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FIGHT THE POWER: 
MUSIC AS A SOCIAL FORCE  

 

Get Ready to Rock!  A Pre-Visit Guide for the Class room Teacher 
 
Class description: 

In many times and places, people have used music as a powerful tool for social change.  The story of rock 
and roll overlaps with some of the most turbulent times in U.S. history.  In the 1960s alone, American society was 
being torn apart by debates over the Vietnam War, the Civil Rights movement, and the Women’s Liberation 
movement.  Since that time and well into the present, musicians have entered such debates by spreading messages 
of revolution, protest, and empowerment through musical styles as diverse as folk, rock, and hip-hop.  This class 
features songs from the 1960s to the present that have challenged audiences to consider the alternatives and make 
changes in our society.  Students explore recordings and videos of legendary artists to examine expressions of social 
commentary contained in lyrics, performance styles, and historical images. 
 
Class objectives: 
As a result of this class, students will be better able to: 
1. Give examples of ways people have used popular music to pose questions about society, suggest avenues for 

change, and mount protests. 
2. Interpret the lyrics of songs by applying knowledge of poetry and historical references to the Vietnam War, the 

1960s counterculture, the Civil Rights movement, and the Women’s Liberation movement. 
3. Explain how music and musicians both influence and are influenced by society and culture. 
 
NOTE:  Preview all materials for appropriateness prior to classroom use. 
 
Selected songs (listed by performer): 
Bob Dylan, “Blowin’ In the Wind”   Aretha Franklin, “Respect” 
Black Sabbath, “War Pigs”   The Beatles, “All You Need Is Love” 
 
Pre-visit activities for your classroom: 

1. Ask students what they think society is. You may wish to focus the discussion around a specific example of 
society, such as society in their school or in books such as S. E. Hinton’s The Outsiders. (Possible prompts:  
Who creates ‘society’? What does ‘society’ consist of? Is ‘society’ always the same? How is it defined in the 
dictionary? How is ‘society’ defined in the students’ experiences?)  Point out to students that society ultimately 
is about how individuals and groups relate.  Select several of the Key Words listed on the next page and ask 
students to define each term and use it in a sentence.  Then group students for an internet research activity.  
Have each group use one of the terms as a key word and search articles in Time Magazine published during 
the 1960s and 1970s (see http://www.time.com/time/magazine or use any other news publication with free 
access to archived articles).  Have students answer the following questions:  What events were associated 
with the term and at what time?  What major national events occurred in the U.S. during the1960s and 
1970s?  What patterns shaped society in America at that time?  Did these patterns in society affect all 
Americans (youth, adults, men, women, people of varied ethnic and racial groups) in the same way?  Extend 
the activity to current events by having students answer the same questions based on a key word search for 
the same terms in recent publications. 

 
2. Review with your students the key events in the social history of the 1960s including the 

Vietnam War, the 1960s counterculture, the Civil Rights movement, and the Women’s 
Liberation movement (see www.pbs.org/opb/thesixties/timeline/index.html).  Why are these 
events still important to learn about today? 
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Key Words and Definitions 
 
 
Civil rights :  Rights for a nation’s citizens as defined by law; in the United States, rights discussed 

in the Constitution and its amendments, including those known as the Bill of Rights 
 
Counterculture :  a culture with lifestyles and values opposed to those of the established culture, 

often countering accepted mainstream political ideals and sanctioned forms of self-
expression 

 
Military draft : a system that selects individuals for mandatory service in the armed forces 
 
Musical style :  the distinctive characteristics of the sound and organization of musical 

performances and compositions; used to categorize music reflecting similar approaches 
to melody, harmony, form, and/or performance techniques 

 
Protest :  to make a formal or public affirmation of one’s ideas, often in opposition to an inaccuracy 

or injustice; to avow, bear witness 
 
Racial segregation :  the discriminatory separation of people based on racial categories and 

enforced by laws, institutional policies, and customs 
 
Society :  a term describing collective human networks, or organized groups of people who often 

share common interests; what people do together in communities, institutions, and other 
groups 

 
Symbolism :    a poetic device where words are used to stand for or represent something else by 

conveying both literal and figurative meanings 
 


