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Abstract

October 2017: a week after a Las Vegas gunman killed 58 people at an outdoor festival during a
Jason Aldean set, Aldean squared up to the Saturday Night Live mic and soldiered through then-
recently deceased Tom Petty’s “I Won't Back Down.” In a short statement before the song, Aldean
mentioned that he was “strugglin to [...]
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October 2017: a week after a Las Vegas gunman killed 58 people at an outdoor festival during a
Jason Aldean set, Aldean squared up to the Saturday Night Live mic and soldiered through then-
recently deceased Tom Petty’s “l Won't Back Down.” In a short statement before the song, Aldean
mentioned that he was “strugglin to understand what happened that night,” and he reiterated
this general sense of confusion about what to make of everything in ensuing interviews. It's
unsurprising that Aldean struggled to make sense of the shooting; traumatic experiences like
the one he and his audience endured often don’t fit into any ready-made understanding we have
about the world. But Aldean, who seemed uncomfortable publicly displaying the kind of
emotional vulnerability the trauma produced in him, was eager to resolve the dissonance: with
platitudes like “be louder than the bad guys,” with assurances that “when America is at its best,
our bond and our spirit - it's unbreakable,” with an admission of his own hurt only as an
empathic response to others’ rather than as his own, and with a cover song borrowed from one
of his idols. Here, I'm listening to the compensatory work the cover of “I Won't Back Down”
performs in the face of the kind of vulnerability Aldean wrestles with in the wake of violence. To
hear this as clearly as possible, I'll contextualize Aldean’s performance by comparing it to a
similar use of the song by Tom Petty 16 years earlier, then contrast it with Ariana Grande’s
performance of “One More Time” at her One Love Manchester benefit a few months before the
Las Vegas shooting.
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Screen capture from Cal Vid’s youtube video “Jason Aldean SNL Tom Petty | Won't Back Down Live Tribute”

Though the song’s titular line, “l won’t back down,” is a fairly direct lyrical idea about
maintaining one’s resolve, the rest of the song still manages to paint a rather vague picture. The
singer isn't backing down, sure, but beyond “a world that keeps on pushin [him] around,” there
aren’t many specifics about what he’s not backing down from. This is a kind of pop genius:
capture a core sentiment that registers with a large audience, then present it in ambiguous
enough terms that listeners can fill in the blanks with their own very personal experiences. So,
despite Petty’s own analysis that he “laid [the song] out, you know, with no ambiguity at all,” “I

7”7

Won't Back Down™’s lyrics are incredibly broad, leaving space for practically anyone to insert
themselves into the role of protagonist. Your boss might be a jerk, but you won't back down.
Your employee might think you’re a jerk, but you won't back down.
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https://youtu.be/nvITJrNJ5lA

Moreover, the sound of the song undermines even its most resolute lyrics. When Petty sings “I
won't back down,” which he does often in the verses and the hook, he scoops all around the
pitches of “won't,” “back,” and “down” so that they sound more interrogative than declarative.
Rhythmically, these words sit on weak beats and upbeats in the verses, and in the chorus, the
final word, “down,” comes just before - not on - a strong downbeat (see figure below). The effect
of the syncopation is similar to the effect of Petty’s pitch bends; lyrical resolve becomes musical
uncertainty. Finally, George Harrison’s guitar solo - as George Harrison guitar solos tend to do -
plays pensively with the song’s forward momentum, again reining in the lyrics’ more direct
message. In all, “I Won’t Back Down"” works in a good deal of uncertainty that makes it unclear
exactly what the threat is and whether the singer really is as resolute as he'd like us to believe.

+1 + 2 +3 + 4 +
verse | won't back down

hook 1 won't back down

What a song means or how it works changes with the times, though, and the defiance lurking in
the lyrics of “l Won’t Back Down” crystallized after the destruction of the Twin Towers on
September 11, 2001. When Petty performed “l Won't Back Down” at the benefit concert America:
A Tribute to Heroes on September 21, the context of a nation rallying around itself to defeat
some yet-unknown foreign enemy overwhelmed any of the sonic signifiers that might otherwise
temper the song’s resolve. This concert, which was aired virtually on every channel to a country
still reeling from a collective trauma, subsumed Petty’s vocal scoops, the lyrics’ offbeat kilter,
and the guitar’s sanguine solo under the clarity of a lyrical sentiment that aligned neatly with
the politics of the moment: the US won’t back down. The shift in focus in “l Won't Back Down”
just after September 11 is similar to a dolly zoom effect: the threat referenced by the song'’s
lyrics feels as if it comes nearer and into sharper focus even as the protagonist broadens from
an individual to a collective identity.
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This sort of shift in the song’s narrative tracks with Christine Muller’s account of the overarching
changes in cultural narratives that happened in the wake of the Twin Towers’ destruction. In
September 11, 2001 as Cultural Trauma (2017), Muller argues that the broad perception of the
fracture of the “American Dream” - “good things happen to good people, and bad things happen
to bad people...come to the United States, and you will have opportunity; work hard, and you will
succeed; follow the rules, and you will be rewarded” - harkened the rise of cultural media
focused on “no-win scenarios...a fascination with anti-heroes who do the wrong things for the
right reasons” (9-10). In the case of “l Won't Back Down,” a song that was once broadly resolute
and unfocused on any particular foe, sung by an artist who sent a “Cease and Desist” letter to
George W. Bush when the then-candidate used the song for his presidential campaign morphed
into an anthem that became narrowly resolute in the face of a named threat (“terror”), woven
into a larger political tapestry that aided in the demonization of Muslims and the Islamic
countries targeted by the “global war on terror” - an interminable war fought for vaguely
defined reasons started at multiple sites by the same Bush Petty had previously defied.

Aldean’s Saturday Night Live performance 16 years later would emulate Petty’s, as faithful a
cover as Aldean and his band could do. Though his vocals lack Petty’s high-end nasal clarity,
Aldean dutifully hits all the scoops, honors the syncopations, and even yields to a guitar solo
that follows George Harrison’s lead from decades previous. For Aldean, who was 40 at the time,
and many millennials, the SNL performance would likely resonate with Petty's iconic Tribute
performance. And in the space of those 16 years, another frequently repeated line in the song
would take on a political life of its own, recognizable to younger listeners who may not have
immediately registered the post-9/11 context of “I Won't Back Down.” While “I'll stand my
ground” would've been as broadly meaningful as “l won’t back down” when Petty released the
song in 1989, the 2012 murder of Trayvon Martin pushed the idea of Stand Your Ground laws into
public consciousness. These laws nullify one’s “duty to retreat,” to avoid violence if a safe
passage away from a threat is reasonably available, instead allowing a person who feels
threatened to use violence against their perceived threat. Research shows that Stand Your
Ground laws tend to protect white people and endanger Black people, holding up long-standing
social norms that cast Blacks as always already violent. So by the time Aldean sang “I'll stand my
ground, and |1 won't back down” in 2017, the song had passed through social and political filters
that gave its lyrics an anti-Muslim and anti-Black edge.
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“Stand Your Ground” By Flickr User Seattle.roamer, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0

At first blush, all this context makes “I Won’t Back Down” a bizarre choice for Aldean to sing in
response to the Las Vegas shooting. The identity of the gunman - a white man around
retirement age - made him only a bit older than the demographic most responsible for mass
shootings in the US. Instead of addressing the fact that mass shootings are a distinctly
USAmerican problem, or that country music fosters a close and financial relationship with the
NRA (which lobbies against the sorts of regulations that would curb mass shootings), Aldean
remained unwilling to offer any thoughts on guns and gun control, even after experiencing the
shooting firsthand. While we might reasonably excuse the singer’s lack of reflection on social
and political problems in recognition that Aldean was surely traumatized himself, the singer’s
performance of “l Won’t Back Down” still performs a specific kind of rhetorical work that relies
on Petty’s performance at America: A Tribute to Heroes 16 years earlier. Specifically, Aldean’s
rendition of “I Won't Back Down” places the Vegas shooting in the same political arena used to
demonize Muslims after September 11 and to criminalize Black people in political discourse
surrounding Stand Your Ground laws. As | mentioned at the top of the essay, Aldean admitted
and demonstrated his discomfort with the emotional vulnerability the shooting provoked in him,
and I hear his performance of “I Won’t Back Down” as an effort to compensate for that public
vulnerability by providing a retreat to a more familiar masculine pose: protective, resolute, stoic.

“Liverpool vigil for victims and families of MEN
Manchester” by Flickr User James O’hanlon, CC BY-
NC-ND 2.0

I published a piece that revolves around the idea of self-care with Sounding Out! in 2017, and
one of the two central musical examples | consider there is Ariana Grande’s performance of “One
More Time” at the One Love Manchester benefit concert just after the Manchester bombing.
Grande’s circumstances run parallel to what Aldean would face a few months later: a traumatic
act of violence that disrupted, injured, and killed the artist’s fans as the terror of the event
rippled through the community. The two performances are gendered completely differently,
however. Grande sings “One Last Time” surrounded by other musicians she invited to participate
in the benefit concert. She frequently chokes up and relies on her fans to carry the song forward.
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She offers no answers or solutions beyond sentiments of love and the need to hold one another
close in times of crisis. Grande’s is a performance of feminized care that contrasts sharply with
Aldean’s masculinized resolve. Unwilling to publicly grapple with the emotional vulnerability
created by the Vegas shooting, Aldean retreats from any public displays of grief and settles into
an expression of care rooted in aggressive defense. His performance of “I Won’t Back Down”
compensates for the feminized vulnerability triggered by the gunman and provides a masculine
space for defiance that shifts attention away from white criminality and toward the US’s usual
suspects: Black people and Muslims.

“#Ferguson protest in Memphis” by Flickr User Chris Wieland, CC BY-NC 2.0
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Saturday Night Live has scrubbed the internet of any full videos of the performance (the single
is available on Spotify), but we can see and hear Aldean running through the same rendition a
couple weeks later at the Louisville Yum! Center. It's worth noting how Aldean embodies the
resolve of the song'’s lyrics. While Petty always approached a microphone like he was going to
whisper something in its ear, his shoulders slouched and knees bobbing to the beat, Aldean
squares his shoulders, plants his feet to form a broad base, and confronts the mic straight on.
Some of this boils down to style. Jason Aldean’s stage presence is different from Tom Petty’s. But
it also captures the distance “l Won't Back Down” has traveled since the late 1980s, from a
largely empty signifier that listeners could fill with their own meaning to an anthem used for
rallying listeners in the wake of mass violence. Here, feminized vulnerability and trauma are
recast as masculinized aggression and resolve until the song fills with the politics of the
moment: the US’s anti-Black, anti-Muslim refusal to back down from standing its ground.

Featured Image: “Tom Petty & The Heartbreakers, Oracle Appreciate Event “Legendary”, JavaOne
2071 San Francisco” by Flickr user Yuichi Sakuraba, CC BY-NC 2.0

Justin Adams Burton is Assistant Professor of Music at Rider University. His research revolves
around critical race and gender theory in hip hop and pop, and his book, Posthuman Rap, is
available now. He is also co-editing the forthcoming (2018) Oxford Handbook of Hip Hop Music
Studies. You can catch him at justindburton.com and on Twitter @j_adams_burton. His favorite
rapper is one or two of the Fat Boys.

REWIND! .. .If you liked this post, you may also dig:

SO! Reads: Hiromu Nagahara’s Tokyo Boogie-Woogie: Japan’s Pop Era and Its Discontents -
Shawn Higgins

Spaces of Sound: The Peoples of the African Diaspora and Protest in the United States - Vanessa
K. Valdés

SO! Reads: Shana Redmond’s Anthem: Social Movements and the Sound of Solidarity in the
African Diaspora — Ashon Crawley
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October 2017: a week after a Las Vegas gunman killed 58 people at an outdoor festival during a Jason Aldean set, Aldean squared up to the Saturday Night Live mic and soldiered through then-recently deceased Tom Petty’s “I Won’t Back Down.” In a short statement before the song, Aldean mentioned that he was “strugglin to understand what happened that night,” and he reiterated this general sense of confusion about what to make of everything in ensuing interviews. It’s unsurprising that Aldean struggled to make sense of the shooting; traumatic experiences like the one he and his audience endured often don’t fit into any ready-made understanding we have about the world. But Aldean, who seemed uncomfortable publicly displaying the kind of emotional vulnerability the trauma produced in him, was eager to resolve the dissonance: with platitudes like “be louder than the bad guys,” with assurances that “when America is at its best, our bond and our spirit – it’s unbreakable,” with an admission of his own hurt only as an empathic response to others’ rather than as his own, and with a cover song borrowed from one of his idols. Here, I’m listening to the compensatory work the cover of “I Won’t Back Down” performs in the face of the kind of vulnerability Aldean wrestles with in the wake of violence. To hear this as clearly as possible, I’ll contextualize Aldean’s performance by comparing it to a similar use of the song by Tom Petty 16 years earlier, then contrast it with Ariana Grande’s performance of “One More Time” at her One Love Manchester benefit a few months before the Las Vegas shooting.
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Though the song’s titular line, “I won’t back down,” is a fairly direct lyrical idea about maintaining one’s resolve, the rest of the song still manages to paint a rather vague picture. The singer isn’t backing down, sure, but beyond “a world that keeps on pushin [him] around,” there aren’t many specifics about what he’s not backing down from. This is a kind of pop genius: capture a core sentiment that registers with a large audience, then present it in ambiguous enough terms that listeners can fill in the blanks with their own very personal experiences. So, despite Petty’s own analysis that he “laid [the song] out, you know, with no ambiguity at all,” “I Won’t Back Down”’s lyrics are incredibly broad, leaving space for practically anyone to insert themselves into the role of protagonist. Your boss might be a jerk, but you won’t back down. Your employee might think you’re a jerk, but you won’t back down. 





Moreover, the sound of the song undermines even its most resolute lyrics. When Petty sings “I won’t back down,” which he does often in the verses and the hook, he scoops all around the pitches of “won’t,” “back,” and “down” so that they sound more interrogative than declarative. Rhythmically, these words sit on weak beats and upbeats in the verses, and in the chorus, the final word, “down,” comes just before – not on – a strong downbeat (see figure below). The effect of the syncopation is similar to the effect of Petty’s pitch bends; lyrical resolve becomes musical uncertainty. Finally, George Harrison’s guitar solo – as George Harrison guitar solos tend to do – plays pensively with the song’s forward momentum, again reining in the lyrics’ more direct message. In all, “I Won’t Back Down” works in a good deal of uncertainty that makes it unclear exactly what the threat is and whether the singer really is as resolute as he’d like us to believe.
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What a song means or how it works changes with the times, though, and the defiance lurking in the lyrics of “I Won’t Back Down” crystallized after the destruction of the Twin Towers on September 11, 2001. When Petty performed “I Won’t Back Down” at the benefit concert America: A Tribute to Heroes on September 21, the context of a nation rallying around itself to defeat some yet-unknown foreign enemy overwhelmed any of the sonic signifiers that might otherwise temper the song’s resolve. This concert, which was aired virtually on every channel to a country still reeling from a collective trauma, subsumed Petty’s vocal scoops, the lyrics’ offbeat kilter, and the guitar’s sanguine solo under the clarity of a lyrical sentiment that aligned neatly with the politics of the moment: the US won’t back down. The shift in focus in “I Won’t Back Down” just after September 11 is similar to a dolly zoom effect: the threat referenced by the song’s lyrics feels as if it comes nearer and into sharper focus even as the protagonist broadens from an individual to a collective identity. 


This sort of shift in the song’s narrative tracks with Christine Muller’s account of the overarching changes in cultural narratives that happened in the wake of the Twin Towers’ destruction. In September 11, 2001 as Cultural Trauma (2017), Muller argues that the broad perception of the fracture of the “American Dream” – “good things happen to good people, and bad things happen to bad people…come to the United States, and you will have opportunity; work hard, and you will succeed; follow the rules, and you will be rewarded” – harkened the rise of cultural media focused on “no-win scenarios…a fascination with anti-heroes who do the wrong things for the right reasons” (9-10). In the case of “I Won’t Back Down,” a song that was once broadly resolute and unfocused on any particular foe, sung by an artist who sent a “Cease and Desist” letter to George W. Bush when the then-candidate used the song for his presidential campaign morphed into an anthem that became narrowly resolute in the face of a named threat (“terror”), woven into a larger political tapestry that aided in the demonization of Muslims and the Islamic countries targeted by the “global war on terror” – an interminable war fought for vaguely defined reasons started at multiple sites by the same Bush Petty had previously defied.


Aldean’s Saturday Night Live performance 16 years later would emulate Petty’s, as faithful a cover as Aldean and his band could do. Though his vocals lack Petty’s high-end nasal clarity, Aldean dutifully hits all the scoops, honors the syncopations, and even yields to a guitar solo that follows George Harrison’s lead from decades previous. For Aldean, who was 40 at the time, and many millennials, the SNL performance would likely resonate with Petty’s iconic Tribute performance. And in the space of those 16 years, another frequently repeated line in the song would take on a political life of its own, recognizable to younger listeners who may not have immediately registered the post-9/11 context of “I Won’t Back Down.” While “I’ll stand my ground” would’ve been as broadly meaningful as “I won’t back down” when Petty released the song in 1989, the 2012 murder of Trayvon Martin pushed the idea of Stand Your Ground laws into public consciousness. These laws nullify one’s “duty to retreat,” to avoid violence if a safe passage away from a threat is reasonably available, instead allowing a person who feels threatened to use violence against their perceived threat. Research shows that Stand Your Ground laws tend to protect white people and endanger Black people, holding up long-standing social norms that cast Blacks as always already violent. So by the time Aldean sang “I’ll stand my ground, and I won’t back down” in 2017, the song had passed through social and political filters that gave its lyrics an anti-Muslim and anti-Black edge.
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At first blush, all this context makes “I Won’t Back Down” a bizarre choice for Aldean to sing in response to the Las Vegas shooting. The identity of the gunman – a white man around retirement age – made him only a bit older than the demographic most responsible for mass shootings in the US. Instead of addressing the fact that mass shootings are a distinctly USAmerican problem, or that country music fosters a close and financial relationship with the NRA (which lobbies against the sorts of regulations that would curb mass shootings), Aldean remained unwilling to offer any thoughts on guns and gun control, even after experiencing the shooting firsthand. While we might reasonably excuse the singer’s lack of reflection on social and political problems in recognition that Aldean was surely traumatized himself, the singer’s performance of “I Won’t Back Down” still performs a specific kind of rhetorical work that relies on Petty’s performance at America: A Tribute to Heroes 16 years earlier. Specifically, Aldean’s rendition of “I Won’t Back Down” places the Vegas shooting in the same political arena used to demonize Muslims after September 11 and to criminalize Black people in political discourse surrounding Stand Your Ground laws. As I mentioned at the top of the essay, Aldean admitted and demonstrated his discomfort with the emotional vulnerability the shooting provoked in him, and I hear his performance of “I Won’t Back Down” as an effort to compensate for that public vulnerability by providing a retreat to a more familiar masculine pose: protective, resolute, stoic.
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I published a piece that revolves around the idea of self-care with Sounding Out! in 2017, and one of the two central musical examples I consider there is Ariana Grande’s performance of “One More Time” at the One Love Manchester benefit concert just after the Manchester bombing. Grande’s circumstances run parallel to what Aldean would face a few months later: a traumatic act of violence that disrupted, injured, and killed the artist’s fans as the terror of the event rippled through the community. The two performances are gendered completely differently, however. Grande sings “One Last Time” surrounded by other musicians she invited to participate in the benefit concert. She frequently chokes up and relies on her fans to carry the song forward. She offers no answers or solutions beyond sentiments of love and the need to hold one another close in times of crisis. Grande’s is a performance of feminized care that contrasts sharply with Aldean’s masculinized resolve. Unwilling to publicly grapple with the emotional vulnerability created by the Vegas shooting, Aldean retreats from any public displays of grief and settles into an expression of care rooted in aggressive defense. His performance of “I Won’t Back Down” compensates for the feminized vulnerability triggered by the gunman and provides a masculine space for defiance that shifts attention away from white criminality and toward the US’s usual suspects: Black people and Muslims. 
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Saturday Night Live has scrubbed the internet of any full videos of the performance (the single is available on Spotify), but we can see and hear Aldean running through the same rendition a couple weeks later at the Louisville Yum! Center. It’s worth noting how Aldean embodies the resolve of the song’s lyrics. While Petty always approached a microphone like he was going to whisper something in its ear, his shoulders slouched and knees bobbing to the beat, Aldean squares his shoulders, plants his feet to form a broad base, and confronts the mic straight on. Some of this boils down to style. Jason Aldean’s stage presence is different from Tom Petty’s. But it also captures the distance “I Won’t Back Down” has traveled since the late 1980s, from a largely empty signifier that listeners could fill with their own meaning to an anthem used for rallying listeners in the wake of mass violence. Here, feminized vulnerability and trauma are recast as masculinized aggression and resolve until the song fills with the politics of the moment: the US’s anti-Black, anti-Muslim refusal to back down from standing its ground. 
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