
Chapter 6 
Political Song 

 Text: Robin Moore 
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All activities are keyed as follows:  
AA = All ages  
E = Elementary (particularly grades 3–6)  
S = Secondary (middle school and high school, grades 7–12)  
C/U = College and university  

  
 
 
Chapter 6 Vocabulary 
 
nueva canción, negritude, noirisme, peñas, tertulias, plena, Puerto Rican protest songs, 
indepedentistas, convite, nueva trova, rap consciente  

 
 
 
Music and Politics (S, C/U) 
 
 As an introductory activity, discuss broadly the way music has been used 
politically across time and cultures. Here are some questions to stimulate discussion: 

• What purpose does music serve for political figures?  
• For the people?  
• For the oppressed?  
• For the government or big business?  
Classroom discussions might address such topics as propaganda, the cultivation of a 

national identity, music as indoctrination, and raising awareness of minority issues 
through song. 

 
 

 
 
Historical Connections (AA) 
 

1. Have small groups of students create a timeline to represent the major historical 
and political events following World War II in each of the three countries of study 
(Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Dominican Republic).  

2. After students have compiled their research and created their timeline, have each 
group present its findings to the class.  

3. Following presentations on all three countries, the class might discuss similarities 
and differences in history, politics, and policy among the nations. 



 
 

 
 

Political Song in the United States 
 

Political Song and the Civil Rights Movement (AA) 
 
 Music played an important role in the African-American civil rights movement 
(1955–1968). Explore songs associated with this time period with the following questions 
in mind:  

• What purpose did these songs serve?  
• Why were these songs controversial?  
• What were the artists or performers attempting to achieve by performing and 

popularizing these songs?  
• Analyze the lyrics of the following songs and relate them to the political climate 

in the United States during this period. 
 
Suggested songs, available through iTunes: 
 
“We Shall Overcome,” anthem of the civil rights movement 
“Keep on Pushing” by Curtis Mayfield 
“Blowin’ in the Wind” by Joan Baez or Bob Dylan 
“Strange Fruit” by Billie Holliday 
“Lift Every Voice and Sing,” NAACP’s adopted “Negro national anthem” 
 
 
 
 
Protest Songs and the Vietnam War (S, C/U) 
 
 The 1960s were a turbulent time in the United States, and the anti-Vietnam War 
movement manifested loudly in the mainstream music industry. Look at the lyrics of one 
or more of the following popular songs (available through iTunes) that protested the war 
and promoted peace. Discuss the sentiment expressed, the mood and tempo of each song, 
and the overall message. Classes might also watch clips from Vietnam War movies such 
as Good Morning, Vietnam or Forrest Gump.  
 
“For What It’s Worth” by Buffalo Springfield 
“Fortunate Son” by Creedence Clearwater Revival 
“Turn! Turn! Turn!” by The Byrds 
“Where Have All the Flowers Gone?” by Pete Seeger 
“Give Peace a Chance” by John Lennon 
 
 
 



 
Protest Songs and Pop in the 1980s (S, C/U) 
 
 Analyze and discuss the lyrics of the following 1980s hits (available through 
iTunes) that merged politics with mainstream pop culture. Some are more overtly 
political than others, but examine the lyrics with a political lens. 
 
“Another Day in Paradise,” Phil Collins: homelessness 
“We Didn’t Start the Fire,” Billy Joel: American history 1949–1989, baby boomers 
“Born in the USA,” Bruce Springsteen: postwar life for a Vietnam veteran 
“End of the World,” R.E.M.: industrial society 
“Everybody Wants to Rule the World,” Tears for Fears: warfare, power struggle 
“Sunday Bloody Sunday,” U2: atrocities of war, Ireland’s 1972 Bloody Sunday massacre 
 
 
 
 
Political Song across Cultures (S, C/U) 
 

Explore the purpose and role of music in politics across several cultures by 
researching and discussing the following genres and musicians. Consider also the ways 
that music has historically been caught up in political events even if it isn’t inherently 
political. Some ideas for discussion include the Nazi ban of Jewish music during the 
1930s or Chernenko’s ban of rock and roll music in Russia in the early 1980s. Students 
might also consider the many examples of musicians across cultures denied mainstream 
airplay or performances in top venues because of their race or ethnicity. 
 
South Africa: Freedom songs 
 Zimbabwe: Chimurenga songs  
Czechoslovakia: Karel Kryl 
Chile: Victor Jara 
Poland: Jacek Kaczmarski 
Argentina: Mercedes Sosa 
 
 
 
 
Exploring the Puerto Rican National Anthem (AA) 

 
1. Have students research the history of “La Borinqueña,” the Puerto Rican national 

anthem.  
2. Compare the original lyrics, written in 1868 by Lola Rodriguez de Tió, with the 

less controversial lyrics penned by Manuel Fernández Juncos in 1903 and 
officially adopted in 1977.  

3. Discuss why the government considered the original lyrics to be too subversive 
and inflammatory for official adoption.  



4. Listen to several versions of the anthem and discuss stylistic features, ranging 
from strict traditional march to a more traditional habanera or danza feel.  

5. You may extend the discussion to other national anthems and the way 
colonization and the military influenced (or dictated) the adoption of marches (or 
adaptation of songs into marches) that do not reflect the musical styles of the 
cultures they supposedly represent. 

 
A brief history of the anthem and both versions of the lyrics may be found at 
http://www.topuertorico.org/bori.shtml. 
 
Suggested recordings, available through iTunes: 
 
“La Borinqueña,” Fania All-Stars, Commitment 
“La Borinqueña,” Danny Rivera, Danza Para Mi Pueblo 
“La Borinqueña,” Symphonic Band of the Infantry Group of the Navy of Madrid, 
Voyager—Latin American National Anthems 
 
 
 
 
The Puerto Rican National Anthem: Performance Opportunity (AA) 
 
 A score of the music attributed to Félix Astol Artes can be accessed at 
http://www.topuertorico.org/pdf/LaBorinquena.pdf. This score might be arranged for 
your band or orchestra or even as an a capella choral selection.  
 
 
 
 
Exploring “Verde Luz,” an Unofficial National Anthem of Puerto Rico (AA) 
 

1. Listen to a recording of “Verde Luz” as interpreted by Puerto Rican singer 
Lucecita Benítez and available through iTunes.  

2. Compare the nature and meaning of these words with the more political meanings 
of the official national anthem.  

3. Compare also the musical styles of the versions of “La Borinqueña” mentioned 
earlier with the Benítez rendition of “Verde Luz.”  

 
“Verde Luz” 
 
Green light from the hillside and ocean 
Virgin island made of coral 
If I leave your enchanting beaches 
If I travel far from your silent palms 
I’ll want to return, to return 
 

http://www.topuertorico.org/bori.shtml
http://www.topuertorico.org/pdf/LaBorinquena.pdf


To feel the tepid sands 
To slumber in your rivers 
My dear island, captive flower 
For you I desire 
To see your heavens free 
Your star (on the flag) standing alone 
Island princess, I desire this for you 
 
Green light from the hillside and the ocean . . . 
 
To access the Spanish-language lyrics, see 
http://www.allthelyrics.com/lyrics/antonio_cabbn_vale/verde_luz-lyrics-433066.html. 
 
 
 
 
Exploring “Lamento Borincano” (AA) 
 

Download several versions of Rafael Hernandez’s “Lamento Borincano” from 
iTunes, including versions by Marc Anthony, the Orquesta Romántica de la Habana, and 
Puerto Rico Jazz Jam (available through iTunes). Discuss how the original bolero has 
been transformed over time and how each stylistic interpretation has altered or preserved 
the original bolero. 
 
 
 
Exploring Dominican Nueva Canción (S, C/U) 
 

1. Listen to the suggested recordings of Expresión Joven, featuring the spoken word 
over musical accompaniment.  

2. Have students select famous speeches from history, perhaps including those by 
John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., or even Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg 
Address. Alternatively, students might select famous poems or even write their 
own poetry.  

3. Ask students to create a minimalist composition to accompany their selection 
using guitar, piano, percussion, vocal accompaniment, or even electronic music 
software. 

4. Put together a short performance program in which students perform their 
compositions for each other, showcasing great speeches from history in 
chronological order or highlighting great poetry across the ages, including newly 
written student poems.  

5. Discuss how the music was structured to complement the speech and the ways 
music contributes to the expressive nature of the words. 

6. Give the composers the opportunity to explain their choices.  
7. Discuss also the messages of Expresión Joven and the way music was used within 

their performances.  

http://www.allthelyrics.com/lyrics/antonio_cabbn_vale/verde_luz-lyrics-433066.html


 
Suggested Expresión Joven tracks from Dominican Republic: La Hora Está Llegando  
(available through iTunes and the Smithsonian Folkways website): 
 
“Abra las Rejas, Senor Gobierno” 
“Campadre Mon” 
  
 
 
 
Exploring Cuban Nueva Trova (AA) 
 

Listen to the following musical examples of Cuban artists who popularized nueva 
trova and compare their sound and style with those of U2, Sting, and Dire Straits. Try to 
identify the common musical elements between the following pairings of songs and 
highlight the specific musical characteristics that influenced the Cuban artists. 
 
Carlos Varela: “Dudas” or “La Política no Cabe en la Azucarera” 
Dire Straits: “Sultans of Swing” or “Romeo and Juliet” 
 
Carlos Varela: “Siete” 
U2: “With or without You” or “I Still Haven’t Found What I’m Looking For” 
 
Polito Ibánez: “Somos Números” 
Sting: “Fields of Gold” or “Shape of My Heart” 
 
 
 
 
Exploring Cuban Rap Consciente (S, C/U) 
 

1. Ask students to bring in examples of popular American rap.  
2. Compare American rap with examples drawn from the Cuban Hip Hop All-Stars, 

discussing use of profanity, images of violence, prevalence of misogyny, and 
inclusion of political meanings or messages.  

3. Discuss also the similarities and differences between musical styles.  
 

Orishas, a Cuban rap group that attained commercial success, has several albums 
available through iTunes. One version of “Quien te Dijo” is designated “clean” and may 
be used as a listening example with younger students. Similarly, the Radio Edit version of 
“Quien Tiró la Tiza?” by Cuban rap group Clan 537 might be used in the classroom. This 
track (available through iTunes) mixes elements of rap and salsa. Note that “537” is the 
international calling code for Havana.  
 
 
 



 
Comparing Puerto Rican Protest Songs, Dominican Nueva Canción, and Cuban 
Nueva Trova (AA) 
  

Consider what was learned in this chapter about these three genres of political song. 
Use the following questions to make stylistic, thematic, and political comparisons.  
 

• Are there any common features among the three genres despite their differing 
roots?  

• Are there musical, thematic, or political commonalities?  
• What are some of the fundamental differences among the genres?  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


	If I travel far from your silent palms

