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Foliklore and <olitics ..evisited, 1974: A heview Lssay
By Jens Lund
Records:

A Fiddlers' Convention in Liountein City, Tennessee: 1924-1930
Lecordings. Vance's Tennessee brealidowners, Clarence "Tom" sashely,
Fidclin' Joln Carson, The .1ill Billies, Charlie Lowmen and his
srothers, KFiddlin' cowers Family, Fidclin' Joln Carson and his
Virginia ieelers, G.b. Grayson and lLenry .hitter. 12 selections,
vocal and instrumental. Lono. Lotes pamphlet by Joe .ilson.
County 525, 1972. County wvales, box 191, Floyd, V... 24091, .4.50.

"LLaywire iac" Larry ... L.cClintock. 14 selections: 11 sougs,

2 anecdotes, 1 tale. l.ono. Recorded, witlh interviev and notes

pan hlet by Sam iskin., Folkways ¥F.. 5272. 1972. Folkways liecords
and vervice Co., 701 beventh .venue, New York, .Y, 10036. .5.98.

sover to the w.orking Class: osongs for a .orkers Revolution.
anonymous singers and musicians from the .srogressive Labor Jarty.
15 songs. otereo. .rogressive Labor carty oi.=-br (Gi 993). n.d.
Challenge, G...u., box 80¢, brooilyn, .Y, 11201. .2.50. (avail-
able on cassete or 8-track for ..3.50). '

Books:

american Folksorgsof irrotest. by John Grecenway. rp. 340. »
Discographical appendix. icepriut of 1953 University of .enu-
sylvania .ress edition. iiew York: vctagon Books (Furrar, otrauss,
and Giroux), 1970. .13.59, cloth.

The harxist uninstrels. bLy David i. Hoebel. wp. 352. hevised
edition of 1966Rhytlm, iiots and Levolution. Tulsa, Ukla.:
Christian Crus:¢de sress. 1973. 02.50. paper, »3.50, cloth,
Available from Christian Crusade. ..U.i0x 97, Tulsa, Okla., 74027.

Twenty-three years ago, a young folklore student at the Univer-
sity of rennsylvania wrote a doctoral dissertation titled "Amer-
ican Folksongs of wocial &nd ..conomic i’'rotest," The basic pre-
rnnise of his work was that much of the folksong heritage of the
United vtates Was an expression of class protest. Gyeenway stated,
in liis introduction, "Foli., in our culture is gn economic term. , ,
The 1.odern folx is most often the unskilled wotker." Lkeaction

to Greenway's thesis, after its publication in 1953 as american
Follksougs of rrotesy,was slharp and varied. wotith Thompson re-
jected Greenvay's clyss-based definiticn of "the folk" and even
stated that Greenway'’s collection, "included not a single example
of a genuine folksonyg." C(u tlie otlier hand the politically orignted
folksong magazine, ping tut! praised Greenway's research, stating
that it was, "asbout time someone in the academic world recognized
tlie falksongs of the workers." uince then, numerous writers have
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debated the authenticity of Greenvay's selection of songs. In
partlcular, his choice of Aunt “olly Jackson, .oody Guthrie,
L1la lae . iggins, and Joe Glazer as "folk composers" has been
challengeo, as there is little or no evidence to suggest that
their comp051t10ns have become vart of oral tradition.

Almost “twenty years later, twvo doctoral dissortations, one in
folklore at Indiana University and one in sociology at .imon
Frasier University cleared the confusion somewhat. 1ichard
lieuss' and L. verge enisoff's "Folk Consciousness: reople's
tusic snd smerican Communism" (published in 1971 by University
of Illinois rress as Great Lay Coming: folk i.usic and the imer-
ican Left), pointed out that, follow1ng suggestions by uichael
Gold in the Daily .orker in 19 5, the Communist rarty-U.S.A.

and other Left-wing groups, such as the early C.I.(. unions,
began using the form of smerican folksong to yreach the content
of i.arxist politics. bLoth "hillbilly" und blues forms were used
for this Jurpose in the following decade, and, by the time of
the "folk music revival" of the 196)'s, the idea of folksong as
"protest song" was widely accepted by many ismericans. Thus, it
vas only natural that such causes as the Civil Rights and Viet
Nam peace movements used folk-like song material to phrase

their slogans. .robably more than any other , erson, iete veeger
'Hhas personlfled this trend.

It is not surprising that tlie notion of follusong as a "Con-
munist plot to enslave samerica's youth" has been an important
tenet of wany simericen Light-wving orbwnlzatlonSu; The John
Birch wociety and iev. Lilly James lLargis' Chtistian Crusade
have led the chorus of denuuciations from the. hlght.‘ Hev.
David die Noebel, a writer for uarg1s' group, wrote the book
Rhythm, Riots,. and Revolution in 1966, algulug that guvenlle .
delinquency was causea by Rock 'n' Moll music, ond that modern
youth s lack of patriotisn ‘was a result ¢f subversive folk
music. iwoebel supilied much of thé same docunentiztion linking
"follksingers" to Leftist causes that later a)neared in Uen-
isoff and weuss' vorks. .uis conclusions, whlch linked musical
form to polltlcal behavior, wud flnally subbested that the
whole tulng vas hatelied ifii.oscow, were a patchvork of spurious
conspiracies, )lots and counterplots, and contrived cause~and-
effect, typlcal of ulghtlst literature.

I.y own research has uncovered exanoles of the role of ulght—w1ng ,
politics in the hlstory of american vernacular soung, . oome song

material, such as "Little lL.ary Lhagan s" many variants, and the
derogatory stanza often sung by .hites to "Run, Nigger, Run,"
could proyoerly be considered.kight-wing folksong.. . (wuch of the
rest has been performed in folk or folk-like style, such as the
segregationist "hate disgs" issued b3 lteb-ltebel records of
LrowleJ,lbou1s1ana during the 1960's

::(,*I‘I..v '
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The fect is that Jolk music and music stylistavelly patterned
after folk music is not intrinsically political. Leftist groups,
especially Coumunist ones, have made use of folk music for propa-
gandistic vurposes. This does not make folk music a boviet plot
any more then uenry Ford's championing of old-time fiddle-music,
as onposed to jazz (whici. he considered Jevish-dominated) makes -
fldﬁllng 1ntr1ns1callj anti-cémitic. But old fallacies die hard :
and both the iLeft and the Light continue to make dubious conuec-
tions betveen musical genre and ideology. Greenvay's personal
conversion from ti:e Communist-leaning Left to the John birch
wociety-leaning iight adds fuel to the flre, as he ‘can now speak
as an "expert" on "Left-wiug follison s." A knowledgeable reader
of american olksongs of .rotest can see that he was no expert
on folksong, just as a knowleugeable observer of his present one-
man crusade agalust marujuaind might doubt Greenvay's expertise

in pharmacology.

american Folksongs of .rotest has been cut of print in recent
years. . reprint edition Las now been released by Farrar,

otrauss, ond Giroux's vctigon books. It is identical to the

953 University of .ennsylvenia edition (und to the 1960 a.b5.
Darnes .erpetun paperback). serhaps Greenvay's ideological shift
has made him reluctant to allow it to be rejpublished, for it

seems to be a imarketable book, ap; eallng as it does, to the publics
preconcelved notions about folksong. In spite of its great short-
comlngs, 1t is valuable, conthlnlng over 309 "protest SOhéS,"

Leo“ie S wongs bulletlnu and bSin g Lut” ”he prlce of ti.e re-
print, $13.5J (the 196U pajervack was .1.95!) is, howvever, in-
excusable and for that reason I cannot recommend.itS‘purchase.
fortunately, many public =nd university libraries have copies
avallable, although persons uufamiliar with "protest 'song" should
also consult Uenisoff's Great vay Coming and Lenisoff and [iichard
. veterson's The oounds of social Change: .tudies in rfopular
Culture (Chicago: w:nd-. cNally, 1972).

vavid Noebel's The j.arxist ..instrels is a revised and expanded
edition of tlie earlier ihythm, L.iots, and Revolution. In the
original, the focus had been upon the difference in juvenile .
delinquency rates between tvo ..idvestern cities, one of wlose
teenagers listened primarily to hock 'n' roll, and the other,
whose youtl: did not. The new work ex,ands ti.ese disobedience, -
crime, drug abuse, decline of patriotism, public.disorder—-in -
short, all negative qualities of modern youth, as perceived by
the autlor--are traceable to Kock 'n' roll und politicized
"folksong." LQremlin nasterninds Lave, of course, nlotted the
wviiole thing, giving Chuck berry's famous lines, "iail, Lail,

ttock 'm' roll, deliver r.e from the days of old!" thelr most
literal meaning. Irouically, a few ilew Left spokesmen have made
similar claims. John binclair, guru of .nu srbor's Rainbow
reople's rarty still extols iwock «s "the nusic of the iLevolution,"
and ..ldridge Cleaver has hailed the "liberation" of .hite youth's
minds and bodies by popular music since .lvis .resley.
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-fiev. loebel's nev revised edition is cousiderably more detailed
in its attention to Communist use of folksoug, due, no doubt, .
to careful study of Great ray Coming's foctnotes. The release

of Lenisoff's book wes hailed by woebel in Christian Lrusade
.ecikly «s "levw .ork on ‘Polk rusic Verifies Crusade's Ltand."

rany of tlie '"folk music revival's" s,.okesmen attacked Great .ay
Coming, and its author was nubilcly accused of "’eu—baltlng" at

. mecting of tie asmerican Folklore bociety. ulthough t e charges
of deliberste i.cCarthyism are uufair, Lenisoff's conception of
"folksong" controlled by ;arty ideologues can easily lead to such
a misundersta ndlng. weuss' dissertation, which pyrtrays the
Left romantically inspired by follisong, rather than cynically
manipulating it, is perhaps nore accurate, &nd certalnly more
dlnlonutlc, but 1t remains unpubllsneu. -

fersons vho liave not read ulvthm, itiots, and ievolution con benefit
from a look at The lLarxist uninstrels to gain an understanding cf
the exaggerated controversies that have dogged tiie urban folksong
phenomenon. The price, ©2.5J, is not high, although one might
have some qualms about. contrlbutlng to thc coffers of Largis'
organlzatlon.

The tnree records reviewed in this essay were chosen to 1llus— ,
trate some of the effects that politics has had on the recording
of folk cnd folk-like music in the Unlted vtates.

A Fiddlers' Convention in i.ountain City, Tennessee contains
twelve seléections of old-time "hillbilly" music played by lead-
ing vouthiern folk recording artists of the 1920's. It is one
of -the best anthologies of "hillbiily" string band music avail-
able--all of the selections are clear, well-played and exciting.
“Ton" .shley's "(ld John Lardy" and "Dark woller blues" are.
fine examjles of bonjo-accompanied ballad and White blues,
respectively. Grayson and  lhitter's tongue-in-cheek "Never be
as Fast as I .iave been" and the Bowman brothers' "ioll Ln,
Buddy" are other higlhlights of this recommendable album. sl
i.opkins' Lill Billies, "the band that named the wusic," are
present, as 'is tlie first "hlllbllb’" recording artist, Fiddlin'
John Carson. lione of these recordings was actually made at the
1ebendary 1925 fiddlers' convention, but all of tlie .rtists ‘were
present, -and one ensemble, the iill Billies, reuulted from a
meeting of sonle musicians that took there. Joe .ilson's notes:
state that the selections were chosen as typic: 1l of the artists
represented, tiereby suggesting tlie music probably played by the
convention's sarticipants. lilson suggests tliat the success

of tiie gatliering g ve recordlng executives tlie incentive to
greatly expand their handling of "hillbilly" material, thus
causing tlie boom in commercial recording cof rural folk music that
lasted until the ..epression.
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Despite the record's quality, one glaring onission from the notes
affects the total record-package. This is the failure of the
notes' author to mention the political motivation that inspired
tlie event--namely that it was sponsored by the Invisible .mpire,
tnights of the Ilu ilux iLlan. The i.lan, like ienry Ford, was
convinceda that the elusive "International Jewish banking Con-
spiracy”(or I0BC, as iiathanael iest called it in "4 Cool iuil-
lion"), vas using wnegroid Jazz to subvert White Christian
american youth."(ulmllarltles to loebel's reasoning are hardly
coincidental.) Eord extolled Anglo oaxon and Irish flddle~mus1c
and square—dance as a vay of returning smerica to its proper and
moral nusical heritage. The ..lan, at that time espousing a self-
consciously bourgeois image, prescrlbed marching bands, barber-
shop quartettes, glee clubs, and choruses. Although there may
have been other liii. folk music ventures, the i.ountain City Fid- .
dlers' Convention vas the only major effort by the illan to use

the .hite anglo-Saxon's folk mu31c to revitalize his racial. sol-
1dar1ty

altliough John Carson's associations witi: Tom tatson and the
Talmadges' politics are noted by l.ilson, there is no mention of
t.lan's role in tie i.ountain City gathering. This is a pity. .
The relation of folk music to non-Leftist causes is a historical
fact and attempts to protect tlie repvutations of artists are self-
negating. <{(ne can disagree with the politics of Hichard l.ag-
ner, Theodore lreiser, -ablo Picasso, weni Liefenstahl, ..zra
sound, rete Leeger, and oy acuff, to name only a few, but the .
«.lan and Ford's musical nostal, la was an important factor in

the history of american vernacular music, as were the Commun-
ists' attewpts to forge "reople's music"”" from folk music. Nei-
ther should be ignored. ‘ i i

The next disc, ..arry «. iictlintock's "uaywire lLiac" album on Folk-
wvays, suffers frowm tp00:much. attention paid to its Dolltlcal
dimensions. -i.cClintock was a coiorful cliaracter, somewhat in

the wavy Crocitett mold, who recorded a nurber of discs for the
Vlctor Company during the 1920's and 193)'s, using the pseudonym, .

"lac.M . .is vocal style vas Lorthern inglo-imerican--relaxed,
open-voiced, non-nasal, and lLis recordings of "iallelujah, I'm
a Bum," "The pig idock Landy {iountain," and "The (ld Chisholm

Tra119 are classics.  licClintock ”orked as a railroadman, . logger,
stevedore, seaman and: covboy in iworth America, africa, and ssia
and spent a considerable portion of his' life railroading as a;
hobo. 1t wvas during this periud that iie briefly came into con-
tact with tie I..... bund, Joe .ill, and even joined the .'"lLobbly"
ranks himself. Luring .is later years, i.cClintock contributed

a monthly coluun of railroad lore to wailroad magazine.

if the solkwvays record had been're issue of "i.ac's" early

Victor recording, it vould ‘have been a great album. Instead, it
consists of selectious frow a ‘taping and interview-session dur-
ing the 195J0's by "fol. revivalist" ‘bam £$kin, long after
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i.cClintock was past hLis prime. . nost dissatisfying aspect of .
~the receord is. its:focus ugcn.the i...%. and Joe iill. although
1111l ancd the ".obblies" are certainly lieroes of .Lmerican labor
history, it is doubtful wvhether ..cCliutock's brief connection
vith' t1em justifies their being the album's major topic. It is
v as though Folkways und uskln wanted to bring you a Joe iiill album,
but had to settle for "iac" ..cClintock «s the next best thlng
The performances of such classics 2s "wallelujah, I'm a Bum,"
"The vig Lock Candy l.ount+in," and "Long hLaired Jreachers" (act-
ually, "The .reacher and the blave"), are mediocre, «nd all the
more uus -tisfactory, cousidering the high auallty of hCLllntOCk'
early Vlctor {o S. Ll v

'The irogeessive Labor .ecrty, split form tlhe Communist rarty-U.o.a.
during the early 1960's as a consequence of .irushchev's de-cta-
linization progrums and the ovino-boviet dispute. ..fter the 1970
dissolution of the utudents for o iemocratic bociety, a number

of SUS leaders joined the .Ly, and after Wixon's visit to China,
Jrogressive .Labor denounced its Chinese mentors and went its own
way.,- becoming one of the smallest, and certainly the most doctrin-
aire of the extreme Leftist sects surviving the 1960's. irover
1o the .orking Class is a selection of fifteen sougs )erformed
‘by anonymous .L. mu5101ans, gralslng the organization and calling
for a "workers' revolution" in the United States. The rhetoric
is occasionally bLloodthirsty--cf. "There's a bunch of capitalist
pigs dn Boston who should be put up against the wall. . .," from
"The Ballad of liacist Blairs"--but tlhie style of delivery is most
reminiscent of that great .merican institution, the Ligh school
"pep rally." Three of the songs including "wa: Internacional,"
lare in .opanish, presumably to apneal to uispanic lidnority groups.
"Challenge: It's the Communist Paper" is a singing commercial for
the Ly house-orgon. Five of the songs are performed with b.njo
-and guitar accompaniment, suggestive of, and rrobably influenced
by the ..lmanac wingers, and six others &ge "soul-tinged" '"hard
ltock' The ovpanish chorus siuging "La Internacional” is as moving
a rendition of tlie great old ..arxist anthem as I have heard, but
the closing number, "rower to .thie Viorking Class" 'is too remin-
1scent of .football cheerleading to be taken serlously.

ulthough the *uﬁ has little likelihood of altering the amer-—

ican political landscape, the ", L.-L." is a worthwhile prod-
uction for two reasons. l'irst, it is interesting to hear what

is being done with didactic ‘song in the post-"folk-Lock"-era.
Jecond, it inspires a degree of nostalgia for the days when
'veonle's .rtists und the .lmanac cingers truly believed they
..could change the world through song. sLu's ditties are not likely
to ‘change the world, but tliey will no doubt inspire. those 1nd1v-
~1duals alreudy conmltted to tli.e group's ideals.





