some stories claim Cooke never wanted to perform the song 

live because it was too forthright in its message. It would have been a move too bold to avoid 

retaliation of some kind.31 However, it was a message Cooke felt was too important to not share with 

his loyal audience, and it was the singer’s relatability that gave his songs depth and strength.  

 
29 Philip C. Kolin, “Haunting America: Emmett Till in Music and Song,” Southern Cultures 15, no. 3 (Fall 2009): 116. 

30 Kelly Duane, dir., ReMastered: The Two Killings of Sam Cooke (Netflix Film, 2019, timing: 1 hr., 14 min.). 

31 Christopher Trigg, “A Change Ain’t Gonna Come: Sam Cooke and the Protest Song,” University of Toronto Quarterly 
79, no. 3 (Summer 2010): 992. 
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Many of his earlier songs felt welcoming to the listener. His charm exuded through the lyrics in 

any song he performed, disarming those who heard. As such, when he sang songs like “Change” and 

even “Chain Gang” just three years earlier, he had an established rapport and seeming friendship 

with his listener, and that personal touch and his use of first-person narrative gave a familiar and 

celebrated face and voice to the oppressed. He continually humanized the issues with lyrics like “It’s 

been too hard living/ But I’m afraid to die.” Though Cooke was welcomed by white audiences early in 

his career, he never forgot other Black performers and people who still faced the brutality of 

segregation and discrimination.  

Cooke, like many artists of this time, would be booked to perform at venues to which he would 

not have access through the front door or as an audience member. In May 1961, Cooke and several 

other acts were lined up to play the Memphis City Auditorium, and upon arrival, the acts learned that 

the auditorium was segregated and would not allow people of color in the audience. Cooke gathered 

all the performers he could at the Lorraine Hotel where they would stay the night—the same hotel 

where Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. would be assassinated seven years later—and gave a rousing 

speech to convince them to boycott their own show. Though his speech was impassioned, Cooke 

found himself alone at the hotel that night as everyone else decided to play anyway. Still, he could not 

in good conscience perform on that stage. Cooke said in an interview regarding his boycott, “I’ve 

always detested people of any color, religion, or nationality who lack courage to stand up and be 

counted. It is a difficult thing to do. I hope, by refusing to play to a segregated audience, it would help 

to break down racial segregation here.”32 To his white audience, he was simply an entertainer, though 

a beloved one. To his Black audience, he was a voice for their concerns and oppression. He was a 

beacon of hope for change.33 

 
32 Duane, dir., ReMastered. 

33 Burford, “Sam Cooke as Pop Album Artist,” 118. 
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Another Black voice that found its way to white audiences was that of Nina Simone. Beginning 

as a classical pianist in her childhood in North Carolina, Simone recalled her first recognition of racial 

discrimination when her parents were refused seats at her first piano recital. Even at such a young 

age, the artist refused to play until her parents were given seats in the front to watch her perform. She 

remained acutely aware of these kinds of grievances throughout her youth, and all the more so when 

she was denied admission to the Curtis Institute of Music based solely on her race, despite her 

impressive audition and having studied at Juilliard. Simone’s indignation and dedication to justice 

became a trademark in her career.34 This is most notable in her mid-1960s song “Mississippi 

Goddam,” which she wrote out of anger following the murder of activist Medger Evers and white 

supremacists’ bombing of the Alabama 16th Street Baptist Church, which killed four young Black girls 

and severally injured a fifth. She described the song as her first on civil rights, stating that it “erupted 

out of [her] faster than [she] could write it down.”35 “Mississippi” pushed Simone’s sound from a down-

tempo, legato, jazz club quality to something energized and far more lively, though never losing her 

proficient, classical-inspired piano skills. Like Cooke, Simone was widely known and accepted by 

both Black and white audiences; however, her tonal shift was more overt. Take the lyrics of 

“Mississippi”: “But this whole country is full of lies/ You’re all gonna die and die like flies/ I don’t trust 

you anymore/ You keep on saying, ‘Go slow.’” This passage points out the way in which she has 

begun to buck her audience’s expectations in both musicality and theme. The song and its album, In 

Concert, marked this change in the singer’s musicality, blending genres in just seven songs from folk 

and blues to simple love songs; it also clearly defined her as a civil rights activist.  

Five years and several albums later, Simone released a song inspired by her friend playwright 

Lorraine Hansberry, who died before completing her final play titled To Be Young, Gifted, and Black. 

As a means of honoring her friend’s legacy, Simone penned a song of the same name with the help 

 
34 Redmond, Anthem, 196. 

35 Dorothy Randall Tsuruta, “I Ain’t About to be Non-Violent, Honey,” The Black Scholar 29, no. 2 (Summer/Fall 1999): 57. 
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of composer Weldon Irvine, drawing from the gospel genre. A choir opens the song in tight harmonies 

with a cheery exclamation of “Young, gifted, and Black” before Simone jumps in to complete the 

thought, singing “Oh, what a lovely precious dream.” Simone and the choir continue to swap back and 

forth, harkening back to the call-and-response of the spirituals and even utilizing the repetitive “to be 

young, gifted, and Black” refrain. Though lacking the anger and energy of “Mississippi,” “Young, 

Gifted, and Black” specifically leaned into the “Black is beautiful” rhetoric of the movement. 

Musically, this rhetoric was popularized with James Brown’s 1968 hit, “Say it Loud, I’m Black 

and Proud,” in which Brown used funk and soul to convey his larger sociopolitical message, though 

the genres had previously been known simply as entertainment. The song was a hit in the Black 

community—and specifically in the Black Panther Party—but Brown lost much of his white audience 

over his stance.36 Interestingly, just one year later Simone avoided this same fate with her song of 

Black pride. Instead, her music remained within the mainstream of both racial audiences giving her 

Black listeners a certain freedom in singing these affirmations without fear of coming across as 

threatening to white audiences.37 In this sense, Simone was more successful than Brown in 

normalizing Black excellence and dignity therein. While spirituals had embraced the “somebodiness” 

of Black lives, songs of the Civil Rights era evolved beyond asserting mere humanity, stating that 

Black humanity was indeed worthy of celebration. 

During this time, the Black Panther Party in Northern California was forming its own party 

band, ironically called The Lumpen—its name taken from Karl Marx’s Communist Manifesto which 

referred to “the Lumpenproletariat, that passively rotting mass thrown off by the lowest layers of old 

society.”38 Inspired by Brown, the band also used soul and funk to relay their own message of taking 

back Black dignity by any means necessary, including inciting violence. The Lumpen’s first 

commercial recording was a two-track LP featuring the songs “Free Bobby Now” and “No More.” The 

 
36 Vincent, Party Music, 106-8. 

37 Liz Garbus, dir., What Happened Miss Simone? (Netflix Film, 2015, timing: 1 hr., 42 min.). 

38 Karl Marx, The Communist Manifesto, trans. Friedrich Engels, 1919, quoted in Vincent, Party Music, 28. 
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former calls for the release of Party leader Bobby Seale from prison with rousing verses ending in all 

voices calling the refrain, “Bobby must be set free.” The latter is a slower piano-led song with tight, 

percussive harmonies that passionately cries for an end to inequality and the wanton disregard for 

Black lives.  

Although The Lumpen hardly had a white audience, this idea of using popular styles to 

communicate social themes lyrically can be seen throughout this era. For example, in the late 1960s, 

Edwin Hawkins arranged an older hymn, “Oh Happy Day,” using soul rhythm and harmonies for his 

youth choir to sing for a fundraiser. He also added lyrics that were inflammatory to the Christian 

church of the time saying, “[God] taught me how to watch, fight, and pray.” These words, from the 

rising generation, signaled a shift in communal thought and practice.39 Both Hawkins and The 

Lumpen—though differing greatly in intention and practice—utilized popular genres of the time to 

relate to their listeners. Rather than signaling something new or different as Cooke had, The Lumpen 

and Hawkins drew in the crowd with familiar and exciting music that would then deliver a message 

that could be unexpected but certainly heard. The lines between entertainment and protest were 

beginning to blur. 

Looking at the popular music and lyrics of a certain time is an easy way to find significant 

points of change, but it is important, too, to see what songs stand the test of time. One such song was 

written by brothers James Weldon Johnson and Rosamond Johnson in the early 20th century: “Lift 

Every Voice and Sing.” Early on, the song was named the “Negro National Anthem” (later, Black 

National Anthem) by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in 

1921—a full decade before the “Star Spangled Banner” was officially recognized as the National 

Anthem of the United States. Though in the following decades some would try to claim the title for 

 
39 Tammy L. Kernodle, “Work the Works: The Role of African American Women in the Development of Contemporary 

Gospel,” Black Music Research Journal 26, no. 1 (Spring 2006): 91. 



 

 

20 
other songs, including Simone’s “To Be Young, Gifted, and Black,” “Lift Every Voice” carries the Black 

National Anthem title even today. 40  

The Johnson brothers sought to write “a hymn for Negro people” that would both speak in 

familiar terms as well as incite the faith and gravity of being a Black American.41 The 6/8 time 

signature gives the piece a dancing lilt, different from other war anthems of the time, yet keeps 

forward motion by emphasizing downbeats with single syllables or words to give the feel of a more 

stylized march. Rosamond, the composer, wrote an ascent at the start of the verses, depicting Black 

American aspirations in the major, but then travels to the minor toward the end of each verse showing 

that the struggle continues. Perry believes, in this way, Rosamond has “paired sadness with triumph 

and resilience.”42 The composer also highlights certain important words by placing the leap of a 

perfect fourth to the song’s zenith on “rise,” “beat,” and “might” (See Figure 2). In this way, the song 

moves from simply a pleasant melody for entertainment purposes to a song of purposeful intention 

with a message that will not be misinterpreted. Though the lyrics make no mention of nation or race, 

its musicality focuses the listener on the work’s true meaning. 

Even a century later, the Johnsons’ song holds great meaning and gravitas. Prior to the 2009 

presidential election, singer René Marie was asked to sing the National Anthem at the State of the 

City address in Denver, Colorado on July 1, 2008. When she took the podium, she shocked—or more 

likely, confused—the crowd by singing Johnson’s lyrics to the tune of the “Star Spangled Banner.” By 

combining both anthems, Marie’s performance demonstrated the conflicts within a self-proclaimed 

“indivisible” nation. Shana Redmond has said, “In the wake of her [René Marie’s] revision, she was 

made a spectacle and target whose always already dubious citizenship as an African-American 

woman was questioned and challenged through racialized and gendered rhetorics of suspicion, 

 
40 Redmond, Anthem, 192. 

41 Perry, May We Forever Stand, 20. 

42 Ibid., 21. 
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incompetence, and insubordination.”43 By asserting herself as a Black American through song, Marie 

was questioned and criticized for an alleged lack of patriotism. Yet, these same lyrics were sung by 

the crowd gathered at the Washington Monument moments before Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. spoke 

about his dream of an integrated America. The successes of desegregation, voting rights, and more 

have not eliminated discrimination. As Perry put it, “[Racial inequality] has morphed but remained.”44 

Likewise, the music of these movements must similarly morph but remain. 

 

Figure 2. “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” zenith on key words, harmonies move from major to minor. J. 
Rosamond Johnson and James Weldon Johnson, Lift Ev’ry Voice and Sing. 

Conclusion 

The nineteenth-century spirituals and popular genres of the Civil Rights era provide essential 

context for deciphering the music of the current Black Lives Matter movement. They show where and 

 
43 Shana L. Redmond, “Indivisible: The Nation and Its Anthem in Black Musical Performance,” Black Music Research 

Journal 35, no. 1 (Spring 2015): 101. 

44 Perry, May We Forever Stand, 222. 
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how music was used to change minds within these movements and whose voices were received and 

whose criticized. Alongside the fight for racial equality in America, a long historical view can show a 

clear evolution in musical and thematic nuance. If Cone is correct that the spirituals were not for art’s 

sake but survival’s, proving to one another the inherent personhood of Black people, then the later 

genres expanded that notion by confirming Black pain and disappointment. Popular artists of the 

1950s and ’60s continued to share this narrative with Black and white listeners alike for the sake of 

equity—not just equality. What, then, are Black artists today saying and to whom? In the Black Lives 

Matter movement, musicians find yet more nuance as inequality continues to shift culturally, but the 

magnified platforms and extended reach of contemporary celebrity have changed the ways speech is 

interpreted. As in movements before it, the music of Black Lives Matter has adapted but persisted.  
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CHAPTER 3 

A BLACK LIVES MATTER TIMELINE 

To better understand the use of the music in the Black Lives Matter movement, it is important 

to first chart the development of the movement. This chapter chronicles Black Lives Matter by 

highlighting a number of larger, trajectory-defining events and key phrases used as rallying cries and 

hashtags from the beginning of the movement through summer 2020. These moments focus 

specifically on incidents of police brutality as a driving force within the movement. This is not to ignore 

other acts of racial violence during this time, rather to draw attention to these central events and this 

critical commonality. The following discussion sometimes mentions other victims of racial brutality as 

a means of creating a slightly more complete timeline and better illustrating the state of the movement 

and the people involved. The stories highlighted below are not isolated, nor do they exist in a 

vacuum; they are flashpoints in a larger, ongoing narrative. Because the movement continues at the 

time of this writing, this timeline is incomplete. Still, it provides a foundation on which the next chapter 

will build by discussing the movement’s associated music. 

An obvious difference between today’s movement for racial equality and those of the past is 

the existence and use of social media. The phrase “Black lives matter” itself began as a hashtag and 

quickly became an online touchpoint where people around the world could go to find information, be 

kept up to the minute with news and developments, or simply lament. Activists like DeRay McKesson 

posted constant updates—or live-tweeted—during protests, giving their followers or anyone browsing 

through the hashtag a real-time view of these events.45 Social media subverted the curated narrative 

of produced media outlets, like national network news. It gave anyone with internet access an 

unedited and immediate understanding and new perspectives. Though these posts are often colored 

by the poster’s personal bias, they have allowed more perspectives to be made known. While the 

 
45 Simon Faulkner, Hannah Guy, Safiya Umoja Noble, and Farida Vis, “When Twitter Got #Woke: Black Lives Matter, 

DeRay McKesson, Twitter, and the Appropriation of the Aesthetics of Protest,” in The Aesthetics of Global 
Protest: Visual Culture and Communication, eds. Aidan McGarry, Itir Erhart, Hande Eslen-Ziya, Olu Jenzen, and 
Umut Korkut (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2019), 247-66. 
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Antebellum, Reconstruction, and Civil Rights eras were, to some extent, contained American issues, 

Black Lives Matter and its social media presence has reached all corners of the world with the click of 

a button. 

In general, social media necessitates succinct speech. Between Twitter’s 280 (formerly 140) 

character limit per tweet and audiences’ seemingly unlimited ability to move on once bored, each post 

needs to somehow market itself in order to garner attention. This is often most easily achieved 

through image, which became an important element of the movement. Image has long been a 

powerful tool in such movements. For example, Mamie Till knew that having Emmett’s casket open at 

his funeral would bring a full gravity to the weight of what had been done to him. His story was 

gruesome in words alone, but actually seeing the result made it tangible. She went even further in 

having his posthumous photo published in Jet magazine next to a shot of the two together smiling.46 

This harsh dose of reality, sent out nationally, allowed for little room to excuse actions or forget the 

story. In contemporary cases, such image documentation is yet more accessible. Through the course 

of the Black Lives Matter movement, bystander cell phone videos documented events that brought 

incidents into observers’ homes. Similarly, the movement spawned a discussion of which photos are 

used by the media to represent the life taken and what racial bias that may underlie those 

representations. For the purposes of this discussion, I have included an image of each person that 

became attached to their story when shared in traditional and social media contexts. 

Below, I highlight the stories of Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, Michael Brown, Sandra Bland, 

George Floyd, and Breonna Taylor. While these are only a few of the many whose stories have 

bolstered the Black Lives Matter movement, I have chosen these for their significance within the 

movement and as examples of image-based discussion. While the importance of image by way of 

photo and representation is salient to the movement at large, it also becomes intrinsically linked to the 

movement’s music through a song’s accompanying video. When a song’s lyrics do not seem to 

 
46 Kolin, “Haunting America,” 116. 
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explicitly address the movement, its music video can be the undeniable connection. In the media 

following Martin’s death, the first photo used of his was outdated, depicting him as younger than he 

truly was. Garner’s interaction with police and subsequent death was entirely captured by cell phone 

video that would later go viral. Brown’s original photo used by national news depicted him in a 

stereotypical, almost criminalizing way before criticism from the public turned to popularizing his 

recent graduation photo. The protests and riots that began after Brown’s death also received more 

attention from national news outlets than the others had. This seemed to signal the start of songs 

written explicitly for the movement from artists such as rapper The Game and singer Janelle Monaé. 

Sandra Bland was the first Black woman’s story told on a large scale in the movement. George Floyd 

and Breonna Taylor were killed shortly after the global lockdown of 2020 necessitated by the 

Coronavirus pandemic. Like Garner, Floyd’s death was videoed and went viral, though his did so in a 

time of few distractions and high tensions. For these reasons, their stories will guide us through a 

condensed timeline of the Black Lives Matter movement. 

Trayvon Martin and “Black Lives Matter” 

The phrase—and shortly after, the movement—“Black lives matter” began in 2012, following 

the killing of teenager Trayvon Martin by a neighborhood watch captain. Black people dying at the 

hands of authority was certainly not a new occurrence, but Martin’s death became the catalyst, the 

straw that broke the camel’s back. This time it was not only a child (a narrative exacerbated by the 

outdated photo of Martin that originally circulated), but an innocent child whose life was cut short by 

his assailant (See Figure 3). Martin was not someone of great importance or notoriety, but in that 

way, he was seen as an avatar for every Black American simply walking down the street. He was a 

regular kid mistaken for an unknown criminal and he was killed. If he could die this way, anyone 

could. At protests, signs were held that read, “We are all Trayvon Martin.” Interestingly, in opposition 

to the media’s portrayal of Martin through image, his killer’s defense during his murder trial used 

images of the neighborhood’s white residents against pictures of a young, shirtless Martin, which 

author and rhetoric specialist Wendy S. Hesford describes as “drawing on a history of racial optics 
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and stereotypes of unruly (and overly sexualized) [B]lack men and vulnerable white women,” though 

both the defense and prosecution argued the case was not about race.47 In this way, Martin’s story 

again echoes Emmett Till’s. Both young men were ultimately guilty only of being Black in the wrong 

place at the wrong time. 

 

Figure 3. Trayvon Martin at age 12 or 13. The Guardian, “Trayvon Martin’s Death: The Story So Far.” 
(Date accessed October 30, 2020.) 

On February 26, 2012, neighborhood watch captain George Zimmerman called 911 to report a 

suspicious person in Sanford, Florida. Ignoring instructions from the operator to avoid this person, 

Zimmerman instead followed him and soon after fatally shot the person later identified as 17-year-old 

Martin (See Figure 4). Zimmerman claimed the shot was fired in self-defense, as he had suffered a 

broken nose and lacerations to the back of the head. In the immediate aftermath of the shooting, 

Zimmerman walked free. A month later, Martin’s parents created a petition on Change.org calling for 

Zimmerman’s arrest; it eventually surpassed 1 million signatures. Within days rallies started to form 

across the nation in protest of Zimmerman’s having not been arrested. He would not be charged with 

second-degree murder until the following April. After several months of trials, bond hearings, and 

 
47 Wendy S. Hesford, “Surviving Recognition and Racial In/justice,” Philosophy & Rhetoric 48, no. 4 (2015): 543. 
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recusals from multiple lawyers and a judge, Zimmerman faced his verdict on July 13. The jury found 

him not guilty.48 

 

Figure 4. Updated photo Trayvon Martin used in media. Orlando Sentinel, “Trayvon Martin: New 
Photos, Details Spark Online Debate.” (Date accessed October 30, 2020.) 

That day, as many lamented the acquittal, activist Alicia Garza took to Facebook writing a 

short open letter to Black people saying, “We don’t deserve to be killed with impunity. We need to 

love ourselves and fight for a world where [B]lack lives matter. Black people, I love you. I love us. We 

matter. Our lives matter.”49 Her friend and fellow activist Patrisse Cullors commented on the post 

reiterating the phrase, this time as a hashtag: #BlackLivesMatter. Neither woman at the time would 

realize how far the hashtag would go, but as it grew, they knew the incoming frustration and passion 

should be harnessed. Together with a third activist, Opal Tometi, the women began the Black Lives 

Matter movement that continues today; they eventually started the more official Black Lives Matter 

 
48 “Trayvon Martin Shooting Fast Facts,” CNN, last modified October 19, 2020, 

https://www.cnn.com/2013/06/05/us/trayvon-martin-shooting-fast-facts/index.html. (Date accessed October 24, 
2020). 

49 “6 Years Strong,” Black Lives Matter, last modified July 2019, https://blacklivesmatter.com/six-years-strong/. (Date 
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organization. The organization has gone global, establishing over 40 chapters around the world with 

the intention of creating systemic political change.50 Though the two may seem synonymous, there 

are many who participate in the general Black Lives Matter movement but do not condone all of the 

ideals or methods of the more structured organization. For the purposes of this study, we will focus on 

the movement as a whole, as opposed to the official organization. 

The movement was eventually met with controversy and backlash, but it also began to frame 

the protests that would follow. The use and prominence of social media and image has played a large 

part in separating this movement from those of the past. With the internet’s speed and ubiquity, 

#BlackLivesMatter spread like wildfire in the days immediately following Garza’s original post.51 

Unlike the Civil Rights movement, the collective narrative of Black Lives Matter has been in the hands 

of not only the movement’s leaders, but every person willing to participate and share. This made it 

easy to turn from observer to participant. By following the Black Lives Matter hashtag, retweeting, or 

posting new material, the average person online could feel as much a part of the movement as any 

leader or prominent voice.52 This empowerment paired with more personal stories and photos has 

opened today’s movement to all who are willing to hear. Martin’s death was far from either the first or 

last of its kind, but it was the steppingstone into a new era of protest that continues today. 

Eric Garner and “I Can’t Breathe” 

In the years following Martin’s death, there was heightened awareness of the dangers Black 

Americans face during police interactions. It eventually became common practice to record these 

interactions on cell phones, in case something should go wrong. The intention is to provide 

undeniable evidence of any wrongdoing that could lead to conviction. Though the use of cell phone 

 
50 “Herstory,” Black Lives Matter, Last modified 2019, https://blacklivesmatter.com/herstory/. (Date accessed October 2, 
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video was new to this era, capturing video was not. Rodney King’s abuse at the hands of the Los 

Angeles Police Department in 1991 provides perhaps the best-known incident. The infamous riots 

that broke out the following year began mere hours after the officers involved were acquitted despite 

video evidence of their actions.53 One of the first incidents recorded in the Black Lives Matter 

movement was the death of Eric Garner. The video is long and captures the full weight of the 

confrontation more than any still image could. Interestingly, unlike the other stories highlighted here, 

there is no one image of Garner that dominated the press, but instead blurry, chaotic stills of Garner 

in a chokehold from the video itself were used. Having gone viral, the video was easily accessible to 

anyone without an attached outside bias or narrative. In Martin’s case, there was some skepticism in 

the general public as to how innocent he truly was. With video of Garner’s death, it was clear to see 

exactly how the exchange escalated. We all were able to bear witness to the following story as it 

played out.  

Staten Island native Eric Garner was no stranger to law enforcement in his town of 

Tompkinsville (See Figure 5). He had been arrested at least twice in 2014 alone for selling untaxed 

cigarettes and was even familiar with one of the plainclothes police officers who approached him that 

July 17.54 In the 16-minute cell phone video that was posted to the New York Daily News’ website and 

later went viral, shot by his friend, Ramsey Orta, Garner can be seen loudly protesting his arrest, 

repeating several times, “I didn’t do nothing.”55 At times, Orta can be heard commenting off camera 

that Garner had merely broken up a fight.56 After several minutes, an officer, Daniel Pantaleo, 
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approaches Garner from behind, puts him in a chokehold, and several more officers move in 

wrestling him to the ground. Pantaleo is seen forcibly pushing Garner’s head down, continuously 

applying pressure to his neck while Garner repeats the phrase “I can’t breathe” eleven times before 

suffocating and eventually dying on the street.57 

 

Figure 5. Eric Garner. ABC7, “Police chokehold killed NYC Man, Medical Examiner Rules.” (Date 
accessed November 13, 2020.) 

Garner’s death stoked the flame of the Black Lives Matter movement a year after 

Zimmerman’s acquittal. The original New York Police Department (NYPD) internal report of the 

incident neglected to mention Pantaleo’s chokehold—a practice that has been banned for New York 

officers for decades—and instead implied Garner’s size and other health conditions led to a heart 

attack during the arrest. When the video showing the full story circulated, it brought Garner, the 

NYPD, and specifically Pantaleo into the public eye. A former senior police official anonymously told 

the New York Times that those involved in the investigation had no knowledge of the chokehold until 

the video was released. Images from the video were also cited by the medical examiner’s final 

autopsy, which deemed Garner’s death a homicide.58 
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Three weeks after Garner’s funeral, 2,500 people marched on Staten Island in protest of his 

murder. Civil rights leader Reverend Al Sharpton attended, marching hand in hand with Garner’s 

mother. Still, despite the protests and video evidence, a grand jury decided to not indict Pantaleo 

citing “no reasonable cause” to charge him.59 In the following years, Garner’s family continued to fight 

back against the acquittal with the help of Sharpton and federal civil rights prosecutors. The years 

passed with little professional consequence for Pantaleo. Protesters rallied nearly annually in memory 

of Garner’s death. After five years and some disciplinary action toward the officer, prosecutors 

announced that they, again, would not bring charges against Pantaleo. However, on August 19, 2019, 

NYPD commissioner James O’Neill stated in a news conference that Pantaleo would be fired without 

pension.60 

Garner’s death stands out from many others because of Orta’s video. It is not often that the 

deceased get a voice in their own trials, but in a way, Garner did. His dying words, “I can’t breathe,” 

became a chant at protests—one resurrected after the death of George Floyd in 2020. It appeared on 

signs and t-shirts as a signifier of that moment, as well as the general suffocation through oppression 

Black Americans have faced throughout the country’s history. Orta’s video, though it failed to lead to 

a conviction, unveiled a truth many Americans could have still denied. It stirred viewers to see how 

quickly the incident got out of hand, and when news of the death of Michael Brown broke, the Black 

Lives Matter movement was more than ready for change and for the fight to make it happen. 

Michael Brown and “Hands Up, Don’t Shoot” 

More than with any previous incident, the Black Lives Matter movement became nearly 

explosive after the death of teenager Michael Brown. The indignation and grief of Garner’s death had 

not yet settled when just weeks later the news of Brown broke. Not only was he another young adult 

like Martin, but the public quickly learned Brown had his hands raised in surrender to the officer who 
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shot and killed him. This stance was widely thought to have been Brown’s safest bet for survival. It 

inspired a new phrase and hashtag: “Hands up, don’t shoot.” In August 2014, a photo of students 

from the prominent historically Black college, Howard University, went viral, showing close to a 

thousand students with their arms raised in remembrance of Brown who could have easily been their 

peer.61 Again like Martin, Brown became an avatar of every Black American finding themselves in the 

wrong place at the wrong time. One could surrender and still be fatally shot multiple times. Along with 

the phrase and the students’ photo, the act of holding one’s hands over their head caught on during 

protests leading to more stark imagery that Hesford describes as an ironic “act of willful defiance and 

critique of the state’s refusal to recognize [B]lack men as having the ‘option to be law abiding,’ which 

includes Michael Brown’s right to surrender.”62 This imagery began to speak as loudly as the phrases 

and rally cries themselves, particularly when protests turned to riots and were met with militarized 

policing. It was not uncommon to see photos of protesters with their hands in the air surrounded by 

police in full riot gear or enveloped in smoke. A clear picture was made time and again of how Brown 

would have been seen in his final moments. 

Michael Brown, a recent high school graduate, was shot to death by white officer Darren 

Wilson after an altercation in Ferguson, Missouri (See Figure 6). Brown and a friend had been 

walking in the street when Wilson spotted them. The officer was on the lookout for a man he believed 

matched Brown’s description. After a brief interaction, the incident escalated, resulting in Wilson firing 

a number of rounds into Brown until he died in the street where his body remained for the next four 

hours. Protests began the day after Brown’s death and became riotous in some areas—notably 

Ferguson itself. Rioters looted nearby stores, smashed car windows, and stood atop police vehicles. 

This civic unrest was quickly met by militarized policing on the streets with tear gas and rubber bullets 
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being shot toward protesters by the night of August 11, just two days after Brown’s death.63 Protests 

carried on in the following months with tensions remaining high. On November 24, the grand jury 

announced their decision to not indict the officer, and again, protest turned violent. Though I have 

chosen not to highlight his story for this thesis’s purposes, it is worth noting that only two days before 

the grand jury’s decision, 12-year-old Tamir Rice was also killed by a police officer, and said officer 

was also not indicted. Wilson resigned from the Ferguson Police Department five days later.64  

 

Figure 6. Michael Brown. The Washington Post, “Mike Brown Notched a Hard-Fought Victory Just 
Days Before He Was Shot: A Diploma.” (Date accessed November 5, 2021.) 

As national network news continued to cover Brown’s story, a discussion emerged within the 

movement and across social media regarding the use and importance of imagery and what it says 

about racial bias. Harking back to the media switching from Martin’s outdated to an updated photo, 

Brown was originally depicted in media with a photo shot from below, Brown looking down at the 
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viewer sternly, hand raised to his chest with his thumb, index, and middle fingers outstretched. His 

clothes are baggy and casual. This photo would quickly be eclipsed by the graduation cap and gown 

picture shown here. The latter highlighted Brown’s youth and potential, while the former could 

reinforce negative stereotypes. Through this discussion of the media’s representation, a new hashtag 

emerged started by activist C.J. Lawrence, harrowingly labeled #IfTheyGunnedMeDown. The 

hashtag is populated by Black Americans and other people of color asking, if they were to be shot 

and killed, which photo would be the media use? The question is particularly in regard to race as 

English professor Makeba Lavan points out when comparing the original photo used of Brown as 

opposed to the suit and tie photo used of a young white assailant in 2012.65 Each 

#IfTheyGunnedMeDown post attaches two photos of the poster, one in which they are dressed for 

graduations, or wearing suits and ties, nice dresses, or military uniforms, and the other typically more 

candid, dressed down, hooded, throwing assumed “gang signs” like Brown, and so on (See, for 

example, Figure 7). By posting personal photos, Brown was solidified in the avatar role for all Black 

Americans. What happened to him could happen to any of these posters, the students at Howard 

University, or any American of color who has the misfortune of being racially profiled.  

By this time, musicians began openly supporting and writing to the ideas of the Black Lives 

Matter movement. These songs seemed to focus on community in light of the ongoing protests and 

riots. For example, rapper The Game’s single “Don’t Shoot” (2014), inspired by the hashtag and rally 

cry after Brown’s murder. Game recruited fourteen other artists for the song with a choir-like chorus 

saying, “God ain’t put us on this earth to get murdered/ It’s murder/ Don’t point your weapons at 

me.”66 A group of musicians coming together on a single for a chosen cause draws comparison to the 

likes of Band-Aid’s “Do They Know It’s Christmas?” (1984) or Michael Jackson’s “Heal the World” 
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(1991). These songs were written in order to bring attention to a need and the supergroups formed to 

sing them give the air of “reaching across the aisle,” that we should all come together to do 

something. Game achieves the same thing with his group without losing any credibility in his 

musicianship as these supergroup songs can often do. His sung chorus is also reminiscent of James 

Brown’s “Say It Loud, I’m Black and Proud.” Both songs use young voices on their choruses to 

highlight the future, though to differing affects. While Brown uses youthful exuberance to demonstrate 

excitement and enthusiasm, Game gives a stark reality of children facing death. Yet, both show the 

importance of youth and community as can also be seen in social media’s role in modern protest. 

 

Figure 7. C.J. Lawrence’s original #IfTheyGunnedMeDown tweet. C.J. Lawrence 
(@CJLawrenceEsq), “Yes let’s do that: Which photo does the media use if the police shot me down? 
#IfTheyGunnedMeDown.” (Date accessed February 12, 2021.) 
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The hashtags #HandsUpDontShoot and #IfTheyGunnedMeDown both draw from an overall 

feeling of helplessness. Brown was known to have surrendered himself to the police and was still 

fatally shot several times. Then, he was depicted by the media in a way that would draw from racial 

prejudice as though Brown was a criminal, as if that might excuse his murder. Black Americans had 

little faith that they might leave an interaction with the police unharmed, no matter their reaction. 

#HandsUpDontShoot served as a plea for police to view an unarmed surrender as nonviolent, 

whereas #IfTheyGunnedMeDown was a lament for what could feel inevitable. Lavan describes these 

hashtags as “illuminat[ing] the ways in which Black victims of police violence are killed twice: their 

physical murder is followed by ruthless character assassination.”67 This is where the Black Lives 

Matter movement sought to buck the system. If photos were used that highlighted a person’s 

potential, it might quell thoughts—whether conscious or subconscious—of a deserved death. Using 

Brown’s graduation photo emphasized his accomplishments and youth at the same time. It 

showcased an acceptable humanity, and by beginning to eliminate the character assassination, with 

time, the physical murders may also subside. 

Sandra Bland and “Say Her Name” 

In the movement’s earliest years, the figures whose stories tended to take the spotlight were 

all male. This was until Sandra Bland died suspiciously in police custody in 2015, only two months 

after the launch of the new #SayHerName campaign which meant to highlight the abuse of Black 

women specifically at the hands of the police. Bland’s story was the first such case to follow the 

launch of the campaign. Like Garner, Bland’s death is also linked to a video of her interaction with 

police. This time it was the arresting state trooper’s dashcam footage that went viral. However, it was 

more the lack of video surveillance of Bland’s jail cell that made her death unusual and raised 

questions from the public.  
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Sandra Bland was a 28-year-old activist well versed in the Black Lives Matter movement, who 

was pulled over by Texas state trooper Brian Encinia in for a minor traffic infraction on July 10, 2015 

(See Figure 8). By all accounts—namely the trooper’s dashcam and a bystander’s video—the 

interaction quickly became heated, and after Encinia demanded she leave her vehicle, Bland was 

officially detained for assault of a public servant, according to Encinia’s report. Bland was taken to 

Waller County Jail where, three days after her arrest, a guard found her hanged in her cell using a 

trash can liner tied to a partition bar overhead.68 

 

Figure 8. Sandra Bland. Texas Tribune, “Texas Gov. Abbott Signs ‘Sandra Bland Act’ Into Law.” 
(Date accessed November 5, 2020.) 

Bland’s death had been ruled a suicide after the official autopsy, though outside speculation 

quickly questioned the authenticity of the ruling, due in large part to the lack of crucial evidence from 

the county jail. Certain procedures were also questioned, including Bland’s placement in a large cell 

alone unmonitored by cameras, and cameras capturing the hallway to Bland’s cell showing that she 

was visited by officers less than standard procedure dictates and less than the official signed log of 
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check-ins claimed. There are also questions about why Bland would have a 30-gallon trash can with 

a liner in her cell when it is, again, standard procedure to remove any items with which a detainee 

could harm themselves. Thanks to these supposed discrepancies, among others, theories began to 

surface that Bland’s death was not a suicide. Many questions remain unanswered even today; they 

incited the public to ask what happened to Sandra Bland, a phrase that became its own hashtag. 

Protests began immediately and came straight to the door of the Waller County Jail including 

demonstrations from the New Black Panther party holding assault rifles. Again, though I am not 

highlighting his story, it is important to note that only three months earlier, Freddie Gray died as a 

result of injuries incurred during a police transit.69 Like Brown, Bland’s death came when tensions 

were already high and were thus exasperated. Though she may or may not have died directly at the 

hands of the police, the escalation of events, treatment she received, and neglect were certainly key 

factors. In the weeks following her death, trooper Encinia was fired and later indicted only for perjury, 

as he had initially downplayed his role in the event’s escalation and use of force.70  

Shortly before Bland’s death, the African American Policy Forum (AAPF) and the Center for 

Intersectionality and Social Policy Studies (CISPS) began a campaign called #SayHerName. These 

organizations followed and believed in the Black Lives Matter movement but noticed that the names 

and stories that caught the most attention were predominantly male. As such, the stories of Black 

women who have suffered from police brutality, racism, and white supremacy were maligned if not 

altogether ignored. Through a fairly simple tactic, #SayHerName humanizes mere statistics before 

delving into these women’s stories. It opens the proverbial door that they may be heard.71 Bland was 

the first high profile case to adopt the hashtag and launched it into the public’s view as her case 

continued to unfold in network news and social media. The phrase was used as a call-and-response 
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chant at protests with a leader calling, “Say her name!” and the crowd responding “Sandra Bland!” 

asserting that her name and story would not go unnoticed or be forgotten. In August 2015, artist 

Janelle Monaé revisited a bonus song from her 2013 album The Electric Lady called “Hell You 

Talmbout.” The song firmly planted itself within the Black Lives Matter movement lyrically, but when 

revisited became more of a simple rally cry with percussive musical accompaniment. The chorus has 

multiple voices singing repeatedly “hell you talmbout” while verses consist only of a single voice—a 

different artist takes each verse—saying the name of a Black person who died as a result of police 

brutality, including Martin, Garner, Brown, and Bland among others, followed by “say his name” and 

“say her name” respectively. This same call-and-response prompt would be reignited after the news 

of Breonna Taylor’s death in 2020. #SayHerName, as with all the other hashtags and rallying cries 

previously mentioned, has become a means of social activism in its own right, according to professor 

Kyle Booten. Aside from curating useful information as #BlackLivesMatter has been known to do in 

times of crisis, sharing personal stories, photos, and opinions under associated hashtags have come 

alongside marches and protests and continues in the movement still today.72 

George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and the Movement Today 

Through 2020, the movement and its methods have changed very little, though it remains 

persistent. Many of the older rallying cries have continued or been recycled with current news stories 

and deaths. Protests have carried on even in the midst of the global COVID-19 pandemic following 

the losses of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor in May and March 2020, respectively. Floyd was 

killed in Minneapolis during his arrest in late May, when police officer Derek Chauvin pinned Floyd to 

the ground with his knee on the man’s throat for a reported eight minutes and forty-six seconds. 

Several bystander videos immediately surfaced across social media platforms. At this point, the 

United States was just two months into a national lockdown due to the Coronavirus pandemic; most 

Americans were not working or leaving their homes. Without the distractions of everyday life, a 
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spotlight shone on Floyd’s story perhaps more than any other before in the movement. The 

conversation about Black Lives Matter seemed to become more national and widespread with books 

on the Black American experience, racial reconciliation, and anti-racism selling out at bookstores and 

large online distributors.73 Protests and marches were also organized more locally with successful 

turn outs in smaller cities rather than focusing on larger urban areas.74 

As Floyd’s story flooded news circuits, some activists became incensed, not with the attention 

given Floyd, but rather the lack of attention given to Breonna Taylor, a Black woman who had been 

killed by Louisville, Kentucky police in March. Taylor died in a poorly executed home invasion by 

police ending in her being fatally shot multiple times. In the wake of her death, #SayHerName 

resurfaced in the public consciousness. Both stories circulated just after the murder of Amaud Arbery, 

who in February 2020 had been stalked and killed by white supremacists while on a run in Georgia. 

More than ever there has been a shown desire from many Americans to educate themselves in the 

history of racism in America as well as the effects it still has today. With that education, is the want to 

take steps toward correcting such things, and this is how the Black Lives Matter movement has not 

only survived these long years but thrived.  

Conclusion 

Going into its eighth year at time of writing, the Black Lives Matter movement is one of the 

longest ongoing social movements in American history. Its longevity is likely due in part to its ability to 

flourish via social media. The internet becomes a kind of archive of information making it nearly 

impossible to truly remove anything that once existed there. One can track the history of the 

movement through social media and be reminded of any small detail that may otherwise have been 

forgotten. In fact, returning to these old hashtags aided me in my research for this chapter. The 
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movement has also been helped in large part by its use of imagery. Not only have the videos of 

Garner and Floyd made a large impact, the use of photos for each person’s story has brought up 

questions of media representation and unconscious racial bias. Though some scholars have 

suggested that Twitter and other platforms have taken the role music played in the Civil Rights era by 

creating a common vernacular for its participants, the following chapter will show how music and 

accompanying image continues to have an effect on the current movement.75 Like the hashtags 

above, songs continue to give the movement’s participants a shared vernacular and understanding. 

When paired with image and video, these songs permeate further into the audience’s mind and tap 

into some emotion, be it shock or lament, to leave a lasting impression and share its message. A 

small selection of these songs and their music videos will be analyzed using this lens. 
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CHAPTER 4 

MUSIC AND IMAGE IN THE BLACK LIVES MATTER MOVEMENT 

Like the songs of the Civil Rights era, the music of Black Lives Matter works within the popular 

genres of today, namely hip-hop and rhythm and blues (R&B) as opposed to the previous 

generation’s funk, soul, and gospel. Again, by using these genres, artists already have an audience 

with whom to share their message of protest. In today’s movement, social media has opened the door 

for all to participate and formulate a shared vernacular, and music continues to help in this unification 

as it had in Civil Rights movement. In fact, though many public figures use social media platforms to 

endorse movements such as Black Lives Matter, some musicians refrain from doing so overtly, 

choosing instead to express their support in song. This can come with drawbacks, such as overly 

allegorical or unclear lyrics that can bury the song’s intent, but nearly every popular song of the 

movement has quickly released a music video to accompany it and to nuance its meaning. These 

videos do not use the made-for-TV visuals of the past but are a part of what Mathias Bonde 

Korsgaard calls the “second golden age” in which music videos are made to be distributed online and 

without outside context.76 This change has allowed for new experimentation in music videos post-

millennium to run the gamut from viewer interaction to the recent visual albums (made popular by 

Beyoncé), where a viewer can watch an entire album of music video vignettes play out almost as a 

feature film. The songs and videos analyzed in this chapter do not necessarily push the boundaries of 

the music video form today, however they are all layered in visual symbolism that support their 

message within the Black Lives Matter movement and, in doing so, perpetuate the importance of 

image in the movement. The following examples show how today’s artists express their support of the 

movement by direct messaging to their audience through music, lyrics, and visuals. 

This chapter analyzes Kendrick Lamar’s “Alright” (2015), Beyoncé’s “Formation” (2016), and 

Childish Gambino’s “This is America” (2018). All of these songs were released online as audio singles 
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on the same day as their videos and were first premiered on live television within two days of the 

single’s commercial release. They have all also been commercial successes, solidifying them in the 

zeitgeist of modern culture and the Black Lives Matter movement specifically. However, all three 

songs differ in affect and seem to show a steady decline in optimism. This could be due to the 

movement’s longevity. While Lamar’s song was released only two years after the start of the original 

hashtag, Gambino’s song came five years into the movement. By that point, hope for largescale 

change could have begun to wane for the artist. Indeed, as he declares in his song, “This is America.” 

Despite this decline in hopefulness, these songs have several similarities linking them to one another 

and the movement. For example, all three songs are assertive and, to a degree, aggressive—as 

artists have attested in interviews—and that aggression increases through the years. There is also an 

increase in unspoken symbolism through imagery in each successive music video. Though each is 

transparent in its messaging regarding Black Lives Matter, Beyoncé’s and Gambino’s videos collect 

more symbols for the viewer to find with each viewing. 

One thematic thread the music videos share is a focus on community, as can also be seen in 

The Game’s 2014 supergroup single, “Don’t Shoot” discussed briefly in Chapter 3. This idea is 

important to any protest, and as we have seen through social media, gathering community is integral 

to conveying ideas and perspective for a common cause. These three videos show community 

primarily through choreography, which cannot be conveyed through the recorded song alone. Though 

Gambino and, to a lesser extent, Lamar have small choral parts in their songs, unlike Game’s song, 

those lines do not supersede the individual artist and vocal community is not central to these three 

works. 

Lamar, Beyoncé, and Gambino’s songs do not shy from their message and present it 

powerfully—if not always lyrically, then certainly visually. Lamar uses the sounds of the past and 

present to project the hope of a brighter future while visually showing the juxtaposition of joy and 

tragedy. Beyoncé stays true to the sound her fans have come to recognize while lyrically stepping 

into a new territory of activism for Black Lives Matter rather than allowing herself to remain as purely 
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entertainment for entertainment’s sake. She solidifies her message visually through elaborate 

costuming, sets, and other symbolism. Gambino also combines genres, switching between South 

African harmonies and American Southern rap, rather than layering sounds as Lamar does. 

Gambino’s video uses often violent visual cues as transitions between these two styles. His 

juxtaposition of joy and tragedy shows these concepts in a kind of war detracting and distracting from 

one another. All three become most clear in their message through the lens of their videos. It could 

be argued that the songs themselves cannot be fully divorced from their videos, each having been 

released simultaneously prompting public conversation on the artists’ intent and the movement they 

represent. 

Kendrick Lamar and “Alright” 

Lamar released his single “Alright” fairly early in the Black Lives Matter movement, only a year 

after Michael Brown’s death. The riots and exacerbated protesting that began after Brown’s killer’s 

exoneration gave the movement an image of anger and hostility in the eyes of some in the general 

public. Lamar’s single intentionally does not mirror this image. He instead wrote a song that looks 

toward a more promising future, as the spirituals had. Musically, “Alright” brings the past to the 

present through genre layering and, lyrically, looks forward beyond the movement. Lamar shows that 

he believes in the Black Lives Matter movement and that Black Americans will one day see the 

effects of its change. 

Since winning the Pulitzer Prize in music in 2018—the first winner outside of the classical and 

jazz genres—for his album DAMN., Kendrick Lamar has been known as the “poet laureate of hip-

hop.”77 Praised for his complex concept albums since his 2012 debut, good kid, m.A.A.d city, Lamar 

has married his musical and lyrical prowess to political sensibilities. Well-known artist and producer 

Pharrell Williams compares him to Bob Dylan and Miles Davis saying, “His ability to entertain while 
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educating, without ever being preachy, is amazing.”78 This delicate balance is proven in the pair’s 

collaboration on the song “Alright” from Lamar’s 2015 album, To Pimp a Butterfly. The song’s 

infectious hook, sung by Williams, became common at protests, notably the 20th anniversary Million 

Man March in 2015. The movement’s use of the song made it known to some as the “New Black 

National Anthem,” superseding the Johnson brothers’ “Lift Every Voice and Sing.” To most, though, it 

has perhaps more accurately been touted as the “unofficial anthem of the Black Lives Matter 

movement.”79 

Williams’s easy to follow and rhythmic chorus of the repeated phrase, “We gon’ be alright,” 

again feels reminiscent of some of the spirituals discussed in Chapter 2. It sets itself up to be chanted 

in tandem, as a call and response, also allowing for improvised interjections. This makes it easily 

translatable to a rally cry, despite its consistently changing meter. Crowds tend to inherently iron it out 

from its original 3/4+5/4 (or 3/4+2/4+3/4, subdivided) into a simpler 4/4, as music professor Noriko 

Manabe points out in her essay.80 Aside from being catchy and flexible, the song harkens back to the 

spirituals in its optimism. The eponymous phrase is declarative in its simplicity yet has been 

questioned in its inflection. Because Williams ends the phrase upward, it can be construed as a 

question or at least implying uncertainty, whereas ending downward would more effectively express a 

concrete statement. 

However, more than the other artists that will be discussed, Lamar has been the most 

forthcoming in his intent with his song; this intent can clarify our interpretation of the song’s chorus. 

He wanted to write a song of the moment that injected optimism saying, “I wanted to approach it as 

 
78 Ibid. 

79 Noriko Manabe, “We Gon’ Be Alright? The Ambiguities of Kendrick Lamar’s Protest Anthem,” Music Theory Online 25, 
no. 1 (March 2019), https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.19.25.1/mto.19.25.1.manabe.html. (Date accessed February 
26, 2021.) 
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more uplifting but aggressive… not playing the victim, but still having that ‘we strong.’”81 When 

commenting on the song’s protest anthem status, Lamar credits Williams’s hook and chords for taking 

a “fun beat” and making it “more of a statement rather than a certain tool.”82 To Lamar, it was through 

the writing process that the song became representative of something larger rather than a mere 

commentary on one specific moment. By directly addressing the cultural climate with lyrics like, “And 

we hate po-po [police]/ Wanna kill us dead in the street for sure,” while still projecting forward, the 

song becomes one of the movement and not simply of the time. A true, successful protest song 

cannot only lament or stay in the emotion of the moment but requires a call to action or declaration of 

the movement. Lamar does not stop at what has been happening to Black Americans but calls his 

listeners to rise above and overcome, to be “alright.” Despite the hook’s upward inflection, the lyrical 

message remains assertive. 

Musically, the song begins with a clipped gospel-like choir recording, sustaining a chord on 

“ah.” This effect continues to accompany Lamar throughout the song, along with free-form jazz 

performed on saxophone and a driving beat. The saxophone plays improvised lines staying within the 

instrument’s upper register. Its light, bright quality helps give the song its sense of levity, balancing 

the darkness of the heavy bass-sounding synthesized drumbeat. The abrupt choral opening brings 

the listener into Lamar’s first line, “Alls my life I has to fight,” a quote from Alice Walker’s The Color 

Purple. With all of these references to Black American culture—spirituals, jazz, gospel, The Color 

Purple—the rapper seems to contain Black American history in a single song. Lyrically, Lamar’s song 

promises a brighter future, though musically it never forgets the past. In fact, it is the past that 

supports and accompanies the projected future. 

Lamar drives his message home to the listener with the song’s production mix. Creating an 

aural negative space by removing parts of the accompaniment or beat, the ear’s focus is narrowed to 

 
81 GQ, “Kendrick Lamar Meets Rick Rubin and They Have an Epic Conversation | GQ,” October 20, 2016, video, 49:47, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4lPD5PtqMiE. (Date accessed March 20, 2021.) 

82 Ibid. 



 

 

47 
Lamar’s rap—as it happens repeatedly at the start of the verses—so that the listener cannot miss his 

lyrics. Notably, this mixing tactic occurs in the song’s pre-chorus when the lyrics most directly address 

the spirit of the Black Lives Matter movement. The beat is removed leaving the accompanying vocals 

and free-form jazz as Lamar raps, 

Wouldn’t you know 
We been hurt, been down before, nigga 
When our pride was low 
Lookin’ at the world like, “Where do we go, nigga?” 
And we hate po-po 
Wanna kill us dead in the street for sure, nigga 
I’m at the preacher’s door 
My knees gettin’ weak and my gun might blow 
But we gon’ be alright 

 
In the first iteration, the drums start a fill on the lyric, “and my gun might blow,” restarting the 

beat for the lyric moving back into the chorus. The second time through, the drum fill begins the line 

after. It is interesting that Lamar changes tactics on this line. The first could be seen as a kind of word 

painting, with the beat representing the sharp, percussive nature of a gun being shot, yet the second 

allows the line to be heard without the distraction of a backing track re-entering or the excitement of 

building back into the song’s catchy hook. Both times, the music video transitions to shots of Lamar at 

the front of a large crowd jumping and dancing to the beat seemingly in preparation of the coming 

chorus. “Alright”’s mix and visuals draw attention to these lines, underlining the song’s message 

aurally. 

The music video was released the same day as the single, after Lamar performed it for the first 

time two days earlier at the BET Awards to some controversy. In his performance, Lamar stood atop 

a graffitied police car in front of a large, tattered American flag. These visuals combined with complex 

pyrotechnics made his message of change clear. His commentary on police brutality was mirrored in 

the music video that was shot in black and white and opens on landscapes and buildings in Oakland, 

California. Before the song has even begun to play, Lamar has already made a visual connection to 

the Black Panther party, whose headquarters were in Oakland in the 1960s. These kinds of images 

continue, progressively interspersed with Black men laid out face down on the ground, white cops 
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patrolling, and Black children riding bikes. There is no apparent pattern or musical correlation to 

predict whether the next shot will be peaceful or violent. Lamar’s voice sounds over these images, 

with an adapted version of a poem read not on the album version of “Alright”, but at the end of “Mortal 

Man,” To Pimp a Butterfly’s final song. The poem ends as a white cop shoots at a Black man resisting 

arrest. The bullet leaves the barrel in slow motion past the camera and the video cuts to a title screen. 

A song begins, though again, this is still not “Alright” as it is known in the album recording. Instead, it 

is another song Lamar wrote for the video. The camera pans around a car with Lamar at the wheel 

driving and dancing with three other rappers. As the camera moves, it is revealed that rather than 

being on the ground, the car is held aloft on the shoulders of four white police officers. They carry the 

car as if they were pallbearers at a funeral, and the men inside do not seem to notice (See Figure 9). 

By the two minute, forty second mark, the video finally starts the song as it is recorded on the album. 

 

Figure 9. Screenshot from Kendrick Lamar’s “Alright” music video showing the artist and other 
rappers in a car carried by police officers. Kendrick Lamar, “Alright.” (Date accessed November 20, 
2020.) 

Through the majority of the video, people are shown in groups dancing and celebrating. In 

keeping with the air of optimism Lamar intended for the song, the video highlights both joy and 

community. This is only interrupted by shots of Lamar alone, in which he floats above the ground with 

arms and legs swinging in the air through the streets of Oakland (See Figure 10). Though missing the 
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community, the rapper keeps a wide grin on his face as he glides. This visual cue might represent a 

weight having been lifted allowing him now to levitate, a visual analogue for the feeling of the future 

when Black Americans can say that they are “alright.” At times Lamar is atop a traffic light post above 

the dangers of the street. Eventually, he stands on a lamppost away from anyone else when a police 

vehicle pulls up. An older white officer exits the vehicle with a large rifle, but instead points his fingers 

in the shape of a gun toward Lamar. He pretends to shoot mouthing “pow,” and we see blood spurt 

from Lamar as he begins to fall back down to Earth. As he falls in slow motion, he recites the same 

poem from the start of the video ending with, “I didn’t want to self-destruct/ The evils of Lucy [Lucifer] 

was all around me/ So I went running for answers.” He hits the ground, and the screen goes black for 

three seconds before revealing Lamar’s face again in a close-up, still on the ground. He then opens 

his eyes toward the camera and smiles. 

 

Figure 10. Screenshot from Kendrick Lamar’s “Alright” music video showing him floating above the 
ground. Kendrick Lamar. “Alright.” (Date accessed November 20, 2020.) 

For his song, Lamar drew from several facets of Black American culture to not only celebrate 

what this group has done but also where they may go. He evenly balanced the gravity of the Black 

Lives Matter movement and the tragedies that led to it with the confidence to declare that there will 

come a day when things get better. His lyrics are clear and intentional with no room for 
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misunderstanding. To this point, he drew the listener’s ear to his dense verses through the production 

mix so that his meaning would not be missed. This kind of clear signaling began to be supplanted in 

favor of artistic or poetic license in later songs of the movement. While Lamar rapped directly and left 

metaphorical depiction to the visuals accompanying his song, lyrics in songs like “Formation” by 

Beyoncé are harder to definitively decipher without the more overt visuals shown through video. 

Beyoncé and “Formation” 

Were there a face for the musicians and songwriters of the Black Lives Matter movement, it 

may very well be Beyoncé Knowles, whose superstardom has allowed her the freedom of taking overt 

political and social stances with marginal criticism from her fanbase.83 Most notably, the singer has 

been known to stand against gender and racial discrimination with songs like “Flawless” from her 

eponymous album, which begins with a sample of the prominent Nigerian novelist Chimamanda 

Ngonzi Adichie’s 2013 TEDx Talk, “We Should All Be Feminists.” Her following album, Lemonade, 

dominated public consciousness as her second “surprise album,” released months after the first 

performance of its initial single, “Formation.” Like “Flawless,” “Formation” is also explicitly political: the 

song’s music video depicts scenes of a devastated New Orleans post-Hurricane Katrina, highlighting 

the largely Black communities affected by the event. In the larger accompanying Lemonade visual 

album, the mothers of Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, Michael Brown, and Oscar Grant—all four being 

unarmed Black men who had been shot and killed—are seen silently holding the pictures of their 

sons that had been widely circulated in the media. Even without direct reference or confirmation, 

there is no doubt in the viewer’s mind who these women are, and later that year, the four women 

accompanied the singer by personal invitation to the MTV Video Music Awards.84 Knowles’s message 
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black-men-killed-in-the-us-to-awards. (Date accessed December 16, 2020). 
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is silently confirmed over and again through her imagery in video and costuming. Though her lyrics 

are at times coded, these visuals give her viewer the context to interpret them. 

Knowles’s use of costuming to speak to these ideals can be seen in instances such as the 

2016 Super Bowl halftime show where she and her dancers joined the band Coldplay dressed in 

homage to the Black Panther Party for the debut of “Formation” (See Figure 11). When she was the 

first Black woman to headline the Coachella Valley Music and Arts Festival in 2018, she highlighted 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) through a marching band, dance team, and 

sorority Greek lettering. Her latest visual album, Black is King, premiered on the streaming platform 

Disney+ in early 2020 and carries a heavily African theme in tandem with the album’s connection to 

the company’s live action remake of The Lion King, in which the singer starred. The production’s 

costume designer, Zernia Akers, has taken to social media and spoken in interviews describing her 

inspiration and the cultural significance of the many designs throughout the film representing Black—

specifically African—culture.85 Knowles’s stances have been unapologetic and straightforward. She 

takes away any guesswork from her listeners in plainly stating her opinions and support of 

movements like Black Lives Matter through her music, design, and lifestyle. “Formation” was a 

defining moment in that regard. Like Simone or Cooke, Knowles is held in high regard by both Black 

and white audiences, yet certain nuances would have been lost on her white audience until she 

began to embrace more easily identified costuming and explicitly pro-Black lyrics and imagery as 

seen throughout Lemonade’s visual album.86 

 
85 Chris Gardener, “Beyoncé’s ‘Black is King’ Costume Designer Unpacks Cultural References, Favorite Style Moments,” 

Hollywood Reporter, August 5, 2020, https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/beyonce-black-is-king-costume-
designer-interview-1305461. (Date accessed December 4, 2020). 

86 Aisha Durham, “Class Formation: Beyoncé in Music Video Production,” Black Camera 9, no. 1 (Fall 2017): 201. 
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Figure 11. Beyoncé Knowles and dancers costumed in homage to Black Panther Party at Super Bowl 
50 halftime show. USA Today, “Beyoncé’s Super Bowl Act Courageous or Offensive?” (Date 
accessed December 16, 2020). 

The album Lemonade was released in April 2016 and shocked fans as there had been no 

advertising and the singer had made no mention of recording a full album. Aside from the album’s 

arrival, what really took the fans and media by surprise was the accompanying hour-long visual album 

that was simultaneously released on the HBO network. As a whole, the album addressed the singer’s 

processing of her husband, rapper Jay-Z’s infidelity—yet another shock. However, there are several 

other through lines in the album, focusing on racial and—to a lesser degree—gender discrimination. 

“Formation” was released with its music video two months earlier and would be later seen in context 

of the entire visual album.  

Musically, “Formation” does not stretch far outside of Knowles’s expected aurality nor does it 

draw as directly from past genres as Lamar’s “Alright” did. Instead, Knowles is self-referential in her 

choices, drawing from a shared understanding between herself and her audience. This occurs most 

notably in the chorus of “Formation” through the use of a brass band. Knowles’s Coachella Festival 

headlining performance, as can be seen in the documentary Homecoming, celebrates HBCUs largely 

by way of the marching band. By the time this performance took place, Lemonade was well-known 

and well-received. Knowles had already begun to take her stand on political issues publicly and was 

accepted by her fans as an activist. However, her use of the brass band extends further back in her 
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discography to a time when she may have been viewed as simply an entertainer and little more. For 

example, her 2011 single, “Countdown,” begins with a lively brass accompaniment, and its music 

video features a row of brass instrumentalists standing across from a drumline. The instrumentalists 

appear to be predominantly Black or people of color, though they are relegated to the background 

and never highlighted throughout the video. The small ensemble of “Countdown” pales in comparison 

to the large, bombastic band of Homecoming, a juxtaposition which seems to model the trajectory of 

Knowles’s career and public activism. The brass band makes other appearances on Lemonade, as in 

the song “Daddy Lessons,” which opens with the band seemingly paying homage to the music of New 

Orleans made famous through their Second Line parades, a thread connecting to the “Formation” 

music video’s setting. 

The song is unwavering in its declaration of Blackness through these musical allusions. It even 

inspired a Saturday Night Live sketch: a spoof trailer for a horror movie titled “The Day Beyoncé 

Turned Black” where white fans of the singer came to the satirical realization that she was indeed 

Black.87 Though played for humor in the sketch, this sudden racial realization for white audiences is 

not entirely fictional. As happened for Knowles in 2016 with this release, a similar transition took place 

for Queen of Soul Aretha Franklin in 1970. Though Franklin’s seminal classic song of 1967, 

“Respect,” lyrically only addresses the titular concept in regard to relationships, it became popularized 

within the Civil Rights movement as a cry for respect toward all human beings, all without Franklin 

needing to sing a word of the movement. However, in the following years, the singer began to adopt a 

more traditionally African style of dress and hair. When in late 1970, shortly after releasing a cover of 

Nina Simone’s “To Be Young, Gifted, and Black,” she announced that she would pay the entire bail 

for the arrest of activist Angela Davis, Franklin had solidly taken a stand. Rickey Vincent describes 

this time as Franklin having “redefined herself as an African American woman.”88 To their white 

 
87 Saturday Night Live, “‘The Day Beyoncé Turned Black’ – SNL,” February 14, 2016, video, 3:25,  
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audiences, neither performer was seen as a Black American until they took explicit stands in saying 

so. 

In comparison to the other songs discussed here, “Formation” may be the least lyrically explicit 

in its relation to Black Lives Matter. Yet, the concept of “Blackness” plays a significant role, thus 

giving the song more of “slice of Black life” feel upon listening. Lyrics like “I like my baby heir with 

baby hair and Afro/ I like my like negro nose with Jackson Five nostrils” and referring to herself as a 

“yellow bone”—slang for a light-skinned Black person—affirm and celebrate a kind of “everyday 

Blackness” that the listener could easily interpret as either a standing up in the face of persecution 

and prejudice or a sign of the times. There is, of course, the eponymous line, “Okay, ladies, now let’s 

get in formation,” a phrase which brings to mind militaristic influence. In light of Black American civil 

rights, this could also be a nod to the Black Panther Party or simply the idea of organized revolution. 

Specifying “ladies” could, in addition, be in reference to the social justice work of Black women in 

particular: for example, Garza, Cullors, and Tometi who began the Black Lives Matter hashtag and 

organization. Interestingly, Carol Vernallis has suggested a potential connection between getting “in 

formation” and getting “information” as a single word.89 In all, the song does not inherently read as a 

protest song, much less one of this specific movement, aside from the timing of its release. Yet, the 

song does become suddenly specific when married to the imagery of its music video, which carries a 

heavier weight than the track alone.  

The video begins with Knowles standing atop a half-submerged police cruiser in New Orleans. 

Immediately, the viewer’s thoughts are drawn not only to the devastation brought through Hurricane 

Katrina in 2005, but also to then recent images of Ferguson, Missouri, in which rioters stood atop and 

vandalized police vehicles following Michael Brown’s murder. The singer, while dressed fashionably, 

is conservative with her hair pulled up and a long dress that is buttoned to the top. This scene is 

contrasted later in the video with Knowles hanging out of the window of a vintage car driving loops in 

 
89 Lisa Perott, Holly Rogers, and Carol Vernallis, “Beyoncé’s Lemonade: She Dreams in Both Worlds,” Film International, 

June 2, 2016, http://filmint.nu/beyonces-lemonade-worlds/. (Date accessed January 12, 2021.) 



 

 

55 
an abandoned lot. Here, her hair is down in long, thin braids, she is wearing an ensemble of white fur, 

and she leans back with arms outstretched as the car moves. This look is more ostentatious and 

carefree while the other allows the setting to take focus rather than the singer’s appearance. A still 

from the latter served as the single’s artwork. The contrast between these scenes shows an 

untroubled Knowles sporting a typical Black hairstyle comfortably riding inside a vehicle as opposed 

to being more understated on top of a vehicle as it slowly submerges. In the final shot of the video, 

Knowles lies on the roof and is submerged with it (See Figure 12). 

 

Figure 12. Screenshot from Beyoncé’s “Formation” music video in which she lies atop a sinking police 
vehicle. Beyoncé. “Beyoncé – Formation (Official Video).” (Date accessed November 20, 2020.) 

Toward the end of the video, with only a minute left, a young Black boy is seen dancing, 

wearing all black with his sweatshirt’s hood up. The viewer can see he is facing a line of police 

officers—the only white people seen in the entire video—uniformed in full riot gear. In the first few 

shots, the officers have no reaction to the boy and simply stand in their own formation several feet 

away watching him. However, in the third shot, the boy extends his arms out to his sides and the 

officers raise their arms in surrender. The camera pans behind the boy in a Christ-like “T” pose—seen 

again later in Knowles’s final shot—in front of the unarmed row of police who almost resemble a 

criminal lineup. The next shot shows a graffitied wall that says plainly, “Stop shooting us,” in a messy 

black spray paint. With this sequence, Knowles abandons metaphor for direct messaging. 



 

 

56 
With “Formation,” Knowles defies the public’s understanding of her as simply an entertainer 

like Simone, Cooke, and Franklin had done in their time. Just as Knowles previously affirmed gender 

equality in song, Lemonade (and specifically “Formation”) is unapologetically Black. In an interesting 

twist on the Civil Rights era’s “Black is beautiful” rhetoric, Knowles projects the beauty of being Black 

through the persistent overcoming of trauma and oppression.90 As Lamar’s song focused on the 

future in which Black Americans can be “alright,” Knowles draws attention to the past to remind her 

listener that this has always been the case. Her optimism is slightly obscured by tragedy but 

manifests in confidence. As the years go by, this optimism seems to continually wane, as can be 

seen in Childish Gambino’s tongue-in-cheek single “This is America.” 

Childish Gambino and “This is America” 

Rapper Childish Gambino first became well known in the public eye not with his music, but 

through his writing and acting—particularly in comedy—under the name Donald Glover. He took on 

his musical moniker shortly before releasing his first studio album in 2011. Though generally well 

received, Glover’s musical career tended to trail behind that of his acting and stand-up in terms of 

popularity. Following his starring roles in major motion pictures like The Martian, Solo: A Star Wars 

Story, and his own original television show, Atlanta, Glover was asked to appear on Saturday Night 

Live as both host and musical guest in early May 2018. The artist premiered two new songs on the 

show, including “This Is America,” which to this day is his most renowned song. While aurally 

interesting and lyrically complex, it was the release of the song’s music video that caught the public’s 

attention. Full of jarring transitions and violent imagery, “This Is America” shocks with its combined 

visual and aural contrasts in a unified commentary on contemporary life for Black Americans. 

Throughout the song, Gambino bounces the listener between two genres. The opening genre 

is a light, joyous South African sounding choral line. A repetitive chant-like line is sung in unison over 
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simple percussion—a shaker played on alternate downbeats.91 After luxuriating in this seemingly 

care-free melody for nearly a minute, Gambino gives a stark transition into a darker trap beat over 

which he raps. Trap music is a hip-hop subgenre originating in Atlanta, Georgia that is driven by 

typically synthesized drumbeats at slower tempos—usually between 60 and 75 beats per minute.92 

The artist abruptly takes the listener out of Africa to the American South with this transition, 

undoubtedly referencing the African slave trade that thrived in the confederate states. He makes this 

transition twice more through the song. Each time the choral parts are upbeat and overjoyed, but then 

are dominated by the bleaker American genre. 

The video takes place in an abandoned warehouse and rarely cuts to a different perspective, 

consisting of only a few, long takes. The camera follows Gambino as he either interacts with or 

ignores the activities happening around him. It opens to a Black man—musician Calvin the Second—

taking a seat with his guitar, playing to the upbeat choral sounds as the camera pushes past him to 

Gambino facing the opposite direction. The choir sings “Yeah” repeatedly followed by “Go, go away,” 

before Gambino sings on top “We just want to party/ Party just for you/ We just want the money/ 

Money just for you.” As this goes on, the singer turns toward the camera and dances toward the 

guitarist who is now seen with hands tied and a hood over his head. Gambino pulls a gun from 

behind, takes an odd, dance-like pose and shoots the man in the back of the head as if he were an 

executioner. The pose taken brings to mind advertisements of the Jim Crow minstrel character (See 

Figures 13 & 14). With the gunshot, the choral sounds abruptly cut to a trap beat as Gambino raps 

the title, “This is America/ Don’t catch you slippin’ now.” This violent transition of a gunshot visually 

cues a musical transition from a joyful African sound to a heavier, more aggressive American sound 

and serves to highlight the Black American’s need to adapt to the dangers of American life, because, 

as he says, “This is America,” and they cannot “catch you slippin’.” This near exact visual transition 
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happens one other time in the video where a small choir in church choir robes claps and sings, 

“Grandma told me/ Get yo’ money, Black man.” (Table 1 provides a chart of visual and musical 

transitions as they occur throughout the music video.) In this second transition, the rifle is tossed from 

off screen to Gambino who shoots the choir down in a single swipe, moving back to the rap as before. 

Many viewers have linked this visual in particular to the shooting in 2015 at Emanuel AME Church in 

Charleston, South Carolina, where white supremacist Dylann Roof shot and killed nine Black 

parishioners during their weekly bible study. With this visual transition and return to the rap section, 

Gambino again returns to the refrain. The choral sounds return only once more, after the rap stops 

suddenly as though mid-thought, leading to silence as Gambino exasperatedly lights a joint. When 

the choral sounds begin again, he smiles and dances, jumping on top of an old, run-down car while 

around him, others flash their lights. These stark transitions seem to show the gravity of the reality of 

contemporary American life setting in. The choir singing represents life as it could be, happy and 

upbeat, alright. When gun violence once again becomes a problem, things become dark and serious, 

and that joy is no longer heard—itself being shot down. 

 

Figure 13. Screenshot from Childish Gambino’s “This Is America” music video. Donald Glover, 
“Childish Gambino – This Is America (Official Video).” (Date accessed November 20, 2020.) 
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Figure 14. Jim Crow minstrel show advertisement. Robert C. Toll, “Behind the Blackface.” (Date 
accessed February 28, 2021.) 

Table 1. Visual and Musical Transition in the “This is America” Music Video 

 

Another recurring visual theme throughout the video is a group of teens in school uniforms; 

they dance alongside the rapper as often as they take part in the violent actions happening behind. 

After shooting the guitarist, Gambino hands the firearm off to one of the boys who takes it in a red 

cloth before running off screen—the same happens after the second shooting as well—as two others 

drag the man’s body in the opposite direction. Here, they clearly show more respect for the firearm 

than the life taken. Seconds later, they join in the dancing along with a couple of other schoolgirls. 

Larger groups of these schoolkids are seen lounging on cars in the background and running from 

some supposed threat. At one point, the camera pans up and over a group of them sitting on a rafter 

Timestamp 0:00 0:52 1:40 1:56 2:45 3:00 3:15 3:32 3:42 4:04 

Section A B A’ B C A A’  D  

Visual 
Transition N/A Gunshot Camera 

swipe 

Rifle 
choir 
shooting 

Zoom in 
to 
Gambino 
alone 

Gambino 
exists 

“1, 2, 3, get 
down!” (No 
visual 
transition) 

Camera 
pan N/A 

Fade 
to 
black 

Musical 
Texture 

Choral 
vocals 
over 
guitar 

Rap 
over trap 
beat 

Choral 
vocals 
over 
simplified 
trap beat 

Rap 
over trap 
beat 

Song 
halts 
entirely 

Choral 
vocals 
over 
guitar 

Choral 
vocals over 
trap beat 

Choral 
vocals 
end, trap 
beat 
alters 

Young 
Thug rap 
over 
continued 
beat 

Music 
fades 
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with phones out. Musicologist Guthrie Ramsey, Jr. interprets the rapper’s use of schoolkids and their 

excited dancing (despite the background violence) as a commentary on Black art often being used as 

a distraction from the “real problems plaguing America.”93 However, he also believes it to be 

important to take in both scenes simultaneously to understand America as a country of “strange 

juxtapositions.”94 Juxtaposition itself seems its own theme throughout the work from the dancing in 

front of violence, the choral music turned to trap, and the jumps from fun-loving to pointed lyrics. 

Gambino tosses his listener and viewer from one feeling to the next with little warning. 

The song ends with the choral singing that drops into muted repeated beats. Guest rapper 

Young Thug begins to sing, “You just a Black man in this world/ You just a barcode” as the viewer 

watches Gambino run at a full sprint through the now nearly pitch-black warehouse with only a single 

row of lights lit between columns. The warehouse feels and looks unending as he runs. When the 

camera switches in front of him, the lighting is even lower, mostly capturing his eyes which are 

opened wide. As he runs forward into the light, the viewer sees a look of absolute horror and terror on 

his face. Eventually, the large crowd running behind him can also be seen. It is hard to tell if he is 

running from them or with them. Though the entire video leading up to this scene showed its share of 

direct violence, this is undoubtedly the most disturbing imagery in its simplicity. Ramsey describes 

this scene as a depiction of Black life in America for centuries saying, “A black person running for his 

or her life has just been a part of American culture dating back to slavery.”95 The scene has been 

compared to writer and director Jordan Peele’s horror film, Get Out (2017), in which Black characters 

 
93 Mahita Gajanan, “An Expert’s Take on the Symbolism in Childish Gambino’s Viral ‘This Is America’ Video,” Time, May 

7, 2018, https://time.com/5267890/childish-gambino-this-is-america-meaning/. (Date accessed March 4, 2021.) 

94 Ibid. 

95 Ibid. 
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are held hostage by white characters through hypnotherapy forcing them into the “Sunken Place.”96 In 

either case, the common thread is an attempted escape from white supremacy.  

The song and video, in all of their themes and juxtapositions, seem to deliver an indictment of 

both distraction and desensitization.97 The easy-to-swallow entertainment distracts from the harsher 

reality. Are the schoolkids on their phones distracting themselves or filming what is happening below? 

They all dance as easily as they tote firearms and reviewer Tre Johnson laments the “normalization of 

racist violence [as coming] at the cost of not only [B]lack lives, but [B]lack innocence.”98 In leaning into 

the idea of distraction, Gambino confronts the danger therein.  

The aggression Gambino brings to his song is representative of America’s aggression toward 

its Black citizens in demanding they acclimate and assimilate to the status quo. Just as African slaves 

were to be “civilized” by way of white Christianity in the nineteenth century, Gambino is showing how 

those effects of white supremacy continue to permeate American society, causing the need for the 

Black Lives Matter movement. Any joy provided within the song is either temporary or false. 

Musically, the joy of the African choral vocals is overridden by the American trap sections. Visually, 

the joy shown through dance and community gives way to violence or appears almost satirical as a 

distraction from said violence. It is a façade. Gambino’s message is clear, and it is one of frustration 

and feeling unwelcomed and unwanted. As Ramsey points out, the history of Black Americans shows 

them consistently on the run, and Gambino ends his song as “just a barcode” while running for his 

life. 

 
96 Audie Cornish and Monika Evstatieva. “Donald Glover’s ‘This Is America’ Holds Ugly Truths to be Self-Evident,” 

National Public Radio, May 7, 2018. https://www.npr.org/2018/05/07/609150167/donald-glovers-this-is-america-
holds-ugly-truths-to-be-self-evident. (Date accessed March 4, 2021.) 

97 Sarah Allison Lindmark, “‘Watching Their Souls Speak’: Interpreting the New Music Videos of Childish Gambino, 
Kendrick Lamar, and Beyoncé Knowles-Carter,” (MA thesis, University of California, Irvine, 2019), 33-34.  

98 Tre Johnson, “Donald Glover’s ‘This Is America’ Is a Nightmare We Can’t Afford to Look Away from,” Rolling Stone, 
May 8, 2018, https://www.rollingstone.com/music/music-news/donald-glovers-this-is-america-is-a-nightmare-we-
cant-afford-to-look-away-from-630177/. (Date accessed March 4, 2021.) 
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Conclusion 

Of the songs discussed here, only Lamar’s has explicitly aligned itself within the Black Lives 

Matter movement. However, the other two are no less considered songs of the movement as both 

artists support it, and their songs and videos convey sentiments and imagery connected to Black 

Lives Matter. All three songs show some kind of representation of Black American history, either 

musically or visually, and not only show how far—or little—American society has come in this regard, 

but also the hope of where society might go. This hope is undoubtedly also at the heart of Black Lives 

Matter. It has been an ongoing cry for change that has become more open and explicit in its 

discussion. This had become a slightly more common practice during the Civil Rights era through the 

Black Panther party and music from Nina Simone and James Brown. The artists discussed in this 

chapter have taken from these examples in using the platform and celebrity they had already earned 

and saying or showing their message for change plainly through the popular genres for which they 

are known.  

Lamar, Knowles, and Gambino together are a small sampling of the music tied to the 

movement. Though their singles were released within three years of each other, they all exist within 

the middle of the movement, from its starting point in 2013 to 2021. They are as emblematic of the 

movement as they are of their specific time therein. Recent Black Lives Matter songs are still working 

in these genres and messaging clearly so as to not be misunderstood. From Lamar to Gambino, 

there is a tonal shift from hoping for a better future to pointed denunciation. So too, recent songs 

seem to have shifted more heavily to lament. Songs like Alicia Keys’s “Perfect Way to Die” (2020) 

relay the gravity of Black lives lost through the effects of white supremacy. Her music video shows the 

ubiquitous photos of Michael Brown, Sandra Bland, Breonna Taylor, and George Floyd projected 

against a large building. The final shot shows the singer standing on an abandoned street with the 

names of those killed written in chalk beneath her. The camera pulls out over her to reveal more and 

more names covering the ground. Similarly, H.E.R. released a song around the same time called “I 

Can’t Breathe” whose video consists of black and white footage of protests and marches. She also 
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shows the names of lives lost that quickly become innumerable and illegible showcasing more 

effectively the vastness of the issue. “I Can’t Breathe” went on to win the 2021 GRAMMY for Song of 

the Year. Knowles also received GRAMMYs for Best R&B performance for “Black Parade” and Best 

Video/Film for “Brown Skin Girl” from her album The Lion King: The Gift.99 Songs of Black Lives 

Matter continue to be both commercial and critical successes. Not all may be heard chanted at 

protests, but their language and ideas are carried through the music and unify the community in 

understanding. 

  

 
99 Recording Academy GRAMMY Awards, “2021 GRAMMYs Awards Show: Complete Winners & Nominees List,” Last 

modified March 14, 2021, https://www.grammy.com/grammys/news/2021-grammys-complete-winners-nominees-
list. (Date accessed March 18, 2021.) 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

When accepting the GRAMMY for her song “I Can’t Breathe,” artist H.E.R. said, “I didn’t 

imagine that my fear and that my pain would turn into impact and it would possibly turn into change… 

That’s why I write music.”100 It would seem the “change tinged with… foreboding” that Rebecca 

Bengal assumed of Cooke’s “A Change is Gonna Come,” as mentioned in Chapter 1, still remains for 

musicians today.101 All social movements call for change or break from tradition, yet in many cases a 

looming remembrance of the past hangs over the movement. The songs of these movements act not 

only as conduits for community unification in their time but also as signifiers of the time historically. 

Through music, lyrics, and attached image, an artist’s emotional processing is preserved giving future 

historians a clear insight as to the importance of key phrases and ideas. 

The phrase “I can’t breathe” emerged as a rallying cry of Black Lives Matter in 2014 after Eric 

Garner’s homicide. It was emblazoned across athletes’ t-shirts, scribbled on cardboard signs, and 

flooding social media. In 2020, it rose to prominence again after George Floyd’s death. Almost seven 

years after its first viral utterance, H.E.R.’s song of the same name won the GRAMMY for Song of the 

Year. This level of recognition several years into the movement shows that the sentiments conveyed 

by songs of this nature are far from over and will continue to influence the lexicon of new generations. 

The history and ideas of Black Lives Matter—and those of Black Americans—are enlivened by the 

movement’s music. Social media, the movement’s other main outlet, is fleeting by its very nature. It is 

shaped by what is currently trending, varying daily. However, music continues to last as the music of 

past movements have shown; today’s emphasis on image in conjunction with music has proven to not 

allow songs to be misconstrued or appropriated.  

 
100 Recording Academy / GRAMMYs, “H.E.R. Wins Song of The Year | 2021 GRAMMY Awards Show Acceptance 

Speech,” March 14, 2021, video, 2:50, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WMi2v5bZyLE. (Date accessed March 
29, 2021.) 

101 Bengal, “Protest Soul.” (Date accessed March 27, 2021.) 
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Protest songs of any social movement can fall victim to vague language and misunderstanding 

that causes listeners to remain ignorant to their message. Songs of Black Lives Matter, though, have 

benefitted from hip-hop, a genre with dense lyrics. This has allowed the artist more space in which to 

clearly state their intentions, particularly through rap. Though other genres like R&B can favor 

nebulous lyrics, many songs in these genres have confirmed their meaning through music video. 

Because popular music and videos today are most commonly disseminated online, they easily 

become inextricably linked. This is particularly true in cases like Lamar’s, Knowles’s, and Gambino’s, 

in which the single and video are released on the same day. It would not be uncommon for listeners 

to hear the song for the first time while watching the video. These songs in particular were also all 

premiered through televised performances before the songs’ online releases. Even here, the songs 

were aided by image through costuming and set design. The artist can nearly guarantee visual 

control over the listener’s first experience with their song. In this way, every consecutive listen is 

consumed through the lens of the artist’s blatant visual messaging. 

Through the use of image, music videos force a more active, engaged listening. The artists 

discussed in Chapter 4 chose to draw more attention to the message of their specific songs not only 

in creating videos but in how they have utilized those videos. Most are rife with visual metaphor 

alongside plenty of direct, non-allusive depictions. This allows the viewer to understand the lyrical and 

visual message on first viewing, yet it gives enough depth to entice them back to find more. As a song 

is typically short and easily digestible, it would not be uncommon for a viewer to watch back multiple 

times, each time discovering something new. Though these videos are not interactive for the viewer 

in a traditional sense, they become almost as a conversation between artist and consumer. This gives 

music of the Black Lives Matter movement somewhat of an advantage over that of past movements. 

More than anything, the music of Black Lives Matter has benefitted from Black American music 

through history. The antiphonal structure of the spirituals can be heard in the call-and-response 

nature of the rally cry. The improvisational flow of the blues and jazz befits a wandering yet precise 

rap line. Nina Simone’s frustration and James Brown’s pro-Black exuberance are not out of place in 
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today’s lyrical context. Black Lives Matter music builds on these musical and lyrical references to 

acknowledge that history as well as establish an understanding therein with the listener. These songs 

give a taste of Black American history, and in doing so, still manage to propel the conversation 

forward to the future. As a movement, Black Lives Matter has consistently demanded change, 

believing that rather than letting history continue to repeat itself ad nauseum, things could begin to be 

different, better. The music that aligns itself with the movement specifically utilizes that history as a 

reminder of what strength and art Black Americans are capable. This music denotes what has 

happened so that the future can one day flourish. 

The Black Lives Matter movement may be the furthest reaching and longest continuous social 

movement in the US today. As we have seen, music plays a large role not only in the nation’s social 

movements, but in American culture generally. Most uniquely American genres and styles, in fact, 

find their origins tied to Black American music. Thus, these genres—from the spirituals to soul and 

funk to today’s hip-hop and rap—are important to both American and musical history. To analyze 

music of the Black Lives Matter movement is, then, to take a sampling of both of these threads of 

history and to note the effects they have on one another. These effects are also influencing the future. 

One can assume that as the movement and its music progress, artists’ messaging will remain 

consistently, if not increasingly, transparent. Future research may include reckoning with the idea of 

commercialized activism. Some scholars have found issue with artists monetizing their activist ideals, 

particularly criticizing “Formation” and Knowles’s stances at large.102 A secondary issue therein lies 

that in my research, multiple articles were found critiquing Knowles in this way but none of the other 

two male artists. More work may be done in exploring why Black female artists are held to a 

seemingly higher standard than are their male counterparts. Either way, these artists do not seem to 

be slowing down and instead, with others, are continuing forward in the work and music of the 

movement. 

 
102 Alicia Wallace, “A Critical View of Beyoncé’s ‘Formation,’” Black Camera 9, no. 1 (Fall 2017): 191. 
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The songs and videos analyzed in this study are a small sample of what has been produced in 

light of the Black Lives Matter movement. There is plenty still to survey from the past eight years, and 

with no end in sight for the movement, so too will the music go on. Perhaps as musicians continue to 

normalize the movement’s ideas and push for a world in which Black Americans can be “alright,” the 

change requested can begin to lose its ill-omened nature. 
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