Mississippi, Folk Music, and the Civil Rights Movement
Adam Cooper, Urban Assembly School for Collaborative Healthcare, Brooklyn, New York
Grade Level: High School various
Subject(s): English Language Arts, Social Studies
Essential Question/Enduring Understanding:

What does the 1960’s folk song “Here’s to the State of Mississippi” reveal about the challenges the Civil Rights Movement faced in confronting postwar segregation in the South, and in Mississippi in particular?

Time needed: 1-2 periods, 45-50 minutes each
Goal: Students will learn about components of 20th century segregated life in Mississippi by listening to and analyzing a 1960’s protest song by folksinger Phil Ochs.

Objective: Students will understand new information about what segregated life was like and how local and state institutions helped maintain the system. Students will appreciate more the inherent challenges activists in the Civil Rights Movement faced in trying to end segregation.

Description
This lesson plan asks students to learn about aspects of 20th century segregation in the South through the study of Phil Ochs’s folk song “Here’s to the State of Mississippi.” Students will be asked to process and analyze the song for its visceral and intellectual meanings, for basic information about segregated life in Mississippi, how various institutions contributed to maintaining the segregated system, and for literacy devices employed to help convey ideas and subtextual understanding.
Materials

· This lesson plan

· Document #1: Song Lyrics of “Here’s to the State of Mississippi”

· Document #2: Commentary on the Song “Here’s to the State of Mississippi”

· Document #3: “Here’s to the State of Mississippi” Recordings and YouTube Videos

· Document #4: Online Resources and Films on Mississippi and the Civil Rights Movement

Lesson Activities

After supplying a general introduction to the song “Here’s to the State of Mississippi” and its context within the Civil Rights Movement and the Folk Music Revival, have different students individually read aloud the verses of the song and share their first impressions of the song’s content (see Document #1). Next, divide students into four groups. Each group should choose two verses to analyze. Within the groups, individuals should assume tasks of facilitating discussion, posing questions, and taking notes on observations and analyses of the lyrics. Students should take note of imagery, meaning, point of view, tone, and basic information gleaned about segregated life and pillars of the community that supported it in Mississippi.
Returning to a whole class, students should listen to a recording of the song or experience a YouTube video of the song (Document #3). To begin follow-up discussion students should analyze the chorus and its role in the experience of hearing “Here’s to the State of Mississippi.” Topics that might be discussed include the following:

· Note the various institutions Phil Ochs identifies and critiques in upholding segregation in Mississippi
· Comment on the imagery and literary devices Ochs employs to describe the actions of the institutions
· Enumerate the different kinds of human experiences the song describes living under Jim Crow

· Discuss the style and tone of the lyrics and their function in commenting on the subject matter

· Discuss aspects of the music that accompany the lyrics and its effect on the singers and audience

Small group discussions should then follow with each set of students giving a short oral presentation about the content of each verse and analysis of the meaning of the lyrics. Topics that students might want to touch on include the following:

· What are the activities of the Mississippi institutions described in the verses; how do these activities contribute to maintaining a segregated system; what do these activities suggest about life for white and black Mississippians
· What are students’ thoughts and feelings about the content and treatment of the images in this song

· What are the thoughts, feelings, and concerns of people supporting or fighting segregation
· How can students relate (or not) to the experiences captured in this song

· How is irony used to communicate meaning regarding the otherworldly content

· How does each individual verse contribute to the song as a whole

Questions for Discussion

· Who would sing this song? Who is the audience? What is the song’s purpose? What is the tone of the song? Why sing a song about postwar Mississippi? Why is this song still well known today?

· What does the title mean? What does the wording and tone of the title suggest about general attitudes towards Mississippi?

· What are the different institutions Phil Ochs highlights that helped maintain segregation in postwar Mississippi? How did each institution contribute to keeping Jim Crow functioning? How does each verse contribute toward painting a whole picture of segregated life?

· What criticisms is Ochs making? What conditions does he expose? What aspects of Mississippi life are noticeably absent from the lyrics? Why is such maternal present and/or not present and what does this say about what ideas the song is trying to convey?

· What ideas are suggested by the refrain “Oh, here's to the land you've torn out the heart of/Mississippi find yourself another country to be part of”? What roles has Mississippi played as a unique state with the Union?
· Phil Ochs achieved success as a 1960s protest singer who wrote and sang topical songs. In this song what specifically was he protesting? How does he build his argument through the lyrics?
· What is Phil Ochs’s likely attitude toward the conditions he sings about in Mississippi? Evidence? What options does he present to effect change?

· What images does Phil Ochs utilize in his lyrics to bring the realities of segregation to life? What are other examples of literary devices he employs to enhance the meaning of his observations?

· What is the point of view/frame of reference of the singer of a song? How does that POV shape the interpretation of the material presented on life in postwar Mississippi?

· How does Phil Ochs present authority figures in his lyrics? How does his portrayal of the police stand out? Why? According to the song what did the various Mississippi institutions care about? How does this knowledge affect your perception of the song?

· What do you know about Mississippi before, during, and after the Civil Rights Movement? What do you think of when you think about Mississippi? What individuals fought for or against civil rights goals in Mississippi during the 1950s-1960s?

· Where do civil rights struggles occur today? On what civil rights issues? How is the experience of segregation the same or different to other forms of oppression? How could the song “Here’s to the State of Mississippi” be applied to current issues?

· How was music part of the Civil Rights Movement? Why would singing and songs be important for struggles for social change?

· What are other songs you know about Mississippi or civil rights struggles past or present? What do they mean to you? Give examples and compare them to “Here’s to the State of Mississippi.”

Assessments
Research Paper Project Options

· Write a short research paper on the history on the postwar Civil Rights Movement in the United States

· Research and write a paper on Americans associated with fighting for or against segregation in Mississippi, such as Medgar Evers, Fannie Lou Hamer, Senator James Eastland, Robert Moses, Ross Barnett, James Meredith
· Research and write a paper on the contrasting experiences of whites and blacks during the Jim Crow era 
· Write a research paper on 19th and 20th century Mississippi history
· Do a research project on the role that cotton production played in Mississippi history, including material on both the slave and sharecropper labor systems
· Write a report on the unique roles that Mississippi played in American life

· Write an essay on the song’s attitudes toward segregation struggles in the context of the American Dream

· Research and write an essay on the causes and consequences of racism and racial injustice
Oral Presentations Project Options

· Research and give a presentation on the origins of Mississippi as a 19th century state
· Research and give a talk on the role that plantation life played in Mississippi history
· Research and present information on how cotton was produced over the 19th and 20th centuries
· Research and present information on Mississippi’s role in the US Civil War
· Research and present a talk on minorities, such as Chinese, Italians, and Jews and their experiences in living in a southern segregated society
· Research and give a presentation on the role that blues music played in lives of black and white Mississippians and how that music conveyed the black experience of 20th century America

· Research and present information on how the 1927 Mississippi River flood impacted life in the state

Artwork and Performance Project Options

· Write a short dramatic scene based on this song that would capture the essence of segregated life

· Create a dance or movement piece that would fit the spirit of this song and could be used in performance

· Write a song about the challenges civil rights workers face in opposing segregation, considering content, style, tone, word choice, instrumentation
· Make a visual collage of images capturing different aspects of Mississippi life

· Draw or paint protesters either singing this song or being engaged in challenging activities described in the song’s lyrics

· Have students sing the song, possibly in a round, and then have them write about their feelings, mental images, and other internal effects related to singing “Here’s to the State of Mississippi”

· Research forms of entertainment offered in Mississippi during the 20th century, particularly blues and folk music, and perform one or more of these pieces

Further Classroom Discussion

· Analyze comparative folk, blues, protest, or topical songs on Mississippi life

· Compare and contrast this song with music from other periods of Mississippi history

· Discuss the economic and political issues that impacted the fight for and against segregation
· Explore the role of labor history tied Mississippi history
· Explore selected literature on the Civil Rights Movement
· Examine childhood upbringing experiences living in a segregated community
· Discuss the purpose and role of songwriting regarding challenging societal systems
· Analyze how both the lyrics and the music contribute and complement each other in the aural experience

· Read, analyze, and discuss additional commentary on the song “Here’s to the State of Mississippi” (see Document #2)

· Watch and analyze a film about Mississippi during the Civil Rights Movement (see Document #4)

Document #1

 The Song Lyrics
“Here’s to the State of Mississippi”
By Phil Ochs (1965)

Source: http://www.songlyrics.com/phil-ochs/here-s-to-the-state-of-mississippi-lyrics/

Here's to the state of Mississippi,
For underneath her borders, the devil draws no lines,
If you drag her muddy river, nameless bodies you will find.
Whoa the fat trees of the forest have hid a thousand crimes,
The calender is lyin' when it reads the present time.
Chorus
Oh, here's to the land you've torn out the heart of,
Mississippi find yourself another country to be part of!

Here's to the people of Mississippi
Who say the folks up north, they just don't understand
And they tremble in their shadows at the thunder of the Klan
The sweating of their souls can't wash the blood from off their hands
They smile and shrug their shoulders at the murder of a man

Chorus

Here's to the schools of Mississippi
Where they're teaching all the children that they don't have to care
All of rudiments of hatred are present everywhere
And every single classroom is a factory of despair
There's nobody learning such a foreign word as fair

Chorus

Here's to the cops of Mississippi
They're chewing their tobacco as they lock the prison door
Their bellies bounce inside them as they knock you to the floor
No they don't like taking prisoners in their private little war
Behind their broken badges there are murderers and more
Chorus

And here's to the judges of Mississippi
Who wear the robe of honor as they crawl into the court
They're guarding all the bastions with their phony legal fort
Oh, justice is a stranger when the prisoners report
When the black man stands accused the trial is always short

Chorus

And here's to the government of Mississippi
In the swamp of their bureaucracy they're always bogging down
And criminals are posing as the mayors of the towns
They're hoping that no one sees the sights and hears the sounds
And the speeches of the governor are the ravings of a clown

Chorus

And here's to the laws of Mississippi
Congressmen will gather in a circus of delay
While the Constitution is drowning in an ocean of decay
Unwed mothers should be sterilized, I've even heard them say
Yes, corruption can be classic in the Mississippi way

Chorus

And here's to the churches of Mississippi
Where the cross, once made of silver, now is caked with rust
And the Sunday morning sermons pander to their lust
The fallen face of Jesus is choking in the dust
Heaven only knows in which God they can trust
Chorus

Document #2
Commentary on the Song “Here’s to the State of Mississippi”


Phil described this as one of his most criticised songs – and also one of his favourites. That his most criticised song was also his favourite perhaps tells us much about Phil’s no-nonsense approach to song writing at this time.
A great chunk of this criticism came from Dave Van Ronk who wrote this in his autobiography;
“I thought a lot of [Phil’s] stances were too simplistic, which was typical of that whole crowd. His positions would make sense in a limited way, but he had not really thought them through. Like when he wrote Here’s To The State Of Mississippi, I understood that he had been down there and had been horrified by what he was seeing, but I thought that singling out Mississippi as a racist hell hole was unfair to the other 49 states. As Malcolm X used to say, ‘there’s down south and there’s up south’. Without all the activists who were from there, none of that movement would have happened, and having some northerner come down and shit all over Mississippi was unfair to the people who were trying to fix up their state. And it was also too damn easy”.
Phil response came in an article he wrote for Sing Out in 1965:
 “…on the surface [Here’s to the State of Mississippi] goes against the basic policies of all the civil rights groups and the established rational voices of the Left…Now, normally you might say that the important thing is to encourage moderate business elements of the power structure of the state, bring about the vote, and get Mississippi back into the Union. I agree with that on a rational political level. But artistically and emotionally, I wrote that song the day 19 suspects [in the 1964 murder of three civil rights workers] were allowed to go free. It’s a song of passion, a song of raw emotional honesty, a song that records a sense of outrage. Even though reason later softens that rage, it is essential that rage is recorded, for how else can future generations understand the revulsion that swept the country? On another level, it is my act of murder against the good name of Mississippi, an act of vengeance that couldn’t begin to avenge the countless atrocities of that forsaken land. In other words, at the depth of its irresponsibility, Mississippi had become the symbol of evil in America, and the song is only exhorting that evil to leave”.
In essence, Van Ronk was spot on, but was still missing the point. Phil wasn’t trying to come up with a level-headed response to what he had seen and heard in Mississippi – he was merely trying to capture his anger, bottling it for future generations to open and smell the stanch of Southern bigotry 1960s style. I am that future generation and none of Phil’s other songs of Mississippi comes close to this one. And they are many; The Ballad of Medgar Evers, The Ballad of Oxford, Colored Town, Days of Decision, Freedom Riders, Going Down To Mississippi, William Moore, Love Me I’m A Liberal and You Should Have Been Down In Mississippi all reference the state and it’s bigotry in some way. This here is Phil at his most belligerent, his most precise. Van Ronk attacked the song for what it wasn’t – a calm reasonable response to belligerent racism. What it is is a Phil Ochs song in all its searing, righteous, unapologetic glory. Sis Cunnigham and Gordon Friesen called it “one of the strongest songs ever to scorch the pages of [Broadside]”. I, for one, am not going to argue with them.

Phil travelled down to Mississippi in the summer 1964 as part of The Mississippi Caravan of Music organised by Bob Cohen. Cohen’s piece about the Caravan in Broadside #51 describes it as being part of “the most ambitious civil rights project ever”. Known as Freedom Summer, the idea was to encourage the political participation of blacks through action, education and song. The singers themselves were also there to learn. Cohen tells of them learning about black history, being taught of how Freedom songs were being sung back in the days of slavery and of the contribution made by black musicians to American (and therefore world) culture. They also got and insight into the current lives of Southern blacks.
Over twenty singers including Phil and Len Chandler, Judy Collins, Jim and Jean, Carolyn Hester, Pete Seeger, Peter La Farge and Gil Turner took part, helping with and learning about the thirty or so projects set up all over Mississippi. The intention was to put song, Freedom Song, at the heart of the struggle as Cohen wrote “somehow you can go on in the face of violence and death and inaction of the FBI, the indifference of the Federal Government when you can sing with your band of brothers”. The experience had a quite profound effect on Phil.
In the midst of this Freedom Summer, three civil rights workers – James Chaney, Andrew Goodman and Michael Schwerner went missing;
 “Perhaps the most notable episode of violence came in Freedom Summer of 1964, when civil rights activists James Chaney, Andrew Goodman and Michael Schwerner left their base in Meridian, Miss., to investigate one of a number of church burnings in the eastern part of the state. The Ku Klux Klan had burned Mount Zion Church because the minister had allowed it to be used as a meeting place for civil rights activists. After the three young men had gone into Neshoba County to investigate, they were subsequently stopped and arrested by Neshoba County Deputy Sherriff Cecil Price. After several hours, Price finally released them only to arrest them again shortly after 10pm. He then turned the civil rights workers over to his fellow Klansmen. The group took the activists to a remote area, beat them, and then shot them to death. [It is suggested] that because Schwerner and Goodman were white the federal government responded by establishing an FBI office in Jackson and calling out the state’s National Guard and U.S. Navy to help search for the three men. Of course this was the response the Freedom Summer organizers had hoped for when they asked for white volunteers.
After several weeks of searching and recovering more than a dozen other bodies, the authorities finally found the civil rights workers buried under an earthen dam. Seven Klansmen, including Price, were arrested and tried for the brutal killings. A Jury of sympathisers found them all not guilty. Some time later, the federal government charged the murderers with violating the civil rights of Goodman, Schwerner and Chaney. This time the Klansmen were convicted and served sentences ranging from two to ten years”.



According to Bob Cohen “the struggle in Mississippi is what this great country of the United States of America is all about”. If Phil’s reaction is anything to go by, those States were not quite as United as the name suggests.
Over eight five-line verses Phil takes aim at the pillars of Mississippi, aiming his sights ever higher with each new verse. Starting with from the land itself (“the fat trees of the forest have hid a thousand crimes”) and it’s people (“who say the folks up north they just don’t understand”) to the education system (“every single classroom is a factory of despair”) , the police (“behind their broken badges there are murderers and more”), the courts (“when the black man is accused the trial is always short”), up to the State Government (“criminals are posing as the mayors of the towns”) and the judiciary (“the constitution’s drowning in an ocean of decay”) before landing the fatal, final, blow of the Man himself – “Heaven only knows in which God they can trust”. Its nigh on six minutes long and every single line is filled with fire and feeling.
Yet for all the obvious anger of its writing it still has a sense of order to it. Phil makes sure that methodically nails each subject before moving on to the next. There is also a rather strange calmness to Phil’s delivery of it on the LP. The words are definitely angry, but there is precious little vitriol in his delivery. This is especially apparent in comparison with his later Here’s To The State of Richard Nixon, with its thunderous strumming and spit-speckled delivery. He sings “Richard Nixon find yourself another country to be part of” with glee. There is no such glee evident as he sings “Mississippi find yourself another country to be part of”. Rather there is just sadness. Sadness that he has been forced to sing such ugly lyrics. Sadness that such events were going on in his own beloved country.
Ironically, despite Van Ronk’s argument that Phil was wrong to pick on one State in particular, the major failing of Here’s To The State of Mississippi was that it wasn’t specific enough. Whilst Richard Nixon was a very real evil to Phil, Phil must have been aware that a state is made up of such a varied set of people that the name Mississippi couldn’t represent them all. What he needed was something to represent all the bad in the state, just as Nixon would later do. Whilse Mississippi essentially becomes a symbol for racism, whilst that works up to a point, the prevelence of racism elsewhere, negates its impact.
As it happens Phil himself was eventually won round by Van Ronk’s argument. He told Lauren Jones and David Fenton of the Ann Arbor Sun in March 1974 that “I stopped singing the song for a while. Especially after Mississippi John Hurt, one drunken night, said ‘Phil, you really shouldn’t sing that song anymore. After all, people like me are from Mississippi too’”.
Nevertheless the song does exactly what Phil intended it to do. This is topical song in the raw. And while Phil’s stance on Mississippi may have softened – as he foretold it would – sixty years later it still retains its power.
I was considering how to end this piece, trying to come to terms with what this song is all about – coming as it does at the end of his second album, coming at the end of what one could argue was his early-years. That his songwriting changed after this (both the unreleased songs of this period as well as some of the songs on Phil Ochs In Concert evidence a lurch towards the personal and the pissed-off) also adds significance. But how to fully explain that? Then I read this quote from the maverick film maker Werner Herzog – “the poet must not avert his eyes. You have to take a bold look at…what is around you, even the ugly…decadent…dangerous things”.

What Here’s To The State Of Mississippi suggests, more than anything, is certainty. As much as it is about the evils of the state, it is also a song about protest song itself. And if protest song means anything it means certainty. It wouldn’t be long before a Phil Ochs album would start with the words “I don’t know”. The certainty of Phil Ochs The Early Years would soon seem all the more bitter than sweet. Here’s To The State Of Mississippi doesn’t just capture outrage, it captures protest song in its purest. Rather than knock it for its faults, let’s try and celebrate it for capturing that time when Phil Ochs “saw the devil and called him Satan” – unapologetically, belligerently, but still brilliantly.

It’s one hell of a song to end an album.

Source: https://philochsthing.wordpress.com/2014/06/05/heres-to-the-state-of-mississippi/
Document #3
Recordings on CD
Phil Ochs, I Ain’t Marching Anymore

http://www.allmusic.com/album/i-aint-marching-anymore-mw0000111290
Wyclef Jean and Jerry Wonder, Soundtrack for a Revolution
http://www.allmusic.com/album/soundtrack-for-a-revolution-mw0002290346
Eugene Chadbourne, To Phil
http://www.allmusic.com/album/to-phil-mw0000969530
Katy Moffat, What's That I Hear?: The Songs of Phil Ochs 

http://www.allmusic.com/album/whats-that-i-hear-the-songs-of-phil-ochs-mw0000036524
YouTube Videos
“Here’s to the State of Mississippi,” performed by Phil Ochs

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K7fgB0m_y2I
Document #4
Online Resources on Mississippi and the Civil Rights Movement
The Mississippi Truth Project
http://www.mississippitruth.org/index.htm
The Freedom Movement in Mississippi – 1963
http://civilrightsteaching.org/723/
State of Siege: Mississippi Whites and the Civil Rights Movement
http://americanradioworks.publicradio.org/features/mississippi/
Mississippi & Freedom Summer
http://www.watson.org/~lisa/blackhistory/civilrights-55-65/missippi.html
Mississippi Civil Rights Workers Murders
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mississippi_civil_rights_workers%27_murders
When Youth Protest: The Mississippi Civil Rights Movement, 1955-1970

http://mshistory.k12.ms.us/articles/60/the-mississippi-civil-rights-movement-1955-1970-when-youth-protest
On Violence and Nonviolence: The Civil Rights Movement in Mississippi
http://mshistory.k12.ms.us/articles/62/the-civil-rights-movement-in-mississippi-on-violence-and-nonviolence
Medgar Evers and the Origin of the Civil Rights Movement in Mississippi
http://www.mshistorynow.mdah.ms.gov/articles/53/medgar-evers-and-the-origin-of-the-civil-rights-movement-in-mississippi
Freedom Summer
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Freedom_Summer
Timeline: Freedom Summer
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/features/timeline/freedomsummer-timeline/
Films on Mississippi and the Civil Rights Movement
Mississippi Burning
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mississippi_Burning
Ghosts of Mississippi

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ghosts_of_Mississippi
Spies of Mississippi

http://www.pbs.org/independentlens/films/spies-of-mississippi/
Freedom Summer

http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/americanexperience/films/freedomsummer/
The Help

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Help_(film)
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