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Abstract 

 

The arts have often embraced and represented various social issues.  As we show 

in this paper, many forms of music have also addressed issues of social justice 

through lyrics, rhythm and rhyme. This paper details historical accounts of 

popular music and social justice and then offers first-hand accounts of original 

contemporary musical compositions situated within the tradition of folk and 

bluegrass genres.  
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Between science and art there is no longer a gulf, and one may pass from one to the other 

without any break in continuity.  It is true that science can only concern itself with the facts 

through the mediation of art, but art is only the extension of science (Durkheim, [1912]1965, p. 

87).  

Popular musicians, for the most part, have not participated in social activism.  Defining 

themselves as artists or entertainers, they treat their performance as either entertainment or art 

rather than politics in action.  But some musicians, and large numbers during brief periods, have 

embraced various social causes and have written and/or performed songs about particular social 

issues.  These singers/songwriters have transcended the strictures of entertainment and, as artists 

of social conscience, have performed in various styles of popular music. 

 Reggae music, emerging during the 1970s from the Caribbean barrios, contained both 

dance rhythm and message – outrages about police brutality, poverty, and broadly defined 

politics (e.g., The Maytals and The Wailers).  British punk was a stripped down, all-out assault 

on Thatcherism and the austerity measures of her administration as well as a voice for 

disenfranchised and enraged youth across the UK (e.g., The Sex Pistols and The Clash).  During 

the late 1970s, New York block parties featuring DJs, morphed into hip hop music, that, in its 

early days, was poignantly political (e.g., Grand Master Flash and Run DMC).  And of course, 

during popular music’s hey day of social activism – mid 1960s to early 1970s – artists sang in 

support of free speech and civil rights and against war (e.g., Odetta, Bob Dylan, Marvin Gay).  

  Apart from writing and performing these types of music, popular musicians have 

participated in activist politics and humanitarian causes.  In 1971, the first ever benefit concert 

was organized by Ravi Shankar and George Harrison to address famine within the newly 

independent state of Bangladesh.  A year later, the “One to One” concert was held at Madison 

Square Garden featuring John Lennon, Yoko Ono, Roberta Flack, and Stevie Wonder to raise 

money for New York City’s Willowbrook State School, an institution for children with 

intellectual disabilities.  In 1985, Bob Geldof and others organized the global concert event, Live 

Aid, which raised over $200 million for famine relief in Ethiopia.  That same year, the now-

annual concert, Farm Aid, was organized by Willie Nelson, Neil Young, and John Mellencamp 

to raise money to assist America’s family farmers.  Neil Young continues raising money through 

benefit performances for his Bridge School and Tom Morello (formerly of Rage Against the 

Machine) conducts solo performances in support of working class Americans and the 2011 

Occupy movement activists.  Perhaps the most thankless humanitarian mission of any was that of 

performing in prisons, which Johnny Cash did beginning at a Huntsville, Texas, prison in 1957, 

and continuing with more than 30 prison concerts across the next ten years.  His prison concerts, 

anti-prison sentiment, and commitment to improving prisoners’ lives culminated in his testifying 

before the Subcommittee on National Penitentiaries and visiting then-President Nixon in the 

White House (Streissguth 2006; Tunnell & Hamm 2009). 

 But, pre-dating each of these musical genres and humanitarian events, and co-existing 

with them, is the acoustic guitar-driven folk music that today is alive and well (and perhaps more 

broadly known as “Americana”).  The one-time hobo and later recording artist, Woody Guthrie, 

whose guitar boasted in broad letters, “This Machine Kills Fascists,” wrote, recorded and 

performed songs for the down and out, the dispossessed, farmers, and laborers.  He and partner 

Cisco Houston often found themselves in dangerous situations as they performed their politicized 

compositions.  Guthrie, Houston, and Pete Seeger formed the Almanac Singers (which later 

became the Weavers) performing songs of social conscience.  They, in turn, influenced Johnny 
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Cash, Bob Dylan and Joan Baez, to name a few. 

 Johnny Cash defined himself a folk singer and wrote and recorded overtly political songs 

just as Woody, Cisco and Pete and later Joan Baez and Bob Dylan.  Performers of social 

conscience usually pay a price and, in some cases, a steep one.  Johnny Cash himself was 

ostracized from the country music establishment and country radio.  At one time, some members 

of the Country Music Association publicly asked that he resign his membership since Cash 

evidently was “too intelligent to associate with plain country folks, country artists and country 

djs” (Wren, 1971, p. 161).  Although Cash referred to them as “gutless” and continued writing 

and performing songs of political and social importance, he was no longer the golden boy of 

country music (Tunnell & Hamm, 2009).  Both Joan Baez and Bob Dylan suffered for their 

political actions, songwriting, and performances.  Baez was jailed for her activism and Dylan 

shunned for his overtly political songs and later for the near absence of politics in his songs.  To 

his credit, Cash (1964) published a defense of Dylan in the folk music paper, Broadside, advising 

listeners to “shut up and let him sing.”  Each of these artists paid a price for their politics in song 

and behavior, but, it’s a safe bet that no folk singer has suffered a greater backlash than Pete 

Seeger. 

 Seeger had worked as a performing musician for over a decade and a half when, on 

August 15, 1955, he was compelled to appear before the US House of Representatives 

Committee on Un-American Activities.  When asked about his profession he replied: 

Well, I have worked at many things, and my main profession is a student of American folklore, 

and I make my living as a banjo picker – sort of damning, in some people’s opinion . . . It’s hard 

to call it a profession.  I kind of drifted into it and I never intended to be a musician, and I am 

glad I am one now, and it is a very honorable profession . . . I have to explain that [earlier in life] 

it really wasn’t my profession.  I picked up a little change in it. 

He was then shown an advertisement published in the Communist Party’s newspaper, 

The Daily Worker, announcing his performance at the Allerton Section Housewarming, and was 

asked if Allerton was a section of the Communist Party, to which he replied: 

 

Sir, I am not going to answer any questions as to my association, 

my philosophical or religious beliefs or my political beliefs, or 

how I voted in any election, or any of these private affairs.  I think 

these are very improper questions for any American to be asked, 

especially under such compulsion as this . . . 

 

Although directed on numerous times to answer questions, he refused by repeating the answer he 

had earlier given, but answering that he would gladly talk about American folklore and the 

folksongs that he had recorded and performed.  Sentenced to one year in jail for contempt of 

Congress, his conviction was ultimately overturned through appeals that ended in 1962.  But, 

during those seven years, Seeger was blacklisted, meaning that he was denied legitimate access 

to earn a living as a performer on radio, television, and in the recording studio (peteseeger.net). 

  One of the songs that he likely would have happily discussed was a song composed in 

1931 by Florence Reece and that Seeger had learned while traveling through eastern Kentucky in 

1940.  Reece (1900-1986), the daughter of a Tennessee coal miner, married Sam Reece, a 

Kentucky coal miner who, in 1931, was actively organizing Harlan County miners for the United 

Mine Workers Union.  The miners were on strike.  The company hired law men and gun thugs to 
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intimidate, beat, and defeat the striking workers.  On the company payroll was Sheriff J.H. Blair 

who, along with other gunmen, illegally searched the Reece’s home looking for Sam.  Having 

been earlier tipped off, he had fled, but Florence and their children were terrorized as the thugs 

ransacked their home and then kept watch outside hoping for Sam’s return. During the next few 

days, Florence wrote “Which Side Are You On” (to the tune of the old sacred song, “Lay the lily 

Low”) on a calendar that hung on the kitchen wall.    

 

They say in Harlan County 

Ain’t no neutrals there 

You’ll either be a union man 

Or a scab for J.H. Blair 

 

(chorus) 

Which side are you on? 

Which side are you on? 

 

Come all of you good workers 

Good news to you I’ll tell 

Of how the good ole union 

Has come in here to dwell 

 

My daddy was a miner 

And I’m a miner’s son 

And I’ll stick with the union 

Till every battle’s won 

 

The song became a rallying cry for striking miners (and since then of various struggles).  

The strike, in its many forms, took place across the decade as it was 1939 when the United Mine 

Workers of America formally was recognized as the bargaining agent for miners.  Seeger, with 

the Almanac Singers, recorded “Which Side Are You On” in 1941.  Reece, as a regional 

celebrity, went on to support the miners’ strike of 1973 that was documented in the widely 

viewed Barbara Kopple documentary, Harlan County US.A. and appeared in the film singing her 

song.  In 1965, Bob Dylan referenced the song in his composition, Desolation Row (1965), when 

he sang: 

 

Praise be to Nero’s Neptune 

The Titanic sails at dawn 

And everybody’s shouting 

“Which Side Are You On?” 

 

Our focus, in this paper, is on the acoustic guitar-driven American music within the broad 

folk style but specifically on the genre, “bluegrass” and its performing musicians.  As discussed 

earlier in this paper, although some musicians of nearly every musical genre have engaged in 

politics or performance of social conscience, few, if any, bluegrass musicians have done so.  In 

fact, bluegrass music is unusually, yet deliberately, apolitical. 



Journal of Criminal Justice and Popular Culture  Art Reflecting Life 

December, 2016, 18 (1): pg. 97                                           Green, Cox, & Tunnell 

  

 

Interview research with bluegrass musicians reveal a number of differences between 

them (and their audience) and participants of other musical styles.  For example, bluegrass 

musicians have little tolerance for alcohol and drug use during performances due to both moral 

and professional reasons.  Family and family values are important to them.  They embrace 

decidedly conservative ideologies and lifestyle concerns and filter life’s events through a 

pervasive rural lens.  Bluegrass musicians view their songs as value-laden as is clear in the words 

of one musician when she said, “ . . . Even if a song isn’t a gospel song, it’s preaching a moral to 

you . . .” (Tunnell & Groce, 1998, p. 67).  These performers recognize the moral ideologies of 

their audience and, in some cases, acquiesce to them, as the following clearly shows: 

 

[Bluegrass] Festivals are very family-oriented.  In fact, that’s part 

of our promotional materials, that family orientation is a big part of 

it.  We don’t play bars.  Not because anybody has any convictions 

that it’s wrong or whatever, but for what we’re trying to do, for the 

image we’re trying to build that we think is going to benefit us the 

most.  There are a lot of people in our audience who feel like it’s 

morally wrong or whatever.  So to benefit ourselves, to keep our 

reputation as clean as we can, we don’t play bars (Tunnell & 

Groce, 1998, p. 70). 

 

But, beyond the moral issues of bluegrass singer and song, the genre ignores politics and 

political issues.  Consider these words from a 20 year veteran of bluegrass performance: 

 

Bluegrass has not really been that big of a political venue.  

Bluegrass is a feeling music.  It’s an everyday type music and it’s 

more to deal with home and what you’re feeling inside.  There’s 

not been a whole lot of bluegrass protest songs [Laughs].  It 

doesn’t really ever take a stand, like on the environment, the 

homeless, the jobless.  When you go to a bluegrass festival you 

know what they’re going to sing about.  They’re gonna sing about 

love, they’re gonna sing about heaven, about mamma and this 

stuff.  They don’t go out on a limb (Tunnell & Groce, 1998, p. 67). 

 

His observations are supported by the academic literature that suggests that conservative 

themes reproduced in bluegrass music impede social enlightenment, change, and collective 

resistance to ideologies, policies, and practices that adversely affect the lives of rural people and 

particularly rural Appalachians (Tunnell & Groce, 1998; Sweet, 1996).  No one ever accused 

bluegrass music or musicians of radicalism or rebelliousness. 

Yet, within contemporary bluegrass music, we are beginning to witness the ever-so-slight 

emergence of political songs and performers.  Although few in number, these new songs are in 

the tradition of the folk and bluegrass canon.  The authors of this paper compose and regularly 

perform such songs in the spirit and tradition of “Which Side Are You On.”  It is the songs, their 

performance and the ideological reaction to social justice in song on which the remainder of this 

paper is devoted.  
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SHADOWS OF GIANTS 

 

Appalachia has been the subject of both academic and popular literature and has oft-been 

described as an internal colony.  Most scholarship has focused on regional social relations and 

development (Eller, 1982; 2008).  Described as the “First Frontier of the United States,” 

Appalachia’s history (since the 19
th

 Century) has been linked to the evolution of extractive 

industries such as wildlife, timber, salt, and coal (Dunaway, 1996).  Such extraction, especially 

beginning with the introduction of the railroad and mechanized clear cutting, resulted in 

environmental degradation of the region and unequal access to resources such as education, 

medical care, and secure jobs (Eller, 1982; 2008).  Appalachia’s history with structural 

unevenness and social justice are apparent in the musical compositions detailed in this paper. 

The song “Shadows of Giants” was written in response to the large-scale environmental 

degradation resulting from Mountain Top Removal (MTR).  It describes “hollow fills,” resulting 

when mountain tops, trees and earthen material are literally pushed into the flanking valleys in 

order to access shallow coal seams.  The evidence shows that “ . . . mountaintop removal mining 

and/or valley fills directly impacted 1,200 miles of headwater streams between 1992 and 2002.  

In fact, from 1985 to 2001 valley fills buried an estimated 724 miles of streams in Appalachia” 

(Bell & York, 2010, p. 123).  

 

Shadows of Giants 

www.willowbranchwanderers.com/?=217 
 

Down in Letcher County with clear blue morning skies 

Born in a valley, God’s country on high 

Them clear swimming holes had turned brown and red 

All the leaves had folded and laid death in the creek beds 

 

Like a mule over-worked these mountains were worn 

Companies owned minerals under all the farms 

Had to sell our old red tractor and move into town 

Daddy dwindled quickly in idle time he would drown 

 

(chorus) 

These hills once shaped the sky 

Where shadows of giants once lied 

On the backs of a people they built mountains of coal 

And pushed what was left in the valley down below 

 

For progress we worked, getting pennies for pounds 

Flooded by promises, those broken holy sounds 

They claim those concerned are not on our side 

Then pay off the state to blame welfare and pride 

 

Although we intentionally tried writing a song about MTR, the subject was personally 

troubling.  We learned, first hand, the difficulties of artistically writing about this topic without 

http://www.willowbranchwanderers.com/?=217
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explicitly using a metaphor to serve as a means to depersonalize our own self-immersion and the 

song’s broader impact.  

The relationship between the state and big business has long been a topic of sociological 

research and particularly environmental and labor issues.  Whereas sociology and related fields 

have focused on macro or structural forces, scholars of late increasingly have incorporated a 

“local interface” to global commodity analysis as a strategy for shaping public policy (Bonanno 

& Constance, 2000).  Grass-roots organizations have begun to renegotiate the legal space 

between citizens and big business.  A pertinent example of “local interface” is found in the 

grassroots organization, Kentuckians For The Commonwealth (KFTC).  This group has steered 

the introduction of the “Stream Saver Bill” in response to environmental damages from  MTR 

and to the coal industry that continues dumping mining waste into headwater streams.  

According to the KFTC: 

In 2005 Kentucky became the first state in the nation to propose a bill that would end the 

dumping of mining wastes into headwater streams, one of the most destructive aspects of 

mountaintop removal mining. At the current rate, this form of mining will destroy an additional 

1,000 miles of streams in the next decade (http://www.kftc.org/our-work/general-

assembly/stream-saver-bill). 

During both the 2007 and 2008 legislative sessions, the bill failed to receive a majority 

vote.  But, according to the KFTC, attention has been heightened as evidenced through peoples’ 

demonstrations and the public outcry through letters to the editors and their state representatives.  

The ability for local interfaces to use legislative and legal avenues, which historically have been 

dominated by capital stakeholders, is a new development (Antonio & Bonanno, 1996).  As 

expected, this turn of events has not gone unnoticed by big business.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.kftc.org/our-work/general-assembly/stream-saver-bill/blog/archive/2010/01/09/scientists-brief-media-on-mountaintop-mining-impacts
http://www.kftc.org/our-work/general-assembly/stream-saver-bill/blog/archive/2010/01/09/scientists-brief-media-on-mountaintop-mining-impacts
http://www.kftc.org/our-work/general-assembly/stream-saver-bill
http://www.kftc.org/our-work/general-assembly/stream-saver-bill
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Figure 1 

I Love Mountains 2012 

 

 
 

Source:  Kenneth D. Tunnell, February 14, 2012. 

 

For the past seven years on Valentines Day, KFTC has hosted “I Love Mountains,” a 

grass-roots event held in front of the state capitol at Frankfort.  Speeches, music, and a march to 

the governor’s mansion make up the day’s highlights as participants are reminded of the cozy 

relationships between the state and big coal.  Speeches make clear that the problem is not simply 

big business.  The solution, as participants have come to realize, is to “throw the bums out” and 

elect more enlightened representatives. 

Despite activist politics about this issue, the pro-mining West Virginia organization, 

Friends of Coal, has managed to expand its membership and influence.  It raises large sums of 

money and has effectively changed public policy in favor of big coal.  Despite increasing coal 

production with fewer workers,  Friends of Coal has lured the public into identifying with 

extractive industries as major sources of employment that, in Central Kentucky, are considered 

“key features of individuals’ and communities’ identities” (Bell & York, 2010, pp. 117-118).  

Yet, the facts are that as coal production increases through surface mining and MTR, the number 

of employees declines, as Figure 2 shows.  In fact, between 1950 and 2000, the number of West 
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Virginia miners decreased by about 85 percent.  During that same time, coal production, 

measured in millions of tons, remained stable.  Since 2009, however, the number of surface 

mining jobs has decreased while underground mining jobs increased.  Some attribute this shift as 

a result of the Environmental Protection Agency’s stricter review of MTR permits (“West 

Virginia Office of Miners’ Health, Safety and Training,” 2011). 

 

Figure 2 

 

 
 

Nationally renowned Kentucky farmer and author Wendell Berry was featured in the New 

York Times when he removed his writings and his “official affiliation” with the University of 

Kentucky.  Berry did so in protest after the university accepted a multi-million dollar Alliance 

Coal grant to name a new basketball dormitory the “University of Kentucky Coal Lodge” 

(Cohen, 2010).  There evidently was a direct effort by Alliance Coal to associate coal mining 

with the university’s basketball Wildcats—a national venue for a pro-coal message.  

Much like the efforts of Alliance Coal, Friends of Coal has attempted to connect cultural 

identity to coal mining by using strategies such as appropriating West Virginia cultural icons and 

by creating a visible presence in West Virginia’s social landscape through the placement of 

stickers, yard signs, and sponsorships (Bell & York, 2010). 

Although “Shadows of Giants” is a song composed and performed in response to 

mountain top removal strip mining, underground mining is still a source of coal and employment 

in central Appalachia.  Underground mining’s history is riddled with tragedy, from 

occupationally-related deaths and injuries to diseases such as black lung and other forms of 

silicosis.  Yet, a recent tragedy became the subject of national press coverage and perhaps more 

important, a Governor’s Independent Investigation, as is detailed in the next section of this 

paper. 
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BLACK SUIT DADDY 

 

At 3:02 pm on April 5, 2010, a powerful explosion occurred in the Upper Big Branch mine 

located at the convergence of Boone and Raleigh Counties in southern West Virginia.  The mine 

is in Raleigh County near the community of Montcoal.  The blast sped through two and one-half 

miles of underground mine at nearly 1,000 feet below the surface of Raleigh County.  As a result 

of the explosion, 29 miners were killed and one was seriously injured.  Joshua Williams, exiting 

the underground mine at that very moment on a mantrip (a transportation vehicle), later 

described it as “when the world came to an end” (McAteer et al., 2011, p. 23).  

 The first draft of the song, “Black Suit Daddy” was composed within days of the 

explosion.  It was written in reaction to the deaths of the non-union miners who worked at the 

mercy of Massey Energy Company.  Numerous factors prior to the explosion functioned to place 

working men and women in vulnerable situations.  A history of political maneuvering had 

resulted in a series of union busting tactics and all-out assaults on collective bargaining, 

protected for the previous 75 years by the Wagner Act. The Great Recession of 2008 had further 

weakened the economy and the ability of workers to demand safe work environments. The 

George W. Bush Administration had a history of restricting the regulatory capabilities of the 

Mine Safety and Health Administration (MSHA) and attacking environmental regulations 

unfavorable to the coal industry (Burns, 2007).  The coal industry was a powerful player in the 

thin economy of southern West Virginia.  For years, king coal had politicians on its side and a 

history of successful legal and regulatory manipulation (Burns, 2007). 

 Subsequent investigations were rather blunt about Massey’s hegemonic control, image 

marketing, and manipulation of state government for its benefit (McAteer et al., 2011).  The 

West Virginia Governor’s report states, “As the largest coal producer in the Appalachian region 

at the time of the disaster, Massey Energy used the leverage of  jobs it provided  to control West 

Virginia’s political system” (McAteer et al., 2011, p. 101).  As the CEO of Massey Energy, Don 

Blankenship, who earned about $92,000 per day, was known to yield tremendous political 

influence over West Virginia politicians (Burns, 2007, p. 84).  In 2004, for example, 

“Blankenship spent more than $3 million of his own money to unseat State Supreme Court 

Justice Warren McGraw and replace him with a judge more sympathetic to Massey’s interests” 

(McAteer et al., 2011, p. 85).  The report goes on to suggest, “The reality that powerful 

industries and their leaders cast long shadows over the state’s government is not unique to West 

Virginia, nor is it unique to the coal industry” (McAteer et al., 2011, p. 86).  At the time of the 

incident Massey energy was the fourth largest coal producer in the US and the largest in the 

Appalachian region. 

 “Black Suit Daddy” was placed in the context of the political, economic and 

environmental realities facing those miners.  The lyrics contain emotionally laden responses to 

the harsh realities of the disaster.  The songwriters intuitively felt that the Massey murders, as 

they came to be known, were the direct result of corporate and governmental failures at 

adequately protecting workers.  The evidence corroborates our intuition.  The song, in the spirit 

and tradition of “Which Side Are You On,” is situated within the folk or Americana genre since 

this seemed to be the best way to express anger, disgust, and revulsion at the way Massey treated 

its workers.  The title, “Black Suit Daddy,” speaks to the common males’ attire when attending 

funerals and wakes.  For many families, that may be the only suit of clothes in the home.  We 

visualized a setting where a wife instructs her husband to “get out your black suit, daddy” and to 
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then join the families of the miners killed in the explosion.  The line, “let’s go down to Montcoal 

and pray with the miners’ wives” seems an appropriate gesture of consolation and solidarity.  

 The death of the miners has been the subject of ongoing investigations into the causes of 

the accident and the mine’s safety features prior to the explosion.  The song was written as a 

reaction to regulatory failure and as a reflection of public outcry for justice.  When the Report to 

the Governor of West Virginia was published in May 2011, there was little doubt that this 

tragedy was avoidable.  Similar to “Shadows of Giants,” this song raises issues of social justice 

as it describes neglected mine regulation and the contemporary trope that some businesses are 

“too big to be regulated” (McAteer et al., 2011, p. 101). 

 

Black Suit Daddy 

www.willowbranchwanderers.com/?=217 
 

They woke up every morning way ‘fore daylight  

Went down in that mountain each day of their life  

Just one spark of methane in that South Fork Mine 

Trading safety rules for dollars ended those men’s lives 

 (chorus) 

Get out your black suit daddy Big Branch blew tonight 

Let’s go down to Mont Coal and pray with the miner’s wives  

In that hole ‘neath Raleigh they’ll be a fortune made  

In the wake of that black gold 29 more miners lay 

 

So tell me Mr. Blankenship, how do you sleep at night 

Can’t you hear those children crying in the pale moonlight 

So many souls trapped, down there dark and deep 

Grab your money and that bible and pay the lord your soul to keep 

 

Never knew anybody loved power so much 

Wager’n death and debt to gain the Midas touch 

They’ll risk everything for those diamonds and gold   

But bloods not much for profit trading money, slaves or souls 

 

 The first verse accentuates the daily routines of working men who labored in the Massey 

mines.  “They woke up every morning way before daylight, went down in the mountains each 

day of their lives” are lines intended to reflect the miners’ work ethic and devotion to the 

company.  The third and fourth lines in the first verse illuminate the failure of Massey Energy to 

properly follow mine regulations designed to protect employees’ health and safety.  The 

evidence is clear.  In 2009 alone, Massey Energy had been issued 515 citations for safety 

violations at one mine alone –Upper Big Branch – the very mine that exploded on that April day 

(US Department of Labor, 2011).  It is common knowledge that numerous safety problems 

existed prior to the explosion (McAteer et al., 2011).  While interviewed for the Governor’s 

investigation, Bobbie Pauley, who was the only female miner employed in the Upper Big Branch 

mine, stated, “They used to say if you go to Headgate 22 (the site of ignition), bring the air with 

you ‘cause there ain’t none up here” (McAteer et al., 2011, p. 59).  Gary Wayne Quarles, who 

http://www.willowbranchwanderers.com/?=217
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was killed in the explosion, voiced concerns about the safety of the mine on Easter Sunday, April 

4, 2010 (McAteer et al., 2010, p. 14).  As revealed in later testimony, he told a friend, “Man, they 

got us up there mining, and we ain’t got no air.  You can’t see nothing.  I’m scared to death to go 

to work because I’m scared to death something bad is going to happen” (McAteer et al., 2010, p. 

15).   

Undeniable evidence presented during subsequent investigations illustrates the accuracy of the 

miners’ assertions of improper and unhealthy ventilation systems.  The age range for the 

deceased miners was 20 to 61 years with a mean age of 42.69.  The cause of death for all 29 

miners was either mass trauma from the explosion or carbon monoxide poisoning (McAteer et 

al., 2011, p. 28).  Among the 24 miners who had sufficient lung tissue for autopsy examination, 

17 (71 percent) had Coal Workers’ Pneumoconiosis, commonly known as Black Lung Disease 

(McAteer et al., 2011, p. 32).  Of the remaining seven miners, four had Anthracosis which is 

similar to Pneumoconiosis. By contrast, the national average of underground miners with 

Pneumoconiosis is 3.2 percent (McAteer et al., 2011, p. 28).  

 Methane gas is a natural byproduct from the decomposition of organic materials and is 

lighter than air.  As the gubernatorial report suggests, “[i]t can migrate into voids in the earth 

created when coal seams are removed” (McAteer et al., 2011, p. 67).  Methane being odorless 

and clear makes it a rather silent but deadly component to underground shafts, therefore making 

ventilation of paramount importance.  This ventilation process is heavily regulated by the 

MSHA, which is charged with regular inspections and empowered with penalizing noncompliant 

mines.  The Upper Big Branch mine had a history of methane build up and “outbursts” (smaller 

explosions) dating back to 1997.  This problem was noted in a 2003 MSHA report that resulted 

in a citation for the inundation of methane, which eventually resulted in an outburst (or small 

explosion) on February 18, 2004 (McAteer et al., 2011, p. 70.  This mine had a history of 

circumventing ventilation regulations that investigators eventually determined had been the root 

cause of the April 5, 2010, disaster.  According to the Governor’s report, Massey Energy 

engaged in a process of “normalization of deviance” and, in a push to produce coal, used faulty 

ventilation systems, inadequate rock-dusting, and poorly maintained equipment (McAteer et al., 

2011, p. 97).  Other areas in which the normalization of deviance occurred was through a 

management system of intimidation and secrecy where miners were expected to follow the 

“Massey code of silence” if they wanted to stay off management’s enemy lists (McAteer et al., 

2011, p. 101).  It was also determined that Massey Energy established a practice of using staff to 

relay advance notice of health and safety inspections by regulatory inspectors.  Massey also kept 

two sets of books.  One was required by MSHA but the second, hidden from inspectors, was a 

record of production, maintenance, hazards, and law violations (United States Department of 

Labor, 2011). 

Both the Governor’s and the MSHA’s reports conclude that the underlying cause of the 

deadly explosion was the privileging of greed and profit over employees’ safety.  In “Black Suit 

Daddy,” the second verse takes direct aim at Massey CEO Don Blankenship.  The first part of 

that verse “so tell me Mr. Blankenship, how do you sleep at night, can’t you hear those children 

crying in the pale moonlight” is an angry statement about the priority of corporate profit over the 

health and safety of workers and their families.  Similarly, the last line of the third verse is 

intended to be a stronger statement about this form of greed—“they’ll risk everything for those 

diamonds and gold, but blood’s not much for profit trading, money, slaves, or souls.” 

Although Massey claimed that it was committed to miners’ safety, its citation history 
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suggests otherwise.  For example: 

During the 10-year period examined, the reporters found that Massey had been cited for 62, 923 

violations, including 25,612 considered ‘significant and substantial’.  During that time, MSHA 

proposed $49.9 million in fines against Massey, 15 million more than any other company. 

(McAteer et al., 2011, p. 93). 

 In the case of these ongoing regulatory violations, miners’ deaths and mountain top 

removal, the participation of both industry and government are required to facilitate such 

personal injury and social harm.  These cases are clear examples of state-corporate crime, as 

others have described (Friedrichs, 2010).  Federal prosecutors in the Southern District of West 

Virginia apparently believed that some Massey officials deliberately committed mine safety 

violations and were involved in a conspiracy to conceal their actions from Mine Safety and 

Health Administration investigators.  On February 22, 2012, “criminal information” charges 

were filed against Gary May, the superintendent of the Upper Big Branch mine at the time the 

explosion occurred (Tavernise, 2012).  This essentially means that the defendant agrees with the 

charges and is actively cooperating in the prosecution of other Massey Energy officials who may 

have been involved in the conspiracy alleged against the superintendent.  He is charged 

specifically with conspiracy to routinely violate mine and safety regulations and in the complicit 

cover up involving such acts as falsifying safety records (Tavernise, 2012). 

On a trip to Eastern Kentucky in the Fall of 2011, one author performed the song “Black 

Suit Daddy” for people currently working in the mining industry.  When asked how he had come 

to learn the events of the Big Branch explosion, he replied “That’s what scholars do—we try and 

find out what the case is all about.  But, in this instance, a song was written about what was 

learned.”  The listeners suggested the song would be a “hit” around “these parts.”  But, to date, 

despite a prominent bluegrass music magazine’s positive review, few if any coalfield radio 

stations have played the song.  A second song about the disaster recently was recorded (by the 

Kentucky native Tommy Webb) and may be indicative of an increased awareness about 

Massey’s role in the miners’ deaths. 

As songwriters and performing musicians, a range of audience responses to both “Black 

Suit Daddy” and “Shadows of Giants” is frequently encountered.  Many reactions are positive. 

But, it is not uncommon to hear ideologically driven criticism.  Political conservatives voice their 

displeasure with the song despite its factual lyrics.  At other times, the songs are dismissed 

outright regardless of melodic, instrumental, and vocal arrangements.  Other listeners seemingly 

distance themselves from the songs due to fear of retaliation or social rejection.  These fears are 

similar to those faced by miners who worked daily with the normalization of deviance and a code 

of silence which prevented them from voicing concerns to regulatory agents about safety and 

health violations. 

 

 

ANSWER THEIR CALL 

 

The song “Answer Their Call” was written in response to combat veterans who suffer various 

personal problems resulting from their military service.  The themes presented in the song are 

intended to reflect public displays of social symbolism and ritualism intended to embellish 

patriotic idealism associated with veterans’ services.  Lyrical arrangements in the first verse 
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address this idealism with expressions of praise and honor through social recognition, celebration 

and symbolic expression of heroism bestowed upon returning soldiers. 

 The second verse focuses on social inequalities among those who provide military and 

combat services.  “An important predictor to military service in the general population is family 

income.  Those with lower family incomes are more likely to join than volunteers with high 

family incomes” (Lutz, 2008, p. 186).  Furthermore, low family income is a factor into who is 

and who is not selected for combat duties –a theme in verse two (MacLean, 2010).  Those who 

serve in combat conditions are more likely to suffer life-long personal, social and economic 

problems including unemployment, homelessness, and chronic ill health.  Thus, the symbolic 

representations of a “poor boy” from Harlan County, Kentucky (in central Appalachia), and a 

“ghetto kid” from Detroit were composed as lyrics in the second verse.  More powerful 

representations of social class might be more appropriate but songwriting requires word choices 

that flow with melodies and instrumental arrangements.  Moreover, it was important to choose 

lyrics that are consistent with Americana and bluegrass genres. 

 The lyrics for the chorus focus on combat veterans’ problems as they assimilate into 

civilian society.  Lyrics in the first two lines describe post traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 

symptoms, traumatic brain injuries, and substance use disorders which are common among 

combat veterans.  These lyrics describe paralinguistic expressions of helplessness, hopelessness, 

and vapidity that are symptoms of the psychopathologies presented above.  The third line focuses 

specifically on substance abuse disorders and self-medication associated with the subjective 

symptoms of this particular psychopathology.  Such emotional pain results from trauma.  The 

thematic development included in the fourth line, “where are you now won’t you answer their 

call,” centers on social rejection and adverse reactions combat veterans often experience.  

Implicit in this line are the social and political failures of properly caring for veterans who 

endure personal sacrifices resulting from political decisions that placed them in risky, and oft-

times, life-threatening situations.  An underlying message in the fourth line considers the 

political economy and phenomenal economic gains made by corporations and wealthy 

individuals who subsequently failed (or refused) to adequately respond to those who made 

ultimate sacrifices. 

 Several conditions served to inspire the lyrics, melody, and instrumental arrangement for 

“Answer Their Call.”  Based on recent estimates, on a single night in January 2010, there were 

76,329 homeless veterans in the US.  An estimated 144,842 veterans spent at least one night 

homeless during the year of 2010 (U.S Department of Housing and Urban Development, 2010).  

Only one percent of US veterans are homeless.  But, about 23 percent of America’s homeless 

population is comprised of veterans (National Coalition for Homeless Veterans, 2011).  As 

discussed above, the social class of those enlisting is skewed toward low-income which likely 

contributes to America’s homelessness problem.  Veterans, Inc. (2011) lists a primary cause of 

veterans’ homelessness as a lack of income resulting from limited education and an absence of 

work skills that are easily transferable from military to civilian life.  A compounding factor is 

that many veterans lack family and social support networks.  Adding to the veterans’ 

homelessness are unemployment problems experienced by young veterans (ages 18-24) returning 

from Iraq and Afghanistan.  The percentage of unemployment for veterans in this age range was 

30 percent compared to 15.3 percent for non-veterans in the same age bracket (Bloomberg, 

2011). 
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 As discussed previously, an important theme in the chorus is the physical disabilities and 

psychopathologies that develop from exposure to combat experiences and that are outside the 

range of normal human activities.  Among male Afghanistan and Iraq war veterans, the rate of 

PTSD is 14 percent compared to 7.8 percent in the general population (Gradus, 2011).  PTSD is 

an important mental health issue among homeless veterans and one that creates huge at-risk 

populations for associated co-morbid conditions such as homelessness and substance use 

disorders. As many as 45 percent of homeless veterans suffer from mental illnesses that include 

PTSD (Veterans, Inc., 2011). 

 As a psychopathology, PTSD has numerous symptoms that are potentially devastating to 

an individual’s health.  Many people suffering from PTSD are at-risk for substance use disorders 

and self-medication.  The third line of the chorus, “drink’n whisky to sleep fight’n demons large 

and small” emphasizes self-medication needs of veterans who temporarily cope with the 

discomfort of such things as heightened anxiety, cognitive distortions, re-visitation, and other 

characteristics of the trauma producing events.  Also, implicit in this line is the attempt to gain 

emotional numbness by drinking whisky.  Substance abuse is a significant issue for veterans in 

general and homeless veterans in particular as about 70 percent of homeless veterans suffer from 

substance abuse problems (Veterans, Inc., 2011). 

 Another important issue associated with veteran’s health and the social inequality of 

combat and military service is suicide.  According to Veterans Administration estimates about 

6,570 veterans commit suicide each year.  Those with combat experience and who suffer 

traumatic brain injuries and PTSD have higher risks of dying from suicide than healthy veterans 

(Harrell & Berglass, 2011). 

 Song lyrics include veterans’ personal and social problems.  Lyrics highlight social 

injustices and inequities of military service volunteerism and the potential individual 

consequences experienced by the small percentage of citizens who choose to provide these 

services.  They are at risk for a life of homelessness, substance use disorders, and mental health 

issues resulting from military combat.  Thus, as described by the song’s title, the same society 

that endorses political policies that expose young men and women (who answered the call for 

service to their country) to war, fail to adequately “answer their call” when they suffer from 

physical and psychological injuries received while performing military service. 
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Answer Their Call 

www.willowbranchwanderers.com/?=217 

 

 

They’re the first ones to answer when they’re given the call 

Show them the battle and where to fight the war 

We call them our hero’s and give them medals when they fall 

Welcome them home from some distant shores 

 

(chorus)  

But look at their faces without any smiles 

Eyes that stare through distant miles 

Drink’n whisky to sleep fight’n demons large and small 

Where are you now won’t you answer their call. 

 

A poor boy from Harlan who’s never been alone 

Sent off to combat far away from home 

Put a ghetto kid from Detroit onto some distant shore 

While the rich kid gets college sheltered from the war 

 

Where are you now when they are needing you 

They fought for your freedom and the love of country too 

Some left it all behind them when the bombs began to fall 

Where are you now, won’t you answer their call 

 

 

OUTSIDE PRISON WALLS 

 

The song, “Outside Prison Walls,” emphasizes the plight of children whose parents are 

incarcerated in state or federal prison.  The lyrics in all verses take aim at these children’s 

problems.  The song title exemplifies the sad reality that they essentially are sentenced to a life 

filled with risks resulting from having a parent in prison.  Although the parent is confined within 

prison walls, the child serves a sentence on the outside. 

 While all children with parents in prison are at risk, we chose, as our protagonist, a 

teenage girl.  Our character-in-song is the medium for emphasizing the range of problems faced 

by teenage girls and adult women in contemporary society.  The second line, “she got scared of 

her daddy, couldn’t stay there anymore,” emphasizes the girl’s sexual and physical abuse by her 

father.  The girl from Cincinnati fled, hoping to escape her father’s abusiveness.  The third and 

fourth lines confront teenage births, abandonment, and isolation from public and private support 

networks.  In the second verse, the lines, “in that dimly-lit room the baby stole her first breath, 

born to second-hand living brought second-hand regrets,” details the risks to a child born into 

poverty, hopelessness, and social isolation.  The third and fourth lines of the second verse 

address her mother’s prostitution and its risks as a means of earning money. “Until she killed the 

man who cut her and was put away for life,” implies abuse and violence toward women involved 

in the sex industry. 

http://www.willowbranchwanderers.com/?=217
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 The chorus details risks faced by children with parents in prison.  The line, “And she’s 

tired of her own voice, that hard lonesome tone,” illustrates loneliness, social isolation, and 

negative self-perceptions.  The second line, “and someone hears her ringing but won’t answer 

her call,” describes social isolation and neglect.  The third and fourth lines of the fourth verse, 

“and all that’s left is praying and God’s not taking calls, there’s just silence and shadows, and a 

long way left to fall,” accentuates the desperation and helplessness along with social isolation 

and rejection.  Children in these situations are societal “throwaways.”  They are the innocent 

victims of their parents’ criminality, class-biased legislation, and selective incarceration. 

During the past 20 years, the population of children serving time outside prison walls has 

increased by 131 percent with their current number at 1.75 million.  They average only eight 

years of age (Glaze et al., 2010; Schirmer et al., 2009).  There likewise has been a 122 percent 

increase in mothers sentenced to prison during this 20 year time-frame. (Schirmer et al., 2009). 

Today, about 10 million children have had a parent spend time in prison (The Annie E. Casey 

Foundation 2012 Partnerships Between Corrections and Child Welfare, 2012). 

 The impact on these children is staggering as they may represent one of the largest at-risk 

groups in the US.  The scope of vulnerability is enormous and involves a process that unfolds 

over time (Park & Clarke-Stewart, 2002).  Many of these children have lived in poverty with 

dysfunctional families and drug abusing parents.  Many children were present at the time of their 

parents’ arrest (Simmons, 2000).  Many now suffer from PTSD as a result of police tactics that 

included militarized methods of entry and arrest (Jose-Kampfner, 1995).  They also suffer from 

other psychological and social problems including anxiety, guilt, shame, fear, poor academic 

performance, and stigmatization (Hanlon et al., 2007).  Many also encounter disruptions such as 

placement in foster homes. 

The song encapsulates the emotional and situational aspects of this child’s life.  The hope 

is that listeners experience these emotions communicated in song.  The melody is within the folk 

tradition and is played in a three-quarter time tempo that compliments the emotional, personal, 

and social realities experienced by the child.  The instrumental arrangements are recorded in a 

slower tempo and include guitar, resonator guitar, and fiddle to enhance the emotional 

dimensions of the song. 

The child in this song struggles to survive poverty, child abuse, pregnancy, and 

parenthood as a teenager, in other words, features from the dark side of life.  A decision was 

made during the recording process to use a low baritone lead vocal to emphasize this stark 

emotional darkness.  Finally, vocal harmonies on the last line of the song create a chilling effect. 
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Outside Prison Walls 

www.willowbranchwanderers.com/?=217 
 

A girl from Cincinnati found her way from home 

She got scared of her daddy couldn’t stay there any more 

She turned sixteen she gave birth on her own  

Too young to keep a promise too young to even know 

 

In that dimly lit room the baby stole her first breath 

Born to second-hand living brought second-hand regrets 

Momma peddled paradise under broken city lights 

Until she killed the man who cut her and mom was put away for life 

 

(chorus) 

Now she’s tired of her own voice, the hard lonesome tone 

But she can’t stand the silence, when she’s alone 

And someone hears her ringing but won’t answer her calls 

She’s been doing time just like momma since she was small, outside prison walls 

 

Even knowing of her mother she’s a motherless child 

Got no guardians or pardons where they keep her file 

And she lays wake at night cursing the lover that is gone  

Left her pregnant and desperate another mother left alone 

 

Now she waits for the beep to leave a confession  

And she’s scared to stop talking won’t know what to do then? 

And all that’s left is praying but God’s not taking calls 

There’s just shadows and the silence and a long way to fall 

 

She’s been doing time like momma since she was small, outside prison walls 

She’s been doing time like momma, just doing time is all, outside prison walls. 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

From Florence Reece’s “Which Side Are You On” we’ve come full circle.  These contemporary 

songs, within the folk and bluegrass music canon, also demand to know which side you are on.  

Without questioning outright, these new musical compositions take a stated position and, by 

inference, insist that listeners do as well.  Composed and performed as consciousness-raising 

narratives, they serve as inspiration or as rallying points, just as “Which Side Are You On.”  

Unlike the Reece composition, however, these newer songs provide rich detail of issues central 

to social justice.  From mountain top removal surface mining, to underground mining tragedy, 

from society’s reaction to war veterans, to the pains of imprisonment, these contemporary songs 

offer rich narrative and thick description. 

http://www.willowbranchwanderers.com/?=217
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Beyond the politics contained in song, of importance is the songwriter’s biography.  As is 

commonly the case among song writers and performers of social conscience, here too, the 

personal is political.  The importance of place, the authors’ live experiences, and social and 

political forces meld within a rich, imaginative expression of emotion and reason.  The emotion, 

we hope, is contagious.  The reasoning, supported with empirical evidence, we hope is 

weaponry.  Our hope, no matter the issue, is that social justice prevails. 
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