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Fall 2010





History 37100/CRN 42174


Society, Culture, and Rock and Roll


Professor Michael A. Morrison


Monday, Wednesday, Friday 2:30-3:20 





This class will survey the social and cultural fabric of post-World War II United States through the prism of music—rock and roll music.  At one level the class will survey trends and styles in rock, focusing first on the artists and groups who gave rise to this hybrid form of music from its country and blues roots.  It will then track the rise of rock and roll in the 1950s and the corporate, political, and social backlash against it.  The focus on the 1960s will be on music as an expression and extension of the social, cultural, and political changes of that decade. Finally, the class will examine the paradoxical developments of the evolution of “corporate rock and roll” with the emergence of an abrasive, often angry music [read: punk/grunge/rap] by the end of the 1970s and into the 1990s.  In the end, this class will examine and explain the technological, business, and social forces that helped cement rock’s position in Western popular culture.


There are five major themes around which the class turns.  The first is the importance of African-American culture to the origin and development of rock and roll.  The second is the effect of demographic shifts and in particular the dramatic population growth during the postwar era (both in the United States and Britain).  Economic issues—prosperity and major and independent record companies—form a third prism through which we will look at rock and roll.  Technological innovations that both spread popular music and, in the 1950s, became part of making music, are a fourth theme.  Finally youth culture and experiences are central to this class.  This class will empower students to use a medium with which they are somewhat familiar (popular music) to examine less well-known (to them) issues and historical forces that are central to the American and British postwar experience.


 “Hey Ho, Let’s Go!”
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