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‘political music’

Music and Change



Imagine



What’s the role of music in politics (or vice versa)? 

To what extent artists can be catalysts of change?

music genres + *social* movements 



Agenda

Harlem Renaissance 

Sixties & Seventies  

Nueva Canción 

Tropicália  

Reggae 

90s HipHop and Rap  

Reggaeton & Dembow 

21st century movements  



The first requirement for making change is an awareness that 
something needs to change, that something is wrong, and that 
something could be better. This awareness is the spark that brings 
attention to the problem.

Music has the potential to change a mood, to shift an atmosphere, 
and to encourage a different behaviour.  
Music has the power to culturally, morally, and emotionally 
influence our society.

"political music" can be applied either to songs that merely observe political subjects, songs which offer a 
partisan opinion, or songs which go further and advocate for specific political action. 

Disclaimer: This work reflects the author’s perspective and is limited to the knowledge and resources they had available. Artists who have contributed to change in society 
through music might be missing from this project. This work looks at the role music played in shaping Western societies. *informed enthusiast 



Harlem Renaissance 

20s - 30s U.S.A



Harlem Renaissance

Key Artists

Bessie Smith Louis Armstrong Duke Ellington Marian Anderson Count Basie

Dizzy Gillespie Fats Waller Chick webb Lena Horne Florence Mills



Harlem Renaissance

Background

The main themes in "Harlem" are civil rights, the 
American dream, and anger. Civil rights: "Harlem" 
mourns the hopes and dreams that Black Americans 
have had to sacrifice because of racism and 
discrimination. After World War I Harlem became a 
thriving center of African American culture. The Harlem 
Renaissance (c. 1918–37) was the most influential 
movement in African American literary history. The 
movement also included musical, theatrical, and visual 
arts. Out of the blues came jazz, migrating to Northern 
urban centres, such as Chicago, Illinois, and New York, 
New York, during and after World War I. Great 
musicians, such as Louis Armstrong and Duke 
Ellington, emerged. The popularity of jazz among 
whites helped bring attention to the Harlem 
Renaissance. 

https://www.britannica.com/event/World-War-I
https://www.britannica.com/art/jazz
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Louis-Armstrong
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Duke-Ellington
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Duke-Ellington


Harlem Renaissance

SONGS



Sixties & Seventies *u.s/u.k 

British Invasion, Punk, Soul…| US Civil Rights +  
                               Vietnam War Protesters



Key Artists

Bob Dylan Nina Simona The Beatles Sex Pistols Marvin Gaye

Joan Baez Mimi Fariña Gil  Scott-Heron Sam Cooke David Bowie

The Rolling Stones Frank Zappa



Sixties and Seventies

SOUL 50s and 60s

From - Soul Music: Its Sociological and Political Significan 
in American Popular Culture by Portia K. Maultsby.  

One of the most innovative and generative forms of music that 
evolved from the 1960s Black Power Movement served to 
elevate the consciousness of an African heritage among black 
Americans. This music, coined ‘soul’ established new trends and 
direction for the tradition of urban black popular music. Soul 
artists encouraged an identification with the mother country with 
their African-derived fashions and hair styles, while their song 
lyrics advocated national black unity. Through their texts, soul 
singers not only discussed the depressing social and economic 
conditions of black communities but they also offered solutions 
for improvement and change. The intense and emotional nature 
of songs performed by these musicians captured the new spirit, 
attitudes, values and convictions of blacks that later altered the 
social, political and economic structures of American society. 
Soul music, in the 1960s, served as a vehicle for self- 
awareness, protest and social change.



BRITISH INVASION mid 60s

American popular music experienced a seismic shift in 1964. That 
year, British bands launched what became commonly known as an 
“invasion” of the American pop charts and culture.  Led by The 
Beatles, other British bands and artists such as the Rolling Stones, 
Donovan, the Dave Clark Five, the Kinks, the Yardbirds, the 
Searchers, the Animals and many more completely and 
dramatically affected the course of rock & roll in America.  At no 
other time in the 20th century had American popular music been 
so jolted by foreign sounds and influences. 
The Beatles were considered political activists by using their music 
as a way to talk about issues happening in the real world at that 
time. The Beatles “were the first to really legitimise popular music 
as a form of political expression, and through this expression 
inspired political activity and participation amongst those who 
consumed their music; young people.” 
The British Invasion had a profound impact on popular music, 
internationalising the production of rock and roll, establishing the 
British popular music industry as a viable centre of musical 
creativity, and opening the door for subsequent British performers 
to achieve international success.

Sixties and Seventies



PUNK mid 70s

Sixties and Seventies

Punk is a music genre that emerged in the mid-1970s. Rooted in 
1960s garage rock, punk bands rejected the perceived excesses of 
mainstream 1970s rock. They typically produced short, fast-paced 
songs with hard-edged melodies and singing styles, stripped-down 
instrumentation, and often shouted political, anti-establishment 
lyrics. Punk embraces a  DIY ethic: many bands self-produce 
recordings and distribute them through independent record labels. 
Punk also aligned itself with socio-political movements early on, 
with The Clash, The Ruts, Tom Robinson Band, Sham 69, and Stiff 
Little Fingers playing gigs in support of Rock Against Racism in the 
UK in 1978-79. Indeed, even as punk began to fragment into 
differing factions, those informed by punk’s ethics often retained a 
political focus, with The Slits, The Raincoats, and Gang Of Four 
tackling questions of consumerism and gender politics, and the 
growing political awareness of The Jam’s leader, Paul Weller, 
leading him to pen classic songs such as “Mr Clean,” “Down In The 
Tube Station At Midnight,” and “Eton Rifles,” in which he addressed 
political issues including right-wing-related violence and the British 
class system.



SONGS

Sixties and Seventies



SONGS

Sixties and Seventies

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7akuOFp-ET8


Nueva canción 

60s  
Nuevo Trova / Nuevo Canto 



Nueva Canción

Key Artists

Amparo Ochoa Gabino Palomares Facundo Cabral Mercedes Sosa Joan Manuel Serrat

Rubén Blades Silvio Rodríguez Nicomedes Santa Cruz Víctor Jara Violeta Parra



Background

Nueva canción is a left-wing social movement and musical genre in 
Latin America and the Iberian Peninsula, characterized by folk-
inspired styles and socially committed lyrics. Nueva canción is 
widely recognized to have played a profound role in the pro-
democracy social upheavals in Portugal, Spain and Latin America 
during the 1970s and 1980s, and was popular amongst socialist 
organizations in the region. Nueva Canción combines the musics of 
different Latin American folk cultural traditions with new renditions 
of old favourites from urban, and mass media venues. Despite the 
mass media performance context of Nueva canción, this music 
embodies more than commercial value for these musicians and 
critical Latin American scholars. For many of its practitioners nueva 
canción symbolises a search for political, economic, and cultural 
identity in order to counteract widespread cultural stereotyping, 
economic domination by transnational corporations, and political 
manipulation by North American policy. Combining folk, popular, 
and commercial music from sources in Amerindian, African, and 
Euro-Hispanic traditions, nueva canción embodies for its musicians 
and their audience an expression of a pan-Latin identity. More than 
a musical style, it signifies an ideological stance and provides a 
critical case for analysis of mass-mediated cultural expression in 
opposition to the homogenising and centralising tendencies of 
transnational commercial mass media.  

*Jane Tumas-Serna 

Nueva Canción



SONGS

Nueva Canción



EVENT

Nueva Canción

Encuentro de la Canción Protesta was a key event which 
took place in Cuba in August 1967. Fifty musicians from 
eighteen countries were given the opportunity to hear each 
other performs exchange ideas and experiences, discuss 
the role of singer and song and establish friendships and 
contacts. They discussed the term canción protesta as 
they did canción comprometida, canción política 
revolucionaria and nueva canción. Musicians, especially 
those who are members of, or allied to, the Communist 
Party, met up intermittently before and after the Cuban 
Encuentro at Youth Festivals held every four years in the 
Socialist countries. At the Cuban Encuentro, it was resolved 
that song should play an important role in the liberation 
struggles against North American imperialism and against 
colonialism, as it was agreed that song possessed 
enormous strength to communicate with the people and 
break down barriers, such as those of illiteracy, and that in 
consequence it should be a weapon at the service of the 
people, not a consumer product used by capitalism to 
alienate them. 



Tropicália 

1960 - 1968 Brazil 
                              



Tropicália

Key Artists

Caetano Veloso Gilberto Gil Gal Costa Tom Zé Torquato Neto

Os Mutantes Rogério Duprat Jorge Ben Os Brazões



Background

Tropicália

Tropicália began in the late 1960s. The entire Western world was 
going through cultural change. The U.S. was engaged in a war in 
Vietnam, while young people were flocking to the hippie movement 
and endorsing peace and love.  
In South America, Brazilian popular culture was going through a 
more drastic upheaval, as the country’s democratically elected 
president was overtaken by the military. Soon after taking control, 
the military dictatorship censored and froze certain kinds of artistic 
production, especially those it saw as critical of the 
regime. Tropicalism redefined Brazilian music —which, until 1967, 
seemed to have had its peak with Bossa Nova, a mix of jazz and 
samba. With a completely new style, Tropicalists like Caetano 
Veloso and Gilberto Gil mixed psychedelia with Maracatu, samba, 
pop, and Capoeira. In doing this, they saw themselves as 
confronting the elitist musical genres and the more conservative 
roots of Bossa Nova. 
At the same time as this important political change, Rock music 
began to enter Brazil from North America. Many Brazilian artists 
were concerned about the arrival of Rock in Brazil, seeing it as an 
invasion of foreign music and a threat to Brazilian culture. These 
people were also critical of the role of the US government in 
supporting the dictatorship. Some artists even protested in a march 
against the electric guitar—what they saw as a symbol of American 
imperialism. 



SONGS

Tropicália



Reggae 

60s - Today Jamaica *Rastafarian movement 
                              



Key Artists

Bob Marley Jimmy Cliff Burning Spear Mutabaruka The Itals

Culture Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry Midnite Sizzla Black Uhuru

Reggae



Background

Reggae

The artistic-musical age of the Rastafarian development occurred 
between 1969 and 1995. This age was characterised due to the 
Rastafarians’ making of reggae. Rastafarian culture became known 
little by little mainly through music; from Jamaica, Reggae started 
making its way to a world market as a music genre and as a 
cultural identity of values and shared beliefs. Also, as an aesthetics 
that became popular and was associated to the Rasta movement, 
manifesting the divinity of Haile Selassie, the social vindication 
around the movement, Marcus Garvey’s fight, the history of the 
foundation of the Ethiopian Empire and with it, its relevance to all of 
the afro-descendants and the rise of Africa as a sacred place. 
Moreover, reggae gave Rastafarians the principal vehicle of 
communication to transmit their teachings and culture, being this 
the medium where many Rastafarians of the world have known the 
culture, had interiorised it and integrated it to their lives. 
By 1978 a failing economy and political unease was at its peak and 
political issues along with the musical tradition all came together in 
reggae to form strong lyrics with an uplifting sound to empower. 
Through time, Jamaicans have constantly mirrored their 
environment through music, creating an authentic reflection of the 
nation. 
The power of reggae, built on a foundation of history with the spirit 
of the Jamaican people and messages of a better future, became a 
notion with universal appreciation.



SONGS

Reggae



Record labels

Island Records

Reggae

Tuff Gong

Rockers International

Wackie’s



Hip Hop 

80s - 90s U.S 
                              



Key Artists

Immortal Technique Public Enemy Dead Prez Mos Def Tupac

Wu-Tang Clan KRS-ONE N.W.A The Fugees A Tribe Called Quest

Hip Hop



Key Artists - WOMEN

Lil Kim Queen Latifah Missy Elliott Mary J. Blige

Lauryn HillErykah Badu

Hip Hop



French

Suprême NTM

Hip Hop

SPANISH

Calle 13 Rebelde Diaz 



Background

Reggae

Since its earliest days, hip-hop has been inherently political – a 
powerful vehicle to deliver messages society needs to hear. 
Through the spoken word, its MCs have often conveyed the politics 
of hip-hop even more directly than those of their rock and folk 
predecessors. 

In hip hop music, political hip hop, or political rap, is a form 
developed in the 1980s, inspired by 1970s political preachers such 
as The Last Poets and Gil Scott-Heron. Public Enemy were the first 
political hip hop group to gain commercial success. 

Political hip hop is a sub-genre of hip hop music that was 
developed in the 1980s as a way of turning hip hop into a call for 
political and/or social action and a form of social activism. 

There is no all-encompassing political hip-hop ideology; rather, 
there are multiple perspectives that range anywhere from 
anarchism to Marxism to the values of the Five Percent Nation.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subgenre


SONGS

Reggae



Reggaeton y Dembow 

90s - Present Panamá /Puerto Rico 
                              



Key Artists - OLD School

Nando Boom El General Tego Calderón Daddy Yankee Ivy Queen

Vico C Don Omar Dj Playero Dj Nelson Lito y Polaco

Dembow y Reggaeton
Michael Ellis - producer Lisa M



Artists - New (comMitTed)

Bad Bunny J Balvin El Alfa

Tokischa Anuel AA Tomasa del Real

Dembow y Reggaeton



Background

Originated in Puerto Rico / Panamá during the mid-1990s. It has evolved from 
dancehall and has been influenced by American Hip Hop, Latin American, 
and Caribbean music. Vocals include rapping and singing, typically in 
Spanish.  

Underground music overcame censors to gain popularity and political 
power. ... Through reggaeton, Puerto Ricans have expressed political 
critique, resisted state censorship and criminalization, defied racism and 
misogyny — and now fueled collective action. 

Even though Reggaeton lyrics are unwanted by some sectors of society, they 
have largely had a positive effect because they have made people aware of 
taboo-themes such as sex, urban violence, politics, racism, social differences/
classes and other forms of discrimination. 

Conveniently enough, the genre does not only have catchy danceable beats 
but some of it also has lyrics that talk about problems of the area, and 
therefore it makes people more aware of their society. Most of the problems 
spoken in Reggaeton lyrics are common today in Latino urban centers, 
however, have their roots in the history of the region.  

Medium written by Roberto Baldizon 

Dembow y Reggaeton



SONGS

Dembow y Reggaeton



21st century  

2000s onwards West 
                              



Movements

BLM  

QUEERNESS  

ANTI WAR EARLY 2000s 

FEMINISM 

21st Century



Rap - Hip Hop - Trap 

Kendrick Lamar 
To Pimp A Butterfly

Childish Gambino  
This is America

21st Century

JAY-Z 
The Story of O.J.

Cardi B ft Megan Thee Stallion 
WAP

Shabazz Palaces 
Black Up



POP 

Lady Gaga  
Dawn of Chromatica

Green Day  
American Idiot 

21st Century

Beyoncé 
Formation

Black Eyed Peas 
Where is the Love?

Lil Nas X 
Montero



GRIME

Slowthai 
Nothing Great About Britain

Norf Face 
Freezing

21st Century

Ghetts ft Skepta 
IC3

ENNY ft Jorja Smith 
Peng Black Girls

Stormzy Brit Awards 

FLOHIO 
Wealth



Avant-Garde Music

FKA Twigs 
Caprisongs

Frank Ocean  
Blond 

21st Century

Shygirl, Slowthai 
BDE

Ibeyi, Kamasi Washington 
Deathless

Rico Nasty 
Big Titties

Dilemme 
Lous and The Yakuza



AFROBEATS

Juls  
Colour

Mr Eazi  
Lagos to London

21st Century

Burna Boy  
African Giant

Blue Ivy, SAINt JHN,  
Beyoncé,WizKid 

BROWN SKIN GIRL

Pa Salieu Frontline -  Jimmy Fallon 



Reggae - LATIN

21st Century

Manu Chao  
Clandestino

Collie Buddz 
Bun Down Di System

Bad Bunny 
Yo Perrea Sola



Watchings/ Listenings/ Readings

RAW - BBC Sounds

Our favorite political music of 
2021- NPR Podcast 

"POLITICAL HIP-HOP" NO 
LONGER EXISTS, ALL HIP-HOP 

IS POLITICAL- Highsnobiety 



Watchings/ Listenings/ Readings

The Real Story of H.I.P H.O.P 
-Arte Tv 

Political Music 
-Spotify playlist



This report was created by

elmedialink@gmail.com


