The Engaged Pedagogy Associ ation

Teaching the Literary Art of the Topical Song

Philip M. Adamek

In every place where we perform [our music] we should organize and, if
possible leave functioning, a creative workshop. We should ascend to the
people, not feel that we are lowering ourselves to them. Our job is to give
them what belongs to them—their cultural roots—and the means of satis-
fying the hunger for cultural expression. Victor Jara, 1971

Topical Songs and Blogs

The expression “protest song” has at times been seen as dismissive or unap-
pealing. Consider the views of two of its greatest practitioners. Phil Ochs, the
1960s pacifist balladeer who sang passionately against, among other things, the
Vietnam War and racism and who once quipped that “a protest song is a song
that you never hear on the radio,” preferred to be called a “topical songwriter.” >
Similarly, Victor Jara, the Chilean songwriter and supporter of Salvador Allende,
favored “revolutionary songs™ to emphasize the creative nature of songs he wrote
to dignify the lives of the poor or criticize the injustices of political and military
leaders. In my own experience, many Japanese college students seem to be ap-
prehensive about the word “protest.” As a first word of caution, then, for anyone
interested in the pedagogically rich field of politically and socially engaged songs
and song lyrics, I suggest “topical songs™ as a comprehensive description of the
object of study. “Topical” here refers to ropic, in the sense of current issue, no
less than to topos, or “pertaining to a place or locality,” which is to say, to the
rootedness of a given music. Another reason for this choice is that the meaning
of “protest song” itself varies greatly depending on the historical context to which
it is applied. Allusively critical spirituals sung by slaves in eighteenth or nine-

teenth-century America are not protest songs in the same way as anti-war or anti-
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racism ballads from the 1960s that single out public figures or call for direct
resistance. Moreover, there are compositions whose “protest” appears as inno-
vate musical form rather than within lyrics; and, while worthy of study, they do
not seem suitable for courses focused on the language arts. Unlike instrumental
music, topical songs have the advantage of offering a window, through either
narration or commentary, or both, onto a specific social or historical incident or
condition. They may serve as platforms for practicing both textual analysis and
historical research.

In this article, I will discuss teaching topical songs within the context of an
American literary history course. In my own course, thirty-some second-year
students did research, made in-class presentations, and developed a course blog
(http://beitunes.blogspot.com) at which they commented on others” work. The
blog name, “Beitunes,” is a neologism that alludes to the most distinctive feature
of the course, which is the study of problems within American social and politi-
cal history through the consideration of songs and song lyrics. (The following
year’s course covered some of the same material but also included literary works
by Henry David Thoreau, Allen Ginsberg, and Sherman Alexie. The URL for its
blog is http://beibungakushi.blogspot.com.)

Tips and Aims

Before describing my own experience of teaching topical music, I will make
recommendations to anyone wishing to do the same. First, you must not choose
songs on the basis of what you think will please the students. Beyond the many
reasons that make this a questionable motive, the fact is, you simply cannot know
beforehand to what degree a student’s tastes can be educated. In my course, Billie
Holiday’s performance of “Strange Fruit” had the greatest impact on the stu-
dents despite the fact that none of them admitted to liking it on a first or even a
second hearing. Similarly, you must insist on the seriousness of the object of
study and encourage students not to neglect the musical dimension, which may
greatly enhance the lyrical message of a given song. You must counter the com-
mon presumption among students that songs are to be consumed “spontaneously”
and that music is immaterial to the comprehension of lyrics. In short, music and

lyrics must be analyzed carefully in their own right, just as one would analyze a
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poem, short story, or novel. Mention the idea of “BGM™ (background music)
and ask your students to think of the course music as being its diametric
opposite (“foreground music”?). Among students, [ have found a steadfast
impression, surely the product of their exposure to a thoroughly commercial
culture, that, unlike poetry and literature, songs and lyrics do not require
careful consideration for one to be able to appreciate them. This presumption
is particularly off-the-mark when it comes to the songs selected for such a
course, since if they resist superficial assimilation, it may well be because of
their unique or “literary” qualities.

As for the much-debated idea of “‘literature,” it is advisable to offer a defini-
tion if only to ward off skepticism from those who entertain a rigidly conven-
tional understanding of it. Although few students express an enthusiastic interest
in literature, understood in conventional terms, some adhere strongly to a con-
ventional definition and take for granted that all music and song lyrics are ex-
cluded from it. However, as I explained to my students, the literary aspect of
topical songs can be identified, in one respect, in the inventiveness and uncon-
ventionality in language that they use to make a social or artistic statement and,
in another, in the non-commercial, non-propagandistic purposes to which they
are put or received. Although expansive, this understanding suffices to exclude
the vast majority of popular music, especially music whose overriding intention
is commercial in nature. In addition to discussing the limitations of conventional
notions of literature, it would help to choose songs for study that fit such a con-
ventional definition; for instance, songs whose lyrics are penned by famous liter-
ary authors. Their comparison with presumably *non-literary songs” would show
that the two categories are not as radically different as some students (or appre-
hensive colleagues and administrators) may assume.

Students frequently fail to record their own impressions of either the music
or the lyrics, or of their combination. In place of their own impressions, includ-
ing thoughts on what they do not understand or on what surprises, disturbs, or
intrigues them, they report factual details relating to the authors’ or performers’
lives. The assumption is made by many students that the research is to be found
online, pre-constituted, like so many virtual scavenger-hunt items. Accordingly,
they imagine that some songs offer more, and some less, material for discussion,
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and that their own views of the material matter little. To counter this false as-
sumption, encourage the students to indicate clearly in one section of their writ-
ten article and presentation that they are expressing personal views. Since many
are unused to such a task, show them how to write a “reader response,” which is
to say, an analysis in which the writer notes all the impressions of a text that
occur to her on a first reading before she undertakes research online or else-
where.> With this preliminary step taken, demonstrate supportive research as a
separate step. It helps to model readings of at least two songs at the beginning of
the course, showing an early draft of one’s impressions of a given piece and later
developing them with research.

Present your selection of songs on the basis of a refined definition of topical
music. Distinguish between works that exhibit an artful and persuasive render-
ing of a situation or a well-couched complaint, on the one hand, from, on the
other, the “pamphleteering” or “throwaway” songs that are propagandistic or
commercial in nature and not likely rooted in any real community. Emphasize
the fact that the most interesting topical songs tend to be those that reflect the
concerns of a given community, a specific region or locale, and a particular so-
cial issue. Discuss the idea that the strength of the music comes from its being
rooted in the lives of real people, as opposed to being issued from corporate
headquarters or government bureaus. Explore the difference between commer-
cial and non-commercial music. Explain that within a single genre, there are a
variety of purposes to which popular songs may be put. Whereas some are made
to increase profits of companies and “artists,” or even to sell associated products
or spread branding, others are the fruit of an individual’s artistic vision or the
elaboration of successive generations. That is, explain that genre is not the only
means by which to categorize music. This is especially true of popular music
made from the latter part of the twentieth century till the present time, which is to
say, in the era of hyper-commercialization. The media critic Robert McChesney
shows how in many ways the 1990s was “a systematic rationalization of the
commercialization of the music industry into every possible aspect of its opera-
tions,”* and college students having grown up in this era have no reason to imagine
that things were ever different. A salient remark on the situation is that of singer
Patti Smith, who said, “Rock ‘n’ Roll is great because it’s the people’s art... |but]
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it’s not ours anymore. Right now, rock ‘n’ roll belongs to business. We don’t
even own it.”> Although the Internet and recently developed music recording
software have helped to reverse that tendency to some degree, musical indepen-
dence is often won through conflict with the mainstream music distributors for
whom “creativity” is an irrelevant criterion by which to judge music. This is
nothing new. As McChesney writes, “Many of the great creative waves... have
come from musicians eschewed by the corporate music companies at the time.”®
It is common to find evidence of this conflict of values between artists who
deserve the name and companies for whom profits are the only real object, and it
is helpful to underscore it.

This conflict is one of the many themes that can be developed throughout the
course. Within the theme of social conscience, ask students to assess the differ-
ent strategies taken by different songwriters to engage certain issues and discuss
which they feel are effective, and which are not. Have students reflect on the
historical specificity of not only the songs themselves but also their means of
distribution and popularization. For instance, I once raised this line of question-
ing: Why was it possible for Bob Dylan to record a song with acoustic guitar and
vocals that criticizes the sport of boxing and to find that, within in days of his
doing so, it was being played widely on radio stations? And is such an endeavor
possible today? If so, who could make it possible, and how? Such questions are
not always easy to answer, but raising them helps to break down assumptions
that “popularity” is synonymous with “quality” or that the potential of music as
art or social force is meager.

In different ways, the recurring theme that [ evoked was the value of music as
a social creative force. To my mind, this is compatible with the overall aim of
democratic education. Speaking of that aim, the educational reformer Bill Ayers
has said that he,

would argue that what makes education in a democracy distinct [from
education in dictatorships or fascist regimes] is that we don’t educate for
obedience and conformity; we educate for initiative and courage. We edu-
cate for imagination and hope and possibility. And we recognize that the
full development of each person requires the full development of all
people.”
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In light of this view, such a course can teach students to appreciate songs not,
as so many young people have been conditioned to do, as “products” expressing

7% e

a more-or-less isolated individual conscience (in “love,” “feeling blue,” etc.),
but, rather, as the inventive repository of the aspirations of an entire community
within a specific place and time. To uncover this rootedness is not to nail down
the final destination of the song’s significance or mark for it a final resting place,
but to gauge the creative and renewable social force of any well-crafted and
meaningful music. One may even compare this portrait of musical artists work-
ing together to the efforts that students make in their own education; one does

not have to be a musician to find the portrait compelling.

Why Teach Topical Songs

When I first taught American Literary History at a Japanese college in 2003,
[ took a conventional, lecture-and-term-paper approach. On reflection, this led to
two types of problems; one relating to course content and the other to my peda-
gogical interaction with individual students. Concerning course content, the short
stories discussed were written by the well-known African-American writer Alice
Walker and Native-American writer Sherman Alexie, and the course theme that
these and other writings allowed us to explore was that of the quest for identity in
‘minority’ American writing. A main idea I tried to convey to the students was
that the questioning of personal identity through writing or artistic creation, while
particularly important to the so-called hyphenated ethnicities that are common in
the United States and characterize the writers under consideration, is in no way
the exclusive domain of either “minority writers’ or of Americans. It is, in fact,
equally significant to Japanese, who have no reason to take their individual eth-
nic or cultural identities for granted. From this perspective, the value of studying
American literature is that it highlights a quest for identity whose significance is
universal. My lectures focused on the subtle ways in which Alice Walker, in her
story “Everyday Use,” derides the superficial grasp of African culture that, in
her view, characterized many of the pan-Africanists of the late 60s and early 70s;
or, similarly, the ways in which Sherman Alexie ridiculed the attempts on the
part of certain Native Americans to foster an authentic cultural identity by, for
example, celebrating “fry bread,” whose origin is, in fact, not Native American,
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or by assuming stoic attitudes in public in accordance with a stereotype of Native
peoples. In keeping with this theme, I asked the students to write a term paper in
which they discussed, on the model of Alice Walker’s story, objects of everyday
use which relate somehow to their identification with Japanese culture and his-
tory and, by reflecting on their relation to them, articulate a varied, non-mono-
lithic relation to Japanese culture (i.e., what they like, do not like, etc.).

In taking this approach to teaching American Literary History, I realized that,
despite the pertinence of the texts and theme, an insufficient understanding of the
cultural background prevented my students from fully appreciating both the au-
thors’ literary strategies and the stakes of the issues they address. For instance,
figures as central to the civil rights movement as Rosa Parks or Martin Luther
King Jr. were recognized in name by only a few students. To appreciate the course
fully, students would need a general grasp of the history not only of the identity
politics against which Walker and Alexie react in their writings, but also, as far as
the issue of race relations is concerned, of the entire civil rights era that served as
its background.

I therefore decided that, without neglecting the literary dimension of the texts
to be studied, I would direct my efforts away from teaching specific literary
strategies as understood within larger social and political problems and toward
those very problems. This is where the inspiration to use songs and songs lyrics
came from; generally speaking, such artifacts are not as complex as short stories
and the analysis of them is less time-consuming. Although many song lyrics are
complex in ways that require close analysis and research into their cultural back-
drop, they can readily be used as a springboard to researching the historical and
political issues to which they relate. By using songs, I shifted the focus of the
course to significant social issues and problems that mark American society while
still requiring that students evaluate the strategies by which the respective
songwriters and performers engage issues such as slavery, the civil rights move-
ment, urban decay, space exploration, the Vietnam War, boxing, and immigra-
tion. By employing texts whose formal aspects are not as daunting as those of
short stories but that nonetheless make a unique artistic or literary stamp on a
given issue, the course gave a general introduction to literature, in a less restric-
tive sense of the word, within the context of contemporary American society. Its
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secondary aims were to teach basic academic writing skills, including how to
cite reference material properly, how to incorporate others’ information and in-
sights while distinguishing this input from one’s own views, and how to docu-
ment the citations one makes; how to read and research English-language Web
sites using various online tools; how to develop a blog for research purposes;
how to make effective public presentations in English; and how to make con-

structive comments on others’ presentations and articles.”

Song Selection

Songs were selected on the basis of two main criteria: the fact of their con-
veying an issue within American society and the quality of their lyrical composi-
tion. I also gave consideration to aspects such as the intelligibility of the spoken
or sung performance.

One consequence of my using these criteria is that, with a few notable excep-
tions, the songs I selected come from the 1960s and early 1970s, which is to say,
from a fruitful period for topical songwriting. Since the issues they address in
every case remain relevant, I did not think the predominant representation of one
era of songwriting to be a disadvantage. It became clear, moreover, that Woody
Guthrie, long recognized as one of America’s greatest folk songwriters, played a
central role in the organization of song titles. Not only were four of his own
compositions featured, but so were three songs written under his direct influ-
ence. This fact helped to give some thematic continuity to an otherwise disparate
grouping of songs and song ideas. Guthrie’s “ This Land Is Your Land,” in par-
ticular, poses, within the otherwise conventional mode of a patriotic, nature-wor-
shipping anthem, the essential questions of ownership, belongingness, immigra-

tion, and human rights that many of the other songs raise in their own ways.”

On a Sultry Evening

In this section, I will discuss one song and its corresponding research and in-
class presentation. Three students presented to the class the Negro spiritual, “ Sister
Mary Had-a But One Child,” a slave composition arranged by the renowned
tenor Roland Hayes.'" Hayes first transcribed for piano and voice this and other

songs he had learned from community members and his parents, themselves
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former slaves. The song uses a berceuse-like rhythm to evoke the Nativity. As
the student Yumi Higashi states in her contribution to the blog article, ** the song
describes the story of ‘the Massacre of the Innocents’ in The Gospel According
to Matthew. | This] is an episode in which King Herod heard that new King was
born in Bethlehem and commanded his officers to kill all boys of age two and
under because he was afraid that his authority would be challenged by the arrival
of a new king.”' As such, it exemplifies what Hayes alludes to when he writes
that, “‘the African’s love of allegory (in the U.S.A.), enabled him to substitute
himself, his present condition and future hope, for Semitic Bible personages and
situations.”"* The students thus discussed analogy as used by slaves to provide
cover for the expression of their aspirations to freedom in the face of repression,
with the obvious point being that a story about Joseph saving Jesus from the
wrath of Herod by fleeing into another land would be readily appreciated by
slaves hopeful of escaping northward. The textual analysis was enhanced by study-
ing the Underground Railroad— the clandestine series of stop-offs in the North
where blacks fleeing to slave-free Canada found respite and guidance among
white and black sympathizers. In this way, we evoked the entire era of slavery,
with its repression and fear, but also its moments of respite and communal cre-
ativity. To help students imagine the fopical nature of the piece in the full sense
of the word —its being rooted in a community and place and with respect to a
given issue—I asked them to imagine the song being sung by a group of slaves
on a sweltering evening in the American South after a long day of labor in the
fields.”* I also asked them to appreciate that the composition, which Hayes be-
lieved “is of very early Aframerican origin... and bears the stamp rhythmically
and melodically of African musical idiom,”"* represents, in some ways, the very
origins of American music, so much of which is massively indebted to African-
Americans. Indeed, the contrast between the meager means of the creators and
the depth of their influence on the culture as a whole is a recurrent theme within
American musical history.

Not to overdo the accent on protest, I discussed the muted way in which such
songs, and their sub-texts, were often employed. In his study of Afro-American
“folk thought,” the historian Lawrence W. Levine puts this point well:

To state that black song constituted a form of black protest and resistance
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does not mean that it necessarily led to or even called for any tangible and
specific actions, but rather that it served as mechanism by which Negroes
could be relatively candid in a society that rarely accorded them that privi-
lege, could communicate this candor to others whom they would in no
other way be able to reach, and, in the face of the sanctions of the white
majority, could assert their own individuality, aspirations, and sense of
being."

That the creator or creators of this particular song did so creatively can be
seen in the literary devices it employs. For instance, in two verses and a chorus,
there are three distinct voices in addition to that of the narrator—those of the
three wise men, of Herod, and of the angel —and all of these are portrayed in
language suitable to each character. Such narration distinguishes the piece from
the many call-and-response spirituals. Moreover, as Roland Hayes’s performance
makes clear, they are sung in distinct tones of voice. In the lines from Verse 1,
“King Herod’s heart was troubled. He marveled, but his face was grim. He said,
“Tell me where the Child may be found, I'll go and worship him,”” dees
adopts a squealing tone of voice to evoke the deceitfulness of the character.'®
Thus, the piece unfolds like a veritable mini-drama and one can easily imagine
its being performed with emotion and dramatic flair.

On the day students presented “ Sister Mary Had-a But One Child,” we met
in the large hall of the second floor of the student center so that the song could
be performed to piano accompaniment. One student played the piano while I did
my best to render Hayes’s vocal performance with the aid of a microphone. Once
the students had listened to the song, the presenters drew a chart on the chalk-
board to illustrate analogies between the spiritual’s Christian theme of emanci-
pation and the slaves’ own desire for freedom from bondage. They also discussed
the particular language of the lyrics, which combines King James-style words
with rhythmic markers likely derived indirectly from African languages, and
read their own Japanese translation. When the presenters had taken turns ex-
plaining various points in English, they briefly summarized their presentation
in Japanese. The students’ article and the comments made by their peers were
entered into the blog on the day of the presentation.'”
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Spreading a Passion

If there is undeniable element of protest to the songs I chose as objects of
study, it is perhaps reflected in the fact that topical songwriting of high musical
and lyrical quality, as opposed to mere pamphleteering or propaganda, has flour-
ished among communities that are faced with institutional injustice on a grand
scale or threats that expose and make apparent to them their shared destinies.
That is surely what explains, in part, the heightened creativity in the topical mu-
sic of periods such as the New Folk Revival of the 1960s in the United States or
the Chilean Song Movement in the 1960s and carly 1970s. The catalyst for the
one was largely the U.S. assault on Vietnam; while, for the other, it was the rise
of the U.S.-backed corporate fascism that eventually found its champion in the
dictator Augusto Pinochet. These two periods were similar for being, at the out-
set, tied to revivals in the use of “native” or folk instruments; but that feature was
not what inspired the creative burst in songwriting and the communal perfor-
mance of original songs. In the case of Chile, it seems rather that the fervent
support of the socialist government of Allende spurred interest and hope in Chil-
ean traditional music and, at the same time, a turning away from the pop music
from the United States that had been forced onto Chilean airwaves. Whatever
the case may have been, in light of the apparent rarity of fecund periods for
topical music,'™ educators might do well to ask: How many students are even
aware of the belief in the transformative nature of song and in its ability to in-
spire and uplift whole communities as evidenced in the words of Victor Jara that
[ quote as an epigraph? While it is doubtful that many would adopt Jara’s convic-
tion as their own, their simply being aware of it could expand their appreciation

of music as a social creative force.

Notes

' Quoted by Joan Jara, Victor Jara: An Unfinished Song (L.ondon: Bloomsbury, 1998), p.
189.

2 Phil Ochs, Farewells & Fantasies: The Phil Ochs Collection (Rhino, 1997).

* The best summation of this approach is found in Jane P. Tompkins (Ed.) Reader-Re-

| sponse Criticism: From Formalism to Post-Structuralism (The Johns Hopkins Univer-
sity Press, 1980).

* Robert W. McChesney, “U.S. Media at the Dawn of the Twenty-first Century,” Chapter
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® I give a full description of the course organization in “Studying American Literary His-
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? We studied a variety of songs, from national hymns to protest ballads; and genres,
including folk, blues, soul, and rap. The songs studied: “Spaceman” (Phil Ochs), “Whitey
on the Moon” (Gil Scott-Heron), **America the Beautiful” (Ray Charles), “This Land Is
Your Land” (Woody Guthrie), “Hard Times in New York Town™ (Bob Dylan), “Strange
Fruit” (Billie Holiday), “Here’s to the State of Mississippi” (Phil Ochs), “The Death of
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(Marvin Gaye). “Who Killed Davey Moore?” (Bob Dylan), “Why (The King of Love Is
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Had-a But One Child” (Roland Hayes), “Eisler on the Go,” “California Stars,” “Ingrid
Bergman™ (Woody Guthrie).

"*Roland Hayes, “Sister Mary Had-a But One Child,” in My Favorite Spirituals: 30 Songs
Jor Voice and Piano Arranged and Interpreted by Roland Hayes (Mineola, New York:
Dover, 2001), pp. 98-102.

""http://beibungakushi.blogspot.com/2007/05/sister-mary-had-but-one-child.html

"*Hayes, “My Songs,” in My Favorite Spirituals, p. 13.

"*Ibid., p.11. Roland Hayes recalls that, despite his arranging it for solo voice and piano,
this song, like so many other spirituals, was originally sung by “unaccompanied cho-
rus.”

"“Hayes, My Favorite Spirituals, p. 98.

*Lawrence W. Levine, Black Culture and Black Consciousness: Afro-American Thought
Jfrom Slavery to Freedom (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977), pp- 239-240.

'*Hayes, My Favorite Spirituals, pp. 98-102.
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Students from the following year also covered this material. See note 11.

18See Benjamin Filene, Romancing the Folk: Public Memory and American Roots Music
(London: The University of North Carolina Press, 2000) for a sustained argument on the
undying resourcefulness of compelling roots music in the era of postindustrial pop cul-

ture.
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