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To all the folks in all our 
garage bands over the years






“I Got this Guitar and I Learned How to Make It Talk”

RANDALL E. AUXIER AND DOUG ANDERSON

 

 

 

Hardly anyone, no matter how well trained in philosophical dialectic, could argue with Bruce Springsteen’s claim in this lyric from “Thunder Road.” His guitar talks indeed. But what does it say? Let’s begin with something Bruce once said with his voice and see whether we can learn to understand the language of the guitar. When Bob Dylan was inducted into the Rock ’n’ Roll Hall of Fame, on January 20th, 1988, Bruce Springsteen was called on to speak at the ceremony. On that occasion he said:When I was a kid, Bob’s voice somehow thrilled me and scared me, it made me feel kind of irresponsibly innocent . . . Dylan was a revolutionary. Bob freed the mind the way Elvis freed the body. He showed us that just because the music was innately physical did not mean that it was anti-intellectual.”1





This is a highly suggestive thought, and quite complex. Bruce Springsteen is wicked smart. And he packs a lot into a few words, which is, after all, the songwriter’s craft—to suggest in three verses and a chorus as much as a novel says. Here, the first sentence depicts Bruce’s embodied response to a sound—thrilled and scared. And then the jarring juxtaposition of this response to a surprising generalized feeling that results: irresponsible innocence. Being thrilled and scared at the same time is powerful—and we all know what this is like; it’s like making   love for the first time. And that is also how we might understand “irresponsible innocence,” which is a phrase that fairly captures much of Springsteen’s own early music.

But quickly Bruce moves on. “Elvis freed the body.” And that is certainly true, even if it might be more precise to say that Elvis communicated a sense of jubilant embodiment to white urban and suburban youth that already existed in African American culture. But to “free” the body, one needs to assume that it was somehow imprisoned or trapped, or stuck. White America through the 1950s still lived zombie-like under the lingering and deadening influences of Calvinism, Victorianism, and later fundamentalism: no music, no dance, no touch, no kiss, no sex. Everyone feared her own scarlet letter, a world of form without substance. Were we Americans all stiff in 1954? It’s good to remember that the bodies of Americans had been sacrificed in great numbers less than a decade before, and that the hoped-for freedom for which we sacrificed a million sons and daughters of our own (and still more of the enemy’s sons and daughters), was plunged into immediate danger by the Cold War, a war that was not yet over when Springsteen spoke these words. The past was awash in blood, and the future was a black hole. The bodies of our children were trained to “duck and cover” in the event of a nuclear attack. When one tries to imagine the bodily prison that Elvis sprung us from, it is tempting to imagine children cowering beneath their school desks, hoping they get a chance to grow up, and that there will still be a world in which to do so. Yes, Elvis—innocently—freed their bodies from that. Bruce is right.

But in light of this, Bruce offered an analogy—Dylan had done for the mind what Elvis did for the body. The mind, also, was apparently imprisoned, or stuck, or trapped. How can we understand that? Again, the American mind was locked into the historical disjunctions of a rigid world: religious or not, patriotic or not, white or not, communist or not. No ambiguities. When Dylan sang “Mr. Tambourine Man” for a “topical” song workshop at Newport, and when he sang “Maggie’s Farm” electrified, he brought ambiguity with him. He unsettled the disjunctive traditionalists—folk music or not. He was the master of ambiguity; he set minds on fire. In the 1950s we could ask, were our minds beneath our school desks too? Were we unable to think? In a sense, perhaps so, but that is too simple. A complex psychology  results from such universal fear, but are we under our desks because we are afraid, or are we afraid because we are under our desks? What happens to the mind that puts it under a desk to begin with, and then what happens to a mind that has to deal with the guilt and fear of having ducked and covered? If you knew then what you know now, is it just possible that you would refuse to go under your desk when the teacher said it was time for a drill? Clearly the nation was ripe for a revolution of the mind.

Bruce is saying, it seems, that Dylan was building on what Elvis had done—not that the body and mind are two different things, but rather that music remained “innately physical,” and that where our bodies went, our minds would surely follow. In short, you are not under your desk because you are afraid, you are afraid because your body is under a desk. Just crawl out from under it, stand up straight, and see how that changes your thinking. Dylan was not attempting to deny the physicality of musical experience and substitute for it some sort of mental revolution; he was, according to Springsteen, attempting to show that existing in and as a body does not mean deadening your mind, or sinking into hedonism.

The gain of embodied freedom is not the loss of intellectual development—and if the mind is to be free, such a revolution grows out of a freed body. And Dylan showed us that this could be done. Bruce is right again. We cannot be too far from talking guitars when we realize that intellectual understanding can be built from embodied experience. A guitar is, after all, a few of planks of wood with some silvered steel stretched over them. That is a body, but under the right circumstances, it lives and talks. We are not so different from it. Flesh stretched over bones, talking.

But the revolution was not finished. There is more to a human being than just body and mind, and the liberation of those only makes us more acutely aware of what remains caged beneath the desk. And it’s here that Springsteen took the lead and learned to make the guitar talk. In addition to bodies and minds, human beings have hearts and souls. Free bodies and minds yearn for still freer hearts and souls. We might fairly understand Springsteen’s early songs as “heartwork,” and beginning with Nebraska in 1982, he began his “soulwork.” We do not think Elvis or Dylan did this work, and it might even be accurate to observe that they foundered as they approached the task. They might have known it needed doing, but it wasn’t their gift.

Springsteen learned about the body from Elvis, among others, and about the mind from Dylan, among others. He learned from Elvis that it was alright to have fun, that living as a body is not a curse. He learned how to play all night, and that it ain’t no crime being glad you’re alive. And from Dylan he learned that he didn’t have to deny his mind—that ideas concretized in words and images are the very embodiment of power. To build on and incorporate the Free World of body and mind required great learning. But Bruce soon discovered that the heart and the soul are more deeply imprisoned—harder to find and harder to free.

So Springsteen asked questions of the heart—is love wild, is it real? And the more questions he asked, the more he saw that everywhere our hearts were simply broken. He brought us to close quarters with our own fragility. And there was no escape route, not Route 9, not the Jersey Turnpike, not Highway 26, even if the State Trooper lets you pass. Why? Even love grows old, and we can’t escape from who and what we are. Like Janey, we lose heart and we want to give up, no matter how much we are told not to. We can’t love our country, we can’t love ourselves, and we can’t love each other, since all have disappointed us too many times. And if this human heart disease is chronic and incurable, what hope can there be for the soul?

As Springsteen matured, he came up against questions no sage or seer can answer, and he put his questions and the non-answers straight into his songs. Madame Marie had disappeared, and even she wasn’t always right. So the body grows old, and the mind dulls, and neither of them has the power to unbreak our hearts or cheer our souls. We are inconsolable. The best we can do? There is, Bruce thinks, a spiritual hope for the soul, in hard work and basic decency, and for the heart there is the blessing of family and the old fashioned art of conversation. But there is no freedom for either. The world does not have room for it. The revolution fails, but not for lack of a leader. The leader is just a man with a talking guitar—a guitar that talks with and not at its audience. It is saying “don’t lose heart, because it’ll take your God-filled soul and leave you with devils in your mind and dust where your body used to be.” That is good advice.

When Bruce plays, we all know that the guitar language comes to more than smart music emitted from a vintage Fender plank. We know this because our hearts leap and our souls touch. We are thrilled and scared, and it is like making love. And we feel, for a time, irresponsibly innocent. If that doesn’t heal your broken heart, at least it makes you glad to have one. And if your soul is not lifted to heaven, at least it is filled with music. And that’s revolution enough. We hope you enjoy these chapters as much as we enjoyed writing them for you.  




I

Born to Run
 the USA





1

Prophets and Profits: Poets, Preachers, and Pragmatists

RANDALL E. AUXIER

 

 

 

Perhaps this is the issue that frightens the prophets. A people may be dying without being aware of it; a people may be able to survive, yet refuse to make use of their ability.

—ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL, The Prophets

 

I have always thought there was something beyond the usual going on in Bruce Springsteen’s music, and I was reaching for a word to describe it. Clearly he is a poet, but the forms and subject matter point to something beyond poetry. Clearly Springsteen is not a philosopher; he does not fill his free time studying Aristotle and formulating clear ideas about knowledge, being, and the good life. Yet, here is someone who can ask “what if the things you do to survive kills the things you love?”—someone who observes that the power of fear can “take your God-filled soul” and “leave you with devils and dust.” I was tempted by the word “prophet” to describe him, and I was not the first. Is there something prophetic about Springsteen’s approach to music? What is a prophet anyway?

The question led me to the philosopher who has spoken more about prophecy in recent years than any other. It seems that each generation gets one such philosopher, and not much more than one. In the present it is Cornel West, philosopher, orator, public intellectual, lay preacher, and Hollywood film actor—West had a small role as “Councillor West” in all three Matrix movies. West loves music—George Clinton, John Coltrane, Miles Davis, and yes, Bruce Springsteen, whom he has called a  prophet. As philosophers go, West is much quicker to credit the crucial role played by popular music in culture than almost any philosopher in Western history. So here’s someone who speaks reverently of popular music and culture, and spends the rest of his time talking about prophecy and hope. It is logical to consult West on what has been bugging me about Springsteen.

Taking a look at what West says about prophets, prophetic thinking, prophetic action, I began to think that this was indeed the right word for describing a voice like Springsteen’s—and I want to make it clear that Springsteen is not the only figure who bugs me in this regard. Paul Simon, for example, seems to be cut from similar cloth. But there are precious few who really occupy this company. West says that four things go into prophetic thinking. Let’s look at them.




Four Chords and a Cloud of Dust 

The first element is “discernment,” by which West means that a prophetic figure has a “nuanced historical sense,” remaining “attuned [yes, attuned] to the ambiguous legacies and hybrid cultures in history.” And so attuned, the prophet is able to “keep track at any social moment of who is bearing most of the social cost.” This really is one of Springsteen’s strong suits. From “The Ghost of Tom Joad,” to “Born in the USA,” to “My Hometown,” to “Devils and Dust,” Springsteen is engaged in a continuous act of prophetic discernment and tracking who is carrying the social cost. He never backs down, and he is never wrong.

The second element for West is what he calls “human connection,” by which he means placing great emphasis upon empathy, where empathy is understood as “the capacity to get in contact with the anxieties and frustrations of others.”2 This also seems apt in considering Springsteen. He writes in the first person, boldly, constantly, and describes conditions and burdens that simply never were his own—a homeless worker, an ex-con trying to go straight, a Reno hooker, a gay man dying of AIDS. I very much doubt that Bruce ever camped by the railroad tracks with “no home, no job, no peace, no rest,” but I certainly   feel that he knows what it is like, and I don’t doubt him when he says “wherever somebody’s struggling to be free, look in their eyes Mom, and you’ll see me.” On the other hand, I have never endured such a situation either. Yet, those who have been through the ordeals he describes are the very bedrock of Springsteen’s public. He sees and feels their lives, and gives it back to them not only as art, but as truth. This is the power of empathy, and the result of the effort is human connection, “never losing the humanity of others,” as West puts it.

The third element in West’s scheme is what he calls “tracking hypocrisy,” but doing so in a “self-critical” rather than “self-righteous mode.” West continues that the prophet accents “boldly and defiantly the gap between principles and practice, between promise and performance, between rhetoric and reality.” Of many choices, I think of Springsteen’s new song “Your Own Worst Enemy,” which says “the times, they got too clear, so you removed all the mirrors.” Assuming the moral high ground so as to call out the hypocrisy of others is a slippery business. It invites people to take pot-shots at the messenger. Springsteen has always shielded himself by trying to remain down to earth, unpretentious, humble, grateful to his audience, and prepared to admit his own faults. As West says, we have to recognize that “we are often complicit with the very thing we are criticizing” (p. 6). The constancy of Bruce’s effort at humility over four decades has given him unusual moral authority in the eyes of the public. Where Paul Simon often gave in to cynicism, Bruce just keeps coming back and speaking truth to power, and one of those truths could be summarized as saying to such people the moral equivalent of “you power brokers and pundits think that ordinary people don’t see you for what you are, but they do.”

For West, the final element in someone prophetic is hope. West says that “to talk about human hope is to engage in an audacious attempt to galvanize and energize, to inspire and invigorate world weary people.” Sounds like a fair description of a Springsteen concert. The seats fill with people whose jobs “leave them uninspired,” and Bruce and seven of his dearest friends take them into the living room on E Street and talk about a train that carries saints, sinners, losers, winners, whores, gamblers, lost souls, souls departed, kings and fools, and on that train “faith will be rewarded . . . hear the steel wheels singing, bells of freedom ringin’.” I can’t think of a modern troubadour  who can show us so much despair and human misery without taking away our hope, our shot at freeing ourselves.




Rising and Falling 

Springsteen, quite possibly more than any other figure in the English-speaking world, embodies all four of the elements West combines to make a prophet. And there is so much more. This is not a songwriter who offers a few prophetic moments, it comes album after album, concert after concert, a drumbeat of prophecy as steady as Max Weinberg’s right foot. In his latest release, Bruce tells us of the future:Now there’s a fire down below 
But it’s comin’ up here 
So leave everything you know . . . 
There’s bodies hanging in the trees 
This is what will be, this is what will be.





I’m not sure what the prediction is, but it isn’t good news. And as I consider the lyrics of “The Rising,” I find the label “prophet” tempting indeed:Wearing the cross of my calling . . . 
Spirits above and behind me 
Faces gone, black eyes burning bright 
May their precious blood forever bind me 
Lord as I stand before your fiery light.





This is a New York City fireman bravely facing his end and dreaming of the resurrection. Who but a prophet dares to discern the historic moment of 9/11, to write the words in first person of one who perishes, who audaciously finds hope in the blackness, and tells us of a rising? I am sorely tempted, but somehow I just know something is missing here. This is powerful stuff, the best we have, but it is not quite prophecy.




Pragmatists, Poets, and Preachers 

Sometimes philosophers have silly arguments, sometimes they don’t. One argument they’ve been having for about twenty years  (you decide if it’s silly) is the future and direction and meaning of the philosophical school called “pragmatism.” I would tell you what pragmatism is, if I could, but it turns out that this is what people are arguing about. It’s somewhat easier to say what pragmatism was, but all participants in the argument seem to agree that it doesn’t ultimately matter, since none of them is willing to be bound by some strictly historical sense of the term.

There are lots of people arguing over the term and its meaning, but the three main choices seem to be Richard Rorty, Cornel West, and Hilary Putnam. They all agree that pragmatism is supposed to be practical in some way, but beyond that, they don’t have so much in common.

Rorty is currently at a disadvantage in the debate because he recently died. And since he didn’t believe in God, we can assume that if he was correct, he is out of the debate; and if he was wrong, he is out of the debate for a different reason. But he has many supporters who, we may assume, are not exactly praying for him, but they still read his books and speak his lingo. Rorty, calling himself a pragmatist, spent nearly thirty years trying to convince everyone that philosophy was not much use, and that the real hope for democratic civilization lay with the work of poets. Poets create words and whole vocabularies; they sort of go fishing for the future and bring back a stringer of fresh marks and noises, the fish of the future, providing the rest of us with linguistic sustenance. Because so much depends on language (everything does, according to Rorty), a great deal of weight is given to those who make the words (or find them, or reel them in, or whatever it is they do). Today’s poetic metaphors become tomorrow’s literal truths and common sense, Rorty says. Let’s call this “poetic pragmatism.”

If poetic pragmatism is like fishing for the future, the ocean that such poets set out upon is one of possibilities for living, for thinking, for being. And if the poet is the one who braves this sea and brings back a hold of fishy words, those words are cleaned, cooked and consumed first by the masses (from the semi-literate dockworker to the college graduate, who is also sometimes semi-literate). The political leaders eventually digest the innards, and the philosophers then sit around discussing the discarded bones. At least, that is Rorty’s story, as abridged.

On the other hand, Cornel West says that pragmatism should be prophetic. By this he means that not just poets, but philosophers (and others) should speak to the masses, make their own contributions to the market-place of words, use philosophy to change and improve society. Such philosophers sort of preach their moral message and pitch their preaching to the sonic tastes of the masses, especially those members of society whose voices are not heard by the powerful. In a sense, the “prophetic” part of West’s pragmatism has to do with one special aspect of prophecy: the tradition of excoriating those who ignore and mistreat the needy from motives of greed and self-satisfied power. The prophetic pragmatist goes fishing with the poet, reels in a few of his own, and shares the responsibility for cleaning and cooking them, making the powerful digest the guts, and then discussing the bones with the philosophers, but not too much of the last. All this activity keeps a body busy. As I said, West calls this “prophetic pragmatism,” but I will call it “preachy pragmatism,” for reasons that will be clear shortly.

Then there’s Hilary Putnam. He is a nice man. He doesn’t think philosophers should wax poetic or sermonic. He thinks philosophers contribute “reasonableness” to any discussion of human problems, unpretentiously, humbly, but assertively. His philosophers can ride on the fishing boat, even cast a line in the water, but in the end, he is saying “don’t underestimate the need for a well-ordered and productive discussion of the bones.” This is why he will not win the debate. He might even be right, but it doesn’t matter because this is not going to capture anyone’s imagination, except bone collectors’, no matter how well he makes the case. We can call his kind of approach “sober pragmatism,” but the consumers of philosophy usually want a little wine with their meal. In the public mind, the contest is between poets and preachers. Teetotalers need to find themselves a good meeting with the friends of Bill W.




A Pop Quiz 

The debate over pragmatism has been raging for a quarter of a century. West is ahead, as measured by books sold, movies and CDs made and consumed. Rorty has a strong enclave in the academies. Putnam has a good AA meeting going for people who are trying to shed their addiction to analytic philosophy, one day at a time. But all pragmatists insist on something practical, and that a philosophy has to pass the test of “experience.”  I want to run such a test. The true poets of the present culture are not those who publish highbrow verse and teach in English departments; they are the songwriters. And among these, any number might be identified as poets of the type Rorty praises—the creators of vocabularies that inspire the mass imagination, and whose lyrics suggest possibilities for living. But in order to test Rorty’s vision against West’s we need someone who is also at least arguably prophetic—takes up the cause of the dispossessed, the outcast; someone who speaks truth to power, identifies the sins of greed and the consequences. In short, we need a poet who has found a way to preach, and has achieved the ear of the public.

This requirement narrows the choices. In fact, beyond Bob Dylan and Bruce Springsteen, I can’t think of anyone at all in the present. Dylan has preachy songs, but there is no consistency of worldview or message. Where Dylan created a persona, Springsteen revealed himself as a person—or at least, that’s how it feels. To his public, Springsteen is what he seems to be, in the sense that he never attempted to shroud his origins or his perspective in a myth. Springsteen is the better test case. (Some people will mention Steve Earle in this company. I actually agree that he might be an even better test case, but he simply does not command the public’s attention in the same ways or at the same level.)

But here we encounter a serious problem. Rorty knew almost nothing about poetry, apart from what he happened to like. West knows a bit more about prophecy, but his perspective on it neither is nor claims to be deeply informed. For him, the idea of prophecy derives from contemporary sources—Reinhold Niebuhr’s call for a prophetic Christianity in the 1930s, Martin Luther King’s oratory and leadership in the Civil Rights movement, various Christian Marxist voices. It would be handy to know something a little more thorough about both prophecy and poetry—where they come from and how they have been inherited in the Western world.




Prophets Proper 

I needed someone who could tell me more about prophets. Enter Abraham Joshua Heschel (1907–1972). Heschel probably knew more about the prophets than any person in the twentieth  century. But among the many things he said and wrote, he took some trouble to distinguish poets from prophets. The confusion of poet and prophet goes as far back as human history, partly because both are clearly moved by a spirit of some kind, be it a Muse or a divinity; partly because prophets do not hesitate to write in verse, and both bring words to the masses; and partly because prophets and poets often share such a broad range of social and religious concerns. We’ve seen above how a voice like Springsteen’s addresses this shared territory, and in much the way West requires. Heschel calls this “the profound kinship of prophetic and poetic imagination.”3

The confusion of poet and prophet is understandable. As Heschel reminds us, Ezekiel complained that he was to the people “like one who sings love songs with a beautiful voice and plays well on an instrument, for they hear what [I say], but they will not do it” (The Prophets, p. 387; Ezekiel 33:32). No one feels obliged to do what Springsteen tells them to do, no matter how well he sings it or plays the guitar. At least in this respect, he isn’t different from Ezekiel. Furthermore, Heschel, in what may be the most notorious and controversial part of his account, compares the “call” or “appointment” of the prophet to an act of seduction of the prophet by God (pp. 113–15). Most people don’t think of God as a seducer, or worse, a rapist, as Heschel contends. The relationship of the poet to the Muse is often described as the seduction of the poet by the Muse, but not as rape.

But according to Heschel, there are some deep and crucial differences between poets and prophets, and we should not underestimate their importance. First, what the poet calls “inspiration,” the prophet calls “revelation.” While the poet is grateful for the words, the prophet often receives them with dread. And the poet doesn’t know what power inspires the words, but the prophet knows exactly Whose message he is to bring. And while the poet wants the job, the prophet doesn’t. There’s no profit in being a prophet. The image of rape, used in Jeremiah 20:7, indicates, according to Heschel, the “sense of being ravished or carried away by violence, of yielding to over-powering   force against one’s will. The prophet feels both the attraction and coercion of God, the appeal and the pressure, the charm and the stress” (p. 114).




Fishing with Bruce and Jonah 

I mentioned the fishing trip. This is a good place to take an imaginary one. Many of you will recall the story of Jonah, but you may be fuzzy on the details. God shows up and tells Jonah to drop everything and go to Nineveh and “cry out against it, for their wickedness has come up against me” (Jonah 1:2). Let me translate. God shows up in Asbury Park and tells Bruce to go to New York City and stand on a street corner and cry out against its wickedness. What is the response? Jonah heads for Tarshish. Let me translate. Bruce heads for Nebraska.

You know what happens next. Bruce catches a flight for Omaha and God starts doing a Buddy Holly re-run with the weather, and Bruce confesses to the passengers and crew that he’s the problem. So they hand him a parachute and push him out over Lake Erie. Miraculously, Bruce is caught in the net of the last solvent fishing boat in the upper Midwest, spends three days in the hold with the rest of the fish, does some serious praying and repenting, and gets spat out in Buffalo. Seeing the error of his ways, he hitches a ride to Manhattan, stands on the corner of Broadway and 42nd Street, and explains in tones an octave too high that if the people of Sin City don’t repent in forty days, God is going to make New York look like, well, like it did on September 11th, 2001. But, in this case, the good people of New York believe Bruce, repent in sackcloth and ashes, and God relents. No September 11th. Yet, Bruce is not happy about this. He feels like a fool and goes off to F. Scott Fitzgerald’s fabled Ash Heap and pouts (until God tells him not to be such a pansy).

This is all pretty hard to picture; a fable. But the key feature of it is the call, the appointment—the seduction and coercion. Prophets resist their calling because it isn’t good news. It means a life of ridicule and rejection, a life on the profitless margin of acceptability. And this is true even if the people actually repent—which they usually don’t. As Heschel puts it, “the mission [the prophet] performs is distasteful to him and repugnant to others; no reward is promised him and no reward could temper its bitterness” (p. 18). The prophet is afforded no life of his own, no leisure to follow a dream, and no escape from a town that rips the bones from his back. The prophet knows exactly Who has put him where he is, and it isn’t a welcome Muse. For the same reason, poets don’t usually profess to grasp the full meaning of their own words, but according to Heschel, prophets definitely do (p. 388).




“Honey, Let’s Invite the Prophet to Dinner” 

When people think of prophets in the abstract, or from the pages of books, they often seem to think it would be nice to have such people around these days, what with all the greed and wickedness and idolatry abounding. Upon serious consideration, the truth is otherwise. It is hard to have a dinner party with a prophet, you don’t want one in your neighborhood—and especially not in your church or synagogue or mosque. They may wear animal skins, marry prostitutes, and name their children things like “Not-pitied” and “Not-my-people” (The Prophets, pp. 52–53; Hosea 1:6-9). Springsteen named his kids Evan, Jessica, and Sam. If you’re thinking you’d like to have the Springsteen family over for dinner, it is because Bruce isn’t a prophet.

Prophets have what we would call, in today’s favored psychobabble, “boundary issues.” No matter what you’ve done, it isn’t good enough, and prophets don’t hesitate to inform you of it. As Heschel points out, prophets exaggerate our sins and aren’t known for being especially realistic about things (p. 14). You think you’ve done okay in this life? Bruce might agree, but Hosea and Amos and Jeremiah aren’t impressed, with you or Bruce. The boundary issue is clearest when it comes to matters of religion—what Rorty calls the great “conversation stopper.” Now poets may speak of religion, indeed, they often do, and so much poetry draws upon religious imagery and religious sensibilities that it is not easy to imagine poetry without them. But even John Milton and William Blake stop short of prefacing their poetry with the phrase “Thus says the Lord . . .” (p. 389). You want to talk about a conversation stopper. What would even Cornel West do with a prophetic pragmatist who begins his speech with “Thus says the Lord”—especially when the rest of the message is likely to be very, very bad news?




Give Me the Bad News First 

We looked at Springsteen’s response to 9/11 in The Rising. It admittedly seems like something a prophet might or would say. But something’s missing. Let us drop back to the issue of Viet Nam for a moment before we examine the more recent wound to the American psyche.

Heschel points out that “a tribal god was petitioned to slay the tribe’s enemies because he was conceived as the god of that tribe and not the god of the enemies. When the Roman armies were defeated in battle, the people, indignant, did not hesitate to wreck the images of the gods” (p. 12). We have never, in the USA, hesitated to petition our God to help us defeat our enemies, even when we fought one another. But in Viet Nam, we lost the war. Why did no one blame God for failing us? Why would we not wreck the sanctuaries of church and synagogue and mosque to show our displeasure with a God who had not brought us victory? Most of us (not I, not Bruce, but most of us) were certainly convinced that the enemy was godless, that our struggle was divinely sanctioned, and that our victory would be a victory for truth, justice, and freedom. But perhaps we, and Springsteen, know that the relevant God is not a tribal god, and does not condone violence—Martin Luther King and Abraham Joshua Heschel, had certainly made the point.

But there’s more. As Heschel says:The prophets of Israel proclaim that the enemy may be God’s instrument in history. The God of Israel calls the archenemy of his people “Assyria, the rod of My anger” (Isaiah 10:5) . . . “Nebuchadnezzar, the king of Babylon, My servant” whom I will bring ‘against this land and its inhabitants’ (Jeremiah 25:9; 27:6; 43:10). Instead of cursing the enemy, the prophets condemn their own nation. (The Prophets, p. 12)





I can recall many people, including Springsteen and King condemning the US government for the foolish adventure in violence that was Viet Nam, but I cannot recall them or anyone else saying Viet Nam was the rod of God’s anger, or Ho Chi Minh was God’s servant, giving the United States exactly what it had earned by acting as though the commandments of its God were mere suggestions. I can easily, in my own prophetic mode, believe that the US deserved exactly what it got, but our recent  behavior in Iraq suggests that we haven’t yet learned our lessons about greed, empire, violence, lies, and the misuse of God for the debased ends of idolaters who pretend to sanctity.

But here’s a question worth considering. What would happen to Springsteen if he were to have written a song depicting the 9/11 hijackers as instruments of our own God sent to take down our towers of Babel and our monuments to greed, and depicting Osama bin Laden as the servant of our own God, giving us exactly what we had earned, in our greed and faithlessness? Yet, Isaiah and Jeremiah were saying something comparable to this in their time. And when you think about it, Springsteen would have had a stronger case, since Bin Laden, unlike the kings of Assyria, professes to worship the same God we claim as ours. And indeed, the worse news is that, between the two of them, Bin Laden’s language is closer to the language of the prophets than Springsteen’s. I can hardly imagine a less comfortable observation, but I think it is wise to be chastened by it, and to use the words “prophet” and “prophetic” with greater care than we typically do. I will point out that Bin Laden cannot be a prophet either, for the prophet comes from within the people, and is never himself the instrument of violence. But if Springsteen were to say the very things Bin Laden says, that would be pretty close to the language of prophecy as employed by Amos, Hosea, Jeremiah, and Isaiah.




And the Good News Second 

But here’s a more comforting thought. “The Rising” is not prophecy, but it is lamentation. The greatest lamentations in Western history were written by a prophet, Jeremiah. This is a more productive point of overlap, a place where the poet and the prophet may console one another, for the prophet does not want his warnings to be fulfilled any more than the poet or the philosopher wants it. I wonder if Springsteen might be willing to sing:How lonely sits the city 
That was once full of people! 
How like a widow she has become, 
She that was great among nations . . . 
She took no thought of her future;  
Her downfall was appalling, 
With none to comfort her. 
“Oh Lord, look at my affliction, 
For the enemy has triumphed!” 
(Lamentations 1:1, 1:9)





But there are no prophets now who, like Jeremiah, have seen the warnings fulfilled. The United States stands, at least for the present. There are only poets and pragmatists and politicians and people with feelings of foreboding. And even if a prophet should appear, God forbid, we should remember that sometimes God withholds the Mighty Hand of Justice. I do not think the United States deserves a better end than did Israel and Judah, and I do not think our current president is morally better than Ahab. But Ahab and the children of Israel tolerated Elijah. The current administration wouldn’t even tolerate Ambassador Joseph Wilson, and he wasn’t exactly saying the terrorists were God’s servants, or calling the President a faithless and adulterous idolater. The United States has indeed earned a worse punishment than Israel and Judah, war by war, torture by torture, conquest by conquest. Ill-gotten gain abounds, but God is, as Heschel put it, anthropopathic—God has human-like feelings, and the prophets tell us what they are. God, if there is one, surely understands our weakness, and why, against the advice of conscience and our betters, we have insisted upon a King and an empire. Heschel and Cornel West and Bruce Springsteen have done all they can do to enlighten us. Now it’s up to the rest of us. The question is open, and God’s furious judgment, while it has been well-earned, is not yet pronounced. Surely a prophet will appear to warn us before that happens, and looking around, I see none.
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Who’s the Boss? Springsteen on the Alienation and Salvation of Work and Labor

STEVEN MICHELS

 

 

 

Few artists have earned as much of a reputation for championing the working class as Bruce Springsteen. His songs are replete with references to thankless jobs and grudging bosses that just plain screw up an otherwise decent life. But where among the philosophers of labor should we place him?

Perhaps the most prominent voice on the subject belongs to Karl Marx (1818–1883). The great error (and evil) of capitalism, he teaches, lies with the separation or “alienation” of the individual from the product of his labor, which is co-opted by the bourgeoisie, as the owners of the factories and equipment necessary for capitalist production. In plain language, that means you don’t own what you work to produce. This “contradiction” will be the undoing of the great capitalist machine and the cause of a socialist revolution, Marx says. Those unable to see this (“scientific”) truth in history have been brainwashed or deluded by the powers-that-be—suffering from “false consciousness,” in the Marxian vernacular—which is why workers need to be led away from their doldrums by the more enlightened and revolutionary members of the elite. (Marx has himself and his friends in mind.)

On the other end of the spectrum, we find Professor Max Weber (1864–1920), author of countless works, including The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, his most well-known text. Echoing the focus on the individual and labor in the classical liberalism of John Locke (1632-1704) and Adam Smith (1723-1790), Weber believed that capitalism prospered in certain countries of the West due to their Protestant heritage. Protestants  view work as something to be embraced, he argued, as an activity consistent with their religious and public identities, which helped those societies develop economically.

Also relevant is the writing of Hannah Arendt (1906–1975), the last of our German philosophers, and what she says about the distinction among labor, work, and action in her book The Human Condition. “Labor” is repetitive and continuous, she writes; it satisfies our most basic physiological needs, but it’s essentially the stuff of slaves. “Work,” by contrast, is a more permanent act of creation that shapes the material world. Both labor and work fall within what she calls “the private realm.” But the final realm, action, is public; this is the realm of freedom. It is in this sphere that people fulfill their purpose as citizens.

So where does Springsteen fit in? Is he sympathetic to Marx’s historical materialism? Does he agree with Weber’s account of the possibility of salvation through manual labor? Or is his account more nuanced, as we find in Arendt? This chapter examines Springsteen’s lyrics to determine his position on these issues, with particular emphasis on The Ghost of Tom Joad, which takes work and labor as its theme. Let’s survey the way that work and labor are depicted in each phase of Springsteen’s career so that we can form an overall sense of his view, and we’ll save our conclusions for the end.




Now My Boss Don’t Dig Me ’cause He Put Me on the Night Shift 

The scant attention to work and labor in Springsteen’s early recordings is surprising, given the reputation he has earned as an advocate for the working class. On his first album, Greetings from Asbury Park, NJ, the only song where work is mentioned is “Mary Queen of Arkansas.” The lyrics are vague but clearly political. The occupations Springsteen lists only serve to elaborate on the elitism of Mary. The suitor-narrator of the song is worthy of Mary’s attention because of or despite how he spends his day. But loneliness is hardly alienation, and as we’ll see later in “Wild Billy’s Circus Story,” even a bad day at the circus is better than a good day at the factory.

Also noteworthy on this first album is “It’s Hard to Be a Saint in the City,” if only for the fact that it does not include work or  unemployment as part of the moral challenges Springsteen identifies. “It’s so hard to be a saint when you’re just a boy out on the street,” he sings. If Springsteen were truly sympathetic to Marx’s critique of capitalism, we would expect to see poverty and exploitation as reasons behind the ethics of the street. In The Communist Manifesto and elsewhere, we should recall, Marx alleges that capitalism reduces even the family to an economic relationship. They stay together because they have to divide their labor between earning wages and caring for children.

We do find that view in one of Springsteen’s strongest statements on work and labor, the piano-driven balled “Factory,” from his fourth album, Darkness on the Edge of Town. It’s sung from the perspective of a son about his “daddy.” The harsh realities of an industry are summed up in the second verse: “Factory takes his hearing / factory gives him life.” Work provides for the family, but not without consequence. The final stanza is the most shocking, however, for “someone’s gonna get hurt tonight.” Springsteen suggests that “the working life” exacts a toll not only on those who are paid for sacrificing their bodies, but on spouses and children, too. No names are given here; Springsteen does to his characters what the factory does to its workers: he takes their identity. Springsteen packs an incredible amount of realism into a song that clocks in at 2:19.

Springsteen’s view of human nature comes to the fore in The River’s “Hungry Heart.” It begins with one of the more dramatic lines in all of rock ’n’ roll: “Got a wife and kids in Baltimore, Jack / I went out for a ride, and I never went back.” But the remainder of the verse—“Like a river that don’t know where it’s flowing / I took a wrong turn, and I just kept going”—suggests Springsteen might be pointing out a certain degree of irrationality. (Can a river really not know where it’s going?) The things his characters do sometimes don’t make sense, but he allows his listeners to pass judgment or feel empathy. It’s remarkable that so many can relate so closely to characters who cry out for judgment or emotional distance. Nevertheless, in this song and others Springsteen has tapped into a common if not universal emotion: restlessness and longing—for its own sake. (“Everybody’s got a hungry heart.”)

Springsteen penned the song at the request of Joey Ramone. (It was Jon Landau who convinced Springsteen to record it for himself.) It’s interesting to ponder how Springsteen’s writing  might differ when he is not limited by his own style or voice. (It’s also impossible to hear the song without thinking how the Ramones would have done it differently.) In any event, this commentary on human nature is essential to understanding his more specific thoughts on economics and labor.

Springsteen revisited the theme of working-class escapism on “Born to Run.” Alienation has never had a more perfect anthem. At the same time, it’s frank, tender, and moving. Plus, it just rocks. It builds on the theme of “Hungry Heart,” but this time the main character is not alone; he does not wish for isolation. His image of a better place includes his fellow tramp, “Wendy.” (On the album itself, the song is followed by “She’s the One.”) Also noteworthy is that Springsteen does not detail exactly the where to which they are running. It doesn’t seem to matter. Many have criticized Marx for not spelling out more explicitly his vision of communist society; the same could be said for Springsteen here, since all he promises Wendy is a walk in the sun.

The final release in this stage of Springsteen’s career is the stark yet impressive Nebraska, an album he recorded at his home on a four-track machine. The third song, “Mansion on the Hill,” depicts a big house “on the edge of town” that overlooks a factory. Unlike the town it sits above, everyone there is happy and content. It is not clear what is most offensive about the mansion and its inhabitants—the fact that it’s distant, elevated, or just big? Is it that its inhabitants are happy? It could also be the rare (or even impossible) combination that is so deserving of our contempt.

Nebraska’s “Highway Patrolman” is an example where work is contrasted with the law, a theme Springsteen uses quite often and with maximum effect. This song is unique, however, in that Springsteen sings from the perspective of authority. Joe Roberts, a policeman, is conflicted between his duty to uphold the law and the loyalty he feels toward Franky, his troubled brother. The early refrain “Man turns his back on his family / Well, he just ain’t no good,” which had once applied to Franky’s treatment of his family, now becomes the rationale for Joe’s decision to let his brother escape. It is a moral repeated from the other perspective in “The Line.” This song (from The Ghost of Tom Joad) depicts an immigration officer, Carl, who loses his job after he falls in love with an immigrant and unwittingly helps her brother smuggle drugs across the border.

Nebraska’s “Open All Night” is most typical of Springsteen’s treatment of work. The main character is someone who drives for a living. For some reason, he has run afoul of his boss, so he’s stuck driving though the night. He can’t wait till the dawn so he can visit Wanda, whom he met at Bob’s Big Boy Fried Chicken on Route 60. He is not oppressed and the work is not terrible, but he’d rather be with his girl. Until that time, his only solace is the radio. Springsteen uses the same plot, imagery, and even some of the lyrics in Tracks’ “Living on the Edge of the World.” In the first phase of his career, it seems that Springsteen’s view of work is that it’s an ambiguous but tolerable part of life—it gets in the way, it’s often drudgery, but it’s no cause for revolution.




I Bought a Bourgeois House in the Hollywood Hills 

“Born in the U.S.A.” made Springsteen a huge star, even if it meant his politics were sometimes confused or obscured. Springsteen’s message is biting—but hardly radical. The guy in the song just can’t get a job. It’s tragic insofar as he put his life on the line in Vietnam.

Springsteen makes the same point in “Out of Work.” The song begins with the main character at the unemployment agency. It’s bad enough that it eats at a man’s pride, but it also interferes with his love life, when the father of his girlfriend asks him what he does for a living. Also telling is the third and final verse, which is an appeal to the president—not for a check, but for a job. The president appears rather sympathetically as someone trying to help the less fortunate, but maybe he needs a driver. Perhaps the greatest irony is that “Out of Work” itself never found employment: it was never released.

Aside from the title track, U.S.A. also contains the upbeat “Working on the Highway,” which in many respects, tells of the worst job possible. As part of a road crew, there is little that you can call your own. You are out in the open, exposed to the elements, and on display for all to see. The product of your labor is used by tramps, gypsies, criminals, and star-crossed lovers. The best you can do is wave as they use your finely paved roads to get to where they need to go. It would be a tragic song, were it not saved by its tempo and its sense of humor and irony. Our  hero falls in love with an under-aged girl he meets at the union hall, whom he promptly takes on a little road trip across state lines. He is hunted down by the girl’s brothers, who come with the authorities, and he is arrested and sentenced to prison for kidnapping. The song comes full circle as he returns to the highway to work as part of a prison gang. Marx would not be surprised to know that time spent in prison so closely resembles freedom, but Weber might have some explaining to do. Is this the reward for a Protestant work ethic? But then again, Springsteen isn’t a Protestant (perhaps the girl was . . .).

In those rare instances where Springsteen writes from the perspective of the upper class, it is often to reveal dissatisfaction. Tunnel of Love’s “Ain’t Got You” heralds love as the most important thing. Fame and fortune have left him unsatisfied. The anti-materialist message is reaffirmed on “When You’re Alone,” where he sings, “When you’re alone, you ain’t nothing but alone.”

The superficiality of material success comes to the fore again in Human Touch’s “57 Channels (And Nothin’ On).” In this song, the main character, John, pays cash for a huge house and settles in with his wife for a life of comfortable amusement and elitist socializing only to find it wanting—so much so that his wife leaves him. The only thing left to do is an Elvis impersonation—that is, shoot the TV. The last lines of the song show John defending himself against a charge of disturbing the peace by blaming the lack of quality programming on television. (He wouldn’t be convicted by a jury of anyone’s peers.)

Springsteen released Lucky Town and Human Touch on the same day in March 1992. Together, they produced six singles. Lucky Town’s “Better Days” too has a strong materialist message. It begins on a somber note—“Well, my soul checked out missing as I sat listening / To the hours and minutes tickin’ away”—but it is a more serious and hopeful reflection on life and happiness. The impatience and despondency of the first verse are eventually replaced by assuredness and a renewed sense of purpose by the song’s end.

The title track from that album returns to the idea that things might be better elsewhere. This time around, the place has a name. (If you can’t make it in Lucky Town, you can’t make it anywhere.) Also noteworthy is that the main character is “going down” there just to catch a break; he wasn’t simply “born to run.” He begins from a more mature perspective, so the song  concludes with a more mature lesson than we find in Springsteen’s earlier work: “When it comes to luck, you make your own / Tonight I got dirt on my hands, but I’m building me a new home.”

Despite his place in the history of rock ’n’ roll and his ability to craft the perfect song song, Springsteen has never had a number-one single. (“Dancing in the Dark” came the closest, when it hit #2.) His luck was not about to change, but he kept on working.




I Would Not Do Heaven’s Work Well 

Springsteen has put places in the titles of his albums (Asbury Park, Nebraska, U.S.A) but The Ghost of Tom Joad is the only one for which he thought it proper to put a character in the title. It might not be Springsteen’s most personal album—that designation probably applies to Tunnel of Love—but it is his most personalized.

Joad is an interesting selection, given that he is a character borrowed from someone else (John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath) and he appears in spirit form. What is more, Ghost comes with a reading list and homework. Listed in the liner notes are a pair of book and news items Springsteen took as inspiration. It is interesting that Springsteen also lists John Ford’s 1940 film adaption of Steinbeck’s novel in the liner notes to Joad, rather than the novel itself.

The first three songs are reflections on work and the law. The title track opens with a man on the run who is visited by Joad. That Joad comes as a ghost suggests there is no rest for the working class weary, even in death. The most moving part of the song is its final verse, where Springsteen uses Joad’s parting words to his mother as he heads off in search of understanding—and to evade the law.

In “Straight Time” the main character—his uncle calls him “Charlie”—is reflecting on the drudgery of work and his family life since he was released from prison: “Got a cold mind to go tripping ’cross that thin line / I’m sick of doing straight time.” By the end of the song, Charlie finds his release by committing an unnamed criminal act. He is not fearful of being caught because, as he says of prison, “You get used to anything / Sooner or later it just becomes your life.”

“Highway 25” completes the trilogy by echoing the storyline of “Working on the Highway.” In both instances, the song begins with a man at work. The main character is a shoe salesman, who meets a woman and heads off with her to Mexico. We’re not told why they run, but they are able to avoid the law—since they happened to rob a bank along the way. Throughout the song, Springsteen suggests that the woman tapped in to some dormant emotion in the man. He too must have a hungry heart.

In many ways, “Youngstown” is a standalone song in that it is a transition from the introductory material on work and the law to a sequence on immigration and the American dream. The song is a rare instance in which Springsteen refers to the distant past: he mentions 1803 as a significant point in the town’s founding and development. But Springsteen is no historian. Typically, things are meaningful only insofar as they affect the present. Here, he describes a town, a people, and a family inextricably tied to the past. The song is sung from the perspective of a man so distraught that he wishes eternal damnation on himself: “When I die I don’t want no part of heaven / I would not do heaven’s work well / I pray the devil comes and takes me / To stand in the fiery furnaces of hell.” It is a remarkable commentary on the despair of the working class and one of the most moving images in the whole Springsteen catalogue.

“Sinaloa Cowboys” begins a sequence of six interrelated songs, which Springsteen often played in order during his solo acoustic tour in support of the album. The song depicts brothers Miguel and Louis immigrating from Mexico to California. The pair soon tires of life in the fields, when they have an opportunity to make methamphetamine. The song ends with Miguel kissing the body of his dead brother, after an explosion in a lab. The most telling part of the story is the warning they received from their father before leaving home: “For everything the north gives it exacts a price in return.” In the end, however, it wasn’t competitive spirit of “the north” that cost Louis his life; it was his own senselessness and greed that put him and his brother at odds with the law and in harm’s way.

The sequence ends with the stirring “Across the Border,” a song about someone preparing to immigrate to the United  States—a theme Springsteen revisits on Devils and Dust’s “Metamoras Banks.” They are not “born to run”; they are running from “pain and sadness,” and they are driven by the same ambition that brought them from their homes. Springsteen also spends more energy detailing what that life will be like in this song than he has elsewhere. The American dream is alive and well, we must conclude, despite Springsteen’s earlier reflections on it. Were it not, these would be pathetic characters, and Springsteen is not that cruel.

“Galveston Bay” parallels “Youngstown,” in that it frames the immigration sequence, but also because it serves as a commentary on the social and economic life of a particular locale. Whereas “Youngstown” ends with no hope for escape (not even in the afterlife), “Galveston Bay” illustrates (in an almost Weberian sense) how devotion to one’s trade can redirect racism and violence to more productive pursuits.

The album ends with the brief and purposefully trite “My Best Was Never Good Enough.” The lyrics, which also could have been written by Forrest Gump, are a compilation of seemingly random clichés that are in stark contrast to the gravity of the rest of the album. In this sense, Springsteen’s album on work closes with him at play. It is a curious choice for his last words on such a serious theme. In it, Springsteen questions whether he is worthy of devotion. It’s just as much about love and acceptance as it is about work and labor. The song would be sad were he not reassured by the object of his disaffection. That the song feels thrown together, however, suggests that the problem is more with not trying than with trying and failing. His “best” is really nothing of the sort; rather, he is rendered immobile by his lack of confidence and fear of rejection. The problem with work in this song is with the selfinflicted dejection or isolation that comes with a sense of inadequacy.

Joad was the first post-Born in the U.S.A studio album by Springsteen to sell less than a million copies. In the United States, it sold only 500,000 units, dwarfed by the fifteen million he sold of U.S.A. Columbia Records was probably none too pleased, but artistically it reveals a songwriter-novelist at his peak. Marx might approve of the message, but even he might have been bothered by the drop in sales.




I Keep My Heart in My Work, but Trouble’s in My Head 

Springsteen never again devoted a collection of songs to work. It’s not surprising that the releases immediately following Joad are almost completely devoid of references to that theme. This is particularly striking in the case of The Rising, Springsteen’s reflections on a post-9/11 America. There’s also a chance that he’s learned a lesson from Born in U.S.A. about having his message misconstrued by his political rivals.

Springsteen released Tracks, a four-CD set of unreleased material, in 1998. Apart from “Living on the Edge of the World,” it also contains “Car Wash,” a rare instance where Springsteen sings from a woman’s perspective. She is devoted to her kids, hates her boss, and has dreams of being a singer. Perhaps the most telling line of the song is what she says of the cars she cleans: “From Mercedes to VWs / I do ’em all, and I don’t favor none.” It is a highly egalitarian sentiment, and Weber would approve. She takes pride in her work and does not single out the wealthy, even if they don’t show her the same respect.

There are two other songs of note from this period. “The Fever” and “The Promise” close out (the edited) 18 Tracks. They are the final two songs on the album, but interestingly, neither song is on Tracks, the full box set. The first song is one of infatuation, but Springsteen places the possible romance within the context of work and economic troubles. The main character cannot enjoy the typical after-work amusements because of his obsession with “this girl.” Nor are his economic difficulties a source of trouble. (“Nothing that a po’ boy can do” when he’s got “the fever.”) He doesn’t see his job as a way to distract himself from the thoughts of this woman. And after they finally get together, his focus is on her, not on his job. It is his life with her that animates him and gives him purpose.

This sense of hope is completely abandoned in “The Promise.” Springsteen sings as a man shut out of the “American dream.” The main character laments how closely he has been following the path to success he’s seen in the movies—in this case, represented by how skillfully he builds his car, only to have to sell it later. The Land of Opportunity has failed him so completely that he struggles with the notion that it’s even possible. In the final verse, he makes reference to a time when “won big once”—only to realize the hollowness of the success you feel when others are left behind. The promise of America is not simply the chance to make something of yourself; it’s bigger than that. “When the promise is broken you go on living / But it steals something from down in your soul.”

Devils and Dust’s “Maria’s Bed” again contrasts work with love. This later commentary, however, is more positive, in terms of how work is presented. The main character, like so many others, works on the highway, but comes as close to Weber’s work ethic as any character in Springsteen’s songs. “I ain’t complainin’ / it’s my job and it suits me right,” he sings. However much he identifies with his labor, he still finds a greater purpose with his woman: “I keep my heart in my work but trouble’s in my head / And I keep my soul in Maria’s bed.”

The most significant of Springsteen’s post-Joad commentaries on the working class appears on We Shall Overcome, his collection of Pete Seeger covers. Springsteen does a version of Seeger’s “Jesse James,” which turns the outlaw into Robin Hood: “Jesse James was a lad that killed many a man / He robbed the Danville train / He stole from the rich and he gave to the poor / He’d a hand and a heart and a brain.” In addition to idolizing James, the song refers to Robert Ford as a “dirty little coward,” for betraying James and shooting him in the back of the head. The notion that James was anything other than a thief has been thoroughly discredited. Of course, the fact that Springsteen recorded and released the song is not necessarily an endorsement of that view, and it’s hard to take it too seriously since it appears alongside “Froggie Went A-Courtin’.”

Springsteen’s most recent statement on the working class is Magic’s “Gypsy Biker”—a story of a soldier lost in the Iraq war. It recounts the devastation of a family and friends who lose a loved one. While overtly political, the song contains a few references to economics and the condition of the working class. The first line in particular—“The speculators made their money on the blood you shed”—takes seriously the economic consequences (and motives) of those in power. It’s an alternate version of the storyline from “Born in the U.S.A.,” in which the soldier doesn’t come back alive. Evidently, there are fates worse than coming home from a war unemployed.




Quittin’ Time 

A life-long Democrat, Springsteen has stumped for Democratic candidates and, in a recent Rolling Stone interview, he mentioned Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States among the books that have inspired him. He’s clearly a man of the left, but he is no Marxist. And we can’t forget that “The Boss” has never had a job other than playing and recording music.

Perhaps if Springsteen had spent any time on the clock, he would have been more appreciative of Marx’s class analysis. Springsteen is highly attentive to the travails of the working class, but it is not necessarily with other classes that they struggle. Much of the time, it is with each other, and sometimes it’s with themselves. Springsteen sees human nature as far too restless—as we’ve seen in “Born to Run,” “Hungry Heart,” and “57 Channels.” The wealthy are not oppressors; they too can suffer their own bourgeois malaise. What is more, a class perspective is hardly to be equated with recognition of class conflict. In “Born in the U.S.A.” and “Out of Work,” work is sometimes most problematic when you can’t get it.

As far as Weber goes, the most we can say is that Springsteen’s characters see their work as necessary to, though not the essence of, their well being and happiness. Even if you take pride in your work, it’s not what makes you who you are. What is more, songs like “The Factory” reveal something brutal about the condition of the working class, which is treated with more sympathy by Marx and Arendt. There are also instances where the fact of work leads to a life of crime. And you can just as easily identify with things that are unhealthy, including life in prison, as we learn in “Straight Time.”

Finally, Springsteen doesn’t seem to share the distinction between the slavish nature of work and the more purposeful labor that Arendt describes. The real problem with most work—Born to Run’s “Night” makes this point explicitly—is that it takes time away from doing other stuff. In sum, Springsteen does not share Arendt’s vision of the good life. For her, the realm of action is public and virtuous, but for Springsteen it’s unapologetically middle class: cruising around in a cool car, hanging out with your best friends, or getting with your favorite girl. And whatever the particulars, the human condition is insufferable without a radio.





End of sample
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