
Prompt #1 

“Mississippi Goddam” by Nina Simone is a multi-faceted, complex composition, both 
lyrically and musically. As a child, Simone loved classical music such as Bach, Brahms, and 
Chopin among others, and could play almost anything she heard by ear (NinaSimone.com). Such 
natural musical ability made possible her later, and more widely known, career in jazz. Her jazz 
sensibility is one thing that makes “Mississippi Goddam” so interesting. 

The first thing that grabs the listener is the unique structural decision to begin with what 
is essentially a refrain. The song opens in the key of C major and repeats itself in a lighthearted, 
almost happy feeling chorus of: 

“Alabama’s got me so upset; Tennessee made me lose my rest, 

And everybody knows about Mississippi goddam.” (Seeger 147) 

The lightness of this opening is achieved because these are broad, vague statements when 
taken at face value. She simply references the states, and without citing direct events, they are 
more symbolic than explanatory. Furthermore, the lines about Alabama and Tennessee are sung 
in a playful staccato while the Mississippi line is broken into series of eighth and sixteenth note 
stutter counts, so the listener is distracted from the lyrics by the melody. 

However, directly after this repeated refrain, the entire song becomes more somber and 
very detailed. The music, which changes to an A minor, pulsates along in a very digestible 4/4, 
which serves to spotlight the lyrics and melody. Simone sings an E over an A minor, which 
creates a dark tension, and begins to describe very disturbing imagery: 

“Hound dogs on my trail; school children sittin’ in jail, 

Black cat cross my path; I think every day’s gonna be my last. 

Lord have mercy on this land of mine; We all gonna get it in due time. 

Don’t belong here, I don’t belong there; I even stopped believing in prayer” (Seeger 148) 

What Simone appears to be doing is somewhat sardonic. She begins by benignly 
presenting the idea of southern states as problematic in an almost jocular way, even ending the 
phrase with an exclamation of awe: “goddam!” Then promptly lists a series of very real issues 
facing African Americans during the Civil Rights Movement.  

As the song progresses, Simone references other issues such as boycotts, Communist 
labeling, and dishonest treatment. At one point, she utilizes a common Civil Rights collective 
singing method by having several lines performed in call-and-answer format: 

“That’s just the trouble – too slow; Desegregation – too slow, 

Mass participation – too slow, Unification – too slow,  

Do thing gradually – too slow, Will bring more tragedy – too slow.” (Seeger 151) 



These lines are particularly significant in relation to the Civil Rights Movement as they 
appear to be a reference to Martin Luther King, Jr.’s speech “Freedom Rally at Cobo Hall”, 
which was delivered in June of 1963, one year before Simone wrote “Mississippi Goddam”. In 
his speech, King states: “...we have heard a lot of cries saying “Slow up” and “Cool Off”...you’re 
pushing things too fast...They say “Why don’t you do it in a gradual manner?” Well, gradualism 
is little more than escapism and do-nothingism....” (Carson 64-65). 

“Mississippi Goddam” is a unique and descriptive song that is very clearly about the 
Civil Rights Movement. Not very many jazz musicians were writing songs directly about the 
Movement, and not many artists were writing lyrics that were as confrontational and specific. 
One last point regarding the uniqueness of a jazz song about Civil Rights is that in one live 
performance of the song in Antibes in 1965, Nina Simone enlists the jazz element of 
improvisation when she spontaneously adds the line “Alabama’s got me so upset and Governor 
Wallace made me lose my rest”, referring to Gov. George Wallace of Alabama, a staunch 
segregationist (Aaron Overfield). Simone was obviously unafraid to speak out against the 
injustices suffered by African Americans at that time. 
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