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ABSTRACT

In 2003, Natalie Maines, the lead singer of the band then known as the Dixie Chicks,
made a political statement to an all British audience. Her statement was both critical of the Iraq
War that America had just entered, and also critical of then-President Bush. The Chicks were
immediately blacklisted, with audiences burning the Chicks merchandise and radio stations
refusing to play any of the music penned by the Chicks. In this thesis, the causal factors behind
this level of backlash will be evaluated. Previous studies have indicated the significant impact of
gender and music and how this has an impact on response (Griffiths, 2015; Katz, 2008), but this
does not account for why other female country artists at the time, and even beyond, were not

blacklisted for behavior that can also be interpreted as political.

This thesis will introduce a four-pronged theoretical framework in which gender, genre,
timing, and framing will all be addressed to understand why the Chicks were severely blacklisted
for their statements. By comparing the Chicks to male and female artists inside and outside of the
country music genre at the same time, the reason the Chicks faced this extreme backlash
becomes more clear. The timing of Maines’s statements in addition to the aggressive packaging
in which she presented these statements also had an impact in addition to their gender in the
country music genre. In a time where many were experiencing the effects of the Rally around the
Flag phenomenon, much of the country music scene expected its artists to support political
institutions, When the Chicks did not, and stepped out of the boundaries given to women

especially in country music, they received a shocking amount of backlash.
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I. Introduction

Politics and music have been intimately linked throughout time, with artists using music
as a statement of identity, protest, or a combination of both. This can be traced back to the very
origins of the United States during the Revolutionary War, with examples dispersed throughout
the country’s history. Artists can and do use music as a powerful tool in order to make a
statement. Examples would include the hippie music of the 60s, which spread throughout the
Western World as a protest to the Vietnam War, and the American punk rock scene of the 1980s,
which happened in the United States as a general protest to society and then-President Ronald
Reagan (Mattson, 2019). A notable and specific example of using music as a form of protest was
in 2003, when the Chicks, then known as the Dixie Chicks, made a statement to a foreign
audience in the United Kingdom establishing their opposition to then-President Bush and the
Iraq War (Griffiths, 2015). These actions thrust them into the limelight of severe criticism and
established the Chicks, for many, as an enemy to the people and the band’s behavior as
unpatriotic (Adolphson, 2014).

This case study will focus primarily on how the Chicks, who are in a genre heavily
dominated by Conservative-speaking voices, made the decision to break the unspoken rule of
never speaking out against the country and its decisions. Rather than backing down in the face of
severe criticism, the Chicks returned even stronger in 2020 with their album Gaslighter,
reestablishing themselves as critical of American society and politics, and dropping the word
“Dixie” to highlight the permeating racial inequality the Chicks see within the United States
(Yahr, 2020). The theoretical framework that will be applied to the Chicks’ actions will be a
study in gender, genre, timing, and framing; these interactive variables are key to understanding

why the Chicks received severe backlash while their contemporary country counterparts did not.




This moment in country music history was a pivotal moment in America, and laid the
foundations for other artists, especially female country artists, to also speak out about topics
these artists feel passionate about.
I, Literature Review
A. Music as Protest

Music has often been used throughout the history of the United States as a form of protest
as well as a form of individual expression, Numerous studies have highlighted the impact of
artists using music as a form of protest, and the significance of creating a safe space for others
like themselves to join and feel like they belong to a larger group (Decker, 2019; Harde, 2013;
Helton & Staudenmeier, 2002; Mattson, 2019; Street, 2003). Responses to using music as a form
of protest have been varied, resulting in different levels of backlash. A noteworthy instance of
the intersectionality of music and politics would be when in 2003, Natalie Maines, the lead
singer of the Chicks, informed a foreign audience of her opposition to the [raq War and her
embarrassment of then-President George W. Bush being from the same state as herself, Though
others had thought that the Chicks had been primarily non-political until this point in time (Fox,
1998), others have indicated that the Chicks’ use of stereotypically feminine topics in their music
had a subtle element of criticism towards gender and genre (Griffiths, 2015; Katz, 2008),

Griffiths (2015) and Katz (2008) discuss the immediate and severe backlash on the
Chicks, and how this backlash was deeply rooted in misogyny. Though research exists that
addresses the backlash that the Chicks faced, there is a gap in research that indicates why the
Chicks faced the amount of backlash that they did, especially when contemporaries in the genre

were expressing their own views of the Iraq War without such severe criticism (Decker, 2019;




Parton, 2005). With the contextual understanding of the theoretical framework here, I will show
that not only do gender and genre matter in the case of the Chicks as outlined by Griffiths
(2015) and Katz (2008), but also through a political science lens to show how framing and the
effect of rallying around the flag play a part in the backlash they faced.

B. Genres Afford Artists Leeway

The Chicks’ music is classified as country; though country music started as more liberal
with folk music and hillbilly country (Thompson, 2018; Tyler, 2014; Van Sickel, 2005), the genre
transitioned through time to expect its artists to have a singular voice that reinforces traditionalist
White American values, particularly post 9/11 (Leap, 2020; Meier, 2019; Pruitt, 2019;
Tahmahkera, 2011). At this point in time, many in the country music community expected voices
to all say the same thing about their support of the country. Though this was not always the kind
of country music being made, much of what was expected to be played on the radio contained
topics of American solidarity and overwhelming support of the troops at war (Garafalo, 2007).
Without additional research, a radio listener may assume that all country music at this time

contained stereotypically conservative values,

Other genres of music allowed for a bit of flexibility concerning what was allowed to be
expressed in American music post 9/11. Rock has often positioned itself as anti-establishment
throughout history (Garafalo, 2007; Harde, 2013), and punk music is also anti-conformity at its
core, so both of these genres were unsurprisingly outspokenly against the Irag War at this time
(Cave, 2004; Ali, 2008). Though these artists were singing against the government and its
decisions (Garafalo, 2007), they were not facing backlash to the level of the Chicks at this time

(Griffiths, 2015; Katz, 2008). In a post 9/11 America, these genres that rock and punk bands exist




in allow more leeway in their political opinions than artists in the genre of country. Within the
theoretical framework that is being proposed in this thesis, I will argue that genre plays a
significant part in the backlash that an artist faces, along with timing, gender, and the effects of

Rally around the Flag.

C. Gender in Music

Women often have to navigate their place within genres, and how this is done varies from
genre to genre, As mentioned previously, the Chicks explored stereotypically feminine topics,
such as ideas of home and domesticity, as a way to subtly subvert typical ideas of women and
femininity in country music (Griffiths, 2015; Katz, 2008; Pruitt, 2007; Watson, 2014). Where
men were able to sing in more aggressive ways (Decker, 2019; Keith, 2002), women were
expected to sing about relationships, being mothers, and staying at home while they wait for their
love to come back (Pruitt, 2007). Because the Chicks, specifically Natalic Maines, broke through
this stereotype and spoke freely about politics, she faced a level of backlash that her male

counterparts did not (Adolpson, 2014; Griffiths, 2015).

The Chicks were not the only ones around this time who protested misogyny in musical
genres, though they were one of the first female country artists of the post 9/11 world to do so,
Through the 1990s, third-third wave feminism and the concept of the Riot Grrrl emerged as
women were navigating their existence through punk music (Kennan, 2008; Garrison, 2000).
The development of the riot grrel aesthetic through the 1990s highlights the lack of welcome
space that women had in punk culture; country is not the only space where women were
expected to speak on certain topics and act a specific way. Though currently literature does not

exist to connect the two, I argue that Natalie Maines was influenced by third-wave feminism, as




much of her political ideaology aligns with third wave feminist ideals; because of her exposure
to third-wave feminism, she spoke out on these topics without fear, regardless of the impending
backlash that she faced in doing so (Garrison, 2000; Hiatt, 2013). In this way, I continue to
argue that gendet, genre, timing, and framing have an impact on the backlash that Maines and

the Chicks faced following their comments on the Iraq War.

D. Framing

Framing is an important concept in this thesis, and one that applies directly to the Chicks
and Maines’ presentation of her opinions. Framing is the process by which the media or public
figures, including celebrities, package their delivery of a political or current event that can
subtly influence the audience's reaction to something (Clawson, Nelson, & Oxley, 1997; de
Vreese & Slothuus, 2010). Framing has a direct psychological effect on a consumer, as people
develop media-influenced opinions depending on which political news network they choose to
watch. Framing can also have an influence on what people choose to purchase when presented
with advertisements that encourage different emotional outcomes (Chattopadhyay et al., 2019;
Blanco et al., 2017). Framing, then, has an influence on how people teact to certain topics, and
how musicians intentionally frame their political opinions is no different to this, as protest
music can even have an influence on how people choose to vote (Brooks, 2015).

Within the context of Natalie Maines’s frame and depending on how a person feels on
the subject, they could interpret her statements as using her freedom of speech or, alternatively,
encouraging chaos in a time whcré some believed vocalizing American unity was vital to being
an American citizen (Adolphson, 2014; Garafolo, 2007). Many of Maines’s contemporaries

were expressing similar thoughts about politics and war, but their framing was often different




(Parton, 2005; Armstrong, 2005), and therefore the reaction elicited was different, Though there
are studies that show how music can have a positive or negative effect on listenets (Brooks,
2015; Feldman Barrett et al., 2016), there is a gap in study of why audiences react in a certain
way to an artist’s political opinions, which is a gap that will be filled with this thesis, Framing is
an important piece of the four pronged theoretical framework that influences how audiences

react to certain frames.

E. Timing and the Rally Around the Flag Phenomenon

Typically, following traumatic events that happen to an entire country, a phenomenon
occurs that is referred to rallying around the flag, and the rally post 9/11 was the largest in
American history (Hetherington & Nelson, 2003); in this phenomenon, many people begin
showing strong emotional support for their president and country as a way to quell anxiety, fear,
and even anger, and those who feel differently are often ostracized (Kam & Ramos, 2008;
Lambert, Scherer, & Schott, 2011). This rallying effect can often cause people to put differences
aside and pay less attention to a sitting president’s domestic downfalls and support the president
unequivocally. However, if a person did not have trust in government before, the decisions made
by government after an event of this magnitude would not necessarily generate trust (Baker &

Oneal, 2001; Baum, M., 2002; Baum, M. & Groeling, T., 2008; Chatagnier, 2012).

Within the context of music, many artists were reacting differently to the Iraq War and
9/11; many popular artists in the country music scene were aggressively defending their love for
America and threatening to defeat any who opposed America (Keith, 2002; Decker, 2019). On
the flip side of the coin, those who already questioned government officials before the decision

of war, the Iraq War would likely push them farther from rallying around the flag (Adolphson,




2014; Ali, 2008; Garofalo, 2007; Watson, 2014). The Chicks were blacklisted because of their
decision to be vocal about their anti-government views, but other artists of the time were not.
Because of the way their opinion was framed and given the timing of their messaging within the
country music scene, they were blacklisted in response. Though there is much literature
surrounding rallying around the flag and why this phenomenon occurs, there is little that
expresses how this can change people’s views of others who chose not to rally around the flag,

especially in relation to music,

IL Critical Analysis and Comparative Study
A. Theoretical Framework and Research Methodology

The theoretical framework introduced here addresses the independent variables of gender,
genre, timing, and music. [ seek to prove that the Chicks faced a significant level of backlash
because of these four variables, With these variables, there are four hypotheses that I will attempt
to prove based on the qualitative study here, A qualitative study is an analysis of given data that
is nonnumerical in nature. In this case, I will compare the lyrics or statements of certain artists in
various genres and of different genders not long after 9/11 to evaluate the level of backlash they
received to analyze why the Chicks received such significant backlash themselves. I will also
discuss more modern artists to demonstrate how this framework can be applied to any artist at
any time in history.

In this thesis, the Chicks will be compared to Toby Keith, a male country artist who was
vocally pro-war and pro-government. The Chicks will also be compared to Dolly Patton, a
female country artist who, given cettain interpretations of her framing, can be seen as anti-war.

Lyrics from Brandi Carlile and Taylor Swift will also be analyzed in comparison; though their




modern critical lyrics are not contemporaries of the Chicks’ own controversy, they are female
country artists who intentionally choose to package their lyrics and opinions to avoid the same
level of backlash the Chicks received. In an effort to find other country artists of the time who
were critical of the war, Willie Nelson will also be discussed, and why perhaps the criticism
levied at him was not quite as harsh, Pivoting away from the genre of country to highlight how
important genre is to tlﬁs theoretical framework, Green Day will also be included to compare to
the Chicks and the level of backlash they both received.

There are four hypotheses that will be attempted to be proven in this thesis. These
hypotheses are, to begin with, that contemporary artists in the country genre are expected to be
mote supportive of political institutions than contemporary artists of other genres. Secondly,
female artists are expected to discuss more themes perceived to involve femininity than male
artists, Third, female attists are expected to adopt more non-confrontational and non-critical
frames about political institutions than male artists. Finally, country artists after the September
11th terrorist attacks had a higher expectation to rally around the flag in support of presidential
decision-making than other genres of artists after the September 11th terrorist attacks. In this
way, all aspects of the theoretical framework will be addressed within the qualitative case study

of the Chicks and other popular artists,

B. Research Findings
The theoretical framework introduced here is essential to understanding why the Chicks
received the level of backlash that they did. Each aspect, which are gender, genre, framing, and
timing, all have an influence on why they were blacklisted, Artists in other genres do not

necessarily face this, and other women in country music do not face the same level of




scrutiny, even when expressing dissenting opinions away from the majority. Each case study
introduced here will be analyzed under this theoretical framework to get a better understanding

of why the Chicks were blacklisted in the way they were.

In 2003, the lead singer of the Chicks, Natalie Maines, made a statement to an English
crowd, which read “Just so you know, we're on the good side with y'all. We do not want this war,
this violence, and we're ashamed that the President of the United States is from Texas”
(Griffiths, 2015). This critical, albeit fairly tame, statement made to a foreign audience was too
much for many country music fans and artists, Their music was pulled from the radio, and
people began to burn any of their Chicks merchandise (Rossman, 2004). As discussed
previously, country music at this point, after 9/11, was a genre that expected and demanded a
homogeneous voice in support of the government. Most especially, the genre expected its
women to sing about stereotypically feminine topics and stay quiet about politics in general. In
this way, gender and gente set up the rest of the theoretical framework within a political science
lens; framing and timing also play a part in understanding the level of backlash the Chicks

received,

Natalie Maines framed her statement in such a way that there was no question about what
she meant, Her statement was firm, to the point, and potentially polarizing to any of her fans that
supported the government. She also made this statement to a foreign audience, which could be
interpreted by some as betraying her American audience back home. Timing is also an incredibly
important aspect of understanding the high level of backlash Maines received. Maines made this

statement not long after the Iraq War was announced; America, as a result of this and 9/11, was




experiencing the largest rally-around-the-flag phenomenon in history (Hetherington &
Nelson,2003). For many, her timing likely felt incredibly insensitive, which caused people to
immediately rally against the Chicks, Because Maines was navigating outside the topics she was
expected to discuss within country music and framed her comment aggressively immediately
after 9/11 and the start of the Iraq War, she faced an extreme level of backlash that her
contemporaries did not face (Adolphson, 2014; Rossman, 2004). This example highlights and
confirms the four hypotheses laid out about genre, gender, timing, and framing in association
with music and audience backlash

The traumatic events of September 11, 2001 caused a cultural shift in popular music, and
aside from a few outliers, much of the country music of the time was in suppott of the troops
fighting in Iraq, and supporting then-President Bush for his decision to send America into war.
Though not all country music at the time was not pro-war, much of what was on popular music
stations expressed pro-government sentiment. Lyrics spoke specifically in the tone of the
American soldiers and the American military, highlighting the sacrifice made to ensure
American freedom (Decker, 2019), Toby Keith, in direct response to the events of 9/11 and to
highlight his own Patriotic sentiment in the United States, wrote the following aggressive lyrics

in his song, “Courtesy of the Red, White, and Blue™:

Justice will be served and the battle will rage
This big dog will fight when you rattle his cage
And you'll be sorry that you messed with

The U.S. of A.

'Cause we'll put a boot in your ass
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It's the American way

(Toby Keith, 2002, Stanza 5).

Within the context of the theoretical frame, Keith is navigating themes he is expected to within
country music as a male artist, Male country attists are expected to sing about tough topics in an
angry way, especially in defense of the United States. His tone and framing are aggressive, and
his comments are expressing what was considered to be a patriotic mindset about America and
its culture. Moreover, the timing of his lyrics work for him. Because this song was released
within a year of the events of 9/11, his lyrics were well received, and his lyrics may have even
been empowering for those experiencing rally-around-the-flag sentiments, Though many country
songs at the time were not as aggressive as this song, these lyrics foreshadow the behavior of
these same artists and fans, who would react if someone were to say or write something that
Keith and many country fans viewed as unpatriotic. This analysis of Keith aligns with the first
and fourth hypotheses mentioned above, which are: contemporary attists in the country genre are
expected to be more supportive of political institutions than contemporary artists of other genres,
and country artists after the September 11th terrorist attacks had a higher expectation to rally
around the flag in support of presidential decision-making than other genres of artists. Pruitt
(2007) highlights the ways men in country music were expected to sing about more masculine
themes and include anger in their lyrics, and this reinforces why Keith did not receive a

significant level of backlash as compared to the Chicks.

Continuing to explore contemporary country artists the Chicks, Dolly Parton is an

example of a woman who typically sang about stereotypically feminine topics. Parton has always




navigated within themes considered to be acceptable for women. Parton’s framing is also
incredibly critical to how people have reacted to her. When discussing more political topics, she
packages her statements in such a way that highlights her love of people more than actually
discussing politics directly. For example, Parton has been outspokenly in support of the LGBTQ+
community, as she doesn’t want anyone to feel left out or judged by her, as her religion does not
allow for her to judge others (Davis, 2014). This packaging is incredibly important. Though she
is expressing support of a topic that would otherwise be made highly political and polarize a
large group of her fans, she is expressing het support in terms of her Christianity. Many of her
fans, regardless of political affiliation, could agree with her sentiment, Parton has always
packaged her statements that would otherwise be political in such a way that would prevent het
from facing the same level of backlash the Chicks faced. Because of this, many types of fans can
still enjoy Parton’s music.

Parton, to address her timing, wrote a song in 2005 called “The Cruel War”, The lyrics in
this song were packaged in a way that could be viewed two different ways, and she likely

recognized that her timing mattered, given the Iraq War:

The cruel war is raging, Johnny has to fight

And I long to be with him from morning 'til night

[ long to be with him, it grieves my heart so

(Dolly Parton, 2005, stanza 1)

12




The analysis of this song within the context of the theoretical framework is essential to
understanding Parton’s ability to avoid being blacklisted. She is addressing the war in
stereotypically feminine ways, which involve her lamenting about a love that she misses. She
does not travel outside of what is expected for women to talk about; the feelings she expresses
here are those of longing and sadness, not bitterness and anger. Within the lyrics of this song, the
meaning can be taken one of two ways, and the framing is intentional for that reason. Depending
on the listenet’s personal opinions, Parton could be singing in support of the troops who are sent
aver to war. The lyrics in this song can be seen as sympathetic to those who are overseas fighting
for America, and therefore the song can be seen as in support of the war. Alternatively, if' a
listener is not experiencing a heightened sense of presidential loyalty because of the
rally-around-the-flag phenomenon, a listener could view this song as critical of the war. The
singet’s love has been taken from them, and the war is the reason they are gone. Though there
was a brief time when critics believed that this song and the album as a whole could be
interpreted as anti-war, Parton quickly released a statement indicating that she was “a patriot and
peace-loving,” which is an intentional frame to avoid controversy (Bierly, 2005). Because of
Parton’s careful packaging in association with the timing while also keeping her lyrics within the
realm of feminine themes, she has avoided the same level of scrutiny that the Chicks faced. This
situation reinforces each of the hypotheses listed above; as a woman in country music, she was
expected to remain within certain, non-critical themes with her writing, and remain in support of
political institutions, With her careful framing, Parton avoids the same fate that the Chicks faced

soon after their comments were made,

Another artist in the country genre who was also politically outspoken against the

13




government was a man by the name of Willie Nelson. Historically, Nelson had always been
anti-war as far back as the Vietnam War, where he wrote a protest song against the war. Post 9/11
was no different for Nelson. In fact, he released a song not long after the Iraq War was declared,

and these lyrics highlight the sentiment of the song:

We believe everything that they tell us
They're gonna’ kill us

So we gotta’ kill them first

But I remember a commandment

Thou shall not kill

How much is that soldier’s life worth
And whatever happened to peace on earth

(Willie Nelson, 2003, Stanza 2)

These lyrics are framed in a way that is incredibly critical about the Iraq War. Moreover, these
yrics are not up for question about the meaning Nelson is trying to convey. In terms of timing,
this was very soon after the declaration of the Iraq War, so the attack of 9/L1 was still fresh on
people’s minds. Interestingly, Nelson did not receive the same level of backlash that the Chicks
did for similar statements against the Iraq War. Pruitt (2007) discusses specifically the reaction to
Nelson; radio stations simply chose not to play his anti-war song, but continued playing his other
songs which were not glaringly political in theme. This situation reinforces not only Pruitt’s

argument but my own argument, which is that women and men were treated differently in the

14




context of the country genre. Though Maines’s statements were not dissimilar to Nelson’s lyrics
surrounding the same topic, Nelson did not receive a high level of backlash. Because of his
framing and timing of his lyrics, his song was not played on the radio, but he was not blacklisted
from these radio stations in general, This highlights a stark difference between the way women
and men were treated in the country genre, especially in the early twentieth century. This
situation also reinforces each of my hypotheses. Country music artists in particular were
expected to rally around the flag where others were not; in this case, Nelson’s song was just not
played on the radio. He also did not have to frame his comments in non-critical ways, nor was he
expected to discuss topics that were more feminine. The lack of scrutiny he received highlights
the significant amount that the Chicks received, and reinforces the stark difference between the
way women and men were treated in country music,

Interestingly, I was unable to identify a female country artist who, at the time, made
significantly anti-war or anti-government statements much like Maines’s statement. As discussed
above, though Parton’s comments surrounding the issue could be made political in either
direction, Parton was intentional about her wording, leaving her lyrics fairly apolitical. The
reason there were not as many female artists in the country music industry that were making
statements like Maines’s was likely two-fold. First, there were likely not as many women in the
country music scene that agreed with Maines. Many of the lyrics of female singers of the time
either were apolitical in nature or, much like Parton above, simply supported the troops who were
fighting overseas. In addition to the likelihood that many of Maines’s contemporaries felt

differently than her, there was also another problem that makes this a two-fold scenario. If a

15




female country artist had similar opinions to Maines, she likely remained silent for fear of getting
blacklisted in the same way. As Griffiths (2015) discusses, men within the country genre had

more allowances to be political, even anti-government, where women did not,

Because of this amount of navigation and risk of being blacklisted, many young women
are afraid to speak out. Though not the Chicks’ contemporary, Taylor Swift is another strong
example that can be viewed under the lens of this theoretical framework. Because of her start in
the country music genre, many assumed Swift was conservative simply because she sang country
songs; in more recent years, she has been outspoken for women'’s rights, gun control legislation,
and support for President Joe Biden, all of which do not align with typical Conservative ideology
(Driessen, 2022), Swift herself has indicated that she was afraid to come out with these opinions
because of what she saw the Chicks go through, but their recent return to the limelight more
politically-charged than before inspired her to use her platform. She even has a song featuring
them on one of her more recent albums, indicating her support of their decisions. In a recent
documentary, Swift highlights the struggle she felt, because she understands the
importance of being outspoken, but also understands the risk of putting her politics online
(Neville et al., 2020). Because of this reflection, she even wrote a song about her loss of hope

when President Trump was elected:

My team is losing

Battered and bruising
[ see the high-fives

Between the bad guys
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Leave with my head hung
(]

American stories

Burning before me

I'm feeling helpless

The damsels are depressed
Boys will be boys, then
Where are the wise men?

(Taylor Swift, 2019, Stanzas 5 & 6)

With these lyrics, Swift highlights the hopelessness she felt at the end of the 2016 presidential
election, and how she felt that the America she believed she knew was very different from the
America that was in front of her. Within the theoretical framework applied here, Swift is singing
about stereotypically feminine themes in this song. This song is a metaphor for the election and
watching her candidate lose, but the lyrics themselves are superficially about a high schooler
who does not win homecoming queen. These lyrics can be viewed as both stereotypically
feminine and packaged intentionally. She does not outwardly address the 2016 election in these
lyrics, nor does she make any indications about her political affiliations through this, She sings

about what she is expected to, like love and high school experiences about popularity, while
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actually addressing something else entirely. Because of this packaging, those who do not care to
understand her personal politics could enjoy the lyrics as they are. Alternatively, listeners who
understand her politics can understand the song as a lament about President Trump winning the
election, Her timing is also important as because this was soon aftet the 2016 election, she
recognized the need to package her words in such a way that were not potentially polarizing.

This reinforces the second and third hypotheses; Swift’s lyrics are framed in a
non-confrontational way, and though she is being highly critical of the state of politics, she
remains firmly within the expected themes of femininity that is expected of her as a woman.
Swift’s documentary addressing this theoretical framework of gender, genre, timing, and
framing, even if she does not specifically discuss framing and timing by name, are an important
aspect of understanding why she was not blacklisted in the same way as the Chicks; there were
some fans who were disappointed in finding out how she felt about political topics, but Switt still
remains an incredibly popular artist regardless of her opinions.

The Chicks had a female contemporary country artist who has become more outspoken
as time has gone on. Brandi Carlile, a few years younger than Natalie Maines, started her career
in 2004, not long after the Chicks’ controversial statement. At the beginning of her career,
Carlile stayed quiet about many of the political topics she felt passionate about. Perhaps, as a
member of the LGBTQ+ community herself, she was afraid to speak up, lest she face the same
response that the Chicks faced. However, as time passed, she became more confident in being
outspoken about political topics; in an article with People, Carlile indicates that she is a
“product of the Lilith Fair" (Nelson, 2019), which was a music festival through the 1990s run

by women and featured all-female bands and female singer songwritets. Her modern lyrics
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address topics that still continue to be controversial, but she feels that they are important

enough to be heard:

You get discouraged, don't you, girl?

It's your brother's world for a while longer

You gotta dance with the devil on a river

To beat the stream

Call it living the dream, call it kicking the ladder

They come to kick dirt in your face

To call you weak and then displace you

After carrying your baby on your back across the desert

I saw your eyes behind your hair

And you're looking tired, but you don't look scared

(Brandi Carlile, 2019, Stanza 3).

Catlile’s lyrics here are concerning the 2016 election. Her timing of this is crucial, as many

19




people who were not happy about President Trump's election felt the way she does in these
lyrics. However, Carlile does package these lyrics carefully. Much like Swift, Carlile doesn’t
explicitly indicate that these lyrics are about any political affiliation, which is likely intentional.
If someone were listening to this without understanding Carlile’s personal opinions, they might
see this as a song about personal, internal struggle after something traumatic has happened. She
also talks about motherhood within this stanza, which is a stereotypically feminine topic within
country and folk music, While she does navigate outside of topics that are beyond what women
were expected to sing about, she packages these topics carefully. Though she may have lost fans
as she has become more outspoken and has come out as an LGBTQ+ artist, she is still played on
the radio, and has in fact won six Grammy Awards. Her lyrics and subsequent continued success
highlight my second and third hypotheses. Though she is being incredibly critical of the
American administration at the time of this song’s release, much like Swift, her meaning is
hidden behind a story of struggle and strength; because of this theme, a listener may not interpret
her lyrics as necessarily confrontational. Though her topics could potentially be polatizing, she
packages them carefully to avoid significant amounts of backlash.

Another artist of the time, around the same age as the Chicks, was also outspokenly
against the war. Green Day’s Billie Joe Armstrong, whose album American Idiot was written
specifically in response to President Bush’s decision about the Iraq War, was also incredibly
outspoken about how he felt about political topics. Green Day, though not country, was involved
with popular music of the time, and was often played on the radio, even after being outspokenly
antiwar. Within the context of the theoretical framework introduced here, Green Day’s position is

incredibly important to include, as genre plays a significant role in the level of backlash an artist
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receives for speaking out. Unlike Natalie Maines, no one asked Armstrong to apologize for his
behavior, even when his lyrics included more critical opposition. Green Day was not only
celebrated for this behavior, but was even rewarded with a Broadway play that was sound
tracked by the entire American Idiot album in 2009 (Ali, 2008). The title song from the album of
the same name, “American Idiot,” was written specifically in response to a song by Lynard
Skynard, where the band had stated that they were proud to be rednecks. Armstrong was shocked
by this, unsure of how someone could be proud of that, and wrote a song differentiating himself

from much of the music at the time and the all-American patriotic mindset:

Don’t want to be an American idiot

One nation controlled by the media

Information age of hysteria

It’s calling out to idiot America

Welcome to a new kind of tension

All across the alienation

(Green Day, 2004, stanza 5 & 6)

Green Day is classified as pop punk music, which is a direct derivative of the punk music of the
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80s. The significant difference between pop punk and punk music is that pop punk artists were
often signed to a label and did not engage in a do-it-yourself model, Punk music, which Green
Day derived directly from, often was critical of the government and society as a whole, so
perhaps Green Day’s lyrics did not come as a surprise to many critics. Green Day, at the time that
the album was released and thereafter, was treated with reverence as an ideal way to protest
against the government (Ali, 2008). Though there were likely people who felt negatively about
his lyrics due to his timing, Green Day did not face blacklisting the way that the Chicks did.
Green Day’s level of success reinforces the second, third, and forth hypotheses discussed here,
Armstrong did not feel the need to write his lyrics in a non-confrontational way, nor did he have
to stay within expected themes as he is singing. Alternatively, he addresses current politics and
the Bush administration head on, being incredibly critical in doing so. Considering the level of
success that Green Day had, this also affirms the fourth hypothesis here. Because Armstrong
was a punk artist, and especially because he was not in the country genre, he had more flexibility
in terms of what he could be critical about, Because he existed in the punk genre, he was not
expected to rally around the flag in the same way. In this way, Green Day received a significantly
low level of backlash as compared to the Chicks, as Green Day was not ostracized or blacklisted
from their own genre.

Within this theoretical framework, the Chicks’ high level of backlash towards their
behavior was not only because of genre and gender, this also resulted because of their framing

and their timing. In order to keep their own backlash low in the country genre, which does not
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allow for much leeway in terms of navigating outside unspoken guidelines, women have to
package their opinions in a way that prevents them from ostracizing their fans, Though Parton,
Swift, and Carlile have similar political opinions to Natalie Maines and the Chicks, their
messaging is packaged in ways to prevent polarizing their fans.

In this way, highlighting each different case study is important to understanding why
Natalic Maines, and the Chicks as a whole, received the negative backlash that she did. The four
aspects of this theoretical framework were chosen intentionally; though there were other aspects
that could have been discussed, these are the most relevant to the situation with the Chicks. The
Chicks, as an all-female country group who decided to go against the unspoken rule of country
music to talk about politics, especially in a way that was anti-government after the terrorist
attacks of September 1 [th, These four aspects matter, as if the statements had been made farther
away from 9/11 or framed differently, there may have been a different level of backlash, such as
the case of Dolly Parton and her intentional framing of her opinions.

111, Discussion and Research for the Future

Many female artists in popular music have historically been afraid to be vocal about their
political opinions. The Chicks, and especially Natalic Maines, were likely influenced by the
radical and different ideas they were being presented with throughout the wave of feminism
through the 1990s, The Chicks, with their desire to break away from what was expected of them,
spoke broadly and shamelessly about their world experience and their criticism of the Iraq war

and then-President George W. Bush.

The backlash that the Chicks experienced was a perfect storm of intersectional issues; not

only were they facing a lot of backlash because the all-female band was in the country music
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genre, they also packaged their messaging in such a way that ostracized many of their fans at a
time when rally-around-the-flag was a common phenomenon people were experiencing, Country
music artists, especially post 9/11, were expected to homogeneously support the government and
the sitting president, and that going against this was seen as unpatriotic. In addition to this, they
wete women who were deciding to speak out in criticism towards the President. Bands in other
genres, such as Green Day, were also actively and aggressively calling out the President for
things both bands did not agree with. Not only were these men able to continue writing music
and Green Day was played on the radio, they were not forced to apologize for their behavior. The
Chicks, in a gente that was primarily against them, were forced to apologize where their male

counterparts would not be forced to.

In the future, I would like to continue my research focusing on how race impacts not only
audience reactions to certain political opinions and how they are packaged, but also how people
of color are able to navigate these situations in different ways to White artists. In general, race
was not addressed here simply due to time, as [ would not be able to give this topic the complex
analysis and thorough research it deserves; race plays an important part for many artists and how
people use music as a way to express their identity, and this will be how I plan to research music,

genre, gender, framing, and timing in the future,

In addition to this, I would also like to research how the Chicks’ actions have influenced
other artists to use their platform to be vocal about their own personal politics. Much like Swift,
more artists are beginning to express their political opinions, and many fans believe that famous

people have a responsibility to use their platform to bring awareness to different political

movements (Driessen, 2022). Swift directly cites the Chicks as the reason that she felt brave
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enough to speak out, and 1 would like to do a deep dive on other artists who may have been
inspired by the Chicks. Brandi Carlile, a female country artist, did not begin to confidently speak
out about her activism until much later in her career, and I would like to research if there is a

connection between her and the Chicks’s actions.

The Chicks’s brave actions of 2003 could be considered a battering ram through the
country music genre. Their actions caused drama in terms of the reaction to their actions, but also
broke through the gender expectations that women were unfairly being held to, particularly in the
country music genre post 9/11, With the influence of third-wave feminism and new ideas, the
Chicks were able to be a figurehead for women being brave enough to speak out about their

political opinions, regardless of the fear of losing the fame that they had built
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