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“Say It Loud”: 
The Song That Backed the 

Civil Rights Movement
Song Review

[ Sarah Coffman ]

R eleased in August of 1968, in the middle of the modern Civil Rights 
Movement, ñSay It Loud ï Iôm Black and Iôm Proudò by James 

Brown became an anthem voicing black frustration with unchanging 
socioeconomic inequality in the United States. It came at a time when 
the American government had passed legislative reform that struck down 
segregation, but the law was not put into practice. In the song, Brown 
called for a continuation of the ýght for equality and challenged his black 
listeners to take pride in African American persistence and resilience in a 
country where they had never been seen as equals by the white majority. I 



black Americans in his song.
Until the release of “Say It Loud,” James Brown was not involved 

with the modern Civil Rights Movement. Before the song’s 1968 release, 
James Brown was one of America’s favorite black artists, famous for fun, 
rhythmic hits like “Papa’s Got a Brand New Bag” and “I Got You.” This 
demonstrates that Brown felt compelled to take a pro-civil rights stance 
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listening to ñSay It Loud.ò First, that black people needed to keep ýghting 
against racial injustice, as he, like many others, had grown tired of being 
seen as a second-class citizen. This idea was brought to light when 
Brown sang: “We’re tired of beating our head against the wall.”9 In my own 
interpretation, Brown’s phrase “beating our head against the wall” alludes 
to tactics used by African Americans to attract the attention of white people 
so that they could express their discontent with the system, including public 
demonstrations. Over time, beating their heads against the wall becomes 
tiring, because white people should be able to recognize the strife of their 
fellow man. Black people are, simply put, people, and deserve rights like 
any other citizens. The rest of the verse, “We’d rather die on our feet/
Than be living on our knees” implied that black people would rather endure 
violent retaliation against their protests than remain inferior to the white 
majority in their own country; therefore, they would keep ýghting against 
both injustice and ignorant racism.10



and Iôm Proudò remains relevant in twenty-ýrst-century America, as the 
black population faces the issues of police brutality, inferior schooling, an 
achievement gap, a pay gap, and racism in the form of microaggressions 
or outright bigotry like job and hiring discrimination. Considering that these 
are just a few of the issues that African Americans are up against in post-
racism America, it is critical that black people continue to embrace the 
messages of James Brown’s song. Hip hop lyrics, since the creation of 
the genre in the early 1970s, often contains themes of black identity and 
experience with inequality in the United States. From the inþuence that 
“Say It Loud” has had on both civil rights and music, it becomes clear that 
black pride, power, and solidarity were as essential during the civil rights 
era as they are today. 
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