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Introduction 
 
 

Well, we busted out of class 
Had to get away from those fools 
We learned more from a three-minute record, baby 
Than we ever learned in school 
Tonight I hear the neighborhood drummer sound 
I can feel my heart begin to pound 
You say you're tired and you just want to close your eyes 
And follow your dreams down 
 
Well, we made a promise we swore we'd always remember 
No retreat, baby, no surrender 
Like soldiers in the winter's night 
With a vow to defend 
No retreat, baby, no surrender  

 
  “No Surrender,” Bruce Springsteen, June, 19841 

 
 
 With pounding drums, slashing guitars, and straining life-or-death vocals Bruce 

Springsteen cemented himself as an integral part of twentieth century American history.  

He spoke to a nation gripped by disillusion and moving away from the virtuous and 

irreproachable sentiments of the post-World War Two liberal consensus while fallout 

from the Vietnam War ripped through the American consciousness.  Some chased 

material and escape, others anger and energy, and many continued with Cold War 

thinking.  Americans were coming to terms with a new reality –they were living in a 

divided and fractured nation where the American dream was no longer available to all.   

Springsteen spoke with rock and roll as both carrier and message.  He did not claim to 

have all of the answers or espouse a philosophy, but rather put forth and explored 

questions.  These questions would speak to, challenge, inspire, and heal an America 

reeling from national trauma.   

                                                      
1 Bruce Springsteen, “No Surrender,” Born in the USA (Columbia Records, June 4, 1984).   
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In the wake of World War II, the American public was enthralled in the prosperity 

and optimism of the liberal consensus, united against communism and confident in the 

infallibility of American values, institutions, and ideals.  This created a Cold War culture 

that was embodied by the American dream: suburban living with a neighborhood house, 

freshly cut grass, perfect nuclear family, and every new amenity.  All accessible with a 

little hard work.  Following the Vietnam War and the fractures of the liberal consensus, 

American culture and sentiment began to move in various directions.  At the same time, 

crippling ‘stagflation’—high inflation, low employment, and low demand—was striking 

down American prosperity.  Responding to the idea that the American dream was no 

longer a reality, a general sentiment of apathy swept over the post-Vietnam era.  

For Bruce Springsteen, the American dream was something that was not 

guaranteed or easy to achieve, but still existed.  Many individuals might never attain 

satisfaction despite their efforts but Springsteen’s point was to keep looking and to 

believe in a post-Vietnam America.  It was all or nothing, life-or-death, faith-or-

disillusion.  This faith was reflected in his life and music with Springsteen proclaiming, 

“I believe in the promised land.”2  Springsteen still believed that fundamental changes 

were necessary but focused on the possibility of escape: change could only come if 

escape was possible.  This sentiment was informed by his own lower-class upbringing.  

Springsteen felt trapped by his life in Freehold, New Jersey.  

For Springsteen, escaping the “dread—the sense that things might not work out, 

that the moral high ground had been swept out from underneath us, that the dream we had 

                                                      
2 Bruce Springsteen, “The Promised Land,” Darkness on the Edge of Town  (Columbia Records, June 2, 
1978).   
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of ourselves had somehow been tainted…”3  was essential to finding meaning and 

ultimately recreating the American dream.  Such sentiments were foundational for a 

refusal to accept one’s given social circumstances and a willingness to chase a personal 

dream again and again until a better place was reached.  The key to that escape, and what 

differentiated Springsteen’s message from others of his time, was that meaning would 

have to be found together.  Springsteen’s message was one of unity rather than escapism, 

destruction, or individualism.  Instead of embracing the dread of a lack of meaning, 

Springsteen looked to create a new consensus, one that addressed the failings of the 

previous one and allowed all to experience the American dream. 

Lyrically, Springsteen used the motif of a car, specially a 1960s-era hemi powered 

muscle car, and driving to illustrate his point.  With life and death sincerity he presented 

his case in “Thunder Road,” the first song on the Born to Run album.  First, he gave the 

implications of not acting: “You can hide in your covers/ And study your pain/ Make 

crosses from your lovers/ Throw roses in the rain/ Waste your summer praying in vain/ 

For a savior to rise from these streets.”4  In other words, nothing will come from waiting 

around for things to get better on their own.  There is no savior other than what can be 

brought about by yourself.  Therefore: “Hey, what else can we do now?/ Except roll 

down the window and let the wind blow back your hair/ Well the night’s busted open/  

These two lanes can take us anywhere.”5  The act of pushing past the darkness that stated 

optimism was not possible and finding hope for a better life in both metaphorically and 

                                                      
3 Ibid., 209.   
4 Bruce Springsteen, “Born to Run,” Born to Run (Columbia Records, August 25, 1975).  
5 Ibid.  
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physically driving toward that uncertain future was the epitome of Springsteen in person, 

performance, and music.   

Integral to Springsteen’s fight against the darkness and toward something better 

was live performance itself.  For Springsteen, the live show was hope and meaning 

embodied.  Rock and roll was creating something out of nothing and allowing people to 

share in it.  Springsteen wrote in his autobiography Born to Run about the early influence 

of Elvis that “a ‘man’ did this. A ‘man’ searching for something new.  He willed it into 

existence….He was the kind of new American whose desires would bring his goals into 

fruition.”6  Springsteen played his live shows with the same energy and willpower, and 

became known for his passionate performances. Springsteen’s philosophy was that when 

he was playing live he was working for the audience.  That translated into a “working-

man” image that would characterize Springsteen.  Paying tribute to his Freehold 

upbringing, he would wear a simple outfit of faded jeans and a t-shirt that he would 

describe as a uniform, not in the sense of a ball player, but in the sense of a factory 

worker.  This image served the purpose of enhancing Springsteen’s musical and personal 

explorations, showing his audience how much he cared.   

Over time, Springsteen refined his message.  He wrote that, “by the end of the 

River tour, I thought perhaps mapping that territory, the distance between the American 

dream and American reality, might be my service, one that I could provide that would 

accompany the entertainment and the good times I brought to my fans.  I hoped it might 

give roots and mission to our band.”7  The gap between the American dream and the 

American reality, as Springsteen outlined, ultimately came from wounds left by the 

                                                      
6 Bruce Springsteen, Born to Run (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2016), 41.   
7 Ibid., 294.   
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Vietnam War.  In 1984, with the release of Born in the USA, Springsteen came into direct 

confrontation with the gaps left by the war.   Springsteen had written the album’s title 

track after he got to know a Vietnam veteran and heard his story.  “Born in the USA” was 

written as a critique of America with the shouting choruses being soured by the biting 

reality of the verses.  In the song, Springsteen was mapping, as he spelled out, the 

distance between the reality of the American dream and the American reality.  Reagan in 

using the song as a symbol of national pride rather than critique, thrust Springsteen’s 

music into the political spotlight, allowing him a greater voice in national politics. That 

voice was one that put forth a message of hope for a nation struggling with the fragments 

of a shattered consensus and an American reality that did not match reality.   

 

Historiography 

 Existing literature on Vietnam War America has been thorough in documenting 

the fragmentation, polarization, and disillusion that developed from the fall of the post-

World War Two liberal consensus, specifically in the seventies.  James Patterson 

provided such an analysis in Restless Giant: The United States from Watergate to Bush v. 

Gore in which he explores the cultural fallout from the Vietnam War.  Patterson argued 

that “the wounds that had opened as a result of…Vietnam…remained raw –and continued 

to hurt for decades thereafter.”8  In other words, the legacies of racial tension, social 

division, and loss of faith in government and American exceptionalism continued 

throughout the latter half of the twentieth century.   Patterson cited the collapse of the 

consensus, economic stagflation, and the perceived loss of a prosperous way of life as 

                                                      
8 James Patterson, Restless Giant: The United States from Watergate to Bush v. Gore (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 3.  
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drivers of disillusion.9  Fragmentation occurred when individuals began to attempt to 

make sense of this new American reality in various ways.  Those fragments, Patterson 

argued, were expressed through the music, culture, and sentiment of the era.  Patterson 

wrote that the “United States, many people thought, was teetering at the edge of an abyss.  

For these and other reasons, the mood of the late 1970s was in important ways the 

gloomiest in late twentieth-century American history.”10  Patterson’s work represented a 

historical overview of the fragments and legacies left by the fallen liberal consensus.   

 Despite agreement on the legacies, historians divide on the causation of the 

downfall of the consensus.  Godfrey Hodgson, in America in Our Time: From World War 

II to Nixon –What Happened and Why claimed that the liberal consensus fragmented 

because of the turmoil of 1968, placing emphasis on the impact the Tet Offensive had on 

public perception of the war in Vietnam.  Hodgson summarized the events of the Tet 

Offensive, the large scale push by the North Vietnamese that caught American forces by 

surprise and produced graphic media footage that was played by news media in the states.  

Hodgson cited polls from Gallop of the American public that showed public support for 

the war falling dramatically following the offensive to claim that “it did not take long for 

that shift in opinion to be translated into a new political reality….”11  That reality, for 

Hodgson, was the fall of the “consensus presidency,” which he considered representative 

and integral to the consensus itself.  He argued that with Tet and other events of 1968 

“the President no longer had the right to expect that he would be believed.  He no longer 

                                                      
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid, 15.  
11 Godfrey Hodgson, America in Our Time, From World War II to Nixon –What Happened and Why 
(Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1976), 357.  
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had the freedom to travel around the country without risking actual physical danger.”12  

Thus a new atmosphere was created that brought the consensus to an end with the 

election of Richard Nixon and “schism and polarization gave way to fragmentation.”13  

 David Schmitz proposed a different theory.  He posited that the downfall of the 

consensus occurred between 1968 and 1972, beginning with the events of 1968 and 

solidifying with President Nixon’s decision to continue military escalation in the Vietnam 

War.  Nixon, in sticking with Cold War foreign policy, thought that American credibility 

in an imagined fight against Soviet communism was at stake and that he could win where 

President Johnson could not.  Public support for the war declined drastically after the Tet 

Offensive and continued to drop during the continued escalation until Nixon was forced 

to reconcile with a lack of support for escalation in November of 1971.  Schmitz argued 

that Nixon’s decision to continue the war in 1969 meant: 

deeper political and social divisions, a worsening economy, and the political crisis 
of Watergate….In the process it brought an end to the post-war consensus on 
containment, shattered the notion of an American Century, and saw prosperity 
yield to stagflation and an abandonment of the Bretton Woods system.  The 
credibility gap became a chasm as distrust of the government grew and all 
institutions in American society were questioned.14 
 

Schmitz saw that it was still possible for the nation to engage around the liberal 

consensus and maintain unity through the struggles of the late 1960s after 1968.  Robert 

Kennedy was running on a consensus platform at the time and looked to unite rather than 

divide: to move the consensus in a new direction rather than allow it to fracture.  

                                                      
12 Ibid., 360.   
13 Ibid, 365.   
14 David F. Schmitz, Richard Nixon and the Vietnam War: The End of the American Century (Lanham: 
Rowman & Littlefield, 2014), 148.  
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The disillusionment the 1970s was a polarizing departure from the stable 

consensus of the 1950s and early 1960s.  The time periods functioned under vastly 

different economic and political realities that informed the corresponding cultural 

atmosphere.  The early sixties remained under the glowing arc of post-World War II 

prosperity that brought economic growth, political ideals of American exceptionalism, 

and a “liberal consensus” that allowed for an expansive government.  The ideals of 

American exceptionalism, the liberal consensus, and economic prosperity informed each 

other and functioned comfortably in society until a series of dramatic events at the end of 

the decade, including the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., President Richard 

Nixon’s resignation, the end of the Vietnam War, and the inflation crisis, called these 

concepts into question.  As historian Bruce J. Schulman wrote, “to the extent that the 

seventies recall more serious concerns, they form a dreary catalogue of depressing 

events: hostages in Iran and defeat in Vietnam, double-digit inflation and lines at the gas 

pumps.”15  Varied answers to the new social circumstances emerged and the unique and 

fragmented sentiments of the 1970s manifested.   

 After the resignation of Richard Nixon, the latter half of the seventies were 

informed by economic downturn.  A combination of greater economic competition from 

abroad, with Japanese cars flooding the market, increasing mechanization replacing 

domestic manufacturing jobs, and a combination of rising prices and stagnant wages 

known as “stagflation” stood as a stark contrast to the glowing narrative of the post-war 

prosperity.  Gas prices rose from “$3 to $34 a barrel between the end of 1973 and the end 

of 1979…” and fights at gas stations broke out due the lack of fuel from the embargo 

                                                      
15 Bruce J. Schulman, The Seventies: The Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics 
(Cambridge: Da Capo Press, 2001), xii.   
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placed on the United States by the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries.  

All these elements, combined with the political betrayal of Watergate, informed a “crisis 

of confidence” in which the American people felt dissatisfied with their current state.   

 A key figure that spoke to the fractured and disillusioned nation of the 1970’s was 

Bruce Springsteen.  Springsteen took on the questions that the legacy of the war 

demanded in his personal and musical endeavors.  The majority of the literature 

surrounding Springsteen has been written from within a biographical or fan based 

context.  Writers focused on telling his life story while looking into what shaped 

Springsteen.  Eric Alterman’s book It Ain’t no Sin to Be Glad You’re Alive: The Promise 

of Bruce Springsteen, written in the form of a fan letter, was representative of this 

approach.  Alterman argued that the reason Springsteen was able to navigate the record 

industry and garner the adoration of critics was that kept his integrity.  Alterman wrote 

that “the problem with Bruce Springsteen was not that he was a critic’s invention; rather, 

it was that he was too good to be true.”16  Alterman centered his argument for 

Springsteen’s exceptionalism on his artistic integrity using Springsteen’s attitude toward 

money as a primary example.  Alterman wrote that Springsteen stated “ I don’t hire 

studio musicians….If someone’s primarily interested in how much money he’s going to 

make, I don’t want him playing for me.”17  For Springsteen, the music was the primary 

reason to play.    

In his autobiography Springsteen covered the struggles, triumphs, and events that 

have shaped his life and career.  He detailed how rock and roll was a driving force that 

                                                      
16 Eric Alterman, It Ain’t No Sin to Be Glad You’re Alive: The Promise of Bruce Springsteen (Boston, Little, 
Brown, and Company, 2001), 10. 
17 Ibid., 69. 
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informed his life.  For him “it wasn’t the sex, it wasn’t the drugs…it was the ROCK ‘N’ 

ROLL! I’d stayed in New Jersey, I didn’t hang out, I wasn’t a get-your-picture-taken-

coming-out-of-the-hippest-nightclub scenester.... It took you out of it.”18  In this way, 

rock and roll was life or death to Springsteen.  It was what he clung to and what mattered 

to him, and ultimately, to a nation in crisis. The text provided a window into where 

Springsteen’s head was during certain important events both in his career and in the 

history of the latter half of twentieth century America.   

While the majority of literature on Springsteen has consisted of biographies, a 

select number of academics have considered him in their writings.  James Miller, in 

Flowers in the Dustbin, wrote on Springsteen and Born to Run as an example of what 

was wrong with the 1970s.  Miller’s thesis was that Springsteen was created by the music 

industry through a heavy marketing campaign that built off of critical written acclaim.  

Columbia Records was painted as sinister and calculating, with Springsteen made out to 

be an naive young performer whose “self-confidence began to falter…”19 in desperately 

trying to live up to the hype.  Clarence Clemons, Springsteen’s saxophone player, was “a 

pawn in what had become a quintessential rock and roll mise-en-scène…[with] one 

priceless asset: he was a big burly black man who was quite willing to clown around for 

white folk.”20  Not even Springsteen’s “glorified bar band,”21 the E-Street Band escaped 

Millers criticism.  In using such a term, Miller suggested that the E-Street Band lacked 

the talent that has previously been stressed above image in the music industry.  For Miller 

                                                      
18 Springsteen, Born to Run, 282.  
19  James Miller, Flowers in the Dustbin: The Rise of Rock and Roll 1947-1977, (New York: Fireside. 
1999), 322.  
20  Ibid., 324.  
21 Ibid., 319. 
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it was all a marketed image designed to fool the public into consuming the product.  

Miller was correct in arguing that the music industry was becoming increasingly image 

and marketing based in the late seventies but, as will be evident later, is incorrect to use 

Springsteen to support that point.   

By examining the impact of the Vietnam War on American society though the 

work, person and celebrity of Bruce Springsteen it will be shown how Springsteen 

reflected, responded to, and influenced American society through his interpretation of the 

American dream.  The cultural fallout from the Vietnam War was integral to why Bruce 

Springsteen and his music have attained enduring popularity and critical acclaim.  
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Chapter One 
 

“Son, Take a Good Look Around: This is Your Hometown:” 
The Liberal Consensus, Fragmentation, and the American Dream 

 
 

The transition from the age of the liberal consensus to post-Vietnam 

fragmentation was tumultuous and chaotic.  The post-World War II liberal consensus 

represented the confidence and optimism in American society throughout the late 1940s, 

1950s, and early 1960s.  The American public was enthralled in the economic prosperity 

created by an easy transition from war-time industry to peace-time manufacturing.  The 

America public was assured of the infallibility of its own decision making and position as 

world power.  This perspective was upheld and reinforced by a fear of communism.  The 

United States was perceived by the public to stand as the only line of defense against an 

aggressive, unappeasable, and expansive soviet state.  This meant that the United States 

was compelled to oppose communism internationally through containment and stand for 

American values and anti-communism domestically.  Conformity and strict anti-

communism laws supported this national ideology and dissent was not tolerated.  The 

Cold War liberal consensus would fall under pressure from those who, despite believing 

in American values, did not experience an aligning reality.  These individuals coalesced 

to form the Civil Rights Movement, the New Left, and the counterculture.  Each group 

put forth different solutions but were united in opposition to the liberal consensus.  

Ultimately, the Vietnam War showcased the ideological irrationality of Cold War 

thinking in a bloody and horrific way, pushing more and more Americans to oppose the 

consensus.   This led to a shattered and fragmented American society that began to move 
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in varied directions: allowing for the rise of a new call for unity.  One that began on the 

post-industrial, disillusioned streets of Freehold, New Jersey. 

The United States emerged from World War II the world’s most powerful and 

prosperous nation.  The war mobilized and unified the U.S. economy, industry, and 

culture against the axis powers.  The war had “ended the Great Depression at home while 

allowing [America] to extend [its] power abroad.”1  The U.S. was able to enter the war as 

a savior and provide the push for the allied forces to win.  Internationally, the United 

States was considered by its population to be the most powerful nation in the world.  

Henry Luce wrote at the beginning of World War Two that the next era of history would 

be the “American Century.”2  That “feeling of destiny, of purpose, expanded as our 

troops swept across the plains of Europe…. Most Americans were proud that their nation 

was poised on a new era, one of leadership and greatness.”3  The America regarded their 

nation as a “city on a hill:” a shining beacon to the rest of the world in how to lead and 

live: providing an ideology to a generation of Americans.  The only threat to the world 

leadership of the U.S. was the Soviet Union and a perceived spread of communism.  

Where the U.S. was perceived to stand for world freedom and democracy, the Soviet 

Union and communism were perceived to stand for restriction and tyranny.   

After the end of the war in 1945, the Grand Alliance was crumbling over issues in 

Eastern Europe.  The Soviet Union, after pushing the Nazi’s back on the eastern front, 

claimed occupation of the states and refused to allow free elections.  Communism spread 

to “Hungary, Rumania, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, Albania, Poland, and the eastern section of 

                                                        
1 Terry H. Anderson, The Movement and The Sixties (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 4. 
2 Ibid.  
3 Ibid.  
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Germany.”4 Thus, an “iron curtain” had fallen over Eastern Europe.  This bi-polar 

worldview was primarily a creation of the United States.  The U.S. “sounded the alarm, 

talked tough, and began posturing by dividing the globe into two parts –the communists 

versus the “free world.”5  As such, the United States was again at war. Not directly, with 

progress measured in feet progressed into enemy territory.  Rather, the United States was 

engaged in a struggle with an ideology, with progress measured in the prevention of the 

spread of communism.   

United States foreign policy was shaped by and exemplified in what would 

become known as the “Long Telegram.” Written by George Kennan in 1946 that the key 

to “understanding the Soviet mind” was that the Soviets justified a communist 

dictatorship by holding up the state as the only defense to the international menace of 

capitalism.6  These ideologies held up the political structure of the Soviet Union and 

necessitated expansion.  The Soviet state, therefore, was maintained by a perpetual state 

of war and thus inherently expansionist, with the global spread communism stemming 

from Moscow.  As such, any expansion of communism could only have come from the 

Soviet Union and not  local governments.  Due to drastic differences in worldview, the 

Soviet Union could not be negotiated with and would need to be opposed with force.  

Although the Soviet Union was aggressive and expansionist, Kennan stated that the 

Soviets were smart and would retreat when opposed by force from the United States.  

These tenets formed the basis for Kennan’s proposed policy of containment.  The United 

States was to oppose the spread of communism with force wherever it may manifest.  The 

                                                        
4 Ibid., 5.   
5 Ibid., 7.   
6 Professor Schmitz, “Cold War Comes to Asia: Vietnam, Japan, and the Great Crescent,” September 14, 
2016.   
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Soviet Union would then collapse in on itself as the state necessitated expansion.  The 

alternative, according to Kennan, was the inevitable spread of communism from Moscow 

to every corner of the globe.  The world would either be saved by the United States and 

democracy or fall under the iron curtain of the Soviet Union. On March 23, 1947 

President Truman made “containment” the official policy of the United States with the 

Truman Doctrine.   

At the same time, the American public was beginning to accept the notion that, as 

Anderson wrote, “there were no just causes for revolution…revolts in colonies or 

developing nations were no longer caused by nationalism, poverty, or social and political 

oppression.”7  Instead, all were manifestations of Soviet influence.  In the same month, 

Truman announced Executive Order 9835, allowing for federal workers to be dismissed 

on the grounds of belief in their disloyalty. Presidential authority had deemed it a matter 

of national security to be conscious of potential “[affiliation] with a fascist, Communist, 

totalitarian, or subversive organization.”8  Thus, the international threat of communism 

became a day-to-day fight on the home front, with intense suspicion and the weight of the 

perceived struggle for the fate of democracy proliferating the lives of every American.    

Economic prosperity stemmed from the large industrial surge of World War Two 

and instilled a confidence in the nation that growth could be continued without recession 

or inflation.  The days of boom-bust were over as long as growth was controlled.  This 

created a society that was the wealthiest in the world and terrified of losing it all.  Both 

elements produced a culture that demanded conformity to a Puritan work ethic, delayed 

gratification, and homogeneity.  One’s purpose in life was to, like one’s parents, become 

                                                        
7 Anderson, The Movement and The Sixties, 8. 
8 Ibid.  
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economically successful through hard work, marry, buy a house and a car, and live in 

suburbia happily ever after.  People in the fifties “were constantly treated to the marvels 

of the time…. Every so often, you looked up into the sky and saw the white vapor trails 

of a new jet…. No problem seemed beyond solution.  Good times and the power of 

American technology: these were not just lessons learned, they were experiences….”9  If 

one did not chase this goal and buy into this mindset, they were considered abnormal and 

subjected to political scrutiny.  These domestic elements had international implications to 

the cold war consensus in the minds of cold war Americans.  It was American propriety 

and power upheld by Cold War culture that allowed the nation to fight communism 

around the world.  

However, there were paradoxes that emerged when Cold War policy was closely 

examined.  An example of an early critique came from William Appleman Williams who 

published The Tragedy of American Diplomacy in 1959.  He challenged the Cold War 

notion  that the United States was fighting for freedom and the Soviet Union was 

aggressively conquering the world by positing that “American foreign policy was based 

on short sighted anti-Communism, an expansionist-frontier mentality, and the and the 

‘open door’ idea that U.S. multinational corporations should dominate international 

commerce.”10  The book was criticized and written off by the international community 

and, while influential among academic circles that would give rise to the New Left, it was 

not a direct cause for grassroots action.  Domestically, however, when considered in 

comparison with the American Dream the consensus began to crack.  For “a few 

                                                        
9 Ibid., 22.  
10 Ibid., 37.   
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alienated students and professors…and many blacks”11 the dream did not align with their 

reality.   

Out of any event that exposed the fallacies of Cold War logic, the Vietnam War 

had the most impact. The war embodied all elements of Cold War thinking both abroad 

and domestically.  Initially, only advisors were sent, but escalation continued until over 

half a million troops were stationed in the country by 1967.  The North Vietnamese Army 

was a communist revolutionary force that was fighting for national independence.  The 

United States understood the conflict from Cold War reasoning and assumed that the 

Soviet Union was behind the revolution.  The draft was increased and eighteen year olds 

were called up to defend America against communism abroad.  The war quickly became 

horrific and bloody.  Booby traps and jungle warfare created hellish conditions without 

clear objectives.  The United States brought down all of its military might down on the 

small country of Vietnam with more bombs dropped than during all of World War Two 

combined.  The war embodied the American strategy of containment and represented an 

anti-Communist bi-polar worldview that demanded sacrifices from American youth.  As 

the war progressed and continued to escalate, America began to divide.  

Therefore, when pressured, Cold War ideals did not align with reality.  As 

Anderson wrote, “to many youth, the great American institutions seemed to be failing, 

and that contradicted their upbringing.  The military of the ‘greatest power on earth,’ a 

country that had ‘never lost a war,’ could not beat peasants in a tiny nation in Southeast 

Asia.”12  This led to an alienated generation that fought back against the consensus.  The 

Civil Rights Movement grew out of a black community that did not experience a reality 
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that aligned with the message of the consensus.  Members protested using non-violence 

as their central tenant and challenged the consensus on equality and universality.  New 

Left activists challenged the consensus on ideological, political, and civil grounds, 

staying within societal structures and critiquing America’s adherence to American values 

rather than the values themselves.  The counterculture considered American values 

irredeemable and proclaimed any participation in American institutions a part of the 

problem.  American values were the problem and their solution was simple: tune in, turn 

on, and drop out.  That meant rejecting Cold War culture and beginning a revolutionary 

new way of living.  All three movements, and how they responded to the Vietnam War, 

broke the consensus.  The beginning of the end was the Tet Offensive, where the North 

Vietnamese Army mounted a full scale assault on American forces that caught them by 

surprise.  The result was graphic media footage that contradicted American rhetoric 

surrounding the success of the war.   Public opinion dropped and protests and activism 

increased.   At the same time, inflation was on the rise and belief in prosperity was 

waning.  These themes continued until the end of the consensus was solidified with 

President Richard Nixon’s first two years in office.  Historian David Schmitz wrote that,  

deeper political and social divisions, a worsening economy, and the political crisis 
of Watergate…. In the process it brought an end to the post-war consensus on 
containment, shattered the notion of an American Century, and saw prosperity 
yield to stagflation and an abandonment of the Bretton Woods system.  The 
credibility gap became a chasm as distrust of the government grew and all 
institutions in American society were questioned.13 

 
The result was a society that went from unified optimism to disbelief and resignation.  

With the events of the Nixon Presidency, all that Americans believed in was undercut.  
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The public felt lied to, disillusioned, and began to move in a variety of directions to 

attempt to make sense of this new reality.   

The cultural fragmentation and ideological disillusion was evident in the music of 

the time.  Disco and punk reflected two prevalent sentiments.  Disco, in music, 

performance, and culture, professed escapism and individualism.  Disco was rooted in 

artificiality: a paradoxical avenue for escape and individual expression.  Popular music 

critic Andrew Kopkind wrote that “disco has many functions, but one of the most 

essential may be as a drug: it feeds the artificial energy, communal good feelings, and 

high times into an era of competition, isolation, and alienation.”14   Combining Motown 

soul and Latin-funk influences with electronic drum machines and high energy vocals: 

the producers of disco were able to create a soundtrack that allowed for prolonged 

escapes. The song “Disco Inferno” by the Trammps, for example, was twenty minutes 

long when initially mastered to provide for adequate dance time.   

Additionally, the importance of image and high energy drugs within disco culture 

all reflected a “surface over substance”15 sensibility.  The clothing; sequined outfits, 

flashy jackets, and accessories all functioned as costumes that served the same purpose as 

“poppers” that were consumed to become psychically euphoric and entranced with music 

and dancing.  Disco as an experience and cultural sensibility “affirm[ed] the fantasies, 

fashions, gossip, frivolity, and fun of an evasive era.”16  The purpose was escape through 

materialism and experience.  The philosophy was not chasing an idol or idea so much as 
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it was distancing itself from a reality that was uncomfortable to be acknowledged: that 

the consensus and optimism of the pre-Vietnam War era was gone.   

Punk, in contrast to disco, responded to the changing realities of America in the 

1970s with violent, angry, and apolitical rejection of 1960s idealism.  Less of a search 

and more of a semi-unified expression of defiance, the punk scene of New York City was 

both an identity and musical genre.  Starting in the New York club scene at a dive bar 

named “Country, Bluegrass, Blues, and Other Music For Uplifting Gormandizers” or 

CBGB’s, punk stood for a return to the roots of rock and roll that would be achieved by 

stripping everything down and starting over.  The concept of stripping down was 

prevalent in the content, performance, and recording of the music.  For example, every 

song on the first album put out by the Ramones in 1976 had no studio effects or high 

fidelity recording techniques involved.  The instrumentation of guitar, bass, drums, and 

out of tune vocals sounded like they were recorded with a single unmixed room 

microphone.  The stripped-down sound pointed the image of rejection within punk.  As 

such, punk rocker Richard Hell declared: “the ripped T-shirts meant that I don’t give a 

fuck about stardom and all that or glamour and going to rock shows to see someone 

pretend to be perfect.”17  The music of punk was not perfect and not meant to be.  It was 

an intentionally dramatic statement against all that was believed to be wrong with society 

and music.  

For punk, the goal was expressing anger and dissatisfaction with the state of 

American culture and society as well as the fading 1960s.  Legs McNeil, one of the 

founders of Punk magazine said in an interview that, “I hated most rock and roll, because 
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it was about lame hippie stuff, and there really wasn’t anyone describing our lives –which 

was McDonalds, beer, and TV reruns.”18  For those in the punk movement, anything that 

came out of the era of the 1960s or rung of any political or social optimism was rejected, 

including the long revelatory epics of sixties rock and roll.  As a result, punk songs were 

as fast, intense, and nihilistic as possible.  Every song on the first album of the Ramones 

clocked in at under three minutes, with over half being under two.  Danny Fields, another 

founder of Punk magazine said, remembering his first encounter with the Ramones, that 

“they were fast and I liked fast.  Beethoven quartets are supposed to be slow.  Rock and 

roll is supposed to be fast.”19  The quickness of the tempo, often pushed to ridiculous 

speeds live, was symbolic of the angry rejection of all that punk prophesized.  

While new subcultures were emerging, the mainstream record industry scrambled 

to keep up.   Recognizing the increasingly fragmented American culture the industry 

began to function from what Serge Denisoff termed the “buckshot” or “great man 

theory.”  This was the industrial practice of overproduction in which record labels would 

produce a large number of albums in the hopes that one would be a monster success.  The 

industry was searching for a unifier.  Someone who could bring together the scattered 

remains of the consensus and rake in millions.  This both restricted artists and provided 

new opportunities.  Many artists seeking fame could have a quick ride and burn out, lost 

in a market oversaturated with similar sounds and a culture that did not want to listen.  

Others were given chances they would not have been before and reached unforeseen 

heights.  This search by the record industry allowed Springsteen to be given a chance by 
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Columbia Records and, through remaining about the music, reached a nationwide 

audience with a message of unity and hope.   

Bruce Springsteen grew up in Freehold, New Jersey in an impoverished working-

class family.  His father, Doug Springsteen, was emotionally troubled and in and out of 

work as an electrician while his mother, Adele Springsteen, kept the family together and 

fostered passion where she could.  Adele Springsteen was a rock for her son.  Bruce 

Springsteen wrote in his autobiography that “all I know is that she had my back…. She 

got me my first electric guitar, encouraged my music and fawned over my early creative 

writing.  She was a parent and that’s what I needed….”20  For the guitar Adele had to 

save for months and take out multiple loans.  An appreciation for the power of sacrifice 

and finding hope in music—both inspired by his mother—would manifest in 

Springsteen’s writings.  Springsteen cited seeing the Beatles and Elvis on the Ed Sullivan 

Show as a child with his mother as a big influence on him. The two would dance around 

their small living room and be able to forget, just for a moment, about the challenges in 

their lives and believe in something greater.  Seeing the Beatles was the first time 

Springsteen felt the “magic,” as he termed it, and meaning that rock and roll could bring 

and remained at the center of all that Springsteen perused in his life.   

  The emotional disconnect Springsteen experienced with his father served to 

highlight the dangers and torture of losing hope.  Springsteen attests that there was never 

one friend who came to visit his father in all the years he knew him.  Having to live with 

his emotionally crippled father sitting in the kitchen alone every night was a constant 

reminder of what giving up on trying to escape one’s circumstances would bring.  
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Springsteen also saw other members of his town afflicted with similar circumstances.  It 

was enough for him to know that he did not want to find himself in a similar state.  As a 

socially challenged child himself whose “tendency for social isolation came as naturally 

as his secret desire to be at the center of everything,”21  finding a way to combat the 

darkness would be a challenge that would help to define Springsteen in person and 

artistry.  That darkness was as wrapped up in Springsteen’s father’s actions as it was his 

economic circumstances and restricted opportunities.  The key differentiator between 

Springsteen and many of the other cultural sentiments of the post-Vietnam era was that 

Springsteen believed in an escape.  Disco and punk professed their sentiments with a 

certain air of resignation. They were not fighting for something but rather against a 

feeling they were accepting as inevitable.  What drew millions of Americans to the music 

of Springsteen was a belief in something greater.  

As Springsteen began to gain notoriety in the Ashbury Park, New Jersey music 

scene, he continued to run into the question of what it meant to be an American and how 

hope could be maintained in the American dream.  Springsteen had to align how the 

realities of his early life fit with national American claims of prosperity and security.  A 

formative encounter with Cold War American institutions, outside of school, occurred 

early in Springsteen’s life with the Vietnam draft.  In many ways, the Vietnam draft 

embodied all of the contradictions that Springsteen addressed in his music.  The draft 

conscripted eighteen year olds from primarily rural or post-industrial areas who were not 

attending college to fight a horrific war in the name of American ideals abroad.  

Springsteen, in being asked to serve a country that had handed him so little, dressed to 
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look like someone the United States Military would not want to serve and got released 

from the draft.  The Vietnam War proved formative to Springsteen and what it meant to 

be an American.  He wrote: “I was a child of Vietnam-era America…the country no 

longer felt like the innocent place it was said to be in the Eisenhower fifties.”22 The 

Vietnam War had shattered the notion of prosperity and left Springsteen wondering if the 

American dream was still a reality and, if so, how it could be achieved.   

 

 

                                                        
22 Ibid., 209.  
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Chapter Two 
 

“Never Once Gave Thought to Laughing:” 
Early Performances and Albums 

 

As the nation was fracturing, Bruce Springsteen was dreaming of musical stardom 

in Freehold, New Jersey.  Springsteen’s musical dream was always based around the 

audience.  He sought to make the audience move, groove, and be inspired by the music 

he was making.  His early foundations of guitar playing, intentions with the instrument, 

and dreams of the future were centered around this sort of live performance.  In his auto-

biography he spelled out a dream that every musician uses as a foundation, writing:  

The [Rolling] Stones have a gig at Asbury Park’s Convention Hall but Mick 
Jagger gets sick.  It’s a show they’ve got to make, they need a replacement, but 
who can replace Mick?  Suddenly a young hero rises, a local kid, right out of the 
audience.  He can ‘front’: he’s got the voice, the look, the moves, no acne, and 
plays the hell out of a guitar.  The band clicks…. How does it end? Always the 
same…the crowd goes wild.1  
 

This was Springsteen’s driving force: to be able to impact an audience in the way that his 

heroes could.  That significance and drive lay in the impact that his heroes had on him.  

Springsteen cited his musical influences as helping to push back the darkness of his youth 

and inspire him to be a musician.  For Springsteen, the music was magical because it was 

freeing.  He wanted and needed to have that for himself and, most importantly, to give 

that to an audience.  The only way Springsteen would have been able to feel fulfilled and 

freed from his restrictive circumstances was by serving others through his music.      

 Springsteen gained his playing style while immersed and participating in the 

Freehold, New Jersey music scene, one that was accessible and encouraged young bands 

and young players.  This allowed Springsteen to gain much of his musical ability from 
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live playing rather than classically focused practice.  This mean that when compared to 

more traditionally schooled musicians, Springsteen did not have the most polished sound.  

His technique, from a traditional guitar playing perspective, was terrible.  He slashed at 

the guitar, grasping the pick in a death grip that shot massive amounts of tension up his 

arms, something a more technical player would grimace at.  Similarly, the veins in his 

neck popped out as strained for pitches out of his natural range that would make an opera 

singer reach for a cup of throat soothing tea.  This was all a product of Springsteen 

learning to play music from the stage: a teacher of performance and impact rather than 

technique.  Every technical ‘mistake’ was one that did not matter, as long as it energized 

his audience.  It was most likely not the most comfortable way of playing or performing 

but it made the audience excited.  

The first band that Springsteen played in was called the Castiles, named after a 

shampoo that their first lead singer used.  The name worked for the band as it harkened 

back to Springsteen’s early influences and had a “had a remnant of the fifties doo-wop 

groups in it but would also suit to take us toward the Valhalla of the rock and blues 

skiffle we emulated.”2  They practiced at the house of an older Freehold factory worker 

named Tex for three hours after school every day.  Springsteen would describe Tex as 

one of the “real unsung heroes of rock ‘n’ roll who made room in their home and in their 

lives…[for] a place of understanding between the two combative worlds of teen life and 

adulthood.”3  Tex and these three-hour practice sessions helped to provide the band with 

enough experience for them to begin playing gigs, the first of which Springsteen would 

describe as “raw, rudimental, local but effective magic,” albeit at a trailer park.  
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At these performances, Springsteen learned one thing quickly, the importance of 

making an audience dance.  That was emphasized at a beach party in a wealthy part of the 

Jersey Shore where Springsteen wrote of a crowd that was uneasy and needed to be 

pacified.  Springsteen and the Castiles were from Freehold, a thirty-minute drive from the 

Jersey Shore and considered a ‘bad’ and ‘inland’ part of town.  The response from the 

crowd was that the “parents were slightly amused and bored, the girls flirty and curious, 

and the boy’s hostile…. We only had one option: to play…until they DANCED!  Once 

the girls started dancing, everybody got happy.”4  The human commonality that was 

found in dancing was a piece of the magic that Springsteen described feeling in rock and 

roll.  Springsteen’s music was able to bridge economic and social gaps and make 

everyone at the beach party have a good time.  

Also foreshadowing Springsteen’s later messages was his early recognition of 

social dynamics.  While playing with the Castiles, Springsteen began to notice the 

fragmented communities emerging from American youth at the time.  He described three 

“socially incompatible teen cliques,”5  the “rah rahs” the “greasers” and the black 

community.  The “rah-rahs” were the “upscale teen contingent who were the 

homecoming kings and queens and who lorded over most local high schools.”6  They 

listened to pop, Top 40, and beach music, living primarily in the Sea 

Bright/Middletown/Rumson neighborhoods of the Jersey Shore.  The “greasers” were the 

Italian contingent which Springsteen described as “YOU DO NOT TOUCH MY 

HAIR…YOU TOUCH MY HAIR AND WE FIGHT.  A sensitive crew.”7  The Italians 
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danced to doo-wop, and always insisted Springsteen and his band play it whenever they 

were at a dance.  Springsteen described the black community as falling somewhere in the 

middle.  They listened to R&B and soul music and were friendly with the greasers but 

endured “virulent racism.”8  The three communities were in constant conflict and would 

never associate with each other during school functions.  Springsteen was in high school 

during the mid-sixties, 1963-1967, when the liberal consensus still united the various 

communities politically, but tensions and rivalries were always prevalent.   

The Castiles eventually came to an end with a drug bust of more than half of the 

members of the band in the summer of 1967.  The Castiles had been around for three 

years and had played a gig up in New York at Café Wha? in Greenwich Village, giving 

Springsteen time to hone his skills while gaining a taste of playing in a bigger city.  

Before the drug bust, Springsteen had begun a life-long friendship with his future right-

hand man, Steve Van Zandt.  They met at a rock and roll club in Asbury Park after 

Springsteen saw Van Zandt front for the band Shadows.  Springsteen described feeling 

that “I’d finally met someone who felt about the music the way I did, needed it the way I 

did, respected its power in a way that was a notch above…someone I understood and I 

felt understood me.”9  Springsteen and Van Zandt would both impress the audiences of 

musicians at the Upstage Club, a local jam session spot for the Asbury Park music scene, 

where they met drummer Vini Lopez, and keyboard player Danny Federici to form the 

band Steel Mill, named because “if you mixed [loud guitars and Southern-influenced 
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rock sound] up with a little prog and all original songs, you had Steel Mill…you know 

STEEL MILL…like LED ZEPPLIN…elemental-metal-based…primal rock.”10   

The band lived out of a surfboard factory run by a Southern California native Carl 

Virgil ‘Tinker’ West who made friends with the group at the Upstage Club.  In 1970, 

after playing a few gigs around Freehold, the five made the decision to head west to San 

Francisco.  San Francisco in 1970 was one of the biggest music scenes in the country, 

with Jefferson Airplane and the Grateful Dead signing major record deals a few years 

before and thousands of imitators coming out of the woodwork.  The band knew what 

they were in for but, in their words, they thought “bring on the big guns, the San 

Francisco groups.  We were cocky as hell and sure we were good enough to make our 

mark anywhere.”11  In transient rock and roll fashion the band and their new manager 

‘Tinker’ packed up and drove a truck across the country to San Francisco to stay in a 

hippie commune north of the city.   

 At the commune, Springsteen became aware that he was “a straight-edge Jersey 

boy”12 who did not want to partake in the drugs being offered.  Springsteen’s response 

was that he “played and played, and they went, the mountain hippies…alongside well-off 

middle Americans trying to find a new light who’d come west and were paying big for 

what we’d have done for them in New Jersey for two bucks.”13  Music was revealed as 

Springsteen’s focus in a scene that stressed experience and drugs alongside music.  

Springsteen saw that the drugs were only going to get in the way of the music that he 

valued so highly, and that the true way to escape and better one’s situation was not 
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through drugs but the music itself.  Ironically, the hippies dancing in the forest and 

Springsteen were searching for the same thing; a new truth.  Both were disillusioned with 

the reality of the Cold War consensus of American society and searching for something 

new.  The hippies sought to start over with a “back to the land” approach, became 

connoisseurs of various intoxicants, and separated themselves from society.  Springsteen 

on the other hand, looked to build bridges through rock and roll.   

From their temporary hippie camp outside of San Francisco, Steel Mill would 

play a few shows around the city and record two songs in a professional studio.  They got 

their first large audience at a club called the Matrix where they opened for Boz Scaggs, 

Elvin Bishop, and Charlie Musselwhite, hailing a rave review from Philip Elwood of the 

San Francisco Examiner, that proclaimed “never have I been so surprised by completely 

unknown talent.”14  After that the band would not get anywhere in San Francisco.  It was 

a difficult city to distinguish oneself due to the numerous bands all vying for attention.  

The city was oversaturated with talent from the hippie movement that had swept over the 

Bay Area in the late 1960s.  The band made the decision after only a summer in the city 

to return back to New Jersey.   

  Upon returning to New Jersey, Steel Mill began to get into trouble.  Numerous 

shows featured run-ins with the police.  Danny Federici was arrested and charged with 

assaulting a police officer.  During one performance, Federici threw a stack of Marshall 

Amplifier heads into a group of officers, crushing them under the weight.  Springsteen 

wrote that “for a week the papers were filled with ‘ROCK AND ROLL MELEE!’ 

headlines.  Guns and knives were reportedly found under the stage (not true) [and] a 
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police chief was allegedly assaulted with an amplifier (true).”15  This sort of brawling, 

rebellious, rock and roll lifestyle of Springsteen’s younger days would work its way into 

his music, providing sweeping landscapes for lyrics of rough street characters on the 

boardwalk of Asbury Park.   

 After playing with Steel Mill and enjoying a fair amount of success along with the 

hardships of a local rock band, Springsteen began to look for more individual freedom in 

his songwriting.  That step began with a break from his manager.  Springsteen cited built 

up “resentments…[and] a natural burnout of the relationship”16 as the reasons for the 

divide.  This allowed Springsteen to pursue performing original material rather than the 

cover set that most music venues on the Jersey Shore demanded.  Springsteen wanted to 

step into a sound that was not the Zeppelin style guitar playing in Steel Mill, but rather 

“an amalgam of good songwriting mixed with a soul-and –R & B– influenced rock music 

that would eventually be the basis for the sound of…Greetings from Asbury Park and The 

Wild, the Innocent, and the E Street Shuffle.”17  This sound was not one that would be the 

norm at the rock clubs that Steel Mill had been playing and the crowds would require 

convincing.  

 Springsteen, in making the decision to write original music, had to endure the 

hardships of little to no initial popularity.   After a couple of months of scraping by, Steve 

Van Zandt and Springsteen decided to walk down the Asbury Park boardwalk and “the 

club that was doing the lousiest business was where we’d make our pitch to play.”18  

After offering to play for a one dollar cover charge and nothing else, the manager was 
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still hesitant after the two revealed that they would be playing original music.  “The place 

was high season empty…and still the resistance to original music in our hometown was 

so great, he ‘didn’t know’?!”19  The first performance at the bar, called the Student 

Prince, was deserted enough to earn each band member only three dollars.  However, as 

the weeks went by Springsteen’s original music, now being played under the name The 

Bruce Springsteen Band, began to convince more and more on the boardwalk.  

Eventually the band would pack the club on most weekends “like a private house party 

held three times a week for the local street, a pretty hip group of people.  The [bartender] 

was happy.  The band was happy.  The people were happy.”20  This the first time that 

Springsteen had taken the risk to make original music work in a place that was 

unreceptive to it and gave him the confidence to continue to climb.   

 While playing at the Student Prince, Springsteen met a key piece for his 

developing E Street Band: Clarence Clemons.  Springsteen was listening to various kinds 

of music to help develop sounds that resonated with him.  One that he was particularly 

drawn to was the saxophone, specifically, the rock and roll saxophone.  Springsteen 

“immersed [himself] in the records of Gary U.S. Bonds, King Curtis, Junior Walker, and 

Dion”21 to solidify the kind of sax sound he was looking for. The saxophone gave 

Springsteen’s music a quality that distinguished it from other music of the day, harkening 

back to the sounds of World War II era swing and early rock ‘n’ roll of the fifties.  This 

blended and added to Springsteen’s call to a new consensus: taking the sounds of the old 

and reinterpreting them as new.  
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 The next rung on the ladder of Springsteen’s career, was his alliance with Mike 

Appel.  Through a connection with a friend Springsteen met Appel in his office in New 

York.  Before meeting Springsteen, Appel was working in a “Brill Building” style 

situation where he sat in an office with a piano and tried to write the hit songs of 

tomorrow.  Appel was an incredibly charismatic person who could “get you excited about 

yourself…,[he had] 110 percent belief in whatever was flying out of his mouth at any 

given moment.  It’s a gift.  By the time I left his office my superstardom had been 

preordained.”22  Then came the contracts.  In order for Springsteen and Appel to work 

together Appel insisted on contracts that would become a problem later in their working 

career.  Springsteen at the time had “never signed a contract in my life, and didn’t know 

shit about them…[but] the bottom line was I liked Mike and I knew he understood what I 

wanted to do musically.”23  The contracts spelled out that Springsteen would get half of 

the royalties but none of the publishing revenues and would split everything else.  The 

issue would arise when Springsteen realized all of the fine print stuck him with the 

majority of the operation costs.   

 Mike Appel, despite the restrictive contracts, was able to get Springsteen in 

contact with a representative at Columbia records.  Appel introduced Springsteen to a 

record producer named Jon Hammond who had signed Bob Dylan, an idol of 

Springsteen.  Springsteen borrowed an acoustic guitar from a friend, having no money to 

afford one of his own, and walked into Hammond’s office.  Appel provided an 

introduction that compared Springsteen to the second coming of Jesus and turned it over.  

Springsteen played ‘Saint in the City,’ a song that would appear on his first album, and 
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blew Hammond away.  He played a few more songs and was told “you’ve got to be on 

Columbia Records.”24  Hammond insisted on seeing Springsteen play live.  After that 

show that night, he was hooked.  An agreement was reached and production began on 

Springsteen’s first album Greetings from Asbury Park.  He was locked into a two album 

per year contractual agreement that would be renegotiated before Born to Run but meant 

for the time being Springsteen had to turn out two full length albums in less than a year, a 

daunting task for such a young artist.   

 The focus for Greetings from Asbury Park was on the songwriting, specifically 

the lyrics.  Springsteen had been working on lyrics ever since his decision to move away 

from the music of Steel Mill and toward more storied compositions.  Signed after being 

heard playing on a borrowed acoustic guitar, Columbia Records was expecting a singer-

song writer sound similar to their other budding artist, James Taylor.  This worked 

perfectly as Springsteen wanted to write about his own experiences through characters 

and vignettes on the streets of New Jersey.  Springsteen wrote that “most songs were 

twisted autobiographies.  ‘Growin’ Up,’ ‘Does the Bus Stop,’ ‘For You,’ ‘Lost in the 

Flood,’ and ‘Saint in the City,’ found their people, places, hangouts, and incidents I’d 

seen and things I’d lived.”25  This made for an album with lyrics that were dense, poetic, 

and thematic, often flowing into one another with almost rap like prose, leaving 

Springsteen gasping for breath.  Springsteen was able to focus on songwriting because he 

knew that he had the other elements.  He wrote that “what I had over my company in the 

field was that I’d secretly built up years of rock ‘n’ roll experience out of view of the 
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known world and in front of every conceivable audience.  I’d already seen the roughest 

the road had to offer and was ready for more.”26   

 Greetings from Asbury Park started with a declaration of the power of music for 

Springsteen; his driving force and only ally against a dark life that he did not want to 

lead.  The first song, “Blinded by the Light” was written after Springsteen submitted a 

first version of the album and was told that there was nothing that could be played on the 

radio.  As such, the song had one of the catchiest hooks on the album, with a chorus that 

had the right combination of musicality and repetition.  At the same time, the lyrics were 

dense and showed off Springsteen’s poetic prowess.  For example, “And some new 

mown chaperone was standin’ in the corner all alone watchin’ the young girls dance/ And 

some fresh-sown moonstone was messin’ with his frozen zone to remind him of the 

feeling of romance,”27 were just two lines out of a five-minute song with no instrumental 

breaks.  

 The lyrical density also allowed him to paint a picture of his own life and of 1973, 

when the album was released, centering around ‘the light.’  The term was not defined in 

the song but left for the listeners interpretation.  “The light” was referring to the blinding 

inspiration, drive, and opportunity that Springsteen found in music.  Referencing the 

“new-mown chaperone,” the individual in question had not experienced romance in an 

extended period and was in a ‘frozen zone’ until he heard a band playing.  Afterwards he 

was “blinded by the light, cut loose like a deuce, another runner in the night.”28  The 

music had blinded the man and sent him into the night, a euphemism that Springsteen 
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often used to describe chasing adventure and feeling hope, like a deuce: the first V-8 car 

Ford ever made.  Referring to a 1932 Ford referenced themes found in consensus-era 

rock songs, like the Beach Boys’ “Little Deuce Coupe” and brought forth themes of 

prosperity and hope.  This was a part of Springsteen’s message of a new consensus that 

would become clearer in his later works.  

 The song “Growin’ Up” was a testament to the personal significance of a live 

performance.  Concerned about being sincere, he wrote as an introductory line that “I 

stood stonelike at midnight, suspended in my masquerade/ I combed my hair until it was 

just right, and commanded the night brigade.”29  This was referring to the times where 

Springsteen felt most alive, and yet, recognized that there was a certain thespian element 

to what he was doing.  Most likely, Springsteen was referencing the live performances 

that he drew so much energy from.  He continued: “I was open to pain and crossed by the 

rain, and I walked on a crooked crutch.”30  That crutch was music, crooked because he 

had not yet developed into the musician he knew that he could be.  Springsteen used that 

crutch in his high school days as a sort of weapon, singing, “I pushed B-52 and bombed 

‘em with the blues with my gear set stubborn on standing/ I broke all the rules, strafed my 

old high school, never once gave thought to landing.”31  The blues, a reference to blues 

music, was one of Springsteen’s early influences, specifically combined with rock and 

roll, like with the Rolling Stones.  Springsteen with this lyric was stating that it was 

music and the power that he found in performance that got him through high school.  

                                                      
29 Springsteen, “Growin’ Up,” Greetings from Asbury Park.  
30 Ibid.  
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 The song “Lost in the Flood,” was an early engagement with the Vietnam War, 

centering around a Vietnam War veteran.  Springsteen sang: “the ragamuffin gunner is 

returnin’ home like a hungry runaway/ he walks through the town all alone.”32  Vietnam 

War veterans were treated poorly after they returned home, providing a visual 

representation of a failing American dream that Springsteen picked up on with this lyric.  

He continued with another contradiction of reality and ideology with “nuns run bald 

through Vatican halls pregnant, pleading immaculate conception,” and then made his first 

claim about the Vietnam War singing, “…Gunner breathes deep, his ankles caked in 

mud/ And I said ‘hey Gunner Man that’s quicksand, that’s quicksand that ain’t mud/  

Have you thrown your senses to the war or did you loose them in the flood?”33  

Springsteen was making the claim that the Vietnam War and the cultural fallout, or 

“flood” was quicksand.  It was going to swallow up American society whole, just like it 

would swallow up the gunner in the song.  The next verse articulated how the gunner 

would crash his car, ironically painted in red, white, and blue, in a race and perish.  

Springsteen sang:  

he rides head first into a hurricane and disappears into a point/ And there’s 
nothing left but some blood where the body fell/  That is, nothing left that you 
could sell/  Just junk all across the horizon, a real highwayman’s farewell/ And I 
said ‘hey kid, you think that’s oil?  Man, that ain’t oil that’s blood’/  I wonder 
what he was thinking when he hit that storm, Or was he just lost in the flood?34 
 

American society, in other words, was caught up in a flood or a sweeping cloud of 

directionless uncertainty.  Individuals like the gunner or the “wiz-bang gangs from 
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uptown,” did not feel a sense of unity, purpose, or direction and that this was the fault of 

the downfall of the post-World War II consensus.    

After the release of Greetings from Asbury Park, Springsteen and the newly 

minted first lineup of the E Street Band, Steve Van Zandt on guitar, Gary Talent on bass, 

Vini Lopez on drums, and new additions Clarence Clemons on saxophone and Danny 

Sancious on keyboards, toured around the east coast while also recording their second 

album The Wild, the Innocent, and the E Street Shuffle.  The album took a total of three 

months to record while working around a tour schedule including classic “musician in the 

studio” feats of endurance.  Springsteen wrote that “In the end we held marathon sessions 

around the clock.  Clarence and I pitched a tent out back in a small yard and slept there 

for days while finishing our final overdubs.  Toward the end of the mixing process I had 

been up for three days with no stimulants.”35  The album turned out to be more of a rock 

‘n’ roll album than the last one.  Springsteen cited the change in tone was due to the 

comparisons he got with Bob Dylan, a trap that would limit an artist in the recording 

industry of the time, and because “the lyrics and spirit of Greetings came from an unself-

conscious place.  Your early songs emerge from a moment when you’re writing with no 

sure prospect of ever being heard…that only happens once.”36  

The first song on The Wild, the Innocent, and the E Street Shuffle began with a 

scattering of different horn sounds before dropping into a groove that set the tone for the 

rest of the album.  The funky, clav-keyboard sound, with tightly played horn lines, and a 

drum groove that keeps driving, combined with the title, itself made the statement that 

dancing was central.  Entitled the “E Street Shuffle” Springsteen sang of a classic night 

                                                      
35 Springsteen, Born to Run, 191.   
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on the Jersey Shore, the kind that Springsteen had played to on numerous occasions in his 

younger days.  Springsteen described the song by writing,  

The opening cut of my second record, “The E Street Shuffle,” is a reflection of a 
community that was partly imagined and partly real.  It was the early seventies: 
blues, R&B, and soul were still heavily influenced and heard often along the 
Jersey Shore….The cast of characters came vaguely from Asbury Park at the turn 
of the decade.  I wanted to describe a neighborhood, a way of life, and I wanted to 
invent a dance with no exact steps.  It was just the dance you did every day and 
every night to get by.37   
 

The song captured Springsteen’s intentions in its feel, sound, and lyrics, setting a quick 

pace for the rest of the album to follow.  The sound in general for the album was more 

balanced between the music and lyrics than compared to Greetings from Asbury Park.  

The words did not seem so stressed or hurried and the musical compositions drove into 

different passages at every turn.   

 The album, fittingly, also sounded more like a like performance than the previous 

one.  This was the direct product of the touring that Springsteen and the E Street Band 

had been doing before recording.  The song “Rosalita (Come Out Tonight),” specifically, 

was “arranged to leave the band and audience exhausted and gasping for breath.  Just 

when you thought the song was over, you’d be surprised by another section taking the 

music higher.”38  That’s exactly what Rosalita did.  Beginning with a guitar riff, hitting 

immediately with a drum fill into an organ chord into the saxophone sound of Clarence 

Clemons.  The song did not stop until seven minutes later when, with a huge explosion of 

instruments, the sound trails off, as a car cresting the horizon.  Lyrically the song was 
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Springsteen’s “musical autobiography.  It was [his] ‘getting out of town’ preview for 

Born to Run, with more humor.”39  Springsteen has written that,  

At the time of The Wild, the Innocent, I had no success, so I had no real concerns 
about where I was going.  I was going up, I hoped, or at least out.  With a record 
contract and a touring band, I felt I was better off than most of my friends…. With 
the off-to-the races opening chords of ‘Rosie,’ I geared up my band and hit the 
road without dread.40  

 
The lyrics spoke of how he felt looked down upon – “now I know your mama she don’t 

like me because I play in a rock and roll band,41” –how he felt stuck– “And my tires were 

slashed and I almost crashed but the lord have mercy/  And my machine she’s a dud out 

stuck in the mud somewhere in the swamps of Jersey.”42 Consequently, he needed to get 

out: “you can hear them in the back room strummin’/ so hold tight baby ‘cause don’t you 

know daddy’s comin’.”43  Rosalita summed up the power, performance, and legacy of 

Springsteen at this point in his career.   

Springsteen demonstrated his musical integrity in how he reacted to Columbia 

Records’ feedback to The Wild, the Innocent and the E Street Shuffle.  When the band 

was done recording the album the people that were their biggest supporters at Columbia 

Records were gone and they were informed by Charles Koppelman, the head of artist 

relations, that the “musicianship was simply not up to snuff.”44  He then asked 

Springsteen to come down to the Columbia studio and have his album rerecorded by 

professional New York studio musicians.  These were the best of the best.  Springsteen 

held his ground: “I told him this was my band, I was committed to them, I thought the 
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record sounded great, I was proud of it and wanted it released as is.”45  Koppelman told 

Springsteen that the album would receive little promotion and disappear along with 

Springsteen.   

This was a stunning display of commitment by Springsteen to a band and to a 

sound.  Springsteen was putting success that he had dreamed of his entire life, his 

recording deal with Columbia Records, on the line, showing that Springsteen did not 

value anything above his own band and his own sound.  Where many musicians would 

have given way to the pressures of the industry and even delighted at the prospect to have 

studio musicians record their material, Springsteen said no, and walked out of 

Koppelman’s office.   

What Koppelman said would happen essentially did.  Springsteen’s first two 

albums fell on mediocre success and Springsteen found himself in dire straits with 

Columbia Records.  While the first two albums had moderate success, they were not the 

massive “great man” successes Columbia was looking for to unite the fragmented genres 

of the 1970s.  The spotlight began to shift towards Billy Joel within Columbia and 

Springsteen was considered unneeded.   Furthermore, Springsteen was fighting an uphill 

battle with the marketing tag of a “New Dylan,” a label that limited public interpretation 

of Springsteen to a singer-songwriter that was not congruent with the old-style rock ‘n’ 

roll sound and performance of the E-Street Band.  Due to Mike Appel’s aggressive 

lobbying and practice of sneaking bootleg songs to radio stations, Columbia allowed 

Springsteen limited touring, and gave him enough funding to allow him to work on one 

hit single: “Born to Run.”   

                                                      
45 Ibid.  
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The pressure on Springsteen living up to produce a rock and roll record that could 

sell millions were further compounded when Jon Landau, a highly regarded rock and roll 

writer, wrote his famous article on Springsteen.  Landau saw Springsteen at a club in 

Boston during one of the limited touring trips Columbia allocated for Springsteen and 

experienced a personal revival.  He went home and wrote in the Real Paper, a small 

Boston publication, that “I saw my rock and roll past flash before my eyes.  And I saw 

something else: I saw rock and roll future and its name is Bruce Springsteen.”46  The 

quote was seen by Columbia Records and had a twofold effect.  First, it gave Springsteen 

the green light for a full-scale production of his third album that would become Born to 

Run.  Second, the quote, while not alone in its glorification of Springsteen, was 

incorporated into the marketing campaign around Springsteen and set the bar even higher 

for his new album.  Ron McCarrell, a CBS marketing executive, when asked about the 

impact of Landau’s article spoke of “turning the quote into a poster for record shops…. 

That was kind of the beginning of what led to the massive campaign for Born to Run,”47.  

Now, not only was Springsteen being compared to Bob Dylan, but he would have to be 

the future and rock and roll, all in one album.   

 Springsteen was frustrated by the expectations and drama caused by the Landau 

article.  “It was like they took it all out of context and blew it up, and who’s gonna 

swallow that?  It’s going to piss people off, man.  It pisses me off.”48  Despite such hard 

words, Springsteen rose to the challenge.  He set out to make a record that, as he said, 

would “sound like Phil Spector…[have] words like Dylan…and guitars like Duane 
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Eddy.”49  Springsteen wanted to have the sounds of such great artists of the 1950s and 

1960s as they represented the hope and optimism and hard work he imparted through his 

songs.  Phil Spector took months layering track after track in the studio until he got the 

sound that he wanted.  In the same way, Springsteen drove tirelessly to rise above the 

economic, social, and cultural barriers of his childhood through his music.  Accordingly, 

Springsteen rose to do all that he possibly could to create a record that would 

“[reestablish] rock and roll as a cultural force with the power to inspire and…create 

change in your life, in your town, and in the world.”50   
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Chapter Three 
 

“Show a Little Faith, There’s Magic in the Night:”  
Born to Run, Darkness on the Edge of Town, and The River 

 

 The political climate in 1974, as Springsteen was beginning to write the Born to 

Run album, was one of division and pessimism.  The Vietnam War had been a failure and 

Americans were gripped by the economic crisis and the Watergate scandal.  Springsteen 

sought to speak to all of these elements.  At the same time, Springsteen was under 

pressure from Columbia Records to release a record that would sell.  With the country 

fracturing, record companies were putting greater pressure on their artists to become the 

next great American unifier. Springsteen wrote that “the question was, beyond 

critics…could I stir interest in that larger audience that lay at the end of the radio dial?  

Cult artists don’t last on Columbia Records.  We miss this one…[and] we’ll be sent back 

to the minors deep in the South Jersey Pines.”1   Politics and Columbia Records 

combined to present a challenge to Springsteen to keep with his value of wanting to 

“collide with the times and create a voice that had musical, social, and cultural impact,”2  

and sell records at the same time.    

 Born to Run was a high stakes release for Springsteen amidst the voices 

clamoring for new material at Columbia Records.  He had to make an album that “was 

the embodiment of what I’d been slowly promising I could do.  It had to be something 

epic and extraordinary, something that hadn’t quite been heard before.”3  To reach for 
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this, Springsteen poured the music that had been moving him at the time into the album.  

As he recalled: 

 I was in the midst of giving myself a crash course in fifties and sixties rock ‘n’ 
roll…. At night, I’d switch off the light and drift away with Roy Orbison, Phil 
Spector, or Duane Eddie lullabying me to dreamland.  The records spoke to me in 
a way most late-sixties and early-seventies rock music failed to.  Love, work, sex, 
and fun…. These were well crafted, inspired recordings, powered by great songs, 
great voices, great arrangements, and excellent musicianship.  They were filled 
with real studio genius, breathless passion…AND…they were hits!4 
 

These artists appealed to Springsteen in three target areas: message, musicianship, and 

popular accessibility.  The message was one of confidence from the area of the liberal 

consensus.  Phil Spector, the record producer who became known for the “wall of 

sound,” became Springsteen’s aural influence for Born to Run.  The Beach Boys with 

“Little Deuce Coup” singing “Just a little deuce coupe with a flat head mill/ But she'll 

walk a Thunderbird like it's standin' still/  She's ported and relieved and she's stroked and 

bored/  She'll do a hundred and forty with the top end floored,”5  provided much of the 

car imagery found in Born to Run.  For the seventies, images of a sixties era muscle car 

was an inspiring sight in the gas strapped economy. 

 Integrity in recorded performance was a sticking point for Springsteen but his idea 

of musicianship was changing.  On his first two albums, Springsteen valued spontaneity 

and exploration in lyrics and music.  The early formation of the E Street Band produced 

long songs that allowed time for solos and personal musical playing.  Springsteen’s new 

muse was balance.  As he described his influences for the album, he stated that “there 

was little self-indulgence…didn’t waste your time with sprawling guitar solos or endless 
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monolithic drumming.  There was opera and grandness but there was also restraint.”6   

This would translate into songs that were more focused and concentrated.  The lyrics still 

sprawled out across both sides of the fold out vinyl cover but they were much more 

organized, with each verse and chorus matching up in length.  Springsteen also strove for 

a sound that was more reminiscent of the 1950s and early 1960s.  He chased Phil 

Spector’s “wall of sound” approach where so many different tracks and instruments were 

added to the mix that there was no silence in the recording, only a layered and textured 

barrage of sound.  This would allow Springsteen to match a larger than life sound to 

larger than life lyrics.   

 The ultimate stake for Springsteen was how his message would resonate with the 

average listener: popular accessibility.  Springsteen decided to take a chance and address 

the issues that were facing the American public.  That meant pouring his own experiences 

and questions into an album rather than following the safer option of leaning into the 

popular sounds and themes of the day.  Springsteen spelled out what the Born to Run 

album set out to embody: 

I was a child of Vietnam-era America, of the Kennedy, King, and Malcom X 
assassinations.  The country no longer felt like the innocent place it was said to be 
in the Eisenhower fifties.  Political murder, economic injustice, and institutional 
racism were all powerfully and brutally present.  These were issues that had 
previously been relegated to the margins of American life.  Dread –the sense that 
things might not work out, that the moral high ground had been swept out from 
underneath us, that the dream we had of ourselves had somehow been tainted and 
the future would forever be uninsured– was in the air.  This was the new lay of the 
land, and if I was going to put my characters out on that highway, I was going to 
have to put all these things in the car with them.  That’s what was due, what the 
times demanded.7 
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The search for the American dream meant that disillusion, loneliness, and a loss of 

direction would be in the metaphorical car with his characters on the album.  

Thematically, the album centered on human connection, the difference between 

escapism and escape, and a clinging to the hope of the promise of the American dream.  

His characters throughout the album would express these sentiments in their pursuit of 

the “promised land,” as introduced in “Thunder Road,” the first song on the album.  The 

man, speaking in the first person, interacts with Mary.  The two are introduced as a 

couple who would resonate with anyone in the 1970s.  They were concerned with what it 

meant to exist with the current problems of the nation, how they could escape their 

circumstances, and how they could feel alive.  For the male character the woman is his 

escape: his liberation.  Springsteen sang that “like a vision she [Mary] dances across the 

porch/ As the radio plays/ Roy Orbison singing for the lonely/ Hey that’s me and I want 

you only/ Don’t turn me home again/ I just can’t face myself alone again.”8   The 

narrator, trapped by his circumstances, longed for someone that would allow him a 

different experience, someone who he could find a new life with.  He saw Mary as his 

last chance for that.  To express this sentiment, Springsteen used the motif of a road.  He 

sang: “well I’m no hero that’s understood/ All the redemption I can offer, girl/ is beneath 

this dirty hood/ With a chance to make it good somehow/ Hey what else can we do now/ 

except roll down the windows/ and let the wind blow back your hair/ Well the night’s 

busting open/ these two lanes can take us anywhere.”9   An open road and a belief in 

something better.  That is all Springsteen proclaimed was needed.   
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The sounds of “Thunder Road,” specifically the driving drum beat of new 

drummer Max Weinberg, combined with the soaring guitar riff, gave the lyrics a “life or 

death” mentality that spoke to the desperate situation of the time.  Mary and the narrator 

are not just engaged on a date but in a “last chance power drive”10 to feel alive and to feel 

real.  Everything that they have experienced in their life thus far had been 

underwhelming, edifice, and confining: a hollow shell of the America that their parents 

glorified in stories.  They were taking a last chance at something better.  Springsteen 

concluded the lyrics with a last gasp of “So Mary climb in/ It’s a town full of losers/ 

We’re pulling out of here to win!”11   Springsteen had Clarence Clemons blast in with a 

triumphant saxophone solo with the drums of Weinberg pounding in the background 

amidst the wash of his oversized cymbals.  This conjured up the adrenaline rush of 

escaping into an unknown world of possibility.  For many, as shown later in the Born to 

Run album, that escape was being with someone and driving to achieve something better.  

For Springsteen, that thrill was found in music, and he used this insight to help others feel 

the same way and find their own avenue to their own American dream.   

The album continued on with “Tenth Avenue Freeze Out” with listeners taken to 

a scene on the Jersey Shore just down the I-33 from Freehold where Springsteen would 

have played.  The scene was designed to give contrast to the hope and drive for glory 

presented in “Thunder Road,” and bring the listener back to reality.  Springsteen sang 

“Tear drops on the city/ Bad Scooter searching for his groove/ Seems like the whole 

world walking pretty/  And you can’t find the room to move/ Well everybody better 
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move over, that’s all.”12   Springsteen was painting a picture of restriction where 

everyone was jockeying for positioning.  Escape and relief in the song came through 

music and human connection both for Springsteen and for the people on the shore.  He 

sang that “When the change was made uptown/ And the Big Man joined the band/  From 

the coastline to the city/  All the little pretties raise their hands/  I’m gonna sit back right 

easy and laugh/  When Scooter and the Big Man bust this city in half.”13    

 The other theme of Springsteen’s Born to Run album was a differentiation 

between escape and escapism.  Springsteen, in both lyrical and music presentation, was 

continually putting forth avenues and hope for a better situation for the listener and 

comparing that to others who were finding meaning in artifice.  The song “Born to Run” 

captured the emphasis on escape to find purpose and connection.  Springsteen set the 

stage for the song with the opening lines of “In the day we sweat it out on the streets of a 

runaway American dream/ At night we ride through mansions of glory in suicide 

machines.”14  With these lines, Springsteen was comparing the hard work of middle class 

living to the lack of reward and financial stability.  Those who “sweat it out” had to drive 

by the mansions of the wealthy in cars that barley worked.  In the face of this injustice, 

Springsteen sought the freedom to escape and find more: “Baby this town rips the bones 

from your back, it’s a death trap/  We gotta get out while we’re young/  Because tramps 

like us, baby we were born to run.”15  This was not escapism, but rather an escape toward 

better circumstances.   
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 The first step on that road was human connection.  Springsteen embodied his 

desire for a liberating connection in the character Wendy.  Springsteen sang: “Wendy let 

me in I want to be your friend/… Together we could break this trap/ We’ll run till we 

drop, baby we’ll never go back.”16  Liberation, therefore, was not possible alone.  

Springsteen compared this to the other youth where “the girls comb their hair in rearview 

mirrors/ And the boys try to look so hard/  The amusement park rises bold and stark/  

Kids are huddled on the beach in a mist.”17   The other characters in the song are not 

striving to escape where they are but rather jockey each other for position in the same 

reality described in “Tenth Avenue Freeze Out.”  This was escapism rather than escape.  

The periphery characters were trying to groom their image in an attempt to forget about 

their circumstances and act out a contrary reality.  Springsteen, in finishing the verse, 

articulated that he wanted something more.  He continued on with “I want to die with you 

Wendy on the street tonight in an everlasting kiss.”18  Springsteen wanted connection 

rather than artifice.   

The song finished with a resignation that Mary and Springsteen did not have a 

choice: “Come on with me, tramps like us, baby, we were born to run.”19  This sentiment 

examined the potential uncontrollable privileges and challenges one’s birth could bring.  

Being “born to run” held a duel meaning.  At once, it was an internal propensity for 

fighting against one’s circumstances.  A renegade quality that fit with “chrome wheeled, 

fuel injected, and steppin out over the line.”20  This was a characteristic that Springsteen 
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continually articulated that he held and took pride in.  At the same time, “born to run” 

meant that the individual was placed in a position by birth that meant that they had two 

choices: live life as it was and resign to the darkness of a fading American dream or run 

into the unknown in search of something greater.  The need to run and to “get where we 

want to go, and [walk] in the sun,”21 was, therefore, a challenge from one’s birthplace.  A 

challenge that Springsteen was born into and would continue to explore throughout his 

music.  

 Born to Run achieved what Springsteen had hoped for.  It resonated with the 

times in a way that sold records, speaking to people where they were and giving them 

hope for where they could be.  The album caused Springsteen to appear, in a first, on both 

the cover of Time and Newsweek magazines on the same day.  This posed a personal 

challenge to Springsteen who was wary of press coverage.  He wrote that “I hesitated, 

because, back then, popular entertainers, particularly rock ‘n’ rollers, were not on the 

covers of what were considered serious news publications.”22   This further emphasized 

the significance of the covers.  Springsteen had made such a cultural impact with Born to 

Run that he was analyzed by top tier journalists.  Being portrayed on the two covers 

solidified Springsteen’s popular appeal: he had succeeded in the eyes of Columbia 

Records.    

 After the success of Born to Run, Springsteen began to feel the weight of the 

restrictive contracts he had signed with Mike Appel years before.  The contracts 

stipulated that Appel would pay Springsteen and all of the bonuses would go to Appel. 

The part that aggravated Springsteen the most was that the songs legally belonged to 
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Appel and the recording label he had set up.  That meant that Springsteen could not play 

any of the songs on Born to Run, or record any new music for Columbia Records, unless 

he bought them back from Appel or re-signed.  The two, after a hugely successful album, 

went to court to sort out the deal.  Springsteen wrote that “eventually, for seed money for 

more kite dreams, Mike sold me back every piece of music he ever owned.”23   That 

meant that Springsteen had to forgo the majority of the money that was made on Born to 

Run and two years worth of legal battles.  Springsteen would bring on Jon Landau, now a 

good friend, as his manager.   

 The break with Mike Appel was combined with a sense from Springsteen that 

“something wasn’t right, [that] instead of exhilaration I felt unease.”24  This led him to 

create a new sentiment on his next album in 1978, Darkness on the Edge of Town.  For 

Darkness, Springsteen decided to turn the car in Born to Run around and head back into 

the city to address new questions.  He wrote that “I felt accountable to the people I’d 

grown up alongside of and I needed to address that feeling.” 25  That meant diving into 

the gritty, rundown, and tough lives that Springsteen and the residents of Freehold led.  

There would be more references to factories and simple pleasures.  He wrote that: 

I was on new ground and searching for a tone somewhere between Born to Run’s 
spiritual hopefulness and seventies cynicism.  That cynicism was what my 
characters were battling against.  I wanted them to feel older, weathered, wiser, 
but not beaten.  The sense of daily struggle increased; hope became a lot harder to 
come by.  That was the feeling I wanted to sustain.  I steered away from escapism 
and placed my people in a community under siege.26 
 

                                                      
23 Ibid., 227.  
24 Ibid., 262. 
25 Ibid.   
26 Ibid., 263.  
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Where Born to Run addressed lack of direction and loss of hope, Darkness addressed 

cynicism and a growing belief in the death of the American dream.   

 Darkness on the Edge of Town also contained influences from the punk music 

movement.  Springsteen wanted to do away with “anything that smacked of frivolity or 

nostalgia.  The punk revolution had hit and there was some hard music coming out of 

England.”27   Punk was a seething and ravenous musical push based in anger and energy.  

Springsteen interpreted the punk movement as a response to a waning connection with 

the performer.  The “connection between the fan and the man onstage had grown too 

abstract.”28   The polished packaging of popular music and façade of the disco movement 

left an opening for a raw and sweeping wave to crash over music.  Springsteen claimed 

that in “’78 I felt a distant kinship to these groups, to the class consciousness, the 

anger…. [the punks] energy and influence can be found buried in the subtext of Darkness 

on the Edge of Town.”29   Springsteen reinterpreted punk’s anarchy from being a nihilist 

rejection of all to being a rejection of insincerity and a call for something new.  Already a 

passionate live performer, Springsteen took punk as confirmation that his music was 

accurately speaking to the times and that a more stripped-down sound, with single 

instrument tracks being the primary focus, was required.   

The problems that Springsteen addressed in Born to Run continued to persist.  The 

question of what to do when pushing for liberation and hope fails then raised itself.  This 

was the goal of Darkness on the Edge of Town.  The art on the cover of Darkness was 

emblematic of this development and stood in stark contrast to Born to Run.  On the latter, 
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Springsteen was smiling with a leather jacket and guitar on.  This was Springsteen’s 

comfortable position.  He was an engaging live performer that moved from his 

“backstreets” with his guitar in hand.  As he readily admitted, however, the performer 

“Bruce Springsteen” was different than the individual.  How he was dressed on the cover 

of Born to Run was a uniform; something that Springsteen put on for the goal of 

entertaining audiences.  He was shown leaning on Clarence Clemons as another nod to 

the pressure that he placed on music and the romanticism that came along with it.  The 

scene of the Born to Run album cover was reminiscent of the ideal of the fifties and early 

sixties: the American dream that so many were losing hope in.   

For the cover of Darkness on the Edge of Town, idealism and romanticism were 

replaced with introspection and grit.  The image showed Springsteen leaning against a 

wall covered in flowered wallpaper in a leather jacket and white shirt.  Springsteen was 

looking into the camera with an intense expression.  Springsteen wrote the photographs 

were “stark.” This was the sentiment that Springsteen was looking to capture in Darkness 

in the Edge of Town: toward a more informed outlook on the reality of life.  He wanted to 

ask what the character on Born to Run were running from and why it was important to 

keep running even though disillusion was snapping at his heels.   

The album began by addressing the cynicism of the 1970s, a cultural embodiment 

of the crisis of confidence, with “Badlands.”  The badlands were a motif Springsteen used 

to characterize a stagnant and uninspired life, one that was made bleak by the confines of 

one’s social, economic, and physical states.  Springsteen sang that “I’m caught in a 

crossfire that I don’t understand/”30  referring to elements outside of individual control. 
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“But there’s one thing that I know for sure, I don’t give a damn…”31  referring to 

archetypical seventies cynicism.  Springsteen then goes to repurpose the sentiment to one 

of hope with the next line of “I don’t give a damn for the same old played out scenes/ I 

don’t give a damn for just the in-betweens/ Honey I want the heart, I want the soul, I 

want control right now.” 32  Cynicism was therefore regarded by Springsteen with the 

same indifference as escapism, it was a painkiller rather than a treatment and did not 

reconcile one’s reality with where they wanted to be.   

 Springsteen portrayed the life of those struggling in America as hard and 

demeaning.  The men who worked in blue collar manufacturing positions, like his father 

did for several years, worked tough jobs with little personal reward.  Springsteen sang in 

the song “Factory” that “through mansions of fear, through mansions of pain/ I see my 

daddy walking through them factory gates in the rain/  Factory takes his hearing, factory 

gives him life/  The working, the working, just the working life.”33  This was a scene that 

played out all across industrial America.  Springsteen played off of the paradox that the 

harsh realities of working in a factory, “factory takes his hearing,” and yet allows a 

family to be sustained: “factory gives him life.”  It was a bleak outlook on the life of an 

everyday worker and yet the song had a steady, almost cheerful air to it.  Only two 

minutes and nineteen seconds long, less than half of an average Springsteen song, the 

song began with all instruments in together.  The piano played a peaceful line that was 

reminiscent of walking out on a cold morning providing a contrasting backdrop to the 

lyrics.  The drums played a steady beat that remained the same through the whole song, a 
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snare drum on two and four with two bass drums between each, that complimented the 

never-ending cycle of working in a factory, the horrors made mundane by time and 

repetition.   

 Despite the gloomy tone on Darkness on the Edge of Town, Springsteen made 

sure to reaffirm his belief in a better place where he could “walk in the sun.”  In “The 

Promised Land,” Springsteen made his stand against the advancing darkness heard on the 

rest of the album.  The song was interlaced with themes of disillusion, manhood, and 

belief.  The music was droning and continuous, with Max Weinberg keeping a four on 

the floor beat through the entire song.  Springsteen delivered the chorus: “The dogs on 

Main Street howl/  Because they understand/  If I could take one moment into my hands/  

Mister I ain’t a boy, no I’m a man/  And I believe in the promised land.”34  This turned 

the song into a howl: a release of energy pent up from mansions of fear, and mansions of 

pain.  Springsteen was making the statement that despite the circumstances found on the 

rest of Darkness, he still believed in something greater.  This was an updated 

proclamation of faith.  Where on Born to Run it came with soaring saxophone and 

pounding drums, on Darkness it came with a heavy heart and pained recognition of the 

meaning of belief.  For Springsteen this was a transition point.  From youthful optimism 

to a more mature and informed outlook.  

After Darkness on the Edge of Town was released, Springsteen began to look 

toward his next album, The River.  A long stretch of touring gave Springsteen time to 

ponder the themes of this album, specifically, how what he was speaking to could work 

in a family situation.  Before this point, Springsteen had spoken primarily from the 
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perspective of youth.  He had considered the world from his perspective as a young man 

with no substantial ties or permanent commitments.  Springsteen wrote that he “only had 

his father’s experience to go by and no intimate knowledge of men who were at ease with 

family life.”35   It was the ties of the average life and what those commitments meant for 

the two characters in the car in “Thunder Road” that would interest Springsteen on The 

River.  He wanted to explore the greater implications of the kind of “running” that he put 

forth in Born to Run.  What did it mean to run?  To try and escape one’s circumstances?  

And, ultimately, what was “the promised land?”  These questions were based in the 

themes that were explored in Darkness on the Edge of Town.  Springsteen used The River 

to explore the implications of the reality that he outlined in Darkness on the message he 

put forth in Born to Run. It was all centered around the theme of “The Ties that Bind.”  

The River was an album with a sound of its own.  Springsteen wanted the music 

to sound more like a live performance than a precise studio sound.  The bleed of the 

instruments would serve to provide more excitement and energy and better replicate the 

sound of a band in a live setting. Springsteen wrote that “we wanted the sound of less 

control.”   In a live show, the sound of the room has as much of an effect on how the 

music sounds as the instruments themselves.  Springsteen, therefore, placed microphones 

to pick up the sound of the room, like the recordings of early rock and roll, and went so 

far as to have the drums recorded in a four-walled concrete room where the wash of the 

cymbals almost overpowered the drums.   

 With The River, Springsteen moved his lyrics and message into the realm of adult 

life.  He wanted to explore what it meant that “you have a limited number of 
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opportunities to love someone, to do your work, to be a part of something, to parent your 

children, to do something good.”36  Thereby, Springsteen began the album with “The Ties 

that Bind” to reflect the transition from youth to adulthood.  “The Ties” were what 

connected one’s dream to the real world.  Springsteen first introduced the themes from 

his previous albums, singing “you packed your bags and all alone you want to ride/ You 

don’t want nothin’, don’t need no one by your side.”   This referenced the themes 

presented on Born to Run.  One had to run to something better, and not stop until that is 

done.  Springsteen then complicated that message singing “you’re walkin’ tough baby, 

but you’re walkin’ blind/ To the ties that bind/ Now, you can’t break the ties that bind.”37   

In other words, merely running was futile.  It was not enough to get in the car and drive, 

that would be blind to reality.  Truth and real escape, for Springsteen, would come when 

the ties were faced.  He sang that “you’re walkin’ tough/ but baby can you walk the line/  

And face the ties that bind?”38   Springsteen was clarifying that in order to have escape, 

reality must be faced and embraced.   

 He used the rest of the album to explore what the “ties that bind” could be, how 

they effected the lives of his characters, and how they could be resolved or embraced.  

The next song on the album, “Sherry Darling” explored a hypothetical situation in which 

Springsteen was dating Sherry who’s mother lived with her.  Springsteen sang that “your 

mama’s yappin’ in the back seat/ Tell her to push over and move them big feet/  Every 

Monday morning I gotta drive her down to the unemployment agency.”39   Springsteen 

was not happy with the arrangement and continued to let his thoughts drift to an idealistic 
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existence with Sherry, singing “she can take a subway back to the ghetto tonight/  Well I 

got some beer and the highway’s free/  And I got you, and baby you’ve got me/  Hey, 

hey, hey, whataya say, Sherry darling?”40   This was a tension between the reality that 

Springsteen dreamed of and his current state.   He vented his frustration by singing “now 

Sherry my love for you is real/ But I didn’t count on this package deal/ And baby this car 

just ain’t big enough for her and me.”41   Eventually Springsteen resolved the tension 

between his dreams and reality by accepting the situation as it was and proclaiming that 

he would make the best of it.  He sang that “well let there be sunlight, let there be rain/ 

Let the brokenhearted love again/ Sherry we can run with our eyes open wide before the 

tide.”42   This was a turning point in how Springsteen approached the world in his lyrics.  

 The most dramatic example of Springsteen moving into a new perspective was the 

title song, “The River.”  In the song, Springsteen rejoined his characters from “Thunder 

Road,” to tell their story years down the road.  He began by setting the scene of a run-

down factory town “I come from down in the valley where mister when you’re young/  

They’d bring you up to do like your daddy done/  Me and Mary we met in high school 

when she was just seventeen/  We’d drive out of this valley down to where the fields 

were green.”43   This was the opening scene on “Thunder Road” where “the screen door 

slams/ Mary’s dress waves”  and the two drive on a road where “these two lanes will take 

us anywhere.”   Springsteen then gave the next several years of the story, singing  

Then I got Mary pregnant and man that was all she wrote/  And for my nineteenth 
birthday, I got a union card and a wedding coat/  We went down to the courthouse 
and the judge put it all to rest/  No wedding day smiles, no walk down the aisle/ 
No flowers, no wedding dress…. I got a job working construction for the 

                                                      
40 Ibid.   
41 Ibid.   
42 Ibid.   
43 Springsteen, “The River,” The River.   



 60 

Johnstown company/  But lately there ain’t been much work, on account of the 
economy/  Now all those things that seem so important, well mister they vanished 
right into the air/  Now I just act like I don’t remember, Mary she acts like she 
don’t care.44 
 

This was a dark and dramatic turn for characters that carried so much hope in “Thunder 

Road.”  “The River” replaced Clarence Clemons’ triumphant saxophone with a 

harmonica that tugged at the listeners sense of despair and Max Weinberg’s pounding 

drums with a softer ballad beat.  The road in “Thunder Road” was replaced with the river 

in “The River:” a theme that while beginning as liberation, became a fleeting and flowing 

dream that passed the characters by.  What was once believed to be leading a better life 

and an improved situation had landed them right back where they started.  Springsteen 

sang that “but I remember us driving in my brother’s car/  Her body tan and wet down at 

the reservoir/  At night on them banks I’d lie awake/  And pull her close just to feel each 

breath she’d take/  Now those memories come back to haunt me/  They haunt me like a 

curse.”45   Liberation had faded away as Springsteen asked the question that would 

inform the rest of his career in musical, political, and social choices: “Is a dream a lie if it 

don’t come true/  Or is it something worse that sends me down to the river?”46  

 The implications for that question extended to Springsteen conception of 

liberation, as presented in Born to Run.  On Born to Run and Darkness, Springsteen 

presented pushing against circumstances as single acts.  Getting into the car “Thunder 

Road” or proclaiming a belief in the promised land where momentary and temporary 

actions that were intended to build on each other until a new reality was reached.  “The 

River” turned this upside down by suggesting that there might not be a new reality in the 
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way that they thought.  The characters in “Thunder Road” had ended up in their same 

circumstances.  The actions intended to liberate them did not work in the sense they 

intended them to.  This meant that the promised land was not an economic or physical 

state of being.  There was not a glorious “walk in the sun” reality that could be reached.  

Rather it was the connection between people that mattered.  It was the mature and 

permeant relationship with a significant other and with a community.  Springsteen, in 

writing The River, was not comfortable in this reality but it pushed him toward further 

explorations, namely, what implications did this have on what it meant to be an American 

and the American dream? 
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Chapter Four 
 

“No Surrender:” 
Nebraska and Born in the USA 

 
 
 Upon returning from touring for The River, Bruce Springsteen began to focus on 

the social implications of his music.  The questions raised in The River were troubling 

and driving him toward new ideological explorations.  He wrote that “by the end of the 

River tour, I thought perhaps mapping…the distance between the American dream and 

American reality, might be my service, one I could provide that would accompany the 

entertainment and good times I brought to my fans.”1  This consideration was the 

foundation for Springsteen’s next two albums, Nebraska and Born in the USA.  On 

Nebraska, Springsteen paid tribute to those who were left out of the American dream: 

those who experienced the greatest distance between the American dream and the 

American reality, by capturing the somber sentiment of the American working class.  The 

acoustic, haunting songs, recorded on a four-track tape recorder, rang with blues and 

Americana influences, reinforcing his message.  Born in the USA was Springsteen’s 

magnum opus on what it meant to be an American in the post-Vietnam war era.  

Springsteen put forth that the American dream was still possible to achieve, but it would 

take human connection in all forms: personal, social, and political.  The album was made 

to fit in with the popular sounds of the day to reach as wide an audience as possible.  The 

result was an album that solidified Springsteen as a cultural icon.  Together, the two 

albums were the best representations of Springsteen’s work and his message: the 

problems with America and the way toward improvement. 
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 Nebraska, according to Springsteen, did not have an intentionally political or 

social message, but was about capturing a sentiment.  Springsteen described what he was 

trying to capture as “the flat, dead voice that drifted through my town on the nights I 

couldn’t sleep.”2  That meant he would draw on his experiences from growing up.  

Springsteen wrote that “the ghosts of Nebraska were drawn from my many sojourns into 

the small town streets I’d grown up upon.  My family, [Bob] Dylan, [and] Woody 

[Guthrie] … all guided my imagination.”3  This sentiment was reflected in the cover of 

the album.  It showed an image taken from the perspective of sitting in the passenger seat 

of a truck.  With the dashboard and hood in the foreground, the image looked out onto a 

bleak dirt road stretching through the mid-western countryside.  Rolling dark clouds 

covered the top part of the picture, matching the snow-covered hood of the truck and 

setting a cold and chilling mood.  The image was framed with red lettering that together 

with the image, warned the listener of the darkness within.   

 The title track “Nebraska” was the monologue of a man sentenced to death for a 

mass murder.  It introduced the guiding theme of the album: how those who believed they 

had lost could lose patience.  Springsteen sang that “I saw her standing on her front lawn 

just twirling her baton/  Me and her went for a ride, sir, and ten innocent people died/  

From the town of Lincoln, Nebraska, with a sawed-off .410 on my lap/  Through to the 

badlands of Wyoming I killed everything in my path.”4  The opening lyrics put an image 

of innocence next to one of  horror.  The two images were intended to confuse the listener 

and leave them wondering how the juxtaposition would be resolved.  Springsteen 
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addressed the intended confusion as he continued with: “I can’t say that I’m sorry for the 

things that we’ve done/  At least for a little while, sir, me and her, we had some fun.”5  

The attempt to resist, and to respond to circumstances was pushed to the limit in 

“Nebraska.”  The characters in Born to Run that ran into discontent and hopelessness in 

The River, had reached the breaking point in Nebraska.  As such, when asked why he 

decided to commit his crime, the killer responded with “They wanted to know why I did 

what I did/  Well, sir, I guess there’s just a meanness in this world.”6  This dark 

resignation would wind through the rest of the Nebraska album.   

 The themes of hardships and debt were central to the song “Johnny 99,” telling 

the story of a man sentenced to life in prison.  Springsteen began by introducing context 

for the man’s actions: “Well they closed down the auto plant in Mahwah late last month/  

Ralph went out lookin’ for a job but he couldn’t find none.”7  The situation was similar to 

ones found on Darkness on the Edge of Town and The River, but as in the song 

“Nebraska,” it escalated into violent action.  Springsteen continued singing that “He came 

home too drunk from mixin’ Tanqueray and wine/  He got a gun and shot a night clerk 

now they call him Johnny 99.”8  Johnny was captured and arrested when “Johnny’s 

waving his gun around and threatening to blow his top/  When an off duty cop snuck up 

on him from behind/  Out in front of the Club Tip Top they slapped the cuffs on Johnny 

99.”9  He was sentenced to life in prison and when asked to explain his actions, said: 

“Now judge, judge, I had debts no honest man could pay/  The bank was holdin’ my 
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mortgage and takin’ my house away/  Now I ain’t sayin’ that makes an innocent man/  

But it was more than all this that put that gun my hand.”10  He was highlighting the high 

pressure in the lives of those who were left out of the American dream.  Springsteen was 

not justifying the actions he sang about, but used violence as a device to show that 

humans have limits to what they can endure and that the situation of the working class 

was desperate. 

 The theme of debt continued in the song “Atlantic City” where a man pulled out 

his savings to buy a bus ticket to Atlantic City to participate in a gambling crime.  

Springsteen began the song by hinting at the intention of the Atlantic City trip with 

“Down on the boardwalk they’re getting ready for a fight/  Gonna see what them racket 

boys can do/  Now there’s trouble busing in from outta state/  And the D.A. can’t get no 

relief.”11  “The boardwalk” referred to the New Jersey Boardwalk that Atlantic City, a 

gambler’s destination, was built upon and the “racket boys” were criminals that robbed 

the casinos.  Springsteen was singing about a large scale gambling heist that was so big 

that the District Attorney was involved.  Disguised as a love song courting a girlfriend to 

“Put your make-up on, fix your hair up pretty/  And meet me tonight in Atlantic City,” 

Springsteen initially hid the character’s motive in going to Atlantic City.  

The song’s upbeat feeling, a departure from the blackness found elsewhere on 

Nebraska, made the listener think at first that the song was an anthem about an enjoyable 

night out.  With the last verse, however, Springsteen solidified his character’s dark 

intentions and loss of patience.  Springsteen sang: “Now I’ve been lookin’ for a job but 

it’s hard to find/  Down here it’s just winners and losers/  And don’t get caught on the 
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wrong side of that line/  Well I’m tired of comin’ out on the losin’ end/  So honey last 

night I met this guy and I’m gonna do a little favor for him.”12  A working man turned to 

a life of crime: Springsteen was exploring the dark implications of feeling left out of the 

American dream.  Atlantic City was embodying false hope.  What was once a thriving 

establishment was now a beacon of artifice.  This was a statement on how many regarded 

the American dream.   

 Such a separation of the characters of Nebraska from the American dream was 

highlighted in “Mansion on the Hill.”  Springsteen centered the song around the motif of 

a mansion glowing in the distance.  The mansion represented prosperity, wealth, ease, 

and happiness.  It was pined for and looked at by those who lived in poverty around it.  

Springsteen sang that: 

At night my daddy’d take me and we’d ride/  Through the streets of a town so 
silent and still/  Park on a back road along the highway side/  Look up at that 
mansion on the hill/  In the summer all the lights would shine/  There’d be music 
playing, people laughing all the time/ Me and my sister, we’d hide out in the tall 
corn fields/  Sit and listen to the mansion on the hill.13 

 
The mansion was not accessible to those that gazed at it.  There were “steel gates that 

completely surround, sir/  That mansion on the hill.”14  Through the song the mansion 

embodied physical separation between the growing divides in America and the increasing 

inequality of wealth. Wealth and prosperity were unreachable to those who were not born 

into it.   

 Springsteen ended Nebraska with a dark and complicated optimism with the song 

“Reason to Believe.”  The song explored how the everyday American got through each 
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day, providing clarity for the central question of the Nebraska: what would happen when 

one loses their reason to believe?  Springsteen sang:  

Seen a man standin’ over a dead dog/  Lyin’ by the highway in a ditch/  He’s 
lookin’ down kinda puzzled/  Pokin’ that dog with a stick/  Got his car door flung 
open he’s standing out on Highway 31/  Like if he stood there long enough that 
dog’d get up and run/  Struck me kinda funny/  Seemed kinda funny to me sir/  
Still at the end of every hard day/  People find some reason to believe.15 

 
Springsteen was simultaneously laughing at the futility of the man’s actions and 

marveling at how his belief would get him through the day.  In this way, “Reason to 

Believe” addressed Americans who were experiencing the same circumstances as the 

previous characters and were still living a stable life.  Springsteen was addressing the 

“families who’d built America and yet whose dreams and children were, generation after 

generation, considered expendable…the citizens who’d been shuffled to the margins of 

American life.”16 

 Nebraska’s release brought modest success and did not come with a 

corresponding tour.  Springsteen wrote that “Nebraska entered respectably on the charts, 

got some pretty nice reviews, and received little to no airplay.  For the first time I didn’t 

tour on a release…. Life went on.”17  Despite a lack of popular impact, Nebraska was 

Springsteen most important work as it captured the sentiment of a forgotten working 

class and served as the ground work that Born in the USA would be built upon.  Nebraska 

allowed Springsteen to solidify his commitment to the tragic lives of those who he 

wished to serve through his music.  On Born in the USA, dark noir vignettes dripping 

with tragedy and humanity would transform into undercurrents and subtext, grounding 
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the fun and popular sounding album in a meaningful reality.  Springsteen wrote that, “for 

the follow up to Nebraska, which contained some of my strongest songs, I wanted to take 

the same themes and electrify them.”18 The themes and sentiments of Nebraska would 

not leave Springsteen’s music, but rather, inform its message, continuing to mature and 

develop.  

 Springsteen directly addressed the question of what it meant to be an American in 

the post-Vietnam War era and how to respond to that reality in Born in the USA.  The 

title track “Born in the USA,” laid out the torn and wounded landscape of an America 

wounded by the Vietnam War.  The song alternated between shouting choruses that 

proclaimed, “Born in the USA”19 and weighted verses that darkened the meaning of the 

chorus refrain.  Springsteen began the first verse with a familiar portrayal of a restrictive 

town singing “Born down in a dead man’s town/  The first kick I took was when I hit the 

ground/  You end up like a dog that’s been beat too much/  Till you spend half of your 

life trying to cover it up.”20  The character of the song, already disadvantaged by his birth 

location, was sent to Vietnam in the third verse, and returned to his hometown in the 

next.  Springsteen sang: 

Come back home to the refinery/  Hiring man said ‘son if it was up to me’/  Went 
down to see my V.A. man/  He said ‘son, don’t you understand/.  I had a brother 
at Khe Sahn/  Fighting off the Viet Kong/  They’re still there, he’s all gone/  He 
had a woman he loved in Saigon/  I got a picture of him in her arms now/.  Down 
in the shadow of the penitentiary/  Out by the gas fires of the refinery/  I’m ten 
years burning down the road/  Nowhere to run, ain’t got nowhere to go.21 

 

                                                      
18 Ibid., 315.   
19 Bruce Springsteen, “Born in the USA,” Born in the USA (Columbia Records, June 4, 1984).  
20 Ibid.   
21 Ibid.   
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Though previously addressing the chaos the war had brought to America, this was the 

first time Springsteen explicitly referenced the Vietnam War in lyrics, specifically the 

experience of returning veterans.  Springsteen sang of the lack of jobs and loss of life in 

the war, making the listener question the meaning of the patriotically sung choruses.  The 

juxtaposition caused the listener to call into question their own experience with America 

and consider the wounds and sins of the nation.    

 The song “Born in the USA” introduced a primary theme of the album: reflecting 

on the American experience.  This theme was evident from the cover of the album.  Like 

the title track, the cover was strikingly patriotic at first glance but held a deeper meaning.  

The cover art showed Springsteen standing with his back to the frame, wearing a white 

tee shirt tucked into a pair of blue Levi’s jeans with a red hat sticking out of the back 

pocket: the working-class uniform.  In front of Springsteen were the red and white stripes 

of the American flag.  The red, white, and blue color scheme that composed the cover 

made for an image that fit with the hyper-patriotic and conservative wave of the early 

1980s.  However, Springsteen was turned to face the flag and examining it, not standing 

with the flag at his back representing the country.  This significance changed the message 

from one of patriotism to one of contemplation.  With Born in the USA, Springsteen 

intended to confront and question American society through exploring the realities of its 

working class and how difficult situations could be escaped.   

 The realities of the working class were explored in the song “Downbound Train,” 

in which Springsteen told the story of a man who had fallen on hard times.  The song 

carried the undercurrents of Nebraska as Springsteen sang “I had a job, I had a girl/  I had 

something going, mister, in this world/  I got laid off down at the lumber yard/  Our love 
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went bad, times got hard/  Now I work down at the carwash/  Where all it ever does is 

rain/  Don’t you feel like you’re a rider on a downbound train?”22  The character lost his 

job and was losing his connection to his significant other.  This introduced the secondary 

theme of the Born in the USA album: the importance of human connection.  Springsteen 

continued singing with “She just said, ‘Joe, I gotta go, we had it once, we ain’t got it 

anymore’/  She packed her bags and left me/  She bought a bus ticket on the Central Line/  

Nights as I sleep, I hear that whistle whining/  I feel her kiss in the misty rain/  And I feel 

like I’m a rider on a downbound train.”23  The memory of loss haunted the character and 

drove him to the brink in the final verse of the song, ending the story with his arrest and 

work in a prison gang.  This vignette served to show that it was not the loss of a job or 

difficult economic circumstances that pushed the character to the edge, but loss of human 

connection. 

 Springsteen extended the importance of human connection beyond intimate 

partners to friends and introduced the theme of perseverance with “No Surrender.”  

Written for his friendship with Steve Van Zandt.  The first verse introduced a scene from 

an everyday high school where Springsteen and his friend decided to miss school to 

follow the liberating power of rock and roll.  Springsteen sang: 

Well we busted out of class/  Had to get away from those fools/  We learned more 
from a three minute record, baby, than we ever learned in school/  Tonight I hear 
the neighborhood drummer sound/  I can feel my heart begin to pound/  You say 
you’re tired and just want to close your eyes, and follow your dreams down.24 

 
Rock and roll was used as a metaphor for any kind of liberation and separation from 

oppressive circumstances.  As Springsteen sang about numerous times before, however, it 

                                                      
22 Springsteen, “Downbound Train,” Born in the USA.   
23 Ibid.   
24 Springsteen, “No Surrender,” Born in the USA.   



 71 

was much easier to “close your eyes and follow your dreams down.”  Springsteen 

addressed this in the chorus: “Well we made a promise/ we swore we’d always 

remember/  No retreat, baby, no surrender/  Like soldiers in the winter’s night with a vow 

to defend/  No retreat, baby, no surrender.”25  This life or death mentality, both as a 

commitment to another person and to achieving liberation, was the answer to the 

darkness that flowed American society.  Importantly, it was not something that could be 

achieved alone or in a single action.  It would take a life-time. Springsteen outlined that 

“Well now young faces grow sad and old/  And hearts of fire grow cold/  We swore blood 

brothers against the wind/  I’m ready to grow young again.”26 

 Springsteen put the concepts of the importance of human connection and 

perseverance together in the song “Dancing in the Dark.”  The song was the most 

popularly successful song Springsteen ever released, it rose to number two on the 

Billboard Charts. “Dancing in the Dark” took Nebraska influences similar to those in 

“Downbound Train” but put forth a message of hope.  The first verse rang of disillusion 

and dejection.  Springsteen sang: “I get up in the evening, and I ain’t got nothing to say/  

I come home in the morning/ I go to bed feeling the same way/  I ain’t nothing but tired/ 

Man I’m just tired and bored with myself….”27  The world was tiring the character and 

he was looking for a way out.  The final line of the verse, however, changed the song 

from one of darkness to one of hope: “Hey there baby I could use just a little help.”28  

Springsteen was highlighting the importance of human connection and trust in a 

relationship.  As he sang about in “Downbound Train,” however, there was no certainty 

                                                      
25 Ibid.   
26 Ibid.   
27 Springsteen, “Dancing in the Dark,” Born in the USA.   
28 Ibid.   
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in that trust.  He addressed this theme in the chorus of “Dancing in the Dark,” making it 

one of his important musical statements.  He sang that “You can’t start a fire sitting 

‘round crying over a broken heart/ This gun’s for hire, even if we’re just dancing in the 

dark/.  You can’t start a fire worrying about your little world falling apart/  This gun’s for 

hire even if we’re just dancing in the dark.”29  “Dancing in the Dark” meant that even if 

casing the “promised land” or going “down to the river” seemed pointless, all that could 

be done was keep trying.   

 For the final song on the album, Springsteen returned to theme of what it meant to 

be an American.  Springsteen started with the macro-view with “Born in the USA” and 

ended with the micro-view in “My Hometown.”  He set the stage with the first verse, 

singing: “I was eight years old and running with a dime in my hand/  To the bus stop to 

pick up a paper for my old man/  I’d sit on his lap in that big old Buick/  And steer as we 

drove through town/  He’d tousle my hair and say son take a good look around/  This is 

your hometown.”30  Springsteen then took his character through many of the same 

frustrations he had been though himself.  Racial tensions escalated and “words were 

passed in a shotgun blast/  Troubled times had come to my hometown.”31  The town 

experienced an economic crisis common in the seventies when “They’re closing down 

the textile mil across the railroad tracks/  Foreman says these jobs are going boys and 

they ain’t coming back/  To your hometown.”32  In response Springsteen’s character 

wanted to run, like Springsteen himself, singing “Last night me and Kate we laid in bed/  

                                                      
29 Ibid.   
30 Springsteen, “My Hometown,” Born in the USA.   
31 Ibid.   
32 Ibid.   
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Talking about getting out/  Packing up our bags and heading south.”33  However, in a turn  

Springsteen derived the finals lines: “I’m thirty five, we got a boy of our own now/  Last 

night I sat him up behind the wheel/  And said son take a good look around/  This is your 

hometown.”34  This ending served to clarify the intentions of the album.  The purpose 

was not to take pride in the state of the nation but rather, “take a good look around,” and 

appreciate the reality of another’s situation.  The point was to take pride in hard work, 

maintaining your commitments, and being loyal to those you made promises to.   

 With a shift toward popular sounding music, Springsteen ran into complications 

with how the message of Born in the USA was interpreted.  For example, during his 1984 

campaign for president, Ronald Reagan used the song “Born in the USA” at his campaign 

rallies.  Reagan was riding the wave of a neo-conservative trend sweeping the nation that 

contradicted all that Springsteen sang about.  Reagans sought to promote patriotism and 

pride in America as it was and bring the country back to a romanticized notion of the 

post-World War Two era.  Reagan’s politics was an assault on collective action and 

community: regulation and government assistance was pointless and if you were not 

successful you were lazy and deserved poverty.  Where Springsteen looked to examine 

and critique, Reagan looked to ignore and glorify.  Springsteen wrote that “in 1984…a 

Republican party intent on co-opting a cow’s ass if it had the Stars and Stripes on it… 

[used “Born in the USA”] on a campaign swing through the state, and well…you know 

the rest.”35  Springsteen compared the Reagan misappropriation to the first person he 

played the mastered album for a Vietnam veteran in writing: “he entered the studio and 

                                                      
33 Ibid.   
34 Ibid.   
35 Springsteen, Born to Run, 315.   
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sat at the front of the console, and I turned up the volume.  He listened for a few moments 

and a big smile crossed his face.”36  This was the chance that Springsteen took.  In order 

to spread his message to a larger audience and have the desired impact with those who 

would understand, he had to take the chance that his message would be misunderstood.   

 Springsteen’s emphasis on the story of Vietnam veterans on “Born in the U.S.A.” 

was a key transition toward a national message.  The song stood to validate and make 

important the experience of veterans.  Springsteen, in recognizing the restrictions, as laid 

out on Darkness on the Edge of Town, the maturity on The River, and the importance of 

an American story on Nebraska, strove to do what he could to have a positive impact on  

who were struggling.  For Springsteen, what he could do was give hope through rock and 

roll, inspire people to keep pushing against their circumstances, and give emphasis to 

stories that were untold.   

As Springsteen wrote, “Born in the USA changed my life, gave me my largest 

audience, forced me to think harder about the way I presented my music, and set me 

briefly at the center of the pop world.”37  The album was his most polished example of 

writing and playing with a purpose: to explore the experiences of and speak to American 

society.  Fueled and informed by the ghosts of Nebraska, the album combined a hopeful 

message with the reality of the working class American experience.  The songs 

“Downbound Train” and “No Surrender” highlighted the importance and implications of 

human connection, while “Dancing in the Dark” spoke to pushing for and trusting in 

human connection against daunting odds.  Springsteen bookended the album between 

“Born in the USA” and “My Hometown,” which both spoke to analyzing and being 

                                                      
36 Ibid.   
37 Ibid., 317.   
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critical of one’s current situation and heritage.  The message of the album, while 

misinterpreted by some, resonated with the nation.   
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Conclusion 

 

 Bruce Springsteen and his work embodied the changing winds of post-Vietnam 

War America.  He spoke to the fragmentation that resulted from the division of the liberal 

consensus in the late 1960’s and the disillusion of the gloomy 1970’s.  His message 

matured over years of live performance and recording, beginning with triumphant calls 

for liberation, sinking into dark explorations of the American reality, and eventually 

putting both together.  Springsteen stressed the importance of human connection and 

perseverance.  There were two choices for those living in the hardship in post-Vietnam 

War America, either fall back into an unsatisfactory life or push forward to something 

better.  This was not an easy reality to exist in.  It would take constant work and constant 

affirmation of belief.  Springsteen did not provide answers but posited questions and 

explorations that would inform action.  He ultimately looked to answer the questions: 

what does it mean to be an American in the post-Vietnam War?  Was a fulfilling life still 

possible and how could that be achieved?  For Springsteen, a fulfilling life was an 

imperfect river of existence, one that demanded constant perseverance toward human 

connection: to one’s self, those who you love, your community, and to the members of 

the nation. 

 Springsteen’s life began in a lower-working class family in Freehold, New Jersey.  

He spent his formative years in a house without hot water living for the joys of dancing in 

the living room with his mother.  His father was in and out of work and experienced the 

hardships of working with his hands in a deindustrializing economy.  This was not a 

reality that Springsteen wished to experience.  The only way that he saw out was through 
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music.  He cited it as the only experience that brought him complete fulfillment.  As he 

spoke in the middle of a live performance of “Growin’ Up,” captured on the album Live 

1975-85,  

[my father] used to try to make me be a lawyer…get a little somethin’ for your 
self. And my mother used to say no, no, no, he should be an author, he should 
write books.  That’s a good life, you can get a little somethin’ for yourself.  But 
what they didn’t understand was that I wanted everything.1 
 

He turned to his parents sitting in the audience and continued, “one of you wanted a 

lawyer, one wanted an author.  Well, tonight you’re just going to have to settle for rock 

and roll.”2   

This sentiment informed Springsteen’s first two albums.  After playing in a 

variety of bands in his early youth, he connected with a producer from Columbia Records 

and released  Greetings From Asbury Park with songs like “Growin’ Up” and “Blinded 

by the Light” that laid out the life Springsteen was leading at the time.  Nights on the 

Jersey Shore boardwalk and finding meaning in music were central elements.  As such, 

his early musical endeavors were marked by constant live performance and family 

connections with his bandmates.  This made the songs from his second album, The Wild, 

The Innocent, and the E Street Shuffle more upbeat and danceable.  “Rosalita,” for 

example, was a embodiment of the energetic live performances that Springsteen and the 

newly formed E-Street Band were perfecting.  The song built and swelled for over seven 

minutes.  Both albums were compositions of vignettes that painted a picture of the life 

that Springsteen was living at the time, the emphasis that he placed on music, and the 

community in which he participated.  

                                                      
1 Bruce Springsteen, “Growing Up – Live at the Roxy Theatre, W. Hollywood California,” Live 1975-85  
(Columbia Records, November 10, 1986).   
2 Ibid.   
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As Springsteen progressed in his career and songwriting he began to look toward 

bigger questions.  After Greetings and The Wild, Springsteen needed an album that would 

be a big hit for Columbia Records if he was going to be able to keep touring and 

recording.  He decided to take a risk and create an album that would speak to the social 

situation of 1975.  Disillusion and loss of hope was spreading among many in the nation.  

Jobs were on the decline as the Vietnam War came to a disturbing close.  To speak to 

these fears, Springsteen compiled Born to Run.  On the album he put forth that the 

solution to feeling trapped within social circumstances was to do all that could be done to 

gain control and fight for a better life.  For Springsteen that meant taking to the highway 

where one would “roll down the windows and let the wind blow back your hair.”  This 

was coupled with the need for human connection.  Springsteen introduced Mary on 

“Thunder Road” as the embodiment of the need for a partner in escape: a connection that 

could, with perseverance, transcend the circumstances of one’s birth.  This was life or 

death for Springsteen: the difference between agony and fulfillment.  He used Born to 

Run to make the outline of two choices.  On one hand, pained acceptance of a hollow life 

and on the other, the last chance power drive of hope. 

After the relase of Born to Run, Springsteen turned to examining those losing 

hope in the American dream.  The goal of Darkness on the Edge of Town was to explore 

just what the characters on Born to Run were running from.  The album looked into what 

made their lives frustrating and painful.  The first song “Badlands” set the tone for the 

album, mixing a combination of Born to Run power and somber exploration.  Songs like 

“Factory” portrayed the harsh, monotonous, and unrewarding situations of industrial 

laborers.  “The Promised Land” held the question that Springsteen would continue to 
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expand upon.  Where were the character’s in Born to Run trying to go and what did that 

look like?  

 On his next album, The River, Springsteen addressed the question of the promised 

land.  He was concerned with what the reality would be.  The album centered around the 

theme of “The Ties that Bind.”  Springsteen was exploring how permanent connections 

between people were an important part of escaping the darkness: a part that he had not 

yet addressed.  To emphasize this direction Springsteen introduced a complicating 

situation where the characters from “Thunder Road” are rejoined years later on “The 

River.”  They have found themselves in the same place where they started, haunted by 

memories of what they once thought was meaningful.  This informed the question: “is a 

dream a lie if it don’t come true/ or is it something worse/ that sends me down to the 

river?”  Springsteen was recognizing that the kind of liberation he was talking about on 

Born to Run was like a river: it could flow between the hands and leave one where they 

started.  What really mattered, therefore, was the connections forged between people: 

permanent and mature ties that would take a lifetime of work.   

 After The River, the album that Springsteen considered his coming of age album, 

he began to look toward social concerns.  He wanted to see what was creating the 

national discomfort that was informing the end of the 1970s.  In this exploration he 

released Nebraska.  The album was a stark departure from his previous work.  It was 

recorded on a cheap tape recorder with two tracks in a cabin in the woods, consisting of 

just Springsteen’s voice and a guitar.  The themes explored the dark unseen underbelly of 

American society with brooding blues and Americana influences.  Springsteen was 

looking into what would happen if the uncomfortable situations that had informed his 
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previous work was pushed to their limits.  This resulted in songs of murderers giving 

their final confessions and men fleeing their friends, families, and communities after 

snapping.  Nebraska was Springsteen’s most important work as it drove home the failings 

of American society and made him determined to find means change it.   

 Springsteen dove into social critique with Born in the U.S.A.  While 

misunderstood by many, and used by Ronald Reagan as a campaign song, Born in the 

U.S.A. spoke to the dark elements of Nebraska in a Born to Run style.  The title track was 

a juxtaposition between bold and patriotic choruses with the problems found by Vietnam 

War Veterans. that subverted that theme. Born in the U.S.A. was a combination of every 

album that had come before it.  It had the triumphant faith of Born to Run, the 

introspection of Darkness, the maturity of The River, and the dark resolution of 

Nebraska.   

Bruce Springsteen spoke to the state of the American people in a way that no 

other musician did at the time.  Springsteen recognized the hardships of those struggling 

and called for human connection, national community, and faith in one’s own 

responsibilities.  This was where the American Dream lay: faith in a better reality was 

maintained and disillusion was rejected.  This was not easy.  There might never be a 

promised land where all hopes and dreams were realized.  The last chance power drive 

could end in a trip to the river time and time again.  It was, however, repeated acts toward 

liberation along with everyday battles to stay loyal to friends, loved ones, and a national 

community that would lead toward a better reality.  Springsteen made a promise to the 

nation.  No retreat.  No surrender.   
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