Response Essay: Artists & Social Expectations

“Express Yourself, Wild Thing.”

     In The Popular Music Studies Reader, Steve Waksman (2006) described a focus on raceduring the cultural era of the 60s that was induced by Jimi Hendrix. Waksman illustrates Hendrix’s performing identity as one that constantly battled “the burdens of performing according to a set of expectations” (65). At the time of the American Civil Rights movement, Hendrix was criticized by his own race for being a black artist known for his white music. But, many activists believed Hendrix used his fame to spread a message of racial equality through his use of loaded lyrical content. Another influential artist encountered criticism from her own gender for presenting an alternative ideology through the means of both her records and controversial performances. This artist is known as Madonna. For the last three decades, Madonna has fought to use her celebrity status to encourage women to reject social expectations previously placed upon women. These two artists have successfully utilized self-expression as a supplement to their music in order to identify with minorities. 
     Both artists encountered a great amount of oppression as a result of their culture’s interpretation of racial and gender roles. To combat these interpretations, these musicians used controversy to stir the feelings of the audiences. Through the mode of performance, Hendrix and Madonna approached the forbidden notion of sexuality by simulating intercourse and masturbation in front of a live audience. Hendrix performed his seductive act at the Monterey Pop Festival on June 18, 1967. Madonna thrust fans into her sexuality by appearing in a white wedding dress as she made sexually suggestive moves while performing her single, “Like a Virgin,” during the first MTV Video Music Awards on September 14, 1984. 
     According to Waksman, Hendrix recognized “these gestures were perceived, can only be understood when judged with the broad set of cultural meanings and discourse surrounding the black male sexuality,” (68). Hendrix’s popularity heightened throughout the Civil Rights movement, and he was seen as a threat to the white man’s sexuality and their musical authenticity. Hendrix also asserted that he only wanted association with the cultural meanings of blackness if he could “live it according to his own rules” (68). Madonna is seen in a parallel way because of her success at the time of the feminist, sexual revolution that gained reception in the 1980s. She was seen as a threat to men because she promoted an image that clashed against the traditional domesticated female. She also desired to see females gain the power to dominate both their personal and business lives. Like Hendrix, Madonna publicly proclaimed that she only wanted to participate as a feminist on her own terms. She said, “I feel my behavior is feminist, or my art is feminist. But I’m not militant about it, nor do I exactly premeditate it” (Gilmore 37).
     Over the years, Madonna has reinvented her persona through the manipulation of her physical image as well as the dominant sound of her current album. Because of the fact that our capitalist society places a huge importance on image, Madonna has been extremely influenced by the concept of beauty over history. Her influences include models, actresses, and other female celebrities that defined the ideology of beauty during the height of their careers. She uses these female figures to portray female empowerment through her music videos. 
     One of the most memorable figures that Madonna has portrayed has been Marilyn Monroe. In the video, “Material Girl,” Madonna is seen wearing the pink outfit made famous by Monroe in her performance of “Diamonds are a Girl’s Best Friend.” This outfit hugs Madonna’s curves and emphasizes the fact that the curvy body once the standard of beauty during Monroe’s time had now been replaced by the beauty of material wealth. A decade later, Madonna was seen in her videos as a much slimmer figure adorned with a lesser amount of clothing to portray the society’s obsession of sexual beauty. 
     Many feminists have criticized Madonna for her use of satire through image to portray her messages. “At the same time that she attempts to parody societal norms, it can be easily interpreted that she conforms to those norms” (Pham 83). In a sense, she becomes trapped in her own definition of feminism as Hendrix felt regarding his personal definition of blackness. The struggle to satisfy an entire mass of people with different core beliefs in gender and race has been a lifelong campaign for both of these artists. Perhaps, it is the person of the performer that is presented to the public that constructs a misunderstanding regarding the actual social problem involved. As Charles Mingus stated to his audience, “All of you sit there digging yourself and each other, looking around hoping to be seen and observed as hip. You become the object you came to see, and you think you’re important and digging jazz when all the time all you’re doing is digging a blind, deaf scene that has nothing to do with any kind of music at all…” (71). This notion applies to the fact that the fans appreciated the visual performance and culture that existed around the top performers more than the lyrical and sound content of the actual music. Both artists unconsciously influenced their audience to adopt their fashion sense and lifestyles in addition to their popular music. In fact, sometimes the musicians feel their that public person is received more so than the actual music. While musicians like Hendrix used their lyrics to express their angst with social issues. Madonna recognized that her public valued her identity as a performer more than her lyrics. She said, “So much controversy has swirled around my career this past decade that very little attention ever gets paid to my music” (Gordman 1). 
     Hendrix also became a popular icon for psychedelic culture, which furthered the era’s heavy usage of drug paraphernalia. He was known for performing after using excessive amounts of LSD due to its ability to enhance his creativity. These mind-altering drugs were used by his audiences to achieve distance between themselves and the "outside world." This is a theme that is often used in Hendrix’s songs to illustrate his spirituality and desire to be projected into a world where all races are equal.
     Madonna has also been associated with the culture of fashion and pornography. She has become a means of justification for racy subjects through her performance of controversy. Her recent MTV Video Music Awards appearance with Britney Spears and Christina Aguilera is an example of her attempt to validate lesbian sexuality on television. 
     Throughout her career, Madonna has provided discourse for individuals seeking approval from mainstream society. She has integrated a variety of cultural backgrounds in her performances including Asians, cowboys, militants, and deviants. She has been known to always “cater to those who will be the most influenced by her music and use it in their own quests for identity” (Pham 79). 
     But, could it be that audiences are the main reason that musicians such as Madonna or Jimi Hendrix are able to popularize such trends? Dick Hebdige, professor at CalArts, believes that producers listen to the voice of the masses to control their musical choices. He uses the term, hegemony, to describe the process. “It refers to a situation in which a provisional alliance of certain social groups exert ‘total social authority’ over other groups, not simply by coercion but by ‘winning and shaping consent so that the power of the dominant classes appear both legitimate and natural” (Pham 78). Hegemony allowed audiences to be swayed by the opinions of the elite. In the case of the music industry, record producers as well as music directors at radio stations had the power to act as gatekeepers. If this elite class felt only white men could become rich and famous performers of rock, Hendrix may have never had a chance at stardom. 
     Until the Civil Rights movement of the 1960s, this was the case. It became clear that many black artists had political messages to share concerning integration. At the same time, the younger generation of music consumers joined together as a popular counterculture which allowed artists such as Hendrix to emerge as a result of other white musicians and other business owners realizing the potential for capital through this alternate culture. 
     Although Madonna did not endure the racial struggle with hegemony, she encountered the challenge of sexual freedom in a male-dominated society. “The time period in which Madonna entered the music scene had huge implications for her success, and had social and political implications for the institution of gender and sexuality at the time of Madonna’s arrival” (Pham 80). 
     In the 1980s, at the beginning of her career, Madonna pushed music videos toward her female viewers to identify with their struggles in their business lives and sexuality. Madonna used a technique called “gender bending” as a way of crossing boundaries. She decided to deliver her issues with society through her play with gender roles in her music videos. In her earlier videos, including “Express Yourself,” and “Vogue,” Madonna is seen wearing men’s suits to establish a shift in gender power. Her influence on women was obvious as they began to emulate Madonna by dressing in similar apparel and voicing their desire to obtain more power in society.
     Madonna and Hendrix both claimed that they did not possess original sounds. Both stars gave credit to influential artists of their genre. Although Hendrix was known for his eclectic use of bent notes and unique amplification system, the form of his music paid homage to the blues predecessors. Many of the features that people believe are unique to Hendrix “were extensions achieved a decade earlier by blues guitarists” (66). In the reading, Hendrix recalled the first time he heard the guitarist, Muddy Waters. Hendrix explained that he was even scared of all of the different sounds produced by Muddy Waters. Apparently, Waters was a huge inspiration to Hendrix, whose music was based on the assemblage of sounds. 
     On the other hand, Madonna’s sound is a result of her changing list of producers. While Hendrix was known for always being unpredictable with his sounds, Madonna was known as the exact opposite. But, it was her ability to interchange her producers over time that has allowed Madonna to maintain a huge fan base. Madonna maintains certain dance styles as she changes the producer to disguise the similarity of her earlier work in the new music. An example of this disguised similarity can be heard on Madonna‘s album, “Like a Virgin.” “Like a Virgin continues in this direction - the rhythms are much more rock in nature although the overall style is still that of heavily produced, early eighties, dance music, with the characteristic clean sound, synthesizer bass lines, and bell-like accompaniment sounds, which shows Nigel Rogers’ influence” (Gordman 2).
     To sum up, Jimi Hendrix and Madonna shared many similarities due to the struggles they faced when dealing with societal norms. Although they dealt with two very different issues, race and gender, Hendrix and Madonna successfully injected alternative beliefs in to the traditional way of life of American society. The influence of these musical icons continues today as the music industry is becoming more diverse and acceptable to artists that previously were not considered mainstream by reason of social injustices that plagued our nation. 
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