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At the time of Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s inauguration on a chilly, forty-two 

degree day on the fourth of March 1933, unemployment was at a staggering twenty-five 

percent, more than double the unemployment rate of recent times. In his famous “fear 

itself” inaugural speech he lambasted those in a position of financial power who had led 

the country into the Great Depression: “The money changers have fled from their high 

seats in the temple of our civilization. We may now restore that temple to the ancient 

truths. The measure of the restoration lies in the extent to which we apply social values 

more noble than mere monetary profit.”1 This call for the reevaluation of “ancient truths” 

and social values was at the core of his administration’s agenda. This vision involved a 

decided move away from wealth, greed, and the upper classes to a more idealized version 

of plain-folk America. Folklore studies, and folk music in particular, were a large part of 

this return to the “roots” of the United States. 

Government-sponsored folklore programs through the WPA and Resettlement 

Administration fostered the use of folk songs to create not only a sense of national 

heritage, but also a feeling of unity among the people who were hit particularly hard by 

the Depression. However, the Administration’s assumptions of who “the folk” were and 

what their interests were in such a coalition were misguided; the folk were not a 

homogeneous a group as was perhaps initially thought, nor were they primarily the sort 

of rural Americans that would stereotypically embrace or relate to folk music in the ways 

that the Left might have hoped. Why, then, was folk music used in particular? What was 

this vision of “the folk” and what did it presume? This paper examines the ways that the 

Administration, and others on the Left, used folk music as a means by which to create a 

                                                
1 Inaugural Addresses of the Presidents of the United States, Washington, D.C.: U.S. G.P.O.: for sale by the 
Supt. of Docs., U.S. G.P.O., 1989; Bartleby.com, 2001, www.bartleby.com/124/, accessed 4 May 2010. 
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group of people known as “the folk” in order to form a sense of common ground for the 

disaffected rural population of the United States. U.S. composer and musicologist Charles 

Seeger’s own involvement with folk music mirrors almost exactly the elevation of 

folklore in the nation’s consciousness, and his story in particular frames this larger 

narrative. This paper uses historical sources related to the Roosevelt Administration and 

the folk song collectors associated with this time period, contemporaneous theories such 

as the writings of Antonio Gramsci, as well as more recent writings in the cultural studies 

tradition by Stuart Hall, Raymond Williams, and E. P. Thompson.  

 The use of Gramsci and cultural studies is not merely a attempt to theorize the use 

of folk music in the U.S. in the 1930s. According the Wolfgang Schivelbusch, Gramsci’s 

Italy and the New Deal of the United States have more in common might seem on the 

surface. In his book Three New Deals, Schivelbusch compares the histories of Nazi 

Germany, Fascist Italy under Mussolini, and F.D.R. and the U.S. New Deal and finds that 

not only were each government led by a strong, charismatic leader, but also the 

similarities between many of the social programs instituted during the Great Depression 

around the world. Schivelbusch notes that each of the governments worked to create a 

renewed sense of nationalism in order to mobilize a national popular movement and to 

assuage some of the economic suffering of the time. This nationalism had to be 

manufactured because, “Except for brief upsurges in patriotism during wartime, the 

people had maintained an emotional distance from the nation. In contrast, the new nation 

of the 1930s was to be not just a state, but a true homeland.”2 The “back-to-the-land” 

                                                
2 Wolfgang Schivelbusch, Three New Deals: Reflections on Roosevelt’s America,  
Mussolini’s Italy, and Hitler’s Germany, 1933–1939, trans by Jefferson Chase, (New 
York: Metropolitan Books, 2006), 109–10. 
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movement, as a return to national roots, was prevalent in each of these countries. 

Schivelbusch observes that,  

 The nation that was rediscovered in the 1930s was one of all the people. There  
 were no classes, just ordinary citizens who united beyond their class divisions to 
 form a community. The ideal reverberated in central phrases such as “the people” 
 and “the common American” in the New Deal and in neologisms like “Volk 
 comrade” or “Volk community” in National Socialism.3 
 
There were major differences between Italy and Germany and the United States, 

however. A sense of common American-ness was much harder to find in a nation where 

there was no single group of people who could be labeled as “the folk.” The U.S. history 

of immigration made such a move nearly impossible. In terms of a national folk music, 

this problem was particularly apparent. Much of the music of the folk had been brought 

from outside the country, and tended to reinforce the divisions between the immigrant 

populations. As will be discussed later in the paper, not only do these divisions become 

evident in the resettlement camps in the mid-1930s, there seems to be a particular type of 

folk music that was preferred by field workers and administrators alike. Whether these 

musical preferences were held by “the folk” themselves is another matter. 

At this point it is necessary to define the music that was considered to be folk 

music at this time, and to try to clarify and untangle some distinctions, however blurry 

they may be, between “folk music” and “popular music.” Later in the paper I discuss the 

wider meanings of the term “popular” as it relates to the realms of politics and cultural 

studies. The question of what exactly is a “folk song” can be particularly problematic 

when trying to define the scope of this discussion. Most scholars and folksingers agree 

that a folk song tends to be passed from person to person by oral tradition, often over 

                                                
3 Wolfgang Schivelbusch, Three New Deals, 108. 
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many generations. Most definitions of folk song conform to ethnomusicologist George 

Herzog’s characterization in the Funk and Wagnall’s Standard Dictionary of Folklore, 

Mythology, and Legend (1950): 

Folk song comprised the poetry and music of groups whose literature is 
perpetuated not by writing and print, but through oral tradition. These groups, 
primarily rural, are better able to preserve some of the older culture of the national 
unit of which they form a part, than the population of the cities with its more 
sophisticated, more international civilization, which is subject to faster changes 
and fluctuations of fashion. Folk song is thus part of folk culture, which is distinct 
from that of the cities and represents only certain facets of the culture of the 
nation.4 

 
Herzog himself recognizes that the dichotomy between rural and city culture is somewhat 

flimsy, and that these generalizations would soon be in need of qualifications. Bruno 

Nettl, in the Harvard Dictionary of Music notes that, “the concept of folk music is 

difficult to define precisely, and the lines between it and other types of music such as art, 

popular, religious, and tribal music are blurred. It is most useful in explicating the 

musical culture of Europe and the Americas before ca. 1920….”5 

 The definition put forth by the International Folk Music Council6 in 1954 

characterized folk music as:  

 The product of a musical tradition that has been evolved through the process of 
 oral transmission. The factors that shape tradition are: (i) continuity which links 
 the present with the past; (ii) variation which springs from the creative impulse of 
 the individual or the group; and (iii) selection by the community which 
 determines the form or forms in which the music survives. 
  The term can be applied to music that has been evolved from rudimentary 
 beginnings by a community uninfluenced by popular and art music and it can 

                                                
4 George Herzog, “Song: Folk Song and the Music of Folk Song,” in Funk and Wagnall’s Standard 
Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and Legend, vol. 2, ed. Maria Leach and Jerome Fried (New York: 
Funk and Wagnall’s, 1950), 1032–33.  
5 Bruno Nettl, “Folk Music,” in The Harvard Dictionary of Music, ed. Don Randel (Cambridge, MA: The 
Belknap Press of the Harvard University Press, 1986), 315. 
6 In 1981, perhaps due to the slipperiness and imprecision of the term “folk,” the IFMC changed its name to 
the International Council for Traditional Music. It is also important to note that many of these ideas of how 
to define “the folk” were developed over a number of decades and ultimately reflect the time in which they 
were posited. 
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 likewise be applied to music which has originated with an individual composer 
 and has subsequently been absorbed into the unwritten living tradition of a 
 community. 
  The term does not cover composed popular music that has taken over 
 ready-made by a community and remains unchanged, for it is the refashioning and 
 recreation of the music by the community that gives it its folk character.7 
 
 The terms “continuity,” “variation,” and “selection,” which are at the core of most 

definitions of folk music, came from the work of Cecil Sharp and Maud Karpeles decades 

earlier. The separation of folk music from popular music was explicit, though the popular 

folk singers of the time, such as Pete Seeger and his group the Weavers or Woody 

Guthrie, quickly dispensed with this distinction. Soon who was singing a particular song 

(especially if that singer was the song’s author) became as important as what was being 

sung.  

 Defining what is “popular music” is equally, if not more, problematic. As 

mentioned before, the wide recognition of the image and persona of a “folksinger” such 

as Bob Dylan certainly crosses over into this latter category of popular music, though 

much of his early material consisted of folk songs from the wider oral tradition (e.g. his 

rendition of the well known and often covered Child Ballad “Barbara Allen,” which he 

performed in his early sets at the Gaslight in New York City). For the purposes of this 

paper, and to distinguish the type of folk music being discussed, a similarly exclusionary 

and reductive definition of popular music will be employed. The term “popular,” when 

referring to music, implies a degree of subjectivity—what one person likes might not 

appeal to another. Folk music can certainly be “popular” or appeal to the subjective side 

of personal taste, but generally popular music tends not to follow the notions of 

continuity, variation, and selection that form the foundation for the definition of folk 
                                                
7 IFMC, “Proceedings of the Seventh Conference of the International Folk Music Council, São Paolo, 16–
22 August 1954,” Journal of the International Folk Music Council 7 (1955): 23. 
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music. Popular songs tend to have an author, and often a representative version of the 

song that is the basis of the song’s popularity in the first place. Stuart Hall and Paddy 

Whannel underscore this distinction in their book The Popular Arts: “[Popular] art has in 

common with folk art the genuine contact between audience and performer: but it differs 

from folk art in that it is an individualized art, the art of the known performer. The 

audience as community has come to depend on the performer’s skills, and on the force of 

a personal style, to articulate its common values and interpret its experiences.”8 This 

dependence on the personal style of the performer is not, however, completely benign; 

the concept of the commodity also figures into the discussion of the popular, which often 

times transcends the music itself to include the artist’s image (e.g. Beatle boots and 

haircuts, Malcolm McLaren’s fashioning of The Sex Pistols, or Bob’s Marley’s iconic 

dreadlocks) and can translate into a larger popular movement. However, Hall and 

Whannel take a somewhat uncomplicated stance on the position of popular art within the 

larger community: 

 Certain “folk” elements were carried through, even though the artist replaced the 
 anonymous folk artist, and the “style” was that of the performer rather than a 
 communal style. The relationships here are more complex—art is no longer 
 simply created from the people from below—yet the interaction, by way of the 
 conventions of presentation and feeling, re-establishes the rapport. Although this 
 art is no longer directly the product of the “way of life” of an “organic 
 community,” and is not “made by the people,” it is still, in a manner not 
 applicable to the high arts, a popular art, for the people.9 
 
It is exactly this “way of life” of an “organic community,” however—the elevation of art 

“made by the people”—that the Roosevelt Administration and those associated with folk 

music collecting in the U.S. were interested in. 

                                                
8 Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel, The Popular Arts (London: Hutchinson, 1964), 66. 
9 Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel, The Popular Arts (London: Hutchinson, 1964), 59. 
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Throughout the 1930s, particularly with the financial backing associated with 

Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, interest in folk and traditional music research reached a 

high-water mark. Federal financial backing for collecting music in the United States 

began many years earlier, however; in 1879 Congress established the Bureau of 

Ethnology (later the Bureau of American Ethnology, or BAE), which listed among its 

primary goals the collection and research of Native American music. Among its earliest 

affiliates were James Mooney, Frances Densmore, Frank Hamilton Cushing, Jesse Walter 

Fewkes, and Alice Cunningham Fletcher. However, the government support provided by 

the New Deal allowed field researchers an unprecedented opportunity to record and 

catalog folk and traditional musics of various cultures throughout the United States. In 

particular, Resettlement Administration workers were installed in communities 

throughout the eastern and southern United States where they both collected and 

encouraged folk and traditional music making among the members of the camps. During 

the years of the WPA, the coverage of folk music collections spanned the entire nation, 

and though the collections favored Anglo-American folk songs, they also included music 

of African Americans and non-English-speaking peoples. 

The Roosevelts were keenly interested in folk music themselves as a 

representation of U.S. heritage. In March 1933, shortly after coming into office, Eleanor 

Roosevelt attended the White Top Folk Festival in Virginia, which helped draw around 

twenty thousand people to the event and a number of members of the press.10 Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt was also interested in folk music, naming “Home on the Range” his 

favorite song, posing with a string band in Warm Springs, Virginia, and collecting old sea 

                                                
10 David E. Whisnant, All That is Native and Fine: The Politics of Culture in an American Region (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 185. 
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chanteys. The Roosevelts also hosted a series of nine concerts of folk music at the White 

House between 1934 and 1942, and though classical music concerts far outnumbered the 

folk performances, it was an unprecedented display of their support for traditional music. 

In the mid-1930s other folk festivals gained popularity as well, outside of 

Annabel Morris Buchanan’s White Top festival. Sarah Gertrude Knott’s National Folk 

Festival of 1934 in St. Louis boasted support from number of important folklorists and 

writers, including Zora Neale Hurston, George Pullen Jackson, Benjamin Botkin, and 

Constance Rourke.11 Knott’s festival was among the first to put African American 

performers on the same stage as whites. According to Knott, “[The] picture of our folk 

life today would not be complete without the contributions of the Negro.”12 Similar 

festivals were subsequently staged in Allentown, Pennsylvania in May 1935 (produced 

by George Korson) and in Chicago in May 1937, which was billed as another “National 

Folk Festival.” These festivals showcased music, dance, and other cultural arts of various 

native and non-native traditions, thus expanding the audience for folk music. 

Furthermore, folk music became popular throughout the United States in the 

realm of politics as well. Before the Depression, many Americans sought to assimilate 

themselves via the “melting pot” ideal, which had come into currency in the late-

nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries. Often times this assimilation meant that the 

immigrant gave up his or her language and regional customs, including music, in order to 

fit into the greater society of the United States. However, the devastating effects of the 

Depression forced many families to leave the security of their common communities. 

                                                
11 Michael Ann Williams, Staging Tradition: John Lair and Sarah Gertrude Knott (Urbana and Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 2006), 19. 
12 Sarah Gertrude Knott, “The National Folk Festival—Its Problems and Reasons,” Southern Folklore 
Quarterly 3 (1939): 117. Quoted in David E. Whisnant, All That is Native and Fine: The Politics of Culture 
in an American Region (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983), 245. 
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With this displacement came the desire to cling to a sense of personal identity, not only 

with the loss of personal affects and property, but also with regard to a sense of pride in 

one’s regional heritage, which may be attributed to a feeling that the “American” way of 

life had failed many of its citizens.  

Roosevelt was well aware of the importance of highlighting and celebrating these 

traditions in order to promote a renewed sense of nationalism. Paul Green, president of 

the National Folk Association and supporter of Knott’s folk festival, wrote to Roosevelt 

asking for a statement about the importance of conserving of folk traditions of the United 

States. Roosevelt’s reply underscored the administration’s stance on these traditions:  

We in the United States are amazingly rich in the elements from which to weave a 
culture. We have the best of man’s past on which to draw, brought to us by our 
native folk and folk from all parts of the world. 
 
In binding these elements into a National fabric of beauty and strength, let us keep 
the original fibres so intact that the fineness of each will show in the completed 
handiwork.13 
 
Thus, during this time of crisis the idea of the national quilt as a model of 

difference came to supplant the homogeneity of the melting pot. It was at this time that 

the Popular Front emerged, a Leftist movement originally associated with the Communist 

Party of the United States (CPUSA). Populist thought was prevalent not only among 

those affiliated with the Communist party, but also among people within Roosevelt’s 

administration, as well as a number of prominent scholars, playwrights, and musicians. 

Folk music seemed fit well into this progressive framework as an important 

representation of music of “the people” united in a common populist goal.  

 In their pursuit of this notion of the “national quilt” through folklore studies 

Roosevelt and the government established what scholars such as Jane De Hart Mathews 
                                                
13 Williams, 19. 
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termed a “cultural democracy.” The idea of “art for the masses” that was prevalent at the 

time exemplified “the ideas and aspirations of a New Deal elite who sought to integrate 

the artist into the mainstream of American life and make the arts both expressive of the 

spirit of a nation and accessible to its people.”  According to Mathews, this quest for a 

cultural democracy represented  

 the fulfillment of a long-standing desire to bring together artist and people and to 
 use the uplifting power of art to enrich the lives of ordinary citizens. Translated 
 into New Deal terminology, this meant creating a nation of cultural consumers, 
 for, if recovery were to be achieved in the arts as well as the economy, 
 government would have to provide potential consumers access to the arts. Only 
 through accessibility would people come to regard arts, not as an expendable 
 luxury, but as a community asset.14 
 
 Collectors of folk music during this time also viewed folk arts as a sort of 

“community asset,” a view that was in line with current thinking about folk music 

scholarship. In his book Romancing the Folk, historian Benjamin Filene locates these 

attitudes toward folk songs as being a product of more recent trends in anthropology, 

namely functionalism, as brought to the fore by Alfred Radcliffe-Brown and Bronislaw 

Malinowski earlier in the century.15 This movement was geared toward espousing the 

vitality of folklore as opposed to relegating it merely to scholarly, or worse, previous 

anthropological theories that focused on evolutionist or diffusionist theories. At the core, 

functionalist ideas in relation to folksong relate to the reasons behind the act of singing a 

folk song, or in other words, what usefulness the folk song had to the singer. Filene 

states, “If Appalachian mountaineers sang ancient British ballads, they did so because the 

songs helped them cope with problems they faced in their lives; and there was no reason 

                                                
14 Jane De Hart Mathews, “Arts and the People: The New Deal Quest for a Cultural  
Democracy,” The Journal of American History 62/2 (1975), 319. 
15 Benjamin Filene, Romancing the Folk: Public Memory and American Roots Music, (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press 2000), 137. 
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to expect a song to cease performing this function anytime soon.”16 He further asserts 

that, “Influenced by functionalism, therefore, the New Deal folklorists shifted the 

profession’s mission from preserving cultural relics to exploring the processes by which 

culture was created and transmitted.”17 

 Indeed, Benjamin Botkin, in his 1937 article “The Folkness of the Folk” 

confirmed this current preoccupation with functionalism, explicitly resisting, “the 

tendency… to treat folklore from the evolutionary and historical rather than the 

functional approach.”18 “Even when the notion of savagery is not present, the tendency 

has been to restrict the folk to the backward, ignorant, and illiterate members of society 

and to emphasize the anachronistic and static, the useless and so meaningless aspects of 

folklore to the neglect of its living and dynamic phases.”19 

 A physical manifestation of these functionalist cultural assets can be located in the 

many books of folksongs were published during this time, two of the most important 

being the collections by John and Alan Lomax, American Ballads and Folksongs (1934) 

and Our Singing Country (1941). The Lomxes published a number of songs in a variety 

of categories that were not only collected for posterity, but were to be learned and sung as 

a social outlet. Such categories included railroad songs, African American and White 

spirituals, cowboy songs, love songs, and ballads, to name but a few. Filene states that the 

second volume represents a symbolic “passing of the torch within the Lomaxes’ 

partnership,” and that the categories for the songs in this collection reflect this shift 

                                                
16 Benjamin Filene, Romancing the Folk, 138. 
17 Benjamin Filene, Romancing the Folk, 159. 
18 Benjamin A. Botkin, “The Folkness of the Folk,”  
19 Benjamin A. Botkin, “The Folkness of the Folk,” 
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toward functionalism (e.g. “Men at Work” and “Social Songs”). This distinction of 

categories between the two volumes, however, is perhaps a bit far-fetched. 

 Composer Ruth Crawford Seeger, who had previously written some of the 

musical arrangements/piano accompaniments for Carl Sandburg’s American Songbag 

(1927), transcribed the tunes for Our Singing Country from recordings in the Library of 

Congress archives. By the time of this latter volume she too had changed her mind about 

the manner in which folk songs should be presented. In her preface to Our Singing 

Country, she stated that the songs should not be approached from a contrived artistic 

standpoint, that piano accompaniment should be avoided whenever possible, and that 

vocal technique was not an important consideration (“Do not hesitate to sing because you 

think your voice is ‘not good’— i.e., has not been ‘trained’”).20 

 Although functionalist anthropological ideas did indeed factor into folklore 

studies of the WPA, another anthropological strain developed by Franz Boas and 

particularly his students George Herzog and A.L. Kroeber, both of whom would factor 

into folksong collecting for the WPA.21 Boas was staunchly against the notion of cultural 

evolution and his anthropological stance was based upon the notions of historical 

particularism and cultural relativism, and his belief that all cultures were equally 

developed based on their particular historical, social, and geographical characteristics.  

 Collectors of folksong during this time were not only focused on the functional or 

multicultural aspects of folklore, however, but were actively involved in preservation 

tactics as well. Much of the folk songs collected during this period were housed at the 

                                                
20 Ruth Crawford Seeger, music editor, “Music Preface,” in Our Singing Country: A Second Volume of 
American Ballads and Folk Songs (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1941), xix. 
21 Herzog’s folk song typology system served as a model for Sidney Robertson’s classification of 
California music, and A.L. Kroeber was one of the professors at the University of California who leant his 
support to her project. 
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Archive of American Folk Song (AAFS) at the Library of Congress, with the 

involvement of John and Alan Lomax.22 The notion of “salvage ethnography,” which 

refers to the act of “saving” a particular cultural artifact before it died out was prevalent 

not only in anthropology, as evidenced by A.L. Kroeber’s and Robert Lowie’s work with 

Native American cultures in California, but also in the related discipline of 

ethnomusicology in the early-twentieth-century recordings of Native Americans. In this 

sense, the conservation of folklore was more important than the function that it had 

within the culture. Years later Alan Lomax crystallized his and other’s feelings about the 

importance of preservation in his book Folk Song Style and Culture (1968): “To a 

folklorist the uprooting and destruction of traditional cultures and the consequent grey-

out or disappearance of the human variety presents as serious a threat to the future 

happiness of mankind as poverty, overpopulation, and even war.”23 

 Sidney Robertson (1903–1995, later Sidney Robertson Cowell after her marriage 

to composer Henry Cowell), who worked for Seeger during the Resettlement 

Administration and later undertook her own folk music recording project in California 

between 1938 and 1940, recalled later in life Seeger’s attitudes toward the collection of 

folk songs: 

                                                
22 The AAFS was established in 1928 and its first director was Robert Winslow Gordon, a folklorist who 
made it his lifelong mission to collect the entire body of American folk song.22 John A. Lomax replaced 
Gordon as the Archive’s head in 1932 and held the position for ten years; he retained the title “honorary 
curator” until his death in 1948.22 In 1936 Alan Lomax became the first federally funded member of the 
AAFS, and served as “assistant-in-charge” until 1942. In 1976 the American Folklife Center was 
established as a result of the American Folklife Preservation Act, which was signed into law by Gerald 
Ford in January 1976. In 1978 the AAFS was transferred from the Music Division to the Folklife Center, 
and was subsequently renamed the Archive of Folk Culture in 1981. For more information about the 
AAFS, see Benjamin A. Botkin, “The Archive of American Folk Song,” 65, Benjamin A. Botkin, “The 
Archive of American Folk Song: Retrospect and Prospect,” The Library of Congress Quarterly Journal of 
Current Acquisitions 2 (1945): 61, and James Hardin, “The Archive of Folk Culture at 75: A National 
Project with Many Workers,” Folklife Center News 25/2 (2003): 3. 
http://www.loc.gov/folklife/news/pdf/afcnews-spring-2003.pdf (accessed February 13, 2009). 
23 Alan Lomax, Folk Song Style and Culture (Washington, D.C.: American Association for the 
Advancement of Science, 1968), 4. 
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“Record EVERYthing!” [Seeger} said as emphatically as he could. “Don’t select, 
don’t omit, don’t concentrate on any single style. We know so little! Record 
everything!” What he was trying to do was to inoculate me against contagion 
from the local collectors I was to meet, for each of them as a matter of course 
picked and chose items for his collection according to some personal standard of 
authenticity, or taste, or esthetic quality, or topical interest. Charlie knew it was 
important to disabuse me of any notion I might have that any particular part of the 
tradition was more important than any other. Nothing should be omitted!24 

  

Despite Seeger’s imploration, and the overall lofty ideals behind the preservation 

of folk songs from extinction, multiculturalism was not entirely embraced by folk music 

collectors or their sponsors, who tended to focus on songs of English, Scottish, and 

Anglo-American traditions, such as the canonic Francis J. Child ballads.25 According to 

Joseph Hickerson: “On the federal level, there was some reluctance at first to publicize 

the recordings of foreign-language singers in the United States. Congressional philosophy 

was not strongly pluralistic, and the melting-pot persuasion was prevalent.”26  

Sidney Robertson encountered these problems firsthand while collecting folk 

songs in California, in particular from her superior at the Library of Congress, Harold 

Spivacke, head of the LOC Music Division. Although Spivacke did not specifically warn 

Robertson away from recording foreign-language performers, he was largely ambivalent 

and ambiguous, and urged her on more than one occasion to focus on songs in the Anglo-

American tradition. In his reply to Robertson’s letter he stated that, “we have no 

objection to foreign-language groups. In fact Alan Lomax has been doing some of this 

                                                
24 Quoted in Pescatello. Pescatello, 141. 
25 The Child Ballads were a collection of 305 English and Scottish ballads chosen by Francis J. Child to be 
representative of the best ballads in the tradition. These ballads were published between 1892 and 1898 in 
ten volumes and featured only the text of the songs and no music. Child made considerable editorial 
decisions while choosing the ballads, often ignoring any songs that he deemed offensive or unworthy. His 
collection is still the most often cited example of traditional folk music. 
26 Joseph C. Hickerson, “Early Field Recordings of Ethnic Music,” In Ethnic Recordings in America: A 
Neglected Heritage, ed. by Pekka Gronow, Studies in American Folklife No. 1 (Washington D.C.: 
American Folklife Center, Library of Congress, 1982), 77. 
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work in Michigan.” However, he followed this statement by underscoring his desire to 

prioritize recordings in the English language: “Do not forget the American songs because 

we have no such material from this state.”27 Spivacke made a similar request the 

following year in May 1939. He wrote, perhaps in response to her recordings of Russian 

hymns, “Please do not over emphasize the sacred side of California music and get also 

some of the folk-songs brought from the East.”28 

Alan Lomax, on the other hand, was much more appreciative of the variety of 

music that Robertson had collected. In a letter to Robertson in September 1939, Lomax 

applauded her efforts: “The fact that you seem to be making a musical cross-section of 

your community with everything from Icelandic religious songs to Barbary Coast ragtime 

shows the fertility of your approach. Some day the material will prove invaluable to 

historians and students of society. So far as I know, there is no other study of this nature 

being made.”29 Robertson seemingly was not aware that she had the support of anyone at 

the Library with regard to her foreign language recordings because in her response to 

Lomax she admitted that she had been worried that she was placing too much emphasis 

on music that was not in the English language: “The WPA here has asked me for a 

statement as to the value of the records already sent in, and I had been hesitating about 

requesting that [statement] until I had sent in more English material… songs in English, 

that is to say.”30 She had indeed made a number of recordings of English-language music 

                                                
27 Letter from Harold Spivacke to Sidney Robertson, October 20, 1938, “California Gold” website. 
http://memory.loc.gov/cgibin/query/r?ammem/cowellbib:@field(NUMBER+@band(afccc+@1(cor3-2))) 
(accessed June 25, 2008). The Library of Congress website will be henceforth referred to as “California 
Gold” website. 
28 Letter from Harold Spivacke to Sidney Robertson, May 15, 1939, “California Gold” website. 
29 Letter from Alan Lomax to Sidney Robertson, September 1, 1939, “California Gold” website. 
30 Letter from Sidney Robertson to Alan Lomax, September 4, 1939, “California Gold” website. 
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earlier that summer, but had not yet sent them to the Library due to the indexing process 

for her recordings. 

Officials at the WPA and LOC were not specific about what music to avoid, with 

the notable exception of Native American music, which was explicitly banned. Although 

Robertson noted in her final report that Native American music had been “resolutely 

excluded… on the ground that this is a field requiring cooperation by trained 

anthropologists,” the truth of the matter is that Robertson would have had little trouble 

finding a trained anthropologist to aid her with her recordings: she had at the University 

of California the support of Alfred Kroeber, one of the foremost experts in the country of 

Native American music.31 Kroeber had studied Native American music in California 

extensively, and had written the groundbreaking Handbook of the Indians of California, 

published in 1925 by the Bureau of American Ethnology. Seemingly Robertson could 

have asked his advice regarding any examples of Native American music that she may 

have recorded.  

In Robertson’s instructions to her field workers on indexing folk songs, the words 

“Omit American Indian” were placed next to the “Anthropology” and “Ethnology” 

headings. These instructions indicate that this music was to be consciously avoided. This 

decision about the exclusion of Native American music was not necessarily Robertson’s 

own choice, however; this policy was in fact promoted more generally throughout the 

WPA. The “Supplementary Instructions to the American Guide Manual for Folklore 

Studies,” for example, stated “Indian folklore falls outside the scope of the American 

Folklore Series, but material involving relations between Indians and Whites may be 
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submitted.”32 A letter from Robertson to Alan Lomax in November 1939 sheds a 

different light on the question of Native American recordings:  

There is talk of a combination of three departments with the music department to 
provide our funds for another year; and Anthropology wants us to do Indians and 
has a field worker who is a member of the peyote cult and will take me ‘round… 
imagine! I have kept away from Indians, partly because I know too little about 
them (though that has not deterred me with Finns and Albanians!) but chiefly 
because departments of anthropology have accustomed Indians to being paid by 
the hour for their efforts in behalf of science, and I had no money for this. 

 
In spite of Robertson’s ecumenical approach to folk song collecting, it seems that in the 

minds of some of her superiors, the “folk” was a particular kind of folk, and had a 

definite complexion. 

 
 

Charles Seeger and the Resettlement Administration 

 

Charles Seeger’s own involvement with folk music came at around the same time that it 

was becoming popular throughout the country, but his opinions on folk music took a long 

time to shift. Prior to his involvement with the Resettlement Administration in the mid-

1930s, Charles Seeger’s background in music was largely as a composer of modern 

classical music, which he considered the only “good” music. In May of 1912, at the age 

of twenty-six, Seeger was hired as a professor of music at the University of California in 

Berkeley, its only campus at the time, by the university’s president, Benjamin Ide 

Wheeler; Seeger was the youngest full professor to be hired by the university, a position 

that he held until 1918, when he was let go by the university for his outspoken political 

                                                
32 “Supplementary Instructions to the American Guide Manual for Folklore Studies,” (Berkeley, California: 
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views about the war.33 After he was let go by the university, Seeger and his first wife 

Constance supported themselves by giving concerts to wealthy families. They also gave a 

number of free smaller informal concerts for churches and schools in order to uplift the 

tastes of the everyday person. According to Seeger’s biographer Anne Pescatello: 

“Americans did not hear enough ‘good music,’ [the Seegers] believed; [therefore] they 

would bring good music to the people.”34 In an interview with his daughter Penny Seeger 

Cohen, Seeger underscored this point: 

 We looked down on popular music—folk music didn’t exist, or except in the 
 minds of a very few old people, who would die shortly and then there wouldn’t be 
 any. And this new thing that was coming, called jazz, was simply filthy—it was 
 of the gutter and the brothel and wasn’t fit to pay any attention to.35 
 

Soon thereafter Seeger and his family traveled across the country, eventually 

landing in New York, where he met a number of like-minded composers who would 

become the Composers’ Collective, a group loosely affiliated with the CPUSA that was 

dedicated to creating “good” music that would uplift the masses. During this cross-

country journey the Seegers spent the winter of 1920 in Pinehurst, North Carolina, where 

Seeger found himself face-to-face with the very music he looked down upon as being 

anachronistic, but which he found, to his surprise, a vibrant and living tradition. They 

spent the winter in a small two-bedroom log cabin, with Seeger earning money by doing 

temporary manual labor jobs such as loading roofing tiles from a freight car onto a truck. 

They spent their leisure time making music and giving concerts to their neighbors, who in 

turn played them “their” music on banjos and fiddles. “The ‘good’ music—Bach. Mozart, 

                                                
33 Anne M. Pescatello, Charles Seeger: A Life in American Music (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 1992), 52. 
34 Anne Pescatello, Charles Seeger: A Life in American Music (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
1992), 81. 
35 Quoted in Pescatello, Charles Seeger: A Life in American Music, 81. 
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and Beethoven—that they had set out to bring to the people did not impress their 

audiences, for they had their own music that they valued.”36 This sentiment by Anne 

Pescatello is one that Seeger himself would come to realize over the course of the next 

few years. 

Upon arriving in New York in June 1921 Seeger found work a the Institute of 

Musical Arts (later the Juilliard School of Music) and met the members of the left-leaning 

Composers’ Collective. The music composed by the Collective tended to be in the style 

of modernist classical music with political lyrics that reflected the group’s Marxist 

leanings, criticizing corporate powers such as Henry Ford or J.P. Morgan.37 Seeger 

expressed these Marxist ideas in his article “On Proletarian Music,” solicited by Minna 

Lederman, editor of Modern Music, and published therein in 1934:38  

[Proletariat] designates primarily the virtually propertyless members of modern 
industrial society, especially the workers in the basic industries of production and 
the agencies of communication, transportation and distribution. These form the 
essential structure of society. But secondarily it comprises many white-collar 
workers and intellectuals, including musicians and other artists. These form the 
superstructure of society.39 
 

Seeger expressed the Collective’s musical goals succinctly with the statement that “the 

obvious thing to do is to connect the two vital trends—proletarian content and the 

forward looking technic of contemporary art music.”40 Richard Reuss comments, “Music, 

[Seeger] argued in line with the thought of the Communist movement in those days, 

ought to be revolutionary in content while nationalist in form, and workers needed their 

own music untainted by bourgeois themes or origins and so unique in its essence that it 

                                                
36 Pescatello, Charles Seeger: A Life in American Music, 82. 
37 Ibid., 163. 
38 Tick, 195. 
39 Charles Seeger, “On Proletarian Music,” Modern Music 11 (1934): 124–25. 
40 Seeger, “On Proletarian Music,” 124–25. 
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could never be borrowed, stolen, or imitated by their capitalist enemies.”41 To this end 

Seeger and the mostly Ivy-League trained composers of the Collective would compose 

music that would be judged by its suitability for the masses as well as by its overall 

musical technique, which was a part of their aim to elevate The People’s musical tastes.42  

The Collective, on the other hand, was not overly concerned with folk music and 

Seeger’s initial stance on folk music was ambivalent, if not disdainful: “Many folksongs 

are complacent, melancholy, defeatist intended to make slaves endure their lot – pretty 

but not the stuff for a militant proletariat to feed upon,” he would later come to embrace 

this music through exposure provided to him by his friends and associates.43 In 1932 the 

painter Thomas Hart Benton introduced him to hillbilly records, and thereafter Seeger’s 

involvement with folk music was deepened through contact with the likes of the 

performer Aunt Molly Jackson, and scholars George Pullen Jackson and John and Alan 

Lomax.44 Charles Seeger later wrote about the importance of the study of folk music in 

that it: 

is the anonymity of folk music – and with it the feeling that one is dealing directly 
with a socially moulded thing, with a deep set, current social function,” and that 
“it is handed on by an oral not by a written tradition. This means that its content 
comes straight to us without the intervening censor of sophisticated handling. It is 
the candid camera of music.45 
 
The group’s attitude as a while shifted as well, as is evidenced in the gradual 

inclusion of folk songs in the three Workers’ Songbooks that the Collective published; the 

first, The Red Song Book (1932), has no folk songs; the second, The New Workers’ Song 
                                                
41 Reuss, “Folk Music and Social Conscience,” 228. 
42 Pescatello, 110–11. 
43 Charles Seeger, writing as “Carl Sands,” “A Program for Proletarian Composers,” Daily Worker, January 
16, 1934, 5, quoted in Reuss, 228. 
44 Archie Green, “A Resettlement Administration Song Sheet,” JEMF Quarterly 11 (1975): 81. 
45 Charles Seeger, “Some Neglected Sources of Social History,” Address by Charles Seeger before the 
American Historical Association, Washington, D.C. December 29, 1939. NARA, Hewes Collection, RG 
69, Box 31. 
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Book (1934), has two “Negro Songs of Protest”; and the third, Songs for the People 

(1935), emphasizes labor and political lyrics set to popular folk tunes.46 Furthermore Earl 

Robinson wrote the popular folk song “Joe Hill” while a member of the Collective and 

would continue to incorporate folk instruments such as the banjo into his compositions.47 

By the middle of the 1930s the Composers’ Collective began to splinter due to 

differing socio-political ideologies and compositional styles, particularly with regard to 

the members’ attempt to make avant-garde music palatable to the “common man.” This 

attempt ultimately failed and led to various criticisms of the Collective’s goals and 

ultimate accomplishments. According to Janelle Warren-Findley: 

The Composers’ Collective suffered from several problems in their group 
attempts to write music for “the masses.” Almost all the members had been 
trained in the European art music tradition and thus knew little or nothing about 
indigenous music in America. They wrote “proletarian music” in the tradition of 
European revolutionary composers and thus produced music without roots in the 
American experience. They sometimes seemed to confuse an urban, working-
class “proletarian music” with rural folk music which characterized traditional 
culture in the United States.48 
 

In early November 1935 Seeger went to Washington D.C. to accept an 

appointment with the newly formed Resettlement Administration (RA) headed by 

Rexford “the Red” Tugwell.49 This position allowed Seeger to foster his ideological 

desire to “use American folk music to unify diverse sectors of America,” and saw in the 
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RA a perfect opportunity to bring this music to the masses.50 Even before Seeger arrived 

in Washington he had a good idea of what the RA music program should encompass: 

By the time I had worked through the Collective, I had my program all ready in 
my mind for the Resettlement Administration. Then the invitation came in 
November 1935. I went down to Washington and was perfectly sure that what we 
should do would be to work in the vernacular: folk, popular, or mixed, whatever it 
was…. Not what I could superimpose upon people, but what they already had and 
which just needed to be encouraged and put to social use.51 
 

Seeger was careful not to repeat mistakes made by the Composers’ Collective with regard 

to the style of music that he would promote. His opinion of vernacular music had 

changed since his time in New York, and he began to realize that “people, regardless of 

what stratum they live on, have a desire to make music in the tradition of that stratum. 

And the music from other strata, well they’ll listen to it sometimes, but they don’t want 

much of it. They like their own music.”52 Sidney Robertson later recalled that Seeger, 

“was clear that ‘the folk’ had a music of their own (a fact quite unknown to professional 

musicians of conventional training at that time in the United States) and it should be put 

to use for bringing people together and to provide, above all, a little fun.”53 

Seeger was charged with the placement of three hundred trained musicians in 

thirty-three resettlement communities of up to three hundred families each, many of 

whom had been displaced from urban areas.54 However, he initially only managed to 

place about ten workers in resettlement communities throughout the South, Midwest, and 

Northeast, including two previous contacts, Margaret Valiant and Herbert Haufrecht, and 

later Sidney Robertson, who would travel to the South with John A. Lomax and Frank C. 
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Brown to make recordings in Alabama and North Carolina and later made trips on her 

own throughout Arkansas and the upper Midwest before undertaking her own project in 

California.55 

The resettlement communities put together by the New Deal were quite literally 

“imagined,” made up of people who had little prior contact with one another.56  Urban 

and rural populations were placed together without regard to socio-economic background 

or other political, social, and cultural considerations. Because the resettlement 

communities had little coherence in terms of identity (the residents were largely 

strangers), they had little reason to feel a sense of solidarity. The music division of the 

RA was developed in an attempt to join together those homesteaders and their disparate 

backgrounds.  

Each employee was trained to work in a specific community. The two-week-long 

introductory training course included practical information about social and political 

problems within the homestead and explanations of bureaucratic procedures.57 The 

musicians assigned to the RA communities were to encourage music-making activities at 

every opportunity in order to foster a sense of community and alleviate social friction. 

Many of the RA employees gave music lessons to community members, and wrote music 

for general singing and special events. They also recorded folk songs from the 

communities, some of which were published through the American Folklife Center of the 

Library of Congress.  
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The RA musicians were instructed to act as “musical evaluators” in order to 

remove those aspects of music that were deemed “commercial” because Seeger felt that 

music had the power to convey messages of deeper social meaning.58 In his Music 

Manual, Seeger instructed his workers them on how to evaluate music appropriate for the 

project: 

The main question… should not be “is it good music?” but “what is the music 
good for?” And if it bids fair to weld the community into more resourceful and 
democratic action for a better life for themselves, their neighbors, and the human 
race, then it must be conceded to be “good for” that. The chances that it will be 
found good in technical and stylistic terms will probably be more than fair.59 

 
Seeger did not explicitly indicate that folk music should be chosen to accomplish these 

aims, but rather that the musical genres and works selected should be free from anything 

that might underscore class differences. Despite Seeger’s apparently simple criteria, 

however, choosing the appropriate musical styles proved difficult because the musical 

tastes of the homesteaders were as diverse as their urban or rural backgrounds. Some 

people viewed old-time music as anachronistic, whereas others preferred hillbilly music 

as an “authentic” representation of their particular background and class status. Some 

resettlers favored classical music, which carried with it notions of class and wealth, and 

perhaps made them feel as if they were taking part in a cultivated society that was 

unavailable to them during their economic and personal plights.  

Although Seeger wanted his workers to use music familiar to the homesteaders, 

his own biases against the “elitist” aspects of classical music became evident in his 

choice of which music to promote within the communities.60 He insisted that his workers 

highlight folk and vernacular traditions, and was displeased when one of his workers 
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gave a recital of Italian opera arias, even noting that, “there was a rule against such a 

thing.”61 Ultimately Seeger’s preferences seem to have been guided by his determination 

to reverse the mistakes made by members of the Composers’ Collective. For example, he 

no longer believed that music should be imposed on the community from the outside: 

You must use the music that the people have in them already. There’s no use 
pumping foreign music into something that’s a perfectly going concern and you 
can make use of…. The musicians I put in a community were to keep a low 
profile. I kept a low profile. I begged the Special Skills division and everybody I 
came in contact with, don’t be a publicity spreader of good ideas and good doing 
and all that sort of thing. Work from below, work from within. Bore from within. 
It’s the only way you’ll last. That was all from the Collective: I learned it there. 
It’s partly common sense, but we learned it bitterly. I took the Collective terribly 
seriously.62 
 
Although Seeger’s aims may have been altruistic, his single-minded insistence on 

programming folk music in the resettlement communities also formed a type of musical 

censorship, albeit on the opposite end of the cultivated/vernacular musical spectrum from 

his early training in the academic tradition of Western “art” music. 

Another important endeavor of the RA music program was the publication of 

song sheets that would represent contemporary, or newly composed, traditional music, as 

opposed to the many extant songsters that contained older folk tunes that were not seen as 

relevant. These sheets could be mass-produced and distributed to a number of 

resettlement communities that did not have musical representatives from the RA. The 

song sheets, which were 6 ¼ by 8 ¼ inches in size, contained twelve to sixteen bars of 

music. Beneath the melody was the initial verse, and subsequent verses were provided in 

block text below the music. On the other side of the sheet was an artist’s rendering 

(generally Charles Pollock, brother of Jackson Pollock) of a fantastic, nostalgic, and 
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idealized rural scene. Sidney Robertson contributed one of the song sheets in the 

collection entitled “The Dodger,” which created controversy due to its satirizing of 

greedy politicians and lawyers.63 

Although on the surface the RA’s endeavors, particularly through the song sheets, 

were undertaken to provide a social outlet, they also carried deeper implications. Archie 

Green, in his study of the song sheet program, states, “Bringing either a singing teacher 

or a record player to a Cumberland Plateau homestead or to a San Joaquin Valley migrant 

labor camp was more than an act of entertainment; it was also an act of political 

commitment.”64 The RA administration believed that through these song sheets the 

homesteaders would not only engage in community-building exercises and embrace 

traditional aesthetic forms of expression, but would ultimately become aware of their 

surrounding social conditions and the political reasons behind their marginalization.65 

Songs were carefully chosen on the basis of popularity, folk appeal, and lyrics that 

emphasize issues of class, politics, and economics, and Seeger and others contributed 

new verses to further underscore these ideas.66 These song sheets were to become exactly 

the sort of commodity, or “community asset,” that Mathews described to be sold to a 

nation of cultural consumers, though it did not happen: though they intended to publish 

upwards of sixty song sheets, only about ten emerged due to lack of funding.67 

Unfortunately these underlying political aims of the song sheet program were not fully 

realized. Warren-Findley outlines some of the problems associated with Seeger’s 

assumptions about the song sheet program: 
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The song sheet program did not do what it set out to do among the homesteaders 
not only because an academically trained musician and intellectual radical could 
not sell the particular blend of art, music, and social change that he envisioned, 
but because “the people had other ideas. This was because Seeger, and 
undoubtedly many of his peers, did not see “the people” as other than an abstract 
concept, a proletariat in whose victory they could share.68 

 

Furthermore, many homesteaders felt that the song sheets were contrived and 

inauthentic, or, in the extreme, even a patronizing exaggeration of the lives of rural 

people.69 Sidney Robertson later commented about the song sheet program that, “really, 

no Southern resettler would ever have sung about ‘the fertile soil,’ let alone Tom, Dick 

and Harry, etc.”; ultimately, she noted, the homesteaders “felt the song sheets caricatured 

their lives.”70 Regardless of the settlers’ opinions of the song sheets, they did not 

disappear completely; several of the published song sheets were later reproduced in 

Botkin’s best-selling A Treasury of American Folklore (1944).71 

As Seeger had experienced previously in his teaching positions and with the 

Composers’ Collective, his program with the Resettlement Administration faced 

problems both administratively and philosophically. Perhaps the most critical mistake he 

(and others) made was the assumption that they could determine correctly what the 

homesteaders desired from their communities. According to Warren-Findley:  

Seeger and other RA administrators had assumed that the settlers would want to 
participate in a collectively based, reordered society. In fact, most of the 
homesteaders resented the attempts of government workers to force them into a 
cooperative mold and desired primarily to work and to own their own homes. 
Although many of them participated gladly in the music programs, the broader 
artistic and political goals of the RA philosophy evidently did not inspire much 
response.72 
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Many of the homesteaders believed that through the resettlement communities they 

would be able to get back on their feet, and that the program would open the door to 

homeownership and employment. Furthermore, the resentment that many of the 

homesteaders felt about their living situation was reflected in their reactions to the 

notions of community and cooperation that the RA espoused, which carried negative 

associations about dependency. The notion of the “rugged individual,” to which Tugwell 

was opposed, was perhaps the one idea to which the members of the community could 

cling in order to assert themselves and create a feeling of autonomy. Seeger himself 

blamed the administration at the RA: 

[Resettlement Administration planners] didn’t know the country well enough. 
They were politically naïve, they were culturally naïve, and they didn’t realize 
that to build these Resettlement communities, they’d have to build them up in 
terms not only of the techniques of learning and engineering, but in terms of the 
folklore of the rural people and the folklore of the political parties that governed 
upwards from town to township to county to state to region to government. They 
were utterly naïve there; they learned their lesson in the process of being turned 
out of business. 

It’s something which we have still in this country to learn, that the home 
learning of the people cannot be manhandled by the technical learning of the 
universities and the educated classes.73 

 

 The naïveté to which Seeger refers was one of the main reasons that the 

articulation of the rural folk with the Roosevelt Administration and the Left ultimately 

failed. Not only were the assumptions about who these people were and what they 

wanted from the government flawed, they also created a degree of resentment among the 

people themselves.  
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How then can one understand the ways that folk music was used, either fruitfully 

or improperly in the United States? Viewing the folk movement from an international 

perspective, as does Wolfgang Shivelbusch, opens up the possibility to view these 

tendencies in a new light. Writing only a decade before the 1930s folk movement in the 

United States, Gramsci’s views on the role of music in society are surprisingly pertinent. 

He based his views on popular songs on nineteenth-century Italian author Ermolao 

Rubieri’s tripartite division of “1) songs composed by the people and for the people; 2) 

those composed for the people but not by the people; 3) those written neither by the 

people nor for the people, but which the people adopt because they conform to their way 

of thinking and feeling.”74 According to Gramsci, “all popular songs can and must be 

reduced to this third category, since what distinguishes a popular song within the context 

of a nation and its culture is neither its artistic aspect nor its historical origin, but the way 

in which it conceives the world and life, in contrast with official society.”75 For Gramsci, 

it is crucial to get folk music to a place where it can do its work, which he terms the level 

of the national popular, a movement “in which a fundamental class becomes hegemonic 

at a national level by drawing subaltern groups into an alliance.”76 This attempt to 

hegemonize on a wider scale relies, however, on whether these disparate subordinate 

groups are willing to buy into this bloc. As was shown in the case of the resettlement 

camps, however, “the people had their own ideas.” 

 Who these “people” were and the notion of “the popular” is worth investigating in 

order to see where this hegemonizing move might have come up short. The distinctions 
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between folk and popular with regard to music have already been delineated, but the term 

“popular,” when excised from its musical connotations, implies a much wider array of 

meanings, namely the concept of “the people,” or in Stuart Hall and Paddy Whannel’s 

words, the “organic community.” This notion of “the people” assumes perhaps too much, 

however. Richard Middleton, in his book Studying Popular Music, illuminates these 

assumptions: “The briefest ‘archaeology’ of the more general term ‘popular’ reveals both 

the plurality of its inflections and some of their historical movements…. It has to do with 

‘the people’ (but who are they?)”77 He states that “popular” can connote either the 

negative image of the vulgar masses or as a legitimating term, in the case of class 

distinctions such as the people as the romanticized proletariat. E.P. Thompson trumpets 

this latter version in his preface to The Making of the English Working Class, in his 

mission statement that he is “seeking to rescue the poor stockinger, the Luddite cropper, 

the ‘obsolete’ hand-loom weaver, the ‘utopian’ artisan, and even the deluded follower of 

Joanna Southcott, from the enormous condescension of posterity.”78  

 Stuart Hall became more dubious of the idea of “popular culture” after the 

publication of his book with Paddy Whannel in 1964. In Hall’s 1981 article “Notes on 

Deconstructing the Popular” he articulates these reservations: “I have almost as many 

problems with ‘popular’ as I have with ‘culture.’ When you put the two terms together 

the difficulties can be pretty horrendous.”79 Hall is also suspicious of those who subscribe 

to the image of the vulgar masses who consume the popular blindly: “Now if the forms 
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and relationships on which participation in this sort of commercially provided ‘culture’ 

depend are purely manipulative and debased, then the people who consume and enjoy 

them must either be themselves debased by these activities or else living in a permanent 

state of ‘false consciousness.’ They must be ‘cultural dopes’ who can’t tell that what they 

are being fed is an updated form of the opium of the people.”80 Hall instead locates 

popular culture in the realm of class struggle, though he also complicates the idea of “the 

people” as a homogeneous entity: 

 There is no fixed content to the category of “popular culture,” so there is no fixed 
 subject to attach to it—“the people.” “The people” are not always back there, 
 where they have always been, their culture untouched, their liberties and their 
 instincts intact, still struggling on against the Norman yoke or whatever; as if, if 
 we can only “discover” them and bring them back on stage, they will always 
 stand up in the right, appointed place, and be counted. The capacity to constitute 
 classes and individuals as a popular force—that is the nature of political and 
 cultural struggle: to make the divided classes and the separated peoples—divided 
 and separated by culture as much as by other factors—into a popular-democratic 
 cultural force.81 
 
Hall eschews the homogenizing move of interpellating disparate populations as “the 

people” writ large; rather he speaks of the articulation of these divided classes into 

Gramsci’s notion of the national-popular. It was this distinction between essentializing 

and articulating that the Roosevelt Administration and folk music collectors missed. 

 Gramsci further illuminates the fallacy of interpellating the people as “the folk”: 

“From this follow other criteria of research into folklore: the people themselves are not a 

homogeneous cultural collectivity but present numerous and variously combined cultural 

stratifications which, in their pure form, cannot always be identified within specific 

historical popular collectivites.”82 He locates the mistakes of essentializing the folk into 

                                                
80 Stuart Hall, “Notes on Deconstructing ‘the Popular.,’” 459. 
81 Stuart Hall, “Notes on Deconstructing ‘the Popular.,’” 466. 
82 Antonio Gramsci, Antonio Gramsci: Selections from Cultural Writings, 195. 
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this “homogeneous cultural collectivity” in the manner in which folklore had been 

viewed previously: 

 
 One can say that until now folklore has been studied primarily as a ‘picturesque’ 
 element. (Actually, until now only scholarly material has been collected. The 
 science of folklore mostly consists of methodological studies on how to collect, 
 select, and classify such material, i.e. of the investigation of the practical 
 precautions and empirical principles necessary for profitably carrying out a 
 particular aspect of scholarship. To say this is not to disregard the importance and 
 significance of some of the major scholars of folklore.) Folklore should instead be 
 studied as a ‘conception of the world and life’ implicit to a large extent in 
 determinate (in time and space) strata of society and in opposition (also for the 
 most part implicit, mechanical and objective) to ‘official’ conceptions of the 
 world (or in a broader sense, the conceptions of the cultured parts of historically 
 determinate societies) that have succeeded one another in the historical process. 
 (Hence the strict relationship between folklore and ‘common sense’, which is 
 philosophical folklore.) This conception of the world is not elaborated and 
 systematic because, by definition, the people (the sum total of the instrumental 
 and subaltern classes of every form of society that has so far existed) cannot 
 possess conceptions which are elaborated, systematic and politically organized 
 and centralized in their albeit contradictory development.83 
 
This quote by Gramsci outlines many of his stances, particularly the distinction between 

“popular” and “official,” and of “common sense,” which refers to the feeling that the 

ruling ideology was accepted by the masses as being the proper way for the society to 

function. Folklore, used properly, would ideally become the “common sense” way for 

society to proceed. 

 Other voices in the cultural studies tradition lend themselves well to the ways that 

the Roosevelt Administration approached folk music and the culture of the people in the 

1930s. Aside from its seemingly linear/directional connotations, Raymond Williams’ 

delineation of dominant, residual, and emergent cultures is also particularly useful in 

examining attitudes toward folk music in the 1930s. Williams defines a residual cultural 

element, as in folk culture, as one that is “usually at some distance from the effective 
                                                
83 Antonio Gramsci, Antonio Gramsci: Selections from Cultural Writings, 188–9. 
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dominant culture, but some part of it, some version of it—and especially if the residue is 

from some major area of the past—will in most cases have had to be incorporated if the 

effective dominant culture is to make sense in these areas.”84 This definition immediately 

brings to mind the endeavors of early folk song collectors such as Cecil Sharp or Olive 

Dame Campbell, tirelessly lugging bulky recording equipment up mountains in order to 

gain access to music that was assumed to be lost. With regard to folk music in the 1930s, 

the lines between the dominant, residual, and emergent, and for that matter Gramsci’s 

distinction between the “popular” and the “official,” become blurred when one considers 

the ways in which the dominant culture (the Roosevelt Administration and 

government/cultural workers) attempted to use the idea of the residual. By propping up 

folklore as a representation of true national heritage in terms of rural sensibility, plain-

folk Americanism, hard work, and honesty, as an explicit binary distinction to those 

factors that were assumed to be the roots of the Great Depression such as political and 

economic corruption, greed, and upper-class malfeasance, those involved in and around 

the administration sought to create a re-emergent, yet at the same time residual, social 

formation. 

 The leaders of Schivelbusch’s “Three New Deals” used this move of 

hegemonizing the folk at the national level differently. The stakes of such a maneuver are 

obvious in hindsight, whether they are in the centralized fascist government of Mussolini, 

Hitler’s National Socialist agenda, or Roosevelt’s attempts at coalescing a liberal 

progressive democracy for “the people.” Populist thought was central to each of these 

movements, but this sort of rhetoric, then, as it is today, has a very definite shelf life, and 

its ability to articulate, though initially powerful, is ultimately fleeting. 
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 For all of his populist leanings, Roosevelt faced considerable resistance from the 

Far Right, which had been gaining strength throughout the latter half of the 1930s. This 

resistance came to a head during the midterm elections in 1938. Over the course of the 

previous year another economic downturn hit and unemployment surged back to nearly 

twenty percent. A Gallup poll from August 1938 revealed that sixty-six percent of the 

U.S. citizens polled wanted FDR to enact more conservative policies. In the election that 

November, Republicans retook six Senate and seventy-one House seats and reestablished 

a position of power that they had not held for the entire decade.85 The following year the 

WPA Arts programs (Federal Music Project, Federal Arts Project, Federal Writers’ 

Project, and Historical Records Survey) were drastically cut, and the Federal Theatre 

Project was dissolved altogether for its Communist undertones in its productions. Much 

of the responsibility for the other programs shifted from the federal to the state level, a 

move that considerably affected their ability to receive funding. By the outbreak of the 

war in 1941, the WPA Arts programs were ultimately abandoned. 

 Seventy-five years later many of the same types of populist rhetoric exist in the 

United States, though this time they are largely within the domain of the Right, 

particularly through the Tea Party movement. Once again a highly contested midterm 

election looms during a moment of the most significant global economic downturns since 

the Great Depression. Plain-folk Americanism and “common sense,” as personified by 

Sarah Palin and Glenn Beck respectively, are once again buzzwords in the national 

consciousness. Folk music no longer holds the currency that it once did; it is largely 
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relegated to the underground and is no longer the vibrant, living tradition of the mid-

twentieth century. Country music has seemingly supplanted the romanticism of back-to-

the-land Americana. The extent to which this hegemonic moment will be successful is yet 

to be seen, but the populist rhetoric that fuels it is much the same as it was under F.D.R. 

in the 1930s, which, in some sense, turns Gramsci’s intentions on their head.
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