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Making Social
'Change With

Music
By Jeff Nall
In the 2004 election, hardly a
wiegk went by without the main-
siream media deniding an actor or
musician for speaking up apainst
the re-election of President Bush.
Websites such as MSM.com fea-
tured polls that asked people
whether they cared what itheir fa-
vorite actor or musician thought
about social issues. Meanwhile, TV
pundits declared political matiers
off-limis o anyvome who wasn’t
regulated by corporate  media
speaking fees or invited o pondifi-
cate on the major networks” Sunday
NEWE PrOgrams.

Many artists, nevertheless, con-
tinue 0 speak out on socisl justice
issues, In the music industry, how-
ever, it is srill rare w find a group
that goes bevond speaking out from
time 1o fime, by weaving s music
and  political consciousness  fo-
gether, day in and day out. We find
one of ilkose rare examples in the
folk duo Emma’s Revolution., The
group takes its name from activist
Emma Goldman, who is famed for
having responded w a colleagus’s
criticism of her dancing by saying,
“If 1 can’t dance, T don't want 1o be
a part of your revolution, ™

Comprised of songwriter Pat
Humphries, who has authored the
progressive anthems “Swimming 1o
the Chher Side™ and “Keep On
Moving Forward,” and Sandy
Opatow, Emma’s Revolution is
probably best known for its peace
anthem, *Peace, Salaam, Shalom,™
which appearcd on their debut al-
bum One.

Eecently the duo released iis Lai-
' est CD, Roors, Rock & Revolution!



which affirms the duo's belief that
music is a means (o learn, orga-
nize, and motivare. Released in De-
cember 2, the CI feamres such
songs as: “Silemt No Longer,” de-
tailing a successful landmark case
against  the  oil  corporation
UNOCAL on hehalf of villagers
from Burma; *Coast of Maine,”
dealing with the gap between rich
and poor in a small community;
and “Living Planct,” an- environ-
mental hymn, Among the disk’s
more iconic tracks, “Who Lies™
details 8 Republican-controlled
government and tackles everything
from war and the environment fo
the suffering of the poor and Mus-
lims;
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In “Where are you now?,” a
song abol the chaos surrounding
Karrina, Opatow fransmit’s a sor-
rowfil senriment that transcends
any one disaster, reminding listen-
ers of any mumber of ragedics:
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Chpatow sand she and her partner
were specifically inspired o write

the song after hearing the desperate |

pleas of Kairina victims being
New Orleans.

| “When we first heard about what

wias poing on, Amy Coodiman was
there preiry quickly and one of the

things she was doing was giving an
open microphone so that people
could say, ‘I'm looking for my
brother, here 15 my cellphone nwm-

| ber.” ‘I'm looking for my uncle.”

‘I'm going to be mn Houston,” or

| whatever—they were just fnaming
| all their people who were missing,
| who they wanted o Fnd. [t re-

minded us g0 much of people after
September 11 whe pul up posters
that zapd, "My mother was in this
tower oo, we haven'l seen her, can
you call us?"

Viewing atempiz by the media
w downplay the inherent political
inport - of | muosic  and o art,
Humphries rejecis those wiho argue
fusic and CUrrent events are a mis-
foatch, “This has heen the essential
purpase of music from the very be-
ginning,” she said. “People always
nged music o tell the news_ "

Humphries insists one of her
main motives as an artist-activist =
i tear away the illusion that indi-
vidualz are incapable of making a
difference in the world. “We're
comnstantly being told that our vole
doesn’t matter, that our cholces in
what we buy or don’t buy doesn’t
matter, and it's a lie. It's purpose-
ful, to keep people silent and (0
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keep people disconnected  from
their outrage; 10 keep them from
that sense of compassion that sone
of us grew up more connecied
with.”

Beyond progressive commen-
tary, Emma’s Revolution examines
issues of gur time the way the me-
diz should. “We're very aware that
what we're doing 15 spreading
truth,”™ said Opatow. ~And storics
of triumph, like “Silend- Mo Lon-
ger,” or siuations that siill need
wiork, like the “Coast of Maine " =
song sbout the discrepancies be-
tween rich and poor in a coastal
ared where people are buying sum-
mer homes and many of those who
live there yvear round are struggling
to pet by. They are definitely
underreported slories.”

Emma's Bevolulion™s jowrnalis-
e approach o songwriting also
makes a point w ook ot the vicio-
ries and viriues of grassroms acliv-
ism. “People have shorl memories
and we do ry o remind people of
viclories because everyone needs o
koow change is happening and peo-
ple are making a real impact
against the problems thar exist”
said Opatow,

“[The UNOCAL lawsui] was a
landmark case, the first ever
against a L5 -based corporation
for & trust that is, on its behalf, off
of U5, zoil, Right after they won
that case, Senator Diane Feinsein's
office tried i do some kind of legal
change so thar that law, the way
that it was won by [the organiza-
tipn] Silent No Longer could no
lemger be used by aoy other
COTpTALinns.

It was actually shouted doown
by thousands of people who sent
her emails saving, "We see whal
vou're trying to do. We see that
yvou're trying o destroy this vie-
tary.” When we sing that song, in
the Introduction, we often say,
these people won o lawswit aeainst
an oil corporation on behalf of 15
villagers from Burma. And people
cheer because it's pood pews and
they hadn’t heard about i, ™
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While some artisis succeed inn- |

spiring the indignation pecessary o
prompr  acfion  in
Emma’s Revolution succesds in the
equally important fask of inspiring
the hope necessary o keep the fires
of indignation burning,

Rather than simply lamenting

| voting debacles of recent elections,
! the due’s song, “Wole™ —feauring

a guest appearance by Jethrg Tl
drummer Dgane Perry—is an in-
dictment of election tampering and,
more imporiantly, an inspiring call
b Brms:

If they can courd 424 billion for the
Wik

Wiy can 't ey COuE e Vares

if they cantt et thoacsans of Do
et s Be Buving more

WY Crn T IReY Sowmr anr vades

W e mad doane

Wi e par Dl

we wan | s i, Dosrald
Kuweefelel, v 're firec’

The duo also offers an uplifting
cover of "If 1 had a Hammer,”
originally written by Pele Seeger
and Lee Hayes in 1949, which calls
for peace and unity. Explaining her
rewsoning for mixing somber and
clated moods on  the albom,
Humphries swid, ©1 think it's im-
portant, on one hand, o e sure o
cover the subject and to cover the
aravity of the subjeet, amd at times
Loy keep things in that sort of more
somber frome. But also | feel de-
voted to the importanee of keeping
people energieed. People have got
tir leave feeling hopeful. They meed
1 Feel hopeful and empowered. [s
the only way change happens—if
people can believe change can hap-
pen and believe that they are an es-
sential part of the change. ™

Bur singing aboul the issues is
Just the beginning for these artisis.
Opatow and Humphries live their
mwsic and activist spiril, dedicating
themselves w sharing their songs
and the swories and bailding com-
munities around the United Staes
and bevond, Frequent guests ar ac-
livist events, in August Emma’s

individvals, |

Bevolution performed at the Scoi-
tish Parliament's second annuwal
Festival of Politics, and in Novem-
ber the duo played a vigil calling
for the close of the School of the

[ Americas inGeorgia,

As of late, the two have been on
the road playiog a series of house
concerts throughout the southeast.
Ofien seating fewer than 100, these
conceris make for a uniguee oppor
funity o build bridges befween peo-
ple who are working on different
155025 in the same community.,

*The other piece of the commi-
nity building,” said Opatow, "is
that we falk about 3 whole bunch of

: different issues. Some people will
| come because they hear the peace

und justice smff and some people

| will come because they hear the en-

vironmental rights  issues—then

| they et to meet cach other. IF it's
| at a big veaue they may pel b et

each other. If it's a house concert
they will defimtely get o meet each
other. It helps make connectiong
between the activisis in that com-
miundly amd we really love helpig
Lo make those connections. ™
Sumining up the duo's purpose,
Humphries said Emma's Revolu-
Licsn intends o uplift, empower, and
enjoin. *The point is we really
want people o be informed abour
what’s going on; we wanl (hem 1o
feel connected to their own emo-
fions about these things =0 that they
can connect 10 the real impact of
thee issues. But we alao want them
o feel hopeful and believe in the
power of their actions and the
power of their voices; and that they
can make some conscions decisions
ahout what they do in this life and
the impact that it hag on the world
around them. We want them o be
ahle o cry when its appropriate to
cry, and to damce and celebrate
when it™s appropriate to dance and
celebrate.” x

Jefilt Noll 2o commaniy eciivsl amd
freelmuee writer, We repufarly  conirif=
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