
Bob Dylan - The Times They Are 
A Changing 

Background: 

"The Times They Are a-Changin'" is a song written by Bob Dylan and released as the title 
track of his 1964 album of the same name. Dylan wrote the song as a deliberate attempt 
to create an anthem of change for the time, influenced by Irish and Scottish ballads.


A brief history of the Civil Rights Movement: 

1863 – President Lincoln freed slaves in Confederate states.


1868 – All African American people were guaranteed the rights of full citizens.


1870 – Rights to vote were granted for all male citizens regardless  
of race. These rights were not fulfilled in southern states.


1890s – Jim Crow laws were common in southern states, segregating black people from 
white people in places such as schools, public buildings and buses.


(Jim Crow was not a person, but a caricature of a black slave played by an actor. ‘Jim 
Crow’ became a derogatory term for black people.)


1955 – The Montgomery Bus Boycott began after Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat 
for a white man. The boycott by black people lasted a year.


1957 – Schools were desegregated. There were still some people who did not agree with 
this.


1963 – Over 200,000 people marched on Washington to protest for their civil rights. 
Martin Luther King Jr. made his famous ‘I Have a Dream’ speech.


1965 – Marchers in Selma, Alabama were met with police brutality and tear gas as they 
marched peacefully for their right to vote. 


The Civil Rights Act of 1964, which ended segregation in public places and banned 
employment discrimination on the basis of race, color, religion, sex or national origin, is 
considered one of the crowning legislative 
achievements of the civil rights movement.


Here is a link to a Youtube video that explains the 
Civil Rights Movement for children:


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WKEGou1zPII


Lyrics 

Come gather 'round, people


Wherever you roam


And admit that the waters


Around you have grown


And accept it that soon


You'll be drenched to the bone


If your time to you is worth savin'


And you better start swimmin'


Or you'll sink like a stone


For the times they are a-changin’


Come writers and critics


Who prophesize with your pen


And keep your eyes wide


The chance won't come again


And don't speak too soon


For the wheel's still in spin


And there's no tellin' who


That it's namin'


For the loser now


Will be later to win


For the times they are a-changin’


Come senators, congressmen


Please heed the call


Don't stand in the doorway


Don't block up the hall


For he that gets hurt


Will be he who has stalled


The battle outside ragin'


Will soon shake your windows


And rattle your walls


Come mothers and fathers


Throughout the land


And don't criticize


What you can't understand


Your sons and your daughters


Are beyond your command


Your old road is


Rapidly agin'.


Please get out of the new one


If you can't lend your hand


For the times they are a-changin’.


The line it is drawn


The curse it is cast


The slow one now


Will later be fast


As the present now


Will later be past


The order is


Rapidly fadin'.


And the first one now


Will later be last


For the times they are a-changin'. 



Here is a link to the video of the song: 


Questions to consider: 

How does the first line of the song create a sense that this song is important? It is 
something you would say when you are making an important announcement.


Who is he speaking to in this song? Everyone


How do you know? He says wherever you roam


He uses water as a metaphor. What do you think it is a metaphor for? It is a metaphor 
of society.


 
Why use water as a metaphor for society? Allusion to the biblical flood, water is also 
something that changing shape and fills up from the bottom.


What tells you that Bob things this change is a good thing? He uses the word grown 
to show that society has changed in more better more positive way.


On a scale of 1-5, how effective is the word drenched to show how big this change 
is?  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=90WD_ats6eE


What else shows you that this change is serious and bigger than ever before? You’ll 
be drenched to the bone, so this shows it is a deep rooted problem that is being solved.


Is time worth saving to you? 

How can you save time?  

Why does he mean by swimming? As the times continue to change, those who are 
willing to accept this rapidly aging world will find themselves alive and well.


What will happen if you don’t adapt to this changing society? Those who fight against 
it will end up extremely unhappy, or dead.


Of all the objects that sink, why does Bob choose a stone? Stones, unlike humans, 
have a hard time floating in water. Stones are also not so fond of movement, therefore 
sinking becomes the more favorable option.


What does the word Prophesise mean? To say that something will happen in the future.


What is Bob wanting writers and critics to do? He wants them to pay attention to the 
change and write, speak and spread the word so as many people can hear and see the 
change happening.


What is the wheel Bob sings of? The wheels of change or the wheel of fortune (fate)


Does he expect this change to happen straight away? No, he asks them to not speak 
too soon as it will take time.


Who does he think is the loser? He could be talking about people who have been 
oppressed or he could be talking about people who are reluctant to accept and adapt to 
these changes as they are missing out on connecting with others.


If they are a loser now, how can they win? If he is talking about oppressed people, the 
change will make them win as they will feel equal. If it is people who are reluctant to 
change, they will win eventually because an equal society is better to live in.


Who are senators and congressmen? They are the people in power in America




What does the word ‘heed’ mean? It means pay attention.


What is the call? The call for change


What does he want these people to do? He wants them to stop creating blockages and 
stumbling blocks to a change everyone wants. The fact he uses a doorway metaphor is 
directly linked to the June 11, 1963 “Stand in the Schoolhouse door” event in which 
Alabama Gov. George Wallace stood at the door of Foster Auditorium at the University of 
Alabama in a symbolic attempt to block two black students, Vivian Malone and James 
Hood, from enrolling at the school.


What does it mean to stall? In a car it means to stop running, typically because of an 
overload on the engine.


What does he mean by this line? If you don’t change, you’ll be the one getting hurt.


What is the battle outside? These are all marches that were happening in America at the 
time.


How will it be rattling windows and walls? While most people will have just watched 
these events taking place, it is soon going to be happening in their homes, streets and 
communities so you better prepare for it.


The start of each verse addresses a different group of people. What do these groups 
of people have in common? They are all older members of society.


Why does he address these people? They are the ones in power but also the ones most 
reluctant to change.


Who is bringing the change? Young people


What does Bob want parents to do? He doesn’t want them to judge or criticise their 
children.


Why don’t parents understand? Social justice campaigns, such as the Civil Rights 
movement, often bemuse older people who have come to accept the status quo. 



They attack the progressives, because they don’t understand why they’re campaigning 
and risking their lives.


What is the road a symbol of? The road often symbolises your journey in life.


What is he saying about this old road? It is aging and dying out.


Is this gaining happening quickly or slowly? Quickly


How do you know? He uses the word rapidly.


What is the new road being built? A road of equality where there is no segregation and 
institutional racism.


What does he expect parents to do with this new road? Either help build it or get out 
of the way.


In what ways does Bob treat this group of people differently from the others? Its 
decidedly less aggressive tone. While Dylan makes foresees failure and hurt to politicians 
and critics, his message to parents is a lot more caring – he simply warns them that their 
children are grown and will asks that they not criticizes them, interestingly even inviting 
the parents to join if they are so included.


What evidence in the text demonstrates this? He uses the word please instead of just 
telling them like he does in the earlier verses.


The line is it drawn is a reference to what? We normally say let’s draw a line under it 
meaning to end something. This is ended the inequality in America.


What curse has been cast? Inequality has been thrown away.


What does he think of the present? It is an important time and it will soon be the past 
so what do you want people to remember this time as.


What is the order he speaks of? The old society where black people were treated as 
second class citizens.




Who is the first one now? The people in charge who have been reluctant to change? 


Why will they be last? They won’t be voted back in power or won’t be remembered 
favourably in the future.


This song was played when Barack Obama became president in 2008. Why do you 
think this song was chosen?  


