Does Rock
Degrade Women?

By MARION MFEADE

AST spring T aat through

E three hours of the film
“Woodstock” alternat-

ing between feelings

of enchantment and repulsion.,
Sure, there was all that mag-
nificent music, along with the
generous helpings of peace
and love and grass. And yet
I found something persistent-
ly disturbing about the idyl-
lic spectacle on the screen.

For one thing, with the ex-
ception of a pregnant Joan
Baez who couldn’t seem to
stop talking about her hus-
band, all the musicians were
men, Sweaty, bearded men
were busy building the stage,
directing traffic, shooting the
film, and running the festival.
Brotherhood was repeatedly
proclaimed, both on stage and
off. Woodstock Nation was
beginning to look ominously
like a fantasyland which only
welcomed men. How about
the women? Barefooted and
sometimes barebreasted, they
sprawled erotically in the
grass, looked after their bab-
ies, or dished up hot meals.
If this was supposed to be
the Aquarian Utopia, it re-
minded me more of a Shriners
picnic at which the wife and

kiddies are invited to par-’

ticipate once a year.
Looking back, I think the
movie confirmed an uneas-
iness I'd felt for some time
but had refused to admit:
Rock music, in fact the en-
“tire rock “culture,” is tre-
mendously degrading to wo-
men, I reached this conclu-
sion reluctantly and with a
good deal of sadness because
rock hag been important to
me. And while I still dig the
vitality of the sound, I find
myself increasingly turned off
in nearly every other respect.
Stokely Carmichael recalls
that as a child he loved
Westerns and always cheered
wildly for the cowboys to
triumph over the Indians until

one day he realized he was an
Indian. All along he’d besn
rooting for the wrong side.
More and more, women rock
fang are discovering them-
selves in the same curlously
surprised position. For those
who have taken the trouble
to listen carefully, rock’s mes-
sage couldn’t be clearer. It's
a man’s world, baby, and
women have only one piame in
it. Between the sheets or, if
they're talented like Arlo
Guthrie's Alice, in the
kitchen.

The* paradox s that rock
would appear to be an un.
likely supporter of such old-
fashioned sex-role stereo-
types. In fact, its rebellion
against middle-class values,
its championing of the unisex
fashions and long hair stylea
for men seem to suggest a
blurring of the distinctions
between male and female.
But for all the hip camouflage
sexism flourishes.

»

The olearest indication of
how rock music views wo-
mankind is in its lyrics. Wo-
men certainly can’t complain
that the image presented
there is one-dimensional. On
the contrary, the put-downs
are remarkably multifaceted,
ranging from open contempt
to sugar-coated condescen-
sion. Above all, however, wo-
men are always-available sex-
ual objects whose chief func-
tion is to happily accommo-
date any man who comes
along, This wasn’t always the
case. Elvis's pelvis notwith-
standing, the popular songs
of the Fifties and early Six-
ties explored such innocuous
adolescent pastimes as danc-
ing around the clock, the
beach, going steady, and blue
suede shoes. In thoss days
before the so-called sexual
revolution, the typical wo-
man portrayed in rock was
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the nice girl next doot’ with'
whom the Beatles only. want-

ed to hold hands. Than sud-. .

denly ‘came the nice. girls.
metamorphosis- into . “gmovy
chick” the. dxfferenee being
that a groovy: chick is ex-
pected to perform: sexually.
‘In rock songs, she never fails.
‘The worst picture of wo-
men appears 'in the music of
the Rolling Stones, whera gex-
ual exploitation reaches uni-
que heights. A woman is a
“Stupid Girl” who should be
kept “Under My Thumb;”
"Honky Tonk Woman” who
gives a man “Satisfaction.”
In ‘Yesterday’s Papers,”
where women are equated
.with newspapers, the dehu-
manization i3 carried to an
extreme. Who wants yester-

day’s papers, the song arro-

gantly demands, who wants
yesterday’s girl? The answer:
Nobody. Once used, @ woman
s as valuable as an old
newspaper, presumably good
only for wrapping garbage.
But the Stones' album
“Let It Bleed” is surely un-
rivaled when it comes to con-
tempt for women, as well as
lewdness in general. One cut
in particular, “Live With
Me,” s explicit about wo-
man’s proper place:
Come now, honey, doncha’
want to live with me?
Doncha’ think there’s a place
for you in between the
gheets?

And only an extraordinarily
masochistic woman could lis-
ten to ‘the album’s title song
with any sense of pleasure
whatsoever, There a woman
is represented as a drive-in
bordello, a one-stop sexual
shopping center offering all
the standard services plus a

few extras. casually thrown

in .as a kind of shopper's
Special of the Day.

The Stones’ next ealbum
has been tentatively titled
“Bitch.” It figures.

Misogyny is only slightly
more disguised in the music
of Bob Dylan who, in ‘his
early work at least, tended to
regard nearly every female
as a bitch. For example, in
“Like a Rolling Stone” Dylan
apparently feels so threatened
by Miss Lonely (whose only
sin ag far as I can tell is
that she has a rather shallow
lifestyle) that he feels com-
pelled to destroy her.. First
hs takes away her identity,
then he puts her out on the
street without shelter or food,
and .in the end ~- oblitera-

. tion, as he makeg her inyis-
. ible. *“How dees lt feel?” hoe
asks.

catalogue of sexist slurs than
Dylan's “Just Like a .W.oman,'.'
in which he defines: woman'y
natural traits-as greed, hypoc.
risy, whining, and hysterla,
But jsn't that cute, he con-

There’s ne more cemplete.

.m

cludes, beeauss jt's:“just like
a- woman,” For a. findle, he

throws in the- pﬂtronizing 0b-.

servation ‘that; ,adnit women

Have & way of brepking “just -

like & little girl.” . -
. These mdays a" seemingly

'mellowed ‘Dylan “hes “been

writing about women with

~less. hatred;- but. the resuits -

still aren't especially flatter-
ing, Now, he calls his females
ladies. #and invites. them to
lay across his. big brass-bed.
In short,:hs has:more or less

‘caught up with Jim Morri-
" son’s. request to “Light my
fire” and with:J6hn. Lennon’s.
. suggestion, "“Why ‘don't.-we
do.it in; the road?” -

- Again: ‘and again. throt;gh- :
.out rock lyri

cs Women emerge
either s insatiable. sex-
crazed animals or all-Ameri-
can emasculators.’ Although
one might think these images
Indicate & certam degree of
apgressiveness in women,
oddly enough’ they still wind
up in a servile positmn where
they exist only to enhance
the lives of men.

As for romar?ce, rock hasn’t
rejected it entirely, Rock love
songs exhibit a regular gal-
lery of passive, spiritless wo-
men, sad-eyed ladies propped
on velvet thrones as the priv-
ate property of a. Sunshine
Superman, From the Beatles
we get motherly madonnas
whispering words of wisdom
(“Let it be, let it be”) or
pathetic spinsters like Elea-
nor Rigby who hang around
churches after weddings to
collect the rice, Leonard Co-
hen's romantic ideal is the
mystical Suzanne who wears
rags from.the Salvation Army
and -acts, the composer as-
serts, "half crazy.” Seldom
does one run across a ma-
ture, - intelligent woman or,
for that matter, a woman who
is capable enough to hold a
job (one exception is the
Beatles’ meter maid, Rita).
Only the Stones’ Ruby Tues-
day Insists on an independ-
ent life of her own,

Since rock is written al-
most entirely by men, it's
hardly surprising to ‘find

- this frenzied celebration of

masculine supremacy. But

it's also understandable in ¢

terms of ‘the roots from
which rock evolved. In both
blues and country music, at-
titudes toward women reflect-
ed a rabid machismo: men al-
ways dominated and. women

. were fickls bitches who ran
. off with other men. Often
- they were seen in relation-

ship to the wandering super-
stud who recounts hls con-
quests ‘'in every town along
the road, a fantasy which
‘remains fashionable in rock
today. :

‘Apart from. the myths of
female inferiority proclaimed
by rock lyricists, the exploi-
tation and dehumanization of
women also extends into the
off-stage rock scene. How
else can ons account for a
phenomenon like the group-
jes? That these aggressive
teen-age camp followers
could possibly be regarded
a8 healthy examples of sex-
ual liberation is certamly a
cruel joke, In fact, groupies
service the needs of the male
musicians and further sym-
bolize rock’s impersonal view
of women as cheap commo-
dities which an be conven-
iently disposed of after use.
The Stones said it: nobody
in the. world - wants yester-
day’s papers.

Finally, rock is a field from
which women have been vir-
tually excluded as musicians.
Not only is it rare to find an
integrated band, but the few
all-female groups have been
notably unsuccessful, The
very.idea of a- women’s rock
band is looked on as weird,
in the same category as Phil
Spitalny’s all-girl orchestra,
a freak show good for a few
giggles.

The problem is that wo-
men have been intimidated
from even attempting a ca-
reer in rock. Women, the
myths says, aren't smart
enough to understand the

eomplexities of electronics or
tough enough to compose
music of sufficlent intensity
or physically strong enough
o play drums. The guitar
is acceptable but the electric
guitar is unfeminine.

As for female rock singers,
you can count them on a few
fingers. We did have Janis
Joplin, a blueswoman in the
finest tradition of Bessie
Smith and Billie Holiday.
When Janis wailed about love
ag a ball and chain and wo-
men being losers, now there
were ideas with which wo-
men could identify. At least
we knew what she meant. The
soul sounds of Tina Turner
and Laura Nyro also radiate
the feeling that they know
what it's like to be a woman.
Otherwise, just about the only
rock queen left is Grace
Slick, Although some may re-
gard her private life as liber-
ated in that she decided to
have an jllegitimate child and
generally appears to care lit-
tle for society's conventions,
even- her work with the Jef-
ferson Airplane is hardly
oriented toward women,

"

Which leaves us with Joan
Baez, Judy Collins and Joni
Mitchell, who specialize in the
bland folk-rock deemed ap-
propriate for a delicate sex.

At this point, what does
rock offer women? Mighty
little.

Recently, however, rock
bands have reported strange
happenings at concerts, In-
stead of the usual adoring
screams from the women,
every so often they’ve been
hearing boos and unladylike
shouts of *“male chauvinist
pigs.” Because the bands tend
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to regard these disturbances
as a puzzling but  passing
phenomenon, they've made
little effort so far to undere
stand the changes taking
place in their audience, What
they fall to recognize is that
the condescending swagger-
ing which worked for Elvis
in the fifties and the sadistie,
antl-woman sneers of Mick
Jagger In the sixties are no
longer going to male & I
the seventies,

There's no question that
rock s already in troutle.
The current spiritual and eco-
nomic malaise has boeen war-
jously attributed to the Hens
drix-Joplin deaths, the gens
eral tightness of money, es
well as lnckluster albums and
tired performances from the
popular stars. Whatever the
reasons, rock listeners today
are plainly bored. Does any-
ono really care if John, Paul,
Ringo, and George ¢ver got
together again? Not me.

On the other hand, Isn"}
it about time for women to
band together and invade the
chauvinistic rock scene? Only
then will the viclous stero.
types be eliminated and, one
hopes, some fresh energy
generated as well. For too
long we've sat wistfully on
the sidellnes, acting out our
expected voles as worshipful
groupies. ‘

Women have alwuys con-
stituted an important segment
of the rock audience, Unless
the industry is willing to
alienate us completely, they'd
better remember what Bob
Dylan said about not needing
a weatherman to know which
way the wind blows. For the
times they are a-changin’, eh
fellas?
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