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Introduction and Rationale 

 There are two sets of materials in this package: 1) Fighting Racism with Music (includes 

cultural artifacts and CLA-inspired reading materials) and 2) LGBTQ Bullying: Is “It Gets 

Better” Good Enough? (includes more “code”-like materials, in the tradition of Freire and 

Wallerstein).  Both were originally developed for a discussion-based “[American] Cultural 

Issues” class covering several topics, including miscommunication, abortion, racism, religious 

discrimination, punctuality, and sexual orientation, primarily using material from Cultures in 

Contrast (University of Michigan Press).  On most days, students led discussions of the textbook 

readings and/or gave presentations on movies connected to the topics, but this decentralized 

format was not always effective for encouraging critical dialogue.  These materials are from two 

units where I took a much more active role in leading the class.   

 One of the major challenges of critical pedagogy in the language classroom is that it is 

essentially a form of content-based instruction (CBI), and like other forms of CBI, students need 

to have a reasonable command of the language and an understanding of the content for 

instruction to be effective and for the learning experience to be meaningful.  As critical pedagogy 

engages with situations and practices that are often deeply entrenched, brought into being by 

long chains of historical events and wound up in overlapping layers of traditions and discourses, 

the issues we address are not easy to explain quickly.  For this reason and others, Freire, 

Wallerstein, and other teachers insist that materials and classroom dialogue address issues that 

are based in the lived experiences and the day-to-day lives of the students.  Yet this is at odds 



with the goals of a class designed to acquaint students with “issues” in a relatively foreign 

culture.  Copious amounts of background information and historical context are necessary to do 

justice to a discussion of issues like racism in America or LGBTQ bullying in American schools.  

Though more general, theoretical discussion of issues like these is possible, particularly with 

lower-level learners, or younger students (e.g. “Why is racism bad? Because it is not fair”), 

students at this level are not challenged in terms of language or content with that kind of 

discussion, and may rightly feel that it is a waste of their time, or at the least an inadequate 

preparation for the level of discussion they will be expected to participate in in college.  

 Before introducing these materials, many of my students claimed that they had not 

experienced racism, and that they did not know any gay people. Though these assertions could 

certainly be questioned, trusting that students can appropriately assess their own situation is also 

important; trying to convince students that they are oppressed runs counter to our goals (cf. 

Ellsworth, 1989). Freire and Wallerstein’s students are painted as rather more homogeneous, or 

having more shared experiences, than is necessarily the case in university-level ESL programs.  

Furthermore, as my goal was to prepare students to develop their understanding of the context 

for the various American cultural issues discussed in the course, at times, content simply had to 

be transmitted to the students.  Though this did make me somewhat uncomfortable, I feel that it 

was necessary, and that in the end, the level of discussion and dialogue this “banking” facilitated 

justified the means.  Still, I would urge teachers using these materials to remain aware that they 

are standing on a fine line between dialogue and indoctrination.   

Teacher’s Notes—Fighting Racism with Music 

The Materials:  

1) “We Twisted King’s Dream, So We Live with His Nightmare” by Tim Wise, 



annotated CLA-style (following Janks, 1993 a, b) 

2) Pre-lesson reflection sheet on racism and music  

3) Lyrics to “Only a Pawn in Their Game” by Bob Dylan, with glossary and 

comprehension/CLA questions 

4) Lyrics to “Everyone’s a Little Bit Racist” from the Broadway musical “Avenue Q”, 

annotated CLA-style, with additional critical thinking questions 

5) Photographs from the National Archives (public domain) of the March on Washington 

(1963): Bob Dylan with Joan Baez; Peter, Paul, and Mary; Joan Baez with a “We Shall 

Overcome” poster in the foreground 

6) NPR News story, “The Legacy of Medgar Evers” (background for #3) 

7) Wikipedia article (no longer available online) for “Only a Pawn in Their Game” 

(support for #3) 

8) “Calypso Freedom” lyrics (as performed by Sweet Honey in the Rock) 

9) (on the DVD) MP3 and video files for “Down by the Riverside (Study War no More)”, 

“Calypso Freedom”, “Only a Pawn in Their Game”, “We Shall Overcome”, “If I Had a 

Hammer” (video, live at the March on Washington, 1963)  

Sample Schedule 

 *Note: this schedule includes textbook readings and student presentations (in italics); 

other course activities unrelated to the unit have been deleted.  If I had condensed all the 

materials into the smallest possible number of sessions, they would have taken about three hours 

to cover, though they could most definitely be covered more slowly, and would benefit greatly 

from being broken up with discussions.   

Day 1 (30 min) Student leads discussion: “Campus Racism 
Online” (textbook reading, not included here) 

Read Tim Wise on 
MLK  



Day 2 
 
 

Student presents: “Mississippi Burning” (film) 
Student presents: “Crash” (film) 
(20 min.?) Discuss Tim Wise on MLK (teacher leads) 

Read “Calling 
Institutions of 
Higher Ed.…” pp. 
173 (“What is the 
role…”) to end 

Day 3 
 
 

Student presents: “Guess Who” (film; remake of “Guess 
Who’s Coming to Dinner”) 
Student presents: Lessons from Genocides (original 
presentation) 
 

Write comments 
on “Calling” 
(What exactly must 
colleges do to fight 
racism?) 

Day 4 (15-20 min.) Revisit “We Twisted King’s Dream” 
w/annotated materials; assign each student a few “bubbles” 
to read and understand thoroughly, so they can explain them 
to the class on Day 5  

Writing (pre-
reflection); 
assigned CLA 
questions (Wise) 

Day 5 
 
 
 

(65 min.) Teacher leading: talk about the importance of 
context for critical reading.  What is the context of Wise’s 
essay?  What was the context of the music of the Civil 
Rights Movement?  Show audio and video clips: March on 
Washington 1963, musical performances at the march, 
modern recordings of Down By the Riverside (“atom bomb” 
version), We Shall Overcome, Calypso Freedom (Freedom 
Riders’ song, written and sung in prison), Bob Dylan’s 
“Only a Pawn in Their Game”—deeper analysis with 
critical reading questions 

Answer “Only a 
Pawn in their 
Game” questions 

Day 6 
 

(65 min., teacher leading): Review the importance of 
context, and the contexts of these “texts”.  Analyze who 
Dylan was blaming.  Compare to what Wise said in 2011 
(each student had assigned questions); compare all of this 
sentiment to Avenue Q’s “Everyone’s a Little Bit Racist” 

Write a one ¶ 
reflection on what 
you have learned 
this week.   

Day 7 (15-20 min.) Finish “Everyone’s a Little Bit Racist” and 
critique 

 

 
Key Points 

 It is hoped that students will gain a better historical grounding in the 1960s civil rights 

movement, and an appreciation of how music contributed to the movement, interacting with the 

events as they unfolded. The modern texts (Wise and Avenue Q) are also critical to fill students 

in on the current state of racial (in)equality in the United States.  The “Avenue Q” song, in 

particular, encourages students to consider how they themselves fit into the issues.  Along with 

these content goals, an overarching “habit of mind”-style goal is to encourage students to 



investigate the contexts surrounding the texts they encounter, and to use those contexts in their 

interpretations. 

Teacher’s Notes—LGBTQ Bullying: Is “It Gets Better” Good Enough? 

The Materials 

1. “Terminology and LGBTQ people”/“Gay and Lesbian Stats” handout 

2. “I wanted to marry a man in uniform too” comic  

3. Problem-Posing Questions to use after learning about Matthew Shepard and Tyler Clementi, 

and after watching the UW-Madison “Stop the Silence” video, but before watching the 

other videos 

4. (for reference) Photos showing some student responses to “Why don’t teachers and adults 

stop [LGBTQ bullying]?” (pink) and student summaries of the message of the “It Gets 

Better” videos they had seen (blue) 

5. (on the DVD) Links to animated map (from the ACLU) showing states where same-sex 

marriage/civil unions/domestic partnerships are legal, and a static map showing countries 

where same-sex marriage is legal 

6. (on the DVD) It Gets Better videos: “Gay Cop, Gay Marine”; President Obama; Honolulu, 

Hawaiʻi residents; “It Gets Better—Love, Pixar”; “It Gets Better, GOD LOVES YOU—St. 

Thomas’ Parish” 

7. (on the DVD) “Stop the Silence” video from UW-Madison; link to “Make It Better” 

YouTube channel; (not piloted) 2 additional political cartoon-style images  

Sample Schedule 

 *Note: this schedule includes textbook readings and student presentations (in italics); 

other course activities unrelated to the unit have been deleted.  Day 3 was intended to be filled 



with a presentation by my university’s Coordinator of LGBTI Student Services, but he had to 

cancel at the last minute, so the activities for that day were invented on the fly. If I had 

condensed all the materials into the smallest possible number of sessions, they might have taken 

about three hours to cover, though they could be covered somewhat more slowly, and would 

likely benefit from being broken up with more discussion. 

Day 1 Distribute handout with LGBTQ statistics and terminology Read handout & 
Case Study, Ch. 6  

Day 2 
 

Student presents “Brokeback Mountain” (film) 
Student leads discussion: Case Study, Ch. 6 (Sexual 
Orientation; the story of a male international student who 
tries to kiss a girl he likes, quickly learning that she is a 
lesbian) 

 

Day 3 
 
 

Discuss “I wanted to marry a man in uniform too” comic, 
first linguistically (the pronoun references can be 
complicated) and then culturally (Why might women want 
to “marry a man in uniform”?) and critically (Why couldn’t 
he tell his mom? How did this situation come about? What 
options does this soldier have? What potential danger is he 
in? What should be done here?) 
Ch. 6 vocabulary activity (covers some basic history of gay 
rights in America and science regarding whether sexual 
orientation is innate or chosen) 
Introduce Matthew Shepard and Tyler Clementi (using web 
search results—mostly news and Wikipedia), hate crimes 
legislation (esp. in connection to Shepard), LGBT pride 
symbols (rainbow flag & pink triangle, from the handout) 

Brainstorm 
responses to 1) 
LGBTQ bullying 
2) recent suicides 

Day 4 
 

(30 min.) Show “Stop the Silence”; begin to answer 
problem-posing questions related to LGBTQI bullying; 
mention It Gets Better 

Read “From ABCs 
to LGBT” 

Day 5 
 

Continue problem-posing questions and discuss “From 
ABCs to LGBT” (a news story about the documentaries 
“It’s Elementary” and “It’s STILL Elementary”) 

 
 

Day 6 
 

(30 min) Finish problem-posing questions, including 
questions about gay students in our school; watch It Gets 
Better (Cop/Marine first, then Obama, then church group, 
then others as needed) and Make it Better videos 

I might insert 
some reflective 
writing here. 

 
 

 



Key Points 

 Depending on the culture of your program, it might be wise to let other teachers or 

supervisors know you will be addressing this topic with your students.  I felt more confident 

beginning the unit after my assistant director told me she thought it was important college and 

cultural preparation for students to have a working knowledge of LGBTQ issues.   

 Having responses in mind for a variety of comments students might make would also be 

strongly advised, as I was often caught off guard by students’ statements and behaviors during 

this unit. Students continually distanced themselves from gay people in their comments, and 

some literally squirmed in their seats during discussions. On the first day, a student told a 

personal story about being hit on by gay men and feeling very uncomfortable; I pointed out that 

“there are plenty of straight creepers, too,” and that it is unfair to generalize that experience to all 

gay people; that anyone can feel uncomfortable when another person flirts with them, regardless 

of orientation or gender. We had more than one instance where I challenged students who used 

adjectives like “real” and “normal” to describe straight people.  My alluding to the likelihood of 

there being gay students in our language program also ruffled some students’ feathers. About 

two days into the unit, a student asked why we were spending so much time on this topic, and I 

was a bit flustered, because his tone was harsh, but I was able to compose myself and give the 

following reasons, which seemed to satisfy him: 

1) During this unit, students had made comments about gay people that were hurtful, and I 

wanted to teach about the topic and the words students had used, in hopes that when they 

went on to college, where they would have gay professors and gay classmates, they 

would not be offensive or hurtful to anyone.  



2) A variety of issues affecting gay people (Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell; same-sex marriage; 

school bullying and teen suicide) are currently hot news topics, and knowing about them 

is critical for understanding contemporary US cultural conversations.   

Nelson (2009)’s book Sexual Identities in English Language Education: Classroom 

Conversations addresses many of these issues, with accounts of a variety of possible responses 

teachers could use. 

 This set of materials is not as oriented toward providing historical context as the first set; 

teachers might want to add more historical background (e.g. the history of “homosexuality” as a 

psychological disorder—there is a nice story from NPR’s “This American Life” on this topic 

(cited at the end), the history of “Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell”, or short profiles of famous gay, 

lesbian, bisexual, transgender, or queer people).   

 I felt that starting off by having students read the handout about appropriate terminology 

for homework was important for heading off potential use of hurtful terms during class.  The 

case study and the summary of the film “Brokeback Mountain” can be helpful for starting a 

discussion where students can talk about their own experiences, though this unit is largely 

missing positive stories from LGBTQ people, and as such is in danger of sending the message 

that the teacher assumes all the students are straight, or that the most significant part of being gay 

is facing a variety of problems.  It would be prudent, therefore, to find a more gay-positive film 

to replace “Brokeback Mountain”; in my case, this film was selected by the student, and at the 

time, I wanted to respect their choice.   

Final Notes 

 These materials have taught me that although critical dialogue is most definitely possible 

with my students, teaching students to engage in critical dialogue can take enormous amounts of 



time, and that the time this takes must be balanced with the content I want students to absorb and 

the other goals and activities for the course.  Particularly in a short-term program like mine, 

where students change teachers and courses every eight weeks, yet expect to make clear progress 

toward specific content and language learning goals, it may not always be possible to take the 

time needed to prepare students to participate in truly critical dialogue while simultaneously 

achieving a large number of Student Learning Objectives. However, where teachers have some 

flexibility, or are in a position to determine their own objectives for their students, helping 

students become capable participants in a critical dialogue is a key skill for both college 

preparation and active citizenship, and is arguably at least as important as other SLOs a program 

or course might have.  

 These materials have only been used once, and are not truly “finished”. Please feel free to 

adapt them for your own use with your students; I hope the concerns and key points I have 

mentioned will assist you in this process.  If you can, please send examples or feedback to 

hansonml@hawaii.edu. 
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We Twisted King’s Dream, So We Live 

With His Nightmare 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bridget Johnson at Martin Luther King Day Parade on January 18, 2010 in  
Denver, Colorado. Photo: Getty Images/Matt McClain  
by Tim Wise Monday, January 17 2011, 8:00 AM EST Tags: civil rights 
movement, colorblind, MLK Day 
 
It’s been a rough year for Martin Luther King, Jr., and for his 
legacy. ➊ 

First, as has become an annual ritual, politicians went to church or 
some other civic gathering for last year’s King Day celebration, ➋
even as they continued to support public policies that he found      
➌ abhorrent. Whether continuing to prosecute a seemingly endless 
and most definitely murderous war, or by supporting cuts to vital 
social programs, there is no shortage of hypocrisy when it comes to 
proclaiming fealty to King’s vision in words, while besmirching it 
in deeds, all at once. 

Then of course came the venal cooptation ➍ of King’s crowning 
public moment—the 1963 March on Washington—by Glenn Beck, 
this past August. Insisting that it was time to “reclaim the civil 
rights movement,” because conservatives were the ones who “did it 
in the first place”—an inversion of history so grotesque as to 
confound the imagination ➎—Beck inspired a gathering of tens of 
thousands of disaffected (mostly white) reactionaries ➏, likely 

➊	  “It’s	  been	  a	  rough	  year”—MLK	  has	  

not	  been	  treated	  well	  (or	  really	  
understood)	  by	  the	  public.	  

➋	  MLK	  Day:	  politicians	  go	  to	  churches	  

and	  say	  how	  great	  MLK	  was,	  BUT	  they	  
also	  support	  laws	  he	  would	  have	  
opposed.	  	  (What	  does	  this	  say	  about	  the	  
character	  of	  these	  politicians?)	  
	  
Why	  does	  Wise	  say	  “annual	  ritual”	  
here?	  What	  does	  “ritual”	  connote?	  

➌	  These	  circled	  words	  are	  “loaded”,	  or	  

“emotionally	  charged”—they	  give	  
distinct	  clues	  to	  how	  the	  writer	  views	  
the	  issue,	  and	  whether	  he	  thinks	  these	  
politicians	  are	  acting	  honorably.	  	  (Are	  
these	  words	  positive	  or	  negative?)	  

	  

➍	  venal—originating	  in	  corrupt	  (illegal)	  

bribery	  (not	  a	  common	  word)	  
cooptation—taking	  over,	  swallowing	  up	  
the	  thing	  that	  is	  trying	  to	  destroy	  you	  
	  (a	  useful	  word	  to	  know)	  
So	  “venal	  cooptation	  of	  King’s	  crown-‐
ing	  public	  moment”	  would	  be	  reframing	  
King’s	  participation	  in	  the	  March	  on	  
Washington	  and	  saying	  that	  the	  
conservatives	  are	  and	  were	  the	  good	  
guys	  (which	  this	  author	  STRONGLY	  
disagrees	  with!)	  

➎	  Tim	  Wise	  claims	  that	  Glenn	  Beck	  is	  

rewriting	  history	  in	  an	  unbelievable,	  
inappropriate,	  and	  wrong	  way.	  	  	  
Here	  again,	  the	  circled	  words	  are	  
loaded,	  and	  signal	  Wise’s	  outrage.	  	  	  

➏	  “Disaffected”—unhappy	  and	  unloyal.	  

“Reactionary”	  is	  also	  loaded—it	  is	  used	  
by	  non-‐conservatives	  to	  describe	  
conservatives	  who	  want	  to	  “take	  
[America]	  back”	  to	  how	  is	  was	  before.	  	  
In	  this	  context,	  would	  that	  be	  a	  
compliment?	  



none of whom had been involved with the civil rights movement, but who now would be 
encouraged to see themselves as the inheritors of King’s “dream.”  

This, even as they clamored for more tax cuts for wealthy folks and 
the repeal of health care reform ➊, all at the behest of a guy who 
once said he would like to kill Rep. Charlie Rangel ➋	  with a 
shovel. I will leave it to others far more creative than myself ➌	  to 
determine how one might square any of that with the teachings or 
beliefs of Dr. King. Then again, given the recent statement by a 
Defense Department spokesperson who asserted that King would 
have supported the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq ➍, anything is 
possible. ➌ 

And this is especially true in a nation that has so thoroughly 
sanitized and compartmentalized King’s message, and King 
himself, within the pantheon of national heroes. We have turned 
King into a milquetoast moderate whose agenda went little beyond 
the ability to sit next to white people on a bus. We’ve stripped ➎
away from the public remembrance of this man his calls for income 
redistribution, his insistence that the United States has become the 
“greatest purveyor of violence in the world today,” and his 
proclamation that poverty, racism and militarism are the “triple evils” that America’s rulers have 
not the courage to confront. 

When conservatives can effectively twist ➎ King’s singular line 
about judging people on the “content of their character” rather than 
the color of their skin into a reason to oppose affirmative action, 
even though he openly supported such efforts in his writings and 
interviews in 1961, 1963, 1965 and again in 1967, it ought not surprise us that folks are a bit 
confused ➏	 about who King was, and about the principles for 
which he stood. 

The way in which we have forgotten or been misled about King’s 
legacy is never more apparent than when asking children what they 
know about his message. Sadly, when I have done so, the most typical answer given is that King 
stood for not “hitting people,” or “not hitting back if they hit you first,” or that his message 
would be, were he alive today, “don’t join a gang.” While all these 
things are true I suppose, they rather miss the point. ➐ 

After all, King’s commitment to non-violence had a purpose larger than non-violence itself. 
Non-violence was, for King and the movement, a means to a larger end of social, political and 
economic justice. Non-violence was a tactic meant to topple racism and economic exploitation, 
and lead the world away from cataclysmic warfare.  

➊	  Who	  benefits	  from	  tax	  cuts	  for	  

wealthy	  people	  and	  repealing	  health	  
care	  reform?	  
	  
(behest=	  order	  or	  command) 

	  
	  ➋	  Is	  this	  an	  acceptable	  thing	  to	  say	  on	  

the	  radio?	  	  Why	  might	  he	  be	  able	  to	  get	  
away	  with	  it?	  

➌	  What	  does	  he	  mean	  when	  he	  says	  “I	  

will	  leave	  it	  to	  others	  far	  more	  creative	  
than	  myself…”	  and	  “anything	  is	  
possible”?	  	  What	  is	  his	  opinion	  of	  these	  	  
“others”,	  and	  what	  is	  the	  sentiment	  
behind	  	  “anything	  is	  possible”?	  

➍	  The	  spokesperson	  basically	  said	  that	  

even	  MLK	  would	  say	  these	  wars	  are	  
acceptable;	  do	  you	  think	  this	  is	  an	  
appropriate	  statement	  for	  him	  to	  make?	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

➎	 These	  words	  again	  mark	  a	  certain	  

feeling	  about	  how	  King’s	  message	  is	  
used	  today—how	  does	  Wise	  feel	  about	  
this	  usage?	  

➏	 Why	  “folks”	  here,	  and	  not	  “people”	  

or	  “Americans”?	  	  Why	  “a	  bit”,	  instead	  of	  
“rather”	  or	  “somewhat”?	  	  

➐	  What	  would	  Wise	  hope	  these	  

children	  would	  say	  is	  King’s	  message?	  



That so many young people seem not to get that part, because 
teachers are apparently loathe to give it to them ➊, renders King’s 
non-violent message no more particularly important than the banal 
parental reminder that we should “use our words” to resolve 
conflicts, rather than our fists. Thanks, but if that message were all it 
took to get a national holiday named for you, my mother would have 

had her own years ago ➋. 

So we compartmentalize the non-violence message, much as we 
compartmentalize books about King and the movement in that section 
of the bookstore established for African-American history➌; much 
as we have compartmentalized ➍	  those streets named for the man, 
locating them only in the blackest and often poorest parts of town.  

Were this tendency to render King divisible on multiple levels—
abstracting non-violence from justice, colorblindness from racial 
equity, and public service from radical social transformation ➎	  —
merely an academic matter, it would hardly merit our concern. But its 
impact is greater than that. Our only hope as a society is to see the 
connections between the issues King was addressing and our current 
predicament, to see that what affects part of the whole affects the 
greater body, to understand that racism and racial inequity must be of 
concern to us all, because they pose risks to us all. 

For instance, were it not for the indifference to black and brown ➏
suffering that animated much of the early non-response to the 
subprime mortgage crisis ➐ (which manifested initially in the mid 
’90s, but received little attention and even less government action), 
perhaps steps would have been taken to prevent what has become, 
now, a full-blown housing collapse. But rather than seeing the 
exploitation of low-income folks of color as a national emergency, 
most politicians and media ignored it, or blamed the victims of 
predatory lending for being too stupid ➑ to read the fine print on 
their loan documents. As such, the lenders branched out, unregulated 
for the most part, into whiter and middle-class communities, where 
they took advantage of folks there, too. Now, millions of middle class 
white folks find themselves on the verge of economic catastrophe, 
precisely because the suffering of the other was ignored for so long, 
and eventually, as suffering is wont to do, metastasized. 

Likewise, if double-digit unemployment had been viewed as the 
emergency it is, when only people of color were experiencing it (as 

➊	  What	  is	  Wise	  saying	  about	  how	  

teachers	  educate	  students	  about	  
MLK?	  Does	  he	  think	  they	  are	  doing	  a	  
good	  job?	  What	  evidence	  does	  he	  use	  
to	  support	  his	  point?	  

➋	  “Banal”	  means	  obvious	  and	  boring.	  	  

This	  last	  sentence	  is	  sarcasm—why	  
might	  Wise’s	  mother	  deserve	  a	  
national	  holiday	  in	  her	  honor?	  

➌	  What	  is	  the	  difference	  between	  

saying	  King’s	  movement	  is	  part	  of	  
African-‐American	  history,	  and	  saying	  
that	  it	  is	  part	  of	  American	  history?	  

➎	  What	  are	  the	  differences	  between:	  

-‐nonviolence	  &	  justice?	  
-‐colorblindness	  &	  racial	  equity?	  	  
-‐public	  service	  &	  radical	  social	  
transformation?	  
Which	  side	  of	  each	  pair	  does	  Wise	  
argue	  we	  need	  more?	  

➏	  “Brown”	  refers	  to	  Latin@	  

(Hispanic)	  people.	  	  Many	  Latin@s	  are	  
indigenous	  to	  Texas,	  California,	  and	  
other	  Southern	  states,	  as	  they	  lived	  
there	  when	  the	  area	  was	  part	  of	  
Mexico;	  these	  Latin@s	  may	  call	  
themselves	  Chican@s.	  	  	  
(Using	  @	  in	  Spanish	  words	  is	  a	  way	  
to	  include	  both	  men	  [e.g.	  Latinos]	  
and	  women	  [e.g.	  Latinas].)	  

➐	  Around	  2007,	  the	  US	  banking	  

system	  began	  to	  collapse,	  partially	  
because	  banks	  had	  been	  giving	  huge	  
home	  loans	  (subprime	  mortgages)	  to	  
people	  who	  were	  unlikely	  to	  ever	  be	  
able	  to	  pay	  them	  back.	  	  Why	  might	  
banks	  do	  this?	  Who	  would	  want	  such	  
a	  loan?	 
	  
➑	  What	  stereotypes	  about	  “black	  

and	  brown”	  people	  does	  this	  connect	  
to?	  	  What	  does	  it	  suggest	  about	  white	  
people?	  

➍	  What	  is	  the	  effect	  of	  repeating	  this	  

word?	  



they typically have been, in good times or bad, year after year 
throughout this century), perhaps lawmakers might have seen fit to 
address the problem. But it wasn’t, and so they didn’t. And now 
whites are experiencing double-digit joblessness ➊ as well, for the 
first time in over three generations. 

And if we had not long ago racialized the “have-nots” as undeserving people of color, thereby 
allowing racial bias to block government actions that might have been taken on their behalf—
like universal health care or massive investment in job creation—perhaps we would not today 
have tens of millions of people, including millions of white folks, lacking access to medical 
treatment or job security. But we did, and so we do. And now we can witness white folks 
running around, speaking against health care reforms from which 
they would personally gain, all because of a fear that some of the 
benefits might go to “undeserving” immigrants of color, or lazy folks 
(typically ➋ perceived as black and brown) who don’t want to pay 
for their own care. 

In short, by not understanding the fundamental truth of King’s 
message that an injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere, 
we have created a society, 43 years since his death, where injustice 
and suffering are rampant. And one in which the dreams of the civil 
rights movement appear the fantastical products of some Ambien-
induced haze ➌. Only by putting away, forever, the safe and 
sanitized version of this man and his compatriots, might we ever 
awaken from the stupor ➍ and become worthy of that which we 
celebrate this week. 

Tim Wise is the author of five books on racism, including his latest, 
Colorblind: The Rise of Post-Racial Politics and the Retreat from 
Racial Equity (San Francisco: City Lights, 2010). 

 

➊	  an	  unemployment	  rate	  of	  10%	  or	  

greater	  

➋	  How	  did	  this	  become	  typical?	  Who	  

benefits	  and	  who	  loses	  from	  
connecting	  “black	  and	  brown”	  with	  
“undeserving,	  lazy,	  have-‐nots”?	  

➌	  Is	  it	  fair	  to	  say	  that	  the	  goals	  MLK	  

and	  other	  civil	  rights	  activists	  were	  
fighting	  for	  look	  like	  something	  they	  
must	  have	  dreamed	  up	  while	  on	  
drugs?	  	  Why	  does	  Wise	  say	  such	  a	  
thing?	  	  Does	  he	  believe	  this?	  

➍	  A	  “stupor”	  is	  an	  almost-‐	  

unconscious	  state	  of	  drunkenness.	  
Who	  are	  “we”,	  and	  do	  you	  think	  “we”	  
are	  in	  a	  stupor?	  How	  does	  Wise	  argue	  
we	  got	  that	  way?	  



Racism,	  Music,	  and	  Social	  Change	  in	  American	  Culture	  	  
	  

Tomorrow,	  we	  will	  be	  listening	  to	  some	  of	  the	  songs	  that	  were	  performed	  at	  the	  March	  on	  
Washington	  in	  1963	  (where	  Dr.	  Martin	  Luther	  King,	  Jr.	  gave	  his	  “I	  Have	  a	  Dream”	  speech),	  as	  
well	  as	  one	  or	  two	  more	  recent	  songs.	  	  	  
	  
In	  preparation,	  please	  do	  some	  thinking	  and	  writing	  about	  the	  following	  topics.	  	  You	  do	  not	  
have	  to	  write	  in	  complete	  sentences	  (you	  can	  make	  lists,	  or	  even	  draw),	  and	  you	  do	  not	  have	  to	  
write	  in	  English.	  	  You	  will	  have	  a	  chance	  to	  add	  to	  your	  thoughts	  after	  class	  on	  Tuesday,	  so	  don’t	  
worry	  if	  you	  don’t	  have	  a	  lot	  to	  say;	  still,	  you	  must	  say	  SOMEthing	  here.	  
	  
1. Without	  doing	  any	  research,	  what	  do	  you	  know	  about	  American	  music	  in	  the	  early	  1960s?	  	  

Do	  you	  have	  any	  guesses	  about	  who	  might	  have	  performed	  at	  the	  march?	  	  What	  sort	  of	  
songs	  do	  you	  think	  might	  have	  been	  performed?	  	  	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
2. How	  important	  can	  popular	  music	  be	  as	  a	  force	  for	  change?	  	  Is	  music	  relevant	  at	  all?	  	  

Should	  it	  be?	  	  When	  we	  are	  talking	  about	  political	  history,	  should	  we	  talk	  about	  the	  music	  
of	  the	  time?	  	  Do	  you	  know	  of	  any	  examples	  where	  music	  has	  helped	  bring	  about	  a	  change	  
in	  society?	  
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	  “Only	  a	  Pawn	  in	  Their	  Game”	  –Bob	  Dylan,	  recorded	  1963,	  performed	  at	  the	  March	  on	  Washington	  in	  
1963,	  	  released	  1964;	  album:	  The	  Times	  They	  Are	  A-‐Changin’	  (1964)	  
	  A	  bullet	  from	  the	  back	  of	  a	  bush	  took	  Medgar	  
Evers'	  blood.	  
A	  finger	  fired	  the	  trigger	  to	  his	  name.	  
A	  handle	  hid	  out	  in	  the	  dark	  
A	  hand	  set	  the	  spark	  
Two	  eyes	  took	  the	  aim	  
Behind	  a	  man's	  brain	  
But	  he	  can't	  be	  blamed	  
He's	  only	  a	  pawn	  in	  their	  game.	  
	  
A	  South	  politician	  preaches	  to	  the	  poor	  white	  
man,	  
"You	  got	  more	  than	  the	  blacks,	  don't	  complain.	  
You're	  better	  than	  them,	  you	  been	  born	  with	  
white	  skin,"	  they	  explain.	  
And	  the	  Negro's	  name	  
Is	  used	  it	  is	  plain	  
For	  the	  politician's	  gain	  
As	  he	  rises	  to	  fame	  
And	  the	  poor	  white	  remains	  
On	  the	  caboose	  of	  the	  train	  
But	  it	  ain't	  him	  to	  blame	  
He's	  only	  a	  pawn	  in	  their	  game.	  
	  
The	  deputy	  sheriffs,	  the	  soldiers,	  the	  governors	  
get	  paid,	  
And	  the	  marshals	  and	  cops	  get	  the	  same,	  
But	  the	  poor	  white	  man's	  used	  in	  the	  hands	  of	  
them	  all	  like	  a	  tool.	  
He's	  taught	  in	  his	  school	  
From	  the	  start	  by	  the	  rule	  
That	  the	  laws	  are	  with	  him	  
To	  protect	  his	  white	  skin	  
To	  keep	  up	  his	  hate	  
So	  he	  never	  thinks	  straight	  
'Bout	  the	  shape	  that	  he's	  in	  
But	  it	  ain't	  him	  to	  blame	  
He's	  only	  a	  pawn	  in	  their	  game.	  
	  
From	  the	  poverty	  shacks,	  he	  looks	  from	  
the	  cracks	  to	  the	  tracks,	  
And	  the	  hoofbeats	  pound	  in	  his	  brain.	  
And	  he's	  taught	  how	  to	  walk	  in	  a	  pack	  
Shoot	  in	  the	  back	  
With	  his	  fist	  in	  a	  clench	  

To	  hang	  and	  to	  lynch	  
To	  hide	  'neath	  the	  hood	  
To	  kill	  with	  no	  pain	  
Like	  a	  dog	  on	  a	  chain	  
He	  ain't	  got	  no	  name	  
But	  it	  ain't	  him	  to	  blame	  
He's	  only	  a	  pawn	  in	  their	  game.	  
	  
Today,	  Medgar	  Evers	  was	  buried	  from	  the	  bullet	  
he	  caught.	  
They	  lowered	  him	  down	  as	  a	  king.	  
But	  when	  the	  shadowy	  sun	  sets	  on	  the	  one	  
That	  fired	  the	  gun	  
You'll	  see	  by	  his	  grave	  
On	  the	  stone	  that	  remains	  
Carved	  next	  to	  his	  name	  
His	  epitaph	  plain:	  
Only	  a	  pawn	  in	  their	  game.	  

Vocabulary	  
Medgar	  Evers—black	  civil	  rights	  activist,	  

killed	  in	  1963	  
pawn—smallest	  chess	  piece	  
caboose—last	  car	  of	  a	  train,	  not	  a	  

prestigious	  place	  to	  be	  
deputy	  sheriffs—rural	  policemen	  
governors—Each	  US	  state	  has	  a	  governor,	  

essentially	  the	  president	  of	  that	  state.	  
marshals—one	  kind	  of	  US	  federal	  police	  
shack—a	  house	  of	  very	  poor	  quality	  
hoofbeats—the	  sound	  horses’	  feet	  make	  
clench—to	  squeeze	  tightly;	  clench	  your	  fist,	  

your	  jaw,	  someone’s	  arm…	  
lynching—when	  a	  group	  of	  civilian	  people	  

executes	  someone,	  usually	  by	  hanging,	  
outside	  the	  court/police	  system.	  	  	  

epitaph—message	  carved	  on	  a	  gravestone	  
	  

Questions	  
1.	  Who	  is	  “he”	  at	  the	  end	  of	  each	  verse	  (not	  always	  
the	  same)?	  
2.	  What	  group’s	  behavior	  is	  Dylan	  describing	  in	  the	  
second-‐to-‐last	  verse	  (lines	  43-‐60)?	  
3.	  Who	  does	  Dylan	  claim	  is	  truly	  responsible	  for	  the	  
death	  of	  Medgar	  Evers?	  	  What	  do	  you	  think?	  
	  


