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One of the chief aims of this review article is to explore what happens when
political cultures and popular music cultures intersect. The 1960s are a case in
point. The conventional approaches to the relationship between popular music
and the cultures of political protest in the 1960s can be described as moving between
two poles: On the one hand, there is Arthur Marwick’s approach in his cross-
national survey of social change in the West in the ‘long 1960s’ (1958–72), when a
‘cultural revolution’ occurred in which protest music played a major role. On the
other hand, there is Dominic Sandbrook’s observation that the top-selling album of
the 1960s was not some masterpiece by the Beatles or the Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan
or another leading figure in rockmusic but the soundtrack ofThe Sound ofMusic. It:

projected a familiar, even conservative vision of the world, based on romantic love

and family life. In a period of change it offered a sense of reassurance and stability, not

only in its plot but also in its musical style . . . these were the values of millions . . . in the

Swinging Sixties.1
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Against the background of these two opinions, this article considers the conclu-
sions of three recent books which try to establish connections in the 1960s between
rock music and politics on the one hand and the emerging youth subculture of
protest on the other. All three focus on protest and its presence in the popular
music scene at that time and afterwards. This approach is in keeping with
Marwick’s view, though some of the authors in these volumes reflect
Sandbrook’s argument about the conservative nature of the 1960s. With reference
to these books, this article argues that debates about the meaning and legacy of the
1960s in general, and its popular protest music in particular, should include a
consideration of the nature of the 1960s as a key period that not only continues
to define us but also remains insistently with us for better or worse.

When asking in the first place what form of expression was characteristic of the
1960s, the books under review argue that it was especially the music of the time that
can give us an understanding of the nature of the decade.2 Second, most authors
agree not only with Marwick’s argument but also with Terry Anderson’s famous
opinion that ‘the most significant aspect of the sixties was [its] social activism’.3

The 1960s were full of protest and violence, whether war, repression, civil unrest,
or gross deprivation,4 but they were also replete with family values. It was a period
of radical protest, both political and cultural, institutional and idiosyncratic, and
also a period of conservative values in family life and politics.5 ‘A civilization was
on the turn’, argued Robin Blackborn when writing about 1968. The events in
France, the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia and the Tet offensive in Vietnam
nourished a new type of radicalism and anti-capitalism, with occupations of fac-
tories and campuses. Student radicalism proclaimed itself a ‘new left’, although
anarchist, neo-syndicalist, Maoist and Trotskyist groups disputed the terrain and
rejected the term. These events were like small vessels tossed about in the wake of
large-scale ‘social movements’ brought into existence by students, anti-war activ-
ists, oppressed minorities, squatters, women’s groups and anti-imperialists.6

In the forefront of the protest, violence, civil unrest and every kind of radicalism
were young people, whose Resistance Through Rituals, as Stuart Hall described the
events of mid 1960s through the 1970s, was fueled by rock music.7 Basically, the
books under review here seek to examine the precise connections between the anti-
Vietnam demonstrations and the Rolling Stones in Hyde Park, or Sgt. Pepper and

(London 2006), 404–5. See also O. Heilbronner, ‘‘‘Helter-Skelter’’? The Beatles, The British Left and the
Question of Hegemony in 1968’, Interdisciplinary Literary Studies: A journal of Criticism and Theory, 19
(November/December 2011), 78–99.
2 Three recently published books argue the same: J. Savage, 1966: The Year the Decade Exploded
(London 2015); D. Sandbrook, The Great British Dream Factory (London 2015); P. Doggett, Electric
Shock: From the Gramophone to the iPhone – 125 Years of Pop Music (London 2015).
3 T. Anderson, The Movement and the Sixties (New York, NY 1996).
4 R. Gildea, et al. (eds) Europe’s 1968, Voices of Revolt (Oxford 2013).
5 M. Gorsky, ‘‘‘Raindrops on roses’’ The Sound of Music and the political psyche of the Sixties’, The
Sixties: A Journal of History, Politics and Culture, 6, 2 (2013), 199–224.
6 R. Blackbourn, ‘Remembering Stuart Hall’, New Left Review, 86 (2014), 81–3.
7 S. Hall and T. Jefferson (eds), Resistance Through Rituals: Youth Subcultures in Post-War Britain
(London 1978).
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student revolt in Germany. They try to understand the role rock protest music
played, if any, in the events of the 1960s. When looking at these books, we will
tackle this question from three angles: Protest music in the 1960s; the impact during
and shortly after the 1960s; and finally the legacy of the 1960s.

But what is protest music? What is a protest song? Eric Drott, in his study of the
role music played in France in ‘the long 1968’ (1968–81) thinks of protest music as
types of music that ‘performed, or conceptualized in different social contexts,
engage politics in different ways’.8 Deena Weinstein argues that protest song con-
cerns issues related to unjust actions by the authorities, ‘songs that concentrate
their fury upon a single act of injustice’.9 Protest song can be described as such not
only due to its content but also due to its impact years after it was written or sung.
Weinstein, while touching briefly on the difficulty of defining exactly what a protest
song is, claims that, despite popular opinion to the contrary, there has been
remarkably little social protest music.

The volume Music and Protest in 1968 edited by Beate Kutschke and Barley
Norton is a good starting point to understand the role music played in the ‘long
1968’, the most ‘sixties’ year of the 1960s. From the second half of 1966 and well
into 1970, a new type of radicalism and protest appeared among students and
workers, rebellions all over the world, and the writers in the volume describe loca-
tions and attitudes in different parts of the world from a protest music perspective.
Here I have chosen four locations in which one sees the role played by protest
music: the United States of America, Germany, Italy and Japan.

Sarah Hill writes about the USA.10 In 1968, protest music played a significant
role in the political events in the USA, with messages that reflected the vitality of
politically engaged popular music. Although many political and social events took
place, there was surprisingly little direct protest in the USA. Instead, much of this
upheaval was expressed in musical manifestations of protest. The soundtrack of
that time reflected the disappointment from the establishment after the 1960s’
famous political assassinations, disapproval of the Vietnam War, and discontent
with the oppression of black people in the USA. In addition, protest music started
to undergo changes, with different interpretations of folk, soul, and rock.

In 1968, musical reactions to political events became angrier and more direct
than in the previous years. As a result of this transformation, the very purpose of
the ‘protest song’ was in dispute. Different genres such as ‘folk’ and ‘rock’ protest
songs found expression in protest music. Folk protest singers could share the same
political views but approached the idea of protest from a different angle: they
delivered their message in a more humorous and more up-to-date musical style

8 E. Drott, Music and the Elusive Revolution: Cultural Politics and Political Culture in France, 1968–
1981 (Berkeley, CA 2011), 4.
9 D. Weinstein, ‘Rock protest songs: so many and so few’, in I. Peddie (ed.), The Resisting Muse:
Popular Music and Social Protest (Aldershot 2009), 3.
10 S. Hill, ‘‘‘This Is My Country’’: American Popular music and political engagement in ‘‘1968’’’, in B.
Kutschke and B. Norton (eds), Music and Protest in 1968 (Cambridge 2013), 44–63.
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that distinguished these protest songs from the old ones. The rock interpretation of
protest songs introduced political sentiment into the mainstream by their method
of attack. It was conveyed with direct sonic imagery of war or an exposure of the
injustices of US society.

Hill argues that the revival of folk music in the USA was directly connected to
leftist politics. While at the beginning of the 1960s a protest song was delivered in a
very clear and simple way, in 1968 the previous impulse to protest lapsed. After the
introduction of the Civil Rights Act in 1964, there were fewer protest songs for the
struggle of civil rights, so that the label ‘protest singer’ became an indicator of
regression. Rather, popular music took a new direction, so that although very little
was overtly political about any of the music, it was the musical style itself that
became the message.

There is no doubt that the Vietnam War was a crucial event in the development
and the performance of protest songs in the USA. Many Americans started to lose
faith in US foreign policy when tens of thousands of US soldiers died in the
Vietnam War. There was a general anger towards the war that spread rapidly.
The cost of the conflict in dollars and human lives had become too high. In that
respect, 1968 was a year of unrest, as the Vietnam War enormously affected many
aspects of US cultural life such as the presidential race, the draft and racial tension.
The music of the time reflected a condemnation of the USA’s military engagement
in Southeast Asia and a desire for an end to the conflict that was shared by many.

Together with the Vietnam war, the assassination of both Martin Luther King
and Robert F. Kennedy in 1968 produced musical expressions of shock that
reflected the hope placed in the two fallen American public figures. This became
a vital reference point for Black music, which sought to unite the community at this
testing moment. These deaths had brutal repercussions for the wider culture, and
the wave of riots left nowhere to hide. This was reflected in two musical moments.
Immediately after Martin Luther King’s death, James Brown held a concert that
was expected to turn into a riot. Although James Brown was never considered a
politically engaged performer, when violence broke out, he was expected to diffuse
a potentially dangerous situation with simple pleas for respect and understanding.
Subsequently, he also released a song in an attempt to raise consciousness through
music. At the end of her study, Hill suggests that the protest soundtracks of 1968 –
folk, soul and rock – reflected the fractures in American society and challenged the
myth of ‘America’. ‘This is my Country!’ became ‘This is my Country?’

West Germany and Berlin in 1968 constituted another, more nuanced example of
protest music.11 Beate Kutschke argues that social protest music played a central role
in the events around 1968 in both West and East Berlin (although her main concern is
the western side). Social protest at that time was characterized by its anti-authoritarian
thrust, as was social protest music. It promoted a revolt against every kind of authori-
tarian suppressive behaviour displayed by the state (especially in the educational

11 B. Kutschke, ‘Anti-authoritarian revolt by musical means on both sides of the Berlin Wall’, in
Kutschke and Norton, Music and Protest in 1968, 188–204.
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system), the capitalistic system, and parents’ culture, and against authority in general.
The movement also railed against fascism as it feared its resurgence in Germany. It
criticized surviving Third Reich sentiments and Nazi figures and structures. The music
not only ‘hankered after radically changing the state and society’ (199) but also pro-
duced many changes within the music industry itself and created new genres and styles.

Kutschke writes about Krautrock (German rock). Some protest bands emerged
out of communes, a collective, socialist and sexually liberal way of life without any
hierarchy or common family structures. Other bands hailed from the intellectual
bourgeoisie and grew up in the western avant-garde scene. However, they turned
against their origins and mingled avant-garde aesthetics with popular rock. Some
of the bands also developed from political cabaret or theater where the music
simply served as a vehicle to emphasize a political statement. Cabaret is by
nature critical and cynical towards the state and politics, and the music was the
same. The ‘polit-song’ genre evolved from that background.

Krautrock influenced major social developments in the 1960s, especially towards
the end of the decade, and afterwards. Kutschke argues that this protest genre,
by mixing avant-garde styles with popular music like rock, was ‘engaged in a post-
modern collapsing of the boundaries of high and low culture’ (192). But an important
aspect of the article is Kutschke’s argument that Krautrock represents anti-author-
itarian music on the stage. The performance of anti-authoritarian music was char-
acterized by a lot of improvised experimentation and an avoidance of a strict
adherence to a script, which was considered authoritarian. The bands aimed to mar-
ginalize social-cultural differences by letting everybody join the performance regard-
less of their level of musical ability and experience. The performance itself was highly
expressive of rebellion: ‘actor-like text declamation’ yelling like ‘angry young men’
(193), as well as demolitions of the stage, reflected the discontent. Performances at
that time became more aggressive, cynical and prone to violence, rejecting conform-
ity. Musical aesthetics and rules were sacrificed for the political message.

Kutschke concludes that a huge percentage of young people were involved in the
anti-authoritarian movement. This helped to create a new young generation, some
of whose members later participated in protest movements and parties such as the
Baader-Meinhof group and the Green Party. Rock music, the content of which
became more violent, calling for ‘. . .Abolishing the entire . . .‘‘authoritarian sta-
te’’. . . by direct action’ (193), sparked dynamic change and reform, and led to
the creation and dissemination of new genres and styles in German cultural life.

Italy and Japan are two other examples of anti-authoritarian revolt in 1968 in
countries with a fascist legacy. In his article about Italy, Gianmario Borio describes
the 1960s as a time when there were stormy debates about the legacy of fascism and
issues such as divorce, abortion, and opposition to military service. This led to civil
disobedience and counterculture groups that criticized the Italian establishment.12

In these conflicts and the formation of new identities, music played a leading role.

12 G. Borio, ‘Music as plea for political action: the presence of musicians in Italian protest movements
around 1968’, in Kutschke and Norton, Music and Protest in 1968, 29–45.
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The Italian popular music scene associated the innovative trends in rock with
political and class issues, and thus the musician had a social-revolutionary role.
Rock music was urban, international and spontaneous. Rock bands were left-wing
initiatives and performed in campaigns in favor of liberalization of laws on abor-
tion, divorce, and soft drugs. The author Andrea Valcarenghi coined the term
‘youth proletariat’ when asked to define the protest movements. In 1970, the Re
Nudo magazine created by Valcarenghi organized a festival in collaboration with
the New Left called Festa del proletariat giovanile, in which most of the Italian
progressive rock groups performed with Marxist slogans. Borio suggests that the
anti-establishment protest music movement in Italy was defined by its close link to
Marxism, rejection of the establishment and consumer society, and finally its close-
ness to revolutionary thought.

In Japan, as in Italy, music was integral to the profound cultural, social and
political changes that swept the country in 1968.13 The underground folk songs
(Kansai songs) in Japan were influenced by US folk songs and were connected to
the activism and protest of leftist students. These songs were a medium for the
student protest that formed part of the campaigns against the Vietnam War. At
first, protest ‘folk songs’ were sung in English by American singers. Only later were
they translated into Japanese, and students started to compose their own songs
based on the US models.

Mitsui bases his study on several protest songs, starting with the song ‘Drunkard
Come Back from Heaven’. This was a comic song that entered the national chart in
1968 and set the trend for later underground songs. This song was composed,
performed and recorded by a group of college students in Kyoto. It was a great
success and very popular in Japan. The words of the song corresponded to public
concern about death on the roads, which had increased dramatically in Japan due
to rapid growth in the domestic car industry and the economy. It was a surrealistic
narrative delivered in a comic voice. The musical style of the song was influenced
by US folk music of the mid-1960s. Following this song, which served as an inspir-
ation, 15 singles were released as underground songs in February and March 1968.
One song, ‘Let’s Join the Self-Defence Forces’, was a parody of the Japanese
military. Of all the anti-war songs written in 1968, this song became the most
popular and the best-known in Japan.

Mitsui argues that anti-war folk songs became popular throughout the nation in
1968 and helped galvanise the Folk Guerillas and other organized student activ-
ities. Together with the record clubs, the Anti-Vietnam War Committee and spon-
taneous gatherings, protest music thus played a central role in the events of 1968 in
Japan. Protest songs – influenced by US songs and sung at anti-war rallies – were
mainly the product of student singer-songwriters who belonged to the Kansai
underground folk song movement.

13 T. Mitsui, ‘Music and protest in Japan: the rise of underground folk song in ‘‘1968’’’, in Kutschke
and Norton, Music and Protest in 1968, 81–96.
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The volume gives many other examples of protest (and non-protest) music in
1968. They were characterized by self-organization, concern, transnational
exchange and cross-genre productions. On the other hand, some articles describe
cases where the popular or rock music scene was more moderate and only con-
tained some anti-protest content. Indeed, the two articles by Allan Moore and
Virginia Anderson point to the case of Britain, which was characterized by escap-
ism and a lack of political involvement.14

It seems that the impact of protest music was felt most intensely and directly in
the USA, especially on the West Coast.15 By the second half of the 1960s,
New York and San Francisco became the centre of a hip counterculture, a
‘hippie’ lifestyle. This was reflected first of all in rock music. Rock music on the
west coast was centered in San Francisco, where music and college campuses had
become closely connected. This new campus-focused rock music was primarily
concerned with politics and drugs. In politics, opposition to the Vietnam War
played the primary role; with regard to drugs, a major role was played by the
spirit of freedom and by the unspoken fraternity of those who had taken acid.
Politics and drugs (and some would say sex) created a community of protest sen-
timent that expressed itself in rock music.

In The Republic of Rock: Music and Citizenship in the Sixties, Michael J.
Kramer, a US historian, examines the relationship between rock music and citi-
zenship in the 1960s counterculture in San Francisco. Kramer tries to show how the
rock music scene in San Francisco presented a challenge to traditional values while
simultaneously embracing a hip capitalism which commercialized the countercul-
ture. I will concentrate here on the first argument.

Kramer argues that the anti-Vietnam War activities and the acid rock scene in San
Francisco became a community in which music was a primary avenue through which
to address issues of citizenship in what eventually came to be known as the
‘Woodstock nation’ (25). Kramer and others describe this community based on protest
and drugs as a counterculture community whose members were dedicated to building
an alternative society. These cultural rebels disdained the workaday life they believed
US society demanded of them. They wanted to create a less restricted community of
free individuals devoted to new forms of wisdom and pleasure. In time, some of these
cultural radicals tried to put their values into practice by creating suitable livelihoods
that enhanced their sense of community and provided economic sustainability.16

Kramer’s book has a long introduction and two parts. I wish to draw attention
to the first part, which illuminates in a provocative manner the role that protest
music played in the San Francisco counterculture community. Kramer studied

14 A. Moore, ‘British rock: the short ‘‘1968’’, and the long’, in Kutschke and Norton, Music and
Protest in 1968, 154–170; V. Anderson, ‘‘‘1968’’ and the experimental revolution in Britain’, in Kutschke
and Norton, Music and Protest in 1968, 171–87.
15 Hill, ‘‘‘This is my Country’’’, 52.
16 D. Farber,‘Building the counterculture, creating right livelihoods: the counterculture at work’, The
Sixties: A Journal of History, Politics and Culture, 6, 1 (2013), 1–24.
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several features of the city’s counterculture activities, not all of them connected to
protest music. Two of them brilliantly demonstrate how protest music defined the
city’s counterculture.

Kramer examines how the ‘hippies’ Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters became
the emerging force of San Francisco’s counterculture as a result of the Vietnam War
and drug culture. Kesey became the leader of the group and the others followed.
Their goal was to alter ideas of social adhesion, individual identity and collective
interaction in the United States of America during the 1960s, as well as to promote
rock music as part of the development of the counterculture. The activities of the
Pranksters reached their climax in wild parties called Acid Tests. These gatherings
were meant to extend the limits of the self, democratic interaction and national
identity in the militarized US culture, and by that means form a counterculture in
which citizenship and rock music interacted. Kramer argues that rock music helped
the Pranksters to create this alternate reality of funhouses in which the use of sound
combined with LSD produced a spiritual adventure for the individual and the
masses. The fun that those present at the Acid Tests experienced was directly
linked to the loss of self in music and drugs, together with an attempt to understand
the American ideals of life in the shadow of the Vietnam War.

Rock music continued to inspire Kesey and the Pranksters as they began to
collaborate with the Warlocks (a rock band later known as The Grateful Dead)
and others for the purpose of directing the energies of rock toward a reconfigur-
ation of society. The events at the Acid Tests were meant to help those present to
figure out how to convene a new kind of community by concentrating on an
intensification of energies rather than by rejecting the technologies of the contem-
porary world.

With the aid of protest (‘acid’) music, social interaction moved from chaotic
anarchy to harmony as the entire crowd danced in synchronization. Music played a
central role in the Acid Tests as it strengthened the sense of connection to another
order of reality, while the purpose of the events was to bring into existence a culture
of participatory democracy through a symphony of bodies and machines.

What Kesey and the Pranksters achieved with their Acid test parties and events
was also done by San Francisco’s KMPX rock station. In 1967, KMPX played an
important role in the counterculture. Thanks to Larry Miller and the first ‘under-
ground rock’ radio show, KMPX’s audience grew and expanded across the Bay
area. The rock station, composed of members of the counterculture, brought cre-
ative ideas to broadcasting, introducing psychedelic and progressive rock with
protest elements, local and niche genres of music, disc-jockey controlled program-
ming, and ‘free form’ shows permitting public interaction. When the station chan-
ged owners, however, it was remodelled to appeal to the mainstream and increase
revenues. The KMPX staff called a strike to regain their rights as creative DJs as
well as fair pay, a strike which tested the loyalty of fans and support systems.

Kramer argues convincingly that KMPX was the first radio station to devote its
content to the ideals of the counterculture rather than the mainstream, which
allowed its members to create their own communication medium for fostering a
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sense of community and shared civic participation. Many members of the coun-
terculture members worked for KMPX and were free to be creative in their shows,
even editing the news in accordance with the counterculture’s values.

Kramer’s arguments mainly depend on the interrelationship between rock music
and the San Francisco counterculture. He treats rock music as a medium of inquiry
and a powerful means of studying protest groups in the 1960s. The examples given
above show how protest music inspired a counterculture ‘marked by a robust
engagement with citizenship: its norms, possibilities, dreams and problems’ (26).
In contrast to this view, Kramer refers to the comment of Joe McDonald (of the
rock group ‘Country Joe and the Fish’) at a political gathering of local activists in
1969: ‘You are not revolutionary, you are just a young American citizen’. Kramer
thinks that this statement could suggest that McDonald did not see rock music as a
form of political protest.

So, how did the decades after the 1960s perceive the role music played at that time?
What was the legacy of the protest music of the 1960s? How did rock protest music
of the 1960s influence different musical genres that came later?

The volume The Routledge History of Social Protest in Popular Music with its 29
contributors tells the story of the impact of social protest music chiefly in the
twentieth century, and especially its second half. The 1960s and their legacy
undoubtedly play a prominent role in the volume’s agenda, as its editor
Jonathan Friedman argues in his introduction, quoting the words of the political
activist Pete Seeger: ‘No song I can sing will make Governor Wallace change his
mind’ (xvi),17 which recalls the Beatles’ lyrics in ‘Revolution’: ‘But if you go carry-
ing pictures of Chairman Mao, You ain’t going to make it with anyone anyhow’.
These quotations remind us of Deena Weinstein’s observation, cited above, that
‘there has been remarkably little social protest music’.18 I would like to focus on a
few examples that show the genre’s limited effect on later generations but also some
profound influences on the protest music of the late twentieth century.

Louise Davis, in her article,19 traces the legacy of mass rock concerts such as
Woodstock (1969) and The Concert for Bangladesh (1971) to the Live Aid concerts
(1985) and Live 8 benefit concerts (2005) with their aim of raising money and
awareness of famine and destitution in Africa. Louise starts with the Live Aid
benefit concert in 1985, which was designed to raise both funds for and awareness
of victims of famine in the Horn of Africa. It collaborated with artists of USA for
Africa and popular celebrities who introduced the acts. There was a strong empha-
sis on these famous Western singers, which somewhat overshadowed the cause of
famine relief. Louise sees a direct continuity between the legendary Woodstock
concert and Live Aid, particularly in the idea of Bob Geldof (the main initiator)

17 J. Friedman, ‘What Is Social Protest Music?: One Historian’s Perspective’, in Friedman (ed.), The
Routledge History of Social Protest and Popular Music (New York, London 2013), xvi.
18 Weinstein, ‘Rock protest songs’, 5.
19 H. Louise Davis, ‘Concerts For A Cause (Or, ‘Cause We Can?)’, in Friedman, The Routledge
History of Social Protest and Popular Music, 211–25.
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of gathering together as many artists as possible for the sole purpose of raising
money for the victims of famine in Africa. In addition to the 1985 concert, Louise
gives examples of some other Live benefit concerts, such as The Live 8, and Live 8
at Eden: Africa Calling, and the Live 8 at Murrayfield: Scotland Calling for action
for aid with charity.

In all of these benefit concerts there was a call for love, peace, and action
through donations to charity. Here we find the legacy of the counterculture activity
in San Francisco described by Kramer, the 1969 Woodstock festival and the
Bangladesh concert in 1971. Moreover, the Live Aid concerts were events that
displayed the hardships of the Africans through video and called on the audience
to help and donate to the cause. Another important aspect to consider is identity,
which is consciousness of a cause and of how practices can be changed through the
sense that ‘we’ can do it.

In their article on three rock icons,20 Jacqueline Edmondson and Robert Weiner
discuss three influential protest music heroes of the 1960s and early 1960s – Frank
Zappa, John Lennon and Jerry Garcia (of The Grateful Dead) – and consider their
activities in the 1960s, their influence on the music industry and their social activ-
ities in the following decade. Zappa, Lennon and Garcia were three inescapable
influences on the counterculture society of the 1960s. Although the three musicians
worked independently and had different goals, they were all in some way critical of
society. Of the three, Zappa was the most vocal in his opinions already in the 1960s,
Lennon was vocal for a short period in the early 1970s, while Garcia was the least
vocal. All three musicians had a fixation on changing the music industry and
sought to achieve uniqueness, although their interest in protest differed in intensity
and goals. Zappa sought to transcend the iconic image of the rock star, to promote
democracy and free speech. In his early years, Lennon stifled his democratic ideas
for the benefit of the Beatles, choosing to become more vocal as he grew older.
Nevertheless, his nihilistic and haunting lyrics were discernible early on. Garcia, on
the other hand, chose to be as silent as possible about his ideas so as not to influ-
ence his fans’ beliefs, except later in his life when he supported anti-deforestation
organizations.

Edmondson and Weiner chose several themes that demonstrate the influence of
the spirit of protest of the 1960s on Zappa, Lennon and Garcia in their productions
in the 1970s. With regard to the first topic, protests against organized religion,
Zappa criticized all religions and political parties which did not promote
free thought, as is shown in the song ‘Dumb All Over’. Lennon, on the other
hand, used subtle nihilistic lyrics in his solo songs to demonstrate the perversion
of religion, as can be seen in ‘God’, and made anti-religious comments such as his
statement that the Beatles were ‘more popular than Jesus Christ’. This comment,
made in 1966, had a huge influence on punk musicians a decade later.

20 J. Edmondson and R. Weiner, ‘Radical Protest in Rock: Zappa, Lennon, and Garcia’, in
Friedman, The Routledge History of Social Protest and Popular Music, 142–56
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With regard to the second topic, protests against musical convention, all three
artists wanted to change the music industry by means of protest lyrics. Garcia and
the Grateful Dead opposed record companies. In 1977 Frank Zappa had the idea
of creating his own recording label. John Lennon did not have his own label, but
the music he created was highly experimental, and he even went so far as to place
microphones in condoms and submerge them in water to get specific sound effects
(in ‘Yellow Submarine’). Lennon even claimed to have made the first use of inten-
tional distortion in a song (‘Tomorrow Never Knows’) and attempted avant-garde
creations with Yoko Ono (‘Two Virgins’, ‘The Wedding Album’). These activities
of the end of the 1960s and the 1970s had their origins in the spirit of protest and
rebellion and created new norms for other musicians, especially those of the punk
and independent music of the late 1970s and 1980s.

With regard to the third topic, protests against social norms, Lennon and Yoko
were opposed to the traditional male/female gender roles. Garcia opposed the 1966
California law making LSD illegal and turned against the Democratic candidate
McGovern in the 1972 presidential election because of the latter’s unwillingness to
legalize marijuana. Garcia also broke the convention against speaking out against
the war in Vietnam, as can be seen in his statement in 1973 about feeling shame at
being an American. Zappa opposed many social norms, ranging from consumerism
to racism and conformity.

Therefore the three artists, in their musical activities from the 1960s onwards,
used different means to protest against the social norms of their times. Edmondson
and Robert Weiner end their article with the words of the protest musician Jesse
Michaels: ‘Music is an indirect force for change, because it provides an anchor
against human tragedy’. They add that the activities of Zappa, Lennon and Garcia
in the 1960s and 1970s ‘help us to understand the limits of human efforts to bring
change, as well as the possibilities’ (154–5). This was the real legacy of the high
hopes of the 1960s.

In another article, James Smethurst sees the legacy of the 1960s in Black music.21

Smethurst argues that

the convergence of the popular and the radical in Black music and politics formally

and thematically becomes most obvious in the overlapping soul/Black Arts eras from

the end of the nineteen-sixties . . . and has continued to be standard operating in Black

popular music ever since . . . (113).

Highlighted throughout the article is the way in which jazz and the Black Arts, as
evolved into R&B (rhythm and blues) and soul music, were used as social protest
throughout the Civil Rights era and afterwards.

The use of R&B and soul music throughout the civil rights movement in Black
Power and Black Arts can be considered an aesthetic and political convergence.

21 J. Smethurst, ‘A Soul Message: R&B, Soul, and the Black Freedom Struggle’, in Friedman, The
Routledge History of Social Protest and Popular Music, 108–20.

698 Journal of Contemporary History 51(3)



This convergence was a two-way movement: while there were R&B artists increas-
ingly interested in the developing politics of the civil rights movement and the free
forms of jazz evolving through the Black Arts Movement, there were also Black
Power and Black Arts protestors who began to see R&B as the active voice of
Black people. R&B was even seen by some as ‘a cultural weapon in the freedom
struggle’ (115). The connection of R&B and soul music with social protest can now
be seen even more clearly.

After discussing several stages in the evolution of soul, Black Power, and Black
Arts from the 1950s onwards, Smethurst finally shows how, with the decline of soul
in the 1970s, and with the rise of funk, disco and especially hip-hop, the notion of
Black popular music as both socially and aesthetically serious – a notion that
would have been practically laughable in most critical circles prior to the mid-
1960s – became commonplace.

The Routledge History of Social Protest in Popular Music provides many exam-
ples of the legacy of the 1960s and its reconstruction in memory. In addition to the
studies mentioned above, we can find articles on punk, feminism in rock, hip-hop
and rap, Dylan, post-Cold-War rock and Prog (progressive) rock. These are some
of the topics that reflect the huge influence of the period when ‘a civilization was on
the turn’.22

Like the socio-political movements of the 1960s, the music scenes brought into
being by the spirit of the 1960s took place globally and continued to cast their
dark or bright reflections on the following decades. The anti-authoritarian spirit,
the participatory-democratic impetus, and the liberated and creative artistic atmos-
phere created unusual moments in most countries of the world in the long 1960s.23

The books under review demonstrate that the impact of the 1960s and especially
1968 on music was, as Kutschke and Norton argue, ‘epochal as well as global’ (9).
In terms of protest music, the 1960s represent a turning point: ‘a period of musical-
aesthetic change that affected not only some, but, in fact, the majority of postwar
musical genres and institutions’. (9)

On the other hand, Michael Kramer demonstrates that, although in their essence
the acid-rock music and the hippies’ radio-stations in San Francisco were anti-
establishment and protest phenomena, they acted not outside or against but rather
within the channels of American commercial and military power in the late 1960s

22 All the following are in Friedman (ed.), The Routledge History of Social Protest and Popular Music:
T. Jackson, ‘Falling into Fancy Fragments: Punk, Protest and Politics’, 157–70; G. Hilson Woldu,
‘Women, Rap, and Hip-hop: The Challenge of Image’, 170–83; S. Maskell, ‘‘‘I Predict a Riot: Riot
Grrls and the Contradiction of Feminism’, 184–197; K. Jones, ‘Bob Dylan: An American tragedian’,
85–93; D.A. Robinson ‘Anger is a Gift: Post-Cold War Rock and the Anti-capitalist Movement’, 199–
210; E. Macan, ‘Societal Visions in Progressive Rock’, 123–41. Macan’s article, which argues that the
Prog-Rock genre contains social and protest elements, is in sharp contradiction to some articles in the
Kutschke and Norton volume, which argue that British Prog musicians refused to convey any political
or social message in their music. See note 13.
23 G.-R. Horn, The Spirit of ‘68: Rebellion in Western Europe and North America, 1956–1976
(Oxford 2007).
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and early 1970s. Rock, in particular, was at the cutting edge of the new logic of ‘hip
capitalism’, the selling of rebellion against mass consumerism as a new niche
market within mass consumerism. In the key site of San Francisco, ‘ground zero
for the domestic US counterculture, rock was the very sound of ‘‘hip capitalism’’,
but in being so, it also fostered awareness of the implications of the hip capitalist
turn for democratic citizenship’. Like the Punk scene in London a few years later,
protest rock in San Francisco operated within the rules of a consumer society
established by a capitalistic market. According to Kramer, the participants in
these counterculture protest movements were deeply embedded in the mechanisms
of US commercial and military imperialism.

Between the romantic view of Kutschke and Norton and the cynical attitude of
Kramer, we have the Routledge volume on Protest and Popular Music and espe-
cially its concluding article written by the British scholar Allan Moore. Attempting
to summarize the main arguments of these rich and diverse articles, his conclusion
is as follows:

What thoughts are brought to the fore? I hope there are sufficient examples here [in

the volume] to convince one that to consider the meaning of a protest song to lie

simply with its lyrics is to completely misunderstand the cultural form of it.24

Moore’s verdict corresponds to his article on ‘British Rock in the Nineteen-sixties’
in Kutschke and Norton’s volume where he argues that the British music scene
lacked a protest movement.25 But more than the pessimistic view expressed by
Moore, we remember the statements of two cultural heroes of the 1960s. The
singer David Crosby, when asked about the connection between Rock music, the
Beatles and political protest in 1968, said:

Somehow, Sgt. Pepper did not stop the Vietnam War . . . I am doing my level best as a

saboteur of values, as an agent of change, but when it comes down to blood and gore

in the streets, I’m taking off and going fishing.26

His friend John Lennon said, ‘We all dressed up, the same bastards are in control,
the same people are running everything. It is exactly the same’.27

24 A. Moore, ‘Conclusion. A Hermenutics of Protest Music’, in Friedman, The Routledge History of
Social Protest and Popular Music, 397.
25 Moore, ‘British Rock’, 157.
26 P. Doggett, There’s a Riot Going On: Revolutionaries, Rock Stars and the Rise and Fall if 60’s
Counter-culture (London 2007), 84.
27 The Rolling Stone Interview: John Lennon, Part II, Rolling Stone, 4, 2 (1971).
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