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How Martin Luther King and his movement affected music and how it has inspired me and my composition?

During this essay I will be looking at the impact Martin Luther King had on music and how it has inspired me to compose for the Copper Film Festival. Martin Luther King was and still is an extremely impactful man, through his movement and followers he was able fight for human rights for African American people. He was also instrumental in the American civil rights movement in the mid 1950’s. Through his campaigning and protesting he was able to get better rights and subsequently better life’s for people of minority in America. The civil rights act of 1964 and the voting rights of 1965 were both results of Martin Luther King and his movement. Because of this he has rightfully become an icon to people fighting for equality in any field. He has inspired countless artist as they gained their freedom to express themselves be it in film or in my case music, these people include Stevie Wonder, Elvis, Public Enemy and many more. Over the course of this essay I plan to look more in depth at each of these artists to see what impact Martin Luther King has had on them and how their music might have been different had he not done what he did. This is what I plan to look into during this essay, the different musical artists that he has inspired and how music has changed because of what he was able to achieve. I will also be talking about my submission into the copper film festival and why I chose to do a piece on Martin Luther King Day, what inspired me and the significance I hope it has.

One song that was inspired by Martin Luther King and his movement was Happy Birthday by Stevie Wonder. This was written in 1981 and was put onto his “Hotter than July” later that year. This song was made directly because of Martin Luther King and what he did for people’s rights in America. This song is widely recognised as the “black happy birthday song” because of the fact the it was written to celebrate Martin Luther King Day becoming a national holiday. Stevie Wonder found out about Martin Luther King from a young boy and started to follow his ideas and what his movement stands for and what he wanted to achieve and get out of what he was doing. After a few years of following his movement Wonder was able to meet his hero and was ecstatic to shake his hand. Wonder continued to follow Martin Luther King’s movement right up until his unfortunate assassination, which he then went on to attend his funeral. Due to his devastation he, like many others, joined together to create a bill to make Martin Luther King Day a national holiday for all. Although he wasn’t the only on pushing this bill by a long shot he was, however, a massive part and voice behind it. Stevie Wonder wrote this song to help push forward this movement with the general public while the political parties worked on getting it through in government. As a direct result of his campaigning the government became less of a fan of Wonder purely because of what he believed in. In 2016 professor James Honey, who is highly regarded as an expert on Stevie Wonder and his activist movements, wrote “This was the first holiday around a national figure who is not a president, and who is African American. Many in Congress did not want to recognise an African American that was thought of as a troublemaker by some in his day.” Even Through all of this hardship and backlash Stevie Wonder among others was able to push through the national holiday bill. He first set out to record a normal happy birthday song for Martin Luther King’s birthday to help the movement grow, however it turned out Wonder didn’t actually know the correct music needed to make the song. But Stevie Wonder being Stevie Wonder instead of learning the music needed he decided to write his own version and turn it into the song that is the iconic piece it is. Due to all of this it is easy to infer how Martin Luther King has affected music as Stevie Wonder wouldn’t have written this piece had he not done what he had done. This is quite an obvious example of how Martin Luther King has affected music, however as the theory of Occam’s Razor states sometimes the simplest solution is the best. The song literally would have existed had it not been for Martin Luther King and his movement to help people during his time. Wonder even wrote the lyrics “I just never understood, how a man who died for good, could not have a day that would, be set aside for his recognition.” Showing how much of an impact Martin Luther King’s death had on Wonder writing the song and his life as a whole. The song is happy and literal celebration of Martin Luther King, his birthday and ultimately all he achieved whilst fighting for what he believes in. It is played at parties to either lift moods or keep the happy moods going. The happiness and celebration are something I plan to try and capture in my piece. When writing my piece for the copper coast film festival on Martin Luther King Day I hope to get the joy that comes from this song. I hope to capture the true celebration that this song represents not of his death but of his life, what he achieved for himself and ultimately what he was able to achieve for disadvantaged people all over America. As Stevie Wonder wrote in the song himself “Why has there never been a holiday, where peace is celebrated, all throughout the world, the time is overdue”. This line perfectly summed up what he was trying to do and what I hope to achieve from my piece. A day to celebrate not only Martin Luther King but what he stood for and all the people he was able to help.  

Another song that took inspiration from Martin Luther King was “By the time I get to Arizona” by Public Enemy. Public Enemy are a rap group made up by; Chuck D, Flavour Flav, Terminator X and Professor Griff. They were most prominent towards the end of the 1980’s and during most of the 1990’s. They became popular not only because of their obvious musical talents but because a lot of their music had meaning behind it. A lot of the meaning behind their music was based in politics and their views on political issues. They were influential in helping black political music making its way to pop music. As they started to gain traction, they became very big in the early 1990’s they released many critically acclaimed albums such as “Fear the Black planet”, “Apocalypse 91: The enemy strikes back” and possibly their best album “Nation of Millions”. These were all big as they said what they wanted and didn’t let anyone tell them otherwise. They had their views and they wanted people to know they and the more people that listened the better. The more people that listened to their views and their message the more people that could get behind them and support what they were saying and doing. Their message defiantly got across to people the evidence of this is groups like the NWA and others like Snoop Dogg. The NWA had some very interesting things to say about the way they felt they and other disenfranchised black people were treated around their time and they expressed it all through music. Some could argue that had it not been for Public Enemy and what they did for black expression we might not have got the NWA, or if we did it might not have been the same NWA we got. So, if Public Enemy inspired so many, who helped to inspire them? Well Martin Luther King had a big part to play in the music they created and what it said concerning their political views. Specifically, in the song “By the time I get to Arizona”. This song was written due to Arizona voting against Martin Luther King Day becoming a national holiday. They rightfully disagreed with this and throughout the song showed with lyrics such as “I’m on a mission, to get a politician, to honour or he’s a gonner, by the time I get to Arizona”. Although they were a lot more aggressive and violent with their intentions the message is still there. That they respect Martin Luther King an all he did and believes that everyone should be given a day to respect and show their appreciation for what he did. Martin Luther King clearly had such an impact on them that they were willing to do whatever they deemed necessary to make sure he was honoured and that they could honour him properly. The line “For the man who demands respect cause he was great”.  Shows their deep respect for him and his movement and they’re not afraid to tell people about it. The song taught me about how you should show fear when talking or standing up for what you believe in. This is what I’d like to take from and hopefully add to my piece, the courage and ideologies they believe in. the fact that they stand up for what they believe in and no matter what people say they will sand by it. Although the methods they used are the same, as in music, the aggression and violence is something I shall not be including. They felt they needed to threaten and install fear into others to help get their message across which worked back in that time when black people were downtrodden and not listened to as much, however in today’s day and the message that I hope to get across I don’t believe that is the way forward. With my piece I hope to spread happiness and celebration of Martin Luther King and what he achieved. I Don’t believe that going down the same route as Public Enemy is the way forward. I say again, however that I do agree with the courage that they showed to stand up and speak their message to the best of their abilities even if the way they did it isn’t the way that I will approach it in my piece.

Martin Luther King effected many people’s lives no matter who they were or where they came from. Be it rich or poor, black or white, famous or someone not known at all. It doesn’t matter who you are your life was affect by what he was able to achieve. Elvis was a perfect example of this, he wrote the song “If I can dream” only a few months after the death of Martin Luther King to commemorate him. Elvis was a big fan and follower of Martin Luther King and everything he was doing so after his death he felt complied to do something for him. Both Elvis and Martin Luther King were around the same age and both grew up in the south of the United States of America. At the time the “deep south” was rife with racial prejudice, which is how Martin Luther King was first show racism and one of the reasons he fought against it in his later life. Growing up, although he didn’t experience it first-hand, Elvis too saw the racism that was around him. He didn’t agree with what was being done to people purely because of what they looked like. He rose above the others, was never racist and tried to help those who were being wrongfully mistreated. As most can infer Elvis’ song was used to commemorate one of Martin Luther King’s most famous speeches, the “I have a dream speech”. After Martin Luther Kings death he wished to keep his legacy alive and wrote the song to not only stop people forgetting but to help people remember and reminisce about him as a man and all he had done for people all around the world. It took direct inspiration from his speech which asked people to dream about what a world where we all lived together could be like and tells us just because he is gone doesn’t mean we should stop dreaming. That just because he is gone, we should stop standing up for what we believe in or what he believed in. This is what I hope to take from the song. It has inspired me to keep remembering him even though he has gone, to keep spreading my message. I can use the emotion of things to help make my message more powerful. While performing the song for the first time at his comeback special although people were taken aback by the song, lyrics and message it was portraying. It was Elvis’ raw and emotional performance that makes it so memorable. I hope to show this in my piece that I can get the raw emotion that people rightfully feel for this man and everything he stands for, that I can once again remember people to stand up for what they believe and most importantly dream. 

To say Martin Luther king had an impact on music would be an understatement. His teachings and beliefs are intertwined in music for generations now. The examples I gave above are just a few of many, many more songs that were inspired by him. All learning and taking from his teachings and learning from them in different ways. Be it Stevie Wonder and how he uses his music to celebrate Martin Luther King and all he has done for the people of the world. Public Enemy who use him to help them be who they are today and inspire many others from their music. Or Elvis who cared so deeply about him that changed the ending of one of his shows, had a whole song written quickly just so he could commemorate his death and let people know that even though he has gone his message and believes shall live on. I plan to draw inspiration from all of these great artists and pieces to create something that not only celebrates Martin Luther King, not only gives me the courage to stand up and talk about what I believe, not only allows us to continue to spread his message and dream, but to combine it all to make sure that he is respected properly for the man that he was and all that he was able to achieve for people all around the world. To finish I would like to thank Martin Luther King, not only for everything him and his movement was able to accomplish but for all the people he was able to inspire to create such wonderful things that allowed the world to be the way it is today. I only hope I continue his legacy and introduce some new people to what he was about.   
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