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1. INTRODUCTION: BLACK CULTURE, MOTOWN, AND WHITE CULTURE

“Our employees must be neat and clean and really have
Something on the ball ...” (Smokey Robinson 1962)

1.1 The Body of Motown

Motown became and has remained the sound of the sixties; Motown defined and pre-
sented itself as ‘the sound of young America’. As critical and important the music, the
sound, may be and may have been, it is a concept that shrouds and disembodies the
real complexity lurking in American culture before, throughout, and after the 1960s:
the black body, the ultimate specter in the American imaginary. Motown, I strongly
believe, thus provided much more than the mere sound of the sixties; it provided the
sound — the music and voice — and the body of the sixties.

William “Smokey” Robinson Jr. — to most simply known as Smokey Robinson,
lead singer of the all-male vocal group The Miracles — wrote a special song in 1961,
which he dedicated to the company he worked for — Hitsville, U.S.A4, the headquarter
of the Detroit record label Motown, the focus of this analysis of American culture.
Robinson enthusiastically begins the song with the assertion: “Oh, we have a very
swinging company” (1962a). The positive perception of Hitsville, U.S.A, which func-
tioned as the headquarters and recording studio of the emerging cultural phenomenon
that has widely been summarized under the Motown moniker, by one of its employees
is striking. The line of the company’s ‘anthem’ illustrates how the phenomenon itself
functioned culturally. It was almost exclusively viewed as a positive, life-asserting
example of a version of the American Dream materialized in a black-owned recording
company and is still inscribed along these lines in the cultural memory of the United
States.'

More importantly, in the song, Smokey Robinson also chants that “Our main pur-
pose is to praise the world with songs the D.J.’s are glad to play” and that “Our em-
ployees must be neat and clean and really have something on the ball” (1962a). “The
Motown Company Song” is in many ways a fascinating and crucial account of the
time, place, and concepts this thesis seeks to analyze and establish. The fact that the
song construes the purpose of the company to be praising the world with songs and
that it significantly emphasizes the need for everyone involved to be “clean”, “neat”
and smart/motivated, already hints at the central arguments to be established in the
course of this investigation of Motown during the 1960s, namely that the popularity of

Throughout the text, I will use the umbrella term Motown, which is generally employed
to describe the cultural phenomenon, even though Motown was only one of many labels
Berry Gordy controlled in Detroit. Tamla, Gordy, Soul, and Black Forum are the most
prominent labels usually subsumed under the term Motown.



2 Introduction

Motown music during the decade was accompanied by the simultaneous construction
and stylization of African American body types by the label, body types that indeed
interrogated and renegotiated ‘neat’ and ‘clean’ as possible ascriptions to black bo-
dies.?

Motown achieved national popularity at the height of what Jacquelyn Dowd Hall
rightfully conceives of as “the long civil rights movement” (2005), a time during
which the social, political, and cultural implications of race and racisms came under
broad attack. Whereas the beginning of the 1960s did not coincide with the emergence
of the civil rights struggle, the beginning of the Kennedy administration to many histo-
rians marks a watershed in the history of the 20" century especially with regard to the
drastically increasing cultural visibility of the civil rights movement; it certainly marks
a decisive period of social, political, and cultural negotiation, resistance, and activism
— an activism triggered by the unsatisfactory conditions different cultural groups in the
United States found themselves in (cf. van Gosse 1995, 10ff; Heideking 2006, 386ff;
Monteith 2008, 1ff).

This thesis construes Motown not only as “the sound of young America™ and “a
very swinging company,” it rather asserts that Motown provided the American middle
class with a language, a set of signs and symbols related to and in conjunction with
‘the black cultural body’, which seemed to simultaneously speak to notions and desires
of white consumption of blackness and the cultural aspirations of emerging black mid-
dle classes. In relation with the construction of these black bodies, the text accordingly
explores the ways the social and political realities of this period came to be processed
and commentated in the popular culture of the time, culminating in the pop cultural
embodiment of blackness.

The Supremes, The Temptations, Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell, The Miracles,
The Four Tops and other artists recorded the “soundtrack of the Sixties” and reached
an unprecedented commercial success through what has been widely understood and
described as the alleged “‘whitening’ of black musical forms”. (Harper 1989, 107)
Evidently, such labels — white and black — explicitly cite an allegedly natural quality of
the body, namely the color of the skin, in order to explain or approach the study of
culture in general, and pop music specifically. Obviously, these categories or concepts
determine the perception and reception of a cultural artifact of different cultural groups
at given moments in American and global history. Recently, however, these categories
have themselves become the site of interest within the various disciplines contributing
to the study of culture and in the vast project of deciphering the forms and function of
(popular) culture itself. Instead of judging degrees of blackness or whiteness in the

Not surprisingly, Robinson deploys a metaphor from the “All-American” ballgame of
baseball; a game which has itself become a metaphor for the “American Dream” and the
“American Way of Life”.

“The Sound of Young America” became Motown’s slogan during the mid-1960s and it
from then on was printed on every product (from artist sheets to merchandise and record
covers).



