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It’s Flo on my left arm, and it’s Mary on my right. Janie is the one that I’ll be with tonight.
Dion, “The Wanderer.”

People let me put you wise -- Sue goes out with other guys.
Dion, “Runaround Sue.”

In 1961 Dion DiMucci had two top five records in “Runaround Sue” and “The Wanderer.” This essay analyzes
these artifacts to display a view of expected norms and attitudes concerning romantic behavior of men and
women in the popular music of the time. I suspect that these two songs are fairly typical of the
world view espoused in other popular songs, but only an analysis of other songs, which I do not
undertake here, would confirm this belief. Second, I accept the assumption that the mass media
both reflect societal norms and helps to create them. However, it is impossible, without more
information than is available to us, to determine which of these functions are at work in any
particular artifact (or in the two specific artifacts I analyze here). It is also possible that some
artifacts perform both functions: reflecting an emerging world view already present in auditors
or viewers as well as helping to promulgate that worldview to new adherents or converts. These
songs were selected because the singer reflects both sides of a double standard; studying songs
from different artists would not allow as sharp a contrast of the
two standards.
The purpose of this essay is to elucidate how these
two songs embrace a world view with conflicting norms (a
double standard) of the appropriate romantic behavior for
men and women. Both songs were quite popular in the early
‘60’s: “Runaround Sue” was a number one Billboard hit; “The
Wanderer” reached number two on the Billboard chart.1 Rolling
Stone magazine ranked them as number 239 (“The Wanderer”)
and number 342 (“Runaround Sue”) in the top 500 songs of
all time.2 Ernie Maresca wrote both songs; Dion DiMucci cowrote “Runaround Sue.” Dion sang both songs so it was his
voice heard on record players, jukeboxes, and radios throughout
the land. These songs were played repeatedly and therefore
the norms and values articulated in these messages were
available in the mass media for young people across America to assimilate. It seems likely that literally millions
of impressionable teen-agers sang along with these messages dozens if not hundreds of times. Because the mass
media by definition is an agglomeration of a myriad of messages from a multitude of sources, it would not be
surprising to find discrepant or inconsistent messages. However, the fact that these two songs were both released
by the same artist (Dion DiMucci) at about the same point in time suggests that they may be part of a single set
of romantic norms that establishes a double standard for men and women, rather than two separate sets of norms
promulgated by different people or groups.
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There is no question that songs can be considered persuasive messages. Scholars argue that
music can be a form of persuasive communication.3 Some studies have examined lyrics in song 4 ;
other research has investigated how the musical features of song reinforce the lyrics.5

Analysis of “The Wanderer” and “Runaround Sue”
These songs do contain some similarities. Both offer listeners stories of romantic relationships (that is, they
are not about surfing, dancing, or cars). Both tales are told in the first person by the singer, Dion, who functions as
the narrator for both stories. Both narratives describe a young person who “plays the field,” dating more than one
person of the opposite sex. Both of these young people are characterized as liking to “travel ‘round” from place to
place. However, at this point, sharp differences emerge from these two texts.

“The Wanderer”: A Happy Stud
In “The Wanderer” the narrator is a man who does not want to be tied down to
one woman. “Where pretty girls are, you know that I’m around,” he explains. He
brags that he has one girl (Flo) on his left arm, another (Mary) on his right, but a
third girl (Janie) is the one “I’ll be with tonight.” As if this isn’t enough, when asked
who he loves “the best, I tear open my shirt and I show her Rosie on my chest.”
This last statement adds yet another woman to his list of conquests.
His refusal to commit to a single woman is suggested by his name (and the
title of the song), “The Wanderer.” It is also revealed clearly in the first verse. He
declares quite explicitly that “I’m the type of guy who will never settle down.” In fact, he admits that he runs away
from possible emotional entanglements: “When I find myself fallin’ for some girl, Yeah, I hop right into that car of
mine and drive around the world.” At several points the narrator notes that he “likes to roam around; I’m never in
one place, I roam from town to town.” His physical restlessness mirrors his movement from woman to woman.
This lack of commitment is consistent with the anonymous nature of his relationships.
One verse explains that he doesn’t differentiate between the women he dates: “I kiss ‘em and
I love ‘em, ‘cause to me they’re all the same.” Not only do the women he sees lack identifying
characteristics, he, too, is anonymous: “I hug ‘em and I squeeze ‘em, they don’t even know my
name.” He does not know the women he loves, and they do not know his
name either.
Finally, the song makes it clear that this Romeo is no wimp. Ripping open his shirt to
expose his manly tattoo reveals just what a stud the Wanderer is. Elsewhere he refers to his
“two fists of iron,” suggesting that he likes to fight. We should not be surprised to hear that
he likes to “hop right into that car of mine” and “drive around the world.” Clearly, this is a
macho man. He exemplifies several of the characteristics of hegemonic masculinity identified
by Trujillo6 : “(1) physical force and control, (2) occupational achievement, (3) familial
patriarchy, (4) frontiersmanship, and (5) heterosexuality”.7 His tattoos and “fists of iron” show
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physical force, loving them and leaving them (as he wanders around) suggests patriarchy,
and the number of women he sees indicates heterosexuality.
The “Wanderer” is a celebration of this stud’s romantic conquests. He travels (wanders)
from town to town, loving and leaving woman after woman. His name (“They call me
the Wanderer”) and the songs title reflect his lack of commitment or stability. He walks
down the street with two girls, one on each arm (and has plans for a third and wears a
tattoo of a fourth). This song boasts of a young male’s multiple romantic exploits.

“Runaround Sue”: A Heart-Breaking Tramp
In sharp contrast, the narrator in “Runaround Sue” is seriously smitten with Sue: “I
miss her lips and the smile on her face, touch of her hand, and this girl’s warm embrace.”
Later, he explicitly acknowledges that “I fell in love” with Sue. However, he was left
“with a broken heart” because she was unfaithful to him. His love knows no bounds, because despite the way she
treated him, his “love still grows.” This is the sad story of his
unrequited love for Sue the temptress.
The song accuses Sue of infidelity at several points.
She dated “every single guy in town”; “Sue goes out with
other guys.” She exemplifies the “love ‘em and leave ‘em”
philosophy of dating: “She took my love then ran around”;
“She’ll love you and she’ll put you down.” Significantly, the
song’s name, “Runaround Sue,” functions to encapsulate her
attitude toward romantic relationships with men.
The narrator explicitly warns other men about Sue’s
behavior: “People let me put you wise.” He explains that his story can be confirmed by
others, men whom he characterizes as foolish for having dated Sue: “Ask any fool that
she ever knew, stay away from Runaround Sue.” Four different
times the end of the song warns others to “Keep away from
Sue.” Thus, the narrator in “Runaround Sue” fell in love with
Sue, she took his love, and then discarded him to date other
men. He was hurt, broken-hearted, and -- even though his love for Sue continues to
grow -- he warns other men about the dangers of dating a woman who runs around.
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Implications
Importantly, the tone of these two tales differs. Dion explicitly characterizes “Runaround Sue” as a “story sad
but true.” He explains that she left him “with a broken heart.” He confesses that his treatment by Sue made him
“cry,” an admission of some import because there is a social stigma attached to men who cry. He offers a warning
to other men who might suffer his same sad fate: “People let me put you wise, Sue goes out with other guys.”
Clearly, Runaround Sue is a bad woman, one to be avoided. Relationships with her run
the risk of great emotional suffering.
The attitude of “The Wanderer” is quite different: The words as well as the tone of
voice reveal that Dion is boasting of his life here. He brags of his many conquests. He
revels in living a “life without a care.” He declares that he is “happy as a clown.” One can
almost see him strut about as he sings this song. At one point he does admit that he is
“going nowhere,” suggesting he drifts through life without a particular goal.
Thus, in these two songs, the
appropriate romantic norms for men
and women are displayed, and they are revealed to contrast
sharply. When a woman dates multiple men, she is a tramp, and
the trail of broken hearts she leaves is sad. When a man dates
multiple women, he is a stud, and his travels from town to town
and woman to woman make him happy. This is the message of a
double standard that is sent in a straightforward fashion by these
two songs.
I have no direct evidence about the specific impact of these
songs on America’s youth. However, these records sold many,
many copies (both were top five songs), and they were played
in homes, cars, malt shops, at beaches, and at sock hops. Young men and women were repeatedly exposed to the
message that women who date multiple romantic partners are tramps whereas men who do the very same thing are
happy studs. Evidence suggests that information presented in the form of a story (narrative) is more easily learned
and remembered. Van Dijk and Kintsch conclude that “there
exists a wealth of information suggesting that story structure plays
an important role in discourse processing”8 and “there is much
evidence from the work on story grammars that superstructures
facilitate comprehension and memory”.9 Thus, these songs
clearly had the potential to influence the attitudes and norms
of a generation of Americans on the proper (double standard)
romantic behavior of men and women.
I suspect this influence is rather subtle. After all, these
are “only” songs, not moral declaratives articulated by parents,
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schools, or churches. These stories are told in a pleasing fashion, over
danceable, hum-able music. Sometimes listeners sing along with popular
music, rehearsing the ideas contained in stories. Millions of young adults
actually paid money (bought records, put money in juke boxes) in order
to be exposed to these specific messages. The effect is surely greater this
message when reinforced in other places, but only further study of popular
music, film, television programs, and other cultural artifacts can confirm the
suspicion that this double standard of norms for romantic relationships was a
pervasive feature of popular culture in the 1950s and 1960s.
As I reflect on these songs, I notice that they are told from different
perspectives. In “Runaround Sue” Dion is the one who is left behind, and which makes him sad. On the other
hand, in “The Wanderer,” Dion is the one who leaves his romantic partners behind, and he is happy. We never
hear the other side of either story. Is Sue just as happy as the wanderer?
Are the women discarded by the wanderer just as broken hearted as
Sue’s former flame? I would guess that the answers to both questions are
yes, but these are not questions that are answered by these two songs; in
fact the songs do not even encourage listeners to consider these people
or these questions.
I want to leave no doubt about my evaluation of the double
standard I find fosters in these two songs: I reject it completely. First,
the very notion of a double standard, that it is acceptable (laudable,
in fact!) for men to engage in a certain kind of behavior with women,
while women are condemned for performing the same behavior with men, is unacceptable. In my opinion,
women and men should be expected and encouraged to behave the same way,
and to be treated the same way by others.
However, I would like to go a step further and take a stand for a more
traditional value. Of course there is nothing wrong with casually dating a
variety of people. The idea that a person would meet the “ideal companion”
on the very first date seems highly unrealistic. However, commitment between
two people who love each other is in my opinion a very desirable relationship (in contrast to the serious health
risks of promiscuity). Thus -- assuming neither song is talking simply
about casual dating -- I would reject the worldview represented by both
“Runaround Sue” and “The Wanderer,” who both played the field.
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Dion, “The Wanderer”
Oh well, I’m the type of guy who will never settle down.
Where pretty girls are, well you know that I’m around.
I kiss ‘em and I love ‘em, ‘cause to me they’re all the same.
I hug ‘em and I squeeze ‘em, they don’t even know my name.
They call me the Wanderer, yeah the Wanderer. I roam around, around, around, around.
Oh, well it’s Flo on my left arm, and it’s Mary on my right.
And Janie is the girl, well, that I’ll be with tonight.
And when she asks me which one I love the best,
I tear open my shirt and I show her Rosie on my chest.
‘Cause I’m the wanderer, yeah the wanderer, I roam around, around, around, around.
Oh well I roam from town to town, I go through life without a care.
And I’m as happy as a clown, ah with my two fists of iron but I’m goin’ nowhere.
Now, yeah, I’m the type of guy that likes to roam around.
I’m never in one place, I roam from town to town.
And when I find myself, fallin’ for some girl.
Yeah, I hop right into that car of mine, I drive around the world.
Yeah, I’m the Wanderer, Yeah the Wanderer, I roam around around around around.
Oh, yeah, I’m the type of guy that likes to roam around.
I’m never in one place, I roam from town to town.
And when I find myself, fallin’ for some girl.
I hop right into that car of mine, drive around the world.
‘Cause, I’m the Wanderer, yeah the Wanderer, I roam around around around around around around.
[repeat three times]
http://www.elyrics.net/read/d/dion-lyrics/the-wanderer-lyrics.html
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Dion, “Runaround Sue”
Here’s my story, it’s sad but true,
It’s about a girl that I once knew.
She took my love then ran around,
With every single guy in town.
I should have known it from the very start,
This girl would leave me with a broken heart.
Listen people, what I’m tellin’ you
Keep away from Runaround Sue.
I miss her lips and the smile on her face,
Touch of her hand, and this girl’s warm embrace.
So, if you don’t want to cry like I do,
Keep away from Runaround Sue.
(1) She likes to travel ‘round,
Yeah, she’ll love you and she’ll put you down.
Now people let me put you wise-Sue goes, out with other guys.
(2) Here’s the moral in the story, from the guy who knows,
I fell in love and my love still grows.
Ask any fool that she ever knew,
They’ll say keep away from Runaround Sue
Yeah, keep away from this girl, I don’t know what she’ll do
Keep away from Sue
Repeat (1) (2)
Yeah, stay away from that girl, don’t you know what she’ll do now.
Whoa. Keep away from that girl.
http://www.lyricsfreak.com/d/dion/run+around+sue_20308760.html
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