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Abstract

In this research, I searched for correlations within American popular music and
U.S. political trends from 1959 to 2016 by collecting data on and analyzing every number
one song on the Billboard Hot 100 Chart from January 3, 1959, to December 31, 2016,
which totaled 1,030 songs. My hypothesis was that changes in the music over time would
mirror the socio-political trends that were simultaneously taking place.
Two key components set this research apart from much of the previous literature
on the subject. First, the empirical and quantitative nature of this study is relatively
unique, as most previous research on this topic has been qualitative in nature. Second, in
addition to the lyrical themes, my focus on the measurable sonic characteristics of the
music is also relatively unique, as most previous studies of this nature have focused
solely on lyrical matter.
For every number one song between January 1st, 1959 and December 31, 2016, I
collected and analyzed data on 23 different measurable musical and non-musical
characteristics, including tempo, gender of primary vocalist(s), race of primary
performer(s), key signature, mode, instrumental arrangement, primary lyrical theme(s),
and more. Because of limitations of time, I researched and analyzed the three primary
trends which were most readily apparent in the collected data.
First, there have been noticeable changes in popular genres between 1959 and
2016. Generally, each of the last five and a half decades have been defined by their own
popular genres. For example, socially conscious rock can be said to have symbolized the
1960s, while disco can be said to have exemplified the late 1970s. I assert here that the
multitude of popular genres between 1959 and 2016 have lyrically and musically acted as

social, political, and economic expressions of the natures of their times. Second, there
was a noticeable difference in the rate of African American representation in popular
music between 1959 and 2016, with their representation starting small in the 1960s but
exploding in the 1990s and beyond. The same basic trend could be seen amongst the
prevalence of female vocalists, which constitutes the third topic of study. I claim that
both trends exemplify the evolving social, political, and economic statuses of African
Americans and women over this period.
Ultimately, I conclude that all three trends provide evidence of a historical and
ongoing correlation between national socio-political attitudes and popular music. As
such, I believe that contemporary popular music should be taken into stronger account
when analyzing national socio-political climates, trends, and attitudes.
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Chapter I. Introduction to Research

The onset of the 21st century has seen popular music take on an unprecedented
political nature. Heavy metal star Ozzy Osbourne has been a guest at the White House, 1
Latin pop star Ricky Martin played at George W. Bush’s presidential inauguration,
George Michael and Elton John attended Princess Diana’s funeral, and Mick Jagger has
been knighted by the Queen of England. 2 In 2002, Time Magazine featured U2’s Bono
on its cover, posing the question “Can Bono save the world?” The question was asked
sincerely, as the associated article featured photographs of the singer meeting with
multiple world leaders and referred to Bono as “a potential savior of a world in which
conventional forms of political leadership and public policy [have] failed.” 3 The biggest
social causes of today, ranging from nuclear disarmament to civil rights, feature pop
music stars as spokespersons. 4
The modern era, perhaps like never before in human history, has seen sociopolitical change created largely through non-violent means, with the use of symbolic
power having come to replace physical power as the primary means of influencing public
opinion or governmental policy in democratic societies. 5 As a distinctive part of the
cultural and socio-political environment in which social movements are formed and

1

Huq, Beyond Subculture, 5.

2

Ibid.

3

Street, “The Pop Star as Politician,” 49

4

Ibid.

5

Kutschke and Norton, Music and Protest in 1968, 1

2

developed, 6 popular music has become one such instance of that symbolic power.
Popular music has the ability to expose the resistant mainstream to controversial social
and political ideas in the cultural sphere before the political one, to challenge longstanding, traditionally-held beliefs, 7 and to act as a mediating force between a social
movement’s more obvious expressions, such as mass demonstrations and organizations,
and the wider population. 8 As Michael Stiavnicky notes, without particular songs being
spread and diffused to large portions of the population, that population would otherwise
never be exposed to the politically-charge d messages of those songs. 9
The relationship between political change and popular music can be reciprocal,
mutually reinforcing, synergistic, and can contribute to wide-ranging and long-term
processes of cultural transformation. 10 No wonder then that Susan McClary believes
popular music operates as part of the actual political arena, and not simply as one of its
more trivial reflections. 11 According to McClary, “So long as music reaffirms what
everyone expects, it can manage to seem apolitical, to serve as a mere frill. But as soon as
it transgresses some deep-seated taboo, it can bring boiling to the surface certain
antagonisms or alliances that otherwise might not have been so passionately
articulated.” 12 Torey Louise King also believes that music’s power to resist and

6

Eyerman & Jamison 1995, “Social Movements and Cultural Transformation,” 457
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transgress cultural norms allows it to produce and reproduce a culture’s social and
ideological structures in ways that “cannot be underestimated,” 13 while Reebee Garofalo
calls popular music “a social and political indicator that mirrors and influences the
society in which we live,” 14 noting that popular music is potent aesthetic, economic,
political, and cultural capital. 15
It must also be stated that popular music’s socio-political value cannot and should
not be derived purely from its lyrical content. Rather, the sonic qualities of the music
must also be considered as not only contributing to the socio-political influence of the
lyrics they accompany, but as containing their own socio-political value entirely. After
all, although the message of a song may outwardly appear to be primarily conveyed by
that song’s lyrics, it is the sonic components of the song which convey strength or
weakness, simplicity or complexity, and emotionality. 16 Listeners react as much, or more,
to the “feel” of a song as they do to the lyrics. 17 Moreover, lyrics are supported by, and
intimately connected to sonic cues in the music. Modalities, tempos, differences in timbre
and arrangement, and more all add definition to lyrical content. 18 As Simon Frith notes,
without musical accompaniment, lyrics themselves often become quite unmemorable. 19
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King, “Who You Calling a Feminist?,” 40
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Garofalo, Rockin’ Out: Popular Music in the USA, xiii
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Weinstein, “Rock Protest Songs,” 4.

17

Pedelty and Keefe, “Political Pop, Political Fans?”, 2.

18

Ibid.

19
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In this way, according to Frith, wherein musicians attempt to “speak”
instrumentally, music itself thus acts as an independent mode of communication,
whereby verbal language and musical sound are not strictly divided. 20 Drummers, for
example, vary the pitch, vibrato, and timing of their sounds just as skillfully as singers. 21
As such, fully-instrumental, electronic house music has been referred to as in and of itself
a form of rhetoric. 22 Likewise, harmlessly apolitical hooks like ‘NaNaNaNa,” sung by the
bubbliest of bubbly pop stars, have been said to have deep cultural and political
significance. 23

Previous Research
Socio-political associations aside, popular music is still a relatively new topic of
study amongst musicologists. Musicologist and philosopher Theodore Adorno’s scathing
definition of popular music as no more than “background music,” in which listening was
often distracted and used merely as a tool of narcissism or as an instrument of group
conformity, remained the dominant ideology on popular music within the research
community for decades after its initial publication in 1941. 24 As Richard Middleton
notes, having been overshadowed by the idea of “mass culture,” the idea of a meaningful
“pop culture” in the wake of Adorno was virtually non-existent. 25 Traditional musicology
20

Frith 1996, Performing Rites, 135

21

Frith 1996, Performing Rites, 135

22

Hawkins, “Feel the Beat Come Down,” 2003

23

Kotarba and Vannini, Understanding Society Through Popular Music, 74.

24

Middleton, Studying Popular Music, 57

25

Middleton, Studying Popular Music, 62
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thus “banished” popular music from view because of its “cheapness.” 26 The possibility
that a conventionally commercial pop group may be regarded as “authentic” or “serious”
was never considered. 27
Historically then, popular music has been prescribed an “amateur” status,
notwithstanding the professionalism exhibited by its practitioners. 28 As such, until
roughly the mid-1980s, it was difficult to find any institution where popular music, as
distinct from jazz, classical, or non-Western music, could be found as an area of study, 29
Whether it be rock and roll, hip-hop, or pop, popular music in general was stigmatized as
being inherently anti-intellectual and thus disqualified as legitimate subject matter. 30 In
1983 however, Simon Frith helped to point out the inherent abstraction in the common
disdain of popular music study until that time: that the actual usage of popular music by
popular music fans was rarely examined. Rather, passivity had been assumed, with the
supposed effects of the music being inferred from the nature of the music itself rather
than from the fan experience. 31 In doing so, Frith posed many of the important questions
of what was to become the “new musicology” school of thought. 32

26

Middleton, Studying Popular Music, v

27

Bennett, “The Forgotten Decade,” 9

28

Moore, A. Analyzing Popular Music, 1
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Frith 1983, Sound Effects, 45
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The new paradigm developed by Frith and others 33 cleared the path for more
progressive analyses of post-war popular music and its audiences, the result of which has
been the loose amalgam of individuals and ideas known as “new musicology.” 34 As
Middleton stated in 1990, “the wholesale importation of analytical methods borrowed
from music analyses and applied to popular music could not be sustained.” 35 The
perception of musicology as a discipline thus began to change, with researchers coming
to believe that the field lacked broader consideration of aesthetic, psychological, and
sociological issues. 36 Disciplines outside of traditional musicology, particularly those in
the humanities and social sciences, came to be engaged in musical analysis, 37 with some
of which analyzing the complex relationship between popular music and politics, such as
the studies used to aid in conducting this research.

Lack of Empirical / Quantitative Study
Of the existing studies on popular music and politics from the new musicological
era however, despite the many theories positing that music has socio-political influence,
the majority of the research has been qualitative in nature. Furthermore, little of the
research places emphasis on music’s sonic components, focusing instead only on lyrics.
These facts are not lost on those who study the field. John Street has made explicit

33

see: Middleton 1990

34

“New Musicology,” 180

35

Moore, A. Analyzing Popular Music, 9

36

Fallows, “New Musicology,” n.d

37

“New Musicology,” 180
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reference to the lack of evidence supporting musical-political connections, pointing out
that not only are many of the theories selective in the examples that they cite, but also
that little attention is given to music which does not fit their hypotheses. 38 David King
Dunaway too has stated that the question of whether or not a piece of music can tangibly
achieve any political ends remains unresolved. 39
There are many reasons why music’s influence on politics has been empirically
and quantitatively understudied in the new musicological era. Much of the problem in
conducting a scientific study on the relationship between music and politics lies in the
vast amount of academic ground that an in-depth study would need to cover. Linguistic,
economic, political, sociological, cultural, and ethnomusicological considerations all arise
from the study of music and politics. 4041 Both Dunaway and Allan Moore also note that
researchers are typically more comfortable studying visual text than aural, causing
audible fields like music to go relatively unexamined. 4243 The study of music in relation
to politics also seems trivial when compared to votes, or something equally as tangible, 44
for unlike the ballot box, there are no formal mechanisms of accountability in music’s
relationship to politics. 45 To others, the lack of research into music’s influence on

38

Ibid., 55.

39

Dunaway, “Music and Politics in the United States,” 270.

40
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41
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political ideology may simply be a byproduct of the belief that the effects are so subtle
that they are virtually impossible to measure. 46
What Richard Middleton calls “the stifling constraints of the music industry’s
commodity forms” 47 also discourages academic study in the field. 48 The contemporary
music industry is largely owned by five corporations collectively known as “the majors.”
Regardless of the intentions of the artist, the majors can be highly influential in
determining whether or not a song, or even an entire genre, comes to be seen as being
political. The idea that rap music is about urban street life for example can be said in
large part to be due to industry marketing tactics. 49 On the other hand, in the same way
that the industry can politicize a genre, it can also de-politicize it—the licensing rights to
Bob Dylan’s revolutionary call-to-arms “The Times They Are a-Changin,” have now
been sold to five different companies for commercial use. 50 The music industry therefore
plays a significant role in deciding what the political engagement or disengagement of a
song will be, often manipulating it in whichever way they feel will generate the most
profit. Industry manipulation does not eliminate the value of expression in these songs,
but it does complicate the matter of scientifically studying its impact on political
ideology.

46

Dunaway, “Music and Politics in the United States,” 290.

47

Middleton, Studying Popular Music, 71

48

see also: Frith 1983

49

Street, “The Pop Star as Politician,” 57-58.

50

Weissman, Talkin’ ‘Bout a Revolution, 322.

9

Problems Due to Lack of Study
The lack of empirical, quantitative analysis in the field has allowed for numerous,
often contradictory theories to be put forth on how exactly music and politics influence
one another. For example, the seemingly straightforward idea that protest music benefits
the causes that it champions has come under question, with some speculating that instead
of mobilizing support for a cause, protest music in fact only “preaches to the choir” while
simultaneously aggravating and inspiring opposition. 51 Others say that any supposed
musical-political connection is merely a byproduct of social context, meaning that
because musical creation and consumption always takes place within the context of a
certain social environment, it automatically becomes a lightning rod for the political
controversies of its day. 52 In this case, music would only assume a political identity
because of its association with the social environment that it accompanies. 53 A study by
Michael Haralambos provides evidence against this theory however. Haralambos found
that blues music declined in popularity amongst African Americans even as levels of
unemployment amongst that community rose, suggesting that the popularity of a genre of
music which represents a certain value system may not in fact be determined by its social
context. 54

51

Weinstein, “Rock Protest Songs,” 13.

52

Street, “The Pop Star as Politician,” 51.

53

Street, Music and Politics, 57.

54

Street, “The Pop Star as Politician,” 55.
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John Street meanwhile contends that it is not music which influences politics, but
politics which influences music via official and unofficial regulations on music policy. 55
According to Street, official state music policies in democratic societies are shaped by
censorship laws, broadcasting laws, copyright laws, and cultural policies, while
unofficially they are further shaped by education policy, trade policy, immigration policy,
intellectual property laws, and more 56, all of which combine to influence the
fundamentals of song writing and musical production within a society.

Reason for Study
Uncertainty and contradiction are just some of the problems in attempting to
interpret qualitative data in a field where very little quantitative data exists. More data
collection and analysis are needed to understand how music and political ideology
influence one another, with special consideration being paid to the measurable sonic
characteristics of music, since thus far they have been largely ignored in favor of lyricism
only.
American popular music since the 1960s has spread more widely than any other
type of music, making it now constitute a dominant sector which must be taken into
greater academic consideration. 57 Because popular music seems to hold a qualitatively
distinct place in our lives, it is now abundantly clear that it cannot be treated as simply

55

Street, Music and Politics, 24.

56

Ibid., 28.

57

Middleton, Studying Popular Music, vi

11

another inconsequential popular activity which people indulge in. 58 However, while some
empirical studies have shown a link between political ideology and musical preference
(see: Literature Review: Quantitative / Empirical Studies), most of the research into the
topic thus far has been purely qualitative.
The lack of empirical, quantitative research into the musical-political relationship
is unfortunate, as having quantifiable, empirical data to improve our understanding of the
ways in which music and political ideology are connected could have profound impacts
on the futures of both fields. 59 Or, if no correlations were found, our society would have
to rethink the notion that music and politics are synergistic in the first place. In any case,
if popular music does indeed serve as an indicator of the socio-political ideologies and
attitudes of its listeners, it should be taken into higher account when evaluating and
analyzing socio-political landscapes. As Frith notes, “the most significant political effect
of a pop song is not on how people vote or organize, but on how they speak.” 60 In a time
where popular music has permeated both popular culture and the political world, the
ways in which it influences or echoes socio-political attitudes should be taken into higher
consideration.

Hypothesis
One would expect that popular music at any given time is representative of the
socio-political values of its audience, with that audience being the nation at-large, which,

58

Moore, A. Analyzing Popular Music, 2

59

Middleton, Studying Popular Music, v

60

Frith 1996, Performing Rites, 169
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through radio play, album purchasing, streaming, etcetera, has granted the music in
question its popularity. Hypothetically then, the discourse of popular music should speak
to its audience in a way that conveys the message or feeling that the audience themselves
are feeling at that time. Certainly, no listener would actively seek out or support a song
which encompassed the direct opposite of their attitudes. The idea that popular music
naturally reveals its listeners’ attitudes would help to explain why counterculture rock
and roll was popular during the 1960s, when it would have exhibited popular sentiment
against traditional value systems, civil rights violations, the Vietnam War, and more; why
anti-authoritarian gangster rap was popular during the early 1990s, when it would have
indicated popular sentiment against racial and economic injustice; or why hardcore music
has never made its way into the pop charts, being that it communicates a musical
discourse which most of society is unable to relate to.
Should this be the case, and popular music is indeed symbolic of popular
sentiment, then one should hypothetically be able to see changes in national sociopolitical ideology evidenced in popular music trends over time. The ever-changing styles
and trends of popular music should represent the ever-changing values of the national
community. This study’s hypothesis therefore is that popular music, sonically as well as
lyrically, can be shown through empirical-quantitative and qualitative data to historically
have mirrored national socio-political trends and attitudes.

Specific Aims
According to French economist and social theorist Jacques Attal, “For twenty-five
centuries, Western knowledge has tried to look upon the world. It has failed to understand

13

that the world is not for beholding. It is for hearing. It is not legible, but audible.” 61 It is
time to expand upon the discussion of how popular music can both act as a manifestation
of and/or an influencer of socio-political ideology. Notably, in addition to qualitative
interpretation, this research will attempt to use empirical and quantitative research
methods to seek evidence in discovering whether or not the popular music from 1959 to
2016 embodied the evolution of the country’s socio-political values, thereby potentially
opening the door for a new way of analyzing national socio-political trends, as well as
allowing for a more focused discussion of the musical-political relationship going
forward. This research will also focus on the sonic qualities of the music in addition to
the lyrical, for, as it stands, much of the existing literature on the musical-political
relationship revolves only around lyrical content and largely ignores the sonic qualities
which, in my opinion, convey the true nature of the song itself.

Research Methods
To search for correlations between popular music and political trends over time, I
analyzed every number one song on the Billboard Hot 100 Chart from January 3, 1959, to
December 31, 2016, which totaled 1,030 songs. I analyzed only number one songs
because by definition, the number one song should have been the most representative of
national sentiment at any given time. I used the Billboard.com Hot 100 archives to find
out what each number one song was week-by-week, then created a Spotify playlist to
gather each song, listen to each song in chronological order, and to make sure that I was

61

Attal, Noise: The Political Economy of Music, 3.
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listening to the album-official version of each song, rather than a remix, a live version, or
anything else “unofficial.” For every one of these songs, I gathered the following data:

Week and year the song reached number one; Song title and artist; Total Number of
Weeks at #1: All of which was inherent in the Billboard chart information.

Length of song in minutes: Was inherent in the Spotify playback information.

Genre: Was assessed by ear, using basic Google searches as necessary for additional
clarification. Genres were purposefully kept simple, with common perceptions of genre
being upheld whenever possible.

Tempo: Was gathered manually using a simple piece of software called TapBPM, which
allowed me to generate accurate tempos by tapping out the beat of the song on my
keyboard’s spacebar.

Time Signature: Was gathered by ear and was almost always either 4/4 or 6/8.

Groove: Was gathered by ear, and was almost always either “straight,” “shuffle,” or
“swing.”

Key Signature: Was gathered manually by ear with the aid of simple virtual piano
software called “Desktop Piano & Drums.” Because I only analyzed #1 hit songs, which

15

tend to not be overly musically complicated, the gathering of key signatures was
relatively straightforward.

Mode: Was restricted to being either “Major” or “minor” and was gathered mostly by ear,
using the virtual piano software as necessary when the answer wasn’t immediately clear.
Again, because I only analyzed #1 hit songs, which tend to not be overly musically
complicated, the gathering of modes was relatively straightforward.

Gender of Primary Vocalist(s): Was gathered by ear. When primary vocal duties were
split by both a male and a female, the gender was listed as “Split.”

Average Age of Performer(s): Was gathered by doing simple Google searches of the
primary artist(s) or band members and averaging out their combined ages.

Race of Primary Performer(s): Was gathered by first-hand knowledge when applicable,
and a simple Google search when necessary. Consisted of black, white, Hispanic, Asian,
Arabic, etcetera.

Nationality of Primary Performer(s): Was gathered by first-hand knowledge when
applicable, and by simple Google search when necessary.

16

Lyrical Theme: Was gathered by ear when possible, and by using Google, Wikipedia, and
Genius.com searches when necessary. Genius.com and Wikipedia were often further used
to help explain lyrics which were too ambiguous for immediate analysis.

Explicit: Or, whether or not there was any profanity in the lyrics. This category was
automatically generated by a Spotify API.

Instrumental Arrangement: The instrumentation used in each song. This information was
gathered manually by ear as well as possible, using the aid of Google searches when
necessary.

Danceability, Energy, Loudness, Valence: Four categories generated and gathered using
Spotify API’s.

Summary
Due to limitations of time, I chose the three trends which were most evidently
apparent in the collected and analyzed data. First, there have been noticeable changes to
popular genres between 1959 and 2016. Generally, each of the last five and a half
decades have been defined by their own popular genres, such as socially conscious rock
in the 1960s or power ballads in the 1980s, which I maintain symbolized the social,
political, and economic natures of their times. Second, there were noticeable differences
in the rate of African American representation in popular music between 1959 and 2016,
with their representation starting small in the 1960s but exploding in the 1990s and
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beyond. The same trend could be seen amongst the prevalence of female vocalists, which
constitutes the third topic of study. I reason that both of these trends exemplify the
evolving social, political, and economic statuses of African Americans and women over
this time period. Ultimately, I conclude that all three trends show a quantitative
correlation between national socio-political trends and popular music. As such, the nature
of popular music at any given time should be taken into higher consideration when
assessing national socio-political attitudes, trends, and ideologies.

Literature Review
The relevant research for this study largely came from the “new musicology”
corpus of work conducted since the mid-1980s, as well as through history and social
sciences literature regarding gender studies, African American history, and U.S. history
from the post-WWII period to the present day. I have listed only the music-related
resources here, being that this study is intended to bring musicological knowledge to the
social sciences field, rather than the other way around. All history and social science
resources are referenced and cited as they appear throughout the research. I have listed
here the most helpful, relevant, and oft-cited sources, categorized by the nature of the
study.

Quantitative / Empirical Studies
Most closely related to this study was Michael J. Stiavnicky’s “Stop! Hey! What’s
That Sound?: A Critical Re-examination of the Socio-Political Functions of 1960s
Popular Music in America,” and E. Glenn Schellenberg and Christian von Scheve’s
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“Emotional Cues in American Popular Music: Five Decades of the Top 40.” Stiavnicky
traced the presence of socially conscious songs on the Hot 100 Chart from 1957-1972,
concluding that through processes of social change and commercial cooptation, socially
conscious music spread to larger, more mainstream segments of the population over the
course of those years. 62 Schellenberg and von Scheve assessed whether the structure of
popular music had changed since the 1960’s by analyzing historical changes in tempo
and mode (major or minor). The authors found that popular music had become saddersounding over time thanks to an increase in usage of the minor mode and slower tempos,
which they believed revealed a cultural shift towards increases in positive evaluations on
the part of consumers for music that expresses negative affect. 63
To the best of my knowledge, the Stiavnicky and Schellenberg and von Scheve
studies are the closest in style and content to this one. As Schellenberg and von Scheve
note, changes in popular music over time have rarely been examined in terms of music's
measurable characteristics, 64 making studies like theirs, and like this one, both of which
are quantitative and empirical in nature, relatively uncommon.
There are other quantitative-empirical popular music studies, but they only
vaguely resemble this study. Adam Ricci conducted a 2017 study which analyzed the use
of the “pump up,” or, upward key modulations, in the popular music of the 1970s and
1980s, finding that such “pump ups” were an excessively used songwriting tactic of those
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years relative to other decades. 65 Trevor de Clercq and David Temperley’s “Corpus
Analysis of Rock Harmony” gathered statistics about patterns in rock harmony, such as
the frequencies of different chords and chord progressions. 66
In combining musicology with political science, the Echo Nest, a music
intelligence and data collecting company, conducted a study which provided evidence
connecting an individual’s musical tastes to their political orientation by analyzing
musical preference and political alignment. The results showed that a United States
citizen’s political ideology can be predicted with a high degree of accuracy based on the
types of music that person enjoys. 67 The online music streaming service Pandora has also
gathered data showing a correlation between musical preference and political
orientation. 68 Pandora analyzed musical preference by the geographic location, gender,
age, ethnicity, and political orientation of its users, 69 finding that listeners in red and blue
zip codes often had contrasting musical tastes, with users living in red zip codes
preferring country music and users living in blue zip codes preferring jazz, reggae and
electronic music. 70 William S. Fox and James D. Williams conducted a similar study but
focused specifically on college students, finding that despite controls for demographic
factors, liberal students tended to be more musically involved than their conservative
peers, meaning that they attended more concerts, bought more albums and listened to
65
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more music. The authors also found that stylistically, liberal students preferred alternative
genres such as jazz, folk and protest music, while conservative students gravitated more
towards easy listening genres. 71
There are a several other quantitative / empirical studies that don’t actively
connect music to political ideology but do further the discussion of music having intrinsic
political value. David J. Jackson and Thomas I. A. Darrow have found that young adults’
levels of agreement with political statements increases when those statements are
endorsed by popular music stars 72, suggesting that the political orientations of young
adults can be influenced by their favorite musicians. Mark Pedelty and Linda Keefe
conducted a study investigating the relationship between music blogs and political
involvement, finding that bloggers who wrote predominantly about politically charged
music engaged in more political discussion than bloggers who wrote about nonpolitically charged music. The authors took this as evidence that listeners of politicallycharged music tend to be more politically engaged than listeners of apolitical music 73,
which thereby shows that musical preferences may sometimes indicate levels of political
involvement.
Lastly, Susan Bleich, Dolf Zillman and James Weaver conducted a study in which
they showed “defiant” and “non-defiant” music videos to “rebellious” and “nonrebellious” youths, with the hopes of determining whether rebellious students enjoy
defiant music more so than their non-rebellious peers. The authors found that both
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rebellious and non-rebellious students both enjoyed defiant music equally, but that
rebellious students enjoy non-defiant music significantly less than their non-rebellious
peers. The evidence suggests that non-rebellious youths who experience little conflict
with authority are nonetheless motivated to enjoy expressions of defiance by others,
while rebellious youths seem to have great difficulty relating to non-defiant themes. 74
The Bleich, Zillman and Weaver study connects musical preferences to personal values,
which, in a democratic society, can translate to political values.

Qualitative Studies
As Schellenberg and von Scheve noted, apart from the aforementioned studies,
there is a general lack of empirically gathered, quantitative evidence to support the notion
that music and political ideology are correlated. Rather, the majority of research on
music’s political influence has been qualitative in nature. Because these researchers
largely follow the same school of thought as Jacques Attali, these researchers have been
labeled by Stiavnicky as “Attalians.” 75 Collectively, the Attalians assert that popular
music infuses new forms of knowledge into the public sphere, thus carrying within it an
intrinsic power to simultaneously change and reform society once it enters the popular
consciousness. 76 According to Stiavnicky, this group of researchers includes Ron
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Eyerman and Andrew Jamison 77; Rob Rosenthal, 78 T.V. Reed, 79 and Ray Pratt. 80 I would
add to this list the works of Simon Frith, 81 Reebee Garofalo, 82 David Lee Joyner, 83
Joseph A. Kotarba and Phillip Vannini, 84 Kenneth L. Shonk and Daniel Robert
McClure, 85 John Street, 86 and Ian Peddie 87; all of which authors provide strong
qualitative evidence to support popular music’s political influence, but, from what I have
seen, do not support their theories with empirically gathered quantitative data.

Genre Studies
The following four sub-sections present four genres of music within the period of
this study.
Protest Music. Many studies on music’s political influence analyze a specific musical
genre, it’s prevalent lyrical themes, and that genre’s relationships to the political world.
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Protest music, unsurprisingly, seems to be the genre most often studied. 888990919293 Protest
songs have been said to boost morale, reaffirm resolve, and recruit outsiders to popular
causes. 94 Street has gone so far as to say that the success of social movements is
dependent on the support of protest musicians who will carry the flag of their cause. 95
However, the focus on protest music’s political influence is almost entirely lyric-based.
Moreover, virtually all of the analyses on protest music’s political impact are qualitative
in nature.
Rock and Roll. After protest music, rock and roll seems to be the next most discussed
genre in understanding the relationship between music and politics. 96 After a 1955 movie
called Blackboard Jungle featured a scene in which Bill Haley’s “Rock Around the
Clock” played during a depiction of juvenile delinquency and teenage rebellion, rock and
roll became established the preeminent “anti-establishment” genre of the 1950s. 97 This
connection only intensified over the 1960s, as rock and roll became the unofficial
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soundtrack to the civil rights movement, the Vietnam War protests, the youth
counterculture, and other 1960s progressive social movements. Pratt has thus called rock
and roll “a catalyst for political and social movements with an emancipatory
momentum.” 98
Researchers today have theorized that listening to rock and roll produces a
psychological split between the listener and their social hierarchies, thereby granting the
listener the opportunity to recognize their own socio-political values rather than those
prescribed to them by authority figures. 99 Rock and roll’s own prescribed alternative
lifestyle, the “sex, drugs and rock and roll” value system, even provides a built-in antiestablishment model of personal identity for listeners to adopt as their own, 100 one which
is defined by revolt against repression, routine, conformity and all other “duties” of
adulthood. 101 Like the research on protest music however, few studies on the relationship
between rock and roll and politics are empirical or quantitative in nature, and few
explicitly link the sonic elements of rock and roll to the socio-political values that the
genre is said to espouse.
Pop. Though protest music and rock and roll are the two of the most commonly studied
genres in analyzing the relationship between music and politics, pop music too has been
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said to carry considerable political clout. 102103104105 Politically, pop music is said to play a
pivotal role in articulating and reinforcing gender, ethnic and class identities. 106 While
most pop stars are not politically engaged, nor is the content that they produce meant to
be consumed politically, 107 the music nonetheless promotes political values thanks to its
embodiment of social identities. Joseph A. Kotarba and Phillip Vannini state that since
pop music is a fundamental component of mass culture, it is also therefore a creator of a
mass community which holds common values, ideologies and identities. 108 Again
however, much of the pop music research is qualitative in nature, with a focus on lyrical
characteristics rather than sonic.
Hip-Hop. As the most popular genre of the modern era, 109 a considerable amount of
research has been devoted to the socio-political nature and influence of hip-hop
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music. 110111112113114115 Nelson George refers to the genre as an “incredibly flexible tool,
quite adaptable to any number of messages,” 116 while Tricia Rose calls hip-hop “the
central cultural vehicle for open social reflection on poverty.” 117 Lakeyta Bonnette
similarly calls it “critical for knowledge, awareness, mobilization, and action” with “a
future as a political agent.” 118 As a musical manifestation of poverty and economic
oppression, particularly in inner-cities but throughout American society in general, hiphop has been said to embody a spirit of rebellion, identification with street culture, and
aggression. 119 Again however, academic literature on hip-hop is largely qualitative and
lyric-focused in nature.

By Decade
A large amount of research on the musical-political relationship has been broken
down by decade. Charles Kaiser’s 1968 in America: Music, Politics, Chaos,
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Counterculture, and the Shaping of a Generation, 120 Kenneth Gloag’s “Situating the
1960s: Popular Music – Postmodernism – History,” 121 and Arthur Marwick’s The
Sixties: Cultural Revolution in Britain, France, Italy, and the United States c. 1958–
1974 122 were all used to explore the socio-political nature and influence of the popular
music of the highly important 1960s. Along with Andy Bennett’s “The Forgotten
Decade: Rethinking the Popular Music of the 1970s,” 123 many of these same sources
were also used to explore the socio-political nature of popular music in the 1970s, being
that the early years of that decade are commonly included in what has since been referred
to as “the long sixties.”
During disco’s rule of the late seventies, Richard Dyer’s “In Defense of Disco,” 124
Gillian Frank’s “Discophobia: Antigay Prejudice and the 1979 Backlash against
Disco,” 125 Andrew Kopkind’s “The Dialectic of Disco,” 126 as well as several Billboard
Magazine articles of the time all proved to be valuable resources 127.
Popular music of the 1980s largely revolved around the debut and massive
popularity of the music video, meaning that R. Serge Denisoff’s Inside MTV, 128 Joe
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Gow’s “Music Video as Communication: Popular Formulas and Emerging Genres,” 129
and Will Straw’s “Music Video in its Contexts: Popular Music and Post-Modernism in
the 1980s” 130 and “Popular Music and Postmodernism in the 1980s” 131 were helpful
sources in explaining the musical-political relationship of that decade. Also helpful was
Thomas Harrison’s Music of the 1980s. 132
Being that popular music of the 1990s and 2000s was largely dominated by hiphop, my sources for these decades were largely the same as those previously mentioned
in the hip-hop genre section. Nina Esperanza Serrianne’s America in the Nineties 133 also
proved useful, as did Thomas Harrison’s Music of the 1990s 134. Also key to my analysis
of popular music and political trends in the 1990s and beyond were the gender and racespecific sources listed below.

Race and Gender
Much of the information on racial and gender roles in the musical-political
relationship was encompassed in the previously mentioned sources. However, James
Smethurst’s “Everyday People: Popular Music, Race and the Articulation and Formation
of Class Identity in the United States,” 135 Craig Werner’s A Change is Gonna Come:
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Music, Race & the Soul of America, 136 Susan McClary’s Feminine Endings: Music,
Gender, and Sexuality, 137 and Andi Zeisler’s Feminism and Pop Culture 138 all also aided
in race and gender-specific research and analysis.
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Chapter II: The Socio-Political-Economic Nature of Historical Changes in Popular Genre

A breakdown of changes in popular genres over time, and how those genres
symbolized the social, political, and economic natures of their times, 1959-2016. I
conclude that historical and ongoing evolutions in popular genre have mirrored, and
continue to mirror the evolutions in social, political, and economic conditions which have
taken place over these years.
As Kenneth Gloag notes, no period of time is a self-contained entity, and all
“eras” “allow for coexisting patterns of continuity and discontinuity.” 139 However, “in
order for us to make sense of the fragmented world in which we live and think, there
must be some sense of a totality… against or through which fragmented and isolated
concepts stand judged.” 140 For this reason, in discussing the relationship of popular music
to politics in the complicated and tumultuous 1960s, I will be sub-dividing the era into
Arthur Marwick’s conception of the “long sixties,” with 1958-1963, 1964-1968/69, and
1968/9-1974 each being their own sub-divisions. 141 Beate Kutschke and Barley Norton
too conceive of the 1960s as lasting from the end of the 1950s through to the mid1970s. 142 As Gloag points out, each of these three sub-divisions, as we shall see, tend to
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act as beginnings and ends to the “ambitions and aspirations” of their eras. 143 As such, in
order to better understand the social, historical, and artistic phenomena contained therein,
each of these three sub-divisions will be analyzed separately.

1958-1963
Gloag points out that “the standard view of popular music between the late 1950s
and early 1960s is often one of a significant absence of innovation and quality, a period
dominated by the bland manufactured productions of the ‘culture industry’” 144; a
viewpoint which is supported by both Brian Longhurst and Charlie Gillett. 145146 While
rock and roll’s popularization had caused much excitement and controversy through its
debut in the mid-1950s, by the end of that decade it had largely been replaced by
standardized music industry products, 147 such as sanitized teen idols like Frankie Avalon
(“Venus,” #1 March 14-April 11, 1959; “Why,” #1 January 2, 1960), Bobby Darin
(“Mack the Knife,” #1 October 10-November 14, November 28-December 12, 1959),
Ricky Nelson (“Travelin’ Man,” #1 June 3, June 17, 1961), and Connie Francis
(“Everybody’s Somebody’s Fool,” #1 July 2-9, 1960; “My Heart Has a Mind of Its
Own,” #1 October 1-8, 1960; “Don’t Break The Heart That Loves You,” #1 March 31,
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1962). This bland pop can be largely characterized as shallow romance songs guaranteed
not to move more than a few steps past first base. 148
This sanitized state of popular music in many ways depicted the state of American
political society at the time. In a socio-political culture defined by a McCarthyist
hypersensitivity to the threat of communism, any agitation could be considered as part of
the all-encompassing international communist agenda. 149 Therefore, as Reebee Garofalo
points out, society during this time was defined by “mind numbing conformity.” 150 Even
President Eisenhower, according to Garofalo, was “uninspiring,” “insipid,” 151 and “as
old-fashioned, conventional, bland, polite, and conservative as rock ‘n’ roll was youthful,
innovative, wild, intrusive, and rebellious.” 152 David Lee Joyner also notes the late
1950s-early 1960s as being a time defined by hypocritical conformity and
workaholism. 153
The popular music of the time typified this subdued state of socio-political life. In
the McCarthyist era, artistic freedom in the music industry was severely stifled, resulting
in what Martin Cloonan calls a “rapid turnover of stars” singing songs written for them
by others, with an actual long-term career as a pop star being almost “unthinkable.” 154 In
a representation of pre-Civil Rights, early-Cold War America, by the end of the 1950s,
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white, middle-class, teen pop idols were churning out commercially-focused pop
music 155 intended to put a bland, white, middle-class face on the social upheaval that rock
and roll had caused only a few years earlier. As Garofalo notes, loud, raucous improvised
rock and roll solos on saxophone, guitar, or piano were replaced by lavish string and
orchestral arrangements, and the sexual energy and lyricism of rock and roll was replaced
by highly romanticized versions of teenage love. 156 Bobby Darin, Garofalo says, “was
aspiring to be the next Frank Sinatra, not the next Elvis Presley.” 157
The white-washing of rock and roll could not deny that true rock and roll music
had arrived, however, and that its arrival had already irreversibly changed the musical
and social landscape of the country. While the sanitized popular music of the late-1950s
and early-1960s may have purposefully been lighthearted and urbane, American society
had nonetheless already been exposed to the heavy-handed, urban, working-class form of
rock and roll that had gained popularity earlier in the 1950s. 158 Though the pop charts of
the late 1950s and early 1960s largely epitomized the sanitized version of rock and pop
music, the emergence of “true” rock and roll earlier in the decade, that which Philip
Auslander would distinguish as being “authentic” in that it was “truly expressive of the
artists’ souls and psyches” and “necessarily politically and culturally oppositional,” 159
had already established newly broadened social parameters of popular music, which,
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according to Garofalo, served as the basis for popular music for at least the next forty
years. 160
Because early rock and roll was by-and-large based on African American musical
traditions and performed mostly by African American musicians (Chuck Berry, Fats
Domino, Little Richard, etcetera), the music had already “tipped the cultural balance
toward an African American aesthetic.” 161 Rock and roll therefore, despite its heavy
commercialization by the end of the fifties, had already “changed the popular music
landscape irrevocably,” and had signaled the coming of “still broader social change” by
upsetting the separation of races and classes “that had guided not just the operations of
the music industry but the dynamics of all social interactions to date.” 162 Until roughly
1963 however, popular music continued to be defined largely by commercialized
performers who were explicitly trying to convey non-threatening images of white-, male-,
middle-class conformity. In a socio-political climate defined by hypervigilance against
the threat of international communism, domestic legal segregation by race, and heavily
biased gender-norms, the number one songs of the era also tended to be conformist and
non-threatening in nature.

1964-1968/9
The mid-1960s witnessed the proliferation of a variety of protest movements that
were rooted in the 1950s—the Civil Rights movement, the women’s movement, the
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student movement, and the counterculture to name a few—which drastically effected the
socio-political state of the nation. As these radical social movements took hold of the
nation, the popular music of 1964-1968/9 began to play a role of unprecedented
importance in defining the character and spirit of the era. 163164 The popular music of the
mid-to-late sixties was unique in that it had never before been both as conscious of social,
economic, and political problems, nor as popular on such a widespread scale. Thus,
through the exposure and education of mass numbers of people to the ideas of change
embedded within the music, the popular songs of the mid-sixties helped the protest
movements open the door for social and political change. 165166 As Ron Eyerman and
Andrew Jamison state:
For us, the central meaning of the 1960s was the visionary, collective projects of
the civil rights, student, and antiwar movements, and their composite program of
political and cultural liberation: direct democracy, personalized politics, racial
integration and equality, and respect for other cultures. And it is the songs of
those movements—and of the singers, musicians, composers, and other artists
who contributed their talents to them—that continue, throughout the world, to
represent the spirit of the 1960s 167

Starr et. al. believe that as the baby boom generation came of age and began to
play a vital role in the political and cultural events of the period, the music defining that
generation, rock and roll, increasingly came “to serve as an outlet for the expression of
the hopes and fears of a generation coming to terms with American politics, the racial
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climate in the country, and a controversial war in Southeast Asia.” 168 Michael J.
Stiavnicky similarly states that the socio-political nature of popular music in the 1960s
came about as “a unique confluence and expression of social, political, and musical
forces,” including “the struggle for equality by blacks in the Civil Rights Movement,
mass student protest and campus-oriented activism, the Vietnam War and its domestic
opposition, the evolution and popularization of rock and roll, and… the baby-boom.” 169
Stiavnicky continues:
Out of the tumultuous and heavily politicized atmosphere of the 1960s, what can
arguably be considered some of the most socially poignant popular music of the
twentieth century was created. Socially conscious music of the 1960s celebrated a
"coming together" of a generation that sought to change the world for the
betterment of all of society; the music was littered with themes of brotherhood,
equality, and peace. The socially conscious music of the 1960s was music that
was intended to help a generation of student-activists challenge the social-praxis
of society; music that sought to provide the emotional incentive as well as the
intellectual and physical context for social activism… an effective tool for
education, recruitment, reaffirmation and mobilization within the social
movements of the 1960s 170
The mid-to-late 1960s style of socially conscious popular music is thus said to
have helped facilitate larger socio-political change by exposing the resistant mainstream
to controversial social and political ideas in the cultural sphere before the political one,
by challenging long standing, traditionally held beliefs , 171 and by acting as a mediating
force between the counterculture movement’s more obvious expressions, such as mass
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demonstrations and organizations, and the wider population. 172173174175176 Because the
best popular songs of the time “identified social problems, gave names to vague feelings
of alienation and oppression, and even offered explanations, albeit in poetic terms,” while
simultaneously providing a communal “sense of belongingness, a sharing in a collective
vision… [and] a basis of common understanding and common experience for a
generation in revolt,” 177 the political radicalism expressed by relatively small pockets of
political activists was translated into a far more accessible medium. 178

Table 1: Socially Conscious songs to reach #1 on the Hot 100 Chart, 1964-1968
Number
of weeks
Year
Song
Artist
at #1
1965 Mr. Tambourine Man
The Byrds
1
1965 Eve of Destruction
Barry McGuire
1
Turn! Turn! Turn! (To Everything There
1965 Is A Season)
The Byrds
3
1966 The Sound of Silence
Simon & Garfunkel
2
1966 We Can Work It Out
The Beatles
3
1966 These Boots Are Made for Walkin'
Nancy Sinatra
1
1966 The Ballad of The Green Berets
SSgt Barry Sadler
5
1966 Paint It, Black
The Rolling Stones
2
1966 Summer in The City
The Lovin' Spoonful
3
1967 Respect
Aretha Franklin
2
1967 All You Need Is Love
The Beatles
1
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1967
1968
1968

Incense and Peppermints
People Got to Be Free
Harper Valley P.T.A.

1968

Love Child

Strawberry Alarm
Clock
The Rascals
Jeannie C. Riley
Diana Ross & The
Supremes

1
5
1
2

The socially conscious popular music of 1964-1968/9 (see: Table 1) directly
attacked, questioned, or critically examined important social, political, and economic
issues concerning contemporary 1960s America. 179 Stiavnicky insists that these songs
acted as a sign that America was growing more tolerant and supportive of widespread
social change, the ideas of which were embedded within the music: “Because these
socially conscious and politically potent songs were able to reach the top of the popular
music charts (which can stereotypically be considered to be representative of mainstream
taste values and culture), it must be accordingly so that there was an equal socio-political
absorption of, and interest in, the new democratic values of the American baby-boom
generation on behalf of the rest of American society.” 180 As Stiavnicky notes, for there to
have been an increased interest in social consciousness in the popular music charts, there
must also have been equal socio-political interest at large in the various protest
movements’ ideals and goals . 181
In what Starr et. al. call a rejection of the romanticism of pre-1964 popular
music, 182 the conservative hegemony that rock and roll implicitly challenged in the 1950s
“gave way to open social and political upheaval in the 1960s,” as a myriad of social and
179
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political movements—including civil rights, antiwar, student power, and women’s
liberation—dramatically shifted the political center of gravity to the left. 183184 In a shared
sense that music could and should help to bring about social change, the popular artists of
the mid-to-late sixties associated their sound with a revolutionary fervor which resonated
with the time. 185 The energy of rock and roll music had always been associated with
rebellion, but it was rebellion without a cause until the popular rock acts of 1964-1968/9
embedded predominantly leftward leaning politics into their music. 186
Though it may have been the most socially conscious, rock music wasn’t the only
genre prevalent on the pop charts during these years—Motown also constituted a popular
genre of the mid-to-late 1960s with its own socio-political expressions. Under the total
control of label founder Berry Gordy, Motown was a completely in-house operation,
owned and managed by African Americans, with the music written and performed by
African Americans, but aimed at maximum crossover into the predominantly white
mainstream. The formula employed by Motown therefore mirrored the racial climate of
the era: despite being African American in nearly every regard, in order to achieve
mainstream success, the label needed to create popular music that by design was entirely
non-threatening to white people in either tone or content. 187
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Whereas there had long been a distinction that R&B music was “black” and pop
music was “white,” the rock and roll explosion and the rise to fame of Elvis Presley, a
white artist singing “black” music, had blurred racial lines in popular music. 188 At
Motown, Gordy explicitly mixed black R&B with white pop, keeping enough of the
R&B to set his music apart from that of bland white pop, while also, in seeking to make
sure his music reached the widest possible audience, 189190 keeping enough of the pop to
ensure that his white audience felt no threat of danger from the racial crossover. 191 The
system clearly worked, as Motown’s crossover formula paid off with an incredible string
of hits thanks to “millions of white teenagers” being able to love the Supremes “without
feeling any need to change the way they dealt with the world…” 192 The Supremes, The
Four Tops, Stevie Wonder, Marvin Gaye, The Marvelettes, Gladys Knight and the Pips,
Mary Wells, The Temptations, and Dionne Warwick & The Spinners all had number one
hits on the Motown label throughout the 1960s, 70s, and 80s.

1968/9-1974
As the 1960s progressed, the hope and optimism of the counterculture community
began to erode; or, as Ryan Moore puts it, “the collective hopes for the development,
transcendence and authenticity embedded in the counterculture’s modernism began to
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fizzle out even faster than they appeared to arise.” 193 Moore continues, “the tumultuous
year of 1968 was the most significant turning point, the year when young people all over
the world took to the streets and undertook radical projects of personal and political
transformation…but by 1969 these possibilities had been extinguished.” 194 Gloag also
concurs that 1968 marks the beginning of the end of the counterculture, with 1972-74
being the point at which the sixties effectively “break” philosophically, culturally, and
politically. 195 Kutschke and Norton too believe that 1968 marks the point at which postwar political and cultural institutions began to change fundamentally. 196
America had endured more than eight years of war in Vietnam by 1968—a war
which was making an ever-increasing demand for the country’s young men; by the end of
1968, there had been over 30,000 American fatalities in Vietnam, an all-time troop
presence high of 540,000 soldiers, 197198 and no end in sight, as the Tet Offensive had
ended any hope of a short war. 199200201 As public disenchantment with the government
over the war escalated, many citizens, African Americans in particular, were also
growing frustrated over the lack of change in the aftermath of the Civil Rights

193

Moore, R., “Break on Through,” 42

194

Moore, R., “Break on Through,” 42-43

195

Gloag, “Situating the 1960s,” 402-403

196

Kutschke and Norton, Music and Protest in 1968, 9

197

McWilliams, The 1960s Cultural Revolution, xxxii

198

Gloag, “Situating the 1960s,” 399-400

199

Burner, Making Peace with the ‘60s, 217-224

200

Kaiser, 1968 in Music, 245-253

201

Sandbrook, White Heat, 741-747

42

movement. 202 Moreover, Civil Rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. and influential Civil
Rights supporter Robert Kennedy were assassinated in 1968, with Martin Luther King
Jr.’s assassination provoking violent reactions in over 100 American cities, and Robert
Kennedy’s assassination taking place as he was about to wrap up the Democratic
nomination for the presidency. Malcolm X had already been assassinated in 1965. 203204205
Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr., Robert Kennedy, and the ever-increasing
casualty count in Vietnam weren’t the only noteworthy deaths to influence society in the
late 1960s and early 1970s. In 1969, Charles Manson and his Manson Family cult
infamously murdered nine people, including actress Sharon Tate. 206207 Four more eradefining deaths—one by stabbing, two by hit-and-run car accident, and one by LSDinduced drowning—occurred in 1969 at the Altamont Free Concert in Northern
California. 208209 In 1970, six student demonstrators were shot and killed by members of
the Ohio National Guard and by city and state police at Kent State University and
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Jackson State University respectively. 210211212213 In the world of music, between 1970
and 1971, stars Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, and Jim Morison all died young, each at the
age of 27, of assumed drug overdoses. 214215216
Adding to the state of social, political, and cultural instability, the Nixon
administration illegally bombed Cambodia in 1970, and a combination of the 1973 oil
crisis and general economic inflation led to widespread recession and a national crisis of
confidence in the early years of the 1970s. 217218219220221 The Watergate hearings, and the
subsequent resignation of President Nixon, occurred from 1972 to 1974, 222 and the war in
Vietnam didn’t end until 1975. 223
All such incidents presented extreme challenges to countercultural communities.
As Craig Werner poetically states, “the Summer of Love was all about people in
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motion… The problem was that motion doesn’t make a movement.” 224 Though most of
the people in the counterculture supported radical political ideas—anti-war, racial
equality, gender equality, etcetera--the politics, nonetheless, “remained abstract,
expressing a belief that you could dream community into being and that somehow things
would simply change.” 225 Unable to deal collectively with the social, political, economic,
and cultural turmoil of the late 1960s-early 1970s, the counterculture movement began to
dissolve, splintering off into many distinct groups rather than one collective community.
Counterculture initiatives such as women’s rights, civil rights, and affirmative
action, all of which had begun to take effect at the national and grassroots levels by
1968, 226 became more individualized movements rather than part of a collective whole. 227
None of these new groups forged any bold new social directions—all of them were, as
Joyner notes, “merely more polished continuations of the styles carried over from the
1960s.” 228 Garofalo thus notes that in the absence of a single community and its support
structures to deal with the social, political, economic, and cultural upheaval of the era, the
late 1960s-early 1970s came to be characterized by ambiguity and confusion, for as the
collective conscience of the 1960s social movements began to collapse, society had not
been radically transformed in the manner that the New Left wanted, but neither had
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conservatives reestablished the cultural and political hegemony that they had enjoyed in
the early 1950s. 229
By the early 1970s, the cultural landscape had begun adjusting to this sociopolitical ambiguity. In popular music, this meant the loss of the political coherence
observed during the heyday of the counterculture. Indeed, the motif of the unified
audience or generation rooted in rock and roll is said to have become unstable by the time
1970-1971 is reached. 230231232233234235236237 As the counterculture fragmented into
individual movements, so too did the seemingly cohesive audience of 1960s popular
music fragment into niche markets of genres and sub-genres. As Morris says, the topforty charts came to “mirror the intricate social negotiations whose uncertainty made up
the ‘problem of the 1970s.’” 238 Indeed, my data shows that the 1970s exhibits the highest
number of unique artists to chart at number one per decade, as well as the highest rate of
turnover of number one songs (See: Tables 2 and 3). Tellingly therefore, in an era
characterized by social and political fragmentation, no single song or artist was able to
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“define” the era for more than a week or two at a time. As society attempted to “solve”
the “problem of the 1970s,” it rapidly sifted through new popular music in seeking an
answer.

Table 2: Number of unique artists to have #1 songs, per decade
Decade Number of Artists
1960s
145
1970s
178
1980s
152
1990s
104
2000s
113
2010s
59

Table 3: Average length of time spent at number one per song, in weeks, by decade
Decade Average Length of Time Spent at #1 Per Song (in Weeks)
1960s
2.43
1970s
1.94
1980s
2.22
1990s
3.59
2000s
3.48
2010s
3.66

Though “rock” or “rock and roll” could be said to have been the predominant
genre of the 1960s, there was no simple “rock” by the beginning of the 1970s; rather,
much like the diffusion of the 1960s political movements, “rock” had split into a
multitude of rock and pop styles, each with their own constellation of stars and target
audiences, and each based on separate trends that had their origins in the
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1960s. 239240241242 As P.J. O’Rourke stated, “one of the most important trends in popular
music of the 1970s has been the disappearance of any single dominant sound. In place of
one current pop fashion we have, now, dozens of individual styles, each appreciated on
its own terms.” 243 Rock, considered to be the soundtrack to the liberatory struggle of the
1960s, had by the 1970s ‘turned out to be a by-way in the development of twentiethcentury music, rather than, as [the counterculture] thought at the time, any kind of masscultural revolution.’ 244
Of the newly fragmented popular genres, socially conscious rock remained
relevant through the early 1970s (see Table 4), albeit, according to some, for better or for
worse, in a more commercially coopted form. 245 Coopted or not, according to Werner,
“the seventies gave rise to some of the most intelligently political music ever made… all
[of which] refused to accept the idea that the dream had always been a lie.” 246 Though the
counterculture may have been disbanding, the social constituencies that the
counterculture fought for—the poor, people of color, women—did not disappear, and
popular music was still used to champion their causes. 247 Cher’s three hits of the early
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1970s, “Gypsies, Tramps, and Thieves” (#1 November 6-13, 1971), “Half- Breed” (#1
October 6-13, 1973), and “Dark Lady” (#1 March 23, 1974), discuss racial mixing, class
conflict, and atypical sexual practices. 248 The 5th Dimension’s “Aquarius/Let the
Sunshine In” (#1 April 12-May 17, 1969), Ray Stevens’ “Everything is Beautiful” (#1
May 30-June 6, 1970), and Three Dog Night’s “Joy to the World” (#1 April 17-May 22,
1971) expressed a desire for social optimism, camaraderie, and world peace. In “My
Sweet Lord/Isn’t it a Pity” (#1 December 26, 1970-January 16, 1971) and “Give Me Love
(Give Me Peace on Earth)” (#1 June 30, 1973) George Harrison sang about the power of
God and love to overcome the tension permeating society.
Also, by this point in time, rock was no longer the only popular genre tackling
socially conscious topics. At the same time as the emergence of the Black Power
movement, popular Motown and soul music transitioned from “playing it safe” to
beginning to express explicitly socio-political ideas. The Motown label in particular
supplanted its previous, civil rights-era strategy of creating safe-for-whites music with a
more contemporary strategy of outwardly expressing black pride and promoting black
empowerment. 249 By the late 1960s, the squeaky clean, high-production value, safe-forwhite audiences sound of early to mid-1960s Motown had been largely replaced by a
more raw, basic, almost angry sounding style which, according to Garofalo, came to
represent black power at its most militant.250
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After Aretha Franklin’s 1967 hit “Respect” broke the Motown mold by
unambiguously acting as a socio-political call-to-arms for both women and African
Americans, 251 artists like Marvin Gaye and Stevie Wonder were able to influence Berry
Gordy to steer his label towards a sound which better represented the new, harder-edged,
Black Power ideology which had taken hold of the nation. 252 Much to Berry’s delight, the
new, harder-edged style ended up matching the success of the earlier pop sound. 253
Edwin Starr’s tirade against the war in Vietnam, simply titled “War” (#1 August 29September 12, 1970), became one of the most notorious anti-war songs in history, while
Stevie Wonder’s “You Haven’t Done Nothing” (#1 November 2, 1974) tackled the lack
of racial progress in the aftermath of the Civil Rights movement. Even the Supremes, the
former darlings of the Motown label, used their song “Love Child” to discuss poverty and
classism (#1 November 30-December 7, 1968).
Table 4: Socially conscious songs, 1969-1974
Year

Song

1969

Everyday People

1969
1969
1969

Aquarius/Let the Sunshine In
In the Year 2525
Come Together

1970
1970
1970
1970

Bridge Over Troubled Water
Let It Be
Everything Is Beautiful
War

Artist
Sly & The Family
Stone
The 5th
Dimension
Zager & Evans
The Beatles
Simon &
Garfunkel
The Beatles
Ray Stevens
Edwin Starr
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Number of weeks
at #1
4
6
6
1
6
2
2
3
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19701971
1971
1971
1971
1971
1972
1972
1972
1973
1973
1973
1973
1974
1974
1974
1974

My Sweet Lord/Isn't It A Pity
Joy to The World
Indian Reservation
Gypsys, Tramps & Thieves
Family Affair
American Pie (Parts I & II)
Black & White
I Am Woman
Love Train
Give Me Love - (Give Me Peace
on Earth)
Brother Louie
Half-Breed
Seasons in The Sun
Dark Lady
You Haven't Done Nothin
Whatever Gets You Thru the
Night

George Harrison
Three Dog Night
The Raiders
Cher
Sly & The Family
Stone
Don McLean
Three Dog Night
Helen Reddy
The O'Jays

4
6
1
2

George Harrison
Stories
Cher
Terry Jacks
Cher
Stevie Wonder

1
2
2
3
1
1

John Lennon

1

3
4
1
1
1

The musical zeitgeist of the early seventies implied that ‘the only hopeful vision
of the American future seemed to exist in the past.’ 254255 As Starr et. al. note, “while
some Americans wished that the 1960s would just go away, others mourned the decade’s
passing.” 256 These “mourners,” as Starr et. al. call them, also aided in the popularity of
what I am calling “nostalgia” rock of the early 1970s. 257 Perhaps in display of peoples’
desire to return to what they remembered as simpler times, Chuck Berry (“My Ding-ALing,” #1 October 21-28, 1972), Elvis Presley (“Suspicious Minds,” #1 November 1,
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1969), and Sammy Davis Jr. (“The Candy Man,” #1 June 10-24, 1972) were enjoying
number one hits for the first time in many years. Elton John’s “Crocodile Rock” (#1
February 3-17, 1973) spoke of the innocent times when “rock was young” and bemoaned
how “the years went by and the rock just died.” Perhaps most famously, Don McLean’s
“American Pie” (#1 January 15-February 5, 1972) spoke of “the conviction that
something of great innocence and promise had been lost amid the tumult and violence
that marked the end of the 1960s.” 258 As Stiavnicky notes, “American Pie,” as tribute to
the music of the 1960s and to that decade’s socially conscious ethos, ironically came to
demarcate, as McClean himself sang, “the day the music,” and the movement, “died.” 259

1974-1979
The political, economic, and cultural turmoil of the early 1970s continued to
generate pessimistic intellectual and cultural criticism into the mid-late 1970s. In the
wake of defeat in Vietnam, economic decline, two oil embargos, Watergate, the
disbanding of the counterculture, and a host of other contemporary socio-political issues,
“talk of limits and diminishing expectations filled presidential addresses and dinner table
conversations…for the first time since the Great Depression.” 260 As Christopher Lasch
said at the time, “Hardly more than a quarter-century after Henry Luce proclaimed ‘the
American century’ [1941], American confidence has fallen to a low ebb. Those who
recently dreamed of world power now despair of governing the city of New York. Defeat
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in Vietnam, economic stagnation, and the impending exhaustion of natural resources
have produced a mood of pessimism in higher circles, which spreads through the rest of
society as people lose faith in their leaders. 261
As morale dropped, people began to seek outlets. In popular music, the outlet
came in the form of disco. In what Andrew Kopkind has called a revolt against 1960s
socially conscious rock, disco was “unreal, artificial, and exaggerated,” and it worked to
affirm “the fantasies, gossip, frivolity, and fun of an evasive era.” 262 Disco in the mid-tolate 1970s provided what Thomas Harrison calls “a feeling of escape and a way of
diverting attention from the problems of the decade, at least socially.” 263 Garofalo
similarly states that the motivation of disco was “to intensify the feeling of the moment in
an otherwise uncertain world.” 264 Life’s problems and uncertainty melted away under the
disco beat, for according to Ian Chambers, as soon as one stepped into a discotheque they
were met with “an apparently endless cycle where there is no beginning or end, just an
ever-present ‘now.’ Disco music does not come to a halt… restricted to a three-minute
single, the music would be rendered senseless. The power of disco lay in saturating
dancers and the dance floor in the continual explosion of its presence.” 265

Table 5: #1 Disco songs, 1974-1979
Year Song
Artist
TSOP (The Sound of
MFSB featuring The
1974 Philadelphia)
Three Degrees
261
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1974
1974
1974
1975
1975

Rock the Boat
Rock Your Baby
Kung Fu Fighting
Fire
Pick Up the Pieces

1975 The Hustle
1975 Jive Talkin'
1975 Get Down Tonight
1975 That's the Way (I Like It)
1975 Fly, Robin, Fly
1976 Love Rollercoaster
December, 1963 (Oh,
1976 What a Night)
1976 Disco Lady
1976 Boogie Fever
1976 Love Hangover
1976 You Should Be Dancing
(Shake, Shake, Shake)
1976 Shake Your Booty
1976 Play That Funky Music
1976 A Fifth of Beethoven
1976 Disco Duck (Part I)
1977 Car Wash
1977 Dancing Queen
Don't Leave Me This
1977 Way
1977 I'm Your Boogie Man
Star Wars Theme/Cantina
1977 Band
1978 Stayin' Alive
1978 Night Fever
1978 Miss You
1978 Grease
1978 Boogie Oogie Oogie
1978 MacArthur Park
1978 Le Freak

The Hues Corporation
George McCrae
Carl Douglas
Ohio Players
AWB
Van McCoy The Soul
City Symphony
Bee Gees
KC and The Sunshine
Band
KC and The Sunshine
Band
Silver Convention
Ohio Players

1
2
2
1
1

The 4 Seasons
Johnnie Taylor
The Sylvers
Diana Ross
Bee Gees
KC and The Sunshine
Band
Wild Cherry
Walter Murphy & The
Big Apple Band
Rick Dees & His Cast of
Idiots
Rose Royce
ABBA

3
4
1
2
1

Thelma Houston
KC and The Sunshine
Band

1

Meco
Bee Gees
Bee Gees
The Rolling Stones
Frankie Valli
A Taste of Honey
Donna Summer
Chic

2
4
8
1
2
3
3
6

1
2
1
2
3
1

1
3
1
1
1
1

1
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1979
1979
1979
1979
1979
1979
1979
1979

Da Ya Think I'm Sexy?
I Will Survive
Tragedy
Knock on Wood
Hot Stuff
Ring My Bell
Bad Girls
Good Times
No More Tears (Enough
1979 Is Enough)

Rod Stewart
Gloria Gaynor
Bee Gees
Amii Stewart
Donna Summer
Anita Ward
Donna Summer
Chic
Barbra Streisand/Donna
Summer

4
3
2
1
3
2
5
1
2

As a means of temporary escape from the social, political, and economic
problems of the decade, disco culture focused on looking inward to what was personal
and individual. As Nile Rogers puts it, “It was really all about Me! Me! Me! It was the
exact antithesis of the hippie music that had preceded it. It wasn’t about save the world! It
was about get yourself a mate, and have fun, and forget the rest of the world. In a strange
way, that was very therapeutic…” 266 Will Kaufman too notes that disco is considered the
quintessential music of what has been referred to as the “Me Decade.” 267 According to
Christopher Lasch, by focusing inward on what was personal, disco thus created a “cult
of personal relations’ at an individual level” which directly correlated with the “receding
hope of political solutions at the social level.” 268 As a depiction of the tumultuous sociopolitical conditions of the time then, disco acted as a coping mechanism by offering a
complete and immersive escape from dreary reality.
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Rock music continued to have a presence on the pop charts as well, but the nature
of the genre had changed with the times. According to Garofalo, “as the country’s
leadership shifted from the lackluster and conservative Gerald Ford to the pleasant but
largely ineffectual Jimmy Carter, the rock ‘n’ roll rebellion that had begun in the 1950s
seemed, to many, on the verge of being tamed. Popular music was becoming centrist,
corporate, safe.” 269 In some part, the taming of rock and roll could be said to have been a
demographic issue, for as Joyner, Garofalo, and Starr et. al. all note, by the mid-to-late
1970s, the rock generation of the fifties and sixties had become old enough to demand
their own brand of easy-listening. 270271272
Moreover however, the factor which led to the taming of rock may in large part
have been the same as that which led to the rise of disco: as a historically socially
conscious genre of music, rock was doomed in the late 1970s because people simply
didn’t want to be reminded of the socio-political climate they were living in. In the
political and economic decline of the mid-late 1970s, socially conscious rock a la the
sixties and early seventies would only have served as notice of the nation’s failures. It
should be noted that, not surprisingly, not a single socially conscious soul or Motown
song reached number one during this period either.
In response to rock’s aging demographic and, perhaps, to people’s desire to not be
reminded of the nation’s recent socio-political shortcomings, rock music more and more
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came to resemble what Garofalo calls “a number of middle-of-the-road artists who
borrowed soft rock styles for pop-sounding lounge acts.” 273 Artists like The Carpenters
(“They Long To Be Close to You,” #1 July 25-August 15, 1970; “Top of the World,” #1
December 1-8, 1973; “Please Mr. Postman,” #1 January 25, 1975), Barry Manilow
(“Mandy,” #1 January 18, 1975; “I Write the Songs,” #1 January 17, 1976; “Looks Like
We Made It,” #1 July 23, 1977), Barbara Streisand (“The Way We Were,” #1 February 2,
February 16-23, 1974; “Evergreen,” #1 March 5-19, 1977; “You Don’t Bring Me
Flowers Anymore,” December 2, December 16, 1978), and The Captain and Tennille
(“Love Will Keep Us Together,” June 21-July 12, 1975; “Do That To Me One More
Time,” February 16, 1980) mixed rock and bland pop styles to provide an easy listening
soundtrack for an era in which society at large tried to forget about contemporary
suboptimal economic and socio-political living conditions.
Not all of the mid-late 1970s rock was uninspired however. Some popular rock
still managed to capture the 1960s sense of optimism gradually being replaced by the
dark pessimism of the 1970s, or, as Gloag puts it, the sense of the “horizon receding
further into the distance.” 274 The Eagles’ “Hotel California” (#1 May 7, 1977) is pure
seventies in this sense: the song tackles the decade’s sense of loss and disillusionment
with a desperate, almost apocalyptic feel—the symbolic Hotel California hasn’t had good
wine “since 1969,” and hotel guests “can check out any time [they] like, but [they] can
never leave.” As Starr et. al. point out, “California, the sun-soaked beacon of the
generation of peace and love in the 1960s, here has become a sinister trap for those who
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have no place left to go.” 275

1980s
As Kaufman notes, Ronald Reagan’s election signaled a direct and immediate
change from the 1970s way of life:
Ronald Reagan offered to the American people a benign vision relying distinctly
upon negative comparisons with the decade they had just left. That decade had
begun in the thick of the Vietnam War, with over fifty thousand American
soldiers having gone to their graves and nearly two thousand having disappeared
into the jungle prison camps. At the close of the decade, fifty-three American
prisoners were being held in the second year of their captivity by Iranian
fundamentalists who had revealed before the world the impotence of the Carter
administration and, by extension, the United States at large. Working Americans
had felt themselves held hostage by OPEC through two oil embargoes; held
hostage by a battered economy and the twin demons of inflation and
unemployment—‘stagflation’… Punctuating the end of the decade… was not
only the fall of Jimmy Carter… but also the death of disco, which ‘suddenly fell
off the charts’ in 1979, a downward trajectory that seemed to characterize an
entire decade ‘held hostage by fear, cynicism, and uncertainty’, particularly in the
post-Watergate, post-Vietnam years. 276
According to Jerome Himmelstein, in the face of 1970s uncertainty, instability,
and pessimism, conservatives by the end of the decade had identified a “cornucopia” of
social issues on which to build a political platform —gay rights, women’s rights, sexual
liberation, affirmative action, and race among them. 277 A mounting resentment amongst
previously loyal members of the Democratic party over civil rights and taxes had been
revealed, helping to create what Bruce Schulman refers to as a “nascent neoconservative
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movement that was waiting in the wings for its moment of ascendency;” 278 a moment
which came with the election of Ronald Reagan in 1980. 279 Just as the murder of John
Lennon on December 8, 1980 put an end to any vestiges of the 1960s idealism that had
survived the “Me” decade, the Reagan election made it clear that the country was moving
in a new political direction to begin the 1980s. 280
Being that the “crisis of confidence” was still fresh on peoples’ minds, the
“distraction” ethos of the disco era continued into the eighties. Bruce Springsteen stated
in a 1984 Rolling Stone interview, “I think what’s happening now is people want to
forget. There was Vietnam, there was Watergate, there was Iran—we were beaten, we
were hustled, and then we were humiliated. And I think people have a need to feel good
about the country they live in.” 281 Recognizing this need, Reagan attempted to deliver a
revitalized American self-esteem—first and foremost by instituting a laissez-faire
economic policy intended to kick-start the stagnant economy. 282 Though “Reaganomics”
has been said to have resulted in an unprecedentedly large wealth gap between the rich
and poor, a recession, and an impoverished underclass left behind by the “trickle down”
economy, 283 at its outset, both the unemployment rate and the inflation rate dipped lower
than they had been in years. Gasoline prices stabilized as the oil crisis of 1979 concluded,
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and the Dow Jones Industrial average, as Doug Rossinow phrases it, “was coming on like
gangbusters.” 284285
As the national “distraction,” wealth thus came to replace the void left by disco.
Wealth began to accumulate quickly, and, as that wealth accumulated, “a celebration of
finance and its captains gripped America’s media with an intensity unmatched since the
1920s.” 286 Young urban professionals, or “yuppies,” characterized the era by living
luxuriously as brokers, lawyers, and bankers, spending their money on expensive
designer items. 287288 The mantra of the decade became clear: as Werner puts it, “too
much is never enough.” 289 Michael Schaller likewise states that “earning and flaunting
great wealth” became “the mother’s milk of capitalism, growth, and prosperity.” 290
Schaller continues, “Not since the Gilded Age of the late nineteenth century or the
Roaring Twenties had the acquisition and flaunting of wealth been so publicly celebrated
as during the 1980s. Income became the accepted measure of one’s value to society.” 291
“Wealth ruled,”—says Rossinow—“It was important to say it and show it—whether
through displays of excess or attempts at tastefulness so overt they were ostentatious.” 292
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While wealth may have taken on a new role of social prominence, yuppies and
those in similar, upper-class financial positions were the only ones seeing any great
financial gains. 293294 As conservative strategist Kevin Phillips said, “the 1980s… were
the triumph of upper America—an ostentatious celebration of wealth, the political
ascendency of the richest third of the population… money, greed and luxury had become
the stuff of popular culture, hardly anyone asked why such great wealth had concentrated
at the top.” 295 According to Harrison, the 1980s were a time of “illusional” prosperity,
during which citizens believed they were living in one of the most affluent times in recent
memory despite the national debt growing higher per capita than at any other time in
history. 296 Werner too notes despite the illusion of prosperity, many middle-class workers
in the 1980s deindustrializing economy, especially in its lower reaches, were hurting. 297
With the national focus on ostentatious displays of wealth rather than social
contribution, the popular culture of the 1980s, including popular music, became more
superficial than that of decades past. According to Will Straw, American popular music
underwent a process of generic stabilization in the 1980s: “Certain formal characteristics
came to be found in almost all successful examples of that music, and a mainstream with
more stylistic coherence than any, perhaps, since the mid-late 1960s, could be seen to
have arrived… Whereas in the early 1980s the pop/rock charts had consisted of
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heterogeneous, eclectic groupings of styles and forms, by 1983-84 they had come to
manifest an almost unprecedented degree of homogeneity.” 298 In giving voice to the
Reagan-era celebration of wealth over social consciousness, the popular music of the
1980s has thus been described as “cliché,” “bland,” and “formulaic.” 299300 In an era
characterized by avarice and “image over substance,” the nation was uninterested in
music with any sort of meaningful message. As Straw points out, there was “little of the
two-way passage between a performer's worldview and the meaning of his or her
recordings which existed a decade previously.” 301
The “cliché, bland, and formulaic” criticism of 1980s popular music is largely
validated when conducting an analysis of the number one songs of the decade. In rock,
the formulaic industry output resulted in groups like Foreigner (“I Want to Know What
Love Is,” #1 February 2-9, 1985), Air Supply (“The One That You Love,” #1 July 25,
1981), and REO Speedwagon (“Keep On Loving You,” #1 March 21, 1981; “Can’t Fight
This Feeling,” #1 March 9-23, 1985) releasing what Garofalo calls “competent but not
terribly inspired music.” 302 The most quintessential eighties motif however was the
power ballad (see: Table 6)—an emotional song, almost always about love or heart
break, meant to expose an otherwise aggressive rock group as young men who were
“hard on the outside, soft on the inside,” causing female fans to become even more
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attracted to the “bad boys with good hearts.” 303 The power ballad format was equally as
common in pop music, albeit without the “bad boy” motif associated with the rock
version.
In keeping with the formulaic output, by the second half of the decade, an
uncanny amount of these power ballads included what Hamish Macbain calls a “lifeaffirming key change,” 304 or, a modulation in key signature for emotional effect (see
Table 6). As Adam Ricci explains it, the “life-affirming key change was generally a
song’s final chorus being transposed up [in key], often in conjunction with a fade-out,”
and, in keeping with the superficiality of the era, was “almost universally regarded as an
inferior technique, partly because of the lack of effort required to implement it and party
because of its overuse.” 305 David Metzer also notes that such modulations in key are
especially linked to 1980s power ballads, stating that as the “cliché hallmark” of the
power ballad, they work to support the song’s formula of sentimentality and uplift,
creating an “emotional adrenaline rush that so many listeners find addictive.” 306 Power
ballads weren’t the only style to utilize life-affirming key changes— in addition to those
highlighted in the table below, twenty more pop and rock songs which reached number
one in the eighties featured key modulations.

Table 6: List of Eighties Power Ballads, with Life-Affirming Key Changes highlighted
# of
Key
weeks
Year Song
Artist
Genre Signature Race
Lyrical theme at #1
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1980 Sailing
The One
That You
1981 Love
Chariots of
1982 Fire - Titles
Hard to Say
1982 I'm Sorry
Up Where
1982 We Belong
1982 Truly
Total
Eclipse of
1983 The Heart
Against All
Odds (Take
A Look at
1984 Me Now)
1984 Hello
I Want to
Know What
1985 Love Is
Careless
1985 Whisper
Can’t Fight
1985 This Feeling
One More
1985 Night
We Are the
1985 World
1985 Heaven
Say You,
Say Me
(Title Song
from White
1985 Nights)
That’s What
Friends Are
1986 For
Greatest
1986 Love of All

Christopher
Cross

Air Supply
Vangelis
Chicago
Joe Cocker
and Jennifer
Warnes

Pop
ballad
Pop
ballad
Pop
ballad
Pop
ballad

Lionel Richie

Pop
ballad
Pop
ballad

Bonnie Tyler

Rock
ballad

Phil Collins
Lionel Richie

Rock
ballad
Pop
ballad

Rock
Foreigner
ballad
Pop
Wham!
ballad
REO
Rock
Speedwagon ballad
Pop
Phil Collins
ballad
USA For
Pop
Africa
ballad
Rock
Bryan Adams ballad

Lionel Richie

Pop
ballad

Dionne
Whitney
Houston

Pop
ballad
Pop
ballad

A

White

Heaven

1

C

White

1

Db

White

E

White

Love
None
(Instrumental)
Relationship
problems

D

White

Love

3

Db

Black

Love

2

Ab

White

Loneliness

4

Db

White

Break ups

3

A

Black

Attraction

2

Gb

White

Love

2

D

White

Infidelity

3

A

White

3

Eb

White

E

n/a

Love
Relationship
problems
Social
commentary

C

White

Love

2

Ab

Black

Friendship

4

Eb

Black

Friendship

4

A

Black

Motivational

3

1
2

2
4
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1986 Live to Tell
There'll Be
Sad Songs
(To Make
1986 You Cry)
Glory of
Love
(Theme
From "The
Karate Kid
1986 Part II")
Take My
Breath
Away (Love
Theme From
1986 "Top Gun")
1986 True Colors
1986 Amanda
The Next
1986 Time I Fall
1987 Always
1987 Alone
Didn't t We
Almost
1987 Have It All
Could've
1988 Been
Where Do
Broken
1988 Hearts Go

Madonna

Pop
ballad

D

Billy Ocean

Pop
ballad

Peter Cetera

Pop
ballad

Pop
Berlin
ballad
Pop
Cyndi Lauper ballad
Rock
Boston
ballad
Peter Cetera
with Amy
Pop
Grant
ballad
Pop
Atlantic Starr ballad
Rock
Heart
ballad
Whitney
Houston
Tiffany

Whitney
Houston
Gloria
Estefan &
Anything for Miami Sound
1988 You
Machine
One More
George
1988 Try
Michael
1988 The Flame
Hold on to
1988 the Nights

Pop
ballad
Pop
ballad
Pop
ballad

Pop
ballad
Pop
ballad
Rock
Cheap Trick
ballad
Rock
Richard Marx ballad

White

Personal
issues

1

A, C

Black

Love

1

C

White

Love

2

Ab

White

Love

1

C

White

Motivational

2

G

White

Love

2

Ab, A

White

Love

1

G

Black

Love

1

Db

White

Love

3

Bb

Black

Lost love

2

Db

White

Break ups

2

D

Black

Lost love

2

Gb

2

F

Hispanic Lost love
Relationship
White
problems

E

White

Lost love

2

C

White

Attraction

1

3
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1988 Love Bites
Groovy
Kind of
1988 Love
Every Rose
Has Its
1988 Thorn
When I’m
1989 With You
I'll Be There
1989 for You
Wind
Beneath My
Wings
(From
1989 "Beaches")
I I'll Be
Loving You
1989 (Forever)
If You Don t
Know Me
1989 by Now
1989 Toy Soldiers
Right Here
1989 Waiting
When I See
1989 You Smile

Def Leppard

Rock
ballad

White

Relationship
problems

Eb

1

Phil Collins

Pop
ballad

G

White

Love

2

Gb

White

Relationship
problems

3

A, B

White

Love

1

D, E

White

Break ups

1

Bon Jovi

Rock
ballad
Rock
ballad
Rock
ballad

Bette Midler

Pop
ballad

Bb

White

Tribute

1

New Kids on
The Block

Pop
ballad

B, C

White

Love

1

Bb

White

Relationship
problems

1

Db

Hispanic Drugs

2

C

White

Love

3

G, A

White

Love

2

Poison
Sheriff

Pop
ballad
Pop
Martika
ballad
Pop
Richard Marx ballad
Rock
Bad English
ballad
Simply Red

A second important indication of the overly image-conscious eighties in popular
music was the popularization of the music video. If the 1970s was the “Me” decade, then,
as described by Billboard magazine, the 1980s was the “video” decade. 307 At the time of
its launch on August 1, 1981, MTV’s “24-hour-a-day visual national radio network” 308
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had only 2.1 million subscribers. 309310 By 1983, it had 17 million subscribers, making it
the fastest growing cable channel in history. 311 By 1990, this number had grown to
roughly 46.1 million subscribers. 312313 Popular music on television was not a new
concept: The Beatles and Elvis Presley had starred in their own movies, and music
careers had been launched and supported by appearances on television shows like the Ed
Sullivan Show, American Bandstand, and Soul Train. These shows were incorporated
into the network television format however, and only aired once a week. MTV was
unique in that it was the first network to feature all music, all the time. 314315316
While the aggregate audience of the major FM radio stations was likely greater
than that of MTV, playlist adoption of a new record or song by these stations was likely
to be staggered and uneven, while exposure on MTV was immediate nationwide. 317
Indeed, according to Straw, it was not so much the reach of MTV that was important as it
was the simultaneity of that reach, and its subsequent direct impact on sales. 318 MTV was
not confined to urban centers in the way that the major FM radio stations were—MTV
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reached suburban and small-town areas at the same velocity as it did large cities. 319 For
this reason, in its first decade, Kenneth L. Shonk and Daniel Robert McClure call MTV
“the most dominant force in shaping the listening—and viewing—habits of consumers of
popular music.” 320 Harrison too states that “for any group or genre in the 1980s, exposure
on MTV was the mark of success.” 321 Garofalo also believes that MTV “was
unquestionably the most effective way for a record to get national exposure.” 322
In keeping with the 1980s image-conscious ethos, Harrison states that MTV
changed the nature of music consumption in America: new artists now had to be
photogenic and, in some genres, able to dance, as part of the complete musical
experience, while established groups from before the 1980s needed either to adapt or be
left behind. 323 Werner too states that on MTV, as in society-at-large, image was
everything 324—MTV was “the perfect manifestation of the Reagan Rule elevating image
over concrete reality.” 325
Furthermore, in display of MTV’s power to shape popular music, it has been said
that “the second British Invasion” happened as a direct result of the channel. As Joyner
and Garofalo both note, the music video developed earlier in Britain than it did in the
United States, thus giving British groups the first stab at success on MTV in America. In
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terms of incentive structures, submitting videos to MTV was perfect for British acts—
indeed, for any international act—since having your video played on MTV was less
expensive, cumbersome, and risky than embarking on a transatlantic national tour. 326327
The strategy of submitting to MTV rather than chancing an international tour seems to
have paid off, for at the same time as these British artists were establishing an early
presence on MTV, the rate of occurrence of British artists to reach number one on the
Hot 100 Chart reached a record high (see: Table 7). In fact, the “Video” decade saw the
largest variety of international artists to ever reach the number one position either before
or since (see: Table 7).

Table 7: Nationality on the Hot 100 Chart, by Decade and Number of Songs per
Nationality
1960s

1970s

1980s

2

Belgian

1

German
Japanes
e

1

Irish
Swedis
h

1

Scottish

2

Canadian

2

French

1

Dutch

1

Irish

2

Cuban

3

American

1
5
0
6
7

2000s

Scottish

English
Canadia
n

Americ
an

1
9
7
5
3

1990s
1
Americ 1
an
6
1
English 3
Canadi
an
6
Swedis
h
4
Spanis
h
2
Portug
uese
1
Austral
ian
1

Americ
an

1
8
0
4
3

English
Canadia
n
9
Australi
an
3

English
Australia
n
Trinidadi
an

2

German

3

2

Scottish

2

8
3
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1

Ameri
can
Barba
dian
Englis
h
Canad
ian
Jamai
can
Austra
lian
Mexic
an
Colu
mbian

2010-2016
1
2
8
8
8
6
6
2
1
1

Americ
an
Barbadi
an
Canadi
an

7
3
1
0
1
0

English 9
Australi
an
3
Jamaica
n
3
Scottish 2
Nigeria
n
2
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South
African

1

Jamaica
n
West
German

1

Cuban

2

1

Swedish

2

Greek

1

Welsh
Norwegia
n
Czechosl
ovakian
Austrian

1

Irish
Jamaic
an
Puerto
Rican
Mexica
n

1
1

Haitia
n
1
Spanis
h
1

New
Zealand 1

1
1

1
1
1

Aside from the “greed is good” economy, the Reagan era has also been defined by
a political and cultural return to “traditional values,” i.e. pre-1960s, pre-civil rights
America. 328 Reagan did, after all, receive the lowest presidential approval ratings for a
Republican president among black voters ever recorded. 329 It is interesting to note then
that despite all of the racial progress that had been made over the previous thirty years,
the “traditional value” culture of the 1980s coincided with a ten percent decrease in the
percentage of black performers to reach number one on the Hot 100 chart from that of the
1970s. (see: Table 8)

Table 8: Race of artists to hit #1, by decade
Decade
1960s
1970s
1980s
1990s
2000s
328

White
169
181
175
52
49

Black
51
95
58
88
110

Hispanic
0
0
10
14
7

Percentage White
76
66
72
34
29
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Other
1
0
0
2
4

Percentage
Black
23
34
24
56
65
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2010s

66

47

3

13

51

41

Perhaps no single song typifies the eighties better than Bon Jovi’s “I’ll Be There
for You,” which reached number one on May 13, 1989. “I’ll Be There for You” was a
rock power ballad, played at a reduced tempo of 73 beats per minute to help emphasize
the song’s emotionality, with an upward key change from D Major to E Major to create
extra emotional impact just as the song hits its climax. The lyrics are as cliché as can be,
with Jon emotionally belting out a lament to a lost love who he wishes he hadn’t
neglected, featuring a chorus of “I’ll be there for you / These five words I swear to you /
When you breathe / I want to be the air for you / I’ll be there for you.” Production-wise,
the song features the standard rock ensemble of guitars, bass, drums, and vocals, albeit
with everything doubled, tripled, and drowned in reverb so as to make the song sound as
big as the eighties were supposed to feel. Keyboards are further thrown into the mix to
help fill in any remaining sonic space, as is a simple repeating sitar line to give the song a
bit of that eighties international flavor.
Echoing the traditional-valued eighties culture, the band members themselves are
all white and all-American. Furthermore, in the music video, the band plays to an
audience that is also comprised seemingly exclusively of young white people. This crowd
enthusiastically and emotionally sings along to every word, with one female audience
member breaking down in tears and another male audience member passionately waving
an American flag. Furthermore, the music video features the band playing on a massive
stage, in what appears to be a massive arena, and sporting massive hairdos—all of which
fit the 1980s motif of ostentatious displays of wealth and grandeur. In keeping with the
decade’s “bad boys with good hearts” theme, the band splits its screen time between
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snarling and outwardly displaying extreme emotional vulnerability. If one hit song can be
said to define the 1980s, “I’ll Be There for You” could very well be it.

1990-2016
Popular music’s expression of socio-political conditions in the 1990s, 2000s, and
2010s is extensively covered in chapters three and four of this thesis, thus I will save
most of my efforts regarding these decades for those sections. In brief however, if sociopolitics in the 1980s can be characterized by Ronald Reagan’s economic and political
policies, white cultural homogeneity, and a return to pre-1960s traditional values, then
the 1990s can be characterized by the liberal policies of President Bill Clinton, a pseudoreturn to the social progressivism of the 1960s and 1970s, and backlash from the
primarily black, urban poor against Reagan-era living conditions in their communities. At
the same time as this new, more socially inclusive atmosphere of the nineties began, the
presence of both women and African Americans on the Hot 100 chart started to reach
unprecedented heights. Women became well represented across popular genres, while
African American representation increased predominantly through an explosion in the
popularity of hip-hop. These two trends, the rise of both women and African Americans
on the popular music charts, continued throughout the 2000s and 2010s.
After twelve years of neoconservative adminsitrations, from Ronald Reagan
through George H.W. Bush, Democratic President Bill Clinton began to reinstitute liberal
policies at the federal level which puled American culture away from the white, maledominated eighties towards a more heterogenous social hierarchy in the nineties. Women
became one of the primary benefactors of this new, national, leftward socio-political
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direction. At the same time, female representation in popular music began to increase. As
Werner notes, “In stark contrast to the eighties—the worst of times for women in
American music—the nineties put an end to any lingering questions about whether girls
can rock and rap. In hip-hip and R&B, rock and pop, women emerged as the defining
voices of the decade.” 330 No wonder then that the Boston Globe’s Steve Morse referred
to both 1996 and 1999 as the “Year of the Woman” in popular music. 331332
While women saw success across popular genres, the most successful single style
of music was undoubtably hip-hop, which swept up its primarily African American
performers with it on its way to popular music dominance. As a true-to-life depiction of
the impoverished inner-city living conditions created throughout the 1970s and 1980s,
hip-hop exploded in the nineties during the Clinton years under a president who,
according to Werner, happened to be the largest proponent of racial equality since Jimmy
Carter:
Like Jimmy Carter, [Clinton] grew up with black people; when he was a law
student at Yale during the Black Power movement, he’d been one of the few
whites to sit at the “black table” in the cafeteria. When he made his case for
conscientious objector status to his draft board, he condemned Vietnam as a “war
I opposed and despised with a depth of feeling I had reserved solely for racism in
America.” When he began his political career, Clinton sought out black audiences
and was clearly at ease speaking in churches and neighborhood centers… Once
elected, he continued to insist on the need for racial healing and spoke with
unusual candor about the nation’s racial history 333
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If wealth and materialism were the social focus of the 1980s, Harrison says that
honesty and authenticity were culturally embraced in the nineties. It is not surprising then
that hip-hop, as “an unvarnished view of the dystopia that infect[ed] many urban
communities,” 334 became massively popular. As Bakari Kitwana posits in The Hip-Hop
Generation, whether measured by education, hunger, family stability, or income, the
urban poor of the Reagan and Bush era experienced a declining quality of life. 335 Under
the administration of Clinton, who had promised to commit himself to fighting for racial,
gender, and economic equality, 336 the music of these most disenfranchised communities
became the most compelling culturally, politically, and economically. 337 Hip-hop’s
popularity has only increased since its initial explosion in the nineties—by the end of
2016, the concluding year of this study, it is fair to say that hip-hop had surpassed rock in
cultural importance and had become the new “American music.” 338339340
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Chapter III: Historical Representations of African American Socio-Political-Economic
Statuses in Popular Music

Other than a temporary decline in the 1980s, which I contend revealed oppressive
Reagan-era policies and cultural climates, the data clearly shows a steady upward
trajectory of African American representation in popular music from 1959-2016, with an
explosion in growth beginning in the early 1990s. This chapter demonstrates that the
increase in representation evidences the contradiction between the socio-political
evolutions which have allowed African Americans to become more engrained in
American society since 1959, and the continued socio-economic decline of impoverished
inner-city areas since the 1970s, a topic which has become the main subject matter of hiphop music, which is performed predominantly by African Americans and which has
dominated popular music since the early 1990s.

1960s
According to Joyce Ladner and Walter Stafford, the 1960s saw “an outburst of
groups of all types demanding increased representation and benefits.” 341 Part of this
“outburst” was the Civil Rights movement, which came as a result of many African
Americans having grown “increasingly critical of the slow progress on integration in the
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aftermath of the Brown ruling.” 342 The Civil Rights movement helped to produce two
major legislative victories: the Civil Rights Act of 1964, which attempted to break down
barriers to full African American participation in U.S. society 343 by giving the federal
government the power to prosecute those who discriminated against people on account of
their race, religion, sex, or national origin, 344 and the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which
Georgia Persons calls the “premier policy victory” of the civil rights movement, 345 and
which banned educational requirements for voting and created new powers for the
Department of Justice to use to help raise the number of registered voters. 346347 Both
pieces of legislation were seen as major victories for the Civil Rights Movement—
indeed, when President Johnson introduced the Voting Rights Act to a joint session of
Congress, NAACP leader Roy Wilkin praised it as “the godamndedest commitment to
the civil rights cause I had ever heard.” 348
At the same time as the Civil Rights Movement was helping to bring about the
major civil rights legislation of the decade, the presence of black performers charting at
number one on the Hot 100 chart began to increase—a trend which, like the upward
social, political, and economic trajectory of middle- and upper-class black America, has
continued almost without interruption, albeit for a temporary decline in the 1980s, until
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the present day. As Michael J. Stiavnicky notes, the popular music of the 1960s came to
embody “a much larger racial acceptance boom that was taking place both in the larger
scheme of the music business and American society.” 349 Mirroring the social changes of
the era, the popular music charts gradually became more conducive to change and
progress. 350
Like the difference in African American socio-political status, the change in the
racial make-up of artists on the pop charts from the pre-Civil Rights period to the postCivil Rights period was self-evident. Though there were many influential black rock and
roll musicians during the post-World War II American economic boom (Fats Domino,
Little Richard, Sam Cooke, Chuck Berry, etcetera), very few, if any, were famous or
rich. 351 As David Szatmary notes, as a microcosm of American society, the music
industry at this time was systematically racialized, with major recording studios
informally agreeing to not formally sign many people of color. 352 Furthermore, as Craig
Werner points out, in an era which was hypersensitive to the threat of international
communism, and in which “politicians painted any challenge to American ‘normalcy’ as
part of an all-encompassing communist plot,” any agitation on social issues, including
any challenge to conventional racial roles in popular culture, “drew sustained fire.” 353
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Because the ascendance of rock and roll artists like those mentioned above
occurred at the same time as important pre-Civil Rights events, such as the Montgomery
Bus Boycott and 1954’s Brown v. Board of Education, Reebee Garofalo states that “the
rebellious tone of early rock ‘n’ roll mirrored the growing demand for political change in
the black community.” 354 However, as Garofalo also states, “if rock ‘n’ roll represented
the triumph of African American culture, it did not automatically follow that African
Americans would be the main beneficiaries of the victory.” 355 What these early
pioneering artists did do however, was “crack open the popular music charts for blacks
and, in doing so, [pave] the way for the mainstream and mass-level commercial success
of other black artists to come in the years that followed.” 356
The initial black artists who were able to reach mass-level commercial success in
the wake of the early rock and roll musicians turned out to be those of the early-1960s
Motown label. Under the total control of label owner Berry Gordy, Motown was a
completely in-house, African American operation aimed at maximum racial and
commercial crossover. 357 To this end, Motown featured a “musical formula that was the
perfect metaphor for the early civil rights era: upbeat black pop that was irresistibly
danceable and threatening to no one in tone or content.” 358 Indeed, despite being a highly
successful all-black label during the height of the Civil Rights Movement, the Motown
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formula explicitly avoided racially controversial themes. 359360361 The formula must have
worked, as Gordy would later comment that any successful Motown hit sold at least 70
percent to white audiences. 362 Gordy’s commercial aspirations didn’t dull his personal
support for the civil rights cause, however—as Gordy would later note, he “saw Motown
much like the world Dr. King was fighting for—with people of different races and
religions, working together harmoniously for a common goal.” 363
The Motown sound changed in the latter half of the sixties, however, as did the
nature of the civil rights movement. According to Arwin Smallwood, “by the mid-1960s
the civil rights movement began to stall. Young blacks became impatient, believing
changes were not coming quickly enough.” 364 Stiavnicky too notes that African
Americans grew frustrated over the lack of change in the direct aftermath of the Civil
Rights movement. 365 Indeed, even after the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and
the Voting Rights Act of 1965, black neighborhoods remained overcrowded,
underemployed, lacked sufficient health care, were mired in poverty, crime, and drug
addiction, and were besieged by police brutality. 366367 Racial violence and riots erupted in
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protest of the dismal living conditions, most notably in the Watts neighborhood of Los
Angeles in 1965, and in Newark and Detroit in 1967. Ladner and Stafford note that the
Newark and Detroit riots set off “a chain reaction in neighboring communities… A total
of 83 had died in riots in these two cities and in surrounding areas. Hundreds were
injured, and property damage was estimated to be about 55 million dollars.” 368
The political goals of the Civil Rights Movement after 1965 began to change as
well. Judith Rollins notes that whereas the goal of the Civil Rights movement in its early
years was the “integration of blacks into the existing system,” the movement by the end
of the decade had instead begun to question the very structure and goals of the system
itself. 369 As such, equal employment, access to trade unions, affirmative action, and fair
housing became the major issues of the movement post-1965, 370 all of which necessitated
some degree of wealth redistribution. Many liberal whites thus began to withdraw their
support, as the post-1965 civil rights goals began to affect them financially. 371
In addition to the social inequality that persisted in the aftermath of the major
Civil Rights legislation, Ladner and Stafford also note that macro-economic changes,
such as the growth of women in the work force and the demands of the new serviceoriented economy, were also reducing economic prospects for African Americans. 372
According to the authors, “white-collar employment had increased from less than 45
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percent of the labor force in the 1950s to over 50 percent by the early 1970s,” thereby
eliminating blue-collar jobs for working-class blacks. 373 Furthermore, by 1968, the
country had begun to turn its attention away from civil rights issues, instead focusing on a
deepening involvement in the Vietnam War, economic inflation, the presidential
campaign of 1968, the growing women’s rights movement, and the growing demands of
other minority groups. According to Ladner and Stafford, by the end of the decade, these
new concerns had almost completely replaced the importance of civil rights issues. 374
At the executive level, though Johnson considered his Great Society programs to
be the defining elements of his presidency, 375 he was nonetheless forced to divert most of
his financial resources to the war in Vietnam. 376377 As Werner notes, “even as he declared
a ‘War on Poverty’ to address the economic roots in inequality, LBJ’s military budget
drained the resources needed to make the domestic war meaningful.” 378 Martin Luther
King Jr. spoke out on the lack of Great Society funding at the time, stating that because
the United States spent five hundred thousand dollars to kill each enemy soldier but only
thirty-five dollars a year to assist each American in poverty, “the bombs in Vietnam
explode at home. They destroy the hopes and possibilities of a decent America… The
promises of the Great Society have been shot down on the battlefields of Vietnam.” 379
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Though publicly Johnson downplayed the extent of American involvement in
Vietnam, privately he admitted to his advisors “I don’t think it’s worth fighting for, I
don’t think that we can get out. It’s just the biggest damn mess I ever saw.” 380 Wartime
unrest grew especially large amongst African Americans, for, as Werner points out,
reports in the early years of the war showed that blacks were suffering 23 percent of
combat fatalities despite constituting only 12 percent of the military force, 381 a figure
which only highlighted the paradox that “black men were fighting for the rights of Asian
men that they themselves did not enjoy in their native America.” 382
By the end of the decade, as the growing sense of frustration manifested what
Stiavnicky calls “a general sense of heightened political activism,” 383 the integrationist
tone of the Civil Rights movement had gradually become eclipsed by, or, at least, shared
cultural space with, the more aggressive nature of the Black Power movement. 384385386 As
Ron Eyerman and Andrew Jamison note, whereas the Civil Rights movement sought
black integration into the white mainstream, “the Black Power movement sought to
upgrade black experience. Black people should want to be themselves, not emulate the
whites, to be proud of their dialect, their hair, their bodies, and ‘doing their own
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thing.’” 387 Aretha Franklin credited the new movement with forcing “me and the majority
of black people to begin taking a second look at ourselves. It wasn’t that we were all that
ashamed of ourselves, we merely started appreciating our natural selves… falling in love
with ourselves just as we were.” 388
According to Eyerman and Jamison, as a means of expressing the new black
consciousness, soul music, like that of Aretha Franklin’s, became central to the Black
Power process and strategy. 389 Garofalo too states that, “As the themes of black pride and
black self-determination gradually supplanted the call for integration, Motown’s
hegemony over black pop was successfully challenged by a resurgence of closer-to-theroots, hard-driving rhythm and blues… Their recordings were raw, basic, almost angry,
and much less ‘produced’ than the cleaner, brighter Motown sound.” 390 The new sound,
according to Garofalo, “came to signify black power at its most militant,” but was able to
cross over into the pop charts thanks to black pride having “created a cultural space in
which unrefined R&B could find mainstream acceptance on its own terms.” 391 Black
comedian Dick Gregory testified well to soul music’s cultural impact, stating “You’d
hear Aretha [Franklin] three or four times an hour. You’d only hear King on the
news.” 392 Soul artists such as Marvin Gaye, Stevie Wonder, Sly and the Family Stone,
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Smokey Robinson, Gladys Knight, and Al Green all charted at number one during the
late-sixties and early to mid-seventies.
As Stiavnicky notes however, “Though the presence of black musicians may have
been increasing as time progressed thus making the charts a more tolerant place for
different cultures, there was still a mainstream hesitancy to fully enfranchise these
minority actors within this musically charged public sphere” 393—a notion which the data
collected in this thesis supports. Of the 522 weeks over the course of the 1960s, African
American artists held the number one position for 122, or 23 percent (see: Tables 9, 11).
Of the 205 number one songs over the course of the decade, African American artists
performed 51, or 25 percent (see: Table 10, 11).
As previously mentioned, the rock and roll of the 1950s, which preceded and
heavily influenced the popular music of the 1960s, was by-and-large based on African
American musical traditions and performed mostly by African American musicians, such
as Chuck Berry, Fats Domino, Little Richard, and more 394. As many aspects of the 1950s
socio-political climate extended into the 1960s however, popular music, despite its
African American traditions, continued to be largely defined by non-threatening images
of white-, male-, middle-class conformity. As Sam Phillips, founder of Sun Records and
“creator” of Elvis Presley said, “If I could find a white man who had the Negro sound and
the Negro feel, I could make a billion dollars.” 395
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Such was the case of much of the popular music of the 1960s: while white
musicians of the era did not necessarily steal from black culture, they most certainly
“burlesqued” it; 396 and even though much of the 1960s’ popular music was rooted in the
musical output of African American artists of the 1950s, non-threatening white artists
coopting their style were the ones to see success on the charts. Despite the social and
political gains made over the course of the decade, and despite the mainstream popularity
of Motown and then soul music, African American musicians thus remained strongly
outnumbered in the Hot 100 Chart’s number one position over the course of the decade.
Likewise, as the prominence of the Black Power movement suggests, so too did African
Americans at the end of the 1960s remain socially marginalized despite the passage of the
Civil Rights Act, the Voting Rights Act, and LBJ’s “War on Poverty.”
Table 9: Number and percentage of weeks of African Americans having the #1 song,
1960s
Deca Total
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Percentage of weeks with African
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Table 10: Number and percentage of #1 songs performed by African Americans, 1960s
Deca Total
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Table 11: Number and percentage of songs and weeks African Americans had the #1
song, 1960s, year-by-year
#1 songs
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1970s
According to Thomas Borstelmann, the 1970s were defined by a spirit of
inclusiveness and equality of all people, meaning “For most Americans, the ‘1960s’
really happened in the 1970s.” 397 For African Americans in the seventies, Nelson George
too notes noticeable social progress thanks to the major civil rights legislation of the
previous decade beginning to take effect. According to George, the seventies acted as a
“turning point” for African Americans, wherein the rhetoric and street agitation of the
organized 1960s social movements was no longer necessary. 398 Of the 1970s, George
states:
Now African-Americans could sit at the front of the bus and downstairs at movie
theaters. Now we could vote all over these United States. Now black politicians
set their sights on controlling City Hall in big cities and small towns. Now
ambitious black graduates of white colleges began slipping into corporate
America's awkward, monied embrace… They weren't called buppies (black urban
professionals) yet -- there weren't even yuppies yet -- but these pioneers blazed
trails for them. They walked through doors cracked open by dog-bitten marchers
in the South and radical nationalists in the North. They were not smarter or more
worthy than their parents; they were just better trained in the ways of white
mainstream protocol, proud of their new clout and poised for frustrations more
nuanced than African-Americans had ever confronted. Starting in the '70s, the
new black professionals had an opportunity to pursue their ambitions with a
freedom previously unknown to African-Americans. 399
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In the political arena, Andra Gillespie notes that the passage of the Voting Rights
Act caused a shift in strategy for the Civil Rights Movement, in that “after the passage of
the Voting Rights Act, the focus of black politics, in a literal and academic sense, shifted
from the judicial to the legislative/electoral arena… Now that blacks largely had the
franchise, the goal became to channel that elected power into legislative policies that
would benefit blacks. Putting black officials in office was a key first step in achieving
that agenda.” 400 Not surprisingly then, the 1970s saw the widespread election of the first
black elected officials. 401 Persons too notes that following the expansion in black voter
registration in the aftermath of the Voting Rights Act, there was an expansion in the
number of black elected officials nationwide, which created deep social change
throughout the nation. 402 According to Persons, the newly elected black officials were
dedicated to institutionalizing African American interests in the political system. 403
At the executive level, Nixon embraced several unexpected and unconventional
policies which sought to improve the lives of African Americans, such as expanding
affirmative action policies and providing funds and social capital for race-, class-, and
gender-based initiatives. 404405 His successor, Jimmy Carter, who grew up in an almost allblack rural Georgia community, was immensely popular amongst African Americans. 406
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As Andrew Young observed, “John Kennedy read about racism and poverty in sociology
class at Harvard but Jimmy Carter lived it.” 407 As president, Carter pledged “There will
never be any attempt while I am president to weaken the great civil rights acts that have
passed in the years gone by.” 408
In the early years of the decade, before the Black Power movement had dissolved
and while post-Civil Rights changes were still in the early stages of taking hold, socially
conscious soul music remained popular. 409410411 As a continuation and extension of the
1960s politically-charged ethos, songs like Edwinn Starr’s “War,” Sly and the Family
Stone’s “Family Affair,” and Stevie Wonder’s “You Haven’t Done Nothin’” directly
attacked, questioned, or critically examined important issues concerning contemporary
America, including "its power and resource disparities, ideological beliefs, and
hegemonic social institutions.” 412 According to Stiavnicky, such songs acted as a sign for
the growing tolerance for, and support of, widespread social change: “because these
socially conscious and politically potent songs were able to reach the top of the popular
music charts (which can stereotypically be considered to be representative of mainstream
taste values and culture), it must be accordingly so that there was an equal socio-political
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absorption of, and interest in, the new democratic values of the American baby-boom
generation on behalf of the rest of American society.” 413
At the same time as there were social and political victories to be celebrated
however, economically, the nation, and especially the African American community,
began to regress. 414 The financial cost of the war in Vietnam, the Middle Eastern oil
embargo of 1973, and the Watergate scandal all took economic and political tolls on the
nation. 415 As Raymond Franklin notes, the economic context of the United States at this
time came to be marked by “’stagflation’—slow growth, creeping unemployment, and
inflation.” 416 Franklin continues, “Real income in this period for large numbers of blueand white-collar workers had become stagnant and even declined. Maintaining family
living standards often took two full-time income earners.” 417
As the economy declined, cities across the country began losing federal funding
for social services. 418419 The poorest neighborhoods, many of which were predominantly
African American, were the most susceptible to the loss of funding, while also having the
smallest safety nets. 420421 Unemployment levels for African Americans reached their
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highest peak since World War II. 422 Macro-economic changes also continued to hurt
urban black communities, as the labor force continued to trend away from high-wage,
high-employment manufacturing, trucking, and warehousing jobs towards low-wage,
low-employment, service-based jobs. 423
In many urban centers, but predominantly in New York City, inner-city gangs
fueled by youth unemployment rates that averaged sixty percent and, in some areas,
reached higher than eighty percent emerged. 424 As these gangs fought over turf and drug
trafficking, the violence associated with their activities spread across the whole of many
black communities. 425 The organizational structures of the Civil Rights or the Black
Power movements were unable to provide support, as they had begun to crumble by the
early-1970s. As Ladner and Stafford note, the major activist organizations of the 1960s
had all begun to falter under reorganizational and financial problems—the NAACP, for
example, was over $800,000 in debt. 426 Despite the social and political progress made in
the aftermath of the Civil Rights movement, a Gallup public opinion poll conducted in
1973 thus found that fewer than half of the African Americans surveyed had a feeling of
contentment about the future. 427
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What would perhaps prove to be most damaging for the African American
community however was the continuation and escalation of a nascent neoconservative
political movement which had emerged in the late 1960s. 428429430 As J. Blaine Hudson
notes, for a great many Americans, but predominantly the white community, the
“American way of life” seemed to be in jeopardy after the social upheaval of the 1960s.
Consequentially, “the partial successes of the Civil Rights movement produced a
powerful and increasingly coherent and coordinated response: the racial ideology now
known as neoconservatism;” 431 which, in the latter half of the seventies, began subtly but
systematically attacking previously attained civil rights gains. 432 As Hudson says, “the
triumph over legal segregation was a monumental victory after a protracted struggle, but
a victory that seemed increasingly hollow as the nation turned sharply towards
neoconservatism and old patterns of segregation and inequality persisted or re-surfaced in
the post-civil rights era.” 433 Franklin too notes that under neoconservative ideology,
“welfare policies, once celebrated for their success, increasingly became viewed as the
black nemesis that maintained black dependency on state subsidies. As real income
declined for the lower middle classes, the tax burden could easily be blamed on the cost
of the welfare system that sustained blacks who were unwilling to work.” 434
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At the same time as the political structures of the Civil Rights and Black Power
movements began to crumble, as the economy entered its decline, and as the
neoconservative movement began to gain momentum, soul music, according to Starr et.
al., became less assertive in its lyrics and rhythms than its 1960s counterpart. 435
Stiavnicky too notes that by 1972, popular music “was no longer infused with the
political energy, zest, enthusiasm and originality that it once had at the beginning of the
decade.” 436 Simultaneously, though African American performers remained
commonplace in popular music, mostly through disco, a genre which developed out of
the main styles of early seventies black dance music like funk and up-tempo soul, 437438439
popular music became increasingly white, male, and macho. 440
At the end of the decade, African American artists had held the number one song
for 169 out of 522 weeks, or 32 percent of the total (see: Tables 12, 14), representing a
nine percent increase over that of the 1960s. Of the 257 number one songs over the
decade, African American artists sang 89, or 35 percent (see: Tables 13, 14), representing
a ten percent increase over that of the 1960s. According to these numbers, it seems that
Stiavnicky’s idea of a “racial acceptance boom” throughout popular music over the
1960s 441 was continued and extended throughout the 1970s. In accordance with the
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increase in social freedom and political representation, so too did African American
popular music representation increase.

Table 12: Number and percentage of weeks of African Americans having the #1 song,
1970s
Deca Total
Weeks with African
Percentage with African
de
Weeks
Americans at #1
Americans at #1
1970s
522
169
32.00%

Table 13: Number and percentage of #1 songs performed by African Americans, 1970s
Deca Total
Number performed by African Percent performed by African
de
Songs
Americans
Americans
1970
s
257
89
35.00%

Table 14: Number and percentage of songs and weeks African Americans had the #1
song, 1970s, year-by-year
Y Total songs by
Total weeks by
ea African
Total Percenta African
Total Percenta
r
Americans
songs ge Songs Americans
weeks ge Weeks
19
70
8
21
38.10%
20
52
38.46%
19
71
5
19
26.32%
11
52
21.15%
19
72
11
22
50.00%
26
53
49.06%
19
73
11
28
39.29%
21
52
40.38%
19
74
11
36
30.56%
14
52
26.92%
19
75
11
35
31.43%
15
52
28.85%
19
76
9
26
34.62%
14
52
26.92%
19
77
8
29
27.59%
14
53
26.42%
19
78
5
21
23.81%
17
52
32.69%
19
79
11
24
45.83%
25
52
48.08%
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However, in lieu of the economic downturn, cuts in federal funding for social
support services, and the growing presence and influence of inner-city gangs, certain
black urban poor communities also began to develop their own musical expression
through a new genre of their own creation: hip-hop. Hip-hop, which became a dominant
musical and cultural force by the 1990s, was primarily rooted in 1970s New York City,
which Henry Louis Gates Jr. says defined the inner-city woes of post-industrial economic
decline, lack of access to quality housing, shifting racial demographics, and a lack of
political aid or support more so than any other city. 442 According to Tricia Rose, it was
these “substantial postindustrial shifts in economic conditions, access to housing,
demographics, and communication networks” that “were crucial to the formation of the
conditions that nurtured the cultural hybrids and sociopolitical tenor of hip hop's lyrics
and music.” 443 Starr et. al. too state that hip-hop rose out of the most economically
devastated areas of New York City due to 1970s federal budget cuts causing “a severe
decline in low-income housing and social services for the residents of America’s inner
cities.” 444
As Rose states, in a community “whose older support institutions and
environments had been all but demolished” by social, political, and economic changes,
hip-hop emerged as an alternative source of “identity formation and social status.” 445
Like the black power movement of the 1960s, “hip-hop produced dialogues that affirmed
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the experiences and identities of the participants and at the same time offered critiques”
of American society, 446 Siobhan Brooks and Thomas Conroy also state that through an
attitude of “detachment and “opposition to mainstream, polite, co-opted society,” hip-hop
acted as a form of musical rebellion by communicating the state of deep urban crisis. 447
Lakeyta M. Bonnette also says that through hip-hop culture, “one could observe the
political sentiments, issues, and desires of the urban black community.” 448 Until the
release of “Rapper’s Delight” in 1979, hip-hop culture went largely unnoticed by the
mainstream music and popular culture industries. Over the next five years however, hiphop was “’discovered’ by the music industry, the print media, the fashion industry, and
the film industry, each of which hurried to cash in on what was assumed to be a passing
fad.” 449

1980s
Despite African Americans voting overwhelmingly for Carter’s reelection in
1980, 450 the rising support for the neoconservative agenda awarded Reagan the
presidency451 and ushered in a new era of American politics, one which Jerome
Himmelstein calls a neoconservative backlash against gay rights, women’s rights, sexual
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liberation, affirmative action, and race. 452 Indeed, during the progressive era, Reagan had
opposed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Voting Rights Act of 1965, and the Fair
Housing Act of 1968. 453 No surprise then that as president, as Karenga notes, “Reagan,
being a model conservative and not exactly sensitive to or mindful of Black needs and
interests, set about cutting the budget and advancing negative policy in areas most
detrimental to Blacks, other peoples of color, and the poor.” 454 Despite receiving the
lowest presidential approval ratings for a Republican president among black voters ever
recorded, 455 Reagan proceeded to win reelection in 1984.
No wonder then that Katherine Tate refers to the eighties as a “racially hostile
environment for blacks,” 456 and that Werner refers to the eighties as “the worst period in
racial relations since the 1890s,” 457 noting that “traditional support systems—youth clubs,
neighborhood centers—collapsed under the impact of Reagan era cuts to social
services.” 458 Smallwood too states that “The Reagan administration effectively ended
thirty years of political gains by blacks and attempted to undo many of the programs
enacted in the 1960s and 1970s to help blacks.” 459 According to Persons, the
neoconservative era was “characterized by the revitalization of race as a wedge issue
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during the Reagan and Bush administrations,” which resulted in “unfavorable change in
the support, interpretation, and enforcement of public policies that had favored black
equality and that were the legacies of the civil rights and Great Society eras of black
political mobilization and Democratic party dominance.” 460
Economically, while Reagan’s trickle-down economic system succeeded in
pulling the country out of the stagflation of the previous decade, it also resulted in an
increase in the number of black urban poor families. According to Werner, “what actually
happened during the eighties was that, by every measure, black men lost economic
ground relative to white men. Black unemployment under Reagan never dipped below
double digits, while even at the depths of the 1982 recession white unemployment never
rose above 8.6 percent. In a nation where blacks accounted for 12.1 percent of the
population, they received only 7.3 percent of the income. Black union members averaged
$490 weekly paychecks as compared to the $589 average for whites…” 461 David Swinton
also notes that by 1990, African American per capita income was $9,017 compared to
$15,265 for whites, 462 and that 31.9 percent of blacks were in poverty by 1990, as
compared to 10.7 percent of whites. 463 In 1986, the United States Conference of Mayors
called for assistance with the increase in urban poverty, as the number of poor and
homeless people in their cities had increased, as had the demand for emergency food
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assistance. 464 At the conference, nearly 9 out of 10 cities said that Reaganomics had not
helped their hungry, their homeless, or their other low-income residents. 465
Ideologically, Reagan, along with the neoconservative critics and pundits of the
time, blamed the poor for their own disenfranchised status. 466 Laziness, inability, and
incompetence became popular causes for poverty, rather than any history of injustice.
National discourse shifted from African Americans suffering a legacy of discrimination,
to African Americans needing to try harder to succeed. 467468469 In public health, in
response to the emergence of the HIV/AIDS epidemic of 1981, which disproportionately
affected the black urban poor, the Reagan administration approached the developing
crisis with a non-interventionist attitude rooted in a regressive, theological view of the
disease. 470 In foreign affairs, Reagan implemented a policy of “constructive engagement”
with South Africa’s apartheid regime, prompting human rights challenges at home and
abroad. 471
Perhaps the harshest Reagan-era policy came in conjunction with his
revitalization of the war on drugs and the signing of the Anti-Drug Abuse Act in 1986.
The new law, which established mandatory minimum sentences and sentencing
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disparities across different types of drugs, established a mandatory minimum sentence of
five years for the possession of five grams or more of crack cocaine. According to Julia
Jordan-Zachary, the law disproportionately affected the black urban poor who were most
often the victims of the highly available and inexpensive drug. 472 The National Institute
on Drug Abuse concluded at the time that while well over half of all crack users in the
eighties were white, 90 percent of those convicted on crack-related offenses were
black. 473 Loren Kajikawa also notes unequal racial treatment in the war on drugs, stating
that “beginning in 1986 and continuing until 2010, federal law mandated that crimes
related to crack cocaine be punished at a rate one hundred times greater than that for
powder cocaine. Even marijuana, which is consumed with virtual impunity on mostly
white college campuses across the country, has been aggressively policed in inner city
areas.” 474
The Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 had dire effects on black urban poor
communities, as the crack plague of the 1980s resulted in an explosion in the number of
incarcerated black males. 475 As Werner notes, “combined with mandatory sentencing
laws and the disenfranchisement of convicted felons, the drug wars eroded the foundation
of African American families and communities.” 476 Smallwood too says that “Drugs and
drug-related crime had destroyed America’s inner city areas, where there seemed to be
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little hope of obtaining the American dream.” 477 Indeed, by 1992, there “were over a half
million black men in jail, [with] another million on probation or with felony convictions
on their records.” 478 A Washington, D. C.-based non-profit organization, the Sentencing
Project, issued a frightening report in 1990 titled Young Black Men and the Criminal
Justice System: A Growing National Problem, in which the organization stated that one in
four African-American males between twenty and twenty-nine--610,000 men in total-was either behind bars or on probation. In comparison, only 436,000 were enrolled in
higher education. 479 As George states, the high percentage of incarcerated black males
“deeply affected” the “mentality of black culture.” 480
African Americans outside of the urban ghettoes did make some social gains
during the neoconservative era, however. In response to Reagan’s mistreatment of the
African American community, Reverend Jesse Jackson unexpectedly ran in the
Democratic Presidential primary of 1983, and then again with greater success in 1988. 481
Although he lost both primaries, Jackson’s candidacy put social justice issues on the
national agenda during an era in which the topic was routinely ignored. 482 Furthermore,
in a move seen as an appeasement in the aftermath of Jackson’s presidential bids, the
Democratic Party appointed an African American, Ron Brown, to head its national
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organization in 1989. 483 Also, for the first time, in relative terms, African American voter
turnout between 1980 and 1984 surpassed that of white voter turnout, denoting a striking
increase in overall African American voter turnout. 484 After the 1970s shift in focus
towards electoral politics, African American candidates also began winning major
elections in majority-white jurisdictions. 485 By 1988, there was more than a thirteen-fold
increase in the number of black elected officials since 1965. 486
In the world of popular music, the era was characterized by unprecedented heights
of success for a dozen or so megastars—a significant number of which were black. 487
Prince became the first artist since the Beatles to have the number one single, album, and
movie in the same week; Michael Jackson reached a level of individual stardom
previously only attained by Elvis; and Rolling Stone’s claim that Madonna, the only
white star of the decade with a substantial black following who was always difficult to
place in either a “white” or “black” tradition, 488 was “the most famous woman alive”
probably wasn’t an exaggeration. 489490 Werner notes that despite the racially divisive
neoconservative culture, “All of the megastars, in their own strange ways, knew that their
music grew out of traditions that were black and white, that on some level it was about
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bringing America together… Prince sang silky sexy soul and rocked out; Tina Turner
played heavy metal gospel games with the white boys’ heads; Eddie Van Halen backed
up Michael Jackson; Whitney Houston sang Vegas; [and] U2 celebrated Martin Luther
King.” 491
Michael Jackson especially demonstrated what Starr et. al. refer to as “a kind of
across-board-appeal” which revived the dream of his old Motown boss, Berry Gordy—to
“create an African American-based pop music that was aimed squarely at the mainstream
center of the market.” 492 After all, it was Michael Jackson who broke the color barrier on
MTV. 493494495 Megastars like Jackson, Prince, and Madonna weren’t the only popular
music stars making racial waves during the eighties either: as Garofalo notes, “when Paul
McCartney teamed up with Stevie Wonder in 1982 to record “Ebony and Ivory,” the
recording was seen as a breakthrough for racial harmony. McCartney then sang with
Michael Jackson… [their song] “Say, Say, Say” [was] one of the few interracial videos
on MTV.” 496
In general, however, the African American community politically, economically,
and socially suffered under the neoconservative rule of the 1980s. As Harold M. Baron
puts it, jobs, educational opportunities, and social support networks flowed out of cities
and left the socially and economically segregated residents trapped in a “web of urban
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racism.” 497 Simultaneously during these years, despite the success of the black megastars,
African American representation in popular music declined from that of the 1970s.
African American performers were featured in 148 of the 522 weeks of number one
songs in the 1980s, or 28 percent, representing a four percent decline from that of the
1970s (see: Tables 15, 17). Of the 232 number one songs over the decade, African
Americans sang 58, or 25 percent, which represents a ten percent decline from that of the
1970s (see: Tables 16, 17).

Table 15: Number and percentage of weeks of African Americans having the #1 song,
1980s
Deca Total
Weeks with African
Percentage with African
de
Weeks
Americans at #1
Americans at #1
1980s
522
148
28.00%

Table 16: Number and percentage of #1 songs performed by African Americans, 1980s
Deca Total
Number performed by African Percent performed by African
de
Songs
Americans
Americans
1980
s
232
58
25.00%

Table 17: Number and percentage of songs and weeks African Americans had the #1
song, 1980s, year-by-year
Y Total songs by
Total weeks by
ea African
Total Percenta African
Total Percenta
r
Americans
songs ge Songs Americans
weeks ge Weeks
19
80
4
17
23.53%
13
52
25.00%
19
81
2
17
11.76%
11
52
21.15%
19
82
2
16
12.50%
9
52
17.31%
19
83
6
17
35.29%
26
53
49.06%
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19
84
19
85
19
86
19
87
19
88
19
89
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51.92%
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14.81%
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9.62%
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30.30%
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11
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Coincidentally however, it is precisely this marginalized state of inner-city living
conditions which many authors say led to the explosion of hip-hop music, and thus the
explosion in the number of African Americans reaching number one on the Hot 100
chart, in the following decade. As George says, “it's no coincidence that hip hop
germinated in the economics of Ronald Reagan's America.” 498 Rose too states that in the
1980s context of “dwindling low-income housing, a trickle of meaningless jobs for young
people, mounting police brutality, and increasingly draconian depictions of young innercity residents, hip hop style [was] black urban renewal.” 499 According to Garofalo, hiphop “emerged from one of the most dispossessed communities in the country,” and, by
the late-1980s, hip-hop, as the primary musical expressions of youth culture, was
“decidedly political, whether it intended to make an overt political statement or not,” due
to the “intensity of feelings” which “resonated with the profound rethinking of American
values that characterized the period.” 500
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According to Bonnette, “political attitudes are established through a variety of
information sources,” and “marginalized communities will often embrace nonmainstream strategies to discuss political issues and social rights.” 501 Hip-hop in the
1980s thus acted as one such non-traditional information source, 502 as discussions of
economic stagnation, biases in drug laws, changes in policy, and depreciating living
conditions became a staple of hip-hop’s lyrics, sounds, and themes. 503 Acting as equal
parts education and entertainment, “all elements of hip-hop demonstrate[d] resistance to
1980s American cultural sensibilities, lifestyle, and ideals.” 504 Rose too states that
politically, hip-hop became a form of “black cultural expression that prioritize[d] black
voices from the margins of urban America,” 505 and that hip-hop culture in the 1980s used
“cloaked speech and disguised cultural codes to comment on and challenge” aspects of
contemporary power inequalities. 506 For inner-city African Americans, hip-hop in the
1980s became a form of “symbolic and ideological warfare with the institutions that
symbolically, ideologically, and materially” kept them oppressed. 507 As hip-hop culture
spread through the 1980s, its commercial potential slowly became realized by record
labels and commercial media outlets. 508
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1990s
After twelve years of neoconservative administration, from Ronald Reagan
through George H.W. Bush, African Americans welcomed the presidential candidacy of
Bill Clinton, who had promised to commit himself to fighting for racial, gender, and
economic equality. 509510511512513 As Werner notes:
Like Jimmy Carter, [Clinton] grew up with black people; when he was a law
student at Yale during the Black Power movement, he’d been one of the few
whites to sit at the “black table” in the cafeteria. When he made his case for
conscientious objector status to his draft board, he condemned Vietnam as a “war
I opposed and despised with a depth of feeling I had reserved solely for racism in
America.” When he began his political career, Clinton sought out black audiences
and was clearly at ease speaking in churches and neighborhood centers… Once
elected, he continued to insist on the need for racial healing and spoke with
unusual candor about the nation’s racial history 514

According to Tate, President, Clinton developed a better working relationship
with black House Democrats than had Jimmy Carter. 515 Clinton also appointed more
African Americans to his administration than had Carter. 516 Werner too states that
Clinton’s administration was “the most diverse in American history by any measure of
racial, ethnic, or gender integration.” 517 Clinton’s rapport with African Americans was so
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strong in fact, that writer Toni Morrison jokingly referred to him as America’s first black
president. 518
In addition to the new racially-sympathetic president, by 2000 there were 9,040
black men and women serving as elected officials at all levels of government across the
country. 519 There were also more African American students and professors in
predominantly white universities, more African American lawyers in big law firms, more
African American doctors in major hospitals, and more African American working
professionals across every part of American society than ever before. 520 The crack
epidemic that overwhelmed the urban ghettoes throughout the 1980s had also subsided
through a combination of aggressive policing and a major change in how the drug was
sold (indoors and out of sight as opposed to outdoors on neighborhood street corners). 521
Despite the nationwide socio-political progress made in working- and middleclass black America however, and despite Clinton’s symbolic appeal and legitimate
efforts to make racial progress, the black underclass, as James Cone notes, continued to
grow poorer, as socio-economic problems in impoverished black communities
persisted. 522 According to Cone, by 1997, one half of black babies were born into
poverty. 523 Franklin also notes that residential segregation by race also remained
commonplace throughout the nation in the 1990s, which complicated the issues of school
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and workforce desegregation. 524 African Americans continued to experience rates of
unemployment two to three times higher than those for whites, 525 and, in the middle
class, the gap between black and white median wealth widened. 526 As Lynn White and
Stacy Rogers note, the economic climate of the 1990s thus failed to eliminate, and in
some cases even exacerbated, long-term economic inequality. 527
Moreover, as president, Clinton proved less willing to tackle racial and economic
injustice than his campaign had suggested. As Werner notes, “there was no reason to
doubt Clinton’s personal abhorrence of white supremacy. But above all else Bill Clinton
is a political man. Whenever a tension arose between his belief in racial justice and the
needs of a campaign, there was less than no question which way he’d move.” 528 By the
end of his first term, Clinton seemed to be less interested in combatting poverty and more
interested in reducing the deficit and recovering politically from his failed attempt at
health care reform. 529 In his second term, Clinton’s focus was diverted to fending off
impeachment due to the Lewinski sex scandal. 530 Throughout his presidency, Clinton
also tried to refashion the Democratic brand by demonstrating that the Democratic party
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was as socially and fiscally “responsible” as the Republican party, thereby further
impeding his potential to help the poor. 531
In lieu of Clinton “abandon[ing] all but rhetorical support for any sort of
progressive agenda,” Werner says that it wasn’t all that big of a surprise then that “a
decade after Ronald Reagan left office, taking the evil-demon theory of America’s racial
problems with him, many black Americans felt angry and confused.” 532 Indeed, by 1995,
when the median wealth for all American households was $40,200, white families had a
median wealth of $49,030, while African American families had a median wealth of
$7,030. 533 Furthermore, as Cone notes, by the mid-1990s, African American
communities were feeling the ramifications of jailing large numbers of black males. By
1997, nearly twenty-five percent of black men between the ages of nineteen and twentyeight were in jails, prisons, or awaited their day in court. 534 Neil Painter too notes that the
number of black male inmates had increased fivefold between 1980 and 2000. 535
Michelle Alexander refers to this mass incarceration of black males as “the new
Jim Crow,” stating that “Racial caste is not dead, it is alive and well in America.” 536
According to Alexander, “the mass incarceration of poor people of color in the United
States amounts to a new caste system… Today, it is perfectly legal to discriminate
against criminals in nearly all the ways it was once legal to discriminate against African
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Americans. Once you’re labeled a felon, the old forms of discrimination—employment
discrimination housing discrimination, denial of the right to vote, and exclusion from jury
services—are suddenly legal.” 537 As black males were removed from their homes and
communities, and as familial gender imbalances set into place, their absences contributed
to the predictable problems which would then be used to justify the policies that caused
them.
It was in this setting of seemingly relentless urban blight despite the rhetorically
racially progressive Clinton administration that what Bakari Kitwana refers to as the
“Hip-Hop Generation” came to dominate popular culture. As Kitwana states, the hip-hop
generation came to be defined by the declining quality of life—measured by education,
hunger, family stability, and income—for poor blacks in a globalized economy, the
changes in public policy, such as a highly politicized war on drugs, anti-gang initiatives,
and the expansion of the privatized prison-industrial complex that added to the
oppression of poor blacks, and a greatly increased visibility of black youth in popular
culture. 538 As George says, “this is all terrible for the social fabric of the nation, but it is
prime fodder for the makers and consumers of edgy, aggressive culture.” 539 Hip-hop in
the nineties thus became “the primary cultural, sonic, and linguistic windows on the
world” for many young people by offering alternative interpretations of social events. 540
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At the same time as hip-hop became the music which provided “an unvarnished
view of the dystopia that infects many urban communities,” 541 the conditions needed to
create a significant rise in African American representation in popular music and in
broader society had begun to take form. With the end of neoconservative rule coinciding
with the medium of hip-hop drawing attention to the problems of continued racism and
economic oppression in American society despite the new liberal administration, 542 hiphop became “the central cultural vehicle for open social reflection.” 543 As such,
according to Torey Louise King, hip-hop brought “boiling to the surface certain
antagonisms… that otherwise might not have been so passionately articulated” while
simultaneously reaching a diverse mainstream audience. 544
The dominance of hip-hop in the 1990s, and thereby the explosion in popular
music representation of its predominantly African American performer-base, is evident.
Of the 141 number one songs over the course of the decade, 85 were performed by
African Americans, or 60 percent, representing a 35 percent increase over the 1980s (See:
Tables 19, 20). Of these 141 number one songs, 59 were rap or contemporary R&B, the
two genres which Billboard considers to be representative of hip-hop (Billboard
Magazine, 1999). 71 were standard pop songs, but of these 71, African American artists
performed 38, or 54 percent (see: Table 31). In pop music too then, African Americans
were better represented than ever before. Of the 521 weeks of number one songs over the
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course of the decade, African Americans were featured on 339, or 65 percent,
representing an increase of 37 percent over the 1980s (see: Tables 18, 20).

Table 18: Number and percentage of weeks of African Americans having the #1 song,
1990s
Deca Total
Weeks with African
Percentage with African
de
Weeks
Americans at #1
Americans at #1
1990s
521
339
65.00%

Table 19: Number and percentage of #1 songs performed by African Americans, 1990s
Deca Total
Number performed by African Percent performed by African
de
Songs
Americans
Americans
1990
s
141
85
60.00%

Table 20: Number and percentage of songs and weeks African Americans had the #1
song, 1990s, year-by-year
Y Total songs by
Total weeks by
ea African
Total Percenta African
Total Percenta
r
Americans
songs ge Songs Americans
weeks ge Weeks
19
90
10
26
38.46%
23
52
44.23%
19
91
14
27
51.85%
26
52
50.00%
19
92
9
13
69.23%
44
52
84.62%
19
93
9
11
81.82%
40
52
76.92%
19
94
6
10
60.00%
35
53
66.04%
19
95
10
11
90.91%
36
52
69.23%
19
96
7
9
77.78%
36
52
69.23%
19
97
8
10
80.00%
37
52
71.15%
19
98
11
16
68.75%
41
52
78.85%
19
99
8
15
53.33%
19
52
36.54%
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The preeminent and most exemplifying hip-hop song of the nineties very well
may have been Coolio’s “Gangsta’s Paradise,” which stayed in the number one position
for three consecutive weeks, between September 9th and September 23,1995, and stayed
within the top two positions for twelve weeks. In display of the global phenomenon that
hip-hop was becoming, the song also reached number one in 16 other counties,
eventually becoming Billboard’s number one song of 1995. 545 Though the song may now
have a strong nostalgic factor for those of us who remember its reign of popular music
dominance, a deep dive into the lyrics reveals it in fact to be a scathing attack on the
violence and hopelessness of mid-1990s impoverished inner-city living conditions.
The song, which sampled Stevie Wonder’s “Pastime Paradise,” featured a
stripped-down arrangement of drum set and bass to provide a repeating minor-key
groove, Coolio’s rapped verses, a melodically sung chorus to provide an incredibly
catchy hook, and prominent, repeating, ominous sounding choir and violin sections which
together gave the song a threatening, dangerous ambience. Coolio, himself a black man
from the impoverished, inner-city area of Compton, uses the phrase “gangsta’s paradise”
sarcastically to describe the hellish conditions in which many poor, inner-city residents
lived. Coolio begins the song by immediately telling the listener that his life is at risk
(line one: “As I walk through the valley of the shadow of death”), but it’s okay because
he has nothing worthwhile to live for anyways (line two: “I take a look at my life and
realize there’s nothing left). Because he’s been engaging in street violence for so long
(line three: “Cause I’ve been blastin’ and laughin’ for so long”), he’s now beyond help
(line four: “Even my momma thinks that my mind is gone”).

545

Epstein, D., “Coolio’s ‘Gangsta’s Paradise,” 2015

115

The violent, morbid imagery of the first verse however quickly gives way to
despair in the second half of the song (bridge lyrics: “Tell me why are we so blind to see /
That the ones we hurt are you and me”). Coolio knows his situation is hopeless (lines
thirteen and fourteen: “Look at the situation they got me facin’ / I can’t live a normal life,
I was raised by the street”), that any aspirations of getting away from street life are futile
(line sixteen: “Too much television got me chasin’ dreams”), and that he is more than
likely going to die young (line twenty-three: “I’m 23 now but will I live to see 24?”).
By the end of the song, Coolio has accepted the fact that nothing will change for
him or his community—the situation is so broken that any attempt from outside parties to
help fix his community are either futile or were false promises to begin with (lines
twenty-nine through thirty-two: “They say I gotta’ learn but nobody’s here to teach me /
If they can’t understand it, how can they reach me? / I guess they can’t, I guess they
won’t / I guess they front, that’s why I know my life is out of luck”). When comparing
the rich lyrical content to the massive popularity of the song, one would be hard-pressed
to claim that the true-to-life depiction of inner-city poverty, violence, and hopelessness of
“Gangsta’s Paradise” didn’t leave a blatantly political mark on popular culture.
As an “incredibly flexible tool of communication, quite adaptable to any number
of messages” but always with an underlying “spirit of rebellion, identification with street
culture, materialism, and aggression,” 546 hip-hop culture in the nineties thus grew into “a
multimillion dollar record, magazine, and video industry with multiplatinum worldrenowned rappers, disc jockeys, and entertainers.” 547 Like the rock and roll of the 1950s
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and 1960s, hip-hop became “more than entertainment” and “more, even, than an
expression of alienation and resentment”—it became “a major social force.” 548 As
Kajikawa notes, from its roots in 1970s New York City to its national cultural dominance
in the 1990s, the genre underwent “a remarkable transformation, moving from the
margins of US society to its center… [By the 1990s], hip-hop’s reach extend[ed] far
beyond the recording industry, helping to market a variety of products and brand them
with the aura of urban cool.” 549

2000-2009
Despite the continuation of inner-city socio-economic hardship, surveys showed
that African American concerns about racial problems in the United States fell during the
1990s. 550 Twenty-first century African Americans were, in fact, wealthier and better
educated than ever before. 551 From 1998 to 2008, the number of black adults with
advanced degrees nearly doubled, as over half a million more black students were in
college by 2008 than in the early 1990s. 552 The median income of black families had
increased more than 16 percent between 1989 and 2008 as well. 553 In politics, the number
of black elected officials had skyrocketed, from an estimated 1,500 in 1970 to over
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10,000 by 2008. 554 By 2007, forty-three of these elected officials were African
Americans serving in Congress, enough for the Congressional Black Caucus to become a
powerful force on Capitol Hill. 555 Even neoconservative President George W. Bush had
appointed African Americans to high-ranking cabinet positions in his administration—
Condoleezza Rice was made national security advisor in 2001, and Colin L. Powell, as
Bush’s secretary of state from 2001 to 2005, was, at that time, the highest-ranking
African American in the history of the American government. 556
Unlike previous generations of black leadership, the twenty-first century African
American political leaders hold advanced degrees from Ivy League universities, were
born or came of age after the civil rights movement, and have realistic chances to hold
higher government offices more frequently than any other generation of black leaders. 557
Persons notes that in response to modern social values, African American political
leaders such as Deval Patrick and Barack Obama had rightfully concluded that growing
portions of the white electorate in the twenty-first century were prepared and willing to
vote for mainstream black candidates for any office. 558 According to Tate, Al Sharpton’s
failed 2004 presidential campaign exemplifies African Americans’ broad integration into
the Democratic Party by the twenty-first century: whereas Jesse Jackson had to knock the
doors down to gain access to debates and conventions, Sharpton, who ran his campaign
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based on black power themes rather than a coalitional approach, 559 received no such
rebuff at his candidacy, thereby demonstrating a diminished need for African Americans
to register any sort of a “protest” vote. 560
However, as Kajikawa notes, in many ways, “life in early twenty-first century
America continue[d] to be defined by racial inequality.” 561 While what Persons calls
“blunt force” racism may have lessened, 562 institutional racism has continued to affect the
lives of millions of Americans, predominantly the urban poor. 563 In 2003, the median net
worth of black households was still only 10 percent of that of white households. 564 By
2012, one-quarter of African Americans still lived below the poverty line, and their
communities still faced the same urgent social and economic needs. 565 As Stephen Carter
said, twenty-first century America essentially had two black communities—the
underclass and everybody else—and one of them was falling further and further
behind. 566
The George W. Bush years did little to nothing to provide support to the innercity poor. Tate notes that in the context of the 9/11 terrorist attack, the wars in Iraq and
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Afghanistan, and the Patriot Act, racial progress became a non-issue. 567 In the later years
of the decade, while, according to Persons, the election of Barack Obama in 2008
revealed a broad-based social change in America, 568 his effectiveness to help the urban
poor was limited due to the tumultuousness of the political and economic climate during
his presidency. 569 As Persons notes, being that Obama’s presidency was characterized by
the Great Recession of 2007-2010, the need to wind down two foreign wars, and a
generally hostile Republican Congress, he was left with very little opportunity to launch
any sort of robust domestic policy agenda. 570 Furthermore, even if he were able to devote
resources to fighting poverty, he may have chosen not to—for rarely, if ever, did Obama
suggest that alleviating inner-city poverty was a priority of his administration, nor did he
ever advocate on what might be considered race-specific issues. 571
Like the 1990s then, the early twenty-first century saw the continuation and
extension of the multitude of socio-political factors under which hip-hop became the
most dominant force in popular culture. As Painter notes, on the one hand, twenty-first
century African Americans were wealthier, better educated, and better politically
represented than ever before; on the other hand, the disadvantaged remained vulnerable,
as the divide between those doing well and those doing poorly continued to grow. 572
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Income stratification among African Americans had increased, 573 and one in three black
students in 2008 failed to finish high school, with nearly all those who didn’t graduate
coming from poor families. 574 As Tate says, though we have entered a new phase of postcivil rights black politics, the strategic needs of the African American community remain
largely the same. 575 Hip-hop in the twenty-first century thus continued to gain popularity
as what Robin Kelley calls “a window into, and critique of, the criminalization, socioeconomic isolation, and negative perceptions of black youth,” which has continued to
evolve into “a multi-racial, multi-generational critique of rigid structures, classism, and
representative authority.” 576
The dominant position of hip-hop culture in the 2000s was clearly displayed in
the Hot 100 charts. Of the 522 weeks between 2000 and 2010, African American artists
held the number one spot for 427, or 82 percent (see: Tables 21, 23). Of the 129 number
one songs of the decade, African American performers sang on 93, or 72 percent (see:
Table 22, 23). Of those 129 songs, 68 were hip-hop songs, with African Americans
performing nearly all of them (see: Table 31). Another 59 of the 129 number one songs
were traditional pop songs, of which African Americans performed 34, or 46 percent.
2004 was the clear banner year for hip-hop and African American artists, as African
Americans sang all twelve number one songs that year (see: Table 23).
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The aggressive nature of hip-hop was likewise expressed by a transition on the
Hot 100 Chart from predominantly major-key songs to minor-key songs, which tonally
would have helped to amplify the aggressive nature of the music (see: Table 24). As E.
Glenn Schellenberg and Christian von Scheve note (and as my data supports), the
proportion of minor-key songs in popular music has doubled over the past five
decades. 577 Though little research has been conducted about large-scale preferences for
musical modalities, 578 the authors state that “this shift would point to increases in liking
(i.e., positive evaluations) on the part of consumers for music that expresses negative
(e.g., sad, ominous, dour, serious) affect.” 579 The authors also note that when compared
to popular music from the past that is unambiguously happy-sounding (e.g., that of
ABBA or early-Beatles), which now “often sounds naive and slightly juvenile to
contemporary ears,” 580 the modern day use of the minor mode comes to act as a rhetorical
device, in that the minor mode today conveys “a means of persuading the listener of the
performers’ seriousness, intelligence, and maturity.” 581
Table 21: Number and percentage of weeks of African Americans having the #1 song,
2000s
Deca Total
Weeks with African
Percentage with African
de
Weeks
Americans at #1
Americans at #1
2000s
522
427
82.00%
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Table 22: Number and percentage of #1 songs performed by African Americans, 2000s
Deca Total
Number performed by African Percent performed by African
de
Songs
Americans
Americans
2000
s
129
93
72.00%

Table 23: Number and percentage of songs and weeks African Americans had the #1
song, 2000s, year-by-year
Y Total songs by
Total weeks by
ea African
Total Percenta African
Total Percenta
r
Americans
songs ge Songs Americans
weeks ge Weeks
20
00
7
18
38.89%
27
53
50.94%
20
01
14
15
93.33%
50
52
96.15%
20
02
6
9
66.67%
40
52
76.92%
20
03
10
12
83.33%
46
52
88.46%
20
04
12
12 100.00%
52
52 100.00%
20
05
6
8
75.00%
48
53
90.57%
20
06
14
19
73.68%
18
52
34.62%
20
07
10
18
55.56%
35
52
67.31%
20
08
10
14
71.43%
42
52
80.77%
20
09
8
13
61.54%
43
52
82.69%

Table 24: Number of Major and Minor key songs to hit number one, by decade
Percent
Percent
Decade
Major
Minor
Major
Minor
1960s
199
32
86
14
1970s
179
89
67
33
1980s
155
81
66
34
1990s
89
55
62
38
2000s
67
82
45
55
2010s
50
50
50
50
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Thanks to the rise of hip-hop in the twenty-first century, as Garofalo notes, it has
become clear that pop success can “no longer be limited by race.” 582 Many of hip-hop’s
practitioners, such as Will Smith, Queen Latifah, Eminem, Ice Cube, and more, “have
become famous, even legendary, often in other areas of popular culture, specifically the
film and fashion industries.” 583 Some hip-hop moguls have even involved themselves
directly in political mobilization, such as Sean Combs’ “Vote or Die” and Russell
Simmons’ “Rap the Vote” campaigns during the 2004 presidential election. 584
Ultimately, as Garofalo notes, by the twenty-first century, “hip-hop had become the new
American music, or, at the very least, a new paradigm that may have surpassed rock in
cultural importance.” 585

2010-2016
From 2010 to 2016, African American representation at number one on the Hot
100 Chart declined steeply from that of 2000-2009. Of the 366 weeks over that six-year
period, African Americans held the number one song for 172 weeks, or 47 percent,
representing a 35 percent decline from that of the 2000s (see: Tables 25, 27). Of the 79
number one songs over that period, African Americans performed 35, or 44 percent,
representing a 28 percent decline from that of the 2000s (see: Tables 26, 27). Though, as
far as I know, there has been no formal research conducted on this trend, I have some
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personal guesses as to what may have caused such a significant decline. First and
foremost, the rate of African American presence in popular music over the 2000s was
incredibly high and likely unsustainable. A decline in holding the number one song for 82
percent of the weeks in the 2000s down to 47 percent of the weeks between 2010-2016
may therefore seem substantial, but, in my estimation, 47 percent seems like a much
more realistic and sustainable equilibrium. The fact that hip-hop was so dominant in the
2000s also likely created an over-saturated market for the genre, leading to an inevitable
decline in sales. Moreover, just as Al Sharpton’s easy acceptance into the 2004
Democratic primary diminished the need for a “protest vote” among African Americans,
so too did the Obama presidency likely diminish the cultural need for hip-hop’s raciallycharged undertones.
Lastly, African American musicians must also now compete with other growing
minority groups in popular music, many of whom are playing with a thick hip-hop
influence, which further complicates their opportunity for popular music representation.
Latino-Americans, Asian-Americans, and Arab-Americans all reached the number one
chart position in greater numbers than ever before in the 2010s (see: Table 32), many of
whom did so performing hip-hop-influenced music. In general, as Persons notes, in the
2010s, the U.S. population is transitioning away from its historic black-white racial
dichotomy and instead becoming a more diverse and multi-cultural nation. 586
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Table 25: Number and percentage of weeks of African Americans having the #1 song,
2010-2016
Deca Total
Weeks with African
Percentage with African
de
Weeks
Americans at #1
Americans at #1
2010s
366
172
47.00%

Table 26: Number and percentage of #1 songs performed by African Americans, 20102016
Deca Total
Number performed by African Percent performed by African
de
Songs
Americans
Americans
2010
s
79
35
44.00%

Table 27: Number and percentage of songs and weeks African Americans had the #1
song, 2010-2016, year-by-year
Y Total songs by
Total weeks by
ea African
Total Percenta African
Total Percenta
r
Americans
songs ge Songs Americans
weeks ge Weeks
20
10
10
17
58.82%
33
52
63.46%
20
11
6
14
42.86%
22
53
41.51%
20
12
4
13
30.77%
9
52
17.31%
20
13
4
11
36.36%
19
52
36.54%
20
14
4
10
40.00%
19
52
36.54%
20
15
6
9
66.67%
42
52
80.77%
20
16
5
11
45.45%
31
53
58.49%

Table 28: Number and percentage of weeks African Americans had the #1 song, by
decade
Deca Total
Weeks with African
Percentage with African
de
Weeks
Americans at #1
Americans at #1
1960s
522
122
23.00%
1970s
522
169
32.00%
1980s
522
148
28.00%
1990s
521
339
65.00%
2000s
522
427
82.00%
2010s
366
172
47.00%
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Table 29: Number and percentage of #1 songs performed by African Americans by
decade
Deca Total
Number performed by African Percent performed by African
de
Songs
Americans
Americans
1960
s
205
51
25.00%
1970
s
257
89
35.00%
1980
s
232
58
25.00%
1990
s
141
85
60.00%
2000
s
129
93
72.00%
2010
s
79
35
44.00%

Table 30: Number and percentage of songs and weeks African Americans had the #1
song, 1960-2016, year-by-year
Y Total songs by
Total weeks by
ea African
Total Percenta African
Total Percenta
r
Americans
songs ge Songs Americans
weeks ge Weeks
19
60
4
20
20.00%
6
53
11.32%
19
61
8
21
38.10%
21
52
40.38%
19
62
6
20
30.00%
15
52
28.85%
19
63
6
20
30.00%
13
52
25.00%
19
64
6
23
26.09%
14
52
26.92%
19
65
6
27
22.22%
9
52
17.31%
19
66
4
28
14.29%
8
53
15.09%
19
67
3
19
15.79%
4
52
7.69%
19
68
5
16
31.25%
13
52
25.00%
19
69
6
17
35.29%
20
52
38.46%
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19
70
19
71
19
72
19
73
19
74
19
75
19
76
19
77
19
78
19
79
19
80
19
81
19
82
19
83
19
84
19
85
19
86
19
87
19
88
19
89
19
90
19
91
19
92

8

21

38.10%

20

52

38.46%

5

19

26.32%

11

52

21.15%

11

22

50.00%

26

53

49.06%

11

28

39.29%

21

52

40.38%

11

36

30.56%

14

52

26.92%

11

35

31.43%

15

52

28.85%

9

26

34.62%

14

52

26.92%

8

29

27.59%

14

53

26.42%

5

21

23.81%

17

52

32.69%

11

24

45.83%

25

52

48.08%

4

17

23.53%

13

52

25.00%

2

17

11.76%

11

52

21.15%

2

16

12.50%

9

52

17.31%

6

17

35.29%

26

53

49.06%

10

20

50.00%

27

52

51.92%

4

27

14.81%

5

52

9.62%

8

31

25.81%

19

52

36.54%

8

30

26.67%

13

52

25.00%

10

33

30.30%

14

53

26.42%

6

33

18.18%

11

52

21.15%

10

26

38.46%

23

52

44.23%

14

27

51.85%

26

52

50.00%

9

13

69.23%

44

52

84.62%
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19
93
19
94
19
95
19
96
19
97
19
98
19
99
20
00
20
01
20
02
20
03
20
04
20
05
20
06
20
07
20
08
20
09
20
10
20
11
20
12
20
13
20
14
20
15

9

11

81.82%

40

52

76.92%

6

10

60.00%

35

53

66.04%

10

11

90.91%

36

52

69.23%

7

9

77.78%

36

52

69.23%

8

10

80.00%

37

52

71.15%

11

16

68.75%

41

52

78.85%

8

15

53.33%

19

52

36.54%

7

18

38.89%

27

53

50.94%

14

15

93.33%

50

52

96.15%

6

9

66.67%

40

52

76.92%

10

12

83.33%

46

52
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42.86%
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36.54%

6

9

66.67%
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52
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20
16

5

11

45.45%

31

53

58.49%

Table 31: Number of hip-hop songs compared to number of pop songs to hit number one,
broken down by race of performer: 1990s, 2000s, 2010-2016
De Total
Number of Percentage
Number sung
Percentage sung
ca Number
songs per
of songs per by African
by African
de of Songs
genre
genre
Americans
Americans
R&B: 38
27.00%
37
97.00%
19
90
141
Rap: 21
15.00%
18
86.00%
s
Pop: 71
50.00%
38
54.00%
R&B:
31
24.00%
31
100.00%
20
00
129
Rap: 37
29.00%
36
97.00%
s
Pop: 59
46.00%
34
58.00%
R&B: 1
1.00%
1
100.00%
20
10
79
Rap: 17
22.00%
12
71.00%
s
Pop: 62
78.00%
26
42.00%

Table 32: Number of performers to have a number one song, by race, per decade
Black
White
artists at
Hispanic
Other
Decade artists at #1 #1
artists at #1 races at #1
1960s
169
51
0
1
1970s
181
95
0
0
1980s
175
58
10
0
1990s
52
88
14
2
2000s
49
110
7
4
2010s
66
47
3
13

Chapter IV: Historical Representation of the Socio-Political-Economic Status of Women
in Popular Music

Data analysis clearly showed that females served as primary vocalists in popular
music at a steadily increasing rate between 1959 and 2016, with a large increase in
growth coming in the 1990s.The following chapter reasons that this increase mirrors the
gender-specific political, social, and economic advancements that took place for women
over this time.

Life pre-1960s
The period after the suffragette movement of early twentieth century and prior to
the cultural revolution of the 1960s has been referred to as “the barren years”—a time
during which virtually no activity for women’s rights took place. 587 Due to soaring
fertility rates, a lack of day care, couples marrying and forming families at young ages
and in great numbers, and rising incomes which allowed for working, middle, and uppermiddle-class families to adopt suburban lifestyles, women’s social role during this time
was overwhelmingly that of mother and homemaker. 588589590591 The social pressure to
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marry was “relentless” according to Flora Davis, 592 as the average woman became a wife
at age twenty—“younger than in any generation since the turn of the century.” 593 “A
woman still unmarried at the advanced age of twenty-five,” as Davis notes, “was
considered an ‘old maid.’” 594 Nancy Woloch too states that the 1950s were a decade of
early marriages and young families. 595 According to Woloch, since more young women
were taking care of more young children than at any time in recent history, domestic
ideology had a captive audience. 596
Women who broke the mother-homemaker norm by working or pursuing higher
education during these years were considered odd at best, or failures at worst, 597
especially if they involved themselves in traditionally male fields such as economics or
engineering. 598 Juanita Kreps notes that to stave off ostracization, the few women who
had joined the workforce full time, even women with advanced degrees and significant
professional experience, were expected to drop out of the work force altogether for a
number of years upon having children. 599 According to Sara Evans also, women who
chose to break with tradition during this period were “subjected to blatant discrimination
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and openly accused of failing to be proper wives and mothers.” 600 The post-World War II
ideal of domestic femininity thus proved to be extremely powerful, provoking no
widespread or enduring challenges until the 1960s. 601
According to Starr et. al., “the essential conservatism of the 1950s, politically and
culturally, made it a particularly inauspicious time to be seen as a rebellious and
empowered young woman.” 602 No wonder then that during these same years, when
women lacked a significant social or political voice, they also lacked representation in
popular music. The Hot 100 chart of 1959 serves as a small example: in 1959, the only
pre-1960 year included in this study, the number one song featured a female vocalist for
only eight out of 52 weeks that year. These eight weeks of female vocalist representation
were encompassed by just two songs, out of 16 number one songs that year. Furthermore,
for both songs, and therefore for all eight weeks, vocal duties were split between a male
and a female, meaning no female was featured outright as a lead vocalist on any number
one song in 1959 As Reebee Garofalo states, “a pattern of overwhelming male
domination prevailed” in music at the time, 603 with the few women who enjoyed success
having been promoted as eye candy rather than for musical talent. 604
As Evans notes however, the discontent of suburban housewives showed up in
many ways during these years, thanks to “a sense of ennui, frustration, and limited
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horizons on the part of educated, middle-class housewives.” 605 By the late 1950s,
changes were beginning to occur. After the baby boom peaked in 1957, reproduction
rates began a steep decline. 606607608 Simultaneously, the average age of marriage began to
increase while the overall rate of marriage began to decrease, 609610 thus providing young
women with more time to “stretch the confines of their traditional roles to allow them out
of the private realm of the home and into the public world of service and political
reform.” 611 According to Klein, the resulting increased labor force participation,
declining fertility patterns, and rising marital instability came to foster “a new
understanding of women’s lives.” 612 As the 1950s became the 1960s, the rejection of
women’s traditional group definitions caused women to begin to reevaluate their
circumstances going into the new decade. 613

Political Changes – 1960s
Klein states that the evolving understanding of what it meant to be a woman over
the late-1950s set the stage for the rise of the women’s movement in the 1960s:
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…for the psychological attachment to a group to induce political action, it must be
coupled with a rejection of the traditional definition for the group’s status in
society, to make way for a new group definition. As long as women believed that
they belonged in the home, they did not question why they were not represented
in business, government or the arts. Only when they reached the next stage of
rejecting the traditional group image could an alternative image based on gender
equality be internalized and a new framework be made available for political
change. 614

By the mid-1960s, Klein’s “new framework” seems to have been established, as broad
changes in behavior were beginning to occur as millions of American youths began to
make choices that were different from those of their parents’. 615616
The Vietnam War protests, the Civil Rights Movement, and the general socially
conscious ethos of the 1960s all placed a new emphasis on freedom of lifestyle for
all, 617618 thereby helping to create an atmosphere more conducive to women’s
empowerment by changing the context of the dialogue surrounding women’s issues. 619620
Woloch states that the 1960s provided a liberated social climate with a growing emphasis
on personal fulfillment, and a new political climate characterized by protest, activism,
and militancy. A central part of this new socio-political climate was the emerging
women’s movement. 621 . As Davis notes, “the turbulent, affluent, optimistic 1960s
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provided an unusually hospitable climate for feminism.” 622 Through their participation in
the social movements of the decade, young women honed their political skills and
became imbibed with a deep sense of participatory democracy, 623 further aiding in their
sense of individuality and personal fulfillment.
For many, the women’s movement began in 1963 with the publication of Betty
Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique, in which Friedan exposed “the problem that has no
name,” 624 or, the dilemma of women in society at the time, in which they had essentially
been defined out of public life and into a passive domesticity. 625626 As Friedan noted, “It
was a strange stirring, a sense of dissatisfaction, a yearning that suffered in the middle of
the twentieth century in the United States… As she made the beds, shopped for groceries,
matched slipcover material, ate peanut butter sandwiches with her children, chauffeured
Cub Scouts and Brownies, lay beside her husband at night—she was afraid to ask even of
herself the silent question—‘Is this all?” 627 According to Davis too, in the years before
the rise of the women’s movement, most women were only dimly aware that they had a
problem. 628
At the same time as Friedan’s “problem that has no name” began coming to light,
American post-war wealth simultaneously was instilling a sense of “having it all”
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throughout society, especially amongst the youth. 629630 Within the context of the booming
post-war economy, Anita Shreve notes that the burgeoning women’s movement
promoted “the notion of choice,” and “encouraged women to choose to do something
other than that occupation which had been thrust upon them and for which they had been
groomed all their lives.” 631 The young women of the post-war generation had thus come
of age hearing two very contradictory philosophies. As Evans notes, in the expanding
economy, women “heard, simultaneously, the message ‘you can be anything’ and the
warning ‘if you pursue your own interests too intensely, you may fail as a woman.’” 632
Woloch too points out that women were impelled by two forces in the 1960s—one being
a search for domestic security, the other a thrust toward wage earning. 633 Put another
way, Andi Zeisler states that young women of the 1950s wanted freedom and chafed
against rigid contemporary feminine roles, yet they also wanted the traditional rewards of
femininity—love, admiration, and validation by family and peers. 634
The contradiction caused women who pursued a non-domestic lifestyle, who
should have taken pride in their new-found individualism, to instead feel guilty for
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abandoning the traditional values of their parents. 635636637 As one Florida mother of four
said at the time, “I have been trying for years to tell my husband of my need to do
something to find myself—to have a purpose. All I’ve ever achieved was to end up
feeling guilty about wanting to be more than a housewife and a mother.” 638
Regardless of the budding social dilemma, the job market’s transition from
manufacturing to services-oriented during this time meant that the availability of jobs
considered to be “women’s work” began to increase. 639 Over the course of the 1960s, a
sizeable and stable female workforce began to take form. 640 Woloch states that “clerical
jobs multiplied so quickly that by 1960, one in three women wage earners held one.” 641
By the end of the decade, over half of all mothers of school-aged children were in the
labor force. 642 This first wave of working women to push forward in the labor force
quickly found that the jobs they held, however humble they may have been, provided a
necessary supplement to family income. 643644645 Work outside the home also often had
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the secondary benefit of increasing a woman’s influence within it. As sociologist Robert
Blood wrote at the time, “employment emancipates women from domination by their
husbands, and secondarily, raises their daughters from inferiority to their brothers,” 646
thereby resulting in “the male-dominated, female-serviced family being replaced by a
new symmetry.” 647 A working mother was therefore likely to assume a greater role in
decision making and to encourage self-reliance and independence in her children. 648
A deeply personal method of social organizing known as consciousness-raising
began to attract great masses of young women to the women’s movement during this time
as well. 649650651 By acting all at once as “a recruitment device, an initiation rite, and a
resocialization process aimed at transforming group members perceptions of themselves
and society,” 652 consciousness-raising saw women begin to use their own collective
consciousness and experience as a form of self-education, with the goal being to
reconsider everything that they had previously been told, from familial obligations, to
gender roles, to sexuality, and more. 653 According to Anita Shreve, consciousness-raising
“sought to identify, through the principle of commonality, the ways in which [femininity
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was] defined by a sexist culture.” 654 Through consciousness-raising, women “became
encouraged to become breadwinners, to enter male-dominated professions, to push
further ahead in their chosen careers, to think beyond the myth of Prince Charming, to
demand equal pay for equal work, and to begin to think of women as having the same
rights as men not only in the workplace but to work at all.” 655 As consciousness-raising
became used to identify and name their collective problems, women became better able
to begin addressing such problems through more organized responses. 656657658
The transitioning economy and the women’s empowerment movement of the
1960s quickly began to result in policy changes at the local, state, and federal levels—not
all that surprising when considering that by 1968, women, for the first time, had begun
voting in equal numbers to men. 659 As Evans notes, from the late-1960s to the mid1970s, Congress passed more women’s rights laws than it had in decades. 660 Notably,
1961 saw the establishment of the President’s Commission on the Status of Women,
which examined women’s role in the economy, the family, and the legal system, and
which resulted in a 1963 order by President Kennedy requiring the federal Civil Service
to hire “solely on the basis of ability to meet the requirements of the position, and without
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regard to sex.” 661662663664 According to Davis, in the wake of the Commission, “suddenly
it was respectable to talk about women’s rights again. And people did talk: 64,000 copies
of the report were sold in less than a year.” 665 Following the Federal report, governors in
nearly every state appointed their own commissions to conduct similar state-level
investigations. 666667668
Other major pieces of women’s rights legislation of the 1960s included the Equal
Pay Act, also passed in 1963, which worked to abolish different rates of pay for men and
women, 669670671 and 1964’s Civil Rights Act, in which Title VII of the Act prohibited
employers from discriminating against employees on the basis of sex, race, color,
national origin, or religion, thereby giving women a powerful legal weapon against
employment discrimination. 672673 The judiciary supported the women’s movement in
many cases during the 1960s as well—most notably in the Supreme Court ruling on
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Weeks v. Southern Bell (1969), which stipulated that in order to bar women from
applying for a job, employers would have to show that all or ‘substantially all’ women
would not be able to perform a required task of the job. 674675676
Responsibility for enforcing the new laws largely fell to the Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (EEOC), created in 1964 as part of the civil rights bill. 677
Woloch notes that after its inception, the EEOC was soon “besieged with women’s
grievances about sex discrimination.” 678 According to Evans, in 1965, more than a third
of the submitted complaints to the EEOC concerned gender discrimination. 679 Davis
similarly notes that in the first two years after Title VII went into effect, women filed
more than 4,000 complaints with the EEOC. 680
Though many women had discovered a new social, political, and economic voice
by the end of the decade however, society at-large remained slow to take women’s
empowerment seriously. 681682 As Davis poignantly notes, “Feminists soon learned that
getting a law passed was only the first step. After that, there was the problem of getting it
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enforced;” 683 for “all these things that had now become discrimination were common
business practices at the time. They continued to be common, because many companies
ignored the EEOC.” 684 Woloch also states that within the EEOC, sex discrimination was
viewed as less serious than racial discrimination, and that the commission only followed
up only on class action gender-related complaints. 685
Despite the substantial gains made by the women’s movement over the course of
the decade, society at-large remained slow to take women’s empowerment seriously.
Similarly, female rates of appearance in popular music relative to those of men also
remained low. Of the 205 number one songs over the decade, female vocalists accounted
for only 51, or 24 percent (see: Tables 33, 51). Of the 522 weeks of number one songs
over the 1960s, female vocalists were featured in only 112, or 21 percent (see: Tables 34,
52). Throughout the sixties, women appeared, on average, in 21 percent of number one
songs per year. (see: Tables 35, 53).
The majority of female-fronted, 1960s number one hits were either pop songs by
artists such as Connie Francis and Sonny & Cher, or early Motown hits by all-female
acts, which have since become referred to as “the girl groups.” According to Garofalo,
the “girl group” acts, such as The Supremes, The Shirelles, and The Marvellettes,
“became overwhelmingly popular until disappearing under the onslaught of the 1960s
British invasion.” 686 Being bound by the culture of the early sixties however, these
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groups, like their predecessors of the fifties, “were confined to singing about their
relationships with men and were marketed as much for sexual appeal as for musical
abilities.” 687 Some female artists of later in the decade however were able to reach
number one while clearly espousing women’s empowerment ideologies. Nancy Sinatra’s
“These Boots Are Made for Walkin” was “among the few musical signs of women
speaking up for themselves” according to Garofalo, 688 while Aretha Franklin’s “Respect”
became an unofficial anthem of women’s liberation. 689690
According to Shonk and McClure, even the politically neutered girl-groups that
charted early in the decade allowed women to gain more control over their image. 691
Zeisler too states that the girl-groups offered pop culture “a window into the hidden
emotional life of girls… both confident and confused, sexual and scared.” 692 The
Shirelles’ ‘Will You Still Love Me Tomorrrow” for example, “featured a narrator ready
to succumb to some backseat ardor but grappling with the imagined consequences,” 693
prompting Zeisler to state that many women found their own voices in these images and
songs. 694
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Table 33: Rate of female appearance at #1 by song, 1960s
Decade Male Female Split None Total Songs Percent Male Percent Female
1960s
146 44
6
9
205
74.00%
24.00%

Table 34: Rate of female appearance at #1 by week, 1960s
Total
Weeks with
Decade Weeks
women at #1
Percentage
1960s
522
112
21.00%

Table 35: Rate of female appearance by week, year by year, 1960s
Percentage
Year Weeks by Year
Decade Average
1960 8/53
0.15%
1961 3/52
0.06%
1962 9/52
0.17%
1963 27/52 0.52%
1964 13/52 0.25%
21.00%
1965 11/52 0.21%
1966 10/53 0.19%
1967 17/52 0.33%
1968 3/52
0.06%
1969 11/52 0.21%

Political Changes – 1970s
The women’s movement, which emerged from obscurity over the 1960s, 695
exploded across the national scene in the early 1970s. 696 According to Kreps, in the wake
of the 1960s increase in female employment, overqualified women quickly began losing
patience with being limited only to jobs deemed as “women’s work.” These women soon
began “demanding access to higher-level positions previously available only to men, and
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admission to the educational institutions that could give them the appropriate
credentials.” 697 Simultaneously, the corporations or higher education institutions that
engaged in inequitable hiring, employment, or enrollment practices were being put on the
defensive by anti-discrimination laws and newly formed women’s organizations. 698 By
the end of 1970, female students were earning 41 percent of B.A.’s, 699 and more than 360
colleges and universities were in court because of discrimination suits brought by
women. 700
Generally, colleges and universities responded positively to the new trends, with
most beginning to drop barriers and quotas designed to limit the employment of female
workers and the enrollment of female students. The 1970s thus saw a dramatic increase in
the number of female students, especially in traditionally male-dominated fields such as
law and medicine. 701702 Accordingly, between 1971 and 1981, the proportion of female
lawyers and judges rose from 4 percent to 14 percent; doctors from 9 percent to 22
percent; and engineers from 1 percent to 4 percent. 703 Also beginning in the 1970s was
the steady growth of women being elected to local political offices of all sorts. 704 Darcy
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et. al. note that by the mid-1970s, the voter reluctance to support female candidates, as
observed in the 1950s and 1960s, had all but disappeared. 705
Federal policies favoring women’s empowerment also continued throughout the
1970s, with a significant amount of pro-women legislation coming early in the decade.
Indeed, 1968 through 1975 have been referred as the “golden years” of women’s
empowerment due to the large number of significant political victories. 706707708
According to Davis, “In the early 1970s, legislators were paying attention to women’s
demands. Feminists were in the news almost daily, and lawmakers were afraid if they
didn’t pay attention, there would be consequences at the polls.” 709 Indeed, before the 92nd
Congress adjourned at the end of 1972, it had passed a record number of women’s rights
bills. 710
The true banner year for women’s empowerment was 1972. As Representative
Bella Azbug noted, “We put sex discrimination provisions into everything. There was no
opposition. Who’d be against equal rights for women? So we just kept passing women’s
rights legislation.” 711 Perhaps most notably, 1972 saw the passage of Title IX of the
Higher Education Act, in which gender discrimination became prohibited in any
educational program or activity that was receiving federal financial assistance, thereby
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having a tremendous impact on women’s access to equal educational
opportunities. 712713714
According to Kaufman, “While [Title IX] is typically discussed in terms of its
impact on girls’ and women’s participation in school and collegiate sports, it actually
represents a far broader feminist victory in terms of equality and opportunity across the
educational sector. Title IX was perhaps the most visible indication of advances made by
feminists also campaigning for equal opportunities in the workplace, in the health sector,
and in pay.” 715 Perhaps most importantly, the precedent set by Title IX allowed for young
girls in public schools to take part in previously gender-segregated educational and afterschool activities. By enabling this cohort of young women to build new confidences,
Title IX’s impact on creating an increasingly egalitarian future cannot be understated.
The Equal Opportunity Act was also passed in 1972, which broadened the
jurisdiction of the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission and strengthened its
capacity for enforcement. 716 The Supreme Court’s highly controversial decision in Roe v.
Wade came in 1972 as well, 717718719 which, as Kaufman notes, “was made not on the
grounds of a woman’s right to choose, but rather on a woman’s ‘right of personal
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privacy,’” thereby showing that “this continuously challenged Supreme Court provision”
was indicative of “a feminist advance across a highly contested battlefield.” 720
The Supreme Court ruling on Frontiero v. Richardson came in 1973, which
decided that differential treatment of male and female military members for
administrative purposes violated the due process clause of the Fourteenth
Amendment, 721722723 while 1974 saw the passage of both the Equal Credit Opportunity
Act, which allowed women greater access to credit, 724725 and the Women’s Educational
Equity Act, which required the Department of Health, Education, and Welfare (now
Health and Human Services) to promote non-sexist curricula and non-discriminatory
career counselling, and provided them with grant money to upgrade female athletic
programs. 726 1974 also saw two pro-women Supreme Court rulings in Corning
Glassworks v. Brennan, in which Corning Glassworks was found in violation of the
Equal Pay Act, 727 and Cleveland Board of Education v. LaFleur, in which the Court
disallowed the Cleveland school board from mandating pregnancy leave for female
school teachers. 728 In 1975, the Court set the precedent in Taylor v. Louisiana that
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women could not be excluded from jury service solely because of their sex. 729 Lastly, the
Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978 prohibited discrimination due to pregnancy and
granted short-term disability to pregnant women. 730 Much of this pro-women legislation
and judicial decree came while President Jimmy Carter was simultaneously appointing a
record number of women to government posts and was committing his administration to
enforcing anti-discrimination laws. 731
Ultimately, as Davis notes, between 1970 and 1980, Congress “passed more bills
that addressed women’s issues than the sum total of all such bills passed in the previous
history of the nation.” 732 According to Klein, by the end of the decade, over half of all
American women were involved in behaviors that ran counter to traditional
expectations. 733 Businesses were starting to promote women to higher level positions,
with some even electing women directors. 734 At the same time, as sex discrimination
began to ease significantly in schools and colleges, 735 young women began entering
graduate and professional schools in larger numbers. 736 More women were also seeking
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out paid employment after marrying and having children. 737 As Arland Thornton and
Deborah Freedman’s study on sex role attitudes between 1962 and 1977 showed, a
complete societal shift towards egalitarianism was occurring, with 60 to 77 percent of
survey respondents giving egalitarian responses concerning various gender roles and
attitudes in 1977, compared with 32 to 56 percent in 1962. 738
In general however, as Kreps notes, despite the notable social, political, and
cultural progress made, high levels of achievement in business, government, and higher
education remained limited to males throughout the 1970s. 739 Only a few women
advanced to the top ranks, and almost never at the rate of advancement of their male
peers. 740 Furthermore, the 1970s saw the emergence of the “New Right” political
platform, 741742743 the supporters of which, according to Berkeley, were “convinced that
American society was on the verge of losing its public virtue as ‘secular values’ replaced
‘religious values.’” 744 Berkeley continues: “The New Right was more interested in
halting the acceptance of key social issues—the ERA, abortion, busing, homosexuality,
affirmative action—than in promoting the economic and defense issues—welfare, taxes,
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a balanced budget, anticommunism, a strong national defense system—that had
consumed the Old Right.” 745 By the end of the decade, support for the New Right had
become a much broader right-wing backlash against feminism, civil rights, and social
welfare legislation. 746
Indeed, due to changes in the political atmosphere of the nation, resistance against
the women’s movement had begun to increase by the late 1970s. According to Davis,
“the Vietnam War was over, the New Left had disintegrated, and many young people had
resumed a more conventional lifestyle. With unemployment growing, the driving
idealism of the late sixties was a memory, and most activists no longer believed that they
could accomplish a social revolution overnight.” 747 In such a context, Davis states that
large segments of society, but particularly supporters of the Republican party, became
increasingly antifeminist. 748
As the women’s movement grew over the course of the 1970s however, so too did
women’s representation in popular music. As Zeisler notes, “By the early 1970s, popular
culture was quickly becoming both a locus for feminist organizing and a source of
simmering empowerment.” 749 At the same time however, Zeisler also notes that, as in
broader society, “There was still, of course, the question of combatting an inbuilt sexism
in both the structure of the music industry and its producers.” 750 Though there was a
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significant increase in their rate of appearance over that of the 1960s, female rates of
appearance in the number one position relative to men continued to remain low in the
1970s, much in the same way that women continued to remain secondary to men in highranking corporate, governmental, and university positions.
Out of the 257 total number one songs over the decade, female vocalists were
featured in 70, or 27 percent, representing an increase of three percent over that of the
1960s (see: Tables 36, 51). Of the 522 weeks of number one songs over the course of the
decade, female vocalists were featured in 146, or, 28 percent, representing an increase of
seven percent over that of the 1960s (see: Tables 37, 52). Throughout the seventies,
women sang an average of 28 percent of number one songs per year, representing an
eight percent increase over the previous decade (see: Tables 38, 53). The gains made by
women in popular music during these years thus resemble the socio-political gains made
by women in society-at-large over the course of the decade: small but definitive
advancements over the 1960s, but still not yet having reached parity with men.
Diana Ross ruled the decade for female vocalists with five number one hits and
eleven weeks of topping the Hot 100 Chart. Other than Ross, most female vocalists to
reach number one on the Hot 100 Chart during this decade were disco, dance, or pop
singers, such as Olivia Newton John, Cher, Barbara Streisand, or Donna Summer.
According to Craig Werner, as evidenced by Gloria Gaynor’s treatment of the feminist
anthem ‘I Will Survive’, “Disco was without question the most powerful forum for
women’s expression during the seventies.” 751 It was Debby Boone who set a record for
female artists in the seventies however, when her song “Light Up My Life” stayed in the
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number one position for ten consecutive weeks, the longest stay at number one ever for a
female artist. Garofalo notes that Boone’s soft rock style “offered a vehicle for more
personal communication,” thereby making the genre “progressive for women.” 752
Table 36: Rate of female appearance at #1 by song, 1970s
Decade Male Female Split None Total Songs
1970s
179 59
11
7
257

Percent
Male
74.00%

Percent
Female
27.00%

Table 37: Rate of female appearance at #1 by week, 1970s
Total
Weeks with
Decade Weeks
women at #1
Percentage
1970s
522
146
28.00%

Table 38: Rate of female appearance by week, year by year, 1970s
Percentage by
Year
Weeks Year
Decade Average
1970
8/52
0.15%
1971
11/52
0.21%
1972
10/53
0.19%
1973
20/52
0.38%
1974
12/52
0.23%
28.00%
1975
13/52
0.25%
1976
10/52
0.19%
1977
26/53
0.49%
1978
15/52
0.29%
1979
23/52
0.44%

Reagan Years – 1980s
Despite the rise of the “New Right,” women’s empowerment in the eighties
continued to progress in a variety of ways. Perhaps most importantly, according to Evans,
women’s empowerment became “mainstream” in the 1980s, in that it became ubiquitous
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across society. 753 By the end of the decade, it was no longer odd to see women in highstatus jobs across all industries. 754755756 As Shreve wrote in 1989, the women’s
movement by that time had encouraged women to become economically independent and
to enter male-dominated professions. As a result, women of the eighties saw themselves
both as breadwinners and as mothers. 757 According to Shreve, “Never before have so
many women pursued what they think of as careers. Many have social ties to the
workplace (in the same way that men do) that often rival their ties at home. They think in
terms of upward mobility, and they have career goals for which they strive.” 758
The regressive social policies of the Reagan administration however, which
adamantly tried to revert America to its pre-1960s traditional value system, 759760 actively
worked to suppress the socio-political advancement of women over the course of the
decade. Bernard von Bothmer notes that thanks to the emergence of the New Right in the
1970s, the yearning to return to a pre-1960s America is in large part what got Reagan
elected, as many traditional-valued Americans were seeking “discipline and certainty” in
their future, rather than what they perceived as a lack of order and a social “attack from
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ideas left over from the 1960s.” 761 Charles R. Kesler too notes that as a presidential
candidate, Reagan made it no secret that he sought what he referred to as a “rediscovery
of our values and our common sense.” 762
According to Kesler, to reject “the culture of despair that had seemed to settle
over the country in the 1970s—Watergate, oil shocks, defeat in Vietnam, gasoline lines,
double-digit inflation, high unemployment, Communist sallies into Nicaragua, Angola,
and Afghanistan, American hostages in Iran” 763—Reagan wanted to reform American
politics and thus, directly and indirectly, rehabilitate American culture. 764 Unfortunately,
much of his “reform” and “rehabilitation” effort attacked women-centric moral issues,
such as abortion and sexuality, while encouraging a return to traditional family values
and societal-roles. 765766767 As Michael Schaller notes, Reagan condemned abortion as
murder, urged pre-marital abstinence, and championed the traditional family of
breadwinner husband and mother-homemaker wife. 768
While Reagan has been credited with an almost two-decade long economic
recovery, ending the Cold War, and rescuing American morale from its “crisis of
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confidence,” 769 his track record on women’s empowerment was decidedly less positive.
According to Evans, “the conservative ethos of the Reagan administration abruptly
reversed the political influence of the women’s rights movement.” 770 Davis too states that
overall progress for women stalled during the 1980s 771 as the Reagan administration
“deliberately set out to turn the clock backward.” 772 Kathleen Berkeley also believes that
“the women’s liberation movement suffered a direct hit in 1980 with the election of the
popular, conservative Ronald Reagan to the White House,” 773 while according to
Woloch, “by the 1980s,… the conjunction of reform mood and feminist ground swell that
had characterized the late 1960s had vanished.” 774 Susan Faludi also notes that the 1980s
saw “a powerful counter-assault on women’s rights” as Reaganism “shifted political
discourse far to the right.” 775 Tellingly, as Faludi points out, in the Reagan
administration’s only policy speech on the status of American women, administration
spokeswoman Faith Whittlesey called feminism a “straightjacket” for women. 776
According to Davis, the Reagan administration “cut the very social programs
intended to help people weather hard times” 777 while simultaneously “undermining
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antidiscrimination laws” 778 by “slash[ing] the budgets of the agencies charged with
enforcing antidiscrimination laws, [leaving] positions in those agencies unfilled, or
[filling] them with conservatives.” 779 Woloch also notes that the Reagan-Bush years saw
massive cuts in social programs and official hostility to feminist messages. 780 When
women’s empowerment supporters of the time raised concerns about Reagan-era issues,
such as lack of access to high-paying jobs, lack of affordable child care, reproductive
freedom, and the growing number of women and children living in poverty, the Reagan
administration either ignored these problems or took actions that made them worse. 781782
Reagan also appointed fewer women overall to high positions than did his three
predecessors, 783 and removed many pro-women appointees from federal positions,
replacing them instead with supporters of traditional values. 784
Judicially, Berkeley notes that “As the Republican party swung further to the right
during the 1980s, the impact of this new reactionary political movement was
demonstrated not only through the implementation of restrictive legislation but also
through the judicial decrees of an increasingly conservative federal bench and Supreme
Court.” 785 As a candidate, Reagan had promised to select and appoint judges who would
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defend traditional values. 786787 On the Supreme Court, Reagan created a conservative
majority by appointing Sandra Day O’Connor (at the time a conservative judge), William
Rehnquist, Antonin Scalia, and nominating Antony Kennedy. 788789 According to Davis,
the Supreme Court during the Reagan years “gutted major civil rights laws.” 790 Perhaps
most notably, the Justice Department of the 1980s consistently attacked affirmative
action programs, thereby making it harder for women, as well as the elderly and racial
minorities, to sue employers for discrimination. 791
Reagan-era anti-women backlash wasn’t confined only to the political realm
either, as working women experienced a fresh wave of discrimination in the private
sector throughout the eighties as well. Faludi notes that “in national polls, the ranks of
women protesting discriminatory treatment in business, political, and personal life
climbed sharply. The proportion of women complaining of unequal employment
opportunities jumped more than ten points from the ‘70s, and the number of women
complaining of unequal barriers to job advancement climbed even higher. By the end of
the decade, 80 percent to 95 percent of women said they suffered from job discrimination
and unequal pay.” 792 According to Faludi, “by the end of the decade, women were
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starting to tell pollsters that they feared their sex’s social status was once again beginning
to slip. They believed they were facing an ‘erosion of respect.” 793
The 1980s popular media also helped to push the traditionalist agenda throughout
American culture. Whereas feminism was hip and fashionable in the ‘70s, antifeminism
became socially acceptable in the ‘80s. 794 Suddenly, newspapers and magazines that had
celebrated women’s empowerment in the 1970s began to decry it ten years later. 795796797
While in 1973. as part of a new era of women’s independence Newsweek celebrated the
decision of a young woman to remain unmarried, 798 the magazine condemned it by the
mid-1980s, instead warning single women that their marriage opportunities “may have
passed them by.” 799 The decade also saw a regression in the depiction of gender roles on
television and in the movies. Faludi notes that whereas images of men and women
seemed to be moving in an androgynous direction in the 1970s, 800 the 1980s saw the
return of males depicted as embodiments of violence, aggression and domination, and
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women acting as their accessories. 801 According to Evans, the “sensitive man” archetype
of Alan Alda’s character in the 1970s television series Mash was replaced by Rambo. 802
Despite the hostile political and cultural climate however, the women’s movement
continued to win select battles throughout the decade. As Faludi states, “the federal
government may have crippled equal employment enforcement and the courts may have
undermined twenty-five years of antidiscrimination law—yet women continued to enter
the work force in growing numbers each year.” 803 Indeed, the young women of the 1980s
experienced an unprecedented amount of opportunity, such as access to education, jobs,
and women-focused organizations explicitly designed to make women aware of their own
potential. By the 1980s, a massive influx of new women workers since the 1960s had
transformed the workplace and the labor force, with women having penetrated the
professions of prestigious occupations, entered into new semiprofessional fields, and
moved into the growing service industries, many of which positions had been dominated
previously by men. 804 As Evans notes, women in the 1980s became “omnipresent in
public life… in corporate board rooms, on highway crews, at truck stops (driving
trucks!), in courtrooms (as judges and lawyers, and also as defendants), in Congress, in

801

Faludi, Backlash, 136

802

Evans, “American Women in a New Millennium,” 82

803

Faludi, Backlash, 454

804

Woloch, Women and the American Experience, 558

161

the pulpit, and in combat fatigues.” 805 Ultimately, by the end of the decade, the simple
appearance of a woman in a position of authority no longer provoked disbelief. 806807
Politically, though Reagan endeavored to “turn back the clock” on women’s
rights, the women’s movement fared better in Congress. As Davis notes, “To a striking
extent, women’s legislative fortunes in Congress rose and fell according to the way
politicians thought women might vote.” 808 Fortunate then, that in what became known as
the “gender gap,” women not only became the majority of voters in 1980, but they began
voting differently from men in significant numbers and on significant issues. 809810811
“When the gender gap registered clearly in the election of 1982, politicians suddenly
became very concerned again about women’s issues” says Davis. 812 No wonder then, that
the political gains women achieved on the national level in the eighties were largely made
through Congress, and were almost always against the opposition of the Reagan
administration. 813
Despite the Reagan-era redirection of the country towards traditional values, and
despite cultural entities such as movies, television, and magazines embracing the
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traditionalist agenda, society at-large also continued to trend ideologically towards
women’s empowerment during the eighties. 814 As Karen Oppenheim Mason and Yu-Hsia
Lu point out, surveys between 1977 and 1985 showed a significant increase in support for
working wives and mothers, 815 with that increase occurring equally across all
demographics of society816—meaning that even though their support for equality
remained lower, political conservatives increased their support for gender-role equality
just as much, on average, as did liberals. 817 At the same time, support for the traditional
role of wife as homemaker decreased, as did the belief that the mother-child relationship
was harmed by the mother being employed. 818
Further analysis by Thornton, Alwin, and Camburn showed that women’s
growing labor force experience and educational attainments had contributed to the
development of societal egalitarian ideology over time. 819 A virtuous cycle had thus been
created: as more women began entering universities and the workforce, society started to
become more egalitarian, thereby prompting even more women to pursue higher
education and careers. Accordingly, the trend towards egalitarianism, as Thornton,
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Alwin, and Camburn note, showed no sign of slowing down in the eighties, 820 despite
Reagan-era hostilities.
Ultimately however, as Davis notes, the election of Ronald Reagan stalled
progress for women, and feminists spent the 1980s defending ground they thought they’d
won. 821 In some ways, the decade saw women’s empowerment rise to new heights, but,
like the “barren years” of the pre-1960s era, any advancements in gender equality were
capped by a low ceiling due to the conservative cultural and political climate. Similarly,
in popular music, rates of female appearance in the number one position on the Hot 100
Chart saw only modest increases, despite women’s empowerment having become
“mainstream” by the end of the decade. Of the 232 total songs that reached number one
over the course of the decade, women sang lead vocals on 73, or, 31 percent, representing
an increase of four percent over the 1970s (see: Tables, 39, 51). Of the 522 weeks of
number one songs that decade, women sang lead vocals on 181, or, 35 percent,
representing a seven percent increase over that of the 1970s (see: Tables 40, 52). Per
year, females sang lead vocals on an average of 35 percent of number one songs,
representing an eight percent increase over the 1970s (see: Tables 41, 53).
Table 39: Rate of female appearance at #1 by song, 1980s
Decade Male Female Split None Total Songs
1980s
157 59
14
2
232

820

Percent
Female
31.00%
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Table 40: Rate of female appearance at #1 by week, 1980s
Weeks with
Decade Total Weeks women at #1
Percentage
1980s
522
181
35.00%
Table 41: Rate of female appearance by week, year by year, 1980s
Percentage by
Year
Weeks Year
Decade Average
1980
22/52
0.42%
1981
32/52
0.62%
1982
15/52
0.29%
1983
14/53
0.26%
1984
9/52
0.17%
35.00%
1985
11/52
0.21%
1986
25/52
0.48%
1987
22/52
0.42%
1988
10/53
0.19%
1989
21/52
0.40%

Thanks to the breakout of MTV, women in popular music were able to gain more
control of their image in the 1980s. 822823 Zeisler notes that MTV “broadened” and
“complicated” the “man-equals-musician/girl-equals-groupie dynamic that had persisted
in music” by transforming “almost everything about the way music looked, sounded, and
was understood.” 824 What was important about MTV for women’s empowerment, Zeisler
notes, was that “for a short time, it presented a new and astounding picture of gender
roles… MTV made such imagery available to people—kids—who didn’t have a front
row view at concert halls and nightclubs. 825 Similarly, Shonk & McClure note that
“Madonna’s performance of ‘Like a Virgin’ at the 1984 MTV Music Video Awards

822

Shonk & McClure, Historical Theory and Methods through Popular Music, 176

823

Garofalo, Rockin’ Out: Popular Music in the USA, 301

824

Zeisler, Feminism and Pop Culture, 83

825

Zeisler, Feminism and Pop Culture, 84

165

taught us that notions of femininity and feminism were far more complex than
playground-forged conceptualizations of gender.” 826 Torey L. King also states that thanks
to the new televised musical format, female artists like Pat Benatar, Donna Summer,
Cyndi Lauper, Madonna, and Tina Turner “created and sustained a form of address which
incorporated the previously-neglected discourse of female adolescence within the
established conventions of MTV.” 827 The new medium, and the diverse array of powerful
new female archetypes that it featured, thus helped to make MTV a driving force in
reinventing gender roles in the 1980s.
Madonna in particular became an instant cultural icon. Zeisler notes that as
“MTV’s biggest star—maybe of all time—[Madonna] went further than any other
woman in gleefully deploying the video to shock, entrance, and manipulate viewers.” 828
Torey Louise King also notes that during the late 1980s and very early 1990s, Madonna
was the only performer who continuously presented strong, feminist messages on MTV,
and was therefore “instrumental in keeping the discourse of feminism circulating within
American popular culture during a time of backlash when it otherwise might have
faded.” 829 King goes so far as to say that “Madonna became almost synonymous with
female address in mainstream popular music at the peak of her popularity.” 830 Indeed,
Rossinow notes that teenage girls began to dress like Madonna, while feminists
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applauded her controversial attitudes towards sexuality. 831 According to Werner,
Madonna’s ‘Live to Tell’ and ‘Papa Don’t Preach’ were two of the most powerful
women’s blues of the Reagan era. 832 As an example of popular music influencing
political ideology therefore, Madonna’s influence on gender-norms in the hostile Reaganera cannot be underestimated.

Clinton Years, Rise of Women – 1990s
Davis says of the 1980s that “Periods of great social change, like the 1960s and
early 1970s, are almost always followed by periods of backlash or stagnation,” but that
“When the backlash is extreme, eventually the pendulum must swing back in the other
direction.” 833 By the early 1990s, it seemed clear that Davis’ “pendulum” had indeed
swung back, as the New Right had “passed its peak” 834 and the women’s movement had
grown stronger than ever. 835 While conservative social policies on affirmative action,
family values, abortion, and lifestyle choices had helped Reagan and Bush win their
presidencies, by 1992 the public had come to see the Republican party as being out of
touch on these issues, as well as on the problems of ordinary people, particularly the
plight of working mothers. 836837 As Arthur Miller notes, voters were optimistic that after
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twelve years of conservative administrations rolling back the progressive policies of the
1960s and 1970s, Democratic candidate Bill Clinton would instead be an active and
compassionate leader who would promote empowerment of the disenfranchised. 838
Despite being labeled a womanizer and adulterer, Clinton connected with voters
in a way that Bush could not. 839 Unlike Bush, Clinton showed the voters that he
understood and related to the difficulties of everyday people. 840 On numerous occasions,
Clinton campaigned directly to women—he explicitly thanked his mother and his wife in
his speeches, he vocally supported working families, and he vowed to protect Roe v.
Wade, which had come under heavy attack over the previous years. 841 According to
Woloch, “Bill Clinton presented himself as ‘the grandson of a working woman, the son of
a single mother, the husband of a working wife.’” 842 As he endeavored to distinguish
himself from his “out of touch” opponent, Clinton pledged to put a cabinet together that
“looked like America,” 843 and insisted that his presidency would be about “change” for
the middle-class, the working-class, and the poor. 844
To his credit, as president, Clinton followed through on his pledge and appointed
a record number of women to Cabinet posts and high-level advisory offices, thereby
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setting a standard to be matched by future administrations. 845 Werner notes that “Without
question, [Clinton’s] administration was the most diverse in American history by any
measure of racial, ethnic, or gender integration.” 846 Clinton thus championed the
progressive values that the previous Republican administrations had tried to stifle. As
Robert Collins notes, Clinton’s “person, politics, and presidency all reflected clearly…
the longer-running leftward movement of culture that was powerfully underway in the
80s.” 847
When he became president, the culture and policies of the Clinton administration
constituted a strong, egalitarian-focused reversal from those of the preceding Reagan and
Bush adminsitrations. On the topic of women in the 1990s, Kreps notes the following:
Today’s young woman has a far wider range of educational and career options
than her mother. There are few fields she cannot enter, indeed few areas in which
women have not reached senior levels. While women were permitted to enter
most professions in earlier decades, they were not fully accepted in them… A
woman’s expectations today are quite different. She assumes she can go as far as
her ability allows, and her male peers recognize that she is a contender for jobs at
all levels. 848

As Costello, Miles, and Stone note, in 1995, 88 percent of women aged 25 to 34 were
high school graduates, up from 60 percent in 1960, 849 making the typical American
woman aged 25-34 more educated than her male counterpart. 850 Almost six in ten adult
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women were in the workforce by 1995 as well, compared with less than four in ten in the
1960s 851852—the dual-worker family had thus come to replace the breadwinnerhomemaker model as the dominant familial archetype. 853 Virginia O’Leary and Elizabeth
Flanagan note that by 2001, the differences in the number of men and women in highlevel positions, and the wages that they received, were smaller than they had ever been
before, as there had been a 29 percent increase in the number of women in managerial
positions, compared to 19 percent in men, between 1993 and 2001. 854 The number of
Fortune 500 companies that had at least one woman on their board increased by 21
percent over this same time as well. 855
Grassroots support for female political candidates tripled in the early nineties as
well, with membership rates and financial contributions to women’s empowerment
organizations growing exponentially. 856 According to Evans, membership in the prowomen organization EMILY’s List increased from 3,000 to 23,000 members between
1991 and 1992, allowing for it to contribute six million dollars to female political
campaigns, roughly four times what it had raised in 1990. 857 At the same time, in the
spring of 1992, twice as many women entered contests for congressional seats as had
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done so in 1990. 858 In the aftermath of the 1992 elections, the number of women doubled
in the House, tripled in the Senate, and increased across state and local offices . 859860
Women in the 1990s also consistently outvoted men in national and state elections 861—
According to Evans, Clinton’s reelection in 1996 was clearly based on the votes of
women. 862
Popular music in the 1990s came to embody these progressive changes and to
give voice to the changing political climate. 863 Garofalo notes that by the early 1990s,
women “had finally begun to compete on a roughly equal footing with men for lucrative
recording contracts,” 864 while Zeisler calls the 1990s “an unquestionably fertile time
when music was a chief site of feminism and mainstream resistance.” 865 Indeed, as the
data shows, at the same time as the women’s movement came to be “accepted” across
American society, so too did female musicians begin to reach the number one chart
position in equal numbers to men. Of the 141 total number one songs over the course of
the decade, 70 featured female lead vocals, or, just under 50 percent, representing a
substantial increase of 19 percent over that of the 1980s (see: Tables 42, 51). Of the 521
weeks of number one songs over the course of the decade, female singers accounted for
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262, or, just over 50 percent, representing a 15 percent increase over that of the 1980s
(see: Tables 43, 52). On average, females sang 50 percent of the number one songs per
year, representing a 16 percent increase over that of the 1980s (see: Tables 44, 53). In
1996, female vocalists sang a record 78 percent of the number one songs, an all-time high
which has not been matched since (although in 2009, 2010, and 2011 females sang 77
percent of the number one songs).

Table 42: Rate of female appearance at #1 by song, 1990s
Decade Male Female Split None Total Songs
1990s
70
64
6
0
141

Percent
Male
54.00%

Table 43: Rate of female appearance at #1 by week, 1990s
Total
Weeks with
Decade Weeks
women at #1
Percentage
1990s
521
262
50.00%

Table 44: Rate of female appearance by week, year by year, 1990s
Percentage by
Year
Weeks Year
Decade Average
1990
31/52
0.60%
1991
26/52
0.50%
1992
13/52
0.25%
1993
30/52
0.58%
1994
16/53
0.30%
50.00%
1995
32/52
0.62%
1996
42/52
0.78%
1997
14/52
0.27%
1998
26/52
0.50%
1999
32/52
0.62%

Percent
Female
50.00%
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All-women music festivals like Lilith Fair and the Womyn’s Music Festival
became celebrations of women’s breakout popular music success, 866867 with the 1997
Lilith Fair tour becoming the top-grossing festival tour of that year, beating out
competitors such as Lollapalooza, Ozzfest, and the Warped Tour. 868 British pop group
the Spice Girls could be said to have typified the era, as they enchanted young American
girls with their slogan of “girl power.” Even the U.S. government got behind the phrase,
as the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services launched a “girl-power”
campaign, whose vaguely stated goal was to “help encourage and motivate 9- to 13-yearold girls to make the most of their lives.” 869
Notably, the Spice Girls’ smash hit, “Wannabe,” became the fastest song to ever
reach number one, beating out the Beatles’ thirty-two-year record for the highest ever
new entry into the Billboard Charts. 870 Pop sensations Britney Spears, Christina Aguilera,
and Jessica Simpson also broke new barriers for popular female artists, while also
becoming role models for young girls offstage. 871 Women did so well in popular music in
the nineties in fact, that the Boston Globe’s Steve Morse called both 1996 and 1999 pop
music’s “Year of the Woman.” 872873
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According to Torey Louise King, because “the presence of women performers in
almost all genres of popular music [had] increased dramatically,” 874 the popular music of
the 1990s “contributed to revitalizing and diversifying American feminism.” 875 “Several
significant sites for women’s voices and feminist expressions [had] emerged,” according
to King, with “such sites and the increasing numbers of women performers [being]
unprecedented developments.” 876 Werner too states that “In stark contrast to the
eighties—the worst of times for women in American music—the nineties put an end to
any lingering questions about whether girls can rock and rap. In hip-hip and R&B, rock
and pop, women emerged as the defining voices of the decade.” 877 In hip-hop especially,
as early as 1994, black women had become a dominant presence on the charts. Critic
Danny Alexander noted at the time that “Those are the voices of black women—voices of
working class black women—voices this society has never listened to or particularly
wanted to hear on the political main stage.” 878
One of the women whom Alexander was referring to, and indeed the real
“winner” of the decade in popular music, was Mariah Carey, who charted an incredible
14 number one songs over the course of the 1990s, accounting for a total of 60 weeks.
Her 1996 split with Boyz II Men, “One Sweet Day,” stayed atop the Hot 100 Chart for 16
consecutive weeks, which, at the time of this writing, is still tied for the longest run at
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number one ever. As Garofalo notes, “As the new millennium began, Mariah Carey had
recorded more number one singles than any other female artist in any genre… she had
sold an incredible 105 million units in under ten years.” 879

2000 – Present
According to O’Leary and Flanagan, studies have shown that the proportion of
women in a group correlates to the favorableness with which outside women regard that
group’s psychological environment. 880 Therefore, as greater numbers of women entered
the labor force and institutions of higher education, those environments became more
appealing to outside women, thereby creating another virtuous cycle of participation.
Furthermore, as Mason and Lu note, according to the intergenerational model of rising
expectations, gains made by one generation are likely to result in a desire for even greater
gains in the next generation. 881 Therefore, to the extent that women of the latter half of
the twentieth century experienced a rising political, social, and economic status, they, in
turn, expected an even greater improvement in these arenas for their daughters.
Simultaneously, their daughters, the women of the Gen X and Millennial generations,
were already born with increasingly egalitarian outlooks due to their educated and
employed mothers setting an example of being socially and politically autonomous. 882
Because working mothers served as role models for the young women of Gen X and the
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Millennials, these generations of women absorbed their parents’ attitudes towards
women’s employment and empowerment, making them unlikely to turn back the clock
towards more traditional values. 883
In the same way that working mothers came to serve as models of egalitarianism
for their daughters, Shonk & McClure note that the popular female performers of the
1950s through the 1990s served as cultural “foundations for new mainstream
expressions,” and allowed for today’s mainstream culture to have incorporated the
“alternative” aspects of their music into its repertoire. 884 As the authors note, “If
Madonna was shocking in the 1980s, she is now largely seen as a nostalgia artist.” 885 Put
simply, the cultural impacts of past artists have empowered modern generations of
artists, 886 being that they have “offered important precedents that anticipated the social
changes of the following decades.” 887 As Davis states, many of the women’s
empowerment ideas introduced in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s had, by the 1990s, and now
going into the late 2010s, “diffused into every corner of society, leaving no one
untouched, and had been so thoroughly absorbed that they now shaped most people’s
beliefs about what women were like and what they expect to do with their lives. 888 As in
the socio-political realm that Davis speaks of, in popular music too, women’s presence
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has been “so thoroughly absorbed” that their representation in equal numbers to men is
now expected.
Over the course of the 2000s, female vocalists were featured on 58 out of 129
total number one songs, or 45 percent (see: Tables 45, 51); 260 out of 522 total weeks, or,
again, 45 percent (see: Tables 46, 52); and appeared on 50 percent of number one songs
per year on average (see: Tables 47, 53). Between 2010 and 2016, these figures increased
to 56, 54, and 59 percent respectively (44 out of 79 total number one songs, and 199 out
of 366 total weeks) (see: Tables 48-53). If these 2010-era figures remain stable through
the end of the decade, all three will be all-time highs. It thus seems unlikely that women
will lose their parity with men in either the socio-political arena or in popular music any
time soon, for, as Donnelly et. al., note, millennials have continued the trend towards
more egalitarian gender roles. 889
If one there’s one song that exemplifies the synergistc nature of popular music
and women’s empowerment in the twenty-first century, it’s “Independent Women, Part
1,” by Destiny’s Child. The song, which topped the Hot 100 Charts for eleven straight
weeks from November 18, 2000 to January 27, 2001, is a pop/R&B song, sung by three
black female performers, featuring a drum-machine-created hip-hop beat embellished by
keyboards, string sections, and the vocals and vocal harmonies of the band. Reminiscent
of Aretha Franklin’s “Respect,” the lyrics are entirely about being a proud, empowered
woman in the modern era.
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In the song, the group brags about being able to live without dependency on a
man, and that through hard work and sacrifice, they are able to buy their own possessions
and pay their own way through life (“I buy my own diamonds and I buy my own rings…
Pay my own fun, and I pay my own bills… Fifty-fifty in relationships… I depend on
me… I worked hard and sacrificed to get what I get”). Moreover, the group chastises
women who brag about having men buy their possessions, telling them that “Bragging on
that cash that he gave you is to front / If you’re gonna brag make sure it’s your money
you flaunt.” The group further boasts about their sexual freedom, which would have been
unheard of for previous generations of female artists: “Only ring your celly when I’m
feeling lonely / When it’s all over please get up and leave.”
Songs like “Independent Women, Part 1” serve as clear evidence that women’s
empowerment themes in popular music have come a long way since The Shirelles
pleaded “Will You Still Love Me Tomorrow?” of their lyrical lover. In the twenty-first
century, female representation in popular music, as in society at-large, continues to trend
towards egalitarianism.

Table 45: Rate of female appearance at #1 by song, 2000s
Decade Male Female Split None Total Songs
2000s
71
42
16
0
129

Percent
Male
67.00%

Table 46: Rate of female appearance at #1 by week, 2000s
Total
Weeks with
Decade Weeks
women at #1
Percentage
2000s
522
260
50.00%

Percent
Female
45.00%
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Table 47: Rate of female appearance by week, year by year, 2000s
Percentage by
Year
Weeks Year
Decade Average
2000
25/53
0.66%
2001
35/52
0.67%
2002
30/52
0.58%
2003
21/52
0.40%
2004
14/52
0.27%
52.00%
2005
20/53
0.38%
2006
23/52
0.44%
2007
26/52
0.50%
2008
26/52
0.50%
2009
40/52
0.77%
Table 48: Rate of female appearance at #1 by song, 2010-2016
Percent
Decade Male Female Split None Total Songs
Male
2010s
35
34
10
0
79
57.00%

Percent
Female
56.00%

Table 49: Rate of female appearance at #1 by week, 2010-2016
Total
Weeks with
Decade Weeks
women at #1
Percentage
2010s
366
199
54.00%
Table 50: Rate of female appearance by week, year by year, 2010-2016
Percentage by
Year
Weeks Year
Decade Average
2010
40/52
0.77%
2011
41/53
0.77%
2012
23/52
0.55%
2013
24/52
0.46%
59.00%
2014
33/52
0.63%
2015
10/52
0.19%
2016
28/53
0.53%
Table 51: Rate of female appearance at #1 by song, by decade, 1960-2016
Percent
Percent
Decade Male Female Split None Total Songs Male
Female
1960s
146 44
6
9
205
74.00%
24.00%
1970s
179 59
11
7
257
74.00%
27.00%
1980s
157 59
14
2
232
74.00%
31.00%
1990s
70
64
6
0
141
54.00%
50.00%
2000s
71
42
16
0
129
67.00%
45.00%
2010s
35
34
10
0
79
57.00%
56.00%
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Table 52: Rate of female appearance at #1 by week, by decade, 1960-2016
Total
Weeks with
Decade Weeks
women at #1
Percentage
1960s
522
112
21.00%
1970s
522
146
28.00%
1980s
522
181
35.00%
1990s
521
262
50.00%
2000s
522
260
50.00%
2010s
366
199
54.00%
Table 53: Rate of female appearance by week, year by year, by decade, 1960-2016
Percentage
Year Weeks by Year
Decade Average
1960 8/53
0.15%
1961 3/52
0.06%
1962 9/52
0.17%
1963 27/52 0.52%
1964 13/52 0.25%
20.00%
1965 11/52 0.21%
1966 10/53 0.19%
1967 17/52 0.33%
1968 3/52
0.06%
1969 11/52 0.21%
1970 8/52
0.15%
1971 11/52 0.21%
1972 10/53 0.19%
1973 20/52 0.38%
1974 12/52 0.23%
27.00%
1975 13/52 0.25%
1976 10/52 0.19%
1977 26/53 0.49%
1978 15/52 0.29%
1979 23/52 0.44%
1980 22/52 0.42%
1981 32/52 0.62%
1982 15/52 0.29%
1983 14/53 0.26%
1984 9/52
0.17%
34.00%
1985 11/52 0.21%
1986 25/52 0.48%
1987 22/52 0.42%
1988 10/53 0.19%
1989 21/52 0.40%
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1990
1991
1992
1993
1994
1995
1996
1997
1998
1999
2000
2001
2002
2003
2004
2005
2006
2007
2008
2009
2010
2011
2012
2013
2014
2015
2016

31/52
26/52
13/52
30/52
16/53
32/52
42/52
14/52
26/52
32/52
25/53
35/52
30/52
21/52
14/52
20/53
23/52
26/52
26/52
40/52
40/52
41/53
23/52
24/52
33/52
10/52
28/53

0.60%
0.50%
0.25%
0.58%
0.30%
0.62%
0.78%
0.27%
0.50%
0.62%
0.66%
0.67%
0.58%
0.40%
0.27%
0.38%
0.44%
0.50%
0.50%
0.77%
0.77%
0.77%
0.55%
0.46%
0.63%
0.19%
0.53%

50.00%

52.00%

59.00%

Chapter V. Conclusion

This research has attempted to demonstrate through empirical, quantitative, and
qualitative evidence that the popular music of 1959 to 2016, lyrically and sonically, has
and continues to embody national socio-political values and ideologies. After collecting
and analyzing a variety of data points for every number one song between January 3,
1959, and December 31, 2016, I contend that three key trends in the data support this
hypothesis. First, I maintained that changes in popular genres over the decades have
echoed the social, political, and economic climates of their eras. Second, I asserted that a
steady increase in African American representation in the number one song position
throughout the years (albeit for a temporary decline in the 1980s), with a large increase
coming in the 1990s, has been indicative of the general African American social,
economic, and political status over these years. Third, I proposed that a steady increase in
female lead vocalist representation throughout the years, again with a large increase
coming in the 1990s, has epitomized the evolving social, political, and economic status of
women. I believe that all three of these trends were, in their own ways, musical
expressions of the social, political, and economic state of the nation throughout the years
of this study.
In chapter two, I contend that in the early 1960s, due to the era’s traditional values
and extreme aversion to anything which could potentially be perceived as a communist
threat, the popular music of the time was consequently heavily sanitized and nonthreatening in nature. As the Vietnam War protests, the youth counterculture, the Civil
Rights movement, and more however began to transition society away from its
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traditional-valued nature, socially conscious and psychedelic rock rose to the top of the
charts. Later, as the “dreams and hopes” of the organized counterculture movement began
to dissolve, socially conscious rock gave way to less inspired, more commercialized, and
more nostalgia-seeking forms of itself. By the late 1970s, when the “dream” was firmly
in the past and the nation was dealing with oil embargoes, economic stagflation, the
aftereffects of the war in Vietnam, the Watergate scandal, and a general “crisis of
confidence,” disco, as a means of temporarily forgetting all of society’s woes and
uncertainties, found massive popularity.
A return to pre-1960s traditional values and an emphasis on ostentatious displays
of wealth saw the popular music of the Reagan-era turn cliché and bland, relying on
heavily-recycled songwriting tactics such as reduced power ballad tempos, superficial
lyrical themes, and a constant barrage of key changes which were explicitly designed to
induce over-the-top emotionality in the listener. Mirroring the Reagan-era return to
traditional values, the demographics of popular music also skewed excessively white at
this time. Furthermore, as Reagan era economic cuts tore apart the welfare state, alreadytroubling socio-economic issues in impoverished inner-city areas became greatly
exacerbated. In the 1990s, in clamoring for an escape from the bland clichés of the
previous decade, hip-hop, as the true-to-life music of the marginalized inner-city
communities, came to dominate popular music. With the George W. Bush and Barack
Obama presidencies doing little to alleviate conditions for the poor, hip-hop music
remained the dominant popular genre through 2016.
In chapter three, I demonstrated that African Americans were exceptionally
marginalized in society in the early 1960s, and thus, despite the most prominent and
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influential rock and roll and blues musicians of the 1950s having been black, were poorly
represented on the popular music charts at that time. As racial acceptance began to
permeate society in the wakes of the Civil Rights and the Black Power movements
however, African American representation in popular music began to increase. This trend
continued until the Reagan-era’s political and cultural return to a pre-Civil Rights
traditional value system—the 1980s are the only decade in this study wherein African
American representation in popular music declined.
A confluence of factors occurred in the 1990s however which saw African
American popular music representation increase drastically. First, the newly-elected
Clinton administration fostered a more racially-inclusive atmosphere in which African
American performers were better able to achieve success. Second, the music of
impoverished inner-city areas, hip-hop, which was by-and-large performed by African
Americans, came to express the social, political, and economic nature of the country
better than any other genre of the time. Without any meaningful economic or political
alleviation of the situation over time, hip-hop’s dominance of popular music, and
therefore high African American rates of representation in popular music, continued into
the 2000s and 2010s.
Lastly, chapter four maintains that women have seen a constant increase in
popular representation since 1959, and that this trend exhibits not only their improving
social, economic, and political status since that time, but society’s increasingly egalitarian
outlook as well. Female singers were featured on only a small percentage of number one
songs over the 1960s, and when they were featured, it was often for purposes of sex
appeal rather than musical talent. By the 1970s however, as the women’s movement had
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begun to transform societal perceptions on womanhood, female representation in popular
music began to increase. This growth continued in a temporarily stunted form in the
1980s under the traditional-valued Reagan administration, and then came back in force
under the Clinton administration of the 1990s, which had made women’s empowerment a
focus of its campaign and administration. Ultimately, as society has become more
egalitarian in nature over the past five and half decades, female rates of appearance in
popular music have increased accordingly.
I believe that the three trends outlined above provide quantitative, empirical, as
well as qualitative evidence that popular music since 1959 has been indicative of, and at
times influential towards national socio-political trends. I thereby contend that trends in
popular music should be taken into stronger consideration when analyzing socio-political
climates. I believe that this metric could be relevant not only in our own nation, but
worldwide as well. Furthermore, as this research hopefully has shown, socio-political
analysis via popular music has the ability to transcend time, in that it can act as not only a
barometer of current socio-political environments, but as a window into the past as well.
Because of limitations of time, I was only able to analyze the three most apparent
trends in the data that I collected. As such, there are many remaining data points per song
which have not been heavily analyzed in searching for musical-political correlations,
including key signatures, lyrical themes, artist nationalities, instrumental arrangement per
song, and more. Furthermore, the scope of this research ended on December 31, 2016. At
the time of this writing, we are nearly two years removed from that date. Future research
into this topic could easily be continued to the present day and into the future. If anybody
would ever like to take advantage of the data I have collected, for these reasons or any
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other, it can be found here:
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1wZXwwcH3rGgdvmXXW0Ld5POmMJT1E5Yz/view?u
sp=sharing.
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