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A Syllabus by the SNCC Legacy Project 

Prepared by: Bedour Alagraa, Felicia Denaud, and Joshua Myers 

“I’ve never been afraid when I am singing.”-  
- Rutha Mae Harris 

“Are not we all music in a sense? The Movement 
contained people who were segregationists, racists, 
gang members, ministers, elderly, young, poor, middle 
class, of different races and the like. Although we were 
people, we seemed to be random notes, tones, 
rhythms and melodies bumping into one another as we 
tried to play our individual songs of life. We created 
dissonances that were not always pleasing to the ear or 
to society as we struggled towards the goals we each 
sought. In harmony and in discord, we were the best 
and the worst of ourselves at war, the instruments of 
change playing our parts under direction until the 
Movement’s coda.”  
- Annette Jones White 

Course Description 

It is a common refrain. The music made the movement. To be made by a sound, one 
must also take account of that sound’s origin. The music that made the movement 
made it because it was made by a people who needed sound to make sense of the 
world. How Black music evolved helps us understand how it was possible for a 
freedom struggle to have been guided and shaped by the common project of cultural 
meaning-making. Our collective sonic creations animated the ways that we struggled 
to recreate our lives at every turn. As such, the ability to sing, to play an instrument, 
and dance together constitutes an originary form of organizing and political address, 
one present in every iteration of Black existence in the modern world and before. This 
course takes this point of departure seriously before connecting it to the specific 
twentieth contexts that led to the creation of the freedom song and how The Student 
Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) maneuvered the parameters of the co-
creation of songs that had to be felt in order for people to be moved. This approach 
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to arrangement is then placed in a context that allows us to study the changes in the 
way music sounded in the twentieth century and up to the present. The movement 
sound was both old and perhaps ancient, yet remarkably contemporary and “now.” In 
order to move us, it had to be. 

Primary Sources 

● www.sncclegacyproject.org - The SNCC Legacy Project’s Digital Movement 
Platform, created in 2022.  

● www.blackpowerchronicles.org  – Black Power Chronicles, created by SNCC 
Legacy Project 

● www.crmvet.org  - the website of the Civil Rights Movement Archive, Inc. 
● www.snccdigital.org - The SNCC Digital Gateway, produced in partnership with 

Duke University’s Center for Documentary Studies and Duke University 
Libraries. 

Books 

● Guy and Candie Carawan, Sing for Freedom: The Story of the Civil Rights 
Movement Through its Songs (New South, 2007) 

● Samuel A. Floyd, Jr., The Power of Black Music: Interpreting its History from 
Africa to the United States (Oxford University Press, 1995) 

● Bernice Johnson Reagon, If You Don’t Go, Don’t Hinder Me: The African 
American Sacred Song Tradition (University of Nebraska Press, 2001) 

● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “Songs of the Civil Rights Movement, 1955-1975: A 
Study in Culture History” (Ph.D. diss, Howard University, 1975) 

● Craig Werner, A Change is Gonna Come: Music, Race and the Soul of America 
(University of Michigan Press, 2006) 

Playlist 

● Come On An’ Go With Me: SNCC, Music, and the Promise of Freedom Playlist 

Format 

We have tailored this course to be delivered in multiple ways. Firstly, the modality can 
be either virtual or in-person. Secondly, and perhaps most significantly, it can be 
delivered in both the traditional lecture format and the seminar discussion format, as 
well as in non-traditional, flipped classroom formats. The teaching notes provide 
suggestions and recommendations tailored to the course material covered that week. 
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In addition, we have added suggested media and other resources that can be folded 
into the course delivery. We believe that each course leader should use the methods 
that are most appropriate to the students engaged in these courses. This method 
should enable students to reach a clear understanding and appreciation of the “SNCC 
Way”—not only its approach to organizing, but its approach to pedagogy. This too is 
movement-building.   

Notes on Our Approach 

This course employs the SNCC archive as the primary pedagogical tool for 
understanding the history of the movement. Individual facilitators however are free to 
enlarge upon that foundation by bringing in more historical figures, archives, and/or 
secondary sources that may not be available within the SNCC collection. In addition, 
the facilitator should feel free to connect the historical content to stories within and 
beyond the movement that might be relevant to the unique regional, institutional, and 
political contexts for the class. If there are stories that can be fruitfully added to the 
discussion, the facilitator might improvise upon what we have offered here. We 
encourage and expect facilitators to incorporate those elements into their delivery of 
the course. 
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The SNCC Freedom Singers 
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Schedule 

Week 1 – Introduction: SNCC in Song 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

How might we conceive of the Black freedom struggle and its relationship to civil 
rights? What was the role of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC)? 
How might we begin to approach an understanding of the relationship between music, 
sound, noise and the evolution of SNCC’s approach to political organizing, sociality, 
and spiritual groundedness? How have these connections been generally understood 
by movement veterans and organizers? And by scholars and ethnomusicologists? 
What elements of these ideals continue to guide the principles of movement and the 
ethical dimensions of Black life? What might be gained from reorienting our study of 
history around these questions? 

Readings and Resources: 

● “Freedom Singing,” SNCC Digital Gateway. 
● Bruce Hartford, “The Power of Freedom Songs,” Civil Rights Movement 

Archive. 
● Reagon, “Songs of the Civil Rights Movement,” 1-24. 
● Carawan, Sing for Freedom, iii-xxii. 
● Werner, A Change is Gonna Come, 4-15. 

Listening: 

● Fannie Lou Hamer, “This Little Light of Mine,” (1963) 
● SNCC Freedom Singers, “Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn You Round,” (1990) 
● Hollis Watkins, “I’m Gonna Sit at the Welcome Table,” (1990) 
● Betta Mae Fikes, “Up Above My Head,” (1990) 
● Charles Jones and Cordell Reagon, “Keep Your Eyes on the Prize,” (1990) 

Other Resources: 

● “Interview with Bernice Johnson Reagon,” Eyes on the Prize, January 23, 1986, 
Blackside, Henry Hampton Collection, Washington University in St. Louis.  

Teaching Notes: 
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● The facilitator for the opening week might construct a lecture that speaks to the 
history of SNCC in order to familiarize the students in the course around the 
nature of their role in the Black freedom struggle. This lecture would then move 
into thinking through the nature of freedom songs and how they shaped the 
movement.  

● A seminar for this week could focus on discussions around SNCC’s relationship 
to mass Black political culture, focusing on how groundings in music allowed 
SNCC to speak to and interpret the questions facing the community in their 
own terms. 

● A flipped classroom could feature student presentations where individual 
students share or demonstrate their familiarity with the songs on the playlist for 
this week. After playing the music in the classroom setting, the presentations 
should focus on the contexts in which these songs were heard and/or the 
feelings that they experienced while hearing them for the first time versus 
within the context of this course. Additionally, if hearing these songs for the first 
time, presentations could focus on the dynamics of the music, speculating 
about how they represented familiar and/or new stories of the movement. The 
discussion should take into account the spatial dynamics of the room and how 
listening together is influenced by where we are. Facilitators might rearrange 
the classroom to fit different listening experiences. 

Week 2 – Dance, Drum, and Song: The Roots and Power of Black Music 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

What are the roots of Black musics? How do those roots help us understand the role 
and function that sound plays in Black life? What are the characteristics of Black 
musical creation? How do these intersect with spirituality and the worlds of the 
unseen? In what ways might these characteristics also reflect political concerns? How 
did the convergence of spiritual and political concerns influence the trajectory of Black 
music during the long period of enslavement and its immediate aftermath? What 
“sounds” were produced in this moment? What are the implications for the 
development of musical genres and styles into the twentieth century? 

Readings and Resources: 
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● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “Oh Freedom: The Music of the Movement,” We 
Shall Not Be Moved: The Life and Times of SNCC, Trinity College, 1988, Civil 
Rights Movement Archive. 

● Floyd, Power of Black Music, 14-57. 
● Reagon, If You Don’t Go, 1-41. 

Listening: 

● Babatunde Olatunji, “Odun De! Odun De! (Aw Dun Day Aw Dun Day),” (1960) 
● Bessie Jones, “Buzzard Lope,” (2020) 
● The McIntosh County Shouters, “Jubilee,” (1984) 
● The McIntosh County Shouters, “Kneebone Bend,” (1984) 
● The McIntosh County Shouters, “I Wade the Water to My Knees,” (2017) 

Other Resources: 

● J.H. Kwabena Nketia, The Music of Africa (Norton, 1974). 

Teaching Notes: 

● This week’s lecture might usefully develop a timeline and connection of African 
musical concepts to the creation of Black culture in the United States, drawing 
upon the key aspects of drum, song, and dance, as outlined by Samuel Floyd. 
This lecture would help orient the discussion of music and movement by 
offering a larger foundation of culture and Black life.  

● The seminar could stage a conversation around Reagon’s taped lecture on Black 
music. The discussion would relate her comments about the practice and 
function of music within movement-based contexts to the larger functions of 
Black music in its origins. Students could toss the question of origins and 
continuity in Reagon’s ideas back and forth. Students might suggest how this 
discussion could enable a different reading of what the movement did. 

● Based on the musical examples, readings and taped lecture, a flipped classroom 
might involve students conducting a search for other examples of Black music’s 
roots in archival and digital spaces, perhaps using mapping technologies as 
well. Students should present their findings focusing on how difficult or easy it is 
to find evidence of these musical ideas and tendencies and how present they 
are in the daily encounters with Black life. 
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Week 3 – ‘Til You’ve Known the Meaning of the Blues: Of Blue Notes and Blues 
Epistemologies 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

How have Black people made sense of the Blues? And made sense of life through the 
Blues? What are the origins and grounding of this “genre”? How did this style 
incorporate the elements of spiritual traditions and innovation? What are the geo-
spatial dynamics involved? How have political forces shaped it? How have the Blues 
dealt with the issues of resolution and/or transcendence of Black struggle? How has 
signifyin’ played a role in this question? What makes elements of the Blues critical and 
foundational to subsequent iterations of Black music? 

Readings and Resources: 
● Norman Lumpkin, “Negroes Shouldn’t Deny the Heritage of Blues Songs,” The 

Southern Courier, December 18-19, 1965, Civil Rights Movement Archive. 
● The Land Where the Blues Began (1979), dir. Alan Lomax, John Bishop, and 

Worth Long. 
● “Roots of Organizing: A Conversation Between SNCC Field Secretaries Worth 

Long and Maria Varela,” SNCC Digital Gateway.   
● Floyd, Power of Black Music, 58-100. 
● Werner, A Change is Gonna Come, 65-71. 

Listening: 

● W.C. Handy, “St. Louis Blues,” (1914) 
● Ma Rainey, “Booze and Blues,” (1923) 
● Bessie Smith, “Nobody Knows You When You’re Down and Out,” (1929) 
● Louis Armstrong, “West End Blues,” (1927) 
● Louis Armstrong, “(What Did I Do To Be So) Black and Blue,” (1929) 
● Robert Johnson, “32-20 Blues,” (1936) 
● Billie Holiday, “You Don’t Know What Love Is,” (1958) 
● Cassandra Wilson, “Hellhound on My Trail,” (1996) 

Other Resources: 

● Amiri Baraka, Blues People (Morrow, 1963) 
● Angela Davis, Blues Legacies and Black Feminisms: Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, 

Bessie Smith, and Billie Holiday (Penguin Random House, 1998) 
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● Clyde Woods, Development Arrested: The Blues and Plantation Power in The 
Mississippi Delta (Verso, 1995) 

Teaching Notes: 

● This week’s lecture might focus on the germination of the Blues and their 
evolution. The facilitator could structure this evolution around the playlist’s 
examples or through an engagement with the scholarship on the Blues 
provided.  

● The seminar discussion could consider the idea of the Blues as collective 
consciousness, focusing on how or why SNCC might have developed or 
engaged this music as a site for organizing and thinking alongside the Black 
community. If there is evidence or something to this idea of collective ways of 
knowing and if the Blues are an example, then the discussion might move 
toward what this means as far as political consciousness and movement work is 
concerned.  

● A flipped classroom might find students involved in breakout sessions where 
they deploy a single Blues musician or geographical site which represents the 
Blues tradition. From here, students might do a deep dive into that figure or 
example and speculate and/or search for their connections to the sites where 
movement happens. An example would include a presentation on the 
significance of Clarksdale or Memphis. Utilizing mapping software, these sites 
might be used to think about the evolution of the sound and movement activity 
across the landscape of the South and beyond. 

Week 4 – The Sound of the Most High: On Black Religious Music 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

What are the cultural roots of the spirituals? How did this form help develop the 
sacred song tradition in African America? How did the spirituals help form Black 
people’s senses of right and wrong, good and evil, the binary between heaven and 
hell and what our existence on earth meant? How did these philosophical concerns get 
communicated and put in service to the survival thrusts of Black folk? In what ways did 
these elements contribute to the development of gospel music? How did gospel 
composers expound upon the social and cultural implications of the spiritual form? 
How were these ideas transmitted to young activists involved in the movement?  
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Readings and Resources: 

● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “Solidarity of Past, Present, and Future,” SNCC 50th 
Anniversary Conference, Closing Program, SNCC Digital Movement Platform.  

● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “In Our Hands: Thoughts on Black Music,” National 
Humanities Center, in Freedom Songs, Civil Rights Movement Archive. 

● “Bettie Mae Fikes,” SNCC Digital Gateway. 
● Reagon, If You Don’t Go, 42-99. 

Listening: 

● Fisk Jubilee Singers, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” (c. 1915-20) 
● Paul Robeson, “Steal Away,” (1925) 
● Florida A&M Concert Choir, “There is a Balm in Gilead,” (1996) 
● Kehembe Eichelberger, “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child,” (1996) 
● Mahalia Jackson, “Guide Me, O Thou Great Jehovah,” (1969) 
● Carlton Pearson, “Father, I Stretch My Hands to Thee,” (2007) 

Other Resources: 
● Wade in the Water: African American Sacred Music Traditions (Smithsonian 

Folkways, 1996), notes by Bernice Johnson Reagon. 

Teaching Notes: 

● A lecturer could structure a presentation around the stories that are often 
embedded in the spirituals. Given how they are examples of both folk and 
religious traditions, the lecture could take stories as the grounds for viewing 
their significance to Black social and political life. Using Reagon’s ideas as a 
guide, this lecture could draw from her musicological interventions in this area.  

● A seminar might convene a discussion on the nature of Black spirituality and its 
significance to Black movement. Since the years often discussed with respect to 
the Black freedom struggle, there has been new thinking about the connections 
between Black notions of deliverance from oppression and the spiritual realm. 
The seminar could speak to what these shifts have meant for our understanding 
of today’s political struggle. 

● For the flipped classroom, the facilitator might have students listen to the music 
from this week on the playlist live in the classroom setting. Assess what shifted 
in the practice of silent, collective listening. Solicit feedback from students 
about the process. 
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Week 5 – Make Me an Instrument: The Influence of Jazz 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

What are the musical precursors of the music that would come to be known as jazz? 
How have the earlier musical influences shaped the spiritual and cultural dynamics of 
the form? What have been the political and social implications of the music? How has 
instrumentation represented the “voice” of Black people? In what ways did these 
forces help situate and contribute to the movements of Black folk in the street in the 
United States and the larger diaspora? In what ways did jazz and jazz musicians help 
ground and inform the Black freedom struggle during the 1960s and 70s? 

Readings and Resources: 

● “A Salute to Southern Students,” flyer, Civil Rights Movement Archive. 
● Ingrid Monson, “Monk Meets SNCC,” Black Music Research Journal 19 (Autumn 

1999): 187-200. 
● Ingrid Monson, Freedom Sounds: Civil Rights Call Out to Jazz and Africa 

(Oxford University Press, 2007), 3-28. 
● Floyd, Power of Black Music, 160-82. 
● Werner, A Change Gonna Come, 125-36. 

Listening: 

● Charles Mingus, “Fables of Faubus,” (1959) 
● Thelonious Monk, “Evidence” (1957) 
● Max Roach and Abbey Lincoln, “Freedom Day,” (1960) 
● Sonny Rollins, “The Freedom Suite,” (1958) 
● Nina Simone, “I Wish I Knew How it Would Feel to be Free,” (1967) 
● John Coltrane, “Alabama,” (1963) 

Other Resources: 

● Josh Jones, “How Jazz Helped Fuel the Civil Rights Movement,” Open Culture, 
June 4, 2020. 

Teaching Notes: 
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● The facilitator could develop a lecture that links jazz performance to movement  
work. A particularly apt example could be the jazz sit-ins created by the 
Congress of Racial Equality or the ways that jazz musicians created new 
compositions to honor the movement. Given that instrumental music is not 
often thought of as “protest” music, the facilitator might use elements from the 
previous weeks to chart the continuities between jazz as “political” force and 
other forms of Black music. 

● The seminar format could introduce a discussion around the musician as activist. 
It might focus on SNCC’s engagements with Harry Belafonte, Nina Simone, and 
Thelonious Monk and others in or adjacent to the jazz world and the debates 
they had as well as roles they played in the Black freedom struggle. It might 
think through the senses in which the musician can be an activist, even if the 
two are separate roles.  

● The flipped format could have students engage the ways that SNCC activists 
spoke about jazz. Throughout the archive at the SNCC Digital Movement 
Platform, there are various mentions of the genre. Students could return with 
presentations thinking through which jazz was significant for members of SNCC. 

Week 6 – Movement Music, Folk Traditions, and Organized Labor 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

How has Black folklore influenced the music of the movement? What are the 
relationships between freedom singing and the non-Black folk tradition in the United 
States? How did these strands initially intersect? What roles did organized labor play in 
shaping the organizing tradition and its connections to music? How did these common 
approaches to struggle build upon each other? What compositions emanated from 
this convergence? What impact did this have in bridging the gaps between struggles 
across race, class, and geographical locations? How did it impact SNCC directly? 

Readings and Resources: 

● “Negro Folk Songs and the Freedom Movement,” The Movement 2 (July 1966): 
7, Civil Rights Movement Archive. 

● “Guy and Candie Carawan,” SNCC Digital Gateway.  
● James Farmer, “Jailed in Mississippi,” CORE-Later (August 1961), Civil Rights 

Movement Archive. 
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● Reagon, “Songs of the Civil Rights Movement,” 64-90. 
● Werner, A Change is Gonna Come, 44-55. 

Listening: 

● Guy Carawan, “We Shall Overcome,” (2009) 
● The Freedom Singers, “We Shall Overcome,” (1990) 
● Paul Robeson, “Joe Hill,” (1943) 
● Bob Dylan, “Blowin’ In The Wind,” (1962) 
● Joan Baez, “Oh, Freedom,” (1964) 
● Peter, Paul, and Mary, “Tell It On The Mountain,” (1963) 

Other Resources: 

● Pete Seeger, Oral History, Civil Rights History Project Collection, Library of 
Congress. 

Teaching Notes: 

● The lecturer could explore the connections between folk culture and class and 
the dynamics that present themselves in the United States around both. In 
order to facilitate understanding of the ways that folk artists and labor activists 
borrowed from and were influenced by Black culture, the lecturer might focus 
on the South’s complex histories of race and class, highlighting the role of 
Highlander Folk School in the process.  

● This seminar might engage the question of cultural appropriation from an 
altogether nuanced and distinct perspective, than that which is present in 
popular understandings of the term. It could engage what the stakes were for 
bringing music and musicians from different contexts together and the 
purposes this borrowing served.   

● The flipped class session for this week might have students mine the internet for 
performances of these songs in settings that went beyond the movement and 
the south. Students should report back their findings and discuss how these 
different contexts shaped the sound of the music associated with the Black 
freedom struggle.  

Week 7 – Singing In the Face of Danger, or How Music Kept Us  
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Discussion Questions and Dilemmas: What roles did singing play in moments of crisis 
and threat? How did SNCC activists and community members land on the decisions to 
utilize music in such settings? What songs were chosen and why? How did these songs 
relate to larger strands of Black musical traditions and histories and their power?  In 
what ways did this music remake the meaning of these situations? What made Albany, 
GA significant in the unfolding of music’s role in the struggle? How were songs 
adapted and repurposed to speak to both spiritual concerns and crisis? How did 
questions of faith, courage, and resoluteness shape the sounds of the movement and 
the end goals of political struggle? What did SNCC activists and community members 
conclude about the effectiveness of music in these moments?  

Readings and Resources: 

● Emilye Crosby and Worth Long, “Outsinging Trouble,” SNCC Digital Movement 
Platform. 

● “Facing Jail, Facing Fear,” Our Voices, SNCC Digital Gateway. 
● “Annette Jones White, “Some Thoughts About Music,” Civil Rights Movement 

Archive. 
● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “Uncovered and Without Shelter, I Joined This 

Movement for Freedom,” in Hands on the Freedom Plow, eds. Faith Holsaert, 
et. al (University of Illinois Press, 2011), 119-28. 

● Rutha Mae Harris, “I Love to Sing,” in Hands on the Freedom Plow, eds. Faith 
Holsaert, et. al (University of Illinois Press, 2011), 144-46. 

● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “Since I Laid My Burden Down,” in Hands on the 
Freedom Plow, eds. Faith Holsaert, et. al (University of Illinois Press, 2011), 
146-52. 

Listening: 

● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “Since I Laid My Burden Down,” (1986) 
● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “Freedom in The Air,” (1997) 
● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “Come An’ Go With Me To the Land,” (1965) 

Teaching Notes: 

● Given that many of the songs used in these moments were rooted in faith, a 
facilitator might deliver a lecture on the roots of Black faith traditions to better 
frame and orient the moments that SNCC activists and others face. The lecture 
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could help students make sense of how Black folk tended to believe in the 
power of things unseen. 

● A seminar might promote a discussion around concepts like love, courage, 
strength and other ideals that were present in these moments. Given that these 
are also often themes of songs, the seminar might think through the 
connections between a song’s theme and the presence of the ideals as 
practiced and lived within communities.  

● A flipped class session might have students in groups sit with various scenarios 
of danger as illuminated in the readings. In thinking through the major elements 
of each historic scenario, the groups might consider what song choices had to 
do with that moment. As the session comes back together, the class might 
collectively note consistencies and differences between the findings of each 
group. 

Week 8 – The Song as an Organizing Tool 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

How was music incorporated into organizing strategies before the arrival of SNCC and 
its approaches? How did these strategies of incorporating music converge with 
SNCC’s organizing principles? What are some stories that demonstrate how the 
facilitation of connections to community meant embracing their sound? How did music 
itself mirror the idea and ideal of organizing? In what ways did it provide a sustainable 
model for how to enter and maintain spaces within communities as opposed to above 
them? How did this prove crucial during and after the organizing campaigns 
themselves? What organizing vehicles did SNCC activists create in the worlds of music 
that outlasted SNCC? 

Readings and Resources: 

● “Cordell Reagon,” SNCC Digital Gateway.   
● “Bringing People Together,” Our Voices, SNCC Digital Gateway. 
● Freedom in the Air (1962), dir. Alan Lomax and Guy Carawan, Lomax Film 

Collection. 
● “Freedom in the Air ‘An Inspiring Album,’ Says Chronicle,” Student Voice 

(October 1962): 3, Civil Rights Movement Archive. 
● “First Principles of Organizing,” SNCC Digital Movement Platform. 
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● Julian Bond, “Movement Music: The Final Lecture from Julian Bond’s Class on 
the Southern Civil Rights Movement,” Beacon Broadside, February 25, 2021. 

● Reagon, “Songs of the Civil Rights Movement, 90-125. 

Listening: 

● Mahalia Jackson, “Onward, Christian Soldiers,” (1960) 
● The Montgomery Improvement Association, “We Are Soldiers in the Army,” 

(1990) 
● The Montgomery Improvement Association, “Keep Your Hands on the Plow,” 

(1990) 
● The Nashville Quartet, “Your Dog Loves My Dog,” (1990) 
● The Golden Gate Quartet, “Everybody Sing Amen,” (2009) 
● Carlton Reece, “Ninety-Nine and a Half Won’t Do,” (1990) 

Teaching Notes: 

● A facilitator might conceive a lecture that further establishes the genealogy of 
the concept of the freedom song in the work of activists in Montgomery, 
Nashville, and the Congress of Racial Equality. The roots of this tactic and the 
direct transmission to SNCC should ground students in their ability to see how 
organizing principles were collectively held, even as they would develop distinct 
approaches. 

● This week’s seminar might discuss the organizing principles and how music 
uniquely generated solutions to the issues they raise. This discussion would 
promote an understanding of the ways that SNCC’s approach to movement 
work made singing foundational, rather than just ornamental.  

● The flipped classroom might engage the first principles of organizing and match 
them with assigned historical vignettes that the class has covered thus far. 
Students might gather small-group discussions on how music became an 
organizing tool within the context of that vignette, noting the figures, places, 
and dynamics of each moment.  

Week 9 – The Creation of the SNCC Freedom Singers 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  
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What were the contexts driving the creation of the SNCC Freedom Singers? How did 
their role as arts purveyors of the movement help contribute to the sustainability of 
SNCC’s operations? What were the internal motivations and inspirations for members 
of the SNCC Freedom Singers? How was their role connected to other arts groups 
within SNCC, such as the Free Southern Theater? How might we understand their 
legacy?  

Readings and Resources: 

● “Rutha Mae Harris,” SNCC Digital Gateway. 
● “Charles Neblett,” SNCC Digital Gateway. 
● “Fundraising and the New York Office,” SNCC Digital Gateway.  
● Freedom Concert, SNCC 50th Anniversary, Civil Rights Movement Archive. 
● Reagon, “Songs of the Civil Rights Movement, 126-46. 

Listening: 

● The Freedom Singers, “This Little Light of Mine,” (1990) 
● The Freedom Singers, “Which Side Are You On?” (1990) 
● Cordell Hull Reagon, “Brown Baby,” (1990) 

Teaching Notes: 

● The lecture for this week might take on a narrative history and timeline of the 
development of the SNCC Freedom Singers. Using Reagon’s history, the various 
iterations and nuances of the group over the course of its existence could be 
highlighted as these might bring out the challenges of organizing the group. 

● The seminar for this week could open up a discussion around the economic and 
fundraising dilemmas that brought the SNCC Freedom Singers into the fold. 
The discussion should highlight the internal and external politics involved in 
generating support for the movement.  

● With the flipped format, facilitators might create a session where students use 
the SNCC Digital Movement Platform to map the locations where the SNCC 
Freedom Singers performed. Students might note what this map reveals about 
the regions where there was likely support for the region as well as the 
dynamics of performance that were possible in such places (i.e. the role of the 
arts complex in places like New York, for instance).  
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Week 10 – Reimagining The Song, Listening for Politics  

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

How might we make sense of the “political” content of Black music? What songs did 
SNCC and other Black political organizations reimagine to highlight their political 
import? Were these songs chosen at random? If not, what went into the decision-
making process for choosing particular songs to repurpose? How did songs that came 
from other, non-Black contexts become political music within the Black freedom 
struggle? Was the repurposing process different for these songs? If so, what were the 
key differences? In what ways might this repurposing be a form of signifyin’? 

Readings and Resources: 

● “Taking Songs & Adapting Them,” Our Voices, SNCC Digital Gateway. 
● Freedom in the Air: The Civil Rights Movement in Song, Program Guide, Media 

Works, Civil Rights Movement Archive. 
● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “The Song Culture of the Civil Rights Movement,” 

liner notes, Voices of the Civil Rights Movement (Smithsonian Folkways, 1997), 
Civil Rights Movement Archive. 

● Reagon, “Songs of the Civil Rights Movement, 126-75. 

Listening: 

● The Nashville Quartet, “You Better Leave Segregation Alone,” (1990) 
● Bertha Gober, Rutha Harris, and Charles Sherrod, “Oh Pritchett, Oh Kelly,” 

(1990) 
● Ben Gay, “I Woke Up This Morning With My Mind on Freedom,” (1990) 
● Sweet Honey in the Rock, “We Shall Not Be Moved,” (2000) 

Teaching Notes: 

● The facilitator might develop a lecture on the creative license that SNCC 
activists and singers took with traditional music inspired by the ways that 
Reagon approached liner notes. Listening for politics then can also be framed 
and connected to the ways that Reagon made sense of the music in this format. 
The same might be done with her dissertation.  
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● This week’s seminar could include a discussion on the nature of the archive and 
the ways that songs are remembered. Reagon’s work showcases how the 
meanings of songs shift over time. If that’s true, this seminar might focus on 
how we might come to know what songs were used politically and when and 
why by focusing on the ways that they are documented. 

● For the flipped session this week, students might focus on the ways that a 
song’s meaning can be updated to reflect the times. Utilizing the framework of 
primary source evaluation by asking the questions of 1) What is there? And 2) 
What is concealed? students might engage each other in small group settings 
to parse the significance of these songs and their political resonance.   

Week 11 – A New Freedom Song: SNCC as Composers 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

What were the contexts and circumstances that led SNCC Freedom Singers and others 
in the movement to compose new songs? What themes were most present in these 
new compositions? How does their compositional approach mirror organizing? In what 
senses does it contribute to or extend from Black song-making and creative processes 
that go beyond movement work as it is properly understood? In what ways do these 
new songs constitute a tradition? 

Readings and Resources: 

● “Bertha Gober,” SNCC Digital Gateway. 
● “Songs and Their Stories,” Our Voices, SNCC Digital Gateway. 
● “In Memoriam: Matthew Jones,” SNCC Digital Movement Platform. 
● Carawan, Sing for Freedom, 103-30. 
● Janie Culbreath Rambeau, “Ripe For The Picking,” in Hands on the Freedom 

Plow, eds. Faith Holsaert, et. al (University of Illinois Press, 2011), 91-100. 

Listening: 

● The Nashville Quartet, “Your Dog Loves My Dog,” (1990) 
● Aisha Kahlil, James Horner, Sweet Honey in the Rock, “We’ll Never Turn Back,” 

(2000) 
● SNCC Freedom Singers, “Oginga Odinga,” (1963)   

Teaching Notes: 
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● This week’s lecture could be devoted to conceiving and conceptualizing with 
students what constituted the basic rudiments of a compositional philosophy 
guided by the SNCC Freedom Singers. The lecture would utilize the songs 
composed specifically for events within SNCC’s collective history to illuminate 
the connections to Black creative and cultural consciousness embedded in the 
compositions.  

● This seminar for this week might promote a conversation around the cultural 
and political implications and consequences of songs as a response to the 
murder of Herbert Lee. The discussion could center Bertha Gober’s motivations 
and hopes for this composition and the way it refracted the group 
consciousness of the SNCC activists. The discussion could consider once again 
the nature of song as a protest vehicle even as there were other functions we 
might point to for this piece. 

● Through a flipped classroom format, this week’s songs could be guides for 
students developing their own new songs. One need not be a musical genius to 
feel the poetics and rhythms of the political urgency of the music. This flipped 
format could be devoted to uncovering the moments in our collective present 
that deserve to be reframed and reformulated through sound. 

Week 12 – The People Respond – The Protest Anthem 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas: 

In what senses might SNCC and other movement organizations be said to have 
inspired and influenced the development of the protest anthem? What were the 
significant examples of protest anthems that helped shape the soundscape of the 
movement era of the 1960s and 70s? What issues or questions did these anthems 
raise? What impact did they have on the growing political consciousness of the Black 
community in the south as well as points north? What did the urban contexts do to 
help shape the sound of this era? 

Readings and Resources: 

● Black Power Toolkit, SNCC Digital Gateway. 
● Carawan, Sing for Freedom, 224-53. 
● Werner, A Change is Gonna Come, 137-51. 

 20

https://snccdigital.org/resources/sncc-discussions/black-power/


Listening: 

● Nina Simone, “Mississippi Goddamn,” (1964) 
● Curtis Mayfield, “People Get Ready,” (1965) 
● James Brown, “Say It Loud – I’m Black and I’m Proud,” (1968) 
● Edwin Starr, “War,” (1970) 
● Marvin Gaye, “What’s Going On,” (1971) 

Teaching Notes: 

● This week’s lecture might focus on the role of popular music in the constellation 
of Black movement work. It could home in on the processes through which 
critical popularity and acclaim attached to songs that were also influential to 
(and derived) from movement people and organizations. This dialectic between 
pop culture and public address of Black issues might be developed as a theme 
to explore this music both historically and in the present.  

● For the seminar, course participants might explore which elements of popular 
music and creation were most sustainable during this period of political activity 
and consciousness and which proved less so. The seminar would use SNCC’s 
stories and movement history to think through how these shifts happen and 
what was in place to ensure that this moment lasted.  

● With the flipped session format, the week’s content might serve as a device for 
workshops for exploring the musical dynamics of protest songs. Students could 
dive into those elements of the song that might account for their popularity—
music versus lyrics, voices versus instrumentation, etc. The results of these 
explorations might help us better understand how group consciousness is 
shaped through music.  

Week 13 – The Black Arts Mood and Other New Sounds 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

What was the Black Arts Movement and how was SNCC related to it? How was it 
connected to the political movements centered around Black Power? In what ways 
were solidarities with Black peoples across the world expressed? How did the new 
musics of this era develop these connections? What urgent political concerns were 
engaged via the Black aesthetic in music? In what ways did the mood of the sixties 
shift as a consequence of the music? 
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Readings and Resources: 

● “Black Consciousness,” SNCC Digital Gateway. 
● “SNCC and the Black Arts Movement,” SNCC 50th Anniversary, Shaw University, 

Civil Rights Movement Archive. 
● Floyd, Power of Black Music, 183-211. 
● Werner, A Change is Gonna Come, 226-42. 

Listening: 

● Martha Reeves and the Vandellas, “Nowhere to Run,” (1965) 
● Jimmy Collier, “Burn, Baby, Burn,” 1968) 
● Herbie Hancock, “I Have a Dream,” (1969) 
● Horace Tapscott, “The Giant is Awakened,” (1969) 
● Alice Coltrane, “Africa,” (2024) 
● Gil Scott-Heron, “The Revolution Will Not Be Televised,” (1971) 
● Miriam Makeba, “Soweto Blues,” (2012) 
● Bob Marley, “Africa Unite,” (1979) 
● Fela Kuti, “Sorrow Tears and Blood,” (1999) 
● Stevie Wonder, “Living for the City,” (1973) 

Other Resources: 

● Shana L. Redmond, Anthem: Social Movements and the Sound of Solidarity in 
the African Diaspora (NYU Press, 2013) 

Teaching Notes: 

● The facilitator might bring SNCC’s legacy of song into the more well-known 
moments of the 1960s and 70s, contextualizing the Black Arts Movement by 
way of its connection to the southern-based Black freedom struggle. Emanating 
from the vantage, an exploration of the global musical cultures and the struggle 
for self-determination can offer context for the anticolonial shifts (and victories) 
of the period. 

● A seminar format might engage students’ understanding of the role of art in the 
struggles for self-determination amid the ways that art is deployed today. 
Students might probe whether there was an inherent radical politic in musics 
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that were claimed by adherents to the Black Radical Tradition (e.g. John 
Coltrane). And if so, the discussion might consider how this was constituted.  

● The flipped classroom format could have students sit in groups with a set of 
assigned songs. A possible activity would be to match these songs with 
subsequent influences—detailing how often these songs have been sampled, 
referenced in other artistic pieces, or covered.  

Week 14 – The Continuation: Sweet Honey in the Rock   

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

What is the origin of the group Sweet Honey in the Rock? How did they constitute a 
continuation of the work of the SNCC Freedom Singers and the larger mission they 
undertook? How did Bernice Johnson Reagon understand the genealogy of Black 
women’s cultural traditions in song? What themes were consistent in Sweet Honey and 
the Rock’s records? How did they incorporate concerns that went further than the 
earlier iterations of freedom songs? How did the group engage questions of gender? 
What were the political influences and impact of these radical departures?  

Readings and Resources: 

● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “The Founding of Sweet Honey in the Rock,” Black 
Power Chronicles. 

● Reagon, If You Don’t Go, 100-41. 
● Bernice Johnson Reagon, “Let Your Light Shine’—Historical Notes,” in We Who 

Believe in Freedom: Sweet Honey In the Rock…Still on the Journey (Anchor, 
1993), 13-69. 

Listening: 

● Sweet Honey in the Rock, “Sweet Honey in the Rock,” (1976) 
● Sweet Honey in the Rock, “Joanne Little,” (1976) 
● Sweet Honey in the Rock, “I Remember, I Believe,” (1995) 
● Sweet Honey in the Rock, “Ella’s Song,” (1988) 
● Sweet Honey in the Rock, “Wade in the Water,” (1988) 
● Sweet Honey in the Rock, “Azanian Freedom Song,” (1988) 

Teaching Notes: 
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● This week’s lecture could develop a treatment of the themes of Sweet Honey in 
the Rock’s music over the course of its large discography. Given that much of 
the SNCC Freedom song legacy has focused on the repurposing of Black 
religious music, this lecture could offer a more robust understanding of how 
Reagon’s musicological concerns range across genre and style as well as topical 
concern. 

● This week’s seminar could explore the theme of gender in the work of Sweet 
Honey in the Rock. Students might discuss how Reagon came to shine a light on 
the dynamics of Black women and how that dovetailed with the larger evolution 
of Black women’s thought during this period. 

● With the flipped session, the facilitators might provide students the 
opportunities to create digital and analog visualizations that respond to the 
themes of Sweet Honey in the Rock’s music. Presentations of the visuals would 
serve as grounds for discussion.  

Week 15 – The Freedom Song of the Twenty-First Century 

Discussion Questions and Dilemmas:  

How has Black protest music changed in the years leading to our contemporary 
context? What themes have been consistent? What new and radical changes have 
been advanced? How has the artist-activist as a figure addressed both the conditions 
for the emergence of the music and the imperatives of organizing in the twenty-first 
century? What are the cultural sounds embedded in the Movement for Black Lives? 
How have these been connected to questions of gender, class, and empire?  

Readings and Resources: 

● Stand Up and Shout, 60th Anniversary Conference Concert featuring Toshi 
Reagon, Rev. Osagyefo Sekou, and the SNCC Freedom Singers, SNCC Digital 
Movement Platform. 

● Richard Iton, In Search of the Black Fantastic: Politics and Popular Culture In the 
Post-Civil Rights Era (Oxford University Press, 2009), 101-30. 

● Fernando Orejuela, “Introduction,” in Black Lives Matter and Music: Protest, 
Intervention, Reflection, eds. Fernando Orejuela and Stephanie Shonekan 
(Indiana University Press, 2018), 1-13. 

● Shana Redmond, “Dark Prelude,” American Quarterly 75 (2023): 203-17. 
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Listening: 

● Resistance Revival Chorus, “Ella’s Song,” (2020) 
● Teri Lyne Carrington, “Echo,” (2011) 
● Jamila Woods, “BALDWIN,” (2019) 
● Kendrick Lamar, “Alright,” (2016) 
● Jonathan Lykes, “Ella Baker Shaker,” (2022) 
● Ambrose Akinmusire, “Rollcall for Those Absent,” (2014) 
● aja monet, “the perfect storm,” (2023) 

Teaching Notes: 

● This week’s lecture could focus on the shifts in publics that have animated the 
post-civil rights era. By setting this context, the facilitator would establish how 
comparison between eras is not as easily done as it would seem on paper. A 
lecture that takes seriously the changes in public culture and the industries that 
determine the distribution of art, would help nuance discussions about the 
presence or lack of visible artist-activist work within the genealogy of SNCC’s 
freedom music.  

● Similar to the lecture idea, the seminar format might encourage students to 
think critically about the environment in which the Movement for Black Lives, for 
instance, has had to exist.  The media contexts and shifting attention economies 
are just a few of the major considerations that have shaped what is possible 
now. The seminar could discuss ways that this has limited as well as opened 
different kinds of opportunities for artists.  

● With a flipped session, the facilitator can use this week to encourage student 
presentations on the legacies of SNCC’s Freedom Singers and the larger legacy 
of the movement’s approach to song. These presentations might use the Stand 
Up and Shout concert footage to think through how they understand its legacy. 

 25



 

 26



Appendix: Reading List 

Carson, Clayborne. In Struggle: SNCC and the Black Awakening of the 1960s. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1995. 

  
Cobb, Charles. This Nonviolent Stuff’ll Get You Killed: How Guns Made the Civil Rights 
Movement Possible. Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015. 

  
Dittmer, John. Local People: The Struggle for Civil Rights in Mississippi. Urbana, IL: 
Illinois University Press, 1995. 

Floyd, Samuel A. The Transformation of Black Music: The Rhythms, The Songs, and the 
Ships of the African Diaspora. New York: Oxford University Press, 2017. 

  
Forman, James.  The Making of Black Revolutionaries. New York: Macmillan, 1972. 

Greenberg, Cheryl ed., A Circle of Trust: Remembering SNCC. New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1998. 

Hartford, Bruce., Troublemaker: Memories of the Freedom Movement (San Francisco: 
Westwind Writers, 2019). 
  
Hogan, Wesley. Many Minds, One Heart: SNCC’s Dreams for a New America. Chapel 
Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press, 2007.  
  
Lee, Chana Kai. For Freedom’s Sake: The Life of Fannie Lou Hamer. Urbana, IL: 
University of Illinois Press, 1999. 
  
Lewis, John. Walking With the Wind: A Memoir of the Movement. New York: Simon 
and Schuster, 1998. 

Maultsby, Portia. African American Music: An Introduction. New York: Routledge, 2015. 
  

McAdam, Doug. Freedom Summer. New York: Oxford University Press, 1988. 
  

Moses, Robert and Charles E. Cobb. Radical Equations: Civil Rights from Mississippi to 
the Algebra Project. New York: Penguin Random House, 2002. 

   
Ransby, Barbara. Ella Baker and the Black Freedom Movement. Chapel Hill, NC: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2003. 

 27



  
Sellers, Cleveland. The River of No Return: The Autobiography of a Black Militant and 
the Life and Death of SNCC. New York: Harper, 2018. 

Southern, Eileen. Readings in Black American Music. New York: Norton, 1972. 

--. The Music of Black Americans: A History. Norton, 1971. 

  
Travis, Brenda. Mississippi’s Exiled Daughter: How My Civil Rights Baptism Under Fire 
Shaped My Life. Montgomery, AL: New South Books, 2018. 

   
Watkins, Hollis. Brother Hollis: The Sankofa of a Movement Man. Clinton, MS: Sankofa 
Publishing, 2015. 

  
Zinn, Howard. SNCC: The New Abolitionists. Chicago: Haymarket Books, 2013. 

Copyright ©  SNCC Legacy Project 2025 Washington, DC.  All rights reserved.  No 
part of this publication may be reproduced in whole or in part by any means of 
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise for the purpose of 
distribution without the proper written permission of the Publisher. 

 28


