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In the early 1970s, John Lennon was fully engaged in the New York political scene, 
appearing at diverse events like benefit concerts for poet John Sinclair and mentally 
challenged children; meetings and rallies with the Black Panthers, Native Americans, 

and anti-Vietnam War activists; and on significant television shows hosted by Dick Cavett 
and Mike Douglas. Of course Lennon previously had made overt political statements, 
including the 1968 Beatles single Revolution — and, more controversially, a second version 
only three months later (Revolution 1 on the so-called White Album) that were ambivalent 
about the use of violence. His political inclinations were seemingly not a mere fad inspired 
by the upheaval of the late 1960s; in an interview with the prominent radicals Tariq Ali and 
Robin Blackburn first published in the underground publication The Red Mole, Lennon 
states that he had «always been politically minded, you know, and against the status quo 
[…]. It’s pretty basic when you’re brought up, like I was, to hate and fear the police as a 
natural enemy and to despise the army as something that takes everybody away and leaves 
them dead somewhere»1.

While many scholars such as Jon Wiener, Dorian Lynskey, Peter Doggett, and 
others have traced the development and significance of Lennon’s political activities, few 
have addressed the connection between the historical context and the lyrics of his songs to 
the type of music he used to convey the messages. In fact, Lennon’s musical styles for these 
political songs were remarkably diverse, drawing from folk music, pop ballads, blues, and 
rock and roll. This diversity allowed Lennon to express a variety of emotions and messages 
in both overt and subtle ways.

In this article, we first trace the historical and sociological components of Lennon’s 
political songwriting from the Beatles, marked by the song Revolution, to his peak political 

1. John Lennon interview with Tariq Ali and Robin Blackburn, The Red Mole, 21 January 1971; see 
Counterpunch: <http://www.counterpunch.org/2005/12/08/the-lost-john-lennon-interview/>, accessed 1 
October 2015.



4

John Cox – David Thurmaier

period in 1971-1972, with analysis of songs released as singles and on the albums Imagine and 
Sometime in New York City. We then argue that one finds a correlation between Lennon’s 
understanding of and investment in a particular topical issue and the success and quality of 
the song’s musical and lyrical content. For instance, some songs on Sometime in New York 
City suffer lyrically and musically from a simplistic or detached understanding of a topic, 
which led to uninspired songwriting. It becomes clear that Lennon’s choice of musical style 
and arrangement, in addition to his personal engagement with the topic of each song play 
significant roles in how clearly and successfully the desired message is conveyed.

Lennon’s forays into political engagement, which began at the peak of his band’s 
popularity, came during that rich, bygone era when, in the words of Jon Wiener, «rock 
music seemed to have real political force, when youth culture, for perhaps the first time in 
American history, was mounting a serious challenge» to the status quo2. We should mention 
that the term «political» is used here broadly, incorporating frontal assaults on all varieties 
of social convention at the time, but not necessarily through definitive statements about 
a particular topic. For example, Lennon’s comments about the Vietnam War in August 
1965 are considered the first public articulation of his political views and demonstrate an 
honest, if simplistic, view of war. To the question «What are your opinions of Vietnam?» 
he responded, «I think it’s lousy. It should be stopped». But the interviewer continued: 
«Do you have any plans on how you’d stop war?», to which Lennon replied, «No, I don’t 
think you can stop war»3.

The flippancy of his remarks was characteristic; yet the fatalism about the efficacy of 
politics or protest was the opposite of the sentiment he would express six years later, and 
which Yoko Ono continues to place in a full-time advertisement in the New York Times 
annually, at Christmas time: «War Is Over / If You Want It». While at times in the late 
1960s and early 70s Lennon could peddle the sort of utopian, youth-culture sentiments 
that were in the air, there was always a dark edge to his humor and outlook. At any rate, 
this brief comment on Vietnam should be placed in context, given the blurry fashion in 
which ‘the Sixties’ is understood4. While Lennon’s August 1965 remarks do not appear 
profound, they were actually fairly bold and ahead of their time. Six months after Lennon’s 
comment on Vietnam, in early 1966, Sgt. Barry Sadler performed the militaristic Ballad 
of the Green Berets on The Ed Sullivan Show and this song — deeply conservative in form 
as well as content — soon occupied the #1 spot on Billboard’s chart, and in fact was the 

2. Wiener, Jon. Gimme Some Truth: The John Lennon FBI Files, Berkeley (CA), University of California 
Press, 2000, p. 1.

3. Doggett, Peter. There’s a Riot Going on: Revolutionaries, Rock Stars, and the Rise and Fall of 60s Counter-
culture, Edinburgh, Canongate Press, 2007, p. 13.

4. That is: «the Sixties» in the popular imagination — the experimentations in lifestyles and music, the 
hippy scene, widespread antiwar protests — did not take off until 1966 or ’67, and carried over nearly to the 
mid-70s.



5

«You Say You Want a Revolution?» A New Analysis of John Lennon’s Political Music

#1 song of the year. Public opinion did not shift against the war (in the United States as 
well as Europe) until 1969 and 1970. We do not, however, want to overstate the insight 
or courage of Lennon’s thoughts on Vietnam. One week before his interview, the U.S. 
Congress had passed the ‘Tonkin Gulf Resolution’, authorizing the president to greatly 
expand American intervention; a more engaged artist or activist would have had much 
more to say5. 

Lennon’s ambivalence continued in 1968’s Revolution, a milestone in his political 
music, for contradictory reasons — the song’s initial intent was to respond to American 
involvement in Vietnam, but wound up inciting the New Left movement against him for 
his own willingness to watch from afar («count me out»). Coincidentally, Revolution was 
released in the same week (the last week of August 1968) as the Rolling Stones’ political 
song Street Fighting Man, featured on the album Beggar’s Banquet. Greil Marcus recalled a 
DJ playing the two, then proclaiming, «You know which one of these they aren’t playing 
in Chicago this week» — and indeed the Stones song was banned in Chicago and the Bay 
Area, while Lennon’s song was «put on heavy rotation»6.

Yet Revolution combines the ideal type of musical style — incendiary, raw rock and 
roll — with lyrics that decried the rashness and naiveté of young Western leftists such as 
the type congregating in Chicago that week for the Democratic National Convention. 
Upon close listening, the Rolling Stones song, while justly recognized as a classic, is 
also ambivalent at best in its advocacy of social protest, and exudes a powerlessness and 
detachment that was far from Lennon’s attitude. The lyrics bely the riveting music: «Well, 
what can a poor boy do / Except to play for a rock ’n’ roll band». The album’s closer, Salt 
of the Earth, took great distance from ‘the masses’ and adopted the perspective of utterly 
detached aesthetes: «And when I search a faceless crowd / A swirling mass of grey and 
black and white / They don’t look real to me / In fact, they look so strange».

Debate around the differing versions of Revolution have always revolved around 
the issue of violence. But it is worth noting Lennon’s democratic and anti-authoritarian 
instincts, which enabled him to be clear and prescient in his rejection of Mao, who — 
despite the ongoing horrors of the Cultural Revolution and the tens of millions of deaths 
by famine less than a decade earlier — enjoyed substantial popularity among leftist white 

5. The contrast with Bob Dylan’s statements, or lack of statements, on Vietnam is also illuminating. 
Three years later, in the middle of the fateful year 1968, Dylan emerged from seclusion to grant an interview 
to Sing Out!, a left-leaning folk magazine. When pressed to comment on Vietnam, he responded, «How do 
you know I’m not, as you say, for the war?». His retort stemmed in part from a perverse «desire to tweak and 
challenge his audience» but yet the harsh judgment of an otherwise admiring Mike Marqusee, author of a 
book on Dylan’s politics, seems justified: «If public life is an ongoing test for the artist, then when it came 
to Vietnam, Dylan failed» — «He did turn away and pretend that he just didn’t see». See Marqusee, Mike. 
Chimes of Freedom: The Politics of Bob Dylan’s Art, New York, The New Press, 2003, pp. 245-247.

6. Lynskey, Dorian. 33 Revolutions per Minute: A History of Protest Songs, from Billie Holiday to Green Day, 
New York, Ecco Press, 2011, p. 127.
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students and intellectuals, Black Power militants, and many other radicals. The aging, 
corpulent despot enjoyed an undeserved, romanticized image, carefully cultivated by the 
Maoist sects that proliferated in Western Europe and the United States in the 1970s, as a 
champion of Third World revolution — an almost Che-like figure who could be embraced 
by confused ‘revolutionaries’ and avant-garde cultural figures. 

Following Revolution, Lennon produced some striking, deeply evocative, artistically 
bold, brutally honest lyrics confronting personal demons (I Found Out, Cold Turkey) and 
spiritual angst (God), even existential dread (Isolation). By 1971 his songs continued on 
this path, yet proved more interesting in terms of their musicality, and offered direct 
political challenges to organize and create change. For example, Power To The People 
features a more sophisticated musical arrangement and demonstrates an even stronger 
sincerity in its message. Recorded in January and February 1971 and released as a single 
in March, the tune’s inspiration came after the aforementioned lengthy conversation 
with Tariq Ali. Instead of taking a more passive role by pleading for world peace as in 
Give Peace a Chance, Power To The People began with a rallying cry to stand up and fight. 
The song is built rather simply, repeating the title over and over, and includes some 
clever lyrics that illustrate how Lennon had reflected on his Revolution disagreement with 
movement activists. For instance, the first line of the verse is ‘Say we want a revolution’, 
substituting ‘we’ for ‘you’ in his original 1968 song, suggesting the collective power of 
demonstration. He also salutes ‘working-class heroes’ and women with his references 
to ‘a million workers workin’ for nothin’’, ‘comrades and brothers’, who are asked 
how they ‘treat [their] own woman back home’ — a patronizing yet sincere effort to 
acknowledge the new feminist movements (and preferable to the misguided ‘Woman 
is the N… of the World’). But what makes the song particularly strong is its rollicking 
musical arrangement driven by strong singing by Lennon, as well as a Phil Spector 
production that emphasizes the drums with heavy reverb. Some musical details make 
the tune stand out even more; footsteps after the a capella introduction simulate people 
marching, the recurring bluesy saxophone licks and emphatic solo in the middle, and 
Alan White’s insistent bass drum during the verse, resembling gunshots, that stresses 
the urgency of the call to action7. Interestingly, Lennon would later express regret for 
writing this song, calling it «rather embarrassing» and saying it was meant more to appeal 
to «Tariq Ali and his ilk»8. However, given his initial excitement when writing the tune, 
calling up Ali and singing it over the phone, his lyrics and music capture an inspiration 
that still sounds convincing years later.

7. This resembles Buddy Miles’s work during Hendrix’s long solo on the live Machine Gun, recorded 
at the end of 1969.

8. Lennon, John. Skywriting by Word of Mouth, and other Writings, Including The Ballad of John and Yoko, 
New York, Harper & Row, 1986, p. 31; Lennon, John – Ono, Yoko. The Playboy Interviews with John 
Lennon and Yoko Ono, edited by Barry Golson, New York, Berkley Books, 1982, pp. 224-225.
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Following Power To The People, Lennon released the Imagine album in September 
1971 with several prominent political songs. Yet by this time, Lennon learned how to 
convey his political messages within a more ‘commercial’ sounding musical arrangement. 
He explained that one had to «put your political message across with a little honey» in 
order to reach the targeted audience. The most notable example of this approach is the 
song Imagine, perhaps the perfect marriage of a lyric expressed sensitively with a musical 
setting that enhances its utopian message — yet disguises its radical nature — that became 
Lennon’s most famous solo song. Another explicitly political song on Imagine is Gimme Some 
Truth which sets Lennon’s rapid-fire and colorful wordplay to a medium tempo rocker, 
highlighted by George Harrison’s distorted slide guitar. In this song, Lennon expresses 
his exhaustion at what he deems «uptight, short-sighted, narrow-minded hypocritics» 
and unleashes a torrent of angry observations toward politicians — particularly Richard 
Nixon, referred to in the song as «tricky dicky» — in hopes of finally learning «the truth». 
The lyrics are quintessential Lennon, featuring a blend of whimsical wordplay laced with 
vitriol in phrases such as «No short-haired, yellow-bellied, son of tricky dicky / Is gonna 
mother hubbard soft soap me / With just a pocketful of hope / Money for dope / Money 
for rope». He manages to excoriate the typical pro-war politician, who couches his true 
intent and policies inside empty rhetoric to fool the people. As in Imagine, Lennon crafts 
a damning critique of the political situation in early 1970s America by paying careful 
attention to the musical arrangement as well as the lyrics. His singing in Gimme Some Truth 
sounds weary and exasperated, perfectly capturing the desperate and resigned mood of the 
lyrics, and Harrison’s slide guitar acts as a foil to the voice with its glissandos and bluesy 
inflections representing the more cynical sentiments expressed in the song. To enhance 
the urgency of these thoughts, the song starts out immediately without any introduction or 
lead-in; Lennon has no time to wait for his message to emerge. The ‘honey’ used to couch 
his political message contrasts aesthetically from the peaceful musical setting of Imagine, 
yet he is able to remain highly accessible through the appropriation of harder, blues-based 
rock popular at the time. These two songs from Imagine demonstrate Lennon’s continued 
ability to focus proper attention to both lyrics and music, all while pushing more radical 
and subversive political ideas.

A further example of where Lennon’s musical setting enhanced topical and lyrical 
considerations is on the song Happy Xmas (War Is Over), recorded in October 1971 and 
released that December. Before the song became a holiday favorite, it began as a subversive 
piece that fused anti-war themes with the aspiration for racial harmony and economic 
justice, yet delivered those subjects with music fit for communal singing. His musical 
setting was another Phil Spector ‘wall of sound’ production, though in this case the 
song’s message demanded a larger ensemble. So Lennon added support from the Harlem 
Community Choir to contribute yet another touch to the song, illustrating the universality 
of the themes. The music itself winds around a simple, acoustic-based chord progression 
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that Lennon repeats and sequences up a fourth, followed by the chorus led by Yoko Ono’s 
line ‘A very Merry Christmas’. The song really shines musically during the third verse and 
in the outro, where Lennon continues singing the verse melody while the background 
singers engage in a countermelody featuring the parenthetical title/slogan (‘War Is Over, 
If You Want It’) all over various holiday percussion instruments like sleigh bells. Again, as 
in Power To The People, Lennon sounds engaged in Happy Xmas — even in the demos for 
the song — and conveys his political message strongly through a well-chosen musical style 
and arrangement. 

Unfortunately, the winning combination of inspired topics and convincing lyrics 
and music largely dissipated with Lennon’s next album from 1972, Sometime in New 
York City, written and recorded at the zenith of his political activity after his permanent 
move to New York City. This album reflects his involvement with activists like Jerry 
Rubin, Abbie Hoffman, and Bobby Seale in radical New York City politics, although 
there is some doubt as to the sincerity of the activists where Lennon was concerned 
(i.e., were they using Lennon’s celebrity to further their cause?). There was a natural 
affinity with irreverent pranksters and LSD enthusiasts such as Hoffman, who also shared 
some of Lennon’s melancholia; and Hoffman later added tender, apparently heartfelt 
reminisces about the late Beatle a few months after Lennon’s assassination. Rubin and 
Seale, somewhat predictably, became «sell-outs», to use a catchword of the time, cashing 
in on Sixties nostalgia to peddle stocks and «business networking services» (Rubin) and 
barbecue recipes and sauce (Seale, who in fairness remained a community and political 
activist after leaving the Black Panthers). 

Lennon’s own political songwriting and sincerity seemed to suffer at this time, as he 
imbibed some of the more dogmatic ideas swirling in those leftist New York circles and 
appears to try too hard to ‘prove’ his political commitment. Lynskey explains that «Lennon’s 
activist fervor was destined to burn out quickly […]. Before it did, he would plunge into 
the chaotic diaspora that the New Left had become, discover the limits of celebrity, and 
produce some of the worst protest songs ever recorded»9. Generally considered Lennon’s 
nadir, the album was designed to act and look like a newspaper (complete with a New York 
Times heading) in its ephemeral nature, and contained 10 tracks by John and Yoko that 
commented on hot-button political issues of the day: feminism, the Irish/English Troubles, 
imprisoned activists, and more. Critical reaction was largely scathing: Robert Christgau 
called «J&Y’s politics frequently condescending» and Wilfrid Mellers colorfully called it 
«undifferentiated rage on behalf of all radical causes [that] spends itself in thin air»10. Stephen 
Holden’s Rolling Stone review was also largely unfavorable, starting with the headline of the 
review — «What do you say about artistic suicide?» — as well as descriptions of the album 

 9. Lynskey, Dorian. Op. cit. (see note 6), p. 142.
10. Mellers, Wilfrid. ‘Infantalism’, (1972), reprinted in: The Lennon Companion: Twenty-five Years of 

Comment, edited by Elizabeth Thomson and David Gutman, Cambridge (MA), Da Capo Press, 2004, p. 188.
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and political statements therein as «awful», «embarrassingly puerile», and patronizing11. We 
must concur to some degree with those judgments, but some of this criticism overlooked 
the album’s unusual approach, which Lennon explicitly stated and the cover art conveyed: 
not to create songs that would become timeless classics, but to comment briefly, in a 
sloganeering or pamphleteering fashion, on several current issues or events. Despite his 
laudable efforts to confront the major issues of the day, the real problem was that Lennon 
strayed further from topics that were genuinely a part of his experience, and as a result his 
art often suffered in proportion.

Analysis of songs from Sometime in NYC represent this disconnect between Lennon’s 
direct involvement with a cause and the subsequent song quality. Angela, an ode to the 
activist and scholar Angela Davis, might be one of the most glaring examples of this 
detachment. Davis was arrested as a suspected accomplice for owning the guns used in 
the kidnapping and murder of a Superior Court judge in 1970, but she was acquitted in 
1972. With her striking, outspoken persona and image — and her tall, trademark Afro, a 
powerful symbol of Black pride — she captured the imagination of leftists on both sides 
of the Atlantic. Like other liberal and left celebrities and luminaries — e.g., the Rolling 
Stones recorded a dubious, borderline racist ‘tribute’, Sweet Black Angel, released exactly 
one month before Sometime — Lennon was infatuated by Davis’s personality and indignant 
over the evident injustice of her case, which symbolized the systematic racial inequality 
of her country. But this is clearly one of his poorest attempts at political commentary via 
music. We know that Lennon was sincerely sympathetic, sensitive, and compassionate 
in his support for the black freedom struggle and his outrage at racism, but his social and 
cultural distance from African American life is evident in frankly painful attempts to evoke 
African American life and culture12. The second line, ‘They shot down your man’, probably 
referring to the murder of George Jackson by San Quentin prison guards in 1971, would 
seem to invoke and bolster the presumed patriarchy of black life. And the second stanza’s 
repetition of «sister», although in the spirit of the times, comes across as more forced and 
unnatural than his use of «brother» in other songs and interviews, and again was a forced, 
presumptuous attempt to associate himself organically with black Americans. Additionally, 
the song repeats some sentiments that are utterly maudlin, and at odds with the explicit 
radicalism of John Sinclair, from the same album, and other earlier Lennon songs:

They gave you sunshine
They gave you sea
They gave you everything but the jailhouse key.

11. Holden, Stephen. ‘Sometime in New York City’, in: Rolling Stone, 20 July 1972, p. 48.
12. This distance from the black experience was not at all unusual among British rock stars, including 

those such as Eric Clapton who borrowed heavily from African American music. England had a small black 
population and did not undergo a major civil-rights movement, which in the United States had the effect of 
closing the social and cultural gaps between black and white artists and activists.
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They gave you coffee
They gave you tea
They gave you everything but equality.
They gave you coffee
They gave you tea
They gave you everything
But equality.

Even with these weak and trite lyrics, the song may have been more successful had 
the musical style and arrangement been more adept. Instead, the song is paced at a plodding 
tempo, cast as a slow, sleepy ballad, accompanied by noodling guitars and droning strings. 
Moreover, Yoko’s vocals seem higher than normal in the mix, which would comport with 
those who suggest that she wrote the majority of the words. But most confusing is the 
music accompanying the bridge, including the lyrics shown above. In an effort to create 
intensity, the tempo picks up and becomes more urgent just at the time the lyrics become 
the weakest. It does not help that the playing, featuring a particularly irritating repeated 
guitar lick, sounds ragged and out of tune here, undermining the musical delivery. So 
while the cause expressed in the song was admirable, the misfiring of the lyrics and music 
weakened the message. 

In addition to Lennon’s commentaries on feminism and racism, there are two songs 
on the album that address the Irish/English Troubles that comment on colonialism and 
atrocities committed: The Luck of the Irish and Sunday Bloody Sunday. The latter song 
really exhibits Lennon’s ‘slash and burn’ songwriting philosophy found on the album. In 
Sunday Bloody Sunday, named after the incident on January 30, 1972 in Derry, Northern 
Ireland when 26 unarmed civil-rights protesters and bystanders were shot by soldiers of the 
British Army; thirteen of them died. Lennon — who grew up in a city with a large Irish 
population — reveals his awareness of his own part-Irish heritage, and like many British 
radicals illustrates that he had been affected by the Catholic civil-rights movement of the 
previous few years in Northern Ireland. This deepening awareness generated an instinctual 
sympathy for the Irish and for Irish Catholics living under British rule in the North, 
tinged with romanticism for the ‘land of fairies’. This song includes sharp, often astute, 
and bitterly acerbic lyrics that excoriate the centuries-long English rule over Ireland. The 
song also displays his ambivalent attitudes, still in flux four years after Revolution, toward 
violence in the cause of legitimate protest for a just cause, such as that of Irish freedom 
overdoing his identification with the protestors (delivered in an awkward attempt at an 
Irish accent, saying «loin» «toin,» and «boin»): «When Stormont bans our marches, they’ve 
got a lot to learn/Internment is no answer, it’s those mothers turn to burn». And Lennon 
stretches way too far with a line about it «always being Bloody Sunday in the concentration 
camps», which then as now evokes Nazi genocide. Musically, the song consists of a verse 
and chorus, both of which are perhaps intentionally grating. The melody in the verse is 
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simplistic, containing an alternation between only a few notes, while the chorus blares 
with Yoko yelling the title, accompanied by Lennon pleading, «Do it!» over and over 
again, while a saxophone wails in the background. It seems as though the music valiantly 
tries to be a rallying cry with its primal beat and insistence, but then it sounds almost like 
Lennon is trying too hard both musically and lyrically to relate to the cause. 

The Luck of the Irish, a joint Lennon and Ono composition, warrants some mention 
as a musical foil to Sunday Bloody Sunday. In contrast to trumpeting support for the Irish 
through heavy rock music, the song features a quiet, folksy setting complete with acoustic 
guitars and a quasi-dialogue between Lennon and Ono, who sings several lines on her 
own. They evidently were fond of this song, given its inclusion in performances preceding 
Sometime in New York City, including a benefit for John Sinclair in Michigan and the David 
Frost Show, both in December 1971. Unlike Sunday Bloody Sunday, which attempted 
to be reportage and raw response, The Luck of the Irish contained an autobiographical 
reference from Lennon, in its lines about growing up in Liverpool with its substantial 
Irish population, and was set to music that resembled an Irish sing-a-long, with its simple 
melody and lilting meter. While sincere, the song is yet again marred by what Paul Du 
Noyer calls «simplistic polemic [that] rubs shoulders with tourist brochure clichés» such 
as «Let’s walk over rainbows like leprechauns / The world would be one big Blarney 
stone»13; the song is also made less effective with its Irish musical modeling, which comes 
off as trite. It is unfortunate that Lennon’s music and lyrics do not rise to the level of some 
of his earlier political music, as his feelings about the situation in Northern Ireland were 
personal and heartfelt. Additionally, the breezy nature of the recording process, completed 
very quickly, along with his desire to touch on such a range of current events did not allow 
for thoughtful, well-crafted and honed messages that could have had more resonance.

In conclusion, we should re-emphasize that these songs, and similar efforts at that time, 
were brave, well-intentioned efforts to champion these causes and win support for them, 
and Lennon was aware but perhaps admirably indifferent to the fact that he was courting 
persecution from the paranoid, rabidly anticommunist FBI director J. Edgar Hoover and 
his equally paranoid, unhinged superior in the White House, President Richard Nixon. 
But Lennon’s political music from the early 1970s presents us with complex and still 
unanswered questions in interpreting it: What did Lennon really think about violence? Did 
he really want to be part of the movement/effort, or did he prefer to stand on the sidelines 
writing songs about it? And just how effective is music for expressing certain viewpoints 
of a political topic? How much does the style of music impact the political sentiments? 
We have argued that for Lennon, sometimes the music and lyrics worked well together 
when he was particularly inspired and invested, in the case of songs like Revolution, Power 
To The People, Happy Xmas, and songs from the Imagine album, while this combination was 

13. Du Noyer, Paul. We All Shine on: The Stories Behind Every John Lennon Song 1970-1980, New York, 
HarperPerennial, 1997, p. 65.
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more tenuous in his later songs from 1972 as he became more detached personally from 
the causes with which he connected, like the push for peace and ending war. Perhaps it is 
telling that after this period Lennon gave up political songwriting almost entirely for the 
rest of his life. Looking back on this period in what would be his last extended interview, 
with Playboy magazine in 1980, Lennon expresses some embarrassment about his political 
activities even though he restates his dislike of politicians: 

No messages from any phony politician are coming through me. I said 
that earlier and it’s still true. That still stands. I dabbled in so-called politics in 
the late Sixties and Seventies more out of guilt than anything. Guilt for being 
rich, and guilt thinking that perhaps love and peace isn’t enough and you have 
to go and get shot or something, or get punched in the face, to prove I’m one 
of the people. I was doing it against my instincts14.

These comments suggest that Lennon felt his political music and activities constituted 
a phase, one in which he could assuage his guilt for being a successful celebrity, but the 
sheer amount of work from those years might cause us to question what he argues. The 
fact that his political music still inspires this sort of examination today, demonstrates its 
unique place within Lennon’s career.

14. Lennon, John – Ono, Yoko. Op. cit. (see note 8), p. 110.


