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Course Overview:
What is the relationship between music and power? How has music functioned politically in the United States? How can we learn to “read” and “listen” to music critically? “Music and Politics in the United States” considers music as a political tool, demonstrating not only how music may serve as a window, illuminating a better understanding of our culture, but also how music actively participates in and shapes our culture. The purpose of this course is to learn how musicologists and cultural historians analyze and approach music, to explore the role that music has played (and continues to play) in shaping American national identity, and to uncover some of the musical and political fault lines of that identity. We begin by examining the diverse politics of African American music making, analyzing Beyoncé’s “Formation” and some of the reactions to it, the role of Freedom Songs during the Civil Rights Movement, and hip hop relevant to #BlackLivesMatter. From here, we move on to the role of music during wartime, focusing on the propaganda of Civil War songs and country songs written in the wake of 9/11. We spend our third week continuing to tackle the notion of music as explicit propaganda, analyzing a union song from the coal fields of Harlan County, Kentucky, a musical written during the early Cold War, and a 2015 song written to raise awareness about sexual assault. At the end of this week, we will take a class field trip to the Grammy Museum in Cleveland, Mississippi! We conclude with a week in which students analyze the political content of the songs they listen to on a daily basis. On the last day of class, each student will give an oral presentation on a song of their choosing. 
*This course is designed in such a way that students may participate fully regardless of the level of their prior musical knowledge or experience. Almost all of the music that we will be examining involves text (song lyrics and/or a dramatic plot); these texts will often facilitate our analyses. 
How will this course transform students’ understanding, experience, or lives? 
Students will leave this course better prepared to approach music as something more than entertainment. This is not to say that music will no longer be entertaining! However, students will have a framework for identifying and analyzing the arguments that are embedded in the music we produce and consume.      Because this course facilitates an understanding of how knowledge and power is located in all sorts of places, students will learn to apply this analytical framework to cultural productions beyond music. Students will also be exposed to a range of musical and historical traditions, gently forcing them outside their musical and political comfort zones. The ability to think outside the realm of personal experience and comfort is crucial to success not only in college but also in life after college. Finally, should students want to consciously incorporate music as a political or social tool in their own lives, this course will demonstrate some of the historic successes and failures of music to agitate and change the world. 
How will students demonstrate learning? 
Classes will be largely discussion based, with students listening to music as a class and then breaking into small groups to work on identifying and analyzing particular musical-political arguments. Students will also be given readings to read aloud in small groups during class. Generally, these readings will be accompanied by reading comprehension and discussion questions. There will also be occasional in-class writing and creative activities. All of these activities are designed to help students improve their abilities to advance an argument, both in terms of speaking up in class and writing in compelling and clear prose. Students will also complete one long-term project, choosing one song on which to give a 7-minute oral presentation. Students will be assessed on their ability to identify a political issue or argument in a popular song, relying on tangible evidence (song lyrics, images from the music video, etc.). Students will also be assessed on their presentation skills (speaking clearly and loudly enough for everyone to hear, making eye contact, making use of appropriate body language, etc.). There will be one project introduction day (at the beginning of Week 3), as well as two final project workdays (during Week 4). Students will come away from this project better equipped to scrutinize the power and politics they hear as they go about their daily lives. They will also learn how present and analyze a topic effectively in a presentation format. 
Course Readings
Alexander, Michelle. The New Jim Crow: Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness, Revised Edition, With a New Foreword by Cornel West. New York: The New Press, 2010, 2012.

Blay, Yaba. “On ‘Jackson Five Nostrils,’ Creole vs. ‘Negro’ and Beefing Over Beyoncé’s ‘Formation.’” Colorlines, February 8, 2016.  

Klein, Christina. Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the Middlebrow Imagination, 1945-1961. Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003.
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Harris, Marquita. “Beyoncé’s ‘Formation’ Is the Black-Is-Beautiful Anthem I Needed.” Refinery29, February 8, 2016.
McWhirter, Christian. Battle Hymns: The Power and Popularity of Music in the Civil War. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012.

Rose, Tricia. Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America. Hanover, New Hampshire: Wesleyan University Press, 1994. 

Schmelz, Peter J. “‘Have You Forgotten?’: Darryl Worley and the Musical Politics of Operation Iraqi Freedom.” In Music in the Post-9/11 World, edited by Jonathan Ritter and J. Martin Daughtry, 123-140. New York: Routeldge, 2007. 

Tate, Greg. “How #BlackLivesMatter Changed Hip-Hop and R&B in 2015.” RollingStone. 16 December 2015. http://www.rollingstone.com/music/news/how-blacklivesmatter-changed-hip-hop-and-r-b-in-2015-20151216 

Part I: Course Introduction and the Politics of African American Music Making
	Day 1
Syllabus + Course Intro

Diagnostic Test:

English Section (45 mins.) + Reading Section (35 mins.) 


	Day 2
Warm-Up: Introductory Brainstorm: Can music be political? How and when is music political? Why might we study music and politics together?
Listening: Twisted Sister’s “We’re not gonna take it” (1984 music video verses unofficial Trump Campaign video); Beyoncé’s “Formation” (song verses music video)
Daily Learning Goal: What does “Formation” as a song and a music video have to do with the contemporary American political landscape?
	Day 3
Warm-Up: ACT English Practice
Text(s): Yaba Blay, “On ‘Jackson Five Nostrils,’ Creole vs. ‘Negro’ and Beefing Over Beyoncé’s ‘Formation,’” Colorlines, February 8, 2016.  
Daily Learning Goal: How do we analyze music and politics? What kinds of evidence can we use to build an argument or interpretation of a song?

	Day 4 
Warm-Up: ACT English Practice

Listening/Viewing: Beyoncé’s “Formation” 

Daily Learning Goal: Wrapping up with Beyoncé and Blay – On Day 2, we talked about how “Formation” might be understood as Beyoncé expressing pride in her black, southern heritage. Then yesterday, we complicated this a little bit, focusing on Bey’s use of the word “creole.” What do you think about Bey’s message now?


	
	Project/Extension Activity: Listening Lab
We will listen to “Formation” two times, once with only the audio and then again while watching the music video. As you listen, stop and jot answers to the following questions:

Does “Formation” have a political message? If so, what is it? Does this message change when you listen to the song while watching the music video? If so, how?

Be prepared to discuss your answers to these questions with a partner. 
	Project/Extension Activity: Group Reading

In groups of 3-4, read Yaba Blay’s article aloud. As you read, consider the following questions, underlining and circling key segments of text as you go: 1. What does Blay think Beyoncé is doing with “Formation”?; 2. What kinds of evidence does Blay cite? (Beyoncé’s lyrics, images from the music video, contemporary politics, etc.); 3. How does Blay’s own identity inform her analysis of “Formation”?; 4. Why does Blay object to Beyoncé’s use of the term “creole”? 

	Project/Extension Activity: Writing Activity

Write an opinion piece on Beyoncé’s “Formation.” This should be approximately one page (hand written). Make sure you address the following question:

Do you find “Formation” empowering? Why or why not? *Make sure you cite some evidence (Beyoncé’s lyrics, images from the music video, Blay’s article, etc.)  




Part II: The Politics of African American Music Making and Music as Propaganda during Wartime
	Day 5
Warm-Up:  ACT English Practice

Text(s): Kerran L. Sanger, “When the Spirit Says Sing!” 3-16 (highlighted excerpts only).
Jon Michael Spencer, Protest & Praise: Sacred Music of Black Religion, 83-85. 

Listening: “We Shall Overcome”
Daily Learning Goal: 

What is a freedom song? How do freedom songs tell the history of the Civil Rights Movement? How did Freedom Songs help African Americans to assert a new sense of self?
	Day 6
Warm-Up: ACT English Practice
Text(s):  Spencer, Protest & Praise: Sacred Music of Black Religion, 96-98. 
Listening: “We Shall Overcome”;  “Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody”
Daily Learning Goal:

How can we read the history of the Civil Rights Movement through Freedom Songs? What can Freedom Songs do for you in 2016? 

 
	Day 7
Warm-Up:  ACT English Practice

Text(s): Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow (opening paragraph).
Listening/Viewing: Kendrick Lamar’s “Alright”
Daily Learning Goal: Is there a sense in which we can understand “Alright” as a continuation of the Freedom Song tradition, just as we might consider #BlackLivesMatter a continuation of the Civil Rights Movement?
	Day 8
Warm-Up: ACT English Practice

Listening: George Frederick Root’s “The Battle Cry of Freedom”
Harry Maccarthy’s “The Bonnie Blue Flag”

Daily Learning Goal: 

What is propaganda? How can music serve as propaganda? How can we identify propaganda in music? How was music used as propaganda during the American Civil War?


	Day 9
Warm-Up: ACT English Practice
Listening: Alan Jackson’s “Where were you (when the world stopped turning)?”
Daryl Worley’s “Have you forgotten?”

Daily Learning Goal:  How did country music “go to war” after 9/11? How can we read country songs such as “Where were you…” and “Have you forgotten?” as propaganda?


	Project/Extension Activity Group Reading
In groups of 3-4, read Spencer excerpts aloud. As you read, fill out the chart on your Jon Michael Spencer Worksheet.

	Project/Extension Activity: Group Reading, Listening Lab, and Writing Activity

In groups of 3-4, finish Spencer reading and worksheet. Prepare to discuss (with the entire class) the changing reception of “We Shall Overcome.” How does the changing reception of this song speak to the history of the Civil Rights Movement? 

Listen to and follow along with the lyrics to “Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody.” As you listen, stop and jot the possible significance of each verse. To what historical event or experience might each verse be referring?

Yesterday, we agreed that we still need Freedom Songs in 2016. Write at least three new verses for “Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody” that speak to the struggles you plan to overcome. *We’ll sing through some of these new verses at the end of class. 

	Project/Extension Activity: Listening Lab
We will listen to/view three versions of “Alright”:

First we’ll listen to “Alright” while reading the lyrics. How might Lamar’s lyrics align with the #BlackLivesMatter movement? How might they diverge?
Next, we’ll listen to and view Lamar’s performance of “Alright” at the 2015 BET Award’s Show. How does Lamar’s live performance sharpen his message, aligning it further with the BLM movement? 

Finally, watch protesters in Cleveland sing the hook from “Alright.” Has “Alright” become a Freedom Song? 

Before you leave the room, tell me if you think we might consider “Alright” a Freedom Song.


	Project/Extension Activity:  Listening Lab

Listening Lab I: Listen to “The Battle Cry of Freedom” two times. Who is this song propaganda for? How do you know? As you listen, fill out your “Identifying Propaganda” chart.

Listening Lab II: Listen to “The Bonnie Blue Flag” two times. Who is this song propaganda for? How do you know? As you listen, fill out your “Identifying Propaganda” chart. 


	Project/Extension Activity: Listening Lab
Listening Lab I: Listen to “Where were you…” two times. Fill out your “Identifying Propaganda” chart as best you can.

In small groups, analyze these lyrics in particular:

I’m just a singer of simple songs

I’m not a real political man.

I watch CNN but I’m not sure I can tell 

You the difference in Iraq and Iran.

Despite Jackson’s claim, what are the politics of this statement and, by further extension, this song? 
Listening Lab II: Listen to “Have you forgotten?” two times. Fill out your “Identifying Propaganda” chart as best you can. 

Additional questions to consider:

How did “Have you forgotten” change over the course of 2003? How were these changes related to the progress of the US war in Iraq? What does this tell us about this song’s purpose?  


Part III: Final Project Introduction and Work Time, Music as Propaganda Continued, and Grammy Museum Visit 
	Day 10
Warm-Up: ACT English Practice

Taking Stock: Students will do a gallery walk in the back of the room, working through the course timeline thus far: Songs of the American Civil War, Freedom Songs of the Civil Rights Movement, Country Music After 9/11, Beyoncé’s “Formation,” and Lamar’s “Alright.” On an index card, each student will write one thing they know about music and politics and one thing that still confuses them about music and politics. 

	Day 11
Warm-Up: ACT English Practice
Text:  Timothy P. Lynch, Strike Songs of the Great Depression, 55-56.

Viewing: Excerpts from Barbara Kopple’s 1976 documentary Harlan County, U.S.A.
Listening: Patty Loveless’s “You’ll Never Leave Harlan Alive”; Florence Reece’s “Which Side Are You On?”
Daily Learning Goal:  What is the history and significance of Harlan County, Kentucky? What is the history and significance of “Which Side Are You On?” How is “Which Side Are You On?” similar to a Freedom Song? 
	Day 12
Warm-Up:  ACT English Practice

Listening/Viewing: Lady Gaga’s “Til It Happens to You”
Daily Learning Goal: Locating “politics” in unexpected places - how is sexual assault a political/power issue? In terms of this song, how important is the song PLUS the music video? What is Gaga trying to do with this song and video? 
	Day 13
Warm-Up: ACT English Practice
Text: Christina Klein, Cold War Orientalism: Asia in the Middlebrow Imagination, 1945-1961, 160-167.
Listening/Viewing: Excerpts from South Pacific
Daily Learning Goal: Locating “politics” in unexpected places  continued - what might the construct of family have to do with politics, particularly after World War II? How did the show South Pacific use the family to promote a political and racial ideology? 

	Day 14
CLASS FIELD TRIP – GRAMMY MUSEUM (CLEVELAND, MS)



	Final Project Introduction and Work Time: Students will spend the rest of class working on a final project brainstorm sheet.
	Project/Extension Activity: Listening Lab I: Listen to “Which Side Are You On?” two times, following along with Reece’s lyrics. As you listen, stop and jot answers to the following questions:
Who is this song propaganda for? What does this song want you to do? 

Listening Lab II: Watch #BlackLivesMatter protesters sing “Which Side Are You On?” at a St. Louis Symphony concert. How have they adapted Reece’s lyrics to fit their struggle? What are the protesters asking us to do? How are people in the audience responding?
	Project/Extension Activity:  Listen to Lady Gaga’s “Til It Happens to You,” following along with the lyrics. Turn to your partner and discuss what you think this song is about. How do you know? How much information do the lyrics give you? 
Listen to “Til It Happens to You” again, this time while watching the music video. How does the song change, with these images attached? Why do you think the lyrics are so open-ended and the images so explicit? What might this say about the way we approach the issue of sexual assault in the United States?
	Project/Extension Activity: Group Viewing and Reading
Watch and discuss excerpts of South Pacific as a class.

In groups of 3-4, read the excerpt from Christina Klein aloud. As you read, circle and underline anything having to do with the construct of family. Before you leave the room, explain to me how South Pacific uses the construct of family as a political tool. 
	


Part IV: Final Project Preparation and Presentations
	Day 15
Warm-Up: ACT English Practice 
Taking Stock: Final guided gallery walk, focusing on the “power” and “politics” present in all the songs we have studied.
Final Project Work Time: Guided song analysis: Students will work with the lyrics of their chosen song, focusing on the function of the chorus and verses:
Chorus – What is the main idea/theme that the singer seems to be articulating?

Verses – What specifically is the singer saying or arguing? 

Presentation Guide Worksheet: Students will begin to fill this out. 

1. 
	Day 16
Warm-Up: ACT English Practice

Final Project Work Time Presentation Guide: Students will finish filling out their worksheets.
Presentation Practice: Students will practice giving their introductions to the class, focusing on presentation skills.
	Day 17
ACT Post-test:

English Section (45 mins.) + Reading Section (35 mins.) 


	Day 18
FINAL PRESENTATIONS


Final Project
Prepare an oral presentation on the political content of a popular song of your choosing. You will receive a “Presentation Guide Worksheet” to fill out and refer to during your presentation. You will give your presentation (approximately 7 minutes) on the last day of class. You may choose any song, relating to any political issue. To get you started, however, I have included a list of songs that I happen to know you might connect to various aspects of American politics. I am eager to hear what songs you discover. You will need to be ready to choose a song on Monday of Week 3, because we will devote much of this class to a project workshop day. We will have additional final project workshops/activities on Tuesday and Wednesday of Week 4 to ensure that you are prepared for the last day of class.
Timeline:

Monday, Week 3 (Project Introduction Workshop)
You will have time during class to decide which song you would like to present to the class. You will receive a final project brainstorm sheet. Pick as many as three different songs that interest you, and fill out the sheet. Make sure you can find lyrics online. If there is an official music for your song, make sure you watch it. As you begin to analyze your song (and possibly video), think about the song’s possible political content or message. Consider this definition of politics - the use of power by one person or group to affect the behavior of another person or group. Where is the power in your song? How is power being used to affect behavior? 
*I will spend some time with each student individually, making sure each student has defined a workable scope for their project. 

Tuesday, Week 4 

You will have time to work on your final presentations during class. First, we will do a guided song analysis, in which each student will work with the lyrics of their chosen song, focusing on the function of the chorus and verses:

Chorus – What is the main idea/theme that the singer seems to be articulating?

Verses – What specifically is the singer saying or arguing? 

Next, you will have time to begin filling out the Presentation Guide Worksheet.

*I will spend time visiting with each student individually. 

Wednesday, Week 4 

This is your final day to work on your presentation. Finish filling out your presentation guide. We will spend the last thirty minutes of class practicing giving the introductions to our oral presentations. We will focus on making eye contact, using appropriate body language, and speaking in a loud, clear voice. 
Friday, Week 4

Give your 7-minute presentation to the class, describing the song you have been analyzing and the political issue to which it relates. You will be assessed on your ability to connect your song to a political issue, citing evidence either from the song’s lyrics or music video. You will also be assessed on your presentation skills. 
Examples of Songs to Research
“Fight the Power,” by Public Enemy

“God Bless America,” by Irving Berlin (and recorded by numerous artists)

 “Man! I Feel Like A Woman,” recorded by Shania Twain

 “Accidental Racist,” by Brad Paisley, featuring LL Cool J

“Mississippi Goddam,” by Nina Simone

“Southern Man,” by Neil Young

“Sweet Home Alabama,” by Lynyrd Skynyrd

“Changes” by Tupac

“Killing in the Name,” by Rage Against the Machine

“F*** the Police” by N.W.A.

“The Pill,” recorded by Loretta Lynn

“I am Willing,” by Holly Near

“American Ride,” recorded by Toby Keith

“Pretty Hurts,” recorded by Beyoncé 

“Blowin’ in the Wind,” by Bob Dylan

“A Change is Gonna Come,” by Sam Cooke

“Blurred Lines,” by Robin Thicke

“I Need to Wake Up,” by Melissa Etheridge

“Asking for It,” by Hole

“Talking Atom Blues,” by Pete Seeger

“My Old Kentucky Home” by Stephen Foster
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