4 borderflines fall 1985

When | first tried

to write something on the music in-
dustry’s various African recordslvideos, |
immediately encountered what seemed
to be a moral dilemma: despite the myr-
iad reservations | had about the packaging
of the products, | had to accept the fact
that they had at least managed to raise a
large amount of money for what was in-
disputably a good cause—to be critical in
any way almost seemed like an act of bad
faith. | was silenced, then, by the carethat
the records and their contributors exud-
ed.

Perhaps another example of this feel-
ing of stasis can be found in our uneasy
relationship with the disarmament move-
ment: the apocalyptic consequences of
nuclear war are used to silence all opposi-
tion to the terms upon which that debate
is held. We are told to forget, or at least
to hold in abeyance, reservations we
might have concerning this dissolution of
difference(s), because we are all agreed
that the safety of the world comes first.
We are, before anything else, the world.

However, to meet these extracrdin-
ary manifestations of corporate concern
within the music industry with no critical
worlc because we too care for the plight of
those third world peoples suffering from
the results of economic and pelitical re-
pression would be to acquiesce in a rather
scandalous atmosphere of self-satisfac-
tion. Crucially, to say nothing would be, |
believe, to bear silent witness to the de-
politicization of both starvation and the
whole notion of ‘care’ itself.
| was confirmed in.my. 'bad faith’ while

er, managing the awesome task of bring-
ing together in one room 45 of Ameri-
ca's greatest living artists.

Their’s was not the first nor the last
awesome gathering. Since Christmas we
have also had Bob Geldof’s Bandaid with
‘Do They Know It’s Christmas?’, and
more recently Bryan Adams and friends
with ‘Tears Are Not Enough’. All three
records have gone to the top of their
respective charts and the British and Am-
erican have managed reciprocal trans-
atlantic success, They have all been aided
by massive exposure on both the radio
and tv with the American record being
the most stunningly marketed: ‘YVe are
the World' -was simultaneously released

and played on over 2,000 radio stations .

world-wide—a feat only equalled perhaps
when the Americans first stepped on the
moon! First and foremost, though, these
have been tv events.

Who has not been moved in some way
by the spectacle of so many of our fa-
vourite stars of different epochs assemb-
led together to sing for the plight of
others! There is something quite touch-
ing about the likes of Ray Charles, Tina
Turner, Stevie YWonder and Bob Dylan
singing together simply because they care
for a better world. But we should pause
to think alittle about this notion of caring
that is so central to the success of both
this recordivideo and the British and Ca-
nadian ones. A preliminary question that
we might pose then could be: what would
constitute a politics of caring; how do we

untangle and make sense of the meanings

and preconceptions imbricated with
these ideas of care and charity! To pose
such a question means ultimately to con-
sider questions of Yestern and, crucially,
US imperialism.

Interestingly, many members of this
latter-day American salvation army play-
ed at President Reagan’s inaugural bene-

fit. Even more interesting is that a num-
ber of the black stars did that when 90
percent of black Americans, recognizing
where their best interests definitely did
not lie, voted against Reagan. Another
awloward fact that we might consider is

_that some of the singers have performed

in South Africa (Tina Turner, Ray

Charles, Kenny Rogers) despite the in--

ternational embargo. It would appear
then that it is easier to care when your
object of interest is thought to escape
any political concerns, is one that seems
not to be predicated on any notion of

struggle and is therefore found to be

worthy of your humanitarian gaze.
Certainly the sense of being ‘touched’
by the singers’ performances scon shif-
tedinto one of wariness when | consider-
ed the lyrics of the USA For Africa song;
they began to reveal for me precisely the
unwritten texts that inform the senti-
ment of the project. What is necessarily
disavowed but also revealed in the very
words ‘we are the world’ is the role of
colonial history and present day western
imperialism in precipitating the current
African crisis. For the “world’ that is elid-
ed is the world of the world bank, the In-
ternational Monetary Fund, western-de-
fence programs and the world markets
that dictate the price and availability of
crops and commodities, now and in the
future. This is the world that is massively
culpable for the terrorism of starvation
and it is a world we wish we were not. For,
and uncomfortable though it is for us to

=

acknowledge, starvation is the logical
consequence of a western terrorism that
lends money to countries at rates of in-
terest the latter will only be able to meet
by instituting horrific ‘austerity’ pro-
grams; that fioods third world countries

with ¥Western food and encourages the -

purchase and raising of carttle thus pre-
cipitating the abandonment of traditional

crop programs; that backs despotic re-
gimes which divert most of their GNP on-

- to defence and the purchase of western

manufactured arms. To be blunt and ig-
noring charitable niceties, to speak of
American generosity in raising some
$40,000,000 when third world coun-
tries are going bankrupt trying to repay
the tens of billions of dollars that they
owe tothe US, isreally to engage in a beg-
gars' economy.

The first time | saw the ‘Canadian’ vi-
deo ‘Tears Are Not Enough’ -was on a
CITY-TVY music program where it was
played back to back with ‘We Are the
World'. The two videos were broken
{tied together) by Lionel Ritchie's other
big hit these days, the reworking of one
of his songs to the words of ‘The Pepsi
Generation’. What are we to make of
these juxtapositions! On the one hand,
efforts to convey to us the tragedy of
starvation, and on the other, Lionel Rit-

- chie informing us that we've made our

choice and it’s Pepsi—censpicuous con-
sumption, as the marxists used to remind
us, revealed to us without any sense of
irony! _
There are many things that could be
said about the exercise of bringing to-
gether widely disparate groups of mus-
icians under the aegis of a ‘national’ con-

“tribution, particutarly asit pertains to the

‘Canadian’ product, which has the ap-
pearance of seeming to strain after the
effect. However, this is not the place to
adequately explore this rather compli-

cated issue. Suffice it to add that this
would be a problem with particular rele-
vance for a (official) culture that con-
tinually attempts to create national dif-
ference and so often ends up looking
rather opportunist.

ft is interesting to recall that all three
records/videos have been aimed, natur-

ally enough, at the teen-age market, and -

it is therefore to this constituency —pre-
sumably without substantial income or
savings-—that an appeal for donations is
made. The pop stars give up an afterncon
or morning of their time while these
young people hand over money and at
the same time must give up their sense of
what they normally consider-to be inter-
esting and accomplished. Another ques-
tion then: why is it that in order to
demonstrate that they too care, people
must first purchase records which are
musically some of the most uninteresting
songs ever to be released! Or more poin-
tedly, why is it necessary to use this area
of overt conspicuous consumption—-
how much were Ritchie and Jackson paid
for their Pepsi songs!—which will only
further fuel careers already well buoyed
with heroic status, in order to assuage
the pain (and perhaps we should say ‘the
guilt’) of starvation!?

In England, Bob Geldof and Midge Ure
assembled some thirty-odd British sing-
ers and musicians and put together the
very first ‘aid’ record—'Do They Know
it’s Christmas?” Bob Geldof went on to
acquire national fame and exposure as he
became the official spokesperson for the
Bandaid project. This was to reach rather
absurd proportions when in a single
month he was to be found co-hosting a
photo session in Africa with Mother
Theresa and also was a guest on London’s
‘This is Your Life’. In the latter show,
dozens of people were brought onto the
set to testify to the importance of
Geldof's earlier formative years in
generating his more recent philanthropic
persona.

In an interview with the music press
Geldof and Ure were asked why they did
not use their undeniably skilled marketing
techniques to raise money for Britain’s
beleaguered striking miners, who. to-
wards the end of the strike were suffer-
ing greatly. Ure replied that the miners
had chosen to strike and that if they were
hungry they could always go back to
worl, therefore he did not feel them
worthy of support. It seemed almost un-
believable that a so-called spokesperson
for a charitable concern could engage in
what for all intents and purposes is the
rhetoric of the feudal landlord; or is it!
Just before | left England to return to Ca-
nada, Geldof was again featured on tele-
yision, this time in a program all about
how to be seen at the trendiest places and
parties in London. Geldof was to be
overheard saying that sipping all this
champagne and eating smoked salmon
made him feel guilty when he thought
about the starving Africans in Ethiopia.

But why is this rather quotidian jux-
taposition experienced by Geldof with
such anxiety-ridden guilt! Precisely be-
cause Geldof as philanthropist cannot
possibly have any understanding of con-
tradiction per se. Philanthropy and care
are predicated on a refusat of both poli-
tics and ideology and are only activated
by this sense of guilt: a 19th century pos-
ture that we are now witnessing with a
renewed vigour today. But we should
not be at all surprised by this, for, te
recall the portentious words of Lionel
Ritchie, they have made their choice and
they are now members of a new genera-
tion.
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