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THE TIPPING POINT

How the 2020 Black Lives Matter movement has led to an unparalleled
release of protest music — and why it’s not just a passing phase
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THE SOUND

URING THE FIRST
week of June, as thou
sands of Americans
across the country
marched 4

ainst racial

B e Clovingthe
police killing of George Floydin Min-
neapolis on May 25, the first wave of
new protest songs reached streaming
services. That week, YG returned with
FTE? a spiritual sequel to his 2016
anti-Donald Trump anthem “FDT;
aimed at the police; Detroit rapper
Tee Grizzley teamed with rising R&B
singer Queen Naija and members
of the Detroit Youth Choir for the
poignant “Mr. Officer”; country singer-
songwriter Mickey Guyton released
Black Like Me;
experiences with systemic
Leon Bridges unveiled “Sweg
collaboration with Terrace Martin told
from the perspective of a Black man
taking his ast breath before dying

A song like Sweeter; I wrote that
last year,and it's a perpetual narra-
tive;” says Bridges, who returned to
the Black community where he grew
up, the Southside of Fort Worth,
Texas, to film the track’s music video.
In the past, I've been numb to those
things, but seeing Ahmaud Arbery
and George Floyd was a tipping point
for me. That fired me up.”

Inthe weeks that followed, popular
music transformed in conjunction
with the global Black Lives Mat
ter movement, resulting in the most
pronounced period of protest songs
in multiple generations. Artistsacross
genres and demographics have com.
mented on the murders of Arbery,
Floyd and Breonna Taylor, and the mu.
sic industry has responded in kind
with protest songs dominating playlists
like Spotify’s New Music Friday and
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Apple Music’s New Music Daily. Fol.
lowing June 2, when the industry shut
down for #TheShowMustBePaused,a
handful of rotest songs skyrocketed in
streams, with Killer Mike's 2012 track
Don't Die” increasing by 36,254

People are responding to that kind
of music — its what they want to hear;
says Carl Chery, head ofurban music
atSpotify, which flled its June 19 New
Music Friday playlistexchusively with
songs from Black artists in observation
of the Juneteenth holiday

As national protests continued
throughout June, higher-profile hip-
hop and R&B artists, including many
not known for addre singsocial issues
in their music, released songs that did
just that. DaBaby released a “Black
Lives Matter remix” of his Roddy
Ricch collaboration “Rockstar™ as the
song remained at the top of the Bl
board Hot 100 chart, while Lil Baby's

“There’s no better
feeling than
feeling like your
art is necessary.”

~HER

The Bigger Picture;” on which the At
lanta superstar empathizes with pro-
testors and demands prolonged action,
debuted at No.3 on the tally, becoming
his highest-charting hit. T.. and South
African rapper Nasty C teamed up for

They Don't” which sends love to the
‘innocent mothers” whose children
are taken away as a result of polic

2lst Century
Protest Songs:
A Brief History
|2003: THE IRAG AR RLTTERATY

W.Bush administration became the

subject of scathing releases from rock
legends ike Neil Young (Let's Impeach
the President”) and R.E.M. (The Final
Straw?) following the year's US-led
invasion of Iraq, while Green Days 2004
antiwar rock opera, American Kic,
became one of the best seling albums
of the decade. The Chicks, meanwhile,
were harangued by the conservative-
leaning country community for their
crticism of Bush,

asearing indictment of a
ciety that refuses to change.

These songs “originate very organi
cally,straight from the artist” says C:
olyn Williams, executive vp marketing

ords, which released “I

Usher'sempowering single 1 Cry”
Artists are thinking

‘more about what they want to say and
what kind of music they want to put
out — no different from Marvin Gaye
or Stevie Wonder or Gil Scott-Heron
from past civil rights movements.

Indeed, previous generations of
popular music included protest an
thems — some of which have become
touchstones of the pop canon after
beingborne of social change, from
Sam Cooke's “A Change Is Gonna
Come” o John Lennon's “Give Pea
aChance” to Bob Marley's “Get Up,
Stand Up.” This century, songs have
been written to protest the Irag War,
the federal response to Hurricane K;
trina and the killings of young Black
‘men like Michael Brown Jr. and Tray
von Martin. Beyoncé, Kendrick Lamar
and J. Cole have become superstars
while keeping the figh for social
justice front and center, and Childish
Gambino carned multiple Grammy
Awards with his emotionally charged
2018 single “This Is America.”

Yet this flood of new protest songs

one week later.

(2005 HuRRICANE KaTRINA Y
music world's response to the gov-
ernments mismanagement of the
devastating New Orloans hurricane
was defined by these seven words,
spoken by Kanye West during a relief
telothon: “George Bush dossn't care
about Black people.” Artsts ranging
from Lil Wayne (‘Georga... Bush) to
Elvis Costello (“The River in Reverse’)
also admonished the Bush admiristra-
tion's inaction in song

six
years bofore Black Lives Matter became
the largest civlrights movement in

US. history, the 2014 poiice kiling of
Michael Brown Jr. in Ferguson, Mo,

led 1o weeks of protests and passionate

represents an unparalleled moment
inmainstr one that may
have been expedited by the concurrent
coronavirus pandemic affecting the na-
tion's collective focus. “With the pan-
demic?” says H.ER, “we weren't trying

o lsten to songs that were just avibe,
where we didn't care about the lyrics
and we just cared about the beat.
people were looking for substance
bels could be:
taking more chance ally con
scious artists. In June, Warner Records
signed 12-year-old Keedron Bryant,
who went viral with his powerful track
1Just Wanna Live;” and officially
released the song as his debut single
on Junetcenth. And if the amount of
protest songs being released each week
has slowed down in July, Williams
thinks i could pick back upin the fall.
“We're in an election year,” she
says, “so I think that's going to spark
alo of this type of music and con
versations aroundit” A benefitof the

‘modern streaming industry, she points
out,s that arists can rapidly issue
‘meditations on current events; that's
what happened with HLE.R's “I Can't
" recorded in the wake of

Floyd's death and released to stream
ing services in time for Juneteenth.

Alotof people have said, This was
needed; " says HER. of the song “and
there's no better feeling than feeling
like your art i necessary” @

responses from the Black music com-
munity, including J. Cole’s ‘Be Free” and
Lauryn Hills “Black Rage:” The protests
came following the murders of Eric
Garner by police less than a month prior
and Trayvon Martin by George Zimmer-
manin 2012, among others.

[2016:0onALD Taume YR
2016, pior to Trump securing the
Ropublican presidential nomination, YG
and Nipsey Hussle released "FDT," a G-
funk rebuke of everything the celebrity-
turned-politician stood for. The song has.
endured throughout Trumgis admiris-
tration, as atiss across genres, from
Death Cab for Cutie to ATribe Called
Quest to CocoRosie, have ako released
tracks decrying the president. L





