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MUSICAL FEATURES OF RAP AND PROTEST SONGS

Rhythm

The beat or tempo of the music, often emphasized in rap 
through syncopated patterns that complement the lyrics.

E.G. The fast-paced rhythm in Public Enemy’s “Fight the 
Power” emphasizes urgency and resistance.

Lyrics as Protest

Lyrics that address social or political issues, encouraging 
listeners to reflect on or take action against injustice.

Kendrick Lamar’s “Alright” provides both social 
commentary on police brutality and a message of hope for 

marginalized communities.

Call and Response

A technique in which a leader delivers a call (e.g., a lyric or 
phrase) and the audience or group responds. Common in 

protest songs.

Public Enemy’s “Fight the Power” uses call and response to 
engage the audience in protest against oppression.

Sampling

Taking a portion of an existing song and incorporating it into 
a new track. Often used in hip-hop to evoke nostalgia or link 

to past struggles.

Kanye West often uses samples from soul music in tracks 
like "Jesus Walks" to connect the past with modern issues.

Flow

The way in which a rapper delivers their lyrics, including 
speed, tone, and rhythm.

E.G. Nas is known for his complex flow, weaving together 
multi-syllabic rhymes in songs like "N.Y. State of Mind."

Rhyme Scheme

A pattern of rhyming words at the end of lines, typically 
used in rap to create cohesion and memorability.

E.G. Tupac’s “Changes” uses an ABAB rhyme scheme to 
deliver its message clearly and effectively.

CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL CONTEXT
Rap as a Voice for the Marginalized:

Rap music developed in the 1970s in the Bronx, 
NYC, as a way for African-American, Latino, and 
marginalized communities to express their 
frustrations with poverty, violence, and systemic 
racism. It became a cultural movement, offering 
a voice to those often ignored by mainstream 
society.

The four pillars of hip-hop culture (rap, DJing, 
breakdancing, graffiti) were all ways to express 
resistance to the socioeconomic conditions of 
inner-city life.

Protest Songs in the Civil Rights Movement:

In the 1960s, folk and soul musicians like Bob Dylan, 
Sam Cooke, and Nina Simone used their music to 
support the Civil Rights Movement. Their songs not 
only reflected the struggles of the time but also 
inspired people to stand up for equality and justice.

The Evolution of Conscious Rap:

By the 1980s and 1990s, rap had evolved from a party-
based genre into a form of conscious expression. 
Artists like Public Enemy, Tupac Shakur, and Nas used 
their lyrics to challenge political systems and 
highlight issues like police brutality, economic 
inequality, and racial discrimination.
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