Further Reflection on “A Boy Named Sue”

In his 1969 hit, “A Boy Named Sue,” Cash sings from the point of view of a man who was
named Sue by his father, who abandoned the family when Sue was three. Constantly bullied
for his conventionally feminine name, Sue grows up “quick and mean” and swears revenge
on the man who gave him his “awful name.”

Cash first played the Shel Silverstein song at San Quentin Rehabilitation Center in
1969, for an all-male crowd of enthused inmates. As historian Kristine M. McCusker and
gender studies scholar Diane Pecknold articulate in the introduction to their anthology, A
Boy Named Sue: Gender and Country Music, the song’s initial positive reception was the
likely result of an audience who resonated with the notion that “the world is rough, and if a
man’s gonna make it, he’s gotta get tough,” and who may have “sought reassurance about
their personal identities as absent fathers, estranged sons, and men.”?

However, the song’s popularity soon spanned beyond prison walls. McCusker and
Pecknold attribute the song’s broad appeal to its many possible readings: Some listeners
may have “resonated with or satirized the gender-bending politics of hippie youth culture,”
while others “heard in its lyrics the comfort they needed to face their own tribulations of
challenged masculinity.”?

Much has changed in the fifty-six years since Cash first recorded this song, and for
many, the assertion that gender is a rigid binary and not a varied, nuanced, and personal
part of individual identity is old-fashioned, limiting, and harmful. Some may feel that “A Boy
Named Sue” is sexist and outdated, and this is certainly a reasonable view. However, just as
it did in 1969, the song invites more than one interpretation.

While the song’s conclusion can be understood as upholding traditional gender norms,
it can also be viewed as a critique of toxic masculinity and the belief that boys and men
must be “tough,” above all else. Sue ultimately hunts down his estranged father with the
intention of killing him, only to learn that his father named him “Sue,” knowing it would
force him to grow up “tough” and “strong” in an often-cruel world. Sue becomes “choked
up,” and “throws down his gun,” and the two men reconcile, abandoning rage and violence
in favor of understanding and emotional intimacy. Most notably, Sue swears in the song’s
final verse that if he ever has a son, he’ll name him “George or Bill or Tom, but never Sue.”
He refuses to burden his child with a name that would invoke suffering, even though this
same suffering is what caused his tough, hypermasculine demeanor. Sue prioritizes the
emotional well-being of his imagined son above making him like himself.

Like much of Cash’s repertoire, “A Boy Named Sue” invites further reflection on the
beliefs and social issues of the past and present. Does the song uphold or critique the
gender binary? Is it best understood as a depiction of gender dysphoria or an exploration of
fatherhood? Listen to the song a second time, and like Sue, you may just “come away with a
different point of view.”

Watch Johnny Cash performing “A Boy Named Sue” for the first time in 1969.

—Allison Backus, Dramaturg
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WOHPuY88Ry4

