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Is there a significant migration
theme in southern popu lar music
which matches the positive popula
tion shift toward the Southern
states? First, an allegory:
"What do you do here?" the little
prince asked. "I sort out travel
ers, "said the switchman. "I
send off the tra ins tha t carry
them: now to the right, now to
the left." "They are in a great
hurry," said the little prince.
"Wha t are they look i ng for?" "Not
even the engineer knows that,"
said the switchman. "Were they
not satisfied where they were?"
asked the little prince. "No one
is ever satisfied where he is,"
said the switchman. (Saint Exu
pery: The Little Prince)

The economic and the ecological
paradi gms are most common Iy used
to explain why people move, and
what they move to. The economic
model treats migration as a res
ponse to factors such as differen
tials in available resources, and
opportunities for employment (Stou
ffer 1940, 1960; Lowry 1966). Im
bal ances in the econom i c structure
pull individuals into distinct mig
ration streams. By the ecological
model, such processes are aspects
of the larger growth and succes
sion of society (Simmons 1968).

The a ttempt by popu Iat i on re
searchers to avoid the ecological
fallacy to explain decisions to
migrate has led to two micro mod
els (Robinson 1950). A social-psy
chological model uses the cost-ben
efit or utility concept, applied to
the individual. Relying on beha
v iori st conc~pts and terms, like
the economic model, it emphasizes
resources and differential opportu
nity for employment. A second mic
ro-level schema explains turnover

of migration in economic terms.
Areas which offer a plenitude of
jobs may have a small net gain
in immigration, compared to the
large number of peop Ie who circu
late in and out (Morrison & Wheel
er 1976). This model avoids stress
on economic factors which pull in
dividuals, and views humanity as
less rational. I t poses new ques
tions of why people move, and
particularly, why they move from
areas with adequate employment
opportunities to areas where such
employment or wage levels may be
lower (Beale 1975; Ross et al
1979) •
• By the front i er hypothes is, Turn
er said, "Whenever social condi-
t ions tended to press upon
labor there was the gate of
escape to the free condi t ions of
the fronti er Men wou I d not ac
cept inferior wages and a perma
nent position of social subordina
tion when this promised land of
freedom and equality was theirs
for the tak i ng." (Turner 1893)
Some have rejected Turner's thesis
on the presumpt i on tha t the wes
tern fronti er served pri mari I y as
an opportunity for farmers, but
we bel ieve that the Turner thesis
may be more applicable today
than when formu Ia ted. The fron
tier may no longer provide oppor
tun i ty for farmers, but it sur
vives as a ch i mera for d i scon ten t
ed workers.

Lee (1961) used Turner's migra-
tion theory argu ing tha t even
when the frontier ceased to exist
it continued as a state of mind.
The mental frontier is described
not so much as a force. but as a
"cluster of causes united in a
single term" (Morrison & Wheeler
1976 3). The idea that one could
always move somewhere else enter
ed the vocabulary of motives, to
become an inclining mechanism for
peoples' decisions to move (Mills
1940). For the descendants of Tur
ner's rest Iess mass, the vis ion of
an unexplored frontier somewhere
el se has become a part of the
popu Iar cu I ture.

Many are locked into industrial
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hierarchies with no real chance
of upward mobility (Chinoy 1955;
Offe 1976). Increasing numbers
are forced into the service sector,
where they labor at low-paying,
unfulfilling jobs (Mills 1951; Brav
erman 1974). Workers find themsel
ves alienated, their labor degrad
ed, and its purpose banal. Accord
i ng to Marx (1947) , they are
denied realization of their "spec
ies essence", the human produc
tive potential. From this, we in
fer a moti ve to go aga i nst the
binding socio-economic structure,
and a proc I i vi ty for protest, as
envisioned by Turner. The symbo
lic frontier assumes greater signif
icance when we view the movement
in post-industrial society as more
than the rational migration of per
sons becoming suitably matched to
avai lable jobs (Lee 1970). The in
dividual's decision to migrate
ma y be a rea I form of prates t
react i ng to cond i t ions of dom i na
tion and exploitation, which come
out in cu I tura I forms.

THE PROBLEM
Here, we exp lore preva iii ng

themes of migration in contempor
ary southern popu lar music. In
the past decade, the ear Ii er pa t
tern of migration from southern
regions to the cities of the north
has been reversed (Beale 1975;
Sale 1975; Campbell & Johnson
1976). There is some indication
that the South has replaced the
West as the mythological "Mecca"
for both displaced native and non
-natives in large metropolitan cen
ters (Long & Hansen 1975; Black
1977) • 1fthis fron tie r vis ion has
become part of the popular cul
ture, it shou Id appear in the mus
ic of this culture (Chalfant 1977).
If the South serves as a chimeri-
cal corollary to Turner's safety
valve, songs conveying a migra
tion image wou Id be expected to
connote a move to the South, rath-
er than the reverse. .

Specific to the protest notion,
we hypothes i ze tha t mus i c assoc i a t
ed with the South will express
discontent with the social condi-

tions in areas outside the South,
and the resolution of these dissat
isfactions wi II be a move to the
south land.

METHOD
• A sample of 344 songs published
from 1965 to 1978 was compi led in
music anthologies containing the
top one hundred rock and country
albums and single recordings for
each year. These were systematic
ally selected from collections in
local music stores and record
shops. Songs by forei gn perform
ers and those not assoc i a ted with
"southern rock" were excluded.

The data inventory applied cat
egories reflecting major paradigms
of migration theory, and songs
were further classed by analytical
category. Migration themes were
determined by phrases which refer
red to a more or less permanent
move from one geographic origin
to a specific destination. This ex
cluded "rambling" songs and truc
king songs, and songs about mig
rant occupations.

To manage the richness and
flavor of the lyrics, we used a
grounded theory perspective (Glas
er & Strauss 1967). We combined
our a priori schema formed from
theoretical concepts of migration
with specific themes and senti
ments that emerged during analy
sis. This allowed more comprehen
sive treatment of the lyrics.

FINDINGS
Of the 344 songs, 77 (22%) con

tained some form of migration
theme. Only 5 of the songs dealt
with a destination outside the
South. Of these, two i nd i ca ted Ca 1
ifornia, one mentioned the Carribe
an, and one mentioned Canada.
The fifth mentioned "riding my
thumb to Mexico." That migration
trends out of the south have been
reversed is clearly indicated in
the popular music of the region.

The 50 songs performed by
"southern rock" artists were sign-
ificantly more likely to include
the migration theme (38%) than
the 294 songs (19%) of the more
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commercialized Nashville country
music category (Chi2=8.1, df=l;
N=344). This supports the conten
tion that commercial music is fab
ricated by technicians, for busi
nessmen who view the audience as
passive consumers. The less com
mercial music arises from the peo
ple actually performing it, more
nearly reflecting cultural and soc
ial conditions (Vullaimy 1977).

There were three prevailing
types of themes in the songs: 1)
the Odyssey fantasy, typifying
the Turner thesis (Morrison &
Wheeler 1976); 2) love of place,
where the south is a siren draw
ing men back; 3) an alienation
protest motif reminiscent of Turn
er's original argument.

THE SOUTH: IMAGE OF ELSEWHERE
The Odyssey fantasy was the

most salient sentiment in songs
with migration imagery. Of the
migratiton lyrics, 32 (42%) said
"The South is calling me", or
"I'm Southbound." This was a non
specific reference to the South as
where to go. The reason seems to
be: "Because the South is there,
and I am here." A centra I mes
sage was that one had the right
to pick up and go, if one wished.
There was the implication that no
th i ng shou Id be a 1I0wed to i nter
fere with one's freedom to leave
for the South, if desi red, regard
less of job, loved ones, or other
obligations. Even for the one who
does not travel on, the temptation
is sti II there, and it is comfort
ing to have the conviction that
one could go, if one wanted.
"Once in a whi Ie in my mind I go
bummin'/ goin' nowhere with no
worry of time/ runnin' along,
chasi ng after a tra i n/ leav i ng the
straight life behind." The South
may serve as a summary symbol
for home and a more affective
and sociable way of life. As one
artist puts it: "I'm goin' back "to
where I can have fun without
spendin' a dime/ I'm Southbound."

THE SOUTH AS A SAFETY VALVE
The next category (33% of the

lyrics) was alienation and pro
test. Such sentiments were the
most readi Iy recognized, suggest
ing dissatisfaction, estrangement,
or separation from one's fellows,
where a move to the South was a
way out. These feel i ngs appeared
in the lyrics as non-class-speci
fic. They included the economical
ly successful white collar worker
as well as the laborer punching
a time card. "To workers I'm just
another drone/ To Ma Bell I'm
just another phone/ I'm just an
other consensus on the street/ and
I feel like a number/ I feel like
a stranger in th i s Iand." For the
affluent it is the same: "This
coat and tie is choking mel And
in your high society/ You cry all
day •• We've been so busy/ Keep
ing up with the Jones'/ Four car
garage/ And we're still building
on." The blue collar laborer went
south to the Gu If to "get his head
strai ght," and the white collar
couple went to Texas fo find the
"basics of love."

These lyrics reveal a critical
awareness of the problems of work
in post-industrial society. They
reveal the rational ization, the con
tradictions of capitalist wage
earning and the problems of "city
life". "Down at the well/ They've
got a new machine/ Foreman says
it cuts/ Manpower by fifteen." On
capitalism: "The little bee sucks
the blossom/ The big bee gets the
honey/ The little man raises cot
ton/ The bi g man gets the money"
On city I ife: "When you've got a
house on the hill/ You're payin'
everyone's bills/ And they tell
you you're gonna go far/ Boy,
you've got our feet in L .A./ But
your mind's on Tennessee." On a
move to the South: lei f times don't
get no better/ I bel i eve I'm gon
na have to go/ Well, you know
I'm goin' down South/ Where the
weather suits my clothes."

THE SIREN CALL OF THE SOUTH
The last ca tegory of 11 songs

(15%) stressed the & ttrgcti on of
place in the South. "Carolin~, t
hear you· cal Ii ngl I just have to



FREE INQUIRY in Creative Sociology Volume 8, No.1, May 1980 70

REFERENCES
.Beale C L 1975 Revival of popula
tion growth in non-metropolitan
America. Economic Research Service

605 USDA June
.Black Ira 1977 Sun Belt: Myth of
Mecca? I ron Age 42-46 Mar 7
.Braverman Harry 1974 Labor &
monopoly capital. Monthly Review
.Campbell R, D Johnson 1976 Propo
sition on counterstream migration.
Rural Sociology 41 127-145
• Ch a I fan t H P 1977 Beg u iii n g &
betraying: image of alcohol use
in country music. J Studies on
Alcohol 38 1429-1433
.Chinoy Ely 1955 Automobile work
er & the Ameri can dream. Garden
City Doubleday
.Glaser B G, A Strauss 1967 Disco
very of Grounded Theory. Ch i cago
Aldine
.Lee E
mined.

S 1961 Turner thesis reexa
American Qtrly 77-83 Spri ng

1970 Migration, educa
tion, & social structure. Popula
tion Index 36 437-444
.Long L H, Kristin Hansen 1975
Trends in return migration to the
South. Demography 12 601-614
.Lowry I S 1966 Migration & Metro-
(Concluded on page 76)

developmental trends. In an era
of increasing rational ization the
chimera of an unexplored frontier
"somewhere in the South" serves
as a mechanism to individualize
and absorb what might otherwise
grow into collecti ve protest action.

A look at Turner's original ar
gument might help more to explain
the continued restlessness of the
population than the theories of
cost-benefi t dec is ion mak i ng. At-

I tempts to build a model of humani
ty in rational economic terms may
p r ec Iude the act i vistel ement,
which allows one to interpret the
"rational economic situation" in a
vQcabulary of motives which could
contradict what the rational per
son would consider in his "own
best interest." We suggest, with
Marcuse (1 978 ) t hat a est h e tic c r ea
tions of man may be a good index
to the human condition in society.
Remember the little prince's dia
log with the switchman.

CONCLUS ION We do not wish to
make too strong an argument bas
ed on the content of song lyrics.
That they portray decisions to
migrate in frontier terms does not
show that this is necessari Iy hap
pening in post-industrial society.
They may present a form of ration
al ization for prior migration deci
sions. But perhaps aspects of the
popular culture should show trac
es of social decision making and

RESIDUAL CATEGORIES
Two other sen t i men ts appeared

in 9 songs. Of these, 7 mentioned
a "forced out" theme, because of
women, or because of modern "pro-
gress". For example: "California
blues, know you well/ Could be
I loved her more than she cou I d
tell/ But it don't matter any
way/ Tomorrow I'll be leaving
you, L.A."; and "Daddy won't
you take me back to Muhlenburg
County/ Down by the Green River
where Paradise lay?/ Well, I'm
sorry my son, but you're too Iate
in asking/ Mr. Peabody's coal
train has hauled it away." And
two songs indicated a decision to
move to the South for economic
betterment: "I'm goi n' back to
Mussel Shoals/ Times are better
there, I'm told."

close my eyes and I'll be there/
Carolina, I hear you calling/ I
can almost see the mountains in
your hair." Many of the songs
expressed love of place in femin
ine terms, like "sweet Virginia",
and "Georgia".

I n reference to love of p Iace,
the return migration idea was
most in evidence. Many songs indi
cated that a native had wandered I

far, but was coming home: "Well,
I thought I'd go out to Tu Isa/ To
ride in a rodeo/ But red beans
and rice/ Sure would be nice/
Back by where the river flows./
It's a long way back to Vicks
burg/ And the Mississippi River's
muddy and wide/ But it don't
seem like much/ When sweet Louis
iana's on the other side."
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pinge on the mind of the social
researcher, and argue tha t these
should be confronted.

The idea that powerful insight
can be achieved through applying
the sociology of knowledge orienta
tion in scientific research can be
genera I i zed to a II forms of soc i 0

logical endeavor. If the penetra
tion of this perspective into many
areas of the discipline means that
sociologists are recognizing and
addressing the real and potential
impact of socio-cultural influences
on knowledge of every kind, we
can expect a new phase in social
science development.
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