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  Throughout history, cultures have communicated through musical means. Whether 

people were worshiping a higher power, passing along secret codes during slavery of African 

Americans, or voicing an unpopular belief on a controversial issue, mankind has created music to 

convey messages. One specific portion of U.S. history that prompted many songs would be the 

American involvement in the Vietnam War during the 1960’s and early 1970’s. Unlike previous 

wars beckoning U.S. troops, many were not in favor of the involvement overseas. Through the 

power of music, revolutionaries were able to express the opposition toward the Vietnam War. 

 The Vietnam War, the first ‘televised war,’ began in 1959 between the Communist allies 

of North Vietnam and the anti-Communist troops in South Vietnam. Military-conflict also took 

place in Laos and Cambodia, but U.S. soldiers fought predominantly on Vietnamese terrain. The 

U.S. government perceived our involvement in the war as prevention of the spread of 

communism, which enveloped the concept of containment. After the assassination of John F. 

Kennedy, Lyndon B. Johnson took over presidency. At first, Johnson did not consider the war in 

Vietnam to be a priority, but soon reversed Kennedy’s disengagement policy by escalating troop 

levels, with an eventual peak of U.S. involvement overseas in 1968. This was when the ‘living 

room war’ went into effect due to the coverage on the televisions in living rooms of families 

across the nation. Exposed horrors of the war lead to revulsion and exhaustion. According to the 

Museum of Broadcast Communications, “The argument has often been made that any war 
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reported in an unrestricted way by television would eventually lose public.” The following year, 

under Richard Nixon’s presidency, Vietnamization (the process of withdrawing troops) was 

carried out. Finally, on August 15
th

, 1973, U.S. involvement ended in Vietnam. The total number 

of casualties from the war is debated, but the estimation is between 1 to 3 million deaths of 

Vietnamese soldiers alone.  

 As drug experimentation and sexual freedom erupted, the influence of passionate 

musicians spread like wildfire. The well-known, North American folk rock band “Buffalo 

Springfield” emerged in 1966 and reached stardom after the “million-selling song ‘For What It's 

Worth’ became a political anthem for the turbulent late 1960s,” (Einarson, Furay). Although 

Stephen Stills claims to have written the song as a reaction to “escalating unrest between law 

enforcement and young club-goers on the Sunset Strip in Los Angeles County, California,” 

(Revolt of the Fat Angel: American musicians respond to the British invaders), it was coined as 

the protest song for the war. The song describes confusion and fear and gradually exposes the 

mentality of a victim enduring traumatic stress, “Paranoia strikes deep/ Into your life it will 

creep/ It starts when you're always afraid/ You step out of line, the man come and take you away/ 

We better stop, hey, what's that sound/ Everybody look what's going down,” (For What It’s 

Worth). I remember riding in the backseat of my dad’s car listening to this melody while he 

would say to me, “You know, this song is about the Vietnam War”. Although lyrics are 

interpreted in many different ways, I believe these lines paint the picture that captured the hearts 

of the people who promoted peace and wanted U.S. troops out of foreign affairs. The song has 

ranked #63 on Rolling Stone's list of The 500 Greatest Songs of All Time, proving that the 

musicians were not only talented, but possessed the capacity for connecting with the people who 

identified with their unrest.  
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  Another influential song that voiced a perspective among anxious men is “Fortunate Son” 

by Creedence Clearwater Revival. “Fortunate Son” is arguably the greatest anti-war song of 

American history; written from the point of view of a drafted soldier who cannot be exempt from 

going to war. This viewpoint is expressed in the chorus, “It ain’t me, it ain’t me, I ain’t no 

millionaire’s son. No, no./It ain’t me, it ain’t me; I ain’t no fortunate one. No,” (Fortunate Son). 

By saying ‘I ain’t no millionaire’s son’ John Fogerty—lead vocalist, lead guitarist, and primary 

songwriter of the group—is embodying the ordinary men who do not have wealthy fathers to bail 

them from being drafted. Fogerty also satirized patriotism by alluding to the American National 

Anthem and describing the power-hungry officials sending masses of men to fight, “Some folks 

inherit star spangled eyes,/Ooo, they send you down to war, y’all./And when you ask them, how 

much should we give?/Ooo, they only answer more! More! More! Y’all,” (Fortunate Son).  

 While American leaders focused on preventing Communism from spreading, the youth of 

America felt that music had become the only medium free of business interests and government 

influence. Rock music has always been rebellious, but with social protest on the rise, musicians 

were able to use the people’s fuel to produce music that expressed the shared belief between each 

group. The reciprocal relationship worked in a symbiotic manner that was unique in history.  
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