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“It's Alright Ma, (I'm Only Bleeding)”


“It's Alright Ma (I'm Only Bleeding)” by Bob Dylan is widely considered one of the artist's most important pieces. This is not simply because of Dylan's already blossoming fame, his voice, or the infectious beat. Instead, it is due to Dylan's ability to uncover and shed light upon so many of society's flaws and the individual's restlessness as a result of their inability to create the change for which they have been hoping. Using a historical perspective, the new historical perspective, and a nihilistic cultural perspective one can take an even deeper and more nuanced meaning from Dylan's song.


Founded by revolutionaries and paradigm shifters, Americans have always had something of a soft spot in their hearts for a little protest. Using the historical perspective, one can see that this was clearly no different for Dylan. One can dissect the lyrics to see how his song points towards the hypocrisy and sadness he was seeing all around him during his early life. As soon as the third stanza, one can see Dylan beginning to refer to the tragedies of war. He refers to the way war incites roars of pity which lead one to want to moan aloud, “but unlike before/You discover that you’d just be one more/Person crying” (Dylan, 16-18). This is a reference to the fact that, unlike with World War II, the Vietnam War was not popular with American citizens. During World War II, Americans were inundated with pro-war propaganda in the form of newspapers and radio broadcasts, making it the most popular war in America's history (Zapotoczny). Vietnam, on the other hand, had precisely the opposite effect on Americans. This was the first war in which television was used to inform the public, and for the first time, Americans got to see the uncensored carnage and loss of life in the comfort of their own home. Not only did people see the deaths of Americans and Vietnamese, they did not see improvement or an exit in sight. This led Americans, especially the youth, to begin to feel unfavorably towards the war and start protesting (Zapotoczny). In the fifth stanza, he notes the people who call for those to be killed, referencing the president and various other military leaders sending people off to fight and die (Dylan, 24-27). The Vietnam War had been going on for approximately six years by the time Dylan wrote “It's Alright, Ma.” In his inaugural address, John F. Kennedy vowed to “pay any price” in order to maintain the liberty of the Southern Vietnamese people (The Vietnam War: America Commits). Even as soon as the fall of the same year, Kennedy decided to begin paying that price by sending in troops to Vietnam. Agent Orange would be released the very next year leading to 400,000 deaths and 500,000 birth defects (Mick and York). By 1964, four hundred U.S. soldiers had been killed, but this number would quickly escalate in time with the release of the song. In just 1965, nearly two thousand men would be killed in the line of duty (Hull).  Bob Dylan was clearly agitated by the war, and it shows in his lyrics. 


Continuing with the historical perspective, the reader can also come to understand the consumerism boom and resulting cultural homogeneity that first blossomed in Dylan's youth. The song discusses advertising signs that lie to consumers, making them think that they are somehow special; “That can do what’s never been done/That can win what’s never been won” (Dylan, 45-45). In the Great Depression, people had no money to spend on anything other than the bare necessities, and later, World War II required the American people to make sacrifices. People rationed important goods and saw it as a moral imperative to do so. The 1950s, however, brought a new period of economic prosperity. Instead of rationing, people began to buy all the luxury items they had previously been either unable or unwilling to purchase, like shiny, new cars, fashionable clothing, and televisions (The Consumer Society: The 1950s). Admen began to create advertisements that would encourage this materialistic attitude in the public. In the initial boom of the 1950s, however, ads were, “'trite, repetitive, and literally unbelievable'” (1960s Ads). The youth of the time created a counterculture in response to this media that encouraged materialism, homogeneity, and general commercialism of what they considered to be the important things in life. The advertising industry caught on to this as well, though, and the 1960s began to see advertisements that were more artistic and seemingly “authentic,” essentially undermining those things the counterculture fought so hard to reject (1960s Ads). The lines, “Obscenity, who really cares/Propaganda, all is phony” (Dylan, 89) succinctly sum up Bob Dylan's perfect contempt for the media and deceitful admen.


Utilizing the new historical perspective, which states that no work can be truly understood except for in the context of the audience's particular timeframe, one can glean an entirely new appreciation for Dylan's piece and the way his lyrics have captured people in every decade since the song's release. From the vantage point of an American listener in 2010, many of the lyrics of “It's Alright, Ma” have important and current meanings. The references to war and death, “You follow, find yourself at war/Watch waterfalls of pity roar” (Dylan 14-15) are again supremely relevant in light of the Iraq and Afghanistan War and general conflict in the Middle East. The War in Afghanistan began October 7, 2001 in response to the terrorist attack on the World Trade Centers in New York City (Wintour, et. al.), and the Iraq invasion began on March 20, 2003 because the United States administration claimed there were Weapons of Mass Destruction in Iraq (Operation Iraqi Freedom). Even though President Bush declared Mission Accomplished on May 1st of the same year, troops continue to occupy Iraq, Afghanistan, and Pakistan to this day. 1,023 American soldiers and 662 coalition soldiers have died in the War in Afghanistan, and 4,389 American soldiers and 317 coalition soldiers have died in the Iraq War since the conflicts began (U.S. Coalition and Casualties). This flood of violence and death with no exit strategy in sight have left many Americans in a disgruntled state, much in the same way the Vietnam War did back in the 1960s. The famous lines, “But even the president of the United States/Sometimes must have to stand naked” (Dylan, 37-38) also have a new meaning that a listener in the 1960s would not yet have fully appreciated. Present day Americans now have had the chance to see several presidents fall in various unsavory ways. Even young listeners know all too well about Nixon's resignation after the embarrassing Watergate Scandal, the Clinton scandal involving Monica Lewinsky, and the fall from grace of President George W. Bush as he led the United States into conflicts that have since become immensely unpopular with the public, shooting down his initially high approval ratings. “In November 2008... only 20 percent approved of the job he was doing as president - the lowest of any president since Gallup began asking the question in 1938” (Bush's Final Approval Rating: 22 Percent). Television and the internet have had their way with many politicians, uncovering a multitude of scandals from bribery to sexual infidelity in a way never before seen in the past. The modern day listener can also appreciate Dylan's critique of advertisements and consumerism, “Advertising signs they con...Meantime life outside goes on/All around you” (Dylan, 42,46-47). Consumerism, keeping up with the Joneses, and materialism seem to be the primary values of modern day Americans. Today, “The United States has more malls than high schools; Americans spend more time shopping than reading” (America’s Crazed Consumerism). As opposed to World War II, instead of being encouraged to make sacrifices and buy less, Americans are now encouraged by the government, billboards, and exciting commercials to spend more and save less in order to save our economy. The United States' primary export today is not the typical type of good we associate with exports, but instead credit cards are leading the way as America continues to borrow money and buy goods while China and other countries continue to lend and sell goods (Kurlantzick). It is easy to see how such a cynical and critical song could ring true with many American listeners in 2010.


The cynicism and critical nature of “It's Alright, Ma (I'm Only Bleeding)” can be even more clearly understood using the cultural perspective of existential nihilism. Existential nihilism is the belief that the world and even human existence is utterly without meaning and purpose (Existential Nihilism). This type of worldview is consistent with the overall theme of Dylan's song. Dylan points towards several problems and hypocrisies in society including war, the hypocrisy of politicians and priests, seductive advertisements, social clubs, and the old who sit in judgment over the young. Yet, unlike other songwriters who might call for their listeners to stand up and fight these injustices, Dylan leaves no room for hope. He tells his audience, “To understand you know too soon/There is no sense in trying” (Dylan, 5-6) and while referring to himself, states his purpose, “While one who sings with his tongue on fire... Cares not to come up any higher/But rather get you down in the hole/That he’s in” (Dylan 75,78-80). This is precisely what he accomplishes as he methodically tears into one societal flaw after another, while retaining a calm cadence, assuring his mother all the while that he'll be alright; he knows that this is simply the nature of life, and he will not be able to please everyone. His extreme pessimism is compatible with existential nihilists who agreed that humanity's existence is simply a sad state of affairs that will leave no effect on the vast, uncaring universe. Empedocles, an existential nihilist himself of ancient Sicily, echoes Dylan's song when he claims, “'the life of mortals is so mean a thing as to be virtually un-life'” (Existential Nihilism).  It is clear that Dylan does not think that there can be hope for change in this world and that this is all we should expect from our small and difficult lives.


The twenty stanzas of “It's Alright Ma” not only spoke to the people of the sixties but have managed to transcend the generations and still appeal to people in every decade since the song's release. Dylan's vagueness when it comes to political and social topics and also his knack for highlighting aspects of life that apply to nearly everyone at some point in their lives has allowed “It's Alright Ma” to become a personal anthem for anyone who wishes to listen to the lyrics. 
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