
In the rich tapestry of  human ex-
pression, music stands as a powerful 
and resonant thread weaving stories, 

emotions and identities. Within African 
American communities, music emerges 
not just as a rhythmic melody, but also 
as a profound form of  cultural expres-
sion that mirrors the joys, struggles and 
triumphs of  diverse experiences. From 

the soulful rhythms of  gos-
pel, to the electrifying 

beats of  hip-hop, 
music is a me-

dium through 
which African 
A m e r i c a n 
voices can 
leave an in-
delible mark 
on history.
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Claude Steele was born into segregated 
1946 America. Reflecting on his childhood, 
he grew up in a society where practically all 
facets of  daily life were strictly segregated 
by race.

“[African Americans] lived in a very 
stern form of  apartheid,” Steele said. 
“There was this social revolution with the 
civil rights movement.”

If  you listened to the radio during this 
time, you might hear the moving instru-
mentals of   “A Change is Gonna Come” by 
Sam Cooke. On the song, Cooke’s soulful 
voice expresses a powerful story, one that 
Steele describes as one the strongest pieces 
of  music at the time.

“It [‘A Change is Gonna Come’] gave 
us a picture of  what it all meant,” Steele 
said. “Blacks wanted to leave the Jim Crow 
segregation of  the south…in the late 50s 
and early 60s. This was a very exciting time 
for African Americans. The door was open, 
and all this [change] could happen.”

Once the 60s began, music skyrocketed 
in popularity in the United States. At this 
time, many of  the new styles and genres of  
music were heavily influenced by African 
Americans.

“One truth about American society is 
that African Americans have been a major 
source of  its art, and foremost in that, in its 
music,” Steele said. “The indigenous Amer-
ican music comes from African Americans. 
That would be the blues.”

With roots stemming from the harsh en-
slavement of  African Americans, the blues 
evolved as an adaptation of  the work songs 
sung across plantations. As the blues grew 
in popularity within the United States, the 
lyrics continued to represent self-determi-
nation for African Americans, changing 
frequently to address social issues as they 

arose in time. 
“The blues were chronicling the stresses 

of  life under slavery and then under apart-
heid,” Steele said.

The blues represented the resignation of  
African Americans at the time that music 
style became popular, according to Steele. 
As music was black and white at the time, 
black music stations tended to play blues 
and soul music.

“That [type of  music] captures, in the 
songs, in the lyrics, how bad life was under 
the apartheid system that we lived under,” 
Steele said.“[Cooke] was tired of  living but 
he was afraid to die.”

Marvin Gaye was another revolutionary 
Black artist at the time whose music cap-
tured the struggles of  African Americans, 
according to Steele. His soul music was 
undeniably one of  the driving voices shed-
ding light on the harsh realities of  African 
American life.

“Marvin Gaye’s big album was ‘What’s 
Going On,’” Steele said. “We [African 
Americans] were in ascendance, and now 
we’re in this horrible situation where the 
only option is drug trafficking. I think music 
just reflects these major shifts.”

These trailblazing musicians leave a last-
ing impact on the music industry today. An 
impact that does not go unnoticed by high 
school students, including Chase Cobb. 
Cobb, a senior at Palo Alto High School, 
is the co-president of  Paly’s Black Scholars 
United club.

“I believe that music has always played 
a large role in advocating for social justice,” 
Cobb said. “This is largely due to the fact 
that music allows artists to express them-
selves in a way that connects them to so 
many people.”

Some of  the most significant black art-

ists made their largest impact in the 1970s, 
which is when mainstream music began to 
call for change.

“Two genres that I can think of  are hip-
hop and reggae,” Cobb said. “Especially 
reggae, because of  artists like Bob Marley 
who used his music to advocate for equality, 
peace and really just liberation.”

Reggae artist Bob Marley had multiple 
songs that were not only hits but able to res-
onate with those who were struggling with 
overcoming oppression.

Marley’s well-known militant anthem, 
“Get Up, Stand Up,” was written as a call 
to action over the immense poverty in Hai-
ti. The message of  the song is clear: people 
should stand up for their rights even if  no 
one else will. 

The theme of  standing up for your 
rights is prominent in not only Marley’s 
music but in many other musicians’ art too. 
Prince, an American singer-songwriter, is a 
prime example of  having songs that advo-
cate for civil rights.

Prince’s song “Baltimore” was written 
as a protest song after the death of  Freddie 
Gray, when he died after sustaining spinal 
injuries while in police custody. Although 
the song is about a somber topic, it’s con-
trasted by the upbeat tune which calls for 
change, hope and peace. “Baltimore” in-
corporates the hardships African American 
go through and emphasizes how young 
people have the power to call for change.

As a rich, expressive art form, music 
paves the way for artists to articulate their 
true feelings.

Instances where music has played a sig-
nificant role in allowing black communities 
to express social justice concerns are still an 
ongoing phenomenon. 

“One of  the [current] examples that 
I can think of  is the Black Lives Matter 
movement in 2020,” Cobb said. “I remem-
ber seeing so many videos of  protests where 
people were playing music. I remember 
looking at videos on twitter of  people really 
being united, dancing and laughing.”

In a world of  highs and lows for Afri-
can Americans, artists use their platforms 
to represent those in communities of  col-
or. The Black Lives Matter movement has 
been crucial to communities of  color in 
the United States for many years, and lead 
to certain artists’ tracks being unofficially 
claimed by this movement.

“This [music] has also allowed 
Americans to become more connect-
ed,” Cobb said.

During the 2020 Black Lives 

Matter movement, life in America was dif-
ficult for many African Americans and mu-
sic became an essential factor that brought 
families and communities together. 

Songs like “Alright” by Kendrick Lamar, 
“Be Free” by J. Cole and “Chains” by 
Usher have been adopt-
ed as anthems for 
the Black Lives 
Matter move-
ment by many 
allies and mem-
bers. 

“As far as hip 
hop, I think of  
artists like NWA, 
Kendrick Lamar 
and Public Enemy, who 
have all created music speaking 
out against social justice issues and often 
faced backlash because of  it,” Cobb said.

Kendrick Lamar was the first ever rap-
per to win the highly-coveted Pulitzer prize, 
an award based purely on the importance 
and impact of  his lyrics. His fourth studio 
album “DAMN.” is what allowed him to 
obtain this award, primarily because of  
how well the lyr-
ics captured ev-
eryday issues for 
African Ameri-
cans. Lamar 
receiving 
t h i s 
award 
e m -

&
phasizes how vast the styles of  African 
American music are, even within the same 
genre.

While some artists use rap to further aid 
social justice causes, the commercialization 

of  the genre can also hinder advances 
made to breaking down 

historical stereo-
types about Afri-
can Americans.

Paly history 
teacher Justin 
Cronin no-
ticed the shift in 

themes of  pop-
ular rap music as 

the genre became 
more mainstream. 

“Record companies decided 
that rap was big money, so you get a lot of  
rap where the videos are basically half  na-
ked women and cars,” Cronin said. “That 
becomes the mold for a lot of  rap music 
that comes out [after].”

Condensing all African American music 
into one category not only affects the views 
that others have on African Americans, 

but it also diminishes the 
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American society is 

that African Americans 
have been a major 

source of its...music.”

- Claude Steele, former 
professor



true value that the music holds.
The medium of  music itself  is partic-

ularly effective in hooking listeners with 
sound, and then educating listeners with 
lyrics, especially when those listening are 
unfamiliar with the themes of  the songs.

“For music, you like it before you recog-
nize what it’s about,” Cronin said. 

Music is a unique method of  advocacy, 
one that strays from the more traditional 
speech, protest or march. 

“Music infiltrates the mind and allows 
ideas to be fully understood, as opposed 
to somebody standing and lecturing to you 
trying to convince you of  their political 
stance,” Cronin said.

As Cronin mentions, music has a way of  
engaging and drawing in an audience that 
different methods may not be as accessible.

Beyond its enjoyable melodies, Paly 
choir teacher Michael Najar believes that 
music’s significance dives deeper than an 
art form. It is a powerful channel for con-
nections.

“When our bodies begin to move…
we’re experiencing that commu-
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nity together,” Najar said. “That commu-
nal experience is what makes life interest-
ing, valuable and beautiful.”

Najar is one of  many music teachers 
who sees music as an incredibly valu-
able art form for forming com-
munities.

Stephen Hinton, the 
chair of  Stanford’s 
Department of  Mu-
sic and professor of  
music, recognizes 
the importance of  
the connections 
that humans make 
through music.

“There’s a cer-
tain way in which 
music functions to 
bind the community and 
support the congregation and gathering [of  
people],” Hinton said. 

 The meaning of  music goes deep-
er than just simply lyrics, as Hinton ex-
plains. 

“The thing about music is that it’s not 
just singing,” Hinton said. “Music is like 
a conversation; everybody is saying some-
thing different but they’re all contributing 
to the whole thing.”

 Taking influence from musical 
powerhouses such as Nina Simone 

and Stevie Wonder, Jessica Lá Rel, 
an African American soul re-

cording artist and Stanford 
alumnus, uses her voice to 

speak on issues she is pas-
sionate about. 

 “In terms of  the 
types of  stories that I 
aim to tell through 
my music and the 
types of  topics that I 
try to delve into, my 
focus is on unearth-
ing lesser known sto-
ries, really bringing 
to light injustices or 

experiences that are 
happening to underrep-
resented groups of  peo-
ple,”  Lá Rel said. 

 She was work-
ing on her song, “#We-

cantbreathe” based 
on state sanc-

t i o n e d 

“Get Up, Stand Up” 
by Bob Marley

“Fight the Power” 
by Public Enemy

“Changes” by Tupac

“Police State” by 
dead prez

“Alright” by 
Kendrick Lamar

violence against black and brown bodies 
when Trayvon Martin, a Florida teen, was 
fatally shot by a neighborhood watch vol-
unteer after being unjustly racially profiled. 

 “I remember so 
many people reaching 

out, expressing a sin-
cere connection to 
the song because it 
was inspired also by 
a sort of  chant that 
was being used in a 
lot of  protests,”  Lá 

Rel said. “ I was then 
asked by a number of  

different organizers and 
arts activists, organiza-

tions to incorporate it in a 
variety of  ways.”

 Her music has been 
played at social justice events, demonstra-
tions and music videos that have been dis-
cussed at the Every 28 Hours Play Festival, 
named after the statistic that every 28 hours 
a black person is killed through state sanc-
tioned violence.  

“People have expressed the way that it 
captures the anxiety and the tension, but 
also the sort of  righteous anger and the sort 
of  triumphant response of, we cannot rest 
until there’s collective freedom,” Lá Rel 
said. “There’s collective liberation in seeing 
people have such strong and emotional re-
actions, but also being fired up and ready to 
respond in positive ways.”

Lá Rel expressed that her songs “Here 
Comes the Sun” and “War Love” often res-
onate with survivors of  sexual assault and 
domestic abuse as it feels like a preventive 
anthem for them to operate in their power 
and feel seen.

While Lá Rel’s music often has an ex-
plicit connection to themes of  social unrest, 
music itself  implicitly provides a sense of  
empowerment orescape through sonic sto-
rytelling.

“The songs that aren’t necessarily al-
ways about social unrest are still about peo-
ple’s lived experiences and are about mov-
ing through life in ways that show love and 
care to ourselves and to other people,” Lá 
Rel said. “So even when we’re not neces-
sarily saying we need to go march, organize 
or boycott, even when they’re not saying it 
explicitly, they’re still talking about a qual-
ity of  living that is very much so anchored 
in love.”

Music is like a 
conversation; 

everybody is saying 
something different but 
they’re all contributing 

to the whole thing.” 

- Stephen Hinton, 
proffesor
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Marley’s powerful hit 
captured the economic 

struggles in Haiti, which 
had ignited a spark in him, 

and this song reached a vast 
audience of Americans who 

wished to help.
“Fight the Power” brought 
the spotlight in the music 

industry back to rap. 
Through powerful and 

angry lyrics, Public Enemy 
demanded that its young 

audience fight back against 
racial discrimination, 

though it suggested the use 
of violence which gained 

heavy criticism.

“Changes” referenced all 
the daily struggles that 

African Americans faced 
during the 90s, focusing 
on their mistreatment by 

the police. Topping charts 
internationally allowed for 
worldwide attention to this 

large issue which Tupac 
called out.

dead prez used strong 
lyrics to address the 
systemic issues that 

African Americans faced 
and ensured emphasis on 

the poor crimincal justice 
system and how it too 

disadvantaged African 
Americans.

As the awareness about 
police brutality increased, 

“Alright” became a common 
protest chant because of its 

hopeful lyrics. 


