
Jazz and Civil Rights Outline 
Sam Reider 
 
DOWN BY THE RIVERSIDE 
 
Sam: We’re here today to give a presentation about the connections between Jazz and the Civil 
Rights movement. The civil rights movement began in the 1950’s and continues to this day.  
 
What were some specific issues that Civil Rights activists were protesting in the 50s? 
 
As musicians and citizens, we are dedicated finding ways to use our art to be engaged in 
society. In today’s’ concert, we’re going discover new ways to express our creativity and work 
together for a freer society.  
 
Ben interrupts: Hey man, if you care so much about freedom, why are you always doing all the 
talking!?  
Sam: Well… this is my gig, I mean I’m the leader of the band. 
Ben: You’re always leading the band and getting all the cool gigs and all the money. It’s time for 
a change! We want this band to be a democracy!  
Other bandmates: Yea! We want equality! Etc. etc. 
Sam: Ok Ok! You win! I’m going to share the responsibility of leading this show with all of you.  
 
Ben: Let’s get everybody involved. Raise your hand if you’ve heard of Dr. Martin Luther 
King Junior. I’d like to share this quote from MLK about music. Can I have a volunteer to 
read this? 
 
“God has wrought many things out of oppression. He has endowed his creatures with the 
capacity to create—and from this capacity has flowed the sweet songs of sorrow and joy 
that have allowed man to cope with his environment and many different situations. 
Jazz speaks for life. The Blues tell the story of life's difficulties, and if you think for a 
moment, you will realize that they take the hardest realities of life and put them into 
music, only to come out with some new hope or sense of triumph. This is triumphant 
Music.”  
 
Alphonso/Linda: This idea of music giving people the ability to cope is very important. Back in 
the time of slavery, music literally had to do with survival.  
 
What is a spiritual? 
 
What is the underground railroad?  
 
This spiritual Wade in the Water is thought to be a song of the underground railroad, and 
contain secret instructions to slaves seeking to flee slavery and escape up north. 



 
Wade In The Water 
Teach the audience to sing Wade in the Water.  
 
Wade In The Water was a song that was originally sung by slaves seeking freedom. Civil 
Rights activists were no longer addressing the issue of slavery, but rather violence and 
segregation. Freedom from Slavery became Freedom from Violence, Freedom from 
Persecution, Freedom from Segregation. In this way, musicians took an older song and 
style and altered it to fit a new purpose. 
 
-------  
 
Who remembers what improvisation is? 
 
For many jazz musicians of the era, achieving freedom in life was linked to achieving freedom in 
their artwork as well. Artists like Ornette Coleman viewed improvisation as a means of personal 
and spiritual liberation. He called this music Free Jazz. 
 
The idea of Free Jazz is that the musicians break free of all the rules and limitations that were 
usually imposed on them. The structure, rhythm, melody, and harmony of music became 
secondary to freely expressing your sound. We want to give you a demonstration of how free 
jazz works. 
 
Sound of Freedom Activity 
 
Ask each band member, what does Freedom sound like to you. Each person plays an unusual 
sound/extended technique on their instrument.  
 
Now let’s hear what happens when everyone plays their freedom sounds together.  
 
It doesn’t sound good. We’re missing a crucial element. How can we make this sound better? 
 
We need to listen to each other. Even when we are expressing our freedom, if we are not 
respectful of each other’s voices, no one will be heard. Let’s try this activity again and this time, 
everyone will prioritize listening to each other.  
 
Repeat after me: There is no freedom unless we all have freedom! 
 
------ 
Free Jazz allowed musicians to express emotion in a more raw and direct way than ever before.  
 
Ben: Introduce John Coltrane. 
 



John Coltrane wrote this next piece, called “Alabama” in response to something that 
happened in 1963. Ben is going to play the melody of the song for us. I want you to close 
your eyes and listen to the music, and then after he’s done, I’m going to ask you to 
describe what images and feelings it brought up for you. 
 
Alabama – Play head once. 
(John Coltrane, 1963) 
 
How did that song make you feel? 
 
What do you think he was writing that song about? 
 
The song Alabama was in fact written in response to the 16th Street Baptist Church 
Bombing on September 15th, 1963, which was an attack by the Klu Klux Klan in 
Birmingham, AL that killed 4 young girls. This was a terrible tragedy that was very 
upsetting to many, many people. John Coltrane’s way of protesting the bombing was to 
compose this piece of music. 
 
What does it mean to PROTEST? 
 
Can any volunteers tell me some things that are happening, or have happened recently 
that make you feel upset? (3 volunteers come up to stage). 
 
What we’d like to do is play Coltrane’s Alabama for you again. But this time, just 
like Civil Rights activists took Wade in the Water and made it about relevant issues of 
their time, we are going to take Alabama and make it about some of things going on 
today that we want to protest. 
 
We’re going to use a technique called The Human Microphone to make sure that our voices are 
heard. As the band starts to improvise, I’m going to point at one volunteer—that person will call 
out the thing they want to protest as loud as they can, and then the whole room will say it back. 
The band is going to play loud so you really need to lift up your voices to be heard! 
 
Alabama 2015 
 
We Shall Overcome (Play it once slow tempo, then second line vibe) 
 
We Shall Overcome was an anthem of the Civil Rights movement and it’s another good 
example of an old song being repurposed. The song evolved from an early African- 
American gospel song called “I’ll overcome someday”. By changing it to We Shall 
Overcome, Civil Rights singers emphasized the WE over the individual.  
 
Remember: 



There is no freedom unless we all have freedom. 
 
One way that people found to protest during the civil rights era was singing together. The 
idea that a lot of people could get together and collectively say what they wanted was a 
powerful thing. Songs like We Shall Overcome, Swing Low Sweet Chariot and I Shall 
Not Be Moved, made people feel the support of a community. Many voices are more 
powerful than one voice. And these anthems framed issues in a positive way. They left 
people with a feeling of hope. 
 
Questions 
 
We’d like to leave you with a last song called I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to be Free. This 
is a song that was written by Dr. Billy Taylor and made famous by Nina Simone. 
 
I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel To Be Free 
(Billy Taylor, 1963) 
 


