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ABSTRACT

This thesis explores areas of social and intellectual continuity within the
American counterculture circa 1968-1985. It demonstrate that the punk
counterculture of the 1970s had its roots in the hippie counterculture of the 1960s
and was not a separate social phenomenon. The punk counterculture developed
in three periods: 1968-1975, when punks and hippies shared bohemian
neighbourhoods, like New York's East Village, and an ideology that rejected
capitalism and middle-class lives; 1975-1980, when punk gained public notice
and began to develop its own institutions like the night club, the fanzine, and the
independent record label; and 1980-1985, as punk rediscovered the political
critique made by dissenting groups of the 1960s, such as the New Left, with the
emergence of hardcore punk. This thesis uses 298 letters printed in Flipside and
MaximumRock’'n’Roll magazines during the period of 1983-1985 to demonstrate

the grass-roots concems of punks as they evolved through these periods.
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Chapter One
All Hopped Up and Ready to Go: The Birth of Punk’

This year marks the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Ramones’ debut album,
an album that according to a celebratory Spin Magazine article “inspired
countiess disenfranchised teens to start punk bands.”? The Ramones’ debut
album has been described as a critical moment not just in the history of music,
but in what many American historians refer to as the “counterculture.” However,
the term “counterculture” is often used in the plural, with each successive
generation making its own revoit, be it Beat, Hippie or Punk, only to be overtaken
by the next big thing. When punk first caught the public eye, it was seen as
nihilistic and doomed to burn itseif out in apocalyptic rage. Punk has not slipped
quietly into the dustbin of history, though; 2001 marks its twenty-fifth anniversary
as well as the Ramones’. Since the 1970s, however, it has grown and developed
into an extensive culturai system that extends beyond music to offer critiques of
American politics and economic policy, while being an advocate for feminist,
minority, and environmental politics.>

Punk may have burst onto the musical scene in 1976, but its actual

gestation extends back much further, for its development was continuous with

! Line from the Ramones’ first single, and the first bonafide punk song, “Blitzkrieg Bop”, from
Ramones, Sire Records, 1976.
2 Eric Weisbard, “25 Years of Punk”, Spin Magazine (May 2001): 87.
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that of the counterculture of the 1960s. Punk emerged out of many of the same
urban neighbourhoods that nurtured the hippies throughout the 1960s. Thus,
while many aspects of the punk and hippie countercultures were different and
unique to themseives, they ailso shared many commonalities. The focus of this
thesis will be on the similarities between these two cultures in order to link them
socially and ideologically. Oral histories of the early punk scenes reveal that
punks felt a strong connection with the hippie countercuiture. Furthermore, as
punk developed it rediscovered the economic, political, and social critiques of the
1960s. Through the study of amateur punk magazines in the early 1980s, this
study will endeavor to add to the understanding of the role of non-musicians in
forming punk culture. These magazines, known as fanzines, also demonstrate
the connections that the countercuiture made throughout the community, and the
issues around which they rallied.

American historian Charles Kaiser has stated that “the” counterculture was
bom on January 14, 1967 at the Human Be-In, where Allen Ginsburg, Jerry
Rubin, and Timothy Leary attempted to unite disparate elements of the various
youth subcultures.* However, this merely marked the day that the counterculture
went above ground, much in the same way that the release of Ramones brought
punk into mainstream consciousness.® Kaiser, like many mainstream journalists
and historians, ignored much activity that went on before 1967, highlighting the

difficulty in reconstructing the history of a counterculture from a position within

3 While punk was not uniquely American , and is now a fairly intemational counterculture, | wili be
focusing exclusively on American punk.

* Charles Kaiser, 1968 in America: Music, Politics, Chaos, Counterculture, and the Shaping of a
Generation (New York: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1988), 204.
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the dominant cuiture, where every new manifestation appeared to be something
radical and new. One of the first authors to discuss the nature of the burgeoning
counterculture was Theodore Roszak in his 1969 book, The Making of a Counter
Culture.® Roszak took a fairly large view of the countercuiture, encompassing the
Beat Generation, the flower children of the 1960s, anti-war politics and
psychedelic drugs. While Roszak’s identification of the Beats as part of the
countercuiture, and not forerunners, implied a longer gestation period than some
writers would allow, many seem to share his definition of its composition. 7

If punk is to be seen as a continuation of the 1960s countercuiture, then it
is necessary to define somehow what the counterculture of the 1960s was, in
order to examine what aspects were maintained or expanded by punk. Like punk,
the 1960s counterculture was not a cohesive monolithic block, for beneath its
labe! many different subcultures vied, each with its own particular area of interest
and emphasis. However, all of these disparate and sometimes conflicting
subgroups shared a common ideological base. Thus “counterculture” is an
umbrella term used to connect individuals and parties who collectively stressed
personal liberty and fulfillment over economicalily-based social roles.

Roszak wrote that by the early 1960s America had developed into a
technocratic society. By this he meant a “social form in which an industrial

society reaches the peak of its organizational integration.” This is the same type

$ And even then it really went nowhere; Ramones didn’t even crack the Billboard Top 200.

® Theodore Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture (Garden City, New York: Anchor Books,
1969).

7 Ibid., 127.



of society advocated by late nineteenth century industrial reformers like Frederick

W. Taylor.® Roszak described the technocratic society as being:

the ideal men usually have in mind when they speak of
modemizing, updating, rationalizing, planning . . . the technocracy
works to knit together the anachronistic gaps and fissures of
industrial society . . . in which entrepreneurial talent broadens its
province to orchestrate the total human context which surrounds
the industrial complex.®

Theodore Roszak defined the hippie counterculture in opposition to the
technocratic society. It was against the dehumanizing of everyday life, and
instead created °“a culture so radically disaffiliated from the rﬁaiﬁstream
assumptions of our society that it scarcely looks to many as a culture at all, but
takes on the alarming appearance of barbaric intrusions.” '° This definition, for
Roszak, took precedence over all other activities of the counterculture. In fact,
Roszak lumped together the anti-war movement, the civil rights movement, the
psychedelic movement, and various components of the countercuiture, but his
main focus was on the hippie rejection of economics as the primary focus of
society. Roszak did not have a problem with capitalism per se, but rather with the
organization of society favoured by capitalism. Thus, he excluded Black Power
as being part of a different (though compatible) struggle for racial equality within

the technocratic society, since he felt that this movement would leave the overall

8 For a brief look at the thoughts of Taylor see his posthumously published The Principles of
sSdentiﬁc Management (New York: W.W. Norton, 1911).
ibid., 5.



government structure intact. Roszak’'s counterculture was against a society that
would allow the bomb but not a fully realized creative and expressive person.
Simply wanting a place at the table or a change of leaders was not going to win
effective changes. What the counterculture was striving for, Roszak argued, was
a lifestyle that would reintegrate the irrational, emotional heritage of Western

civilization, a /a8 William Blake and the Romantic poets.

What the counter culture offers us, then, is a remarkable defection
from the long-standing tradition of skeptical, secular intellectuality
which has served as the prime vehicle for three hundred years of
scientific and technical work in the West. Almost overmnight (and
astonishingly, with no great debate on the point) a significant
portion of the younger generation has opted out of that tradition,
rather as if to provide an emergency balance to the gross
distortions of our technoiogical society, often by occuit aberrations
just as gross. As often happens, one cultural exaggeration calls
forth another, which can be its opposite, but equivalent. !

Similarly, Charles A. Reich advocated the concept of the counterculture
as an alternative lifestyle in his 1971 The Greening of America, except that this
altered lifestyle was symbolic of an altered state of consciousness, “a total
configuration of the individual, which makes up his whole perception of reality, his
world view.”'? Reich took a more psycho-social perspective than Roszak, who
saw the countercuitural struggle uitimately as an economic and political struggle.
For Reich, change was gradual and evolutionary, because “consciousness is

formed by the underlying economic and social conditions . . . . Culture and

° Ibid., 42.
" bid., 141-2.



government interact with consciousness; they are its products but they also help
to form it.""?

In The Greening of America, Reich presented the counterculture as having
developed out of changes in American society. His three stages of
consciousness each reflected particular moments in the economic transformation
of the United Sates: Consciousness | in the Ilate-nineteenth-century,
Consciousness Il during 1930-1950, and finally Consciousness lll, which came
into being during the 1960s. Consciousness | was formed during a time when the
United States were primarily a rural-small town agricultural country, in which the
threat of a tyrannical government still loomed. Consciousness | individuals,
according to Reich, were independent, proponents of laissez-faire government
policies.'* Consciousness Il was bom during the late-nineteenth-century
industrial boom and the introduction of Frederick W. Taylor's scientific
management of the workplace, which dehumanized industrial labour practices by
putting individual work rhythms to a standard pace.'* With positivist thought
sweeping through intellectual circles and the economy firmly in the hands of the
corporations, Reich argued that this period saw the rise of the expert as
policymaker.'® Consciousness Il, cynical about human nature, favoured some
form of institutional management of social problems and submission to the will of
experts or authorities.!” Consciousness il, Theodore Roszak would say, was the

technocratic society. Consciousness I, which Reich identified with the

:: Charles A. Reich, The Greening of America (New York: Random House, 1970), 14.
Ibid., 16.

' Ibid., 25.

% Ibid., 27.



countercuiture, came of age during the period of mechanized industrialization
which relied less and less on human labour power, a period of unsurpassed
economic and technologicai growth. Consciousness Ill questioned the need to
work and make sacrifices in the name of work at ail.

In The Greening of America, Reich described the United States as being
dominated by Consciousness Il; corporations, whether businesses or schools,
trained and indoctrinated individuals to make them fit into the corporate state.'®
Menial jobs were dehumanizing and workers had no creative outlets. Reich
lamented that these workers could be “Joan Baez or Bob Dylan, working in a
bank or a filling station until their minds and bodies have forgotten that poetry
was once in them.”'® While Roszak felt that the counterculture reflected the
development of a youth culture freed from sacrifice by a booming economy,
Reich argued that the counterculture was not exclusively geared toward youth,
but that it encompassed a set of ideals that could work equally well with mature
people, provided they found a set of values to base around a non-materia!
culture.?® Consciousness, Reich explained, contained the seeds of new types of
social institutions and political possibilities, as it sought new ways to express its
values.

The distinction between the 1960s and punk countercuitures becomes
clearer through the theoretical framework of the italian Marxist, Antonio Gramsci.

According to Gramsci, once values start to manifest themselves as institutions

¢ 1bid., 38.
7 \bid., 67.
'® ibid., 130.
9 Ibid. 151.




and cuttural forms, they can form historical biocs, the stepping stone to his theory
of hegemony. According to Gramsci, ideas come first and these govern how
people organize our economic and social practices. Next, institutions are built to
reinforce and normalize these practices. From here, they assume the pattemn of
everyday life, but at bottom lies an idea.?’ Gramsci’'s emphasis on the cultural
over the political was similar to the tactical differences between the punk and
hippie countercultures and 1960s political groups of the New Left. Unlike the New
Left, which struggled to achieve both immediate political and social changes,
punk, in the 1970s, made no such effort. Instead, like the hippies, who by the late
1960s were perceived by leftists as apolitical, or at least insufficiently political,
punks concentrated on creating an ailternative cultural system that could one day
challenge mainstream society.

Gramsci wrote that politics is the realm of the state, which is the governing
institutions plus economic organizations.Z? Any ‘revolutionary” party that
participates in the usual political process (such as elections, parliamentary
debates, etc.) can merely make minor changes, allowing the system to function
more smoothly while appearing to demonstrate the system’s ability to
accommodate and handle dissent.>> Gramsci called this the passive revolution.
The passive i'evolution can be seen in punk as well, where corporate record

labels were viewed as watering down and pacifying revolutionary music (such as

= 5 Roszak, The Making of a Counter Culture, 30-1; Reich, The Greening of America, 278.

2! Norberto Bobbio, “Gramsci and the Conception of Civil Society”, Chantal Mouffe (ed.) Gramsci
and Marxist Theory (London: Routiedge & Kegan Paul, 1979), 33.

2 Anne Showstack Sasson, *Hegemony, War of Pasition and Political Intervention”, Approaches
to Gramsci (London, England: Writers and Readers Publishing Cooperative Society LTD., 1982),
96.

2 Sasson, Approaches to Gramsci, 113.



jazz, rock, punk, hip hop), while attempting to prove that the corporate recording
industry was every bit as revolutionary as the independents. The practice of
“dropping out” can be seen as the process by which the counterculture avoided
co-optation and concentrated on the deveiopment of its own institutions.2* The
real political battle could only occur once there was an effective economic and
social alternative practiced by the party’s own supporters, such as the
development of independent labels capable of national distribution. The political
battle, according to Gramsci, would be among the last of the battles to occur.?®
The political battle could only occur, he believed, once the cultural battle
had been won. Gramsci acknowiedged this in his discussions of hegemony and
the role it played in gaining the consent of the governed. Hegemony occurred
when a particular historical bloc, or social group, was able not only to articulate
its own goals and values but also to convince other social groups that these
goals and values were shared. The alliances of these social groups allowed them

to form a cohesive bloc. Hegemony occurred when one:

[Blecomes aware that one’s own corporate interests in their present
and future development, transcend the corporate limits of the purely
economic class, and can and must become the interests of other
subordinate groups too. This is the most purely political phase, and
marks the decisive passage from the structure to the sphere of the
complex superstructures: it is the phase in which previously
germinated ideologies become “party”, come into confrontation and
conflict, until one of them, or at least a single combination of them,

28 Anne Showstack Sasson, “Passive Revolution and the Politics of Reform”, Approaches to
Gramsci (London, England: Writers and Readers Publishing Cooperative Society LTD., 1982),
142.

> Carl Boggs, The Two Revolutions: Antonio Gramsci and the Dilemmas of Western Marxism
(Boston: South End Press, 1984), 161.
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tends to prevail, to gain the upper hand, to propagate itself
throughout society - bringing about not only a unison of economic
and political aims, but also intellectual and moral unity, posing all
the questions around which the struggle rages not on a corporate
but on a “universal” plane, and thus creating the hegemony of a
fundamental social group over a series of subordinate groups.®®

Gramsci's ideas about the competition between social groups for
hegemony help explain the role of the counterculture since the 1960s. According
to Reich and Roszak, the hegemonic bloc that guided American society after
WWII was composed of the corporate pro-capitalist forces, Roszak’s technocratic
society and Reich's Consciouness iI. Hegemony involved the ability to diffuse
ideological, race, gender, and class claims as universal values throughout all of
society by controlling key institutions such as Congress, Church, courts, schoofs,
and the media. It used these institutions not only to promote its ideas, but to
further them.% For example, under a hegemonic capitalist system, the process of
education mirrors the processes of industry and the desired result is not well-
educated individuals, but skilled, competent workers.?® Gramsci suggested that
the liberal Western democracy was created by the expanding middle-classes
who were looking for a way to safeguard their mastery of the economy.®®

Hegemony rests on consent. As disparate groups within the United States
struggled to enact their visions of American society, the post-World War !

% Antonio Gramsci, Selections from the Prison Notebooks of Antonio Gramsci, trans. Quentin
Horare and Donald Nowell Smith (New York: International Publishers, 1971), 181.

% Christine Buci-Glucksman, “Hegemony and Consent: A Political Strategy”, Anne Showstack
Sasson (ed) Approaches to Gramsci (London: Writers and Readers Publishing Cooperative
Society LTD., 1882), 120.

3 Walter L. Adamson, Hegemony and Revolution: A Study of Antonio Gramsci's Political and
Cuttural Theory (Berkely: University of California Press, 1980), 39.
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consensus collapsed in the 1960s. Gramsci commented that hegemony could
only occur with a broad coalition united behind a common ideological goal. The
countercuiture of the 1960s, with its links to the Civil Rights movement, the
feminist movement, the anti-war movement, and leftist student poilitics,
represented the first manifestation of the counterculture as a potential historical
bloc. While this bloc agitated for social change, by 1968 the demands it made
quickly outstripped how far other social blocs, such as those represented by the
moderate Democratic and reactionary Republican parties, were willing to go.
Much reform was achieved during the 1960s, but by the late 1960s, the reforms
that the counterculture and the New Left urged made these successes seem
limited. The riots at the 1968 Democratic convention in Chicago demonstrated
just how far apart these three sides were; the counterculture had moved past the
possibility of a coalition with the moderates, thus creating the sense of political
failure that punk would inherit. In the power vacuum that followed the collapse of
consent in 1968, the counterculture Was simply one competing historical bioc.
This historical bloc continued to develop throughout the 1970s and 1980s in the

form of the punk counterculture.

Confusion is Next: What is the Counterculture?*®

2 Joseph V. Femia, Gramsci's Political Thought: Hegemony, Consciousness, and the
Revolutionary Process {Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1981), 46-7.

% From Sonic Youth's debut album, “Confusion is Next’, Confusion Is Sex, Geffen Records,
1983.
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In order for the counterculture to be seen as a historical bloc, it must first
be viewed as part of a historical continuum, and this begs the question, “What is
the counterculture?” The “counterculture” was a nebulous construct that emerged
during the post-Worid War lI era. During this period of the “great consensus”, few
dissenting voices found a willing audience, but among those who did were the
coterie of authors now known as the Beat Generation. Through their writing,
literary figures such as Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, and William S. Burroughs
questioned social norms that prohibited behaviour like homosexuality and
recreational drugs, and that favoured a routine, settied, suburban home-to-work-
and-back-again lifestyle over an impuisive, expressive, nomadic one. These
writers inspired a generation of youth to adopt such “hip” lifestyles. in many
ways, the hippies, as they became known, represented a resurgence of the
bohemian tradition within the United States, except that they followed in part, and
absorbed, the social values of the civil rights movement as well as the critique of
American politics offered by the New Left. According to many portrayals of the
history of the counterculture, as the 1960s declined, so, in part, did the hippies,
and there existed during the 1970s a countercultura! lull until, from out of
nowhere, punk exploded.®' This is simply not true.

The use of the term “countercuiture” highlights problems of periodization
within the study of American popular culture. The word “counterculture” often
generates one of two images, the long-haired, beads and flower wearing, peace-

sign flashing hippie or the leather and dog-coilared, middle-finger waving, spiky

3! This is of course, the usual story, as exemplified by Greil Marcus in Lipstick Traces: A Secret
History of the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1989).
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haired punk. One counterculture or two? Then again, were the hippies the scle-
representatives of the 1960’s counterculture? Or, was everyone who bought a
Blondie album a member of the punk counterculture? While to a certain extent
cultural affiliations are fluid and overlapping, allowing individuals to identify with
more than one group at any given time, the bonds within these groups are
ideological. That is, cuitural groups hold themselves together through the
strength of the ideas and values that they share. At root, punks and hippies
shared a common ideology.

Isolating a starting date for punk is problematic, since the Ramones were
only one band out of many who explored similar musical themes at the time.*?
George Gimarc opened his Punk Diary with the release of the Stooges’
Funhouse in 1970. The British Mojo Magazine, while not undermining the
importance of the Sex Pistols, nevertheless gave the New York Dolls a nod for
their 1973 debut album, New York Dolls.** The more the starting points of
countercultural periods are examined, however, the less incongruous supposed
departures become, and the more consistency appears.

A myth has developed around punk that 1976 was year zero on the

counterculture’s calendar.* This was the year that the generation of American

% For the record, this album is thirty-eight days oider than | am, as | was bom on the same day
that the Runaways (featuring a young Joan Jett) released their own debut aibum, allowing
American youths to choose between two flavours of “street rock” as it was called back then: the
East Coast all boy-band bounce of the Ramones, or the West Coast girt grind of the Runaways.

3 Danny Fields, “Night of the Living Trash,* Mojo: The Music Magazine (February, 2001): 57.
Also, New York Dolls, New York Dolls, Mercury Records, 1973. Their follow-up album
prophetically described their relationship to pop fame, Too Much Too Soon, Mercury Records,
1974.

3 Or 1977 if one reflects the British bias that the Sex Pistols’ “Anarchy in the U.K.” was the birth
of punk. Or, further, 1975, when the Pistols first formed. Likewise, does one go back to 1974 for
the Ramones? Regardiess, the point here is that punk somehow marked a radical departure from
the past.
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youth who embraced what wouid become punk threw out their radios and tumed
their backs on mainstream American pop culture. A corollary to this myth is that
punk not only marked the moment of this rejection, but that it also marked a
break with the legacy of the 1960s counterculture, as represented most visibly by
the hippies. This myth has been propagated by virtually every journalist,
academic, and even most musicians involved in punk. it fundamentaliy
misrepresents both American punk and the American counterculture, allowing
both to be marginalized as youth trends.®® As with all myths, the year zero
concept holds some truth. Punk did start as a rejection of mainstream music, but
it was a rejection of popular 1970s rock acts that punks viewed as bloated and
irrelevant, like Fleetwood Mac: Emerson, Lake, and Palmer; Toto; and Boston.®
Punks did not reject the questioning music of early Bob Dyian, the rebelliousness
of the early Rolling Stones, or the late 1960s counterculture bands like the Doors,
the Velvet Underground or the MCS5. Yes, there were visible differences between
punk and the hippies, most notably punk’s slender denim and leather look versus
the flowers and bellbottoms of the hippies, and the roar of the Ramones versus
Dylan’s early strident folk strumming. However, if we unwrap the brown-wrapped
package that was the counterculture, aesthetics becomes merely one side, for
there were also intellectual and social dimensions to the 1960s underground,
such as the urge to rebel and the desire to experiment, that not only resurfaced,

but also informed, the counterculture of the 1970s.

% Though the continuing growth and development of punk for over twenty-five years is making it
increasingly difficult to dismiss as merely a fad.

% Julie Burchill and Tony Parsons, The Boy Looked At Johnny {London: Pluto Press, 1978), 23-
25.
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Liars Beware: Rethinking Punk®’

in an interview with Clinton Heylin, David Byrne of the Talking Heads
explained that early punk was the most self-conscious form of popular music.*® it
was critically aware of how every pose, every lyric, informed the audience. Bands
like the Talking Heads, the New York Dolls, and especially the British Sex
Pistols, were skilled in projecting an image of how they wanted to be perceived.
While this makes for titillating reading, it does not make for accurate history. The
first two books written on punk set the stage for everything that would come next,
and while occupying opposite ends of the readership spectrum, contained pretty
much the same message: that punk was deadly, punk was new, and punk was
here to destroy. They both, however, recited the images, myths, and fantasies
that the early punks had constructed about punks’ origins. 3

The first published academic work on punk was Dick Hebdige's
Subculture: The Meaning of Style in 1977, a study in semiotics that served to
legitimize British punk dress and music as an authentic form of protest. Dick
Hebdige's work focused on this sense of rejection and nihilism. Hebdige was
groundbreaking in that he attempted to unravel the symbolic meanings

associated with punk clothing and music. However, punk was, and is, filled with

self-conscious, and often ironic, poses that Stephen Duncombe in his study of

% From Richard Hell, “Down at the Rock And Roll Club”, Blank Generation. Sire Records, 1977.
% Clinton Heylin, From the Veivets fo the Voidoids: A Pre-Punk History for a Post-Punk World
g.ondon: Penguin, 1993), 215.

Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Styfe (London and New York: Routiedge, 1979), 18.
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fanzines, Notes From Underground. described as one of the best defenses punk
had against its expropriation by the mainstream. 4 These poses must be defused
and questioned. Hebdige uncritically accepted the images, most notably the
(mostly false) claims early punk made to being a working-class movement.
According to Hebdige, subcuitures are formed around values that cannot find
their ordinary expression in the dominant culture.*' Punks portrayed themselves
as degenerates to symbolize Britain’'s economic and geo-political decline.*?
Lacking their own language, punks spoke through the everyday objects around
them, investing them with new meanings through a process Hebdige called
bricolage, or the inversion of meaning. * Punk represented the embodiment of
“swear words” and social taboos that were meant to be broken or undermined.*
Despite his predilection for taking punk’'s words at face value, Hebdige was
nevertheless one of the first academics to find in punk something worthwhile,
even if he could not find anything deeper than nihilism.

The second major interpretation of punk was written in 1978. The Boy
Looked at Johnny: The Obituary of Rock and Roll, took its name from Patti
Smith’s 1974 song “Horses”. It was an attempt by Julie Burchill and Tony
Parsons to celebrate punk’s renegade status, as well to urge punks to resist co-
optation by academics and record company moguis.*> While Hebdige discussed

previous youth subcuitures in Britain, such as the Teddy Boys and glam-rock, to

“ stephen Duncombe, Notes From Underground: Zines and the Politics of Alternative Culture
gLondon: Verso, 1997), 147.

' Hebdige, Subculture, 86.

“ Ibid., 87.

‘3 On the supposed muteness of punk, see Hebdige, Subculture, 95, while for more on bricolage,
see Hebdige, Subculture, 104.

“ Ibid., 120.
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help justify how groups imbue everyday objects with new and potentially
subversive values, punk was nevertheless portrayed as a complete departure
from these groups. For Hebdige, the aesthetics of punk, which contained
deconstructed rock ‘n’ roll and used everyday objects such as garbage bags and
safety pins as fashion pieces, symbolized a reaction to the decline of British
society. For Burchill and Parsons. punk was a shot in the arm (or kick in the ass)
to the bloated corpse of mid-1970s rock and roll. Like Hebdige, they recognized
that rock and roll played an important role in youth culture as a carrier of values,
and worried that punk’s submission to the more radio-friendly, less controversial,
“‘new wave” style of music represented the submission of a once-defiant youth
cuiture. Other than to demonstrate that punk vaguely railed against the status
quo, neither work attempted to examine seriously the intellectual culture
surrounding and informing punk.

Tricia Henry followed Dick Hebdige’s academic footsteps and completed a
Ph.D. dissertation on punk in 1986.“° In “Punk as Performance: The Evolution of
a Style”, Henry concentrated on the performance aspect of punk, both British and
American, exploring musical antecedents in the 1960s such as the Velvet
Underground, a band based in New York City's East Village, that merged jazz
and pop melodies with dark and taboo lyrics. Henry also helped to flesh out the
formation of the New York punk scene around the CBGB nightclub, locating the
members of such bands as Television, the Talking Heads, and Blondie, as

newcomers to the East Village who arrived in the late 1960s and early 1970s.

“S Burchill and Parsons, The Boy Looked at Johnny.
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However, Henry missed out on the opportunity to explore the implications of this
East Village migration. According to oral accounts of early punk scenes, such as
those in Cleveland, San Diego, Los Angeles, and San Francisco, the majority of
original punks migrated to former hippie neighbourhcods during 1868-1972.47

In 1987, rock journalist turned guru Greil Marcus wrote what has been the
most influential and popular work on punk to date. In Lipstick Traces: A Secret
History of the Twentieth Century, Marcus accomplished what every commentator
on punk from academics like Hebdige and Henry, to journalists and participants
such as Sex Pistols manager Malcolm MclLaren, had attempted: namely finding a
way to link punk with all of the grand artistic rebellions of the 20" century.*® The
book was a literary triumph, and illustrated themes that punk shared with art
movements like dada and futurism. Key to Marcus’ argument was the link
between punk and the Situationist International, a French avant-garde group
headed by art philosopher Guy Debord.*® The Situationists wanted to make art,
not economics, the focus of modemn 'life, and played an important role in the

statements released by Sorbonne students during the Paris uprisings of 1968.

- Tridazl;enry, “Punk Rock: The Evolution of a Style” (Ph.D, diss., New York University, April
1987), 329.

“ The origins of the Cleveland scene are deait with in more detail in Heyiin, From the Velvets to
the Voidoids; San Diego and San Francisco in Peter Belsito and Bob Davis, Hardcore California:
A History of Punk and New Wave (San Francisco: The Last Gasp of San Francisco, 1983), San
Francisco gets solo treatment in James Stark, Punk '77: An Inside Look at the San Francisco
Rock n’ Roll Scene, 1977 (San Francisco: RE/Search Publications, 1999), and Los Angeles in
Kim McKenna (ed.), Forming: The Early Days of L.A. Punk (Santa Monica, California: Smart Art
Press, 1999) and Don Snowden (ed), Make the Music go Bang! The Early L.A. Scene (New York
St. Martin’s Griffin, 1997), while Washington is covered in Cynthia Connelly, Banned in D.C.:
Photos and Anecdotes frorm the D.C. Punk Uncerground (79-85) (Washington D.C.: Sun Dog
Propaganda, 1995).

“® Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces.

® The Siutationists were connected to figures like surrealist artist Asger Jom, communist
historian Henri Lefebvre, and philospher Raoul Vaniegeim, author of The Revolution of Everyday
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According to Marcus, Maicoim McLaren and graphic arts designer Jamie
Reid conceived of the Sex Pistols as the living embodiment of Situationism,
incorporating Situationist artistic styles, like the cut-up and detournement, and
spiking the band’s lyrics with Situationist philosophy. The practice of
detournement involved subtly altering established images to give them new
meanings. The safety pin through the mouth of Queen Elizabeth on the Six
Pistols’ “God Save the Queen” single is one example.®® The practice of
subvertisments, the swapping of brand names on corporate logos for messages
like “Slave Labour” or “Enjoy AZT" (the AIDS treatment drug), instead of slogans
for Nike and Coke, as found in the anti-consumption magazine Adbusters, owe
their existence entirely to detournement. The cut-up is a form of collage that
juxtaposes images from different sources to create new meanings. The album art
for the West Coast hardcore punk band the Dead Kennedys, done by Winston
Smith, offered numerous examples of this style. In punk fan magazines of the
early 1980s, Ronald Reagan was often the victim of cut-ups portraying him as a
Nazi, butcher, ghoul, or clown. One magazine, Jet Lag, even ran an ad that
featured a still image originally from a western movie, but detourned in the
Situationist student pamphilet of May 1968, The Return of the Durutti Column,
with hand-written revolutionary text in comic strip dialog bubbles, replaced in the

ad with commercial information on stock and location.

Life (London: Practical Paradise Publications, 1975). The Situationists were also partly the
inspiration for Abbie Hoffmann's Steal this Book! (no publishers, 1971).

% Sex Pistols, “God Save the Queen”, EMI, 1977.

5t Oddly, this mirrors the oft-seen process of co-opting the underground. A popular low-brow
image (the movie stills of cowboys) is given revolutionary or cult associations (in the Refum of the
Durutti Column) before its revolutionary cachet is commodified. For more on this see Thomas
Frank's The Conquest of Cool: Business Culture, Counterculture, and the Rise of Hip
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Marcus continued the trend emphasizing the Sex Pistols and British punk
over American punk and the New York scene. Since punk’s predecessor in
Britain was the backwards-looking, nostaigia-loving Teddy Boys, who were by no
means a British version of the hippies, British punk has been able to portray itself
as a unique moment in time, succinctly captured in Jon Savage’s 1991 oral
history England’s Dreaming.®® This meant that while Marcus succeeded in
demonstrating that punk did have historical precedents in the general stream of
Western art history, he failed to connect American punk with the American
counterculture of the 1960s. As revealed in both Clinton Heylin's 1993 From the
Velvets to the Voidoids: A Pre-Punk History For A Post-Punk World, and Legs
McNeil and Gillian McCain’s 1996 Please Kill Me: The Uncensored Oral History
of Punk, American punk was coming from different roots than its British
cousins.*>* American punk relied less on its knowledge of artistic traditions, than it
did on developments within American rock n’ roll. Heylin used interviews with
members of “pre-punk® bands such as the Velvet Underground, the MCS5, the
Stooges, and the Modern Lovers, groups that performed during the interim period
of 1968-72, to demonstrate the interactions among these bands, personally and
musically, with the early punk bands of New York, such as the New York Dalls,
Television, and the Ramones. McNeil, who came up with the term “punk” for the
short-lived New York magazine Punk, and in so doing gave the genre its name,

using interviews done for Punk and conversations McNeil recorded later, carried

Consumerism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997). For the ad, see Jet Lag No.66 (June
1986) (Factsheet Five Archive, New York State Library - henceforth abbreviated as FSS-NYSL).

%2 Jon Savage, England’s Dreaming: Anarchy, Sex Pistols, Punk Rock, and Beyond (New York:
St. Martin's Press, 1991). For more on the Teddy Boys, see Hebdige, Subcufture, 75.
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Heylin’s work further. McNeil focused on the bands of the New York scene, 1972-
1979, and thereby revealed the affinity these musicians felt for the “pre-punk”
bands. This continuity makes it difficult to claim that American punk was a radical
break with the American counterculture of the 1960s. Following the success of
From the Velvets to the Voidoids, and Please Kill Me, the mid-to-late 1990s saw
regional presses issuing their memoir-histories, with the focus primarily on West
Coast punk: Punk’77 (San Diego), Make the Music Go Bang'! (Los Angeles),
Forming: The Early Days of L.A. Punk (Los Angeles), Hardcore California (San
Diego and San Francisco). Banned in D.C. (Washington, D.C.) was the sole
exception to the West Coast emphasis.>*

Back in Britain, music journalist Stewart Home was intent on disproving
Greil Marcus's Lipstick Traces. In his 1995 book Cranked Up Really High: Genre
Theory and Punk Rock, Home attempted to undermine Marcus’ grandiose claims
for punk rock by widening the scope of study.?® Rather than concentrate primarily
on the Sex Pistols as Marcus had done, Home looked at the majority of bands
that recorded in what he called the *punk” genre. In fact, Home divided punk into
three distinct categories: “punk rock™ which was basically a continuation of the
1960s garage rock, like the Beach Boys; “PUNK" which was punk with ieft-
leaning ideological overtones, as expressed by the Clash or Dead Kennedys;

and finally “punk” which Home described as nonsense music on a par with

= Heylin, From the Veivets to the Voidoids. Legs McNeil and Giltian McCain, Please Kill Me: The

Uncensored Oral History of Punk (New York: Grove Press, 1996).

* San Diego and San Francisco in Beisito and Davis, Hardcore California; San Francisco gets

solo treatment in Stark, Punk '77; and Los Angeles in McKenna (ed.), Forming; and Snowden

gd), Make the Music go Bang!; while Washington is covered in Connelly, Banned in D.C..
Stewart Home, Cranked Up Really High: Genre Theory and Punk Rock (Hove: Codex, 1995).
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novelty songs.*® Furthermore, not only were most punk songs just plain silly, but
Home also demonstrated that the supposed connection between the Sex Pistols
and the Situationists on which Marcus hinged his argument actually never
occurred.’” Marcus argued that while managing the New York Dolils, McLaren
had been in correspondence with two Situationist groups active in New York and
London: the Black Mask and King Mob.*® Home, however, demonstrated that
there was no supporting evidence for McLaren’s story, going so far as to point
out that both Biack Mask and King Mob were officially denounced by the
Situationist International, thus ending Marcus’ dreams of continuity between the
two isolated groups.>®

Borrowing from the fieid of anthropology, Craig Calhoun’s categories of
social relationships reveals the errors of Marcus and Home. According to
Calhoun their are four types of social relationships, the first being primary face-
to-face, person to person relationships. Secondary relationships involved
interactions among individuals in their official capacities only; i.e. accountant
versus bank manager. In a mediated culture - one that rests not on physical
contact between individuals, but rather on the contact between an individual and
an object, such as a pamphlet, poster, novel, film, recording, etc. -- knowledge of
the mere exisfence of an individual, or idea, is enough to be inspired by it
through what Calhoun calls a tertiary relationship. The final quatermary

relationship involved one-way covert relationships, via technology like spy

% Ibid., 15.

% Ibid., 26.

8 Marcus, Lipstick Traces, 30.

= Home, Cranked Up Really High, 26.



cameras. Marcus and Home were looking for the existence or non-existence of
relationships between MclLaren and the Situationists. However, they failed to
realize that tertiary relationships are not reciprocal and do not need face-to-face
contact between both parties. By focusing on intellectual elites (McLaren and the
Situationists) they ignored the social dimension of cultural exchange. Once an
idea is released into the public sphere it takes on a public dimension, capable of
circulating from group to group, person to person, almost at random, leaving the
question of influence yet to be determined.®°

A recent anthology of academic work in Britain, Punk Rock: So What?,
collected by Roger Sabin attempted to broaden the base of the punk experience,
moving away from the study of the Sex Pistols and other bands from the early
era.’! Instead, Sabin et al., have looked at punk’s influence on literature, film, and
comix, as well as punk constructions of gender, etiquette, and fashion, as
experienced from an audience member “perspective”.* With Roger Ogersby’s
essay on the genealogy of the Ramones the sole exception, Punk Rock: So
What avoids analysis of similar ideas within American punk.®

Within the fields of sociology and anthropology there has been little work
done on American punk. Jon Lewis and Bradford Scott Simon both provide

snapshots of punk communities in their Journal of Popular Culture articles, but

% Uif Hannerz, Transnational Connections (London: Routledge, 1996), 95-97.

' Roger Sabin (ed.) Punk Rock: So What? The Cultural Legacy of Punk (London and New York:
Routledge, 1999).

% The term “comix” as opposed to “comics” was first started in the 1960s to designate comic
books that were not aimed at children. This is an underground convention that punk comix have
continued. Guy Lawley, “I Like Hate and | Hate Everything Else: The Influence of Punk on
Comics’, in Sabin (ed.), Punk Rock: So What?, 100-119.
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fail to provide any historical context for their work.®* The most notable American
study has been Craig O'Hara's 1994 MA thesis, The Philosophy of Punk,
circulated almost since its completion by leading underground publishers AK
Press.’® Unfortunately for this study however, O’Hara focuses solely on punk
from 1962-1992, with the bulk of his work coming from British punk for the 1982-
1986 period, and then post-hardcore American punk for 1986-1992. Thus, while
O’Hara provided a succinct picture of American punk as it entered the 1990s, he
missed out on the battle for control of the punk identity that the hardcore era,
1980-1985, helped forge. in part, it is this gap that this thesis will help to fill.

First of all, the myths surrounding the origins of punk need to be cleared
up. Using the oral histories of the early punk scenes, like Please Kill Me and
Forming: The Early Days of LA. Punk, the development of the punk
counterculture out of the remnants of former urban hippie neighbourhoods will be
demonstrated.*® These interviews reveal that the attitudes of these early punks
toward things like politics and everyday life, were not a radical departure from the
countercuiture of the 1960s. Whether they chose to acknowledge it or not, many

punks offered the same social critique that the hippies and the New Left

* Ogersby mainly provides an overview of the history of garage rock in the 1960s, as well as
quoting extensively from Heylin, From the Velvets to the Voidoid. Bill Ogersby, “Chewing out a
ththm on My Bubbl_egum", in Sabin (ed.) Punk Rock: So What?, 154-169.
Jon Lewis, “Punks in LA:Its Kiss of Kill", Journal of Popular Culture (Fall 1988 No. 2, Vol. 22):
87-97; Bradford Scott Simon, *Entering the Pit: Slam-dancing and Modemity”, Journal of Popular
gultw§ (.Summer 1997, No. 1, Vol. 31): 149-176.
e Craig OHata The Philosophy of Punk: More than Noise (Edinburgh: AK Press, 1995).

McNeil and McCain, Please Kill Me; McKenna, Forming.
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articulated. Theodore Roszak felt these thoughts were best expressed in the
writings of Herbert Marcuse and Norman O. Brown.%”

While Herbert Marcuse did not divide society into rival hegemonic blocs,
he felt that states were governed by a “reality principle” which in the case of
American society was purely economic.®® Marcuse felt that social control rested
on a process of repressive desublimation, the limited instinctual gratification
received through consumption, matched with the cost of increasing aggression
through the frustration of the failure to achieve actual gratification. ® In Life After
Death, Norman O. Brown told readers that it was this repression that kept them
unhappy and subservient to the state in daily life.”® The first step toward
rebellion and true happiness lay in finding activities that one enjoyed. Brown
gave art a privileged place as it “struggle[d] against repressive reason and the
reality principle in an effort to regain lost liberties.””' Under Roszak’s technocratic
society, the rationalization of work stripped labour to its barest efforts, and
rendered people into a *homo economicus.” Ideally for Brown, any future
change would help to make work enjoyable to both the mind and the body.”
Together, Marcuse and Brown defined the axis around which the hippie

counterculture would tumn.

% Roszak relies heavily on Herbert Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man (Boston: Beacon Press,
1964); and Norman O. Brown, Life Against Death (Middieton, Connecticut: Wesleyan University
Press, 1959); see also Herbert Marcuse Eros and Civilization (London: Penguin Press, 1969);
and Norman O. Brown, Love’s Body (Middleton, Cpnnecticut: Wesleyan University Press, 1961).
% Marcuse, One-Dimensional Man, 9.

% Shierry M. Weber, “Individuation as Praxis”, Paul Brienes (ed.), Crtical Interruptions: New Left
Perspectives on Herbert Marcuse (New York: Herder and Herder, 1970), 37.

0 Brown, Life Against Death.

" Ibid., 63.
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In discussions of the philosophical underpinnings of punk, neither Marcuse
nor Brown are mentioned, nor are Reich or Roszak invoked. instead, writers like
Greil Marcus refer to French theorist Guy Debord, founder of the Situationist
International, and author of The Society of the Spectacle, first published in
1961.7* Debord felt that mass society, the world of pulp magazines, radio
programmes, bulk tours, and kitsch fashion, was an ongoing spectacle that
distracted ordinary citizens from the underlying politics and, for Debord, the
struggle for personal fulfiliment inherent in daily life under capitalism. Paul
Breines, in his collection of essays on Herbert Marcuse, notes that the
Situationist International played an integral role in making the student uprising of
May 1968 express the ideas for personal liberation of Marcuse.” May 68 also
served as inspiration for Abbie Hoffmann’s Festival of Life in Chicago that same
summer, both for the potential of youth to disrupt the political machinary of the
Democratic National Convention as well as for ideological inspiration. The quote
“Let the Machines Do It’ included in the Yippie Programme was a piece of
May'68 grafitti.”®

With Society of the Spectacle, Debord outlined what he considered to be
“the spectacle” and its role in society, in terms remarkably similar to Gramsci's

description of hegemony:

™ Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces, 19-22. Robert Gamett, “Too Low to be Low: Art Pop and the Sex
Pistols”, Roger Sabin (ed.), Punk Rock: So What?. Guy Debord, Society of the Spectacle, trans.
Donald N:d'uolson-Smuth (New York: Zone Books, 1994).

7S paul Breines, “From Guru to Spectre,” Paul Breines (ed.), Critical Interruptions: New Left
Perspectlves on Herbert Marcuse (New York: Herder and Herder, 1970), 12.

78 Abbie Hoffmann, Revoiution for the Hell of It (New York: Dial Press, 1968), insert.




By means of the spectacie the ruling order discourses endlessly
upon itself in an uninterrupted monologue of self-praise. The
spectacle is the self-portrait of power in the age of power's
totalitarian rule over the conditions of existence . . . the spectacle is
by no means the inevitable outcome of a technical development
perceived as natural; on the contrary, the society of the spectacle is
a form that chooses its own technical content . . . it should be
remembered that [the mass media] has nothing neutral about it,
and that it answers precisely to the needs of the spectacle’s internal
dynamics.”’

With the formation of the mass media, newspapers, broadcasters, journalists
and advertisers developed into intermediaries between prcducers and
consumers. Companies initiated communication with potential consumers not
through face to face contact, but through advertising campaigns. Politicians
increasingly spoke to citizens through the press, a process which involved
selecting, editing and assessing the importance of what was said by the media.
The content of a particular media outlet represented what ha& been judged
important by that particular establishment, not necessarily on the basis of its
importance to readers, but importance to its own editors, writers, owners, and
advertisers, whose ads help offset the media outlet’s operating cost. More often
than not, the media represent the interests of its owners and advertisers.”®
Corporate control of the media was taken for granted by hardcore punks,

allowing punks with their independent and underground media outlets to

7 Debord, Society of the Spectacle, 19.

™ A whole range of books have been written on this topic from the classic Noam Chomsky and
Edward S. Herman, Manufacturing Consent (New York: Random House, 1988), to James
Winter's Democracy's Oxygen (Montreal: Black Rose Books, 1996), and the on-going editorials of
Norman Solomon and Jeff Cohen, part of the media watch group FAIR (Faimess and Accuracy in
Reporting) and authors of Wizards of Media Oz (Monroe, Maine: Common Courage Press, 1997),
and Through the Media Looking-Glass (Monroe, Maine: Common Courage Press, 1999). There is
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envision their world as one of polar opposites. However, the emphasis on the
theories of Debord and not Roszak, Reich, Marcuse, or Brown, reflects the
disjunction that occurs in many academic writings on American punk; that punk
is somehow seen as separate from any previous American counterculture, or
that British history can reveal more about American punk than American history.
Second, if the counterculture were to operate as an historical bloc that
could challenge other groups for a position of dominance in post-1960s American
society, it would require institutions and an ideology. The institutions that punk
developed to help maintain its feelings of community, the club, the record label,
and the fanzine, emerged slowly throughout the late 1970s and early 1980s. The
evolution of these institutions and the ideas that they allowed punks to express
are best studied using the early punk oral histories as well as the fanzines
published between 1980 and 1985, collected in the Factsheet Five Archive of the
New York State Library. The larger fanzines with national distribution contained
lengthy letters pages that aliowed the expression and analysis of the ideas and

concerns of punks who were unable to record their beliefs in vinyi.

Stepping Stone: An Outline”

The next few chapters will outline the development of punk and the

construction of a national punk identity. This punk identity heiped to reunite the

counterculture as a form of cultural protest with the political critique of dissenting

even a weekly email listserv dedicated to unearthing corporate influence on the news with Russell
Mohikbar's Focus on the Corporation (corp-focus@venice.essential.org).
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groups like the New Left. This was not a smooth and natural process, but one
that was challenged and debated until the mid-1980s. Not only were there
multiple punk identities competing for dominance, but there were aiso muitiple
punk moments, involving different social groups and generations of American
youth. Chapter Two will explore the emergence of what came to be known as
“punk” in New York City and Cleveland during the mid-1970s, and in places like
Los Angeles and San Francisco between 1977 and 1979. It will aiso demonstrate
how this early form of punk was a social continuation of the hippie counterculture,
even while it was an aesthetic break with the past. Finally, it will also discuss the
significance of the birth of hardcore punk.

Chapter Three will focus on the development of the institutions that
allowed the formation of a national punk identity within the United States by
1986. The growth of independent punk record labels, punk fan magazines with
national distribution, and musical tours of bands, all helped to create a national
community of punk that held particular aesthetic and ideological beliefs. The
letters from these pages can aiso help to reveal how, and to what extent, the
ideology of the bands were shared by their listeners.

Finally, Chapter Four will touch on future issues of relevance within the
study of both punk and the counterculture in general. More importantly however,
Chapter Four will demonstrate how the struggles over punk’s identity and the
continued evolution of punk institutions allowed the counterculture to emerge in
1986 with a comprehensive belief system that consistently challenged the

Reagan-Bush politics of the 1980s and early 1990s, while championing the old

™ Minor Threat, “Stepping Stone,” 1981: The Year in Seven Inches, Dischord, 1882.
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causes of the 1960s counterculture: anti-consumerism, disarmament, equality for

women and minorities, and environmental protection.



Chapter Two

Your Pretty Theories Are Going To Hell: Rethinking the Origins of Punk®

Hippies and punks are often seen as contrasting subcultures: one the love
child of the 1960s, the other a bastard of the 1970s. While the counterculture of
the 1960s is often seen to have started its decline in 1968, the years until the
“birth® of punk in 1976 were not devoid of activity. Within the declining hippie
counterculture, 1968-1972 saw many older hippies move out of their inner-city
neighbourhoods, while those who arrived after 1967 gradually began to develop
their own cuitural identity. By 1973-1976 areas like New York City’s East Viilage
had developed all of the characteristics that would be present within the early
punk scenes. The initial wild, experimental stage of punk, 1976-1979, would
quickly give way to the radically politicized hardcore punk of 1980-1985. The arc
of the counterculture from 1968 to 1985, then, witnessed its devolution from a
cohesive national counterculture to a local fragmented one, and back again.

Early American punk, during 1976-1979, represented a continuation of the
musical and social legacy of the 1960s counterculture. Many of the bands that
were part of the New York punk explosion of this time idolized or were intimate

with underground bands of the 1960s like the Velvet Underground, the MCS, and

% with a nod to Iggy and the Stooges’ “Your Pretty Face is Going to Hell", Raw Power, Columbia
Records, 1972.
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the Stooges. Furthermore, in other cities that saw the formation of a punk
community, these “scenes” often grew out of old hippie neighbourhoods. British
punk celebrates 1976 as “year zero,” the start of a new counterculture. But for
American punk, 1976 was a “revival,” the beginning of the resurfacing of a
national counterculture. Says John Doe of the Los Angeles based punk band X,
“So even though punk was nihilistic and railed against everything that had come
before - like ‘kill the hippies,’ etc. - it was actually a continuation of the freedom of
expression of the hippie and beat movements, a rejection of middie-class values,
the hypocrisy, and the commercialism . . .™®'

According to many commentators, 1968 marked a turning point for the
counterculture of the 1960s. The failure to achieve sufficient political reform; the
assassinations of Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcoim X, and Robert Kennedy;
Altamont and the Democratic Convention; the inability to maintain a cohesive
direction for the disparate elements within the New Left counterculture all
undermined the optimism within the cbunterculture for reform, and the optimism
for the potential of the counterculture from external sources like the mainstream
media. Some members of the counterculture chose to join the rural exodus to
communes or to continue political organizing in neighbourhoods and factories,
while others increasingly tumed to radical and violent tactics. The effects of the
much publicized “Summer of Love” in 1867 brought many youths streaming to

American cities like New York and San Francisco, wanting to enjoy the hippie

® Quoted in Forming: The Early Days of L.A. Punk, Kim McKenna (ed.) (Santa Monica,
California: Smart Art Press, 1999), 85.
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bohemia.® However, the sheer numbers of newcomers taxed the meagre
resources of these areas. While the East Coast did not hold a monopoly on Hell's
Angels bikers or militant Black Panther activists, Norman Mailer's description of
the inner-city counterculture scene nevertheless captured the prevailing

atmosphere:

So the Hippies collided with the slums, and were beaten and
robbed, fleeced and lashed and buried and imprisoned, and here
and there murdered, and here and there successful, for there was
scattered liaison with bikers and Panthers and Puerto Ricans on
the East Coast and Mexicans on the West. There came a point
when, like most tribes, they divided. Some of the weakest and
some of the least attached went back to the suburbs or moved up
into commerce or communications; others sought gentler homes
where the sun was kind and the flowers plentiful;, others hardened,
and like all pilgrims with their own vision of a promised land, began
to learn how to work for it and finally, how to fight for it. So the
Yippies came out of the Hippies, ex-Hippies, diggers, bikers, drop-
outs from college, hipsters up from the South. They made a
community of sorts, their principles were simple - everybody,
obviously, must be allowed to do (no way around the next three
words) his own thing, provided he hurt no one doing it.*

Those already in hippie neighbourhoods like Haight-Ashbury or the East
Village took a dim view of these new arrivals. In his study of the counterculture,
The Hippies and American Values, Timothy Miller noted that the newcomers did

not seem to “fit” in with the older members of the counterculture, and as a result,

8 rwin Unger and Debi Unger, Turning Point: 1968 {New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1988),
415.
% Norman Mailer, “The Yippies®, Miami and the Siege of Chicago, 1968, no pages.
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many of the old guard moved out of the old bohemian neighbourhoods.%
However, it is important to note that many commentators, like Andy Warhol, pop-
art guru and manager of the 1960s rock group the Velvet Underground, were
warning that the scene of the beautiful people was turning ugly as early as
1968.%° The radical community group the Diggers, to which Abbie Hoffmann
belonged at one time, held a solemn mock-funera! in the streets of San Francisco
in 1967 to lament the death of “hip."®® As the mass media focused more attention
on hippie communities, many found themselves overwheimed with newcomers
who did not hold the feelings of universal love as dearly. " Historians Debi and
irwin Unger felt that the media portrayed hippies as losers, lowlifes, and drug
addicts causing such people to flock to the bohemian communities.®®
Furthermore, many of those who did come as part of the peace and love program
found themselves in a nightmare worid where resources such as food, shelter,
clothes, and drugs disappeared among the hordes of newcomers. The situation
became bleak as the counterculture seemed to fissure along class lines. Ed

Sanders, of the 1960s rock band The Fugs, described the problem:

[Tlhere developed a hostility within the counterculture itself,
between those who had, like, the equivalent of a trust fund versus
those who had to live by their wits. It's true, for instance, that blacks
were somewhat resentful of the hippies by the Summer of Love,
1967, because their perception was that these kids were drawing

% Timothy Miller, The 60s Commune: Hippies and Beyond (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University
Press, 1999), 4.
% Unger and Unger, Turning Point, 417.
% Kenneth Cmiel, “The Politics of Civility,” in The Sixties: From Memory to History, David Farber
sgd.) {Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 1994), 272.

Unger and Unger, Turning Point, 414.
® Ibid., 422.



paisiey swirls on their San Francisco writing pads, burming incense,
and taking acid, but those kids couid get out of there any time they
wanted to.

They could go back home. They could call their mom and
say, “Get me outta here.” Whereas someone who was raised in a
project on Columbia Street and was hanging out on the edge of
Tompkins Square Park can't escape. Those kids don't have
anyplace to go. They can’t go back to Great Neck, they can’'t go
back to Connecticut. They can’'t go back to boarding school in
Baltimore. They're trapped.

So there developed another kind of lumpen hippie, who
really came from an abused childhood - from parents that hated
them, from parents that threw them out. Maybe they came from a
religious family that would call them sluts or say, “You had an
abortion, get out of here” or “I found birth control pills in your purse,
get out of here, go away.” And those kids fermented into a kind of
hostile street person. Punk types.®®

This would not be the last time that the counter-culture would be stressed
along supposed class line. The emergence of hardcore punk in 1978, with its
supposed suburban roots, would challenge the notion of punk as a working-class
cuitural expression.®® Class has proven to be a troublesome issue to address
within the counter-culture: both the hippies and punks felt that it was important for
them to identify somehow with the working classes.’’ Rather than class, the
differences between the hippies who had been living in areas like Haight-Ashbury
prior to 1968 and those who arrived later were ones of attitude and outiook. Much
has been made of the negative attitude of punk, and its nihilistic tendencies are

contrasted with the positive outiook of the hippies. This view has often been

% interviewed in Legs McNeil and Gillian McCain, Please Kill Me: The Uncensored Oral History of
Punk (New York: Grove Press, 1996), 21.

% peter Belsito and Bob Davis argue that hardcore fans in L.A. came from the suburbs in their
book Hardcore California: A History of Punk and New Wave (San Francisco: The Last Gasp of
San Francisco, 1983), 74.
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promoted by the punks themselves. Looking back on the early days of punk, Jeff
Raphael of the Californian punk band The Nuns said:

A lot of people involved in punk were rejects anyway and were
dissatisfied with things. The whole '60s thing was peace and love,
and that didn't work. So this was more like frustration time and
there was a lot of that. Whereas a lot of people created alienation
out of that format, just kind of jumped on the band wagon or saw it
as another fashion statement. These people didn't have to change
that much, they were aiready alienated. They knew beforehand
there was no way they were going to be straight people who were
going to fit into society. For a lot of people the punk scene gave
them a format. %

During the 1967 Summer of Love, the counterculfural programme for
change offered visions for an end to racial discrimination, an end to the Vietnam
war and the arms race, increased environmentai protection, and the liberalization
of laws governing sex, drugs, art, and expression. However, as the 1960s came
to a close, the events at the 1968 Democratic Convention in Chicago and the
election of President Richard Nixon appeared to signal the futility of political
action. By the early 1970s, very few countercultural objectives had been
achieved, and those that had, like the Civil Rights Act, failed to satisfy the more
radical elemeﬁts of the counterculture, like the Black and White Panther

Parties.3® The Vietnam War continued until 1975. Rock ‘n’ roll critic Lester Bangs,

¥ Both Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (London and New York: Routiedge,
1979) and Julie Burchill and Tony Parsons, The Boy Looked At Johnny (London: Pluto Press,
1978) felt that punk had working-class roots.

% |nterviewed in James Stark, Punk’77: An inside Look at the San Francisco Rock n’ Rolf Scene,
1977 (San Francisco: RE/Search Publications, 1999), 31.

%3 Some, like Theodore Roszak, did not consider the Biack Panthers a part of the counterculture
since as a black radical group they were already on the outside of white American culture.
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an early fan of two pre-punk 1960s bands, the Velvet Underground and the

Stooges, captured the new mood of the 1970s when he wrote:

By the end of the decade it had become obvious that perhaps the
one common constant of our variegated and strung-out peer groups
was a pervasive sense of self-consciousness that sent us in
grouchy packs to ugly festivals just to be together and dig ourselves
and each other, as if all of this meant something greater than that
we were kids who liked rock ‘n’ roll and came out to have a good
time, as if our very styles and trappings and jargon could be in
themselves political statements for any longer than about fifteen
stoned seconds, even a threat to the Mother Country! So we loved
and ioved and doted on ourselves and our reflections in each other
even as the whole thing got out of hand and tumed into mud and
disaster areas and downs and death. If we didn’t go to the festivals,
too timidly academic or whatever to root with the hogs for three
days, we bought books with titles like Free People, or (with more
patina of importance) The Making of a Counter Cufture, or for the
final Pop soda counter polemic, The Greening of America. These
books told us that we were something more than what we might
have thought, that our very existence and lifestyle was of vast
crucial importance to America and maybe the survival of the planet.
So we bought that bilge and started running off in all the directions
that people are currently hurtling to Do Something, even if only to
hide out in a commune in the northern woods to pretend you're a
visionary who has transcended the problem.%

The punks who hung on Bang'’s every word, and shared his taste in music,
fled not to the northern woods, but to the inner cities where they discreetly went
about their ways, doing their own thing. Like Bangs, they were perhaps slightly
embarrassed about the grandiose claims made about rock and roll and their way

of life. The sense of politics however, was still there, imbued in the everyday

However, the sympathetic White Panther Party, started by John Sinclair and the MCS, can be
considered part of the countercuiture. For more on the White Panther Party reaction, see John
Sinclair, Guitar Army (Detroit: Trans-Love Enterprises, 1986).
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moments of their lives and informing the actions of the early punks. This sense of
politics did not, however, extend to participation in the political process which
appeared bankrupt after the struggles of the 1960s. During the 1970s, punks
would express their political ideals not through voting patterns but in actions
understood mainly within their own community, such as the use of safety pins
and garbage bags as items of clothing and jeweiry to highlight their rejection of
consumerism. Jeff Raphael of the San Francisco band the Nuns explained how

the political sense of the early punks found its political expression:

At that time if you were wearing a black leather jacket it was
different, not like now. Then it was like your skin might as well be
blue or something. With peopie who were aiready into that little
niche, a lot of things were taken for granted, like your politics, which
may or may not have been very good. At that time you could kind of
judge people by the way they looked. There was that kind of niche
thing. There was us and them. It was that kind of alienation from
the straight world that brought people together.*

The collapse of “flower power” left the counterculture in search of a new style

through which to identify itself. According to Hebidge:

Style in subculture is, then, pregnant with significance. Its
transformations go “against nature”, interrupting the process of
“normalization™. As such, they are gestures, movements towards a
speech which offends the “silent majority”, which challenges the
principle ofgsunity and cohesion, which contradicts the myth of
consensus.

% Lester Bangs, “James Tayior Marked For Death”, Who Put the Bomp! (Winter-Spring, 1971). no
ge.
Stark, Punk’77, 14.

% Hebidge, Subculture, 18.




The mass marketing of the love beads and bellbottomns of the hippies watered
down their revolutionary significance. The failure of the 1960s counterculture to
achieve significant reforms further alienated this style.

It was at this juncture, between the decline of 1960s optimism and the
emergence of new local countercultures, that many of the early members of
future punk bands arrived on the scene. Richard Hell and Patti Smith both
migrated to New York from Delaware and ended up in the East Village as
aspiring folk artists in 1967.%7 Hell soon wrote to his childhood friend from reform
school Tom Verlaine to join him.*® Lydia Lunch, former lead singer of Teenage
Jesus and the Jerks, records that when she arrived in the East Village in 1972
she stayed with “an old hippie lady who sold pot to pay the rent.”*® Hi.sto.rians of
the period also record that many of the individuals who moved in were, like Lydia
Lunch, fleeing abusive or broken homes, while others, like Hell and Smith, were
attracted by the artistic atmosphere cultivated by the hippies.'®

Most of the neighbourhoods occupied by hippies and punks tended to be
older, well-developed districts that had in many cases been immigrant quarters.
They featured high housing densities, close amenities such as grocery stores
and coffee shops, and more public spaces like parks, unlike the spacious post-

World War i suburbs where many hippies and punks had grown up. Unlike the

97 Clinton Hevlin, From the Velvets to the Voidoids: A Pre-Punk History for a Post-Punk Worid
g.ondon: Penguin, 1993), 94.

Ibid.
% | ydia Lunch, Paradoxia: A Predator’s Diary (Creation Books, 1997), 11.
% David McBride, “On the Fault Line of Mass Cuiture and Counterculture: A Social History of the
Hippie Counterculture in 1960s Los Angeles” (Ph.D, diss., University of California at Los Angeles,
1998), 8. For Richard Hell and Patti Smith see Heylin, From the Velvets to the Voidoids, 96. For
Lydia Lunch see Lunch, Paradoxia, 7.
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suburbs, which encouraged travel by automobile, these neighbourhoods allowed
one to walk around on foot and meet neighbors more often. Punks and hippies
established a feeling of togethemess and community more easily than they had
in the suburbs, most likely because in areas like the East Village, they spent

more time on the street together.

Whatever it was that was making us so unhappy pulled us toward
the street. It was the only way out and it was completely open. The
street was the place to meet kindred souls of every physical
description, the place to score dope, the place to hang out and find
out what was happening. It was dotted with shops and
coffeehouses where you could find anything from a chess game to
every conceivable assortment of sexual partner or partners. It was
where we lived, learned, worked, played, taught, and survived; it
was where you oriented yourself among it all. Naturally, it was the
best place that anyone who wanted to could find and play and
make and go to hear music.'*

Punk and hippie communities overiapped and occupied the same
neighbourhoods, especially in the 1970s. Lydia Lunch’'s landlord was a hippie,
and Dr. Know reported that his band's t-shirt printing operation worked under the
guidance of a hippie.'” While the media turned their focus away from the
hippies, and significant numbers of hippies started leaving the bohemian areas in
the 1970s, the influence of the hippies did not disappear, as many of these
districts retained some of the vibrant character and spirit of tolerance of the

1960s.'"® The earlier punks gravitated to these neighbourhoods in part because

%! Ellen Sanders, Trips: Rock Life in the Sixties (New York: Scribners 1973), 9-10.

2 br. Know (pseud.) Letter to the Editor, Flipside, No.46 Las Angeles (Summer 1985), no page
‘Factsheet Five Archive, New York State Library - henceforth abbreviated as FS5-NYSL).

% McBride, “On the Fault Line of Mass Culture”, 383.
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of the inexpensive rent, but mainly owing to this bohemian character.'™ The
yippies, as noted, played an integral role in many of the early scenes, setting up
the first fanzines, and organizing the Rock Against Racism concerts that provided
a venue for many punk bands to play.'%® Despite this, the antagonism between
punks and hippies was very real, and deeply rooted. There could be countless
reasons for this hatred, though it must be stated that it is not entirely certain that
this relationship was two-way. Other than expressing concern and distrust of the
1968 arrivals, very few comments from hippies regarding punks can be found,
while punks were often very vocal about their feelings toward hippies. Thus,
perhaps the simpiest reason for the resentment of the hippies by punks is that
they represented an older more established social group within the same area, a
group that probably monopolized public spaces and venues, which could explain
why so many early punk clubs were located on the margins of these
neighbourhoods.'%

Furthermore, while the disparate elements of the 1960s counterculture
agreed on what they rejected, namely the rational, capitalist orientation of
American society, they were by no means unanimous about what should replace
it, or the best way to achieve their utopias. Political differences manifested
themselves in aesthetic differences. For example, the more militant factions of

the New Left, such as the Weathermen, donned paramilitary outfit, while the

1% Tricia Henry, “Punk Rock: The Evolution of a Style” (PhD._, diss. New York University, 1987),
180.

'% For yippie involvement in early fanzines, see Henry Wild Dog (pseud.) “Proto-Punx’, Punx, No.
2, Houston (1986), 12 (FS5-NYSL). For more on the yippies organizing the Rock Against Racism
concerts, see Fiipside, No.46 (Summer 1985), (FSS5-NYSL).



42

peace-loving hippies adorned themseives with flowers and peace symbols.
These aesthetic differences often became points of contention themselves, much
in the same manner that radical American artists of the 1930s debated whether

%7 It is no stretch of the

one could paint as a realist and still be revolutionary.
imagination, then, to suppose that the image of the hippie became as much a
bane to the punk mindset as did the actual hippies. As the 1970s progressed,
and the inability of the 1960s to create fundamental political change became
evident, the social and political meanings with which the punks imbued the hippie
aesthetic were associated with failure. Punks regarded the rhetoric of the hippies
as empty and their dreams of change idie. Punk rock journalist Legs McNeil
worked at a hippie film co-op before leaving to write for Punk Magazine. His
feelings explained the general punk attitude towards hippies: “This was 1975,
and the idea of taking acid and dropping out was just so lame - like ten years too

late. And the hippie film commune was just as lame. | hated hippies.”'®®

Down At The Rock And Roll Club: Punk Institutions'®

On the whole, for the counterculture, the 1970s were a period of

retraction. After years of trying to convince others to “Tune In, Tum On, and Drop

Out” and “Do Your Own Thing,” the counterculture finally followed its own advice

'% Eor a more in-depth description of the local clubs see Heylin, From the Velvets to the
Voidoids; McKenna, Forming, Stark, Punk’77; Beisito, and Davis, Hardcore California; Don
Snowden, Make the Music Go Bang! The Early L.A. Scene (New York: St. Martin's Griffin, 1997).
97 For more on this debate see Michael Denning, The Cultural Front (London: Verso, 1996).

1% By “lame” McNeil means that these activities seemed no longer daring nor transgressive.
McNeil, Please Kill Me, 203.

'% From Richard Hell, “Down at the Rock And Roll Club®, Blank Generation, Sire Records, 1977.
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and slowly withdrew from interaction with mainstream society. During the mid-
1970s, areas like the East Village or L.A.’s Sunset Strip became countercultural
enclaves. If punks were a community, however, they had very few institutions
they could call their own. The punk world was limited to the local rock ‘n’ roll club
and the emerging punk underground press, the world of fanzines.

Throughout the 1960s, underground newspapers ptayed an important role
within the counterculture. They informed, agitated, organized, and connected
members across the country. Mimeograph machines and wire services allowed
urban countercultural communities to develop local papers, sustaining
themselves with advertising revenue from local businesses frequented by the
hippies themselves. However, in the early 1970s, as the majority of hippies
began to move on, taking their client base with them, the advertising revenue
dried up, and the newspapers closed down.''® The legacy of local shops and
newspapers would be resurrected by the punks as they created their own
underground newspapers, in the form of fanzines, and organized their own co-
operative business endeavours. Some businesses, like Bomp! Magazine, made
the switch from one group to another. Bomp! had initially started covering the
Southern California garage rock scene, occassionally putting out compilations of
local talent. By 1982 it evolved into Bomp! Records, issuing hardcore punk
compilations.''! The Bomp! print/vinyl marriage also proved to be the inspiration

for the Los Angeles-based underground punk weekly Slash!.''?

119 McBride, On the Fault of Mass Culture, 383.
" On the origins of Bomp!'s magazine see Bill Osgerby, “Chewing out a Rhythm on my Bubble-
Gum: The Teenage Aesthetic and Genealogies of American Punk®, Roger Sabin (ed.) Punk
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The first “fanzine” was more a magazine proper than what iater came to
be known as a “zine,” which was merely a home-made photocopied pamphlet of
a few pages. Nevertheless, fanzines occupied a pivotal place in punk history, and
the association between the fanzines and the music gave the countercuiture its
name. In 1976 John Holmstrom and Legs McNeil founded Punk.'™® it was meant
to be a small circulation magazine, aimed at shocking and titillating newsstand
audiences, designed in the tradition of Mad Magazine, whose founder taught
Holmstrom at art school.'** Unlike later fanzines, Punk was intended to occupy a
niche in the market left vacant by the glossy national entertainment magazines,
by focusing exclusively on local New York City underground rock acts, thus
eamning it the title of “fan magazine” or fanzine."'® Also, unlike many of the later
fanzines, such as Lowlfife, Church of the Latter Day Punks, or Smarm, Punk
appeared to be a more professional, if juvenile, endeavor.'*® Furthermore, unlike
the maijority of fanzines, Punk sold roughly 20,000 copies, with many sold in
Britain under the distribution of Rough Trade, a record shop that specialized in
importing American singles and records. It is most likely due to the actual
“magazine” style and nature of Punk that the punk underground press became

known as ‘zines and not newspapers.

Rock: So What? The Cultural Legacy of Punk (London and New York: Routledge, 1999), 165. For
she Bomp! compilation see Various Artists, Amernican Youth Report, Bomp! Records, 1982.

'2 Belsito and Davis, Hardcore California, 15.
"2 punk, 1-18, New York (1976-1979).
"4 Henry, “Punk Rock,” 217.
1S Heylin, From the Veivet to the Voidoids, 243.
1€ Church of the Latter Day Punks, Nos. 1-4, New Jersey (March 1982-1983), (FS5-NYSL),
Lowilife, Atlanta, GA (November/December, 1985), (FSS5-NYSL), Smarm, Mt. Pleasant, Ml
(February, 1980), (FS5-NYSL).
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Punk magazine was not about “punk rock.” It was about being punk as a
state of mind, like “beat” or “hip°. It featured a wide range of articles, interviews,
and satire aimed at representing the lifestyle that came to be known as punk.
The themes of boredom, comics, fantasy, and music in Punk, highlighted the
interests of the new counterculture. Before Punk, the music industry was
struggling to come up with terms like “Streetrock” to iabel the primitive guitar
sound coming out of places like the East Village.''” Punk was about a small
group of people living in New York and centred around the CBGB nightclub.
While Punk was keen to blur the boundaries between those who created the
magazine and those who appeared in it, it nevertheless distanced itself from its
audience. It talked fo its audience, as many underground newspapers did,
treating the readers as if they were a part of the community, and in on the joke.
But fundamentally, Punk was very confident about its status as literature and its
readers’ potentially old-fashioned position of audience. Tricia Henry noted that
the key difference between Punk and early British punk ‘zines it inspired, like
Sniffin’ Glue, was that Punk was interested in engaging with the world around it,
but Sniffin’ Glue was concerned with building an insular one.''® However, the key
point that Henry ignored was that Punk, while a part of a wider worid, celebrated
only its small New York corner of it. Sniffin’ Glue, on the other hand, deliberately
cut itself off from the outside so that it could develop a programme to combat that
other world, by constantly referring British punk bands, like the Clash, back to

British politics.

"7 McNeil, Please Kill Me, 27.
8 Henry, *Punk Rock,” 329. Sniffin’ Glue, 1-12, London (July 1976-August 1977).
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In other cities, the creators of the first punk fanzines came out of the
1960s counterculture. Tim Yohanen of MaximumRocknRoll was a community
organizer in Berkeley during the 1960s, as was Mike Gunderioy of Factsheet
Five."*® According to a retrospective written in Punx, a Houston-based ‘zine, the
first Houston fanzine was started by yippies, and the editor himself claimed to

have “hippie roots” but also saw punk rock as a continuation of the 1960s:

My fanzine, Wild Dog, was the first to appear locally . . . . In Wild
Dog #1 | celebrated the reemergence of garage rock on the local
scene. Revealing my hippie roots, | described the new music as
“Blue Cheer - MC5 style” rock and roll. My naive comparisons
hinted that their was a link between classic rock and the new
sounds, but in succeeding years the link between 60’s garage
rock/psychedelia and the “new wave” [meaning punk] has become
more obvious. Although Lenny Kaye, rock critic and guitarist for the
Patti Smith group, coined the word “punk” in 1974 in an attempt to
describe 60’s garage rock, only recently has it become fashionable
to use the word in that sense. This usage has been popularized by
60’2 [sic] reissues series such as Pebbles [by Bomp! Records],
which uses the byline “original punk rock from the 60's.”'?

We tend to think of punk in terms of “punk rock” not as a musical
expression, but that is only because that is where punk’s most immediate and
most lasting contributions to mass culture have been felt. Commentators such as
Griel Marcus, and others, in Los Angeles, San Francisco and New York, have all
repeated that music was only one aspect of punk, that more importantly, the

early punk scenes of 1974-79 were characterized by an openness to

'S For Tim Yohannen, see “The Sound and the Fury”, San Francisco Weekly, April 11, 1990, 11.
On Mike Gunderioy, see Stephen Duncombe, Notes From Underground: Zines and the Politics
of Alternative Culture (L.ondon: Verso, 1997), 158.
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experimentation.’?' Vale, the editor of the Californian fanzine Search & Destroy

asserted that:

In the early days at the Mahubay [in San Francisco], people never
thought of themselves as “punks”, nor did they call each other by
that term. To reduce a comprehensive cultural revolt to “punk rock”
is a typical technique (reductionism, oversimplification) historically
used by the power structure media to belittle any kind of
threatening change. Here's [sic] society’s machinery of cooptation
again showed its infinite capacity to assimilate all rebellious spirit
and impulses. Just to reduce it to music, music was just a part of it.
| mean, when punk rock started in San Francisco, it was like your
whole life changed.'?

Furthermore, even punk bands that were supposedly apolitical, like the
Ramones, wrote songs in which the characters participated in lives where the
politics of the 1960s had been normalized. For example, in the Ramones’ song,
“Judy is a Punk,” the Ramones sing “Judy is a runt/Jackie is a punk/ Both went
down to ‘Frisco and joined the SLA."'> While the band dismissed any politics in

the song in an interview with Donny the Punk, Donny gleefully suggested that:

Judy is a “runt” and Jackie is the “punk” but both went down to
‘Frisco and “joined the SLA” presumably the Symbionese Liberation
Army, a radical guerilla organization involved in the Patti Hearst
affair. If Judy and Jackie are the first “punks” in the Ramones-
inspired movement, then it can be said to have been involved in

radical politics from the very beginning.'?

2 Henry Wild Dog (pseud.), “Proto-Punx”, Punx, No.2, Houston (1986), 12 (FS5-NYSL).
2 Marcus, Lipstick Traces, 36.

'2 Quoted in Stark, Punk’77, 25.

' Ramones, “Judy is a Punk,” Ramones, Sire Records, 1976.

124 Donny the Punk, “Ramone, Joey” Flipside No.47 (Summer 1985), no page (FS5-NYSL).
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One of the key aspects of punk was that it reflected the everyday life of
the people who listened to it, and who participated in it's creation. The chief
criticism of rock ‘n’ roll in the 1970s, said Peter Laughner of Rocket from the

Tombs, was that it was out of touch:

Rock & roli used to be able to get you to do things. It used to get
you to think about what you were doing, but now all it does is sort of
lull you into a state of complacency, the major concern being strictly
to have a good time. Entertainment is fine, but there has to be
something beyond that. It may sound pretentious to talk about
making art statements, but it is possible to make an art statement
with music.'®

During the 1970s, as a result of the tremendous revenues made by rock acts in
the 1960s, rock and roll became big business, and corporations like Wamer
Brothers focused on tuming artists into profit-making machines, while
skyrocketing incomes isolated once-street-savvy artists, like Bob Dylan and the
Rolling Stones, from the concemns of the street.'® Part of the attraction of punk,

according to Richard Hell, was that it re-humanized rock and roll.

Music had just become so bloated. It was all these leftover sixties
guys playing stadiums, you know, being treated like they were very
important people, and acting like they were very important people.
it wasn't rock & roll, it was like some kind of stage act. It was all

% Heylin, From the Velvets to the Voidoids, 145.
'% Quoted in Marcus, Lipstick Traces, 43.
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about the lights and the poses. With the [New York] Dolls, it was
just like the street put onstage, you know? That was another cool
thin1g7about them, they were exactly the same offstage as they were
on.

it was not until the corporate record labels signed punk bands at the end
of the 1970s that the floors of major punk clubs were divided between the
audience and entertainers. At the lesser clubs, the division remained breached,;
performers and spectators mingled freely. Photographs in books written on the
early punk scenes of San Francisco and Washington, D.C., picture performance
artists next to musicians, next to photographers, and individuals who left no other
indelible imprint on punk culture. British studies of punk have highlighted the role
played by audience members and fans in constructing the punk “scene.”'?® Chief
among these were the members of the so-called Bromley contingent, named
after the neighbourhood where they lived, such as the “Catwoman”, who styled
her hair and facial make-up to resemble Catwoman of Batman comic fame, and
in a different rock and roll setting would no doubt be written off as a mere
groupie. But in punk, where groupies started their own bands, and the emphasis
was on “‘the scene” and not an specific individuals, anonymous characters like
the Catwoman played an important role in the day-to-day life of punks.
Furthermore, it was not until punk crystallized as a style and a genre that it
became synonymous with music.

Each punk scene had its own club. Usually this was a less-established or

new venue that was looking to increase or diversify its clientele. New York had

27 McNeil, Please Kill Me, 119.
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Hilly Crystal's reconstituted biker bar turned Country, Bluesgrass, and Blues Club
(CBGPB's) located in the Bowery, where the band Television played a series of
weekly shows to a half-empty house.'® It also had Max's Cafe, Andy Warhol's
favourite hang-out, which booked up-and-coming bands in order to round out its
weekly lineup.'*® In Los Angeles, the Whiskey A-Go-Go provided space for
punks after the crash of disco, while in San Francisco the Mahubay, a Filipino
dinner theatre looking for mid-week action, made fast friends with young punk
bands looking for a place to play. '*' These local clubs booked local talent,
helping to foster a sense of immediate community.

Punk rock shows, with their emphasis on performance over talent,
attempted to break down barriers between audience and performer. The
sacredness of the stage was repeatedly violated by stage-divers, or by band
interactions with the audience, such as jumping out into the crowd, or physically
assaulting members of the audience, as Henry Rollins recounted doing on
several occasions upon the arrival of skinheads.'*? Punk “artists” did not hang
out backstage, hidden between performances, but circulated among the
audience, and a person in the mosh pit or serving drinks at the bar could be the
same person taking the stage as the next act. David Byrne described New York's
CBGB's as “thé kind of place where you'd sit at the bar and when your time came
you'd just casually walk over and get onstage. When you were done you'd walk

off and maybe wipe the sweat off you head, then walk back to the bar and have a

2 paul Cobley, “Leave the Capitol,” Sabin (ed). Punk Rock: So What?.
'3 Heylin, From the Velvets to the Voidoids, 119.
'® McNeil, Please Kill Me, 92.
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beer.”'*® Nor were the performers visibly different from members of the audience
in terms of costume. The most famous punk costumes were the blue jeans and
leather jackets wom by the Ramones, hardly an original choice but miles
removed from the elaborate outfits of Alice Cooper or KISS. Standard dress for a
punk rock show was usually whatever was normally worn, until British punk
fashion and advertising expioded with the Sex Pistols in November of 1975. Even
then, the development of a uniform look among punks was a hotly contested
issue throughout the 1980s.'* Punk continued the hippie tradition of tailoring
clothes to make political statements, and punks adjusted their everyday clothes
by ripping, pinning, cutting, or otherwise marking them up with badges or
markers, but these were not “special” clothes reserved only for wear to punk
concerts. Also favoured were clothing that advertised other punk bands or record
ilabels. The wearing of band t-shirts served to reaffirm the notion of punks as a
distinct community, and t-shirts featuring defunct bands functioned as nostalgia,
historicizing the punk community and maintaining continuity with its (albeit brief)
past. However, sales of punk t-shirts also had the function of raising money for
fledging record companies, while simuitaneously acting to commodify punk to
more passive or less experienced participants.

Punk concerts were an important venue for the selling and exchange of t-
shirts, records, and fanzines. Since the costs of putting on a punk show were low

(especially if held in a basement, warehouse, or loft), the cost of renting space to

3" For the Whiskey Au-Go-Go see McKenna, Forming, 2, for the Mahubay, see Stark, Punk’77,
16.

2 Henry Rollins, Get In the Van, 2.13.61/Touch & Go Records, 1893.

33 Heyiin, From the Velvets to the Voidoids, 183.
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“‘vendors” was also low. Concerts were vital in providing independent punk bands
without record labels the support to promote themselves, and vendors often
turned out to be members of the performing bands selling their own albums.'*®
Besides the few punk bands signed to major labels, such as the Ramones
or Blondie, or British bands like the Clash and the Buzzcocks, there was little
national or international cohesion in punk. The “do your own thing” mentality that
punk had inherited from the 1960s did little to create an agreed-upon definition of
punk. The New Left counterculture of the 1960s was linked through national
political and social organizations like SDS and SNCC, knitted together via a
nationwide underground newswire service, and given prominent media exposure,
all of which combined to help form a national identity. These elements were
notably absent from the punk scenes before 1979. The majority of scenes
remained steadfastly local, as the hippie counterculture before them had been.
Communication between cities was hampered by the lack of contact points and
lack of persons or institutions to act as go-betweens. The lack of inter-scene
communication limited the opportunities for touring and delayed the formation of
a national punk identity. The largest punk scenes, therefore, were concentrated
in the largest urban areas, in New York and Los Angeles, where concentrations
of population and media allowed bands to develop enough of a reputation to put

together small-scale regional tours.

34 The idea of the image of punk makes up a significant portion of reader responses in the letter
Pages of Flipside magazine, and will be discussed more in the next chapter.

35 One of the early roles of letters to fanzines was to alert other punks of upcoming tours. This
wili be discussed more fully in Chapter Three.



Full Speed Ahead: Changes in Punk'*®

The real split in the counterculture came not with the so-called “birth of
punk” but with the emergence of hardcore punk. The early punk bands were all
familiar with groups from the 1860s such as the Velvet Underground, the MCS5,
and the Stooges. In fact, the members of these bands often socialized with the
members of the early punk scene. Lou Reed of the Velvet Underground and iggy
Pop of the Stooges were among the first people interviewed by Punk Magazine.
Wayne Kramer of the MC5 teamed up with Richard Hell of Television and the
Voidoids in a band called Gang War, while fellow MC5 member Fred Smith
married punk-poet Patti Lee. Debbie Harry of Blondie got her start in a doo-wop
group called the Stilettoes, and the Ramones idolized the work of Phil Spector
with the all-women groups of the 1960s, like the Ronettes and the Supremes.
During the hardcore era of 1979 - 1985, a much younger generation of punks
would idolize these early punk bands in much the same way the early punks had
idolized bands of the 1960s. The younger generation saw themselves as part of
a punk tradition rather than identifying with the tradition of the avant-garde rock
bands of the 1960s.

The punks rejected the rock music of the 1970s, claiming that it no longer
had any meaning or relevance to American youth. It would have been
unthinkable however, for punk to have placed this demand on rock and roll had it
not been for the close connection that rock acts like Bob Dylan, Buffalo
Springfield, the Doors, Jimi Hendrix, and others had forged between rock, youth,

% yauth Brigade, “Full Speed Ahead,” Welcome EP, Dischord, 1981.
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and the countercuiture throughout the 1960s. According to historian of the 1960s
David McBride, remarkably few bands of the 1960s were overtly political.
Instead, most focused on performance as a transgressive act, and political
stances evolved out of these deviant actions.' While McBride does not
distinguish between commercial acts, countercultural acts, or even
countercultural acts with record contracts, transgression was nevertheless an
important element of countercuitural performances in general. John Sinclair,
manager of the MCS, considered any action political “that brought about political
retribution.”'*® Sinclair was referring to the police harassment the MC5 received
for their song “Kick Out the Jams,” which was about sex and rock and roll, not
Vietnam or civil rights. Lyrically, the song was just as euphemistic about sex as
any other, but it was the coupling of loud guitars, feedback, long hair, and the
opening line of “Kick out the jams, motherfuckers!” that succeeded in earning the
band the dogged attention of police and that got it blacklisted by promoters. The
countercuitural songs of the 1960s were not protest/political, McBride argued, but
astonishingly mundane and trivial. But matched with music that incorporated
feedback, distortion, and borrowed as much from avant-garde jazz concepts as
from the blues, it signaled a radical departure from the well-constructed worid of
Top 40 pop staples.' According to British punk critic Stewart Home, this was

also the case for the majority of punk songs, which he felt should be properly

37 McBride, “On the Fault Line of Mass Culture”, 143.

138 Michael D. Cary, “The Rise and Fall of the Mcs Rock Music and Counterculture Politics in the

Slxtnes (Ph.D, diss., Lehigh University, 1985): 77, and MCS, Kick Out The Jams, Elektra, 1969.
 McBride, “On the Fault Line of Mass Culture”, 143
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classified as “novelty recordings”, that is songs that are short on substance, but
iong on style.'?

In Theodore Roszak’'s vision of a world dominated by experts and
professionals, however, the trivial nature of rock in the 1960s or of punk music
later was beside the point if it did not emerge from the technocracy.'*' Charles
Reich also feit that it was important for people to add poetry to their lives. Richard
Hell echoed Roszak, saying that by writing mundane songs about everyday life,
people could wrestle control of music away from corporate music stars and song-

writer consortiums.

The idea of inventing yourself is creating the most ideal image you
could imagine . . . . That is the ultimate message of the New Wave:
if you just amass the courage that is necessary, you can completely
invent yourself. You can be your own hero, and once everybody is
their own hero, then everybody is gonna be able to communicate
with each other on a real basis rather than a hand-me-down set of
societal standards.'*?

The musicianship, seriousness, or artistic merit of the music was also beside the
point. The lure of punk, particularly as punk rock, was that it promised the
freedom to act as one wanted. As one member of Beat Rodeo explained, “There

was a need to get up on a stage and just make as big a noise as was humanly

10 Stewart Home, Cranked Up Really High: Genre Theory and Punk Rock (Hove: Codex, 1995),
24.

4! Reich, The Greening of America, 151.

42 Heylin, From the Velvets to the Voidoids, 118.
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possible.”'** Keith Morris, an early member of Black Flag, concurred. “We were
going to make as large a racket, piss as many people off, go apeshit as we
could, and we had no choice but to play to please ourselves and a handful of
friends.”'** The Ramones encouraged other bands to get onstage, ready or not.
“You don't have to get better, just get out there, you're as good as you are. Don't
wait till you're better, how are you ever gonna know? Just go out there and do
it."'* Even Malcolm MclLaren, the manager of the Sex Pistols, declared that
insofar as punk had a programme for change it was “to create a situation where
kids would be less interested in buying records than in speaking for
themselves.”'*®

Just as punk was not solely about rock and roll, the making and selling of
albums in “punk rock” was not as important as the thrill of performance. In fact,
few of the early punk albums were able to live up to the excitement of seeing the
bands live. The MCS5 recorded a live album out of fear that they would not be
able to capture the energy of their performance in the studio, a fear that was
proven correct with their later albums. Likewise, early New York Dolls recordings
were considered horrible and Robert Christgau feit that the band had to be seen
live to be appreciated.'*’ The Modern Lovers, according to Charles Heylin, have
been given short shrift in the annals of rock and roll, because none of the

material they ever recorded could match the brilliance of their initial line-ups and

'3 Tina and Bruce, “What's Up With Beat Rodeo”, Non-stop Banter, No.4 (Winter 1985): 13 (FSS-
NYSL).

144 Keith Morris, “Bring on the Guinea Pigs", Don Snowden (ed), Make the Music Go Bang! The
Early L.A. Scene (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin, 1997), 50.

'S Quoted in McNeil, Please Kill Me, 231.

146 Macolm McLaren, quoted in Marcus, Lipstick Traces, 437.



57

performances.'*® Both Televison and the Weirdos recorded material only after
the bands had reached their creative peaks. Richard Hell, despite being a
founding member of Television, the Heartbreakers, the Voidoids, and, according
to Tricia Henry, the inspiration for Maicolm McLaren’s image of the Sex Pistols,
was one of the last of the early New York scene to record an album.'*® For
many of these individuals the emphasis was on being in a band and
experiencing an escape from the rationai economic determinism of everyday
life.

Punk as a culture allowed individuals to re-create themselves and follow

their own dreams. As Legs McNeil said:

(1]t was about advocating kids to not wait to be told what to do, but
make life up for themseilves, it was about trying to get people to use
their imaginations again, it was about not being perfect, it was
about saying it was okay to be amateurish and funny, that real
creativity came out of making a mess, it was about working with
what you got in front of you and tuming everythmg embarrassing,
awful, and stupid in your life to your advantage.'

Early punk was thus a continuation of the hippie mantra to “do your own
thing”, but a refum to the politics of the 1960s would not occur until the birth of
hardcore, which appealed to an entirely different demographic group. A
December 22, 1979 marathon concert featuring many Los Angeles punk bands

7 Robert Christgau, “New York Dolls", in Greil Marcus (ed.), Stranded: Rock and Roll for a
Desert Island (New York: Alfred A. Knopf 1979), 133.

Heyhn From the Veivets to the Voidoids, 49.

“ Henry, “Punk Rock’, 211.
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proved to be the defining moment in the immediate future of punk. The audience
was comprised of the older, late twenties and early thirties, members of the punk
scene, and the newer younger suburban fans. The young fans of the fast-paced
no-nonsense Germs rushed the stage, pushing their way past the older more
experimentally-inclined members of the audience. The argument over whether
punk would continue as a dadaesque subculture was ended as the angry mob
refused to let the other bands play.'s' The new punks had neither the time nor
the place for the more tolerant oilder punks. The hardcore punk would be a

2ealous punk.

Get in The Van: The Emergence of Hardcore Punk'?

In 1983 Henry Garfield left Washington, D.C. and joined a band. He was
twenty-two. Punk history is full of other such men and women, boys and giris,
who did the same. What made Garfield different from the others, however, was
that he was not some unknown youth at the time. He had already established a
local reputation for himself with his band State of Alert, who recorded their first
album for Dischord Records in 1981.'5® Dischord Records was run in part by
Garfield’s friend lan MacKaye, whose band Minor Threat coined the phrase

“straight-edge,” a social movement within punk that renounced drugs, alcohol,

'S0 McNeil, Please Kill Me, 334.

'S Brenden Mullen, “Nightmare in Punk Alley”, Kim McKenna (ed.), Forming: The Early Days of
L.A. Punk (Santa Monica, California: Smart Art Press, 1999), 80.

'S2 srom Rolling' tour diary, Get in the Van, 2.13.61/Touch & Go Records, 1993

>3 The EP contained ten songs. State of Alert, No Policy, Dischord, 1981.
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and sex.'™ As Garfield got in the van and headed west, he closed the door on
the era of east-coast dominated punk.

The band for which Garfield was leaving State of Alert was no fledgling
entity either. Garfield, rechristened Henry Rollins, was joining Black Flag. Black
Flag was part of the hardcore explosion that occurred along the California coast,
a form of punk music that stripped songs of all artistic embellishment while
increasing the tempo and adding politicized lyrics.'>® They had already recorded
six ep’s, short albums of four to six songs, between 1978 and 1982 on their own
record label Solid State Technology (SST).'*® Black Flag was also one of the
few exceptions among punk bands: they mounted cross-country tours, and
succeeded primarily through the sacrifices made by the band members. Rollins’
tour diary, Get In the Van, recalls the hardships endured by the band: lack of
money, food, shelter; days spent sleeping in the van in shifts while driving; and
playing almost every night. Bill Stevenson, who later went on to form the
Descendents, said in an interview with Jet Lag that the typical Black Flag tour
consisted of forty-two shows in aimost as many nights. '’

The birth of hardcore is difficuit to pin down. Bad Brains’ 1980 single “Pay

to Cum” is sometimes viewed as the first hardcore song, though the Germs were

154 Straight-edge punks did not mention whether they meant pre-marital sex or all forms of sex,
most likely because marriage itself was a topic generally not discussed. For more details on
stralght-edge punk see the next chapter.

The politics of hardcore punk will be discussed in Chapter Three.

%5 EP stands for extended play and generally has three to four songs. The 1983 Black Flag
compnlauon The First Four Years contains 23 songs from this period. Black Flag, The First Four
Years SST Records, 1983.

57 Rene Spencer, Jet Lag (September 1984), 6 (FSS-NYSL).
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noted as having switched to hardcore punk by 1978.'%® Black Flag was also seen
as one of the first hardcore bands with their 1978 single “Nervous Breakdown®,
the breakdown heard around the world. The Dead Kennedys released their debut
album Fresh Fruit for Rotting Vegetables in 1980, an opening salvo in punk’s
political attack on mainstream America, while that same year Orange Country-
based band Bad Religion offered songs like “Murder the Government” and “How
Could Hell Get Any Worse”.'>® Bomp! Magazine, formerly devoted to garage rock
and surf music (think Beach Boys), issued a compilation of American hardcore

punk in 1981 saying:

Things are bad. America is falling apart; the economy is collapsing;
Reagan is a puppet of the rich and the Pentagon is going to blow
life as we know it into fragments. We must react. American culture
desperately needs to confront American problems . . . . | like
Hardcore. | like the rush and | like the attitude. Fuck Authority. |
hate war and | hate big business and I'm glad that other people feel
the same way. Isn't it great that not a/l teenagers are sucking bongs
on the way to Ptay Pac-Man at some sick zoo of a shopping mall?
RISE ABOVE.'®®

The fans of the early punk bands tended to be much younger than the
original bands themselves. A Melody Maker reporter noted that the average age
of the New York bands was twentysomething while a Flipside reader survey poll
in 1984 revealed that the average American punk was fifteen.'®' While a

significant number of members of early punk bands in L. A. and New York had

' Bad Brains, “Pay to Cum”, Bad Brains Records, 1980. On the Germs see Brenden Mullen,
'nghtmare in Punk Alley,” Make the Music Go Bang!, 80.

Now available on the Bad Religion compilation 80-85, Epitaph Records, 1986.

% Bruce Pavitt, liner notes, American Youth Report, Bomp! Records, 1982, 1991.
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community college or art school backgrounds, hardcore punks did not. Bands like
Television, the Talking Heads, and even to an extent, the Germs, were able to
infuse a certain level of artistic philosophy in their work, that hardcore bands,
owing to their extreme youth and inexperience simply could not match. instead,
hardcore punk bands played simpler and faster than their predecessors. Not only
were they younger, but they were also perceived by the older punks as being
from the suburbs.'®® Thus, almost all of the chronicles of the early punk scenes
end with the arrival of hardcore, because this symbolized the end of punk as an
urban inner-city bohemian subculture. The suburban focus of hardcore might
also explain its romantic belief that punk could change the world. According to
Legs McNeil, the prevailing belief in the early punk scenes was in punk as a

catalyst for individual change, not as a global force:

Punk was like, this is new, this is now, the apotheosis, powerful.
But it wasn't political. | mean, maybe that is political. | mean the
great thing about punk was that it had no political agenda. it was
about real freedom, personal freedom. Just being as offensive as
possible. Which seemed delightful, just euphoric. Be the real
people we are. You know? | just loved it.'®®

Hardcore bands, because of the age of their members, were often unable
to play in bars or clubs because of liquor license controls. These bands had to
find alternative venues like warehouses, where they could host marathon

concerts featuring five or more bands for a very small cover charge. However,

'®! On early punk scenes see Heylin, From the Velvets to the Voidoids, 245. For the ages of
hardcore punks see “Polls”, Flipside No.42 (Winter 1984), (FS5-NYSL).
' Belsito, Hardcore California, 74.
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problems at these concerts, such as over-crowding, rumored underage drinking,
noise violations, and lack of proper documentation, meant that police were a
prominent feature of hardcore shows. The frequent appearance of police, the
forced cancellation of hardcore punk shows, and cases of alleged and very real
police brutality, quickly radicalized and politicized the West Coast punk scene.'®

Hardcore punk took many of its cues from British punk, from fashion and
musical styles, to subjects and song topics. Almost from its very start, British
punk pursued an anti-Thatcherite political agenda. With the election of Ronald
Reagan in 1980, American punks had found their own Margaret Thatcher. The
Dead Kennedys had penned “California Uber Alles” as a satire of the election
dreams of Californian Governor Jerry Brown in 1980, and then re-wrote it as
“We've Got a Bigger Problem Now” in honour of Reagan in 1982.'%° Others, like
Black Flag, had written songs critical of the police.'® Still, few bands until 1980
had attacked national politics. Aimost overnight the defaced image of Reagan
appeared in punk fanzines like Church of the Latter Day Punks and Sick Teen.'®
A further look at anti-Reagan sentiment in punk, as well as the political issues
raised, follows in Chapter Three.

The willingness of hardcore punk to engage in political commentary,
usually of a leftist or anarchist sympathy, combined with its extreme musical

aesthetic, put it beyond the pale of commercial radio. During the 1960s, Frank

' McNeil, Please Kill Me, 299.

‘%4 Rollins, Get in the Van.

185 pead Kennedys, “Califomia Uber Alles”, Fresh Fruit For Rotting Vegetables, Alternative
Tentacles, 1980 and Dead Kennedys, “We've Got a Bigger Problem Now”, In God We Trust,
INC., Altemative Tentacles Records, 1982.

1% Black Flag’s song about L.A. police is captured live in Penelope Spheeris’ movie The Decline
of Western Civilization (Los Angeles: Huron Communication, 1880).
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Zappa and groups like the Velvet Underground recorded their own music before
signing with a corporate record company in order to maintain artistic control over
their work. However, not only were many punk bands prevented from getting
record contracts because of the style and content of their music, but many more
made political decisions t0 avoid corporate record companies. Early bands like
the Ramones, Biondie, and the Talking Heads all signed to major labels. The
next wave of punk bands like Minor Threat, Bad Religion, and Black Flag, all
started their own. Hardcore punk envisioned itself as a guerilla assauit on
mainstream society, and the record companies were perceived as part of the
vast capitalist apparatus that kept the economic machine of domination in power.
Independent record companies were seen as an integral part of that struggile.
Fanzines enabled mail-order distribution and allowed punk labels to reach a
larger customer base than they couid through local record shops. Furthermore,
advertising in regional fanzines like Flipside and MaximumRocknRoll made it
possible for these small companies to coordinate and promote tours across
larger and larger areas.

While there were enough similarities between punk and hardcore punk
that the two remained identified in the same genre, there were also some very
real differences. First of ali, not only was hardcore punk simpier, and its
partiéipants younger, but it was also more intolerant, not only of outside groups,
but of different types of punk as well. The early punk scenes thrived on difference
and innovation, but hardcore punk projected an image of what it meant to be

punk. Those who deviated were cut from the herd. Furthermore, with the

17 Church of the Latter Day Punk, Nos. 1-2 (1982); Sick Teen (no dates provided), (FS5-NYSL).
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beginnings of a cohesive identity, punks started to feel secure enough to take on
the outside world. Thus at a time when punk bands were moving out of their local
neighbourhoods and crossing the cocuntry, they also began confronting groups
and organizations with which they disagreed. Chapter Three will explore this
new punk identity and the ways in which it refiected the politicai concerns of the

countercuiture of the 1960s.
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Chapter Three
Teenage Riot: The Politics of Hardcore Punk'®

if anyone was predisposed toward enthusing about punk’s revolutionary
potential, it was rock critic Lester Bangs. During the early 1970s, Bangs had
written a piece on punk godfather Iggy Pop, entitled “Of Pop and Pies and Fun: A
Program for Mass Liberation in the Form of a Stooges Review, or Who's the
Fool?".'®® Bangs argued that Iggy Pop’s unrehearsed and uninhibited
performance ought to guide everyday life. However, Bangs’ enthusiasm for punk
quickly waned as he began feeling that the nihilism and inner-orientation of the
early punk scenes, like the hippies before them, led nowhere but burn-out and
death.'”® He was rejuvenated in 1977 when he went on tour in Britain with the
Clash, the British forerunners of American hardcore punk. Bangs felt that the
Clash’s mixture of personal politics and punk music represented the next step for

the counterculture:

The politics of rock ‘n’ roll in England or America or anywhere else,
is that a whole lot of kids want to be fried out of their skins by the

'8 Sonic Youth, “Teenage Riot”, Daydream Nation, Geffen Records, 1988. Sonic Youth were part
of “no-wave” punk, a branch that continued the musical experimentation of early punk. However,
the video for their song “Teenage Riot” from their landmark album Daydream Nation, was a
montage, primarily of hardcore concert footage featuring early 1980s bands like Minor Threat and
Black Flag. “Teenage Riot" seemed to express the optimism the late 1980s countercutture had
that punk could create social change, and the video appeared as an homage to those who helped
form the countercuiture.
18 Lester Bangs, “Of Pop and Pies and Fun: A Program for Mass Liberation in the Form of a
Stooges Review, or Who's the Fool?" Creem (November and December 1970) no pages.

™ The full extent of Bangs’ despair can be feit in his eulogy for Peter Laughner of Cleveland
punk band Pere Ubu, who died of a drug overdose. Lester Bangs, “Peter Laughner,” New York
Rocker (September October 1977), no pages.



most scalding propulsion they can find, for a night they can pretend
is the rest of their lives, and whether the next day they go back to
work in shops or boredom on the dole or American TV doldrums in
Mom ‘n’ Daddy’s living room nothing can cancel the reality of that
night in the revivifying flames when for once if only then in your life
you were blasted outside of yourself and the monotony which
defines most life anywhere at any time, when you supped on
lightning and nothing else in the realms of the living or dead
mattered at all.'”"

Like the hippies, punks began to ask why they could not have experiential
highs every day. They outlined their thoughts in personal editorials in fanzines.
These fanzines were sold or given away at record and coffee shops, traded at
punk shows, or mailed to penpals throughout in the United States. They helped
to construct a national punk identity and connected punks to one another. Many
of the smaller ‘zines, like Church of the Latter Day Punks, or Riding the Blinds,
were only a few 8.5° x 11” pages long, containing interviews with local bands,
reviews of albums by more prominent groups, and editorials on topics like school,
work, peer groups, family dynamics or religion.'?? Larger fanzines, like Flipside or
MaximumRock'n’Roll, could run up to thirty pages or more of magazine-style
newsprint. These ‘zines printed articles on topics similar to the smaller journais:
school, work, or religion, but often in 2 more abstract manner, putting these

issues into an ideological framework. The San Diego-based Daily Impulse, for

7! { ester Bangs, “The Clash”, New Musical Express, London (10 December 1977), no pages.
'2Church of the Latter Day Punk, 1-4, New Jersey (March 1982-1983), (Factsheet Five Archive,
New York State Library - henceforth abbreviated as FS5-NYSL); Riding the Blinds, 3-4,
Cambridge, MA (1983), (FS5-NYSL).
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example, presented religion and family as institutions of domination that hindered
its anarchic visions.'™

The only extensive scholarship on punk explores its major artists. Very
little has been written about punk as a way of life. The vast majority of punks
never signed a record contract or even left a sizable vinyl legacy. in order to
reconstruct the social and cultural history of punk as a popular movement it is
important to uncover the print documents punks left behind. Unlike many of the
later punk bands, and especially hardcore bands, many of the early New York
and British punk bands, like the Ramones, Blondie, the Talking Heads, the Sex
Pistols, and the Clash, signed major label record contracts. This meant that
through the commodification of punk many smaller towns throughout.the United
States had a punk “scene”, or fan base, however miniscule. Punks in these
communities communicated with each other and to outside “scenes” through
fanzines. Mitzi Waltz, the editor of /ncoherent, explained that ‘zines offered a
means of establishing and introducihg non-musicians to the punk community:
“How else could | get up the courage to talk to people at [punk] shows? ‘Wanta
buy a zine?' isn't much as opening lines go, but it's the best this congenitally shy
gal can do.”'™

As mentioned in Chapter Two, the transformation of West Coast California
hardcore punk from a regional offshoot to a national counterculture could not
have been possibie without the help of nationally distributed fanzines like Flipside
and MaximumRock‘n’Roll. While both Flipside and MRR kept the focus of their

R Daily Impulse, San Diego Anarchist Collective, Vol. 1 No. 1 (Aprii May 1984), (FS5-NYSL).
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scene reports on West Coast bands, they also kept one eye on their roles as the
only national forum for punks. Since there were no nationally syndicated radio or
television talk shows for punks to tune into, nor were there any glossy punk
magazines, only Flipside and MRR had access to a national audience. They
therefore dedicated significant space in their respective ‘zines to letters from
readers. These reader response sections allowed punks from across the country
to communicate with one another and opened up “membership’ into the national
punk community for those who were not in bands. The maijority of scholarship on
punk so far has tended to focus on the music and the musicians of punk.'’
Letters to the editors of Flipside and MaximumRock'nRoll, however, allow us to
see how the consumers of this music perceived their own culture.

Both Flipside and MRR came from Southern California. Flipside was
published in Los Angeles by Al and Hudley.'™ MaximumRock’n'Roll, meanwhile
was published in Berkely by ex-New Left political organizer Tim Yohannan.'”” Of

his switch from the world of politics to the world of ‘zines, Yohannan said:

' Quoted in Stephen Duncombe, Notes From Underground: Zines and the Politics of Alternative
Cuiture (London: Verso, 1997), 17.

7S Most specifically the early scene reports, since they are often interviews done between the
social elites of the punk scenes. Forming: The Early Days of L.A. Punk Kim McKenna (ed.)
(Santa Monica, Califomia: Smart Art Press, 1999); Legs McNeil and Gillian McCain, Please Kill
Me: The Uncensored Oral History of Punk (New York: Grove Press, 1996); Clinton Heylin, From
the Velvets to the Voidoids: A Pre-Punk History for a Post-Punk World (London: Penguin, 1993);
Peter Belsito and Bob Davis, Hardcore California: A History of Punk and New Wave (San
Francisco: The Last Gasp of San Francisco, 1983); James Stark, Punk '77: An Inside [.ook at the
San Francisco Rock n’' Roll Scene, 1977 (San Francisco: RE/Search Publications, 1999); Don
Snowden (ed.), Make the Music go Bang! The Early L.A. Scene (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin,
1997); Cynthia Connelly, Banned in D.C.: Photos and Anecdotes from the D.C. Punk
Underground (79-85) (Washington D.C.: Sun Dog Propaganda, 1995).

' Flipside, Los Angeles, CA (1983), (FS5-NYSL).

77 MaximumRock'n’Roll, Berkeley, CA (1983),