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Abstract Protest music has long been recognized as a vehicle for societal critique and
mobilization. Protest songs often function to inspire emotional responses, foster
group solidarity, and convey political or social grievances. Protest music serves
as a means of articulating dissent, acting as a bridge between personal grievances
and collective societal issues. The elements of protest songs include direct
messages, repetition, and emotional appeals that resonate with listeners and
promote solidarity among those affected by the addressed injustices. Semiotics,
as a framework for understanding signs, symbols, and their meanings, is relevant
in examining protest music. Applied to music, the lyrics and visuals act as signs
that communicate broader sociopolitical messages. Protest signs, as a concept,
are not limited to physical demonstrations but extend to symbolic acts and media
representations. Jackson’s work, particularly in this song, uses symbolic signs to
critique systemic oppression and foster awareness
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1. INTRODUCTION

Music has long served as a powerful medium for social commentary, with its
ability to transcend barriers of language, culture, and geography. In particular, protest
music has emerged as a critical cultural force, capable of uniting voices, challenging
authority, and giving expression to the grievances of marginalized communities.
Michael Jackson's "They Don’t Care About Us" exemplifies this tradition, blending
compelling lyrics and visuals to highlight systemic injustice, racism, and
inequality(Denisoff,1972).

The song’s release in 1995 marked a period of heightened social and political
awareness, with global movements addressing civil rights, police brutality, and
economic disparity. Its controversial lyrics and evocative music videos sparked
international debate, underscoring the power of art to confront uncomfortable truths.
Jackson, known for his commitment to humanitarian causes, used this song to provoke
discourse on social neglect and oppression (Jamison, A.1998)..

Protest signs, as conceptualized in this study, go beyond physical placards to
include symbolic and semiotic representations embedded within artistic expressions
like music. "They Don’t Care About Us" operates as a sonic protest sign, mobilizing
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linguistic and visual elements to amplify its critique of systemic oppression. The
recurring refrain, "They don’t really care about us," serves as a rallying cry for those
who feel unheard and neglected by institutions of power (Garofalo, R,1997).

This research investigates how the protest signs in "They Don’t Care About Us"
articulate themes of resilience and resistance. By analyzing the song’s lyrics and
accompanying visuals, this study aims to explore how Jackson’s work serves as both
an artistic expression and a sociopolitical statement, resonating with audiences across
time and cultural contexts.

2. METHODS

This study employs qualitative content analysis to examine the lyrics and visuals
of “They Don’t Care About Us.” The primary data sources include the song’s official
lyrics and its two music videos: the Brazilian version and the prison version.
Secondary data includes scholarly articles, reviews, and interviews with Michael
Jackson and Spike Lee (Jackson,1995). The analysis focuses on identifying recurring
themes, symbols, and messages that serve as protest signs.Data were analyzed through
thematic coding, with particular attention to references to systemic injustice,
inequality, and calls for resistance. Contextual analysis was also employed to situate
the song within its historical and cultural framework (Lee,1996).

3. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The analysis reveals that “They Don’t Care About Us” employs various protest
signs to critique systemic oppression. Key findings include:

Lyrical Protest Signs

The lyrics of the song highlight the pervasive feelings of marginalization and
systemic injustice. The opening line, “Skin head, dead head, everybody gone bad,”
sets a tone of chaos and societal failure, referencing discrimination and violence.
The phrases “Beat me, hate me, you can never break me” and “I'm tired of being
the victim of shame” convey personal resilience in the face of systemic oppression.

The line “Jew me, sue me, everybody do me,” while controversial, underscores
the scapegoating and stereotyping faced by marginalized groups. Jackson’s
repetition of “They don’t really care about us” acts as a refrain that amplifies the
collective sentiment of neglect and disenfranchisement.
Visual Protest Signs

The Brazilian version of the music video, filmed in the favelas of Rio de
Janeiro, juxtaposes vibrant cultural expressions with the harsh realities of poverty
and systemic neglect. The imagery of drummers and dancers in the streets
symbolizes resilience and community strength amid adversity.

The prison version, in contrast, offers a stark portrayal of systemic oppression.
It features scenes of incarceration, police brutality, and historical footage of civil
rights abuses. These visuals reinforce the song’s critique of institutionalized racism
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and the criminal justice system’s inequities.
Themes and Symbols

The song’s lyrics and visuals intertwine themes of injustice, resilience, and
resistance. For example, the lyric “If Roosevelt was living, he wouldn't let this be”
invokes historical leadership as a benchmark for accountability, emphasizing the
current failure to uphold justice (Pareles, 1995).

The combination of modern and historical references bridges past and present
struggles, highlighting the continuity of oppression and the need for ongoing
resistance. The imagery of fists raised in defiance and communities rallying
together underscores collective action as a powerful tool for change (Roberts,2005).

CONCLUSION

“They Don’t Care About Us” remains a poignant example of protest music, using

both lyrical and visual elements to critique systemic injustice. Its themes of inequality
and resistance resonate across cultural and historical boundaries, making it a timeless
call to action. Future research could explore audience interpretations of the song and

its impact on social movements. Additionally, comparative studies with other protest
songs could further elucidate the role of music in societal change. By continuing to
analyze works like this, scholars and activists can better understand how art influences
and reflects the fight for justice.
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