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FOREWORD


The book you have in your hands will take you on a journey tracing the potent relationship between popular song and politics from the 1950s into the new millennium. From the folksong protest recordings of Pete Seeger and the Weavers, to the overtly sexual and seemingly harmless wails of Elvis Presley, the 1950s’ popular song movements entered our daily lives and changed the way the populace would relate to current affairs. Through the new view of televised events, the lyrics and images of singers and songwriters would soon be able to reach right into the living rooms of the Western world.


In tandem with this media awakening, the emerging politicians were slowly realizing their TV skills. Popular songs and politics were now in bed together; one could accurately describe the happening as an “electronic newspaper with sound.” I, for one, realized the breakthrough and saw the potential to present the Bohemian Manifesto on the wings of popular song. I was in the forefront of the fusion of folk and pop music in the 1960s and a member of the fraternity that consciously, intentionally introduced ideas of change to the masses through the new openness of the media message. This fusion was the explosive formula that introduced to a sleeping mass the Bohemian Manifesto of change, a program that included free speech, free music, and free thought—all to reach us through the seemingly harmless entertainments of the popular song.


From the 1950s until the present day, the committed singer-songwriter continues a tradition of social commentary that is naturally the work of the poet. Poets are often feared by the establishment, much loved or hated by the populace and sometimes beheaded or interred to shut them up. The popularity of the music star attracts massive audiences, and politicians often wish to bask in such glory—yet star and politician often misunderstand each other’s basic drive. The allegiance pledged to a star’s music is very different than the allegiance showered upon a political group. It is debatable which effort achieves the evolutionary change in a society’s view of reality. Is it the poet who introduces a change of viewpoint and thus a change of life for millions, or is it the political vote?


It is rare when such a star actively promotes a political group. The Socialist movement of the ’30s and ’40s attracted major writers and performing artists, some of whom began to align with the various political groups who fought for the rights of the working class. Paul Robeson—a hugely popular American singer and film actor who went to the street to show his commitment—is perhaps the best example of such an individual. Robeson’s act is all the more amazing in that he was Black and Proud and up against the general trend of the entertainment industry, an institution which at the time downplayed the stature of “colored” female and male artists of the day while encouraging “white” audiences to fantasize on these amazingly influential artists. Here we come up against the question whether Robeson actually aligned with the political “left” or followed his own compassionate drive to use his stardom to some good.


In France in the 1940s, the intellectual literary world naturally aligned with the great Communist movements in Russia and China, the prime manifesto being the overthrow of the establishment and the dawn of a new age for the masses. The dark and satanic forces of Fascism were to be countered by the power of the word, the seduction of song, and the flickering magic of the moving picture.


Jean-Paul Sartre, Pablo Picasso, and many others in the arts thrived in the long-established French tradition of active engagement. These artists presented to their generation the answer to the onslaught of the Greed Barons of Industry, Church, and State. That answer, or so they thought, was the Socialist revolution which would sweep the West, liberating the masses from the yoke of the Tyrant and the Factory Bosses. In this climate of social change it was of course the Socialist political parties that were supported by the artist. The Communist dream would fade as George Orwell’s book Animal Farm entered the consciousness of the committed artist. From this point on the basic premise of overthrowing one political system for another would be called into question. Freedom was the issue—but freedom from what? The masters of war (as Dylan so wisely put it) were ever-present in the ancient families of wealth, and now modern commerce.


Carl Jung, the pioneer psychologist, was presenting the great affliction of the twentieth century as a mass psychosis that originates in fear and doubt, creating monsters who would become leaders and would play on the masses’ insecurity, leading them into war. What political party could then be supported to end such suffering and delusion? Surely this was a spiritual as well as a political question.


After World War II, the 1950s arrived and Europe was rebuilt yet again. Millions upon millions of people were dead or displaced and private money again poured into fallen countries to regenerate the military industrial complex. In this naive decade, the American artists of film were unjustly accused of being Communist in their sympathies, as they lovingly created wonderful movies of the plight of the working man against the greed and oppression of the establishment. The McCarthy hearings are famous enough for me not to elaborate.


The freedom that the American people had fought for in their early days was being forcibly controlled by the new establishment. Popular singers in this decade were not aligning with public political events. Folksingers, however, were—and the maverick artists Pete Seeger and Woody Guthrie were creating a groundswell of influence that would forever alter the future of popular song and political involvement.


One popular actor of the 1950s with an attitude and sensibility consistent with many profiled in this book also appeared. The fiercely rebellious Marlon Brando took the world by storm and his work became the main influence on the singer Elvis Presley. In the 1960s Brando aligned with seemingly non-political groups, the American Blacks and the American Native Tribes. Here was a different act from an artist who wished to use his fame to focus on an issue. Here we would see true selfless support akin to Paul Robeson some decades earlier. And yet one could not pigeonhole Brando with any political party.


It is into the seething cauldron of the 1960s that I arrive and dive in. Fully prepared from the age of sixteen, I headed straight for the Queen of Folk herself, Joan Baez. She introduced me to Bob Dylan and Bob introduced me to the Beatles. Soon I was with Pete Seeger at the Newport Folk Festival, personally invited by Seeger and honored as a new and relevant poetic voice in the fraternity. Now the lyrics of the popular song would be informed with the truth. We had read all the books and studied all the music and we wished to galvanize our generation into awareness. We did not align with any one political party; the political groups of the time were two sides of the same coin, although of course the “left” were on the side of the working class.


Constraints on Western radio, television, and other broadcast media—originally used to control propaganda following World War II—were loosening. Yet our records were still not allowed to be played freely on the airwaves, and many pirate radio stations appeared on ships anchored off the coast of Britain. Even the British Navy was at one point sent to close down the free music being beamed out all over Europe in the early 1960s. But soon commercial interests saw the potential income, and the rest is history.


Twenty years would pass before our generation would grow up and become (incredible as it seemed then) the “older generation.” The common experiences that the new politicians shared with the 1960s generation became naturally blended with popular music. John Lennon got it right when he wrote, “We all wanna change the world.” Now here was the chance. The president of the United States used to smoke pot.


And now after this short introduction in which I sketched the early beginnings of the unholy alliance between political parties and the radically committed artist, I will leave you in Tom Waldman’s most capable hands. We All Want to Change the World is thoroughly researched and highlights the ups and downs of the relationship between the political and musical stars of the last fifty years. From Elvis to Eminem, the media has truly proven itself to be the message.


As I sign off, the story goes on. This very spring, the Irish singer Bono plans a concert in support of the Iraqi people with none other than world-famous opera maestro Luciano Pavarotti. I ask myself, in this act of support for Iraq, to which political party can Bono and Pavarotti be aligned? None.


It is good that the popular artist aligns with political events, but where is the “left” and where is the “right” when compassion is truly the only way to help our ever-suffering Family of Man?


DONOVAN LEITCH


County Cork, Ireland


April 2003





PROLOGUE: SO HAPPY TOGETHER


I can still remember the first—and last—time that I heard “Dole Man.” The television set in the corner was tuned to C-SPAN, which had been providing what seemed to be nonstop reports from the field in the 1996 presidential race. C-SPAN’s campaign coverage avoids well-coiffed, highly paid reporters, and instead fills downtime with humorous out-takes, snippets of private conversations picked up by open microphones, and subtle attempts at image making. Minutiae ignored by mainstream media yet indispensable to political junkies. Not even CBS in its glory years was this thorough.


On this particular day, viewers had the privilege of hearing a couple of classic rock and soul hits performed by a perfectly competent band selected as the warm-up act for former Kansas senator Robert Dole, the Republican nominee for president. While you would not mistake the guitar player for the legendary Steve Cropper, the group’s brief set included a reasonably faithful version of Sam and Dave’s 1967 hit “Soul Man,” except that the title was changed to “Dole Man,” as in “I’m a Dole Man.”


“Dole Man” never cracked the Top 100, and didn’t last long on the campaign trail. When “Soul Man” writer Isaac Hayes learned about the play on words, he vehemently objected, presumably for political, musical, legal, and aesthetic reasons. It’s bad enough for black musicians when white colleagues rip off their material, but if the offending party is some old Republican presidential candidate’s campaign, then that’s downright embarrassing. Sam and Dave recorded the song a year before America elected another Republican—Richard Nixon—as president, and the duo would not have imagined that three decades later “Soul Man” would return in slightly different form to pump up the crowd at GOP rallies. In the late 1960s, Republicans over forty had not even come around to Elvis.


Once Hayes and his lawyers registered their disapproval, the Dole camp dropped “Dole Man,” presumably afraid of a lawsuit and of further damaging relations with black voters, although the vast majority of them didn’t like the Republicans anyway. No song is so clever that it can withstand negative publicity, at least not in political circles. From that point until the November election, the soul/rock warm-up act changed “Dole Man” back to “Soul Man,” when they covered the song at all.


Although Dole filmed commercials for Viagra and Pepsi, does that make him a rock and roll fan? It’s not likely. Born in 1926, a World War II veteran, honored member of the Greatest Generation, and a native of Kansas, one might assume Dole leans toward Dixieland and Swing. But running for office in America is not about the “real” you, it’s about them—the voters—and what your advisors think the masses want you to be. As presidential politics go, “Dole Man” was a relatively minor attempt at image enhancement, but not irrelevant. The Dole camp had good reason to add rock and roll to their team.


In 1996, Dole was pitted against Bill Clinton, a popular president and a Baby Boomer who had listened to “Soul Man,” loved the music of The Beatles, and knew the difference between Sam and Dave and Sam the Sham. Clinton symbolized the coming to power of a generation raised on Elvis, Bob Dylan, and the Rolling Stones, not to mention the Clash, Led Zeppelin, Motown, and funk. What had long been anticipated or feared, depending on one’s age and point of view, had now come to pass; ex-hippies, former pot smokers, and forever rock and roll fans were being elected to office and even running big companies. In 1984, President Ronald Reagan could joke about his advanced years, yet Walter Mondale, who hardly represented a passing of the torch, opposed him. But compared with Clinton, Dole was old.


Dole predated Little Richard, Chuck Berry, and Buddy Holly, three rock and roll pioneers who might as well have born in the nineteenth century in the minds of most young fans of rap, hip-hop, and the second coming of punk. Dole’s era was fading, and quickly. Clinton had a huge advantage in the pop culture category. “Dole Man” was the attempt to level a playing field that in reality could never be balanced.


Thankfully Dole never danced to the music. It was deemed sufficient to have rock music in the vicinity when he appeared around the country. His repackaging as a reasonably hip guy went so far, but no further. You can’t fool all the eighteen to forty-year-old voters all the time.


The idea that rock could rejuvenate Republicans is of recent vintage. Richard Nixon didn’t attempt it, and neither did Gerald Ford, although the latter did greet George Harrison at the White House in 1974. Reagan embraced Springsteen—particularly the song “Born in the USA”—for a brief period in 1984, until the Boss objected, thereby protecting his reputation as a Man of the People. Bush father and son enlisted a guitar-slinging fellow traveler or two, sandwiched in between “Dole Man.”


In a sense, rock and roll has only itself to blame for being co-opted by the other side. If rock and roll had disappeared in the 1950s, as hopeful religious leaders, parents, and music critics predicted, then it would never had the opportunity to sell out to establishment Republicans. There’s a price to be paid for success. Rock’s amazing staying power, and its massive appeal to generation after generation since the release of “Heartbreak Hotel,” virtually guaranteed that it would someday be well received in unlikely places, such as Madison Avenue and political campaigns. In America, nothing is sacred when it comes to marketing and promotion. You would think politically savvy rock fans, so hip to the evils of capitalism, would know this very well. And yet with each new rock-driven TV advertisement they profess to be outraged, clinging to the belief that the Soundtrack of the Revolution must remain pure, and never serve the interests of brands of soft drinks, car manufacturers, or aging Caucasian conservatives. Some children, it seems, never grow up. No one “owns” rock, just as no one owns the movies, television, or Abstract Expressionism. The myth that rock and roll runs counter to good old American values—and is therefore anathema to any politician to the right of center—should have ended when Elvis Presley signed a contract with RCA Records in late 1955.
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You can learn something about American society and culture from 1955 to 1990 by perusing the Billboard pop or soul charts from that period, but not enough to be considered an expert, or even well informed. A lot of important issues escaped notice in the Hot 100. For example, few rock, pop, or soul songs directly addressed the Civil Rights Movement, while outside of rap, almost no releases referred to inner-city crime. Both urban and rural poverty got short shrift on vinyl, although attention was paid in the 1980s via the resurgence of benefit concerts. Rock also all but neglected the chief concerns—high taxation and inflation—of what Clinton would later call the forgotten middle class.


It’s probably too difficult to write hit songs about these subjects. After all, rock bands have to make a living. Your chances of recording a million-seller are far greater if you stick to sex or love, and leave that other stuff to policy wonks and speechwriters. Ever since Bob Dylan, however, the notion that a rock song could or should say something more than “I want to marry you” or “I want to sleep with you” refuses to die. For one thing, rock critics won’t allow it. The older they get, the more they want rock to address serious, adult themes in a serious, adult manner. The rapturous response to Springsteen from many rock and pop culture critics of a certain age is in part an expression of gratitude that he repeatedly tackles political issues, and represents the world beyond videos, drugs, platinum albums, groupies, and fame. Having Bruce around makes it easier for them to go to work in the morning.


Springsteen the composer missed the Vietnam War: his breakthrough album, Born to Run, was released a few months after the fall of Saigon on April 30, 1975. The American public, hawks and doves, conservatives and liberals, was sick and tired of hearing about Vietnam at that point. Born to Run was a joyous antidote, the famous “future of rock and roll.” The LP gave college students in the post-Beatles, post-Vietnam era—the ones who were a little too late for Sgt. Pepper’s and the March on the Pentagon—their own magic moment. Nine years later, when Bruce recorded “Born in the USA,” he focused on the plight of the Vietnam vet. That was his antiwar song.


And yet the war in Vietnam was the single event in the last fifty years that triggered the most rock and r & b songs. The impact of that war on the pop charts is especially apparent by examining hits from the late 1960s and early 1970s. The best of all the antiwar songs, “War” by Edwin Starr, which reached #1 in September 1970, would not have climbed as high in 1977 or 1987, for political rather than musical reasons. The U.S. was not entangled in any military adventures in those years, an historical circumstance that could not have helped the sales of “War,” which succeeded partly due to its strong universal message about the futility and brutality of armed conflict. The words were backed up by daily images on the evening news. In peacetime, people don’t think so much about the horrors of war.


And by the way, “War” would not have gone over well with the public in the fall of 2001, when the U.S. teamed with the Northern Alliance to rid Afghanistan of the Taliban. Antiwar sentiment captures hearts, minds, and the entertainment dollar when the war in question is perceived as unjust, or a failure.


Political immediacy can be a boon to sales. Record executives may or may not be news junkies, but they won’t hesitate to release a song that they think reflects the national mood, especially as expressed by the core audience of 12 to 25-year-olds. In the late 1960s, when more and more Americans turned against the war in Vietnam, the oppositionist viewpoint was reflected in Hollywood, on Broadway, and in the lyrics of selected rock, funk, and soul songs. By contrast, in 1964 and the first half of ’65 only a few academics, politicians, and students openly opposed U.S. policy in Southeast Asia.


Though rock wades cautiously into political waters, there are times when it’s in sync with the headlines. For example, the emergence of the gay rights movement in the early 1970s coincided with the glitter rock scene in Britain and the immense success in Britain and America of David Bowie, then in the midst of his androgynous phase. Would Ziggy Stardust have worked in 1969? I don’t think so. The onset of feminism, initially known as Women’s Liberation, occurred within the same general period as Helen Reddy’s “I Am Woman” (1972) along with a modest increase in the number of all-female bands. Pop songs exploit politics, and politics in turn exploits pop songs. With few appropriate #1 smash hits in the running, “I Am Woman” was designated an anthem of the women’s movement, played, sung, or both at pro-choice rallies in the aftermath of the Supreme Court’s Roe v. Wade decision (1973).


Other times the connection between popular music and politics is not so obvious, though equally valid. One need not be a Marxist to consider changes in taste and changes in sound within the context of political developments. The reign of disco (1974–1978) neatly coincided with the emergent black middle class and a new sexual assertiveness among urban gay males. Both groups had new places to play, disposable income, and Sister Sledge, Chic, and Donna Summer to get the party started. The first punk era (1977–81) was in part an angry response to the stubborn refusal of the 1960s to make way for something else. And rap is the revenge of the street, the blunt reminder that affirmative action and quotas—which helped to build the black middle class in the 1970s and 1980s—left a lot of people behind.


If politics is used to sell rock or rap, then perhaps it’s fair that rock records and rock stars are used to garner votes. That seems obvious today, but it wasn’t until the early 1990s that campaigns took the chance. Now you’re as likely to hear a classic rock song at a political rally or national convention as you would on the soundtrack of the typical Hollywood big-budget picture. This rule applies to Republican and Democratic campaigns, as well as candidates for city attorney on up. “The soundtrack to modern campaigns is rock and roll,” said Nelson Warfield, who served as press secretary in the 1996 Dole campaign.


When compared with focus groups, television spots, or polling, rock comes very cheap; one hundred bucks or so will cover the costs of a stack of anthologies from the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. A few of those Time/Warner collections should suffice. And high-priced consultants aren’t necessary to the selection process. Anyone in the campaign that knows a bit about rock and roll since the Beatles could peruse Joel Whitburn’s pop annuals for the quintessential song or songs. With all the CDs out there, the chances are quite good that the “rock” staff person will find what he or she needs.


And then what? Just like the days of early rock and roll radio, the loyal aide must get the song on the air. But this time payola isn’t a prerequisite. The campaign controls the airwaves. The one essential rule is to never send a wrong or even a mixed message. In the post-Gary Hart, post-Clinton era, any song that so much as hints at sex has to be automatically rejected, which would disqualify most of the Rolling Stones’ catalogue, not to mention Led Zeppelin II and “Afternoon Delight.” A campaign also has to be careful with “Revolution” by the Beatles, which has been known to upset righties and lefties, or John Lennon’s gentle “Imagine,” which seems to endorse the concept of One World Government.


The notion that you can tell a lot about a person by the rock music he or she listens to existed long before modern political campaigns. In the late 1960s, Beatles v. Stones could start as many arguments as Bobby Kennedy v. Gene McCarthy or Mickey Mantle v. Willie Mays. In the mid-1970s, the weird (cool) kids listened to David Bowie, while the reactionaries were partial to Grand Funk Railroad and Lynyrd Skynyrd. In the early 1980s, disco dudes and punk rockers used to get into fights with fists, chains, and occasionally knives in the suburbs of Southern California. The two sides might have agreed on many levels, but that music thing could not be overcome.


Rock songs are employed to define a candidate—check out the number of women running for office that make their way to the podium accompanied by Aretha Franklin’s “Respect”—but it wouldn’t be politics without a cynical twist. Voters don’t know if the candidate actually likes the song that has been chosen for his or her theme. There’s no point in asking, because he or she will of course say the song is great, has a fabulous beat, brings back wonderful memories, blah, blah, blah. Even Bob Dole could have been coached to say the right things about “Soul Man.”
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Can picking the “right” rock song win an election? Of course not. Music plays a much less important role then television in contemporary campaigns, and I’m not convinced that television by itself can make a difference. The economy, foreign policy, law and order, corruption counts as well. Image is important, but not everything. Still, no one born before 1975 can forget when then-candidate Bill Clinton was nominated for president in 1992, and Fleetwood Mac’s “Don’t Stop” exploded over Madison Square Garden. If Clinton touted his support for welfare reform and business as evidence of a New Democrat, “Don’t Stop” said here is a New Candidate, born after World War II and raised on rock. “It was brilliant, it was amazing,” said Jean Marie Bunton, one of the younger employees in the Office of Presidential Speechwriting under the first President Bush. “It symbolized his whole message, boiled down to a snappy little song that the whole nation could tap its toes to.”


Could picking the “wrong” song cost the candidate an election? Not likely. But who wants to take that chance? The concluding chapters of We All Want to Change the World: Rock and Politics from Elvis to Eminem, examine some good and not so good decisions made by staff DJs. The irony is that now that rock is being accorded a modicum of respect by the establishment, it’s in a better position to do mischief, if only by accident. Before inserting the CD, a wise campaign will have performed a background check on the song and the performers to guarantee no unpleasant surprises. But as we know, running for office is loaded with unpleasant surprises, despite the presence of experienced strategists hired to make sure such things never happen. As we also know, a mistake, or gaffe, does not go quietly into the night. Just ask Dan Quayle, whose obituary will no doubt include the fact that he once misspelled “potato.”


The bulk of this book—the period from Elvis until Clinton—considers rock and politics through the impact of historical events, trends, and social or political movements on the music and musicians. The book does not analyze—or even mention—every “political” song, nor does it attempt to match all significant events over the past half-century with their rock and roll counterpart. In some cases, such as the Iranian hostage crisis, few examples exist, while in others, such as the war in Vietnam, there is much to choose from.


Still, one does not have to be a fan of cultural studies to recognize a connection between rock and politics. If handled properly, which means without the excesses of right-wing hysterics on the one hand or burn outs from the 1960s that can’t avoid mentioning rock and revolution in the same sentence on the other, politics and history can help chart the progression of rock. Indeed, this method of analysis has been present since the creation. The negative reaction to Elvis in 1956 was directed not only at the singer, but the society that had ostensibly made him possible. He was the evidence that “we” were sick.


We All Want to Change the World holds that the shape, direction, and the history of rock and roll, soul, and rap has been affected by the Vietnam War, women’s lib/feminism, gay liberation, black nationalism and self-reliance, the environmental movement, affirmative action, President Reagan, and President Clinton. And we can’t forget Baby Boomers, who retain a degree of clout decades after they started buying 45s.


Whether this is a good or a bad thing depends in the end on how you feel about rock and roll. I hope I don’t reveal my own bias in the matter by adding that this book is dedicated to those die-hard fans who also vote in every election.





1
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R-O-C-K IN THE U.S.A.


Have you noticed the gradual disappearance of “beautiful music,” string-laden instrumentals that will be forever associated with elevator rides, supermarket shopping, and the dentist’s office? From the 1960s through the 1980s, few Americans could avoid the acute embarrassment of hearing their favorite pop or rock song reinterpreted—to put it charitably—in this inimitable style. These equal opportunity destroyers ruined “Light My Fire,” late-period Beatles, and quintessential Stones, along with Motown, funk, and classic R&B. With shocking ease they transformed songs that had outraged elders into light, fluffy productions that could warm the hearts of uptight Middle American parents. Minus Jim Morrison’s sensuous vocals and Ray Manzarek’s organ riff, “Light My Fire” sounded about as threatening as the theme to the Beverly Hillbillies. And don’t get me started on the lounge singers that polluted many a mid-priced hotel in the last two decades with their cover versions of rock songs that once blasted from dorm rooms at Berkeley, Michigan, and Harvard.


But rock and roll lovers would have their revenge. As fans of the Beatles grew older, as Stones diehards married and started families, the audience for appalling renditions of rock classics got smaller and smaller. Adults raised on “Satisfaction” do not want to hear a lame cover, even though they ceased having pot parties and one-night stands decades earlier. The sanitized “Satisfaction” was intended for an audience with either no knowledge of the original, or who hated the original and hated the Rolling Stones. “Beautiful music” succeeded—if that’s the right word—only with the first few generations of parents whose kids succumbed to the appeal of rock and roll. Born before 1930, these stuffy, intolerant, and envious old folks—as they have been portrayed in film and on record—refused to listen to real rock and roll. Instead, they dug rock and roll Muzak.


Not that it mattered much. Seniors might outnumber young people on election night, but when it comes to pop culture, American youth blow away the competition. In this arena, the voting age is much lower than eighteen. Any kid with a dollar is eligible. And as the years rolled on, the fan base kept expanding. Rock and roll didn’t die, and older people bought albums and CDs, long after coming to the sad realization that they were not going to live forever.


Once a Beatles fan, always a Beatles fan; baby boomers in their forties and fifties continue to listen to and find meaning in Rubber Soul, Revolver, Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and the White Album. They also load their car CD players with the Stones, the Who, Jimi Hendrix, and other performers associated with rock’s golden period (1964–1970). These rock and roll lifers replace their old albums with new albums, and second vinyl copies with CDs. When they take their kids shopping, the last thing they want their children exposed to is some wimpy “All You Need Is Love” in place of the original 1967 Beatles recording. An easy-listening version of the Stones’ 1969 smash “Honky Tonk Women” would have them demanding to see the manager.


It never came to that. “Beautiful music” was destroyed by the very genre it set out to exploit, undermine, and ridicule. In fin de siècle America, rock and roll is everywhere, including your local supermarket and the waiting rooms of dentists and doctors. Not all recordings are permissible; even in the coolest neighborhoods in the city, few markets would sanction playing the Sex Pistols, speed metal, or rap as appropriate background music for shoppers. For the most part, the people that listen to that stuff aren’t American society’s biggest spenders. Neil Young, the Beatles, Tom Petty, the Gin Blossoms, and REM will work just fine for the desired demographic.


Like capitalism and democracy, at the beginning of the twenty-first century rock and roll had outlasted its critics and humbled its competitors. Yet many in the old guard asked the question: At what price victory? They had started listening to rock and roll in the 1950s and 1960s, before white-collar employees, Republicans, and anyone else over thirty-five admitted they enjoyed it too. In the opinion of the purists, rock was never supposed to accompany the purchase of tomatoes, or to keep us otherwise occupied while waiting for a root canal. Even worse, by the 1980s and 1990s, original versions of seminal rock songs were being used to sell such lame products as running shoes, wine coolers, and family cars. Those who believed in the artistic integrity of rock and roll, regardless of how many millions and millions of records have been sold over the years, were outraged to hear thirty seconds of “Brown Sugar,” “Baba O’Riley,” or “Rebel Rebel” borrowed to hustle goods on television. As the critic Jim Miller put it in 1999: “A music that had once provoked the wrath of censors has become the Muzak of the Millennium.”1


The disgruntled segment of the audience partly holds the performers responsible for selling their songs to corporate America, and thereby selling out rock and roll. Yet most of their ire is directed at the actual advertisers for the unforgivable act of taking the music out of context. It’s one thing for record labels to package rock and roll; they own the stuff. Even purists had to understand the commercial motives behind the Monkees or the Partridge Family, although it made them angry and depressed. But how dare big business defile rock’s hallowed ground! It was like the desecration of a national monument. The offending companies ought to be fined for vandalism.


The outrage is predictable and naïve, and yet not without some merit. To many adults who attended high school between 1964 and 1975, and to a few who graduated in the 1980s and 1990s, the phrase “rock and roll can free your soul” actually means something. Sociologists and rock critics can argue whether this is a credit to the music, or a sad commentary on the education level and emotional maturity of the American middle class, the group that has shelled out the most money for records and concerts over the years. It’s probably a combination of both. Still, rock fans are utterly sincere when they say that their lives would have been much poorer without Sgt. Pepper’s, “Jumpin’ Jack Flash,” or the Boss. Rock enlivened dreary landscapes, and made high school bearable, for teenagers from suburban New Jersey to the San Fernando Valley. You don’t forget those things as you turn forty or fifty. Middle-aged America feels it owes a huge debt of gratitude to rock and roll. More than a few from that demographic have been quoted as saying something to the effect that “there was nothing before Elvis,” or “the Beatles changed my life forever.” “Oldies but goodies” is an insulting term for songs from the past that deserve to be called great. “Classic rock” is hardly better.


Most teenagers in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, first heard rock and roll over the radio. Unlike film, theater, concerts, and even television, radio is an essentially private medium. How many people since the 1950s and the rise of TV have invited friends over to listen to the radio? The very idea seems absurd. Listening to the radio is something we do on our own time, and in our own way.


Radio provides its own cherished memories for rock and roll fans. Obscure ballads wafting in and out of an AM station located hundreds of miles away. The super-cool FM DJ who makes a unilateral decision to play twenty Stones’ songs in a row simply because the band will be in town tomorrow night. Carrying a heavy, battery-operated machine around throughout the day to hear the Battle of the Bands.


Through radio, listeners established a “personal relationship” with rock and roll, with all the connotations, both religious and American, that that expression implies. Songs such as “On the Radio” by Donna Summer (1980) and “Superstar” by the Carpenters (1971) romanticized the bond between singer and fan, the fantasy of a one-on-one relationship with your idol, who is singing to you alone.


Like followers of opera divas, rock fans could be very paternal towards their favorite performers, treating them as wayward adolescents for the sin of making inferior albums or seemingly bad choices. Rock fans take things personally. When John married Yoko, you would think he had a family of millions, and most of them said, “Why did you do it, man?” Paul got some of the same response when he married Linda. The legions of fans that have visited Graceland since Elvis died in 1977 include middle-aged and senior women who talk about him as if he were their own dearly departed son.


The projecting of one’s own dreams, desires, and aspirations on rock music—an unhealthy but very apparent phenomenon—also explains the profound sense of disappointment and shock when songs are used for what the fan considers inappropriate purposes. This is linked to the enduring sense of the 1960s as solely a bastion of liberalism, with the people who share those beliefs supposedly holding the exclusive rights to rock from that, or frankly, any era.


Conservatives have bought into the stereotypical view of the politics of the 1960s, which makes it that much more difficult to offer a counter interpretation. The Republican takeover of Congress in 1994 was fueled in part by anger at the political and cultural legacy of the 1960s, which was still thought to hold sway. And yet the truth is rather different. Republicans in the 1960s successfully ran against the 1960s. The conservative backlash that led to the landslide election of Ronald Reagan as president in 1980 actually began with the landslide election of Ronald Reagan as governor of California in 1966. A mere two years later, the American electorate chose Richard Nixon as president, although by a much smaller margin. Here was a guy who in 1962 couldn’t get elected governor of California, yet he became president in 1968, the most radical and revolutionary year of the decade. Four years later, the presidential race between Nixon and George McGovern was the most explicit and decisive repudiation of the values of the 1960s, which among other things gave life to the idea that the youth vote would overwhelmingly favor Democratic candidates. And what might that result say about the decade just passed?


But exaggerated claims about rock and roll, radical politics, and people power are as much a part of baby boomer culture as diversity training and casual Fridays. This started way back when. “For the reality of what’s happening today in America, we must go to rock’n’roll, to popular music.” Ralph J. Gleason, who was too old to be a boomer but spoke for them anyway, wrote those words in an article in American Scholar in the fall of 1967. A year after Gleason’s confident assertion, America woke up one morning and heard Richard Nixon’s victory speech, an event that could not have been predicted by listening to Bob Dylan or the Rolling Stones. Today there are still veterans of the 1960s who argue that rock played a not insignificant part in ending U.S. participation in the war in Vietnam, and for a brief period around the release of Pepper in June 1967, in uniting Western civilization. There is nothing more boring then hearing Boomers prattle on about what a grand time they had during the 1960s. It’s insufficient to tell even tall tales; their experiences have to be linked to something really, really big, like communalism, world peace, or a new spirituality. Everything they did was infused with meaning. Or that’s what they would have us believe today. Suspicion is in order here. I am doubtful that the hundreds of thousands who traveled to Woodstock in August 1969 were in search of much more than, yes, sex, drugs, and good rock and roll—needs that were satisfied in any or all of these categories. Humanity hasn’t changed that much.


The irony is that a strong case for rock and roll from the 1960s can be made strictly on its merits, without dragging in all that other stuff. The 1960s are to rock and roll what the Elizabethan period is to English drama. There will never be another Shakespeare, and there will never be another Beatles. A disproportionate share of the best singles and albums in rock history were recorded in the period from 1964 to 1969. This view is not at all meant to minimize the contributions of those performers who exerted a profound influence on Dylan and the Beatles, such as Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Buddy Holly, and, to a lesser extent, Elvis Presley. Nor is it meant to downgrade the importance of those many excellent solo acts and groups that came after the 1960s: Bruce Springsteen, Elvis Costello, the Clash, David Bowie—who got started in 1964—REM, Pearl Jam, Beck, and the like. But no all-decade team can equal the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, Cream, the Beach Boys, James Brown (1962–1970), the Byrds, the Who, and the stable of Motown acts. A collection of rock CDs with few or no selections from this group of performers has got major problems.


The question of why rock performed so well in the 1960s is one of the wonderful mysteries of post–World War II pop culture. When you add the fact that England, of all nations, led the way, there is the potential here for a five-hour marathon discussion in a pub, coffeehouse, or professor’s living room. But to ask the question is to introduce politics—legitimately—into the mix. For example, an explanation that England was experiencing a sense of relief or even liberation at relinquishing its empire might have credence. According to this theory, the Beatles and the Stones represented the first generation that was not expected or required to serve the Mother Country in some capacity—the domestic meaning of Harold Macmillan’s “Winds of Change.” Or maybe it was a desire to escape the reality of the nation’s loss of power and influence following World War II and Suez, when the United States finally and seemingly forever dwarfed England as an economic and military power. As an alternative, youths in Liverpool, London, and Manchester absorbed Chuck Berry and picked up guitars.


Here in America, it could well have been the case that the “revolution” meant more to rock than rock meant to the revolution. Vietnam War protesters didn’t need rock to succeed; Robert McNamara, napalm, General Westmoreland, and body counts would do just fine. On the other hand, the sound of rock from 1965 to 1970 is a kind of symbol for antiwar protests, ghetto riots, and the various liberation movements of the period. Music and politics grew very loud in the late 1960s. A band like Detroit’s MC5, one of the few of that or any time honestly committed to radical politics, played super fast and at excruciating volume, the rock equivalent of “We want the world and we want it now.” The MC5 is unthinkable without SDS (Students for a Democratic Society) and cities ablaze in the summertime. The rise of Jimi Hendrix and his aggressive, burning style of playing the guitar occurred at the same time as the escalation of the war in Vietnam and the huge increase in the number of protests and protesters against the war. A coincidence? Perhaps. Still, it’s hard to fathom Hendrix or a Hendrix-like figure—in performance and image—coming along in 1977 or 1987. Hendrix was ahead of his time in music, but very much of his time in politics and culture.


It must be the case that the circumstance of America’s founding has created a never-ending run on the word “revolution.” The best examples of its misuse in recent history are the continuing claims that a revolution took place in the 1960s, and the application of the word to the Republicans gaining control of the House of Representatives in 1994. In both cases, the established order teetered, but didn’t fall. Profound changes yes, a revolution, no. But these myths endure, spread by people who need to believe they were part of something monumental, and journalists addicted to political hype.


Since the “revolution” never occurred in the 1960s, rock cannot be the soundtrack to that revolution. That’s no blot on rock’s reputation; the music itself suffices. Former and current left-wingers will just have to accept the truth. Indeed, the romantic version of the 1960s is in no small way responsible for the disillusion felt when the “dream” turned out to be a lie. Having invented a revolution, they invented a counterrevolution that destroyed what was good. There are some who say that the superb folk singer Phil Ochs took his own life in 1976 because he could not manage the transition to a post–1960s world. The same was said of Abbie Hoffman when he killed himself a decade or so later.


By the same token, rock was never dedicated to the wholesale destruction of middle-class morality, as some right-wing conservatives in religion and politics have claimed since the early days of Elvis. Rock is actually more like Middle America, and Middle America is more like rock, than they are adversaries.


Rock groups don’t want to overturn the status quo; they want to maintain the status quo, especially the part that equates success with wealth. They also want to get noticed by girls, which is hardly a novel desire on the part of adolescent and young adult males—not to mention those in their thirties, forties, and fifties, but that’s another story. Cast in socioeconomic terms, rock is usually performed by white, male, middle-class bands for an audience of (predominantly) white middle-class teenagers.
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By one measure, anyway, the gap between politics and rock narrowed in the 1980s. During the 1984 election, it was noted that a sizable percentage of Bruce Springsteen fans were also backers of Ronald Reagan, which reportedly bothered the musician but delighted the president. Springsteen had made himself out to be a kind of working-class hero and friend of the common man—the rock star as one of us. Reagan was no working-class hero—although he often tried to sound a populist theme—and to liberals such as Springsteen, was no friend to the common man. But there were a lot of young voters who saw no contradiction between supporting Uncle Ronnie and listening to the Boss. Springsteen made great records, and that’s what mattered. Political differences were simply not relevant. And besides, what should young Reaganites listen to? Lee Greenwood?


If nothing else, a preference for Springsteen and for Reagan would seem to offer hope to conservative pundits, who have long argued that only bad comes from exposure to rock and roll. Alas, some will never be convinced. Rock is rock, regardless of whether it’s embraced by Reagan-lovers. The more ferocious attacks exceed anything the right ever said about Bill Clinton. Roger Kimball, a reasonably young (b. 1953) author, critic, and essayist, fairly ranted and raved in his book The Long March: How the Cultural Revolution Changed America (2000). He states that “the triumph of rock was not only an aesthetic disaster of gigantic proportions: it was also a moral disaster whose effects are nearly impossible to calculate precisely because they are so pervasive.”2


This was how commentators and religious leaders talked about rock and roll in the mid-to-late 1950s, except back then its “triumph” was by no means assured. Kimball, on the other hand, offers a belated and bitter concession speech. It’s rather disingenuous for Kimball to bemoan the changes wrought by rock, since he was born after the era of Benny Goodman or even Patti Page. Kimball is as much a child of rock and roll as is Bono or Springsteen, yet he writes in the cranky vernacular of an old man. In his criticism, Kimball lets himself off the hook; since the effects of rock “are nearly impossible to calculate” he is excused from providing specific examples. We are expected to take his word for it.


A foolish politician would today describe the whole of rock—as opposed to specific rock groups—in the kind of apocalyptic language employed by Kimball. Only the conservative fringe and fundamentalists—excluding Pat Boone—still believe that rock is responsible for the decline of Western civilization. The mainstream, that place where most voters reside, rejected this theory decades ago, if in fact they ever gave it credence. In 1983, when Secretary of the Interior James Watt condemned the decision to invite the Beach Boys to perform in Washington, D.C., on Independence Day, he was castigated by First Lady Nancy Reagan, who defended the group. Both of them were right: the Beach Boys did take drugs, as Watt asserted, and their music was (from 1962 to 1965 anyway) clean and fun, as Mrs. Reagan noted. To no one’s surprise, Mrs. Reagan won the argument, and the Beach Boys went on with the show. More important, this incident reflected the internal tension among conservatives about rock and roll and its place in society. Watt called attention to lifestyle; the First Lady cared only about the music, at least in this case. If a poll was taken, you would assume that most Americans would be on Nancy’s side on this one.


Like others of its kind, Kimball’s book cites rock, the welfare state, feminism, the Great Society, political correctness, and moral relativism as the reasons American society has been in steady decline since 1965. (For younger conservatives, 1965 is tantamount to 1933—the year FDR was elected president—for an earlier generation of right-wing thinkers and politicians: The beginning of the end.) Kimball postulates a strong connection between rock and politics, a belief he has in common with those among his ideological adversaries who argue that rock played a key role in ending support for the Vietnam War, initiating the sexual revolution, and in general making us better people.


Where, one might ask, is music in this debate? Neither side seems much interested in specific songs or albums, but instead issues grandiose claims about this Thing Called Rock. It’s not surprising that conservative writers would take this approach; most are unfamiliar with the music and bent on discrediting it. Citing songs or performers only get in the way. Conservatives are notorious for castigating films they have never seen, and albums they have never heard. In his 1987 best-seller, The Closing of the American Mind, the late Allan Bloom included an attack on rock music. Yet his index listed only one reference to the Beatles, and none to Elvis Presley or the Rolling Stones.


You wouldn’t expect anything different from Bloom, who took a certain highbrow pleasure in despising rock even as he despaired of its influence over the rest of society. But minimizing the music is an unforgivable sin on the part of rock and roll’s supposed friends. The influential Rolling Stone school of criticism, which trades on highfalutin’ theories and pretentious judgments, drains most of the fun, excitement, and energy out of rock and roll. For several years after its 1967 launch, Rolling Stone was a welcome alternative to teen mags and the daily press, neither of which had the slightest notion of how to cover rock after the Beatles invasion in 1964, or Bob Dylan’s first pop hit a year later. But eventually the Rolling Stone formula grew tired and then embarrassing—while remaining hugely influential. Starting in the late 1960s, major newspapers added pop music critics to their entertainment staffs. As a consequence, rock reviews have in many cases been much more about what the writer thinks than how the music sounds. Songs are parsed as if they were novels. In the case of Springsteen, U2, and others, new releases are scrutinized for their sociological or political content. Songs such as “I’m Just a Singer (In a Rock and Roll Band)” by the Moody Blues (1972), and “It’s Only Rock and Roll (But I Like It)” by the Rolling Stones (1974), can be interpreted as attempts to get the new wave of critics to lighten up a little. Not every rock song is recorded with the goal of changing—or destroying—the world.


But it’s never “only” rock and roll for writers with an agenda. If rock is purely fun, then how can it also lead to moral decline? By the same token, how can it—or did it—help to end the war in Vietnam? And yet any discussion about rock and politics—or rock alone—is incomplete or simply dishonest in neglecting this component of pure fun. When you’re seventeen, few things in life provide as much of a thrill as riding in the car—by yourself or with friends of similar musical tastes—when a great song comes over the radio, be it “Jumpin’ Jack Flash,” “Born to Run,” or “Train in Vain.” The reaction is always the same; pump up the volume and sing loud. Front-seat passengers may sit in on air guitar and dashboard drums. A raspy throat is a mere pittance to pay for three minutes of absolute bliss.


The high that comes from listening to great rock and roll has nothing to do with drugs. Deadheads may disagree, but the music suffices. The drugs/rock link should not be assumed in all or even in the majority of cases. Here is where the Left and Right are equally guilty of stereotyping. People on acid were not the only people who dug acid rock. For many listeners, drugs might get in the way of hearing the music, diminishing rather then enhancing the experience.


The forty and fifty-year-olds who still blast the Stones, Led Zeppelin, or the Pretenders from their car stereos have presumably quit dropping acid and smoking pot. Yet they can’t quit rock. Perhaps otherwise thin-skinned, they are in this case oblivious to taunts from other baby boomers and some younger critics that they should put away their musical toys and grow up. In a kind of perverse way it bolsters their confidence that the Stones, Paul McCartney, and the Who refuse to retire. If they’re still doing it, the aging fans must be telling themselves, then goddamnit so can we. In families across America, fathers and sons—and occasionally mothers and daughters—now argue the relative merits of rock groups from different eras, and each plays his favorite selections to try to win the debate.


A common observation about baby boomers is that they represent the first generation raised on television. They also constitute the first generation raised on rock and roll, and that label is the more appropriate one. After all, Bill Clinton was many times called “the first rock and roll president,” but never once called “the first president who grew up in front of the television set,” although that’s also technically correct. Adults born in the 1940s don’t seem all that proud that they were around at the beginning of TV. But mention the debut of Elvis Presley, and they reminisce as if they were the luckiest people in the world to have been alive and aware in 1956.


When is the last time you heard a high school or college student brag because he spent Saturday night watching television? TV is the last resort for people who are either too tired to go out or have no alternative. Cool people attend parties, where rock and roll is played all night long, to paraphrase the lyrics of numerous hit singles from the 1950s. And although baby boomers have an ongoing affection for TV shows from the 1960s, the best rock from that same period is still regarded with awe.


If you have any remaining doubts, compare what boomers—critics and fans—say about Batman or Get Smart with what they say about Sgt. Pepper’s or Altamont Speedway. It’s the difference between pure nostalgia and intellectual reverence, notwithstanding puffed-up claims for the Beatles album and its impact on the history of Western civilization. For someone who grew up during the 1960s, it might be difficult to recall thirty-five years later what he once saw in Batman or Get Smart. But he won’t have that problem with “Day in the Life” or “Good Vibrations.”
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Television predated rock and roll as a political campaign propaganda tool by more than two decades. Everybody remembers or has heard of the significance of the Nixon-Kennedy debates in 1960, but how many know the songs used by the campaigns? Kennedy chose Frank Sinatra’s recording of “High Hopes,” while the Nixon camp picked an original, “N-I-X-O-N: The Man for Us,” words and music by Inez Wilson Clark. You can see the sheet music on display at the Richard M. Nixon Museum in Yorba Linda, California.


By contrast, who remembers the commercials used by the Clinton campaign in 1992, or details concerning the candidate’s debates against President Bush? Or even if there were debates? But the playing of Fleetwood Mac’s “Don’t Stop” at the convention—now that they recall.


It’s a reasonable assumption that in 1960, more voters watched television then listened to rock and roll, despite Elvis Presley’s worldwide fame. Junior high and high school kids purchased rock and roll records in the 1950s; most parents hated the stuff, which didn’t exactly upset record labels and DJs. In the early days, buying records mom and dad detested was a relatively safe and easy path to rebellion, as opposed to heavy necking and then some in the back seat of a car, or drinking cheap wine and guzzling sour beer. That’s still true today, although the stakes have been raised for sex and illegal substances. Many parents who grew up on Elvis and the Beatles hate rap, which is just fine with their progeny.


I wasn’t there, but I would make an educated guess that undergraduates at Columbia, Berkeley, and Michigan didn’t have Elvis Presley or Chuck Berry posters in their rooms, and rarely if ever purchased or played their music. We do know that most college students considered rock and roll inferior in every way to folk and jazz. These were the leaders of tomorrow, and they wanted nothing to do with rock and roll. Campaign strategists wanted nothing to do with rock and roll either, both because of its controversial aspects and the fact that you couldn’t vote unless you were twenty-one. That law changed with the ratification of the Twenty-sixth Amendment to the Constitution in 1971, which lowered the voting age to eighteen.


In his 1957 book, America as a Civilization, the political scientist and pundit Max Lerner described the American election season in words that still hold true a half-century later:


The history of American political campaigns is studded with outbursts of political passion, rough-and-tumble tactics of political combat, hyperbolic confessions of patriotism, and the assignment of diabolical traits and motives to one’s opponents.3


Lerner was writing at the height of the Cold War, and yet more than a decade after the fall of the Soviet Union, “hyperbolic confessions of patriotism” and the rest of it are still the norm for American politics. There is no such thing as a post–Cold War campaign, unless one is talking about advances in technology that allow for immediate response to charges and the creation of ever more slick and sophisticated commercials.


Television has dominated political communication from the time of America as a Civilization. Rock can never, and will never, be able to compete with TV, which has the advantages of saturation, immediacy, and ability to manipulate the audience. More important, rock is technologically incapable of transmitting negative messages, and every four years we relearn the key role these play in determining the outcome of a presidential race. Rock is used to build up the image of one candidate, not to tear down the image of another—except by implication, as when playing “Don’t Stop” reminded voters that President Bush was the old guy in the race. Furthermore, rock on the campaign trail is beholden to television to reach the widest possible audience. I encountered “Dole Man” watching C-SPAN.


Still, campaign staff and candidates are trying hard to capitalize on the exponential growth in the size of rock’s audience over the past several decades. This audience certainly cuts across age, gender, racial, and geographical lines as well. Today a familiar rock hit from the 1950s, 1960s, or 1970s can enliven a rally in California, Maine, and Alabama—Democrat or Republican. Occasionally the campaign can hope for more, such as what happened with “Don’t Stop” in 1992. The other candidate that year—President George Bush—would have looked foolish if his campaign had picked a rock song for its theme. He was too old and too square. Clinton had the field to himself. It would fall to the next Republican presidential candidate of retirement age, Bob Dole, to try to pull this off.
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Throughout its fifty-year history, rock and roll has either been a political issue itself or addressed political issues. And though it’s important not to overstate the case, rock and roll has in some way always been connected to politics. On occasion, the link is easy to establish—the late 1960s, for example—while at other points one must dig deeper—the late 1950s, for example.


We All Want to Change the World provides a look at the sometimes contentious, often opportunistic, and constantly intertwined history of rock and politics from the release of “Rock Around the Clock” in 1954 through the 2000 presidential campaign. Among the questions this book attempts to answer: How has the history of rock tracked American history since the 1950s? Is there any connection between the two? How important is politics to rock and roll, and rock and roll to politics? Why is rock considered a friend of the Left but not the Right? Are rock and mainstream politics in fact closer then either would wish to admit? And finally, how much impact has rock actually had on politics, and politics on rock, through the years?
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RUBBER SOULS


Someday a political scientist will study how the media “feeding frenzy” at the turn of the millennium affected the personal lives of young men and women planning to run for office. Did they decline a proffered joint, think twice about premarital, extramarital, or casual sex, or avoid underground clubs because it could ruin their chances later? Seemingly the best advice an aspiring politician could receive today is either to resist temptation, or give in to it under only tightly controlled circumstances. Make sure you know everyone at the orgy, or if you step out of the closet, be certain there are only a few close friends in the room. Political ambition is more effective than a parochial school education in forcing young men and women to adhere to a strict moral code.


It may sound strange given that he was later impeached as president, but Bill Clinton, who at age sixteen shook President Kennedy’s hand at the White House, had already figured this out. He did just enough in the 1960s to prove he was there, but not so much that he would be automatically disqualified from running for president some twenty years later. If you’re a Democrat, “young and foolish”—the George W. Bush excuse in the 2000 campaign—does not get you off the hook for sexual license and experimenting with drugs. Since Democrats are blamed for the counterculture, they are held accountable for contributing to it as well. Clinton had known he wanted to be president since high school, and could therefore spin his personal biography from a relatively early age. I’m aware that it’s hard to use “Bill Clinton” and “self-control” in the same sentence, but consider that he smoked—but didn’t inhale—marijuana, dodged the draft—but wrote a lengthy letter of semi-contrition, and participated in anti-war demonstrations—and never got arrested. (The jury is still out on “smoked but didn’t inhale.” While none of Clinton’s close friends have contradicted his recollection, a lot of former and current pot smokers find it hard to believe).


Clinton did not “Break On Through (to the Other Side),” as the Doors put it in their 1966 hit, and he never made it to “Itchycoo Park,” the all-too-beautiful site of the Small Faces’ psychedelic single from 1968. Still, he might as well have been a drug-crazed hippie compared to Gray Davis, elected governor of California in 1998, and Davis’ Republican opponent that year, Dan Lungren.


As the Los Angeles Times described it on September 7, 1998:


Dan Lungren . . . believes that rock ‘n’ roll began to die when “a couple of guys from, where were they from, Birmingham?”—well, Liverpool—“thought they could sing as well as Chuck Berry and Jerry Lee Lewis and Elvis Presley.” Gray Davis isn’t a big Beatles fan either himself, preferring Sinatra and Streisand to rock ‘n’ roll rebellion. The last time he went to a concert—Linda Ronstadt’s—when the singer was dating his boss Jerry Brown a couple decades ago—Davis wore a suit and told the guy in front of him to please pipe down.1


Here are two guys who are basically saying you can take the 1960s and throw it all away—sex, drugs, and rock and roll. If Davis and Lungren didn’t much like the Beatles, even the group’s early, pre-LSD material, imagine their reaction to the Stones, Hendrix, Cream, or the Dead. Even middle-class parents could handle the “I Want to Hold Your Hand”/“She Loves You” Beatles. After Revolver came out in 1966, some—mainly people over thirty-five—may well have started to wonder about John, Paul, George, and Ringo. Like Dylan’s hapless Mr. Jones, they knew something was going on, but they didn’t know what it was. Or maybe they did, and they didn’t approve. But Davis and Lungren made no distinctions between pre-and post-Revolver Beatles. According to them, none of the songs from 1964 to 1969 are any good. Davis and Lungren either give new meaning to the phrase “overly cautious politicians” or have strange tastes indeed.
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Today voters insist upon knowing more about candidates than their positions on the future of Social Security, health insurance, international relations, and tax cuts for the rich. Or maybe the press believes voters want to know more, which amounts to the same thing. If sex lives are open for inspection, then why not a candidate’s views on films, the theater, rock and roll, and sports? None of these—including sex—is any predictor of success or failure in politics, but that hasn’t stopped print and broadcast media from going there again and again.
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