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Prologue: Part I - Are You Sure You Want to Do This?
Mike Olszewski


  
  Anniversaries are often a time to reflect, usually about the importance and lasting impact of the event that’s being marked. It was the tragic events of May 4, 1970 that eventually led to the project you hold in your hands. It all started with one of the classes I was teaching at Kent State University. The course was titled “Making Sense of the Sixties” and it focused on the social, political and cultural changes of that infamous decade. It was particularly significant for KSU because there had been a long-standing debate as to when the Sixties era and its changes and attitudes actually began. You’ll see what I mean as you read on.

  Some say it started with the growing youth movement and the election of John F. Kennedy, or even his assassination.  You could make an argument that the space race or the Cold War kicked the decade into high gear, especially after the U.S. went nose to nose with the Soviet Union over the Cuban Missile Crisis. Was it the fight for civil rights? That battle had been going on for some time before, but TV coverage…still new in many homes…gave it a new sense of urgency. Television played a pivotal role in that decade with some even suggesting that the Beatles debut on the Ed Sullivan Show in February 1964 sparked the artistic upheaval that gave new focus to the driving force of popular culture. There was violence in the streets, too, much of it focused on ending the war in Viet Nam.

  The course was taught at Kent’s Franklin Hall, and I pointed out that while no one seemed to be able to pinpoint an exact date for the birth of the Sixties era, many agreed that it likely ended just a short walk away in a hail of gunfire on that horrible day on May 4th just outside Taylor Hall on the Commons as students confronted the Ohio National Guard. That was particularly shocking to students attending from out of state, many who knew little about that dark era. There was one student who seemed to offer a lot of insight along with her questions, often leading class discussions about events and issues that obviously happened long before she was born. That student was Breanna Mona, and those spirited exchanges led to further questions about that era, especially music.

  Bre can seem a bit deceptive but in the most positive way. How could a person of her generation have such an intuitive understanding of the cultural impact of the eras of “music with a message,” especially so-called protest music? It doesn’t take long before you realize that her perception and comprehension is far beyond that of most millennials, and it’s not just what she knows but that she seems to always want to know more. I mentioned the depth of her awareness to my wife, Janice, and after she met Bre she summed her up in three words. “You were right!”    I should also point out that over the past few years Bre has proven to be one of the rising stars of entertainment journalism in both local and national publications and is happy to discuss, debate and defend her positions.

  The work she presented in defense for her master’s degree was immediately recognized as one of the most important such projects ever presented at Kent’s School of Journalism and Mass Communication and won applause and much encouragement from the committee members. It was based on Rolling Stone magazine’s assessment that Crosby Stills Nash and Young’s “Ohio” was the most important protest song ever produced, being issued just days after the May 4th demonstration. Bre wanted to know more about the evolution of protest music since that time and, using her contacts from her reporting career, she was able to track down some very prominent names to comment on that topic. Keep in mind this was unheard of for a student project and the vast majority of those she contacted were very eager to offer their opinions including some who were notorious for not doing interviews. Many noted the importance of her research, and several took steps to make personal inquiries securing additional interviews. The power of networking!

  Along with music she noted that comedians were starting to get a firm foothold in social commentary at the time of “Ohio” and Bre included many of their thoughts as well. I should point out that I was very honored, as were Stephanie Smith and Jacquie Marino, to be part of Bre’s masters committee, and was happy to offer opinions and direction wherever I could. Maybe I should also mention that before I started a teaching career, I spent many years in radio and saw many of the artists she wrote about when they were first starting out. Plus, Janice and I have also issued a series of books about media history and pop culture and I was more than willing to give advice when Bre announced she wanted to compile her research into a book based on her project.  It was at one of those planning sessions that she mentioned something I neither anticipated nor really knew how to answer.

  We all met for a breakfast meeting on a Sunday morning at one of those places in Kent that gets really crowded after the churches let out. As usual, Bre had her notepad with a long list of questions with that one that I didn’t expect. “You’re really giving me a lot of information here. How about if we both collaborate on this book?”

  She had put her heart and soul into this project and my first reaction was no. Bre had a firm direction in mind, plenty of interviews still to be transcribed and was very well equipped to offer thoughtful analysis. Knowing this would likely be the first of several, I thought her first book should carry her name alone. Bre countered that her vision for the book was a comparison of people from two generations, one from the era when “Ohio” was introduced and another looking at it from her historic perspective. I was still hesitant, Bre asked to me to give it some serious thought, and on the way home Janice said, “I think you should!” In “Janice-speak” that means, “Just do it.” When Bre asked again I agreed with certain conditions. I was very honored to even be considered and recognized her vision for the project was already on firm ground. If there’s one thing most people recognize right away about Breanna Mona is that she’s focused. I would be happy to be work on such a respected and anticipated project, but she’s in charge. Bre would have the final editorial say on anything that was written and would guide the project to its final assessment. Those terms seemed fair and we both set to work toward our common goal.

  I mentioned my classes. Granted, Kent State as well as other universities gets a wide range of students from around the country and even the world. It concerned me that many had little if any knowledge of the events of May 4th, and sadly that was the same for “music with a message.” The vintage songs carried stories, opinions and news rather than the musical “flavor of the week” that had been marketed to more recent generations. That’s not necessarily bad. Music is primarily a form of entertainment, but I saw this as an opportunity to stress the importance of this type of communication in preserving the history and attitude when it was created. It was also an opportunity to reconnect with many old friends and acquaintances who had lived through that era. Musicians who played in Kent and knew their importance to the community, radio people who conveyed the messages over the “electronic back yard fence,” former students involved in the anti-war movement and even those who witnessed the shootings firsthand. It turned out that Bre had made many of those same connections and more.

  It was also a chance to not only reflect on what actually happened but also to see how far we had come on a social and cultural level and how different generations could relate to that progress. Was there progress or were there lessons that were either dismissed or even ignored?    Plus, it presented the opportunity to directly question so many of the key players about their lasting impressions and how music may have reflected those opinions.

  Let me also point out that one of the deciding factors in agreeing to be part of this very ambitious project was Breanna’s attitude in analyzing the information that was gathered. It was evident in a conversation we had about how a book’s title can leave a lasting impression on even a casual reader. Bre’s journalistic skills are well defined and she can easily pursue a story in an extremely objective manner. You may not like what she wrote, but it’s a sure bet you’ll say it’s accurate. She is also not a negative person and can express herself in a firm and friendly way.  When she explained her concept of tracking the evolution of social messaging in music and comedy, she knew that some of the opinions could be somewhat abrasive, but she would report them in a fair-minded manner. When I asked her about a possible title I wondered if she planned to use some reference to CSNY’s “Ohio” and she made it clear she would not. While that song provided a convenient base for the research, it also called back to a negative event and she explained not all social messaging was in that same niche. Bre referred back to another classic that held hope for better times and understanding. When she told me the title she wanted to use it spoke volumes about her character and her own thoughts about the power of music.

  The title would be All We Are Saying…   You know the rest.

  Okay, so you heard my part of the story leading up to this book.  I now turn it over to Breanna for her take on the project.
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Prologue: Part II - Of Course I'm Sure
Breanna Mona


  
  When your mentor turns into your writing partner, you quickly become susceptible to imposter syndrome. Not only did Mike think my book idea was worth pursuing, he wanted to help me on my mission to make it happen. Since Mike doesn’t know how to half-ass anything, he wasted no time giving me thoughtful ideas and suggestions. There was no way around it; his ideas needed credit and his distinct and authoritative voice needed to be heard throughout this book. I had a feeling if we collaborated on a project like this, together, our voices could blend into a unique cocktail: one that reflects the credibility and expertise of a walking encyclopedia and Seventies era radio host who’s seen it all, and a spirited (millennial) journalist who was tired of the orange guy in charge and wonders where today’s Bob Dylans were hiding.

  But my interest in the intersect of popular culture and protest was born before 2016. It goes back to Mike’s class, like he mentioned, which was only a few years before a certain celebrity game show host would take his throne in the highest office in the land. I had signed up for this upper division elective simply because it sounded fun and by your senior year in college, you take all the fun you can get. Popular music in the Sixties? Of course, I’ll study that. I had just wrapped up my internship at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame the summer before and was still reeling from the sense of power and perspective that the history of rock music leaves you buzzing with. I expected to be intrigued by the class, but I never expected where it would take me.

  I figured after graduation I would grab an office job in the field of communication and chill out in a cubicle until retirement. But hearing Mike’s stories stirred something up on the inside. “When I spoke with Yoko Ono…” a line that would capture anyone’s attention, and it was just one of Mike’s many stories that started out this way. I knew Mike’s fascinating life was thanks to his many years in radio. He’s had a remarkably significant influence on Northeast Ohioans because of the many good times they associate with the sound of his recognizable voice. Mike not only tells the most entertaining tales about rock and roll music and the “Cleveland connection” you hear him mention many times in his appearances and in his books, but he let his students take what they need from his classes. What I needed then was a chance to explore just how passionate I was growing about the idea of popular musicians and even comedians as political influences.

  Mike played documentaries for us and for the first time before my eyes flashed a pajama clad John Lennon and his new wife Yoko, sitting in bed, frizzy hair and all smiles, with “Hair Peace” and “Bed Peace” signs hung all around the room, in Lennon’s distinct handwriting. The newlywed couple decided to turn what would inevitably be a media circus honeymoon into an opportunity for protest. I was hooked. Here was the planet’s most famous couple, newly married, and instead of prancing around a private beach, they were protesting for peace from their hotel room.

  After showing us Lennon’s eventual fight to stay in the country he loved with the woman he adored, Mike asked us to write an essay answering the question, “Who won? Lennon or the U.S. government?” Lennon’s fight to stay shook him to his core, but he never shut up. The U.S. government wanted to send the former Beatle into exile after his simple plea for peace was gaining too much attention during a time the Nixon administration needed steadfast support for the War in Vietnam. Given no particular restrictions for this paper, I was granted freedom to explore the question in any way I chose to. This is how and when I began truly writing opinions, and it was all thanks to Mike. He didn’t give his students restrictions or boundaries that kept us more worried about a format than about the content. Instead, he showed us how to think for ourselves. This paper was also an opportunity to flex my unpopular opinion that Ono was not an enemy but rather a springboard for Lennon’s political activism, an unusual muse who furthered his artistry.

  I wrote in that paper, “I think Lennon was always a rebellious spirit but his became a spirit without limits when he met Yoko Ono, who would take down whatever barriers he had left.” I went on to reason that if given the chance, Lennon probably would not have changed a thing even though he would become heavily stalked by the F.B.I. even to a point of intense paranoia. Why? Because it all happened in the couple’s worldwide pursuit of peace. After funding billboards and posters all over the world with the message “War is over, if you want it” out of his own pocket, Lennon said he didn’t know how much it cost him but however much it was, it was “less than a life.” It goes without saying then, that Lennon’s convictions and political activism would have a profound effect on me and would later go on to serve as inspiration for the title of this book.

  A strange thing happened a few years after that class ended as those popular protest messages and themes I had studied began popping up again. The 2016 election was a weird, troubling time for many of us. I had wondered while I was falling in fascination with the Sixties during that class how I would have lived and responded to such turbulent social times. Only a few years later, many of those very issues resurfaced and I had the opportunity to answer that question for myself. I decided to collect compelling perspectives on how the times have seemingly changed back but how music, comedy and pop culture have politically shifted and continue to change shape as the political times we’re in deepen. My master’s project idea was born pretty quickly and of course I wanted Mike’s feedback. He generously agreed without hesitation. My committee also boasted Kent State’s prized professors, Stephanie Smith and Jacquie Marino. I was touched to see such enthusiasm for my project and received the warmest and most sincere support from all of them. I had a team who shared my vision and cheered me on every step of the way. My mission felt important, I felt heard and I was cheered on with every move I made by these profound professionals who never ceased to inspire me.

  We’re living in an era of reawakened protest but also one that comes with a hypersensitivity to political commentary. This book is for anyone who is interested in the thought process entertainers experience when deciding how or if to include political messaging in their work. That’s what I’ve been digging for and driven by as a freelance entertainment reporter for the past few years. I don’t want to talk with artists about their diet or their favorite sports team or their favorite Kardashian; I’ve dug for their take on what’s happening around us. What you hold in your hands is simply a love letter for both politically impassioned Millennials — carrying protests signs with the ink still wet — and Baby Boomers — who have dusted the cobwebs off their protest signs — and wonder if they’re all moving the needle.

  This book is drawn from a number of previous conversations that were published in Northeast Ohio news outlets while several interviews were conducted and recorded especially for this book. Some research and analysis are drawn from decades-old interviews with artists who have since passed on but are still very relevant today. Although Baby Boomers and Millennials birthdays are separated by several decades, both generations are now sharing in the uniting force of in-person protest tactics. The intention here is that I can echo the sentiment that many of my generation feel while Mike can chronicle what his generation witnessed.

  While there is certainly no shortage of protest eras to examine across the globe, this book specifically focuses on these two eras of youth-led protests in the United States. Although we are largely examining the spirit of only American protests, from the late 1960s through today, we know that the events that take place in our country reverberate and can be felt around the world. I hope we’ve touched on many artists, events and movements that speak to you the most, although it is impossible to include them all. These conversations are with and about artists who have most prominently shone a light on these events. We will take a closer look at these messages, events and movements and discover what they’re really telling us. Put simply, our aim here is to both entertain and inform on musical and comedic protest trends that appear to be repeating and at faster speeds than ever before.

  More than anything, this book was created with love to reveal that entertainers are just as politically pissed as you are, even if it is from their private jet. Some package that rage up in a comedy routine, some in a song. You’ll soon discover they’re not interested in offending you but instead want to offer you the gift of song or laughter, while you reach for relief from the exhausting, vicious circle of headlines. Several of these artists have shared what they hope they’ve accomplished in their work and this book shares their convictions with you. Their words have profoundly resonated with me and I’m confident they’ll do the same for you, no matter your political leaning. It is my sincere hope that in this book, their words may have a greater and more permanent home in entertainment and political history.
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Preface: The Spirit of Protest


  
  
    
      “We all want war to go away, 
but you can’t just sit around waiting for it to happen.” 
       
 – John Lennon
    

  

  “I can’t believe I still have to protest this fucking shit.” An elderly Polish woman and her brutally honest cardboard sign went viral in 2016. She was protesting a law that would not only ban abortions in Poland but would also throw women and doctors in jail for performing them. “No Smelly Trump Allowed” read the sign of a youthful protester – a girl appearing no older than eight years of age – at a 2018 demonstration in Scotland against the visit of then U.S. President Donald Trump. Elderly or adolescent, profanity-laced or PG-rated, protesting mobilizes what is arguably the most prevailing part of the human spirit, a thread that unites us all.

  If anyone knows about the human longing to be heard, it’s Oprah Winfrey. After interviewing nearly 30,000 people on The Oprah Winfrey Show, she recalled on the show’s finale that all of her interviewees echoed the same craving, “They want to know,” she said, “‘Do you see me? Do you hear me? Does what I say mean anything to you?’”

  Political dialogues are omnipresent today. Aside from our favorite news outlets and their various social platforms, we also have political pundits, who, after a while, start to look like bumbling bobble heads; frustrated avatars, fervently wagging their fingers as cartoon-like steam seems to blow from their noses. Maybe that’s why we occasionally prefer political ideas when they’re packed in a song or comedy bit. They’re easier to digest and give us some relief from the angsty avatars, even some freedom to laugh at the madness.

  Quite often, what we have to say isn’t polite (refer once again to the elderly Polish woman) but it is urgent, and it is straight from the heart. We don’t have time to go gentle, we reason, as we fire up another political tweet that’s saturated with angry face emojis. Former U.S. Representative Ron Paul put it this way years ago, “We don’t have the freedom of speech to talk about the weather. We have the First Amendment so we can say some very controversial things.” So, we do.

  Those of us who use our voice to resist those in power in a public sphere or otherwise known as “the powers-that-be” are sometimes considered rebels or radicals. These used to be bad words, but it seems that, over time, we’ve come to recognize that rebels are the ones who ever actually gotten anything done around here. In his most celebrated book, Rule for Radicals, political activist Saul D. Alinsky insists that the “concepts of action in human politics that operate regardless of the scene or the time.”

  You’ll see the name Tom Rush throughout this book.  The groundbreaking folk artist continues to deliver his musical social insight and commentary to appreciative audiences, but he is quick to admit (with a nod to Bob Dylan) that “the times they are a changing.” He told us, “The spotlight has become very diffused. It’s no longer a spotlight, it’s more of a very thin floodlight because there are so many different avenues and so many different genres and ways to get your music. The Sixties, when everybody listened to everybody and listened to the same radio stations and watched the same TV shows, you know, it was easier to get people’s attention. Now, no matter what kind of music you’re making or what it is you’re selling, it’s very hard to get people’s attention because there is so much noise and so little focus.” Part of this stems from progress. We have so many diversions: smart devices, digital games, and a little monster known as social media…the list goes on and on with new technology introduced seemingly every day.  Plus, musical tastes and trends can change seemingly overnight with internet access to new music often to a fickle fan base that’s easily bored. As a rule, younger generations are early adapters, especially with technology, and you can easily see the challenges with traditional music genres. But all is not lost.

  Despite the influx of emerging new technology (tweeting each other to death and camping out in the comments sections) we are seeing droves of fed-up Americans practicing old fashion protest tactics again even after the changes with the 2020 presidential race. On March 24, 2018, 1.2 million people joined the “March for Our Lives” protest across America, making it one of the biggest youth protests since the Vietnam War. The women’s marches of 2018 drew even larger numbers with a nationwide crowd of 3 million, and protests occurring in cities nationwide simultaneously linked to perceived racial injustice continue to draw thousands to the streets.  Sadly, radical factions on both sides led to violence and even deaths at some of those rallies, and the siege on the U.S. Capitol in January 2021 showed how polarizing the voices of protest can be. Perhaps the noted political commentator and activist Saul Alinsky would have derived hope from these numbers since he believed “change comes from power, and power comes from organization”, though it’s unlikely even he could have foreseen the frightening result of that polarization and the deviously planned chaos with an armed militia storming the halls of Congress.

  Online protest tactics are beneficial, yes, but we’ve clearly been re-energized and feel the palpable urgency to organize and show up in-person again, though the pandemic did its part in limiting those demonstrations for a time. Those pre and post COVID attendance numbers suggest that it’s not just radicals with protest signs and, ominously, weapons in their hands. Many of us skipped work.  Many of us pulled our kids from school and loaded up the minivan to march together. We’re putting down our phones (at least for a few hours) to show up in the flesh again. The word “protest” itself may be synonymous today with “resistance,” “dissent,” and “division,” but ultimately, it’s a uniting affair that separates us from animals. Put simply, by Kent State Professor Jacquie Marino, “without protest, we are a society of sheep.”

  We all have a platform in our own little corner of the world. We assemble at protests; we slap messages all over our social media pages and maybe we still share messages at our dinner table (an optimistic thought). But those with the greatest power to influence are arguably those with larger platforms – namely musicians and comedians. Besides both of these genres of entertainment being a great place to pitch a protest message, they have a lot of other things in common too, or so they think. It’s been said that every comedian wants to be a rock star and every rock star thinks they’re funny. At any rate, they both really know how to pack a punch in pop culture. One aspect of protest that continues to thrive is the use of rhetoric to compel change, and popular culture along with social media have proven to be efficient messengers.

  Pop culture news has a way of hitting our phones seemingly faster than an Amber alert. If Kim Kardashian loses an earring, we’re going to hear about it. Can a country be comforted by knowing that their message reverberates in the hearts of their favorite artists, whose very lives are a lot like megaphones? It can’t hurt to try. That’s the intention of this book.

  As our social and political climate continues to intensify since the polarizing events of the 2016 presidential election and the divisions that were defined by the 2020 vote, our nation is experiencing an awakening of protest messaging in music and comedy. We can’t help but notice how similar these messages and themes are to the Vietnam War protest messages from nearly fifty years ago. For example, Graham Nash seemed to be wrestling with Déjà vu in a phone interview with Cleveland Scene ahead of his Akron performance in 2019. “…it’s a pain in the ass to have to keep singing ‘Immigration Man’ for instance –which I wrote 50 years ago. Is immigration not relevant today? Is ‘Military Madness’ not relevant today? I wrote that song about my father going off to World War II for God’s sake. We don’t seem to have learned much.” Then and now, in these polarized times, those with the greatest power to influence in these tense times are those with the largest platforms.

  Over these pages, we also explore the ways musicians, comedians and other pop commentators construct political messaging in their work, or why they choose to avoid it all together. This is a collection of in-depth entertainment perspectives that specifically focuses on the decades of protest and nonconformity since the release of Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young’s “Ohio” one week after the Kent State shootings in May 1970.  In this book, today’s messaging and meaning found in political songs and commentary are analyzed and then compare and contrast it with political messaging in music and comedy (political satire) from the late 1960’s.

  On May 4, 1970, during a protest demonstration against the illegal bombing of Cambodia, a total of 13 unarmed students were shot on Kent State University campus — 67 rounds fired in just 13 seconds — by the Ohio National Guard. Nine were seriously injured, four were killed. That piece of information has become the event’s tagline and is burned in our memory, at least those of us who live, or have lived in Kent or attended the university at any point in time before or since the tragedy. But what we sometimes neglect to think about is how the tragedy had a “profound effect on the national psyche: Within a week, millions of college and high school students went on strike, and more than 100,000 young people marched on the Capitol, permanently reshaping the national dialogue on Vietnam.” In 2019, Kent State welcomed two-time Pulitzer Prize winning journalist Bob Woodward to the university as the keynote speaker for the 49th anniversary of the event.

  He shared that in preparation for his speech, he contacted “one of the nation’s leading scholars on the secret recordings made by then-President Richard Nixon of his meetings in the Oval Office. They discovered a previously unknown section — recorded in 1971 — in which Nixon discusses the Attica Prison uprising, which ended when New York State troopers dropped tear gas and opened fire, killing 29 inmates. He quoted the following:

  Nixon: “You know what I think? This might have one hell of a salutary effect.  You know what stops them? Kill a few.”

  “Sure,” Haldeman said.

  Nixon: “Remember Kent State? Didn’t it have a hell of an effect?”

  The news of May 4 quickly reached the ears and consciousness of many politically peeved artists (aside from CSNY) who publicly sounded off in distress. “Before coming here today,” Stevie Wonder said during the John Sinclair Freedom Rally in 1971, “I had a lot of things on my mind, a lot of things that you don’t have to see to understand. We are in a very troublesome time today in the world. A time in which a man can get 12 years in prison for possession of marijuana, and another who can kill four students at Kent State and come out free. What kind of shit is that?”

  The 50th anniversary of this event is examined in this book as a turning point for our country and for protest music by and large. May 4 visibly penetrated music on a national level, but it also shaped music careers on a local level too, as a “powerful and lasting creative response to the tragedy.”  “I don’t think I would have started Devo had that not happened,” Gerald Casale, the co-founder of the band Devo told The Chicago Tribune in 2018. Casale formed Devo in the early 1970s with Bob Lewis, another Kent State student survivor. “We were pissed off, and we wanted to take the energy that comes from that anger and channel it, and it happened to be into the concept of Devo.”

  Chris Butler also bore witness to the tragedy of May 4 and formed his own bands, Tin Huey and the Waitresses. Butler was, in essence, “borne witness to a culture.” He calls it, “the uber-culture” that had tried to kill him. He realized, he said, that he had “to create a clean space” for himself. Much as it did for other survivors, music provided him with that outlet.

  We mentioned the almost immediate response from the arts community following the Kent State shootings. One of the first songs was rush released by a Florida band called The Third Condition on Sundi Records titled, “Monday in May (A May Day of Hell)” later subtitled “The Kent State Tragedy.” The lyrics describe, “Bullets were flying, students were crying. Screams of the dying were burned in their mind. Monday in May, a May Day in hell.” Two important points here: Billboard magazine reported the Tampa-based Sundi had set up a Monday in May Scholarship Fund that donated 10% of the net royalties, but stressed it was not defending or criticizing the students or National Guard on May 4th. The second point, Crosby Stills Nash and Young’s “Ohio”…sung by music veterans sure to get attention by a public familiar with their past work… got most of the attention by far when it was released shortly after the shootings.

  “We knew that there were a whole lot of people like us that were shocked that four of America’s children had been gunned down on a campus doing something that they were legally allowed to do.” David Crosby of Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young (CSNY) gave that assessment to Kent State’s Black Squirrel Radio during a 2017 campus visit. Neil Young composed “Ohio” – the impeccably haunting protest song about the Kent State shootings that Rolling Stone calls “impossible to top.” “We put out ‘Ohio’ right away,” Crosby continued. “It was immediate, it was topical, and it was the truth. You could feel that we were angry.”  It might also be sensible to note that the music industry of the time was still directed by “suits” who might have seen the potential marketing possibility of the tragedy by, for lack of a better word, exploiting CSNY’s shared raged with the public.

  That’s not to question the artists’ sincerity or suggest that that CSNY put out its anthem for profit.  In fact, Crosby seemed to outline (in a phone call ahead of his 2018 Kent Stage performance) his own definition of protest music, “…that’s what protest music really is. It’s us being a witness. It’s us saying, ‘Oh my God, the United States of America is shooting its own children or putting them in cages.’ We have to witness this.” Former bandmate Neil Young also made his position clear in the lyrics of “Ohio,” but what about the fourth voice of CSNY? After all, Stephen Stills was also heard on a previous classic anthem of the time, Buffalo Springfield’s “For What It’s Worth.” Surprisingly, while no one questions Stills’ sincerity, he also told writer Steve Baltin that he wasn’t a fan of protest music stating, “You’ve got to be motivated enough to write a powerful enough song to get their attention, but mainly you can’t do too many of them. If you’ve got a message that’s profound and you keep trying to do that, and if you try too hard, it doesn’t really happen. It’s got to overwhelm you and suddenly it’s all inspiration and it’s very clear how it should go. But if you’re grinding out this pamphleteer material it can get boring.”

  That wasn’t lost on the song’s author as well and it may call back to the urgency and widespread popularity of its message.  CSNY’s Neil Young, who penned the epic anthem himself,  was unable to sing it for a while. “I felt I was kinda taking advantage of something that happened and we were trading on somebody’s misfortunes … to give the audience a kind of rush of nostalgia …” he said in a previous interview. But by the time Young reunited CSNY for an anti-Bush Freedom of Speech tour in 2006, he changed his mind and pulled the song back on the playlist. “In this period of time, that doesn’t apply. What it is now is, it’s a history,” he said. “We’re bringing history back. That’s what folk music does.”

  However, not every seasoned artist of the CSNY generation admires that definitive protest anthem. Jazz and folk vocalist and lifelong activist Barbra Dane scratched her head at the tune. “Stuff like Crosby Stills and Nash and all that… it reaches a broad audience but then it doesn’t say enough. It doesn’t go far enough. It just leaves them with their illusions.” When asked if “Ohio” wasn’t direct enough, she said, “Well, I was just listening to the lyrics. What does it mean, ‘we’re finally on our own?’” She argues “Ohio” is simply too much is up for interpretation, which makes sense for her preferred. Her own biggest protest song is hyper specific, even in the title – “I Hate the Capitalist System.” Some argue, however, that the “openness” of some protest songs gives it the flexibility to live on decades later and apply to a plethora of central political issues.

  For example, Buffalo Springfield’s “For What It’s Worth” (coincidentally written  by Stephen Stills)  has, according to Rolling Stone, become “one of pop’s most-covered protest songs – a sort of ‘We Shall Overcome’ of its time, its references to police, fun and paranoia remaining continually relevant.” Heart’s Ann Wilson released a cover of it in 2015 and told Rolling Stone, “It’s so open that it’s brand new today. The main hook, ‘Everybody look what’s going down’ – you can apply that, to say, the current election. The song is going, ‘What the hell is this?’ You can apply the song to any situation in any decade.”

  Some other criticism aimed at bands like CSNY comes from issues with image and actions – why are these four wealthy musicians dressing like they’re not living in mansions? It’s criticism similar to what John Lennon received when he filmed the video for what is arguably the most moving anthem for peace (“Give Peace a Chance”) and this book’s namesake “All We Are Saying” from his Montreal hotel bed-in, but later moved to the toney and spacious Dakota apartments for his remaining days.

  Criticism aside, this music had an impact, especially on the disillusioned.  May 4th witness Chic Canfora will tell you, “Songs like ‘For What It’s Worth,’ they came from the kind of solidarity we were all feeling, campus to campus. Uniting around it. We didn’t have social media to connect us, but music was the one commonality that kept us connected. We could go anywhere, and we were singing the same songs.” A musical rallying cry for the masses.

  “For What It’s Worth” did get some big-time network TV exposure. Buffalo Springfield got the usual music and variety show gigs, but Stills, Neil Young and Richie Furay also reached a new, and it has to be said older, audience when they appeared in a 1967 episode of CBS-TV’s detective drama Mannix titled, “Warning: Live Blueberries”.  The three playing as Buffalo Springfield can be heard performing “Bluebird” and “For What It’s Worth” that charted the previous year. Was the message lost on most of the viewership from a different generation?  Considering the so-called “generation gap” … did it even matter?

  The primary audience for protest music from any era has always been the youth culture.  In the 1960s and Seventies it was also the generation that indignantly demanded to be heard. That could also be one major reason CSNY’s anthem was adopted so quickly. It’s musical style stressed anger and urgency, buoyed in part by headlines about the tragedy in the days prior to its release, and you could vent your own feelings by yelling out the words. While other music that immediately followed the May 4th shootings can be equally compelling and insightful, “Ohio” had that musical hook that for many provided that instant emotional link. Could that same sense of passion and concern be duplicated today?  The comparisons may surprise you.

  Our country’s protestors from the “defining” era of resistance in America (the late 1960s) were once the youth culture who demonstrated their resistance over the Vietnam War. Suddenly, Boomers and Millennials have a lot in common. According to the Huffington Post, Millennials are “more likely to have gone to a protest since the election than any other age group” and, “Millennials are also more likely than older groups to think protesting is an effective form of political action.” Plainly, protest is both popular and relevant again for any generation. As Rolling Stone’s Sarah Jaffe put it, “Americans have been rediscovering the power of protest. They have embraced, in increasing numbers, disruption as a tactic for making their voices heard. As they have lost faith in the elites who run the world…” There are also plenty of voices to carry that message, rich with insight and musical ability, but with a very select yet highly aware audience. Ed Hammell with Righteous Babe Records is one of them.

  Working as Hammell on Trial he’s described by his label as a one-man punk band fueled by politics and passion. Not one to hold back, Hammell was asked if a common enemy or nagging social impasse might link the earliest days of protest to the audience and artist of today.  After the 2016 election he stated without hesitation, “Oh, we have one, and his name is Trump!” We told you he didn’t hold back, and he stressed that he saw the former president as “the symbol for hate, racism, fascism, stupidity etc. But a lot of this I liken to the guy who sells horses in 1900 yelling at those new-fangled inventions, cars. And he’s screaming at the side of the road, ‘Cars are never going to take over for horses! Go away!’ The times my friend, they are a changin’, and a lot of this is inevitable. We are in a transitional phase but make no mistake it’s changing.”  Hammell also foresaw that, “Trump’s quest to ‘Make America Great Again’ will come to fruition in ways he never anticipated. The rise against him has become great. It will lead, no matter how long he is in office, to a greater democracy and a greater America. Not HIS vision of America, thank God.” Despite the violent rise of the radical right wing insurgents prior to the 2021 inauguration, you can still notice that sense of hope and salvation Hammell offers, but he’s also quick to point out the halting progress of music with a distinct social message.

  In regard to social change, despite the Trump administration’s perceived manifestation of racism, misogyny, anti-intellectualism, fascism etc., he tells us, “I would venture to say there have been significant advances. We had an African American president for God’s sake. And, I’m hardly a visionary but the blow back from this administration,  i.e. the largest women’s march in history, the town hall meetings, the current level of diversity in Congress, a greater engagement on the part of the public, young people almost bringing the NRA to its knees, and so on,  all points to a progressive future. So, yeah, there’s a lot of one step back but two steps forward.”  But we’re also looking specifically at the arts driving that change, and Hammell  has some specific and possibly surprising opinions about it, saying, “If you’re talking about progress in protest songs since ‘Ohio’ and ‘Give Peace a Chance’…good God yes. A couple songs written by rich white guys don’t hold a candle to the shit that’s going on these days. Lennon wrote some good tunes, but ‘Give Peace a Chance,’ despite being a pretty cool DIY recording ain’t one of them. And Rolling Stone might claim ’Ohio’ to be the greatest protest song, and admittedly it’s not bad, were we to gauge it as our current youth demographic would, say YouTube views against the best protest song that’s been written in the past year, Childish Gambino’s ‘This is America.’ ‘Ohio’ has 1.7 million hits on YouTube, ‘This is America’ has 591 million. More than half a billion and counting. So yeah, for someone like me who needs righteous anger in their protest music I’d say there’s been GREAT progress in protest songs available immediately, for free, to the public.” Note the word free. It’s important especially when it comes to delivering and accessing music and information.  It should also be noted that CSNY had a long head start on Childish Gambino relegating “Ohio” to the classic rock (read that) “oldies” bin.  How they would stack up in online hits if both were new releases would be an interesting comparison.

  “Cell phones showing cops shooting innocent black people,” he continued. “Cell phones showing white armed terrorists shooting up schools, mosques, Black churches and synagogues. Social media filming the dumbest president in my lifetime and that’s saying something. And the ability for artists with progressive or activist leanings to make a video or record on their phone or via Pro Tools on their computer. For free.” He also stresses the music is there and he’s not alone serving that audience. The message is more plainly stated than ever before but again he points to delivery and even marketing, both of which underwent massive changes. “Christ, every word that comes out of the great Ani DiFranco’s mouth. These were not bathed in metaphor. This is current, this is blunt, as blunt as Billie Holiday’s ‘Strange Fruit’ or Nina Simone’s ‘Mississippi Goddamn.’ The Clash’s ‘Washington Bullets’ and every song by Crass.” But is there a music industry to market that style of messaging?

  “Well it doesn’t exist anymore,” according to Hammell. “There’s no gatekeeper Artist and Repertoire guy determining the ‘tastes’ of the market. It has been democratized. An artist can put something up on YouTube or Soundcloud and the people will decide whether it’s going to be a ‘hit’ (go viral) or not. I don’t think TV, radio or particularly print media is relevant anymore. Music, news, information you can get for free, you can store it on your phone for free, in your pocket. You can record it for free, it unquestionably democratized the process…You write from your heart. You write from your conscience. There are no record companies anymore, there is no print media dictating taste anymore. You run it up the pole and see if it flies. The old way is over.”

  A solid point, but at the same time there is a history of artists who were dismissed by critics and even Sixties era radio who reaped huge rewards essentially by word of mouth. Grand Funk Railroad out of Flint, Michigan, were part of that trend. Drummer Don Brewer says a great deal of their success was based on acting as a voice for the “freek” community that felt powerless to big government. He also doesn’t believe music is as important today for shaping social movements as it was in the 1960s.

  “No. I don’t see the correlation at all and it’s too bad because music was really a voice of that whole movement that we had, with antiwar and anti-government. Yes, I see a lot of similarities in the amount of hate that’s out there right now. I heard Trump say to a protestor, ‘Cut your hair!’ WHOA! You know that was a total flashback to all of the political people against the long hairs and the hippies! The hippies were just scum to them and I’m seeing that again and I’m going, ‘This really needs to change.’ But unfortunately, I don’t see that music is the voice now. It was then for sure. I mean all of the bands that were involved in that time period were totally into supporting that movement, getting that war stopped. I don’t see that going on right now and it needs to happen. We need a voice.”  But what is that voice?  Is it attached to another anthem? Brewer believes, “It was the rallying call that brought a lot of people together. The music was kind of like glue that bound a lot of these people together and went ‘Yeah it’s okay to speak out. Listen, my favorite artist is speaking out and he’s singing a song on the radio that is what I feel.’ Yeah, I don’t see that going on and it’s too bad.”  The election of Joe Biden in 2020…despite the politically fueled legal challenges…was likely the result of technology and platforms that were distant ideas in the years Brewer refers to, and that’s really just part of a rolling trend.  Franklin Roosevelt was first elected in 1932 by an electorate crushed by economic hardship but his message was delivered by the still young medium of radio, a method of communication that has fallen by the wayside in its original form.  But that offers an interesting comparison of views regarding the way we use currently use available media, the quick turnover in a “soundbite” society and the use of art as a voice for change.

  Interestingly enough, Brewer and Hammell share common ground when it comes to opportunity, but different views on the method of delivery. As Brewer puts it, “I think the young artists are missing an opportunity to support the Parkland kids, the whole anti-gun movement. That’s getting overshadowed by all the other things now. It’s as if that has been forgotten already. That’s too bad. I don’t know why. It’s not as easy anymore, I mean there’s connection between artist and radio anymore because it’s all gone to the internet stuff. Back then, the artist could be heard because they could get played on the radio and the radio was very supportive of artists’ music and it’s not now. Everything is internet based.” The James Gang’s Jim Fox agrees to a point stating, “A lot has changed and I’m not against change, but I like it better when I understand it. It took me awhile to take to streaming. As long as you can interface with your phone.  You get a car radio with a USB.” When there were limited sources, the audience tended to be a lot bigger.

  Is that simply saying that subsequent generations, coincidentally weaned on rapidly changing trends in technology and even news content, became apathetic? Ed Hammell offers his opinion, and he points out it stems from the death of the hippie aesthetic. “That’s over,” he says. “Kids aren’t particularly impressed with guitars. Or real instruments for that matter. I would venture to say the most influential band of all time, thus far anyway, at least for the stuff I hear my 17-year old son and ALL his friends play is Kraftwerk. They were visionary. So, if most of the hip-hop artists that I mentioned earlier are writing angry relevant protest songs and garnering tens of millions of views on YouTube I would say, no, the youth are not apathetic. Are you asking me, in light of the fact that Trump was elected, are there millions of people who are apathetic or worse yet fucking stupid? Then absolutely. Has there been a dumbing down of the culture maybe intentionally masterminded by the Koch brothers, Rupert Murdoch and their ilk? Probably.”

  Hammell is also quick to point out the issues may have changed, but so do attitudes often with age. “That generation is almost dead! They’re focused on retirement plans. Unless they’re Noam Chomsky, and sometimes activism is exhausting. But there’s been plenty of socially engaged people since, and maybe, in light of school shootings and (Trump), more youth are involved than ever.” He adds, “I think people got tired. Reagan didn’t help. But the underground music of the 80’s Black Flag, Fugazi, Public Enemy, Sonic Youth, Dead Kennedy’s was VERY protest oriented and inspiring. Then came the whole Riot Grrl movement in the 90’s. Bikini Kill and anything Kathleen Hanna touched was amazingly great and in my opinion some of the greatest protest songs ever written. Woody Guthrie himself would have killed to join Bikini Kill.”  But did they motivate politically on any significant level?

   

  




  
  




1
Protest in the Air


  
  
    
      “Any healthy country, like any healthy individual,
 should be in perpetual revolution.”  
    

    
      – Jane Fonda
    

  

  Because of the creative process involved in writing a great song or a hilarious joke, music and comedy can easily be defined as art forms. When both are performed successfully, the outcome is often a vital contribution to our culture. Both artforms are moments of escapism into sound, one with musical notes and lyrics and the other with punchy wit and clever observations delivered with the ease of humor. More eloquently, as stated by Robert  Lynch, the president of Americans for the Arts, “The arts empower. The arts give a voice to the voiceless. The arts help transform American communities and, as I often say, the result can be a better child, a better town, a better nation and certainly a better world.”

  So, what about the role of radio?

  In that defining age of the Sixties and early Seventies, the message songs were rarely heard on television and even had limited radio exposure. While proven stars like Bob Dylan had an audience on AM radio, those formats were usually limited to Top 40 hits and the songs were usually mixed in with other artists and musical genres including easy listening, country, Motown and even comedy records. Message songs found a TV audience, but they were often linked to their novelty. Barry McGuire’s “Eve of Destruction” regarding wars and civil disobedience reached the top of the charts as did Sgt. Barry Sadler’s pro-military “Ballad of the Green Berets.”  Both were near spoken word deliveries with TV appearances showing McGuire performing while walking through a junk yard and Sadler delivering his song standing at rigid attention. It’s likely that those with opposing views had a laugh at the artist’s expense. Radio was expected to take an important new role.

  While many in the years since the Kent State tragedy tend to see CSNY’s “Ohio” as the high water mark for protest in song, especially among the post-baby boom generation, it should be stressed that a great deal of very insightful music with a message was, of course, produced before and after the events of May 1970. However, as memorable and historically significant as so much of that music is even today, it was access that often defined how well it was remembered. Keep in mind that FM radio did not become the dominant radio format until receivers started becoming standard features in cars in the mid-Seventies. Rush hour drive times meant a captive audience that type of music found a home on a variety of formats. Prior to that, it fell on the ears of a very select audience, one that looked for alternative entertainment that reflected their ideals and goals.  By the mid-Seventies, radio consultants were starting to flex their muscle with programmers to give their listeners what they wanted, and they saw that as “the hits”.  By the middle of the decade there were more FM radios, yet in many ways their influence had started to wane.  That wasn’t the case when FM was first starting to make its mark on the social conscience of the counterculture.

  Despite the small percentage of the radio audience they received in the mid to late Sixties into the 1970s, early FM programmers in major markets across the country including San Francisco, Los Angeles and New York freely reached out to listeners concerned about social issues and particularly the war in Vietnam. The music of musicians mostly based in the folk / coffeehouse tradition could be heard in specially themed programs interspersed with eye-witness testimony of activists, and even soldiers who opposed U.S, involvement in southeast Asia.

  A prime example of this type of programming originated just a few miles from the site of the Kent State tragedy at Cleveland radio station WNCR-FM. Along with college stations and brokered programs on the ethnic stations, early FM rock in Northeast Ohio included commercial stations WMMS and on weekends after midnight special programming on classical outlet WCLV. It was hosted by one of the most respected classical hosts in the Midwest, Martin Perlich, who welcomed a wide variety of musical forms at an hour the typical WCLV listener was unlikely to tune in. He introduced the greater Cleveland radio landscape to Pink Floyd, Ultimate Spinach, Lothar and the Hand People and many others alongside deep tracks from the Beatles, Stones and Who, but Perlich also stressed the importance of artists such as Judy Collins and Tom Paxton. All important names, and let’s pause for a moment and hear what Mr. Paxton has to say now about the movement he helped define. In short, he still believes the message in the music remains as important today in shaping social movements as it was during the 1960s.

  Paxton doesn’t hold back and still sees a vital role for music in protest along with other media.  Speaking of a lesson he believes we learned the hard way during the Trump administration, Paxton states, “I think that we need every form of communication we can possibly use. I think the country is in an emergency; in a crisis. I think the country is in actual danger because of this… horrible man. It’s a travesty and it’s a very dangerous travesty. I think we need all the songs we can get. I think that the songwriters write these kinds of songs these days are too far under the radar and I have no answer for that. The only thing that can be done is to write the best songs we can write and put them out there. Back in the Sixties, it was possible to do this and actually have a career of some kind. I don’t see that now. I don’t see any kind of an even remotely commercial avenue for someone writing these kinds of songs. It’s very much a very selfless act I think for people to do it.”

  But Paxton also points to a major difference from the time Perlich and other groundbreaking FM pioneers played his music to the current political situation. Sadly, he sees many artists and radio programmers in the same situation. For many it’s a matter of survival. “I realize what we’re asking of someone,” Paxton continued. “In the atmosphere today for a young artist to deliberately strike a path that is going to alienate as many people as it attracts doesn’t make much career sense. So, I don’t really look to professionals or aspiring professionals to do this kind of work. I think this is for people who wanna write for the love of writing and have another source of income because they’re not gonna make any money doing this. As a matter of fact, they will cut off possible sources of revenue as well. I think it’s kind of a selfless sort of thing that needs to be done by people, as I just said, who have another source of income.”

  The Sixties were a different time with a different political atmosphere. Vietnam was fueled by a mandatory military draft, and that threat made opponents highly vocal in their call for an end to the war in Southeast Asia. Paxton recalls the words of Samuel Johnson, the old English philosopher poet who once said, “’The threat of being hanged concentrates the mind wonderfully.’ We don’t have that emergency on a youth level. I know guys that were drafted and spent a year in the jungle fighting for their lives. Now it’s simply voluntary. You can do that if you want to, but you don’t have to. We also had a very volatile civil rights movement going on. We had a civil rights movement that’s hard to remember how important it was. That created just hundreds of songs. People made up songs literally sitting in jail cells to keep up their courage. They sang these songs while firehoses were hitting them, and we don’t have that now. Nobody is in that immediate societal danger. Once again, I think a sociologist could explain this much better than I can. You just have to take a look around and see it ain’t the way it was.” Again, we look back at the important voices of college and FM radio during Vietnam. But today’s digital media offers even more opportunities to get music with a message to the masses. Paxton believes that advantage works…in theory. Live performance remains an effective means of communication, that is, if you can hear it.

  “I was remembering the way it was on McDougal Street. The Gaslight and the coffeehouses. We were a block and a half from the NYU campus and college kids were in the coffeehouses, perhaps more than they ought to have been. But the coffee houses across the country had acoustic/folk music all the time. It was that kind of music that spread that kind of message, pro-civil rights, anti-war message and later the ecological message was being played every night in the coffeehouses and the college kids were in the coffeehouses, haunting them. Without them, we wouldn’t have had an audience. That had a tremendous effect. It’s hard to find a place now people could get up and play songs acoustically. I do probably sound like an old fogie when I say it, but I’ll say it ‘til I die; as soon as you plug in, basically there go the lyrics, because the music is loud. It’s loud and people can’t hear, can’t really hear the lyrics.”

  To emphasize that point, Paxton quotes Yip Harburg, probably best known as the lyricist for the film The Wizard of Oz. “He said, ‘a lyric makes you think a thought. A melody makes you feel a feeling, a song makes you feel a thought.’ I think it just says it all. That’s why songs are so important. A song to really be effective needs to be heard!” Paxton isn’t happy with the way radio evolved, but he does see a similarity with some of the artists he saw emerge during the initial years of protest music. To quote Martin Luther King, it hinges on a dream., and Paxton says, “They’re not without their dreams of something happening and everything but in today’s market, I don’t see much of that possible. But they are doing it because like people from all eternity, they have an urge. The urge to create, the urge to share, it’s as old as we are.”  At the same time, he stresses, “I’m not gonna judge them. I’m not where they are. What do I know about what they’re going through, what their lives are like? I can’t judge them. But I just approve when they do but I guess I understand why they don’t.” Even so, could we see a resurgence of pure protest music?

  Paxton says that trend may very well belong to a generation that passed. He’ll tell you, “I don’t see it. I’m very, very grateful that I was young when I was young. It was a hell of a time to be young. The life that my friends and I lived was a very stimulating one. It was an anxious one, but it was an amazing time to be alive. Things mattered and it was very, very clear that things mattered. That huge issues were in play and at the same time, down on our level, on our street, in the background at the Gaslight, playing songs for one another, was a lot of fun. We laughed a lot. That’s the only thing I missed from what I thought was a really good movie, Inside Llewyn Davis. Good movie except I missed the laughter. We laughed all the time. It was a lot of fun. It was very stimulating to write new songs, hear new songs, hang out with all the songwriters and performers and slowly feel one’s talent beginning to find itself and find a direction. All of that was really stimulating. I look around now and see that our counterparts nowadays are having a really hard time breaking through, finding an audience. We had all these coffeehouses, where, God knows, you didn’t make any money maybe a little money, where you could scrap things together. But now those coffeehouses are basically gone. There was a scene and I don’t see that scene now.”  But there are so many new ways to deliver the music and the message. Is that to suggest that the talent may be lacking? Not according to Paxton, but the ease and availability of technology may be working against aspiring artists.

  “You know, that would be to dip into all fogeyism like ‘Ah, kids today.’ I think kids today are just as talented as we were,” he says. “I think they’re in many ways, they’re far further along at this age. But take recording for one thing. In those days, you only recorded when you got signed to a label. There were a certain number of folk music labels and you had to sign with one of them before you could make a record. Nowadays, you take your laptop and a microphone, and you got yourself a CD. The problem with that in 99% of the cases, you have a CD before you’re really ready to do one. Put it this way, I had been in New York, performing for four years before I did my first album. So, to put it mildly, I was ready. If I had done an album the first year, which with today’s technology I could have easily done, I would have presented a half-baked version of myself. So, you have a lot of albums done prematurely and it’s because the technology is there. If the technology had been there, I would have done it. Of course, it’s only human nature. The way the system worked was really for our own good although it was difficult to see it that way. I was beginning to think I was never gonna get a contract. And now I’ve done like 60 albums or something like that. So that’s one big difference I see. That people with just human nature, they’re using the tech to get into the marketplace prematurely.”

  The way we deliver music of any type has obviously evolved, but Paxton says one major thing that has not changed is the healing power of music. “No question about it. Yes, I think music definitely can be healing. To know that when the word came to Washington in 1865 that we had surrendered, a crowd gathered outside the White House, and Lincoln came out on the balcony and spoke to them. And you know what he said to them? He said, ‘Let the band play Dixie. A wonderful song. Let it bind us again.’ I mean, he went right to music to start the healing. Isn’t that interesting?” Paxton also wrote about another president’s methods back when the FM radio band was the voice of the counterculture segueing one song into another to form a distinct cohesive message.

  An example on the “Perlich Project” show was Paxton’s 1966 ballad “Lyndon Johnson Told the Nation” describing the administration easing fears of escalating the war while sending out draft notices proclaiming to recipients, “This is your lucky day!” It would be followed by Bob Dylan singing that war mongers felt they were right saying they had “God on Our Side” leading into an interview with the mother of a POW who feared she would be labeled a communist or revolutionary for opposing a war she said was tearing apart the nation. She described how she prayed for his welfare and even sent packages of vitamins every other month, and the frustration she and her husband faced, like “battering their heads against a stone wall” when dealing with certain elected officials, often being ignored and fearing harassment if their protests went too far. She claimed the safe bet was with parents who sided with the war or kept quiet about their concerns.

  You might hear Malvina Reynold’s “We Hate to See Them Go” dreaming that bankers and diplomats be sent off to the wars they planned while the usual targets of conscription stayed behind to keep the ladies company. While the songs had a strong message, they would segue way to interviews that underlined the complexity and urgency of the horrors overseas. The vet who was with the 11th Brigade describing his orders to use extreme interrogation of prisoners and even civilians but never in front of witnesses. He was ordered to use any means to get information and that included beating them with a speedometer cable, electric shocks and even burning flesh. He spoke of keeping prisoners baking in the hot sun and force-fed peanut butter and salt crackers from C ration kits to make them thirsty. There were even reports of a group of elderly women who suffered broken bones, a fractured skull and were raped. Even though he admitted that military police were at many of the interrogations as required by the Geneva Convention, he also called some of the MPs “sadistic” and tortured prisoners who were usually women and sometimes even children. He went into detail how the beatings would often result in loss of consciousness and sometime even death. One incident saw a North Vietnamese soldier brought to a hospital seriously wounded and in shock from loss of blood. The interrogation team aggressively questioned the prisoner by shoving handfuls of smelling salts into his face to keep him awake so he could talk. When that didn’t work, they poked at his wounds in front of military police, a doctor who was also a captain and other interrogators. No steps were taken to stop the abuse of the prisoner who was badly wounded and in desperate need of treatment.

  That same vet spoke of official training sessions that were ended after just thirty minutes and then turned over to returning vets who did interrogations and commented on their observations and the most effective methods including torture. He noted that on occasion mothers and daughters would both be held. They would be separated with the mother being told the daughter would be raped unless she told the interrogators everything which proved to be a very effective method. These graphic descriptions were followed by Donovan’s “Universal Soldier” that spoke of soldiers of every cloth who decided who lived and died but never seeing the greater picture or “the writing on the wall.”

  That same program was followed by comments from John Van Dyke, a former State Department employee who moved on to a teaching career but had a cold hard look at the US campaign to fuel support for the campaign in Vietnam. He commented on government propaganda efforts covering everything from postage stamps to the Steve Canyon comic strip and expressed deep concerns they were aimed at generating hatred toward an enemy that no one was certain they should hate.  Music provided a moment to reflect on what was being said by the participants.

  Tim Buckley’s “No Man Can Find the War” asked if the war was inside our heads, and the out of control mentality that led to the My Lai killings in the similarly themed “Talkin’ Ben Tre” by Pete Seeger with officers telling their command to “blow ‘em all to hell.” In a very unsettling way, it was a combination of terror and entertainment, but with the intent of stressing the theme that war, especially the war in Vietnam, could not be tolerated. Keep in mind this was still a relatively small audience, but one that knew where to get the specific programming that was relevant to them.

  Let’s also stress that music with a positive message was also aired. Glass Harp, like the James Gang, was a power trio that drew hundreds every week to Kent’s vibrant bar scene, and their first albums reflected their belief in the power of prayer and faith in God. They drew wide praise from New York to San Francisco, but it was hard to promote a message that centered on faith when nightly TV news showed the daily body count.
 Perhaps one of the oddest examples of a media meeting between the generations took place in February 1972 when former Beatle John Lennon took his brief dalliance with far left politics to America’s TV audience. Lennon had been a long-time promoter of peace, but as he noted “flower power” had plenty of lofty goals and no way to reasonably attain them.  He issued a double album, Sometime in New York City, that covered a wide range of issues from the riots at Attica, John Sinclair’s marijuana sentence, women’s’ rights and racial equality. It was not a typical Lennon album, and in an attempt to reach the home audience he and Yoko Ono guest co-hosted the Philadelphia based Mike Douglas Show.

  Lennon was a great fan of American television and ate up the publicity during his visit to the “city of brotherly love.” He did local TV weather reports, hosted radio shows and even had photos with fans who donated socks to a local drive, but it was his time on the Douglas show that drew the most attention. Now, for the album he was promoting, it should be stressed that while Lennon did not write specifically about the Kent State shootings, he was obviously aware of them. When he co-hosted the Douglas Show, Lennon provided a list of suggested guests and sat in on the interview with Yippie leader Jerry Rubin who mentioned the May 4th shootings. Rubin, in full Yippie regalia, told Douglas about Richard Nixon, stating, “What he’s really done is automate the war in Viet Nam so that it’s machines killing people. Create a situation where 43 people can be murdered at Attica. Create a situation where four kids can be killed at Kent State and people are afraid to…” Douglas quickly questioned that line of thinking, asking, “You really believe he created that situation?” Rubin coldly responded with Lennon looking on with interest, “It’s the atmosphere in the country. It’s one of death.” In that same interview, Rubin called for people to attend both the Democratic and Republican national conventions that year to demonstrate, saying, “We shouldn’t vote for any candidate that doesn’t automatically withdraw everything from Vietnam, and we ought to go to both conventions in Miami and San Diego and non-violently make our presence felt and stand on the issues.”

  The scars of the 1968 Chicago riots were still very fresh and Lennon quickly stressed, “Non-violently.” Rubin agreed saying, “Non-violently, because any other way we’ll be killed! It’s the kind of country we live in.” A stunned Mike Douglas asked, “You don’t really believe…” and Rubin started to chant, “Kent State! Kent State!” Perhaps equally surprised at Rubin’s frank assessment, Lennon added, “Everyone is entitled to an opinion…” Keep in mind that Lennon was also at the beginning of a long, expensive and emotional battle to stay in the U.S. after President Richard Nixon and his administration feared his ability to mobilize young audiences.  Considering that Sometime in New York City was getting limited airplay, the Mike Douglas appearance got the word out to a much wider and diverse audience but may have cost Lennon as a result.

  But as we point out elsewhere in this book, once the U.S. involvement in Vietnam drew to a close in the mid-seventies, there was less opportunity to hear the type of songs inspired by “Ohio,” though it stayed with many of the artists. A prime example is Joe Walsh, the guitar virtuoso who along with the James Gang helped define the sound of Kent State in bars and clubs during that time.  Walsh was also a KSU student in 1970, knew several of the victims, and told the WTF Podcast with Marc Maron that Kent State was a cultural hub that died after the shootings. Walsh was actually living in Kent in 1970 and told the host, “When the shooting happened, they closed the university because the FBI was investigating. Everybody went home and all the places to play closed. And the townspeople didn’t like us anymore, and Ohio didn’t like us anymore because Nixon represented us as dirty, hippie, communists who were a danger to America. We weren’t. We were just kids. So, there was nothing there. Literally, Kent died.”  While the shootings didn’t spur Walsh to activism in the traditional sense, it did compel him to bring up the incident even during promotional tours for the James Gang telling a French TV journalist about Kent State, “Don’t know what you’re hearing,” he said. “Lot of things happening in America. A lot of things changing.”  Walsh also paid tribute to the victims with his songs “Turn to Stone” and “Decades,” and there were plenty of other songs commemorating that event as well.

  Drummer Jim Fox can add to that discussion. He lived in Kent at the time of the May 4th shootings when the James Gang was emerging as one of the top progressive bands in the country. He looks at today’s music scene and says, “I feel horrible about what is going on in music today. I don’t recognize it anymore. Music has gone from melody to rhythm, and as a drummer I see there’s nothing wrong with rhythm, but I revere melody. I revere lyrics. In order for that to happen I have to understand them, and I have to relate to them. Right now, there is nothing, absolutely nothing that I can relate to. Maybe it’s my age but I don’t think it is. I think it’s my musical training. It’s very hard for me to find something that interests me and that’s been going on for a lot of years.” And on the topic of protest music, Fox will tell you that while the James Gang wasn’t known for that style of music, they were all deeply affected and did not shy away from commenting on what was happening in America. Today, Fox recalls heading to Kent that evening and being stopped by the guard and denied entry after the declaration of martial law.

  Fox can also speak with authority about that form of music, and is quick to point out examples by artists like Les McCann’s “Compared to What?” He also gives a nod to Jerry Wexler at Atlantic Records whom he describes as “one of a kind, and he was behind a lot of that stuff, and not necessarily on the surface but underneath. He struck me as leaning quite a bit to the left. Who else would produce (Bob Dylan’s) “You Got to Serve Somebody”? He’s quick to add that there’s another movement underway that disturbs him. “There is mass apathy! I think a lot of people have just stopped caring! If you look at the political situation in this country…end of story. People who fail to see that are certainly not the people who care about protest music. It’s a different subset. It’s either apathy or defeatist and I’m not sure what it is. I suspect it more of the former. We don’t have a grip on what happened especially over the last few years, but the historians will have to sort that out in a hundred years or so…if there’s a planet!”

  Author Dana Spiardi has pointed out at least 30 artists produced songs about May 4th, including the Steve Miller Band’s “Jackson-Kent Blues,” the Beach Boys’ “Student Demonstration Time,” Dave Brubeck’s “Truth is  Fallen” and an unreleased song from Bruce Springsteen, “Where was Jesus in Ohio.” Even British bands including Genesis and Yes wrote about the tragedy, but when radio airplay is limited and a war weary public fails to search for that type of content its initial impact is also limited and, sadly, becomes a footnote in music history. In this sense, radio programmers and a fickle public may have driven the first nail in suppressing the availability of “music with a message” and its evolution.
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Age of Dissent


  
  
    
      “Never be afraid to raise your voice for honesty and truth and compassion against injustice and lying and greed. If people all over the world…would do this, it would change the earth.”
    

    – William Faulkner

  

  When we discuss the evolution of music with a social message, we should also define the critical areas it covers. This type of music casts a long shadow, but there seem to be two key topics that may best define it. While CSNY’s “Ohio” expresses outrage over the killings and the politics of that era and without question ranks as a milestone of that musical style, there’s also a more subtle approach stressing the fatigue with the status quo and offering options. John Lennon was undoubtedly a pacifist as well as a musical activist, and while some thought he gave mixed signals stressing in the song “Revolution” that you could count him out of any plan that included destruction he was also friendly with Abbie Hoffman, Jerry Rubin and members of the Chicago Seven. Hoffman and Rubin’s Youth International Party described itself as political theater, however it also embraced certain politicized groups and individuals that used violence and intimidation as tools of their trade. Lennon may have sympathized with some of their more benign intentions, but it was extremely unlikely that he would have joined public rallies for the Yippies or the White Panther Party which was against racism but had a record of violent demonstrations.

  It should also be pointed out that Lennon also stated his own initial uncertainties in his 1972 interview with Rolling Stone magazine saying that he also considered singing “count me in” but realizing that violence was not the answer he wanted to endorse. By 1969, the Lennons decided it was time for a media campaign. Their product? Peace. “We’re trying to sell peace, like a product, you know, and sell it like people sell soap or soft drinks,” Lennon said on the The David Frost Showin ’69. “And it’s the only way to get people aware that peace is possible, and it isn’t just inevitable to have violence. Not just war – all forms of violence.” Even today, the concept of peace confuses and frustrates. Of all things, how can peace possibly be attained? It’s easy to pile up questions and arguments that lean on the side of “it’s not possible.” But to Lennon, to sell it, like you would a soda, just give it a simple message paired with a simple slogan. He knew then, just like he did when he wrote “All You Need is Love” with his fab four pals, that if you package a message correctly, it could change the world.

  “All we are saying is give peace a chance.”

  The idea was to get peace embedded in the consciousness of the country and the world. If you believe it, it must be. The couple would continue to invest in their marketing campaign for peace by using their own money to have billboards and posters put up around the world with the message “War is over if you want it.”

  “Give Peace a Chance” wasn’t only Lennon’s first hit sans Beatles, it was also quickly adopted by activists and fervently chanted at anti-war rallies. The 1960s certainly did not end with the same spirit of utopia that it had revved up to, but Lennon’s words weren’t just an optimistic thought. The power of his anthem is remembered and echoes on today with a simple suggestion: “Whatever you do, do it for peace.”

  The 1960’s had graciously given the world a new breed of youth. A surplus of rebel hippies, with dirt on their feet, hair to their shoulders and flowers in their hands, they dared to believe that peace and love were the only answers they needed. But May 4, 1970 raised a sobering question, would this country ever actually give peace a chance? Many feel the spirit of Sixties truly ended on May 4th.

  At any rate, the greatest musical voices of rock’s early days, Lennon and Bob Dylan among them, spoke to a receptive audience that saw their comments as a call to action. The audience that found meaningful analysis in the words of Crawdaddy’s Paul Williams, Al Aronowitz with the New York Post, Ralph Gleason at the San Francisco Chronicle and several other key writers were quick to embrace the opinion and insight found in the lyrics of key artists, and it didn’t stop with their music. Entertainers have long used their notoriety to call attention to political thought, sometimes blatantly such as comedian Bob Hope’s patriotic trips to battle zones and sometimes in a more reserved but equally poignant manner. An example of that could be seen in April 1939 when the Daughters of the American Revolution barred Marian Anderson from the stage of Washington DC’s Constitution Hall because she was Black. However, she gained an even larger stage and voice against racism when the NAACP’s Walter White and First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt…who publicly resigned from the DAR…arranged for Anderson to sing at the Lincoln Memorial to an audience of 75,000, many times larger than the 4000 seats offered at Constitution Hall.

  If CSNY expressed outrage Lennon’s songs offered reflection and hope and that came through pointing out the obvious. As Lennon told Rolling Stone’s Jann Wenner, “I thought it was time we fuckin’ spoke about it, the same as I thought it was about time we stopped not answering about the Vietnamese War when we were on tour with Brian Epstein and had to tell him, ‘We’re going to talk about the war this time and we’re not going to just waffle.’ I wanted to say what I thought about revolution.” What might have been declared more clearly in the article, and certainly was in Lennon’s recorded work, was that a social revolution would provide the greatest benefit.

  We mentioned that Lennon offered options. While “Ohio” stresses anger in its call for action, the Plastic Ono Band’s “Give Peace a Chance” (which stands the test of time as strongly as CSNY’s song) stresses peace as an obvious choice and it didn’t just extend to armed conflict.  Another point to consider, Lennon’s songs also stress personal changes guiding a social movement along with political ideology. Joan Baez is no stranger to calls for action and for lack of a better term has suffered for her art. She was vilified by ultra-right-wing poster child Al Capp, the creator of “Lil’ Abner” who targeted Baez as “Joanie Phoanie” and satirized college age protestors as the group SWINE (“Students Wildly Indignant about Nearly Everything”). Capp even traveled to Montreal to arrogantly confront Lennon and Yoko Ono about their political leanings, so Baez was in good company. She cited Lennon’s “Imagine” as one of her top five protest songs along with “We Shall Overcome” and Dylan’s “Blowin’ in the Wind.”   While these songs stress a need to deal with social injustice, “Imagine” calls for self-reflection and changing from within as the path to a greater goal.

  Let’s also take pause for a moment and look at the various forms of humor that carry a particular message. Before digital changed everything, newspapers were a primary source of updates and information as well as humor with the long tradition of comic strips. By the 1950s, as dissent was taking form in the media, cartoonists started to reflect their own views of society.  That wasn’t really anything new. Chic Young’s “Blondie” reflected on class distinction with the title character as a 1930s flapper considered less than worthy of her future husband, Dagwood, who came from money. Harold Gray’s “Little Orphan Annie” examined Depression era poverty, and even earlier than that Frank Gray’s “Gasoline Alley” had a narrative that looked at daily life in post-World War I America and beyond. But the popularity of comic strips as daily entertainment, and a strong revenue engine for newspapers, opened new opportunities for cartoonists to offer social commentary in a thinly veiled satirical manner.

  Perhaps the strip that spoke out the loudest and was closely examined and embraced by the protest community was Walt Kelly’s “Pogo” which at its peak was carried, and sometimes censored, in as many as 450 newspapers nationwide. It was an interesting concept. Drawn in the “funny animal” style usually seen in comic books, Pogo was a possum in a striped shirt who lived in the Okefenokee swamp, but offered a liberal view of world events and figures. Few controversial issues of the day escaped his scrutiny draped in satire including presidents, demagogues and yes, even the John Birch Society. Pogo and his friends were adopted by the beatnik / hippie communities and his statement, “We have met the enemy and he is us” became a rallying cry for the counterculture. The strip reflected Kelly’s own liberal views and laid the groundwork for a number of equally deserving strips in years to come including Garry Trudeau’s Doonesbury. Then…there he is again…there was Al Capp.

  Claiming to have been a liberal, Capp took a swing to the far right and was quick to antagonize those who opposed his somewhat narrow point of view. Merle Pollis was a young journalist at WJAS-Am in Pittsburgh and, while his own political sense had him leaning to the left, he presented his news in the impartial manner expected of responsible Sixties era news people.  Pollis’ broadcast interview with Capp in September 1966 is an example of his style, though he does provoke some response from Capp when he admits he would be interviewing Capp’s polar opposite, Pete Seeger, in the coming weeks. It was like pouring gasoline on a fire.

  Pollis was no stranger to Capp’s work admitting that his mother read “Lil’ Abner” to him before he started elementary school. Capp was a host of NBC radio’s “Monitor” which was heard on WJAS, and he told Pollis that in 1966 public figures who were satirized in his comic strip were now happy to see themselves (or a parody of themselves) in print. Joan Baez might have voiced a strong objection to that claim when Capp labeled her “Joanie Phoanie” and mocked her considerable income while she decried capitalism. It didn’t help that Ms. Baez stood for just about every political issue that Capp opposed. Baez asked Capp for a retraction, but he denied the character was based on her. Baez would also admit years later in her memoir that Capp’s criticism about her income stung badly.

  Capp went on to say that public figures who were “disemboweled” in “Abner” were thrilled at the recognition, claiming it was a left-handed compliment because he only used celebrities who were recognized by the strip’s world-wide audience. He went on to say that he felt liberalism at that time had deserted him and claimed to have once subscribed to every liberal goal. “A guy who said he was a liberal could borrow any amount of money from me!” according to Capp but claimed most were content to borrow rather than earn. By 1966, Capp told Pollis if someone identified himself as a liberal, he wanted to know “whose children whose income and whose neighborhood he’s being liberal with?” Keep in mind that conservatism was still in charge at newspaper syndicates and networks making conservatism of that time a popular stand.

  Venom? It was satire according to Capp and by the time he took aim at college protestors he came at them in his strip with both barrels. He claimed it was not “the unsanitariness of their attire that I mock, it’s the interior sloppiness! The sloppiness of their thinking. You give me an eighteen-year old who wants to run the world and I’ll give you a jerk!” To suggest Capp was a liberal in any way at this point would be absurd. Pollis countered by saying Capp targeted his anger at students who knew little about anything, but he also put most of them in that category.  “I think”, Capp replied, “that college students should express opinions on subjects they are authorities on such as puberty and hubcaps and nothing else! Really, a college student is a subhuman who society hopes will grow into something useful…if his father’s checks hold out and the patience of the police hold out. Now, during this pulpy useless stage, it would seem to me that the college student who wants to evolve from that useless condition into something useful should shut up and find out enough about the world to know what he’s talking about five years later. I won’t listen to the opinion of anybody who hasn’t, for ten years at least, earned his own living and proven himself a useful member of society.” It’s worth pointing out that while attitudes were changing rapidly, there was a large core of society that felt exactly the way Al Capp did….and Capp had his strip and radio show as podiums.

  Capp continued to rail on saying, “Everyone who earns his own living isn’t costing society a fortune in welfare checks! I was enraged when I found out that the newspaper in New York had done the unforgivable crime of sending a photographer around to employment bureaus in New York and found them deserted and thousands of jobs for unskilled inexperienced people running salaries from $75 to $100 a week were going begging in a city where 560,000 people are on welfare!” (Remember that this was a living wage in the mid-1960s.)

  To Pollis’ credit, he countered by asking, “Because you have the God given gift of drawing a picture, what gives you an authority, just as they could criticize me or anyone else who offers opinions?” and Capp shot back, “Certainly, if Arthur Schlesinger Jr., my neighbor and beloved friend, is an authority on military strategy, then I’m an authority on anything. If Joan Baez and Pete Seeger can give us advice on foreign affairs on their records, then I am the world’s leading architect or polo player.” And speaking of Seeger, knowing he was a scheduled guest in the coming weeks, Capp asked that Pollis play him a recorded message stating, “Mr. Seeger?  I have no objection at all, and I’m quoting Ho Chi Minh! I’m sure he’ll do the ‘Ballad of Al Capp’, this poor lost soul who approves of shooting back at Communists. A blood crazed monster!”

  Let that sink in for a moment.

  Pollis respectfully asked if when he targets a group or individual if he is aiding or abetting them, offering groups with the same beliefs some comfort. Capp gleefully replied, “I hope so. I am offering comfort to the one group that no one is paying any attention to. This is the group that works for a living, that fights out wars, that is perfectly willing to go along with democratically elected leaders and who shuts up and are decent law-abiding citizens. People that nobody has any contempt for. I don’t want everybody to shut up, but I don’t want a mob storming a neighborhood, or a house, or an institution demanding that their point of view be accepted as opposed to the democratically chosen point of view of the majority.” And his advice for a younger generation?

  “I expect nothing of children except that they treat their parents as equals.”

  In a word…wow!  Equals? As Capp treated others? Once again, we have to keep in mind that in a mid-Sixties America that many saw as racist, sexist, anti-Semitic and more, Capp held a lot of influence over a wide audience.  An indication of that was a handful of protestors picketing Seeger’s appearance at Pittsburgh’s Carnegie Hall that October. Pollis caught up with the singer at the airport after the show suggesting Seeger was better known for his political views than his music. Seeger’s immediate response was, “My feeling is that music and all art is really a part of life and nothing is without politics. Not love, sex, babies, homes, one’s taste in food or clothing, skin coloring or religion and language. All these things are political in a sense. One reason I got interested in old folk songs is because the words were more ‘frank.’ They seem to have more bite in reality than the average pop song one heard on the airwaves. Back when I was a teenager, I used to play in the school jazz band. In those days every pop song was “moon, June, croon, spoon.” I just got kind of bored with it. Then I ran into folk songs like ‘John Henry’, ‘Steel Drivin’ Man’ or ‘Jesse James, the Train Robber.’ Funny songs and tragic songs that seemed like the meat of human life.” And about those comments from Al Capp? “I don’t bother replying to these lies or half-truths, because I could deny until I was blue in the face and it wouldn’t mean a doggone thing. The only defense I can make is my songs. I can say, ‘Sure, I’ve made mistakes’, but I can tell you one thing, they’ve all been my own mistakes. I was convicted and sentenced to a year in jail, not because I’m a communist or anything, but I declined to cooperate with the House Un-American Activities Committee in 1955. A lot of other people have refused to cooperate. I was indicted for contempt of Congress along with Dr. Otto Nathan, the friend of Albert Einstein. The scientist and the executor of Einstein’s will. He and I and Arthur Miller the playwright were all cited for contempt of Congress that same day. We were all acquitted. The reason we were indicted is because we declined to use the Fifth Amendment. The Fifth Amendment of the U.S. Constitution states that ‘you have no right to ask me this question.’ I and Arthur Miller and the others in effect said, ‘You have no right to ask any American citizen this kind of question. This was a much broader attack on what this committee was doing, so after lengthy litigation I was sentenced to a year in jail. One year later I was completely acquitted by a unanimous verdict of the court of appeals. So, I think legally and morally one could say I was not convicted because my conviction was overturned which the (John) Birchers fail to mention.”

  The John Birch Society! A flash point in mid-Sixties culture. Pollis was quick to ask Seeger’s opinion of a group that had frequently targeted him and others who held his views.  Surprisingly, Seeger told Pollis, “Many of them are the most well-meaning people you could imagine. But it shows how it’s not enough to just be well-meaning in this world. Carl Sandburg once told me, ‘There should be an eleventh commandment that states, ‘Thou shalt not commit nincompoopery.’ I sometimes think the bull Birchers are doing just that. They start off with one or two false assumptions and then they carry it to a conclusion. Well, what happens when you start off with a false assumption? If you know anything about geometry or mathematics, you know that if you start off with an incorrect postulate it leads to an incorrect conclusion. That’s all there is to it, and the poor Birchers have led themselves right into a trap where they are saying things and doing things which… the people would be most horrified by them would be the very people who founded our country: George Washington, Thomas Jefferson and Patrick Henry.  These people stood for liberty and freedom and the Birchers who claim to be such great Americans are saying and doing things that would just raise the hair on the head of poor old Tom Jefferson.” Pollis countered that Capp and his followers were avowed enemies of the so-called New Left, the SDS, the WEBD Boy’s Clubs. What would the fighters of freedom from so long ago say of them?

  “From what I’ve seen of it,” Seeger replied, “these various little radical groups are much more democratic. The Birchers, you know, take this from one man and if you disagree with him you get out of the organization. Absolutely. Positively. Definitely. If you want to hear arguing you ought to get around some of these radical groups. They will argue all night long and there is no ‘high priest’ that I’ve ever found among them.” And those that picketed Seeger’s performances? “I guess I should be flattered that they think I’m important enough to go out in the rain and walk up and down.  I guess I really should be. What I really regret is that I can’t persuade them to come in and listen, because I think if they could come in and listen, they’d have their ears opened. Most of these people have never actually heard me. They’ve been told, ‘This guy Seeger is a communist and you’ve got to go picket him!’ Why shucks. They should come in and listen to these songs. Of course, I shouldn’t talk like I know everything about them. I’m as ignorant as the next man. I’ve got opinions, sure, and I vote. I think every citizen in a democracy ought to vote and ought to try to inform himself as well as he can. But I’m no pundit. I’m no authority. About the only thing I’m a halfway authority on is my five-string banjo.” Still, Pollis said there were plenty who agreed Seeger should leave for a Communist country including a very vocal female listener of his program. His response?

  Seeger didn’t hesitate, saying, “I’d tell her I love this country and if she listened to any one of my recordings or concerts, she would know it. She wouldn’t have to ask again. My ancestors came over here two and three hundred years ago. I should confess the name Seeger is a German name. A fellow came over during Jefferson’s administration. He was an enthusiastic member of Jefferson’s republican party who went around giving speeches for him. He was a German doctor. He married into a bunch of New England families and most of the rest of my background is New England. Some Pennsylvania Quaker. I feel that nothing I’ve ever said or done would be in any sense letting down the struggles of these people. You know these people did tremendously courageous things in those days. They crossed an ocean in little teeny sailing boats never knowing whether they would be drowned or not. When they got here, they faced a cold and hostile environment and they chopped down trees and pulled stones out of fields. They built homes for their families to live in and they tried to build up a political system which would be better than the one they left. What was the one they left? It was one where in most every country you’d get thrown in jail if you had the wrong religion or the wrong politics. Or you were circumscribed in your job or something like that. They wanted to have a country where people could speak their mind whether they were right or wrong. After all, what does freedom of speech mean other than the right to be wrong? The verse I sing that gets the biggest cheer is ‘I may be right, I may be wrong, but I have the right to sing this song.” There were lots of opportunities to express opinion in song, including the emerging rock and roll scene. In Seeger’s case, he stressed tradition.

  “I think everyone has a right to listen to what they like. Of course, my one objection is having to go into restaurants and airports and having music coming out of a speaker that I don’t want to listen to, and you can’t escape it.  Let me add that I like all kinds of music. I love Johann Sebastian Bach. I love good jazz and I like some rock and roll. I must confess my favorite is still the old-fashioned kind of music which people sometimes call folk songs.”

  The common link would seem to be resolution rather than revolution, though in many ways we are going full circle with today’s angry street protests regarding racism, gun violence and a wide range of perceived social injustice calling back to the most infamous demonstrations of the Sixties. While Lennon’s music often suggested the listening public take a step back and reflect on the most viable path ala Martin Luther King, there were artists calling for more decisive action. Sometimes that call was misinterpreted.

  The Rolling Stones’ “Street Fighting Man” would seem at first blush to be a song promoting just that, fighting in the streets, but a close listen to the lyrics would seem to examine the futility of that type of protest. You also have to admit that the beat hardly suggests the listener sit down for a good think. That same year of 1968 saw the MC5 out of Detroit roaring across the US touring with Cream and Big Brother and the Holding Company and linked with radical far left groups and even carrying unloaded rifles as props in their stage act. Two differing messages but both born out of frustration.

  Did the age of dissent ever end, or did it evolve to a form that we may not recognize?   Christopher Ingraham posed that question in the Washington Post when he compared recent protests to events more than fifty years ago. He wisely points out that we lived in a different world in the Sixties with less media (internet, cable TV, etc.) and a “generation gap” with many parents who saw World War II eerily suggesting violence against protestors would be perfectly acceptable. Ingraham quotes one observer of that time suggesting, “the  national guard should just come in with machine guns and ‘mow down all the hippies and n*****s”, while others have suggested “we probably don’t have to kill all of them, just the agitators.” Have we changed that much since then? Consider this. When was the last time you visited a rural flea market? One stop at an outdoor market at Columbiana County, Ohio, between Youngstown and Pittsburgh saw a vendor doing a booming business, peddling t-shirts promoting LGBT rights…but those initials stood for Liquor Guns Bullets and Trump.

  The argument can be made that the “defining” of protest from the mid-Sixties to the end of the Vietnam War was driven by the differences between a generation that responded to a call of duty after the attack on Pearl Harbor and its descendants who were being drafted for a war they didn’t understand or see a reason to be involved in. The greatest generation vs. the Baby Boomers with a different sense of patriotism, and much of the music of that younger generation reflected that. Wars continued without a military draft, and the U.S. mainland was even targeted with the attacks of 9/11. There were questions about invading Iraq and the continuing (and dangerous) presence in Afghanistan, but without a mandatory draft and a musical bond the protests against the overseas conflicts have been less effective. Plus, in the political climate of the early 21st century the aggressors have often cut out the middleman (National Guard, police, etc.) to take out their frustrations firsthand. This is evident in school and church shootings, vehicles driven into crowds, bombings and other violent acts. It can be argued that the wide range of media may actually be working against getting out “music with a message.” More on that coming up.

  Ingraham makes another point regarding the critical role Viet Nam played in all aspects of media including television as well as radio. WWII was a different time, and a different war with a much different attitude. While initially hesitant to join the overseas conflict, the public was for the most part very much behind the war effort after the attack on Pearl Harbor. With radio the most accessible news and entertainment source and patriotic fervor seen in every available media, it was not likely you heard protest music over the airwaves. However, with the rising popularity of television in the early 1950s radio evolved as a source primarily for musical entertainment aimed at the new youth culture that emerged after the end of WWII. This was a culture that had its own clothing, movies, music, had expendable cash and was mobile and not likely to stay at home watching TV.  Radio programmers saw an opportunity and as the old guard of studio musicians and entertainers moved to video the radio evolved into a medium for a younger generation.  However, TV would help light the fire under artists searching for an audience.

  Let’s call it what it was. Blatant post war racism was painfully evident with Ingraham accurately depicting the mood of much of the country at that time as “mainstream and acceptable bigotry.” There was widespread distrust of Blacks, Jews, Catholics…hey, if you were a young White Protestant male the world was at your feet. Other than that, you were on your own. Plus, despite the era of rampant prejudice, post war America was looking for some thing or cause to unite the country as it was in the 1940s. For White America the rise of Black music, specifically the kind of rhythm and blues that was being marketed to kids, was a convenient hook. The lyrics were suggestive, the beat infectious and many of the tunes were a crash course in Black culture.  Elvis Presley thrust his hips on stage and sounded Black, Chuck Berry sounded White on record, and the generation that defeated the Axis now had a common enemy that didn’t come knocking on your door, it was in your kid’s bedroom and riding with them on dates. Combine that with adolescent rebellion and the forbidden fruit became that much sweeter. He said that popular music became an obvious concern in an era that took Joseph McCarthy / Roy Cohn style intimidation to new heights.

  Mainstream media did its job. Chuck Berry went to jail for violating the Mann Act, Little Richard Penniman went to the ministry, Elvis went to Germany with the army, Jerry Lee Lewis’ career was derailed by scandal and tragedies claimed the lives of many of the rest. Payola claimed the careers of some top radio names, and ended jocks programming their own shows.    It also resulted in Alan Freed becoming the poster boy for “under the console” pay offs, but that was a facade. Freed was fined a few hundred dollars for income tax evasion and banished to smaller stations, but on reflection you find the real reason for his downfall was racism. This was a disc jockey who insisted on playing the original R & B sides instead of sanitized covers and told a Boston theater audience to disregard racial barriers so everyone could dance together.  Payola was a convenient excuse for Freed’s downward spiral. He was done in by his own integrity. It also limited gun shy radio programmers for years until the British Invasion of the early to mid-Sixties reintroduced America to its own forgotten culture. But there was a segment of society that didn’t forget.

  The college folk scene was sowing the seeds of dissent as young people rediscovered the music of the Weavers, Leadbelly, Woody Guthrie and others played in intimate coffee houses and dorm rooms. That was happening at the same time television was showcasing the civil rights movement and the war in Southeast Asia, and the aftermath of violence both in the streets of America and the battlefields of Vietnam. The “devil” that parents feared was corrupting their kids through transistor radios hidden under pillows had taken a new form and was now on nightly display on living room TVs. The generation that was “protected” from the sounds of Satan was now old enough to be drafted and face an even greater horror overseas. Parents who had worried about a radio station’s Top Ten in the Fifties were now faced with a different number, a nightly body count on network news. The generation that was denied its music would soon use it as a tool to express its anger and dissent, fueled by the steady input of battlefield casualties. As it turned out, TV…the shining symbol of post war prosperity…was the spark that helped divide rather than unite the generations and ignited a flame of insurrection that drastically altered the course of U.S. history. Remember that TV coverage of assassinations, riots, and civil disobedience made for great pictures and that was the lifeblood of the medium.  If sex sold on radio, bloody images and violence had a growing audience on television and that helped fan the flames of protest. The folk scene was portable.  All you needed was a guitar a voice and a message to take your concerns to the streets. Plenty of people did just that and the wars at home and abroad were a familiar theme.
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Rock to Rap – The Evolution of Protest Music


  
  
    
      “Rock and Roll is political. It is a meaningful way to express dissent, 
      upset the status quo, stir up revolution and fight for human rights.”
    

    – Joan Jett (Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Induction Ceremony, 2015)

  

  Here we are, 50 years since the defining era of resistance (the late Sixties) and we’re showing up at demonstrations in droves again. But this time, we’re doing it without massive protest anthems. On March 24, 2018, 1.2 million people joined the “March for Our Lives” protest across America, making it one of the biggest youth protests since the Vietnam War. The Women’s Marches of 2018 drew even larger numbers with a nationwide crowd of 3 million. As Rolling Stone’s Sarah Jaffe put it, “Americans have been rediscovering the power of protest. They have embraced, in increasing numbers, disruption as a tactic for making their voices heard. As they have lost faith in the elites who run the world…”

  We’re not just marching for Black lives, women’s rights and prevention of gun violence; we’re showing up for mother nature, too. On March 15, 2019, approximately 1.4 million students across 123 countries skipped school in a movement called “Fridays for Future” to demand greater climate policies. It was possibly one of the largest environmental protests in history.

  There was a time when music and movements went hand-in-hand. Today, Gene Shelton is coordinator for diversity initiatives and professor at Kent State University, but back in the day, he was a music industry guru. A writer and publicist for Motown records, Shelton had the Rick James as his first artist. Shelton was also the man behind the iconic media profiles of colossal artists like Prince, the Supremes, Ray Charles, Stevie Wonder, Marvin Gaye, the list is impressive and exhausting to fit in its entirety. “Music was a major catalyst for the advancement and the platform and the agenda for the civil rights movement,” Shelton said. “Whether it was international war, the civil rights movement in the United States, there were songs that were created, and those songs were played on radio and they helped to change the mindset and make a turn. Folk music did it, R&B music did it, pop music did it. It was the social conscious period of addressing the social ills of our country. Music was something that reached people in a universal way.”

  Music still reaches people in a universal way, but how did music with a message evolve from folk or even rock and roll to hip hop over the past 50 years? While the genres have totally distinct – even almost a mutually exclusive sound – they both have an incredible capacity for dissent. We may not have too much popular folky protest anthems anymore (although we still have very similar social ills) but we do have plenty of politically conscious hip-hop music. This is the story of how artists we look to as our town criers went from folkies with a guitar to hip hop artists with a mic.

  Of course, music is more than just a powerful, often emotional release, it’s also recognized as a persuasive political tool, a space for resistance, and it’s even been argued by some scholars that there’s also an “assumption underlying the practices of propaganda, campaign, and censorship.” Put simply by two Communication and Journalism at Rider University, “popular music matters politically.” Few can speak on that topic with the authority of Tom Rush, a long-time soldier in the fight for equality and musical expression.  He was asked if music is as important for moving movements forward as it was in the Sixties.

  Rush admits, “Going back to the Sixties, there were really two different functions that music served. One was preaching to the choir, which is not necessarily a bad thing. I think music helps to solidify movements and help to give a focal point to movements but a lot of the songs that were being created back then really were preaching to the choir. If you didn’t agree with the song, you just turned it off, you changed the station. The problem here, and I’m gonna get a little philosophical but, we’re dealing with emotionally held beliefs a lot of the time. Emotionally held beliefs are impossible to change with logic. You cannot make a logical argument that will persuade me to change my emotionally held beliefs.”

  “My take was that some of the Phil Ochs’ material, some of Tom Paxton’s were preaching to the choir things,” Rush continued. “They were more logical, intellectual presentations of an ideology. They helped to solidify a movement, but I don’t think they changed anybody’s mind.” Let’s jump to present day. Has the musical landscape become so fragmented that everything is “too noisy” to really have a clear leader? Rush says he doesn’t really know the answer “like so many other people,” he says, “I am not really paying so much attention. In the Sixties, I was in the middle of it all. I was a musician, these other musicians were friends of mine, colleagues so I was very aware of what was going on then. Now I don’t listen to the radio, but I also don’t listen to much music anymore which I blush to admit. There are some fabulous musicians out there. The people that I’m aware of and think are really talented people are also not going down that road [of protest music].”

  But Rush was quick to add that it’s not necessarily a sense of apathy in the musical community. He’ll tell you, “I think it’s partly enlightened self-interest. Musicians back then were actually passionate about the issues and didn’t really think too hard about, ‘Well, maybe this will turn people off.’  Now I think there’s more of a commercial take on things. People say, ‘Well I don’t wanna say things that are gonna alienate anybody because I want the biggest audience I can get. So, I’m gonna tread lightly and do love songs and stay away from getting involved in political or social issues.’” Maybe those messages have taken on a more subtle nature as well.  “I’m not proud to say it”, Rush will tell you, “but I kind of do the same. I’m actually getting a little bit more political on stage than I ever have. But my take has always been that my show should be a little oasis for people where they can go and get away from their problems. Just lay back and enjoy the music. So, if I say something nasty about Trump, some people in the audience are gonna be offended and it’s not gonna change their mind, it’s just gonna ruin their experience of the evening. If I go there, I try to do it humorously, I’ll put a line in a song. I used ‘no collusion’ in one of the funny songs that I do, and it gets a huge laugh but I’m not dwelling on it.”  But that doesn’t mean he shies away from political issues even today.

  “There’s one called ‘East of Eden.’ It’s about a family trying to migrate into the US and they’re stopped by this wall. It’s a very sympathetic song to their point of view. I’ve got a funny song that goes ‘I’ll tell you what’s wrong with America, I’ll tell why times are so tough. The poor have too much money and the rich don’t have enough.’ It goes on from there. It’s a humorous song and I can see some people scowling in the audience, but they don’t get up and leave.”

  Rush adds that modern politics has also taken him back to his roots.  “That’s why I’m breaking my decade’s long rule about not getting political on stage and starting to dip my toe in the water a little bit. But I still don’t wanna just piss people off for no good reason. If I can present a song that might make them more sympathetic to another way of looking at things, that’s one thing, but I don’t wanna just make them angry without presenting an alternative way of looking at something that’s emotionally based because again, logic is totally irrelevant in the situation.”

  Rush adds that relevance is still the key, but in many cases so is a sense of impartiality saying, “A lot of it is fear-based on both sides. With the gun issue, for instance, the gun people are afraid they won’t be able to defend themselves in some hypothetical and frankly farfetched situation and the gun control people are afraid that they are gonna be shot by somebody with a gun. So, there’s fear on both sides of that. I guess that my argument is that writing a song about the logic of gun control with statistics about how many shootings there have been is not gonna be effective but if you can pick a person – a little girl who was shot – and make people care about that little girl, then that song might have some impact.” Also, remember what he said about preaching to the choir. Media plays a role. “There’s a lot of research coming out now about how when you hear something that contradicts your emotional beliefs, you just dig in deeper. Now with all the ways you can customize your newsfeed, you can avoid having to endure hearing something you don’t agree with. Both sides can live in their bubbles and ignore the other side and it’s a strange dynamic culturally because we have at least two totally different counties living inside these boundaries. People who see the world in totally different ways.” But that’s not to say certain media isn’t biased. Google takes as much blame as social media.

  “The internet has done a lot of amazing things and some really alarming things. In the good old days, before the internet, everybody watched the same thing, NBC, CBS or ABC but everybody watched the same news shows and whatever the newsman said, they were very trusted whatever they said was the way things were. That was the truth. It all splintered when the internet came along, and you can tailor your newsfeed to your own biases. The liberals do the same thing too. I recently saw something, even people who are very aware of this dynamic are still unable to change it in the way they process new information. The people on the right are saying the left is all fake news and the people on the left are saying the right is all fake news. Meanwhile in the background are the Russians or whoever is actually feeding false news into the internet genuine false news.”

  Rush admits it can be a frustrating process. “People who want to believe that stuff will believe it because it reinforces their bias. I think the Russians, one of the Russian’s main goal was to just sow discord, to get the two sides fighting harder than they were before. So, they were putting false news on both sides of the equation just to stir up trouble and they were very successful.” Even so, Rush hopes a new standard bearer can emerge to fight the good fight.  “Yeah, I do. I think the right kind of song could get people on either side to maybe consider softening their opposition. To become sympathetic toward that little girl and her family. It might not even occur to them that it has something to do with the bigger picture, but it might get inside their psyche and soften their opposition to gun control. It could work either way. But yes, I do think music could help bring us back together.”

  It seems protest music from the defining age is, well, easier to define. It’s too easy to point to prolific songs from that era and say, “Yep, that’s a protest song” and that’s thanks to their straightforward characteristics. The formula is easy: there’s a problem, a call to action, and it’s easy to repeat, like a mantra that can sell the masses on the solution. “All we are saying, is give peace a chance.” Easy to chant, easy to digest, easy to sell. But today’s music with a message is a little more complicated than that: it’s often buried in commercial concerns and living on a landscape that depends on concert ticket sales rather than album sales, thanks to technology that allows us to easily stream singles instead of having to buy a physical disc that homes all of the artists’ available tunes.

  But between then and now one thing in music with a message hasn’t changed; it’s always been for the masses and intended to be popular.  Back in 1974, researchers Fox & Williams  defined “popular” as “belonging to the people,” “widely favored,” and “well-liked.” Popular music is, of course, a category of entertainment that regularly addresses politics Moreover, it’s been said that “popular music has tremendous affective power, and the affective nature of music is ineffable.”

  Recalling the insight of Tom Rush and spurred by our own findings we were compelled to ask; how did all this power get teed up for the protest music of the late 1960s and Seventies? Enough to inspire an entire generation of youth to rise against their parents’ tired ideology they once followed blindly? It all began with rock and roll. We may think we know the roots by heart, but a quick visit serves as a helpful refresher on the power of musical protest that we will go on to explore in the chapters to come. Let’s step back to an earlier time of emerging media.

  Radio was all the mid-1950s kids really had – that and limited television, so whatever was on there had better be good. They were just about sick to death of the pillow-y soft music they were being spoon-fed by their parents, but who could save them? The romantic bops their parents adored were too nice and easy — no beat; nothing to dance to.

  Rock ‘n roll, as it was originally coined, was the hero the mid-1950s kids were looking for. It didn’t wear a red cape or fight crime, but its infectious energy was authoritative enough to become a something a young person doesn’t just jive to on the radio, but an attitude one could embody. Today’s youth has plenty of attitudes to choose from since they pretty much live online, the bottomless marketplace of ideas and attitudes. Taking a deep dive into any one genre or niche market takes no more than two seconds. No matter how specific your taste, you can find communities that love the same type of thing you do. Today’s internet surfer never really feel alone and should rarely be bored – or at least as bored as the pre-rock and roll 1950’s kids were.

  Once the recording industry saw big dollar signs in “Black music”, “race music” or “rhythm and blues” as they would go on to label it, they had a new product to sell the kids. If you’re only skimming the history books, it’s easy to believe the term was created by Hollywood the moment in 1956 when Bill Haley’s Rock Around the Clock became the theme for the film The Blackboard Jungle or with the release of Elvis Presley’s first film, Love Me Tender. But we know there’s more to the story. Before Presley popped up, swiveling his hips and howling to a hound dog, this term was regularly used in early Black music – mostly as a fun term for sex. In a Fifties television show, Fats Domino said of the new genre’s origin, “Rock & roll is nothing but rhythm & blues and we’ve been playing it for years down in New Orleans.”

  The late Bob West was a beloved Kent State professor (for the school of journalism and mass communication) and was revered for his legacy in Cleveland broadcasting. He and Edmund P. Kaminski wrote “Radio, Rock ‘n’ Roll and the Civil Rights Movement” and put rock and roll’s influence during the civil rights movement into its proper timeline and highlighted the extreme (to the point of humorous) reactions—from horrified conservative parents to the all-too-eager-teens who couldn’t get enough.

  As West and Kaminski saw it, there are two main components needed for an idea or event to catch on: exposure and acceptance. Certainly, one of the main things that can stop an event from becoming popular is segregation, which is what the recording industry did with Black music until 1949. Music created by Black artists were put on “race records” — a term used by recording industry since 1920. Things were kept in separate boxes like this until shortly after the second world war. It was during this time that folks became more sensitive to the word “race.” So, the industry decided to drop the term — changing it to “rhythm and blues,” which West and Kaminski called “a convenient catchall term for all Black music.”

  During the post-war economic expansion, both southern Black and Whites moved North — resulting in closer working relationships, which gave White audiences a deeper listen to this rhythm and blues business. As it was becoming more popular with White audiences throughout the late 1940s into the ‘50s, Cleveland disc jockey Alan Freed capitalized on the moment, creating the Moondog show on WJW radio, where he would only play Black music. While record store owner Leo Mintz introduced the term to Freed,  the infamous DJ is the one credited with having officially coined the term “rock and roll,” giving Northeast Ohio yet another thing to brag about birthing, besides Lebron James. At any rate, this move forever cemented Freed in media history. In fact, he has his own star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame and for about 12 years, his ashes were kept on display at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, where he is an inductee and consistently recognized as the man behind it all.

  For Freed, rhythm and blues and rock and roll were the same thing. Consequently, teens used the terms interchangeably just as Freed did, that is until the 1954 emergence of Elvis Presley. Presley was, of course, as West and Kaminski pointed out, hugely responsible for the growth of rock and roll both as a musical form and a symbol for 1950s teens. When America record producer Sam Phillips dreamed of finding “a White man who had the negro sounds and the negro feel” he was pleased as punch when before his eyes stood a young, impossibly beautiful White man who echoed the compelling sound and feel of Black music. Phillips’ dream of racking up big bucks swiftly came true (he would later sell Presley’s contract to RCA for a quick buck and probably a lifetime of regret).

  In a 1990 Rolling Stonearticle, reporter Robert Palmer wrote, “With the flowering of the postwar baby boom, teenagers, especially White teenagers with money in their pockets, represented a potentially enormous and largely untapped consumer group. It didn’t take a genius to realize, as Sam Phillips and other early-Fifties indie-label owners did, that more and more of these free-spending kids were listening to Black records, spun on local radio stations by a new generation of Black-talking but mostly White-skinned disc jockeys. If a White performer with an R&B style and teen appeal could be found …”

  Rock and roll quickly became more than just a beat to dance to. According to West and Kaminski, it also served as “a cohesive bond for a youthful generation that was searching for an identity. Further, it served as a line of demarcation from the ‘establishment’ and the ‘old’ ways of viewing society.” Palmer also said about the decade of music that “changed the world” that “Rock and roll wasn’t just a type of sound, it was a lifestyle and a new ideology for youth looking to break off into some cool territory unknown by their sleepy parents. We were believers before we knew what it was that had so spectacularly ripped the dull, familiar fabric of our lives. We asked our friends, maybe an older brother or sister. We found out that they called it rock & roll. It was so much more vital and alive than any music we had ever heard before that it needed a new category: Rock & roll was much more than new music for us. It was an obsession, and a way of life.”

  For years, researchers have pointed out that youth tend to use music to manage their personal and social identities and as a form of self-expression. Rock and roll did indeed wake and rattle up the teens, which seemed to freak out not only their parents, but the media as well. In 1956, Time magazine chronicled the results of rock and roll and reported that it bore “a passing resemblance to Hitler mass meetings.” The comparison is, of course, laughable today, but it only serves as physical proof that rock and roll was powerful enough to provoke fear. Palmer pointed out, “Much has been made of Sixties rock as a vehicle for revolutionary social and cultural change, but it was mid-Fifties rock & roll that blew away, in one mighty, concentrated blast, the accumulated racial and social proprieties of centuries. What could be more outrageous, more threatening to the social and sexual order subsumed by the ingenuous phrase traditional American values, than a full-tilt Little Richard show?”

  Of course, this was not the goal radio had in mind. “Radio and the recording industry did not initiate nor perpetuate the rock and roll phenomena with any regard to its potential impact on society,” West and Kaminski wrote. “They were not interested in improving race relations nor were they deliberately attempting to alienate any segment of society. Quite simply, the issue here was money.”

  There was money alright, but the impact on society came with it. By the mid-1950s, according to author Charlie Gillett, there were three main complaints against rock and roll: it was too sexual, too vulgar, too much rebellion or attitudes that “seemed to defy authority” and finally, that the rock and roll singers “were negroes or sounded like negroes.” This last complaint was a “matter of most open concern in the south.” Rock and roll sparked fear and hysteria within conservative communities and quite frankly, enraged racists.

  “It’s easy to see why young White teenagers were to take up the civil rights movement on such a personal basis when it erupted in the early 1960s,” West and Kaminski wrote. Rock and Roll quickly became the musical lubricant that helped further the divide between youth and the conservative establishment. “The enemies of rock and roll were the same enemies of integration and fairness to Blacks.” This new craze even had a language of its own that only the youth seemed to understand. “Whether it was the lyrics or the chatter, the youth of the 1950s picked up a jargon which the adults neither liked nor understood,” West and Kaminski wrote. “The language was ‘secret’ and its alienating effects upon the traditional establishment was welcomed by the youth.”

  Ed Ward, co-author of Rock of Ages: The Rolling Stone History of Rock and Roll, wrote of the phenomenon, “Here you were, an insignificant teenager, bumbling your way through school, filled with teenage anxieties and problems and fears of the opposite sex, and here was this guy – a White guy, at that – playing weird records with sort of dirty lyrics, talking into your ear, like a co-conspirator. He knew who you were…’the late people’ who stayed up to hear that show, to groove on this weird stuff. It was your own secret society! Blacks, of course, had always had their own secret society, , one forced upon them by racism and segregation. It was hardly surprising then, that youngsters in search of change would seek out Black music.”

  As the civil rights movement was under way, West and Kaminski wrote, the rock and roll advocates would soon rally together against the “forces of oppression that were against their music and their musicians” making the movement and the music a package deal. Eventually, rock blended with folk, creating a folk-rock hybrid — perfect for strumming away the blues, or more specifically, political woes. As we mentioned in a previous chapter, folk rock legend David Crosby – founding member of Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young (CSNY) – has a musical legacy that’s marked its place in protest music history time and again.

  In a phone interview with Cleveland Scene to promote his 2018 concert in Kent, Ohio, Crosby attempted to put his finger on the diagnosis of the musical times and the apparent shift in genres. But first came his frank mention of then President Trump, stating emphatically at that time, “He’s just… he’s a dick.” He didn’t have a reason to beat around the bush about the former chief executive.  Crosby has been laying down his truth boldly and publicly for 50 years.

  Crosby was very vocal and equally specific in his concerns, “He’s doing great harm. He’s been lying to our country,” he continued about Trump. The at-the-time 77-year-old music legend seemed worried but also matter of fact. Crosby has a long history of resistance toward the government. His candor was reminiscent of the young, defiant Crosby of the Byrds from half of a century ago, the one who openly questioned the Warren Report on stage at the Monterey Pop Festival in 1967.

  “They’re shooting this for television. I’m sure they’ll edit this out. I wanna say it anyway even though they will edit it out,” the 26-year-old Crosby professed to the crowd with his guitar slung over his shoulder. “When President Kennedy was killed, he was not killed by one man. He was shot from a number of different directions by different guns. The story has been suppressed. Witnesses have been killed and this is your country ladies and gentlemen,” he casually finished without missing a beat. Four months after this biting declaration, he was kicked out of the Byrds.

  The band’s bassist, Chris Hillman put Crosby’s departure from the Byrds this way, “David just had this knack for causing trouble. … He was an extrovert and had a lot of guts – which sometimes meant he could be an arrogant jerk.” Unsurprisingly, Crosby saw it a little differently. In a 1980 interview he said of Hillman and the band’s front man Roger McGuinn, “[they] came zooming up in their Porsches and said that I was impossible to work with and I wasn’t very good anyway and they’d do better without me. And frankly, I’ve been laughing ever since. F—- ’em. But it hurt like hell. I didn’t try to reason with them. I just said, ‘it’s a shameful waste … goodbye.’”  Needless to say, it didn’t result in Crosby taking any pause in his outspoken views on personal, public and political issues.

  That same fiery spirit of unfiltered defiance continues to burn over 50 years later. While discussing why mainstream protest anthems don’t seem to exist anymore, he was asked if he thinks if we had a moderate or left-leaning candidate we might notice different themes in mainstream music. First, he said, “Well, it would inspire everybody to feel better about their country. What’s going on now is pretty horrific.” From there, he humorously went on to describe Trump as “a spoiled child who broke into his dad’s office and he’s peeing on all the papers because he was never allowed in there.” A one-of-a-kind metaphor, but at the same time, not too outlandish.

  “The worst thing of all,” Crosby noted about the Trump’s Administration was “not addressing climate change. We are doing a disservice to everybody. Every human being on the planet. Every single human person, we are doing a bad thing to. And if you believe in karma, well, chew on that one for a while.”

  This disservice to the planet seems to be the reason Crosby continues to keep his spirit of protest alive in his songs and in his interviews. “I’m not gonna let these stupid bastards kill us all because they’re being so short-sighted and so focused on profit. They just don’t want to have less profit. It’s about money. And they’re being shortsightedly stupid about the evidence because they just don’t wanna look at it. But it is what it is, and it’s worse than anybody knows.”

  His words were reminiscent of a song he and Graham Nash made together in 1989. The lyrics state, “It’s not that we don’t know, it’s just that we don’t want to care.” The song is called “To the Last Whale” and it’s either an ode to or frankly, an obituary for dying whales, with an overall theme of our apparent disregard for our planet. It points to the overwhelming human interest for short-term, cosmetic benefits like makeup in exchange for the lives of nature’s oldest beasts. “I can see your body lie,” the song continues, “it’s a shame you have to die to put the shadow on our eye.”

  Another, perhaps even more pointed song about climate change from CSNY comes from their 1988 song “Clear Blue Skies.” It echoed fear about the physical state of our planet before we had as much damning evidence as we do now.

  “Clear blue skies, not too much to ask for,
 They were here before we came,
 Will they be here when we’re gone?
 Clean water, not too much to hope for,
 It’s the basis of our lives
 And without it we are done.”

  (Clear Blue Skies lyrics © Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC)

  Despite his open anxieties and criticisms about the Trump Administration, the two-time Rock & Roll Hall of Famer offered an optimistic remedy. “This is hard times. I like to tell people that music is a lifting force, you know? Like they say, ‘when the war drags us down, music drags us up.’ I think it tells me things better,” he said. “I think it gives people substance for their soul. I think this is really hard times for us. I think our democracy is in danger. I think we’re in a really rough situation. People love [music], man. They love the lift of music.” Crosby doesn’t just use his music to speak on current events. Rolling Stone gave him an advice column, where he regularly addressed political strife. Apathy continues to be a silent bad guy we’ve all been fighting in the political arena for a while, but Crosby gives a bitter reminder of why it’s important to keep going. In an early 2020 edition of the “Ask Croz” column, the singer was asked by a reader how to deal with apathy that was prevalent at the time. “Look at the situation we’re in,” wrote Crosby. “We have global warming and a president who doesn’t believe in it or anything that doesn’t provide a personal profit to himself. The guy running the senate, Mitch McConnell, also only cares about profit. We can’t not fight them. I can’t conceive of rolling over and putting my paws up. We must fight.”  Crosby’s fears were eased a bit soon after Joe Biden’s inauguration when the new administration brought an end to the Keystone XL Pipeline and rejoined the Paris Climate Agreement that was rejected by Trump.

  Since we don’t seem to have many new, well-known protest anthems in the United States, we no longer have songs that are easy to chant and unite crowds at demonstrations (think of John Lennon and Yoko Ono’s “Give Peace a Chance”). In 1978, Charles J. Stewart argued at a Purdue University graduate seminar on social movements that “protest music emerges from a felt need, social anxiety, or a perceived state of relative deprivation” and that “protest songs frequently focus on the identification of a problem situation that requires the movement as a solution, thus legitimizing the movement.” Folk had this covered in the Sixties and Seventies-era of protest music and hip-hop largely has this covered now, with a keen focus on Black Lives Matter (BLM).

  In a 1964 interview with Vogue, American protest singer and songwriter Phil Ochs provided some insight on the intention of those who sang protest songs (Sixties-era) stating, “We’re trying to crystalize the thoughts of young people who have stopped accepting things the way they are,” he said. “Young people are disillusioned; we want to reinforce their disillusionment, so they’ll get more involved and do something – not out of a general sense of rebellion, but out of a real concern for what’s happening.”

  Of course, during the era of resistance in the United States in the late 1960s and Seventies, were the overt concerns over civil rights and ending the devastating war in Vietnam. The unique result was the fusion of the music with the movements, which gave folk or protest singers not only an eager audience but also a mission. Despite the awakened power of protest, not only in the States but around the world, why aren’t we hearing as many mainstream anthems? “I think most of the people who get into show business get into it for the money,” Crosby said, adding, “Which I don’t really give a shit about. I think they don’t want to be political because it gets in the way of getting the money.”

  He’s not wrong. It’s uncommon for pop music to deliver a strong, political opinion because it’s just not sexy. Katy Perry tried it for a second in 2017, with something she called “purposeful pop.” Her song “Chained to the Rhythm” pointed to obvious difficulties in the Trump era. The problem was, however, that the upbeat, clubby sound overshadowed the a little-too-broad message of the song, making it sound like just another unthoughtful pop track; seemingly cranked out in a factory where today’s pop music is manufactured. Would the song have been taken more seriously if its lyrics were packaged through hip-hop or simply delivered by a less bubblegummy pop artist? Maybe.

  On the other hand, Crosby reasoned that his long-time role as a singer-songwriter is a different job. His role is simply to “carry the news from town to town. We’re the town criers. Well, that’s part of our job. It’s not all of our job. But that’s what protest music really is; it’s us being a witness. It’s us saying, ‘Oh my God, the United States of America is shooting its own children or putting them in cages.’ We have to witness this.”

  “In my opinion,” he continued, “it should be only part of what we do. Our main job is to take you on emotional voyages or make you boogie, make you wanna dance. Make you feel good. Every once in a while… ‘Ohio.’” Of course, “Ohio” is considered the quintessential protest song. Rolling Stone’s David Browne hailed it the “impossible to top” protest song. He also pointed out after watching Crosby and other artists perform it at a 2018 Carnegie Hall concert that “For better or worse in terms of America, ‘Ohio’ sounded as if it had been written this year.”

  Tin soldiers and Nixon’s comin’
 We’re finally on our own
 This summer I hear the drummin’
 Four dead in Ohio

  Gotta get down to it
 Soldiers are gunning us down
 Should have been done long ago
 What if you knew her and
 Found her dead on the ground?
 How can you run when you know?

  (Ohio lyrics © Universal Music – Z Tunes LLC)

  “Ohio” was of course written as a devastated response to the May 4th Kent State shootings. Young wrote in the liner notes of his 1977 anthology, Decade, “It’s still hard to believe I had to write this song. It’s ironic that I capitalized on the death of these American students. Probably the biggest lesson ever learned at an American place of learning. My best CSNY cut. Recorded totally live in Los Angeles. David Crosby cried after this take.”

  It’s been over 50 years and we still haven’t had another protest song hit with the same gusto, even though artists have no shortage of inspiration. The never-ending news cycle rarely leaves the palm of our hands. Today when there is a national tragedy, like hearing that a good chunk of California is on fire or there was another senseless shooting, our pockets and handbags buzz immediately. Despite push-notifications giving us and artists instant access to current events, we just don’t see as many impactful or mainstream musical responses like we did 50 years ago.

  Crosby was asked why he thinks this is the case. He said, “I wish more people felt compelled to stick up for what they believe in but there are quite a few of principled people in the music business. Bonnie Raitt leaps to mind; James Taylor leaps to mind. There are some pretty decent folks,” he said. But unfortunately, he said he just doesn’t hear as much musical activism as he’d like to.

  Chic Canfora, a May 4 witness and political activist has spoken with Crosby a few times and remains moved by his compassion for May 4 victims. “I took him on a tour of the May 4 Center,” Canfora said. “I had a chance to say to him, “where are the protest songs today?” There’s so much to disagree with right now. There is so much to raise awareness about now. Where are the protest songs? I think he was waiting for new young groups to emerge and convey messages. I know there’s a lot of that happening in hip-hop but for some reason they’re not sticking like they did with us.”

  But that doesn’t mean Crosby isn’t doing his part to push songwriters of all genres to pump out some protest songs. “I’ve been appealing to other writers – a shit load of people on Twitter – I put it out there saying, ‘Anything you can write; we need a fight song. We need an ‘Ohio.’ We need a ‘We Shall Overcome.’ We need one. I’m trying to write it myself, and I’m also trying to encourage everybody else to write. In the meantime, I’m singing ‘Ohio,’” he laughed.

  Crosby is not the only CSNY member rallying artists to write music with a message. “We are reaching out to you as musicians and artists,” Neil Young wrote on his website in the fall of 2019, “who will embrace their stories with humility, openness, and respect, and find a way within the music community … to amplify their voices and elevate the truth.” Young’s call to action implored musicians to use the very words of the “unaccompanied” immigrant children at the U.S. border found in published court filings in June of 2019, in hopes to give their accounts a platform that may resonate with listeners enough to give way to change.

  Making a political issue personal is arguably what folk protest music does best. Combining a wide variety of influences, songwriter Tom Rush has been presenting musical messages that carry a subtle intensity for the content that complements his unique style. He remains a long-time voice for social change and perception, and he has very distinct views about the age or protest and its direction. Rush also expressed in an interview for this book that “an emotional argument stands a chance, and this is where Woody Guthrie was good, and Dylan was good at his best in making the issues personal. Putting faces on things.” Rush raised another good point about what Guthrie tried to accomplish in his 1948 song “Deportee” – a response to a tragic plane crash the same year that killed 28 illegal immigrants. “The plane went down,” Rush said, “and the radio coverage that Guthrie heard was that this plane went down in and 57 people were killed, and they named the pilot and copilot, but the rest were ‘deportees’ and that bummed Guthrie,” Rush said. So, Guthrie wrote a song naming each passenger by name, wishing them a personal farewell. “It was a very powerful song and I think maybe made some people stop and think ‘wow these are people. They’re not just deportees. They have names, they have lives, they have children.’ So that kind of song that reaches you on an emotional level I think could change minds and maybe did. Dylan wrote some of those as well.”

  This method of making the news – particularly news about immigrants in peril – is being pulled off over seventy years later by Young in that apparent plea to give face to the unnamed “others” we only read about. If only we had more musical leaders like the former CSNY folkies who remain defiant and willing to stand up and speak out. “We just need people willing to speak their minds and stuff. I think some of the big pop acts — notably Lady Gaga — and a couple others of the women are sticking up,” Crosby continued. “I don’t know… maybe it will get better. Maybe the rap people will get involved.”

  Boy George — an LGBTQ legend best known for dominating the pop scene in the Eighties —  is known as one of the great male pop acts who helped forge a space in pop for androgynous expression and sexuality (besides, of course, Elton John, Prince, David Bowie, etc.). Ahead of a local show in 2018, Boy George chatted with Cleveland Scene and also pointed to rap as the genre making the most pointed political statements today.

  When asked if music is as important today for shaping social movements as it was during that time period, George said, “Well, I don’t think that it’s the same. I think rap music definitely has more of a political voice. It’s not the same as Dylan or Sam Cooke. I think that music is definitely a reflection of the kind of social times that we live in. I think that we live in an age now where people get upset about almost everything. Do you know what I mean? [laughs]. So how do you work out what’s important? [laughs]. I was having this conversation with some friends. We were talking about this very subject and how everybody is just so prepared to get so upset about everything. So how do you work out what’s important? It’s that whole throwing the baby out with the bathwater thing. We were all talking about how much we fear people losing their sense of humor, you know, freedom of speech is being really attacked. So, no, I don’t think people are using music necessarily to say political things. Maybe rap music is probably the one exception. It’s a strange time for pop culture because there’s no one doing that, but that’s not to say it won’t happen. You know what I mean? I think it could very well come back.” And slowly, it has.

  “Some of them talk about the truth,” Crosby continued about rap artists. “Some of them talk about important shit. It’s pretty rare though. Mostly they’re talking about, you know, tits and ass. But maybe it will get better. Maybe we’ll get another Bruce Springsteen come walking in out of nowhere. You just never know. But in the meantime, I’ve got a certain amount of time; I’m gonna spend it doing this.”

  A new Bruce comin’ or not, the original Boss hasn’t gone anywhere. After having campaigned for Clinton in 2016, Bruce took some heat, learning just how “little” he means to Trump. Trump took aim at Springsteen at a rally in 2019 when he declared he didn’t need Clinton’s massive supporters, Beyoncé, Jay Z or “little Bruce Springsteen” to win the election. In an interview with Gayle King, Springsteen was asked if he was surprised to learn that Trump was still firing away at him. “Not really,” he responded. “We’re living in a frightening time… Unfortunately, we have somebody who I feel doesn’t have a grasp of the deep meaning of what it means to be an American.”

  Of course, support from prominent music acts gives candidates a boost of perceived credibility that can have enough impact sway the masses, or at least the youth. But music plays another big role in campaigns too. The songs chosen to play at rallies sets a tone or intention and unites voters in a distinct way. Neil Young has been a megaphone of dissent toward Trump from the beginning but by 2020, the gloves came completely off. In a long, contemptuous letter to Trump on his archives website he kicked things off with, “You are a disgrace to my country.” He continued. “Your mindless destruction of our shared natural resources, our environment, and our relationships with friends around the world is unforgivable.… Our first Black president was a better man than you are.”

  But what really seemed to grind Young’s gears was Trump’s usage of his song “Rockin’ in the Free World” at his rallies. Despite Young’s numerous requests to stop, Trump kept on rockin’ the song. “[It] is not a song you can trot out at one of your rallies,” he writes. “Perhaps you could have been a bass player and played in a rock & roll band. That way you could have been onstage at a rally every night in front of your fans, if you were any good, and you might be …”  However, presidential candidates have long battled artists over use of their music on the campaign trail with Springsteen facing off against Ronald Reagan and George Bush, Isaac Hayes warning Bob Dole, and the Rolling Stones threatening legal action against the Trump campaign over use of their songs….which was probably the mildest threat “the Donald” faced by Jagger and company.  Back in 1989 Keith Richards threatened the future candidate with a knife backstage in Atlantic City during the Steel Wheels Tour when Trump attempted to attach his name to marketing the Stones. It didn’t start with rockers either.

  Of course, we can’t forget to mention an earlier example that took place in the White House two years after May 4, 1970. In an apparent attempt at some positive publicity, Nixon invited Johnny Cash to perform some friendly, supportive songs at a White House concert. “Johnny, would you be willing to play a few songs for us?” He went on to specifically request, “I like Merle Haggard’s ‘Okie From Muskogee’ and Guy Drake’s ‘Welfare Cadillac.’” (He apparently missed the satire saturated throughout both of these songs.) “I don’t know those songs,” Cash told the President. “But I got a few of my own I can play for you.” In a tense but respectful show, Cash performed “What Is Truth?” an anthem for youth which lyrics ask, “Can you blame the voice of youth for asking ‘What is truth?’” A bold move, but an honest one.  Another bold move came from an outspoken admirer of Richard Nixon, but also one whom was touched by the historical significance of key events.

  Offstage, Elvis Presley tended to keep a low profile. He paid every penny in taxes without deductions (due in part to manager Colonel Tom Parker’s status as an illegal alien from the Netherlands).  Plus, he didn’t really need the attention. He was Elvis and privacy was at a premium. Even so, Elvis was never a face of protest. In fact, this was a man who, according to Ringo in the Beatles Anthology documentary, tried to convince Nixon to ban the Beatles in America. But in 1968, as his country was staring into the face of fear and disillusionment, Presley penned what can be argued as a grossly underappreciated peace anthem.

  In a 2018 film that explores the evolution of Presley, The Searcher features producer and director Chris Bearde, who helped produce Presley’s esteemed 1968 comeback special. Bearde explains that they knew they wanted to end the show in a major way, but initially weren’t quite sure how. One day as they were rehearsing for the show, a little black and white television sat in the corner of the room, broadcasting the assassination of Robert F. Kennedy. Bearde explained Presley’s panicked response, saying he jumped to his feet, grabbing his guitar and talking a mile a minute, he said to everyone in the room, “I need you to understand me because this is a time where we all have to understand each other.” Then they, of course, penned “If I Can Dream” and slated it as the final song of the special, resulting in an emotionally moving performance that cemented the special in history.

  “If I Can Dream” is a song of radical peace and utopia, much like Lennon would go on to describe in “Imagine” only three years later. “Imagine” remains thought of as the biggest anthem for peace and Lennon’s greatest solo work. Some say it was inspired by his muse Yoko. But Lennon’s first hero was Elvis, who he has said without, there would be no Beatles. Elvis described a dream, Lennon asked us to imagine. Both offered optimism and sonically painted a picture of a better land as the country grieved its broken promises.

  We also have to consider the misplaced political use of Springsteen’s “Born in the U.S.A” some years later.  To the untrained ear, the song is just a rally for American patriotism. But it is in fact a boldfaced attack on the broken promises that were made to U.S. soldiers after the hurt and letdown of Vietnam veterans. In 2019, music director Lauren Onkey described to Morning Edition Springsteen’s process when he penned the anthem, explaining the song was originally called “Vietnam.’”

  “He did a big benefit in the summer of ’81 for Vietnam veterans in Los Angeles and met with vets,” Onkey said. “After that tour ends, there’s a number of places where he’s trying to write about the Vietnam veteran experience, so the song grows out of that moment.” Although the result Springsteen ended up with sounds more like an upbeat, patriotic celebration, many still understand the lyrics to be cynical and suspicious – but that tone apparently did not land with President Reagan. In an attempt to connect to a younger demographic during his 1984 campaign, he used “Born in the U.S.A. at rallies, making him appear out-of-touch, at least to Springsteen fans who understood the song’s intent.

  It seems Bill Clinton was the first presidential candidate to truly master integrating himself into youth culture through music and television. In the summer of ’92, Clinton made history when he played the saxophone on the Arsenio Hall show – a late-night talk show that dominated the culture for a brief time. This move made Clinton appear not only relatable but cool. In a 2018 documentary series The 90’s Greatest, Hall commented on the historic event, saying that having a presidential candidate on a late-night show “almost unheard of” and that Clinton “was intelligent enough to see the future of how we had to reach Americans.” Nineties sitcom legend Fran Drescher added to the documentary’s dialogue around Clinton’s unprecedented “cool guy” image saying Clinton, “paved the way for a new generation of politicians that were raised on rock and roll.”
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Alternative Voices – Have We Progressed or Regressed?


  
  
    
      “A protest song is a song that’s 
so specific that you cannot mistake it for bullshit.”
    

    – Phil Ochs

  

  Common sense tells us there is no way a book of this length, or even a lengthy series, can address and analyze all aspects of every musical trend that has existed since CSNY’s anthem.  What we offer are conversations aimed at stimulating self-reflection and discussion, and for this segment we take a quick look at the response by the punk and new wave community.

  We’ll hear more from Alan Canfora, one of the Kent State victims, later in this book, but he recognized the power of all musical genres even in the earliest stages. “I think there has always been.” He explains, “Even since 1970. There’s been this kind of an underground music scene that was going on back in the Seventies. The punk rock scene emerged. There’s still some of those bands now that are doing some political songs. For example, the whole genre of street punk, they’re very much encouraging rebellion, and awakening of the youth, and encouraging the young people to take a stand. So that’s one genre of music, but also a lot of the rap music is encouraging people to awaken and get active.” More on rap to come, but you see the continuing impact on more traditional music linked to May 4th, often by artists who were witness to the unfolding tragedy. Terry Leonino is one of them. A long-time social activist, she’s been part of the folk duo Magpie with her husband Greg Artzner since 1973 who grew up in music traditions.  According to Leonino, “While putting myself through college I was singing Pete Seeger songs, Phil Ochs Songs, Tom Paxton songs, Aunt Molly Jackson songs, songs of The Weavers, Peter, Paul, and Mary and as the country and our government was digging in deeper and deeper into the war in Vietnam, these songs became more prominent in my repertoire. Included in this repertoire were many other songs from the Civil Rights Movement and Peace Movement and Women’s Movement to name only a few movements occurring during my early childhood and throughout my college years.” She also tells us the audience has to learn from history, especially on issues of social inequality and injustice. She points to a wide range of artists and influences including, “Matt and Marshall Jones, The SNCC Freedom Singers, Pete Seeger, Malvina Reynolds, Faith Petric, Phil Ochs, Tom Paxton, Bob Dylan (until he decided to go commercial), Judy Collins, Joan Baez, Peter, Paul, and Mary to name only a few of the song leaders of the 60’s chose to tell and share their stories of their social and political concerns through their songs. Magpie and many other lesser known, or as Phil Ochs’ sister, Sonny Ochs, calls us the ‘almost famous’ who have chosen to carry on this important musical tradition. Every artist must decide where they stand.”

  An impressive list.  Leonino says her own musical direction was solidified when she was eyewitness to the Kent State tragedy. She was honored to play with Peter, Paul and Mary at the 1990 May 4th observance. Leonino also says her own experience left her with questions saying, “I come from a very musical family traditional family. I was already playing political music, but it was obviously majorly turned after the shootings only in the regard that I was like, ‘Why am I still here?’ Survivors always wonder why they aren’t the ones that didn’t make it. Why did I make it and Jeff Miller didn’t? He was in my English class. Why did I make it and some of my other friends didn’t make it? So, it’s a very weird kind of almost surreal place to be reflecting sometimes because you see yourself and say well okay, I was left behind to do something. So, what do I do? I do what I’ve been doing. I do my music and I find ways to make it work in the world. I was able to get three Bachelor of Science degrees.”

  Leonino goes on to share her story of what happened on May 4, “My friend Raleigh Brown was the guy who rang the liberty bell which drew everybody down to the commons for the freedom speech rally about Cambodia and Nixon’s going into Cambodia. It was a big deal. They closed all the buildings down. They forced everybody to go to the student union. So that was professors and students and everybody. You would try to go to class and there would be somebody standing there with an M16 right in front of the door in combat gear and tanks all over the campus and they’re trying to go to school. And you think, ‘Okay well I think I’ll just go see what’s happening at the student union.’ My geology professor, that was a class I was supposed to go to, Dr. Glenn Frank talked everybody down or there probably would have been a lot more people dead. He was the very man who stood up in front of the crowd and said, ‘Please sit down or there’s gonna be a slaughter!’ He was pretty eloquent and amazing that he was there at the moment that he was.”  Leonino was so moved by Frank’s plea that she immortalized it in a song titled “You Carried Us.”

  “He’s a pretty important person in the story,” she says. “It’s important that as many books, as many sides, as many perspectives as possible are out there because it’s not a simple story. It’s a very complex one. You have to realize that the shootings that are going on today are being done by young people, mostly men, and this was our government. This wasn’t one person. This was our government and we’re supposed to be trusting our government with our lives and here they are shooting at us? And they have tanks surrounding us? These times are difficult, but they have to be fought against and the best thing you can do is use your freedom of speech. That’s one thing I think I came out from the other side on that. Words are powerful. Songs are powerful. They are a reflection of what is happening, and they also can be used as peaceful weapons. They cut to the heart of the story but hopefully open your heart and your mind so that you can take it in a way that can transform you so you would not continue on this horrible path of injustice.”  She also points to a greater sense of history at that time to fully appreciate the events on the Kent State campus. “We always talk about the 4th as if the 3rd or 2nd of May didn’t happen and all the things leading up to it.” Leonino details the often overlooked key factors that lead up to the shootings that were frightening in their own right, telling us “There was a trucker strike in Cleveland and the very National Guard that they sent down to Kent were up with no sleep for 48 hours, having battle fights with guns with truckers in Cleveland. They were taken with 48 hours of no sleep to the Kent campus and they were young people, they were our age, some of them, they had no sleep and they had a weapon. So, think about that.”

  “There were truckers who actually did have guns and actually shot at the guardsmen,” She continued, “So they were having gun battles in Cleveland right before they came to Kent. All those little pieces of the story that are not highlighted are kind of overlooked sometimes because we talk just about the 4th. A lot of things happened before then. The burning of the ROTC building, the anti-war movement was at a pinnacle, the peace movement was at a pinnacle and people were trying to decide which side they were gonna be with. Were they gonna be with the SDS or were they gonna be with the peace movement? There were a lot of decisions being made because our government at that time were literally taking young men, not as many women but they did take women as well and send them off to Vietnam, with draft notices. Greg was number 254 in the year it didn’t count and number four the year it counted. He became a conscious objector to the war. You serve two years, you don’t just object to the war, you actually put in service for two years. He served in a hospital, which I think kind of maybe lead him into nursing. They serve the government too, just like a solider does only they’re’ doing it in protest and some are just thrown in jail and left to rot.” Despite the questions she still lives with and the trauma she endured as a witness, Leonino still manages to find room for optimism saying, “The hope really is in our next generation.”
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Photos
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    WHO YOU CALLING PHONY!? Joan Baez’s political tone drew the ire of right wing commentators and even ”Lil’ Abner” cartoonist Al Capp who labeled her “Joanie Phoanie”. Capp would later face court action over his comments. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection) (Baez, Joan 1964 Recto)
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    PROTEST ACROSS GENRES – Tim Buckley’s style was described as experimental combining influences from folk to classical and even jazz, but often with a message to question authority. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(Buckley, Tim 1969 Recto)
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    THE CONTINUING VOICE OF ACTIVISM – One of the victims of National Guard fire at Kent State, Alan Canfora held that “war resistance is patriotism”. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(Canfora, Alan 1978 Recto)
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    MIGHTIER THAN THE SWORD–Cartoonist Al Capp wasn’t afraid to air his political views in his popular “Li’’ Abner” strip along with personal appearances. He even confronted John Lennon at one of his “bed in” protests about his opposition to the Viet Nam war. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(Capp, Al 1970 Recto)
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    ART AS OPINION – Judy Collins was able to combine her views on social issues with commercial success. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(Collins, Judy 1963 Recto)
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    THE UGLY SIDE OF DISSENT – Both sides clash at an anti-war demonstration at Case Western Reserve University. (Courtesy of Cleveland Memory Project)
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    DUST BOWL BALLADEER – An Oklahoma native, Woody Guthrie’s message and music served as an inspiration to generations of future artists. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(Guthrie, Woody 1971 Recto)
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    EVE OF DESTRUCTION – Singer Barry McGuire’s grim look at the future was recorded in one take and was getting airplay four days later. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(McGuire, Barry 1965 Recto)
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    WE HAVE MET THE ENEMY, AND HE IS US – Cartoonist Walt Kelly’s comic strip “Pogo” used political satire to appeal to adult readers along with his younger audience. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
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    I AIN’T MARCHING ANYMORE – Political activist Phil Ochs preferred to be called a ‘topical singer’. He was recognized by a wide range of luminaries from Bob Dylan and Paul Krassner to the Chicago Seven. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(Ochs, Phil Undated Recto)
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    CONSCIENCE IN THE COFFEEHOUSE – One of the most prolific songwriters of the Greenwich Village folk scene, Tom Paxton sang of civil rights, human rights and political rights. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(Paxton, Tom 1966 Recto)
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    FOLK AS SOCIAL COMMENTARY- Peter Paul and Mary had commercial success along with their active support of social and political causes. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
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    STORIES IN SONGS – Tom Rush’s ability to weave poignant messages in his songs helped inspire many musical greats to take the same approach. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(Rush, Tom Undated Recto)
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    THE ACTIVIST AS ENTERTAINER – A giant in the history of folk and social commentary, Pete Seeger is quoted as saying, “If music only could change the world, I’d only be a musician.” (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(Seeger, Pete 1970 Recto)
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    YOUNG, GIFTED AND BLACK – A fearless voice in the fight for civil rights, Nina Simon risked not only her career but her own safety in the fight for equality. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(Simone, Nina 1966 Recto)
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    AT THE EPICENTER OF ACTIVISM – The James Gang was the must-see band at Kent State during the heyday of activism in 1970. They reformed several times over the years including an election rally for President Bill Clinton. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
(James Gang 1971 Recto)
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    THE FIRST WAVE – The Ohio National Guard fired tear gas canisters to disperse crowds at the May 1970 protest. It was followed by rifle fire. (Courtesy of Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
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    DEATH ON THE COMMONS – The debate has continued for decades as to who gave the orders for Ohio National Guardsmen to fire on unarmed protestors at Kent State. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
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    BLOOD IN THE STREETS – A horrified May 4th protestor jumps over the spilled blood of a wounded student. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
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    RESCUE MISSION – Fellow protestors give first aid to a wounded student at the Kent State May 4th protest. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection
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    INSTANT PROTEST – David Crosby was moved to tears by Neil Young’s “Ohio” recorded just days after the May 4th shootings. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection) (Crosby Stills Nash and Young 1970 Recto)
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    SEARCHING FOR REASONS – The President’s Commission on Campus Unrest meets in late summer 1970 at Kent State for interviews and to tour the site of the protest. (Courtesy of the Cleveland Public Library Photograph Collection)
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New Trends But a Familiar Message


  
  
    
      “Questioning anything and everything to me is punk rock.”
    

    – Henry Rollins

  

  Of course, the awareness of certain styles of music are a barometer of how effective their messages are delivered and understood. While punk and new wave that first arose in the early to mid-seventies may have had a select and even limited audience, there was no shortage of strong messaging. As we’ve have noted, other musical genres picked up the baton, but were they as effective in spreading their messages for peace and social awareness or social justice? We mentioned Chris Butler a few pages back. He knows the Kent State story well.  Butler also knows a lot about the music industry as part of the bands Tin Huey, the nationally known Waitresses, and as a successful solo musician. He calls it “a huge bloody topic!”

  “Give Peace a Chance,” he tells us, “is the protest song equivalent to McCartney’s ‘Simply Having a Wonderful Christmas Time.’ If we are stating ‘All we are saying is give peace a chance’ as opposed to ‘We want fucking peace!’ — that’s a big difference. ‘Ohio’ is an amazing song and in the classic folk tradition where you take a traumatic incident, whether it’s a miners’ strike or Phil Ochs doing ‘the news.’ Bob Dylan made a sarcastic comment about Phil Ochs, saying that, ‘He doesn’t write songs, he writes the news.’” Is that a bad thing? Butler does tip his hat to CSNY for producing a song that was not only powerful when it premiered but has stood the test of time, and he can see the Phil Ochs way of thinking. He also wonders about the degree of commitment.

  He points out, “On one hand, it’s a powerful, reactive message but on the other hand, it’s like, where is the line between reporting the news and bringing awareness versus exploitation?  The big question I have about that is that I know Graham Nash and David Crosby have played for free at Kent. They’ve donated their services to various causes, but my question is 1). whether Neil Young has ever come back to Kent and 2). did he take any of his publishing money from that song and contribute it to any of the causes? Maybe the answer is yes, but that would be something I would want to know about.”

  Bob Lewis was on the front lines of the first phase of new wave music. A founding member of Devo, he was at Kent during the events of May 4th, 1970, and says you have to understand the history of protest music to reflect on its possible direction. According to Lewis, there are two things to consider. “First,” he says, “the music. Sixties protest music was driven by issues like civil rights. Some folks saw that as left leaning stuff from the 1930s. Voices like Pete Seeger, the Weavers and ‘Which side are you on?’ When we progressed to the civil rights era and Vietnam protest it focused our attention because everyone knew somebody that was getting drafted and going to Nam. All the guys were listening because their futures were being determined and their girlfriends, wives and families were involved as well.”

  He continues, “This is also the biggest part, the ‘pig in a python’of the baby boomers.  Kent State went from 8000 students to 20,000 almost overnight! It was like, ‘What the fuck are we going to do with all these kids?!’ So, they hired a bunch of new faculty and that brought in a lot of more progressive ideas and thinkers, too. It was kind of like the perfect storm for protest music at that time. You had the civil rights issue, which was important, but you also had the issue of life and death and war and peace. At the same time, you have this big bulge in the baby boomer population. So, you have this weird thing in the music industry where you have a lot of start-up record companies: Electra / Asylum, Alpert and Moss starting A & M Records [etc.] It’s no longer just Warner and CBS. Motown was expanding options for artists to get music to their public who were eager to buy. People had disposable income back then. You had protest music, but you also had a distribution network that was not yet completely controlled by big corporations.” Lewis also points out music and its message as a driving economic force.

  “When Elvis was first starting out,” he says, “Black music was called ‘race records.’  When Elvis was growing up you had to listen to Black music on the ‘QT.’ But it didn’t take long for the corporate overlords to respond to this challenge. You had Warner Brothers buying up small labels and big recording companies getting in bed with chain stores like Peaches Records and stuff like that. They almost immediately fought back the attempts by the independent record business to get their product out.” But Lewis also notes there were well-heeled investors who were willing to face off against the corporate monster. “Of course, you also had Richard Branson starting Virgin Records and Chris Blackwell starting Island. There was Stiff Records and all these little labels. It was possible for alternative artists to get their product into the marketplace in a way that was not possible earlier than that.” Did that include protest music?

  Lewis is quick to respond to that, stressing, “Devo was protest music! It was perhaps a step removed because it wasn’t obvious. And another thing, with the Amazon (rain forest) burning and the plastics in all of our blood streams and shit like that, in 1971, a year after May 4th, there was an organization called the Club of Rome. They got a grant from the Volkswagen Foundation to do a study on projecting into the future and the growth of population would affect resources. They came out with a report called ‘The Limits of Growth – The Report of the Club of Rome’ and it basically said we can’t afford to keep going like this or really bad shit is going to happen! It was immediately attacked by conservatives and the right and in the eighties and nineties the Club of Rome report became kind of a joke. Anyone who wanted to have ecological concerns would get criticized. ‘What are you trying to do? Another Club of Rome deal?’”

  But Lewis says that report in so many ways withstood the test of time, saying “In the last ten years or so, folks have gone back and looked at their data and what they’re saying is, ‘You know, they weren’t exactly right because they didn’t anticipate all the current problems,’ like Roundup (weed killer) was going to be in the water and discarded plastics would be such a problem. But they saw the trend lines indicating we’ve got problems and a lot of concern in the songs Devo did were with an understanding that unless some kind of rational thought is paid to human growth we are going to run into a big wall. It’s going to be a really big problem.” In so many ways, the content of Devo’s music…which was seen as eccentric and even comical for the time… has proven eerily prophetic.

  Lewis continues with a look at recent years. He also stresses that we are offering individuals the right to express opinion. As he notes, “Right now, we are looking at the start of resource wars over water in a very short time if they are not already happening.  In fact, part of the reason that Syria destabilized was that we invaded Iraq and a million and a half refugees fled into that country. But Syria also had an eight-year drought with farmlands drying up and farmers forced off their land. Then Turkey, our ally, reduces flow into Iraq and Syria from the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers and part of the Isis recruiting tools is, ‘We’ll get you water rights.’ Meanwhile, Nestle’s is sucking water out of the bottom of the Great Lakes selling it for bottled water!”  Lewis also points out changing trends in political thought adding, “I also believe the overall ‘then window’ of American politics has shifted radically to the right. The 1956 Republican platform when President Eisenhower was running for his second term had stuff like ‘Make it easier for people to join unions!’ Yeah. Times change! But did we lose direction with protest / message music or do people not recognize the message? Did people lose the message while recognizing the art and novelty of the music?

  After a while,” he says, “people did recognize that message. Some really smart people like (former Kent State instructor and noted poet) Ed Dorn and people like that, they realized it right away. At the same time a lot of people reacted very harshly to it because it angered them.”  An early Devo concert at Cleveland’s WHK Auditorium opening for jazz great Sun Ra is an example where the “spud boys” were chased out of the hall, and part of that might have been territorial. Lewis recalls, “There was kind of a tension between Akron and Cleveland. For example, the folks in Akron weren’t burning LeBron’s jersey when he went left for Miami. He didn’t leave Akron, he left Cleveland.” At times, messages can be widely interpreted. Let’s hear more about the musical scene following the events at KSU. Lewis looked at how the audience perceived the messenger as well as the message.

  When we went to Cleveland that was the first time we found out that if you were the opening band, you didn’t get to have as much volume on stage as the headliner and that kind of shit that goes on.  The other thing is, if you look at the Beatles White album and you trace each of the songs that lead from one to the next musical form. You got heavy metal on there and all sorts of stuff. The music market started to fragment because there no longer is sort of an American Bandstand where you see the top ten songs that week for the whole country. Now you have world music and the new country and traditional country and hip-hop and rap. Of course, hip-hop and rap has some serious protest music, especially the ‘Fuck Tha’ Police’ stuff.” But a familiar theme emerges once again.

  Like others before him, Lewis says it comes down to marketability. “In the sixties and seventies, if you could get your protest song onto vinyl, someone would sell it. Now people access their music differently. It’s kind of like siloes. There are people that don’t go out of their own category of what they want to listen to. In the days of pioneer FM rock radio, you could hear a whole album side! For a lot of FM deejays their play list was whatever the fuck they wanted to play! Then you had the rise of Clear Channel and the music consultants.” Without getting into the evolution of radio analytics, you still have to recognize an audience and what they expect from a station. Who are you looking to serve and how? That can be open to interpretation and even generational. When big money owns a station, you are beholden to the needs of the master…or you look for a new employer. That’s not an excuse or an endorsement, it’s just the lay of the land. Then there’s the generational difference as well as the obvious economic one.

  Back to Butler, who stresses, “This is a real tough subject to address” stating, “It is ridiculously nuanced. There has never been a time when in certain areas of music whether it became punk or hard-core feminist musicians like Pussy Riot or Ani DiFranco or on and on.  Real country people, anti-folk people, hard core rappers who pioneered a poetry style… there has never been a time when music has not been an expression of protest and discontent. It changes formats from time to time, but it’s always there and so is music as entertainment. Pardon my French but there’s the new wave saying, ‘Fuck art, let’s dance!’ Things are always mass marketed. If you can get a message song in now and then that’s amazing, but in general it’s always going to be underground. Every once in a while, it may poke its head up with a song like Bob Dylan and ‘Hurricane.’ There are anomalies left and right. There’s a wonderful song by Soho, ‘Hippiechick,’ about a police interrogation. It sounds like a pop song with a sample from the Smiths, was a huge hit but it’s about a police interrogation of a Black woman. My point is that both protest and entertainment have gone on in parallel and, once in a while, one will poke through. Yes, there was a sense of alternative culture that was turned into music that became ‘popular,’ but at the same time, if you look at the pop charts, it’s still going to be Neil Diamond, it’s still going to be fluff.”

  Butler says it often comes down to an industry that may not understand art, but certainly know its way around a buck. “There was a consciousness that became part of an awareness by the record companies that, ‘I don’t know what it is but the kids like it! You know, this San Francisco stuff. What the hell!’ When they had a lot of money rushing around and they could take a chance on something because their kid told the record executive, ‘How come you’re not listening to Jefferson Airplane?’ The whole Volunteers album by the Airplane came out and when they played Kent I really sensed that while they may have been sincere there was something funny about RCA Records releasing an album called Volunteers with all these ‘…up against the wall motherfucker’ type songs. I could just see the suits chuckling in their business suite saying, ‘Well, that’s what the kids want. Let’s take a chance on it!’ But this is RCA; it’s one of the oldest, most conservative labels in existence doing this record. It seems like a built-in conflict. If you want ‘protesty’ stuff it’s always there but, yes, it’s usually not mainstream.”

  Jim Fox tells a different story about marketability as a necessity.

  “No, if you’re susceptible. Let’s put this in the past tense because that’s where it lives. If you had the kind of mind that is curious about things like that, if you’re interested in the condition of the planet, the condition of the world of the race whatever, you could find it. When it was just coming in you had that opportunity. Today, there are two things going on. One, you wouldn’t have the opportunity if it existed and two, it doesn’t exist! Some people would tell you that within rap music it’s still there and it can be.” More on that later.

  John Lennon suggested we could be marketing peace like a commodity. Something we can’t live without. He even tried in his own unique way, but at the same time found you can’t get support for anything unless people are willing to buy into it. Even so, he had a voice because of his distinguished career. Record companies knew the Lennon name could move product, but what about new voices? Butler says it’s there, but you often really have to look for it.

  “Record labels are in the entertainment business. They’re not in the political business and in terms of the way music is consumed now it’s its own radical protest. That first kid that digitized a CD and spread it around his friends for free, Napster or whatever, that first kid broke the back of the music business. He was probably doing it as a teenage prank. I don’t if that was protest or an economic thing. Why pay if I can get it free? That’s the prevailing thought with streaming and that broke the back of the very established money trail. That song would be played on the radio, it generated a nickel for the publisher, the publishers paid the writers and it was a beautiful little set up system. You sell a record and you may have a bullshit contract, but you are entitled to a royalty. There was a money stream but that is completely blow apart now.” Plus, he says the topic — like the industry and the delivery platform — are often fragmented. “One reason this protest issue is extremely hard to address,” he says, “is you have to define what protest is. Economic? Violence against women? Black suppression? I’m saying it’s out there.  The protests do exist but there are so many different medias and it’s so fragmented that it may be on a webpage or a blog or a college radio station as opposed to ‘Ohio’ coming out of a 50000  watt AM radio station like CKLW blasting out of Windsor Ontario with a clear channel radius of 500 miles.”

  Many Baby Boomers were raised to question authority and “think outside the box.”  Those are lofty ideals, but when the “greatest generation” saw its progeny oppose many of the principles and beliefs they held dear it resulted in the so-called generation gap that in many ways  extended automatically to a polarizing effect when it came to fashion, music and political thought. It went both ways. Bob Lewis tells us, “The folks who fought World War II did great things, but they didn’t think to question the government with Vietnam. Part of the problem was when we got the brainwashing about the history of our nation, and everything we actually expected it to live up to that billing. Then a generation came forth with Vietnam asking, ‘Wait a minute. Why are we doing this?’ Also, because of the fact that everyone was affected by the Vietnam war and the draft, in April of 1967 twenty of us from Kent drove up to New York for the first big march and there were 500-thousand people marching down Fifth Avenue. It’s hard to get that kind of turnout now because the particular issues are kind of like specialized.” The influence of TV and the alternative press also helped publicize and exacerbate that division for all sides of the issue. Also, keep in mind that in the mid-seventies after the pullout from Vietnam a lot of folks lost that main focus and just figured ‘Let’s have a good time. Let’s dance’, and we had disco.  In the eighties, spurred on by popular culture and the moto ‘Greed is good’ you had hippies and even Yippies like Jerry Rubin becoming stockbrokers and white-collar businesspeople. For those who stuck by their values and often remained poor Lewis says, “Poverty was a good indicator of someone who stayed virtuous.” But today, how relevant is protest music to an angry music audience that may not know what they are angry about, that their movement is not clearly defined? Back to Bob Lewis who takes a stand: Don’t blame the boomers!

  “I understand anger, but some folks may not even know that they are angry. I got out of high school in 1965.  I’m looking for a summer job to make some money before I go off to Kent, so I got a job painting apartments; three bucks an hour, which was pretty good for back then. The same guys who hired me to do that had a little office building in Cuyahoga Falls, near Akron.  I’d go in there six nights a week and empty ashtrays and wastebaskets, straighten up and sweep the floor. If I really busted my ass, I could do it in an hour a night. Six hours a week, but they paid me $45 for that because it was still cheap for them. Seven bucks an hour! Three an hour for painting apartments and a brand-new Corvette at that time is $3000! If I work a thousand hours, I can buy a new ‘vette! If a kid came out of high school now, he’d have to be making $60 an hour, and maybe he’s still at that seven bucks an hour stage. We didn’t realize that the post-World War II prosperity was an anomaly in American history. Our generation was real smart. We were smart enough to be born White males in the middle of the 20th century in the United States. We lived better than the Roman emperors did!” He also says, “I understand why kids today are pissed at the boomers, because they think we wanted things to be this way. Gotta disagree with them on that. We didn’t want this. We were warning this would happen! Ronald Reagan and those fucking assholes are the ones who brought us here. It wasn’t baby boomers!”

  This begs the question: Can the modern artist target a key audience? In Lewis’ eyes, “To a certain extent, you can’t be knowledgeable to every musical genre. You also can’t be involved in every area of protest because injustice and oppression are so widespread. It’s everywhere. At some point, you kind of get burned out. But I still think that humans and music are inextricably linked.  Humans need music and music needs humans. The age of protest will continue because things will get worse and people will be making songs about it. That’s guaranteed.”

  Political messaging and art are alive and well across the globe, and modern punk artisan Ed Hammell agrees, saying, “There’s more protest music now than ever, it’s just not much by White guys. I’ll cite Rage Against the Machine, Dead Kennedys, NWA, Tupac, and Public Enemy. My favorite protest ‘albums’ I guess in the 80’s were by Sinead O’Connor and The Clash — and that’s old stuff. Currently check out Eminem’s ‘Untouchable,’ Kendrick Lamar’ s ‘DNA’, Pussy Riot’s ‘Make America Great Again’, Logics ‘Everybody,’ Xxxtencion’s ‘Hate Will Never Win,’ Joey Bad’s Rockabye Baby and the great Kimya Dawson.” Which brings us to what may be the most popular form of music in the world. Even traditional voices agree that rap and hip-hop are loud voices that cannot be ignored.

  A longtime fixture on the Greenwich Village folk scene all the way back to the sixties and the one-time manager of Bob Dylan and her late husband Dave Van Ronk, writer and folk observer Terri Thal says, “Fewer songs have narratives; more have blunt statements similar to those we associate with rap,” and the legendary Tom Rush shares, “It’s probably not as obviously important, but I do think the whole rap thing, for instance, is definitely part of the fabric.” Add Devo’s Bob Lewis to the mix and he admits, “The targets of the protest movement have scattered. Yeah, Lady Gaga did ‘Born This Way’ so that message was heard loudest by the LGBT protest. Plus, Beyoncé and Black Lives Matter are making their voices heard. Their music is important but it’s most important to the people to whom their music applies. The music spectrum split into highly specialized areas. When you’re seventeen and you hear that special song and it affects you in a way that doesn’t affect you in the same way as when you’re seventy. It’s so important and vital at the time and to what is happening in your life at the time.

  Rolling Stone’s Greg Tate observed in 2015, “Black American musical history is chock full of full of amazing fight songs, overt and covert, and more than a few steady-aiming, freedom-fighting chanteuses.” Today, the “rap people,” as David Crosby put it, are now some of our most prominent musical voices of dissent. It may be hard for some folk artists from the defining era of protest to wrap their heads around the “tits and ass” of it all, but there’s very little denying it’s the central voice of musical dissent today.

  “Personally, I don’t get rap,” Rush says. “I don’t understand it but clearly billions of people do. I think it’s part of the fabric of the social interactions that go on today.” Hip-hop’s heavy use of explicit language and hyper expression of female sexuality tend to turn this generation of artists off, or at the very least, give an overall impression that the genre is more vapid and commercial than it is political. Still, Rush agrees it’s a large part of today’s social movements. “Especially when it’s getting into social commentary,” Rush said. “Using language I do not approve of and expressing ideas that I don’t endorse but still, I think it’s an important part of the social scene. It’s not as in your face as it was back in the Sixties when some of my colleagues were, you know, taking the establishment to task. Maybe it is. Maybe I’m saying it’s not as obvious because I’m not listening to it all the time.”

  Chris Butler suggests that because so much rap is topical its appeal may also be focused on an audience that identifies with the topics firsthand. It can also be cultural as well as generational. “A perfect example,” he points out, “NWA’s “Straight Outta Compton.” It’s from the street but they were able to package it in a commercial way and money makes people weird.  Rap is the top musical form and it influenced contemporary R & B. That brings up another point because soul as a White guy you could say, “Yeah, I can identify with that.” Hardcore rap is very exclusive for an audience that is not aimed at me. It’s brothers talking to brothers, or sisters talking to sisters. I know people who are huge fans of gangster rap, or whatever, but by and large that is certainly not aimed towards my demographic.”

  Kent State’s Gene Shelton pointed out a prime example of a hip-hop artist using the landscape for more political messaging than commercial imagery. “Chance the Rapper, people [like him] who come out and address the social ills of America and they base their music on the message as opposed to the materialism of the message. They don’t need a gatekeeper; they don’t need a record company they don’t need somebody to say hey you can’t say that in a song. I don’t know why, but I agree that you would think pop radio we would hear more of a reaction.”

  As we look over decades in the evolution of music with a distinct message, you’ll often come across the term “longtime activist.” Perhaps no one deserves that title more than Barbara Dane, one of the premier jazz and folk vocalists who worked with everyone from Louis Armstrong to Doc Watson and Bob Dylan and it seems that age hasn’t slowed her down all that much. Based in Oakland and called “an enduring voice of resistance” by music critic Liz Warner, Dane is still going strong in her nineties, performing and adding to her musical legacy. She also continues to voice opinions in a tone that writer Andrew Gilbert described as “righteous determination” talking stands on a wide range of topics related to social injustice, government oversight, civil disorder, and even the way those issues are described by her fellow musicians. In an interview for this book, she agreed that today’s musical voice of dissent is largely hip-hop.

  “Don’t look for a folkie with a guitar and a beard and long hair. That’s not it,” Dane said. “It’s not a question of a style or anything. You’re trying to communicate. Whatever period you live in, or whatever country or whatever language or culture you use all those tools that are there. And they’re using them. All over the map.”

  Tracing the genre’s roots way, way back, begins with the music that played a pivotal role for African Americans during the civil rights movement. Activists sang African American spirituals, gospel, and folk music songs like “Tree of Life,” “Eyes on the Prize,” and “We Shall Overcome” to “motivate them through long marches, for psychological strength against harassment and brutality, and sometimes to simply pass the time when waiting for something to happen,” as the Library of Congress put it.

  Decades later, protest music continued to be a uniting force for expressing Black issues, but by the late 80s, early 90s, it took on an entirely new form.
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Should Have Been Done Long Ago


  
  
    
      “The thing the sixties did was to show us the possibilities and the responsibility that we all had. It wasn’t the answer. It just gave us a glimpse of the possibility.”
    

     – John Lennon

  

  Graham Nash still has plenty to say about the quintessential protest song, “Ohio.” Originally released May of 1970, Nash and the band quickly decided to push their current song “Teach Your Children” aside although it was steadily climbing the charts, in order to let “Ohio” shine. He explained, “We wanted it [‘Ohio’] out as a single, so we recorded the B side ‘Find the Cost of Freedom’ and in a couple of hours, we mixed both songs.”

  “Find the Cost of Freedom” is essentially “Ohio’s” companion song. The harrowing lyrics quake with, “Find the cost of freedom buried in the ground. Mother Earth will swallow you. Lay your body down.” The band quickly gave Neil Young’s “Ohio” to Ahmet Ertegun, who was the owner of Atlantic Records at the time. Ertegun was hesitant, however, when he realized that releasing the track would put “Teach Your Children” in jeopardy.

  “We said, ‘Kill it. It’s much more important for America to know that we are killing our children over their God-given right to protest what the government is doing in their name rather than me having another hit single,’” Nash said. The band made sure that the graphics for the cover of the 45 was a copy of the U.S. Constitution with four bullet holes in it, to represent the four young lives taken that day.

  How bizarre it must feel for an artist to find a that a political song he wrote 50 years ago fits so seamlessly into today’s American atmosphere. He said, “I feel two ways about it. First of all, I’m really pleased that my music has lasted all this long, but secondly, it’s a pain in the ass to have to keep singing ‘Immigration Man’ for instance – which I wrote 50 years ago. Is immigration not relevant today? Is ‘Military Madness’ not relevant today? I wrote that song about my father going off to World War II for God’s sake. We don’t seem to have learned much.”

  With the reminder of May 4’s 50th anniversary, Nash brought up his concern over the many unanswered questions that still loom over that day. “I think I’ve never understood why the name of the person that ordered for live ammunition in their rifles – we have no idea who that was,” he said. “You know, no one has apologized to the families. No one to this day. Someone gave the order to not only load live ammunition into their rifles, but they ordered to fire.”

  Just like Crosby, Nash was asked why we don’t see as many musical responses to tragedies like we did during the defining era of protest. Whereas Crosby felt it’s largely fueled by the artists drive for money, Nash felt it’s likely due to the limited media ownership. “Because the people that own the world’s media you can probably count on two hands. The first thing they want to do is turn you into sheep. They want you to lie down… shut up while we sell you another pair of sneakers and another cola. They learned with the Vietnam War that you can’t let the people know too much.”

  “When we were watching the 6:00 evening news with Walter Cronkite and he tells us how many Americans are being killed that day, eventually, the public got pissed off and they put pressure on their congressmen and senators and presidents to stop this madness. But the world’s media learned that. You never saw anything about Panama. You never saw anything about Grenada. You couldn’t even photograph the flag-covered coffins of the people that have died in Afghanistan and in Iraq. But if you go to somewhere like the ‘Living with War’ website of Neil Young’s, you’ll find 3,000 protest songs on there. Will you hear them on the radio? Of course not.”

  Perhaps what’s most striking about the individual careers that the members of CSNY are leading today is how they seem to collectively identify as “town criers.” Both Crosby and Nash used that term specifically in their interviews, just months apart, and even after not having spoken to each other in quite some number of years. Then, when Young wrote on his website to recruit artists to use the words of immigrant children in their songs he urged, “We also believe that the songs will keep the accounts and atrocities being perpetrated against these children in the minds of the public and will be a call to action.” A call to action is what seems to distinguish the defining era of protest music from today’s politically charged music. It’s one thing to say “hey, look at this, this is messed up.” But it’s another to say, “Here is what we do about it.”

  More than that, seeing their catalog of music as a time capsule seems to be what makes the defining era of protest music so distinct. Protest music wasn’t just around to unite and comfort, it was there to keep record. CSNY and the enduring solo careers of the members that continue to today aren’t just huge catalogs of music; they’re practically serving as history books. Even the line “Four dead in Ohio” eerily rings as the unforgettable headline from May 4. While journalists report the times with facts through the written word –sometimes with a microphone in their hand or from behind a desk – politically conscious musicians, whether rock, folk, or hip-hop, report history sonically. While the genres and landscape shifts, the influence of their dissent only seems to grow thanks to the many outlets they can voice their calls to action through with today’s emerging communication technology. However, there are still some who are hesitant to embrace both new music and its purpose.
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Eyewitnesses to History: How Folk Music Comforted an Aching Generation


  
  
    
      There’s battle lines being drawn/Nobody’s right if everybody’s wrong
 Young people speaking their minds/Getting so much resistance from behind
    

    – Buffalo Springfield

  

   

  If there is one break in the clouds when we reflect on the KSU shootings, it’s unquestionably the number of people who survive today to tell the story. In a photo that remains bone-chilling, the late Alan Canfora is seen waving a flag before the advancing National Guard. Moments later he was seriously wounded by gunfire. His sister Roseann “Chic” Canfora was an eyewitness. Alan and Chic had both fervently spoken publicly about the tragedy for 50 years, but for this book, they both spoke about the special connection music made for them and their peers during this time of heavy disillusionment and grief.  It would be one of Alan’s final interviews.  He died in December 2020 at the age of 71.  His words live on.

  “I remember the first time that I heard ‘For What It’s Worth…’” Chic recalls. “So many of our friends were going off to war,” she said, “and you see the battle lines being drawn. We were such a divided country at the time, and it reminds me so much of the way the battle lines being drawn today. I think, of all of the songs, that one haunts me most because it made me pause then and it continues to make me pause now.”

  Chic has fought tooth and nail over the past half a century, both as an educator and political activist, for students’ freedom of expression and for a promise that May 4 victims – Allison Krause, Jeffrey Glen Miller, Sandra Lee Scheuer, William Knox Schroeder would be forever remembered. Today, she is also Chief Communications Officer at Cleveland Metropolitan School District as well as adjunct faculty at Cleveland State University and Kent State University, but 50 years ago, she was a fresh-faced college student at Kent State. She was a part of a generation of youth that is prominently remembered today for pushing a flower power ideal, with hair that brushed passed their shoulders, flashing peace signs and wide grins, smoking funny cigarettes. But if you ask them, this was actually a generation of youth in peril.

  If you weren’t shipped overseas, you were home, ill at ease about or grieving for your buddies or your brother. No matter where these kids were, they were all hurting in some way. Hurting for change, hurting for safe opportunities to raise their voice; tirelessly looking to express their dissent against the War in Vietnam, and by 1970, to protest Nixon’s order to invade Cambodia. That student-led demonstration against the invasion of Cambodia on Kent State’s campus is what led to the fateful day the U.S. National Guard turned their weapons on unarmed students. Chic will tell you it was fueled, in part, by the messages in the music. “Peter, Paul and Mary’s ‘The Times are Changing’ (the Bob Dylan tune) also is one that comes immediately to mind because the times really were changing. They were so different from the flatness of the 50s. Everything from when I was growing up. We watched (American) Bandstand on TV and everybody was wearing poodle skirts and bobby socks and jumping into cars and thinking about just cruising and having fun all the time. While the 50s, at least growing up for me, a decade of so much hope and promise and all American ideals, the Sixties were a decade of death where we lost JFK, our president, MLK, Bobby Kennedy and all of the really youthful, idealistic leaders who were effecting change. It was Peter Paul and Mary’s song that really resonated with me the most because the times, they were a changing.” Music acts as a bookmark to that era bringing back memories of a terrifying and confusing part of our history.

  Chic Canfora, like Leonino, says there are still so many unanswered questions, especially in the days and weeks following the shootings. “They didn’t know any better. We could spend the rest of our lives wondering why Robert White, our president, just left campus when he turned it over to the National Guard. There is probably not a university president in the nation that would be able to explain how he could do that or why he did that. At such a volatile time when we should have — and we know that now — pulled everybody together and called for calm and talked to each other. I mean even on that assembly night when we had a peaceful sitting on campus, guardsmen came with a bull horn and said if you go on to the front lawn and get out of the street, President White will come out and talk with you, because we were calling for President White to come out and talk with us.” So much didn’t seem to make sense.

  “Why is the guard on this campus?” Canfora says she wondered. “We don’t want soldiers on our campus. We have a right to hold our rally on Monday. We wanted the university president to talk with us and we didn’t know that he wasn’t even in the house. And when they said go out on to the front lawn and he’ll come out and talk with you, that’s when they used the teargas and bayonets that first night that students were then bayoneted. So, it was not only that he vacated the campus and abandoned us there, but it was also that the National Guard tricked us into thinking that we won. We realized that we were just literally turned over to an army. So, you can spend your whole life being bitter about that, being angry about that. We were talking to the board of trustees and we talked to the university president about that. They’re puzzled by it too. They don’t understand why a former president said five years is long enough to remember. Or why another president at ten years likened us to an irritating presence constantly on the campus. But over the years, we kind of had to lift each other up.”

  Chic Canfora also says the wane in protest music may have also affected participation in the movement as a whole, pointing out, “There was an arch to music I remember. If you’ve heard me speak, I always talk about what it was about me that went from not marching anymore, like ‘marching isn’t doing anything’ and then realizing that we had to do something a lot more militant. Phil Ochs, I think it was, who had a song ‘I Ain’t Marching Anymore.’ It was like, just when you were feeling something, and you were feeling it really strong, there was a song that said it. At the same time that we were debating the war, you had John Lennon singing ‘Give Peace a Chance.’ The music kind of grew with us. They watched the movement growing and it’s hard to tell where the music started and where the actions did.”  Even so, “Ohio” looms large in Canfora’s personal history. She recalls her “incredibly special” meeting with CSNY’s David Crosby when he visited the Kent State campus.

  “I’m walking with somebody who was iconic to me back then and we stop and pause at a photo of him sitting next to his dad and he’s got the long fringe suede jacket on and it reminded me of his song ‘Almost Cut My Hair.’ Even those kinds of songs that weren’t necessarily protest songs, but yet they were just a song of the culture and the times. That whole Woodstock generation and the Woodstock song itself was a chronicle of the arch of that entire movement when we were just coming aware of not only where we are  and the role it was playing in our life as our whole generation was being sent off to fight and die there and coming home. Dylan, I think was the first one — ‘The answer my friend is blowing in the wind.’ The whole song is just full of questions, but that was around the time there were some jolting songs over the next couple of years where you started to hear songs that kind of predicted destruction and death and things like that. We embraced these songs. Music was so much a part of the movement in the Sixties and Seventies, so I don’t understand why we don’t have the music sticking today, with so much protest again. There doesn’t seem to be an intersect between music and movements today.”

  Despite protest music’s “non-stick” factor today that Canfora points out, the symbolism of Woodstock has endured, although it’s several attempts to recreate itself has ultimately failed. Michael Lang — American concert promoter, most famed as a co-creator of the Woodstock Music & Art Festival of 1969 — talked about Woodstock’s enduring message in 2017’s We Blew It, a controversial but fascinating documentary. The film interviews some from the defining age of protest try to answer, “what happened?” to the dreams and ideals of the 1960s and Seventies. When asked why Woodstock’s image of optimism and unity has lasted in our minds for so long, Lang said, “I think the reason Woodstock has endured was that it really became a moment of hope for the world,” he said. “In a very dark time, there was this sort of truce, if you will, where everybody got together and let down their defenses and became a part of this family. I think that kind of resonated around the world, the fact that this was such a peaceful gathering in the midst of all these political turmoil.”

  Chic Canfora went on to point out plenty of causes today that would benefit from a unifying message. The Stoneman Douglas High School shootings in Parkland, Florida, stand as an example. “I watched a community try to heal itself,” she says. “They slowly acclimated the students to come back to their campus. I don’t understand PTSD and really what happens to those of us who see something that horrific and then attempt to heal but we felt a bonding to a large extent from our community, our entire university. I don’t know if you know it, but we had to pack a bag and get off campus. There was no outreach on the part of the university to see how we were doing. There was no effort to bring back those of us who saw it, you know, like on a special day so we could walk that ground and put flowers down or hold hands or sing or all those things that were so healing to us during that very difficult time. I think there was a lot of resentment in all those years that followed that there was no embracing of us. There was no outreach to us. The four dead, their families got tuition refunds. So, we didn’t have, like the students at Parkland, who endured tragedy like that, with therapy dogs and flowers and slow process of coming back and processing what happened to you. You know, sharing with each other your feelings and all that.”

  Chic’s brother Alan Canfora was one of the students wounded that fateful day on the May 4th Kent State campus, and he remembered the first time he heard “Ohio” on the radio.  “I was riding in the car listening to WMMS”, he recalled, “with several of my friends who were also eyewitnesses at the shooting  The deejay in Cleveland at WMMS said, “Well, this next song might be controversial, but give it a listen and let us know what you think.” We started listening to it for the first time.” It had a powerful and profound effect at Kent State and across the country, not only for marking that transitional point in history but also for its mobilizing effect.

  Canfora went on to say, “Well, that was the icing on the cake! But what really gave us some inspiration was the immediate reaction by the students across America. Even on the day of the shootings, starting that afternoon, a few hours after the shooting, the word spread around the country what happened, and the photographs were disseminated. Students just started protesting vigorously and shutting down what turned out to be over 800 colleges and universities. So that’s what really, I think was especially thrilling and inspiring to us, including those of us who were wounded. I know it really meant a lot to me knowing that the young people of our generation were not deceived by the lies of the National Guard. They tried to cover up the crimes, immediately blaming the victims, and to see that the students of America saw through the lies of the National Guard. Protesting more vigorously than ever before in American history. That was very soothing to us and brought us a sense of satisfaction that our four students did not die in vain.” Canfora also noticed the absence of similar definitive messages in the years since “Ohio.”

  Canfora remarked, “I’m not sure why, I think maybe it’s because there’s not one sharp issue like the war in Vietnam to inspire such anthems and there’s not such a massive, ongoing protracted, powerful, student movement as there was then. But at that time, I just have to say that I agree with my sister, some of those anti-war songs by various people really did inspire us to continue our protest. It was kind of a reflection of our movement but also an inspiration for our movement. It was like we were one with the culture and with the musicians at the time. I know in spring of 1970, just before the shooting incident, we were particularly inspired by the music of Jefferson Airplane. They had an album that just came out, it was called Volunteers and it had a song in there about revolution. So that, I think, was one of the main anthems that really inspired us. Also, Jimi Hendrix had a record that came out a few months before the shooting incident, it was called Band of Gypsies’ and he had some very inspirational music in there as well. One particular song was called ‘Machine Gun.’ The Grateful Dead had a song, ‘Morning Dew’ that was very antiwar. Clearance Clearwater’s Revival had a song, ‘Fortunate Son.’ There were quite a few of those types of songs that really did cause us to see that our movement against the war was justifiable.” With the way America progressed in that span of time, could protest music find a wider audience?  Canfora also pointed out that some things were also painfully evident in the era of Trump.

  “I think that things are rapidly reaching a breaking point for our country. There is a broad range of abuses people are suffering and people are waking up, and I really do believe this that this will be reflected in the culture and the music as time passes by. Especially with the 2020 turning point. I wouldn’t be surprised if some tremendous, progressive political culture comes forward to inspire people to join the protest, join the resistance. The seriousness of the situation will cause more people to awaken about the problems in our society and what the causes are to our problems. I know many young people are looking around and they’re realizing that capitalism is a major part of the problem. It’s greed that’s ruining our country. They’re still looking to socialism and I think that that’s a reflection of the fact that young people, in particular, are awakening and that’s very encouraging to me.”  Canfora also believed music can be used to compel action as well as offer reassurance.  “I think so. That was certainly the effect with us. I think it was very comforting to us. (“Ohio”) also inspired other people to join the protest, which was especially comforting.”

  A similar comforting effect took place decades later, after a different shooting. In 2016, a mass shooting took place at “Pulse” nightclub in Orlando Florida, leaving 49 dead and over 50 injured. The shooting was an apparent hate crime toward the LGBTQ community. As the community tried to cope and wrap its head around the heinous crime, Melissa Ethridge quickly went to work writing a song in response to the tragedy.

  She explained to Rolling Stone how she processed the heartbreak. “I’m dealing with it the way I deal, which is, I wrote a song,” she said. “I just sat here, and I just started writing a song… That’s how I first started to cope because, as a singer songwriter, I feel very… I’ve done this before. I feel called to speak; to do what musicians do. We’ve been the town criers for hundreds of years. We’re mirrors of society. We want to try to make sense. We want to try to heal. We want to bring some meaning, some purpose. We also want to put it down forever in history. That’s how I’m coping.” Another musician classifying their role as town crier like Nash and Crosby. (Interestingly, Crosby is the biological father of two of her children.) In “Pulse” Ethridge cries,

  Once again, I hang my head to cry
 I can’t find the reason why they died
 We will find the answer
 Blowing in the wind
 That everybody’s got a pulse.

  (© Sony/ATV Music Publishing LLC)

  Ethridge’s response was comforting and on-time for the hurting community. Yet, we don’t always get that from popular music acts after a tragedy. Is this due to ever-changing issues this generation of artists face on a daily basis? Canfora says they could take a cue from the past. “I think this generation, they’re confused very often because the situation is so complicated and so misunderstood, but I think people are starting to figure things out and the key is gonna be when people unite. That was really the big turning point in 1970. People were fed up with racism, environmental problems, sexism, homophobia, various things were coming to a head. Everybody just started standing up and it was like a united expression of opposition to President Nixon, the war in Vietnam and the civil rights movement, the repression of our civil rights leaders. All those things came together, and I think that’s happening again now. With social media, people are able to communicate with each other more easily, able to organize demonstrations and actions against authority. I’m really hopeful for the future. I really think democracy in our country is alive and well.”

  The song continued to represent hope for Canfora. “It kind of sparks a glimmer of the reminder of the same old feelings. It’s something I think affects our whole generation. When people hear that song, they remember May of 1970, they remember the four students who were killed at Kent State, how the government had turned its weapons on the common people. That was also a time I think where our generation experienced a great sense of pride that we stood up! That we helped to stop the war in Vietnam, that we helped to join the fight against abuses of civil rights in our country and we even brought down President Nixon. So, I think we look back when we hear that song, it’s inspirational. It is a look backward but also it gave us a sense of pride that even now we can make a difference in our society.” And a last word from Canfora for all who continue to learn about the events of May 4th.   The message was simple but profound. “Thank you. Thank you for remembering us.”

  Alan’s sister, Chic, notes the importance of music for social commentary as well as the obvious entertainment factor.  Often not feeling heard at home or made to sound like thugs by newspapers or the Nixon Administration, this generation often turned to musical artists for validation. For many, Bob Dylan was more than a songwriter; he was a poet and a leader. “I was still in high school when somebody turned me on to Bob Dylan,” she says. “In fact, I think I was probably just starting high school when Bob Dylan did ‘Blowing in the Wind…’ with those words ‘how many more until you realize it’s too many?’ Before my generation was going off to war, I was hearing of like my friend’s older sister’s boyfriend died there. So, these songs just kind of piqued your interest.”

  This was shocking content at the time. “Somebody’s not just singing about riding around in cars and ‘my boyfriend’s back’ just like the silly songs of the 50s and early Sixties were. Suddenly, they were replaced by these songs that were just challenging.” Challenging because the stimulating lyrics contradicted the perfect image of America that popular music painted a picture of for so many years. “You see this very idyllic 1950s ‘everything is perfect’ America,’” Chic Canfora said, “Then, you had this whole decade where the songs were chronicling all the radical changes. So, it’s not surprising that Dylan right around the time that all of that death was happening, with the death of all the leaders that were young and making a difference. They were all dying; that was what was in our psyche, feeling like ‘how many more before we know it’s just too many?’”

  Chic’s portrait of 1950s America matches that of Bob Rafelson – a prominent filmmaker whose thought of as one founder of the New Hollywood movement in the 1970s. In We Blew It, Rafelson said he feels that “the Fifties were a horrible time.” Indeed, the portrait painted across television sets was stark to the reality going on right outside. “I think America was asleep during the Fifties,” he said. “People look back at the fifties as these sort of ‘good old times’ with a bunch of kids in pajamas in front of the radio or television sets watching Davey Crocket and the Mickey Mouse Club. They don’t seem to remember that people were getting bitten by police dogs.” He went on about what led to the utopian dreams of the Sixties and Seventies. “I do think those of us who were raised in the Sixties and Seventies were raised at a time of an awakening. A time where suddenly civil rights and women’s lib and wars that were desperately unpopular began to bubble and then finally boiled over. So, it was an incredibly fertile time where things were happening.”

  This generation and their song leaders were so connected, it’s tough to untie the chords to see who was influencing who. “Which came first, the chicken or the egg?” Chic Canfora will ask. “Was it the music that inspired us to act a certain way or was the music following the arch of this extraordinary anti-war movement? I think really it was a combination of both. They were catching up with us, but they were also inspiring us.”

  Clicks and views and “likes” tend to boost our sense of validation or even unity today, but for Chic Canfora’s generation it was song lyrics that did it. Cementing them together after the heartbreak of May 4, with some ease and even validation. “It was songs that did that for us” Canfora said. “It was those songs that comforted us [after May 4] and made us feel that we weren’t alone. They made us feel that others were grieving with us and were there for us and understanding us. I think ‘Ohio’ did that for us more than any of the songs of that time,” Chic Canfora said.

  The fact that four of the biggest names of music put everything down to push “Ohio” out to put the spotlight on the young lives that were lost by the hand of our own soldiers was perhaps the strongest recognition they received at the time. Even the University immediately sent the students packing, unsure how to handle the days and even years following the event; never quite checking in with them or offering any resources for healing.

  “I have to believe that it was the songs like ‘Ohio’ that immediately came in and said ‘We hear you. We saw you. We feel your pain’ that truly had an impact on just keeping us sane at that time,” Chic Canfora said. “I don’t think there’s anybody who survived the shooting who wouldn’t say that music played a part in doing that — in lifting our spirits. It was one thing that bonded all of us. It’s the song that we react to the strongest when we hear ‘Ohio.’”

  “It really does create a healing effect because I know ‘Ohio’ had tremendous meaning for us,” Chic says. “We understood the global impact of our experience. We felt a comradery with so many people who, when they hear that song, they think of us. It also just really became an anthem for us of that time period. Somebody put in stone, somebody put in writing, what if you knew her and found her dead on the ground? We knew her and we found her dead on the ground. That [song] did more to heal us than anything.”
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We Always Had a Voice, But Someone Else Had the Megaphone


  
  
    
      “The most courageous act is still to think for yourself. Aloud.”
    

    ― Coco Chanel

  

  Does “music with a message” have a glass ceiling? As we mentioned, there have been key female artists who became some of the most followed voices in their profession, but so many had to break the marketing stereotype of the “chick” singer. It actually started long ago, and the slow progress bears witness to how deeply entrenched sexism was even among a generation calling for justice. Strong female writers, performers and producers clearly stated that in so many cases justice started with equality and found the best way to make their case was to call attention by achieving. Still, the gatekeepers of media who decided what voices would be heard and to what degree were often testosterone driven, though changing social attitudes and the demand for equal representation and recognition helped ease those restrictions.

  Writer Katie Bohn has stressed that music may have been the ideal podium when other avenues of expression were denied.  She cites the anger when Nina Simone sang the lyrics of “Mississippi Goddam” during the fight for civil rights during the Sixties, and quoted Penn State’s Anne Marie Mingo who points out,  “women were often denied formal positions as preachers or other community leaders, and they needed to find other ways to exert public influence. Leading others in song gave these women space where very often they were prohibited from positions of power and leadership”

  Even so, groundbreaking female solo artists including Joni Mitchell, Laura Nyro, Melanie Safka, Janis Ian, Joan Armatrading and others were able to get that attention, but keep in mind that so much of their work was also arguably deemed “marketable” by traditional media of the day. An exception might be Joan Baez who didn’t have Top 40 hits but was very visible at civil rights marches and other highly publicized gatherings for social issues. Odetta, Karen Dalton, Judee Sill, Mimi Farina (sister of Joan Baez) and others found an audience but not commercial success in a traditional sense, though it didn’t still their voices. There are other groundbreaking artists, both current and vintage, who fit that description and shared their views on the progress of music with a message.

  Few can offer the insight of Terri Thal, who makes it clear that if we characterize the release of the song “Ohio” as a hallmark of an era of protest and social change, the music has digressed, not progressed, noting “It’s become more accepted by a larger audience and by the media…but the content has shifted as politics have become polarized and personalized. The range of people who are interested in ‘protest’ music seems to have changed. College students, who once comprised the larger part of the audience for it, have shifted to specific causes (feminist, gay, LGBT, BDS, et al) that divide rather than unite them. Rally chants have, to a certain extent, replaced music.” She also notes an abrupt change in the direction of the genre.

  “While I can’t offer specific titles, a range of artists now question authority. But, few call for specific social change. As narrative in all facets of popular music has diminished, calls for social change do not specify goals; they tend to express dislike, anger, disgust, questioning―mostly on a personal level. These expressions often veer into expressions about the broader social fabric, but the musicians do not offer goals.”  Thal also questions whether music needs a “salable” quality to be effective. “Marketing,” she explains, “never has played much of a role in determining whether or what kind of protest music is made, nor in its success. In the 20th century, by and large the music industry did not support or promote protest music, which happened despite, not because of, that industry. Some labels allowed it; few strongly pushed it. In recent years, as the musicians who are able to select their own material tend to be either those who already are very successful or those who remain fairly independent of the larger ‘industry,’ and as more and more musicians write their own material, marketing plays even less of a role in either the nature or success of protest music.” But Thal noticed unsettling changes in some key areas. “The audience for protest music, like the musicians themselves, has changed. Broad issues have been replaced by narrower ones. Possibly the only issues that unite the audience are gun violence and overt racial discrimination against people of color. In other areas, personalization has replaced demands for policy changes. This changes the music: it has become more about ‘I’ and ‘me’ and less about unity or social change.”  Accessibility also played a major role. “I think possibly the reduction of the availability of small venues where musicians who didn’t have huge followings used to play has made a difference,” according to Thal. She points out, “In the Sixties, Seventies and 80s, people who played protest music appeared in clubs and in concert on college campuses. Personal appearance sites have changed; there still are clubs, but college concerts have diminished. And most places that pay performers now book bands rather than solo musicians; people who already have followings rather than people who are building a following. As it becomes more difficult to build an audience, musicians tend to play music that will garner a larger audience, becoming more dependent on what we used to term ‘commercial’ music.”

  “The rules haven’t changed,” she says. “Unless an artist has a large following, most of the audience will come from the ranks of whomever the artist can reach through performances and media play. Since CD’s are being replaced by social media, all artists, not just those who put forth protest music, are having difficulty reaching an audience. The process will continue, and those who want to reach people who agree with them may have to become more active in whatever movements exist.” Those same sentiments are echoed by Anne Marie Mingo in the Bohn article who pointed out, “that as the popularity of the Black church with young people seems to wane, artists like Beyoncé, Janelle Monáe, and Kendrick Lamar, among others, ‘take on the role of the preacher and prophet by speaking truth to power from the stage or via social media.’”

  There was also a perceived loss of focus in the audience when the Vietnam war came to a close, and Thal says even earlier than that. “The anti-war movement had lost focus even before the war ended. It was somewhat torn by the rise of SDS and others who wanted it to become either broader or more-narrow. It became dissipated among the peace movement, the civil rights movement, later the women’s movement (which itself became compartmentalized) and the gay rights movement (which also has become fragmented).”

  “It never was concerned about the labor movement. Earlier, that movement was the subject of songs that came out of the IWW, some of the unions, and the Communist Party (mostly through People’s Artists, its cultural ‘front’). When the Communist Party was discredited in the US, interest in labor fell off and never became a concern of the later protest singers. In fact, by the 1970s, because of the support for the incursion into Vietnam on the part of large sections of the trade unions, there was a rift between many of the anti-war people and trade unionists, which was reflected in the populist character of the protest music of the Seventies and later.”  But what replaced those issues?

  According to Thal, “There was a curious period in which ‘poverty’ became a concern. But the people who sang about it tended to focus on poverty in rural areas such as Appalachia. They ignored the role the labor movement could play in alleviating that poverty. They ignored urban poverty; concern with urban poverty is fairly recent and is coupled with concern about lack of universal health care, which cuts across all sectors of society, and about racism.”

  There’s still the question of marketability, and Thal is quick to ask, “What does “marketable” mean?  If it implies a certain type of commercial sound, that’s always held…with some interesting exceptions such as Bob Dylan and Leonard Cohen (who is not widely thought of as a social protest musician). Protest music generally is listened to because of the lyrics; in this era, it is possible for lyrics that years ago would have been regarded as unsaleable to get a wide audience; some rap singers have reached huge audiences and some popular singers such as Katy Perry have recorded music that might be considered ‘protest’ music.”  She also offers strong opinions about widespread media that exploded in the digital age and the concept of fairness in media.

  “There never was an “age of impartiality,” she says. Media never was impartial, but until fairly recently, it was less open about its views. And people always have sided with or listened to stations, personalities and others who they understood to share their views. That’s nothing new. The only thing that’s new is the openness of media’s views and the strength of the divisions among both media and consumers. I doubt that will change very much over the next few years; the political climate is too volatile.”  Which brings us to the common ground, perhaps a common enemy, to bring forth that style of messaging.  Does it exist? According to Thal it’s in plain sight.

  “Most protest singers already have a common enemy – the current US President, those in office who support him, and their economic and political policies. However, the diffusion of goals that permeates the culture probably won’t allow for unification of protestors for some time to come. Unfortunately, liberals and the ‘left’ in the United States, like those in the rest of the world, writhe in discord.”

  Like Thal, folk artist Christine Lavin also has a connection to the “Big Bear,” Dave Von Ronk, whom she describes as her guitar teacher, mentor and one who said a lot of very wise things. One of his most compelling being:

  “It is very hard to write a good political song, but it is very easy to write a bad one.”

  Apart from the evolution of music, as Lavin is quick to point out, every songwriter attempting to tackle politics in song needs to be reminded how difficult it is to get it right, especially in the digital age. With the internet evening the playing field, the pressure…often self-imposed…to publish has its risks. Her advice? “Songwriter Ervin Drake (author of ‘Good Morning Heartache’ and ‘It Was A Very Good Year’) said that when you think a song is done, put it away in a drawer, then take it out two weeks later and look at it with an unfriendly eye. You must be merciless with yourself when you are writing non-fiction songs. Of course, with the rapid news cycle we live in today, who has two weeks to let a topical song marinate? Nobody.  And since the best way to get topical songs out is to post them as videos as quickly as possible, the whole process — which in the old days could take days or weeks — now is condensed to overnight, making this kind of songwriting more difficult than ever.”

  The power of the internet to send messages worldwide in seconds would seem to work for and against the genre. As Lavin puts it, “Before the internet age, news moved at a relatively glacial pace, and it could take a very long time to grasp all the information and then assemble it into a song that made sense. But not only did it need to make sense, it had to leave you in a different place at the end of the song from where you started out.  It had to inform you on the topic, as truthfully as it could, and then try to inspire you into some kind of action by the end.  It needed to get to the point, to rhyme, and have a rhythm that pushed the ideas along. And if it could do it with humor, you’ve really got something worthwhile.” Keep in mind, if you had an itchy trigger finger, that same song might go out sooner than it should have. But Lavin says if a song is simple enough in its message that shouldn’t be a problem. She points to Tom Paxton, whom she calls the “King of Short Shelf Life Songs.”

  “He always says that the melody isn’t important in these kinds of songs, and Van Ronk also said that when you are writing a ‘message’ song, keep the music simple — the message is what the song is all about, the music is simply the vehicle to deliver the song.”  She also stresses simplicity in performing the song getting the message across stating, “You want others to be able to sing and play it, and if the song has a bunch of jazz chords in it, fewer guitarists will be able to master it easily.”

  Terry Leonino also offers her own view of women and their role in the evolution of protest music.  Was there a reason for her passion for activism and music? She’ll tell you, “Yes, I am a survivor and witness to the Kent State shootings May 4th, 1970. I was already a musician before the shootings and putting myself through college on the money I made playing music. My father was a shop steward and labor union activists and music was always an important part of my life as the songs of the labor movement were also a constant in our house. My mother was one of nine children from a farm family in Lepanto, Arkansas and grew up in a very musical family. If you weren’t singing you weren’t breathing, and music also was a foundation and presence in her life with my grandfather being the one you called to play all the dances. He played every instrument in the book piano, guitar, banjo, fiddle, harmonica and everyone sang the old songs as well as the new.” She’s also quick to compare protest music old and new.

  “You must keep in mind that most social movements throughout history have been musical movements. Most of the more modern movements were influenced by the Civil Rights Movement which used communal singing as a foundation for power and inspiration to help persevere through the marches, physical challenges endured when exercising direct action through the use of non-violent means.”  And while the internet provides easy access, Leonino says it also has its downside for the artist and audience.

  “Today’s movements like Black Lives Matter or the #MeToo movement have music but it is used to support it from the stage, sung by the artists to illuminate the essence of the concerns these movements are trying to bring to the forefront in order to make the necessary change.  It has its use as it is like a charismatic leader.” Is that to say that the modern protest music is any less effective as a result?  Not according to Lenino, but it could use a new direction. “Music,” she stresses, “is very important for shaping social movements of today but it is not the same as it was in the 1960s.  Today’s movements like Black Lives Matter or the MeToo# movement have music but it is used to support it from the stage, sung by the artists to illuminate the essence of the concerns these movements are trying to bring to the forefront in order to make the necessary change.  It has its use as it is like a charismatic leader but for me it is not as effective. In the last forty-eight years (1970-2018) our cultures are getting further and further away from community singing. We have fewer and fewer song leaders essential to any song-based movement. Song leaders aren’t always great singers but they are the ones who carry the songs, chants, and music usually sung in ‘call and response’, the old African-American musical tradition used during the Underground Railroad, sung in Black churches, during the Civil Rights Movement and  used in today’s Modern Civil Rights Movement or with a catchy chorus repeated throughout. Often these songs are based on familiar and popular songs from previous song movements like the Civil Rights Movement or popular songs of the day everyone knows and sings. Pete Seeger was one of the preeminent song leaders during his 94 years on our planet and his death left a large hole for those of us who continue in this tradition.”

  Does this signal a rebirth of sorts?

  “I think this generation looks to the 60’s and reflects on the many movements that came out of this time in our history in the hope to find some positive solutions and ways that can help connect people with the power they need to make today’s necessary social and political change. Reborn? Well for me it’s more of an ‘awakening’ to what has worked and is still working to make positive and necessary social and political change today.” Leonino is also quick to quote the well-known social activist and entertainer Paul Robeson, stating, “Artists are the gate keepers of truth. We are civilization’s radical voice.” How well is that voice being heard?

  “Obviously being a survivor of the Kent State and Jackson State massacres, those of us who lived through this time in our lives never want to forget Jackson State for many reasons, one of which is that many lives (Black and White) were lost during the Civil Rights Movement before Kent State ever happened. It wasn’t until what some viewed as middle class White college age students were killed that the nation woke up to their cries to end the war. We also forget that what happened on May 4th was our own government turning on those whose only weapon was their use of freedom of speech with high powered guns and tanks on what was a gathering to hear the latest news about Nixon’s invasion of Cambodia and the continuation of yet another government funded war. To not mention Jackson State in the same breath is to not acknowledge the many Black lives lost during this same month and time period. Our government creates war and builds weapons to support wars all over the world.  Give a listen to Phil Ochs song ‘Cops of the World’ as he clearly and prophetically speaks to exactly what we are still facing today on the world political stage.” Leonino insists that it comes down to taking a stand, but also recognizing music as a positive and powerful voice along with its ability to provoke and even mobilize.

  “Yes, I greatly believe that music is healing! The wounds we carry and continue to try and heal in our lifetime and throughout history are deep. From the genocide of our First Nations, to the Abolition of Slavery whose repercussions which still negatively resonate today, to the degradation of our environment, to the corporate and personal greed and inequality we are experiencing, it ever more important that we are vigilant in using our ‘freedom of speech’, songs of social and political justice, and communal gatherings to chant and sing and express these needs as part of the healing needed to move forward toward the necessary social and political changes.” But, again, Leonino stresses a direct and simple message. This lends credence to the longevity of Lennon’s “Give Peace a Chance.” As she sees it, “The connection, the physical connection, the resonance that you make together singing, the sound that you make around you, it surrounds you, is more empowering than just being by yourself and being up there getting self-aggrandizing for just writing a picture of what’s happening. That’s an important role but there are other roles that really reflect how successful you might be at attaining what you want because you have to feel empowered and when you sing together its very empowering. When you’re chanting something, it’s very empowering. It’s just one of those things that without the song leaders, it’s becoming more and more difficult and we tend to lose those people. I can say this as a musician, now they’re using tools against the protestors that they never had before, things that destroy their hearing for the rest of their life. They have these machines that they blast into protest groups and they destroy your eardrums basically. It’s a scary time.”

  Leonino says the opponents of protest music have learned a great deal since the Sixties as well.  One is that freedom of speech can be a powerful tool for all sides. “Well it’s part of the whole strategy,” she claims. “Which is very much like Saul Alinsky’s ‘Rules for Radicals’ he tells you all the techniques like the short sound bites like the “healthy forest initiative” but of course it’s anything but that. But now we have even worse things than that, we have everyday the distractions that, I like to call him Voldemort, puts out, they suck up all the oxygen and then nobody pays attention to the important things that are happening underneath all that. It’s a purposeful, strategic thing that people have learned to do when they want to have authoritarian government or fascism. It’s very evident in all of the world now, it’s not just the US but to have us also at such a vulnerable place… I think we’re gonna look back at this time in history and say…I hope we survive this.”

  




  
  




1
Summary and Conclusions


  
  So, what have we learned? Hopefully, a lot. We’ve offered a great deal of insight, but it’s what we do with that information that’s so important. Have we seen the end of the age of protest, of music and art with a message, or have we simply failed to see how it evolved? Let’s take a look at what we’ve covered.

  Historians dissect and analyze the times we lived in, but popular culture and mass media have proven to be the most effective method of delivering an immediate message to the masses.  It’s nothing new. The griots, the historians and troubadours of Western Africa, spread the news and lore of their culture from town to town in the days before they had access to print. Professor Bob West at Kent State University was a former beat poet who likened the messaging and delivery of the griots to the hip-hop artists of today. A look at the decades of modern popular culture shows the concerns of the masses in their particular eras. The Universal horror movies of the 1930s were centered in Eastern Europe where the Nazi war machine was starting to grow.  Prior to the attack on Pearl Harbor comic book heroes of the 1940s were already fighting the war, and paranoia about the nuclear age and a threat to our air space brought us films about atomic bred monsters and UFOS. The war in Southeast Asia provided fertile ground for late Sixties music and we’ll address that in a moment. Concern about AIDS and the blood supply led to the popularity of vampire films in the seventies and eighties and rap artists let their voices be heard about their wide range of issues for years until the present day. What’s the link?

  Everything we mentioned is the product of storytellers. Facts are vital but it’s the story that compels us to listen and often to act. William Savage Jr. tells us that “a reliable enemy is a fine thing for a storyteller to have” (Savage, 1990). You can make a very effective case that the voices of protest were united by a common cause, and during the height of the age of musical dissent that concern was ending the war in Viet Nam and driving President Richard Nixon from office.  The horrors of My Lai, the sight of bloodshed and coffins with U.S. servicemen on the nightly news and the angry protests on college campuses and city streets widened the so-called generation gap between the America that won World War II… a declared war…and an overseas conflict fought by the post WWII baby boom that didn’t understand why we were there.  The deaths on the Kent State and Jackson State campuses, the New York Times publication of the Pentagon Papers, and the rise of anti-war candidates all played a role in the eventual withdrawal of U.S. troops from Southeast Asia, and it was the rich pool of talent that challenged the so called “establishment” that helped fan the flames of dissent into a raging political fire.  Even so, it was not an easy task facing off against a very powerful and, let’s face it, very corrupt Nixon administration.

  Richard Nixon was driven from office before the fall of Saigon and essentially the end of U.S. involvement in April 1975, but a strong argument could be made that American troops could have remained in Viet Nam even longer had he not resigned in disgrace. Nixon’s fall came the previous August when he stepped away from the White House faced with likely impeachment and even removal from office following the Watergate scandal and reports outlining excessive misuse of power in various levels of government. Even so, the Nixon administration used the power of the presidency and other government offices in an attempt to influence media and silence the forces that opposed him. He had his victories, too. The Nixon White House successfully stalled the admittedly left leaning Smothers Brothers Comedy Hour on CBS-TV and despite a lawsuit that ruled in favor of Tommy and Dick it was a hollow victory because they were silenced at a critical point in their career. You could say the same for John Lennon.  His appearance at the John Sinclair Freedom Rally with members of the Chicago Seven brought FBI agents out to Ann Arbor to write down lyrics he shouted from the stage. There had also been rumblings the former Beatle was using it as a dry run to hit the road with an anti-Nixon tour, and his politically charged 1972 album “Some Time in New York City” didn’t exactly endear him to the White House.  It had a small cover photo of the president dancing with Mao Tse-Tung in the nude that pushed him to the top of Nixon’s “enemies list.” Lennon found out the hard way you don’t mess with the U.S. government. That LP turned into the starting gun for a very expensive and contentious legal battle over a drug bust years before in England that feds used as an excuse to deport Lennon. Granted, Lennon eventually won the right to stay and get his green card, but it pretty much put his career on ice for years. So why weren’t the stories being heard to the same extent they were in the years immediately following CSNY’s “Ohio.” We weren’t the first to ask.

  By 1975, it seemed the populace that aggressively fought the status quo had become battle weary. Yes, change is inevitable, but many of the tent poles of the counterculture had simply collapsed. The highly produced progressive rock gave way to the simple redefined raw energy of punk with a segment of a new generation rejecting the sounds that immediately preceding it. At about that same time there was the emerging disco generation spurred by the notion that we have been through trying times and let’s just let loose and dance. The flashy club scene that drew many of the superstars of the groundbreaking Sixties pop culture including Mick Jagger, Truman Capote and Andy Warhol to New York’s Studio 54 was celebrated at its height in John Travolta’s 1977 film Saturday Night Fever.  Entire radio formats adopted club dance music and rose triumphantly in the ratings before suddenly crashing when the fad faded into obscurity. Another film, 1982’s Wild Style, centering on the emerging hip hop lifestyle in the South Bronx didn’t get the same media attention partly because it centered on the rougher side of ghetto life, though the music was making its way via underground clubs and low power radio stations much like punk and early rock and roll. In the case of Wild Style, it was music with a message, but the messenger kept a distinct low profile.

  It could also be argued that, sensing a growing and profitable audience, much of the underground pop culture was now being accepted and marketed in mainstream media of the day.  The underground art of R. Crumb that he peddled on the streets of Haight Ashbury in comics titled Zap, Mr. Natural and Big Ass was by the 1970s seen prominently on newsstands in Arcade — the Comics Revue, and a major feature film about his character, Fritz the Cat (which Crumb hated!)   His original art and stuff produced by Gilbert Shelton and S. Clay Wilson, among others, command huge prices. Poster artists like Rick Griffin, Dave Sheridan, Victor Moscoso and some other notables saw their stuff distributed for free and now hang in galleries.  Then radio went through a major change.

  When FM radio started being included as standard features in cars in the early to mid-Seventies the free form progressive stations soon started programming with playlists, promotions and higher energy personalities than seen just a few years before when the AM dial was king. The shared communal experience of FM radio was switching from political and community concerns to heavy entertainment. Few remember that the band Ambrosia started out its recording career as a much heavier based group, but the lighter stuff on their later albums provided a form of escapism with lighter fare that gave them a success of which they only dreamed. Burleigh Drummond, the band’s drummer, said it became evident to both himself and the band stating, “I think there was a period in pop music where that was kind of the theme. Maybe it was a reaction to everything we had been through. You know, we had our share of protests. I mean Ambrosia actually wrote quite a few protests songs in our first two albums. ‘I Wanna Know’ is a protest. Things like that. I think around our third album is when we start having ‘How Much I Feel.’ I think it was a time to kind of celebrate feeling good again.”

  The concert business became far more organized and profitable with artists playing large arenas and festivals with sophisticated lighting and sound and escalating ticket prices. The “establishment” that so many had feared had embraced the counterculture in the name of profit and the masses with expendable cash and energy liked what they saw and heard.  But that also meant you played by the rules of mainstream media, and money talked big time.

  That’s not to say a lot of great art was not produced during those years.  In 1975 NBC’s Saturday Night  (later known as Saturday Night Live) took counterculture humor to new levels introducing it to a late-night audience that saw heroes emerge from the world of comedic commentary. The twisted satire of National Lampoon gave way to the midwives of this new form of comedy that took it from small stages played by troupes like the Second City and Groundlings to a national stage. Names like P.J. O’Rourke, Harold Ramis, Gilda Radner, Laraine Newman, John Belushi and Chevy Chase, among others, went from driving from town to town for bookings to major media stardom practically overnight. But remember what we said about the “reliable enemy.” Was there such an enemy in the early days of SNL? Chevy Chase’s Gerald Ford was a bumbling slapstick president, but hardly a threat. Some of the SNL crews most memorable moments came in simply reflecting the absurdity of everyday life. It wasn’t a platform to preach revolution, at least not in a traditional sense. The post WWII generation that sought political commentary could see it and share the joke late night with names like Steve Martin, who helped the Smothers Brothers during their rise and battle against CBS. There was Buck Henry, whose dry wit that began in the early Sixties talk programs would be the forerunner of The Late Show with Stephen Colbert and The Daily Show which many young people in the early 21st century cited as their preferred sources for news.  Henry was a regular host on SNL, which also featured Richard Pryor and George Carlin along with a staff that knew how to “write with a bite”.  The show also featured many artists with a message, but NBC didn’t seem to worry about that hour on a Saturday night. It targeted a hip generation, and as commentators Jonathan Luxmoore and Christine Ellis would write years later the change would eventually go from “generational to the cultural and economic” suggesting “changing social habits have eroded music’s political significance” (Ellis, 2016). Could those seeds have been planted as far back as the 1970s?  There were those who disagreed with Luxmoore and Ellis, and we’ll hear from them coming up.

  Perhaps one area that we should stress is that when “Ohio” was released the outrage over the Kent State shootings was obvious but still very divisive.  In April 1970, WEWS-TV commentator Dorothy Fuldheim, who at the time was 77 and a Cleveland institution, abruptly ended a televised interview with Yippie Jerry Rubin and threw him off the set.  The press and public lauded her as their heroine, but when Fuldheim spoke against the National Guard in the deaths of the four KSU students on May 4th the backlash was so severe and immediate she was certain she would be fired the next day. The station stood behind their matriarch and she never backed down.  The point is that fans who embraced CSNY’s song as an anthem were likely in the younger demo in the so-called “generation gap.” That song was targeted for young sensibility and heard primarily on radio stations aimed at the baby boom audience, primarily on Top 40 stations which reached the greatest number of listeners but also the FM with a more insightful though still young audience. Again, Luxmoore and Ellis could have been writing about the marketability of these messages even then stating, “The promoters have long since cottoned on to the commercial potential of protest music; you’d have to be very determined and energetic to make yourself authentic and visible without them (Ellis, 2016).” Does the modern dearth of protest music simply lack a beat rather than a viable message?

  The Hill’s Judy Kurtz notes another important aspect relating to youth in her piece quoting singer John Legend who wisely points out the audience that embraced “Ohio” had much in common with Kent State and protestors nationwide and that was the military draft. Legend has penned his share of songs with distinct messages and as he told Kurtz the audience facing possible conscription “felt a bit more urgency about what was going on. So even now, even though there are a lot of people concerned about what’s happening in Washington, I think there was even more urgency back in the ’Sixties and ’Seventies, and you saw that reflected in the art” (Kurtz, 2017). That urgency centered on a call from the military, and one that the previous generation saw differently having fought in World War II.   Kurtz also quotes noted attorney and music researcher Bob Lefsetz, best known for his long-standing newsletter titled, appropriately enough the “Lefsetz Letter.” His thought is that many name artists are afraid of negative branding stating, “You have people who are into it for the fame, who are told what to do, are extending their brand, and are afraid of doing anything that might alienate anybody” (Kurtz, 2017).  In the past, like some of the folk artists of the 1950s, it could end you up on a Blacklist where you couldn’t find work or, like John Lennon, be under a government microscope. Joan Baez was targeted by ultra-conservative cartoonist Al Capp in his “Lil’ Abner” strip. To be fair there are also artists who don’t seem to care if they do alienate an audience that may not follow them anyway, with Kurtz pointing to Eminem’s free style tirade against President Donald Trump at the 2017 BET Hip Hop Awards. This four minutes and 35 seconds of scathing fury was surprising at first. Eminem is an artist whose work has long been accused of being saturated with misogynistic and homophobic themes. But it’s a point he’s aware of. He spits one line to Trump in the verse that acknowledges their similarity: “When it comes to giving a shit, you’re stingy as I am.”. He even goes as far as to ask his fans who were Trump supporters to lose his number:

  “And any fan of mine who’s a supporter of his
 I’m drawing in the sand a line, you’re either for or against
 And if you can’t decide who you like more and you’re split
 On who you should stand beside, I’ll do it for you with this:
 Fuck you!
 The rest of America stand up!
 We love our military, and we love our country
 But we fucking hate Trump!”

  But this “storm” wasn’t linked to any one incident, and that brings us to another point. The way music is delivered. Artists who made a name with protest music including Woody Guthrie, Bob Dylan, Phil Ochs, Pete Seeger, the Weavers and on and on had live performance, their records and maybe some radio and later TV. Plus, the music industry had changed from earlier days when a company would give an artist three albums to prove themselves. By the 1980s profits became paramount with some artists dropped from their labels because they made money, but not enough.  The chance to develop a meaningful catalog of music diminished with the years, and then there was marketing linked to video. The TV video channels embraced the “hits format” of radio and if the video release of a song wasn’t compelling it didn’t matter what the topic was.  You had to keep people watching. To be fair, there were also some very mediocre songs that had a new life with pictures. There were options. College radio had made great strides in acquiring on-air signals and while they catered to a very select and usually hip crowd, they also had a niche audience that wandered to the far end of the radio dial. Digital would change everything once again.

  No one was prepared for downloading, especially the big labels. The late Steve Popovich with Cleveland International Records was a music visionary who had once been on the upper tiers at Epic and other labels and he saw the threat of downloading and streaming early on. Most of his warnings were ignored and Napster took a huge chunk out of record company profits, but the biggest change came with the ease that an artist could record their music without a label and simply market it via You Tube and other music sharing platforms. You had artists who could be set for life with just a few songs and that could limit what they were willing to issue.  They also didn’t have to develop outside of their comfort zone. Add to that the fading influence of traditional media like TV, radio and compact discs. Many younger listeners don’t embrace the traditional media in favor of streaming. In that same article by Kurtz, Lefsetz points out “Prior to the internet, you know we had radio that was dominant, MTV that was dominant, and if something gained traction, everybody would know it.  Whereas now there’s songs in the top 10 where a great percentage of the public does not know” (Kurtz, 2017). And then there is the burning question: Does anyone care?  Is there an artist that can make them care?

  Popular music covers a lot of ground and over the years consultants have chopped it up making the thought of breaking a new artist with a strong message highly unlikely or at least very difficult. That doesn’t seem to be the case with comedy, though audiences do tend to follow music and comedy in two very different ways. There are very few comedians like Henny Youngman or Rodney Dangerfield who have signature lines and bits that keep people coming back even though they know exactly what they are going to say. Many new comedians benefit from topical humor to bring in new audience. Even veterans like Steve Martin and Martin Short, who have no shortage of classic lines and characters, consistently update their acts to draw crowds.  Plus, people don’t listen to those same comedic routines over and over like a hit song. They’re more likely to pass them on in everyday conversation.  Not so with a song.

  Folk music expert Malcolm Taylor came right out and said it. “Protest songs are no longer seen as an effective form of communication,” adding that social media is the venue of choice, but is he arguing musical style or simply the method we choose to hear it?  Producer Emilio Estefan believes protest can thrive online, stating “Now you get the internet, so people protest, but protest in their own way now because they have the new technology.” That was also the route Estefan took when he assembled a chorus of Latino entertainers including his wife, Gloria, Pitbull, Carlos Santana and others for a song titled “We’re All Mexican” responding to comments Donald Trump made on the 2016 campaign trail.  Even so there are those who suggest pop and rock may have run their course as well.  Naseem Khuri is one of them.

  The front man for Kingsley Flood, Khuri told the Boston Herald, “Maybe rock and pop artists have less to say or maybe the genre is simply less relevant, even outdated.” Less to say seems unlikely. Every decade since “Ohio” has seen some degree of messaging in music with topics ranging from nuclear war to poverty to police brutality and beyond. However, the argument about delivery of that type of music may have some teeth. Music formats have become highly segmented over the years and satellite radio, streaming, You Tube and social media offer so many opportunities for specific programming that a breakout artist or even particular song gaining a wide audience ala “Ohio” seems remote. Then there’s the issue of partisan politics.

  It might be seen as divide and conquer for those targeting a certain artist or opinion. A specific audience may not have the same voice to respond to those opposed to the message, especially in uncertain times. Natalie Maines of Dixie Chicks found that out the hard way in 2003 when London’s Guardian ran an abbreviated quote from Maines in a concert review stating, “Just so you know … we’re ashamed the President of the United States is from Texas.”  Those and other comments just days before the start of the war in Iraq were seen as near treasonous by the traditionally conservative country audience and the Dixie Chicks saw nothing but a rough road ahead. Maines publicly apologized for the slam at then President Bush while stressing her opposition to the war though that wasn’t enough for a radical faction that targeted the band with death threats.  Maines didn’t help her case when she retracted the apology showing an emotional segment of the public, many still hurting from 9/11, that emotional patriotism and free speech can sometimes be on opposing sides. There’s also the disturbing possibility that protest music simply doesn’t sell and a generation of programmers who grew up during the “defining age” of protest music on radio may have abandoned that genre.

  Gottlieb suggests that while there have been a few artists who continued promoting politically based music, producers and programmers in the 21st century opt for the Katy Perry / Justin Bieber / Rihanna style artist that promotes “escapism.” The music media, like most commerce, is based on profit and it’s hard to argue that artists produce just that…art…instead of revenue. There are a number of pop artists who can embrace both, including Green Day and even Taylor Swift, but they belong to a very exclusive club.  Those acts established themselves before dipping their toes in the pool of protest and their loyal fans were open to their messages. Still, a search for protest music on mainstream radio has turned into a frustrating ordeal. Plus, today’s media users may simply have too many options in the digital age, but that might also offer new opportunities. We just have to recognize them.

  Back to Lefsetz who is quoted saying, “Music does not drive the culture…what drives the culture is television and politics.” It would seem the marriage of the two, especially in light of the 24-hour news cycle in the Trump presidency, would provide an atmosphere for protest music that is rich with potential. Is television being used, even exploited, to its maximum to provide the kind of coverage the voices of protest need? Frankly, the age of traditional mainstream television may be fading. Young media users who have traditionally been early adapters to new technology and systems have fled TV in favor of online programming.  Even so, there have been flash points when protest messaging reached mass audiences via television.

  Again, to Lefsetz, who’s quoted as saying “musicians have ‘a decent amount of power,’ judging by massive social media followings.” Social media! Could this be the link to drawing young audiences to protest messaging in the arts? Gottlieb says it’s already begun and part of it stems from artists working outside the traditional industry boundaries.

  There are also musicians effectively using the internet and social media to pursue a higher level of activism. The Boston based Chad Stokes with State Radio along with his tour manager Sybil Gallagher established their  “Calling All Crows” site described as “a musician-fueled activist organization… that works for a future when the success of live music is measured not only by ticket sales, but by the impact of fans and musicians mobilizing together to make a difference in the world.” You can count Chicana rapper Xela de la X among that number. She performs under the name Cihuatl Ce and told music writer Luis Rivas, “I think that whatever is being played is not because the masses are asking for it. It’s what’s being fed to us. Definitely, I think there’s a degree of people being tired of the monotony of the messages in the mainstream.”  She describes her style as “aggressive, unapologetically militant feminist, gutter music from the streets and the people” and is quick to add, “Mainstream (music) is mad misogynist… If they’re speaking about rebellion and revolution and making change, that shit you don’t hear on the radio.” Social media has proven a convenient and very effective option.

  It should be obvious that social commentary in music is nothing new, but at times it needs a jolt to let people know it’s there.  Sometimes it’s the marketability. But drummer Jim Fox says sometimes it’s conscience. He tells us, “I think Viet Nam was a watershed.  Kent State was a watershed, no doubt. But I don’t that explains the decline of music in the sense of importance in people’s lives. That’s really happening and there are a lot of things you can blame it on. You can blame it on video games, blame it on computers. Blame it on all kinds of things that occupy people’s time, where at one time music was what occupied our time.  As a trained musician I have not heard music as important as it was for thirty years, maybe longer, and it’s very sad. I can’t live without a continuous stream of stimulation. It doesn’t have to be new, but it helps to be new to me. There are things I will go back to rediscover. Maybe I missed a Kinks album along the way. That kind of thing. That I think is wonderful and it keeps me alive.  But radio no longer exists. There’s nothing I can hear. I can’t put a radio station on.” Fox also points to the punk genre, which was heavy on attitude that transcends all forms of music.

  I would give more credit to the punk movement. I would say that it was more often than not hidden. Look at someone like Phil Ochs. The difference between his stuff and later music was that he was never as popular as some people, but his songs were extremely relevant. There was all the obvious stuff. Anything Dylan did, Joni Mitchell…it was a genre. Go all the way back to the Weavers, which gets you Pete Seeger. But listen to Les McCann’s ‘Compared to What?’ with Eddie Harris on sax. That song was an example that was part of a conscious effort to be part of that movement, civil rights. Whereas the Phil Ochs’, the Bob Dylans,’ the Weavers and a whole lot of the folk scene were really brave because they knew they stood to be investigated. They were operating on their beliefs where a song by someone like the Temptations strikes me as reflecting someone at Motown more than someone in the band. The writer knew what they wanted to express, and they did it successfully, but it wasn’t the motivation from a different place.”

  It can be argued that it happened again when MTV finally started airing Black artists and groups like Run-DMC, Public Enemy and Grand Master Flash and the Furious Five, among many others, found a new forum, but MTV has long abandoned its music heavy format.  The internet continues to provide a convenient “safe harbor” for new music, and as Zack O’Malley Greenburg with Forbes writes, “social media has enabled musicians of the current generation—regardless of genre—to keep their music apolitical but deliver more partisan messages directly to their followers if they so choose.” And they are choosing that option a lot.

  Sophie Weiner with the Village Voice agrees with the future of political messaging in the arts on social media, and remember Luxmoore and Ellis? She doesn’t buy their argument. She writes, “It’s true that some aspects of social media — namely “hashtag activism” that results in little offline action — may have dulled traditional forms of protest, but the internet has made political music much more accessible. Luxmoore and Ellis’s romanticized version of the 1960s music industry fails to mention the chilling effect the major-label system had on musicians who didn’t fit a certain mold. Not so today, where all you need to create and distribute music is a computer and a Wi-Fi hookup. To say that’s a good thing for political music is an understatement.” She adds that the scope of protest messaging has expanded as well, stating “Queer people and feminists have taken to raw DIY punk to pen some of the most potent protest songs in recent times. Downtown Boys, the Providence, Rhode Island, punk band, are radical leftist feminists,” a genre that would likely have garnered very little audience prior to social media access. Weiner delivers a final firm assessment in these words: “Populist music is, and by its very definition always will be, an evolving form. The images and songs may change, but their goal is always to transform our culture and end oppression. We’re living amid an incredibly exciting intersection of art, technology, and social justice. It’d be a real shame for these writers — and anyone else who shares their fears — to miss out.” It’s how we all use those elements that will write our legacy.  All we are saying…is let our voices be heard.
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Epilogue


  
  You’ve read the comments from representatives covering a wide range of entertainment and media. As we mentioned, this book was sparked by a Rolling Stone review naming CSNY’s “Ohio” the greatest protest song of all time, and as the fiftieth anniversary of the Kent State tragedy was marked a cold reality set in.  As the Rolling Stones told us, “Time waits for no one”, and as we and the surviving students age the impact of the events covered in “Ohio” become more distant and less relevant to those who did not live in those times. Trends in music, marketing and even delivery affect that as well, and many of students who attend Kent State today have little knowledge of the cataclysmic event on campus that likely marked the end of the Sixties mentality. As the Who’s Pete Townshend once said, we must accept change or get out of the way, but that doesn’t necessarily mean we lose some of the basic concepts that will guide us into the future.

  One of the most talented songwriters of the rock and roll era is Russ Ballard. His songs have been recorded by a wide range of artists, including Roger Daltrey, KISS, Colin Blunstone, Three Dog Night and many others along with his work with Argent and his own solo career.  Ballard’s music has covered a lot of different topics, including social injustice, and we asked him to comment on our theme of the changing role of messaging in music.  He was quick to respond with words from his 2006 work The Book of Love, writing:

  The eternal question. Man’s inhumanity to Man. There are so many people on this planet, all with different histories and backgrounds. What is common to all of us is being born and then, our upbringing, which is very important. What we learn from our parents. What we hear them say, what we watch them do.  They are constantly with us (or they should be) and they are our only concept of God.  They give us our language, they talk to us, read to us, tell us stories, they inspire us …if we’re lucky. They can make us cry, then they can hug us and make us feel safe, speaking softly and reassuring.  Or, if they don’t do any of those things, then we’re fearful.

  Because Mum and Dad are like God, when they’re loving, we’re secure and the world is wonderful place.  When they are, otherwise, this is a scary world and a fearful place to be.  So, from these beginnings we develop into many kinds of people…. happy, sad, guilty, warriors and worriers or many people. All of these things. So, for me, those formative years, the Mum and Dad, ‘God’ years, are all ‘education’.

  Mum and Dad are our first teachers. They can teach us good stuff or bad. Then we have others, people we admire. Then there are teachers at school. One thing for me is that teaching is extremely important. How we’re taught.  How much attention is paid to us. Does the teacher like me… or not!  For me, it all comes down to, ‘Love.’ Do I have love for the person I’m with? Am I giving him or her my full attention? Am I listening?

  We become adults and bring into life our happiness, sadness, our guilt and fear, all the stuff we gathered on our journey. Most of us have all of these qualities in varying percentages. It can appear there’s nothing emotionally secure in us. One moment we’re laughing, then crying, happy then sad.

  You can’t be a violent person and expect peace. The world is you! You have to be the change you want to see in the world. We’ve heard this before, but it still has to be said. We all want to be physically fit, however, when the human puts as much energy into changing his violent ways as he does working on his muscles in the gym, maybe we’ll get somewhere.

  Humans are also very tribal. In being tribal, we’re constantly separating ourselves from each other, as we are in countries. I’m Italian. I’m Russian. I’m African. I’m American. The list goes on when, in fact, if we take away the borders of all the countries, we would just be human beings sharing a planet. It’s the same with sport. “My team’s better than yours,” then “My town’s better than yours.” Politics is tribal, and then there’s religion. “The priest. The monk. The rabbi. So secure they know the way, won’t even listen to what the other has to say”.

  Oh, the hippie “Peace and Love” generation was a beautiful idea, but when we have such inspired moments, we have to “stay with it”, not let it go, like a fashion or like a pair of cool shoes I’ll buy and discard tomorrow. It’s good that kids are being taught ‘mindfulness’ at school. I hope it doesn’t become just a list of symbols in a system. We’re good at that, but at least it’s a start.

  After all’s said and done, everything, for me, should begin and end with Love.

  That can be interpreted in any number of ways.  Attitudes change, sometimes in disturbing ways, but that underlines many of the concepts offered by Ballard. So do trends in music, the way it’s delivered to the masses and its marketing. We use these resources to satisfy our own needs, but all might point to a simple solution.

  Learn to love your friends and family and even your enemies. Learn from our mistakes but keep that central message alive.  While the memories of cataclysmic events may fade with the years, as well as the way we express our emotions and the lessons we thought we learned the concept of co-existing and learning together must live on. When the Beatles wrote “All You Need is Love” just a few years before Kent State it may have been oversimplified, but it’s still a pretty good start…with a heavy dose of compassion, understanding and acceptance.

  Artists have a platform we do not, and although our stories can go viral for a moment, the work and lifetime of a musician or comedian tend to echo throughout history. We look to these artists to voice our own beliefs. If it’s John Lennon suggesting peace is a thing we ought to try, or if it’s Lady Gaga insisting we’re born the way we are, as fans, we gleefully punch our fists into the air and feel a deep sense of gratification when they creatively express what we sometimes cannot.

  Music has also given us something to hold on to — an identity. During the civil rights movement, rock and roll gave a means to band together against a cruel establishment that feared rock and roll because of its ability to bring us together, to give us creative youth leaders who didn’t see the need to color inside the lines anymore. Moreover, it’s given us the sense we’re heard or understood by the very artists we tend to idolize. Their words matter, our words matter. When Oprah said goodbye to her beloved television series in 2011, she was able to wrap up what she learned about humanity after her 30,000 interviews with these words, “They want to know,” she said, “‘Do you see me? Do you hear me? Does what I say mean anything to you?’” That longing exists everywhere in history, especially in political contexts.

  When 2016 dawned, many who self-identified as apolitical were suddenly born-again activists. This era forced the formerly apathic to sit up and take notice. Aside from comparing Trump’s presidency to a “horse running lose in a hospital,” comedian John Mulaney — voice of the millennials — also pointed out in his Kid Gorgeous comedy special how he responds when people ask him, “Why were you never mad at the last guy?”

  “Because I wasn’t paying attention,” he laughed. “I used to pay less attention before it was a horse. Also, I thought the last guy was pretty smart, and he seemed good at his job, and I’m lazy by nature. So, I don’t check up on people when they seem okay at their job. You may think that’s an ignorant answer but it’s not, it’s a great answer. If you left your baby with your mother tonight, you’re not going to race home and check the nanny cam. But if you leave your baby with Gary Busey…”

  Yes, by 2016, it wasn’t enough to only admire the trailblazers of the Sixties and Seventies, believing we’d seen enough advancement since their time. Suddenly, the same issues they fought for popped back up on the menu. It was time to pay attention. It was time to illuminate those leaders from yesterday. There was no more space for apathy and no room for error. This was urgent. As Joe Biden put it in 2018, “We are in a fight for America’s soul.” As the climate became more extreme, impossibly polarized and even terrifying (Nazis made a splashing comeback for Heaven’s sake) popular music began reawakening protest messages we heard in the Sixties and Seventies and comedy took its best stab at reminding us to laugh through it. Biden’s message, along with the very vocal opposition to the status quo on multiple media platforms, brought dramatic change on election day 2020.

  Jane Fonda pointed out five decades ago that artists, writers, poets, philosophers “were at the forefront of activism” during her defining age of protest. Fifty years later, they’ve arrived again, in new formats, using protest tactics new and old. How did this generation of artists feel as 2016 raged on? Were they afraid of what they were seeing too? Any fear or apprehension about putting protest messages? What do they hope to stir up in their audience? But ultimately, we wanted to know: which artists are comfortable taking sides?

  Some of the most notoriously silent artists shook the dust off their keyboards and got to work. Meanwhile, many young artists sang about injustice for the first time as many seasoned artists found their old lyrics fitting the scene again just right. We became obsessed with discovering if artists would echo the acclaimed words of South African Anglican cleric and human rights activist Desmond Tutu, “If you are neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of the oppressor. If an elephant has its foot on the tail of a mouse, and you say that you are neutral, the mouse will not appreciate your neutrality.” How many artists would mirror the sentiment of the acclaimed Paul Robeson? “Every artist, every scientist, every writer must decide now where he stands. The artist must take sides. He must elect to fight for freedom or for slavery. I have made my choice. I had no alternative.” What about Leonardo da Vinci’s thunderous proclamation, “Nothing strengthens authority so much as silence.”

  To get at the heart of it, our research question was largely: Is protest a responsibility for artists? As predicted, the artists we spoke to and the ones we’ve researched gave us a mixed but compelling result. Some felt an obligation, a duty as not only artists but citizens. But some felt their industry should remain a safe space free of politics. No one should be tense walking into a comedy club. Let’s save the political commentary for the pundits. After hearing both sides, we cannot blame either for feeling the way they do.  Let us also stress that comedy and protest is yet another topic rich with potential (and already being explored by the authors).

  The shift in protest music’s landscape and genres is nothing short of colossal. Between the eras of protest we’ve looked at, movement leaders went from being mostly long haired folkies with an unplugged guitar and a grubby beard to hip hop artists with a mic, the truth and social media in their hands. One generation of pop culture protest gave birth to another and yes, they look different now. We’ve even seen artists ripping their gloves off; reaching unprecedented levels of fear and outrage. But the intention remains hauntingly similar to the generation before this: Do you hear us? Does what we say matter to you?

  Finally, we’ve discovered all the ways representation matters. Hearing your anxieties on stage from the mind of an artist you adore makes a difference somewhere in our hearts. When Dave Chappelle accepted his Mark Twain Prize for American Humor award in 2019, he said he believes no other country could produce as many comedians as America. Calling comedy itself an “incredibly American genre,” he went on to promise, “I don’t think there’s an opinion in this country that is not represented in a comedy club by somebody. Each and every one of you has a champion in the room.” Artists are not just cranking out content for the almighty dollar, they are willing, in many cases, to be our representatives. Indeed, most of them are there to inspire you, entertain you and even champion you. We must continue to protect their art and be vigilant to threats against their work as well as the 45 words that make it possible. Its legitimacy, urgency and power must remain on our minds regardless if the commander and chief rocks red or blue (or orange). For many of us, no matter what the future holds, our days of a so-called apolitical life are long behind us. We’ve seen generations rise up to meet each other in a territory that is both old and new, using both music and comedy to relate to each other on new levels. Reminding us that we have more in common than we think.

  The post 2016 climate has reminded us how small our world really is. Regardless of your platform’s size, if you have a gift to offer the world, do not underestimate its ability to heal, to unite and to spark optimism. Our words, our art, in all its forms are our service, our ministry to our corner of the world. Today, we have the speed, the technology and the urgency to share our work like never before and the world is watching, closer than ever before. Finally, if your service isn’t in the arts, don’t forget to take heed in those who offer it to you. Indeed, artists of all eras are our champions, our representatives and our faithful directors of escapism.
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