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ABSTRACT

In 1985 the Parents’ Music Resource Center, an organization concerned over a

perceived increase of offensive content in Rock and Roll music, prompted a United States Senate

hearing to discuss this issue as well as make suggestions for countering Rock music’s negative

influence. This thesis argues that the Rock music debate instigated by the PMRC served as a

culminating event in the history of Rock and Roll.

This examination of Rock and Roll reveals how controversial themes in the music have

led to opposition from other segments of society. Rebelliousness, sexuality, and religion appear

throughout Rock and Roll’s history as a driving forces of controversial cultural expression. The

PMRC and the Senate hearing are important because they continued this trend and created a

forum where all those themes could be discussed together. It was an ultimate debate of free

expression versus public decency.

The most essential source used was the hearing transcript. It outlined the debate and

proposed solutions from both sides. Industry magazines such as Rolling Stone and Billboard also

covered the progress of the PMRC and the public debate in great detail. Listening to the music

under debate was also worthwhile for understanding the references and accusations made against

specific Rock and Roll artists.

Initially, the conclusions show that free speech won. Legislation censoring Rock music

was never passed. The PMRC, however, greatly contributed to parental awareness concerning the

type of music being released. Record companies made some voluntary concessions, including a

warning label, and both artists and record companies became more aware that much of their
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success depended on their marketability to young people and their parents. The hearing was thus

a pivotal point in which the creativity of the music was saved, while at the same time potentially

indecent music was kept in check through the free flow of information and market forces. More

important, however, is the conclusion that the hearing was a culminating event in that for the first

time it brought to the public’s attention all those trends that had been prevalent throughout the

history of Rock and Roll.
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CHAPTER I

INTRODUCTION

“I wanna Rock.”1

-Twisted Sister

When Elvis Presley sang “Hound Dog” on The Milton Berle Show television program in

June of 1956, the audience greeted him with some enthusiastic cheers and excited applause,

along with nervous laughter and shocked gasps. The medley of audience reactions, however, had

little to do with the actual song. Their responses were to Elvis Presley himself as he “danced”

along with the music. How he moved his legs, and especially his hips, made for a very

memorable show, but not necessarily one that was accepted by all as decent. The next day

appalled parents and members of the press denounced Elvis Presley. According to some, his

performance on The Milton Berle Show, and a few other subsequent television appearances, had

no redeeming qualities. Others claimed he had no artistic talent, either as a singer, guitar player,

or dancer, and was responsible for contributing to “juvenile delinquency.”2

Twenty-nine years later, in a hearing regarding the contents and the lyrics of music

recordings, Senator Paula Hawkins (R) of Florida presented to the Senate Commerce Committee

an album cover from the band W.A.S.P. The album, titled Animal (F*ck Like a Beast), featured a

man on the cover wearing a cod piece with a buzz saw blade attached. This album was an

example of the new wave of “porn rock” which had become more popular and seen by many as

http://youtube.com/watch?v=afuJnsWRkwE.
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Office, 1985), 5-10; See Illustration #2.
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blatantly vulgar and destructive to American youth.3

Although the level of offensiveness in the previous examples may seem to be vastly

different, they were equally dramatic relative to their era. Rock and Roll is a complex cultural

phenomenon, and while some features have clearly changed, others have not. 

In the 1950s, Rock and Roll, the new genre of fast-paced rhythm and strong back beats,

began to spread across the country and found an enthusiastic audience in the nation’s youth. It

was something new and different from previous popular genres. Guitar riffs, drum solos and

swinging hips gave something that the youth of America could dance to and call their own. As

popular as Rock and Roll was with youth however, it was just as unpopular with parents. Some

parents, or members of the older generation, feared Rock and Roll as a corrupting influence on

children. Many early rock and rhythm and blues songs had sexual connotations, described the

effects of alcohol use, or simply conveyed stories of the American experience that may not

necessarily have been the same as those of the parents. Rock and Roll provoked strong emotional

responses in youth that was unique in American music. These responses might range from

rebellious to sensual, from dancing to Chuck Berry strumming away at “Johnny B. Goode,” to

teen girls screaming at Elvis Presley’s gyrating hips. Regardless of the response, they were still

frequently seen as inappropriate and potentially dangerous. This generational struggle over music

that first emerged in the 1950s has since become a running theme when discussing the history of

Rock and Roll. After all, the older generations always concern themselves with the youth culture
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- at least as long as there has been a youth culture to be concerned about.4

Although the generational struggle is an important aspect of a more general history of

Rock and Roll, the mere fact that there is a generational struggle suggests something much more

compelling about the nature of Rock and Roll; Rock and Roll is ever changing. With each

passing generation, Rock and Roll changes and adapts itself, building on, or reacting to, the

previous generation of Rock, to emerge as something relatively unique in sound and style and

representative or reflective of the new youth culture. The emotional and rebellious themes

remain, but the styles, specific messages, and audiences have all changed. In this regard, Rock

and Roll becomes critically important, not just to youth culture, but to American culture in

general. It has become a marker by which to define different eras. It is a tool by which to track

the developments of successive waves of teenagers. Through the development of Rock and Roll,

not only can one examine the changes in ideas, opinions, and values of the youth culture, but also

by contrast, since Rock often represents a rebellion to the mainstream, one can also examine

ideas, opinions, and values of those who went before.

Because of what it can show us about changes and developments in American culture as a

representation of the youth culture and a reaction to the mainstream, studying the development of

Rock and Roll, not just as a form of political and social expression, but also as a prominent form

of youth expression, becomes a worthwhile endeavor and is part of this study. Initially, there will

be an overview of the history and development of Rock and Roll from its foundations in the

1950s to its role in contemporary society. The main trends in Rock and Roll will then be
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examined, including the significant developments of each sub-genre, Rock’s interaction with

other facets of American society, and key figures in Rock’s history. The main purpose of this

overview, however, will be to provide context for a particular event in Rock history.

Specifically, this investigation will explore the role of the Parents’ Music Resource

Center (PMRC), a group of parents who were worried, annoyed, and even angered with the

content of Rock lyrics and their effect on youth, and the Senate hearings they prompted in 1985

that debated the issue of labeling records according to their content. This study will show how

this event uniquely illustrates the themes that are present throughout the history of Rock and

Roll. These themes include the changes that take place in the sound, style, and specific messages

of the music; the generational struggle that exists within the genre; the role of Rock and Roll as a

response or reaction to other trends in society; the role of Rock and Roll as an art form and

means of personal expression; and its special place as a youth cultural phenomenon, emerging

therefore, as a cultural marker for each generation.

Prior to a  discussion of Rock and Roll, however, it is valid to define what Rock and Roll

is. This is a task that is far easier said than done. Many observers and commentators suggest that

Rock and Roll changes, in one way or another, with each passing generation. Moreover, not all

Rock and Roll music produced within a given generation sounds the same. If this were the case,

how can it all be categorized within the same genre? How can “Heartbreak Hotel” by Elvis

Presley be considered the same type of music as “Poison” by Alice Cooper? Carrying this theme

a bit further, some people would not consider Elvis Presley or Alice Cooper to both be Rock and

Roll. Whether they favor one genre or era over another, many fans simply define for themselves

on an individual basis what they consider to be Rock and Roll. According to Lawrence
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Grossberg, professor of Communication Studies at the University of North Carolina, “Different

fans seem to use the music for very different purposes and in very different ways; they have

different boundaries defining not only what they listen to but what is included within the category

of rock and roll.” In this regard, this music style can not really be defined, but is instead

characterized by the idea of “you know it when you hear it.” For as many different forms of Rock

and Roll one can hear, there are just as many definitions as to what Rock and Roll is.5

Rock and Roll is frequently described as a blending of rhythm and blues and country-

western that originated in the 1950s, and usually includes a four or five piece band composed of

drums, bass guitar, lead guitar, and a singer. This is a fairly standard, generic definition that most

Rockers would agree on. It shows how “Rock and Roll” can be, and has been, used as an all-

encompassing term to define music that spans decades and may have vastly different stylistic

components. Unfortunately, this definition is extremely broad, and yet also limiting, and deals

more with how Rock and Roll was created rather than what it sounds like or how it has

developed. Therefore, the real difficultly comes in delineating the differences in those stylistic

components and then trying to find a characteristic, if any, that ties them all together.

Such an exercise may be futile. Charles Hamm, in an article for Popular Music, tries to

assert that the instruments in Rock and Roll, and the subjects of the songs, are enough to define it

as a genre and distinguish it from other styles of music:

He [the historian] knows, for instance, that rock ‘n’ roll brought a new instrumental
sound to popular music: one or two guitars, first amplified and then electric; and upright,
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acoustic bass, soon replaced by an electric bass; a prominent drummer; and usually a
keyboard instrument, first an acoustic piano and later an electric piano or organ...The
1960s and 70s brought various modifications and expansions in rock instrumentation, but
no fundamental change; and the historian knows that every revolutionary movement in
popular music- and for that matter, classical music as well- is marked by some radical
shift in instrumentation.6

While Hamm’s view may reassert the assumption that most popular music from the 1950s to the

present could be considered Rock and Roll, it still is not adequate for determining what Rock and

Roll sounds like, and is therefore not wholly complete or accurate. After all, most contemporary

country-western groups use the same instruments and yet they would not be defined, nor would

they necessarily want themselves to be defined, as Rock and Roll. 

According to Professor Robert Pielke from George Mason University, there is nothing

that defines Rock and Roll. “A clear obstacle to defining rock music is that it actually has no

unique musical quality (or combination of qualities) that allow us to distinguish it from

nonrock.”  Any quality that might be thought to “connect” Rock and Roll would certainly7

exclude some sub-genres or groups that many would consider to be Rock and Roll, or, in

contrast, include certain styles that many would consider to not be Rock and Roll. Instead, Pielke

explains Rock and Roll not by its seemingly unconnected components, or what it is made of, but

rather through its interaction with and effect on culture, or what it does. In Pielke’s words, Rock

and Roll is a Revolutionary Art. This idea is consistent with the long standing awareness of Rock

and Roll’s rebellious nature.8
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7

The varying styles, or sub-genres, that have developed in or out of Rock and Roll, are

what makes defining Rock and Roll, at least with regard to what it “sounds like,” extremely

confusing, difficult, or, according to Pielke, impossible. On the other hand, one of the great

characteristics of Rock and Roll is its variety of sounds and styles. The very differences, or

“unconnectedness” of Rock and Roll is what has caused all the varying styles or sub-genres to be

identified, or created, so that some kind of classification based on musical similarities can be

made. 

Numerous terms have been concocted and applied to Rock and Roll. Some of them are

extremely broad, such as the term “Rock and Roll” itself, and also “Classic Rock”  which radio9

stations have over time adapted to include musicians ranging from “ABBA to Zeppelin.” Some

of the terms are extremely specific, such as “Hair Metal” which characterizes Heavy Metal bands

of the 1980s that literally had extreme hair styles, or “Arena Rock” which, as the term suggests,

might be music one hears in an arena or stadium that is designed to excite the crowd. Even the

main terms that are used to define a certain time frame or stylistic development may be very

specific in style, while at the same time, vague with regard to the time span, or visa versa. To

complicate matters more, some Rock bands may fall into more than one category depending on a

particular song or album. The Beatles, for example, are credited as having a wide range of styles,

from songs such as “Love Me Do” of teenage romance harkening back to Elvis Presley and the

early rockers, to much more “inspired” music such as “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” which is
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open to great individual interpretation. Some categories may even overlap each other in terms of

what they actually define. Whether these terms define a particular era, style, group, influences of

a group, or even just a single song, they contribute to the variety, confusion, and undefinable

qualities of the Rock and Roll genre. Carl Belz, in an article for The Journal of American

Folklore, summed up the situation fairly succinctly by stating:

 The point here is that, just as any period style - be it the Renaissance, Baroque, or Neo-
Classical - presents an amalgamation of sources and influences, so it is with rock ‘n’ roll
music. Drawing from Country-Western music, Rhythm and Blues, Negro jazz, and even a
bit of the ballad style of the forties, rock ‘n’ roll remains a vague and sprawling style to
ears not yet separated from it by the historical distance of even a generation.10

Belz wrote that in 1967. Since that time there have been forty more years of Rock and Roll

development, a “historical distance” well past a generation, that has only contributed to the

“vague and sprawling style” that Belz described.

Trying to define Rock and Roll is difficult, to say the least, and when attempting to do so

one often returns to the adage of “you know it when you hear it.” Therefore the definition of

Rock and Roll is largely whatever the reader wants it to be. In this regard, although the

development of Rock and Roll can be discussed, the reader is often left to individually determine

what is or is not included as part of the genre. Some aspects of Rock and Roll worth discussing,

however, are the styles that are credited to have come together to “form” Rock and Roll, the

styles and changes that developed through the course of Rock and Roll’s history, and the

interaction that Rock and Roll, or aspects of Rock and Roll have had in American culture. As an

individual student or fan of Rock and Roll advances his or her knowledge of the genre, the
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definition of Rock and Roll may change. It may expand to include other styles or sub-genres, or it

may narrow and become more discriminating. The point is, Rock is, or can be, something

different for each person. 

Therefore, trying to include the wide variety of terms, sub-genres, or definitions that have

been applied to Rock music is also not necessary. Such an attempt, although not entirely

impossible, would be extremely time-consuming, tedious, and largely subjective anyway. Most

of these terms are created and defined by the individuals who listen to Rock and Roll and, just

like Rock and Roll as a whole, probably mean something different from one person to the next.

Much like trying to define Rock and Roll, trying to put Rock and Roll into a larger

historical context is not as easy as it would first seem. The late rock star Robert Palmer, known

for his hit single “Addicted to Love,” in his own attempt at recording the history of Rock and

Roll stated:

History is never tidy, but rock and roll history is particularly resistant to neatness and
order. It’s almost as unruly as the music itself, which is saying a lot. It follows that any
attempt at a definitive overview is going to be, to some extent, an exercise in wishful-or
critical megalomania.11

Of course much of the scholarship on Rock and Roll comes from a cultural perspective.

Rock and Roll is, after all, an aspect of American culture. Whether Rock and Roll influences

American culture more than it reflects that culture, or visa versa, it nevertheless is a facet of

American culture and has considerable interaction with other aspects of American culture.

However, upon closer examination, the cultural perspective can take on different forms. What

becomes evident is that three different types of cultural analysis exist when discussing Rock and
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Roll music. These three variations overlap in their analyses at certain points, but for the most part

they can be separated along their differing lines of analysis. 

The first of these variations also seems to be the most prevalent. This analysis

focuses on Rock and Roll as another form of musical expression. Although this musical

interpretation incorporates some of the influences and interactions that Rock and Roll has had

with American society, much of the emphasis is on the technical aspects of Rock and Roll and

the development of the various styles associated with that music. These works chronologically

track how rhythm and blues, jazz, and country-western came together to create a new sound and

how that new sound spawned subsequent sub-genres. Building from one to another, this analysis

shows how, in one way or another, each new style influenced the next. For example, Elvis

Presley grew up in the south and was heavily influenced by blues, rhythm and blues, and country.

Listening to some of the “founders” of Rock and Roll such as Fats Domino or Chuck Berry

helped Presley form his own unique brand of Rockabilly and Classic Rock. Likewise, the Beatles

were fans of Presley, and his influence on their music was evident as their music propelled them

into the limelight in the 1960s.12

Some of the works that use this method include: Paul Friedlander’s Rock and Roll: A

Social History, David Szatmary’s A Time to Rock: A Social History of Rock and Roll and

Rockin’ in Time: A Social History of Rock-and-Roll, and also The Rolling Stone Illustrated

History of Rock & Roll edited by Jim Miller. In all of these works, the authors follow a

chronological progression, examining each successive generation of Rock and Roll, and showing

influences upon them, and who they in turn influenced. The Rolling Stone Illustrated History of
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Rock & Roll is probably the strictest adherent to this method. This work, which is actually a

collection of essays and articles, focuses more specifically on individual artists and groups,

whereas Friedlander’s and Szatmary’s works are more broad and consider the musical

developments of Rock and Roll more as a whole. Robert Palmer, who is referenced at the

beginning of this chapter, would also, for the most part, be considered part of the musical

interpretation. However, his work, Rock and Roll: An Unruly History,  also takes on a much

more personal perspective as well. Much of the Rock and Roll history that he writes about is

what has been important to him throughout his years of working in the medium. In his view, “the

best histories are often personal histories, informed by the author’s own experiences and

passions.”  Most of the cultural analyses with a musical focus still make connections to other13

aspects of American culture and how the various generations or genres of Rock and Roll

interacted with society. Szatmary’s works, for example, have sections dealing with the

development of a youth culture, the racial tensions that developed, and other connections

between the music and the rest of society. Such connections are sometimes necessary to make in

order to examine fully the role of a particular group or generation, but for the most part these

works deal with the music itself. The changes in sound and style, the technological advances that

influenced the creation of Rock and Roll, and the developments that took place within the music

industry also had their fair share of influence on the type of music being produced.

The second variation on cultural analysis that is evident is a contrast to the musical

interpretation. Rather than focus on the musical development of Rock and Roll, this analysis

more strictly follows the traditional cultural perspective. Although containing elements of the
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musical interpretation, this cultural analysis more fully explores the relationships between the

various Rock and Roll genres and American society. Thus, this analysis attempts to evaluate the

degree to which American society influenced Rock and Roll, and conversely, how much Rock

and Roll, as its own form of cultural expression, influenced American society. 

The best example of this form of analysis has already been referenced. Robert G. Pielke’s

You Say You Want a Revolution: Rock Music in American Culture, explores the cultural impact

of Rock and Roll. Pielke describes Rock and Roll as “revolutionary,” and makes the claim that

Rock and Roll was, and is, a means by which the traditional values of a society are challenged. It

is in this regard that the focus of his analysis differs from works such as Friedlander and

Szatmary. The strict cultural analysis sees the importance in not so much what Rock and Roll is,

but rather what it does to people and society. Lawrence Grossberg is another example of

someone who would fit in this category. In articles that he has written about Rock and Roll, such

as “Another Boring Day in Paradise: Rock and Roll and the Empowerment of Everyday Life,”

and “The Politics of Youth Culture: Some Observations on Rock and Roll in American Culture,”

he more closely examines the interrelationship between Rock and Roll and society. He examines

how Rock and Roll is interpreted, or used, and how Rock music can exert influence both within

its own genre and society as a whole. In “The Politics of Youth Culture,” for example, he devotes

a section of his article to explaining the societal context in which Rock and Roll developed, in

post-World War II America, and how that context allowed for, and shaped, Rock and Roll’s

development.14
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The third variation on the cultural analysis that one sees when examining Rock and Roll

history is really more of a mixture of cultural history and political history. This perspective is

clearly shown through works concerning censorship and the struggle that has existed between

Rock and Roll and other segments of society since the very beginnings of the genre. The political

nature of this analysis is obvious because nearly every history or commentary dealing with the

issue of censorship will inevitably bring up the counter-argument over free speech and other First

Amendment rights. Censorship, First Amendment rights, and Rock and Roll history are very

much intertwined. Even those histories which follow a different emphasis can not help but

include some mention of the attempts that have taken place to suppress Rock and Roll.

According to Peter Blecha, a former disc jockey and author of many Rock and Roll related

publications, the issue is “Like an old skipping record, the ‘this is the end of civilization as we

know it’ refrain has been sung over and over again by various societies’ moral watchdogs.”15

This conflict over the right of Rock musicians to express themselves through their music and the

attempts by others to limit that expression for the good of public morals is an issue that has been

thoroughly explored, and probably will continue to be throughly explored as part of Rock and

Roll history. Moreover, it is a central theme of the situation that developed around the PMRC in

the mid-1980s, and was very well-debated in the media coverage at the time.

With regards to the historical scholarship, however, some examples that clearly illustrate

this perspective are Eric Nuzum’s Parental Advisory: Music Censorship in America, and as



Mark Sullivan, “‘More Popular Than Jesus:’ The Beatles and the Religious Far Right.” Popular Music 6,
16

no. 3. (October 1987): 313; Eric Nuzum, Parental Advisory: Music Censorship in America. (New

York: HarperCollins, 2001), 6.

14

noted, Peter Blecha’s  Taboo Tunes: A History of Banned Bands and Censored Songs. These

titles are fairly self-explanatory. They focus on the more turbulent times in Rock and Roll

history, whether it be Elvis Presley’s shaking hips or John Lennon stating that the Beatles were

bigger than Jesus. These histories recount those times when Rock and Roll has had

confrontations with those who saw it as a corruption of society and the moral good. Although

Eric Nuzum argues that “Censorship has less to do with defining appropriate expression than it

does with defining appropriate people,” these works, and much of the coverage and scholarship

relating to the PMRC, delve much more into the relationship between music and politics by

outlining the various points in Rock and Roll history when Rock has had to be defended as a

means of political and social expression and had to fight against attempts at suppression and

censorship.16

There is another aspect of Rock and Roll historiography that deserves to be mentioned.

Much of the historical scholarship done within the Rock and Roll genre does not try to discuss or

interpret the entirety of Rock and Roll, but rather focuses on the impact of a particular artist,

group, or style of Rock and Roll. Although not necessarily fitting into any of the previously

mentioned categories, these biographies and other works may not even have Rock and Roll as the

central theme. Their subjects, however, are still part of the genre. The research and analysis

produced with regard to these subjects is therefore also valuable, and contributes greatly, to the

general historiography of Rock and Roll. Peter Guralnick’s The Last Train to Memphis: The Rise

of Elvis Presley, Philip Norman’s Shout: The Beatles in Their Generation, and Mick St.
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Michael’s Heavy Metal are all examples of research into artists, groups, and styles, respectively,

that all contribute to the historical scholarship of the Rock and Roll genre.

The sources referenced above do not represent, by any means, the entirety of the

scholarship done in the field of Rock and Roll. On the contrary, those sources represent only

some of the works that have been written on the subject. They are given as examples of the larger

research in the field, and are used as sources because they suggest some of the larger themes in

Rock and Roll history. They also provide excellent overviews into some of the subtle differences

in the cultural history surrounding Rock and Roll.

Much more scholarship, however, exists in the form of magazine, journal, and newspaper

articles. Although the newspaper articles usually confine themselves to basic factual coverage of

current events, the magazines and journals, along with newspaper editorials, provide a significant

proportion of the research done on Rock and Roll, or specific events having to do with Rock and

Roll. Moreover, although many of these articles follow, for the most part, the types of cultural

analysis exemplified by the referenced sources above, they also provide much more detailed

information from the political perspective. This is more than evident from the enormous amount

of material written about the PMRC and the debate over record labeling. Publications such as

Billboard, Rolling Stone, and even the Music Educators’ Journal all participated in covering the

PMRC and debating the issue of record labeling. Similar to the research done by Nuzum and

Blecha, these sources debate the issues of free speech versus protection of the public from

potentially obscene material. Unlike Nuzum and Blecha, however, most, but certainly not all, of

the journal, magazine, and editorial sources are fairly specific in their subject and do not expand

on larger histories of Rock and Roll. They either confine their analysis to a topical event or to a
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specific past incident of Rock and Roll suppression. 
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CHAPTER II

FROM RHYTHM AND BLUES TO ROCK AND ROLL

“Come on tell me that you can rock, rock, rock, we’re gonna rock the whole night long.”17

-Buddy Holly

In some ways, the Parents’ Music Resource Center hearing that took place in 1985 was

nothing new. Rock and Roll has had its confrontations with other segments of society since it

became popular in the 1950s. Racism, teenage rebellion, drugs, alcohol, sexuality, religion and

general degradation of morals have all been issues that have followed Rock and Roll throughout

its history. The PMRC Senate hearing was certainly one more incident of Rock and Roll’s fight

against a disapproving opposition, but it was also more than that. Deeper examination of this

group and the issues that emerged show that the focus was not simply on one perceived negative

of Rock and Roll, but was more opposed to the overall culture the music seemed to be

promoting. Teenage rebellion, drug and alcohol abuse, sexuality, and the occult were all issues

that were brought to the forefront during the hearing. Although racism was not specifically an

issue, other prejudices were even exposed and discussed. In this regard, the 1985 Senate hearing

was not just anther incident in the colorful history of Rock and Roll, but rather was a culminating

event for the genre.  

 To demonstrate the importance of the investigation, however, and to show that the

hearing in 1985 was illustrative of many of the running themes found in Rock and Roll’s history,

an overview of Rock and Roll is both beneficial and necessary. This will establish what those

themes are within their historical context and how they relate to the issues, debates, and
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controversies that erupted with the rise of the PMRC. 

In trying to provide an overview, however, certain difficulties arise. Obviously, as the

development of Rock and Roll is a chronological progression, it is best to begin an overview

with the first emergence of the genre in American culture. The main problem, however, is

knowing where, or rather when, that first emergence of Rock and Roll took place. As has already

been established, defining Rock and Roll exactly, is nearly impossible. If this is the case, how

can one pinpoint when Rock and Roll began? How can someone say when something starts,

when they are not even sure what that something is? If it has no definable characteristics and no

definitive beginning, then does it exist at all?

 Perhaps that last question was a bit far-fetched. Nevertheless, these are the dilemmas

with Rock and Roll history. Subsequently, in order to attribute a starting era for Rock and Roll,

certain assumptions have to be made. One such assumption is that, although Rock and Roll is not

easily definable with regard to its musical attributes, it is nevertheless a cultural phenomenon

which has developed in the United States. Whether Rock and Roll is simply music, an art form,

or some abstract idea (which Rock is beginning to resemble more and more), it is still something.

Two, since Rock and Roll is something, the music can be given boundaries such as a beginning

and an end. We have not seen the end yet, but thanks to our vast understanding of Rock and Roll

as “something,” we can roughly determine the beginning.

The growth of Rock and Roll can all be blamed on television. Perhaps this is an

oversimplification, but the statement does have some truth. Prior to World War II breakthroughs

in television technology began to appear. As war engulfed the world however, this burgeoning

technology took a back seat to industry more critical to the war effort. Then, as the war came to a
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close, research and advances in television technology started again. In June of 1946, the National

Broadcast Corporations (NBC) telecast the first heavyweight title fight between Joe Louis and

Billy Conn, and by 1949 the Sears and Roebuck catalogue printed the first television

advertisement.18

With the advent and fast-paced growth in popularity of the television after the end of the

war, television networks scrambled to fill their programming schedule. One of the main solutions

was to buy radio programs to attempt to fill their own time slots. With television buying all the

radio shows, radio networks were left with a lot of vacant air time. As a result, the growth of

television provided a new opportunity for radio. Moreover, predominantly black artists, who had

previously been denied air play, now had the chance to get some widespread exposure to the

American public.19

What the American public experienced was essentially rhythm and blues which had

existed for some time within the African-American community. With the end of World War II,

however, it became much more popular to a wider audience, particularly American youth.

According to Lawrence Grossberg, “The rise and visibility of youth culture in the United States

after the Second World War is marked, most prominently, by the emergence of rock and roll.”20

In the late 1940s, and on into the 1950s, this country experienced a general growth in population,

wealth, prosperity, and abundance. African Americans, although perhaps not to the same extent
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as white Americans, benefited from this trend. During and after the war, an increase in mobility

across the country along with greater wealth to enable such mobility, allowed for many African-

Americans to move to northern and western cities. Subsequently, rhythm and blues reached a

wider audience. This dispersal of African-American culture and relative integration into other

areas of the country helped to spread the sound of rhythm and blues and increase its popularity,

not only among other African-Americans, but also among many white Americans, and especially,

white youths.21

Although rhythm and blues music was still very much the realm of African-Americans

and did not receive any significant air play on the radio immediately following the end of the

war, it slowly made some gains. Rhythm and blues record sales rose among African-American

audiences and then later, by the early 1950s, began to attract some fans from the white

population, especially in the South, where rhythm and blues had been part of the music culture

for a while. The attraction of white youths to rhythm and blues was critical to the spread of the

music because they represented a very large untapped market. Having also profited from the

general prosperity after the war, youths in the post-World War II era had much more money than

their parents ever had, either from allowances or odd jobs, that they could spend on whatever

they wanted. As it turns out, what they wanted was rhythm and blues.22

As more rhythm and blues gradually made its way onto the airwaves, new inventions such

as the transistor radio gave youths not only another means to listen to the new music, but also a
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means to enjoy the music as a group. Teenagers could listen to rock and roll with their friends as

they cruised along in a car. They could take a portable transistor radio down to the beach for a

party. Most importantly, youth now had the opportunity to listen to their music outside of the

house, away from the home radio and potentially disapproving parents. Rock and Roll, with the

help of these new inventions helped to foster a comradery, an identifiable youth culture, that

these young people could express with other teens outside of the home and away from their

parents. According to Paul Friedlander, “In an era of the organization of man, when dutiful

parents strove to belong and conform, rock music became a catalyst for teens to form their own

group identity-a comradeship of those who felt good about, and identified with, the music.”23

Rock and Roll, or rhythm and blues as it was still called, gave the youth of America

something of their own and became their cultural identity. New inventions provided teenagers

with the means to enjoy the music, while the economic growth and prosperity after World War II

gave youth the opportunity through the new access to leisure time and monetary resources. They

could listen to the music on the radio with friends one night, and go to the record store the next

morning to buy the records of the artists they had just heard. Finally, Rock and Roll became part

of a youth culture because it was something that could be danced to. It spoke about romance,

hardships, and the general human condition. Listening to the music, dancing to it, and thus

contributing to the culture Rock and Roll was creating, gave the youth of America something to

do during their leisure time and helped to tie them to the Rock and Roll phenomenon. New

inventions and circumstances gave Rock and Roll the opportunity to reach an audience. Youth of

America became that audience, and in turn, adopted Rock and Roll as their own cultural identity.
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Rock and Roll and youth became bound to each other, each relying on the other for purpose and

identity.

So, with more time for music available on the radio, a growing demand for rhythm and

blues from a much broader demographic of African-American and white youths continuing to

grow as part of the baby-boom generation, and radio programmers astute enough to recognize the

economic benefits of programming to a large and ever growing audience, rhythm and blues hit

the airwaves in the early 1950s to a much larger extent than ever before. One such radio

programmer was Alan Freed. After witnessing a group of white teens purchasing rhythm and

blues records he decided, in 1951, to program his own segment of rhythm and blues called “Alan

Freed’s Moon Dog Rock and Roll House Party.” With his broadcasts, and later syndications, the

term “Rock and Roll,” originally a sexual innuendo, became the accepted name for the new form

of music. The radio, which was able to reach a wide range of audiences across the entire country,

along with the growing demand from youth across the country, helped to reinforced each other

and served to greatly increased the popularity of the “new” genre of Rock and Roll.24

Those who rose to prominence in the new genre of Rock and Roll were those artists that

the audience, predominantly teenagers, could identified with. The original rhythm and blues

artists who were able to gain popularity within the African-American community or at local

levels, were not able to achieve the same level as some of their newer counterparts because they

were much older. As a result those artist who were able to achieve a level of national prominence

were fairly young and exhibited styles that were more exuberant than those of their predecessors.
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This group of performers represented the first era of Rock and Roll.25

Among some of the first “Rock stars” of the early 1950s were Fats Domino, Little

Richard, Chuck Berry, and Bill Haley. These artists gave the teens fast-paced rhythms, exuberant

and carefree on-stage performances, and lyrics that allowed the audience to identify with the

music. The performers provided all the elements desired by the youth culture. It was music that

youth could dance to and embrace while at the same time was significantly unique from the

music their parents had enjoyed. “Fats” Domino pounded at the keys on the piano to “Ain’t that a

Shame,” giving teens a snappy, unique dance number. Chuck Berry sang of a country youth who

had the potential to play his guitar to stardom in “Johnny B. Goode,” identifying with some

youths’ own dreams and ambitions. Little Richard would marvel his audiences by playing

“Lucille” with one leg propped up on the piano, or rouse his audience to

“shake it baby, shake it” from standing atop his piano. Bill Haley told

youth plain and simple to “Rock Around the Clock.”26

These artists mark the beginning of Rock and Roll and have

continued to extend a powerful influence today. For example, they remain

popular more than fifty years later. New generations have been

reintroduced to Fats Domino over the years as “Ain’t that a Shame” hasFig. 1. Chuck Berry.

http://youtube.com.
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been covered or recorded by other artists such as Cheap Trick in 1979 and Paul McCartney in

1990. Chuck Berry has also remained popular. Despite an early set back in his career when he

was a convicted on a racially motivated charge of violating the Mann Act, a law prohibiting the

transportation of minors across state lines for the purpose of prostitution, he rebounded after his

sentence was completed and continued to produced chart topping songs.  In 1985 he was even

given a further boost in popularity when the lead character from the movie Back to the Future

performed a rendition of “Johnny B. Goode” near the end of the movie. These performers set the

foundation for future artists to follow in their footsteps and prepared the United States for a new

genre that was becoming more popular with each passing verse.27

The introduction of Rock and Roll and the rise in popularity of this first generation of

Rock and Roll stars also started a debate that continued on through the 1950s and represented

some of the prejudicial judgments made against Rock and Roll. These stars in this first

generation of Rock music were just rhythm and blues artists called Rock and Rollers. Most were

African-American, with the exception of Bill Haley. The significance of this fact is that Rock and

Roll gained in popularity at the same time the civil rights movement emerged and sparked

attention. The issue of race was therefore uniquely tied to the new musical genre.  As a result,

supporters of the civil rights movement were much more willing to promote Rock and Roll as a

means for African Americans to culturally express themselves. Moreover, the growth of Rock

and Roll was also partly due to the efforts of the civil rights movement in achieving greater
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equality and integration. On the other hand, antagonists to the popularity of Rock and Roll music,

and those hoping to stem the tide of the civil rights movement, were quick to label all Rock and

Roll as “Black” music. According to Paul Friedlander, “...adult antagonism toward rock music

also reflected the inherent racism of the era. Having correctly perceived rock music as

fundamentally Black in both origin and nature, many white parents judged it bestial and

subhuman.”28

Aside from the general backlash toward racial equality, and the role that Rock and Roll

played in achieving that goal by bringing African American artists to the forefront of popular

music, racist opposition was also concerned with the mixing of the races that was clearly taking

place, at least with regard to the youth. According to some, it was bad enough that white and

black youths were dancing together and enjoying the music together, but what was abhorrent to

some parents was the thought of what this interaction could lead to. Anti-rock, or anti-black,

advocates were afraid that if white youths gave in to the seductive sexual overtones of the music,

there would be a breakdown and degradation of the races.29

Racially-motivated resistance to rhythm and blues is what initially kept those artists off

the radio. Only economic necessity, or at least economic greed, allowed for African-American

artists to break the racial radio barrier. Now, with the surge of African-American Rock and Roll

musicians making their way onto the records white teenagers purchased, seemingly in

concurrence with the civil rights movement, the backlash against African-American culture and

Rock and Roll rose again and continued on into the 1950s.
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Rock and Roll, however, did not buckle under this initial pressure. On the contrary, the

music grew in popularity and new artists achieved even greater levels of fame. Among the new

stars to emerge as part of the second wave of Rock and Roll founders were Jerry Lee Lewis,

Buddy Holly, the Everly Brothers, and, of course, Elvis Presley. While these artist were

influenced by the “rhythm and blues turned Rock stars” who had come before them, they also

brought with them some of their own variations in sound and a new level of energy to their

music. They rose to even greater popularity and promoted even greater controversy.

The artists who immediately followed the rhythm and blues founders maintained a great

deal of the rhythm and blues style. They also incorporated, however, a greater amount of country

flavor to their music. What this meant was that there was greater emphasis on the guitar as the

lead instrument, as opposed to the piano, and also a shift in lyrical content to subjects more

strictly relating to romance. The new blending of rhythm and blues and country was termed

Rockabilly, which was a combination of “Rock,”or rhythm and blues, and “Hillbilly” for the

country influence.30

The best example of the Rockabilly genre is the legendary Elvis

Presley. Having grown up in the South, Presley had considerable

familiarity with rhythm and blues and also country western. He also

came from a religious background and was a fan of, and influenced by,

gospel music. The combination of these influences made Presley a

musical sensation. The rock influence gave his music the traditional fast-
Fig. 2. Elvis Presley.
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paced rhythm and strong beat, while the gospel side of him came through in his heartfelt vocals.

Country music’s emphasis on romantic subjects was also not lost on this artist. Throughout his

career, a significant portion of the songs he produced were love ballads or songs that had

relationship themes, including such hits as “Love Me Tender,” “Can’t Help Falling in Love,” or

“Suspicious Minds.”31

Presley, and the other stars reaching prominence at the same time, did not achieve fame

from musical talent alone. Much of the impact these artists made on their fans was through their

stage performances. Flamboyant, and sometimes scandalous, performances caused many

observers, parents and critics to question the morality, or lack there of, presented in Rock and

Roll music. Whereas the founders of Rock and Roll had begun the fight against the opposition

based on racial prejudices, the next group faced a new foe in the form of a perceived threat to the

moral fiber of the American youth. Once again, Elvis Presley is the best example of the type of

on-stage performance that received the contempt of many who watched. Television appearances

on the Milton Berle Show and Ed Sullivan Show, in which Presley rhythmically shook his hips to

the music, caused pundits to nickname him “Elvis the Pelvis.” After those performances, Presley

was televised from the waist up in most future television appearances because it was thought that

his shaking hips were too sexually suggestive and inappropriate for television and producers

wanted to avoid any negative public reaction. Parents, clergy, teachers, and many others had

protested that Presley and those like him, through their music, their dancing, and the rebellious
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and sometimes sexually suggestive content of both, were “contributing to juvenile

delinquency.”32

The new threat posed by Rock and Roll to the moral character of the American youth,

through its sexually suggestive nature, should not be misinterpreted as meaning that the original

racial backlash against Rock and Roll had gone away, or even diminished as the new moral

opposition emerged. On the contrary, one simply added to the other. At the same time as Elvis

Presley, Buddy Holly, and the others, Rock and Roll was also now confronting attacks from

racists who saw Rock and Roll as a corruption of white culture by black music, and from moral

authorities who believed that the sexually suggestive and rebellious nature of Rock and Roll

music, let alone the antics of the performer, only served to have a negative effect on American

youth.

Both of these “threats” posed by Rock and Roll were, to some extent, what made the

music so influential and desirable within the youth culture. The very fact that Rock and Roll was

not accepted by many of the older generation meant that it was something unique that the youth

of America could call their own and identify with. Moreover, teenage years are usually an

inherently rebellious stage of human development to begin with. It is a natural process that helps

teens separate themselves from their parents and identify themselves as individuals. Most teens

will find something to rebel against whether it is of any real significance or not. In many ways,

therefore, Rock and Roll hit the cosmic jackpot by occurring at the right time and place as to

become the “thing” that a large, reasonably affluent, teenage subculture could all use as a point of

rebellion against the older generation. As far as the racial component was concerned, American
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youth either did not care that Rock and Roll had its roots in black rhythm and blues, or if they

did, they could still point to artists like Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly, and Jerry Lee Lewis and

claim that this new style of Rock and Roll was entirely different from the rhythm and blues

founders that had come before. As for the accusations that Rock and Roll had a corrupting

influence on the morals of the younger generation, this apparently did not cause them worry

either and perhaps they simply did not see Rock and Roll as a corrupting influence, but rather as

a new form of expression that parents just did not understand. Moreover, the disapproval of

clergy, teachers, and especially parents made the music all that more appealing. It provided the

clear distinction needed by the youth of America to know what was theirs. As long as the older

generation continued to dislike Rock and Roll, then the younger generation would continue to

worship it. In this regard, it could be argued that Rock and Roll might not have been as great a

success as it was, had it had wider acceptance from society. Had the older generation been

accepting, or even indifferent, of Rock and Roll, it would probably not have had the same impact

on the youth of America and therefore also not have been as significant a cultural phenomenon.

Parents’ disapproval of Rock and Roll, however, was not the only reason for Rock and

Roll’s success. Other reasons, such as its rebellious, and even perhaps its sexually suggestive

nature, along with its musical value is what has ensured its place in the cultural history of the

United States. Rock and Roll’s early stars were eventually propelled to a level of popularity that

spanned decades and continue to this day. Not only is music of these early artists still heard on

the radio today, but tribute and homage are continually paid by current Rock and Roll stars. In

the song “American Pie” by Don McLean, the death of Buddy Holly on February 3  1959, alongrd

with Richie Valens and the Big Bopper, is commemorated as the “day the music died.” As for
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Elvis Presley, he will probably forever be know as the King of Rock and Roll, and has been

remembered in modern Rock and Roll as recently as 2006 with Jimmy Buffet’s “Elvis Presley

Blues.”33

The legacy of the early years of Rock and Roll, be it the breakthrough to a mainstream

audience made by the first rhythm and blues turned Rock and Rollers, or the expansion in the

popularity of the genre due to those Rockabilly Rockers that followed, is recognized today as the

era when Rock and Roll was born and adopted by American youth as a form of cultural identity.

On the other hand, the racial and morality based attacks on Rock and Roll were also just the

beginning of the opposition that continued to confront the new, and ever growing, form of

cultural expression and identity. Other changes were on the way.

By the late 1950s and early 1960s, Rock and Roll was beginning to under go some

significant changes. The major record companies, or music labels, were beginning to reassert

more control over the popular music being produced. Previously, due to the relatively impromptu

emergence of rhythm and blues and Rock and Roll on the radio, along with the steady growth of

Rock and Roll among American youth, record companies had been somewhat left behind as far

as their influence and interest in the genre. Even if some of the original Rock and Roll was not

written by the performing artist, he still usually had significant influence over the production

process and the general artistic direction. There were exceptions of course, but during the early

years of Rock and Roll, record labels did not have as much control over Rock and Roll’s

production as they began to have by the late 1950s and early the 1960s. Many artists were
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independent or signed with small companies and were therefore able to exercise more creative

control over what they produced.34

As the 1950s progressed into the 1960s, however, record labels were able to acquire some

of the previously independent artists, as well as sign or produce some of their own. This was not

necessarily a bad thing, record companies had the money and resources to widely distribute and

artists work and propel them to national prominence. Elvis Presley, for example, eventually

signed with RCA Records in 1955 after previously being under the much more local Sun label

located in Memphis, Tennessee. The combination of the major record labels beginning to expand

their influence over the popular music market, along with the continued opposition to perceived

inappropriate racial or sexual characteristics of early Rock and Roll, allowed for a shift in the

style of the genre to take place. The major record labels, always coming from an economic

perspective, began to force out early Rock and Roll and replace it with a more watered-down,

corporate-produced version. The artists who emerged were produced by the record companies in

order to appeal to a larger audience, not just youth, and produce more sales. Many of the artists

accomplished this goal; appealing to a wider audience, achieving significant record sales, and

making a lot of great music in the process. For the time being, however, Rock and Roll had lost

much of its rebellious edge.35

Also contributing to the decline of the early 1950s Rock and Roll was the fact that many

of its stars were leaving the music scene, in one way or another. Elvis Presley was drafted into

the army in 1958. Little Richard left Rock and Roll to enter the ministry in 1957. Jerry Lee Lewis
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lost much of his popularity after he married his 13-year- old third cousin. Lastly, and most

regrettably, Buddy Holly, Richie Valens, and the Big Bopper were all killed in a tragic plane

crash in 1959. The absence of these Rock and Roll stars created a void in the industry that greatly

helped the major record labels exert more influence and produce their own, new stars.36

The major result of the increased record label influence was the rise of the teen idols and

“girl” groups. These groups can be characterized by their focus on vocals, the lack of the strong

back beat that had been present in earlier Rock and Roll, the more strict adherence to safer

subjects of romance, and the presence of the clean cut, respectable looking singers. The

motivation for this change was partly based on the idea that more morally acceptable content

would appeal to a wider audience and thus be less controversial and more profitable. As part of

this new genre, artists such as Frankie Avalon, Bobby Rydell, and all female groups such as the

Shirelles, Chiffons, and Shangri-Las rose to prominence. In many ways, the defining

characteristics of these new artists force the question as to whether they can still be considered

Rock and Roll. According to Friedlander, “The music of the teen idol was the most

representative of this turn away from classic rock.”   The lack of the distinctive fast-paced back37

beat that had defined Rock and Roll and the turn from more scandalous performances in favor of

the respectable artist, suggests that teen idols and the girl groups of the era were not necessarily

Rock and Roll. On the other hand, the fact that there is no definitive definition for Rock and Roll

implies that they could also just be considered a separate sub-genre within Rock and Roll. Either
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way, for the continuity in the history of Rock and Roll, these groups are a necessary component

for the development of Rock and Roll. Moreover, their rise to prominence, and their connection

to large corporate record label interests, brought about other developments. These developments

did not necessarily concern the evolution of the music itself, but rather developments within the

music industry and Rock and Roll’s relationship with society.38

Another music industry development took place in 1959 and 1960 as the “payola” or pay

for play investigations began. Originally begun to determine if there was cheating and fraud on

television game shows, the inquest moved on to other forms of entertainment, including the

music industry. The main concern was the practice of record labels or other music promoters

paying radio stations or individual disc jockeys to play the artists they promoted. The practice,

although not technically illegal at the time, was still brought to the attention of the House of

Representatives Legislative Oversight Committee. Members of Congress were worried that Rock

and Roll was only played on the radio because promoters were paying for it. Along with the radio

disc jockeys who were directly paid to play specific music, television personality Dick Clark was

also investigated for his conflicting interests. Not only did Dick Clark host a very popular music-

oriented television show called American Bandstand, but he also owned shares in many record

labels and managed his own set of musicians. Clark, subsequently, was accused of promoting

those artists he had an interest in on American Bandstand more so than other artists. The effect

was that he would indirectly make money through record sale royalties. To clear Clark of his

conflicts of interest, the American Broadcasting Company (ABC) eventually asked him to choose

between his role as host and role as manager. Clark chose to remain on Bandstand. Many disc
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jockeys, however, lost their jobs after it was discovered that they were taking bribes to play

specific music.39

The payola scandals and subsequent investigations represent two very important features

for the development of Rock and Roll. The rise of largely company-manufactured teen idols and

girls groups, and their “promotion” on the airwaves, shows the considerable growth in influence

that the record companies had on what music was being produced, promoted, and, as a result,

made popular. Many of these artists were organized by the companies, had songs written for

them by professionally employed song writers of the labels, and had their songs played by bribing

radios stations and disc jockeys. Moreover, the payola investigations represent the first time that

the government took a participatory interest in Rock and Roll. Those in the Congressional

Oversight Committee, many of whom did not like Rock and Roll in the first place, were more

than willing to extend the payola investigations already under way for other aspects of

entertainment into the world of Rock and Roll. The results they found, although not illegal, did

prompt anti-payola legislation directed at the music industry. Moreover the hearing exposed a

web of corruption, bribery, and at the very least, significant conflicts of interest, that were

eventually, for the most part, corrected.40

Corporate-manufactured teen idols and girl groups, however, were not the only

developments in Rock and Roll to take place during this time. Other styles were also becoming

popular on a more independent, and sometimes at a more regional level. Folk and California
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“surf” music were both beginning to make their presence known and provide some competition

and variety to the music scene.

Folk music, or music of the people, had been around for a long time and was not really a

new style to appear during the late 1950s. With the negative attention focused on the Rock stars

of the early 1950s, however, as well as some of those early artists leaving the Rock and Roll

scene, folk was starting to make a comeback and also beginning to adapt itself to the new

appetites of the Rock and Roll audience. Folk music clearly expressed the American experience.

It told stories, sometimes serious, sometimes fanciful, and sometimes open to wide

interpretation. Peter, Paul, and Mary’s “Puff, The Magic Dragon,” for example, is still widely

debated with regards to its actual subject. Is it a fairy tale story of a boy’s imagination and his

make-believe dragon friend? Or, is it about smoking marijuana?41

Aside from Peter, Paul, and Mary, and their potentially controversial lyrics, other folk

artists made names for themselves. Probably the most famous was Bob Dylan, who actually had

some of his early success writing for Peter, Paul, and Mary. Dylan’s impact on folk, and Rock

and Roll, was his incorporation of political protest into his music. Primarily in response to the

United States’ growing involvement in Vietnam, songs such as “Blowin’ in the Wind” and “The

Times They Are a-Changin’,” dealt with anti-war themes and larger socio-political changes.

Moreover, as the 1960s rolled on, and the United States escalated its involvement in Vietnam,

Dylan helped to influence other Rock and folk-rock artists to sing songs of protest.42
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Another unique style to emerge in the late 1950s was the surf sound. This sub-genre of

Rock and Roll was also very much a sub-culture. The surfer lifestyle in California became

increasingly popular after World War II as the state of California experienced a major population

and economic boom. Sun-drenched beaches with bikini-clad women became the idealized dream

of affluent Californians. Surfing itself, imported from Hawaii, also contributed to this new vision

of leisure and grew in popularity after the war. As a result, teenagers thronged to the beaches to

surf and partake of the new culture that was developing. As part of the new surf culture, surf

music was also born.

The surf music that emerged in the early 1960s had some similarities and differences to

the early Rock and Roll of the 1950s. Stylistically, it was very similar to the initial chords and

instrument usage of Rock and Roll. It had the

same fast-paced rhythm and strong back beat. It

also had more focus on the band ensemble, as

opposed to the teen idols and girl groups that

were primarily vocal. Unlike early Rock and

Roll, however, it did not really share the same

message or background. Surf music developed

out of a culture of predominantly white, affluent, young men. Musically, there were still of

course the romance themes in the lyrics which have always been a staple of popular music. In

contrast, however, subjects like surfing, fast cars, and beach parties were not themes that had

been expressed by earlier artists. Surf music originated at the regional level and remained

Fig. 3. The Beach Boys.
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relatively local until groups such as the Beach Boys brought it to a national audience. 

The quintet of Brian Wilson, his brothers Carl and Dennis Wilson, Al Jardine, and Mike

Love all grew up in California and formed their band in Hawthorne amidst the developing surf

culture. Ironically, although only Dennis was an active surfer, the group used their unique vocal

harmonies and traditional Rock back-beats to propagate the sub-culture. As a result, the Beach

Boys introduced surfing and the California surf culture to the rest of the country and helped to

make it popular with hits like “Surfin’ U.S.A.,” which reached number two on Billboard’s Top

100 in 1963, and “I Get Around,” which reached number five in 1964. According to Jim Miller

in his contribution to The Rolling Stone Illustrated History of Rock and Roll, “In surfing, the

Beach Boys had hit upon a potent image. Leisure, mobility and privacy - it was the suburban

myth transported to the Pacific Ocean, but rendered heroic.”43

By the mid-1960s Rock and Roll had changed considerably from what it had been only a

decade earlier. Fast-paced, beat-driven, rebellious Rock and Roll had given way to popular music

dominated by corporate record companies. Surf music and folk were a counter to the teen idols

and girl groups, but they only contained certain aspects of traditional Rock and Roll while

lacking others. Surf music had the sound, with the presence of drums and guitar, and folk had the

message, with its variety of subjects and rebellious spirit present in the songs about political

protest. But neither had both. Ironically, it would take the British to spark a revival in American

Rock and Roll.

http://www.billboard.com
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CHAPTER III

THE BRITISH INVASION

“Roll up, roll up for the magical mystery tour, step right this way.”44

-The Beatles

The British Invasion, a term used to describe an era in

which a number of British bands were introduced to the United

States and able to achieve great success and popularity,

revitalized Rock and Roll in the United States. Prior to this

“invasion” British artists had not been able to achieve much

success in the American market place. Some had tried, but none

had any real success. After the Beatles had appeared on the Ed

Sullivan Show in February of 1964, however, the country was

reintroduced to those early Rock and Roll and Rockabilly sounds that had swept the nation a

decade earlier. British invaders like the Beatles, Rolling Stones, and the Who had all grown up

listening to American stars like Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly, and others. To them, Rockabilly was

still very much alive and the music they would produce would very much reflect that influence.

According to Friedlander, “As the last strains of classic rock rang through the American music,

British youth across the Atlantic, who had been listening all along, became keepers of the beat.”45

The Beatles had even chosen their half insect - half musically oriented name, with a clever twist

Fig. 4. The Beatles.
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in spelling, based on Buddy Holly’s band the Crickets. As a result, the British invasion brought

all those early components of Rock and Roll back into the music scene. It had the electric guitars

and fast rhythms, drums and the strong back beat, and song themes that the youth of America

could once again embrace as their own. Although the earlier work of the Beatles, who constituted

the first wave of the invasion, primarily followed the standard romance theme, by the mid 1960s

and their emergence into the United States, they were becoming much more creative and diverse

in their lyrics. The Rolling Stones, Manfred Man, the Animals, the Kinks, the Who, and other

groups that followed the Beatles into the United States, would further expand the creativity of the

music.46

The British Invasion, in bringing earlier Rock and Roll sounds back to the United States,

also helped to influence other American bands. American folk music, which had been on the rise

prior to the British Invasion, continued in popularity, but also adapted itself to the popular new,

or old, sounds brought over by the invaders. American bands like the Byrds, and the Momas and

the Papas incorporated the Rock and Roll sound into the folk themes and represented a new folk-

rock sub-genre. Songs like “Turn, Turn, Turn! (To Everything there is a Season),” and “So You

Want to be a Rock and Roll Star,” by the Byrds represented the continued presence of the deeper

cultural commentary in folk music, while also applying the sound of traditional Rock and Roll.

The British Invasion was a massive success. The British bands that made their American

debut in the mid 1960s reached enormous levels of popularity. The American bands that were

inspired by this new wave of Rock and Roll also achieved success. Of course, some bands were

http://youtube.com/watch?v=hJ5eXKO7ofQ.
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more popular than others, or had more hits than others, but for the most part, the resurgence of

Rock and Roll brought on by the British Invasion was a great success and helped to spur the

creative flow of Rock and Roll. The Beatles, in particular, achieved a success that was so

profound it was unprecedented at the time. The reaction of teen fans to this British group was

overwhelming in comparison to earlier Rock and Roll performers and even exceeded the near-

hysteria created by Frank Sinatra in the 1940s. They had, of course, gained celebrity status in

England and some parts of Europe, and they were certainly known by some in the United States

prior to their arrival, but after appearing on the Ed Sullivan Show they were overnight superstars

across the country. As a result, “Beatlemania,” a termed used to describe the fans response to this

group, swept across the country and caused near pandemonium wherever the Beatles performed.

The success of the Beatles, however, and the resurgence of Rock and Roll, was not

enjoyed by all. Just as had happened when Rock and Roll was born, there were those who simply

did not like the music, for whatever reasons, and found ways to oppose it. The Beatles, due to

their enormous amount of success and influence on American Rock and Roll and youth culture,

were certainly targets of some of the backlash against Rock and Roll. Although not all of it was

immediate, what still was clear was that as the Beatles grew in popularity so too did their

detractors grow in numbers and become more outspoken.

Perhaps the best, or most outlandish, example of this growing anti-rock movement, and

opposition to the Beatles in particular, came from Reverend David A. Noebel, a leader in an

evangelical anti-communist organization. Noebel led anti-rock campaigns that warned of the

hypnotizing power of Rock and Roll over American youth, and in 1965 made statements

suggesting that the Beatles, through their overwhelming influence on American youth, could be
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used a tool by the communists to spread propaganda and brain-wash the country. Noebel went on

to state in an anti-rock tract he wrote that “The Beatles in particular, and rock and roll in

general,” could cause artificial neuroses and mental breakdowns in their listeners. To Noebel, the

Beatles were not only a potential threat, but could also be physically and mentally harmful to

American youth.47

These claims seem ridiculous, but they were taken very seriously by those at the time who

believed them. Moreover, the anti-rock, and anti-Beatle movement was only exacerbated by

some unfortunate comments made by John Lennon in 1966. In an interview with the London

Evening Standard on March 4, 1966, John Lennon, who was viewed by many in the media and

music industry as the leader of the Beatles, made the statement:

Christianity will go. It will vanish and shrink. I needn’t argue about that; I’m right and
will be proved right. We’re more popular than Jesus now; I don’t know which will go
first-rock and roll or Christianity. Jesus was all right but his disciples were thick and
ordinary. It’s them twisting it that ruins it for me.48

When the quote reached the United States, and having been taken partly out of context, the

backlash was huge. Not only were the Beatles seen as potential tools to be used to undermine

traditional values and a threat to American youth, but  they were now also anti-religious. The

statement made by John Lennon led to a number of unfortunate reactions. It sparked the burning

of Beatles albums and merchandise by Christian leaders and churches, Beatles music was banned

on many radio stations, and lastly, it also provoked more anti-rock charges against Rock and Roll

and the Beatles to be made and for those charges to gain support. After all, some religious leaders
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in this country viewed any anti-religious and anti-God statements as a communist trait.49

Anti-rock advocates began to listen more closely to the Beatles music to see if any other

negative values may have been expressed. Sure enough, some were found. Noebel, once again,

led the charge by pointing to the Beatles promotion of drug abuse through albums like Sgt.

Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. Obviously the songs “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” or

“With a Little Help from my Friends,” make a strong case for those pointing to drug abuse.

“Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds,” whose initials conveniently spell out the psychedelic drug

LSD (lysergic acid diethylamide), describes a fanciful journey with strange imagery that many

have interpreted to be an LSD experience, or acid trip. In “With a Little Help from my Friends,”

Ringo Starr, the drummer, sings that he “gets high with a little help from his friends.” Whether

the word “high” refers to a drug high (an altered state of mind brought on by the use of drugs) or

simply a feeling of happiness is not clear. Although John Lennon denied any connection between

“Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” and the drug LSD, the true meanings of the songs are still

debated today and are all open to interpretation. According to Beatle biographer Philip Norman,

drug use, and specifically LSD, was very much involved in the making of the Sgt. Pepper album.

However, there is still no lyric or string of lyrics anywhere in “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds,”

or the rest of the Sgt. Pepper’s album that blatantly references or endorses the use of drugs.50

Obviously, the Beatles were able to overcome these accusations and setbacks. John

http://www.youtube.com.
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Lennon issued a statement responding to his earlier comment. It was not so much an apology as it

was a clarifying statement as to what he meant. He stated that he was not anti-God or anti-

religion. He did not believe that the Beatles were better than God or Jesus, but he did maintain

that they were more popular than Jesus. This statement could very well have been true. The

Beatles were international superstars. They had sold millions of records and had fans all over the

world. It is conceivable that they had more fans than Jesus had followers. Perhaps this was not an

encouraging thought to many Christians, but it suggests more about the current status of

Christianity than it does the ego of John Lennon or the Beatles. For the most part, those who

were fans of the Beatles were able to accept the “apology” of John Lennon, while those who were

already opposed to the Beatles, and Rock and Roll in general, continued their anti-rock

movements.51

As for the claims that the Beatles were part of a communist plot to brain-wash American

youth, or that they promoted the use of drugs in their songs, neither claim ever really amounted to

any significant long term decline in the Beatles popularity. In retrospect, the communist

connection seems ridiculous. In 1968 the group denounced the Chinese communist Mao Tse-tung

in the song “Revolution,” while the charges that their songs promoted or were influenced by drug

abuse, although much more likely, never were proved. The drug connection, especially with

regard to “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds,” has since become an urban legend of sorts and has

only served to increase the popularity of the song. Nevertheless, the Beatles did admit in later

interviews that they had used drugs, including LSD, leading some observers to confirm their
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suspicions about some of the Beatles music52

Despite these distractions, the British Invasion was an invigorating force for Rock and

Roll in the United States and helped to bring about a number of changes and developments.

Musically, the Beatles reminded Americans of their Rock and Roll roots and inspired of new

generation of Rockers. The sound of Rock and Roll was back on top. Electric guitars and drums

once again became the standard. Folk fused with Rock and Roll to create a new sub-genre and

produced artists that brought political activism to Rock and Roll. Dylan, the Byrds, and the

Mommas and the Papas represent that development. As the 1960s progressed, and the United

States continued to maintain an unpopular presence in Vietnam, the use of Rock and Roll as an

outlet for political expression would increase.

Culturally, the massive success of the British Invasion and artists like the Beatles, Rolling

Stones, and the Who, along with the revival of Rock and Roll incited in the United States

represents the unity of an independent youth culture. Youth, once again, had something to

distinguish themselves from their parents. It was hard to do this with the clean-cut teen idols, girl

groups, or even surfers. The whole point of that music was that it was moderate enough to appeal

to everyone and not incur the scrutiny of parents. Rock and Roll did encourage such scrutiny.

Thus Rock and Roll was once again a much more youth-oriented experience. Moreover, the fact

that British bands had largely contributed to the reunification of the youth culture, showed that

the youth culture was not confined to the United States. Rock and Roll had become an

international youth identity.
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As the British Invasion has also shown, however, revival of Rock and Roll and the

reunification of a separate youth culture was not the only effect. The new music groups also

sparked opposition. The motives of those who opposed Rock and Roll were diverse, and

sometimes overlapped. Whether the anti-rock movement just did not like Rock and Roll, or was

fearful of its influence on children, or truly believed that it was a communist plot, or all of the

above, is unclear. What is evident is that just as the British Invasion helped to reinvigorate Rock

and Roll and helped to recreate the youth identity, it also helped to foster a growth in anti-rock

sentiment. Moreover, this anti-rock sentiment was able to find new corruptions within Rock and

Roll to fight against. As has already been shown, Rock and Roll was seen by many as a negative

influence for a number of reasons. It had a background in African-American rhythm and blues

and might lead to the potential integration between the races, its tendency towards sexual

suggestive content, either through the performances of the artists or by causing youth to dance

together, was seen as inappropriate, and finally, the general rebellious or immoral tone was a

standard point of contention. During the British Invasion and the popularity of the Beatles and

others, however, anti-rock advocates were also able to claim that Rock and Roll could very easily

be a communist plot, that it was anti-religion, or at least anti-Christian, and that it promoted drug

abuse.

These were the effects of the British Invasion. For those who liked Rock and Roll it was a

blessing that brought the spirit of Rock and Roll back to the United States. It revitalized

creativity and saw an increase in more serious social and political messages in the music. For

those who did not like Rock and Roll, it was a plague. It promoted bad values and instigated

unruly behavior. All of these effects would continue, and in some cases, become more
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widespread as the years went on.

By the late 1960s a time of creativity and diversity was burgeoning in Rock and Roll that

would last through to the 1980s. A plethora of new styles emerged and new artists rose to

prominence. Many of the new styles, or sub-genres, sounded very different from one another, and

it is in this era that there begins to be more difficultly in maintaining an already vague definition

of what Rock and Roll is. However, the diversity of sounds and artists also contributed to the

flow of ideas and experimentation in Rock and Roll, both stylistically and in the messages

present in the songs. Groups influenced each other and reacted to each other. As a result the era

became an eclectic array of sound and style...and yet still Rock and Roll.

Among some of the major styles to emerge during this time were psychedelia, a sub-genre

centered around the growing drug culture, singer/songwriters, and hard rock. Likewise, many

artists also emerged as pioneers or leaders of these styles. The Mothers of Invention came on the

scene in the late 1960s as something unique altogether. Jefferson Airplane was part of

psychedelia. Jimi Hendrix stood out for his acumen at playing the guitar. Crosby, Stills, Nash,

and Young continued the folk-rock tradition. Elton John and Billy Joel represented the rise of the

singer/songwriter in the 70s. The group Boston embraced new technological advances to create a

perfectionist aesthetic. Aerosmith helped to give Rock and Roll a harder edge by the late 70s.

Finally, the Clash and Sex Pistols reacted to the perfectionist and helped to start the punk rock

movement. These styles, and especially the groups given as examples, do not begin to comprise

the whole range of artists during this time. Moreover, some of these genres or artists did overlap

each other at times with regard to their styles. Guitar virtuoso Jimi Hendrix could also be

considered part of the psychedelic movement because of his use of drugs to influence his music,
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such as the song like “Purple Haze.” However, distinctions and boundaries have to be made for

the purposes of organization and space. A complete analysis of  the complexity and diversity of

the 60s and 70s would be tedious, and is also not necessary in order to show that the complexity

and diversity existed. Instead, specific examples of artists, groups, and songs can be used to

illustrate the overall diversity of the time period.53

The first group that should be mentioned as part of this era of diversity is the Mothers of

Invention. This group is noteworthy for two reasons: one,

their uniqueness within the greater genre of Rock and Roll,

and two, they were led by Frank Zappa, who was one of the

key figures in the record-labeling debate of the mid-1980s.

The Mothers of Invention was unique in that the group was

particularly hard to define in an already undefinable genre.

Although the group emerged during the late 1960s, the

Mothers were not necessarily part of the psychedelic movement. They could definitely be

considered a part of the greater counter-culture movement that had been growing through the

1960s, but much of its music was not so much political or protest oriented as it was satirical or

even humorous. Much of Zappa’s work was a parody of other more mainstream Rock and Roll

styles, and albums such as Uncle Meat, released in 1969, were considered to be on the fringe of

current trends in Rock and Roll.54

Fig. 5. Frank Zappa.
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The psychedelic movement, or acid rock, formed within the counter culture of the 1960s

and originated in California. Psychedelic Rock distinguished itself by its local origins and its

connection to the people and communities in which it emerged. The psychedelic movement grew

among the people of the counter-culture and thus adopted those characteristics, including

clothing and hair styles, and also the use of drugs. Those involved with the culture believed that

psychoactive drugs could expand their minds, increase their creativity, and generally improve

their lives. The band Jefferson Airplane was one such group to lead the psychedelic movement.

Originating in the Haight-Ashbury area of San Francisco, a center of counter-culture activity,

their song “White Rabbit” was an example of the psychedelic influence on Rock and Roll.

Although containing imagery taken from the story “Alice in Wonderland,” it was very similar to

the Beatles “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds,” in that it also carried strong allusions to drug

themes.55

It should also be noted that the drug influence on the psychedelic sound, although a

defining element, was not the only characteristic of the genre. Because it was also a part of the

counter-culture movement, much of the music also dealt with political themes and included many

anti-war songs. These songs, such as another Jefferson Airplane hit “Volunteers,” protested

United States involvement in Vietnam and the draft, while others promoted love, peace, social

equality and other counter-culture causes.56
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An interesting development of the 1960s and 70s was

the attention that individual Rock and Roll musicians began to

receive for the skill they exhibited while playing their

instrument. Although these musicians performed in a wide

variety of styles, they deserve a special distinction as a group

unto themselves because of the level of dedication they had in

honing their skill and the fan-base that flocked to them as a

result. According to Friedlander, these artists are noteworthy

because, “for the first time in rock music’s evolution, audiences were attracted primarily by an

instrumental playing a series of improvised solos rather than by a group, singer, or repertoire of

songs.”  Among others, Jimi Hendrix stands out as one of these electric guitar virtuosos. With57

songs like “Purple Haze,” or “Foxy Lady,” in which he would at times hold the guitar between

his legs, or even his rendition of the “Star Spangled Banner” during the Woodstock Music and

Art Fair in 1969, Hendrix displayed not only his masterful skill with the guitar, but also his

ability to experiment and stretch the limits of the instrument.58

Folk-rock, which had begun in the late 1950s and carried on into the 1960s, was still very

much alive in the late 1960s and 1970s. While it continued to sing about political or social

subjects, Folk was another genre that was strongly connected to the counter-culture movement.

Unlike the Psychedelic movement, Folk artists in the late 1960s and 1970s avoided most

Fig. 6. Jimi Hendrix.
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association with the drug aspect of the culture. Their connection to the counter-culture remained

their use of political and social themes in their music. They, of course, did not have a monopoly

on political or anti-war themes, but some of the more famous folk-rock groups of the time were

known for anti-Vietnam Conflict stances. For example, Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young,

incorporated many political or anti-war themes into their music. “Ohio” chronicles the Kent State

incident in 1970 and “Find the Cost of Freedom” comments on the lives lost to the Vietnam war

specifically, and war as a whole in general.59

The 1970s also saw the introduction of a number of singer/song writers or pop-rock

artists. These musicians were different in that they were not necessarily part of a band or group,

although one may have been there as backup, and were usually billed a solo act. Just because

they were not necessarily part of a group, however, did not suggest that they were any less Rock

and Roll. They proved their ability to rock in a number of ways. First of all, they distinguished

themselves from previous solo acts, such as the teen idols, in that they were not just vocalists.

They frequently played an instrument or two, usually the guitar or piano. Secondly, their concert

performances could be very exuberant. Good examples of the singer/songwriters to emerge in the

1970s are Elton John and Billy Joel. Although both primarily piano players, they were very much

Rock and Rollers as well.

Elton John’s on stage act was flamboyant to say the least. He would dress in outlandish
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costumes that were, more often than not, adorned with glitter

and wear his most recognizable accessory: a large pair of flashy

glasses. He would sit at his piano and pound away at the keys

and belt out the vocals while a back up band would fill in the

rest of the rock. Elton John’s commitment to Rock and Roll is

evident in songs like “Crocodile Rock,” and “Saturday Night’s

All Right for Fighting,” a rebellious, emotionally charged song

that praises Saturday night as a chance to fight and “get a little

action in.”60

Billy Joel, the “Piano Man,”  was another artist to epitomize the image of the

singer/songwriter. Although his performances were not as flashy as Elton John’s, the music he

produced was soulful while still maintaining the Rock and Roll edge. Moreover, the subjects

expressed in Billy Joel’s music were as diverse as Rock and Roll itself, and in some ways appear

as a microcosm of the diversity of Rock and Roll during this time period. “Captain Jack” spoke

about problems of substance abuse that were becoming more prevalent in the country, “The

Entertainer” commented on the life of the Rock and Roll star and the pressures to stay on top,

and the standard themes of romance were present in songs like “She’s Always a Woman to Me.”

Billy Joel’s career continued past the 1970s, as did Elton John, and his music continued to

Fig. 7. Elton John
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express a wide range of themes, from romance to political and social commentary.61

One of the most defining aspects of Rock and Roll during the late 1960s and 1970s was

the fact that it was getting harder. “Hard” is one of those vague Rock and Roll terms that is

nearly impossible to define. How can music be hard or soft? However, Hard Rock, or early

Heavy Metal usually implies that the music contains all those elements that make up traditional

Rock and Roll, only it is louder, faster, and with a stronger beat. Electric guitars and drums sets

are usually required, as are very loud amplifiers. As with every sub-genre of Rock and Roll, there

are exceptions to this description. However, this description generally holds true. Moreover,

Hard Rock/Heavy Metal was much more emotionally based. It did not necessarily have any

deeper meaning or message, as could be argued with folk-rock or even psychedelia, but focused

more on the individual feelings and experiences of the artists. In this regard the groups that

comprised the Hard Rock/Heavy Metal genre were similar to the early Rock and Roll founders.

They sang what they knew. They did not necessarily comment on society or politics, but kept

their music reflective of their own experience. As the times had changed, however, their music

reflected different experiences than those of the early Rock and Rollers. With the increase in drug

use and abuse and the lifestyles that many artists led because of the commercial success they had

gained, the idea of “sex, drugs, and rock and roll” was developed. As a result, Rock and Roll

musicians, and specifically those part of the Hard Rock/Heavy Metal genre, began to express and

promote this theme in their music.  62
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There are many great bands that can be included as part of the Hard Rock/Heavy Metal

genre. Led Zeppelin had hits with “Stairway to Heaven” and “Communication Breakdown.” Blue

Oyster Cult made “(Don’t Fear) The Reaper.” Deep Purple had “Smoke on the Water” and

“Woman form Tokyo.” Aerosmith had “Sweet Emotion” and “Walk this Way.” This list goes on

and on. The Hard Rock/Heavy Metal genre is a large one, and the number of significant artists

and hit songs is respectively large. Their contribution to the diversity of the era, as well as to the

development of Rock and Roll is undeniable. Moreover, many of these bands produced theatrical

stage shows with costumes and props that added to the experience of the fan.63

The fact that some of these bands would put

significant effort into creating a visual, as well as musical,

production, also led to some not so positive assumptions to

be made. Bands like Kiss and Alice Cooper, who adorned

themselves with  make-up, black leather costumes, and

employed other props and visual effects were suggested to

have had connections with the occult. These assumptions

were not simply based on their use of black leather or face

paint, which did make them look ghoulish, but also on their
Fig. 8. Alice Cooper.
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stage shows. Pyrotechnics, snakes, fire, and blood, were all common elements of Alice Cooper,

Kiss, Ozzy Osborne, and other Hard Rock/Heavy Metal artists. This association of some Rock

and Roll artists to the occult would not end with the close of the decade. Moreover, how a band

presented themselves, would become another facet, in addition to sound and lyrics, by which

Rock and Roll artists would express themselves. Increasingly, bands began to use imagery and

props in their concerts, as well as cover art on albums to convey the artistic expression of the

band.

Originating in London with bands like the Sex Pistols and the Clash, the Punk genre was

also increasing in popularity by the end of the decade. The origin of this type of music lies in

changes in the industry. By the 1970s, technology in the music industry was improving. Studios

were more advanced, recording was more sophisticated, and more editing could be done to

ensure the best possible sound. As a result many bands began to work toward a “perfectionist

aesthetic.” Recordings were edited and the most advanced studio technology was used to ensure

that every possible note was as “perfect” as it could be. Punk music, on the other hand, was a

reaction to this “perfectionist aesthetic.”64

Punk rock was characterized by a rebelliousness within a greater genre already known for

its rebellious nature. It derived its name from the image that the artists presented. They looked

like hooligans or “punks.” Punk rockers were also known for their lack of refined musical ability.

They could play their instruments, but it was much sloppier and done without much regard to

tone or clarity. Groups were formed, or members added, not necessarily based on who could play

the best, but more so on who best typified the Punk attitude. According to Greil Marcus in The
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Rolling Stone Illustrated History of Rock and Roll:

With all instruments but guitar, bass and drums written off as effete, as elitist
accouterments of professionalism and the cult of technique, this was a sound best suited
to expressing anger and frustration, focusing chaos, dramatizing the last days as daily life
and ramming all emotions into the narrow gap between a blank stare and sardonic grin.65

Moreover, Punk rockers were known for their unpredictable behavior. Group members would

join and leave on a whim, lyrics to songs might change from concert to concert, or band members

might leave in the middle of the performance and get involved with something off stage. This

was apparently the case with Sex Pistols front man Johnny Rotten, who once jumped off stage to

assist a friend embroiled in a fight. Two of the Punk hits that illustrate the sound and style of the

genre include “Anarchy in the U.K.,” by the Sex Pistols and “London’s Burning,” by the Clash.66

Ranging from folk-rock to punk, the era spanning from the late 1960s to the end of the

1970s was one of change. Rock and Roll had grown in size, while at the same time became more

diffuse with multiple new sub-genres. In some cases these groups acquired their own devoted

following, and in other cases they simply provided a style to be enjoyed by the broader spectrum

of Rock and Roll fans. Moreover, the styles or artists referenced in this section represent only a

small fraction of the total contribution to Rock and Roll during that time. For every artist used as

a reference, there are easily ten more that would have been just as good an example. However, it

was not the intent to try and provide a comprehensive overview of the era, but rather a sampling
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of the styles and artists that contributed to its complexity and eclecticism.

The new direction of Rock and Roll that was evident by the end of the 1970s also

suggests something about the nature of the anti-rock movement. Prior to this period those who

opposed rock music did so for a variety of reasons. Those reason persisted through the 1970s.

The difference, however, was that Rock and Roll had become much more complex. Various sub-

genres differed greatly from one to the next, and some exhibited those traits that the anti-rock

movement opposed more so than others. The question becomes whether those associated with the

anti-rock movement would maintain their opposition and accusations against Rock and Roll as a

whole, even if only some groups or genres exhibited those traits they found offensive, while

others did not. The point, or question, is whether the anti-rock movement had evolved or adapted

in conjunction with Rock and Roll itself, or whether it maintained that all Rock and Roll had a

generally corrupting influence on American youth? Although they based their opposition on

certain values which persisted through the 1970s, Rock and Roll and American society had

changed enough to the point that standards were different; in some cases, and Rock and Roll

artists were as diverse as the American population. This question would be brought to a head by

the mid 1980s.

The 1980s represented a culmination of the trends that had begun throughout the history

of Rock and Roll. By the 1980s , the diversity in the Rock and Roll genre was even more so than

it had been in the 70s, and all those issues which had accompanied Rock and Roll, from its

earliest years to as recent as the 1970s, were still all present in one way or another by the 1980s.

Racial tensions that were present at the genre’s inception were still present in other forms. The

potential immoral, corrupting, or rebellious influence of Rock and Roll due to the emotional
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responses it created were still debated. Even though people were less concerned about a potential

communist plot, songs such as “Anarchy in the U.K.” and “London’s Burning,” were neither

encouraging, nor positive in tone. Sexuality in Rock and Roll had only increased since it was first

an issue with Elvis Presley’s swinging hips. The place of religion, or in some cases the occult, in

Rock and Roll had been a worry since John Lennon’s “Bigger than Jesus” comment and had only

gotten worse with occult imagery used by groups like Alice Cooper or Kiss. Drug abuse,

although somewhat vague when accusations were made against the Beatles, had obviously

become a major trend as it was part of the foundation of the psychedelic movement, and had

since become more prevalent as the notion of “sex, drugs, and Rock and Roll” became wide

spread. The control and influence of record companies on their artists was shown as early as the

teen idol and girl groups era. The role of government intervention in the Rock and Roll industry,

an involvement that had existed since the payola scandals, would again be prominent in the mid-

1980s. And lastly, a question which arises time and again in relation to all these trends was for

how much of this Rock and Roll was responsible? Did these trends in Rock and Roll exist

because of outside influences from American society and culture, or did Rock and Roll start

these trends and subsequently spread them throughout American society? Who influences

whom? All of these trends, issues and questions were present in the 1980s, and were brought to a

boiling point by the mid-1980s. No better example of the culmination of trends and issues

associated with Rock and Roll, and its history, exists, than the formation of the Parents’ Music

Resource Center and the Senate hearing they instigated. This all-encompassing event not only

debated the controversy of record labeling as a violation of the First Amendment, but also

reintroduced all the issues and trends present throughout Rock and Roll history.
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CHAPTER IV

THE PMRC

“No I don’t know why I go to extremes.”67

-Billy Joel

The potential power of music has always been feared. Plato warned in his Republic that

the wrong forms of music could have a corrupting influence on society. The Romans used the

Office of the Censor to enforce government standards of morality, which might include musical

expression. Totalitarianism during the Qin Dynasty in China resulted in the destruction of

instruments and written musical compositions. These examples, although somewhat extreme,

still represent the understanding, or belief, that music has the power to create, or reinforce,

negative cultural behaviors. It is a means by which to express opinions, emotions, and ideas.

Subsequently, when such ideas are expressed that may not be in line with other facets of society,

conflict often ensues. Such has been, and continues to be, the case with Rock and Roll.68

Since the 1950s there have always been those who were opposed to, or at least wary, of

the music’s potential immoral influence on youth specifically, and society in general. Thus, as

Rock and Roll progressed and developed, its level of controversy only increased as other facets

of immorality were attributed to Rock and Roll. Into the 1980s, this trend held true. Rock and

Roll was still testing the boundaries as to what was socially acceptable, and those concerned with

the messages of Rock and Roll worked hard to keep it suppressed. Rarely, however, did this

back-and-forth struggle ever reach a nationwide audience. Although the occasional battle might
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be reported, the fight, for the most part, remained between the proponents and opponents of Rock

and Roll.

However, by the mid-1980s this changed. By 1985 Ronald Reagan was beginning his

second term as President, continuing a conservative trend in politics that would last though early

1990s with President George Bush. This general conservative trend throughout the country

contributed to setting the political and social stage for a more prominent national debate

concerning Rock and Roll. Subsequently, the anti-rock movement, and others worried about

some of the messages of Rock and Roll, were suddenly propelled into the spotlight by a group of

politically well-connected women. After hearing about the issue, these women decided to take it

upon themselves to bring about change in the music industry and Rock and Roll. When concerns

over the content of Rock and Roll, and its influence over people, especially youth, was covered

in newspapers and magazines across the country, the issue emerged on the national level. As the

group exerted their influence, they were able to expand the debate in a nationwide forum in the

form of a Senate hearing. The concerns over the content and influence of Rock and Roll, some of

which had existed since the 1950s, were brought before a formal public hearing and given the

attention that opponents of the music had always wanted.

Another issue, however,  was also pushed to the forefront in conjunction with the others.

That issue was censorship. Quickly becoming just as much, if not more of an issue than the

actual content of Rock music, the fear of censorship was expressed by many in the music

industry and among members of the general public. Musicians, record company executives, and

many Rock and Roll fans, were disturbed by the ability of those women to exert enough pressure

to bring the issue to a government setting. They saw this influence, along with the outlined goals
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of the women, as a potential censorship threat and an infringement on their First Amendment

rights as musicians to express themselves.

The group of women, or “Washington Wives” as they were referred to in the media, were

married to prominent Washington, D.C. men. These women included Susan Baker, the wife of

Secretary of Treasury James Baker, Peatsy Hollings, the wife of Senator Ernest Hollings (D)

from South Carolina, Ethelann Stuckey, wife of Georgia Congressman William Stuckey (D),

Salley Nevius, wife of Washington

City Councilman John Nevius, Pam

Hower, wife of a Washington D.C.

construction company Chief Executive

Officer, and Tipper Gore, the wife of

Senator Al Gore Jr. (D) from

Tennessee. They were the founding

members of the Parents’ Music

Resource Center.69

It is unclear which member of the PMRC first perceived a problem with popular music

and decided to take action. According to Tipper Gore, she first realized the problem with Rock

and Roll, and the lack of warning or information as to an album’s content, after she had bought

Prince’s Purple Rain album for her daughter. She was appalled after hearing the lyrics to

“Darling Nikki,” one of the tracks on the album, which discussed public masturbation. Instead of

Fig. 9. The Parents’ Music Resource Center.
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simply taking the record back to the store, or getting rid of it another way, Tipper Gore instead

concluded that the most appropriate form action would be to start a national campaign to

pressure record companies into labeling their albums for content.  In her own words:70

As parents and consumers, we have the right and the power to pressure the entertainment
industry to respond to our needs. Americans, after all, should insist that every corporate
giant-whether it produces chemicals or records-accept responsibility for what it
produces.71

Susan Baker, on the other hand, became involved after learning of the problem from

members of the National Parent/Teacher Association. Baker received a letter from the

Association which outlined examples of some of the questionable music. Having a direct

connection to both parents and children, the PTA was well aware of the potentially explicit

nature of Rock and Roll and had advocated over a period of time for some sort of regulation.

When Susan Baker was first contacted, the PTA was proposing that some symbol be used on

album covers that would indicate the content of the record. Until they had reached out to Baker,

the PTA’s concerns and suggestions had been relatively ignored. However, after reading the

letter, and listening to some Rock and Roll herself, Baker also realized that there was definitely a

problem that needed to be addressed. As a result, Susan Baker and Tipper Gore, along with the

other Washington Wives, founded the Parents’ Music Resource Center in May of 1985.72

The connections the PMRC had to the federal government not only helped them to get
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noticed and publicize their crusade, but it also helped to bring in support from other

organizations. The PTA was obviously a supporter of the group, but other organizations also lent

financial and logistical support. Although the PMRC did not officially advocate on behalf of any

particular religious sect, Christian ministries such as the 700 Hundred Club, a national television

show dedicated to Christian issues and led by Pat Robertson, pledged their support. Individual

ministers, such as Jeff Ling, also gave their support to the cause of the PMRC. Ling, in fact,

became the primary author of PMRC literature and one of the group’s leading spokesmen.

Among the primary financial contributors to the PMRC were Mike Love of the Beach Boys, and

the owner of Coors beer and prominent conservative, Joseph Coors. Coors even provided the

group with offices. Those that became involved with the PMRC, either through financial support

or in some other way, also contributed their influence and ability to spread their message. Since

their concerns stemmed from a moral basis in that they were trying to protect children from

negative influences, the support they received from the PTA and Christian groups was to be

expected. However, having the support of these groups also helped to legitimize the PMRC with

other parents and Christians. The financial backing of Beach Boy Mike Love is also significant.

His support showed that the PMRC was not necessarily “out to get” all of Rock and Roll, but

rather that they were only concerned with certain aspects of the industry.73

Becoming a standard bearer for the PTA and others, the PMRC goals were to expose the

content of Rock and Roll, petition record companies to impose some sort of self-regulation or

rating system, and thus be able to provide valuable album content information to parents that

would help them to monitor their children’s music. The rating system that the PMRC proposed



Chastagner, 180-181; Robert Love, “Furor Over Rock Lyrics Intensifies.” Rolling Stone, 12 September
74

 1985, 13 ;  Micheal Cieply, “Records May Soon Carry Warnings that Lyrics are Morally

Hazardous.” Wall Street Journal, 31 July 1985, 1. 

63

was similar to what one might see in the movie industry and would cover those aspects of Rock

and Roll music that were found to be particularly offensive or inappropriate; an “X” for sexually

explicit or profane lyrics, “O” for songs dealing with the occult, “D/A” for songs about drug or

alcohol abuse, and “V” for songs of a violent nature. With this rating system, the group felt that

there would be much less confusion over the content of records and that parents would be

properly warned about potentially offensive content before they bought the record.74

Explicit sexuality, the occult, drug and alcohol abuse, and violence made up what was

termed “porn rock” by the PMRC. Although as the members of the group admit, Rock and Roll

has always contained elements of all those influences, the PMRC also believed that the music

had reached a new level of vulgarity and was genuinely harmful to society. As examples of these

indecencies in Rock and Roll they pointed to the “Filthy Fifteen;” a list of songs and artists that

particularly exemplified the new wave of “porn rock.” The list of songs, along with the

performing artists and the PMRC prescribed rating, consisted of:

1. “Eat Me Alive” Judas Priest (X)
2. “Bastard” Motley Crue (V)
3. “Darling Nikki” Prince (X)
4. “Sugar Walls” Sheena Easton (X)
5. “Animal (F**k Like a Beast)” W.A.S.P. (X)
6. “Into the Coven” Mercyful Fate (O)
7. “Strap On Robby Baby” Vanity (X)
8. “High ‘n’ Dry” Def Leppard (D/A)
9. “We’re Not Gonna Take It” Twisted Sister (V)
10. “Dress You Up” Madonna (X)
11. “She Bop” Cyndi Lauper (X)
12. “Let Me Put My Love Into You” AC/DC (X)
13. “Trashed” Black Sabbath (D/A)
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14. “My House” Mary Jane Girls (X)
15. “Possessed” Venom (O)

There were other artists and songs that the PMRC targeted as being inappropriate and used to

illustrate the growing “porn rock” genre, but the “Filthy Fifteen” represented, at least for the

PMRC, some of the most offensive and provided a good cross section of the varying forms of

“porn rock.”75

After the PMRC had gathered its support, and funding, and had identified the enemy, it

began its campaign. Through the distribution of pamphlets, interviews and media coverage, both

in print and on television, the PMRC spread its message concerning the dangers in Rock and Roll

and helped to make parents aware of what their children might be listening to. Very quickly, and

most likely due to their “connections” in Washington, the members of the PMRC were able to

bring their campaign before a committee of the United States Senate. There, before a nationwide

audience, they restated their concerns regarding the content of Rock and Roll, provided examples

of these concerns in the form of lyrical content, album covers and music videos, and reinforced

their calls for self-regulating among the record industry in the form of a warning label or rating

system. The road to that Senate hearing, however, was not entirely smooth. As the PMRC

campaigned to establish a rating system for Rock and Roll, opposition to them mounted.

Clearly, not everyone was pleased with the direction the PMRC was taking in their effort

to clean up Rock and Roll. The opposition that confronted the PMRC can, for the most part, be

divided into three groups: the music industry, the Rock and Roll artists, and members of those

businesses that might be affected by a rating system or warning label, such as radio stations and
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record stores. 

The record industry was opposed to the idea of labeling records because of financial

concerns. They believed that implementing a warning label or rating system would have a

number of direct or indirect consequences that would hurt them financially. First of all, it would

cost money to physically have the label put on the album. The process by which the final product

of the album was produced would have to be changed in order to add the step of affixing the

label. It seems as simple as having a person place a sticker on the cover, but with the number of

albums that are produced each year, that becomes a tedious, time-consuming job that would

require a lot of hours or work. However, this was not the primary concern of the industry. What

most worried the record companies was the potential lack of sales that might occur for a record

adorned with a warning label. This could happen in a number of ways. First of all, the recording

industry was not a cohesive, singular organization. They were loosely cooperative through the

Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA), but they were still independent companies

that could make their own decisions. According to the PMRC, since they claimed to be opposed

to any type of government intervention, any label, rating system, or some other form of self-

regulation would be an entirely voluntary action. Therefore, although there would be pressure to

comply, record companies, especially smaller ones who were not as noticeable, could simply

choose not to have any kind of warning label. The point was that if some companies did make

self-regulating reforms, while others did not, potential artists or groups might sign with a

company based on whether it enforced a labeling policy. In that way, a company known to use

labels or a rating system might end up driving away potential clients and thus lose money.

Secondly, record companies could lose sales through the record stores. Those stores, especially
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those in malls that were more frequented by youth, might simply choose not to carry any

labeled/rated album. The store owner could agree with the PMRC that the music was offensive,

or could simply conclude that carrying the record would be more trouble than it was worth.

Either way the company owning the rights to that album could potentially lose a considerable

amount of money.76

As it turned out, the RIAA began to negotiate with the PMRC, almost as soon as that

group started exerting pressure on the music industry. The music companies rejected the idea of

rating records as the PMRC had suggested, but acquiesced to the idea of a more generic warning

label. The RIAA, under constant pressure from the PMRC, partly felt that if they gave into a

negotiated version of the original proposals it might prevent further PMRC pressure and more

negative attention. Also, the RIAA was working towards passing its own piece of legislation,

called the “blank tape tax,” that would protect against music pirating which was the 1980s

version of illegal copying. They were worried that negative attention and a failure to appear

cooperative with the “Washington Wives” might jeopardize their legislation. This issue is

brought up again during the Senate hearing.77

For the artists, it was the rating system proposed by the PMRC, or any type of label on

records, that was the main point of contention. They were not so much concerned about the

financial implications of the label, although any impact on their livelihood was troublesome, but

rather with the notion that their intellectual property was being labeled and restricted. Few people
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argued that the diversity in Rock and Roll had led to some groups becoming much more

controversial. What was argued about was whether anyone, be it the record companies, an

independent monitoring group, or the federal government, had the right to place any kind of

warning label on albums without the consent of the artist. 

The possibility of albums restricted at record stores and on the radio was again pointed to,

not so much because of the lack of sales that would result, but because of the inadvertent form of

censorship which would result. The artist might still be able to record, but if it was not heard

because of restrictions based on the rating or judgement of some other group, then it was viewed

censorship. According to the arguments of the artists, the ratings were not direct or overt

censorship, but people would still be denied the opportunity to listen to the music and decide on

their own whether it was appropriate or not. Once again, this issue and others were brought up

again, and in greater detail, during the Senate hearing.78

Although the RIAA had been dealing with the PMRC over the label debate since it was

brought to their attention, the participation of recording artists against the PMRC was suprisingly

lacking. In fact, the opposition from the artists, at least those who publicly voiced their opinions,

was extremely small. Prior to the Senate hearing itself, only Frank Zappa emerged as a

representative of Rock and Roll artists and countered the message of the PMRC. For the Senate

hearing Zappa would be accompanied by some allies, but earlier in the summer as the PMRC

was campaigning, Zappa stood alone. It is not clear why more Rock and Roll artists did not come

out publicly against the PMRC. What seems logical to conclude is that some big name artists,
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especially some of those listed on the PMRC’s “Filthy Fifteen,” would certainly have wanted to

counter the clout of the PMRC.

Frank Zappa was more than able to hold his own, however. Although he did not officially

represent any group of recording artists and spoke only for himself, he still presented a

respectable, educated, articulate, and informed image for Rock and Roll. Zappa voiced his

opinions and debated the issues on many occasions. Not only did he testify before the Senate

committee, but prior to, and after, the Senate hearing, Zappa appeared on many television

programs as either part of an interview or as a guest in a debate. In August of 1985, prior to the

Senate hearing, Zappa appeared on the television talk show Nightmatch, hosted by Charlie Rose,

in which he debated Kandy Stroud, a representative of the PMRC. In this debate, and others in

which he participated, Zappa did not deny the vulgarity found in some music but pointed to the

responsibility of the parent to educate and provide the proper context of such material to their

children. In his view, labeling/rating was unnecessary if parents were actively involved in the

music their children selected to hear. 79

Radio stations and record stores were also fearful of the impact that labels or a ratings

would have. As with the record industry, radio stations and record stores also faced the

possibility of diminished profits because of the labels. One concern for record stores was that

people might be less likely to buy an album that had a sticker on it. Not bothering to give the

album a chance and make their own judgment, people might just arbitrarily base their purchasing

decisions not on the actual message of the album, but on the sticker affixed to its cover. Also,

http://youtube.com/watch?v=u--CMuxgu6Y.
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record stores might be inclined to automatically remove the rated records from their shelves all

together, based on public pressure and the fear that if they sold rated records their store would be

boycotted. The situation was similar for radio stations. For stations that were dependent on

advertising revenue to make money, which was all of them, the content of what they play on the

air was very important to sponsors who wanted to maintain a certain image. If a sponsor felt that

a station was playing offensive music, they might choose to cancel their sponsorship unless the

radio station changed its programming.

The concerns of the opposition, the potential financial losses, the issue of direct or

indirect censorship, as well as some other issues regarding the practicalities of implementing any

labeling or rating system, were all debated with the PMRC. As it came time for the Senate

hearing, the opposition, just like the PMRC, had prepared their arguments and were ready to

make their defense. Although the RIAA had expressed an openness to negotiation prior the

hearing, they were still adamantly opposed to a rating system and any form of government

intervention. Frank Zappa, along with two other recording artists, appeared to defend the rights

of the artists from any form of infringement on their right to free speech, and representatives of

radio and retail stores appeared to express their concerns over the impact such labeling might

have on their businesses. Most importantly, the opposition to the PMRC wanted to make sure the

that Senate committee, and the rest of the country knew that the issue was much more

complicated than just Rock and Roll’s potential influence on children. Although that issue was

debated as well, the opposition wanted to make sure that everyone knew that there was more than

one aspect to this debate, including larger constitutional rights.

The hearing before the Senate Committee on Commerce, Science, and Transportation
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provided that forum by which all those who had a interest in the potential rating or labeling of

Rock and Roll could voice their concerns. Although there was still some fear that legislation on

behalf of the federal government might take place at a later date, the hearing itself was not held

for that purpose, but rather to provide a venue for discussion. It consisted of the prepared

testimony of a number of witnesses as well as questions and answers between the members of the

committee and those testifying. The progression of the hearing can be fairly divided into a few

segments. As outlined for all participants, the Chairman and other committee members would

speak first. Following the opening statements of the committee was a brief statement made by

Senator Paula Hawkins (R) from Florida, who provided the hearing with its first examples of

“porn rock.” After Senator Hawkins, the PMRC outlined their position. They explained their

concerns and the dangers to society inherent in “porn rock,” and provided their solutions to the

problem. After the PMRC had its turn, representatives of Rock and Roll and popular music

testified. They explained the problems they had with the PMRC, including what they perceived

as infringements on free speech as well as personal misinterpretations of their characters by

members of the PMRC. After the recording artists, a statement was made by a representative of

the PTA, and was then balanced by the testimony from the RIAA. Expert witnesses then

provided some evidence as to the negative influence that Rock and Roll, and music in general,

could have on youth. Lastly, representatives from the radio industry, including the National

Association of Broadcasters, gave their opinions. All of the witnesses and testimonies

contributed to the hearing, presenting what most saw as a balanced representation from both

sides of the issue. Moreover, all of the issues associated with the labeling of records was brought

to the public’s attention.
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Chairman John C. Danforth (R) of Missouri, opened the hearing by stating that the intent

of the hearing was to discuss the content of Rock and Roll. He made it a point to stress that the

content in question was only with regard to “some” Rock and Roll. Not all Rock and Roll was

“porn rock,” but that “porn rock” was becoming increasingly prevalent in society. The chairman

went on to stress that although there had been some question as to whether legislation was a

possibility, it was currently not being considered in any way. Aside from some other brief

technical remarks as to the format of the hearing and time limits for the witnesses, the chairman’s

remarks helped to establish the tone in which it would proceed. The hearing was not intended as

a indictment on Rock and Roll, but rather a means by which to raise awareness of a potential

serious problem.80

Next, presenting a noticeable contrast to the opening remarks of the chairman, was

Senator Ernest Hollings (D) from South Carolina. In somewhat of a contradiction to what had

just been stated by Chairman Danforth, Senator Hollings made it clear that if there was any

constitutional way to limit the “porn rock” in society he would support it. The Senator stated: 

But in all candor, I would tell you it is outrageous filth, and we have got to do something
about it. I take the tempered approach, of our distinguished chairman, and I commend it.
Yet, I would make the statement that if I could find a way constitutionally to do away
with it, I would.81

This statement, coming immediately after Chairman Danforth had stated that legislation was not

going to be considered, caused a certain amount of confusion among the witnesses, as will be

seen later. Moreover, the statement by the Senator seems to suggest a predetermined opinion of
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the issue. Although he makes the point that he was extremely interested in the subject of the

hearing, he seemed to have already reached his own conclusions before the hearing had actually

begun.82

Senator Paul Trible (R) of Virginia was next to provide some opening remarks. Similar to

Senator Hollings, Senator Trible’s remarks seem to suggest that he had already come to a

conclusion regarding the issue of record labeling. In his view, the issue had nothing to do with

the First Amendment, but rather had everything to do with the protection of children and the

future of society. He stated, “The First Amendment is not under attack here. The Constitution is

many things to many people, but they do not serve it well, those who thoughtlessly invoke its

words to defend their every word and action.”  According to Senator Trible, music, or any83

cultural influence, with a potentially negative message, in turn, had a negative effect on society.

Although the Senator supported the idea of record labeling, he made the claim that it was not

censorship in that no prohibition would actually take place. Labeling would only protect children

from the negative influences of the music in question, a goal that, in Senator Trible’s opinion,

was of utmost importance.84

The last of the committee members to provide an opening statement was Senator Al Gore

Jr. (D) from Tennessee, and wife of PMRC founder Tipper Gore. Senator Gore made two

important points during his opening statement. He began by once again stressing that the goals of

the PMRC did not include any type of government involvement. This statement was important
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because it raised the obvious question as to why the hearings were taking place. This question

was brought up later by Senator J. James Exon (D) from Nebraska during the testimony of the

PMRC. Senator Exon made the rather astute observation that the hearings were taking place only

to serve as a media event. According to Senator Exon, “...sometimes I wonder why these media

events are scheduled and for what possible reason, if we are not being asked to do anything about

it.”  The other main point that Senator Gore made was that Rock and Roll music had changed85

considerably over the years, and that the controversies that existed within the genre in years past,

paled in comparison to the content and controversies of modern Rock and Roll. This statement

was clearly a matter of opinion, and was debated further through the course of the hearing. It was

true that Rock and Roll and its content had always been questioned, however, to state that the

controversies under debate at the time of the hearings were more severe was questionable. It was

important to view the content and controversies of Rock and Roll throughout its history in its

appropriate historical context. As the times change, so do societal standards. It can therefore be

argued that the content of Rock and Roll in the 1950s may have been just as controversial within

its own context, as the 1990s “porn rock” was within its modern context.86

The opening statements that were made by the committee provided some idea as to the

feelings of the Senators, as well as the direction or tone that the hearing would take. They seemed

to stress the importance that government action was not a possibility, with the exception perhaps

of Senator Hollings who said that he would pursue legislation given the opportunity, and that

censorship was not the aim of those seeking labels for records. On the other hand, the Senators
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all seemed to have come to the hearing with predetermined opinions as to the nature of the music

under discussion. According to them, it was inherently bad for society and needed to be labeled

or rated in some manner so as to protect children and youth form corrupting influences. This

attitude, as will be seen, put the opposition to labeling somewhat on the defensive. On the one

hand, the committee seemed sensitive to accusations of potential government action or

legislation, while on the other hand, they also seemed to agree that this music was a problem that

needed to be dealt with either though labeling/rating or in some other manner.

Senator Hawkins of Florida was the first

witness to provide testimony before the committee.

Senator Hawkins, “as the chairman of the Children,

Family, Drugs, and Alcoholism Subcommittee,”

appeared before the committee in that capacity and

as a representative of a subcommittee. As she stated

in her opening remarks, and which was obvious

considering her position, she and her subcommittee

were very interested in the proceedings of the

current hearing. In her view, similar to the opinion of Senator Trible, the primary concern was the

protection of children. To illustrate her point, and the danger that was faced by children, she gave

the hearing its first sample of “porn rock” in the form of album covers and the viewing of two

music videos. The album covers shown were from Pyromania by Def Leppard, W.O.W. by

Wendy O. Williams, and Animal (F**k Like a Beast) by W.A.S.P. The music videos shown were

Fig. 10. Album cover for Animal (F**ck Like a

Beast) by W.A.S.P.
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“Hot for Teacher” by Van Halen, and “We’re Not Gonna Take It” by Twisted Sister.  87

Senator Hawkins testimony was significant to the proceedings beyond the point that she

made about the need to protect children. The significance was in the fact that she chose to show

album covers and music videos as her examples to the committee. By doing so she had

expanded, or at least confused the issue, beyond its original intent. The purpose of the hearing,

according to Chairman Danforth’s opening statement and the very title attached to the hearing,

was to discuss the content of Rock and Roll music. Although Senator Hawkins obviously felt that

album covers and music videos are part of the content of Rock and Roll, the original meaning of

the word “content” applied only to the lyrics of the music. The whole purpose of the PMRC was

to provide parents with information as to the content (lyrics) of the albums so that they might

better monitor their children’s music listening habits and possibly avoid embarrassing situations

like the one Tipper Gore experienced after buying the Prince album for her daughter. In this

respect, Senator Hawkins use of these particular album covers and music videos did more to

contradict and refute the arguments made by the PMRC than it did to support their cause. The

whole point of the label or rating system was to provide some idea as to what the album

contained. However, if “porn rock” was as blatantly visual, especially with regard to their album

covers, as Senator Hawkins seemed to have suggested in her testimony, then labels were

pointless. On the other hand, if the examples used by Senator Hawkins only represent a fraction

of Rock and Roll, or even a fraction of “porn rock,” which was obviously the case, they could

effectively be “excused” from having a label placed on their albums since they are already so

blatantly offensive and parents would be able to judge by the cover what the content of the album
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was. Clearly Rock and Roll has a visual component, a visual component which was exploding in

popularity during the 1980s with music videos and television networks like Music Television

(MTV). However, it is also obvious that what constitutes the “content” of Rock and Roll was not

entirely clear at the time of the hearing. The fact that the opening statements of the committee, or

even the statement of Senator Hawkins, did not more clearly define the intent of the hearing

caused a certain amount of confusion, which was later illustrated during the hearing through

further debate on whether one can “judge an album by its cover.” Moreover, confusion or lack of

clear definitions represented the learning curve of the committee and some of the witnesses as to

the growing visual component to Rock and Roll.
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CHAPTER V

THE DEBATE

“We’re not gonna take it!”88

-Twisted Sister

Susan Baker initiated the statements for the PMRC. She began by restating the purpose of

the PMRC as being “to educate and inform parents about this alarming trend as well as to ask the

industry to exercise self-restraint.” The most significant part of Baker’s portion of the PMRC

testimony was the correlation she seemed to make between the negative aspects of Rock and Roll

and the rise in ‘societal ills” such as teen pregnancy, suicide, and rape. Although she admitted

that there were other conditions that contributed to those problems, she contended that the

popularity of some “porn rock” and the fact that they seemed to promote some of these situations

is reason enough to place some of the blame on Rock and Roll.  She stated:89

There certainly are many causes for ills in our society, but it is our contention that the
pervasive messages aimed at children which promote and glorify suicide, rape,
sadomasochism, and so on, have to be numbered among the contributing factors.90

Later in the hearing some witnesses testified based on research they had done, that Rock

and Roll did in fact have a direct impact on the actions of youth. The statements Baker made as

to the connection between Rock and Roll, however, or even just “porn rock,” and the rise in

suicide, teen pregnancy, or rape, were unfounded. No evidence was provided that supported the

claims she made. Moreover, suggesting that Rock and Roll had such a large influence on youth

was slightly contradictory to a statement she made previously in her testimony. According to
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Baker, “They use it [music] to identify and give expression to their feelings, their problems, their

joys, sorrows, loves, and values.” This statement suggests that youth already have their “feelings”

developed and only use Rock and Roll to “identify and give expression to their feelings.” In other

words, Rock and Roll was not creating the problem but rather giving it expression after the fact.

If this was the case, then Rock and Roll was not the cause of these problems but rather an

expression of growing social trends. At worst, “porn rock” was only a symptom of a larger

disease, but not the disease itself.91

Tipper Gore continued after Susan Baker to explain to the committee the solutions the

PMRC had developed to the combat the problem of “porn rock” in society. According to Gore,

the original suggestion of a categorical rating system the PMRC realized after discussions and

debate, was logistically and economically unfeasible. They instead settled on the

recommendations that the record companies voluntarily label their records with a standard

generic warning label. This criteria for the label would be determined by a panel appointed by the

record companies and placed on records at the discretion of the individual companies. Gore

described this as a “good faith” system with the record companies. The other suggested solution

was that the PMRC wanted lyric sheets of the labeled records available to the consumer prior to

purchase. That way the parent could thoroughly review the content of the album prior to making

a purchase. Gore then finished her portion of the PMRC testimony by reiterating, once again, that

the intention of the PMRC was not censorship or any form of government intervention.

According to Tipper Gore, “The excesses that we are discussing were allowed to develop in the

marketplace, and we believe the solutions to these excesses should come from the industry who
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has allowed them to develop and not from the government.”92

The last part of the prepared statement for the PMRC was presented by Jeff Ling.

Appearing as a consultant for the group, Ling had the job of illustrating to the committee that the

problems in Rock and Roll were “new and different” and did not represent “a continuation of

controversies of past generations.”  The first issue that Ling touched upon was suicide. Ling cited

examples of two incidents of suicide in which the victim had apparently been listening to the

song “Shoot to Thrill” by AC/DC, a song which Ling contended promoted suicide as a

reasonable solution to one’s problems. Ling proceeded to also reference Metallica’s “Fade to

Black,”  and Ozzy Osborne’s “Suicide Solution” as songs that promoted suicide. The second93

theme Ling discussed was the prevalence of violence as a subject in Rock and Roll. For this he

pointed once again to AC/DC, but also included bands like Judas Priest, Great White, Motley

Crue, Twisted Sister, and some others. Lastly, Ling cited examples of explicit sex found in Rock

and Roll. He referenced a multitude of bands including, Kiss, Motley Crue again, Prince, Wendy

O. Williams, and even the Rolling Stones who Ling claimed had sadomasochistic overtones in

their song “Tie You Up.”94

Although the songs and groups cited by Ling do express some of the subjects he

suggested, it should also be pointed out that some of them are not as blatant as Ling suggested

and are much more open to interpretation. The song “Fade to Black,” for example, which Ling
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cited as promoting suicide is certainly about suicide, but does not necessarily promote suicide.

Nowhere in the lyrics does it suggest to someone else, the listener or some other abstract

character, to take his or her life. On the contrary, the song is sung in the first person and uses the

pronouns “I” and “me.” It is certainly a sad song, but it is introspective and concerns the feelings

of the singer. Also, Ling used the song “We’re Not Gonna Take It” by Twisted Sister to illustrate

violence. He did so by referencing the video, more so than the actual lyrics, in which an

oppressive father was beaten up through the course of the video by his children who transform

into the members of the band. Making a judgment based on the video alone it is possible to

understand how Ling came to the conclusion that it in some way promoted violence. However, to

reach this conclusion one would have to stop laughing long enough from the over-the-top acting

and absurd situations to perceive any violent intent. If one reads, or listens, to the lyrics alone, he

is more likely to come to the much more reasonable conclusion that the song expresses rebellion

and independence, but not necessarily violence.95

After Jeff Ling finished his remarks, the committee proceeded to ask the PMRC’s

representatives a few questions. Most of the questions and answers simply elaborated or

reinforced the message of their presentation. One question of particular interest however, which

has already been briefly brought up, was that posed by Senator Exon of Nebraska regarding why

the hearings were being held in the first place. The Senator commended the members of the

PMRC for bringing the issue to the attention of the public, and pointed out how this particular

hearing, more so than any other he had been a part of, had drawn considerable media coverage.
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He also suggested, however, that the issue could have been brought to the attention of the public

outside the realm of the United States Senate, and it perhaps would have been more appropriate

to do so. According to Senator Exon, “As one member of Congress, I think that we indulge in too

many publicity events that are far beyond the scope of regulation and legislation, which I think is

our primary purpose.”96

The second segment of testimony was from a series of three recording artists who

expressed, among other things, their concerns over censorship and freedom of speech. The first

to come before the committee was Frank Zappa who brought up a number of important points

during the course of his testimony. The first was that the actions of the PMRC did in fact

constitute censorship and an infringement on First Amendment rights. He pointed out that this

music was not being forced into anyone’s home. On the other hand, if a label was added, that

music might end up unfairly restricted. According to Zappa, “Taken as a whole, the complete list

of PMRC demands reads like an instructions manual for some sinister kind of toilet training

program to house-break all composers and performers because of the lyrics of a few.”97

Moreover, Zappa pointed out that any label or rating system would only represent the values of

the small minority of people charged with creating the criteria for the label. He stated:

The establishment of a rating system, voluntary or otherwise opens the door to an endless
parade of moral quality control programs based on things certain Christians do not like.
What if the next group of Washington wives demands a large yellow “J” on all material
written or performed by Jews, in order to save helpless children from exposure to
concealed Zionist doctrine?98
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This may seem like an exaggeration on Zappa’s part. However it had a certain level of merit

considering the PMRC’s stance against music containing overtones of Satanism and the occult.

Technically, however deplorable it may seem to most people, the Church of Satan is a recognized

religious organization in the United States and is protected under the Constitution just like any

other religious group. Therefore, the PMRC should not be able to ask, or rather should not be

able to enforce, any rating system or label that would designate an “O” for occult or distinguish

Satanic oriented records any more than, as Zappa suggests, they should be able put a “J” on

Jewish material.

Zappa also pointed out some of the conflicts of interests that were evident in the Senate

hearing. One conflict was that the record companies seemed only to be negotiating with the

PMRC because of their Washington connections. Record companies were at the time supporting

the passage of the “Blank Tape Tax,” a bill that would place a private tax on the sale of blank

tapes to discourage piracy. Zappa made the claim that the record companies were only working

with the PMRC because they were afraid of any negative influence the group might exert,

through their husbands, against the passage of the “Blank Tape Tax.”  Through their cooperation

with the PMRC, Zappa accused the record companies of negotiating  away the rights of the

recording artist. Secondly, Zappa pointed out the much more obvious conflict of interest in that

Tipper Gore was speaking before a committee in which her husband sat as a member.99

As part of his testimony Zappa also provided the committee with his own solutions. His

first solution was music appreciation. Zappa made the point that part of the reason why offensive

music was so popular among the youth was because it was the only form of music they were
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exposed to. As part of the solution he suggested, schools needed to start teaching, and the

government needed to be funding, more programs in music appreciation so that children would

know that there was more music out there and that most of it was much more uplifting than

anything associated with “porn rock.” The second suggestion he made was in support of the idea

to have printed lyrics available to the consumer. This would allow parents to have the

information they wanted, with regard to the content of the album, while avoiding any controversy

associated with censorship. The only problem, as Zappa pointed out, was that the implementation

would not be free. As he explained, the record companies did not necessarily own the rights to

the lyrics; those rights were held by separate publishing companies within the industry, and the

record companies did not have the right to reprint the lyrics. The publishers would instead need

to be reimbursed.

Other important points also came out during Zappa’s testimony when he answered the

questions from the committee. First of all, Senator Gore asked him to clarify why it seemed to

him that the PMRC was advocating legislation when they have repeatedly said they wanted no

such thing. Zappa answered by pointing not at the direct actions of the PMRC but more so at the

precedent and example their actions might set. According to Zappa, just as there are copycat

killers there could also be copycat censors. Zappa cited San Antonio as an example in which a

local politician, the mayor, had tried to impose “PMRC-type individual ratings and attach them

to concerts.” Zappa’s argument was also later supported when, about a year later, he appeared

before the Maryland State Legislature to oppose their extension of the pornography statute to
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include musical recordings.100

A second important point brought up during questioning had to do with the correlation

between the rating of movies and the potential rating of albums. According to Zappa there were

two important factors to keep in mind as to the difference. One, rating an album would also be

placing a label on the artist. Whereas the actors in the movie are paid to be there and are only

pretending, musical artists were expressing their own art through their album. Any rating would

not only make assumptions about the content of the album but also as to the character of the

artist. Two, Zappa pointed out the quantitative logistical differences between the movie and

record industries. Compared to the movie industry, the

volume of records produced in a year, each with around

a dozen songs that would all need to be listened to, was

far greater than the number of movies produced in a

year. The quantity would make trying to rate them

prohibitive.101

Following Frank Zappa, as the next

representative of recording artists, was John Denver.

John Denver’s presence is interesting to note because

his music was not directly involved, nor was he necessarily considered to be a Rock and Roll

artist. Denver’s music falls much more into the category of folk or even country. Still, his

Fig. 11. John Denver.

http://www.youtube.com.
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presence added some diversity to Frank Zappa and the next witness who would follow after

Denver. John Denver’s appearance before the committee also brought more personal experiences

of censorship to the proceedings. Speaking of his own concern over the possibility of censorship

through the implementation of a rating system or label, Denver cited his song “Rocky Mountain

High” as having been banned on many radio stations due to a misinterpretation of the lyrics about

a drug “high.” On the contrary, Denver pointed out that the “high” expressed in the song was a

“celebration of life.” Further making his point he asked the committee, “what assurance have I

that a national panel to review my music would make any better judgment?”102

A second important point that John Denver made had to do with the nature of censorship

versus the free flow of creativity and information. He argued that art, if it was allowed to be

freely expressed and run its course of creativity without any outside hindrance, will either remain

or perish based on its value. Bad art, or music he claimed, will pass into obscurity. On the other

hand, when something was being restricted, and the natural process of creativity was interrupted,

then it had the potential to remain popular beyond what it normally would. According to Denver,

“That which is denied becomes that which is most desired, and that which is hidden becomes that

which is most interesting.”  103

Denver also reinforced the argument that the “porn rock” trend in Rock and Roll was not

the cause of social problems but rather a symptom of larger problems. If a child was listening to,

and more importantly, identified with this type of music then it suggested a much more serious
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problem with the individual child than it did with the music. Moreover, he believed it was unfair

to blame artists and the recording industry while the same type of offensive material could be

found on television and the news. He reiterated the importance of the parents to be responsible

and actively involved in their children’s life:

In my experience, sir, all over the world one of the most interesting things about the
music that young people are listening to is it gives us as adults a very clear insight as to
what is going on in their minds. We can know what they are thinking by listening to the
music they surround themselves with.104

The last main point that Denver made in his testimony was that perhaps much of the

offensive material was exaggerated, or partly satirical and not meant to taken too seriously.

Referring back to the Twisted Sister video of “We’re Not Gonna Take It,” he suggested that

“beating up” or standing up to one’s father was a fantasy

that many children have had and that the video was simply

an exaggeration of that fantasy. Moreover, it could be

interpreted that some of the other material cited by the

PMRC as offensive might simply be either exaggerations

of more appropriate responses, or satirical representation

not meant to taken seriously at all, or they might even have

been intended to produce a shock effect. The point was that

although the content might on the outside appear to be

explicit and offensive, the actual intent or meaning of the
Fig. 12. Dee Snider.
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song could be much more open to interpretation.105

Following John Denver, and the last of the recording artists to appear before the

committee was Dee Snider of Twisted Sister, the only witness before the committee who had had

his work specifically cited by the PMRC as offensive. The primary message of Snider’s

testimony had to do with misconceptions. According to Snider, there were not only

misinterpretation about lyrics, as John Denver touched on, but also with the artists themselves.

He began his testimony by introducing himself and, perhaps dispelling any assumptions the

committee had about him, by stating that he was a father, a Christian, and that he did not smoke,

drink, take drugs, or engage in any other activity illustrated by the PMRC as defining “porn

rock.” On the contrary, Snider prided himself on “writing songs that are consistent with my

above-mentioned beliefs.” He went on, primarily keeping his testimony to a personal nature, to

illustrate the potential for misconception within Rock music by enumerating three instances in

which accusations made against him or his band by the PMRC had been based on

misinterpretation or incorrect facts.106

The first instance he referenced was a article written by Tipper Gore claiming that a

Twisted Sister song, “Under the Blade,” was about sadomasochism. This interpretation,

according to Snider, the author of the song, was simply wrong. The song was not about

sadomasochism, but rather about surgery. According to Snider, “As the creator of “Under the

Blade,” I can say categorically that the only sadomasochism, bondage, and rape in this song is in
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the mind of Ms. Gore.”  The second accusation that he debunked had, again, to do with the107

song “We’re Not Gonna Take It.” This accusation again referred to alleged violence in the song.

As was pointed out earlier, and now confirmed by Dee Snider, the lyrics of the song contain no

references or suggestions to any form of violence. The closest the song comes to promoting

violence is using the word “fight.” Within the context of the song, however, there is no indication

that the phrase, “We’re right, we’re free, we’ll fight, you’ll see,” suggests a violent, or even

physical, “fight.” Dee Snider suggested that the PMRC was confused by the images in the video

and explained that the video only represented a “cartoonish” version of the song. He also pointed

out that although the PMRC may have interpreted his song as violent, the United Way of

America saw it instead as a “light-hearted way of talking about communication with teenagers,”

and requested it for a program they were producing about the changing American family. Snider

made the point that if his song could be so misconstrued and have two very opposite

interpretations, judgment made for the placement of warnings might make the same type of

mistake with other albums and songs. The third and last accusation made by the PMRC that

Snider refuted was in regard to a statement made by Tipper Gore at a another public debate over

record labeling. Snider quoted Tipper Gore as claiming that merchandise, in this case T-shirts,

put out by the band also contained inappropriate images of women in sexually suggestive

positions. Snider refutes this as completely false and stated the Twisted Sister has no such

merchandise.108
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Snider concluded his remarks be restating the responsibility of the parents to educate and

monitor their children. He also made one last appeal that Rock and Roll, even some “porn rock”

which might appear to be blatantly offensive, could still be open to considerable individual

interpretation. According to Snider, “There is no authority who has the right or the necessary

insight to make these judgements, not myself, not the federal government, not some recording

industry committee, not the PTA, not the RIAA, and certainly not the PMRC.”109

During the question and answer portion of Snider’s testimony the question was brought as

to whether parents should be expected to listen to all the music their children wanted prior to

letting them have it. Snider suggested that this was a perfectly reasonable alternative to labeling

records. Parents could buy the album, listen to it, and if it was offensive they could return it to

the store. Members of the committee, such as Senator John D. Rockefeller IV of West Virginia,

however, seemed to suggest that this might be an unreasonable request, especially in homes

where both parents work, because they would simply not have the time to listen and screen all the

music. However, the lack of time was not a very good excuse and suggested that either the

committee did not understand how few records youth actually buy in a year, or that parents have

the time to listen to the music but just do not want to. A child able to bring home one album a

week would be a very generous example of how much music a child could, or was allowed, to

buy, and therefore would also be a very generous expectation for how much a parent would have

to listen to. However, even an album a week, with around twelve songs,  would only amount to

perhaps an hour or two of listening time per week required by parents. Such an obligation on the
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part of the parents would not seem to be that constrictive.110

The next segment of testimony came from representatives of the PTA. Millie Williams,

the National PTA Vice President for Legislative Activity, reiterated many of the statements made

by the PMRC. She echoed the concerns of the PMRC on behalf of the PTA and added that the

PTA was the first organization to bring up this issue of offensive lyrics and made the first

attempts at getting some kind of response from the record industry. One important aspect of her

testimony, however, that supported her concerns and those of the PMRC, was the PTA’s first

hand knowledge of pervasiveness and popularity of “porn rock” among children. She made the

point that the PTA, through their involvement in schools around the county, were witnesses to,

and concerned by, the growing popularity of the music.

Following the PTA was Stanley M. Gortikov, President of the RIAA. The testimony of

Gortikov was mostly the response of the RIAA to the requests of the PMRC. He outlined the

measures that the RIAA would take to alleviate those concerns of the PMRC and what the RIAA

would not, or could not do. What the RIAA could do, and would do, according to Gortikov, was

implement the use of a generic label stating “Parental Guidance-Explicit Lyrics” to be placed on

all new records that contained potentially offensive material. Gortikov felt that this was a fair

compromise with the PMRC and answered their primary concern of having adequate warning of

what was contained in an album. However, Gortikov stated that the RIAA would not endorse a

rating system as suggested by the PMRC and PTA. Such a rating system faced too many

impracticalities to even attempt. The shear number of albums and songs that would need to be

reviewed and the question as to who would devise and implement the criteria by which the
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records would be rated prohibited the RIAA from attempting that solution. Also, with regard to

the printing of lyrics, the record companies were unable to accommodate that suggestion because

they did not necessarily own the rights to the lyrics, and were also unable to have any influence

over a song’s air play on the radio or place of display in a record store. According to Gortikov,

the PMRC had suggested that albums deemed offensive be kept behind the counters or in special

wrappers. Gortikov explained that the RIAA had no control over how an individual store ran its

business.111

One of the points that Gortikov made during his testimony was the limited, or unfair

focus, that the PMRC had seemed to have taken with Rock and Roll. Gortikov pointed out that

although some of the examples cited during the hearing did indeed represent some blatantly

offensive material, they still only made up a small portion of the Rock and Roll music produced

annually. Therefore, for every song that contained a negative message, there were ten more that

dealt with positive feelings and issues. The PMRC however, seemed to be ignoring the potential

positive influence that Rock and Roll had. Also, Gortikov pointed out that Rock and Roll, as a

genre also seemed to be unfairly targeted. There were other forms of popular music that also

could be interpreted as containing negative or offensive themes. However the PMRC only

concerned itself with Rock and Roll. Such a focus suggested that the PMRC was merely using

the relatively minor amount of offensive songs or groups found in Rock and Roll to discredit the

whole genre.112

After Gortikov came a panel of two expert witnesses. Dr. Joe Stuessy, a Ph.D. and
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professor of Rock and Roll history at the University of Texas at San Antonio, and Dr. Paul King,

a child and adolescent psychiatrist. Dr. Stuessy began by stating that music influences behavior.

He stated:

Music affects our moods, emotions, attitudes, and our resultant behavior. Music affects us
psychologically and physiologically. This fact explains why we have choirs and organs at
church, why we have bands at football games, Muzak in stores, business offices, and
doctors’ offices. It explains why there are military marches, discoteques, music behind
movies and TV, Jazzercise, and most importantly, commercial jingles.113

However, Dr. Stuessy went on to state the Heavy Metal music contained “elements of hatred”

and a “meanness of spirit.” Because of this, the influence that it had on those who listened to it,

especially children more susceptible to such influence, was negative. While it was perhaps true

that music had a direct influence on people’s behavior, as evidenced through the examples

provided by Dr. Stuessy, stating that Heavy Metal’s influence was inherently negative was a

gross generalization. Just because many of the songs were fast, loud, and might be characterized

by the screaming voice of the lead singer, did not mean that they contained elements of hatred.

As Dee Snider pointed out, it was reckless to interpret a song based on its sound or even lyrics.

Both could be misleading.

On the other hand, even if certain songs do contain a “meanness of spirit,” as Dr. Stuessy

stated, why is that necessarily a bad thing? All music creates an emotional response, again, as

stated by Dr. Stuessy. Some elicit joy and excitement while others might inspire anger or

depression. Dr. Stuessy made the claim that those that produce anger or contain “elements of

hatred” are bad because they then influence negative behavior. By making this connection Dr.

Stuessy seems to have inadvertently labeled some emotions as “good” and some as “bad.” This



Steve Harris, “The Number of the Beast.” Iron Maiden: The Number of the Beast. Capital Records
114

12202, 1982.

Senate Transcript, 129.
115

93

seems to be another inappropriate generalization on the part of the doctor. Anger can potentially

give way to new resolve and ambition. Depression can be, at times, part of the grieving process

which is essential for overcoming a loss. All emotions have an appropriate context. It is how one

chooses to react to those emotions that can cause them to become negative or positive. Dr.

Stuessy’s analysis of emotional response seems to be somewhat one-sided and focused mostly on

placing blame on music that could inspire the emotion, rather than on the individuals who choose

how to react to that emotion.

Dr. King continued after Dr. Stuessy and gave some of his impressions to the committee

based on his 14 years of experience working with children and teens, as a psychiatrist and earlier

in his career as a high school teacher. According to Dr. King, many teens and other youth

developed a worship mentality towards Heavy Metal music and those groups that were part of the

genre. The music conveyed messages of power that teens, often feeling inadequate, identify with.

Moreover, according to Dr. King, the songs expressed notions of hate and violence that the teens

then also identify with. Dr. King cited “The Number of the Beast” by Iron Maiden as an example

of a song that expressed demonic-oriented themes that had the potential to influence children.

This was ironic considering some of the lyrics were taken directly from the book of Revelations

in the Bible.  According to Dr. King, “Heavy Metal is presented to kids as a religion. The114

adolescents are vulnerable because their sense of identity has not been formed. Their sense of

meaning and purpose in life is missing.”  115
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Whether Dr. King’s assessment is accurate or not, and there is no reason to believe that it

is not, considering his experience in the field, it is still unfair to place all the blame on Rock and

Roll. Rock and Roll did not inspire violent actions or tell teens to worship Heavy Metal. As

shown from Dr. Stuessy’s testimony just prior, at most the music stirs up emotions that can be

reacted to negatively. Moreover, these youth, as Dr. King also states, were in some cases already

troubled. The most that can be said was that Heavy Metal, or at least those groups or songs

referenced by Dr. King, did nothing to dissuade these teens from identifying with the music or

acting out in negative ways.

The last segment of testimony before the committee came from representatives from the

radio industry. Edward O. Frits, President of the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB),

William J. Steding, Executive Vice President of the Central Broadcast Division of the Bonneville

International Corporation, and Robert J. Sabatini, from WRKC-FM at King College in Wilkes

Barre, Pennsylvania, and Cerphe Colwell from WWDC, DC-101 FM in Washington, D.C., all

provided statements to the committee.

Edward Frits spoke first and commented on the actions that the NAB was taking with

regard to the growing concern over “porn rock.” According to Frits, letters were sent to station

owners to alert them of the problem. As a result, many stations removed a number of offensive

songs from their play lists and proceeded to monitor new songs more carefully. However, the

ultimate determining factor in what radio stations play are the listeners. If a listener did not like

what he or she was hearing on the radio, they could either turn the channel or turn it off. As Frits

said, they were the “ultimate censor.” Radio stations, and more importantly those radio stations

sponsors, pay very close attention to the listening habits of their costumer base. If that costumer
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base was not catered to, then the station changed its programming accordingly. Radio stations

will always do what is economically in their best interests. Such has been the case since Rock

and Roll first broke through on the air waves.116

The second person to speak on behalf of the radio was William Steding. Steding, once

again, called for responsibility and self-regulation on the part of the record industry and artists.

He also pointed out, however, the power of the radio station to have its own self-regulating, or

censoring effect. According to Steding, radio stations could choose not to play offensive music.

Moreover, they might actually increase their revenues if they chose to do so. Sponsers, in his

opinion, were more likely to advertise in an environment free of offensive material. Such

measures might in turn, influence Rock and Roll artists and the companies that produce them to

become more responsible. As record sales were very much dependent on how songs are played

on the radio, stations could hold an enormous amount of power in regulating the industry.117

Robert Sabatini was the third of the radio personalities to give remarks. As a

representative of a college radio station he pointed out the detrimental effect that record labeling

could have on smaller stations like his. As college stations, they were dependent on smaller

record companies and retail stores to provide them with material to play on the air. If labeling

occurred and as a result waters-down, or worse, numerically reduces, the amount of music

produced, then stations would be harder pressed to fill their air time.

The last of the radio representatives to testify before the committee was Cerphe Colwell.

He finished the prepared testimonies before the committee by restating the problems associated
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with anyone, be it the government, PMRC, or a panel, making judgments as to the content of

artistic material. Moreover, he made the observation that as times have changed, so have

children. According to Colwell, youth had become more sophisticated and anything that might be

thought to have a negative influence on them might not actually have as great an influence

because of that fact. He stated:

Similarly, today’s young people viewing musicians that to all outward appearances would
offend their parents, are intelligent and sophisticated enough to place such performers in
their proper context and to make their own judgements. In fact, many of these musicians
are viewed as little more than glorified comic book characters. To underestimate the
ability of young people today to make these perceptions just begins to expose the
problems that antiregulatory steps would create.118

Such a statement speaks to the generational gap that has always been evident with Rock and Roll.

As a new generation of Rock and Roll emerges it made perfect sense to the audience for which it

was intended, while the older generation was often confused, or fearful.

The hearing before the Senate committee illustrated a number of important concerns with

regard to the issue of record labeling. Of these, three main themes seemed to emerge that took

precedent, or occupied more of the debate, than the other more specific issues. One, the scope of

the issue or debate was unclear from the beginning of the hearing, and even perhaps from the

foundation of the PMRC; misconceptions existed on both sides as to the intents and values of the

witnesses; and the complexity of the issue was far greater than most seemed to realize.

First of all, the exact intention, or scope of the hearing, was not clearly defined at the

outset. The committee stated that the hearing was to discuss the content of Rock and Roll music.

Some perceived this to refer only to the lyrics of Rock and Roll, while others interpreted it as
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meaning every facet of the Rock and Roll image. The PMRC had stated that their intention was

to provide parents with the information necessary to make an informed decision as to the content

of albums. This suggested that they were only concerned with the lyrics of the albums. However,

examples provided throughout the hearing, both from other witnesses and even the PMRC,

suggested that the concern went beyond simply the lyrics but encompassed album cover art and

rock videos. Although all of these aspects, according to the PMRC, could help contribute to the

negative influence of a youth, recording artists and some within the record industry viewed cover

art, music videos, and lyrics as entirely separate mediums that should be dealt with on an

individual basis.

Misconceptions also seemed to pervade the hearing. Unfair judgments and

misinterpretations caused tensions that otherwise would probably have not existed. From the

recording artists side, the greatest misconception was that the PMRC had called the hearing with

the intention to propose legislation later. The fear of legislation was evident in every one of the

testimonies advocating against a label. Granted, the fact that the hearing before a Senate

committee was occurring in the first place, an issue which was also discussed, understandably led

some to believe that legislation was an intended possibility. The PMRC, however, adamantly

denied that legislation was ever one of their goals. The debate over whether their actions would

lead to indirect censorship notwithstanding, direct government involvement does not appear to

have been intended by the PMRC, and the fact no legislation has taken place supports that

conclusion.

The PMRC held some misconceptions and misinterpretations of their own. The most

obvious had to do with the enormous backlash they endured with regard to their proposals. The
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outspokenness of Frank Zappa prior to the Senate hearing, as well as the defensiveness with

which some of the witnesses denounced what they perceived as a threat to their First Amendment

rights clearly put the PMRC in a defensive stance in a different way. This is evident from the

numerous times throughout the debate that either the PMRC, members of the committee, or

others testifying on behalf of record labels had to reiterate that their intention was not to infringe

on the creative expression of performing artists. Misinterpretations, however, on the part of the

PMRC were also evident in some of their analyses of Rock and Roll songs. The most obvious

example was that of Dee Snider’s song “Under the Blade.” While Tipper Gore had interpreted

the song as being sadomasochistic, Snider flatly denied that the song had any such references.

This misinterpretation provided evidence that some of the “porn rock” that the PMRC had

deemed as blatantly offensive was much more open to individual interpretation.

Lastly, it seems clear from the hearing that the issues surrounding the implementation of a

warning label were much more complex than were previously thought. It was not simply a matter

of the record industries and artists taking responsibility for their work, many of whom felt that

they already had. Rather, it also included other philosophical and political issues such as freedom

of speech and censorship, which have already been discussed, as well as practical limitations

with the actual implementation, and economic concerns that went beyond the artists or the record

companies.

The practical limitations, or hindrances, which the PMRC did not seem aware of, at least

not to the fullest extent, included the ownership of the lyrics and the issue of who would be on

any panel setting the criteria for the label. In many cases the record companies did not own the

publishing rights to the lyrics and therefore could not reprint them without the publishers
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consent. Also, the individual record companies, which were only loosely associated through the

RIAA wanted to decide for themselves which records were labeled and not have the decision be

in the hands on an industry wide panel. The record companies felt that they were much more

qualified, if anyone was, to judge the level of offensiveness of their records.

Economic concerns also added to the complexity of the issue. Not just for the artists or

record companies who feared a label might hurt sales, but also to radio stations and records stores

who distributed the music. Record stores could lose sales based on the records being labeled, or

even pulled from the shelves. Radio stations could potentially loose sponsors if they happened to

play offensive music, or if they refused to play labeled music and thus lost their listeners. Either

way there was a potential negative outcome.

These issues represent only the larger themes that were evident during the actual hearing.

However, other issues, such as the actual pervasiveness of sexuality, drug abuse, the occult, and

violence in Rock and Roll, were also important. Whereas the larger themes represent the topical

importance of the hearing, the other issues that were discussed relate back to trends that have

been evident in Rock and Roll since its beginning.
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CHAPTER VI

CONCLUSION: MAKING SENSE OF IT ALL

“This is the end. My only friend, the end.”119

-The Doors

The debate over the labeling of albums continued after the Senate hearing in September

of 1985. The PMRC continued its fight against offensive content in Rock and Roll on through

the 1980s and into the 1990s. In the late 1980s it was confronted by a new anti-censorship group

called Music in Action, and engaged in a war of words on the pages of Billboard Magazine. On

the other side, Frank Zappa continued to advocate against record labeling and appeared on

CNN’s Crossfire in 1986 and again in 1987, School Beat in 1986, and other various media

outlets. Two years after the hearing Tipper Gore kept the debate going when she published

“Raising PG Kids in an X-Rated Society.” In it she again outlined her concerns over the negative

trends in society; including sexual promiscuity, drug and alcohol abuse, and violence in the

media. Her conclusions or focus, however, seemed to have shifted some since the hearing in that

more attention is paid to advocating parental involvement than it is to labeling or rating

potentially offensive material.120

Although the PMRC was active as late as 1995 with trying to establish a rating system for

albums, its clout and influence had been in decline since the late 1980s. Tipper Gore herself, quit

the group after her husband was elected to the Vice Presidency of the United States. The warning
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label that the RIAA announced during the hearing it would begin

affixing to albums, which states “Parent Advisory-Explicit

Content,” is still in place. Although not all record companies,

especially those smaller record companies outside the RIAA, use

the warning sticker, it can still be found on most “offensive”

albums. The PMRC did not succeed in a rating system similar to

that of the movie industry, and it is questionable whether the warning sticker or any of their

campaigns contributed to a “cleaning up” of Rock and Roll. Although some stores such as Wal-

Mart and JC Penny stopped carrying labeled albums at times, others have argued that the sticker

in fact helped increase record sales because it represented a sort of “forbidden fruit.” Whether

this is true or not, the fact is that the PMRC has faded into obscurity. The only reminder of their

existence is the occasional warning label one finds stuck to an album.121

So the question becomes: What does all this mean?

Previously it was stated that the rise of the PMRC and the Senate hearing was a

culminating event in the history and development of Rock and Roll. Although it appears as

though the only physical reminder of the PMRC is the warning label they helped to bring about,

there were other changes as a result of the Senate hearing. First, and foremost, the PMRC had

fulfilled their mission to provide parents with information. A nationally-covered Senate hearing

more than served that purpose. As a result, parents became better educated about the growing

trends in Rock and Roll. This is partly evident from the debate that continued on after the

hearing. 

Fig. 13. Parental Advisory Sticker.
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Moreover, the PMRC also succeeded in pressuring the record industry toward more self-

regulation and responsibility. Not necessarily out of their own sense of morality, but because of

the increased awareness brought about by the PMRC, record companies realized that the market

forces had changed. A more aware and discerning consumer base meant that record companies

and artists might have to be more careful. To sell records, especially to youth, artists might have

to adjust their sound in order to meet the approval of the parents and others. For example, a

federal judge in Tennessee did declare the album As Nasty As They Wanna Be by rap group 2

Live Crew as obscene, but that ruling was eventually overturned by a the U.S. Court of Appeals.

Also, in the early 1990s, the song “Cop Killer” by hip hop artist Ice-T was effectively banned

after enormous public outcry against the song erupted. The album Body Count, on which the

song appeared was recalled and then reissued without the offending song. “Cop Killer,” although

recordings can be found on the internet, still remains unavailable for retail purchase. This,

however, was still an action that was brought about by market forces and not through any

legislation or prosecution of the song, artist, or record company.  122

The new awareness among parents and the consuming public, however, should not be

construed as the death of “porn rock” or offensive music, The Senate hearing still resulted in a

relative victory for recording artists and free speech. Although some states passed anti-obscenity 

laws that targeted some music, no federal legislation banning music was ever upheld and a rating

system was never adopted. The relative unavailability of “Cop Killer” notwithstanding, music

that many would find offensive still exists, and continues to be produced. Artists such as Marilyn

Manson continued to test the boundaries of socially accepted musical expression with albums
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such as Antichrist Superstar. Although Manson and other artists who share his style exist on the

fringe, they continue to produce music and maintain a strong fan-base; a sign that a free hand

toward what most would consider offensive music would not result in a corruption of youth and

the downfall of society.  123

However it was not the direct or indirect results of the hearing that give the 1985 Senate

hearing, or the PMRC, significance. The fact that the hearing occurred points to the overall

importance. The PMRC’s role in bringing about a nationally-covered Senate committee hearing

to air, not just their concerns, but all those issues that have accompanied Rock and Roll since its

beginning, stands as a major accomplishment and event in Rock and Roll history that ranks

among its most defining moments. Never before in the history of Rock and Roll were all the

issues associated with the genre, the debates, controversies, and defining characteristics openly

discussed and debated on such a large scale, to such a large audience, in a single forum. The

PMRC and the senate hearing the group instigated, illuminated the country to trends that have

existed in Rock and Roll since its beginning, even if those trends may not have all been

acknowledged at the time. Moreover, it showed the country that those trends, for better or worse,

were holding strong. Although the original intent of the PMRC may have been only to discuss

the content of Rock and Roll music, it was their reasoning for doing so that made the hearing

such a momentous event. The Washington wives were upset because they felt that explicit sex,

violence, drug and alcohol abuse, and allusions to the occult, seemed to be growing increasingly

popular in Rock and Roll and becoming much too accessible to children. It was those very
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reasons for their concern which made the hearing significant. That is because sex, violence, drugs

and alcohol, and the occult, have, in one way or another, all been feared as detrimental influences

of Rock and Roll, well before the PMRC. Some were more recent developments than others, but

they were all defining trends within Rock and Roll that the PMRC, once again, brought to light.

The sexual promiscuity of Rock and Roll can be traced back to its foundation era in the

1950s. People were fearful of the new form of music that so easily prompted youth to get up and

dance. Because, of course, dancing might lead to other things. Elvis shook his hips in such a

suggestive way as to have his lower half banned from television. Violence did not become as

prevalent until later in Rock’s development, but the issue of teenage rebellion has always been a

factor. Whether it was teenagers dancing to Chuck Berry or brainwashed by the Beatles

“communist” message, anything that helped to foster a collective youth identity was obviously a

threat to the structure of society. Substance abuse did not really become the norm in Rock and

Roll until the psychedelic era, but it still existed prior to that time. The Beatles, again, exhibited a

drug influence in their Sgt. Pepper album, and for all we know, “Puff the Magic Dragon” was

just about smoking a joint. The occult, although only having a noticeable influence on Rock and

Roll since the 1970s with bands like KISS or Alice Cooper, could still be considered a part of the

larger influence of religion on, and in, Rock and Roll; and that trend extends even further back.

After all, maybe the Beatles were bigger than Jesus. 

Even those trends or issues, however, which may not have been specifically mentioned by

name during the hearing were still present. For example, the racial prejudices rampant in Rock

and Roll during the 1950s, such as people fearing a mixing of the races and Black music

invading white culture, can still be compared to aspects of the hearing. Although race was not
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specifically an issue, there were prejudices and misconceptions. During the hearing, Rock and

Roll was singled out among all the other popular music genres as being a threat to children.

Granted the examples shown to illustrate the offensiveness in Rock and Roll were probably far

worse than anything in any other genre, the fact remains that the PMRC did not even bother to

examine other forms of popular music. Country, folk, classical, and other musical forms were all

ignored. Corporate influence and government intervention were also trends that were obviously

reinforced by the hearing. The fact that the hearing took place before a Senate committee and

discussed issues which might directly affect the recording industry harkened back to the days of

the payola scandals.

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, the PMRC and the Senate hearing reinforced one of

the oldest, and possibly most all encompassing trends in Rock and Roll: morality. Was Rock and

Roll moral or immoral? Or more to the point, if Rock and Roll appears immoral and a negative

influence on society, is it really the fault of the music or is it simply reflecting and expressing

other societal trends? Although this was perhaps the core of what the hearing was about, it was

obviously not settled. Moreover, the issue remains unsettled and continually debated. The best

answer that can be given, based on the evidence and testimony given during the hearing, is that it

is a little bit of both.

Based on testimony such as Dee Snider’s, artists write about their own feelings, and

experiences, or may just create simply to entertain. On the other hand, based on the testimony of

researchers like Dr. Stuessy and Dr. King, music, whether the creator of that music intends it or

not, influences behavior; and sometimes that behavior can result in terrible consequences. Then

again, the listeners’ own state of mind seems to largely determine how the music will affect
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them. If one is suicidal they will identify with a song about suicide and perhaps take their own

life. If one is homicidal and listens to a song with violent themes, they may feel compelled to

commit a violent act. While others, hearing the same songs may not be affected at all. They may

appreciate the song for its musical value or its message on a philosophical level, but not

necessarily identify with it. It would seem that at its worst, Rock and Roll, and all forms of

popular music, may help to reinforce trends already existing in a society. However, at its best,

Rock and Roll is a reflection of society, a guide by which the health of a society and its culture,

especially its youth culture, can be measured. In this regard, even when the styles, sounds, and

messages of Rock and Roll all seem to be negative, as much of it appeared to the members of the

PMRC, it still serves a crucial purpose within society. As John Denver put it, it may represent

symptoms of a larger disease.

In many ways the 1980s was the only era in which this could have happened. The free

flow of creativity allowed for the diversity in Rock and Roll to be present by that decade, and in

turn, allowed for the rise of “porn rock.” Without the development of Rock and Roll, without

each new genre or generation of Rock and Roll learning from and expanding on that of the

previous generation, the diversity by the 1980s would not have been possible. In many ways the

diversity itself was a reflection of society and youth culture. Much more racial and social

integration had taken place since Rock and Roll first started and the diversity in the 1980s

reflected that. A greater variety of youth was represented based on their ideals, background, and

concerns. Had it not been for the development of Rock and Roll, and the trends that went along

with that development, the diversity achieved during the 1980s may never have come to be. As a

result the Heavy Metal genre might not have developed and become as much an identifying force
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for youth as it did. Moreover, the PMRC might not have become disturbed by “porn rock”

aspects of Heavy Metal, not called a Senate hearing, not brought to light all those trends which

contributed to the development in the first place, and thus not illustrated, through its debate and

indecision, the balance that exists within Rock and Roll as both a reflection and influence on

society. 

A confusing sequence perhaps, but it does not change that fact that one event influences

the next, making each important. The PMRC and the Senate hearing showed the significance of

all those trends in Rock and Roll through their integration in a single forum which, at its core,

discussed the very nature of Rock and Roll. The 1985 hearing was the first time that all those

themes found throughout Rock and Roll’s history were discussed together in a single event. As a

result, the very fact that such a forum was held, gave significance both to it, and to those who

prompted it.
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