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Marvin Gaye's "What's Going On": Analysis

Marvin Gaye's "What's Going On," released in 1971, stands as one of the most significant
and influential albums in the history of popular music. It marked a pivotal shift in the
landscape of soul music, addressing social, political, and personal issues that resonated
deeply with the American public during a tumultuous time. This article will delve into the
themes, musical composition, cultural impact, and legacy of "What's Going On," providing
a comprehensive analysis of this groundbreaking work.

Historical Context

To understand the depth of "What's Going On," it's essential to consider the historical
context in which it was created. The early 1970s were marked by significant social
upheaval in the United States, including:

- The Vietnam War: A contentious conflict that led to widespread protests and a generation
questioning authority.

- Civil Rights Movement: Ongoing struggles for racial equality and justice, highlighted by
events such as the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968.

- Environmental Concerns: A growing awareness of ecological issues and the need for
social responsibility.

In this environment, Marvin Gaye—who had primarily been known for his romantic
ballads—felt compelled to address the pressing issues of the day through his music.

Album Overview

"What's Going On" consists of nine tracks, each interwoven to create a cohesive narrative.
The album's themes revolve around love, loss, social justice, and the quest for
understanding amidst chaos. The title track is particularly emblematic of these themes, as
it combines Gaye's smooth vocals with poignant lyrics that call for awareness and
compassion.

Track Analysis

1. "What's Going On": The album opens with the title track, where Gaye poses existential
questions about humanity. The song features lush instrumentation, including strings and
horns, which creates a soulful yet haunting atmosphere. The lyrics express a yearning for
understanding and peace, urging listeners to reflect on the state of the world.

2. "What's Happening Brother": This track continues the conversation, introducing a



dialogue between Gaye and a returning soldier. It highlights the disillusionment felt by
veterans and the broader societal neglect of their sacrifices, emphasizing the need for
empathy.

3. "Flyin' High (In the Friendly Sky)": Here, Gaye addresses the issue of drug addiction,
drawing attention to its destructive effects on individuals and families. The metaphor of
flying high reflects both the allure and the peril of substance abuse.

4. "Save the Children": This poignant song speaks directly to the future, imploring society
to consider the impact of its actions on the next generation. Gaye's heartfelt delivery
enhances the emotional weight of the lyrics.

5. "God Is Love": A spiritual reflection, this track combines religious themes with a
message of unity and hope. The gospel-inspired sound reinforces the idea that love can
conquer societal problems.

6. "Mercy Mercy Me (The Ecology)": This song is an early acknowledgment of
environmental issues, lamenting the destruction of the earth. Gaye expresses a profound
concern for the planet, making it clear that social justice extends to ecological
responsibility.

7. "Right On": This track celebrates the struggle for civil rights, invoking a sense of
solidarity among those fighting for justice. The upbeat rhythm contrasts with the
seriousness of its message, embodying a spirit of resilience.

8. "Wholy Holy": A call for spiritual awakening, "Wholy Holy" emphasizes the importance
of inner peace and the connection between individuals. It encourages listeners to seek
harmony within themselves and their communities.

9. "Inner City Blues (Make Me Wanna Holler)": The album closes with a powerful critique
of urban poverty and systemic inequality. Gaye's raw emotion captures the frustration and
despair of those living in marginalized communities.

Musical Composition

The musical composition of "What's Going On" is as revolutionary as its lyrical content.
Gaye collaborated with several key figures, including:

- Al Cleveland: Co-writer of the title track, whose lyrical contributions enhanced the
album's depth.

- The Funk Brothers: Motown's legendary house band, who provided the innovative
instrumentation that defined the album's sound.

- David Van De Pitte: Arranger and orchestrator, whose lush string arrangements added a
layer of sophistication to the music.

The production techniques employed in "What's Going On" were groundbreaking for their
time:

- Concept Album Format: The album flows seamlessly from track to track, creating a



narrative arc that feels cohesive rather than a collection of standalone songs.

- Use of Multi-Tracking: Gaye's layered vocals and harmonies create a rich, immersive
listening experience.

- Innovative Instrumentation: The blend of soul, jazz, and orchestral elements set a new
standard for what soul music could encompass.

Cultural Impact

The release of "What's Going On" had a profound impact on both the music industry and
American culture. Its themes resonated with a generation grappling with social change
and disillusionment. Key aspects of its cultural impact include:

- Challenging Norms: The album challenged the norms of Motown and popular music by
addressing complex social issues, setting a precedent for artists to use their platform for
activism.

- Inspiring Future Generations: "What's Going On" influenced countless musicians and
genres, including hip-hop, R&B, and rock, encouraging artists to address political and
social themes in their work.

- Recognition and Awards: The album received critical acclaim and was inducted into the
Grammy Hall of Fame, solidifying its place in music history.

Legacy and Continuing Relevance

Today, "What's Going On" is regarded as a timeless classic, its messages remaining
relevant in contemporary discussions about social justice, environmental issues, and
mental health. The album's legacy is evident in various ways:

- Cover Versions: Numerous artists, from artists like Aaliyah to contemporary musicians,
have covered tracks from the album, demonstrating its lasting influence.

- Cultural References: Songs from the album frequently appear in films, commercials, and
social movements, underscoring their enduring relevance.

- Ongoing Dialogues: Gaye's calls for compassion, understanding, and action continue to
resonate within current social movements, reminding us of the power of music to effect
change.

Conclusion

Marvin Gaye's "What's Going On" is more than just an album; it is a powerful statement
that captures the essence of a generation grappling with profound societal changes.
Through its innovative musical composition and poignant lyrics, Gaye crafted a work that
transcends time and place. As we continue to face challenges in our world today, the
album serves as a reminder of the importance of empathy, awareness, and the enduring
power of love. In a landscape still fraught with conflict and uncertainty, "What's Going On
encourages us to ask the difficult questions and strive for a better tomorrow.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Marvin Gaye's
'What's Going On'?

The main themes in "What's Going On' include social justice, love, environmental concerns,
and the impact of war on society. Gaye addresses the struggles of the marginalized and
emphasizes the need for unity and understanding.

How did "What's Going On' reflect the socio-political
climate of the 1970s?

‘What's Going On' was released during a time of significant social upheaval in the U.S.,
including the Vietnam War protests, civil rights movements, and urban unrest. The
album's message resonated with a generation seeking change and highlighted the need for
compassion in a tumultuous world.

In what ways did Marvin Gaye's personal experiences
influence the creation of 'What's Going On'?

Marvin Gaye's personal experiences, including his struggles with depression, the loss of
close friends, and his observations of the social issues around him, deeply influenced the
album. His emotional state and desire for peace and understanding are reflected in the
lyrics and the overall mood of the music.

What musical innovations did Marvin Gaye incorporate
in "What's Going On'?

Marvin Gaye incorporated a blend of soul, jazz, and orchestral elements in 'What's Going
On,' using complex harmonies, layered instrumentation, and a smooth vocal style. The
album is notable for its use of sound effects and seamless transitions between tracks,
creating a cohesive listening experience.

Why is "'What's Going On' considered a timeless classic?

‘What's Going On' is considered a timeless classic due to its universal themes of love,
empathy, and social consciousness. Its messages continue to resonate today, and its

innovative sound and production have influenced countless artists in various genres,
solidifying its place in music history.
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