(1:1) Ballad for Americans

Toward the end of the Great Depression and just before U.S. entry into World War II, the African American singer and political activist Paul Robeson performed the song “Ballad for Americans” (available on Youtube at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rnXyGr668wg, accessed June 2, 2013) in a series of concerts across the country. It became so popular that in 1940 it was selected as the theme song for the Republican Party’s national convention. During the song, the chorus asks Paul Robeson to identify himself, and he responds that he is a member of every ethnic, religious, and occupational group in the United States, and represents an amalgam of all the people who built America. The song takes on particular importance in the contemporary United States as the country grows increasingly more diverse. 

Try it yourself:
1. Who are you? Which groups of people are you a member of?

2. Explain how you became a member of each group.

3. How did different members of your family become “Americans”?

Add your voice to the discussion:

1. In the song “Ballad for Americans,” Paul Robeson suggests that a large number of groups of people should be included in the history of the United States and our definition of what is an American. Do you agree or disagree with Paul Robeson? Explain the reason for your answer.

2. The song was written in the 1930s. How would you change it if you rewrote it for today? Why?

