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Ahsrma 
The rising popularity of owntry music in the United States since WWII is a cultural 

phenornenon intimately reiated to the ascendance of conservative values, leaders, and 

movements over the same peîod. By routinely fetebrating themes iike heemsexual 

Iove, the pîriarchal nuclear farnily, hard work, individualisrn, fieedorn, paûiotism, 

religion, and srnali-tom Life, amntry music prwided the soundtrack for the insurgent 

c o n m t i s m  of politicians iike George Wallace, Richard Niai, and Ronald Reagan. 

In the sixties and seventies, while ather f m s  of popular music (rock, folk, soul) 

articulated the values of liberals, socialists, hippies, war protestors, femi~sts, and civil 

rights adivists, country music alone stood for the 'tiaditional" values chaished by the 

d l e d  'silent rnajmity" that powaed the rise of the Right The spread of both 

oountry music and ccmsezvatism is also a reflection of the '~~~thernizaticni" of 

America - the diffusion across the nation of cultural and politicai traits long associated 

with the South. 

Rhw& 
La popularitb croissante de la musique muntIy aux Éiats-unis Qpuis la Deuxième 

Guerre mondiale est un phénomène culturel étroitmemt relié à la montée des valeurs, des 

leaders et des mouvements oomemateurs pendant la meme p&iode. Des thémes tels 

l'amour h&érosexuel, la fâmille nucléaire paxtiarcaie, le labeur, l'individualisme, la 

liberté, le m a i s m e ,  la religion et la vie des petites villes y sont habituellement à 

l'honneur. C'est sur son fond sonore que s'est &inné le amsematisrne insurgent 

d'hommes politiques wmme George Wallace, Richard Nixon, et Ronald Reagan. 

Pendant les années 1960 et 1970, alors que les libéraux. les socialistes, les hippies, les 

protestataires mntre la guerre du Vietnam, les féministes et les militants des droits civils 

exprimaient leurs valeurs par d'autres formes de musique popilaire (rock. folk, çoul), 

la musique country incarnait seule les valeurs 'traâiticmelles" ch- à la majorité dite 

'silencieuse" sur laquelle s'appuya la montée de la droite. La diffusion de la musique 

country, comme celie du con~etvatisrne, reflète en outre la *sudisationW de I'Amgique, 

c'est-à-dire la généralisation dans tout le pays de caraaéristiques culturelles a politiques 

associées depuis longtemps au Sud des État-unir 



Thanks to al1 the country music sdiolars before me for showing that the academic study 
of country music is a worthy, informative, and legitimate pursuit. 1 have leamed a great 

deal h m  their w o k  

Thanks to numerous unnamed library personnel at the McGill Univenity Library, the 
Concordia UniverSty Library, and The Mebopolitan Toronto Refererice LI-. 

Their assistance ma& the arduous task of researching that rnuch casier. 

Thanks to Fabrice Cadieux for his French translation of  the abstract. 

Thanks to Mary McWid for steauig me lhrough the b u w  ucratic maze of Mffiili. 

Thanks to my fellow students throughout the years at McGüI UnivaSty for 
enlightening, diallenghg, and indulging me Thanks especiaiiy to Molly McNeil, 

with whom 1 sharied the experience of graduate school; it wodd not have 
been the same without her. 

Thanks to my family and fiiaids for their ongoing support and encouragement. 

And thanks most of aU to Professor Leoriard Moore, whose knowledge, guidance, and 
ceaseless enauragement made this work possible. He is an inspiratiori, and has had a 
profound and lasting influence ai me. I can only hope that my schobfihip lives up to 

his impeccable standards. 



CONTENTS 

Abstract /Résumé ................... ... ............................................... i 

Acknowledgements .................................................................... ii 

........................................................ Contents ....................... .. iii 

Introduction ....................... .. ................................................... 1 

Chapter One: 
buthem Roots, Consewative Roots ................................ ............ 9 

The S t q  of My Lifew 
"Lord R o t a  My Soulw 
900 Miles Away Fmm Homew 
'Love of the Cornmon Peoplen 
'Song of the Southw 

Chapter Two: 
................ Country Music and the Emergence of the Soient Mqjority 30 

m e  Baiiad of the Silent Majaityw 
Teli Them What We're Fighting For" 
'Love It or Lave  It" 
'Stand By Your Manw 
'My Haoes  Have Aiways Beai Cowboys" 
T h e  Great White Sou1 Soundn 

Chapter Three: 
.......................... Going Soutb and Going Country in the Seventia 53 

''Success" 
'A Little Good Newsw 
'When You're Ha You're Hotw 
'Ammcan Cosrnic Music" 
'1 Take A of Pride in What 1 Amw 
The South's Gonna Rise Againw 

Chapter Four: 
Urban Cowboys and the Country Craze ....................................... 71 

'Country State of Mind" 
'When Two Wdds Collidew 
'Ga Dom On Your Kngs and Ray" 
'God Bless Arnmca A m w  
'Don't Let Me Cross Ovaw 

C hapter Five: 
New Country and the Sound of America ...................................... 93 

"Tirne Changes Everything" 
"Put a Littie Drive In Yocn Countryw 
"Independence Dayw 
'Rose Gardai" 

................................................... .................. Conclusioa ...,... 114 

Bibliography ............................................................................ 118 



INTRODUCTION 
Since the triumph of the 'Reagan Revolution" in the 1980's, American 

historians have devotai an inmeashg amount of s&udy to modem consavatin. The 

new f m s  is welcorne, and long overdue As me advocate of a more comprehensive 

understanding of the Right has writien, Amaican historians have 'fïnaily realiz[edJ that 

afta more than thirty years of expending support for saial, cultural, and political 

conservatism in American life, they must begin to see the Right as something more than 

a pathological fr inp danent in mcïety."i And y a  as Ystorians have awokem to the 

significance of studying the Right, the focus of most of the receit scholarship has been 

on leaders, parlies, idwlogy, and sochi movements - in short, the political WOrfd 

Catainly these are worthy areas of inquest, and the research in these fields has been 

enlightening. in the rush to understand the Right however, it seems the cultural wntext 

of the amsemative asceidance has ya to be givai adequate attaitim. Studies foaised 

on the political arena are essemtial, but they Q aot teil the entire story. 

in a nation increasingiy dorninated by mass media and images, where pditics 

and popular culture have becorne ever-more intatwined, it is difficult to arrive at a 

comprehensive understanding of a phenornenon such as the conservative ascendance 

without placing it within its culturai amtext. And as historîan R d d  EdsfORh has 

argued. a truiy meaningful understanding o f  "the relationship between popular culture 

and politicsw requins 'more car& study of discrae popular culturai devebpmaits and 

productions."7- in other words, historians n d  to isolate and h i d y  in depth the most 

influentid popilar culture realms in order to undemaad their relatimship to the bma& 

social and poiitical trends of the las& fifty y m .  The recent history of popilar music, 

and more speci fically country music, is one of the most fertile fields for such study . 
Sociologist Christopher Ballantine argues that 3he assumptim that music and 

society are wholiy separate domains is demonstrably falseW3 Indeed, as otha 

sociologists have argued: 'we understand someîhing social about a gmup of society by 

the way that music is lived, by the way it supports and infïuaices Lives within that 



society."4 In an aa whai music %as itseif entered ïnto p a r t n d p  with ideology,~ 

we can find in an examination of country music a cultural refiedion of the spread of 

consmative values and pditical bdiefs. 

O v a  the pest half caniry, mugbly the same period as the amsemative 

ascendance, countxy music has risai from being the ridiculed, backwoods, twangy, 

sound of the %ackward" South, t o  being the respecte4 uptown, polished sound of al1 

America. Though the consideable stylistic changes in the music (namely the 

incorporation of elements from pop and iodr music) have helped bring country closa  to 

the mainstrea~6 t h a e  has also been an equai movemait fiom the mainstream toward 

the music. That is because country spralrs to the psychic ngds  of a vast segment of 

America besieged by disorienthg cultural and social change, and I& behind by other 

developments in popular music. Country music hearlcens back to an earIier, m m  

traditional age, less complex and alienathg than the one in which w e  now live. It is, in 

the words of country music scholar John Grissim, %n unspoken reaffirmation of the 

values which seemed to wcxk so niœly in simpler, less dangaous times-7 

The values to which GrisSm alludes are undoubtedly aniservative, at leas& as 

such is defined within the wntext of Arnmca's currait political climate. Thrwghout its 

hisory, the lyrical therna of muntry music have mtinely ceiebrated traditional notions 

of haerosexual love, the ptriarchal nucleu family, hard woric, individuaiism, m m ,  

pairidun, religion and the honest simplicity of rural, und-tom life. In the dialectic 

of amsavatisrn, such values and the type of  Society they idealize have been oontrasted 

with the purponedly paverse values of an wedy permissive rnban libgalisrn, which 

has: compted the nation's youth, disnrpeed the 'order" of traditional gender roles, 

undamined the integrity of the traditional farnily unit, weakaied the A m m m  work 

ethic, enmuraged anrisocial Wiavior (such as crime, cirug use, and lmmosexuaiity), 

used government as a tool f<n 'undemoaaîic" social w e l k  schemes, exalted 

bureaucrats, intelleduals, and other dites over the ammon people, and on the whole, 

5 Ballantinc, Music and In &cial Mcaairigs. p.9. 
6 For example: Don M-kat. Tou-,' Rallug Yaie (bcember 10-24. 1992). p. 75; M.lcoùn Joau Ir, T q h  
Times For Honky-Tonk.' Newswcck 121 (Juiy 25,1994). p. W.; Toay Scbcmurr. -W." Anuncoii Rmmmgc 45 
(Novcmber 1994). pp. 38-57. 
7 Grissim. Gmnny Music: Wliiu Man 's blYu. p. 9. 



contrïbuted significantly to the ecOSion of Amman intanational prestige 

The link baweei the m~l~ervative ascendance and country music is most 

explicitly demonstrable in the association of a>umy with the elarion m p a i g n s  of such 

consavative apodes as Richard Nixon, George Wallace, and Ronald Reagan. But the 

connections have a h  beai refleded by othm culturaI trends. The increasing popdarity 

of 'country livingw lifestyles, the spead of Yw~tq and westexn" fashion trend$ the 

prolifaation of television prognms and Hollywood movis with country music as 

subject mana or mmdtrack, and the p w t h  of other culture industries œntered on 

aountxy music cuiture are only a few of the mniry-rekted social patterns that have 

refiected the amservative asamdance. 

The concurrent rise of auntry and c o n s a ~ t i s m  is also highly symboüc of 

another, related phenornenon which some scholars have termed a "southanizatian" of 

Amaica; that & the diffusion a u o s  America of cultural and political traits long 

associated with the regim of the former Caifcdaacy.8 Historicaily, muntry had 

always reflected the aihural saisibilities of the South's white working-class. Despite 

its great debt to black musical influences, country music never meaningfbily 

transcended the ironclad didates of Jim Crow, and for years 'remained vay much the 

music of the southem ndneck...eiicit[ingl images of pickups with shotguns stacked in 

the back of the cabs, shotguns waiting to be used to terorize or Lill civil rights marchas 

or those who sympathized with them."9 Given such an image, country music's 

conquest of America was no srnail feat, and indicated a major transformation in the 

South's relation to the rest of Amerka. 

It was Amma' s  workuig class that fueM cmntry 's  newfound popdarity in 

the late-sixties and early-seventies Experiencing pressures MM unîike those feit by 

southern working people, the northern and western ccmstniction workas, truck cirivers, 

policemen, barben, beauticians, cab drivas, auto worlas, and factoq hands who 

f m e d  the backbone of Nikon's 'siient majority" f m d  in the music of the southem 

white working-clas an expression of their own pride, prejudics, and values. They 



expressed their distaste for racial change, feminism, the countaculture, antiwar 

demonstrators. and liberal i n t e l l ~ u a i s  ncû only by listaiing to the consavative music of 

the South, but by voting for Geage Wallace, and in t h e  d d h g  from the Demoaatic 

to the Republican jmrty. Little wonder then, that by the seytmties, acadernics and 

joumalists would begin to idmtify the 'greai white saul sound" of counw music as the 

'baliad of the silent majaity. "10 

Though prior to the 196ûs m t r y  music had rarely bem w d y  political, t is 

important to note, as John Bucklq writes that Ycountq music has long defended the 

values of its audience, and its Mence has been most aggressive when those values 

w a e  rnost seriously challengedWl 1 Given the M c  cimimsances of Ammcan iife in 

the tumultuous sixtig the music d d  na help becoming poiiticized In part, this was 

a response to the politicization of other f m s  of  popular music While folk, rock, and 

soul came to symbolize the anti-establishment politics of the New L&, the 

countaculhue, and Ammcan blacks respectively, country music poduœd ariists who 

defended traditional Ammcan values and articulated the 'siient majority'sw disgust t 

what was happening to th& nation. Country artists reaped huge commercial benefits in 

middle Amerka with smgs that trashed hippies, pmtestm, draftdodgers, feminists, 

and libehals. The la& of loud volume, subvasive lyrics, and strange sounds in country 

music also off- a musical refuge fiom the grating, adolescent çainds of psychedelic- 

and hard-mk. And of murse, the sheer lack of  black performas in countq music 

made it a logical alternative for those fearful or suspicious of busing, open housing, and 

other efforts at racial integration. But above all, country music seaned patridc at a 

time when paîriotisrn and America itseif seemed unda attack b m  traitors within. 

With the cornplaion of  the civil rigbts movemait in the South, the election of 

Jimmy Carta to the Residmcy, and the rise of the sunbelt economy (of which the 

country music industry centenxi in Nashviile was a major mmponent), anintry music's 

identification with southan values no longer conjureci up negative visions of night- 

riding Klansmm and nedrtie parties Instead, the 'redneckW image symbolized 

cornmitment to tnie 'Arnakani~rn,~ and came to be wcun as a badge of pride by 

W- 'Counuy Munc:'I&GrutWbiic Sail Sad.'Laoic35 ( M y  13, lWI).pp. 10-13.; Di~-o.Pcrersocr. .ad h o  
Ir.. 'Cauntxy Music: BaM of tbe Sikm ktrpiity." pp. 38-55- 
1 1  BucWcy, Y3untq  Muiic .ad Amcricm Vdws." ia: Lewis (ad.). AU 71im Güm. p2W. 



wmking people ariross the nation. By the mid-seventies, musical odes to  redneck 

culture had b a x m e  ammon fare in country music 

Irmucally, by the Reagan years country music and amsevatisrn wodd gain 

new followers from the r ads  of  those it had once vi l i f id By that tirne, the childrei of 

the baby h m ,  the f m  hippies and strec< radicals of the sixties, had begun readllng 

middle-age. As they struggied t o  mpe with childrert, car- mortgages, and aging 

tastes, rnany (though catainly not aii) of the chiïdren of  the Woodstodr grneration 

found their values and political beliefs h m i n g  increasingly mll~ervative. At the same 

time, th& aging ean were no  longer ûrawn to the abrasive pditicaily-charged rounds 

they had p w n  up with. Weaned on the aad- and harbrock of the sixties, the baby 

boomers found less to identify Mth  in the numeous genres that evolved a i t  of the 

music of their youth: giam-rock, art-rock, disco, punk, funk, heavy maal, and 

eventuaily rap, grunge a d  aitanative. Such music. cdebrating temage rebeliion, dmg 

experimentatim, violeioe, a l i d o n ,  and altemative lifestyles, no langer resanated 

with them as they edged h i n k  away hom the values and tastes of their youth and 

eased into mid-life circumstances. 

Nevatheles, despite th& growing wnsavatism and their dislike for 

mainsiream rock, the baby boomers carried fonuard Uito the 80's many of the tastes and 

beliefs they picked up as taaiagas. Though they may not have idanifed with Ony 

Osborne, the Sex Pistols, and Irai Maiden, they still clung t o  their affection for the 

Beatles, the Byrds, and the Rolling Stones. And evem thou@ they no longer part& in 

raucous Street protests against racism, sexism, militarism, adonialism, and a host of 

otha isms, they w a e  not about t o  cal1 for the return of  Jim Crow, June Cleiva, and an 

ideological war in Southeast Asia. nius,  as the baby boomers began to  gravitate 

toward the more amsemative sounds and values of  country music, country music todc 

similar steps toward ammmodating the baby bmmas'  6ûs-boni aesthaic sensibiiïties 

and social conscience. Country supestan in the 80's and 90's noi cmiy i n c ~ r p ~ c a t e d  in 

their music styiistic demai t s  of classic rock, but thy began singing out againn racism, 

sexism, poverty, domestic abuse, and other social causes r-t with the skties 

g r n a t i o n .  

As a rau i t  of  this attraction between country music and baby boom- by the 



early 9 0 ' s  country music had becorne the sound not just of  truck drivas, factory 

workers, rednecks, and gmd old boys, but of al1 Amerîca. For as one analysi of the 

country craze wrote in lm: 'by Uieir sheer demographic weight, the nation's 76 

million baby boomas amtinue to daamine Amaica's musical prefefencescesWl2 The 

music itself rnay have changeù consideably, but despite its hillbilly twang baag diluted 

by the insurgerice of rock and pop sounds, and despite its accommodation of 

humamtarian values, country m u s c  rernained true to its folksy, amservative, southan 

roots. The music stiil fîaunted a buayant, even jingoistic patriotiun, it still coveied 

religion and 'family values," it stiu œlebrated rural, or pertiaps now, suburban life, and 

it st2l exuded the same homespun charm and wholesomeness long associateci with its 

image It remained representative of p o d  old $shioned Amaican values and its ever- 

growing popuIarity p o i g ~ n t l y  symbolued how fàr Am%ica had ame firom the 

rancorous Liberal heyday of the skties. 
* * * 

The treatment of country music as a topic worthy of schdariy attaition is a 

relatively recait phenornenon. While blues, jazz, and evei rock have long bem treated 

as valid subjects for academic aîîaitim, Yvirtually no otha genre of Amaican music has 

been as shabbily treated as country in terms of its maintenance as living historyWl3 

Cecelia Tichi argues that the academic neglect of oountxy music has resuited h m  'its 

association with a social -or that the intelligentsia has beai reluctant, wen loathe, to 

engage, namely , lower-class Southeni whites. .. Academics have shunned a music 

Gnkeci to white poverty (%hite trashu) and racial prej-udiœ, as  if rholars might be 

demeaned or found pilty by ~ t i o n n W ~ 4  Thus the stoq of Arneican sofiety 

graduaîiy corning to love munhy music is itself the vay  same s t q  of acadanics 

gradually realizing that country music "bcirs historical weight and ought to be aaorded 

legitirnacy and serious attention by educatarsWl~ 

The fvst stirrings of mainstream scho1arly inta- in m t r y  music came in the 

early sixtia whai the anergence of the Yuban folk revival" appiïed an intelledual 

12 Paintoa Tainty Rach tbc BamYrs' TCN 139 (Mirch 30. 1992). p. 6 2  
13 Sanjek. 'Blue Moon of Rishg Over rbt Myii~ly Tnin: Tbc Coraplcx Consmiction of CaiaCiy !dusic.' p. 45. 

14 Tichi. 'Editor's Nok.' p3.  
15 Tichi. 'Editor's Nok.' p3.  



legitimacy to the study of folk and ûaditional music. Tùough the l & - l d g  leades of 

the folk revival may have had little use for moQm country music (which they saw as  

impure, narrow-minded, and shamdesly wmmercial) they ~ ~ a h e l e s s  paved the way 

for furtha scholarly study of the music of the South. By the mid-sixties, scholarship 

devoted specifidly to country music began to appear. In L%4, the John Edwards 

Memoriai Foundation 0 lauacfied a quarterty academic joumal devoted 

specifically to folk, country, bluegrass, and 0th- types of 'hillbilly" music. The JWIF 

Quunedy quickly became the leading jocanal in publishing and enmuraging country 

music scholarship. The following year, the J o d  qf Arne- Folklom(JAF) 

fecognized the emaging intaest in c o u n ~  music study by pubtishing a special 

'Hiilbiliy Issue, "16 symbolizing a ccmcessicm by the more tradjtionally minded fok 

revivalists for whom this journal was a sort of secular bible. 

Country music s d i o h h i p  had amived by 1968 when Bill C. Malme pubLished 

his seminai Gbuntry Muric USA. Begun as a graduate dissertation in 1960 and later 

expanded to its eventual h d  scope, Malme's fi*-year history was quidcly 

r- as the most impressive and auîhontative scholarly study of modem country 

music. To the preseiit, it remains the tirst and rnost indispensable book in the field, 

especially since the publication of an updated edition in 1985. 

In the 1970'5 country music scholarship moved h m  the pages o f  more 

obscure j o d s  into those of çome of the leading academic joumals Articles focused 

on country music appeared in m y  of the most Mdely r a d  academic periodicals, 

including the JountQl of Popchr Cbhre, Smkd Forces, and Yale R e ,  as wd as in 

many other mare specialized journals ranghg h m  the Journal of Geogmphy to the 

Joutnal of Shdies  on Alwhol. In addition, the J'd of Gwüv Music began 

publication in 197 1,  joining the J W F  QLpnedy as a leading faum for the acadernic 

shidy of the music. Clearly, country music rhdarship was in the mainstreim by the 

mid-eighties when Southent @ne@ devoted an entire issue to country music,l7 and 

by the end of that -de whai many new, innwative monographie studia of country 

began to appear. 



In the 1!%@ country music scholarship has amtinued to flourish, at the same 

tirne that the music mjoys its most widespead popularity yet. Inventive sdiolars 

continue to delve deeper into country music to  gain insight înto the American 

experience, of whidi, it is now adaiowledged, country music is an integrai and 

revealing component. The prtsent study is produced in that same spirit. The listory of  

muntry music sine WWlI shail be exarnined within the mntext of bmder historical 

trends, revealing a great dail about the cultural and political transformatiioos of the last 

few decades. Analyzing the lyrics of -me of the most popilar (as well as obscure) 

country songs of this era opens a window on the AmeRcan psyche during this 

tumultuous time C<lrrelating the lyrical expression of amsenative sentiments in 

country music with the simultaneous rise in popularity of b t h  awintry music and 

mnservatism not only pmvides a yardstick by which to measure the chn,nological 

growth of each, but provides insight into the nature of the mnsavative axaidance 

Examining mainstrearn jounialistic mverage of oountry music over the last t b  

decades @rior to  the 1970's, mainstream jounialists ai l  but i p e d  country music) 

reveais a great deal about ccmtemporasr attitudes toward the music and its social 

meaning, and in many cases also reveals the biasa of those who chrcmicled the rise of 

both country music and a m m t i s m .  Statistical data shall also help illuminate the 

outlines of t he  foilowing history. Music industry indicatm, such as  record des, 

mncet ticket sales, the BiîNxxd magazine popularity charts, and statistics rdating to 

radioplay of munty music will be employed to meaaae the pming popilarity of  

counûy music. In addition, statistics rrlating to  demographic and population trends 

important in facilitating the rise of country music will also be employed. F i y ,  the 

work of many schoiars on subjeas related to country music, mnsenatism, and p s t -  

war Amaican history and politin shall guide and inform the discussion to foîlow, in 

which the increasing papulaïty of oountry music shall be cas as a cultural byproduct of 

the s o c i ~ o m i c  and political changes of the past four decades 



SaMmuUE 

At what is regarded by rnany as the f k t  m î r y  music recorduig session, in 

July 1922 in New York, the artists, old-time fiddlers Eck Robztson and Henry 
Giiiiland, performed clad entirdy in Corifderate regaiia - t h e -  had just corne from 

perfomhg at a Civil War v e t m  reunion in V'uginia.1 How fitting it was that at this 

inauspicious 'buthW of modem aountry music the perfonners would W e a r  attire so 

symbolic of the consemative worldview of the South. 'Country Music is a product of 

the American South," observes Jens Lund, ' which has long beai the area of the United 

States most supportive of pditicai reacti011.T Indeed, country's history and image is 

unalterabIy linked to its amsemative southan heritage, and as Paul Hernphill writes, if 

one would presewe the music, 'he must also presave the culture that gave rise to thern, 

a society charaderized by cultural isolation, racism, poverty, ignorance, and religious 

fundamentalism. "3 

"The Story of M y  LWe" 

Arnong the sources of modem commercial muntry music are many associations 

with consemative and d s t  traditions One of the primary r o m  of modtm country 

music was the nineteenth-century rninstrel show, which idealized antebelhm plantation 

iife and transrnitted negative racial steraotypes of blacks to its audiences4 016time 

fiddling, andher of modm country's ancestors, was a fedtured acîivity in the late- 

nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries on the Southeni cantpaign aail for su& 

notorious bigots as 'Pitchfork* Bai Timan and James Vardaman. In the 1920s, the 

Ku Klux KIan sponsored numerous dd-time fiddler amventions, and 'Fiddiinw John 

Carson, who hisîorians recognize as the first modeni country music remrding 'star," 

was a tiequent @ormer at Klan picnics, RUies, and a h e r  evaits.s 

Even a f i a  the advent of modeni commercial wuntry music in the 1920% the 



music cuntinued to refiect its a m m a t i v e ,  saithem woridview. During the lively 

debate of the 20's over fundarnentalism and evolutionisrn, country singes predictably 

weighed in cm the side of bibhcal literalism, with sonp like 'Bryan's Lasi Fight," 'You 

Can't Make a Mo- Out of Me," and The Idin T. Scopes Trial," which argued that 

'ML Scopes' house was built on sand," and ended with the refrain: 9 h e  d d  religion's 

better after all." In the 193% mtq musicians campaigned for Louisïana's populist 

'Kingfish," Huey Long, while the Carta F d y  (who dong with Jimmie Rodgers are 

seen as foundas of the modem muntry style) hoped to attract patrons to tbeir 

performances by dedaring in Md type on their advaiisementc 7WE PROGRAM IS 

MoRAUY GooD."~ During WWII, m t r y  music raliied to the a u s e  with patriotic 

anthems like 'Thae's a Star Spangled Banne Waving Somewherew( i 9421, 'Cowards 

Ova Pearl HarborW(1942), and the unabashecüy racia "We're Gonna Have To Slap That 

Dirty Little Jap (And Uncle Sam's The Guy Who Can Do It)." I)uring the same era, a 

few country artists turned in th& guitars for politics. m i n g  fur office at various levels 

of govanment; the most successful of these was Jimmie Davis, known as weli for his 

authorship of 'You Are My Sunshinew(i930), as for his two t e m s  as Louisiana's 

ultraamervative, segre&atidst govet~l~f. 

As the Cold War dawned, Hank Williams denouncd Sovid expansionkm in 

'No, No, Joe," while Jirnrnie Dickens lamented: 'They bcked God Ouiside the Iron 

Cmtain." Roy Acuff also gave musical arpressicm to Coid War ideology - in 'Advice 

to Joew he  foresaw the day "when Moscow Lies in ashes," and in 'MacArthur" he 

praised the disrnissed G e n d  and denounced those who would 'let the  Communists 

take over al1 of creation." Finally, Gaie Autry artinùated two of the main tenets of 

southern ptriatism in T h e  Bible on the Table and the Fiag Upm the WaU.7 

Up to the fifties, muntry music's consenative, southern image had uihibited its 

broader popularization. As James Cobb writes: 'For rnost of its existence, the music 

had mcountered aii the hostiiity and mdescedlsion traditianally reswed for things 

southan."8 In the mid-fi- however, the United States was shaken by two 

6 Cam (cd.). nic Ncrswmcd Hkmy of Caril- M&C. p. S. ' Luad. 'Funduncdism R a c h ,  .ad Pbliticd k t i o n  in C b ~ m y  Music,'pp. 80-88. 

Cobb. - F m  Muakogcc to Ucnbrch: Cauuy Music d t k  ~ ~ r n i z r t i o n  of America.' p. 8 1. 



developments that w d d  dramatically impact the nation's future COUIS~, developments 

which would alta the South's relationship to the rest of  America and ultiniatdy clear the 

way for the nationwide pojmlarizaticm o f  m û y  music. 

The h t  was the Suprerne COUI?'s decision in Brown v. Bood of 

Eduhon(i954), which outlawed racial segregation and signalled the  beginning of the 

end for the Jim C m  system. Tm yeam later, Congres would pass the Civil Rights 

A d  ( 1 ~ )  followeû yan by the Vothg Rights Act (iw, each o f  which put an effective 
* .  

end to legaily sanctioncd discnmiaation in the South and dsewhere. These 

developments, dr iva  by their social engïne, the civil rights movement, shodr America 

at its foundations, not ai ly  in the South but eventuaily acros the entire nation. The 

radical upheivals in race relations were only the beguuiing, f a  the civil rights cause 

would inspire numerous other matememts which diallenged the v w  assumptions 

underlying America and tumed the decades aftex Brown into one of the most traumatic 

periods in American history since the Civil War. 

On the cultural fmm another revolutionvy development ommd in the mid- 

fifties, one which shodt Ammca with equal intensïty. This was the emagence of an 

exciting and c o n t ~ ~ v d  new fomi of popuiar music: rock n' r d .  The new sound 

represented the moi  important stylûtic innovation in American music since the 

emagence of jazz in the 1920's And WEe the music of the 'Roaring Twaitie~," rock 

swept through the naticm Wre wildfire, eanung as many enemies as fans. Some feared 

that the tribal beai was pmt of a mmmunist plot to  brainwasb Arnmcan yadh and 

convert them into g d e s s  zombies 0 t h ~ ' ~  regard& the music as incitement fa a m d  
behavior. including drug and alwùol use, and of murse, sex. As educata Max 

Rafferty put it, in ngr-comedic hyperbole, rode n' roll transfmed fine y o u g  men into 

'booted, sideburned, dudnailed, unwashed, leatha-jacketed slobs, whose favorite 

sport is ravishing Little girls and siomping polio vidims to death."g Othss in 

goveznment alsa expressexi conam that the new music was a nefanous Muence on 

American youth. California Republican amgressrnan James Tustin railed against rock 

musicians' use of 'Pavlwian techniques to p v o k e  navosis in t h e  listemrs."io 

Dr. Max Raflerty. œWht*s Hlppencd to huiotimi?.' R&rf D p r  ZJ (OEtobcr 1 % 1). p. 109. 
Quoted in: Ralph I. Gka- 'A C u b d  Rcvolutkm,' in: ïkniroff (cd.). 7hr Souidrof Sxhl Chmg=. p. 137. 



Sociologist Vance Packard was more b h t ,  declaring in 1958 before a U.S. Saiate 

Subcommittee that the aim of rock music was to 'stir the animal instinct in modern 

teaiagas."ll Othg$ pahaps rnae mncemed by the imminent revolidion in mce 

relations, w a e  quick to tag rock as 'Negroid-jungle music,"l~ thus cailing aîtention to 

the dangers of 'racemkhgw qmbolucd by this newest derivative of black music. 

But rock was not sïmply black man's music perfmed by whites Rock was an 

organic fuion of various styles, principdiy bladr rhythm and blues and white wuntry 

music. The early innwatm of mck in fa& as Patrick Mullen and many @hem have 

pointed out, wae 'dl souihern white boys," reared on the country styles so popular 

t h g h o u t  Dixie.13 Bill Haley had fronted numaous country bands before his 

landmark hit 'Rock Around the Ciockw(1954) ushered in the rock aa. Elvis Resley had 

f h t  gained wide aposure as a @mer on the Lctuisiana Hayride amntry radio show 

(where Hank Williams had popularized the horiky-tonk sound), and the B-side of  the 

'King" of rock n' d i ' s  fmt single was a g a d - u p  version of Bill Monroe's hillbilly 

waltz, 'Blue Moon of Kentucky." Along with Jeny Lee Lewis, Car1 Perkuis, Buddy 

Hoiiy, the Everly Brochas, and &ers, it was these counny singers who helped define 

rock n' roll.14 in ha, these pioneers in the rock field were origuially tagged as 

YRockabillies,w due to Weir successful fusion of 'irocking' black music and 'hillbilly ' 

music."ls As cwntry music historian Bill Malone delibmtely stresses, rock music 

%st vaulted onto the national scene with a southem accmt and was perfcnmed by 

'good old boys'."l6 Imnically, the region of America most raiowned for its 

reactionary political taidencies had created a force which would encourage the type of 

youthful rebellion and heQnism against which muntq music and consavatisrn would 

lata read, 

W e  this new music was e ~ g a l y  received by middle-cbss youth across the 

nation and by the young %llbüly hipsters" of the South, "traditional' country music 



suffered as a result of the rodr and mil revolution."~7 Record companies cut muntry 

paforrners h m  their rosters while radio stations changed formats and played less and 

less pure wuntry rec~lrds. Tekvision also jumped on the rock bandwagon at the 

expense of country paformm, who lost spots on prime time showcase programs 

featuring more and more rock artists Country had already beai Qalt a great blow by 

the untimely death of E h &  Williams in 1953, but what poplarity it stiil mjoyed was 

curtaileû evai firrtha by the advent of ruck. 

Country music and its fans rcsponded to the rock onslaugùt in two divagent 

ways Many fans sought out the -purew wuntry sound of bluegras~ which. though a 

reiatively new form (having crystalîized only in the years a k  #WU), was 

representative of the most traditional strain in amtemporary country. Bluegrass 

musicians made a mnscious effort to attract these fans with mae  &wn-home tastes 

As bluegrass historîan Neil Rosenberg writes: 

B l u c g m s  acts could derive s m e  commaciol bencfit h m  büiing thtir shows in such a way as to 
a s s m  the fans who didn't like rock and mii ibpt ihey wlould bc playing d y  counûy music ....[and 
most bluegrass bands incorporaîed Eh.u spoofs into îheir in-concert comdy mutines. f u r t h  
testimony to theu fans that thcy utrr on the right si& of the rock and roli contmvrrsy.18 

And yei, despite its ability to bu& the rock n' di trend through pamdy and 

explicit "rock-bashing," bluegrass' appeai was somewhat n m w .  As an entirely 

acoustic music o v d y  based in the 'old-timew sound, it represaited the extrerne 

opposite of rock, and failed to appeal to those who were tumed off by rock, yet looking 

for a "modemw sound in country music. Worse however was the music's association 

with a lefi-leaning audience. in the laîe-fifties the u b n  folk revival emerged €rom the 

coileges and wffee-houses of the Northeist and West, gripping the imaginations of 

thousands of white, middle-class suburbn and city kids. The folk revival, animated in 

qua1 parts by socialist/cornmunist ideology and the existentid, moca-sipping, gaatee- 

wearing hipness of the Beats, found in the mountain music of the South a romantic ünk 

to a precapitalist, pre-technologid, rural society. For the urban fouries, bluegrass was 



the mwning statement of this p<irportedly anti-bourgeois music culture, despite the 

music's m t  gaiesis and its cornplde idegradion into the capitalist eamomy. 

FoMorist Alan Lomx officially initiated the music into the W w e d  hails of urban 

folksterivn with an article written for Es<Fure magazine in Odober 1959, in which he 

dubbed bluegrass ' fok music in overdrive. -19 With academics, folk-singas, middle- 

class teenagers, sociaîists, and wmrnunists touting the vinues of bluegrass, many 

southemas of a decidsdly l e s  lefi-wing bent viewed the music and its attendant culture 

with an air of suspicion. Though the lyrical thnist of bluegrass songs was pious, 

cmservative, and archetypicaIly southeni, its questionable ailegiances and its 

traditional, rural sound failed to emerge as a viable altenative to m k  fa consmative 

southerners. Bluegrass managed to survive the rock onslaught as a highly speciaiized 

musical subcuiture, but it did not becorne a mauistream f a c e  in popular music. 

Meanwhile, the m a e  mainstram country styles developed a sunival strategy of 

their own in order to avoid being swept up in the rock and roll whirlwind Guided by 

the need to 'modanue- the music yet reiain its cultural identity, sophisticated Nashville 

producm like Chet Atkins, Eddy Arnold, and Owen Bradlq fashicmed a 

ucompromise,w in whidi countq music was 'sanitued" in mder to be more cornpetitive 

with rock As Bill Malone explains: 

The countxy music indusay rcacted to the rock and mii chmat by cieaiing a f m  of music chat would 
be inoffensive to iisttners who had nd gmwn up in a southan naPl envinmment or who wantcd to 

forget they had The rrsult wes a socaIlcd 'compmise* that w u l d  ptserve the fiavour and 
ambience of counîzy music whik p m t i n g  a m m  rabiuie imape....Fiddk Plmost dis~ppeared fFom 
country recordings, and the mainsiay of îhe honky-tonk genre, dic skel gui- ùecamc men r n a e  
m. The 'rural' sound was discorarigcd, and evcrywhcrr ihat  waa a tremendws cmphPsis on youth. 

vitality, and modernity?O 

ni i s  'c~mpromise,~ m n  to be h o w n  as the 'Nashville Sound,' helped salvage a 

place for modan oounfcy in the mainstream of popuku music, despite m g  the fmm 

producte"?-1 Under the diredion of Atkins, Arnold, and Bradlq, artists like Jim 

Reeves, Marty Robbins, Skeeer Davis and Patsy Qine helped booa county music's 

sagging popularity in the 50s and early 60s by embracing this ''countrypolita.nW wnd, 



characterized by di& production, lush string arrangmaits, muted guitars, and even 

such f i en  instruments as vibes. 

Yet whüe the music itseif changed, the houest, &w-home (though no longa 

haysgd) image of  country music siwived More importantly, the lyrical thmst of the 

music remained the same. Country singers siiu meditated cm the ups and doms of Me, 

loves lost and foimi, the dignity and difficulty of hard labour, the mmts of 

unconditional patriotism and the old-time religion, and rnissing home, mother, and the 

fann. This was the 'modern" sound with a traditional philosophy sought by those 

trapped between the extmnes of bluegrass and rock. Country music had redefined 

itself as a viable, modern-ya-traditional altanative f m  older and more consavarive 

Iisteners repulsed by rock music and its emerging politics of rebeibn* 

The mtq music industry also assisteci its own resurgence through the 

creation, in 1958, of  the Country Music Association (air), 5 device by which country 

music cwld attah mspectability and achïeve a wida papulanty." As Bill Malone has 

demonsîrated, the CMA was anotha '$cet of the music's countezattack against the 

threats posed by rock and roll."2~ Basically a aade orgmkîion, the CMA devdoped 

three major stntegies for marketing country music the sponçorîhip of ali-countq 

format radio stations, the creation of a Country Music Hall of Fame, and the 

consolidation of  NashvilIe as the -ter of the country music indu';trv.z3 The CMA was 

an important adjunci to the 'NashviUe Sound;" in facf these were the principal 

oomponents in muntry music's g a i 4  thrust to appeal t o  a broader audience and tap 

"500 Miles Away Fmm Home" 

Togetha. the CMA and the proponents of the 'Nashvilie Soundw helped insure 

the sunival of country music afier the ooming of the rock revolution. By themselves, 

however, these efforts were insufficiait to guarantee an expansion of the music's 

audience beyond its ôase of southan, white waking people Countrypolitan a n a ,  it 

was still tagged as hillbilly music, and faced major obstacles in appealing to those from 



non-rural, non-southeam backgrounds. The spread of couniry music's popilarity in 

subsequent years was a result not merely of stylistic changes in the music and aesthetic 

changes in its image The effect of WWII. and the demographic and 6conorn.i~ 

upheavals of the pre- and post-war decades had as much to do with expancihg the 

music's audience as cüd Chet Atkuis and the entrepreneurs of the expandïng Nashville 

music business. 

Worid War Two played a major role in spreading country music beyond its 

heartland. Country artists' tunefid ptriotism and vigorous support of the war effort 

earned them rnany new fans. As Biflbzrd obswed in 1942: 'popilarity of fighting 

country tuna in the music boxes calis attention to the faa that [country music], far more 

than the pop field, bas corne through with war tunes of the type adced for by 

govmment officiais.. ..The output has continued. . . b i g  a fine morale job. -24 

Moreova, service in the armed forçes exposed rnany non-southemers to çountry music 

for the first tirna25 As D.K. Wilgus has written: 

County music was almost forced on the serviceman, whcihcr he Wrcd it or Dot He m l d  not always 
silence a cornpany radio tmd to the Prmed f o m  nemrk;  nor couid he always silence the guicar of 
the boy on the bu& aext m him. Tbc training camps of the South and Southmst e x p d  ihc rrxniit 

to a hcavy duse of country music. on the radio and in the ho* tonks.26 

More importantly however, as the wartirne 8commy pulied Ammca h m  a 

decade of depression, Ammca's job-rich northem and western urban centers lured poor 

mai foik from the South. This movement, of course, had begun d y  in the century, 

arriving at its peak baween 1930 and 19o0. The economic disaster of the Depression, 

combined with the ongoing effects of  agricultltral moQmization, pests, and drought, 

displaced millions of niral southmers in the thirties, saiding them north or West  in 

search of indusîrial employment.27 The wartime ecoriomy and the post-war economic 

boom only accelefated the trend By the seventies, n a l y  fifieai million southeners (a 

third of whom w a e  black) had dispned amss  the awinüy, bringing with them "their 

music, their values, theh evangelical religion ... and a whole panopoly of southem-fkied 



virtues and sins.28 The migration of bladr southmers to other parts of Arnerica (bm 

1940 to 1970, the pacaitage of  Amaican bladrs living outside the South incrrased 

h m  24% to 50%29) wodd be instrumentai in üansfocming Amexican race relations and 

consmtizing national politics And the migration of &te southmers fiom Dixie 

would lay the groundwork for the diffusion of southem cuîtural traits to the rest of  the 

nation, including country music and msavarism.30 

The two groups of muthem migrants who would play the kgest role in bdh 

the migration and the diffusion of  muntry music to m-sc~uthemers were the 

"hillbfies* of  the upper, Appalachian South, and the 'Okiesw of the Old Southwest. 

The industriai Midwest was the destinasion to which mxt Appiachian southeners 

headed Cities iike Chicap and Derroit w a e  practicaiiy wawhdmed by the influx of 

these migrants. In just one ten-year span, from 1950 to 1960, Appalachia (Tennessee, 

Kentucky, West Virginia) losi one fiAh of its population to the urbui Midwest.31 The 

1960 census revealed 1.7 million people of southan birth Living in the industrial States 

of the Midwest, 71% (1.2 million) of whorn reported Kentucky or Tennessee as their 

staie of birth.32 The magnitude of  this migration and the prejudid attitude of rnany 

midwestemers toward the migrants is best understood through a popilar joke that 

circulated in the poshvar period: There are now only 45 states in the U.S. - Temiessee 

and Kentucky moved to Michigan and Michigan went to heil!*33 

The hostility resgved for southeni migrants by midwestemers was veq much 

Wce that directed at otha immigrant ahnic groups in Ammca's citia. And iüce those 

o t h a  ahnic groups, the Appaiaduan migrants formed th& own 'urban hillbiiîyw 

enclaves in the city. As journalis& James Maxwell obseved in 1%6: 'in most 

Midwestem cities, these neighbotirtioods of Southem Mountaineers are as easily 

recognizable as those made up of  Itaiians, Jews, or Negroes-34 One of the most 



distinctive features of the muthem migmnt ngh'%enos" wae  the hilibilly tavsns that 

seved t heir recreational and mmmunity ne&. These establishments, Lewis M. Killian 

writes, 'served as a gathaing place where white Southanas a l d  mjoy informal, 

intimate associations with ampanions who shared simila. backgrounds and cornmon 

experiences as migrants. "35 In these tavems, Wie migrants found escape h m  the 

impasonality of t han  li~ing,~36 and were able to ruapure a sense of home, 

sumwnded by fellow migrants and the famWr swnds of muntxy music, either Live a 
on the jukebox. 

In fact, many of the popuiar country songs of this era chnxllc1ed the travails of 

the migration expezïenœ. In tunes like CharLie Moore's 'I'm Leaving Detroit," Bill 

Anderson's 'City Lights," and BoWy Bare's W)O Miles Away F m  Home"( i%~ 

Yuuntry music expressed the nx*lasias and loneliness that rnost [migrants] fdt and 

made it into a recognized group sentiment37 Danny Diil's 'Daroit City," recordeci by 

Bobby Bare in 1957, typi fied these odes to urban alienat ion and homesicknas: 

Home f o b  think I'm big in t h o i t  City. 
Enwn the lettas that 1 wite ihey thhk I'm fme. 

But by &y 1 make the cars, by night I d e  the bars. 
ff oniy lhcy could read between the Lines, 

... 1 want to go home. 

The hiUbilly bar was an important institution in the eventual diffusion of  country 

music to non-southan audiences Bringing their music and culture with them to the 

Midwest, migrants established an urban base h m  which t h q  could act as what 

sociologists cal1 'culture-beatersw in exposing country music to non-southmers of non- 

niral backgrounds. As Richard Petmm and Paul DiMaggio write, where there were 

'sufficiait concentrations of migrants, entaprishg commercial intaests fiam tavan 

owners to radio station managas [found] it profitable to disseminate country music. In 

this way, many non-migranîs [we]re aposed through the mediaw to the m u s i c 3  Thus, 

the migration of southemes to the Midwest in the pre  and pst-war years was an 

impomnt prtsonditim for the rise in populanty of country music among min- 

3' Gregory, Anuricaii Er&. p235. 
38 Petcmo and DiMiggio. 'Fm Reghm IO Ciam - fbt Chngiag h u i  of C a i a y  Music: A Tca of rht klrssifica.tion 
Hypothuis,' pp. 501-502: Williim K Stcvem 'Appahchh's Hilfbillies Trek Nor\b For Jobs." New Yont Iimts. Maich 29. 
1973. pp. 49.94. 



southemers in subsequent decades. 

The expe!rience of southwestern migrants was simila. in many respects to thai of 

their rrppa South brethten, and its e f fms  in t e m s  o f  the future of countq music wffe 

evai gresiter. Fleeiag the dus bowl and the eamomic c;ilamity of the Depessian, the 

*OkiesW (a tenn dendng migrants not only h m  Oklahoma, but also Arkansas, 

southern Missouri, Laisiana, and Texas) chose California as their primary desbinath. 

Heading West in a spedaailar exoâus (immortaiid by John Steinbeck's nie Gmpes of 

Wmrh) western South migmts aidured ttdble harâship in th& resettlement; niany 

oould not even rnake it to Califoniia, and were fmœd instead to satle in New Mexico or 

Arizona. But despite those who stopped short of the gddai state, by 19%) there wtxe 

more than 1.2 miilion westm South natives living in California, representing 1 1 % of 

the state's population.39 Many migrants wtmt to metropolitan areas Wre Los Angeles 

and San Francisco, where their homesickness and alienation found expression in Stuart 

Hamblen's hit ung Rains," whose chorus went 'city üghts and city ways an 

dnving me insand want to be alone, 1 want to be badc homerBack to my Texas 

Plains* Neverthetes, the rmjority of Okies went to more m a l  areas, paRicuiarly the 

state's lush iniand vaileys nie most fhvoured destination was the San Jauquin Valley, 

where by mid-centuïy, western South natives mrnposed 22% of the population.40 

Like Appalachia's 'hiiibillies," California's 'Okiesw brought with them the 

values and institutions of their homeland and deveioped a thriving subcuiture that seved 

to ease the pain of dislocation and ptovide cultural continuity. The two most important 

institutions they bmught were their evangeiical protestant reiigious background, and 

country music. Both e v e n W y  caught on with non-swthern Californians. 

In 1942, the fhst Southan Baptist diurch outside of the South was established 

in California. Othas followed, initially m g  the religious ne& of migrants. By the 

sixties however, the migrants' evangelical religious traditions had begun to attrad 

foilowas among non-southaners. Between 1952 and 1971, the number of 

worshippers belonging to evangdid churches (Southen Baptist, Pentecostal, 

Holiness) in Califomia tripled, h m  200,000 to over 600,000, and by 1980, would 



increase to 800,000, encompassing 40% of the state's Prdestants.41 The cliffusion of 

southeniers* evangelical religion to non-southeniers, was, in C a l i f d a  as weii as in 

other parts of the country, one of the pocesses simultaneously ~ v i n g  and symbolizing 

the smhernization and amservatizaton of Arnerica in the decades &er the sixties The 

other was the increasing popilarity of country music. 

Rior to the influx of Southwestaners, 'Califofnia was not prime country music 

territoryW42 But just as the migrants' religion would attract foilowers ammg native 

Califmians, so too wouid their music, and at a hsta rate than their rdigion. The 

increased presenœ of southerners in California raulted al- immediately in more and 

more radio stations phying country music, especialiy in the San Jauquin and San 

Bernardindmpaial Vaiiyr43 More impatantly, as the Olrie presence in southan 

California grew, Hollywood film producers began to take interest in the music. 

Marrying the music of the South with the mythology of the West, Hollywood tumed 

Okie migrants like Gene Autry, Tex Ritter, Roy Rogers, and Spade Cooley into big- 

s c r m  stars as 'singing cowbays," thus inventing 9he staeorype of the hemic cowboy 

who was equally adep with a gun and guitar."44 It was this effort that fint brought 

*westenin into the label 'country and western," which by the mid-fortia had replaceci 

the somewhat derogatory label 'hillbilly" (which had previously been applied 

monolithically to all country and fdk music) as the heading for the genre of country 

music. By d e e m w g  the southern aspect of the music and in jdng  the l e s  

sectarian trappings of western frontier imagey, Hdlywood helped make country music 

into a more naîiody-marketable wmmodity. indeed, as James Gr-, Bi1 Malone 

and many other scholars have argwd, the singing cowboy films did more than any 

otha force prior to the d i e s  to expose awuitry music to a îruly national audience*s 

The role of Hollywood in developing the singing cowboy and anistnibing the union of 

*country and westernw underscores the importance of migration in popuiarizing country 

4 1 G E ~ O ~ Y .  Anvnc~n &&S. pp.2 1 7-2 I 8. 
42 Gregory. Ammiron Eradus, p 2 U .  
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music with a national audience Had there been no Okie presence in the golden state, 

Hollywood would not have corne in contact with the mthern singing stars who 

brought the singing wwboy to lifa 

The presence of large numbers of southemas in California led also to the 

development of an important satellite amta of mntry  music podudim. With the 

working-class, Uiland d e y  town of Bakarfield as its mecm by the fiftia and sixties 

C a l i f d a  had developed its own iodigewus country music industry. Supported by the 

vast numbers of southem migrants and their first- and second-geridon descendants, 

Bakmfield emerged as Nashviile west, tu&g out its own stars and cdtivating its own 

distinct sound Initiaiiy, Tornrny Collins was Baiamfieid's biggest oountry star, but by 

the late fifies he was supplanted by one of bis own sidanen, Buck C ~ V R I S .  Owens 

would emerge as one of the towaing figures in sirries and seventia awintiy music, his 

national stardom rising t o  its apex with his two decade stint as the a ~ h o s t  of the 

syndicated cuuntry music television show HeeHaw. Following on Owens' heels was 

another artist who would becorne one of the biggest stars in country music histoiy, 

Merle Haggard. Like Owens, Haggard came h m  a üansplanted southem famiiy, bom 

and r a i d  in near-poverty by Okie persits in a mnvaied boxcar in the San Jauquin 

Valley. The immense stardom of Owens and Haggard powered the rise of the western 

country music indusny, which signaiied its amval (and its independence h m  

Nashville) with the creation of the Aademy of Country Music (ACM) in 1%5, a 

California equivalent to the CMA. Country music had now established a bi-a>astal 

presence, spanning h m  Nashville to Bdcersfield across the southem and western Sun 

Belt region that would m n  powa the xise of mservatism. 

"Love of the Commoa Peoplen 

The spread of southeni rnigmnts to northem and westem chies p v e d  to be an 

important preconditicm for the spread of mmûy music's popilarity outside the South. 

But this did not of itself account for the rishg popularity of country music in the sixties, 

a faa to which Richard Paason and Paul DiMaggio have attestai. Wnthg in 1975, 

these s chob  did mt dismiss Wie historical importance of migration in spreading 

country music," but argued that 'migratian alone is neithtx a necessary nor a sufficiait 



explanation" for the spread in country's popularity. These authors instead hypothesized 

that 'country music will diffuse to V n s  most like the culture-bearers - the white, 

pst-adolescent, upwardy mobile working class."46 Thus, Petason and DiMaggio 

pmvide the analytical amtext for understanding the incredible boom in amtq music's 

popularity beyond its traditional fan base in the suties and seventies Emphasizing the 

socioeconornic diaraderistics of souîhem country music listemers and potentiai amverts 

from outside the South, these authors provide a class-based theoy of countxy music 

diffusion. As we shall sst, it was the clsssdentaîion of muntry music, dong Mth its 

accompanying value structure!, that facilitatexi the expansion of counfry music's appeal 

to working-dass non-southemas in the 196th. in the midst of the political and social 

turmoil of this aa, wunq music's growing popilarity indicated the Uiaeasing unity of 

belief on maners of contemporary signifiace among working people, northem and 

suuthan, a unity which found apession in the ùicreasingly politicized strains of 

country music. 

By the rnid-sixties, workùig people north of the Mason-Dixon h e  and West of 

the Mississippi had becorne increasingly sympathetic to the plight of their southem 

brahren with regard to the revoluîion in race relations. By then, the civil nghts 

movement had turned its focus toward the more complex mcial problems outside of the 

South, including unemployment, pwerty, poor schools, ghetto housing, and the more 

subtle forms of discrimination in the N d .  These issws diredly impacted the iives of 

nonhan bluecollar Democrats, for as the Demacatic P !  t m e d  its attention to these 

pbIems,  the piight of the working man (whicb had been the Democrats' rnisort d ' m  

for decades) became less of a priority. As Lyndon Johnson l a t a  observed in refleding 

on his presidaicy, by the mid-sixties bluecollar industrial workers had begun to feel 

that Wie Democratic Party had traded [their] welfare for the welfare of the bladr 

man. -47 

As this mithan baddash against civil rights ernaged, astute oonsavative 

politicians recognized the opportunit. to take advantage of 'growing white raentment 



aginst the pece and tone o f  Negro demands."48 The 1%4 Republican presidentiai 

nominee Barry Goldwater was one of the first politicians to paCave that the nation's 

accelerating racial t m s i m  d d  dramaticaily alter Amaican poiitiu Though 

Goldwata was buried by one of  the largest dectoral landsiides in Amsican history , his 

attacks on the fedaal  govetnment, the Superne Court, and the Civil Rights Act had 

succeeded at prying consavative Deep South States out of  their long-standing 

Democratic aliegiance, foreshadowing the eventual transfoCrnation of the W h  into a 

Republican stronghold 

It was G o v e m ~ ~  George Wallace of  Alabama however who ~ w e d  t o  be the 

shrewdest exploiter of white working class resentment of civil rights. A hardline 

segregationist and skillful political strategist, Wallace had predicted in 1%2 that he  was 

'gonna make race the bais of  politics in this anintry,"49 Setting out to  establish 

himself 'as the h a o i c  defenda of the rights of oppnsed whites,*so Waliace ran for 

president four times between 1964 and 1976. In his first foray into national politics, 

Wallace mounted a SUTpnshgly stmng challenge to Residmt  Johnson in tluee 1%4 

Democratic primaries The man who the New Yonk Times had disrnissed as an 

%nachronistic Southem demagoguem managed to capture 34% of the votes in 

Wisconsin, 30% in Indiana, and a nearly Mdorious 43% in Maryland51 Running 

nationwide on an independait ticket in 1968, he garneried 13% of  the popular vote, and 

with 45 electoral vaes, nearly threw the election into the House of  Representatives. 

More significantly, h e  had aded, acamïing t o  jounialist Marshall Frady, as 'more ot 

less the ghost writer for many of the issues of  1%8,"52 forQng opponent Richard 

Nixon to draft a mcl~ervative runnhg mate (Spiro Agnew), and crafi his inf's 

'souhm sbrategy" in ader to  a q ~  Wallace in 1972, Wallace again mounted an 

insurgent carnpaign t o  capture the D e m d c  norninatiai, and with h p m s i v e  primary 

viaories in Michigan and Maryland, seand on his way t o  at le in  a Vice-Residential 

nomination. On the eve of these pIimaria however, an assassin's builet paralyzed him, 

Whitt. nie M&g of the Phcridmr. I W .  p. 233. 
49 Cm- nic Wallocc Facror. p 3  14. 
50 Carrer. The Politics of &gc. p. 113. 

Nrw York rmes.  Apd 9.1964. p. 1 .; Carboa Grorge C Waüarc d akc Polir- of Pow&ssnessp30. 
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effectively aiding the prosped that he might ever be presiht. Nevathelas, the 

'Wallace Fa- left an enormous imprint on Ammcan poiitics, thm and long afta. 

As j o d s t  Peter Appletmme has recently written: 70 undasland whaî has Iiappened 

in American politics mer the ps t  thuty y- t suffices to understand the oonstiniericy 

Wallace rnobiiized and defined and then to undasbnd how that mstituency rnoved 

from the Democratic hrty to the Republicah"53 

The key to Wallace's success was his intuition that there was 4 lot of southem 

sympathy in ail the states-4 In- the siirprisïng amount of suppori Wallace found 

outside of the South amfounded many, leading likral publications like Néw Republc 

to dismiss Wallace supporters as ''extrrmists of evay stnpe"55 But in fact. his support 

had corne mostiy h m  working class whites and blue-collar ethnic votes. the v a y  

people that "msensusw libaals had ideaiized as progressive-minded supportas of 

pluralisrn and New Dealism.56 The majaity of his campaip contributions m e  in 

sums l e s  than $50 each h m  "the average man on the Street, the steel worker, the auto 

worker, the textile worker, the fireman, the policeman, the MT and the 

in California alone to change thek officiai pariy regisimtion to his Ammcan Independent 

In retrospect, Wallace's appeal to working-class voters was unsurprising. Blue- 

collar elemaits had fonned the backbone of his support in Alabama, which was 'Wie 

most unionized state in the Deep South."s9 Unlike Goldwater and d e r  mnservatives 

of the same era, Waliace's political philosophy was underginid by a popuht impulse 

One historian has described the program of Wallace's fvst tam as govanor as a 

'Qwn-home version of the Great Society.~o While Goldwater s t d  for a stnpped 

53 Applcbomc, M e  Riskg. p.9). 
9 Caircr. îïtllrc Politics of Rizgr. pp. 193- 194. 
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dom, nonintaventionkt fbdtd gwanment, Waüaœ was ~oricienied na so much with 

cutting taxes and aiding govemment weifare spaiding as with insuring that government 

benefits would a m e  to the white working man rathu than blacks and the civil rights 

Wallace's popilist eoomrnic policia w e e  intirnately linked to his implicit 

appeal io white ahnic warking people's iatent racism, despite his ridiculously 

disingenuous assertion: 'I've n e v a  made a racist speedi in my life. "62 Wallace told his 

blue-collar audiaices that the civil rights bill would Vestroy the union seniority system 

and impose racial quotas," in addition to makix!g it 'impossible for a home owna to sell 

his home to whomeva he chooses.33 RMnising to hait the implemmtation of o p  

housing laws and measures aimed at desegregating schods through busing, Wallace 

cast himself as a defender of these voters' iargely homogenews and segtegateâ ethnic 

neighbourhoods and schools. 

Wallace's -unch anticommunism pmvided firrthu justification for white, blw- 

colla. ahnic votas to suppat him. 'Ihese vags  w a e  'intensely paûidic, but still 

bound by ties of emotion and blood to Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, and 

Y ugoslavia.*64 Waiiace's antiammunism mmplimented these votas' patriotism and 

disrnay at communist cuntroi o v a  the Easten European nations from which they hailed 

(and whae rnany stili had fàrnily). 

And as the Sxties wore on, Wallace's s a t h i n  attadts on antiwar protestas, 

civil rights marchers, and otha dissidents struck an inueasïngiy manant chord with 

the 'hardhat* elernait. WorLingclasî Ammcans, as demonsnated by saiologist 

Edward Ransford, were 'uniquely antagonistic to the goals and rnahods of -dent and 

black dernonstrators."~s Wallace aroused them by vowing to W e  a billy club and 

drive it two inches into [war protesters'] skulls," and by dedaring: 12here is no need to 

talk about civil rights; those are guaranteed in the Constitution."66 
- 
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In exporting his brand of southem working c l w  ppulism, Wallace tapped 

major fissures in the Dmw>aatic Party. His success in northem working clas areas 

like Milwaukee, Boston, and Gary, Indiana resuited from his a p p i  as a states' rights 

idealist, a populisi defeMia of the working man agahst Washington bureauuats, 

intelleauals, and judgs,  who w e e  pwportedly trying to dictate peoples' e v q  &y lives 

through unconstitutional civil rights laws and insane j u d i d  decisions. Waiiaœ 

uiformed his audiences that a vote for him wouid 4a the people in Washington biow 

that we want them to  leave our homes, schools, jobs, businesses, and farms aloneW67 

"Song of the South" 

Wallace's success in national politics made it Wear that the racial fears of 

southem whites were no longer much different fmrn those of whites outside the 

South.*68 In a broada sense, it indicated that a 'soidhanization" effea was beguming 

to occur in parts of the urban north and West as a mmponent of the backlash against 

civil rights. An i n c i h t  related by Wallace in his autoôiography is ïliustrative. At one 

of his 1964 carnpaign rallies in Milwaukee's S& Hail, recounts Wallace, 'the band 

stnick up 'Dixie* and three thousand or more voices sang 'Dixie' in Polish." Wallace 

was M e r  amazed when &er his speech in Serb Hall 'me tïne-lodring man grabbed 

me and said, 'Govenior, 1 have never hm south of South Milwaukee, but I am a 

Southernd" 'Of anuse he was," wmte Wallace, 'the South is no longer geography - 
i t ' s an attitude and a philosophy toward gwmment."69 

Wallace's identification of a 'southeni* attitude in the Nortb seemed to hit the 

mark. And as the w&g peopie of the North came to identiw with their mhorts in the 

South, country music m e d  a d e  similar mle to that of Wallace. As Peier Appleborne 

writes: -just as George Wallace slammed his way into the gut of the white working 

class, counq formed a visceral bond with lowa- and lower-middie-class whites7o 

Inded, whiie Wallace acted as a messenger of southan politicai views, country music 

emerged as an emissary of the southern cultural perspedive (unmincidentally, oountry 

67 Carler. 7hc Pditics of Rage. p. 207. 
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music bands played a major role in Wallace's campaip n>ad show, and the Govemor 

had also once declared a YHank Williams We$rw in Alabama). in hunïng to country 

music, the northem working class edged evai M e r  toward the southern waldview 

with which they incteasingiy identified by the mid-sixties. 

important charaderisic in aüowing southan-style political readon to be ammpanied 

by the spread of country music's popilanty. Jack MaLay has argued that the 

worldview underlying country music is sailringly similar to that undalying popuiist 

mwements. Makay argues that 'wuntry music fans are, so to speak the mderbelly of 

populism" : 

In their own temis, papulist movements ac camposcd of h c  commcm -le whosc conûol of 
societal forces has been usurped by a mcimpoiiîan eiik....'ïhey feel, for good -, chat theù 
backs are against ihc waU and ihat lifc is an uphdi sûuggle.,..[thul could kad to extiicmïsms of a 

political or social naturc. Borh these tendencics arc e w s s c d  in the mwic.7 1 

Roceeding h m  MaLay's obsavations, it is easy to see the similarities bawaw 

Wallace's worlringclass southen populism and the appeal of anntry music. Wallace's 

populism identified inteiiechials, judges, and bureaucrats in Washington as the enemy - 
in short, the 'metropolitan elitew to which Makay refers. The f&ling of having th& 

backs againa the waii, which Makay sees as aflofher eiemeit of the populist 

perspective, was also evideilt in the Wallace phaiornaion and the spread of 

southemization. Jua as the South had traditionally played the role of oppressed and 

embattled martyr in relation to the rest of Ammca, Wallace's blueallar northem 

populists had developed tbeir own siege maitality toward the ageits of social and 

politicai change: the civil rights movement, the studentfantiwar mement,  the federal 

govemment and the Supreme Court. 

Makay identifies another sirnilarity between the Wallace phenornaion and 

munfry music in stating that ufountry aosses geographic and eihnic iines with relative 

ease.72 JUS as Wallace was able to m s s  the geographic and ethnic lines separating 

white southemers from ncxthem ethnic votes, so too did country music begûi crosshg 

these barrias in the rnid-sixties. The daJs paspactive of b d h  W a h œ  and country 



music allowed for the popularizatim of each outside of their traditional southen reaims 

Wallace's a p p d  helped crystallize a sense of working class solidarity arnong 

northem blue-wllar voter$ an ideitity gratified by oountry music. Since its earliest 

days, country music had always alebrated the eveyday experiaices of working 

people, f m n  àrinking at the honlry tonk to the gMd of wage labor. in such songs, 

working-class people saw refisdions of th& own lives and suffaings. M d e  TraMs' 

'Sixteen TonsW(iws), with its iament of "1 owe my mu1 to the Company store," was a 

classic statement of the kind of class perspective embodied in m f f y  music. J œ  

Maphis' 'Dim Lights, Thick Smoke, and Loud Music"(i%4) and Webb Pierce's 7'heze 

Stands the  GlassW(i953) caputed the ambience of the wodchg-chss saloon, the latter 

becoming 'tirtually the national anthem of beer dnnkt5~."73 The virtues of lowerclass 

life as compared to the hollow lives of the nch were celebrated in songs like Hank 

W i m s '  %fansion on the Hill"(i%i), Lmetta Lynn's 'Successw(i%2), and the ofi- 

covaed Mer Wagoner smg 'Satisfied MindW(i%5), which concluda with the lyric: 

'It's hard to find one rich man in t a i  with a satisfid rnindw In ai l  these examples, it 

was evident that country music was deeply rooted in a laudatay working-class 

As the sixties dawned however, m u n ~  music began to  inch b o n d  the simple 

^dice of iife" depiction of worlgng class life. Conservative political causes began 

associating with country, and graduaiiy politicai commentary c q t  into the music, 

making it evai more attractive to the nation's ernbattled wcxking class Irr addition to 

Wallace, other southem segregationists like Lestor Maddox and Orval Faubus used 

country bands in their politicai campaigns. The song 'Don't Let Them Take the Bibles 

From Our Schoolsw( 1962) beaune the theme m g  of the John Birch Society's effort to 

impeach Chief Justice Earl Warren74 Elton Britt tunefully aIticulated Cdd War 

ideology with "The Red We Want is the Red We've Got (In That Old Red, White, and 

Blue)." Wayne Rany amneded m o n  with the alanning rise in teen 

delinquency and crime when he sang "We Need a Whde  bt More of Jesus (and a Lot 

Las Rock n' Roll)." And an obscure smg from the mid-sixties titled 'Bus niem Here, 

- 
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Bus Them There" harangued against the 'edW liberal scheme of bussing. 
* * * 

By the mid- Sxties, axuitry music had b m e  increasingiy politicued as blue- 

wilar Ammcans evaywhae begau to idam with the ooaservative southan 

worldview. However? the politicization of countq music wwld n a  rach its ultimate 

expression until the kte-sixties By thai Amerign SlDCiw threatened to w m e  apart at 

the seams as a result of the ernergence of rnore and more amtentious potitical 

movements, and as a remit of America's involvernent in the Viehiam War. 



- 
The iate-sixtia and sevaities were a time of gr- chaos and polarization in 

American society. With the rise of the militant Bladr Rower phase of the civil rights 

movement, the nation's ciiia became flashpoints of violait faitlia, fiequently aupting 

in devastating race rias And with the emergence of the amterculture, and the 

student, antiwar, and womtn's movements, the nation's streets became fanuns for 

protests which questioned mainstrearn 'Arndcan" values and challenged evey facet of 

Amaican life Added to this volatile mix w a e  political assassinations, a rapidly rising 

crime rate, and a bloody sialemate in Vidnam As this mass chaos play& out Nghtly 

on the evening news, Ameicans watched th& k e t y  uumble around them. And as a 

result of this trauma, a reactionaxy wnsavatism spread arnong ordinary Americans, 

eventually resulting in the triurnph of consmative political forces amss  the nation. 

The forces of disorder heiped genezate a tremaidous p w t h  in country music's 

populaiiy. Whiie otha f o m  of popular music came to articulate libaal and anti- 

establishment views, counüy reneded the impulses of the 'silait majcrïtyw tired of 

riots. crime, protests, and seaningly paverse social behavior. The sentiments 

expressed by country music in this era were distincily anti-urban, anti-feminist, anti- 

hippie, anti-intellecîual, and implicitly, anti-bk& But above all, oouniry music 

expressed patnotism, working-ciass pride, and unwavmng belief in traditional 

"American" values 

"The Ballad of the Suent Mqjority" 

In 1969, Time magazine awarded its annuai Mui of the Year honom to the 

'Middle Ammcans." At the same time, dher American news magazines also published 

special reports exploruig the cmœms of the "silait majority."I With the dectoral 

triurnph of Richard Nixon the previous Nwmber and the strong third-party showing 

of George Wailaœ in the same e l d o n ,  the nation's joumaiists had awoken to the fact 

that a b m d  conservative force was emaging in reaction to the liberal and radical forces 

'Man aod Woamn of ibt Yur: 'lbt Mid& Amtric-" TUCC 95 (1-y 5,1970). pp. 10- 17.; Ibt Tmubled Amezi-: 
A Spccirl Rcpori on tbt White hhjdy." N*vsvcck 71 (Octobtr 6.1969). pp.28-73; kmcpb C. Gaildca 'Voicu Fmm Ur 
Silrnt M.jorityVw iYarpcr ' ~ 2 1 0  (Juwaiy 1970). pp.67-78. 
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which had Qrninated American politics in the previous years. 

Though the 'Siknt Majorityw had emaged as an identifiable pditical force. 

defining its constituaits proved to be an imprecise scierice. 7ime's spearlation thaî 

'rniddie Americaw was at least LOO million m n g  (mughiy haif the nation's population) 

revealed how imadly one could define this force; the magazine came closest to the mark 

in arguing that this massive p u p  was =defineci as much by what they are not as by 

what they are." Other mmmentaturs agreed that middîe Ameica's idaitjty was fmed  

in opposition to other groups Political scientists Richard Scammon and Bai 

Wattenkg sketched this segment as 'unywng, unpax, unblack..middle-aged, 

middle-class, and middle-minded-"2 

The's explcnation of middle Arnerican psyctiology revealed a great deal about 

the incipient changes in Ameican politics. Tor too long," wmte the editm in their 

tribute, 'no one has sgmed to ove about the Midâle Ammcans' amoems They have 

felt ignmed while angry rninorities dDmùiaied the heddlines and the governmait's 

domestic adion.9 Resprwiding to this discornfort among the ignored masses tireci of 

seàng their 'sy stem of values. ..assaulted and modred eveywhere, *4 Nixon and 

Wallace capitaiized cm middle America's disanitent and initiaied a m a .  teversal in 

Arnmca's political orientation. In 1964, the Democrats had swept to viaory with an 

astounding 60% of the Pregdential vote; just four years laîa, 57% of the electorate 

repudiated them by vaùig fa either Wallace a Nuon. 

Ln the 1968 dection, country music stars flodced to the consmative cause. 

They 'lined up to a man for N m  and Wallace"5 in the election, furnishing carnpaign 

songs and headlining consmative fund raisas. Nashville crooner Marty Robbins 

gave the Wallace campeign a theme m g  entitled 'Ain't 1 Right?"( i%8), which, with 

refererices to "outside agitators" causing "suffgingw for the c o m m  man, amounted to 

a musical version of a Wailace speedi. Another Robbins smg, 'My Native 

Land"(1%8), critiqueci the federal gaveniment's fmeign aid initiatives, another of 



Wallace's favorite targets The Wallace campaip was also active on the southern 

bluegrass festival circuit, wtiere bumper stickers dedaring 'Bluegrass is White Folks 

Music" w a e  distributed by mobile *Wallace For R s i d a i t W  teirns. Nixon too did not 

miss the chance to identiry himsdf with the gooddd fashioned, southern v h e s  of 

country music, persuading stars Wre Tex Ritter and Ray Acuff to endme his candidacy 

and carnpaign for him. Mer the election, N m  and the GOP amtinued the association 

by having Tmnessee repraented in the Inaugurai parade by a fiddle-shaped float 

honouring the Grand Ole Opry, and by inviting country stars Wre M a l e  Haggard and 

Johnny Cash to p d m  at the White House6 In 1970, Nuon designated Odoba as 

national oountzy music month.7 

C o u n ~  music's support of a m m a t i v e  candidates in the 1968 campaign 

indicated how politicid the music had baMe in the -eus years. Responding to 

the contentious national climate, country music launched a musical amteroffensive 

against the fmces of disrupiai, and against the radical protest music of rock, foik, and 

soul. ûffmng increasingly polemical opinions on Vietnam, dissait, feminism, and the 

countercuiture, oountq music emerged as a fmt soldia in the a m m t i v e  backlash. 

and as the perfii  musical m a n i f d m  of middle America's a m c w s .  

"Tell Tùem Wbat We're Fighting Forn 

No evait politicizal m û y  music as intensely as the Vietnam War. Country 

music already had a weücrtabiished reputation for defading Amaian military auion 

and rallying support on the home h t .  hir ing WWlI especially, country s ingas  

produced numerous songs in support of the war effort. But, as J a s  Lund observa, 

the patriotic songs of the WWiI en 'wme na prticularly reactiamy. They merely 

reflecied the daennined mood of a mobilized nation- Ruring the Vietnam aa 

however, war-rdated country music would not be nearly so M g n .  Country music, 

observes scholar Mdton McLaurïn, 'tiew[edj the cold war as it had mae iraditional 

conflicts - in tams of bbck and white rather than shades of gray? As a resuit of the 

"Opry' To Fiai High u D.C. lanigud." &U!mmf. lmuuy 18. 1969. p36.; Grrcatiyd I b t  Sui  Twrng of Mouauin 
Voiccli: Tbomis Hui Bentoa's Sarrrrs of Gmmw Mme," pp. 3 1 @3 13. 

"Rie Golden Saiad of Nashvilk." llrc h o n i s r  249 (Ociobcr 20.1973). p. 68. 
* Lrod 'Politicd RuEuon in Car- Muric.' p.87. 

Mchurin. 'Piard to Be in hrif.n: Plrriolirm in Cou.y Music." p.=. 



domestic contrwasy sumnading Amerhan uivolvement in Vietnam, country asumed 

a more militant posture in which songs about the w u  focused on 'attacking dissenters, 

defaidmg traditional American values and gaiaally igwring the pmprieiy of A m e i ~ n  

involvement. " 10 

At the outset of the war, thae w a e  a few smgs whicb did not take a polemiai 

stance. Emest Tubb's 'It's For Gxi, Countq, and You Morn (and the Girl 1 Left 

Behind)"(iW) and Marty Robbins' 'Rivate Wilsori WhiteW(i%6) chnided stmies 

about brave young soldiers d p g  on the battlefield in the name of freeQm Though 

each of these songs u t t d  farniliar ciiches and voiced an undying ptriotic c~mrnitment 

to American military efhrts, neither was particulariy antagcmistic toward the 

Nat so of the majority of Vietnam-country smgs to foliow. Dgve Dudley 

kicked off the trend toward militantly pwar/anti-dissent country antherns with his 

remrdings of Tom T. Hall's "TeU Thm What We're Fighting For"(i%5) and Kris 

Kristoffgson's 'Vietnam Blues"(i%o). Spending a wmbined 28 weeks on the 

Billbuiznl country &arts, these songs set the lyrical tone for rnany of the anti-protestor 

tues to follow: 

T G U  Them What Wc'rç FiOhtiOeEQL W i e w  B l w "  
You tcll me there are peopk mnrching in our sfreets 1 saw a criowd of people on the White lawn 
The signs they carry say ~hat m don't fi& for peaux Al1 acarrying s ips  about Vie tnm... 
There's not a soldier in this land who likes ihis cruel war ïhcy  was a stnmge lodwig bunch 
Oh, marna, teil h m  what W*R fighting for But then 1 never could underritand somt peopk. 
Tell thzm that we'rc fighting for the old k d ,  Whik and Blue Orrc hcld a sign that said 'We Won't Fight!" 
Did they fwget Pearl Haibour, and Kama bo? And 1 said 'Well thai aïn't nght." 
Another flag must never fly abovc our naîion's door 
Oh, marna, tell hem what u e ' ~  fighting for 

Dudley explained M e r  the n d t y  of the war in his minor hit 'Hel10 

A ship is waiting for us at Ihe dock Amerka bas îmmble to be stoppcd 
We must Save firetQm in t h t  foRign h d ,  a fkabn will start stipping through our hand ... 

1 hopi: and pray m e  dey the wodd will kam, thnt &es WE h ' t  put out wd1 bigga  bum. 
We must Save W o m  now at any m t ,  or Eomeday our own îkâam wiii bc lost 

Following Dudley's lead, othas joined in the musical M'se of the war and the 

attack on dissenters. Johnny Seay mtributed 'Day For Decision"(ia), a patrioiic, 

right-wing response to Barry Maguire's left-wing, anti-nuclear war folk anthern 'Eve of 

- 

'0 BucWcy. '.Country Mruic ihd Amtricm Valucr' in: Lewis (d). Ali ïhar Gliaem. p.204. 



Destnicîion"(l965). StmewaU Jackson, whose stage name left Me Qubt about his 

views toward war and jmlitics, offered 'The Muiute Men Are Turning in Thei. 

GravesW(l966), a scaihing attack on those who would %th6 go to prisai than h d  their 

country's cali." F m  however appmached the heights of vitriol achieved by Pat Booae 

in -Wish You Wae Here BuddyW(i%6), which took the f m  of a threatening letter 

written h m  the battlefidd to  a war-prutesting d e g e  friend back home: 

Weii hi t h  budây, bught I'd Qop y w  a linc, hpvcn't sacn you for a hunQed y-. 
Whcn you gct the t h e  WU you kt me know if it's tnic what a f c W  ham? 

Head you becn kading ihosc campus demorisiraiiîms, you've becn busy as can bc, 
Wilh thc sitdowns. w a k ~ u i s ,  and othn aggravations, thnt you hardly cver thinic of me. 

WcU, I'm m a littk vocation in South Vitnam. an expense-paid trip fa one. 
ï v e  got my own tittle rifle and a great u n i f i ,  and a job tbat must be donc. 

We're skping in tht jungIe and dodgiag mai buikts, and man it's a lot of fun 
Wish you hue. 

H d  you kt your hait p w  tiU it's hanging on your shoul&rs. and you hardiy have tirne timc to shave. 
I bec thr: pirls al1 flippad 'cause you iooked so iine, Wre sornething that crawled out of a cave. 

I heard Unde Sam m d y  d you to de&, but you fooM him just in the. 
Just stuck a Little match iu your d d  dwfi c d ,  md burncd up a future iike mine. 

Oh 1 know yw'xe net scared, you'm a d brave guy, you're a rcgulPr Cassius Clay. 
And 1 know you'd a fou& whai thc country was yowig, but the mirid's just differrnt d y .  

Well, you just stay homc and leove the fighting to us, and when the whok h n  mess is thnwigh, 
I'ii put away my rifle and my wiiform. And I'U corne a-l&' for you 

Oddly enough, two of the biggest country hits of the d y  Vietnam yevs w a e  

barely even country songs, indiating the degree to which anintry music fans sought to 

identify with prr>-warlanti-dissent feelings. In 'Opai Lata To My Teenage 

Sonw(1967), Victor Lundberg vowed in a solemn spokeri word delivezy to disown his 

son if he were to burn his draft card. Though the song was only rninirnally country- 

styled it received g r a t  exposure on awmw radio. An even bigger hit was Sgt. Barry 

Sadler's 'Ballad of the Green EkretsW(l%6). This patnotic anthem, set to a martial 

beat, touted the virtues of feariess, manly Ammcan soldigs wilIing to die for the cause. 

Despite king more of a 'pop" son& the raad received massive airplay on oountq 

radio, spent eleven w& on the country diarts (peakhg at number two), and 

eventually sold sevai million copies. Sadla's surprise success in the oountry market 

led to a foiîow up LP featuring a number of  songs with similar themes but a more 

authentic country sound 

Country mngs expressing support f m  the war continueci to appear throughouî 

the late sixties and early wenties Autry Inman's 'Ballad of Two Brothersw(i%8) told 



the s t q  of a dissenting d e g e  student who, afta the death of his brother in the war, 

sees the light and d i s t s  in the cause, despite the advice of his lefi-wing prof-. 

Bobby Bare o f f '  the supepatriaic 'God Biess Arnerica Agahw(l%9) for %ose sick 

of the cussas and the doubters."ll Merle Haggard's number m e  hit "The Fighting 

Side of MeW(i~o),  which was said by Ernesi Tubb to express Wie way ail of us reaily 

feel," criticized those who hypocritically protesteci the war y a  would n a  fight to defend 

the f d m  which they exefcjd in their strea politics. 13 Haggard, who once tdd an 

interviewer that h e  sang 'for the kind of people who fought Worfd War U,"l3 used this 

song to cast the behavior of dissenters as an insult to b a h  those who had fought in the 

p s t  and those w t l y  fighting to keep America fiee. 

The most amtroversial Vietnam-ntry song was undwbtedly Teny Ndson's 

T h e  Baîtle Hymn of Lt. Caiîeyw(i97i), a tribute to the 'haoia" of the sddier found 

guilty of wartime atrocities fa his role in the My Lai massacre. The m g ,  which also 

'castigated those Amaicans who, safe at home, criticired Calley's actions," was 

banned by the Armed Forces Nawork and had to be removed M m  jukeboxes around 

the muntry &a it reportedly caused numerws fistfïghts.14 It nevathelas set sales 

records and anmûy star Tex Ritter, a staunch amsavative, asked to record it, only to 

be ovaniled by record executives who deemed it too 00ntrovergal.ls 

Country music's pditicizatim wa Vieinam was undersbndabie aven that o tha  

f m s  of popular music al- toc& to political cummeitary on the war. Folk, rock. and 

sou1 music in fad wae ntha espiicit in ~ ~ U N U I C I ~ ~  the war. Wbiîe foikie Boô Dylan 

scathed the ''Mastas of Warw(1965), and rocker Jim Monison rnoumed the pointless 

death of the 'Unknown SoldierW(i%s), country music alone rallied to the cause. 

But country's support of the war, like that of rniddle Arnmca, was based more 

on the belief that dissait was unpetriotic, not necesdy on the explicit belief that the 

Vietnam intavention was just. Edward Lmny, a Broddyn bus driver who lost a son 

11 Dicison. 'Singing to Sikd Aurrica' hbriaii 210 (Feô~uy 23.1970). p.212. 

12 tund. 'Political -<ni in Cainry &sic.* p.89. 
l3  Wrca 'Mcde Haggud: He S b  F a  fk F o b  Wbo Fougis Wociâ War a' -35 (hdy 13.1971). pA1. 

14 McLiiucïa. 'Roud to Be an M a n :  M r i d m o  in Coumry Music.' ~2.5.; W.S. Commmd in VKiinm Bur *&aie Hymo 
of Cailcy' F m  Radio Ndw&. Citiag Rading A&* New Yod Tms, M.y 1. 1971. p.4.; lM bige. 'lukbox 
Prognoumrs Rming 'Cdcy' oo RcsucpQaly B.BrW Bülboad. April31.1971, pp.1338 .  
15 T a p  Nixea Dink Saeki Na To GlorifL C.lley,' BWhrd ,  April 34. IQil. p 3 .  



in the war, capured the essence of this position in comments published in 7 h e  

magazine's femw on middle America: -We rmy tind out =me &y that what we're 

doing in Vietnam is wrong, but until t h ,  it's my country right a wrong."16 nie 

subtle misgivings dëeaable in Looney's opinion were evidaiced in some country 

songs. 'Ruby Don't Take Your Love To Town," a popiiar ballad feootded by nine 

diffaait artists bbweai 1967 and 1971, Qpicted the destructive effect the war could 

have on families and individuais, but despite the praagonist's bittemess at bang 

crippled during his tour of duty, he does not condernn the war itself: 'It wasi't me that 

siarted that aaty ASan war / But 1 was proud to go and do m y  patriotic &mew A 

Smiiar song by Lorata Lynn, caiied 'Dear Uncle Samw(i%6), told the story of an 

anguished widow shattereû by the de& of her husband in combat. Tbough t 

depressingly moians the woman's misfbrtune. -the mng contains no hint of potest; the 

los, though painhl is accepd as necessary."17 

Country music's undying support of Vieinam was really a means of expressing 

disapprovai at Qmestic dissent. Expressing antiwar sentimats in country music would 

have b e n  blasphemy for a genre defined by its patriaism As countq star John D. 

Loudamilk attesteci in 1971: 'if a stn,ng anti-war [counw] m g  came out now and hit 

the charts it would be taken off the air. They [country music fans] think an anti-war 

song is Communist, writtm by a man who's afraid or doan't want to fight."ls On the 

whole, this was accurate, though thae wae  some exceptions lata in the war (Johnny 

Cash's 'What is Tr~th?~(i97i) and Arime Harderi's mrcastic YCongratulations, You 

Sure Made a Man Out of Himw(i<ni) were two of the only antiwar countq m g s  to 

break onto the charis). For the most part. the iiner n d e s  of a sixties compilation album 

calied Cowury Murie Goes To War ranained tnie: 'Country Music airists have never 

been identified with the scmdïed 'protest songs' or 'peace rnarches..right or wrong, 

Country Music stands with our Country. When Ammca goes to war - Country Music 

aiso Goes To War. " 1 9 



" b v e  It or Leave It" 

During the Nuon years, the pvietnarnhti-protestor CounfIY song began to 

mage into a wida musical critique of oP the unpatnoric, "saitorousw elemmts in 

Amma. Bill AnQrson asked the musical question on ail of  middle Amaica's mind 

with There Have AU Our Haoes he?"( iwo) ,  while H a r h  Howard's "Mister 

Professor"<iWû) articuhted the widespread disdain for 1 i M  intdlectuals, blaming 

them for evaything from atheism and drafiaodguig to protest marching and mon.  

Ernest Tubb of'fered a musicai ultimatum to hippies and peaceniks in 'Love It or Leave 

Itw(i%9), and bluegrass legend Lasa Flan expressed a ammon sentiment when he 

humorwsly indicted hippies in '1 Can't Tell the Boys Fn>m the Gir1sw<i97i) 

(incidentally, Haît had split with his longtirne parnia, banjo wizard Earl Scruggs in part 

due to Scmggs* opposition to Vietnam - Flan also suspecied Scmggs of smoking pot). 

The undisputeci leada however in voicing middle Amaica's amcans through 

counûy music was M a l e  Ha@. As the Wall m e t  J'd npaied: -w'when Merle 

Haggard sings, the silent rnajority isi't silent30 An a-convici, Haggard had 

developed his musical Mis while in prison, and by the mid-sixties had emaged as a 

top figure in country music with m g s  celebrating working-class pride and hardship. 

In 1%9 Haggard released Wkïe F m  Muskogee," a polemical song which quickly 

beame a number one hit. In the song, Haggard skached a typical mail American 

town insulated from the revolutionuy cments of the &y. and in so &hg, capiured 

many of the schisms dividing America in the hte sixties and early seventies: 

W e  dm't smoke marijuana in Muskogee 
And w dm't tolre our trips on LSD 

And w e  dm't burn our cfraft cards dom on Main s e t  
But = iïke Living nght and behg Fiw 
We don3 make a party out o f  lovinp 

But WC Wrt holdiog han& and pifchhg w w  
W r  Qn't kt our hair p w  long and shaggy 
Like the hippies out in San Franck0 do 

Lcathcr b o t s  are stia in style if a man nœds footwcar 
Beads and Roman smdals w a ' t  be seai 

Fodball's still thc mughcst îhing on campus 
And the tiQ here stiU m s p t  the cokge dean 

I'm pnnid to be an Okie Fmm Muskogœ 
A P h  wticre men squ~lres can have a bal1 

WC still W ~ V C  Old Glay down at the courihous 
And wtriîe lightnhg's still the biggest thrill of al1 



Using humour and e f f d v e  imagery, Haggard's vision of Mudcogee m e d  as *a 

cornforthg musical antidote to studsit pocest, black müitancy and Mous  debete on the 

w a . y i  The m g  articulated with great &' the conflid in values between the 

traditionally-minded dent majority of ordinary, working-class Ameficans and the fke- 

thinking, fieeloving, hg-ingesting, war-g, spoiled middltdass Lids on 

coiiege campuses across the nation. h a 1971 intaview, Haggard piovided more 

insight into the m m e  of Wkie": 
The o m  who bitch me usdly  the rkh  kidp who get tireâ of having evayoiing. The people who 
wxk  donet have time to k t  or pmîcst. Tm biuy mirking...Ak't no 16-ycardd kid gonna sobe 
the worid's probkms. A man out wroilring goth ri@ to bitch. Not someorie who hasn't paid his 

dues. "22 

Such sentiment was widespread among working-class Amtricans in the sixties and 

seventies.23 Haggard's ability to articulate it helped eam him the sobriqua 'poet of the 

working classw His aha m g s  also helpd identi@ him as a worling-class, 

consavative hem. *Workin' Man BluesW(i%9), in which he  Sngs proudly '1 ain't 

never beei on weifare / That's one place 1'11 never kW was particularly enjoyed by 

President N m  who afier iaviting Haggard to the White House, told the singer "just 

keep on singin' songs Ue that 'W& Man's Blues' Merie, and rnaybe we cm get 

some of t hese people off their asses34 

Anotha of Nixon's favorites was Guy M e ' s  'Welfare Cadiiiacw(i%9), a 

caustic tale about a welfare recipient who buys a l u x q  car with govenument 

"handouts." This conmative attack on welfare was, in the estimation of Bill Malme, 

'clearly inspired by the Grait Society's support of muionty groups," and it tw wait to 

number one on the amntq charts. Nixon so loved the song that h e  asked Johmy Cash 

to per fm it at the White House - Cash refused not out of political reasons but simply 

baiause it was not his song and he did not know how to play it.25 

21 Dicksoa, ' S m  to Sileiri Amcrica.' hbdoi, 210 (Feb- 23.1970). p. 218. 
22 Wren. 'Mcric Ha&: He Sings For tbc Folks W h  FOU* Wodd War II.' -35 (hdy 13.1971).pp.4041. 
23 -Man and W o w  of tbe Yeu: fbt Middle A-cuis' T i  95 (Jurury 5,1970). pp. 12.14-15. 
24 James Cobb, 'Fnnn Rab T~og to City: Co- kauic a d  tbc f i d c  ïmmfomutïon of iht SOUth' in: 
McLauria and Rienuni (cd&), Ycm W m e  My Li*. p. 68. 
35 W o n e ,  Cwirn), Mvric USA, p. 3 19. 



"Stand By Your Man" 

Arnidst the wntentious gender politics of the sixties and early seventies, it was 

no smpise that country music weighed in against the womai's mwement. Most 

distastefd to the axintry awimunity w a e  the tadcs used by feminists to pubiicize their 

cause and highiight sexual uiequality. Man-hating and bra-buming were unl*ely to 

attrad a foilowing among the working-class women with m g  M l y  values who 

made up the COR of the female wunfry audience As some rholars have argued 

'femaie artists' working class identification disamragH4 them hwn ideiàfying with a 

women's l i m o n  movemait they s[aw) as having a middle-dass image-6 

It was entirely logical that a genre identifieci with the traditicmai, petriarchal 

values of southan life would express di siaste f a  the ideology and politics of feminism. 

As many scholars have dernonstrated, country music has tiaditiody depicted women's 

roles as Yimited to lover, wife, and maha , "  rare1y d o w i n g  them to be s e e i  as a~ 

workers or professional career persons.27 This changed little in the siaies, whai the 

country music female amtinued to be portmyed as -a dependent, submissive, 

masochistic, and stoic wornan.T* This image complimenteci the views of middle 

America, who, as 7ïme magazine wrote, ofien attributed youthful disrespect, dnig use, 

and %e weakening of the family structure to the fàct that so many mothm have p n e  to 

work.?9 

in the late-sixties and early seventies, fernale-sung country music was 

dominated by Tarnmy Wynette, bretîa Lym, and Doily Parton. Undoubtedly, the 

leader in depicting the traditional country worrian in song was Wynette, who anerged as 

a superstar by singing what Newsweek called ' s ~ i g s  of non-Iiberation."30 The Song 

which did the mst to establish Wynette as a pmponent of traditional womai's roles 

was her number one hit 'Stand By Your Manw(1%8). 'Ihe mng prwoked great 

contmversy with what ferninias saw as its se& message, but it quiddy b m e  an 

26 Pcicmm."CLus Uncoosciairaeai in Co- Music.' in: Mfburin rad Peittwo(edr). YOM Wrr>rc My L # ~ Q . S ~ .  
27 hndy .  Womcn d Camtq Music.' p218.; Otmumi. 'Mabcr. Siatm. SI*#tkar~. RI: Womea in Old-lime Coumy 
Music."pp. 125- 134. 

28 Pctersoa'Ctss U~~omciauaco, in Caiacy Music,' k Mcburin ami ~arnia(edr).~ou W m  My Li@&$. 
29 'Man and Womin of <bc Yur: Tbt Middk Anrric.nrm Tuiu 95 (J- 5.1970). p. 15. 
30 'Songs of Non-Lition,' Nrcvsvrrk 78 (Auguat 2,197 l), pp.81-83. 



anthem for the anti-ferninia cause. The single spent 17 weelu on the wunw charts, 

and successfully 'crossecl ovew mto the pop chuts, eventually becoming the biggest- 

selling record by a woman in the histay of auntry music21 Billy Shaill, Wyneüe's 

producer, lata remuiisced that he had written the tune because he was 'sick of hearing 

of womeds 1ibqw32 and his highly provocative lyiics (at least in the climate of the 

sixties) clearly refiected this: 

Sometimcs it's hard to be a wman 
Giving ail your love to just orw man 

You U havc bad rimes 
And hc'll havc good Limes. 

Doin' things you dori't understand 
But if yau love him 
You'tl f-ve him 
Be p u d  of him 

'Cause after al1 he's just a man 

Siand by your man 
Give him hm arms lo c b g  to 

And somcrhuig wam to cane to 
On nighis he's coid and h e l y  

Stand By your man 
And tcii the world you love him 
Kcep giving ail rhri love you can 

Encomging womm to remain loyal and fàithful even while th& men w a e  out 

having 'good timesw (presumably with otha women or with *the boys"), the song 

countered the ferninist admonition for women to &el againsi oppressive, philandering, 

unsupportive husbands. As if to reemphasize this message, Wynate foilowed up 

'Stand By Your Manw with otha m g s  about weak, passive females who stick with 

their men deqnte maitreatrnent. in 'When He Lwes Me (He L m  Me Ali the 

Way )"( 1970), Wy nette sang: 

Somciimcs whtn he c o m a  home I'm coolirin' b d a s t  
1 havcn't slcpt a wink ail night long. 

I've bem layin' in b<=d, thinkin' lac a woman, 
Wondcrui' if my man's b e n  Qing me wmng 
... 1 gwss he needs some time away fiom me. 
But when he loves me, hc d y  loves me. 

T'hem's noihing mue for me to say. 
A'd  iPther wonder a Iittie and have his hh'. 

'Cause when hc bves me, hc loves me aU tbe way. 

In 'My Man (Under~tands)~(1974), Wyneâîe fwther undersoored ha ideal of dependent. 

31 Monis. 'Somttimts U's H i d  70 Be i Womrn: Rcierprrling a Caisy CLsric." p.1. 

32 Bancs. 'Dixic'i Rugbtem: Caum MuUc Fcdc,' in: Mchuiin .nd Rctc'1y)(1 (cda). YOM W- M) fifi. p.98. 



submissive wornanhoocl, declaring: &My man, undaaands / That he holds me in the 

palm of his hand / And 1 like it." Wynette's attitude toward feminism was nowhere 

more clear than in the title of h a  1969 hit "Love Me, Dari't Li'berate Me," described by 

one sctiolar as an 'appeal to the 'M0ot-in-the-kitdiai' school of thought mcaning 

the fernale's role in saiety."33 

The çongs of Lomta Lynn embodid m m  cornplex messages than those of 

Wynette, for while Lynn did ide&@ with mainstream feminists, she did express an 

assertiveness previously absent Mm f d e  country music. Songs lïke "Happy 

Birth&yv(iwlr), 'Don't Come Home A-Drinkin' With LoWi' On Your Mind)'(i%6) 

and 'Yom Squaw's Oa the Warpath"(i%s), which spent a combined 57 wgks on the 

country charts, were Sung in the persona of an aggrsive wornan unwiiling to be 

mistreated by m a  In her most cmtrwersial wng, Lynn extolled the virtues of The 

PiiiF(l972), which by giving women a n m l  over pn>aratioo gave them 'the powa to 

explore extramarital sex just as mm had previously Qne in the traditional s œ w i o  of 

But the message apRssed in these songs was rot as simple as it appeared The 

power Lym sang about in T h e  PU" was, as Curtis Eliiscm demonsirates, a s t  less as a 

means for 'liberatedw women to gratiQ theh own sexiral impulses, and more as a way 

to keep m t  men at home with their fhüïes, fmcing them to be attentive, faithful 

husbandrlfathas.35 The seemingly radid mesages of The PU," 'Don't Corne Home 

A-Drinkin,'" and 'Your Squaw's on the Warpath," were aaually deceptively 

consemative, for they were M y  fued on the ideal of Qmsticity, only with the added 

a v e a t  that men must be more responsible and respectful. 

In fact, rnany other Lynn songs were uitical of ferninism and idealized the 

traditional domestic m a l e - f d e  relationship. In *One's On the Wayw( Wi), Lynn 

cuntrasted the virtuous lives of overworked housewives with the spirituaiiy4evoid, free 

and eisy lifestyles of 9 h e  girls in New York City," who "al1 march for womai's Lib.' 

in 7'0 Make a Man (Feel Like a Man)"(iW), Lynn cast the value of women as based 



on their ability to a domiliani male's masculinity. ûtha hi& of ha$ Wre 'You 

Ain't Woman E m g h  (To Take My Man)"( i%6) and 'Fist Cityw( i%û) w a e  decidedly 

pre-ferninisi expressions of ferriale compaitiveness, which put blame for extramarital 

activity on the Wher wornan," rather than the philandering man. By tiring the female 

pmtagonist's wath  on the b a i s  of h a  ability to attraa and keep a man, these songs 

embodied a characteristic which scholar Karen Saucier Lundy sees as a Mrnary rneans 

by which axuity music prpeniates anti-faniaist principles.36 

On the whole, Curtis EUiscm's description of Lynn as -a ncmcumpliant female 

who is sexually assertive while simultanemsly M a i c b g  traditional valuesw s g m s  

most accurate37 As James Cobb writa, Lynn's music appa ld  to 'an eager audience 

of women tired of semnd class citizerrship ... but uncertaùi they wanted total 

'libaati0n'.~38 While subtly expmshg m e  moderate faninist beüefs, Lynn 

rnaintained a distinct reverena for home, family, motherhcmd, and rnonogarny. 

Dolly Parton's music reflected taisions similar to those s e a i  in Lynn's songs, 

ieading schohr Patrick Carr to describe her and her music as 'ferninine-but-not- 

feminst."39 While songs iike ' h m b  Blondew(i%7) and 7ust Because I 'm a 

Womanw(i%8) seemed to argue against sexism, ahas tike 'My Tennessee Mountain 

Hornew(1972) and 'Jolenew(i973) s d  devated to ol&fhhioned Qmesticity and 

pr-upied with the same kind of catty, female rivalry seen in Loretta Lynn's music. 

Though many of h a  smgs earned her the respect of women's libemtion aQivists. 

Parton oontinually udisassociat[ed] h d f  from the rhetoric of mainstream 

feminism."4o In a 1978 interview, Parton was asked if she supportexi the Equal Rights 

Amendment. She evasively replie& '1 can't keep up with it." Furtha pressed as to if 

she read any books about the women's movement, she responded: 'Never have. 1 

know so linle about it they'd probably be asharned that I was a womah"41 Indeed, 

Parton oHen eamed the ire of feminists by flauntïng h a  well-endowed body with tight 



clothing and exaggerated makeup and ha~styiing, thus encouraging her own serual 

objectification. Mer appearing on the awtx of TV Guide in a gaudy. revealing dress, 

prominentiy dispiaying her ample bosam, an enraged f d e  d e r  wxute the 

magazine's editas: 
1 have never b a n  so ihonnighly sickencd by a magazine cover uint has corne into the 
house as I was with your Doiiy Partcm iss W.... What khd of wmm is Doüy Ruton to 
accualty agme to be photogrsphtd in such a manncr ... J just hopt t h  this incident d œ s  
not hcip send ttie womta's movancnt hiPrlùig so far ôachvard into tht S~onc Agc that a 
nxovay would be highly improbable - if not useless. And aihile 1 d e  th41 things me 
irnpmving, our meples a m  far fnnn over - something ihc picturc on your wver d e s  

perfcctiy d e a d 2  

Country music listaiers' prefermce for songs by and about %aditiomlW rather 

than 'libadted" women was evident in radioplay, record sales, and chart statistics from 

the late-sixîies and sevmties. Using a mphisticated statistical mahod to determine the 

characteristics of hit countxy songs, country music sdiolar Charle Jaret has 

demonstxated that sangs by f d e  countxy stars from this era that foc& on more 

unwavaing devotion to a male partner) were more successful than those with more 

risqué or 'subversive" thema (such as honky-tonkin', cheating, drinking, flirting).*3 

Clearly, cou- music listeners in this era w a e  h w n  to sangs with a more traditionai 

view of gaider roies, and put off by those which challengeci such views. By singing 

"songs of non-libemtion," country music fernala fwnd an eaga audiace among 

middle Americans unmnvinced, and in many cases disgusted by faninist rfietoric. 

Femaie singers were not alone in expressing anti-feminist sentiment in Nixon- 

era country music. Some songs, like the previously mentioned 'Ruby Don't Take Your 

Love To Town" seaned to encourage violence against women with lyria Wre 'If 1 

could move I'd ga  my gun and put h a  in the ground." Wane however were the 

bluegrass 'murder ballads," long a staple in that genre's repertoue and as papuiar as 

ever in the seve-nties In bluegrass 'standardsw Like 'Eoor EUen Smith," "Preîty Polly," 

and 'Banks of the Ohio," the male protagdst brutally murdm his love, either out of 

yealousy and a desire to possess the wonun," or ohai withwt any explanatiai 



whatsoeva.44 Of course, such m g s  w a e  nat written with fmin i sn  in min4 but th& 

continuhg popilarity in bluegrass indicated a bdr of interest in ''clemsingW the genre of 

such potentially thmatenkg and offaisive songs. 

For the most part though, maùistreim male amtry singgs articulated thei. 

discornfort (as well as their hs') with the %volution" pmpcwd by feminism in an 

indirect, typically macho way. As jaimalist Florence King observeci in 1974: 'loudly 

trumpeted supamasculinity is w w  a trademark of rnany wuntry s a i p " 4 5  Inde* 

artists like Male  Haggard, David AUai Co+ mve Dudiy, and Buck Owens churned 

out numerious hit songs about powerful, Uidividualistic, untamable men basking in the 

joy of tipwhm, racklessies, and th& own supercharged machisrno. Touting the 

virtues of rnanliness, these artists found an audience among middle Ammcan men tired 

of feeling disempowered and emasculated by the changes in gender relations. 

"My Heroes Have Always Beca Cowboys" 

In the seventies, the American male, e s p e d l y  the working-class male, was 

under siege not just from the womai's movement, but fmm a va&y of other fmces, 

Emnornic change (automation, unemployment, inflation) inueasingly ainailed his 

ability to be the d e  provida for his family. The rapid rise of crime and the 

developmait of govanment initiatives like bussing and open houring seemed to limit 

his ability to paect his W y  k m  threataiing artenai forces. W~th his self-image as 

a strong, independent provider and &fader d e d  by these ~OII'RS, mnw music was 

one of the only places where manlùiess was still celehate& where the Ammcan male 

was still a 'nigged individualist," able to provide for his family's well-Ming and &fend 

them h m  malevolent f a a s  

No dha trend in country music exprased ihis anti-ferninisi, hypemiasailinity 

quite as Mvidly as the 'Outlaww movement, whose appcinuice in the early seventies 

signalled the miurgence of westm styles and the westan image in country music. 

This subgmeTs revival of the cowboy image (unpopular since the mid-fifties whei the 

ardiitects of the Nashvilie somd made urûane 'nspecability" the wariding goai of 

44 Tunncii. 9 9  Ycan is AImost For tifc: Rim.hmat For Viden CrUat in Bhugnss Music," p.166. 
45 King. 'Rainecb. Whitc S o c b  rnd B k  Ribbon Feu," H a m ' s  249 (hdy 1974). p.34. 



country music) was in large part a response to  the politics of femuiism. As scholar 

Thomas F. Johnson explained in 1981: W e  feminist movement has caused many 

men...to question their social fundion as males. The maxuline-dorninated wald of the 

cowboy gives thern a role to emulate ...No wonder the insecure male grasps at the 

womanless worid of safe male oomradeship that is at the heart of most western 

music. -46 

But the erneagenœ of the western-based, westm-themed 'Outlaw" movement 

in the early seventies was symboiic of !âr more than simply oounûy music listeners' 

male chauvinism. The resurgence of the latter part of the YCountxy and Westernw label 

(once u n i f d y  applied to aii country music) respmded to other impulses in the psyche 

of rniddle Ammca. The pionea values honaed in 'Outlaww music resonated with the 

anti-dan. anti-intelledual, anti-bureaudc teridencies of dent  America tbrough 

songs œlehating the wi& opai prairie and the wa ld  of the gritzled wwboy, the 

independent lcmer, and the renegade uoutlaww (a far m a e  eidearing criminal figure than 

the rapists, murderers and drug deaIers stalking wntemporary city streets). Moreover, 

the kurgence of the westan theme in country music parallelexi the emagence of the 

West-South 'Sun Belt" as the new locus of American economic devdqnnent and 

political powa. With their increasing emnomic vitality and mutually ccmservative 

visions of Amma, the West-South alliance would drive the conmative ascendance in 

the seventia and beyond; the rise of country and, once again, wcstem music in the 7ûs 

was, in journalist Peta Applebome's words: We cultural version of John Calhoun's 

political vision of the South and West uniting to dominate American po1iticsw47 

Led by W f i e  Nelson, the 'Outlaww movement emerged in Austin, Texas, 

where a cdme of Nashville singers and songwriters (including Waylon Jmnings, Kris 

Kristoffason, Guy Clarir, Tompall Glaser, and others) had retocated to escape the 

corporate homogaiuation and lack of artistic mntrol in the Nashvilie music 

establishment. In Austin they revived more authaitic country sounds 1iLe honky tonk 

and westem swing, and aiso mixed in some rodc influences, devetoping a formidable 

challenge to the hegemonic Nashville Sound. As renegades within the industry, the 

46 Johnson. T h i c  Ain't Criunliy: l k  DistioEtivtlyu of Commcmid Western Music.' pp.82-83. 
47 Applcbomc, Dme RLciiig. p.244. 



Outlaws esbblished themselves as critics of aqoratisrn and the bureaucratie 

oppression of a centrai 'govmÜngw body (the Nashville establishment). Thus, the 

genesis of the htlaw movement was itsdf a rnusicaUcultural enpression of the kind of 

hinterland independence and rebeliion expressed in the coasedvative populism of 

George Wallace. Like Wallace, who often spoke out against "guicidine Wnters....[andj 

bureaucrats who try to teil you who you can hire or sdl your house to9"48 Nelson and 

the Outlaws moved to Austin and pursuai their own vision ôecause, as Jdinny 

Paycheck explains, they 'got tked of bein' told how to do things."49 

The Outlaws' music shared other charadaistics with the limited govanment, 

anti-Washington pgspective coming to Qmùiate the rhetoric of cansezvatism. By 

vaiaaîing the cowbay image, Outlaw music exalted a figure whose pion- values of 

individualism and seif-sufficimcy wae  pmisely those values which mnsavatives 

argued were undemined by the social welfare schernes and bureiucratic guidelines of 

an overbearing fedaal governrnent. The mwbq image might also have responded to 

tensions raised by VietMm. Ammca had ait& the Vietnarn d a  as a sort of 

modeni-&y cowboy-nation, riding into town on a white horse t o  free the innocent 

citi~enry from the oppression of evildoers. While the la& of military success in 

V i a m  exposed the wmplexity of Cold War-aa warfare, jntrîotic Cold Warrim at 

home sti l i  clung taiaciously to the 'gooalevilw paradigm of the traditional cauboy 

approach to war. Even if the disaster in Southeast Asia had suggested the irrelevance of 

the cowboy dichotomy, many siill wanted to believe in the clear-cut idei of war between 

"good and evil." Such was essential to the dialectic of the Cold War. Thus, the  Outlaw 

image may have helped reinvigomte Ammeans' Cold War amvidions afta the 

international humiliation and domestic polarization of the Vietnam debacle. By 

reminding Americans of the 'rorriantic horseman who in an earlia age of %ory and 

certainty had supposedly won the west," ûutlaw music helped more failh in Ammca's 

histoncal mission, 'bringing back to  life a confident past f m  people trwbled by an 

intractable present."sO 



Western country music also resjxmded to the anti-urban sentiments o f  

Americans who saw dies as hotkds of crime, welf&rism, and moral perversion. Buck 

Owens, a leader of the Bakasfield music scene (another anti-Nashville music cent-) 

best expressed country music's anti-urban leanings in '1 Wouldn't Live in New York 

City (If They Gave Me 'lhe Whole Dang Town)*(i 971 1. Against a sonic badrdrop of 

traffic, sirens, and g a d  urban chaos, Owens sang: 

It ain't nolhin' but a concrdt jungle, with people p r k e d  like snrduits. 
Wh- evaybody üics to iivc bcyond thcir mcans. 

The natives surry b and h. 
And Lke fleas on a puppy cbg, they got no phcc to go 

1 woulûn't live in New York City, if they gave me the whole dang mwn! 

T& about a bummer, it's tbe biggest one arwnd 
SûQm and Gom<nrah was i9mt to what 1 found. 

1 wuldn't iivc in New Yark City, if they gave me ihc wtiok Qng tom! 

1 ain't soen the sun shine sina: thc &y that f arrive4 
'Cause brokr  l've bœn busy a-tryin' to survive. 

Nobody km- you've boen here tiil you're s u  fect under ground. 
And you becomc a siaiistic if t k y  remember to wrhc you Qwn. 

1 wouldn't live in Ncw York City, if thcy gave me ihc wbok dang town! 

Though they rarely apprœched the plemicai heïghts achieved by Owens, 

Austin's ûutlaws, through th& œlebration of the m w b y  and his hnt ier  values, 

provided a broada indiament of  the city as a m p t i v e ,  degaierate influence cm 

America. Exploiting western imagey, the Outlaws contrasted Arnmca's overcmwdd, 

violent, mordiy c m p t  dies with the wide open spaces o f  the West and the simple 

honesty of rural iife, thaeby celebrating the 'nobility of the free individual [ana the 

spVitually rgtorative qualities of Mirire in its wildaness statc's 1 In short, the Outlaws 

capitalized on "the image of the cowboy as repmmting values that were being lost in 

The Outlaws' anti-urban bias was M a  syrnbolized by th& break from the 

sophisticated, iubane sound of  Nashviiie-caitered muntry music. The Outlaws would 

not allow the urban pwers-that-be in the Nashviile establishment to dictate the style and 

content of their music. nie impulse to 'sanitize" muntry music in order to appeal to a 

broader, middle-class, urban audierice was entirely absent from the Outlaws' appoach. 



Their music would be acceped or rejeded on its own terrns, not those of an 

^enlightened" urtran elite interested only in making a profit. 

"The Great White Soul Sound" 

Of ail the contentious issues at the caiter of America's polarization in the Nùon 

years, race was undoubtedly the most central.53 Race in faa was one of the 

issues driving the amsavative backlash, as wu obMous in the politics of George 

Wallace54 Thus, it is curious that while country music was quite vocal on evay aha 

issue of the era, surprisingly little was said dimaly about racial issues. 

Though mainstream country music avoided wmmentary on race, thee was, of 

oourse, a ansiderable market for explicitly racist oountry music distributai by smali 

record labels throughouî the South. The Reb Rebel label out of Crowley, Louisiana 

was the rnost notorious sponsor of racist country music, disiributkg such extreme 

songs as 'Nigger Hatin' Me," 'Don't Bus Them Kids," ' h k i n '  For a Handout," and 

'A V i d m  of the Big Mess (Called the Great Society)," a song which told the story of a 

black soldia ('who doesn't resent bein' called Nigga") reiuming from Vi-m only to 

find that 3he Cornmies* have poisoned race relations in the South-5s Another song, 

'Nigger, Ni-," included the lyrics 'They migbt as weif give up the fi@ 1 No f d d  

judge cm make thern white / This job is up to you and me 1 La's beat the N double A- 

C-P." In 1967, the W d  Snes J o u m f  report& thaî such records were sold not only at 

major chah stores like Wmlwoith's thrwghout the South, but, through distribution at 

truck stops, w a e  now bea~ming pan of an "aimost riationwide traffic in racist iterns.76 

Nevetheless, though some of these racist records sdd as many as 25,000 

copies (irnpressive for -y distributed, nori-major label music), they were not part of 

the country rnaiwtream. On the whole, "race relations ...m s] not [been] a prominent 

theme in muntry music"s7 Mdton Mciawin suggests that this has somahïng to do 

with country's supapatriotic, muthem orientation. He argues that for the mostly 



southeni-born perfmers of country music, discussion of xace relations in their music 

would not flatter theh sense of patriotism since the South's sordid history with regard to 

race relations has been the most signifiant factor keeping it outside of the national 

rnainstrearn In order for the South to be acceped natiody,  and f a  its music to be 

seen as all-American, country has avoided a d m g  itself to racial issues58 

But while blatant expressions of racism wap esdlewed by the countq 

rnainstrearn, there w a e  a few songs which subtly alludd to racial tensions. The 

previously mentioned *WeFarr CadiiiacW was a thinly veiled diatribe against black 

welfare recipients a musical preamx of Ronald Reagan's later harangua against 

'welfare queens." The race-ladea issue of welfare, in faa, was the one issue u p  

which country singgs managai some impiicit mmentary on current issues relateci to 

race Resident Nixon's personal favorite 'Workin' Man Bluesw inclucied the lyric: '1 

aui't never been on welfare 1 T h ' s  one place 1'11 n e v a  kW In m e y  Don't Make 'Em 

Like My Daddy Anymore"(i974) Lmâta Lynn sang: "Daddy never tmk a han&ut...It 

only proves one thing to me when foks start bdyachin' 1 They don? maLe 'm like my 

daddy anymorew In thge and many other mngs which denounced welfare as a means 

of support, munüy singas seemed to contrast proud working peuple unwilling to Iive 

on the dole, with the kzy, shiftless ~ l o a d e r s  feeding at the public tmugh. h g h  it 

would be unfâir to suggest that any country artist who aïticized weifare was a racist, 

for many country music üsteners such sangs muld have infared ail sorts of implicit 

racial meaning. Since blacks, u n M y  or n a ,  w a e  asociateû in the public mind with 

food stamps and otha such w e k e  pgrarns, anti-welfare country songs could have 

been received by white working-class listeners as indiaments of minoritia LiWig off of 

govanment handaits, f i n a n d  by white tax dollars. Of murse, anti-welfare sangs 

might also have been received as no more than tributes to working-ciass independence 

and the blutxoiiar work ethic, but the potential certainly existed fa such songs to pique 

racist attitudes. 

Whatevtx the case, though it rarely displayed expiicit anti-black tendencies, there 

was mainly art underamnt of racial exclusivity in severnies country music. To ôegin 

with. demographic profiles mrnpiied by bah trade magazines and scbolars slretctied 

58 M c i ~ u ~ i n .  ' P a ~ a i r m  in Couay Muuc." in: Biadu, M c a  's M u r i d  Acisc. pp. 28-29. 



countiy music liaeners as almost exclusively white39 More significuitly, black 

perforrners were essentially unrep~e~ented in muntry music, the lone exception being 

Charley Ride In Ride's case, the exception p e d  the mie. 

Whai he îïrst emerged as a r d n g  star during the racial tensions of the rnid- 

sixties, Ride's records were shipped to  radio stations without the customary 

promotional photographs. Similarly, his füst few albums did not include any pictures 

of the s i n g e  and made no refererice to hû CO~OT, catainly a unique characteristic wathy  

of mmtim in ha notes At rnany amcstf Ride's initial appearance on stage would 

bnng about a gasping silence, as white patrons unaware of his w l o r  would puzzle over 

how he d d  %und lilie us and look üke t h .  "60 Buî with a v d  style and lyrical 

m t m  indistinguishable h m  white singers, Pri&'s car- todr off. 

In 1967 he b m e  the first bhck paformer to headline at the Grand Ole 

Opry,61 and in 197 1, was xtamd C M .  Entatainer of the Year, the h t  (and only) t h e  

a non-white performer was given this pratigious honor. The country establishment's 

recognition of Ride  was bssed as much on the m m t s  of his car- as on the indusay's 

conscious e f f m  to escap charges of racism. Honoring Ride as Entenaine of the Yeu 

was a symbdic a d  that allowed the oountq music inmistry t o  say 'see, we're not 

racists" But Ride, and muntry music in geieal, catainly did nd take up the cause of 

racial justice As McLaurin writes: ''direce oondernnatim of those who hold and ad 

upon racial prejudice..[were] rarely erioountaed in a>untry m g  lyncs''62 Ride, 'an 

astringaitly non-militant blaCk~3 who amad clear of politia, was accepteci by the 

country establishment preciseiy because he was nut representative of black Amtica. As 

'one of pahaps two or three Negn>es in the history of the world to be d l e d  a 

redneck .... an h o n e s t - t e  red-blooded ' g d  ole boy',"64 Ride qmboli7Pi1 the 

kind of American black man that country music listengs wished were more numerious: 



pro-establishment, apolitical, unîhreatening, and reverent to  white Ammca. 

Nevatheles, the oountry establishment's embrace and shrewd marketing of 

Ride helped f w l  the aitics and assisted in aorcising the ghost of racisn from country 

music. By 1973, &'lfhwd magazine was amvinad that Wie move of blacks into the 

country music field..is now well beyond 'tokai* stagew65 But the subsequait history 

of blacks in muntry music did not bear out this belief. As muntry music scholar Nolan 

Portafield has argueù, Ride may have been 'oounby music's fmt black supastar, the 

Jackie Robinson of the geme....@~t] his influence on future generations of blacks 

seems negiigibleW66 Inde&, few blacks foilowed Ride into country music and few 

tmk to his music. Like black Republicans, black country singas were suspect, seen by 

most of bIack Arnerica as s e l l d s  and 'Uncle Toms." As Porterfieid &tes: 

The almost tdal ab- of black and otha minoritics h m  country music is not surprising, 
considering its origins ammg white sout hmms.... What would ataoct paying black audknccs to an 
art form that has irsiditionally rcflecicd the valucs of staid, fundamcnialist, xenophobic white 

society?67 

Despite its anbrace of Charley RIQ the wunw music establishment made 

other efforts to papetuate its image as white man's music. En 1973, the CMA 

cornmissioned aitist Thomas Hart Baiton to p i n t  a mural dtpcîing the history and 

character of country music. The mural, entitled Soumes @Country Music was f i s h e d  

in 1974 and instded in the entranœ fayer of the Couney Hall of Fame The mural 

depiaing the preausors of modem owntry music incluôed q m s e m t i o n s  of old-time 

f i d d a s ,  nineteaith century minstrels, Snging troubadours, and gospel quarta. But 

the muml failed to  adequately depia the black influeiœ in the mots of modem m t r y .  

As Vivien Gremfiyd has arguai, blacks w a e  'marginalized and isolateci in the 

mural.*68 Despite the considerable, even seminal influence of black musicai f m s  in 

the genesis of country music, Benton's mural diminished the importance of blacics in 

the evolution of the music Exhibits at the Country Hall of Fame refîecied a similar 

impulse to purge the music of any iink to bladr Arneica. As Grrenfkyd points out, 

65 'BlackTaleoi M a . '  BiCdbaprd. Jdy 28. 1973.p.41. 
6é Po~crGcld, % R y  H d c  WdLiimr ûcd: Cultuml Collisions in Cou- Music,' in: Bindrr (06). Amrn'ca 's Musical 
Puke.p.lS1. 

6' Pofitrfitid. Ibc ihy  H.nk Williunr Died: CIiltunl Colfuionr in Caraay Music,' in: Bindu (ai-). -CO 's Mitsicul 
PuLsc. p. 180. 
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exhibits at the Hail of Fame honoring m t r y  pimeers Iike Jimmie Rodgers, Hank 

Williams, Johnny Cash, and Elvis Presley failed to "acknowledge the muthem black 

musicians who ccmtributed to th& stylesw69 In the CMA's effixts to enshrine the 

music as an important part of Arnmca's cultural heritage, country's implicit race-bias 

remaineci quite evident. 
* * * 

Country music responâed to the politid climate of the sixties and seventis, 

with opinionateâ, often polemical songs represmtative of middle Arnmca's increasingiy 

consecvative politics As scholar Mary Bufwack writes, while 'bladrs and students 

pmtested their oppression. muntry Sngers and songwritas increasuigiy articulated the 

pride and problems of waking-ckss people70 John Buckley ad&: 'if some country 

music kquently presented a polarized pgspeciive..it was refleuing political and social 

attitudes of the day.71 Lndeed, in an era when aU of Ammcan music seemed caught up 

in the political hirmoü of the &y, country was no difiaeit While a h a  forms of 

American music expressed the insurgent and radical politics of feminists, war 

protestors, militant blacks, and hippies, country music alme stood for the ptriotic 

vimies of the Silent Majority. Country provided a m u s i d  equivalmt to the 'Amaica - 
Love It or Leave Itw bu- stickers so popilar in this aa 



By the mid-seventies owntry music had achieved unprecedented national 

popuIarity. Al1 of America it seemed had awoken to the historical, cultural, and eoonomic 

sipifiance of the music Country radio pmgramming spread across the nation at a 

blistering pace, while more and mae television shows ritilized country music as 

soundtrack or subject matta. Scholarly rgearch and joiimalistic articles about country 

prolifmated, while consavative poüticians swght more occasims for ph- with 

muntry singers. With the growing rornanticization of working-class culture, and the 

p w i n g  power of working class amsemative poiitics, the worling-class sound of  the 

South was becorning the w d  of A r n e  

"SUCC~SS" 

The boom in country during the seventies was refiected in the new eamornic 

vitality of the music B a s a i  1967 and 1973, r8cotded country music sales jumped from 

$85 million to $350 million, dramatidy increasing country's rnarkeî &are of  aii  resmrded 

music sales in America from 9% to 1896.1 By the mid-seventia, Nashville booking 

agents were scheduling appmximately $100 million worth of personal appearances for 

Nashvillebased artists (a figure which did not include the personal appearances of stars 

based in Austin, Bakersfieid, and otha satellite centers of country music activity).z 

Advatisers fec0gnM the growing populanty of amntry by buying rights to muntry 

songs for use in television cornmerciais and jingles3 And throughout the dtxade, more 

and more country artists signai on as œlebrity pitchpasons for consumer products; 

Loretta Lynn hawked Crisa> Oil; Charlie Rich sold Dr. Peppa 9 0 1  drinks; Tom T. HaU 

hustled Chevy trucks. Charley Ride even opened a chah of restaurants called Country 

Ride Chicken; Bill Andason did the same, naming his fnnchise 'Pb' Folk" afta a 

classanscious hit song of his from the early sïxtia. By the mid-sevaities. country 

music was, in the words of US News ond World Rept?, usuddenly big business. "4 

l Iht Golden Sound of Nubviik." I l i t  &mamUt 249 (Oc* M. 1973). p. 68. 
-Why Carrdi). Music is .QyMmhr Big Ruirrcu.' US Nmmd W o d  Repm TI (hùy 29.1974). p58. 
'fingks inio Singks: T i  102 (Scpccmber I f ,  1973). p5û. 
'Why CuinLy Music in Suddenly Big -' US News d W d  Rrpon 77 (July 29.1974). pp58-W. 



Nashville sat at the ceriter of the newly thriving country music economy. In the 

mid-sixiies thae wme half a dmai recading studios in Music City - a decade later thae 

were ova sixîy, and the number mntinued to p w .  This was mly one fàcet of the 

fantastic econornic p w t h  centered in Nashville in the decades after 1970. In 1972, the 

$35 million Opyland theme perk and r6çocding cornplex opened just outside of Nashville; 

five years lata the massive Opryland Hdel and Convention Centa open& drawing m m  

and more tourist QLIars to the home of counûy music. Most teliing however was the 

move in 1974 of the Grand Ole Opry, the spintual cmta of country music for decades, 

from its longtime home in the historic but uncornfortable Ryman Auditarïum to a $12 

million air-cocfditimed theater in the Opryland ampiex. The a b d a i m a i t  of traditim in 

favor of opulence showed just how mainstream the wuniry inàustry had becorne And the 

appearance of Richard Nuon at the dedication of the new Opryhouse cemaitexi country's 

identification with petriaiun and mnservative poiitics. AAa gettîng a yo-yo lesson from 

Roy Acuff on the Opry stage, Nuon p.oceeded to give country music its stmngest 

presidential endorsement yei, hailuig the fad that cauitry %dks about family. it t a s  about 

religion. And iî...makes Ameaica a better country." Concluding, the Resident deciared: 

'The peace o f  the wald.. is  going to depend on our chamda, our beiief in o d v e s ,  our 

love of our country, our willingness to no< oniy wear the flag but to stand up for the h g ,  

and country music does that3  

'LA Little Good News" 

There were no surer s i p s  of oounüy's popularity and newfound 'respeaabilityW 

than the boom in nationai press covaage o f  wuntq music, beginning in 1970. For the 

first time, Amma's national news organs were pying major attention to the muthem 

sound. Articles on c o m t ~ ~  music appeared in magazines like Soturday ReMew, l7w 

Ewnomist, and US News und World R e p ~ ,  while newspapers like New York Times, 

WaU Skreet Journal, and WPchngton P m  devoîed frait page stories to the music. In 

1973, Newsweek did a feature s t q  cm the Tounûy Music Craze," putting bmâîa Lym 

on its cova.6 The following y=, the nation's dha leading news magazine, T h e ,  did a 

King, 'Rtd Nccks. White Sock and Bhic RiWn Fur." Harpcr's 249 (Jufy 1974). p3û. 
'Lookin' At Cauntiy Wnh Lorcü~ Lym' Ncyswcck81 (Junc 11.1973). pp. 1.65-72. 



sirnilar feat ure, putting Male Haggard on the cava. For the most pm, t h e  repens w m  

favorable, lauding the  "whole unqhisticated, down-to-earh mood of country music,7 

and highlighting the muge's Epecial atüaaian to the  amsavative midcüe and worlring- 

class constituents of Niion's Silait Majority. 

Not ai l  of the p s s  was gratifying however - rnany liberal publications were a g a  

to condemn the music as the narrow-minded expression of southem racism, har&hat 

intolaance, and rural ignorance. The M o n ,  me of the first nationai magazines to 

discuss the country boom, highiighted the music's authcritarian overtones and special 

ability to uecho unmidcabIy the fears and reaaions of dent Amenck"8 Author Fioraice 

King wmte an article for firpu+'s in 1974 in which she, a h a  fan of the music, 

admiaed that she was now ïepelleû, offaided, and occasionaîly frightsied by the musicw 

due to its newly accerihiated jingoism and redneûc militancy.9 Richard Goldstein, a New 

York writer, published an aiticle in Mademuiselle in which he reveaied his misgivings 

about country music, which to him represented a 'culture against which 1 have very 

ancient and tenacious biases."lo 

Nevertheles, the attention that national news publications (iibaal and othawise) 

devaed to country music signalied that it m l d  no longer be dismissed as the exclusive 

domain of southan backwatas With the music's pwing  populanty in norihm and 

western urban areas, j d s t s  could na neglect its bmad cultural significanœ. Afier 

years of dismisshg oountry as music for rednecLs and bigots on the fringe, national pres 

organs now r e c o g m d  the music's mainstream a m  amss the nation. A surer sip of 

the 'southenization* phaiornenon amld n a  be found 

The joumaiists who discussed the country boom rnay have had varyhg opinions as 

to the positive or negative attributes of the music, but al l  agreed more or less on the 

reasons for the music's nedound popularity. 'As the naîim tums away h m  an aa 

dominated by war, riots, protest and dnigs," explained one Mter in 1974, country music 

''ech@es] an important shifi in the national moodwll Van-ilt UnivaSty English 

-The GoIda Sound of Nashvilk.' ïùc 249 (Octokr 20.1973). p. 68. 
Dictsorr 'Singing to Silcnt Ammica.' Mznoii 210 (Feb- 23.1970). p211- 

9 King. 'Rd Na-ks. White S o c k  a d  Bhu R i i  Fcu,' Harprr 's 249 (July 1974). p 3  1. 

Goldaeia 'My Country knuic W h  - A d  Yom.' Adob~oiieUe 77 (Juœ 1973). p.115. 

'.WIxy Coumiy Music ii sYcAcniy Big RiiiinilL US Nmsoi id  WorldRcpon77 (Juiy 29.1974). p58. 



professor John Colley explained hrrtha that c o ~ t r y  music apptaicd to millions of 

Amaicans because 'it remin& them of qui-, mare pceful times and it describes their 

everyday i i f 0 2  W~th this Newsweek agreed, adding: %stenas can im now mae 

than eva with the heoes and h d n e s  of country mng: r d  pople auggiing with the real 

problems of jobs and homes and suMvai in a complicated worid-13 As Nashville 

songwriter Tom T. Hall put it in 197 1, country appeaied to M e  guy who has two kids and 

a car payment, [and] sort of âigs Agnew."14 

& M e n  You're Hot You're Hot" 

Amaiean magazines and newspapers w a e  not aione in jumping ori the oountry 

bandwagon. Television and radio joined the nation's print media in mmgnhïng the 

growing prominence of country music Seeing the OOIOUT green in the music's increasing 

popularity, these media moved to  capitalize on country. 

Since the eariy d i e s ,  country music had beai featured on Amaicari television. 

Bluegrass had gained its tirst national exposwe through Flatt and Sauggs' rendering of 

the theme song to the popilar tdevision sit-corn nir Bevedy HiUbiUiec. û t h a  programs 

of the sixties, such as Grear Acm, î k  Andy Griflth Show, and Pememam J .  

featured bluegrass and munby music in their popular weekly Wches of rural life. These 

programs howeva mtained more than a hint of amdescension toward the hillbiy rubes 

they depicted. With twangy, more old-timey country as soundtradc, these shows used the 

music as a means of highiighting the anadironistic principla of a seda of wciety hiding 

from the reaiities of modem life But in the late sixties, new programs appeared in which 

country was treated with respect as an ammpiished modern m u s i d  form. Now used 

more specifidy as subje* matter ratha than simply n>unâtraQ the music was cast as a 

wholesome cultural eirpresgon of an upright, moral, reiigious, and patriotic segment of 

Society. 

As early as 1%6, when NBC gave Roger Milla  his own cowiüyhriety show, 

television had r6oognized the commaciai possibilities in muntry music. The mai boom 

began in 1969, when three nbwa); television varïdy shows devoted to muntry music 
- -  -- 

O 
I2 Ca~otry Music LI Sudàenly Big -.a* US Nwsarrd Worid Rrporr 77 (Juîy 29.1974). pS8. 
13 ' h k ï n *  AI Cou* With h u a  Lym~' Ncwswcck 8 1 (Juac 18.1973). p. 66. 
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debuted: ABC'S Johnny Gzsh Show, and h m  CBS, the Glen -II Goadtùne Hour 

and Hee Haw. These joined the already established Pomr Wugarer Show and the 

Wifbum Brothers Show in popularizing anuitry music on television. Cash's program 

offered a ''mmantic view of anmtry as the music of the cornmut rnan."ls It combined 

hardare axmtry with pop and even contemporary f o M  aas  - Bob Dylan made a 

much-celebrated appearance on the program Though Cash's show lasied oniy until 197 1, 

it helped bring a gratm degr= of enposure to m t r y  music and through its association 

with artists iike Dylan, hdped encouage the kind of cmssover appral that would later lead 

to a growth in wuntry's popiknty amng educated urbanites and miiege youth. 

Compared to Cash's. Glen Campbeii's show was far more 'smooth, fast-paced, and 

countrypolitan in moodw16 The suave CampbeU, who was also a frequent guest on 

Johnny Carson's Tonighr Show, helped attract Mewers who might have previously only 

associated country music with the l a s  progressive image imperted on the nrral St-coms of 

the era. 

Undoubtedly, the most successfid of the prime-time country variety shows was 

Hee Haw. Rtterned afta the popuiar s m e s  iuugh-ln, Hee Haw featured annball 

comedy vigneties of rurai Life, intesspased with musical paformances by the top artists in 

wntemporary muntry. Though the pmgram was, in the words of Bill Malone, 'hillbüly 

representatives of a noble rural culture to be emulated in an era of moral laxity and urbn 

decay. Within t h  weeks of its debut in the summer of 1969, Hee Haw became the 

highest rated program in its primeiune slot.18 Despite its success, CBS mcelled the 

program in 1971 as part of an effort to shed the netwark's rurai image ( 7 k  Beverly 

Hilibiuies and Green Acres wtxe also canœiied at the same time), but Hee Haw was soon 

syndicated, afta which it thrived on for more than twenty y-, beooming the long-- 

ninning country varieiy show in television history. Incidentaliy, George Wallace was 

known as me show's most famous admirer."lg 



In addition to these pgrams, rnany o i h a  syndicated series, such as PBS' Aunin 

Cis, Limits (debuted in W4), and ABC'S m@(1976), starring Dolly Parton, appeared 

throughout the seventies, cadi atteqting to tap the increasingly lucrative country music 

marka. Country stars ai= began appeuing on broader-ùased variety and talk shows like 

Today, The Mike Lbug1a.s S b w ,  and ï h u h z  By the mid-seventies oountry television 

programming was booming - in 1974, 208 stations across the naiion carrieci Hee Haw, 

and another 100 showed the Poner Wagmer Shmr: meanwhile, a prime-time show about 

rurai life, The W a h ,  was the t c p r a t d  drama on television.zo With programs U e  these, 

Americans muld tum th& television sets h m  news f m g e  of riots, protests, Vietnam, 

and Watergate to the more traoquil vision of Arnaica embodied by anmtxy music/Lifestyle 

and its down-home, p a s i d  image. While aitics coasisiently daidsd such pgrams as 

aude and insulting, for many Amaians they represerited a welcome respite from the 

chaos and malaise of the sevaities. 

Cornplimathg the naticmal exposure that television gave to wuntry music was a 

boom in country rad0 w m m i n g .  In 1961, only 8 1 stations in Ammca had an aii- 

muntry music format, and pacîicaiiy all of these w a e  located in the South. Ten yavs 

later, there were 525 radio stations in Ammca programming all country music, a good 

number of which were outside of the South The n a t  four years witnessed even more 

stunning growth, with the numba of all-fountry radio stations in Ammca rnae than 

doubling, to 1,116. The largest inmeases came outside of the South and in urban areas; 

the midwest and far west witnessed the most astounding growth in country radio, but 

inrads were also made in the irrban aras of the northeast.zl In the mid-sixties only 3 96 

of American radio stations had all-country formats, but by the end of the seventies, 1,534 

stations played oountq music full tirne, representing neariy 20% of all Arnerican radio 

stations. And this figure does na include the thousands of other stations that programmed 

country music cm at Ieast a part-time basis. The CMA estimated in the rnid seventies thaî at 

least 50% of Amaican radio stations played some country music.22 

The spread of muntq radio povided the most wmpeüing evidence of the music's 

21 Camcy. " F m  Down Home to Uptomi: 'tbc L>ifnuion ofCaia~y-Muàc Radio SIuions in* Uaictd States..' pp.lWlû9.: 
hmax,  hbhviile. Music Gy Uscd p21S. 



mquest of the city, and by implication, the spread of saithernizatioa. Redictably, the 

nation's two largest urban areas, New York and Los Angeles, held out the longest against 

country radio, but bath cities had ailunmtq statims by the end of 1973, and multiple 

country stations by the end of the decade. New York's WHN had beai the ht statim in 

the Big Apple to switch to full-time country. When the switch was made, some 

questioned the wisdom of the mwe, but within eight months, the station had doubled its 

audience to over 1.2 million l i s t e n a 2 3  Ciearly, there was a -bigcity hungs for music 

with a smail town flavor74 WHN's program diredor explained: 'thereTs a back-t~he- 

soi1 feeling among urbanites nowadays. People are e d o g y ~ n s c ï o u s ,  t h y  long for the 

simple days wiien music reflecâed love and loneliness and death.95 

More and more country singers also began performing in big cities and seHing out 

large venues. In 1971, Conway Twitty, M Lynn, Mer Wagoner and Dolly Parton 

each played sold-out shows at New York's Madison Square Garden26 The fdlowing 

year, George Jones and Tammy Wynette became the fint countq pafonoss to play New 

York's Philharmonie Hall, and in 1974, Merle Haggard sold-out New York's Felt Forum 

twice in one night.27 ûha maja cities, like Detroit, Philadelphh, Washington, 

Cleveland, and Los Angeles became me- for concerts by m u n t ~ ~  music stars, and also 

developed thriving local auntry scaies of their own. By the late seventies, the country 

music audience was clearly 'more national than regionaLn28 As Bec Marsh emphatidy 

put it in 1977: 'country music has more listeners outside the South than in it.v9 

"American Cosmic Music" 

One of the great ironies of country's nse in the seventies was its growing 

popularity among urban middie-class youth, milege studmts, and counterculture types, 

the very people vilified by consetvative country singers and fans. Country's appeal to 



Ammcan youth signaileci an acceleration of the swthenuzation phenornenori. If hippies 

could iike country, who couldn't? 

Country's gradual acceQtance among Amaican youth was enamraged by the 

musical leaders of the counterculture Following the disastrious Altamont rock festival and 

the dmg- and alcohol-related deaths of acid-rock i m s  Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, and Jim 

Morrison, a sense of disillusionment set in among the rock and folk musicians who had 

provided the soundtrack to the age of a q y i u s  There emerged an impulse to simplify and 

get back to mts, to cut through the dmg-clouded haze and produœ less contentious 

music. Many of these aitists tunied to  country for inspiration. Creedence Clearwater 

Revival, The Band, and The Byrds had already shown how anintry-flavorrd mdr could 

resonate with the counterdture The floodgates opaied in 1969 &er Bob Dylan went to 

Nashviile to record a caintry-flavoured album that included a wllabontion wit t  Johnny 

Cash. Soon afier, the Lings of San Francisa, psychedeiia, the Grateful Dead added to 

their live perf'nces country saigs like Marty Rabbins' 'EL how and M a l e  Haggard's 

Wama Tried? In 1970 the Dead released Workingmun 's aPvd and Ameriaui Baauty, two 

breakthrough hit albums featiiring banjo, mandolin, amustic and pedal steel guitars, and a 

bluegrass/country-influenad sound niese album's titles ralected the back-to-mots, 

Amaicana impulse sweeping through mainstram rock. Meanwhile in swthan 

California, The Ryhg Burrito Bmthers, The Eagles, Jackson Brome, Lin& Ronsiadt, 

and Ernmylou Harris were enierging as the leaders of a country-rock sound dubbed 

'American Cosmic Musicw by its spiritual leada Gram hmms 

Mirroring the emagaiœ of California country-rodr was the devdopmait of 

"southern-rock," a mwdy hision of muntry, jazz, blues, and psychedelia, that owed its 

genesis almost entirely to Georgia's Aiiman Brothers Band With an unabashedly 

southan image and country-flavored m g s  Wre 'Blue Skyw(1972) and 'Ramblin' 

Man"( 1973). the Allman Bmthen inspired an entire generation of southen groups who 

imitated th& style, includïng Lynard Skynard, the Marshail Tucka  Band, and the Charlie 

Daniels Band mese bands attraded followings not only among bikers, truckers, and 

southeni rednecks, but also wïth hippies and aollege youth- The broed national popularity 

of the Alimans and their fdlow southan-&s indicated the power of the souîhernization 



impulse, and as Scott Freeman writes: m n i f i e d  the raiurgence of the New South70 

In 1972, the Mîîy Griny DUt Band reieased Wi11 the Circk Be Unbden,  a 

landmark album which brought togetha genexations of southem musicians, spanning the 

gulfs of age, genre, and ideology, in orda to pay tribute to the mots of country music.31 

hcluding contributions h m  country legaids like the Carta Family, Doc Watson, Roy 

Acuff, and Earl Scmggs, the album served as a musical affirmation of the South, casting 

the music in a more positive hidorical light and heiping to free it h m  negative 

co~otationr The endorsement of country music by the Long-haired hippies of the DVt 

Band made men the pmnainced ammat i sm of amntry stars Wre Acuff palatable to the 

countercultiae. Despite its p o l i t i d y  amsemitive, anti-hippie orientation, country music 

was gainhg new fans among the cwntaculture, and in muiy ways, aaually hising with 

rock music. 

(hie of the cl- manifestations of country's growing popularity and eamomic 

potency was the spwad of bluegrass festivals, which by the &y sevaities had becorne 

sufficiently big business to  atuaa the attention of mowy-muided observers like the Wau 

S m  Jountal.31 The most strilrùig characteristic of these festivals was their ability to 

bring together patrons of widely differing cultural and political perspectiva namely 

working-class, silait majority-types and hippies. As Newsweek obsaved at a bluegrass 

festival in 1969: %ere was a good feilowship among leather-faced mai in western garb, 

teen-age groupies posturing around the musicians, long-haired hippies with no-bra chicks 

and redneck Farmers with their wives sprawled in lawn chain and print dresses."33 It was 

sureiy a great paradox that bluegrass, which Robe i  Cantwdl has d e d  the puest fonn of 

country music,34 s a r d  in popularity in the seventies as a d t  of its appeai to 

countercu1ture types. 

But it was not a new paradox - Snce the anagence of the f o k  revival in the d y -  

sixties, bluegrass partisans were composed in quai parts of worling-class southmers 



and rniddle-class mûan wkge kids. As a f m  based on a 9onscïous venaation of the 

past, bluegrass nAra approached the politidy-charged lyricism of rnainstream country. 

Though the values expressed in bluegrass undoubtedly reflected the rural conservatism and 

religious fundamentaiism of the southeni mountain foik who inventd the f m ,  it lacked 

the presentism of mahsbearn mntry  in espousing such values. Thus, bluegrass 

possessed a special ability t o  appeal across the politid schisms dividing A m m a  in the 

sixties. 

The emagence of bluegrass f e s t i d s  (the f%st of which was held in 1965) 

galvanized major p w t h  in that music's popularity. By the m l y  seventies, blwgrass 

festivals had become an important put of Amaica's culturai Iandscape and were attraamg 

more and more patrons evey summer. Hippies w a e  drawn to bluegrass festivals for the 

same reasons that brought them to rock festivals. First, they provided an opportun@ to  

engage in the rite of passage glorified in mvels Ore Jack Kerouac's Oh ïk R d ,  Tom 

Wolfe's EIedc Kml-Aid A d  Test, and in the film Eary  ride^ the ? a d  tripw The 

festival atmosphm itself also providexi a semblanœ of  the communal environment the 

hippies idealued - the romance of camping out, cooking your own rneals, sitting a~wnd 

the campfire, being in intirnate communion with nature, and depiving meseif of the 

amenities of rnodan Iife. And, not to  be werlooked, bluegrass festivals were also an iM 

opportunity to smoke pot. But above ali, the music itself was the appeal, and saved as the 

lubricant of the clashing cultural perspedives that the festivals brought together. As one 

fan wrote about hîs festival expaience in the m e  Bhegmss Uniimited: 'about the only 

thing that we aü had in cornmon was an unswerving cornmitment to the music we al1 

I O V ~ C P ~  

More maùistream country music festivals staged by the leadas of the Outlaw 

movement heid a Smilar appcal to the counterdture As a subgenre developed in 

opposition to Nashville's hegemonic amtrd o v a  the indudry, the Outlaw image appeaied 

to the anti-establishment values of the wunterculture. Furthamore, by Qnnuig hippie 

attire, growing beards and long hair, malMg no effort to a m d  their affection for 

marijuana, and inmrporating styîistic e1ements of rock into th& music, the Outlaws (who 

ware ais0 dubbed 'redneck mckgs," 'hipbillies," and 'cosmic cowboys") hdd spaal 

35 McCcaey. 'Feaivils r d  Fricmis," Blucgmrs Clillimircd 4 (Octobtr 1969). p Y .  



appeal to hippie rock fans. Beginning in 1971, major country music festivals wae  

organized by Willie Nelson in and anwid Austin, Taas, attracting a good number of 

hippies and coilege youth, d o n g  Mth older, mae traditional countq fans. The disparate 

crowds at these "picnicsW did not mix quite as weil as at blucgrass festivals As Bill 

Malone writes: 3he swiriing dut, unreïaiting heat, boogieing fans, uninhibited youth in 

scanty or no clothing, marijuana himes, and the pmlifaaton of nonauntry performers 

like Leon Russell wmbhed  to give the events the a m  of country Woodstocks.~6 

Nevertheles, even if the older crowd evaitually became haned off by this sœne, 

Nelson's picnics had proveii that 'cou~try music could attract huge w w d s  to fill evai 

massive outdoor spaces and sports mas,"37 and led to the creatian of d e r ,  more 

country music festivals. As Stephen Tucka  writes, ihanks to Waie Nelson V i e  festival 

phenornenon, which. aside from bluegrass, had previously been ail but unknown in 

country music, becarne a recmhg feature of country e~1tertainment.~38 

The a@ of bluegrass and Outlaw music, the rise of southan rock, the country- 

rock experiments of  arusts Wre Bob Dylan, the Gratefid Dead, and Gram PaMns, and the 

emergaice of hippie bluegiass bands like Newgrass Revival and Old and In the Way 

(which included Jerry Garcia on banjo) brwght together the youth market and the country 

music market for the first t h e  in the early seventies. This was me of the most significant 

factors in the national growth of country music, not only in the seventies, but also later, in 

the eighties and nineties when the baby boom youth of the seventies grew up. Infusing 

country music with their yoidhfulness and their rnoney, hippits and middle-class urban 

youth provided an imptessive testament to the power of the çoutheniization phaiornenon. 

"I Take A h t  of Pride In What 1 Amn 

Perhaps dismayed by the infusion of the countaculture into country music, other 

country artists, not involved with bluegrass or the Outlaw movement, d e d  rnany 

songs in this era which highlighted the music's workingclass identification. Hippies 

might be able to infilirate music fmivals, but they could not change the sou1 of the music. 

In a decade when working-class culture seemed t o  be in vogue, mainstream country music 

36 Maloac. Counh). Music USA. p397. 
3' n t t b r ,  -Piogrrilsive Coui*y Mwc. 1972-1976: Its 1mp.ct a d  C ~ ~ t i v c  Higùiighrr,' p.100. 
38 Tuchr. 'Rogesrive CauVy Music, 1972-1976: Er lnpoct iad Ciutive Highligb,' pp. 99-100. 



continued to refled and flan6 (ofien in amtradiday ways) the lives of its axe of  

working-class fans 

DBuse Noe argues that indusnial w a k  has bsai pomayed in amntry music as 

'hard and meaningless; it keeps one alive but laives the worka  with iittle tirne or aiagy 

ieft to enjoy iifew39 hdeed, as scholar Ben Marsh observecl in lm, country music 

exhibits 'almost Mamian overtcmes in its treatment of the injuries of classw40 

Nevertheless, given bluecnllar Ammcans' antiammlmal &os, their timi belief in the 

uArnmoui heam," and th& antipathy for communists, socialists, and hippies, aninüy 

music has done little to  enmurage the development of tme workingclass corisciousness 

in the Marxian sense. Thus, Richard feterson argues that while the rise of country music 

and the backlash phenornenon in the seventies sxmed to  mark the dawn of a new aa in 

Arnerican working-dass de s ion ,  in d e r  ways the music adually undamined blue- 

mllar solidarity and led to a kind of  working dass ia~~nsciorrsness.*~ This manifested 

itself h songs which cast w&g class hardship not as a coilective burdai, but as a 

personal experiaice to be dealt with through 'individual acts of defiance and cindaeila 

dreams. "42 

Examples of sudi mgs a b u n d  Johnny Cash's 'One Piece at a Time"(im6) told 

the tale of a disaffeded auto worker who, rather than expresshg his malice toward 

oppressive induaial  labour on a coiledive level (pahapa by raishg the msciousness of 

his fellow workers and organiting a union), pursues an individuai solution by stealing car 

parts 'one piece at a thew in orda t o  build his own homemade jalopy . Another song by 

Cash, 'Oney"(i973)), çolved the @lem of working-class resentmait toward management 

by telhg the story of an induaial warker who dreams of retuming to  his hctory the day 

after his rairement to punch out his fareman. M a l e  Haggard's 'If We Make It Through 

Decemberw(im3), described by one reviewa as 'probabiy the most &pressing Christmas 

song ever to hit the ctiartsw43 (it made number one on Christmas Day, 1973), told the sad 



tale of a man who has been laid off from bis fa- job and has to explain to his daughter 

why thae won't be any Christmas presentr The sang's protagaüst dreams of moving to 

California to solve his problems - again an individuai solutian, rather than a collective one. 

Johnny Paycheck off& a sidarly individualistic -protest against the rough and 

repaitive nature of a blu-liar man's workw44 with Take  This Job and Shwe Itw( lm, 

an anthemic lamait that qui- b a r n e  a cummody-uscd rnlloquial phrase In scores of 

country songs Wre these, the American worLing man muld take viarious satisfaaim in 

such individual acts of defiance, but as Curtis Ellison argues, was me1y aicouraged to see 

his individual hardship as ̂ an emnomic or social-class experierice that might be addressed 

by colleaive politid a c t i a W 4 s  

in liai of this howeva, @de itself in simpiy bang blue-aNar emetged as the new 

form of working-class amsciousiess expressed in wuntry music.46 The trend sgmed to 

begin when Merle Haggard hailed his worLiag-class identity with '1 Take a bt of Ride in 

What 1 Amw(i%8). and whai Laetta Lynn sang that she was proud to be a ' h l  Mina's 

Daughterw(î970). DoUy PMon took up the theme in autobiographical songs me *Coat of 

Man y Colours"( i 97 i 1, 'My Tennesse Mountain Homea( i 9721, and 'Chicken Evay 

Sundayw(lW4), each of which re4ated how her farnily's love for each aha helped them 

triumph over their abject poverty - 'if that's the lower clas," she sang in one of these, 

'than I'm giad that's what 1 am." John Conlee celebraîed the virtues of working chu iife 

in a si& mariner with 'Cornmon Man"(1973), in which he sang that h e  would rather eat 

at McDonaid's than a b c y  restaurant, rathm drive a Chevy than a Macedes, and rather 

dnnk beer than wine. Songs œlebrating specific wofing-class vocations, such as truck- 

driving, w a e  andha  componait of the working class pride mngs tbat proliferated in the 

seventies. Artists like Dave Dudley, Roger Hallmark, and Terry Feli built theh careers 

exalting the au&, "a mythic h m ,  symbolizing self-rdiance and pasonal 

independence. "47 

These type of son@ honouring the Amaian working man were accompanied by 

45 Noe. 'Pardel Wodds: 'Ibc Surprbing Similuitics (d Diff'cs) of Couq-.ad-Wcitnn and Ilic H ~ m a n i s t  55 
(JulpiAugus~ 1995). p î l .  
45 Eïlison 'Ktepinp: Fiiih: Eviqgtlicd Mnaiafc in Caiilly Music,' p. 14 1.; Rc<taon, a u  Ua~-iarawss in Caray 
Music,' in: Mckunn a d  kitrum (edr), Yai Wnrv My fifi. p.47. 



the appearance in the rnibseventies of a numba of songs g i w n g  the 'redn&" 

Johnny Russeil kicked off the ~ p n d  in 1973 with 'Rednedcs, White Socks, and Blue 

Ribbon Bea," which was advatised in the pages of Billbarrd magazine as a 'red, white, 

and blue all-Ammcan h k W 4 8  This was foiiowed by a great numba  of  'redneck" tribute 

songs, including Lonnie Ma&s 'Rednecks Need Lovin' Toow(i~4), m v i d  AUan Coe's 

'Long-Haked ReQieckw( 1 V6), Bobby Bare' s 'Redneck Motherw( 1976), Jerry Reed' s '0' m 

Just a) Redneck in a Rock n' Roll BarW(iw7), and, the apotheosis of the genre, Vernon 

Oxford's 'Redneck! (National Anthem)"(1976). lbough the t a m  'redneck" had pmviously 

been seen as a derogatory epithet for narrow-rninded, lowa-class southemers ('white 

trash"), the national popuhnty of these mgs  indicated that being a 'riedneck' was n w  &a 

proudly wom badge of idaitification. "49 As Richard Pa- has written, l o  caiî o n 4  f 

a redneckw in the mid-seventies was ''na so much to be a redneck by birth or occupational 

fate but ratha to ident@ with an anti-bourgmis attitude and lifestyle~o Respaiding to 

the anti-elite, working-class populism of the menties, the cult of 'redneckismw went hand 

in hand with the spread of oonsavatism and southaiiization, and in the opinion of 

joumalist Floreice King, 'enmurag[ed] oP working -le to emuiate and identiQ with 

the very worst sort of southan readionariesW5 1 

"The South's Gonna Rise Again" 

The spread of 'redneckisrn" was but one indication of the strength of the 

southemization impuise in the rnid-wenties Many other aspeds of American iife seemed 

u n d a  the influence of Dixie. By the time Amaica celebrated its bicentennial, many wodd 

have agreed with Vanderbilt University Chandoc Alexanda Heard's decllaration: 'Wie 

third century of Arneican independence will be disthguished by a massive emergeriœ of 

the South from the shackies of its inheritance into a major locus of the nation's eccmomic, 

social and cultural strength. -1 

The e l d m  of Gmrgian Jirnmy Carter to the presidency in 1976 was perhaps the 



strongest widence that al1 things southem were in vogue. With a amsevative soutthern 

Democrat in the White House, it seemed the South had W f y  been purged of the 

unfavorable image it had earned during the civil rights tumult of the previous decade. ûr 

p b a p s  it was maeiy a case of Amaicimi outside of the Souîh, given their own now 

highly visible racial proôlerns, corning to the reaiization that they w e e  -vey much like the 

folks k m  DUic"53 As a mthem journalist put it in an article addressed to holier-than- 

thou nonhem hypocrites: Yhe sony fact is that we've al1 been white racists, and you 

deserve as much of the tamished Érophy as the sons of Dixie. -54 

Whateva the case, Carta's election ushered in *an authentic country music 

reignws5 in Washington, as opposeci to the more opportunistic endorsement Nixon had 

given the music in his pmui t  of the 'southem strategy." Carter, not Nuon. was in fad 

the first Resident who 's&med genuindy to love and undasiand aountry musicw56 The 

Carter White House played bost to numaous country music eveits, including viSu and 

@mances h m  prominent Carter-supporters U<e Johmy Cash, Lorrna Lynn, Tom T. 

Hall, Conway Twitty, Bi11 Monme, Doc Watson. and Willie Nelson (who kta bragged of 

smoking a joint on the White House r009.57 And though Carter himself was somewhat 

more h a n e  than the avaage country music listemer, 'fint-brotherw BiUy Carter hefpeù 

cernent his brothers' idemifidion with 'good4e-boysw by sporting REDNECK POWER T- 

shirts and appearing m Hee Hmu.58 

The e l a i o n  of Carta was only one symptcm of the new American attitude toward 

southemers and their culture Undoubtedly , a major component in the rise of this newest 

Wew Southw was the growth of the regicm's gx>nomy. As northem and midwesttm cities 

struggled with ongoing racial tension, urban decay, poverty, unemployment, and d e  

industrialization, the amter of Ammcan 6c01w)m.c growth shifted South. Many cited the 

53 "'ïk South Today: f& Spirit of tbt Sait)lm Ti- 108 (Seplcmkr 27.1976). p30. 

S4 King. 'WC Ain3 Tmsb No Mm!: How Jîmmy Curer Lrd the Rcdnccks F m  t& Wildemers' fiquim 126 (Novcmbcr 1976). 
p. 88. 

57 '~~ SIys Y'dI C m .  So Loiimi. Conwy. d Tom T. Sage i Whne H- Het Ibw.' People 9 (MuFb 1,1978), p. 24; 
Maloae. Country Music USA, p373.; Ca- (ad). ne lllurmrcd Hisrory of Caurry MWc, p386. 
58 Cobb, 'Fr= Rofky Top io RaPir City: Caiiuy MUpC a d  tbc koamtic Tmnsfomaioa of* Saiib' im Mcbwh, d 
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region's 'gracious lifestyle, unspoiled surroundings and rdatively abundant raw matmals' 

as factors attracting NOrtheni indu-, along with an mer-pwing workfotce who 'stiii 

respect authority and-are loath to joui unions39 The rise of the fast-growïng, easy- 

iivhg states of the souîhm and western 'sun belt" r e u d  the traditionai rmrthward 

movemait of capital, manpowe, and eritrepmarrial enagy, bnnging to the South and 

West a great nurnber of expatriate Yankees who, the New York Iimes obseved in a front 

page s t q .  Ohme aQped open collars, drawling sp& and bourbon mixed with Coca- 

Cola."60 As James Cobb writes: "Dixie's newfound affluence greatlly aihanced its 

respectability," sparking a natimwide renaissance of southeni culture61 

By mid-de~de with the new emnornic vitality of the South and the election of 

Carter, journalists throughout the nation seemed sudddy in the tlimes of a love-affair 

with m e .  In 1976, Samrday Revicw praîsed "nie South as the New America.%z The 

same year, nrne magazine d m &  an sitire special issue to 7 h e  South Today," whidi 

James Cobb lata deSQjbed as a 'sympathetic, almost slobbey tribute to a risai and 

forgiven Dixiew63 Tirne clearly hit the mark in arguing that now The rest of the nation is 

looking to the South to see whai it has bem misshg - and what it might Iedni."64 As 

southmer Larry L. King exdaimed in an article for Esquire pubiished afier Carter's 

election: ' We ain't trash no more! "65 

As one of the major growth industries of the 'sun belt," and through its close 

association with Jimmy Caaa, anmtry music stood at the vanguard of the remergence of 

the South in national Life The bicenauiial year in particuiar seemed to mark a watershed 

in the music's arait  to mainstream respeaability. in 1976, country music only helped 

elea a southw pesiderit, but scoced its tim phtinum album (sales of riva one million 

copies) with Wanfed: 7 k  Ourlaws, a ambined  effort from Wiiiie Nelson, Waylon 

65 King, -Wc Ain't Tnsh No Mo*!: HOW Jiarmy Caner id ibt Rcdaccks Fnnn tbt  Wildcnmm,' Esqrinc 126 (Novcmbtr 1976). 
pp. 88-90. 152-156. 



Jennings, Tompall Glaser, and Jessi Colter.66 Meanwhile, Dolly Parton's 1976 

appearance at the Giammy awards drew a uno(ous ovation,"67 demonstraîing that country 

was now respected, indeai much loved by the mauistream American music establishment. 

Counîq artists also drew much attention by saluting the nation's 2akh birthday with a 

number of popular paniaic antherns, including Iohnny Cash's 'Sold Out of 

Fiagpoïes"(l976), Laetta Lym's 'Red, White, and Bluew(1976), and Vanon Oxford's 

previoudy mentioned 'Rednedc! (National Anthern) "( 1 W6), which, significantly , seemed 

to equate the biœntennial spirit with the redneck lifestyle. 

The rise of the southeni8ticm phenornaion buoyed country singers' d d m œ  in 

their region. Some of the most popilar amntry stmgs of the mi& and late-seventies were 

musical meditations on the tebuth of the South in 1975, Charlie Iàniels seemed to 

anticipate Caner's election with 'The South's Gama Do It Again," a 'fieewhding, 

rambunctious, fodstornpingW Song that quiddy emergai as 'Uie anthem of the New 

South," and g a m d  Wnids a major d e  in the Carta ~mpaign.48 In 1976, Tanya 

Tucka attemped to outdo Wniels, recmduig '1 Believe The South's Gonna Rise Again 

(And Not the Way We Thought It Would Ba& Thai)," in which she œlebrated the v h e s  

of modern southm life, rejoiced at the new 'brotherhoodw between the races, and 

disrnissed the mdid pst with the he: 'forget the bad and keep the goodw Hank 

Williams Jr. (who would m a  tum the aaft  of south-boosting into the bread and butter of 

his c a r s )  offered 'The South's Gonna Rattle Againm(i978), another musical affinnation of 

Dixie, but one not quite as chawinistic as some of his pro-South anthems to  follow. 

Each of these tunes, and many others like them expresseci the new confidence that 

southmers and country singers had in their region. And the national popuiarity of nich 

tunes indicated that Ameions everywhere now believed that the South represented not the 

worst Ammca had to offer (as rnight have been the perception a decade eariier), but in 

ha, the best. A nation battered by the trials of Vie~nam, Watergate, racial tension, 

infiation, unemploymait, and g t n d  makise now 'showed amsideable inchtion to put 

aside its critical, high-magnification lenses and view the South through speaacles that 

66 MaIooc. Cwiirry Muir USA. p.W. 
6' Carr (cd.). 71re IUwrmred HUwry of(n*rihy &sic. p39 1. 
68 Mclaunn. 'Songs of ibt Sanh: Tbc Cbinging image of tk Saah in Carnty Munit.' in: Mcburia  d P t i m n  (da). YCW 
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In 1977, culturaï gmgrapher Bai Mar* pubüshad an article in Huper's magazine 

that offered one of the most parating analyses of Ammca's growing affection f a  

country music and the South. He argued that country's rising poprlatity symboliztd a 

'deep displeasure ... about what is happening to Ameka in general." nie newfowid 

affinity for country music, he thaxked, reflected a desire to escape the national malaise 

through %cairns life in the rurai South," whae Wd-hsfümed family, old-fàshimed 

religion, [ana old-fâshioned vaiuaw still reigned suprme. ''Country music's South," he 

continued, 'provides escape h m  modem Amaica....[ its] function is to replenish the 

system of values that we seem to be losingw EIaborating furthe, Marsh argue& 
Counhy music's Unagc of AmenCa coatradicts ihat of tht 'mainstrram Amerhm media - and that is its 
appcal. The South is prrsaiîd as a v i x t ~ ~ ~ u s  phcc to country music fans ail ova h a k a  aot for w3iat it 
is, but for whaî it is not Uniike the N d ,  the se& of the media, the South is not hspoasibk for the 
shape we are in. According to the media's own reportnig, the South has had d i n g  to do with 
inflation, taxes, shortogcs, &uses of f e d d  power, Suprrnit Gnut rulings, and so forih. The same 
innocence of p o w r  that kt Jhmy Carter go bun cxGovcnor of Gcorgja to h i t k n t  in t m t y - t m ,  

months lets country music pauit the Sou* as a havcn fiwn the sins of the netaon70 

Marsh's analysis was dead-on. The southanization phaiornenon and the 

acaompanying rise of country music symbolized more than simply changing musical tastes 

and the South's growing political and ecmornic powa. It beiokaied a deep psychological 

sturing among Arnericans across the nation to muni to a l e s  cynical and wmplex time, 

when patriotism, religion, and family wme still fashionable, when people were not so 

deeply divided by racial, scxual, idedogicai, and age ciifferences Country music and the 

region it represented off& one of the easiat m a s  of remnnecting to simpler times, f a  

country music's South presented 'a pidure of how the nation wodd be if it had m gone 

astray. 7 1 As C. Vann Woodward wmte in 1976: 'in their present state of disenchantment 

and demoralization, Northenas are apprehaisively lmking south for leadership.7z 



'The southeniization of American pop culture," writes Patrick Cam, 'was at one 

of its historic peaks as the 1970s gave way to the ûûs."l Lndeed, with Jirnrny Cana in 

the White House, the wntinuing p w t h  of the sunbelt eanorny, and the eva- 

increasing popularity of country music, southenizatïon seemed to have reached a 

pinnacle The presidential triumph of Ronald Reagan in 1980, a watershed in the rise of 

modem amservatism, only accelerated the trend, seeming to mark the political 

consolidation of the southernUati011 phenornenon. 

Though on the srirfpce the Qfait of runmy Cana may have symbolized a 

rejection of the South, in fact the m i t e  was true. The South ùserhad rej-ed Caaa 

by a margin of two-toa~e, aiiowing Reagan to capture every state of the Old 

Confedetifcy, excep f a  Carta's own Gsagia Cana's ineffedual handling of the Iran 

hostage aisis and his suspicious associatjon with leftist elements in the Demuatic 

Party müst have convinad many fouthemers to op for Reagan's mae pronounced 

consevative agenda, his hawkish stance on the hostage crisis ( n a  to mtmtion 

cornmuniun), and his distinctly p ~ s o u t h a n  disposition. The nation's amtinuing 

racial pmblerns and fiaggùig ganomy also played a d e  in Carter's defeat, assisting in 

Reagan's effort to py away h m  the Denmuatic pr ty  millions of white, northem, 

working-class votas (the 'Reagan Danocrats") exploithg the sarne confluence of 

racial, social, and eûonomic tensions that had prodded srnaller nurnbers of these votas 

into supporting George Wallaœ a d=& eariier. 

In the Reagan/Bush years, the South and the increasingly southemized portions 

of the West and urban North would be the bedrock of the GOP. As America's polit id 

tenor shified to the ri@, and as the South mjoyed its greatest national political powa 

since the New Deal, country music's growing popilmity servd as a poignant cultural 

manifesbtion of the nation's new oonservative ansensus and growing love &'air with 

all things southan Country music and cowboy hats replaced di- and bel1 bottoms as 

America tumed away h m  the "excess" of the seventies, and found mue to idanify 

with in the music and cultural serisibilitia of the South. 

- 
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uCountry Staâe of M i d m  

On the eve of Reagan's decîion, Bi- magazine m e :  'Country music is 

exploding acn>ss the radio dial, knod;ing out all soxts of dha f~nnats."? While the 

country radio gains of the early seventies had cetainiy beai impgsive testaments to the 

music's growing nationwide popularity, the p w t h  of the laie seventies and early 

eighties was even more spedacular. In 1980 aione, more than two hundred stations 

switched to counay, dropping jazz, mir, and adult cmtemporaiy formats in favor of  

the muthem sound. The most signifiant gains were made in America's major cities. 

In 1980, Los Angeles saw the appearance of four new country radio stations, while 

many dha cities, ranging h m  New York and Minneapolis to Deriver and Miami 

Beach also witnessed the addition of new aountry stations to th& local radio clial.3 

Beiweai 1977 and 1983, the number of Ameican radio stations exclusively playing 

country music doubled h m  1,140  to 2,266, an avaage p w t h  of nearly 2 0  new 

stations pa year. W e  country radio had acoounted for 10% of the Arnaican radio 

marka in 1973, it rrprrsaited neariy 25% by 1983.4 

Lifestyle irends of the &y eighties also suggested thaî Americans were 

exchanging the styles of the disco age for the more foUrsy affectations of country music 

culture. In 1980, BiUhmni reported thaî 'a new C&W aitertainment format craze is 

nudging out Disco's glina and finay at US nightspotrws In cities iïke Chicago, 

Cleveland, Houston, and Atlanta, nightclubbas were no longer domg The Hustle to the 

bass-heavy urban gmoves o f  Donna Surnmer and E h ,  Wind and FUe, but dancing the 

Texas Two-Step and the Cotton-Eyed Joe  to the hcmkytmk drawl of Willie Nelson and 

Mickey Gilly. The awntry and western fad was evai displacing d i m  music at rolier 

ri&, one of the prime centers of seventies disco culture; as one rouer-slatuig industry 

spokespason told Biihmrud: 'axnûy music is the biggest thing since diced breadU6 

Indeed, the passing of the one fàd and the anergence of the &a was evai marked by 

Doug Heii. 'N-Y. WRVR Now Coumry.' bülboIrd. Sep t edm Sc. 1980. p l .  
'Los Angeles Now Boraiag 4 Forma Stiticms." êü0amf. 27.1980. p3.; Daig HaU. 'N.Y. WRVR Now 

Country.' LWmnd. Sepremkr 20,1980. p. 1. 



the ternporary appearanœ of a>untry/dism fusion bands, Like the Los Angeles (whae 

else) a a  S p i m ,  which rather awkwardly tried t o  bridge the enormous p l f  baween the 

two musical styles. 

Accornpanying the boom in muntry pgramrning at discos and roîler Nks was 

the rishg popularity of cIwntry and westeni attire. Fashion magazine Vogue first 

notioed the traid in 1978; by 1980, ï ime magazine m l d  reprt: ' h m  the canyons of 

Manhattan to the chic wataing holes of Beverly Hillr ... city dudes are sporting wide- 

bri m med cowpoke sombreros, yake shirt s, off-the-range Levi's, bras or gold- buckled 

bdts and high-steppin' b s  of alligator or snakeskin."7 With sunilar imagery, US 

News and World Repon echoed the obsavation: ' h m  the bigcity canyons of the East 

to the asphalt prairies of the West, Arnerica has becorne mwboy cowlby."8 

Country music itself both ena>tinged and refleded the new vogue f a  a w b y  

Wear. As &'ilhzd observed in 19&0: ?he westm motif is back in awntry music and 

monger than mer. ... the Old West and its related themes seem to be a hvorite topic 

these days for country songs."9 Indeed, the countq hit chans of the early eighties 

showed a sudden disproportion of m g s  with the word 'cowboy" in the title, including 

the Beilamy Brothers' 'Dancin' Cowboy," Lynn Andason's 'Evai Cowgirls Get the 

Blues," Wiliie Nelson's 'Marna Dai't La Your Babies Gmw Up To Be Cowboys," 

Buck Owens' 'Happiness is a Warm Cowùoy," and muntless others. Lacy I. Dalton 

ought n d  have bothtred askuig the musical question 'Are T h a e  Really Any Cowboys 

Lefi in the Good 01' USA?"(i980), for the answa was a clear and resounding yes. 

As both joumalists and scholars observed, the cowboy fkd was in part a 

reflmion of the type of Amaica symbolized by R d d  Reagan10 Hailing h m  

California, Reagan's associatioon with the West was evidait in his folmer rnovie career 

(he ofien starred in 'Bu westerns) and in his fondness for riding, ranching, and wearing 

wwboy garb. His identification with the West however was most powahilly refiected 

in his political iQology of rugged, wgiem-style hdividualism and in the an tours  of 

7 Maddcn 'Why N d  Lbt West? ûaugc Styk Rn* TiLtr Over.' Vogue 168 (Scpember 197û). pp.152.166; Dtmirrst. 
' b n e  Ranger Mccîn Tom." f i  1 16 (Auyri 4.1980). p.43. 

l0 "Cowboy Fevtr Rises - .ad Mmhar Cuh in," US Nikrs ad W o d f  Rrpn 90 (Fcbnury 16,1981). p . 6 2  Scbaui and 
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his cowboy-style faeign policy, which rejuvenated Ammca's Cdd War vision of itself 

as the 'good guys" hcing the 'evil empirew of Soviet ammunism. A m m d s  

enthusiastic embrace of b& Reagan and the cowboy style in music and fashion was 

indicative of the national mood in the eighties. Fed up with urtsan liberalism and 

national malaise, Ammca found in mnüy music and in Reagan's image and political 

philosophy a nostaigic, oomforting vision of itself before the cultural upheavals, 

rnilitary humiliations, economic shortages, and govenmait scandais of the m o u s  

decades Rtaganism held that a retum to old v h e s  like free aitaprise, untrammelled 

individuaiism, 'fàmily values," religious devdion, and rnilitary readinas (values which 

had remaine. popuhr anws the ainWt) would once again d e  America great. 

& m e n  Two Worlds ColJi&* 

Anaha significant componait of the country and western mue in the Reagm 

era was Hollywood's resurgent intaesi in the music of Nashville. Though it had beai 

featured pmminently in the 'singing mwboy" füms of the thirties and forties, sinœ 

WWn anintry music had gradualiy disap~eared &om the big screen, shunned for its 

unfaShionable rural, southan image But as cities and iÿbane sophistication came in for 

criticism in the seventies, and as the new chic for country music and its down-home 

culture grew, Hollywood slowly rediscovered Nashville (and Bakersfield, and Austin). 

By the eighties, Hollywood films featuring country music w s e  apptarhg at a blistering 

pace, proviàing one of the clearest indications of the music's pwing popularity and 

0ommercia.l vitality. 

It was the 'high Ionesorne sound" of bluegrass that first rekindled Hollywood's 

interest in country music. Movie producas may have k e n  fouowing the l a d  of their 

television a x i s u i s  in Burbank, whae rurai sitmrns had been featirring bluegrass 

prominently since the debut of 77ze mer& HilbiIlies in 1%2. Whatever the case, in 

1 %7 Arthur Penn's &mie a d  Cwe, starring Warren Beatty and Faye Dunaway, 

inaugurated the use of bluegrass in a Hollywood film saxe. Wdh the dnving sound of 

Flatt and Scniggs backing the saeei antics of the legaiduy bank-robbing awiple, this 

film estabLished a iasting scresi  cmventiun: bluegmss as ier~otypical 'diase" music 

Five y m s  later, the s c m  version of James Dicky's ksi-s&g novel 



Delive1t~~ae(i!?72) estabiished &a lasting screen amvention: the use of Muegras to 

evoke images of ruraI life and the 'gothicw South F u r t h m e ,  the nIm immaialuod 

"Dueling Banjosw as the besî-kmwn bluegrass song of dl tirnc In all, the use of 

bluegrass in these two fiims, and many ahers which f o l l ~  amnibut& rnightily to 

the popularization of this subgenre in subquent  years. 1 1 

More maimitream wunûy styles r&uned to H o l l y w d  in 1970 when Tammy 

Wynette did the soundtrack for the Jadc Mcholson film Five Eosy Pieces. But it was 

only in 1975 that m t r y  music itseif beg;üi to m a g e  as a popular subject fa big- 

budget rnovies In that y-, W m e  star But Rynolds was feaîured in W. W. and 

the Dvne &me f f igs  as a saidhan am man trying to make Eushviile stars out of a 

third-rate country band. Real-life country stars J s r y  Reed, Don Williams, and Md 

Tiis  made camesx in the movie. The same year, Robert Altmui's aontrovasial 

Narhvïile was released Using the Nashville music world as a meîapba for modan 

American ailhue, this cynical film exposeci the searny underside of the cowltq music 

industry and the Amman success ethic. While the film garnasd great b o x ~ f f i œ  

receipts and criticai acclaim, it plovoked a pronounced defensiveness the muntry 

industry . Neveduhs, as Bill Maione argues, despite its g m d y  negative portraya1 

of 'music city," hhshville 'pmbably won a new audience to country music," or at ledst 

expanded the national stature of the musicP 0th- films of the late seventies assisted in 

this effort. Clint Eastwoods' Every Which Woy But Loose(197T), a siUy tale about a 

good ole boy and his mgutan on the nm h m  the tops and a bika gang, uiilized a 

country saxe that eventuaiiy bg.ame a best-seIlhg soundtrack album. Burt Reyndds 

mntinued his on-saem aSSOCiidion with anintry music by CO-stamng with Jary  Reed 

in Sm@ and the Bondit(1978), a *good ole boy" mwie  that, in the words of Bill 

Malme: -was the p r o ~ y p e  for shows both in theatas and on television which featured 

hedonistic, simpleminded young men and their sexy girlfiiaids riding in fast cas or 

trucks with a backdrap of mntry  rnusic."l3 

The year 1980 was as much a watershed for country music in Hollywood as it 



was for mservatism in Washiogtcm. In that year, a deluge of Nms featuring counûy 

music powed out of the moMe capital. Ciint Eastwood staned in Any m i c h  Way You 

&(1980), a dim-witted foiiow-up to his previous man-rneetwmgutan am, and 

Bronw BiUl%û),  a more endearing tale about the star/owner of a rnodm-day Wild 

West Show. Both used a muntry soundtrack and fatured guen appe!afanœs from 

Charlie Rich, Merie Haggard, and Me1 Tillir Not to be outdone, Blin Reynolds 

reprised his role as the heart-thmôbing, fun-loving 'Bandit," in the inane sequei 

Smokey and the M i t  lI(1980), which rehashed the fast cars/gOOd ole boyshuntry 

music formula of its predecessor. A much bats film was Robett Ratford and Jane 

Fonda's 7k El-c Horsemcul(isQio), which mt only used a country soundtiack by 

Willie Nelson, but also feaîured the grizzled outlaw singer in an acclaimed supporting 

role. Even cmnterculhual comedians J o b  Belushi and Dan A c w d  managed to sleak 

çome country music into their bloclrbusia comedy me Blues Bmther~(i98û). In a 
hilarious sane pacodying how-taik nightlife, th& rhythm and blues band 

impersonaied a country a a  caHed, stenmtypidy awwgh, The Good Ole Boys, 

paforming such favaintes as 'Stand By Your Man" and the theme to the TV show 

'Rawhide" for a ciavd of mwdy, bottlethrowing rsdoecks at a rural Illinois nightspot 

called Bob's Country Bunker (wmplete with a dancing n m  cowboy hai marque). 

Country music featured prominently in two of the biggest füms to come out of 

Hollywood in 1980. nie sxea vasion of ketta Lynn's bat-selling smg and 

autobiography, Ciiol Minn's hagher, met acclaim h m  audiaices and d t i a  aWre and 

landed Sissy Spa& a Best Actress Academy Award for h a  pomayal of Lynn. The 

ultra-dite Academy 's recognition of the tilm (&ch r d v e d  a few other nominations in 

addition to Spacek's, induding Best Pidure) was poignant tesimony to the mainstram 

'respectabilityw country music had by now earned. 

Though less uitically acclaimed than Cwl Mina's hughter, John Travolta's 

U r h  Cowbqqi980) had a f?u more powaful irnpad on Amman popular culture 

Based on an article about Texas honky-tonk ailhue written for Esqurm magazine in 

1978, the film f e a M  camsos h m  Mickey Gilley, Jduuiy Lee, and Charüe Wels, 

and sparked a nationwide cnue fot cowboy hats, wwboy boas ,  designer jeans, 



mechanical buU-riding, and country 'clubbingWl4 In the wake of U h  Cbw6oy 

hundreds of "hipw Texas-style nightclubs modeIled on the m e  featured in the film 

sprang up in cities across Ammca, attracting 'modari-day cowboys and cowgirls 

[from] just about every desçriptim and station in lifawl 5 As schoiars Gerald Schorin 

and Bruce Vandenbtxgh write: uby byshowuig a hem engaged in b l u d a r  dnidge work 

and penthouse sedudion - not mwpunching or sagebrush shooiouts - the movie 

transforrned the cowboy myth of self-reliant f i d o m ,  a m n a h g  it to a whole new 

gaieration. If a baby-faced New J a s y  boy like John Travolta d d  pass for a brave 

Texan. then anyone muldw16 Coupled with his starring role in SaBcrday Mght 

Fmq1977), Travdta's involvement in the Urbon Cbwboy phenornenon cemented his 

reputation as an on-screm working-class hem These hm films in  fa^ w r e  striluigiy 

sirnilar in their clepiaion of working-ciass nightiife among New York Italians and Texas 

h W - t o n k a s ,  respeaiveiy. Judging €rom th& depiction in these Films, these 

seemingly different cultures aduaiiy appeared to have much in common. This testified 

to the inaeasingiy amvergent cultural and political m v e s  of working-people 

across Ammca. Cootributing signincantly to the pwing  vogue f a  worling-class 

culture, these films prwided cultural evidence of the ceiaalitty of white, working-class 

voters in the social and political trends of the era. 

In 1980, country stars themseives also began moving h m  camws to starring 

roles in films. Kauiy Rogers' îhe Gombler, based m his hit song of the sarne name, 

was the higtiest rated television movie for 1980.17 Mer his on-saear &but in The 

Ele&c Homrmn, Wfie Ndsm starred in Honeysdle Rose(i%@, playing a 

struggiing honky-tonk singer who is saved h m  his own seîf-destniaive Qinking, 

dmgging, and sexual escapades by the love of a good woman. Emmylou Harris, 

Kenneth Threadgill, and Hank &hran also appeared in the film, which, though a box- 

office disappointment, produced a best-sehg soundtrack album. More successfid was 

Doiiy Parton's Mne Tu Five(1980), the first of many Hoiiywaxi films for the buxom 



singer. Patrick Carr has argued that Parton's rnove into tilm and televinon. thougb 

detrimental to the integrity of her music, *drew millions into the country music 

marketplac~" and her success in these visual media served as 'a kïnd of ooming+~~t 

Party for county music, the point in history at which expansion finally became the main 

dynarnic of the muntry music businesswl8 

As the Reagan pars unfolded, Hollywood mtinued to pmduœ 'major vehicla 

for the mass eirposure of country entaiaùias"19 tkrnl &mtry(1981) introduced Tanya 

Tucker and Kim Basinger to the silver SQ-, while Tde  niis Job und Show It(i%i). 

an 'undistinpished" fïim verSon of the hit song, included appeamces by Johnny 

Paychedr, Charlie Rich, Lacy J. h l ton ,  and Wvid Men -20 in 1982, two country 

imns w a e  the subjeds of succesful television movia called Living Pm$: l'Re tkmk 

Williams Jr. Story, and S t d  4, Your Man: l%e Tommy Wynate Story. The same 

year, C h t  nt& produad, directeci, and starred in Honky Tonk Mun, about a 
grialed country singer looking for me 1st shot at the big-timr Bruce Beresfocd's 

Ténder Memieg1983), also about an aging muntry singer mming to t m s  with his life, 

was haüed by rnany as -the finest maie  ever made about country musiçnl and earned 

star Robat Duval1 a Best Ador Oscar in 1983. The following year Jessica Lange won 

an Oscar nomination for her portrayal of P a i q  C h e  in Swen Darrnu(i9%r). 

The maniage of HoUywood and Nashvüle also resulted in geat gains for 

country record sales. CMA figures reveal a 50% rise in sala of r6cocded country music 

in the year following the release of Urbon Cowboy.~~ in addition, the accompanying 

soundtrack albums b m  Gnl Miner's hughter, Ur6an Cowbuy, Brona, Billy, The 

Electric Horsenun, Mne To Five, and Honeysuakle Rose perfmed excepiicmally well 

on BiUbaard's record charts. 

Hollywood was not alone among America's culture industries in exploiting the 

profitability of country music. Television too expanded its rrpatoire o f  pmgrams with 

nnintry and southeni themes. One of  the most popihr television shows of the early 

*O A ~ r t l l S ~ H o I l y d  Bara m e :  A Brief Survcy ofC6uWry Muaic in Fm'p.121. 
21 Malorac, C0um-y hi& USA. p X l .  
22 Cam (cd-). fxc Nwrmrcd Hirrory of Gbiainy Music, p.426 



eighties was the M e s  @ H-rd Pattemed after the 'fast cars and good ole boys" 

paradigm of SMOkey d the Bondit, the Dukes fawed on a pair of happy-geluclry 

southmm and their souped up roadster, the G a i d  Lee" (complete with C o n f a t e  

Battle Fiag painted on the hcmd). The show featured a cast of s u m g  diaraders that 

inciuded evay staeotype of working-clau southen life: the uxrupt shmff, the 

stumbling lackey deputy, the innocent young southeni maiden (Qessed in short-shorts 

and halter top), and the not-too-bright, overall-clad medianic with a morrntaùi-man 

beard and a kart of gold Waylon Jennings performed the program's theme song, 

appropiately titled 7ust Good Oie Boys," and a roliicLing bluegrass breaLQwn 

always accompanied the numennis chase sequences. a e  of the niale leads on the 

show, John Schneida capitalkd on his television fame by launchhg a singing cpea 

that netted him four numba one oountq hits throughout tbe decade, despite one uitic's 

descripion of him as %'Male Haggard's Mmpy, anaecnic baby cousin.->3 

While such network shows as the Mes and the populair prime-time soap opera 

Zblhr provided ample evidence that programs about southmas muld be naticmal 

successes, the increase in the number of program devoted specifialiy to country 

brought the music even greata exposure Singers LiLe Dolly Parton and Barbara 

Mandrell w a e  featured in HBO spanals and new nat idy-syndkted  programs lîke 

Niahville on rhe R w d .  This Week in Chmtry Music, niot hbshville Sound, and Pop! 

Goes the Country joined Hee-Haw in bruiging w n t r y  music to television audiences 

a m s  the nation. More Ygnificantly, the nr of cable teievision and new specializai 

cable channds d m e d  aclusivdy to munw music, country living, and southan 

lifestyles testified to the ailtuai p a  of the southemizatian phenorneno11 and country 

music. In 1983 the Gaylord Entatainmm Corporation, parait Company of Opyland 

USA, launched nie Nashville Netwak (TNN), a cable channel fcduring heaity doses of 

country Wmusic  shows, mked with 'lifesiylew prograrns devoteci to hunting, fishing, 

car racing, tractor pulls, and aha favomite southan pst-tirnes. The neiwork was a 

huge success, its subsuibership growing h m  7 million in 1983, to o v a  53 mitlion by 



(CMT), also debuted in 1983. As the Nashville equivalent to MTV, CMT hdped 

'bfleak] down many of the old stasotypes of country musicw by using the hip visuai 

medium of vidw to attrad the teaiage Lnarket to country music f a  the fbt time on any 

major s a l e z 5  With music videos emerging as one of the most impartant marketing 

tools in the American music indusîq, CMT and country video programs on TNN were 

instrumental in propellhg country music to its bmadest rnainstream popul- yet. 

%et Down On Your Knees and Prayn 

An account of the modern con~ervative ascendance would be inçomplete without 

mention of the Religious Right in the late severrties and eariy eighties, Evuigdicai 

Rotestantkm reemerged in mainsaeam American politics for the first t h e  in decades, 

and hdped catalyze the rise of the Right. It is wnstnidive to explore the link between 

Evangelicism and country music, for if the music's rising populanty was a sign of 

growing cionsecvatism and southeniization (and vice versa), it also signalled the 

revitdktion of Evangelicisrn as a mauistrPam social and political fmce 

In the half-century or so since the twenties, Christian funriammtalism had aü but 

disappeard as a mainstream political force in America. Defeated and humiliated in their 

efforts to impose staunch Christian monlity cm Am- through prohibiticm and anti- 

evolutionism, Christian fundamenîalists retreated h m  public life, cloistmng 

themselves in insular religious mrnmunities to hold off the twin evils of modernism and 

secular humanism. Though dismayed by the secularization of Amma, fundamentalists 

gave up on persuading America that it was going to heil in a handbaska, choosing 

instead to focus on their own individual salvation in the next world26 

But by the late sixties and d y  sevaities, Christian fundamentalists had begun 

to emage h m  th& shell. A number of fadm have been cited in amunting for the 

increased public profile of Christian evangelicals, incluâhg: the gnowing sophisticaticm 

of evangeliai arganizaticmai apparatus; the growth of the 'elecboriic church," beginning 

with the rise of the radio minisiry in the thirties and forties and evmuaUy culrninating in 

the televangeiism of the eighties; the adopion of sophisticated, modeni techniques of 

25 Cusic. 'Couaty G-: T k  Moacy in couary naisic,' p234. 
26 Dionnc Ir.. Wlry Amdcvns Hate Polirim. pp209-210.2 15. 



persuasion and fund-raisin& such as direct mail; the emergence of urbane, charinnatic, 

modern evangelisis like Billy Chaham; an evangelical awakening in the late-suties and 

early seventies that saw a rise in consavative churdi m o n  at the arpcnse of more 

l i b d  churches.27 Most important however was the p w i n g  sense of moral outrage, 

not only in Evangelical circles but in the b m d a  &main of the Plait majaity, at the 

m i o n  of traditional values and the encouragement of werse social behaviour by the 

'liberal" media, ferninisis, and the fedaal govsnment (especiaily the Supreme Court, 

with its controversial deçisions on school payer, pomography, birth mtrol ,  abortioa, 

and various dhs 'moral" issues). Evangelicais equated these tmgressions with what 

Reveraid ierry Falwell called 'aational sin," wamnting the politicai mobihtion of 

Christians in order to save thanselves fmm their own nation's moral tupitude. As E J 

Dionne observes: Ithe patadox of the Reiigiws Right is thaî it became an important 

factor in Amman politics prirmoily because of libaal vidoriesT8 

Dionne, ammg many othas, has cited the election of J i y  Carter as 'the first 

evangeiical breakthnnigb in Amaican politics ance prohibition." Carter* a p w d  

Southem Baptist, toukd his bom-again faith and southan <rpbringing with dignity and 

candor. He owed his eleaion in no small part to having won back Evangelid southen 

constituaicies that had beai f i n g  Republican since the early sixtics. With Carter in 

the White House, the Religious Right rejoined the mainstream (a& 1- qmbolidiy) for 

the first time in decades29 

During the Carta years, the Reiigious Right emaged as one of the most 

powerfd forces in Ammcan politics The formation of the Maal  Majority by Reverend 

FalweiJ in 1979 marked the coalescaice of this new powa, creating a sophisticated 

political instrument for the articulation of Evang&cals' ever-more commanding 

politicaVSOcial views. By 1980, the Religious Right had becme a major mmp0rie.t in 

the insurgent oonçavatism of Reagan Republicanism, thus msolidating the South's 

'Bible Belt" as one of the prirnary catalysas of the GOP's a m m a t i v e  brealdhrough 

and vindicating the logic behind the party's daade-long SOClthem sbategy. 



Country music's ties to the South's ootlseryative Evangelical hmtage run deep. 

The music's foundations in rdigious sources like gospel singing has already been 

mentioned, as bas the music's histarid asmchtion with fundamentalist causes (chaper 

one). Needless to say, country stanàards Like Uncle Dave Macon's T h e  Bible's Tme," 

a harangue against evolutimists, the Bailes Brochas' 'Dust on the Bible," a hment 

about secularization, and Wayne Raney's self+xplanatory uWe Need A Whole Lot 

More of Jesus (And a lot Less Rodr n' RoU)," attest to country's highly reiigious 

waldview. Country music scholar Curtis Eiüzon has writtai at length about the 1ink 

between Evangelical thought and country music culture EUison argues that for wuntry 

fans the music m e s  as an 'imaginative means For transcaiding the negative effeas of 

modernity."3o In short, the worid of country music is a nostaigic one uncomplicated 

by the complex moral, social, and poLitical stniggles of modeni Ammca. It is a wdd 

where amternporary dispites over race, gender, and sexuality are prosCnbed by an 

absolutist Christian marality rwted in the uold-time religion." This orientation is 

obvious in the anti-feminist and anti-hippie m t r y  songs of the gxties and seventies 

But it also surfaces in more subtfe ways. 

Edioing Richard Peterson 'clas unamsciousnss" argument, Ellison writes: 

'hard times in country music typidly are presaited as an htimately p e r s o ~ l  

condition - one that a n  best be amfmnted romntically or spritually," ratha than as 

&an 'annomic or social-class apaieice that might be addressed by collective pditical 

action."sl But Elliscm delves deeper into country's stmg individualist eentatjon, 

adding to Paerm's analysis that 'this emphasis on one's pasaial expaience in 

country music paralleis the emphans on individual saivation in Protestant wangelical 

religious traditions.~~ By emphasizing the a m e u i o n  to evangelicisrn, EUison mt 

only adds more weight to Peterson's argument (accaiting in country music wbat is 

often Qted as a tactoc disanmghg a socialkt mentality among Ammca's working 

class) but expands it, thus highlighting muntxy music's religiws woridview. 

Ellison underlines cwntry's evangedical orientation in andha way, identifying a 



strong theme of salvation through p i q  and seif4isapline nmniog thraugh the music 

and the lives of its stars. As he p W y  writes: 'direct refaaices to the saving power of 

Jesus are prolific aQloss ai i  forms of country music.*33 Indeed, numaous awuitry 

songs meditate on the p d s  of forsaking God Roy A c e s  p e r d a l  classic 'Wreck 

on the HighwayW(lw6) is one of the best examples. In a solemn anidemnation of 

drinking and driving and Godlessness, the song's narrafor recounts a homible car crash, 

noting how blood, whiskey, and broken glas  rningled in the wmkage, and repeatedly 

lamaiting that he 'didn't hear nobody pray,- suggesting that the accident aould have 

been avoided had the driva been a Go-, teetotalhg man. Scholar George LRwis sees 

this m g  as an evangeïically-ùispirrd 'maapha f a  makm Amerka - Nshing blindly 

dom a min-SOQked highway, jacked up on whiskey and reiying on the çecular values 

of technology, not the s a d  ones of religion34 If so, its cmtinuing popularity (many 

artists have reamded it since Acuff) indicates that its message has continueci to resoriate 

with country music listeners for decades 

Ellison also identifies a strong saivation-through-God theme in the wuntq 

music films of the w l y  eighties In Honeysucrkle Rose, Honky-Tonk Man, and Tender 

Memies, observes Ellison, the country-singuig protagonists are first depiaed as outaf- 

mm1 rounders headed for personal destruction at the hand of aloohol. dnigs, and 

olsual sex, but are 'aved" aAa wing the ann of their ways and tuming to God. This 

theme is not sirnply a Hoiiywood creation. Ellison sees in tbe careers of many country 

singers real-life evidemce of the saving power of religion. Unlike rock musicians, who 

more often than not have seerned unable to save themselves h m  their own self- 

destructive behavior (-. Jim Morrison, Janis Joplin, Jimi H e n c h ,  Keith Moon, etc.), 

country music siins have quite ofien Rfmed themselves h m  alaholics, dnig addids, 

and crirninals, as is evident in the car- of George Jones, Hank Wiliiams Jr., Merle 

Haggad, and Johnny Cash (who has frequently Sung f a  BiUy Graham's famous 

more easily attained due to the stmng rdigious unQrpinnings of the music. In their 

35 M e r .  T h e  Wodd Accordhg to Johmiy Cd: Lyricd Tbt- in Hi. Music.' in: Mcburin a d  Rtcnoa(&.). Yar 
W m  My Life. p. 148. 



typically self-saving autobiographies, country stars themseives have attested to the role 

of religion in their success. In her best-seiiing account of her iife, Caol Miner's 

Lkzughrwi9ï8), Lorata Lym attributed her success to having 'gotten sbwiger in my 

religion. When things were loolOng bad fa me, 1 jus put myself in the hands of Jesus, 

and let Him do what was best for me36 

Country music's strong religiais underpinnings are most evident in bluegrass. 

An average bluegrass pdonna's repertoue is composeci in equal parts of bah secular 

and religious material. Historically, the gospel tradition has rernained hr more pesmt 

in bluegrass than in any d e r  form of country music. in faR the gospel quana, a 

four-part harmmy mg-style p a f m e d  with minimal musical accompanimeit and 

perfmed by Bill Monroe and the Stanley Brothas, is one of the most popular and 

lasting song traditions in blwgrass Titles of bluegrass dandards like 'Ge< Down ûn 

Your Knees and Ray," 'Standing in the Need of Raya," 'Hold To Gd's Unchanging 

Hand," and "I'il Meet You In Churcb Sunday Moming," attest to the highiy reiigious 

worldview of this subgaire. The bluegrass festival phenomenon is also suggestive of 

religious ritual. In a r~pa t  on a bluegrass festivaI published in Athntic Mœuhiy in 

1972, bluegrass schdar Robert Cantweil described the a f f '  as =an evangelical retrat 

of the very kind that rural folk a century ago waited ali s u m e r  fkW37 in fiirther 

writings, Cantweil has argued persuasively that bluegrass festivals 'ha[ve) swep into 

the the social and psychic space occupied a century ago by reiigion and by religious 

raivals and camp rneétings."38 

Country music's reverence for the M y  values coveted by reiigious 

consavatives provides even more testimmy to the music's attraction to Evangelicals. 

One of the most prevalent themes in country music throughout its long history, has been 

the celebration of the traditional hmily unit that survives through thick and thin by 

sticking togetha and Tesp6cting the aiithority of the male head of the family. Moreover, 

throughout country music history, thae have been numerous brdher ads  (The 

Monroes, the Osbonies, The buvins, The Stanleys, the McRqmlds),  husband and 



wife acts (Johnny Cash and June Carter, George Jones and Tammy Wynate), family 

ads (The Carta Family, The Lewis Family, The Whites), and evai m%ha/daughta 

acts (the Judds). Country music's affinity for the pafomiing family unit o f f a s  

attractive symbolism for religious oonmtives, an affinnation of  theh own reverence 

for the uitegrity of the f a d y  unit in a period when sa506conomic pressures have 

weakaed the traditioaal nuclen family to an m p m a h t e d  &gr= And the dose bond 

that country artists have with their fans further attests to Curtis EUison's chim that 

"participants in country music culture behave somtâhing Wre a vast extended hmily at 

an endless church s u p p a  in a nuai Amman small town "39 

Bkss America Again" 

By the e i g h t i e  Ammca had weathered nearly two decades of domestic strife, 

govmment ~ ~ ~ n d a l s ,  and ecclriomic dedine. In the midst of  this national malaise, 'for 

perhaps the first tirne, many Americans wondered if the United States had passed its 

peak."40 Ronald Reagan's rise t o  the presidency refleded Amaicans' dgp yeaming 

for a rebinh of optirniun about the nation's fiaure. As Hayws Johnson has written: 

'Americans did not want t o  accept the idea that their axintry was in decline, and they 

looked to Ronald Reagan for a restoration of nationai power and Prosperity.... He sent 

forth the message that people wanted t o  hear h a  days w a e  ahead; national pide had 

been rekindled, faith in the future restmed. ..A was ' m g  again in Ameica'.Yl In 

his inaugural speech, Reagan told the nation that Ammca was not "doomed to an 

inevitable dedine," and biamed big govmment, iibeal exces, and a flagging 

c.ommitment to Cold War vigiiance as causes of the recerit deche in the national spirit. 

With his program of tax-cutting, daegulatim, aad inaeased military spending, Reagan 

proposeû to set right what the iibeaals had messed up by gating the govenment uoff 

our bachW and by reUivigOtatiQg the Cdd War spirit of Amerig as a beacon of f i d m  

in contrast to the 'Evil Empirew of wrnmunism. 

Country music played a big role in the Reagan-= White House in 1983, the 

CMA held its twenty-fifth annivenary cdebraticm in Washington, a black-tie afi5.r 



which Reagan attmded Reagan also attaided the Kennedy Caita's honoring of  Roy 

Acuff in 1984. Reagan's affeaim for country music had bcai evident since his reign 

as California's Govemor - from that post he had perdoaed e x u m  Merle Haggard for 

his previous crimes. As Resident, Reagan invited Haggard to the White House often, 

an unnirpnsing piaie of photoop political siaiegy givm the crinvergence in the 

worldview of Haggard, the of the worlring clas," and the 'Reagan Demogats." 

Many mntry  smgs of the ei@es reflected the new national maxl  of reboni 

paîriotism and optimim that Reagan pgslonified in 1980, the Charlie Wniels Band 

r e l d  a m g  entitled "In Amaica," which Q n o u d  the nation's critics at home and 

abroad in wtiat amounîed to a musid af&matiar of Reaganism. Ln tbis edgy, hard- 

driving anthem, Daniels sang: 

Weil the d e ' s  bten flying slow, and the flag's becn flying low, 
And a lot of people sayin' that A m u i c a ' s  furin' to fail. 

But qxakh '  just for mc, and some people fmn Tcnnessa, 
We'vc got a thing a to k U  you ail. 

'This lady may have s t u m b M ,  but she ain't n e v a  fpilcd- 
And if the Russians don3 bcLicvc that they can all go stnüght Co hcii. 
WC'R g o n ~  put her fect bock on the path of righicousacss and then, 

Ciod bless Amaica again. 
..-WÇ'R IIYPLJuII' d pmud and tanan* r a d  loud a@. in Amaica 

Like Reagan, Daniels told his listaws thaî the naysayas were wrong, that Arnmca was 

not in deche but experioicing rebirth. With his reference to the RusSans, M e l s  

undersaxe. the Reagan campaign theme of a reenergued Cold War, and in declaring 

that Ammca was gating back onto the p t h  of righteaisnes, he c a p d  the caitrality 

of the New Christian Right's m d t y  carnpaign in the politia of the new ansematism. 

Finally, in qdcing f a  himseif and 'some people from Tennessee," adniels seemed to 

single out the South as the most ptrbtic region of hWka, a centrai play- in the 

emerging national renaissance Judging from the enthusiastic embrace of Reagan, 

As we have seai, the eamomic revitalkation of  the Sunbelt South he1@ 

catalyze the Reagan revolutim. But the resurgenœ of the South du, 'poduced a 

certain amount of chauvinism and regional mobbey,"4~ which found expression in 

Reagan-aa country music. Hank Williams Jr. was the undisputed leader in this field 

- - - - - - - . 

42 Cobb. 'Fm Rocky Top to auDit C i :  Couny Music iid the Efooomif Trimfornrtioa of rbe Saith.' in: Mcburin .ad 
ktcnion (cd&), Y a i  Wmtc My W. p.76- 



Since the late seventies, Williams had been refâshiawig his image from a pale imitator 

of his legendaq îâther into that of a rowdy, macho, anti-establishment, redneck 

mntry-rocker. Wxlliams signalled his emergmœ as the leaâer in cbuvimstic, pro- 

South oDuntry music with T h e  South's Gonna Rattïe A g h w ( i W 8 ) ,  a song which cast 

countq music as the symboi of the reborn South By the eighties, W i m s '  musical 

salutes to the South grew more orninous. in 'Dixie On My MindW(l%i) he  sang h m  

the perspeciive of a southmm in New York dy who misses home Like Buck Owais' 

anti-New York anthem of a decade carlia, this m g  scandalized the Big Apple as a 

place of unfkiaidiy, money-hungry rrrban parasites out of touch with nature, in amtrast 

to the hospitable laid-back, freedorn-lowig South, w h a e  paople hunt and fish in the 

region's foras and strearns rather than sairry around fianticaily in the *est to eini 

more money . Ln other songs, Williams orintinued to rnake New York the object of his 

derisim. In 'If Heaven Ain3 a La Wre Dixiew(1982) he  again praised the South, and 

wncluded that if heaven wasn't like his homeiand, he'd raîher go to heil - or Ncw York 

city, which in his eyes was basïdiy the same thing. Even more provocative was 'A 

Country Boy Can SuMveW(i982), in which, witb *a memu of implied and explicit 

prejudice, paranoïa, and r n a i a c 4 p 3  Williams wamed a New York City mu- that he 

planned to hunt him Qwn, spit tobaca, in his eye, and kiii k m  with his -45 pistd. 

Williams tunefid s o u t h  nationalkm reached its apex in 1988 with the highîy 

offensive and caitrovecsiai 'If the South Woulda Won." In this musical fantasy , subtle 

racist overtones mixeâ with an odd mmbinatian of Loa Cause nostalgia, Sunbelt 

boosterisrn, and oonternporary Republican poiitics: 

If tbc South w d d a  won w'd  have had it ma&. 
I'd pmbably nin for presicknt of the southan statcs .... 

I'd make my Supmne Caurt dom in Texas, 
And w e  wmldn't have no killers pcthn' off  f-. 

If tbcy mwe p v e n  guilty, ditn k y  wouid swing quickiy, 
Instcad of writing books and stylin' on W. 
We'd aii kam cajun codring in buhiana. 
And I'd put Uuit capital beck in Alabama. 

We'd put Fkxida on îhe nght track, cause m'd iPlre Miami back, 
And throw ail thcm pushcrs in die s h m e r .  

43 Can (cd.). 7nc luvsmfcd History of Chan.). Music. p.437. 
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I'd have ail lhc wtt;lrkv mpdt in 'fa-, 
And ail thc horsca cakd in the Kentucky W. 

Thc national ûcasuy would ôc in Tupclo, Mississippi. 
And I'd pu1 Hank William's pichar cm one hundrccd duüar bills- 

I'dhavcaütbtcarsarPdcinthcCeniiinas, 
And l'd ban d the oncs ma& in China 

I'd have ail the gal chiicû semt to Gemgia to kam to smik. 
And taik witb that southcm acccat that drives mc wild. 

I'd bave ail the fiddks ma& m VPginiq 
Causetbcysiirrcanmakethemsoundsoftnt. 

I'm goin' up on Wolvcrl~n mwnîaïn and sec old Clifton F l o m ,  
And havc a s i p  of his good old Atiranr;is winc. 

As if to confirm the seriousness of his contention, as the song fades out on the 

recmâ, Williams solemnly assais: uwe rnight even be better off." Thou@ this smg 

was about as taieiess as me d d  imagine, the CMA homned W i s  thp year with 

his second oonseaitive award as Entertainer of  the Y ear. 

Cuitis E i i i m  describes WiUiamsT amasts as 'luxuriat[ingl in a tcme of 

relentless aggression .... the drift of the event s&ms to be intensive bondhg around a 

popular culture o f  dehnce Rebel imagery is me indicatm of  thirW44 indead, by the 

end of the eighties, Williams had becorne a posia-boy for the Liod of m-federate, 

right-wing paranoia chamderistic of the anti-govanment miiitia movements that begaa 

dotting the landscape o f  Ammca in p w h g  numbas. In fad, his song "What You 

Don't Knoww(~9ûû), which meditates ai the noricm tbat 'Big Blotherw is w i n g  on 

America, is practically an anthem for the paranoid patriots of the militla movemem, 

containhg the lyric: Txy t o  keep a low profile, sometimes that's hard to do I Especially 

when you know that Uncle Sam is watching you." 

Though Hank Wüliams Jr.'s 'popular, heu-raising redneck songs"5 

represented the extreme o f  muntxy music's pn>riounced southen nationalism in the 

eighties, other artists also touted the virtues of W e  in sùnilarly p w o g t i v e  ways. 

Ricky Skaggs, hailed by one sdioiar as "country music's reigning neoa>nsarativeP 

recordeci 'Country Boy" in 1984, a m g  which tmk up the age-old theme of comparing 

the South to northern urban life With an implicit anti-Llrban and anti-blaçk message, 

the v i d a  for the sang piaured Shggs and his musical h m  Bill Mam>e playing on the 



streeis of New York, wrrowided by urban chaos and breakdancing black teaiabers 

SirniMy, David Allen Coe's pmsouthem That Ain't Countryw( i~ )  mtained 

lyrics which one scholar has deerned 'blatantiy racist-7 

Despite the examples above, there have beai artists wbo managed to cdeùrate 

the South without cutting dom maha region or injediag r a d  ovetones hto their 

music. Though of tm lampoocied by d c s  as purvyors of '%ountry-western muzak" 

or as 'country music's answer to the McmkeesTW48 the group Alabama emerged in the 

early eighties as one of the biggesî acis in amternporary cauntry. and throughout the 

decade recorded many vacuous but hannless odes to  the South. These culmuiated in 

1989 with the regional tribute album W h e m  SJW, and its anthanic œnterpiew 'Song 

of the South." 

"Don't Let Me C m  Over" 

By the mikighties, it was clear that %ountry music had finally pamated evay 

country's ongoing fusion with pop and s&-rock styles was diluting the music beyond 

recognition. As Newsweek obwed  in 1984: 'at a time when the country-music 

audience had reached an all-time hi@, the music's actual countly content seemed to 

have hit rock bottorn."sO l'bis was the n a t d  result of the (rwu~trypditan expsiment 

begun in the late mes. Since that time, rnany purisis had womed that the music was 

selling its sou1 in the name of profit. By the mid-sevaities, the country-pop fusion had 

corne far enough to warrant protes hwn many of muntry's leading stars In reaction to 

the seleetion of Ausralian pop star Olivia Newton John as the CMA's Female 

Entetaina of the Yeir in 1974, about fi@ camtq stan m a  at George Jones and 

Tammy Wynette's house to form the AssoQaîion o f  Country Entetainers (ACE), a 

short-lived grwp that accomplished very little Mer  than drawing attention to the 

music' s internai battle for identity in the face of cross+ver dreams The following year, 

Charlie Rich (who, ironical1y, is bat-known for his pop-flavored c ~ ~ n t r y  batlads) 

Qucncd in: Cur (ai.). me luvrtmd ELrrory 0fç;arUrY MUSIC. p.432. 
49 Davis. '...Wbcn Coumy Wun't Cool.' p.158. 
50 David Gate% 'Couoliy Rniu Figh k l ç '  Ncwsweck ( 1 ~ ~  9, 1984). p.93. 



burned on nationai television the aiveiope amtaining the selection of folk-pop country 

boy John Denver as the CMA's EnteRain- of the Ysu. Again the *est was more 

symbolic than effedive Country-pop continued t o  flourish with artists LiLe Da iva ,  

K m y  Rogers, Barban Mandreü, Anne Murray, and Alabama churning out the top hits 

of the era, songs which may have b m  country in theme, but were oAen ?horwghiy 

Las Vegas in tone 9 1 

Like many 0th- William Ivey, Dirsdor of the Country Music Hall of Fame, 

w h e d  in 1984 that ''owntq music was about to âisappear. AAer having evolved to  a 

point where it was nmially identicai to pop music, and af ia  pop artists were 

successfully imitatùig caintry style and genaatùig country hits, it seemed that the 

anistic tradition, begun in the 1920'~~ was about to  end in a firary of CrOSSOver hits and 

pop i r n p a s o n a t i o n ~ ~ ~ 2  Indeal, at the vey time that the country-pop synthesis reached 

its pedc, industry figures indicated that country's popuknty was waning, as country 

record sales in the rnid-eighties showed a sharp darease53  Many blamed the boom 

sparked by Urbon Cbwboy fa tuming m t r y  into an ephemeral fad based more cm 

fashion and style than on the music itself. This was a rasonable amteition, for as 

Friscilla Fainton writes, by rniddecade, the frill jackets and awboy boots were 3ucked 

away next to the platform shoes and the Nav York Times was declaring that country 

music might som be 'as dated as the ukelele'."~4 

By diiuting its ml with pop sounds, Nashville not only tumed off anmby's 

iraditional fan base, but cirrtailed its appeal to  those who had b&n gradually moving 

toward the music over the pst deza.de. The nation's ansemative shifi and the rise of 

the Sunbelt had pvided the ideal climate for aountry music's mntinuing griowth. But 

it was the music's homespun, f o k y  charm that had attraaed converis, its ability to 

transmit traditional values thn,ugh its lyrics and unadorned musical style. By the height 

of the conservaive ascendance in the eighties, country had presed tw fàr beyond its 

mots, beoorning les  resmmt with the increasingiy ammative  public thai had 

powered its rise from down-home to uptown. 

51 MaIone, Counhy HwriE USA. p38  1. 
52 kswis. Teruiaa. C d i c t .  iad Caaaulictiaa in Caiaiy Music: in: tw i .  (d). Ail -1 Ciüdm. p.215. 

53 bmax. NarliriUc: Music Ctty USA. p 2  14. 
54 Painton. Touairy Rach the Boomtm.' T i  139 (Much 30.1992). p.64. 



Thus as the logic of the country-pop synthesis came into question, a new 

movernent emerged in the mi-ghties to take back anmtry music h m  the pop- 

meisters and redirect it toward its tradit id  consmative fan-base. As RCA &&ville 

Resident J a r y  Bradley predicted in 1984: 'it's al1 going back to fiddles and pedal steel 

guitars, back to the basics of the mus ic35  Led by artists Wre Ricky Skaggs, Dwight 

Yoakum, Emrnylou Harris, and Randy Travis, the 'nm-traditionaiistsW infused more 

authentic styles back into mtemporary country. Skaggs's recordhg of Bfl Momoe's 

'Uncle Penw(i984) became the first bluegrass sang to readi number one on the countq 

charts.56 Yoahrm's authentic honky-tonk style gamered him hits with anti-uitwn ods 

like '1 Sing Dixiew(i9ss) and 'Guitars, Cadillacs, EtcW(~%), which indiaed L.A. as a 

"land of los and wasted lives" R e f ' g  to honLy-tonker George Sait, one of the 

leading lights of the nemtraditionalist movemmt, scholar Ken Tucker m e  in the late 

eighties: 'if five yeirs ago you'd told the avaage country music A&R man that the next 

country superstar would be a feilow who idolized [Bob] Wiiis and mumbled like Merle 

Haggard, you'd pmbably have beai greted with rawMs Iaughta and a swat u@de 

your head with a Barbara Mandrell albumws' Inded, the country-pop juggemaut had 

seemed so powahil in the earîy eighties that few d d  fa- a diange in the direaioa 

of the music. But by the end of the decade, country ha4 at least temporarily , righted its 

course away h m  pop dilution and back toward tradition, 

In suggesting that the rise of the netraditionalists might be 'a refiection of  the 

consavative politics of the Reagan a q w 5 s  joumaiist Dai Shewey caphiftd the logic 

behind country's swift turn back toward its roots By the mideghties, country had 

begun to lose site of the cuiturai faces that had p o w d  its rise w m  the prwious 

decades. DecreaSng fan intaest in the eighties indiatexi that the music had gone too 

rnainstreim to still speaic for the insurgent ansaMtism of Reaganism. bching  back 

toward its mas, m n t q  music realigned itself with the consavative major@. As 

upstans within the industq, chaliaiging the farcs of oorporate homogenization and 

control, the n60-traditionalisfs w a e  far more in step with the mnsecvative style of 



Reaganism than were Kauiy  Rogers or John Denver. Their Qminance of a>witry 

music in the Mer-half of the eighties demonstrated that Eda, 

* * * 

But the vogue for traditional styles would not last long. By the nindies, a new 

dernographic had gmvitated toward country. The baby boomers, once the acid-rock 

flowe~~hildren of the sixties, had now redched middie-age. Their political and dtural 

values had grown mare consenative, and their tasies in music had mwed away from 

mainstram rock music, which had by now mutated h o  various spinoff gemes more 

suited to the tastes of teemgas But with contuiuing aftection for the music they grew 

up on, and with a residual liberalism lefi ove! f b m  the idealistic crudes of the aiaies 

and seventia, the baby boomers led country music toward classic rock sounds and a 

more inclusive amsavative waldview that may stiu have revered G d ,  family, and 

country, but did so with a new saisitivity to libaal issues iike feminism, 

environmentalism, and pvety. Country music in the nineties w d d  rise to 

unprecdented heights of popilarity by fuskg the baby boomer's modaate 

conmatisrn and affection for classic rock, with the religious, ptatriotic, family valu= 

perspective that had aiways been at its me. 



GmEmLmE 
COUNTRY AND OF-A 

The country music boom of the 1990's c m  only be desctibed ushg adjectives 

like explosive, stunning, and mind-blowing. Between 1988 and 1993 country music 

record sales quadrupled h m  $425 million to 51.7 billion annually, inaeasing 

country's share of ail rec~cded music sales h m  10% to n d y  2596.1 In 1985 only 

sixtem country albums went Gold (sales of  500,000 units); in 1991. thiity-three 

achieved Gold m u s  and anotha thiity-five ma& Platinum (Yls of aie million 

units).z By 1992, country radio stations &ed first in n d y  half of the top one 

hundred largest radio markets in the nation.3 By 1994, over 2,600 radio stations played 

country music full time, sclipsing all otha formats and making the wuntry music radio 

audience of 67 million people the iargest in America (figura for the closat cornpetitors, 

adult contemporary and rocIr, were 56.8 million and 46.9 million respebive1y)f In the 

mid-eightiw, only su major recording labels had divisions in Nashville; by 1992. 

fourteen 'majors" had up shop in music city, joining hundreds of 0th- srnalla, 

independait labds.5 In 1991, inaxne for the top 10 pt@rock touring ads declined 

328, while country music touring ads increased their revenue by 40% .6 And betwgn 

1991 and 1992, Gaylord Entertainment, parent Company of Opyland USA and TNN 

increased its net -me h m  $2 million to an astounding $29 million; by 19% Gaylord 

would be taking in annual revenues of $700 rnillion.7 



"Tirne Changes Everything" 

"The danographic powa of the baby boom has taken hold of country music,- 

wrote Susan Holly in 1993, capturing the prirnary reasai for the music's sudden 

expbsion in popiiarity: As the rnost numennis group of amsumers in America, the 

baby boomas were positioned to set the tone and pace nd d y  for Ameiça's culture 

but its politics as weii. In the nineties thqr did just that, catapuiting ~ u n t q  music to the 

top of the American music industry, and heiping to el- the f in& D a n a n t i c  p i d e n t  

in a dozm years, a man whose age and moderately conservative politics made him the 

perfect regresaitation of their own lives and values. The "Neww Country of ninaies 

pop stars like Garth Brooks sprung h m  the same demographic, social, and p0Litica.i 

trends that invigmated the "New" kmuatic politics of BU CLinton. 

Intirnately Zinked to the increasing m e r  widded by the baby boomers in 

brokering Arnerica's politics and culture, wexe two d t e d  demographic trends: 

suburbanization and southernization. The national census of 1990 revealed that for the 

firs time, a major@ of Amaicans now lived in suburban ams9 The sme cews 

figures revealed that 55% of Ammms now lived in the Sunbelt states of the South and 

West (compared CO 32% at rnid-ceritury).lo In fact, between 1970 and 1990, the 

population of the states of the fonna Confederaq grew by 40% (20 million people), 

mare than twice the national average, thus reversing, in(Ippyl eclipsing the region's 

population losses of the first two-thirds of the century. 1 1 Wit h the Sunbelt eamomy 

booming, Hauy  Grady's antury-old vision of the South as Ameica's 6~0riomic leader 

had finally oome true By the esrly ninaies, the South containeci eight of the top ten 

states in tams of new manufaduring, and the Intastate 85 OOrridor baween Richmond 

and Atlanta had emerged as ?he new rnanufadiiring amter of America."l~ Along with 

country music, the major catalysts of  the Sunbelt surge were the automotive, hi@-tech, 

medical, aezospace, and tdecummuniatims industries. Majar-league sports also 

helped invigorate the Sunbelt economy, with each of the four majcir sports (baseball, 

* Holly. 'A Cou* Twiat m Evciy T-' Ilbrioil 's aisinus 81 (Much 1993). p33, 
Schneider. YIht Suinuban Ceauy Bcgins," â f h à c  MmAiy 270 (July 1992). p33. 

10 Wright A Twentic$i-Onnry Rirrmy of Uniud Siam Poprhdm. p l  1. 
1 1 Appkbomc, Dùir Ririmg. p.8. 
12 Applebome, Risimg. p.186. 



football, baskerball, and most notably, hockey) adding new franchises in the late- 

eighties and n i n a i a  in cities like Miami, Orlando, Tampa Bay, Charlatte, Nashville, 

Dallas, Deriver, Ph-, Anaheim, and San Jose 

The Sunbelt's rapid population growth aiso resulted in greater pditical clout for 

the South. By 1996, the eleven states of the Confederacy, plus Kentucky and 

Oklahoma, dected 137 rnernbers to the House of Represaitatives, seventeen more than 

in 1960, while in the sarne @od States like Massachuseîts and New York lost 

representation.13 Evai more striling testimony to the South's new powa in pacuig 

America's ecommy, culnirr, and politics, was the fâd that by 1996 southmers hdd 

p a d d y  ail of the m m  infludal poss in Amaicm govm~~~ent,  hduding 

Resident, Vice-Resident, Spedcca of the House, House Majority Leda, House 

Majority Whip? Saute MojOnty LQda, and Repiblican Ruty Chaimgn As j d s t  

Paer Appiebome wmte in refieding on the new v e r  aijoyed by county ~ U Q G  

Southan poiîticians, suburban voters, and the Sunbeh eaniomy : ''demography ... has 

Both the country music boom and the Sunbelt boom were in pan Qivm by a 

nineties vogue for ''country iiving," a trend that hinged on increasingiy negative 

pgceptions of cities Tountry's sudddy mainmeam image," wmte South-watcher 

Applebome in 1993. "bas an indelibie demognphic logic: people are iisimhg to the 

suburban country of heartihrobs like Garth Bmks  and Akn Jackson for pretty much 

the same reasans they 're moving to Nashville and CharlottcWl 5 Cities had m e  to be 

seai as centas of %rime and noise and trafnc and angry minorities, a place to get 

mugged or have your car brokeri into rather than a glïttmng mecm of sophistication and 

class. And country - at ledst the midsize tom, cities, and suburbs of the South and 

West - is mme likely to mean a place whae you can fiord a house, get to w a k  in 

fifieai minutes, and gei home in time to coach Litîle b g u e " 1 6  As Dwi CuSc ad& 

"to iive in the 'ammy' [rad suburbia] maud havïng h s h  air and frredom hwn ber- 

city conditions A home in the axmûy b m e  a -tus symboi, and 'country' clothhg, 

l3  Applcbomc. ûac Rimig. p.9. 
l4 Applebom. DLric &hg. p.8. 
15 Applebom, Itduiirry Muoic Bmm Wu NasûviUe Riring,' New York Times. Scptciabtr 29,1993. p. a 1 4  

l6 Applebomc. Dirie Rising, p245. 



funiiture and music became incnasuigly popilar. "1 7 

Curtis Ellison illuminates many a h e r  ways in which the trend toward country 

lifestyles intaseaed with 'rusticity" trends of the Rineties, including 

'eivhmnaitalism, the pupulanty of 'casual' outdmr clothing bai@ from mailuder 

houses like L.L. Bean and Land's End, the growth in sales of 'rugged* four-whd 

drive vehicles as routine means of suburban transportaiin, the witty localism of 

television Qamas such as 116rthem Enposure and Rdra Fentes, and the marketing 

success of 'natural' f d .  "18 'Ihe sirength of the ''country livingw trend was visible nat 

only in the growing popilanty of country music, but also in the gmwth of redated 

culture industries. Magazines devaed to 'anmtry Iife and entertainment" proliferated at 

a fantastic paœ - one such magazine, Co- Amerku, saw its readership gmw by 

300,000 people per y a r  afta its start in 1989, reachhg one million subscribas by 

1992.19 Country nightlife also became popular in a v e y  short time, just as it had 

during the Urhun Cowhy boom. in locales as diverse and s&mingly 'uncountryw as 

Dayton, Ohio, Washington, DC, and Seattle, country dance ciubs sprang up to m e  

the new entatainment impulses of people described by hbiion's Business magazine as 

'yuppies you would srpect to fïnd at TG1 Fri@'s ...' wanoabe' -glas 

from ... swanky suburbr''20 Luie dancing became their passion, and as a result, the 

hottest dance step of the early nineries. Line dancing owed a great deal of its popularity 

to TNN's iive bmdcasts h m  Nashville's Wild Horse Salam, where young, hip, 

suburban cowboys, alongside string-tie-wearing eldaly rdics of country music's eariia 

days, lined up in boy-girl formatians and danced the night away to pahaps the tamest 

dance craze mer. 

The popularity of country living and country music led to a boom in tourism at 

country music theme paris, like Opyland in Nashvüle, and DdlywOOd in Pigeon 

Forge, Tennessee, both of which saw tbeir tourist volume explode in the ninaies, 

reaching an average of more than two million visitors per year by rniddecaddi By 



19% the Opryiand Hdei had ampleteci a $175 million renavatim that ad& a 

thousand more rwm, bringing the taa l  to three thaisand, and making Opryland the 

biggest hotebnventicm amter under one roof in the entire world23 Even more 

speaacular was the growth of Bransm, Missorin from a sleepy town in the OrPLs into 

a 'little NashviUew With its neai-lit 'stripw of mœrt halls and awitry music 

complexes sponsorai by stars iike Conway Twitty and Me1 Tillis, Branson became 'a 

q i i ca  of Las Vegas with ail the glitter but no gambling,Y3 a place wheze middle-class 

fervor, and family values they d d  at fnencüy pices Together, these new country 

vacation e s  emtrged as 'the Coney Islands and Catskilis of the nineties.24 

"nit a Littk Drive in Your Countryw 

As we have seen, country music survived its momentary h g h t  in the rnid- 

eighties by hvning back toward its roots. 'New traditionalist" artists like Ridry Skaggs 

and Randy Travis revived older forms to injed new li fe into modem oountry, saving the 

music from its own hesistible urge to cross-over into the pop market. But as the 

nineties dawned, the country music industry once again tumed toward fusion with 0th- 

foms of popular music, Fc ipa l iy  ciassic rock and foik. Leaming the lessoas of the 

Urbon Coww boom-and-bug, the country music industry pinned its hopes on the 

reliable logic of Ammca's new demography, nther than on a pashg fdd This newest 

fusion, calibrated to resoaate with a younger, more "hipw audience of teenagas and 

rniddle-aged baby boomers, might have posed an equally substantial threat to the 

music's sou1 as did the ciountry-pop fusion of the eighties, but far from threatening the 

extinction of country, it guarantd its survivai, indeed, its thriving success. 

"Country music," wrote R o h g  Stme's Anthony DeCurtïs in 1992, "has 

becorne the refuge of older rock n' mii fans. T s  Tumed off by the fragmentation of rock 

music 'into diverse subgeues of varied political and ethnic af!ïiiationw*6 (including 



heavy metal, punk, gmge, alternative teduio, rap, and hiphop), the M y  boom 

gaieration, which had nurtured the rise of rock and roi! from the fifties through the 

seventies, found itsdf tuming toward what became known as New Country music. 

Having rcmpkd the boomers' a l i h  f m  the musical mainstram of the late- 

eighties, Nashville deveioped new marketing strategies and a new aesthetic fix its music 

in order to inctease its appeai to middleaged, middleclass, subrrrban Baby Boomers 

and their childrai. New Country would fusc the family values p a s p d i v e  and honesi, 

'slice-of-lifew lyricai style haî had always bea, awntry's foit& with the more 

rambundious hythms, somds and image of classic rock. Tim hiBois, President of 

Arista Rec~cds '  Nashvilîe diviskm and an admitted îmma himself, explained: 

1 tfünL mapt baby boomers a r ~  PlYMted h m  urbnn dPwc, rap. All thpt kft 1&sc people col& It 
didn'i translate with hir vatue sysîan. and it didn't uanslaic wilh th& musicai tartes. Wùen thcy 
began to seauch annind thcy found that sotne of the music tbpc was canine out of Nashvilk in thc 
cariy ninecies was mat iike ibc rock n' riou t k y  wme cdortnblc with ttw anything e k  out 
ihcrc....Very fm of us p w  up lirtaiing to the GRod Ok Opy. Most of us p w  up Iisiming îo the 
Beatles and the Eaglcs. But whcn poopk srarted iistcriing to country, tbcy found somethÏng thai 
wasn't ail about truck drivcn rnd chtpting; it was about lifc, a Id of baby-banna issues. and k 

were stiü storics thme, and stiil gmat hannonics, and it was just o conifortabk p k c  to 1x27 

As DuBois made clear, New Counny's tink to ciassic rock was perhaps its most 

important drawing hdor for baby boomas. New Country artists struck a chord with 

the rock-weaned, forma youth of the seventies by citing classic rock artists as major 

influences on their art. Among tbose nnitindy hailed as musical heroes by New 

Country iutists were the Eagies, the Ailman Brahm, Lynard Skynard, James Taylor, 

Carole King, Elton John, and Büly Joel. In his m g  'Rit a Little Drive in Your 

Country," Travis Tritt highlighted the &+mntq fusion animating New Country by 

singing: '1 st ï l l  love old country, 1 ain't tryin to put it Qwn / But damn 1 miss Duane 

Ailman, 1 wish he was stiii around" In anahs of his songs, 'Don't Rock the 

Jukeboxw(i989), Tria rhymed "George Jonesw with Vie  Rolling Stones," and revealed 

his preferenœ for the latta. Tritt was not alone in decting New Country's musical 

and spiritual affinity with classic rock G q e  Strait's m n c a t s  were described by 

reviewas as "a 'a b e ~ w e e ~  Saturday night at the Grand Ole Opry and The Beatles at 

Shea Stadium.y8 Clint Black's music was likeried to the sevaities =fi-rock of the 

Applebomc. Dmc Riring. pp.25 1-U2 
2â Carr (cd.). Ilir !üusma~rd Hirdry  of~aumrry h i c .  



m i e  Brothers, Jim Crioce, and 'even Bob Seger in his quider mommts.~9 V i  

Gill's virtuosic guitar-piaying was impessive aiough to w p r m  an invitation h m  

Mark Knopfler (no sfmch himseîf on the six-string) to join the rock gnnip Dire Straits. 

And Garth Brooks was desaikd by J i m y  Bowai, the president of Brwks' label 

Liberty Rends, as 'Roy Rogers meeis Lcd ZeppeIin.~o 

In mnm, New Cauitry h s t s  hearkened back to the grandiose speaacle of 

seventies arena-rock. Foliowing Brooks' lead, New Country siagas spiced up their 

live performances with spechl &eds like s W e  machines, light shows, fkeworks, 

and on-stage outragewsiess bomwed f h n  the antics of 70s &ers like Kiss and The 

Who. Brooks evai developed a penchant for smashing guitars on stage a là Pete 

Townshend 

But New Country artists managed to a p ~ e  %e excitement of rock without the 

hard edge."31 They iimited their use of distortion and made sure their decibd levels 

stayed at a reasonable level for middle-aged ears. Even when they were smashing 

guitars and provoking Beatles-esque hysteia h m  fernala in the audience, New 

Country artists' concerts reniaiaed whoiesome afhïn  Audiences may have been 

excited, but they rernaincd Yextreaiely ordaly and polite," and timially no drinlgng, 

smoking or rowdy behavior was visible32 In their lyrics, New Country am'sts 

eschewed the violaice, existentid angst, and glorified substance abuse of amtemporary 

rock and rap. Even the heightened sexuality of heart-throbbing New m q  d s t s  

iike Ricky Van Shelton and Alan Jackson rernained within reasonable bounds for a 
gaieration mncaned with prorniscuity, teen pregnancy, STD'S, and family values. 

New Country aicisis, espccially in their slick music vidms aired widely on 7NN, CMT, 

and VHI, rmnaged to transmit an image that was 'sexy but safe."33 As Fodws 

magazine obmed: Vie saual elecaiàty is thme, but it isi't vulgar or violait."34 

With this sexy new edge and obvious resemblance to the soft-pop and 

z9 Carr (cd).  nie R1YsariKd H d r y  of Carrury Music. p.494- 
30 Gubemick and Ncwaab. 7bt Wd-M.ir Scbod of Mwic.' For6cs 149 W r c h  2.1992). p.72. 
31 Goddu. 'Bfoody hggcn and Loa#omt Gnvcyuds: 'Llu Gabic d Counvy Mwic." p.60. 
32 meos Kceping FUth: Eviugclicd krf-e in Cuiay Music.' p.167. 
33 Goddu. *Bloody hsgm .pd LPa#omc Gavcyud.: fbc Gorhic .ad Car- kb.ic,' p.60. 
J4 Gubcmick and Neuromb. WE WiI-MM Schaol of Music.' Fodcs 149 (Maich 2,1992). p.73. 



introspective lyrics of sevania rock, New Country aploded in populanty amaig a 

bmad segment o f  middle and evai uppa-class Amsians By 1993,  MA staiistics 

showed that the fastest growing segment of the cwntry music listerihg audience was 

the 18-34 age group eaming m a e  than $60,000 pr year.35 The Nashville Netwark 

r e v d d  that 32% of its regular viewas earned more than W,000, while 13% made 

more than $50,000.36 Meanwhile, figures on the growth o f  subscribas to c ~ r  in 

(19%).37 C o m ~  Iiad not cmiy acaped its exdusive idmtificati~n with the iirban and 

niral working-class, but had tmly eciipsed its r e g i d  identifkation as the music of the 

South. As Roihg Stme's Rob Tanneibaum wmte in 1992: Vie amai t  mty 

audience is no longer made up of  just cowboys, bers, truck drivas and 

hi cks... many baby boomas mw fhd m a e  to relate to in country music. "38 

One of the most important elemerits of New Country thai baby boomen 

identifid with was the artists themsdves. 'If the baby boomers have discrivered 

muntry," wrote Tunc magazine in 1992, 'it is n a  just out o f  nostalgia. They have 

Iooked aQoss the musical hdscape and found a cast of artists who are very much N e  

themselva"39 Inded, the biggest stars of New Country wae middle-class boomers 

who had p w n  up drrring the cultural anivulsions of the çeventies. Many (if not most) 

were miiege graduates. Garth Brooks went to Oklahoma State University, whae  he 

was an avid fan of arena-rockers Kiss, Boston, Joum y, and Styx. Before moing into 

munw m u i c  ui the Rghties, Reba McEntire had %nalyzed Mozart in evey which 

wayw while stwiying classical violin and piano at coUe@o Trisha Yearwaxi, a 

banka's daughta, became the first pmm with a music business degr& to mach the 

top of the country chans41 Mary Chapin Carpenter, a New Jersey native with a 

degree in American Civilization from B m  University, spiced h a  lyrics with 



sophistioted references to litetatm and ait - a fkr cry h m  the "woricing-class poaryw 

of M a l e  Haggard saigs Wre 'I'm a Lanesome Fugitivew UnliLe the 'dropouts with 

prison re0ocds942 who dominaîed country music in the seventies, the stars of New 

Country wtxe urbaae, eûucated, and rniddlechs$ like Vince Gill, a golf f d c  who 

one reviewer described as laking 'as if he stepped out of an L.L. Bean catalogue."43 

Ratha than ûriving dusty pick-up trucks and raising heii, the country stars of the 

nin&es "put M c z c a h  and Volvos in their videos and referf:edj to wine and d e s  as 

much as bea and honky-todcsw4* Though thy called it New Counw, rhdar  Ken 

Tucka arrived at a more appropriate t a m  for Nashville's new image: 3uppie-biily. "45 

As important as the artists thernselva in attracting the suburban, boomer 

audience, were th& mgs. Gone was the reaaionary amservatism of seventies 

country music: the polemical redneck antherns, the odes to barefoot-anckpregnant 

housewives, the 'in-your-face re&l flag wavingW*6 of Neo-Codederate singas Wre 

Hank Williams Jr. and Charlie ï h ï e l s .  New Country artists replaced the arch- 

wnservatism of previous country music with more moderate polïîics, so modeste in 

fact, that Paer Applebome had to admit in 1996 that: 'muntry at t ims  t k  days feels 

vaguely, weli, liberal, "47 

The leading artist in New Countq, Gaith Brooks, epiiomized the music's 

newfound liberal sir& In his wngs, Bmoks sang out against evils ranging from 

pov- and domestic violence, to racism and sexual discrimination. Mscussing his 

song 'Freedom of Choice"( lm), B m k s  told the Nav York Times: 

The song is about the choiccs peopk d e ,  wôcihtr its paraitn toLm in Lift by homoscxuriis, or 
intenaciai couplcs. 5 thinL the Rcpublicans* big pmblan is ihat they b c k c  famiiy values ac June 
and Walt and 2 3  chficJrcn. To mc..it means rhat if a set of p u n i t s  am black or white, or hm paopk 
of tfic same scx, or if one man or one woman acts as a -nt, Uat ttK childieri grow up happy and 

hcalthy: Chat's what family vaiuts m.48 

Many other Bmoks songs reflmed his countaowisavative social conscience. uWe 

-12 Painton. Tmiilry Rocka tk B00(11Cfl.= 7iN 139 (MUch 30.1992). p.63. 
43 Rùntoa. Taunry Rocks the B<zwrraW T i  139 (Mirch 30,1992). p.63. 
44 Rinion. Tou- Rocka tbc -' 7- 139 (h6rcb 30.1992). p.63. 
4s Ken Tuckr. 'Tbc Old Saind of New Caiary.' in: Lvvis W.). AU 7nor tXi&rs. p304. 
46 Applebomt, Dirie &hg. ~2%. 
47 Applcbom. Dirie Ruhg, ~2%. 

48 Watrara, 'Scizing a CbihEe to Make Chega." Nou Yotl: Tha. Scpccmbtr 2.1992. p. clS. 



'Change"(i995) j u x t a p d  graphic images of the OWahoma City bombing with an 

impassioned Brooks (wrapped in the stars and stripes of course) calhg for tdaance 
and implicitly indicting the right-Mg, anti-govanmat zeala~ who papetrated the 

bombing. In 'The Thun& RoUsw(1989), Brodrs d & v d  so searing a masage agaïnst 

spousal abuse (the victimizcd woman ends up murking h a  abusive husband) that the 

video for it was bmmed by CMT.50 Brooks also managd to push baby boomer 

buttons in The û a n œ w ( i ~ ) ,  the video for which featured n e w d  clips of Martin 

Luther King, John F. Kennedy, racial violence in Birmingham, Nuon's resignation, 

and a hosc of aher cliché images encapsulating the previous three decades of Amaican 

h i s t q .  The song was Qscribed by Erne magazine as *a pllbtive fa a &naaiion that 

has begun to li& d d  wounds as it a p d i e s  mime age-1 With the Rfraui '1 m l d  

have missed the pein / But I'd have had to miss the dancem Brooks touched a nostdgic 

nwe with baby boomers, those who bad survived the chaos of the sixtis and 

seventies, expaienced (in Jorne cases even caused) its uphavals, and for the pain and 

tumult of it aii felt thy had aww ttirwgh it on the upsi& 

And yee, even while he took up Liberal causes, Brooks' image and music 

rernained rwted in the kind of My-va lues  conservath identified with the 

Republican party. He sang about persaial rrsponsibility, about king a fàithfbi 

husband and strong fatha. And despite the sex appeai built into his image, Brooks 

seemed ratha traditional, perhps even pnidish on rnatters of ~exuality. Combining 

rhese more iraditional impulses with his anpathy for mainnream libaal muses, Brooks 

managed to mject h h d f  as a devoted family man who deepiy identiflecl with white, 

rniddle-class sociai mncerns.~z As Cuxtis EUison writes, these were 'essential 

ingredients in his unprecedented appeal.*53 

As the Garth Brooks phaiornenon Qmaistrated (by 1997, Broolis had already 



like New Country music. New Country managed to hold on to its traditional base of  

more consmative fans by remahhg tme to its family values orientation and retnaining 

wrapped in a thick c W  of g w d  old-fashimed ptriotisrn, even while it embraced such 

un-consemative auses as raciai equality, e n ~ a i t a l i s m ,  and even AIDS 

awareness.ss W~thout question however, nineties country found itself fiirthest fimm the 

music's anisavative tradition io its cbanged attitude toward women and in the 

ernergence of mily Liberated f d e  singas 

'Lndepenâence Day" 

In the early eighties, the oountry music fanale was still closely tied to the 

stereotype of dependence and wgbiess. In 1980, Crystal Gayle's oumber one hit *If 

You Eva Change Your Mindu depided a woman so despaately weak that she was 

willing take back ha arant rnan at any cost, despite his ctieating and ill-treatment of 

h a .  In 1981, h i e  Fncke sang '1'11 Need Somme to Hold Me Wheo 1 Cry," a tear- 

jerking anthem of female dependence that would have made Tammy Wynate proud A 

decade lata however, a new kind of Wng and indepaidemt country femaie had 

emerged, 'giving voiœ to higher expedations of male behavior than country music has 

c o n v e n t i d y  expressed."56 As country music sdidar Karen Saucier Lundy wrote in 

1992: 'women performers and writas have begun questionhg the authority of men and 

expressing dissatisfhdim with their drinling, cheating, and ouîiaw behavior.. .. Women 
are beginning to take the initiative in the sexual rehtiondup and are even apressing an 

enjoyment of sex."57 

The first femaie muntry singa to meaningfidiy refashion the archdype of the 

country music fanale was Reba McEntire. Thmughout the mi& and late-eighties, 

McEntire had been develophg h a  image as a mrmsense ca~a w o m  unwilling to 

be held back by men. Building on the strides fonvard made by DoUy Parton, by the 

nineties, McEntire, dong with artists like K.T. Oslin, had sbattered the old staedyp 



of the country music f d e  Singing frnn the paspeftive of a careet-minded business 

woman, and adQessing issues ranging h m  wife-beating and prostitution to waking 

women recovging from divorce and addt homemaicers retuniuig to coliege, McEntire's 

songs were characterized by a fbsty amfidaice and indepaidait spirit, "In the sixties 

and seventies," McEnttire tdd an intemimer in 1992, 'Laetta w d d  shg a song like 

'Don't Corne Home A-I)rinkinT With Lmïn' On Your Mind,* but nowadays 1'11 sing a 

song with a message We ' b ' t  even amsider corning home, because we're n d  gorma 

put up with it any longa'."ss Indeed, in songs lüce 'Take It Backw(lW) Mchtire 

depided women standing up to their mm and issuing an ultimatum: either you change 

your ways or we're thnwigh. In 'Is Thge Life Out l'Eere?"(~m) h4CEntu.e paid homage 

to women finding lives for themselves outside of traditional ocicupational and 

relationship d e s  In 'For M y  Broken HeartW(l9PL) she hailai the striength of women 

who get on with thei. lives despite brokei reiationships and amtinuing sexist berriers. 

In 'short dramatic presentations about women's pride and the salvatim of dignity 

through hard work and daamllution,y9 McEntire's music videos w a e  the hallmark of 

ha feminist image As she once told an intecviewec 'I'm tryin' to sing songs for 

women, to say for them what they m't say for themselves. -60 

But McEntire was also careful to stay within acceptable bormds for more 

traditionally-minded fans. '1 quit wearing spandex pants," she tdd an intaviewer in 

1993, '1 thought women might be offerided by me walkin' out there in a pair of tight 

pants. So 1 wait to western skins and boo<sw61 With this good-old-giil image 

tempering her feminism, McEntire maintained and broadetied her appeaï among a 

diverse s p c t m m  of fans As Ken TufLa writes: 'she hasn't aliaiated her audience by 

being 'tw aggressive' or 'uppityT."6z 

Following McEntire's lead wize a host of d e r  fernale singers singing about 

strong, independent women fed up with m e n  htty bveless, LAKetta Lynn's cousin, 

expressecl M o n  and anger with meri who take th& 'betta halves" for gcanted in 



'Blame It (h Y- Hmw(1993). In 'Five Minuîesw( lm), Lome Magan sang 'Lately 

you've fmgotten what lovin' me's ail about/ Now you've got five minutes to figure it 

out," as the song's f d e  protagonist packs her bags in front of h a  'disbe!lievin'" man. 

Trisha YearwOOd sang that she was loolong for a man %ho wili ay on my shodderW 

but won? 'foiiow me around, while Miutina McBride urged hm f d e  Lisiaiers to 

celebrate th& own 'In-Qnce Dayw(i!B4) by na putting up with domestic violence 

any longer. And Mary Chapin-Carpenta meditated ai the proôlems of suburban 

marrieci life when she sang about a nisrillusioned housewife who has decidad to lave 

h a  insensitive husband - the man is so out o f  toucti with his spouse's dissatisfaction 

thar uHe 'IhinLs He'll Keep HaW(iW). 

As in McEntUe's case, these dher strong auntry womm of the ninetia avoided 

taking their ferninism tw far. B e  paforming *T&e It Like a Manw for a naticmai 

television audience in 1993, Michelle Wright was careful to -ce the m g  with the 

qualifier that this critique of insemitive men was 'na a man-bashing m g w  but ratha &a 

guideline fa all you feilows out t h a e a 3  The p d s  of taLing faninism to ta ,  great an 

extrane were &dent in the case of  Canadian country Snga Çd Lang. Her 

songwri~g abilitia were bailai far and wide by critics, and muiy Wtened her srnoah 

vocal style to htsy CLuie, but mg's 'ovatly ferninist point of view" p v e d  a little too 

extreme fos the mainaream anintry audience64 Lang seemed to  cn>ss the Line in songs 

like "Nowhere to Stand,- a salute to unwed motherhood, and 'Big-Boned Girl," a 

straightfonvard d i m i o n  of f d e  sexuaiity. Lang never acbieved the supastar 

statu that her talent might have warranted. ranainùig more of a 'hichen singer playhg 

to a specific and smaller market of fans niat she was an opn lesbian and looked more 

Wre Johnny Cash than DoUy Parton also probably limited h a  a m ,  for men though 

New Country women awild be more defiant and liberated than th& prede!cessm, hard 

bodies and sultry feminine sex appeal remaineû important factors in their succas 

Some have vgued tbat Lang's popularity was ninailai by the simple fact that 

she was not a southener.65 However, the case of feiiow Canadian Shania Twain 



dismisses this argument. Despite h a  non-southan background, Twain emerged in the 

mid-nineiies as the biggert phenornenon in counûy music since Gmh Brooks, thanks in 

large part 'to hm flat stornach and picksing Wlybuttoilw66 Appeving in h a  videos in 

oh-setight blue jeans, hialter top, and cowbay hat, Twain uoabashediy fiaunted her 

sexuality, eaniing as many male as f d e  fans Twain also sang from the paspeftive 

of a strong, independa~t woman who would not put up with unsupportive, insensitive 

males She revased the typicai &O of the dotnestic malefernale relationship, 

instructing her mn in wHoney, I'm Homew(iwr) to: 'Pour me a cdd one and oh, by the 

way/Rub my f- and girnme somethhg to at." In h a  musical prsaia, Twain set the 

paœ for h a  relationships, rambling off a laundry List of qualifications that "Any Man of  

Mine"( 199s) would need to have to satisfy ha. In amtha song she advised mm 'If 

you're lookuig f a  a phce in h a  Mi you gotta leam to lista." Nevertheless, 

though her aggressive fernale pas>ria hdped draw many fang ha image as a fira-rate 

sex symbol, a woman whose 'ferniniun was softaied by femininityw67 was what drove 

h a  to the  top of the country industq. 

The changed p e ~ n a  of the muntxy fende in the ninetia also impacted male- 

sung m t q  music. New Countq mala se~med to be moved by the messages of their 

fernale awnteparts, as weil as by the ninaies vogue toward personal ~sponsibility and 

compassion on the part of husbands and fithers. As Curtis ElJison writes: 'a trend of 

sensitive males devoted to wom en...emage d in the early 1990's as country music 

culture's leading masculine imagew8 h the previous deades, Conway Twitty had 

helped draw the outlines for this image of  the sensitive country male, but it was Garth 

Brooks who brought it to its p i n ~ ~ l e ,  a faa which may have in pan accounted for his 

phenonienal sucoess. In addition to Bmks,  many &ers cultivated images as 

sensitive, supportive mai, including Clint Black, Vince Gin, and John Michael 

Montgomery, who soored a numba one hit with "1 Swearw(1993), in which he 

solemnly pledged to be an mat ive  husband and responsible hther. 

Country music al= raiched toward more edightened Mews on gaida issues by 



deveioping intaesting genda d e  revenais in the sfaiarios of their songr 'Ibis had 

begun early in the Reagan aa when Conway Twiay's Tight Fittin' Jeans"(l981) 

featured P man pining over a woman who has used him for her own gratification ... a 

novel experience for a nian in anmtry rnusic."69 Twitty rrconkd anotha ckssic sa- 

role reversal sang d e d  '1 Want To Know You Before We Make Lovew(1987), an 

uncharacteristic sentiment mming fiom a de, but a direct p u r s i o r  of the 'sensitive 

man lwe songPo of the nindes 

The Arnazing Rhythm Aas seerned to take a cue frwi Twitty with th& song 

'Modem Day Rornanœw(1986), in which a man's car breaks dom on the highway and 

he is picked up by a jet-sdtiag woman who whisks him off to R e m  for a wMwind 

weekend of passionate love-making. The man wakm up on the third r n d g  and 

discovers the woman gone, having left only a nde saying Vianks for the mernories." 

The man is hurt and dws kmw how to deal with the situation, lamenting only that 

this 'modem-day romancew has caused him sorne uol&fashoned pain." Micbl Martin 

Murphy's 'Wd It Be b v e  By Momingw(19û4) also scemed Qawn f b m  Twiüy's 

songbook. Here, a mm is unsettïed by the womui wbo he has picked up and and had a 

one-night affàir with. She tells hirn that rot only wül she have trouble respeaing hirn, 

but she may not even rernernber hirn the next morning. Fernale artias too invated 

gaider rola and turned the xxual doublestandard on its head, as Mkdy McRedy 

sang in 'Guys Do It Al1 the Tiie"(1996): 

WiIl you bring me a cold one M y ? ,  and ~ u m  ori the 'lV 
We'U rzDr h t  thU iotsr, tbcrr's a bnilgamc I want to scc 

Guys do it ail the tirne, and you expect us io unQntand 
But whcn the shœs on the atfia foot, h t ' s  whcn it hi& the fm. 

Gct over it hoocy, thol's a two-way sfrœt, CR you uan't bc a man of muK. 
Sure, 1 had somt  beas with die girls bst nighr, guys Q it al1 iht time. 

These type of role reversais and the saisitive man testirnonies of d s t s  like Brooks, 

Black, and Montgomgr refleded b w  far anuitiy music had mme by the ninaia h m  

the weak women/macho men m t r y  sargs of the sixtia and senties. Feminism had 

fmally seeped its way hto country music. 

Nevextheless, the heightaied stature and aggressivenas of womai in nineties 



country music should not be overstated Tbough women had a greater and more 

assertive presmœ in country music, they &il hced challenges in the male-dominated 

world of Nashville. In 1991, thirty-six f d e  ardas secu~ed wmtq music recording 

contracts, while three tirnes as many men were signed.71 In the foiiowing years, this 

disparity was axmded to some degree with the rise of female country d o n s  like 

Twain, &anna Carter, Mindy McReady, and Leann Rimes, but nevatheless. the genre 

was 'still virtually a 'boys clubT."72 Of the seyenty-men people sitting on the CMA 

Board of Diredors in 19%, only five wae  womm.73 

"Rose Garden'' 

In the presideritial elaion of 1992, as in previous years, bath the candidates 

courîed country music stars and the all-important votes of auntry fans But this time, 

the 'country music vote" was not a lock for the GOP, as it had been under Nuon and 

Reagan. The baby boomer converts to New Country had dianged the nature of that 

vote, and as a result, çreated an opaiing for the 'New" Democratic politics of Bill 

Ciinton. Clinton had reformulated Dem~~atic libealism ui the same way that cwntry 

music had reformukted its inhaent amsavatism - each had moved away h m  

extremes, toward a more modaate caiter, which, though animated by the consavative 

groundswelis of the pevious decades, was now tempaed by the mild suburban 

Liberalkm of middle-aged votas  Clinton apjxded to the 'fagotteri middle ckss" by 

rnixing his sixties-boni social anscience witb some of the vay  issues that had dnven 

the consevative ascendance: fiscal amsevatism, famiy values, wdfare r e f m ,  

personal responsibility, and law and order. 

in attemping to capture the country music vote, the RepuMian p t y  had a 

major liability in 1992: George Bush. The patncian Bush na  o d y  'lack[ed] an 

instincîive understanding of his worLUig- and Iowa-middle clas base74 but hdd litfie 

persmai appeal to the baby boomers. Together, these two pillars of the country music 

audience were the key to the presidency in 1992. 



Inhenting Reagan's Ytopdownw voting d t i a i ,  Bush's path to vidory rdied 

on the ongoing Republi~n s&ategy of uniting wealthy and worluig-class Amm<ans 

around the vilificaticm of rights-oxiented libaalism and ditist "tax-and-spsidw 

Danantic policies. But after reneging on his promise of 'no new taxesw and signing 

the controversial Civil Rights Act of 1991, Busb seuned as out-of-touch with ordinary 

voters as the two most notable casualties of  Dernomtic pidentid phtics in the 

previous two ckcaâes, George McGovan and Michael Dukakis.75 fittle wonth then 

that Bush made an utxa special &ort to establisb his credentials as a country music fan. 

If his actions in office had left hirn looking like less than a salt-of-thp-earth, ordinay 

guy, perhaps his affecticm for fiddles and steel guitars d d  amvince v d a s  

Bush let it 'leak" to the press that he was a subscriber to Çowtry Music 

magazine, and did an inteMew Spa ciuring the campaign on TNN'S evening variety 

show Nashville NOW. Throughout the campaip he engin- numemus phot- 

with consavative axmtry stalwarts Like Ricky Skaggs, Laetta Lynn, Lee Greenwood, 

the Judds, and Tanya Tucker (the latta two even performed at the 1992 W P  

convention). And like Reagan befme him, Bush used 'God Bless the USA71984) as 

his campaign song, hoping to germate a GOP landdide on the basis of its ultra-p;iai&c 

If tomomw aiî the things wac gone I'd aioikcd for aii my Lifc. 
And 1 had to start again with just my children and my wifc. 

I'd thank aiy Itrky stars io bc living hue todPy, 
Cause the flag still stands for frœdom, and thcy can't take th?t away. 

I'm p ~ u d  to bc an AmaicM. w k  at h s t  I know I'm friw. 
And 1 wm' t  forget tht imri who diad, wtro gave that nght to me. 

And I'd gladly siand up ntxt  to you and &fend h a  siiH toby, 
Cause thme ain't no u t  1 love ibis land God blcss the USA. 

Despite his efforts, Bush's pvported love of counhy music 'seerned mostly a 

marketing taaic.76 His efforts to w m  country SUS and their fans w a e  unconvincing 

at best, and disingenuous at wors~ Afta attending the 1992 CMA awards at the Grand 

Ole Opry, in his offid capacity as President and his unofficial one as an aspiring twe 

tama, Bush was md by a backïal of hostility h m  sorne country stars Rodney 

75 Edsall and EdaaU. '1992 Hectioo Anilya&' in C h i n  Roodm. pp& 6-7. 
76 Parcles. 'Pop Cui Suntivc &ma Anyrbiag. ïtu~ Respect?.' N- York li-, Januuy 10.1993. p. b27. 



Crowell was particukly annoyed by Bush's cynical attempt to be identifieci with 

country music, and may have spoken for a number of country Yigas and fans whai he 

indignanîiy tdd the New York Times that Bush had beea wnnig to think the country 

industry 'would just turn our award cetemony into a camp@ event for a guy who 

doesn't even talk about our problerns.77 

If Bush seancd an unlikely fan of country music, Bill CLinton was just the 

opposite. As country music scholar John Morthland told the New York Times: T m  

prerty cataui there has never beai a presidential candidate that seans to spring more 

clearly from the wald of m t r y  music than Bill Clintai.7~ But while Busb weit out 

of his way to be identifid witb country music, Ciinton made vay Littk effort 10 do so. 

He did not have to - the fad that he was a southemer, a baby boomer, and a 'New" 

Democrat with conmative @tics wu aiwgh to put him in good sted with nineties 

country music fans and heartland votas. 

Months befixe the election, politid analyst William SdUiBder thai 

1992 would be a watersbed in Am- pditical history - it would be We fira election 

of the suburban century.79 Schneider argued tbat demographic change had alterd the 

realities of Amman jmlitics, that the Repiblicans could no longer simply rely on 

irnplicit race-baiting and their quarter('Rntury old SOUtbern strategy, as they had fair 

years eariia. Schneida argued that the new k q  to Ammcan politics in this election 

and those to follow, wodd be 'a suburbvr mtegy ,  which wodd target the d e d  

'new collar' Baby Boom voters....They are relative@ affluent and wdl educated. They 

tend to be fiscaiiy amsevative and socially LibaaL ... They ckm't Like racial plitics 

They are pro-choice on abortion. And they feel betrayed by G a g e  Bush on the 

economy.~o It was with these voters that Clinton's hopes lay. 

At the Demoaatic amvention. Clinton set the tone for a campaign that would be 

characterized by the same impulses undalying New Country. In the stmng language of 

an insurgrnt outsida, CLinton d e c M  that he was 'Ytd up with politickm in 

Washington leduRng the r a t  of us about 'funily values.' <)ur hmilies have vaiues 



But our government Qesi't. 1 want an Amaica whae M y  dues  live in an 

actions, not just in our specties.qi These were in>nic words h m  a man whose 

Presidency would be riddled with allegatio~ls of aduitey and various dher f m s  of 

miscondua. Nevertheiess, Clintoa's emtnace of the 'family values" mande, 

hypocritical as it wag put him in stw with the axe country music audieace, the 

subdan baby boomers and Reagan Demoaats he hoped to woo back to the 

Democratic Party. 

Clinton aided his amvention spedi by acaping the nomination 'in the name 

of aii the ptmple who do the work, p y  the taxes, raise the Iods and play by the 

rules ... the hard-working Ammcans who make up our fofgotten middle cbss.32 

Months Iater, Rolling Stone m g a z k  described Garth Broolrs' fans in language 

strikingly simiiar to that used by Ciinton in descnbing his own constitutmts In fact, the 

rock journal revealed evsi more about Clinton's targeted voters, describing Blodcs' 

audience as: 

The mai forgortcn middk chus, the real pcopk wmicd abcnjt family values ....nicy JUC uK peopk 
who walrcd hard and ncva complained, who ment to chufch and m t c d  uieir kadtff. who rhrnight 
they b the mks aad klicved ihaî if thy follrniucd hose nrks, chtir ha wuld  et btttcr. Tbcy 
arc neither opprrsscd minotities, whosc accds havc beai etchcd into ihc mion's consciousncss, 

Clinton's otha showcase issues - welfare re fm,  law and orda, the economy, 

eduation - also re~~nated with the saisibiiities of New Countxy fans. Welfare r e f m  

especiaily highiighted the simihrities baween CLUiton and the oauitry music ethos As 

joumaiists 'Thomas and Mary Edyll m e :  %dfare appeated to many voteis to 

institutionaiize worllessness, family pathology ... illegitimacy, aiminality, h g  abuse, 

and long-term dependm.q4  Counby music culture had always been critical of these 

kind of dyshinctions, standing instead for the values of hard woriq independence, 

family integrity, persaÿil responsibility, and hmest Iiving. Chton's m n g  stand on 

law and orda also struck a chord with New Counny fans, many of whom had moved 

to s u b d s  in search of safe stRas and secure neighborhoods in which to raise thei. 



It was Clinton's pasaial campaip style howeva which most resembled the 

down-te- populism of country music culture. As Curtis Ellison writes: 

Clinton's hcy straiegic move to imprrss Amcricrin votcn witb bis smœrity and paioad touch wps 

takcn diriectiy FriHn ttre playbûok of country music stars - a six-day bus W of 1,000 m k s  thmugh 
scven states h m  New York City to St Loui. tnmcdinkiy afkr his nominahm. Thc bus bur wps a 
gladhnding. quick-stoptouch-rhc-people aûik that at lenst outwprdIy pnralleled artist-fan 
intaaction in country mwic culme. Couplcd with hU crunpîign pitch for mbruig famdy values 
and lifting fax birrdnis fiom the 'middk ck,' Clinton was moving cffcctivcfy in ihe samc tarPin 
as Nashviiic ~ntrc~rieneurs.8~ 

Indemi, and while Ciinton neva  came nght out with a stimng endorsement of country 

music, he helped show the public in subtle, indiren ways that his cuhral ~ m p a s s  

pointed toward Nashville. The same note of nostalgia for classic rock that New 

Country music struck with baby boomas was wmuniated  througb Clunon's 

publicized affection for Elvis M e y ,  and his use of Fieetwood Mac's soft-rock 

seventies anthem 'Don't Stop Thinking About Tomorroww(i978) as his campaign song. 

Along with his belief in f d y  values, d e  s m d s  and middle-cIass tax relief, 

Clinton's nostaigia f a  classic rock re~onated with suburban New Country converts, 

who could safeiy assume that if he Ored Fleetwood Mac and the King, thm he mus& lke 

Garth and R h .  

The aombinatim of i M s m ,  toleaance, and soc& Libeaalism with which Ciinton 

balanced his "Neww Danocratic msezvatism M e r  exhibited his synagy with the 

inclusive, socially mnscious New Country pemmïfied by Gartb Bmoks. O n  women's 

issues especially, the Clinton campaip and New Cauaiy seemed to m e  h m  the 

same feminist point of view. As sui assertive car= wman herseif, Hillary Clinton 

measured up with the new, independent, professional womem of New Countq. The 

First Lady-in-waiting evei risLed alierating more traditicmaiiy-minded countq fans by 

criticizing Tammy Wyndte's anti-faninist anthem 'Stand By Your Manw for 

enmuraging female depaidaice. Though she Mer apoiogized for ha impolitic slight of 

country music's fira lady, her aiticism was not out of step with the new feminist 

parspedive animating New Country. 

The syrnmetry bdweai Bill Clinton's Weww Dernodc poüiics and the eihos 

of New Country helped explaùi the outcorne of the 1992 eledion. The 'liberaliLuigw 



impulses of New Country were rnatched by l%oomtizing" impuises on the pert of 

Clinton - each was a result of the recognition that thae was a new cmter in Ammcan 

political culture It was a amter that had beai pushed to the right over the previous 

decades, but which had been tentatively pulied back toward the lefi by the new 

demographic logic of Awricaa saiety, which had put subudm vo<m and baby 

boomers in the Qiva's seat of Ameican pditia. With his ~mpaign  %nexi sq~areiy 

at the suburban middle class,"86 Clinton's victay had, as New Yotk Times music aitic 

Jon Pareles argued, paralleied the rise of Nashville in the n u i a i e s 8 7  



CONCLUSION 
The rise of New Country in the nineties, and its mnvageice with the dominant 

social, political, eammic, and demographic trends of the late twentiah-centliry brought 

oountry music to the apex of Am- ailtue Country hacl tnily becorne Amaie ' s  

music. But, as Rolling Stone's Don McLeese asked in 1 9 9 2  'Did Nashville's cross-ove 

dreams corne true at the expense of its Joul?"l 

Ever since Chet Atlans' 'compromisew and the advait of the 'Nashville Sound," 

purist partisans of addticmai country music had lamentad that the urge for mainstream 

respect and financial success would deplete the music of its identity. These concems 

continued to mount in the nineties, as owntry hiseci eva-more iadistïnguishabiy with 

rock, pop, and folk. By the mid-ninaies, practically any rock a pop recordhg could get 

airplay on country radio simply by adding a chonis of steel guitar or by ciothing the artist 

in a cowboy bat. In an article written ai the height of %arthmaniaW in late 1994, Tony 

Schman spoke on behalf of many traditionally-rninded country fans: 

Country music bas speid... h m  mpfgins to mahanam, fiom regional to nationai, h m  
ridiculecl steQchild to fd k g i w  in the M y  of Amerïcui nuasic. But the pice of its 
accei,tance has been the music's pingency - mire, its very idearity. To write a history of couarry 
music in 1994 is, intriguingly brd sodly, to wite more than a mere history-up-to-mw, witb tbe 

-nt as an arbiîrary termimis; it means writing a self-eslosed c M c l e ,  a rtory with an end.* 

While many might have agreed with Schaman's hyperbole, his dire 

pronouncement was no doubt an exaggeration. Caiainly the country music of the nuiaies 

bore little resanblance to ihai of the Sxties. But thai again, the aiuntry music of the 

sixties was quite different fmm that of the twentis and thinies Evoluticm and change 

have always been significant characteristics of country music over its long history. 

Country's 'dynamic ab- to keep in tune with chging tastes, techndogies, and timesn3 

is in fact aie of its definhg diaradaistics. 

Obsavers LiLe Scbaman, who hear in Nnaies muntry music the deaLh of the 

f m ,  are not listening carefully awwgh. While the iostrumentaîion, produaion values, 

and musical stylings have unckgone major changes over the pst -des, thee still has 

rernained one amsistent elemextt in country music: its val- Despite the insurgaice of 



feminist paspedives and a social amscious, the lyrical content of the music stiü remaùis 

tied to the sarne m e  of values that have always bem its essence: love, home, family, 

religion, patriotism, and fiedom. And evai though country has brœdmed its appeal in 

ordm to rexh out to a younger and more middle-dass audience, it has &ne so without 

sacrifiting its essaitialiy wuorking-class peqxctive. In f a ,  middle-class patrons of New 

Country are perhaps made more recepive to the music as a result of socio600110mic 

pressures which have put them in a sirnilar position to that of country's traditionai fan 

base One of the recuning catchphrases of the ninefies has been the 'shrinking middle- 

ciassw With ec01lomic change transfonriing the Amaican m m y ,  and the dispanty 

been America's haves and h a v e w t s  inaeasing, middle-class Ammcans can bata id- 

with the f d g  that they work harder and get l e s  for their effoits Like the traditionai 

partisans of country music, Ammca's shrînking middle-class identifies increasingly with 

the 'working mm's bluesw For those challengeci a dispiaceû by the SDCiOeQHHHnic 

changes of the late-twentieth caitury, 'country music culture offers one path to a sense of 

identity. "4 

* * * 

'Country music,* writes Charles Gritnia, 'serves as a barometer for certain 

aspects of Ammcan popular culture. As the mood of the nation changes, c o u n ~  music 

adapts to express popular opinion quite accurately. "5 Indeed, the history of country music 

over the postwar period reads as a poignant cultural refleaion of the socid, political, and 

economic changes of the same ea. As the nation's political climate grew incrasingly 

polarized in the sixtia, so too did its popular music. While rock, foik, and sou1 spoke for 

civil rights activists, ferninists, the counterculture, and war protestors, country music alone 

stood up for %aditionaIw values and the nobiiity of hard wodq family inîegxity, and 

patriotism As southeni-styled poiitical conservatism (in the personage of leaders like 

George Wallace and Richard Nuon) gained amvexts a m  the nation, the 'silent 

majority" of rniddle- and workingclass Americans gaivaniid a baddasb against the fmces 

of disruption and disloyalty. By tuniing to the anisemative, swthem swnd of country 

music, middle Amaica registaed a ailturaï protest againsi the forcg of &matic 



insmection, adopting as th& own the good old-Woned Ammcanism of the South. 

As soci06conomic and pditical devdopments transformed the nation thrwghout 

the seventies and beyond, country music's giowing populvity o p e d  i revealing 

window on a nation that culturally and demographicaily amtinuefdj to move South and 

WestaW6 In the mid-sevmtier and eighties, whiIe the Sunbelt emezged as the new locus of 

America's politics, economy, and culture, country music spread across America at a 

blistering paœ, idiuencing major trends in popuIar cuiture and playing a significant de, 

at least symbolically, in the inQeaSingly cnisezvatized &mal political culture. With its 

decidedl y anti-Iibera] posture, and Gai-blgs-A&ca mystique, country music provided 

the soundtrack to the coaservative insurgena thaî culminated with the dedion of R d d  

Reagan, and continuai to reverberate long afta. 

The emergence of New Country in the nineties signalleû an ideo10gical broadening 

of country music's audience, as baby boomas and Ammcan youth gravitated toward the 

newest hybrid country sound Ya even while country supastars attracted their new fans 

with a more moderaie oo~~ezvatism and a nostaigic musical aesthetic modelled on the 

chssic rock sounds of the seventies, the music mntinued to repesent ' fh i l y  valuesw and 

the kind of subuxban, middl-f-the-road, middle-class ccmsewatism that elevated Bill 

Clinton to the White H o u r  Country music's complae amquesi of Ammca by the late 

twentieth-cenhiry was but one wrnponent of the South's emergeriœ h m  t s  divL pst  to 

becorne the leader of the nation. While Ammcans fiom New York City to Los Angeles 

listened to awnüy music, southw-styled aniservatisn set the tone for the nation's 

political dialogue, and southenas held nearly eveq signifiant pos in Ammcan 

govanment. At the same time, the Sunbelt ecaiomy lay at the hcM of Arnmca's 

economic renaissance, while the nation's major population growth was focused souih of 

the Mason-Dixon line and west of the Mississippi. Amaiai had Duly beei southemized. 
* * * 

*Tm of@" writes K m d h  Bindas, "popular music is ignaed by teachuig 

professionals.~ Indeed, the study of popular music in the mntext of broada social and 

political developments holds an impmtant key for undastanding hist~ry.  It is net mou@ 



to examine politicians, leaders, parties, and social movanaits, for in the d m  of popukr 

culture we disawer a great dcal m a e  that can help shape our understanding of the pst, as 

well as the presait and future. By studying modern awnw music we discan a great deal 

abouî the history and nature of one of the most signifiant fmces shaping the lasi half- 

mtwy of Amàican history, the mo&m amservattive ascendance In the sound of 

country music we can h m  fa,  more than guitars, fiddies, and ttar-jerking voices. We can 

hear the sounds of pride, prejudice, war, social conflict, ecoilomic insecurity, and pditid 

upheaval. In short, we cui hear the fmces of histay n w o k  AU we n d  to do is listai. 
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