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During The 1960's Much Of The Rock Music By Black Performers Was Called a term that
encapsulates a fascinating and complex chapter in the history of American music. This era was
marked by groundbreaking performances, cultural shifts, and ongoing struggles for recognition and
equality within the music industry. Despite the incredible contributions of Black artists to the
development of rock music, much of their work was often categorized under labels that did not fully
capture their innovative spirit or cultural significance. This article explores what that term was, the
context behind it, and the lasting impact Black performers had on the evolution of rock music during
the 1960s.

The Label That Defined an Era: "Race Records" and
"Rhythm and Blues"

Origins of the Term
In the early days of recorded music, Black musicians' work was often marketed under terms like
"race records" and "rhythm and blues." These labels were used primarily by record companies to
categorize music created by Black artists, often relegating it to a separate and sometimes
marginalized segment of the industry. While these terms served to identify and promote Black
music, they also carried connotations that reflected racial segregation and societal biases prevalent
at the time.

Transition to Rock and Roll
As the 1950s transitioned into the 1960s, a new genre emerged—rock and roll—that blended rhythm
and blues, gospel, country, and other musical styles. Black performers like Chuck Berry, Little
Richard, Bo Diddley, and Fats Domino played pivotal roles in shaping this genre. Their energetic
performances, innovative guitar riffs, and expressive vocals became the foundation for what would
soon be called "rock music."

The Term "Race Music" and Its Implications

Definition and Usage
During the early 1960s, the term "race music" was still in common usage, especially in the record
industry and among mainstream media. It was a classification that distinguished Black-created
music from "white" music, often implying a lesser cultural value or appeal to a predominantly Black
audience.



Impact on Black Artists and Their Music
This categorization had significant implications:

- Limited Exposure: "Race music" was often confined to Black radio stations and niche markets,
restricting broader audience access.
- Commercial Challenges: Black artists struggled to cross over into mainstream markets due to
racial stereotyping.
- Cultural Misrepresentation: The labels often failed to recognize the artistry and diversity within
Black musical styles.

The Emergence of "Soul" and "R&B" as Alternative
Labels

Shifts in Terminology
By the mid-1960s, the industry began shifting away from "race music" towards terms like "soul,"
"rhythm and blues (R&B)," and "black pop." These labels aimed to better encapsulate the emotional
depth, musical innovation, and cultural significance of Black artists' work.

Significant Artists and Their Contributions
- Ray Charles: Often called the "Genius," his fusion of gospel, jazz, and blues helped define soul
music.
- Aretha Franklin: Known as the "Queen of Soul," she brought gospel-infused R&B to new heights.
- James Brown: The "Godfather of Soul" and funk pioneer, his energetic style influenced countless
rock musicians.

Black Rock Musicians and Their Role in Shaping 1960s
Rock

Influential Artists Breaking Racial Barriers
While many Black artists were initially categorized under R&B or soul, their influence extended
deeply into the rock genre itself:

- Jimi Hendrix: His virtuosic guitar skills and psychedelic sound revolutionized rock music.
- Stevie Wonder: Transitioning from Motown soul to experimental rock and funk.
- Sly and the Family Stone: Merging rock, funk, and soul, they challenged racial and gender barriers.



Cross-Genre Collaborations and Innovations
Black performers often collaborated with white rock musicians, leading to innovative blends of
musical styles. For example:

- The Rolling Stones: Influenced heavily by Black blues and R&B artists.
- The Beatles: Covered songs by Chuck Berry and Little Richard, acknowledging their roots.

The Cultural Significance and Recognition Challenges

Racial Barriers and Industry Discrimination
Despite their talents, Black musicians faced:

- Limited media exposure in mainstream outlets.
- Discrimination in concert bookings and record deals.
- Stereotyping that confined their artistic expression.

Legacy and Reassessment
In recent decades, scholars and music fans have reevaluated the contributions of Black performers,
recognizing that much of the "rock" music of the 1960s was heavily influenced by Black artists and
their innovations. This reassessment has led to a greater appreciation of their role and
acknowledgment of the racial terminology used at the time.

Conclusion: The Enduring Influence of Black Artists in
Rock

The terminology used during the 1960s—such as "race music," "R&B," and "soul"—reflected both the
racial dynamics and the evolving understanding of Black musical contributions. While these labels
were often limiting or marginalizing, the creativity, energy, and innovation of Black performers
fundamentally shaped the landscape of rock music. Recognizing their influence today not only
honors their legacy but also provides a more accurate and inclusive understanding of music history.
The era’s racial terminology serves as a reminder of the importance of acknowledging artists' true
contributions beyond the constraints of societal labels.

---

Keywords: 1960s rock music, Black performers, race records, rhythm and blues, soul music, racial
barriers, Jimi Hendrix, Stevie Wonder, Sly and the Family Stone, legacy of Black artists, evolution of
rock, music history



Frequently Asked Questions

During the 1960s, much of the rock music by Black
performers was often referred to by what term?
Rhythm and Blues (R&B)

What term was commonly used in the 1960s to describe Black
artists' contributions to rock music?
Soul Rock or Soul-Inspired Rock

In the 1960s, what label was frequently associated with Black
performers who played a blend of rock and R&B?
Motown or Motown Sound

What was a common way to categorize Black rock musicians'
music during the 1960s?
Black Rock or Black R&B

During the 1960s, how was the innovative rock music by Black
artists often characterized in mainstream media?
As part of the Soul and R&B genres, sometimes labeled as 'Black Rock' or 'Black Rhythm and Blues'

Which genre term was used in the 1960s to describe Black
musicians who infused rock with soulful influences?
Soul Rock

In the context of 1960s music, what was the significance of the
term 'Black Rock'?
It referred to the rock music created or performed by Black artists, highlighting their influence on
the genre

What term did critics and audiences sometimes use to
distinguish Black performers' rock music from white artists'
music in the 1960s?
Black Rock or Black R&B



During the 1960s, what was the cultural significance of Black
performers' rock music being called 'Rhythm and Blues'?
It highlighted the roots of the music in Black musical traditions and its influence on the emerging
rock scene

How did the terminology for Black rock music in the 1960s
reflect social and racial dynamics of the era?
Labeling Black artists' music as 'Black R&B' or 'Black Rock' often underscored racial distinctions
and the cultural contributions of Black musicians to the broader rock genre
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The 1960s marked a tumultuous and transformative decade in American history—an era
characterized by civil rights activism, cultural upheaval, and an explosion of musical innovation.
Among the many facets of this vibrant period was the significant contribution of Black performers to
the burgeoning genre of rock music. However, due to the pervasive racial biases and societal
structures of the time, much of the rock music created by Black artists was often misclassified,
dismissed, or marginalized under various labels that failed to accurately represent its origins or
artistic significance. This article explores the complex history of how Black performers' contributions
to rock music were perceived, labeled, and sometimes erased during the 1960s, shedding light on
the cultural dynamics that shaped the genre.

---

The Roots of Black Influence in Early Rock and Roll

Before delving into the 1960s specifically, it is essential to understand the historical foundations laid
by Black musicians in the development of rock music.

Blues, Rhythm & Blues, and Gospel: The Foundations

The musical landscape of America in the first half of the 20th century was heavily influenced by
Black musical traditions. The blues, born in the Deep South, laid the emotional and structural
groundwork for much of what would become rock. Rhythm and blues (R&B), emerging in urban
centers like Chicago and Detroit, was a direct evolution of blues and gospel, incorporating more
energetic tempos, electric instrumentation, and a focus on danceability.

Notable figures such as Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Fats Domino, and Bo Diddley pioneered sounds
that would be integral to the birth of rock and roll. Their recordings—often released on labels like
Chess Records and Specialty Records—blended blues, gospel, and R&B into a new, electrifying style



that appealed to both Black and white audiences.

The Term “Rock and Roll” and Its Racial Origins

Originally a Black slang term meaning to dance or have sex, “rock and roll” was adopted by disc
jockey Alan Freed in the early 1950s to describe a new style of music that combined R&B with other
influences. This terminology, however, was often a euphemism that masked the racial origins of the
music, which was predominantly created by Black artists.

Freed’s promotion of “rock and roll” played a pivotal role in popularizing the genre, but it also laid
the groundwork for the racial tensions that would affect how Black musicians’ work was perceived
and labeled.

---

The 1960s: A Decade of Cultural and Musical Shifts

The 1960s saw the rapid evolution of rock music from its R&B and blues roots into a diverse and
dynamic landscape. Black performers were central to this evolution, yet their contributions were
often obscured or labeled in ways that minimized their significance.

The Term “Black Rock” and Its Usage

During this decade, the term “Black rock” emerged in some circles to describe the music of Black
artists who played rock-influenced styles. However, more often than not, their music was dismissed
as “rhythm and blues,” “soul,” or “soul-rock,” categories that, while accurate in some respects, failed
to acknowledge the full scope and innovation of their work within the broader rock genre.

In mainstream media, Black rock performers were frequently pigeonholed or marginalized. When
referenced, their music was sometimes described as “race music,” a term that carried pejorative
connotations and was used to segregate Black musical styles from the “popular” rock music enjoyed
by white audiences.

The Racial Marginalization of Black Rock Artists

Despite their influence, Black musicians faced systemic barriers:

- Media Bias: Negative stereotypes and racial biases colored how the media portrayed Black artists,
often emphasizing their racial identity over their artistry.
- Radio and Promotion: Many Black performers struggled to get equal airplay on mainstream radio
stations, which favored white artists or “crossover” acts that sanitized Black musical styles for white
audiences.
- Recording Industry Discrimination: Record labels were often hesitant to promote Black artists in



the mainstream rock market, relegating them to niche markets or R&B categories.

Notable Black Performers and the Labels Assigned to
Their Music

Several Black artists made significant impacts during the 1960s, yet the labels assigned to their
music often reflected racial bias.

Chuck Berry

Often called the “Father of Rock and Roll,” Chuck Berry’s guitar riffs, songwriting, and stage
presence laid the groundwork for future rock icons. However, his music was frequently categorized
as “R&B,” even as it influenced the burgeoning rock scene. His influence was immense, yet
mainstream narratives often underappreciated the “Black origin” of his style.

Little Richard

With his flamboyant persona and gospel-infused rock, Little Richard challenged racial stereotypes
and pushed boundaries. His music—sometimes labeled as “race music” or “R&B”—was vital to the
development of garage rock and psychedelic rock but was often marginalized in the popular
narrative.

James Brown

While primarily known as a soul pioneer, James Brown’s rhythmic innovations and energetic
performances influenced the development of funk and rock. His style was often pigeonholed within
“soul” or “R&B,” despite the rock elements present in his recordings.

The Surprising Role of Black Female Performers

Artists like Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Betty Davis, and others contributed to the fusion of gospel, blues,
and early rock, frequently labeled dismissively or excluded from mainstream rock histories. Tharpe’s
gospel guitar playing, for instance, predates and influences many male rock pioneers but was often
relegated to the “gospel” category.

---



The Cultural Implications of Racial Labels in Music

The labels assigned to Black music during the 1960s did not merely reflect marketing
strategies—they were rooted in societal racial hierarchies that sought to marginalize Black cultural
contributions.

“Race Music”: A Pejorative Label

The term “race music” was used extensively until the late 1960s to describe Black popular music.
While it was a marketing term that helped segregate Black audiences, it also reinforced the idea that
Black music was “other” or inferior, thus justifying its marginalization.

The Impact on Black Artists’ Legacies

The racialized labels affected how Black artists were remembered and credited. For decades,
mainstream histories of rock heavily emphasized white performers and bands, often overlooking the
foundational influence of Black artists.

The Shift Toward Mainstream Recognition

By the late 1960s and early 1970s, the Civil Rights movement and cultural shifts began to challenge
these racial biases. Black artists like Jimi Hendrix, Sly and the Family Stone, and Aretha Franklin
gained recognition, but their contributions often still carried racialized labels or stereotypes that
needed dismantling.

---

Conclusion: Reclaiming the Narrative

The story of Black performers during the 1960s is integral to understanding the full history of rock
music. While much of their work was labeled in ways that reflected the racial biases of the era—such
as “race music” or simply “R&B”—these labels often obscured their influence on the genre’s
evolution.

In recent decades, music historians, critics, and fans have worked to correct this historical
oversight, highlighting the profound contributions of Black musicians to rock’s development.
Recognizing the racialized terminology used during the 1960s is crucial not only for appreciating the
artistic achievements of these performers but also for understanding the societal structures that
attempted to diminish their role.

As the legacy of these artists continues to be reclaimed, it becomes evident that the labels assigned
during that era—such as “race music”—were less about musical genre and more about racial



boundaries imposed by a segregated society. Today, acknowledging these historical labels allows for
a more accurate and inclusive appreciation of the rich, diverse roots of rock music.

---

In summary, during the 1960s, much of the rock music by Black performers was called “race music,”
“R&B,” or “soul,” terms rooted in racial segregation and stereotypes. These labels, while sometimes
useful for marketing, often failed to acknowledge the racial origins and cultural significance of Black
artists’ contributions to rock. Recognizing this history is essential for a comprehensive
understanding of the genre’s evolution and for honoring the pioneering artists whose work laid the
foundation for future generations.
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