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Dear Educator,

This project has been a labor of love for everyone here at 
Mindblue Productions. We’re all in our 20’s and hold down full-
time jobs as teachers, designers, writers, musicians and computer 
programmers, respectively. Sounds and Visions Vol. 1 would never 
have been possible without Mr. Harper’s commitment to this 
educational project. When touring the Detroit area Mr. Harper 
always made time in his busy schedule for our staff and it was 
an honor for all of us involved to work with such a powerful, 
passionate and prolific artist.

Additionally, we would like to thank Mr. Plunier and Ms. 
Gruenewald and the staff of Virgin Records for working with our 
company on this online venture.  With continued support from 
community-minded businesses, the arts will continue to flourish 
in classrooms around the world.

Everyone at Mindblue productions would like to thank all the 
teachers out there who dedicate their life’s work to educating and 
inspiring young adults on a daily basis.  At Mindblue Productions 
we have a vision of pop culture reigniting minds that may have 
lost their spark amidst years of multiple choice tests and mundane 
lectures.  In a world where TV, movies, radios, CD’s, video games, 
computers and celebrities bombard students with thousands of 
messages – we believe it’s time to unlock the positive energy 
of media to explore the timeless themes and concepts taught in 
quality American classrooms. 

Sounds and Visions Vol. 1 marks the genesis of our online 
collection of instructional tools for teachers using popular 
culture.  Our educational objective was to use Mr. Harper’s music 
to explore issues indigenous to history, English, and political 
science curricula.  Our personal objective was to share the joy of 
Ben Harper’s music with teachers and students across the country.   
To these ends, we hope you find this study guide engaging and 
valuable. As Mindblue brings our philosophy to the Internet, we 
are stepping into a worldwide audience of students and teachers.  
As such, the feedback of dedicated teachers is imperative to 
shaping the direction of our future endeavors.  Please, take some 
time to visit us on the web and share your thoughts.
 
Good Vibes to all, 

Jennifer Boylan     Tim Fagan     Ryan Goble     Andre Grewe
 
Ann Arbor, MI 

Look for Ben Haper’s new album Diamonds on the Inside, as well as his docu-
mentary DVD Pleasure and Pain (directed by Danny Clinch) - both available in 
stores now. Check it all out on the web at www.benharper.net
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By Featured Student Writer: Justin Bailey 
Huron High School - Ann Arbor, MI  

“Exactly how much will we have to burn
Before we look to the past to learn…
We can’t let the future become our past
If we are to change our world”

These lyrics, heard on Ben Harper’s first album, Welcome to the 
Cruel World, issue a challenge to society and set the precedent 
for his musical explorations to come. Harper is an artist who 
respects his predecessors and contemporary influences as much 
as, or more than, himself. He embodies their work to create his 
own style. This has provided him with an inexhaustible source 
of inspiration for his music and lyrics.

Growing up near LA in Claremont, CA, Harper was immersed in 
music at a young age.  He worked at his family’s music store, 
which was frequented by musicians such as David Lindley, who  
recorded with several well known artists in the 80’s and played 
on Harper’s record, Burn to Shine.

After Harper began songwriting as a young teenager, he was 
fortunate to have J.P. Plunier, now his producer, as a promoter.  
“J.P. just got me playing out in the right places and got people 
down to see me,” Harper remembers.  “He would call everyone 
he knew, I mean everyone, and get them to see me.”  From 
his humble beginnings playing at small coffeehouses and open 
mics, Ben has enjoyed the success of touring with headlin-
ers like Pearl Jam, The Dave Matthews Band, P.J. Harvey, Ray 
Charles, and The Fugees.

Like most songwriters, Harper has multiple techniques for writ-
ing his music and lyrics.  For him, there are three essential 
methods.  “I’ve got a hundred pieces of paper – scraps, hotel 
stationery – and then a constant work-in-progress tape,” Harper 
explains.  “Then there’s the other side of me that just writes 
songs in one sitting at a time – it’s the straight, lightning-bolt 
channel.  And then right in the center there’s this stream of 
consciousness, and I’ll sit down and rattle off whatever comes 
to mind and write five pages of garbage.  For my songwriting, 
that’s the trinity.”

On Burn to Shine, Harper turned to a wider array of instru-
ments. He recruited David Lindley to play mandolin, banjo, and 
fiddle, while a Dixieland jazz band played on “Susie Blue.”  Even 
with this musical panoply and the addition of electric guitars, 

Harper still relies on his trademark instrument, an acoustic 
Weissenborn guitar.  “If I disregarded the Weissenborn…I’d be 
in trouble,” admits Harper.  “I stick with the Weissenborn; it 
says something new to me every day.  Every time I pick it up it 
sings something new.”

Remaining true to his roots is essential to Ben Harper; he is 
able to assert his sense of style, as well as incorporate the influ-
ence of other great artists into his own music.  Elements of Jimi 
Hendrix, Bob Dylan, Bob Marley, and many old blues artists is 
evident on all of Harper’s records.  “To me,” he says, “it’s super 
important to understand the roots of music, I can never stress 
that enough – the importance of listening to and researching 
different musics.”

Ben Harper has not only become an international success, he 
has been able to define a style of his own that crosses musical, 
cultural, and generational boundaries.  His musical fruition has 
come quickly, but Harper does not see his success as fleeting 
nor does he plan to slow down anytime soon. “I plan on making 
music for a long time,” he says, then in true Harper fashion, “As 
long as I keep close to the root, whether it’s acoustic ballad 
songs, harder rock songs, or something in between, as long as 
the music stays close to the root, then it’ll stay sweet fruit.”

Ben Harper - Close To The Root
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Steal My Kisses 
(Ben Harper and the Innocent Criminals)

I would get to Nashville Tennessee

But you wouldn’t even come around to see me

And since you’re headin’ up to Carolina

You know I’m gonna be right there behind ya

(Refrain)

Cause I always have to steal my kisses from you

I always have to steal my kisses from you

Always have to steal my kisses from you

I always have to steal my kisses from you

Now I love to feel that warm southern rain

Just to hear it fall is the sweetest sounding thing

And to see it fall on your simple country dress

It’s like heaven to me I must confess

Refrain

Now I’ve been hanging around you for days

But when I lean in you just turn your head away

Whoa no you didn’t mean that

She said I love the way you think 

but I hate the way you act

Refrain

I always have to steal my kisses from you

I always have to steal my kisses from you

I always have to steal my kisses from you

I always have to steal my kisses from you

Creative Writing
In this song, Ben tells a story of unrequited love.  He 
says, “Now I love to feel that warm southern rain…
And to see it fall on your simple country dress is like 
heaven to me I must confess.” She says, “I love the 
way you think but I hate the way you act.”  

Judging from these statements what do you think 
unrequited love is?

Can you think of other stories of unrequited love?

Literary Concepts
Exposition sets the stage for a story and answers the 
following questions:

Who?     What?    When?    Where?     Why?     How?

How does Ben set the stage in this song?

Metaphors and similes describe experiences by 
substituting or comparing another word that captures 
the same effect. 

“It’s like heaven to me I must confess”

How does Ben use ‘heaven’ as a simile to describe an 
emotion?  

Extended Activities
Create a background story about the two characters 
in this song by describing the events that led up to 
this love letter.    

In the song, heaven is a peaceful place that is also 
very personal.  Describe your own dream-like space 
that you would say is “like heaven.”  Try to use only 
metaphoric language in creating this place.

Steal My Kisses
Lyrics & Discussion
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Historical Connections-Like A King
RODNEY KING

What can be done in 81 seconds? Perhaps you can surf a few channels or write a quick email to a friend, but that’s not even enough 
time to watch an entire music video. On the night of Sunday, March 3, 1991, 81 seconds was the amount of time it took four Los 
Angeles Police Officers to beat Rodney Glen King, 25; he was struck 56 times and kicked seven times in that short amount of time. 
An amateur videotape was taken of the beating of the African-American motorist.  Once the video hit national airwaves, those 81 
seconds riveted an entire country and led to 72 hours of riots.  

Within two weeks, the LA Police 
Sergeant, Stacey C. Koon, and three 
police officers, Laurence M. Powell, 
Timothy E. Wind, and Theodore J. Bris-
eno, were charged with assault with 
a deadly weapon and misuse of their 
authority.  Two of the officers were 
also charged with falsifying the police 
report.  All four officers were white.  
The venue of the criminal trial was 

THE PROSECUTION
King suffered  11 skull fractures, a broken cheekbone and ankle, a frac-
tured eye socket and brain damage. Was this amount of force necessary 
to subdue one man?

The prosecution noted that King was unarmed when the officers 
beat him.  Therefore they argued, the officers used unnecessary 
force.

King was quoted as saying, “I was scared for my life, so I lay 
down real calmly and took it like a man.”  However, Mr. King did 
not testify in the criminal trial.

The deputy District Attorney initially reported that the officers 
had failed to support the claim that King resisted arrest.

A Hyundai manufacturer stated that the model car King drove 
never topped speeds of 100 m.p.h. in speed tests - contrary to 
reports of King’s speed of 115 m.p.h.

Prosecutors claimed that Briseno, who turned against his co-
defendants during the trial, held King down to aid his fellow 
officers. 

in Simi Valley, a predominantly white 
suburb outside of Los Angeles which 
consisted of 2% blacks.  The jury was 
made up of six men and six women.  
There were 10 whites, one Asian and 
one Hispanic juror.

These are some of the facts presented by each side during the criminal trial:

THE DEFENSE
The defense had to prove that the force used in the beating of Rodney King 
was not only within the LAPD’s regulations, but necessary in order to subdue 
Mr. King.

The defense explained that the officers acted within LAPD regulations.  
They are trained to use their baton to inflict pain to deter a suspect.  
If the suspect will not back down, they are trained to break bones to 
prevent a suspect from endangering the life of an officer.  

The defense maintained that Rodney King did not back down, continuing 
to be a threat.  For this reason the officers acted within regulations. 

King was traveling at 115 m.p.h. in his 1988  Hyundai.  

King was legally drunk.

He emerged from his car and reached into his pocket.  (The officers 
found this movement menacing. The sergeant fired a 50,000-volt Taser 
gun at King to subdue him).

Before the video was rolling, King taunted the officers and charged at 
them.

King did not comply with their orders to “assume the position” -- face 
down arms and legs spread; he repeatedly tried to get up.

The defense pointed out that the two other men in the back of the car 
went untouched because they complied with police orders.

Sergeant Briseno said that he placed his foot on King’s neck to keep him 
down, to protect him from the other officers.

The TIMELINE
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Rodney King
beaten 
by four 
LA police 
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with assault 
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On April 29, 1992, in the trial against Sergeant Koon and Officers Powell, Wind, and Briseno the jury unan-
imously found three of them not guilty and was undecided on the fourth, thus arriving at an acquittal.

Historical Connections-Like A King (continued)

THE CIVIL RIGHTS TRIAL

Finally, the United States Justice Department called for action 
as a team was assembled to prosecute the officers for violating 
Rodney King’s civil rights.

A year later on April 17, 1993, the nation waited in suspense, 
bracing itself for the verdict from the second trial of the four 
police officers.  This time around, the officers were on trial for 
violating Rodney King’s civil rights, therefore not infringing 
upon the double jeopardy clause (a person cannot be tried for 
the same crime more than once).  The previous trial was the 
criminal trial.  

The jury found two of the four officers guilty of denying Rodney 
King his constitutional rights. They found that Sergeant Stacey 
Koon “did willfully permit” the beating of King.  Officer Powell was 
found guilty of kicking and beating King, thereby denying King’s 
right “not to be deprived of liberty without due process of law, 
including the right to be… free from the intentional use of unrea-
sonable force” by police.  The other two officers were acquitted.  

REGINALD DENNY 

On April 29, 1992, a white truck driver, Reginald Denny, had 
stopped at a traffic light in a neighborhood where the riots had 
begun.  He was dragged from his truck by four African-American 
men, bludgeoned with a fire extinguisher, punched, robbed and 
shot from close range.  When he reached for help he was hit with 
beer bottles, and kicked in the head until four African - American 
bystanders eventually rescued him.  He underwent four hours of 
brain surgery and survived.  This was all caught on tape, again. 

Damian Williams, Henry Watson, Antoine Miller and Gary Williams, 
who became known as the L.A. Four, were arrested for the beating 
of Reginald Denny.

They were tried for willful, deliberate premeditated attempted 
murder and aggravated mayhem for which they were found not 
guilty.  However, they were found guilty of the lesser charges 
- misdemeanor assault and simple mayhem - which accompanied 
the primary charges.

THE RIOTS

Nearly two hours after the delivery of the verdict, the first fires 
broke out in downtown Los Angeles.  As the media recorded, the 
nation stood helpless as its second largest city disintegrated 
before its eyes.

     The riots cost over 40 lives, over 2,000 injuries    

       and $1 billion in damages. 

      Fires broke out as far south as Long Beach up    

     through Beverly Hills, a distance of over 32 miles. 
    

     There were violent demonstrations and hundreds

      of stores were looted.

      Airplanes were rerouted to avoid smoke and gunfire.

      All sporting events were rescheduled, including   

      NBA playoff games and Dodgers games.

      President George H. W. Bush sent in 4,000 troops 

      for reinforcement.  



Vocabulary
lynch mob
legal lynch mob
acquittal
double jeopardy
bludgeoned
premeditated
aggravated

Oxymoron  
An oxymoron is a figure of speech that combines 
two contradictory terms.  Below are a few examples. 
Which one of the vocabulary terms above is an 
oxymoron?

Jumbo shrimp
Alone together
Deafening silence
12-ounce pound cake

Exposition
What is verbally ironic about the line: “Like a king, 
like a king, like a king/ Rodney King, Rodney King, 
Rodney King”?

Irony
In life there are many kinds of irony -- when the intend-
ed meaning of the words used is the direct opposite 
of their usual meaning; the difference between reality 
(what is) and appearance (what seems to be).

Verbal irony - contrast between what a speaker says 
and what he or she actually means.

We see this most often with our parents and friends.  
You know the situation -- you’re mad at your friend 
and you say,  “Stop yelling at me.” And at the top of 
their voice they scream “I’M NOT YELLING AT YOU”.  
This is verbal irony.

Another example: A student decides he’s going to get 
his algebra grade up, so he studies his brains out for 
the chapter 9 test only to find when he gets to class 
that Friday that the test is on chapter 10. 

Here’s one more example.  There are farmers who are 
experiencing a drought.  So they pray for rain, in fact 
they even do rain dances, because they know their 
crops will perish in the drought.   Of course as the 
saying goes “when it rains it pours” and the floods 
destroy all their crops instead…
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Literary Concepts-Like A King

Show, Don’t Tell

One thing that differentiates the good writer from the “not so good” writer is his or her ability to bring us into 
the character’s world with descriptive imagery.  It is dull to read “Ned was tired in class.”  Whereas  “Ned 
barely stumbled through the classroom door.  He slowly slid into his desk, folded his arms around his head 
and began drooling on his notebook” is much more visual.  This is visceral image we can touch, taste, smell, 
and see what you are writing about.

Now you try:

TELLING                         SHOWING

He is sick.

She is goofy.

He is confused.

She has a smart mouth.

mayhem
infringing
riveted
deter
subdue
falsifying
venue



Like A King
(Ben Harper)

Well Martin’s dream

Has become Rodney’s worst

Nightmare

Can’t walk the streets

To them we are fair game

Our lives don’t mean a thing

Like a king, like a king, like a king

Rodney King, Rodney King, Rodney King

Like a king, like a king, like a king 

How I wish you could help us Dr. King

Make sure it’s filmed

Shown on national T.V.

They’ll have no mercy

A legal lynch mob

Like the days strung up from the tree

The L.A.P.D.

Like a king, like a king, like a king 

Rodney King, Rodney King, Rodney King

Like a king, like a king, like a king

How I wish you could help us Dr. King

So if you catch yourself 

Thinking it has changed for the best

You better second guess

Cause Martin’s dream

Has become Rodney’s worst

Nightmare

Like a king, like a king, like a king

Rodney King, Rodney King, Rodney King

Like a king, like a king, like a king

How I wish you could help us Dr. King 

Discussion Questions
Can you think of any recent or historical event in the news that 
is similar to the Rodney King incident?

What does “Martin’s dream has become Rodney’s worst night-
mare” mean?

What literary concept is used when Harper compares “king” 
with the name, “King”?  Why do think this imagery is so impor-
tant?  

What message does Harper send to the listener? Do you agree 
or disagree with him? Why or why not?

Let’s say you were a juror for the Rodney King trial. Knowing 
the facts that you know, what would have been your verdict 
and why?

What is a lynch mob? From where does the term originate?

Discuss the presence and the effect of lynch mob mentality in 
the Salem witch trials, and the American Revolution.

Why do you think the people in LA, Salem, and Boston took 
justice into their own hands?

In which cases would you or would you not participate? Why or 
Why not?

How does Ben Harper show us things about Rodney King?

Extended Activities
Research and simulate an historical event where there was 
lynch mob mentality (American Revolution, riots from the 
1960’s all over the country, or the Salem witch trials).

Find a newspaper article written about a current event, particu-
larly something that evokes strong emotions. Write a poem 
using vivid imagery, the way Ben does in “Like a King.”  This is 
unlike a newspaper article where the WWWWWH’s are present-
ed in a straightforward fashion.  This is your opportunity to use 
your own words and imagery to evoke similar thoughts from 
your reader.  You can write about the Rodney King trial, Million 
Man March, or anything that has meaning to you.  Just make 
sure you  “SHOW US” us what you feel.

Relate this song to your own life. Draw a cartoon of the night-
mare and dream.

   Concurrent Reading
 - The Crucible by Arthur Miller
 - To Kill A Mockingbird by Harper Lee   
 - Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe    

 
 - Black Boy by Richard Wright
 - Native Son by Richard Wright 
 - Invisible Man by Ralph Ellison.

1. 

2.

3.

 

4.

5.

6. a.

    b.
 

    c.

    d.

7.

Like A King
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Fight For Your Mind 
(Harper/Nelson/Mobley/Charles)

If you’re gonna live
then live it up
and if you’re gonna give
then give it up
if you’re gonna walk the earth
then walk it proud
and if you’re gonna say the word
you got to say it loud

You got to fight for your mind
you got to fight for your mind
while you got the time
you got to fight for your mind

If you’re gonna build a house
make it a home
if you’re gonna pull some weight
pull your own
if you’re gonna help
reach out your hand
if you’re getting up
then take a stand

You got to fight for your mind
you got to fight for your mind
while you got the time
you got to fight for your mind

If you’re gonna step
step on in
if you’re gonna finish
you got to begin
don’t you fear
what you don’t know
just let that be
your room to grow

You got to fight for your mind
you got to fight for your mind
while you got the time
you got to fight for your mind 

Literary Concept
Literal vs. Figurative
Figurative speech is everywhere. When you say 
“break a leg,” we all know this means “good luck” 
despite its literal meaning (to actually injure your 
leg).  That’s why expressions such as this are called 
“figures of speech.”  

On the other hand, if a little kid forgets where he 
put his marbles before recess and announces,”I’ve 
lost my marbles,” most people will think he’s “gone 
crazy,”  In truth, he actually means what he has 
said literally.

Can you think of any other figures of speech?

Discussion Questions
What does “fight for your mind” mean literally and 
figuratively?

What does Harper mean when he says “live it up”

List the “figures of speech” used in the song.

What is the message of Harper’s lyrics?  

Is Harper taking a stand for something in the lyrics? 
What stand is he taking?

Write a journal entry about a time you had to take a 
stand, or a time you did not and wish you had.

Extended Activities
Develop a slogan for something you want to sell, or 
an idea you believe in.  What is your message and 
how do you aim to convince the reader?  How will 
you represent it visually?

Create a commercial or an advertisement for a prod-
uct or idea you believe is important.  Discuss your 
reason for choosing the product or idea to the class.
Why is this important to you?

Organize a photo essay of someone who has fought 
for his or her mind.  This person can be famous, 
historical, or just someone you know.  The essay 
should tell the story of what the person felt so 
strongly about and how and why he/she began 
fighting for this cause.  Was the fight successful?

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.
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Million Man March 
October 16, 1995

Since the Civil Rights Act passed in 1965, many strides have 
been made, but the struggle still remains with new issues and 
players at the forefront.  Affirmative action, public educa-
tion, disparities in death sentences, and shocking statistics 
remain the center of attention today.  In 1995, The Washing-
ton-based Sentencing Project released a statistic stating that 
1 out of 3 black men ages 20 to 29 were in jail, paroled or 
on probation.  This was a bleak pattern that needed to be 
changed.

Louis Farrakhan said during his speech at the Million Man 
March on October 16, 1995: 

    We must accept the responsibility that God has put upon    

     us, not only to be good husbands and fathers and builders 

     of our community, but God is now calling upon the despised 

     and rejected to become the cornerstone and the builders of 

     the next world.

Louis Farrakhan spoke to a crowd of a few hundred thousand 
African-American men (sources reported that the number 
ranged anywhere from 400,000 to over one million) at the 
National Mall in Washington D.C. for what he called “a holy 
day of atonement and reconciliation.” Women were excluded 
from the event. 

Although the cause of the mass gathering was worthy, a 
significant consensus of the people maintained that the goal 
was more widely accepted than its controversial leader. Many 
subscribed to the burning building metaphor:  If your building 
were burning, would you concern yourself with the pedigree 
of the firefighter? 

March on Washington
August 28, 1963

Martin Luther King Jr.’s “I Have A Dream” speech, given at the 
1963 March, is one of the most poignant and widely recog-
nized of the 20th century. In addition to King, the effort was 
spearheaded by five other black leaders: A. Philip Randolph 
who had unsuccessfully tried to convene a march on Wash-
ington in 1941, Roy Wilkins of the NAACP, Whitney Young of 
the National Urban League, James Farmer of the Congress of 
Racial Equality, and John Lewis of the Student Nonviolent 
Coordinating Committee.  250,000 people - blacks and whites, 
respectively- joined these leaders and congregated peacefully 
at the nation’s capital to demand equality for blacks and to 
urge Congress to pass pending civil rights legislation.  

Initially the idea of the march was met with hesitation, as the 
Kennedy administration did not want to alienate the south-
ern congressmen and possibly force them to vote against the 
civil rights bill.  Ironically, the Nation of Islam, whose leader 
32 years later organized a similar march, believed the march 
would be unsuccessful.  Both the American public and politi-
cians feared that the march would lead to more protests and 
violence, simliar to those in Birmingham, Alabama and Missis-
sippi. Tensions were rising; there were sit-in campaigns, 
freedom rides and desegregations around the country that 
were met with violence so the prospect of 250,000 people 
gathering at the nation’s capital was daunting.  Yet by July 
of 1963, President Kennedy had given his full endorsement of 
the march and the anxiety had subsided.  
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The pedigree of Minister Farrakhan is continually questioned.  
He joined the Nation of Islam in 1955.  He assumed leadership 
around 1977 and has been persevering to gain both respect 
and recognition for the Nation.  However, it seems he has 
only been able to attain recognition - much to many people’s 
dismay.  The march has given him momentum and strength-
ened his position as an African-American leader whether 
people, as Farrakhan has said “like it or not.”

 The root of the controversy lies in Farrakhan’s anti-Semitic, 
contentious, racially charged remarks.  President Clinton 
spoke from Texas about the march; he praised the noteworthy 
goals but rejected “one man’s message of malice and divi-
sion.”  Without naming the man, it was clear to whom he was 
referring.    

For as much recognition Farrakhan had, he was unable to 
organize the march entirely by himself.  He worked with 
Reverend Benjamin Chavis, the former executive director of 
the N.A.A.C.P.  However Chavis has also been the center of 
controversy.  The Reverend was fired from his position for 
spending $332,400 of the organization’s funds to settle a 
sexual-harassment claim.  

Yet the people came by the thousands and crammed them-
selves into a 23-block area between the US Capitol and the 
Lincoln Memorial in hope of generating self-reliance and black 
unity. Washington D.C. had to find places for 11,000 buses to 
park and sought to bring in 3,000 port-a-johns.  Police were 
stationed on every corner for 20 blocks as the Nation of Islam 
provided up to 10,000 marshals to work the inside crowd.  

Among those on the long list who spoke that day were Rev. 
Jesse Jackson, Rev. Al Sharpton, Rosa Parks, Maya Angelou, 
Chuck D., Betty Shabazz, Martin Luther King, Jr. III, Congress-
man Donald Payne, and Mayor Dennis Archer of Detroit.  Yet 
as many who spoke in favor of the march, just as many voiced 
their opinions against it. 

“It’s important we have such a march to focus 
attention on the urban crisis and move from the 
negative urban policy of chasing welfare moth-
ers, chastising their fathers and locking children 
up to some real commitment of reindustrializa-
tion of urban America.” 
Jesse Jackson 

“No march, movement or agenda that defines 
manhood in the narrowest terms and seeks to 
make women lesser partners in this quest for 
equality can be considered a positive step.”
Angela Davis, Activist, former Black Panther

“Part of the reason I’m going is to encourage 
African-American males to get away from crime, 
get a good education and be responsible for the 
children they bring into this world.”
Mayor Dennis Archer, Detroit

“To give minister Farrakhan and his organiza-
tion more prominence would be one of the worst 
things to happen to race relations.”  
Rep. Gary Franks, (R ) Connecticut

“I’m here for atonement.  I’m here to unify 
the black community, to be role models for 
our students to let them know there is hope in 
America.  We are here to inspire all people of our 
country to get an education.” 
Stephen Jones, asst. school principal from Chicago

“When the term ‘bloodsucker’ is used, under-
stand that a bloodsucker is a parasite, one who 
lives off of a host.  So, the so-called Jew who 
comes into the black community and makes 
tractor-trailer loads of money … and the black 
communities get poorer and poorer.”
Khalid Muhammed, Nation of Islam spokesman

Historical Connections - How Many Miles Must We March



 How Many Miles Must We March
(Ben Harper)

Exactly how much will have to burn
Before we will look to the past to learn
We walk along this endless path
Which has led us in a circle 
So here we are right back
We can’t let the future become our past
If we are to change the world
Won’t you tell me 
Tell me please
How many miles must we march
How many miles must we march

When I was a baby I was not prejudiced
Hey how about you
This was something 
That I learned in school
Something they taught us to do
We can’t let our future become our past
If we are to change the world
Won’t you tell me 
Tell me please
How many miles must we march
How many miles must we march

There must come a day
When a box is not somebody’s home
The unfinished work of our heroes
Must truly be our own
We can’t let the future become our past
If we are to change the world
Won’t you tell me
Tell me please
How many miles must we march
How many miles must we march
How many miles must we march
How many miles must we march
How many miles must we march
How many miles must we march

Discussion Questions
Is there a frustration felt in these lyrics? Which words 
create this tone? Cite the lines that prove the artist’s 
frustration.

Why does Ben feel that people have been “led in a 
circle”?

What does Harper mean in his refrain that “we cannot 
let our future become our past”? List examples to 
support your opinion.

What historical events does this song represent?

Harper’s line “when a box is not somebody’s home” 
can be interpreted in a variety of ways.  What do 
think Harper means, literally and figuratively, by this 
phrase?

“When I was a baby I was not prejudiced. How about 
you?”

Have you ever heard of the phrase, “nature vs. 
nurture”? For many years scholars have tried to 
measure the traits we are born with (nature)
versus those we learn or acquire (nurture).  The above 
line from Ben’s song suggests that we learn to be prej-
udiced. Do you agree?  Why or why not? Do you think 
that once you learn something, you can ‘unlearn’ it?  
HOW?

Can you think of some traits that you may be born 
with and others that you acquire from your environ-
ment?  What about your personality?  Did you get 
that temper from your mother?  Is a sense of humor 
something you can acquire?  What about intelligence? 
Do you agree that there are different types of intel-
ligence? Give examples and discuss whether they are 
natural or learned.

Vocabulary
alienate
anti-Semitic
atonement
bleak
chastising
contentious
daunting
desegregations
disparities

1. 

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

How Many Miles Must We March

How Many Miles Must We March
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freedom rides
malice
N.A.A.C.P.
pedigree
pending
poignant
prejudice
prominence
sit-in campaigns

spearheaded
subsided



Excuse Me Mr.
(Harper/Plunier)

Excuse me Mr. 
do you have the time
or are you so important 
that it stands still for you

Excuse me Mr. 
lend me your ear
or are you not only blind 
but do you not hear

Excuse me Mr. 
isn’t that your oil in the sea
and the pollution in the air Mr. 
whose could that be

Excuse me Mr. 
but I’m a mister too 
and you’re givin’ Mr. a bad 
name
Mr. like you

So I’m taking the Mr.
from out in front of your name
cause it’s a Mr. like you 
that puts the rest of us to 
shame
it’s a Mr. like you
that puts the rest of us to 
shame

And I’ve seen enough to know
that I’ve seen too much

Excuse me Mr.
can’t you see the children 
dying
you say that you can’t help 
them
Mr. you’re not even trying

Excuse me Mr. 
take a look around
Mr. just look up
and you will see 
it’s comin’ down

Discussion Questions
What is the connotation of the term “mister”?  When 
do you use it and why?

How does the tone and word choice assert Ben’s opin-
ion of the “mister” in this song?

Can you relate an incident in your life when you 
respected someone who turned out to be different 
than you had originally thought -- to your disappoint-
ment?  Relate the incident to the song.

Is the narrator on the same socio-economic level as 
the “mister” mentioned in the lyrics? Why or why not?  
Use supporting evidence from the lyrics.

What is the difference between propaganda and an 
education campaign for a specific cause?  Who typi-
cally uses propaganda?  Give an example from history 
and present times.

Extended Activities
Write an argumentative paper or persuasive essay on 
an issue that you feel strongly about.
Choose an historical figure who fought for an ideal.  

Write a letter to a Congressman or Senator about a 
political issue you think needs to be resolved.

Create a documentary film about a local problem.  Try 
to interview members of your local government.

Research the historical and present meaning of the 
terms: Mr., Mrs., Miss, Ms.

  1. 

  2.

  3.

  4.

  5.

Excuse me Mr.
but I’m a mister too
and you’re givin’ Mr. a bad name
Mr. like you

So I’m taking the Mr.
from out in front of your name
cause it’s a Mr. like you 
that puts the rest of us to shame
it’s a Mr. like you
that puts the rest of us to shame
And I’ve seen enough to know
that I’ve seen too much

So Mr. when you’re rattling
on heaven’s gate
let me tell you Mr.
by then it is too late

Cause Mr. when you get there
they don’t ask how much you 
saved
all they’ll want to know, Mr.
Is what you gave

Excuse me Mr.
but I’m a mister too
and you’re givin’ Mr. a bad name
Mr. like you

So I’m taking the Mr.
from out in front of your name
cause it’s a Mr. like you 
that puts the rest of us to shame
it’s a Mr. like you
that puts the rest of us to shame 

1. 

  
2.

  
3.

4.

Excuse Me Mr.

Excuse Me Mr.
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Glory & Consequence
(Ben Harper)

I’m more afraid of living

than I am scared to die

I’m more afraid of falling

than I am of flying high

Every moral has a story

every story has an end

every battle has its glory

and its consequence

I’m more afraid of loving

than I am of being scorned
but I will keep on trying

though I have been forewarned

Every moral has a story

every story has an end

every battle has its glory

and its consequence

I would rather me be lonely

and you have someone to hold

I’m not as scared of dying

as I am of growing old.

Every moral has a story

every story has an end

every battle has its glory

and its consequence

Discussion Questions
What are morals? How do they differ from ethics?

Discuss foreshadowing. How is it used in literature?

What reasons would cause someone to say they are 
more “afraid of living than they are of dying”?  
What other quotes support this point of view?

“I am more afraid of falling than flying high.” What 
reasons might people have for a fear of reaching a 
high level in their careers or lives?

Does every story have an ending?  What kind of 
stories have endings?  Why might Harper think this?  
Support your answer using the lyrics.

Extended Activities
Find and research a character, literary or histori-
cal, that gained glory at some consequence.  Create a 
poster/fast track of that character’s life and display 
them around the classroom.

“Every moral has a story, Every story has an end, 
Every battle has its glory, And its consequence.”

Using a moral of a story you already know, create a 
modern short children’s story.  It should contain a 
battle for glory (figuratively speaking), and the result-
ing consequences and successes.  You could start 
by brainstorming ideas about morals that usually 
come from clichés:  i.e. Don’t put all of your eggs in 
one basket; Look before you leap, etc.  But remem-
ber to put a modern and creative spin on it.  You can 
publish the class’ works in one volume of children’s 
stories.

Vocabulary
consequence
ethics
forewarned
flying high

1. 

2.

3.

4.

5.

   Concurrent Reading
 - Catcher In the Rye by J.D. Salinger
 - Black Boy by Richard Wright   
 - Fairy Tales such as Snow White

Glory & Consequence

Glory & Consequence
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glory
moral
scorned



A strong influence for Ben Harper is the poetry of Maya 
Angelou. On his first album, “Welcome to the Cruel World,” he  
set her famous poem “And Still I Rise” to music.

Maya Angelou is a poet, author, playwright, histo-
rian,   producer, director and civil rights activist.  She has 
received many accolades  from critics; most notably she has 
been nominated for both The National Book Award and 
The Pulitzer Prize. 

Maya Angelou was born Marguerite Johnson on April 4, 1928 
in St. Louis, Missouri.  She received the name Maya Angelou 
after her debut performance as a cabaret dancer at the Purple 
Onion in her early twenties.  

Angelou endured a turbulent childhood. Her parents divorced 
when she was three years old, and she and her brother were 
sent to live with their grandmother in rural Stamps, Arkansas 
where they remained for five years.  They were sent back to 
live with her mother in St. Louis, where she was sexually 
abused by her mother’s boyfriend, the trauma causing her to 
be mute for almost five years. She was tossed back and forth 
for years between her mother and grandmother’s homes and 
by the tender age of sixteen, she was pregnant with her son, 
Guy.  

Her output in the arts has been prodigious.  Her first novel, 
I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, published in 1969, recounts 
the hardships Angelou suffered and the strength and courage 
she gained as a youth. It was later adapted for a two hour 
CBS special.  She has published ten best-selling books.  She 
produced and wrote the critically acclaimed PBS documentary, 
Afro-Americans in the Arts, for which she won the Golden 
Eagle Award.  She was also nominated for an Emmy for her 
work in Roots.  Angelou is on the board of the American Film 
Institute and a member of the Director’s Guild.  

Angelou’s political involvement has been equally extensive.   
She has been an avid civil-rights activist and by the recom-
mendation of Martin Luther King, Jr., she became the northern 
coordinator for the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
in 1973.  In 1975 she won the Ladies Home Journal Woman 
of the Year Award in communications.  She was appointed by 
Jimmy Carter to the National Commission on the Observance 
of International Woman’s Year and by President Gerald Ford 

to the American Revolutionary Bicentennial Advisory Council.  
She read her poem, “On the Pulse of Morning,” at the inau-
guration of President Clinton in 1993.  On October 16, 1995, 
she also read her poem, “And Still I Rise,” at the Million Man 
March, which was later adapted into a song by Ben Harper 
which he named, “I’ll Rise.”

Maya Angelou is currently the Z. Smith Reynolds Professor of 
American Studies at Wake Forest University in Winston Salem, 
North Carolina.  
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Vocabulary
accolade
avid
bicentennial
cabaret
Golden Eagle Award
inauguration
National Book Award
prodigious
Pulitzer Prize
turbulent



The following are the list of sample answers from a student at Huron 
High School in Ann Arbor, MI.  Greg Brown is a music fanatic, an 
aspiring writer and musician.  Mr. Brown’s answers are unique, as all 
your student’s answers will be, so we suggest you use these as guide-
lines.  The editors at Mindblue tried to keep most of his responses in 
their original form.

Steal My Kisses - Answers to questions on page 4 

1. Unrequited love occurs when one person loves another and he/she 
doesn’t love that person back – like the woman in this song who keeps her 
distance from the narrator.

2. Other famous stories of unrequited love: A Tale of Two Cities, The Great 
Gatsby.

3. Ben uses exposition in the first verse to set the stage for the rest of the 
song. He tells us where the story takes place (Nashville, TN) and who is in 
the story (the narrator and the woman).  He explains that the woman will 
drive up to Carolina and he intends to follow her, because she won’t come 
around to see him. This explains some of the ‘Why?’  He is intoxicated by 
her, but she can clearly do without him.  

4. Ben writes that the warm southern rain falling on her simple country 
dress is “like heaven to me I confess.”  Thus he creates a simile – the 
picture of her in her dress and in the rain is as close as the narrator thinks 
he might get to heaven.

Like A King - Answers to questions on page 8

1.  Prior to WWII, Jews were made the scapegoat in Germany and fell victim 
to drastic racial profiling.  All through the war Jews suffered extreme abuse 
under the authorities and imposed by their own government. 

2.  “Martin’s dream has become Rodney’s worst nightmare” refers to Martin 
Luther King Jr. and his “dream” of peace and equality among all people.  
Martin’s “dream” seemed unattainable and the reality of racial inequality 
became a nightmare for Rodney.  Despite Rodney King’s wrongful actions, 
racism he experienced almost took his life.

3. The King/king comparison is a double-entendre.  There are two, maybe 
three possible interpretations of “king”: Rodney King, Martin Luther King or 
a royal king. 

4. Harper tried to show the injustices that remain in society.  Ironically, the 
legal system, one part of society that should be untainted, can be unjust.  
That being said, I do agree with Harper.  There was strong evidence against 
the cops, yet they were found not guilty. Although King was not obeying 
the law his beating was an outcome of the situation that would never have 
happened if our society was fair to all people.

5.  If I were a juror, I would have delivered a guilty verdict in both the 
criminal and civil trials.  Rodney was unarmed and not dangerous, yet sever-
al policemen used force so powerful that it could have killed him.  From the 
footage of the beating we saw during the opening credits of Spike Lee’s film 
Malcom X, King never fought back nor did anything that should have jeop-
ardized his life, yet the LAPD officers continually beat him.

6a. A lynch mob is a group of people who rally to kill or cause physical 
harm.  Lynch mobs were highly prevalent in the south during slavery and 
the Jim Crow era. 

6b. Lynch mobs were a way of rounding up support for a particular issue 
and then getting rid of the “problem” by killing people of opposite views or 
people who were deemed inferior.

6c. The people of LA, Salem, and Boston took issues into their own hands 
because they felt that the system wasn’t doing a good job.  They felt so 
strongly about a cause that they saw no option besides killing the opposi-
tion or those who were different.  The people responsible for the mobs felt 
threatened by competition from minority groups struggling to gain power 
and a place alongside them in society.  In Salem, the rising minority was 
women rather than African-Americans. 

6d. I would never participate in a lynch mob.  Violence is never an answer 
to a problem. That makes no sense to me whatsoever.

7.  Ben is able to draw a correlation between the issues of the Rodney 
King trial and the civil rights movement because he uses vivid details to 
talk about the occurrence.  “Make sure it’s filmed,” “Shown on national TV,” 
“They’ll have no mercy.”  The brutal beating was taped and broadcast all 
over the country and brought civil rights to the consciousness of the Ameri-
can public again.

Fight For Your Mind - Answers to Questions on Page 9

1.  Figuratively, “Fight For Your Mind” means do what’s in your power to 
remain an individual.  You should value your originality and should never 
conform to others’ ideas for the sake of conformity.  Instead, you should 
form your own ideas and expand on them as you learn and grow.
Literally: In this sense, “Fight for your mind” may mean to protect your 
actual mind or brain from danger or any other unusual circumstance that 
would put you in danger.  In the context of the song it seems the figurative 
use of it makes more sense.  

2.  “Live it up” means live life to the fullest and take advantage of every 
opportunity that comes your way.  That’s why Harper says “If you’re gonna 
live, then live it up.”  It’s not very fulfilling to be a human being and not 
take advantage of what each day offers. 

3.  Figures of Speech are words that are not understood literally.  Here is a 
list of figurative phrases from the song. 
Give it up 
Walk the earth
Say It loud
Fight for your mind
Pull some weight
Take a stand
Room to grow

4.  Harper’s message, plainly put, is live life to the fullest.  In order to 
grow as a person, in any aspect of your life, you’re going to need to expe-
rience new things-- good, bad, happy, sad, painful, and fulfilling.  You 
shouldn’t go into endeavors half-heartedly. There’s nothing to gain that 
way.  Instead, take full advantage of what comes your way so you can help 
yourself grow and become smarter.

5.  I think Harper is taking a stand for individuality and personal growth, 
two essential parts of living.  Individuality is what makes human interac-
tion so beautiful. Meeting new people, hearing new ideas, and questioning 
things will all help you grow as a person.

6.  So far in my life I’ve never been made to “Fight For My Mind.” As close 
as I’ve come is standing up for answers on a test and getting an extra point 
from the teacher.  I’ve not yet come to a critical point in my life where I’ve 
really had to stand up for my beliefs and thoughts.  My mom on the other 
hand, lived a different story. 

She grew up in a very strict household with three other siblings.  
They were all pushed very hard academically and were often punished for 
not being “perfect.”  I love my grandparents, but they were a little harsh.  
They’d go over vocabulary words on a chalkboard during dinner.  My grand-
parents also happened to be very religious, so my mom went to Catholic 
high school at a time when teachers were allowed to use yardsticks for full 
effect.  My mom (as well as my Aunt and Uncles) felt they were getting 
Catholicism crammed down their throats. 

By the time she left home for college, my mom was more than 
ready to find something different. Long story short, she became a Buddhist.  
It wasn’t an act of pure rebellion; she just found something new that total-
ly appealed to her and seemed somehow better than what she was doing.  
She started going to meditation, prayer, and teachings, and her mother 
wouldn’t stand for it.  She actually went down to the Buddhist Institute 
where my Mom was staying and dragged her home.  My grandma wasn’t (and 
unfortunately still isn’t) open to different ideas.  The thought of her daugh-
ter changing and converting to a strange, foreign religion was not appeal-
ing, and boy did she let my mom hear about it. 
       My mom has a very strong will, and when she wants something, 
she’ll get it.  She defied her parents, and continued to pursue her Buddhist 
beliefs.  She fought for her mind and stood up for what she believed in.  My 
grandma still goes to her Catholic church every morning, sometimes twice a 
day.  In fact, She’s friends with all the priests.  My mom continued to prac-
tice her Buddhism until she died of cancer.

I have benefited, because my mom fought for what she wanted.  
She showed me a religion that I would certainly know nothing about had 
she not stood up for what she believed in.  She also passed on the notion 
that if you want something or believe in something, you shouldn’t let 
anything stop you. 
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Answer Key - Page 2
How Many Miles Must We March -
Possible Answers to Questions on Page 12

1.  Yes, there is clear frustration from Harper in these lyrics. He opens the 
song with, “Exactly how much will have to burn before we will look to the 
past to learn?”  African-Americans are still suffering from the effects of 
racism and prejudice.  

2.  Harper believes we’ve been led in a circle because, regardless of what 
our politicians say or “try” to do, there are still many problems that 
haven’t been fixed by the Civil Rights Movement.  For example, consider the 
percentage of African-Americans sentenced to the death penalty versus the 
percentage of white criminals.

3.  Harper clearly feels that we should learn from our mistakes.  More 
specifically, he says that the crimes committed in the past against African-
Americans should be left in the past and not be carried into the future.

4.  This song represents the great marches and rallies that have taken place 
over the past several decades, including the March on Washington in 1963 
and the Million Man March in 1995.

5.  “When a box is not somebody’s home,” could have many different mean-
ings. First: Through society’s institutionalized racism and prejudices, in 
many cases, African-Americans aren’t given the same economic and educa-
tional opportunities as whites.  Consequently, many African-American fami-
lies live in urban ghettos, often times with sufficient space for a family.   
Second: You could also interpret the box as referring to a homeless person’s 
home - this highlights the fact that the American Dream is not an opportu-
nity for everyone.  
Third: You could even interpret the box as a coffin. For the past couple 
hundred years, black people have been unjustly killed due to their skin 
color.  Harper could be saying, “there has to come a time when malicious, 
racist killings stop.”  
Fourth: This could apply to people’s inability to think outside the box and 
make changes in our society.

6.  A baby is born innocent and free from society’s messages, so it seems 
clear that prejudice is learned.  I don’t think it’s possible to completely 
“unlearn” something.  If you’re aware of a personal problem, like a preju-
dice, and you realize it’s wrong, you can work to change that issue.  If 
you truly realize what’s right and wrong, you can act differently and think 
differently in order to help yourself and the people around you.  You prob-
ably can’t get rid of all of what you learned, but there are ways of holding 
yourself up around it, so that the way you live your life can be improved.

7.  For me, I truly believe I was born with a sense of humor.  I didn’t really 
cry when I first came out of my mother’s womb; instead, I laughed.  The 
nurses put a clown hat on me because I was laughing so much.  That’s a 
trait that appears to have been with me from the very start.  There are 
many traits that can be learned and developed as life goes on. In terms 
of intelligence, I think a thirst for knowledge and understanding can be 
acquired.  I was not always someone who had a passion to expand my mind 
and learn.  But with time I’ve become older and more mature, and I’m over-
come with a genuine love for learning and understanding.

Answers to Excuse Me Mr. - Possible Answers to Questions on Page 13

1. The title “Mr.” connotes authority, someone that has more power and 
is looked up to. I use “Mr.” when talking to someone I have respect for, 
or someone older.  Most often I use it for teachers and adults, but should 
“older” always garner respect?  

2.  The “Mr.” in Harper’s song is abusing his power and having a detrimen-
tal effect on our world. He uses sarcasm (“Oh, excuse me Mr. do you have 
the time?”) to let us know he’s not happy with “Mr.”  The tone of the song 
is one of disappointment from the travesties that this person has caused.  
Perhaps in this song, the title represents a larger whole, such as our 
government or the collective running it. 

3.  I’ve had incidents involving friends where my first impression and 
respect towards a person ended up being wrong.  In one case, I thought 
my new friend was completely compatible with me.  I told her many things 
that I’d never told anyone before, because I trusted her and genuinely 
thought she cared.  After a while, with the help of other friends who had 
similar bonds with her, I realized that often times her intentions were not 
in the right place.  Consequently, I don’t hold her in such a high regard as 
I did before. 

4.  The narrator seems to be below “Mr.” on the socio-economic ladder.  
“Mr.” has power, and could use it in a beneficial way, to help progression 
and the betterment of mankind.  “Mr.” seems like he could directly affect 
the narrator by his actions and values, but those roles can’t be reversed.  I 
don’t see the narrator having an affect on “Mr.” because “Mr.” is too power-
ful and too far above the narrator’s level.

5.  Propaganda is persuasion by exaggerating or stretching the truth.  For 
example, some American World War II propaganda stated that throwing 
away excess food supported Communism.  That is a complete stretch of the 
truth, but I’m sure some people at least partly believed that. Governments 
use propaganda in order to heavily influence the nation into thinking a 
particular way and gain support.  On the other hand, education campaigns 
give you all of the facts and details and let you decide what’s right and 
wrong.

Glory and Consequence - Possible answers to Questions on Page 14

1.  Morals are your view on what a right behavior is and what a wrong 
behavior is.  Ethics are similar in many ways, but ethics are a system of 
moral values or principles, a philosophy.  

2. Foreshadowing is a technique used to hint at things to come in a story.  
Writers often make use of foreshadowing to get their readers more engaged 
and keep them reading. 

3. Those who are more afraid of living than they are of dying may feel that 
the sometimes tragic and painful events we go through in life are too much 
to handle, that better times might never come, and that death is an easy 
way out.

4.  “I will keep on trying, thought I have been forewarned,” supports that 
view.  The narrator knows and has been told that life will have its tribula-
tions and tough periods but is expected to “keep on trying” because that’s 
what everybody else does.

5. The narrator feels that experiencing less pain and disappointment by 
standing back from the action will be better than putting yourself on the 
line. In truth, the only way to better yourself is to try hard and not look 
back.  The rewards are much greater, and if you somehow fail, you’re already 
stronger and more experienced for next time.

6.  I think that there are many small stories, or sagas in our lives that 
come to end.  Ultimately, there is only one ending and that is death 
(unless you’re a firm believer in reincarnation like I am, then your life really 
hasn’t ended).  But as for the small stories, there are small resolutions and 
endings to go along with them such as a fight with a friend, or a struggle 
to obtain a good grade in Spanish class.  Harper thinks this too, by saying 
“every moral has a story, every story has an end.”  Life is a constant cycle 
of small stories.
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