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THE PITTSTON COAL STRIKE
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ers. Ms. Dickens observed that the Pittston strikers,
like their predecessors 60 years ago, were "extremely
spirited" in their resolve to fight. "It was great to see,"
said Ms. Dickens, who has given several performances to benefit the Pittston miners.
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style can be isolated as "the music of struggle." Almost
any kind of music can be used as a sign of struggle,
depending on the meanings given to the performances
by participants and their opponents. An instrumental
arrangement can be as forceful as a lyric; a rhythm can
be as expressive as a phrase. Sometimes an unchanged
old folk song is as potent as a new composition. The
meaning of a musical performance depends to a large
extent on the specific context in which it occurs - the
"thousand circumstances" referred to by Rousseau and
rarely understood fully except after considerable investigation.

them. Song words can be standardized and passed on
without requiring that people read, write, or possess
incriminating evidence. Music can focus attention on
injustices, create feelings of solidarity, advocate a certain cause, encourage supporters, and frighten opponents. It can create links between the present and the
past while helping to create a new and different future.
Music is not unique in its ability to act symbolically
in struggle. Although language, dialect, speeches,
written documents, dancing, theat~r, dress, and even
food can all mobilize groups, music has several attributes that make it particularly suitable for mobilizing
people. Songs often can be performed while doing
something else (like working or marching) ; they don't
necessarily require physical objects (props, stoves,
plates, etc.), they can be changed quickly, and they can
be sufficiently abstract to unify a wide range of support
and confuse the opposition.
Although music is widely used in struggles, it is not
found everywhere. Protest is sometimes expressed
through silence or another expressive mode. Where
most public forms of music are dominated by a central
state, opposition to the state may take non-musical
forms. Where individual opinions are not culturally
sanctioned, new songs may not be composed. Where
music is considered to be a low status form of activity,
performers of higher status may choose other modes of
expression. Opposition may be expressed by refusing
to participate (silence) or refusing to attend performances (boycotting) rather than through music itself.
Silence is probably a fairly common protest in societies
where everyone is expected to participate, and where

WHY UsE Musrc IN STRUGGLES?
Why do people involved in struggles make music at
all? Wouldn't it be more effective to work silently and
resolutely to change an unsatisfactory situation rather
than sing songs about it? Although it has been argued
"the pen is mightier than the sword," what would
happen if everyone put down their pens, stopped
making music, and took up swords? What indeed! They
might all swing their swords in different directions, at
different times, and at different foes. Among other
things, music can focus attention, mobilize emotions,
and coordinate activities.
To mobilize people toward a goal, you need to make
the issues clear, you need to get people to agree with
them, and you need to incite them to act. Music can
accomplish these quite effectively. Songs can help bring
certain issues into focus and specify an approach to
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