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Blues music was a post-Reconstruction development in African-American musical and poetic history. For the first time black Americans--outside of maroon (fugitive slave) communities-were forced to create both a community and a culture of their own. The blues were part of this culture creation process. Born in the late nineteenth century (during a time that witnessed the virulent spread of jim crow legislation), blues evolved well into the 1950s and declined with the heyday of the civil rights movement I . n the 1960s. Only with the formation of an African-American community and its blues culture, as Leroi Jones (Amirl Baraka) observed, did the exiled African, former slaves, become truly American. It is in the poetic realization of this newly evolved community of African Americans that the social meaning of the blues is to be found.

Those who have written on the blues have recognized the obvious; they are blatant songs of protest. Lawrence Gellert's 1936 publication, Negro Songs of Protest, includes brutally frank lyrics protesting the cruelty of a malevolent social order:

Your head t’ain't no apple for dangling from a tree (repeat) Your body no carcass for barbecuing on a spree.

Stand on your feet, club gripped 'tween your hands (repeat)  

Spill their blood too, show them you is a man.

Many other blues songs are also obviously protests-for example, "Bourgeols Blues," Leadbelly's composition about discrimination in the nation's capital; J. B. Lenior's "Eisenhower Blues," which Parrot Records was forced, by the White House, to withdraw from the market. and Julia Moody's frequently quoted "Mad Mama's Blues," which depicts in coldly detached, naturalistic, terms (a style used by novelist Richard Wright in his portrait of the homicidal Bigger Thomas) the anger of alienation:

Want to set this world on fire, that is my mad desire (x2)

I'm the devil in disguise, got murder in my eyes

Now if I could see blood running through the streets (x2) 

Could see everybody lying dead right at my feet.

Give me gunpowder, give me dynamite (x2) 

Yes, I'm going to wreck this city, going to blow it up tonight.

Others, like Howlin' Wolf's minstrel show parody/political manifesto, "Coon on the Moon," or the King Biscuit Boys' performance of comedy skits in blackface "with all that white, chalky stuff all 'round their mouths" caricatured white folks caricaturing black folks. The "blues experts" have correctly observed that these protest songs represent only a small minority of the total surviving blues lyrics. What they have not recognized is the more subtle and typical protest embodied in bIues consciousness's rejection of white culture. In fact, they have too often denied this more fundamental protest.

These authorities have been oblivious to the radical poetics of the blues because they have made their examination of the blues, and discussed its meaning (or perceived lack of meaning), without regard for its natural social context. This has led them to make the false assertion that the blues song is not one of social protest but rather a mindless, escapist entertainment whose primary function was a psychic and emotional diversion from the despair of an oppressed community. The intention of this observation is not to deny the considerable cathartic potential of a blues performance but to reject that axiom of racist ideology that sees a passive, nonreactive African American, who, mired in the pathological consequences of poverty, has been unable to take positive action or to create viable, profound, and universally relevant cultural institutions.

Before the blues, there was the plantocracy-a society ruled by those who violently enslaved their fellow humans. Plantation society was destructured by emancipation, and a new African-American society was born in the segregated South. This new society was the source of the blues, and blues consciousness was the superstructure-the rationalization of its social structure. Blues culture began its decline following changes in the social organization of racism. African-American society changed greatly in the post-World War 11 era, especially after the rise of the civil rights movement, when blues was replaced by a new, more optimistic music, soul. Soul music more adequately reflected the social (and ideological) changes that occurred. Blues survived as the people's music longest in those pockets that were most isolated (either physically or psychically) from the current trends in African-American society.

What were the characteristics of the nascent society that produced the blues? It was comprised of ex-slaves-black and mostly illiterate-who were

Primarily agricultural workers and manual laborers. This society was comprised of a group of individuals who were terrorized by the dominant white culture and therefore, individually and collectively, had to secrete their own hostility, their opposition to the dominant social group who oppressed them. The secrecy was made easier by the oppressor's, in the words of anthropologist Clyde Kluckhohn, "hostility to nuance--to that subtlety that is in esteemed quality in African and African diaspora cultures.

This society was organized around distinctly different principles from the dominant white society. In fact, African ​American society was organized in opposition to white society, and African-American culture reflects this counter-organization in its opposition to racism, puritanism, and a narrow rationalism. If blacks were to live in a different and materially impoverished society, they would do so with a vital worldview that allowed them the emotional dignity and psychic comforts denied them by white America. Blues culture was formed not just in opposition and conflict to the values of white society but was also an affirmation of individual worth and of African aesthetic and social values. It was an early populist expression of what would appear several decades later in the intellectualist, pan-African/ African -American movement known as Negritude.

Blues consciousness was only one ideology present in the new African-American society. Other ideologies included those associated with the black middle class, the reform movements such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, the popular Garveyism movement, and, especially significant, the ideology of African-American Christianity. The slaves' acceptance of their masters' religion was an assimilationist strategy, which persisted even after emancipation. Both whites and blacks understood this fact, made evident by the whites' immediate acceptance (though mostly as entertainment) of the African- American spiritual and their rejection of the blues and its moral and aesthetic values.

Blues ideology was neither assimillationist nor escapist but coldly realistic (some have erroneously called it fatalistic) about African-America's current situation and its future prospects. Blues was a denial of white America's view of blacks, Africa, and the rest of the world, as well as a rejection of the culture founded on such views. Blues was, in fact, a celebration of those cultural characteristics that were most different from and appalling to white American culture. The following extracts from blues songs illustrate some of the cultural values of white America negated by blues consciousness.

The blues song satirized the assimilationists among African Americans and appropriated their religious symbols for profane use:

There was one ole Brother by the name of Mose, got so happy he pulled off all his clothes.  Why?
Nobody knows what the good Deacon's doing, I declare when the lights go out.

-Willie "Hambone" Newbern, "Nobody Knows What the Good Deacon Does" (1929)

Some folks say a preacher won't steal but I caught three in my cornfield,

One had a yellow, one had a brown, looked over yonder and one was getting down.

-Kansas Joe McCoy, "Preachers Blues" (193 1)

You got River Jordan movement in your hips, mama,

And Daddy's  screaming to be baptized.

-J. D. Short, "She Got Jordan River in Her Hips" (1931)

Blues consciousness flaunted white America's sexual repression by it’s expression of the erotic and its exploration of varieties of sexual experience:

Red hot mama, meat shaking on her bones,

Think about your loving when I leave town,

I got ants in my pants, baby, for you.

-Bo Carter, "Ants in My Pants" (1931)

I wear my skirt up to my knees,

And whip that jelly with who I please.

-Clara Smith, "Whip It to a Jelly" (1926)

There were other ways of copulating than the male-dominant, missionary position:

I mean you can snatch it, you can break it, hang it on the stinking wall,

Throw it out the window women, if you catch it before it fall.

-Louise Johnson, "On the Wall" (1930)

Copulation was not the only means to sexual gratification:

Bring your yo-yo, wind the string around my tongue,

Mama knows just how to make your yo-yo hum.

-Hattie Hart and the Memphis Jug Band, "Memphis


Yo-Yo Blues" (1929)

Well, the first woman I had, she made me get on my knees

And had the nerve to ask me, ooh, well, if I liked limburger cheese.

-Peetie Wheatstraw, "The First Shall Be Last and the Last Shall Be First"


(1936)

And homosexuality, although its actual occurrence was less prevalent than in white America, was freely discussed rather than hushed:

Some are young, some are old,

My man says sissy's got good jelly roll

My man got a sissy, his name is “Miss Kate.”

He shook that thing like jelly on a plate

-Ma Rainey, "Sissy Blues” (1926)

Have you ever left her going out jitterbugging, smelling like a rose 

Come back about 5 o’clock in the morning with fish scent all in her clothes.

You know women is loving each other, and they don’t think about a man,

They don't play it with no secret no more, they playing it a wide open hand.

-Willie Borum, "Bad Girl Blues,” (1961)

The blues serves as a virtual catalog of African magico-religious beliefs:

I'm going sprinkle a little goofer dust around your nappy  head (x2)

You'll wake up one of these mornings and find you will be dead

--Charlie Spand, "Big Fat Mama Blues" (1930)

To dream of muddy water, trouble's knocking at your door (x2)

Your man is sure to leave you and never return no more.

-Ida Cox, "Fogyism" (1928)

Pan-African aesthetic values are apparent in certain musical predilections, such as a preference for polyrhythms as well as in lyrical terms:

She's a heavy-hipted mama, she's got great big legs, (x3) Walking like she's walking on soft-boiled eggs. Leadbellv, Keep Your Hands Off Her" (first recorded between 1942 and 1949; copyright 1962)

The blues people never blinked at admitting their community's use of mindaltering substances

I love to fuss and fight,

Lord, and get sloppy drunk offa bottle and bond,

And walk the streets all night.

-Charlie Patton, "Elder Greene Blues" ~ 1929)

just give me one more sniffle, another sniffle of that dope (x2)

I'll catch a cow like a cowboy, throw a bull without a rope.

-Victoria Spivey, "Dope Head Blues" (1927)

--or of the reality and necessity of crime and vice. Delta bluesman Tommy McClennan, in "It's Hard to Be Lonesome" (1941), bragged that he did not want any of these women who had not learned to rob and steal because they would spend their lives working for nothing in some farmer's field.

Times done got hard, money's done got scarce,

Stealing and robbing is going to take place.

Because tricks ain't walking, tricks ain't walking no more (x2),

And I'm going to rob somebody if I don't make me some dough.

-Bessie Jackson, "Tricks Ain't Walking No More" (1930)
Blues consciousness resisted the oppression of puritan culture with humor:

There's 25 women in this hotel with me, you and your brother. What time would it be? That's very easy, mama, be 25 after 3. 

-Barbecue Bob, "Good Time Rounder" (1929)

Oh, they accused me of forgery and I can't even write my name.

-Texas Alexander, "Levee Camp Moan Blues" (1927)

While white America frequently described African Americans as animalsless than human-blues consciousness characterized African Americans in animal terms but with a difference. Flaunting and parodying the imagery of white racism, it expressed the ant1white values of blues culture. The identification with animals was not only in the blues song, but also in the names by which blues people were known: Howlin' Wolf, Bo Weevil Jackson, Robert Nighthawk, Hound Dog Taylor, Mule, Bumble Bee Slim, and others.

Umm, better find my mama soon, better find my mama soon,

I woke up this morning, black snake was making such a ruckus in my room.

-Blind Lemon Jefferson, "Black Snake Moan" (1927)

The animal-human metaphor was extended to include the plant kingdom, such as the following lyric I heard in the Mississippi Delta:

I got a Kudzu Mama, spread out anywhere you set her down (x2), 

Up against the side of a tree or flat upon the ground.

The blues delighted in reveling in what white culture considered "bad taste." This tendency led sociologists Howard Odurn and Guy Johnson to describe blues lyrics as the "superlative of repulsive":
Without an understanding of the societal basis of these lyrics, they might 

appear trival, as they often do when performed, out of context, by rock 
’n' roll bands. Examined in Its proper social context, the blues song's meaning as social protest and negation is undeniable.

In all societies, the moral order is reinforced bv other cultural mechanisms:

religious and magic belief, group ritual and performance. Blues conscious​ness is manifested only in its magico-religious traditions. Blues people not onlv sang about hoodoo, but many were actively involved. Robert Johnson was remembered by those who knew him as "two-headed" or a hoodoo; Tommy Johnson claimed to have made a pact with the devil in a graveyard at midnight; and Peetie Wheatstraw billed himself as the "Devil's Son-in-Law." It was not without reason that the African-American church branded the blues as the "Devil's Music." (In Julio Finn's book, The Blues​ men, the only book about the blues by a bluesman, the legacy of African worldview in the blues is more fully discussed.)

It is primarly the power of blues consciousness that can be truly seen and felt. The blues performance was a communal affirmation and celebration of the group's culture, and because this group's culture was created in opposition to white culture, it was a ritual of negation as well. In the shabby roadhouses, taverns, and caf6s of the rural South and the urban ghetto, African Americans gathered to reaffirm their allegiance to blues consciousness. In large part, these rituals were directed by the blues musicians, who were in great demand. (The fact that blues performances often attracted large numbers of African Americans from both near and far did not escape the attention of the white owners of black jukes. Sonny Boy Williamson and Joe Willie Wilkins, two very popular Delta blues musicians, were kept for two weeks, on no legitimate charge, in the Tupelo, Mississippi, jail so that they could be forced to perform at a local white-owned juke each night. The owner realized the financial draw of the blues drama but undoubtedly was oblivious to its revolutionary meaning.)

Blues performances were often imbued with religious tone and ritual demeanor, including loud vocal prompting, signifying, and the ritual dance. One of the specialized rites of blues consciousness was the "battle of the blues" (known as "bucking" by the New Orleans street bands). One such battle, an account of which follows, was remembered decades later by those present and has become part of the Delta's blues mythology. This scene represents a personification and dramatization of wh~ite sociologists' "superlative of the repulsive."

In the early 1960s, Joe Willie Wilkins, Robert Nighthawk, and Nathaniel Armstrong were temporarily residing in the Delta town of Hughes, Arkansas, and playing at night at a local cafe. Unaware of their presence in Hughes, three other musicians- Houston Stackhouse, James Peck Curtis, and James Starkey- traveled to Hughes on a Saturday, looking for a gig.

Stackhouse and Nighthawk were cousins. Both were famed slide guitarists

playing in a similar style; Stackhouse had been Nighthawk's teacher. Nighthawk had long been absent from the Delta, leaving Stackhouse the lone master of their slide style in the area. Now that Nighthawk had returned, it was inevitable there would be a feeling of competition between the two musicians.

Harp blower Nat Armstrong was the first to spot the newly arrived musicians as they approached the front stoop of the caf6 where the others had been performing. Armstrong warned Stackhouse: "You'd better be careful Stack; the Hawk's inside." Stackhouse, not to be daunted by his cousin's ability or his fame as a recording artist and defenseless against the trickster Armstrong, replied, "Tell Hawk to move out of the way; the Buzzard has arrived."

Word of the impending conflict spread rapidly throughout the rural community surrounding Hughes, and by nightfall, the little caf6 was overflowing. The original night's entertainment under Wilkins's leadership was larger than usual for a small-town caf6. It was composed of Wilkins, Stackhouse, and Nighthawk playing guitars, Starkey on piano, Armstrong on harmonica, and Curtis on drums. Cotton fields stretched across the broad, flat expanses of the Delta, right to the caWs doors. As night approached, people working in the fields would leave their work and go directly to the caf6. Hot, dirty, and sweaty, they danced in frankly erotic fashion in the crowded caf6; they ate pounds of barbecue and drank freely. Typically a crap game was ongoing in the back room, lovers were outside in the dark.

It did not take long, especially considering their fellow musicians' and the audience's prompting, for the Stackhouse/Nighthawk guitar rivalry to surface. Accompanied by Starkey's fluid piano work, the Hawk and the Buzzard battled throughout the night, neither leaving his post for a minute. After hours of playing, they became too tired to stand, and sat on the floor. By dawn, both musicians, unwilling to let up their defenses for even a minute, were sitting in pools of their own urine, still playing, still battling. The crowd, scarcely diminished, continued to perform.

Clearly this performance does not conform to white ideals of entertainment or religious observance. Yet celebrations of this sort have, served both purposes (and others) in the past for the African- American community. The blues ritual-"an ethnohistoric rite as basic as blood," by LeRoi Jones's (Amiri Baraka) account-is the ultimate expression of a culture born in protest to American society.

In the 1960s, blues lost its popularity with the African-American audience,, replaced by another form of black music, soul. Soul-a true hybrid of blues, gospel, and rock and roll-was the music of the civil rights movement. It was, quite literally, the soul of African-American society. The African-American community-idealized as a family composed of soul brothers and soul sisters-assumed a compelling resemblance to the African-American church in design and emotional association. For all practical purposes, the once living and vital blues is quickly disappearing, even in the most isolated and remote locations. A worldview cannot exist without its constituent community, and the community that created the blues no longer exists. Without chat social basis, the blues can be denatured, made safe for white America. This process was already underway in the 1950s when white rockabilly musicians began to record "covers" (copies of songs done by other than the original singer or songwriter) of blues songs. The pace of this devitalization increased dramatically by the 1960s, when rebellious youths from around the world began to play blues songs and label themselves (and to be marketed as) blues musicians. In 1989, when Lee Atwater, director of a presidential campaign that many in the black community denounced as racist, played the "blues" at a Republican party fund raiser, it became sadly apparent that the blues had been made safe, respectable, and spurious.

As a people's music, blues may be dead, but blues consciousness continues to live in new musics that have risen to serve similar social functions: funk and rap. It is also alive, as a primary component of jazz innovation, in the jazz that is most revolutionary or, as Paul Garon described it, "audacious." The Influence of the blues on literature, criticism, philosophy, and the arts continues to grow.

Blues was never solely protest. It was many things---catharsis, life-style,

recreation, art, to name a few-some of which may even seem contradictory. It is no more possible to define blues consciousness precisely than it has been for Euro-American rationalism to define neatly and succinctly the blues as musical form. Blues defies such narrow conceptualization. It was a true cultural legacy of Africa that the blues were flexible, elastic, innovative, amorphous (like the Kudzu Mama), and not susceptible to empiricist characterization. Non-Western yet American, the blues were beautiful, operative, and profound. Gellert's anonymous Bluesman sang: "Jes' passin' through, didn't intend to stay. Me and white folks don't think de same way."

