









Raves for the original edition of
We Owe You Nothing

“This collection of interviews reflects one of Punk Planet’s most important qualities: Sinker’s willingness to look beyond the small world of punk bands and labels and deal with larger issues. With interview subjects ranging from punk icons Thurston Moore and Ian MacKaye to Noam Chomsky and representatives of the Central Ohio Abortion Access Fund, as well as many other artists, musicians, and activists, this book is not solely for the tattooed, pierced teenage set. All of the interviews are probing and well thought out, the questions going deeper than most magazines would ever dare; and each has a succinct, informative introduction for readers who are unfamiliar with the subject. Required reading for all music fans.”—Library Journal

“The magazine Punk Planet has quietly been one of the most intelligent voices in the kingdom of punk and post-punk … [and] anyone with the vaguest interest in music would be well-served to learn from the captured moments [in We Owe You Nothing]. Similarly, everyone can learn from the example of Punk Planet, that sometimes being passionate, aware, and active is enough.”—Metro Times (Detroit)

“The book’s thoughtful, and often conflicting, conversations are exactly what the magazine Punk Planet is about, [and] no book lately has illustrated this relationship between punk and its believers more than We Owe You Nothing.”—Daily Herald (Chicago)

“The people who put this book together know how to do an interview. They know their subjects, ask probing questions, and then let the people speak with passion and the eloquence that comes from straight talk with no bullshit, no spin. The result is an airblast of honesty, an antidote of attitude. Music fans will love this book, and so will fans of independent thinking.”—Flagpole (Athens, GA)

“The pages are broken down into thematic sections [and] what emerges is precisely what Sinker was aiming for: a wholly unique vision wrought not by consensus but by cultural cynicism and never-say-die musical populism.”—Magnet
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For Roosevelt, who can’t yet read the words in this book
but has already been influenced by every one of them.
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Foreword

to the expanded edition

The original edition of this book was published in March of 2001. Things have changed significantly since then, to say the least. From the fall of the Twin Towers to the siege of Iraq, from the ascendance of digital music and communication to the decline of print, the world sometimes feels wholly different than the one this book was originally crafted in.

One thing that hasn’t changed, however, are the ideals that fuel the conversations in this book. Steeped in the belief that independent thought and voices are still vital, these interviews craft a portrait of the underground that is just as important today—maybe even more so—as it was six and a half years ago.

Six and a half years ago also, unknowingly, marked the halfway point in the life of Punk Planet magazine, from which these interviews are culled. With eighty issues and thirteen years under our belt, the magazine’s run was a long one. The closure of Punk Planet magazine in July 2007 marked the end of an era—both a personal one, but also in the underground. As such, this book now serves as a document of a time when independence was a virtue, a time before the always-fuzzy line between underground creation and corporate co-optation became blurred beyond recognition. It’s a document that remains just as vital as the voices chronicled within it.

In part to flesh out the original version of We Owe You Nothing, as well as to introduce some current voices into the mix, this expanded edition features six additional interviews, one for each section of the book. The new interviews include punk forefather Bob Mould reflecting on his life in music; the hugely influential band Jawbreaker reuniting for a one-off interview to discuss their legacy; artist, writer, and filmmaker Miranda July talking about how the underground has informed her artwork; The Gossip, a blazing ball of rock ’n’ roll, exploring their conservative Southern upbringing; Mike Burkett, the founder of the website Punkvoter, commenting on how the 2004 presidential election brought punk politics to the mainstream; and G7 Welcoming Committee Records discussing their conversion to a strictly online music label. Together, these diverse voices add to the loud cacophony from the original edition and create a supersized look at the most essential corners of the underground.

Enjoy them and take their ideas as a launching pad for your own.

Daniel Sinker

October 2007

Chicago













Intro

to the 2001 edition

I’ve been working on Punk Planet magazine for six and a half years now and never once, not even for a fleeting second, have I felt like I’ve known what I’m doing. And now, all of a sudden, I’m working on a book. I went to art school for god’s sake … not exactly the pedigree of a fine journalist—or even a shitty one. But that’s kind of the point, isn’t it? I’m not a journalist—never have been and probably never will be. And thank god for that. I’ve managed to pull off over forty issues of Punk Planet not because of years spent in journalism school, but because I believed in the dream called punk rock. Punk said that anyone could take part—in fact, anyone should take part.

It was that ethos that led me to starting Punk Planet in the early spring of 1994. The idea to do a magazine was the result of growing frustration with the punk-rock status quo. A number of people—myself included—on an online message board had been posting for weeks, complaining about the lack of a nationally distributed punk zine that had its ear tuned to the exciting things happening at the moment. I wanted to change that.

Nineteen ninety-four was an interesting time in punk. For the first time in more than a decade, the mainstream media was paying close attention to the underground, thanks to the fame of Nirvana and the signing frenzy that followed. Green Day was poised to rocket to stardom and there were dozens of newly signed punk bands ready to follow them to glory (the fact that none of them actually did is a story for another day). The main national punk zine at the time, the venerable Maximum Rock n Roll, took a wildly reactionary stance to this newfound exposure and began to tightly control what bands it would cover and what music it would review. Many bands, including quite a few I was friends with, found themselves locked out of Maximum’s pages, having been deemed “not punk.” Suddenly, they had no outlet with which to let people know about their music. In a scene that relied on the underground press to sell records, promote tours, and get into record stores, being locked out of Maximum was perceived as a death blow for many.

At the same time, there were a number of movements blossoming far below the mainstream media’s radar that also weren’t registering on Maximum’s: most notably, the riot girl movement and the burgeoning sound known as “emo.” For whatever reason, two of the most exciting things to happen to the underground in the ’90s weren’t getting the exposure they needed within the scene to really break beyond their insular worlds.

So it was with that burning a space in the back of my mind that I came up with a plan. Without thinking for long about the details, I posted onto the message board. The plan was, simply, “Why can’t we do this?”

Everyone interviewed in this book has asked their own version of that question countless times—and answered it just as many. Because if you boil punk down to remove all the hair dye, power chords, typewriters, colored vinyl, leather jackets, glue sticks, show flyers, and combat boots, that question is what’s left at the bottom of the pot. Punk has always been about asking “why” and then doing something about it.

It’s about picking up a guitar and asking “Why can’t I play this?” It’s about picking up a typewriter and asking, “Why don’t my opinions count?” It’s about looking at the world around you and asking, “Why are things as fucked up as they are?”

And then it’s about looking inwards at yourself and asking “Why aren’t I doing anything about this?”

The answers to those questions have created an entire culture, built by punks from the ground up. From nothing, bands have built extensive touring networks that enable them to travel from city to city—and even from country to country—playing in underground clubs like Berkeley, CA’s volunteer-run Gilman Street or Chicago’s makeshift punk mecca the Fireside Bowl. Hundreds, if not thousands, of kids run record labels out of their bedrooms and living rooms—some even growing successful enough to move out of their house and into offices. These records are distributed through punk rock distributors and sold, quite often, in punk-owned stores. Punk authors—some in middle school, some in graduate school, and many that have dropped out of school entirely—have published their own thoughts, their own fears, and their own hopes in tens of thousands of zines printed using stolen copy cards or giant offset printers. Punk activists—quite often the very same people that are making records, zines, and the like—build movements within the scene that resonate loudly in the world at large. And that’s just the beginning.

In the year 2001, if there’s a “real world” position, there’s a punk-rock equivalent. Graphic design? There are probably five in your city alone. Filmmaker? You want 35mm, 16mm, video, or Super-8? Public Relations? Which coast are you on? The list goes on and on.

Punk has woven a tangled web over the last twenty to twenty-five years it has been around. What was once an amazing feat, like a band crossing the country playing shows, now happens on a constant basis. A lot has changed—the music, the attitude, the fashion—in the two decades punk has been around, but one thing never has: the motivation.

The motivation behind punk is almost offhandedly referred to as “DIY” nowadays. That stands for “Do It Yourself.” It’s taken as a given in punk rock, but it’s the foundation that the entire culture is built upon. Punk writers aren’t sitting at home hoping that their piece gets published, they’re publishing it themselves; fans aren’t waiting around for someone to put out a record by their favorite band, they’re releasing it themselves; we’re not waiting for a club to open up that will book shows that cater to the under-21 set, we’re opening them ourselves. Punk has never waited for the OK from anyone to step out on its own. DIY is the answer to “Why?”

For the last six and a half years, all of us at Punk Planet have asked “why” to close to three hundred people—people working within the punk scene and people whose ethics, actions, and ideas helped shape it. We’ve always felt—even back when we really didn’t know what we were doing—that talking with the people helping to evolve our culture was important.

We’ve always printed our interviews in Q&A format because I feel that it’s a much more honest approach to interviews. The “featurized” interview format favored in establishment rock rags usually lets you know a lot more about who’s doing the writing than who the writing is about. Besides, I’ve found no need for explicit editorializing, because, as opposed to the stock answers vomited out of the mouths of corporate rock acts, the words we’ve transcribed have been fascinating.

At the same time, we’ve tried to delve deeper than other zines have done, eschewing for the most part the standard interview questions like, “Who are you and what do you play?” or “Do you have any good tour stories?” Instead, we’ve approached interviews more like a conversation than an interrogation. For the most part, that approach to our interviews has paid off. You’re holding the proof in your hands right now.

My only real regret with this book is that we couldn’t print every interview we’ve done over the years. It would have been a great representation not only of the magazine, but of punk rock itself. Unfortunately, to do so, the book would have ended up twenty volumes long. Instead, we have distilled three hundred interviews down to twenty-five essential ones. These interviews are among the best of the best of the best. Those twenty-five interviews have been polished up and their introductions have been updated. It’s taken a lot of work, but I think we’ve created as good a window into Punk Planet as we could hope to create in 350 pages.

But they’re also a window into a world much larger and much more important than a single magazine. They offer a unique look into what we feel is the heart of punk. The twenty-five people and bands collected here have played important roles in building our culture. A handful of them have gotten rich doing it, a few more famous, while the majority remain poor and unknown. Yet they have all played crucial roles in creating one of the most dynamic and important cultures of the last quarter-century.

These interviews also cover most of the major issues that punks have confronted over the last couple decades. From genre debates to international politics; from recording techniques to the inclusion (and exclusion) of women and minorities in the punk scene, the twenty-five people interviewed in this book speak their mind on a huge range of topics. Important in these discussions is that there are few points of view held as sacred. Many of those interviewed in this book disagree with each other—some have even turned away from punk itself—but to shut out differences of opinion would be to paint an incomplete picture.

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, these interviews introduce you to twenty-five of the most creative, hard working, and fascinating people to emerge from the underground. Their stories, ultimately, are our own—stories of people who have constantly asked “why,” never accepted the status quo, and always lived their own lives. Their stories, taken together, are the story of punk.

Enjoy.

Daniel Sinker

March 2001


















Ian MacKaye

Unlike many of the artists who helped form the foundation of the presentday punk scene, Ian MacKaye refuses to become irrelevant. Active for more than twenty years, MacKaye is even more important today than he was when he started his first band, the Teen Idles, back in 1979. While other musicians of his generation have become comfortable resting on their laurels, MacKaye continues to press forward, only pausing to look back when forced to. “I would say any band that’s operating today is more important than bands that came before,” MacKaye explains. “They’re more important because they exist.”

Which isn’t to say that what “came before” for MacKaye wasn’t significant. Ian MacKaye’s story reads like the history of the American punk scene. In 1979, MacKaye was in the Teen Idles, one of the first punk bands in Washington, DC. Along with Jeff Nelson, he started one of the first DIY punk labels, Dischord Records, in 1980. After that, MacKaye—for better or for worse—started the straightedge movement with his band Minor Threat. A few years later, his short-lived band Embrace set the ball in motion (along with other DC-area bands like Rites of Spring) for what would eventually be called “emo,” by tempering hardcore’s aggressiveness with emotionally expressive vocals and dramatic, hard-hitting instrumental arrangements. Then, of course, came Fugazi.

Fugazi didn’t start any movements. Rather, the band became a movement unto itself. Started in 1987 by MacKaye, guitarist/singer Guy Picciotto, bassist Joe Lally, and drummer Brendan Canty, Fugazi is the culmination of all that came before it and the embodiment of all that would come afterwards.

Live, the band is always a revelation, sending cascades of sweeping guitar noise crashing down on the heads of their audience like waves pummeling the shore. Fugazi, more capable than any live group I’ve ever seen, will then stop the punishment on a dime, turn the distortion on its head, and approach a chorus as something entirely new: as a whisper, or a clean, unimpeded scream. A Fugazi concert is an experience that words—especially the few allotted to an introduction to this interview—can’t easily describe. I have seen Fugazi many times over the years and each time I have left overwhelmed.

Fugazi’s recordings are a testament to their refusal to sit still. Each new album is like Christmas morning: you never quite know what’s in store, but you can’t wait to find out. Fugazi’s seven records have seen the group transform from one that pushed boundaries of a hardcore punk framework to a band that is limited only by the imagination of its members. What started as a simple four-piece punk outfit armed with loads of feedback and tasteful reggae leanings has now turned into a veritable avant-garde idea factory, consistently bringing new instrumentation, production values, and songwriting techniques into its well-stocked coffers. It’s all a fancy way of saying that Fugazi today is nothing like Fugazi yesterday. MacKaye admits as much: “Obviously, there are people that have listened to us at one point and now they may listen again and think, ‘God, this band is totally different,’ but that’s because they didn’t go along for the ride.”

But Fugazi is perhaps most influential because of the manner in which MacKaye and company have chosen to conduct themselves as a band. To put it simply: Fugazi doesn’t fuck around. The band has never compromised its egalitarian ideals. Insisting on low door prices, independent venues (wherever possible), and low-priced, independently produced records, Fugazi has shown the world how to conduct business respectfully and honestly. Maybe it’s because Fugazi isn’t a business. Their same no-bullshit approach is equally applied to every aspect of bandmembers’ lives. Whether it’s being outspoken about social injustice or about someone’s violent dancing at a show, the band takes a stance and sticks to it. As a result, detractors say Fugazi is “preachy.” But Fugazi doesn’t preach—it leads by example. The same can be said for Ian MacKaye.

Interview by Daniel Sinker

You’ve just gotten back from playing the West Coast. It’s the first time you’ve been out there in years. What took so long?

We’re trying to come up with creative ways to do this. Now that we can’t tour for two months, we can only go out for two weeks or three weeks. So we’re trying to figure out how it’s possible to go to the West Coast in two or three weeks time and have it make sense.

So you flew out there?

We flew to LA, and shipped all the gear. Then we played nineteen shows in twenty-one days—we just banged right through it. It worked out pretty well. You reach a strange point in a band when you get larger. There’s a certain moment where some things that once seemed impossibly expensive actually make more economic sense. Like shipping this stuff cost $1,800 round-trip. But we don’t own a van so we were renting a van. To have driven the stuff out there, we would have had to have paid for two more weeks of renting, plus mileage, gas, hotels, and food. Plus, we couldn’t all drive out there because—and this is the reason we can only tour for short periods of time—one guy was in school and Brendan [Fugazi’s drummer] has a kid. People have stuff to do at home. We would have had to pay at least one person a salary to drive out there and drive back.

So the question was, “How do we make this work?” The thing with us and how we do our business is to try and come up with seemingly obvious solutions to problems. I mean why not ship everything instead of renting a backline? Everyone always just goes and rents backlines—it costs twice as much!

What’s that?

Oh, I’m sorry—a backline is all the equipment you rent. You’d take your guitars and your drumsticks and stuff, but you would rent everything else. You would rent your drum set and your amplifiers. Renting a backline costs quite a bit of money. This way, we were able to stick it all on a plane and we had all our own gear. That way there’s no problem with having to use borrowed equipment or worry about its condition. Our stuff is ours to destroy. It worked out pretty well.

We built crates way back in 1988, the first time we went to Europe. People couldn’t believe we were doing that, but it just seemed like, “Why not?” It made more sense than renting. So for this tour, we spent a day crating stuff up. There’s something great about putting your gear into huge wooden boxes and loading it onto a truck and saying, “See ya somewhere else.”

There’s something very archival about it.

It really feels like, “Wow, we’re working stiffs.”

Is Fugazi eleven or twelve years old now?

Twelve years as of September 3. Our first show was September 3, 1987.

After that long, how does it stay new for you?

First off, the relationship between the four of us is that we’re all friends. The band is something that is incredibly important to us. There’s always a challenge within the band. We see it as a fixture; as something that’s real; as something that actually exists. The challenge is to try and keep it interesting for us. Of course there are certain elements that are like, “Oh god, I’ve been through this so many times!”

What would those be?

Usually, bad interviews or being accused of “selling out.” There are some things you hear so many times that are just so discouraging, you’re like, “I’ve been doing this too long!” But for me personally, the band stays fresh the way life does. It’s just like life. I’ve been living for thirty-seven years. How do I reconcile that? The band is just like living to me. It’s what I do. It’s something that’s super-important and superprecious. If it was gone I’d be sad, but I know that’s always a possibility. Because of that potentiality, I think that I stay committed to it.

I don’t consider Fugazi a business because it’s not something that I’d get bored of on that level. To me, it’s something that is much more primary. It is part of who I am. It’s not something you can cut away. It’s not something that is easily separated. I don’t get bored with life so I don’t know why I’d get bored with Fugazi.

As a band that has been around for twelve years, you don’t tour with the regularity that you used to tour or that your contemporaries still tour. You don’t put out records on a regular basis either—sometimes there are years between them. Are there moments when Fugazi isn’t even on your mind?

I think there was only one period of time when the band didn’t enter my mind. I went to Alaska for a couple of weeks and that was one of the only times I didn’t think about it.

I wake up every day to this band. I think about music every day. Since 1979, there have been maybe one or two weeks worth of days collectively that I haven’t listened to music. I think about it every day. I wake up every morning in the band. I go to sleep every night in the band. I work out of the house I live in. My office is across the street. The phone rings every day.

We will go long periods of time where we don’t practice. If someone goes out of town, we might go a few weeks without practicing. The closest time we ever came to not being a band was when we didn’t actually get together to play. Because then there was all this energy surrounding us—we’re Fugazi and I’m in a band and I’m working, I’m on the phone, I’m talking to people, I’m doing interviews, I’m answering mail, or I’m booking shows—but we weren’t actually doing anything! It was like, “Where’s the band? What’s real here?” It was all so abstract. This was in 1994 or so and Brendan had moved to Seattle for a year and was travelling back here to practice. We reached a point where we would go a couple of months without practicing, yet the three of us would all be working on band-related stuff. But there was no band! I think all four of us were like, “This is crazy! Maybe we shouldn’t even be a band.” There has to be something real. You actually have to play music. There have to be songs. If there aren’t, then it’s not legitimate. It’s not enough just to have an entity. You have to have substance.

As a band, we work all the time. People think that we go on tour for two weeks and then we sit around for nine months or something. That’s not the case. When we’re not touring, we’re practicing. We work all the time.

Our lives are changing. People are getting married. Brendan has a kid. Our parents are getting sick. Our sound guy’s in school. All these things have been happening to us that have made us really cut back the amount of time that we can tour. But at the same time, there are way more places in the world that we’ve gone to play. Initially, we would go out and do a tour to New York and back. Then we were going to the Midwest and back. Then it was the West Coast and back. Every time we go out, we’re then including more places that we want to go. We went to Europe, then Australia, then Asia, South America … Now we have an enormous list. I could sit here right now and name 365 cities that we could go play. That’s a year! That’s a year of solid playing. What that means is that at the same time we’re pulling back the length of our tours, our circuit has gotten longer. It’s kind of at odds with itself. We’ve been struggling with how to deal with it.

I think that people have been like, “What have you been doing for the last three years?” Well we’ve been working! That’s what we’ve been doing. We made a movie. We made two records. We work all the time and it’s not like we haven’t toured. We’ve been touring all along. Last year was probably our slowest year and we did six weeks of touring. We also did a sound-track record for the film and we released End Hits.

One aspect of Do It Yourself is that you really have to do it yourself. It’s work! We manage ourselves, we book ourselves, we do our own equipment upkeep, we do our own recording, we do our own taxes. We don’t have other people to do that stuff. This is what we do and it takes time. You can’t tour every day of the year because someone has to come home and book them sooner or later. I think there’s a lot of infrastructure work that we do that people are unaware of.

The way people perceive the music system now is that you have all these other people doing all this stuff for you. But that’s not punk rock. We come from a world where you do it yourself. Sometimes I feel like we’re the Shakers or the Amish or something. People say, “You make everything so hard.” Well, that’s right! People see us and it’s like seeing a guy on the highway in a buggy. “Why does he have a horse and carriage? Why doesn’t he get a fast car?” There’s a reason.

What is it?

The reason that we do things the way we do them is because this is how we feel comfortable presenting our music. Partially because it’s the only way we know how to do things and partially because no one has disproved the process. People say it’s not a logical process, but that’s bullshit. It’s totally logical! I think that the reason we take the approach to music that we do is that then we ultimately have complete control over how we do our music and how we operate the band. We don’t feel compelled by anyone to do anything that we don’t want to do. We’re not indebted to anyone.

When a band signs to a major label, no matter how good a contract they think they have, no matter how much control they think their contract provides, it’s unavoidable that you are conscious of being an investment. Somebody puts money into you and you have to pay off somehow. And you want to pay off. I think that a lot of bands that have signed have denied—maybe even to themselves—the open desire of “We want to be huge.” If all goes well, then yeah, it’s great. But if things don’t go well, then all those aspects of the “great deal” and “artistic control” go out the window because things become desperate. And then, if the label loses interest, you’re high and dry. We’ve never had that problem.

But there’s definitely a space between the route Fugazi takes and signing to a major label. For example, there are a lot of independent bands that don’t book their own tours. They’ll use a booking agent to schedule their tours or they’ll hire an accountant to manage their expenses …

Let me make this really clear: I am not criticizing anyone for using accountants or booking agents. I’m a little dubious of managers, but that’s because I’ve had to tangle with them so often. Some managers are great though, but most are problematic. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not being critical of these bands. I’m just explaining to you why we work the way that we do. This is the way that we’ve operated.

There was a period of time when we had someone else helping me book the band and it was a problem because the communication wasn’t there. So much of what we do is instinctual. Each situation that comes up, we think about how we should go about dealing with it. It has to be instinctual. It’s hard for somebody that’s operating a business to be instinctual about it—it doesn’t fit within their template. I’m not critical about bands that make those decisions at all. I’m not even critical about bands that sign to major labels; I just think that they need to be aware of what it’s about, as opposed to this sense of, “It’s a great deal because we have ‘total control,’” because that’s not the case. But for some bands, I think it’s a better thing for them to do.

Why?

Because I think that a lot of independent labels have dropped the ball so horrendously, so some bands don’t really have any other real options. I’m not unaware of the fact that I have a label. I’ve had a label since 1980. Dischord was already well established when Fugazi came around, so we already had a vehicle. I’m aware of that. I’m aware that there has been a lot of work that had been done ahead of time so I’m in a different position. There are bands that are doing very well but don’t have fully operating labels representing them. They have to make a decision, and sometimes signing to a major is the better choice. I think a lot of people think I’m a lot more critical of the way other people work because of the way we go about doing our work. But it’s never been about other people. It’s always been about us.

In doing all of your work, you’ve made many choices that have brought even more work onto yourself. I can relate to that, and so I have to ask you what I always ask myself: Is it worth it? Are there ever times that you regret it? Are there ever times where you’re just like, “Jesus Christ, I wish I could just sit down and read a book”?

Yes, there are times where I think, “God, when do I live?” But the issue is not about not having time to do things, but not having the desire—I don’t have the peace to not do things. I just feel like I should do. The work has its rewards—you work now or you pay later. People tell me that I work all the time and I tell them, “That’s what I do; that’s when I’m happy!”

I have people that work for me—other people work on the label now. I’m actually fairly good at delegating work. That’s not a problem for me. But overall, there’s still so much work that I do. I still do things like take out the trash. I still rake the leaves. I think that in some ways really the most important aspect of my life is the fact that I still work. People that don’t work lose touch with what’s going on.

The other night, I saw a band play. When they left the stage, they left all their gear sitting up there. They were opening for another band but it didn’t occur to them to take their stuff down. They were coming from a world where they didn’t pack up their own equipment. For me, the process is such a huge part of the art. That is the art. It’s not just, “Oh wow, what a good-looking record,” or “this record sounds great,” it’s the process. It’s the making of the record or the booking of the tour. I see that as an art. Those parts aren’t where the machines are supposed to step in. The machines are clumsy. The machines make mistakes. I don’t know how you operate your magazine, or the stuff you oversee, but to me all of that is part of your art. That is what separates your magazine from others. I assume that the way we work as a band sets us apart too. But you can’t really define it; it’s not something people would see. It just makes us different. I see Fugazi as something that can’t last forever. It seems like if it’s happening now, I should do it.

What would make Fugazi stop?

If any one of us decided it wasn’t interesting anymore.

So no one would be replaced?

Oh, never, no. It’s really the four of us period. Any one of the four of us has a firm grasp on the plug. I think that the knowledge that any one of us at any time could stop the band is what makes us go on and on. We all know that we have the power to stop. We’re not stuck on someone else’s crazy ride, we’re on our own ride. Any time that we want to stop, we can stop.

That’s very much what you were talking about in terms of keeping control. By keeping a firm grasp on how Fugazi operates, you four are the only ones that have a say as to when it finishes.

Another aspect about me is that I don’t think about the future. It’s not that I’m not hopeful, because I am—I’m actually quite an optimistic person—it’s just that I find the future less interesting than the present. The past is not a bad thing to study because it’s been done and you can look at it and go, “Huh, that’s interesting.” It’s safe, it’s all sealed up. The future is so unpredictable and such a wild card that I don’t think too much about it. The present seems so important to me. I always think about the day, about the now. This is what I’m doing and that’s where my greatest strength lies because I’m most comfortable with the present.

People ask me, “What’s the band going to be doing in five years?” I have no clue! I don’t even know what I’m going to be doing in five months. I just don’t know. But I don’t worry about it because I feel like I’m laying a solid enough foundation now that I’ll be OK later. I’m not worried about the future, I’m not trying to set things up for the future, I’m just working.

A lot of people also ask me, “How do you compare Minor Threat to Fugazi?” Well, first off, I don’t. But if I had to answer, I’d say in a heartbeat that Fugazi is a more important band. I would say any band that’s operating today is more important than bands that came before. They’re more important because they exist. Those other bands are done, they’re finished. They’re important on one level, but it’s at almost an educational level. They’re historical now.

They’re important in their ability to help us better understand the present. Minor Threat can’t actually influence what’s happening now.

People may be influenced by Minor Threat, but Minor Threat can’t influence anybody.

Exactly. Minor Threat’s greatest purpose is to better understand what you’re doing now. It informs your work in the present.

One of the reasons Minor Threat broke up is because we were at such odds as to what path to follow and what to do with it. We were disagreeing with each other as far as music and ideas, and approaches to stuff. It just seemed clear that we were spreading apart. Instead of keeping the name but then going into disrepair as a unit ideologically, we said, “Let’s just nail it. Let’s just stop. Let’s let it be a finished piece.” It’s like a book—you stop it before you go off on a tangent. Stop the damn book so it actually has some sense and meaning. Man, I’m so happy that happened the way it did. I think there are a lot of bands that stay together for the name and really have undermined whatever impact they had because they continue to use their name years after the idea was solvent. I’ve always felt really strongly about that. Which is ironic then in terms of Fugazi. It’s been twelve years since we began Fugazi, but the idea remains solvent. It doesn’t seem like we’ve strayed from the way the four of us thought about the band in the first place.

What is that idea?

To challenge ourselves. That’s the way it’s always been. When I’m asked what the function of the band is, I say “The function of the band is to play music.” People are like, “That’s it?” But music is the currency of life. It’s been one of the most important forms of communication forever. It plays a really important role and I’m not going to qualify it by saying, “The reason we’re in a band is to change this or to change that.” Music changes things. We aren’t the ones changing them. This is just the way we work. This is what we can do. We do it in a way that I think still feels really organic. Obviously, there are people that have listened to us at one point and now they may listen again and think, “God, this band is totally different,” but that’s because they didn’t go along for the ride, they’re just checking in. I think as a band there has been a really natural evolution.

Time after time, until only recently, people have told us, “You can do this for now but eventually you’ll have to come around and deal with reality.” But music has been our reality since day one. It wasn’t like we were fooling ourselves. I think the reason a lot of people can’t believe that this stuff can get done at the level we’re doing it is because nobody has ever bothered to try. It’s kind of like if you’re on a trail and at a certain point there’s a sign that reads “Danger: Unknown Ahead,” and everyone just jumps off the trail. But we said, “Why not keep going and see what’s up there?” And we found out that it wasn’t all that hard. It’s difficult, but it’s not non-negotiable. It can be done.

You said that the idea of the band was challenge. Why do you think that your answer to that challenge was to be in a band instead of climb mountains or write novels or find cures to incurable diseases? What in your life do you think led you to music?

My mom played piano and I always had an affection for music. I’ve been totally taken with it for as long as I can remember. But I don’t ever feel like a musician. I started playing piano when I was three. My mom first took me to lessons when I was nine. I sat down and played for the teacher. He watched me play and said, “That’s nice, but it’s not piano.” I knew right then and there that it wasn’t going to work out with piano lessons. I took piano for maybe half a year and then I quit altogether. To me, there are things that come naturally and to be told that I wasn’t playing piano, it was clear that I wasn’t going to fit in their structure. That wasn’t OK with me. It wasn’t OK that people were going to not recognize something I was doing because it didn’t fit their definition of something. I’ve always had a taste for the unorthodox, I guess.

How else would you say that’s manifested itself?

How hasn’t it manifested itself? Basically, I’ve done everything not by the book [laughs]. All through my life I’ve done things in an unorthodox way.

When I was a kid, we formed a skateboard team because we liked to skateboard, not because we were particularly good or because we had sponsorship. We just did it. I started skateboarding in the mid-’70s and a lot of people thought, “Oh, it’s a sport.” But it’s not just a sport. Skateboarding was about redefinition. It was like putting on a pair of filtered glasses—every curb, every sidewalk, every street, every wall had a new definition. I saw the world differently than other people. Everything had completely changed because I was a skateboarder. It really helped me understand the idea of redefining what’s been given to you. I’ve always been interested in saying, “Here’s what’s been presented, now how does it work and how can it work?” Skateboarding was such an important part of that.

I had given up on playing music by the time I was fourteen or fifteen years old because I wasn’t a trained musician. I didn’t think I could do it because it seemed like everyone that did it were professionals. That’s why punk rock was so important to me. I realized that here was a space that I could operate in the way I wanted to which would never go over with mainstream people whatsoever. To find that space made so much sense to me. It was so much a part of the rebellion that I was feeling with skateboarding. Punk rock seemed like a logical place to go next.

Ironically, at the time I thought that skateboarding and punk rock never mixed. They totally did not mix in 1979. I stopped skateboarding as much because my skateboarding friends were totally not into punk rock and my punk-rock friends were not into skateboarding. It wasn’t for another year or so that skateboarders finally started becoming punk rockers. Now the two are almost synonymous. But at least for a few years, they seemed opposite; they seemed to be at odds with each other. To me, though, there was a totally logical, natural bridge between the two. I was so happy when Tony Alva cut his hair off. I was so pleased. I thought, “Wow, it wasn’t just me.” That made it seem more logical.

What was your parents’ reaction to all of this? Your mom signed you up for piano lessons and then you quit not long afterwards. I know a lot of people don’t get much support from their family when they choose to take an unorthodox path. I would venture a guess, considering that both yourself and your siblings have gone in this direction, that your parents were fairly supportive.

I think you’re right. When I quit piano, my mom was supportive of me. My parents are fairly unorthodox people to begin with. They’ve been supportive of everything. About eight years ago, I had this momentary clutch of panic because I never went to school. I called my dad and I said, “I never went to college, maybe I made a mistake.” He said, “Are you crazy? Look at what you’ve done!”

My dad had wanted me to go to college when I got out of high school. He wanted me to apply, but I had already decided that I wasn’t going to go. I knew that wasn’t the place for me. The one school that I did apply to, Boston University, my father did not want me to go to because he knew I would spend my entire time there fighting with this one dean. My dad wanted me to go to school but he couldn’t see a reason to pay tuition if I was just going to get into conflicts with the faculty about stuff. I can’t help it, though! I’ve always been drawn to the fight. My dad fights the good fight, too. It’s part of what he does and he’s always up for it. When I didn’t go to school, my parents didn’t give me a hard time at all. They were totally supportive. They knew that music was so important to me.

It’s weird, I’ve always felt really supported by them. We’re still very close. As a family, we all still have dinner together every Sunday night—my mom, my dad, Amanda, Alec, me and my sister Katie, and our various friends and partners.

What do your parents do?

My father is a freelance editor. He worked for the Washington Post for twenty years. He’s a theological kind of fellow. He was in the seminary in the ’50s. He left the seminary and married my mom. He was a religion editor for the Post for a number of years. Before that, he was on the White House beat, the Johnson White House. He was actually in the presidential motorcade when Kennedy got shot. My father got tangled up with the Post during the pressman’s strike of 1974 and was sort of blackballed and finally left around 1982 or something and became a freelance editor. He edits a quarterly theological magazine for a seminary. He also edits the crossword puzzle for the Washington Post Magazine. He’s also an active member of the Washington Free Clinic.

My mom is a writer as well. She and my father wrote a book together. Everybody in my family are writers. All my grandparents, my great uncle—I don’t have any aunts or uncles, my parents are both only children. Both my sisters write. It’s all about the words. Everyone in my family is involved in writing in some form or another. But my mom is mostly a historian. She hasn’t had a job in years and years but she studies and reads all the time. She’s also been kind of homebound over the last year—she’s had some breathing problems and is on oxygen.

My mom is kind of the anchor in a lot of ways. She keeps Beecher Street running. The address for Dischord is actually my parents house. We started the label back when I was still living at home and we figured that address would be the most solid. When we moved here to the Dischord house, we didn’t think we’d be here for more than six months so we didn’t want to use this address—I’ve been here for eighteen years now. My mom keeps Beecher Street in place. She’s been a real center of peace.

So what do you do when you’re not working?

I don’t know … I visit with people. I go and drink tea with people. I play cards with my mom … I don’t have a hobby. I haven’t had one in years. I don’t collect anything [laughs]. I used to think, “God, if I ever have any money, I’m going to do this and that.” But I just don’t have any interest in it. I don’t want to buy things. I like to think that I go skateboarding every once in a while, but I haven’t been doing much of that either. I’ve been doing yoga, and it’s going all right. It’s my one sort of extracurricular activity.

I have two levels of busy: I have the kind of busy that is the work I have to do—paying bills, answering mail, working on tours—but there is a whole ’nother level of static that I haven’t been able to get through—this perpetual state of dis-ease. I can’t really explain it. It may have something more to do with my age. I’m thirty-seven and it’s just kind of like, “What am I doing? What is this I do?” And I guess what I’m doing is this: I talk on the phone. But I like talking to people. I am my work. This community is my work. That’s what I do. That is my hobby. That’s everything. I don’t feel desperate about it. I’d feel really comfortable if it all disappeared. I’m not freaked out about it. I’m not possessive about it. I just feel that if it’s here, I might as well do it.

But if it all disappears, then what?

Whatever. I’m confident I’d figure it out, but I’m not thinking about it. I’ve got no plans other than the more immediate ones. I’m working on this space. There’s this building that this organization bought—they do outreach work for elderly people—it’s a large space and I’m helping them with it. We’re trying to create a small, hundred-capacity meeting/performance space there where ideas can be developed without the overhanging profit motives that seem to come with music these days. But it can also be used for other things—film, theater, whatever. It’s a space; it’s not a business. I’m really interested in creating that. It’s so important to have this kind of space in any kind of society or culture—to have a place where you don’t need to make money. Making money becomes so problematic for art and for ideas. I’m really interested in doing that. That counts as something productive that I’m working on.

Can you imagine yourself as an old man?

Yeah.

What do you see?

It’s funny, when I was eighteen years old I did an interview where I said I was fully comfortable with the idea of getting old, I just wasn’t looking forward to the thirties. And it’s true! That has borne itself out. To me, the transition from being a kid to being a man is the most unwieldy one, the most uncomfortable one. Being old, who cares? That’s fun! Right now I’m in this weird space and time where you’re not a kid but you feel like one and you’re not an adult man but that’s the way people see you.

I was cleaning my room once and I was listening to Led Zeppelin. Robert Plant was going on and on about all these seemingly adult kind of things and I realized that he was eighteen when he did that record—I was probably twenty-nine years old at the time—and I just thought, “Oh my god, I’m twenty-nine years old and I never became an adult.” Here’s Robert Plant and he’s eighteen and he’s singing about having his own apartment and running around town. To me, he seemed so adult. I called my dad and I said, “Dad, I’m kinda freaking out over here. I’m twenty-nine years old and I’m starting to realize that I’m a man but I never made that transition.” And he said, “Well, I’ll tell you two things. First off, I see you as a man, as an adult man. You’re not a kid. And the second thing is that I can’t see myself as a man” [laughs]. He was sixty and he hadn’t come to terms with it either. It was nice and terrible at the same time to realize that that transition is a difficult one.

I liked being a kid so much. I think being in high school was the most incredible time. I loved it, but I don’t look back on it with nostalgia. I always feel so bad when I see people who are that age now are not happy about it, that they just want to get past it. Man, that is such a great time. There is so much possibility, so much potential there. When you get older, people’s taste for the challenge really starts to dwindle. People seem to get much less resilient in some areas. People in their thirties seem to be a lot less willing to roll up their sleeves and get involved in something ridiculous. To me, getting involved in something ridiculous is life because life is ridiculous.

What were you like as a kid?

On what level?

Besides playing piano and skateboarding, what did you do? Were you good in school? Were you popular? Were you shy?

I liked school. I got a kick out of it. But I think that I liked school for many of the wrong reasons. I didn’t do very well. I graduated, but I was certainly a C student. I really liked school because I saw it as a structure, which I admired. I like working within structures. It was like a little microcosm of society, a little petri dish. At the time, I don’t think I was quite so analytical about it, so I can’t say I was thinking this then. But in retrospect, I think that school—high school in particular—is one of the last times when you’re obligated to come together with all these other people. You have to be there by law and there are all these other people from all different parts of life—people you would never socialize with—that have to be there too and you will never be in that position again. When you work, everybody has something in common. They’ve been paid and brought to this place for some particular reason by somebody. Or if you go to jail, you’re all being punished for some reason, whether you did something or not. But it’s rare that you find yourself in an ongoing social situation with people you would never spend time with otherwise. It’s a rarity and I’m not sure if it happens ever again. Unless you get lost at sea or something [laughs].

To me, school was such a great experience because I’m so interested in people. I think that part of why I like touring so much is that I like being with people that I’d never spend time with otherwise. It’s such a great opportunity. It’s going after the moment instead of waiting for it to show up. That’s why I found school so enjoyable. I think I saw it as a stage in a lot of ways. I wouldn’t say I was the most popular person, but I did have many friends. And of course, I felt like a dumb ass and all that stuff. I felt totally uncool. Keep in mind, I was also totally straight. Back then, I was already such a freak of nature because I was straight. But I wasn’t straight and the nerd, I was straight and still right there hanging out with everybody. They used to call me “The Group Conscience.” I wasn’t saying anything to people but I was right there hanging out with all the stoner kids even though I wasn’t a stoner.

I did theater, which I really liked. There was a community theater that operated out of the school and it was really rebellious. I think I was in school during the last vestiges of the ’60s counterculture’s grasp on high schools. I think now they’ve gotten it all out—there’s no more weird ’60s kind of stuff anymore—but there still was in the late ’70s when I was in high school.

The drama club was in this thing called the Rifle Range, which really was an ROTC rifle range. The ROTC had been shut down, and our club, the Wilson Players, took it over. We used it as our headquarters in the basement of Wilson High. It was just full of props. We would bring in all kinds of stuff from the trash for props. If somebody saw a chair or whatever, we’d bring it in just to have it. People would just go crazy down there. We had our own keys to the door and behind that door, anything could happen. It was our clubhouse, our hangout. We got in so much trouble for the plays we would do.

The first play I was in was called Indian Wants to Bronx. It was a play written by Israel Horovitz, Adam Horovitz from the Beastie Boys’ father. It was a play about these two street-gang members who came across this guy from India who was lost. The guy from India only knows how to say “Bronx” because he’s at a bus stop and he’s trying to find a way to the Bronx and he’s completely lost. The play is so hard-core because basically the two gang kids are kind of high, they’ve been out running around and bored and they’re full of hatred. They basically just beat the crap out of each other and they kill the guy—that’s the play. I played one of the street-gang dudes. We got in so much trouble for that play because it was so violent and so screwed up. We were censored by the school. It fit perfectly into the kind of world that I wanted to be a part of, which was fooling with authority and so forth. Ironically, now they’ve shut the Players down and now the Rifle Range is a rifle range again. Go figure.

I liked school. I enjoyed it. I hated the rules because they’re so absurd, but I still liked it. It was something to work within and I got to go and find out about what other people were doing. I like being put in other scenarios. I like walking in the city. I like going out and seeing things. I like being dropped into other situations because it helps me see myself better—I can see what remains constant.

It seems like that attitude reflects quite a bit on how you now live your life. Saying you like to be dropped into new situations is very much like saying you like the day-to-day challenge of what you do. Because there are so many things for you to deal with, you’re constantly in a “new city,” figuratively speaking. There is very little time to get used to the pattern.

You have to step back and recognize the larger pattern. When I first started to tour, there was this problem. When I was in Minor Threat, at every show you just wanted to give it your all. When we played in Washington, we’d go off. Everything was saved up for this one show. But then we’d go on tour and you’d play twelve times in two weeks or something. Suddenly, you had to play every night and it was a big problem. I thought, “My god, I have to give it my all every night, but I can’t give it all every night because there will be nothing left for the next night.” So then you have to sort of step back and give your all to the whole tour. You have to step back and see the next pattern. You have to be able to throw yourself into something and give everything you can without sabotaging yourself completely.

So what do you see as your larger pattern?

A year ago, I started feeling like I spend way too much time sitting in this office. I still feel this way. There are so many times that I feel like, “God, all I do is sit in my office and work.” That’s not good. My universe is too small. I need to be with other people. Everyone used to work out of the house and now it’s just me at the house. That’s not a good thing. The fact that I’m recognizing that makes me know that I need to come up with other ideas. I’m starting to feel like those ideas are beginning to develop more and more. I want to find another space, another clubhouse kind of space, where people can come by.

I need to interact with people for ideas to really develop. I don’t play guitar by myself, I only play it with my band. I’ll play piano by myself, but when it comes to writing songs, it’s really about companionship. It’s about working on things with other people. So much of what I’ve done has always been about collaboration. Even though I work my ass off, when I get down to it, I’m not really sure I would do it just for myself. You rarely see me as Ian MacKaye. I’ve always been a quarter of Fugazi or Minor Threat. I’ve always been a part of something. I’m a vocal person, I talk a lot, so I get a lot of attention on that level, but I don’t believe that I would do these things if it was just for me. I have to feel like I’m doing things with other people.

Every once in a while I think “Maybe I should write something.” If I was to write a book and I didn’t know who I was writing to, I would type these words in: Who the fuck cares what I say or what I write? That’s it. I would love it if I felt like I could write a book that would have some impact, but I don’t. But I do feel like I can write music collectively like that. I feel like music kicked my ass and I’m aiming to return the favor. But it’s not just by me, and it’s not just for me—it has to be shared. Shared either by the people I’m playing with or by the people listening. There has to be someone hearing it. If it’s not witnessed, it doesn’t exist for me. [image: image]










Jello Biafra

Jello Biafra is best-known as the former lead singer of the Dead Kennedys, arguably the most ideologically important band in the history of American punk politics. During the early ’80s, the DKs were instrumental in providing American punk with a leftist political philosophy that transcended the nihilism, ignorance, and stupidity of the early hardcore scene. What distinguished the DKs’ vision from that of other equally political hardcore contemporaries such as the Subhumans, MDC, and Reagan Youth was its lack of hyperbole, its rejection of dogma, its embracing of cynicism and irony, and its questioning of cultural and political orthodoxies. Instead of broadcasting traditional punk public-service announcements that commanded one to obey thoughtless leftist moral dicta, the DKs tried to encourage people to think for themselves by making it safe, however uncomfortable, to question the limits of countercultural politics and anti-establishment behavior. To put it simply, the Dead Kennedys were responsible for injecting real leftist politics into American punk culture, something that has never been repeated with the same degree of urgency and intelligence that the DKs once attached to it.

The Dead Kennedys’ historical importance is unfortunately legitimated by the terrible misfortunes that befell the band, and later Jello himself. Starting in the mid-’80s, the DKs became the lighting rod for conservative attacks on radical music culture, beginning with the now-forgotten Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC) hearings in Congress chaired by none other than then-Senator Al Gore’s wife, Tipper, along with a host of conservative cultural critics and politicians who, like Gore, are now considered liberal by today’s right-wing political standards. Though they weren’t directly targeted by these hearings, the DKs felt their widening ripple effects when they were later prosecuted by the LA district attorney’s office. They were charged with distributing pornography to minors after an eleven-year-old girl brought home a copy of their next-to-last studio record, Frankenchrist, featuring a poster of a landscape made up of penises. The DKs were acquitted, but the trial was instrumental in breaking up the band and nearly bankrupting their record company, Jello’s own Alternative Tentacles label. Whether or not the DKs’ artistic time was up was immaterial. Jello’s role in debates about the politics of pop culture helped inaugurate the culture wars of the late ’80s and early ’90s that many assume started with the religious right’s outrage over the public funding of artists like Karen Finley, Robert Mapplethorpe, and Andres Serrano.

The ’90s have been less kind to Jello Biafra. After completing several seminal spoken-word discs that documented his persecution by the establishment during the Frankenchrist trial, his records have lacked the kind of consistency that characterized his work with the Dead Kennedys. Nevertheless, Biafra has been extremely productive, beginning with the masterpiece Last Screams of the Missing Neighbors with DOA, not to mention additional collaborations with Ministry, NoMeansNo, Steel Pole Bath Tub, Mojo Nixon, and the No WTO Combo, featuring Nirvana’s Krist Novoselic and Soundgarden’s Kim Thayil. It remains to be seen what Jello Biafra’s music will finally evolve into. But he has been undeniably prolific, regardless of whether or not his output always works for his longtime fans.

But, it wasn’t Jello’s musical musings of the 1990s that led to his savage beating at the hands of crusty punks in Berkeley’s Gilman Street club in 1994. No, Jello was beaten for the amorphous reasons of being a “sellout” and a “rock star,” due in large part to the success of his label, Alternative Tentacles, the second-longest-running independent record label in American punk history after Bomp Records.

Founded in 1979, Alternative Tentacles has specialized in putting out records that have done a lot to expand our definition of punk ideology and music, even though it releases a few serious duds every now and then. Over the years AT has been responsible for producing records by artists such as NoMeansNo, Alice Donut, and the Dog Faced Hermans and lecture discs by radical activist intellectuals such as former Black Panther Angela Davis, historian Howard Zinn, and death-row cause celebre Mumia Abu-Jamal.

While Biafra and his label remain ostracized by more conservative elements within the punk scene for not being “punk” enough, many of AT’s bands continue to land the label in the veritable hot seat, just like the DKs did during the 1980s. Take for example the 1997 lawsuit leveled against the company by Philadelphia’s Fraternal Order of Police over the use of a picture of a dead cop on the back of a then-five-year-old Crucifucks compilation, Thy Will Be Done. Claiming the record encouraged violence against police officers, the FOP kept Alternative Tentacles locked in court for a number of expensive months, eventually losing their case. One has to wonder why the authorities have historically victimized AT, given the fact that there really are labels that do everything the authorities have always alleged AT is responsible for and more—and actually have the cash to pay out to keep the government happy.

Unfortunately, the story of AT’s legal difficulties does not end there. Within a year of the conclusion of the Crucifucks case, Biafra’s former bandmates in the DKs had inaugurated legal queries into his alleged mismanagement of royalties from the group’s album sales, estimated to be somewhere in the range of eighty thousand copies a year. In the spring of 1999, the parties found themselves in a San Francisco court, with a judge issuing an initial ruling against Biafra and his company for $200,000 in back pay to the DKs, citing him in addition for not having promoted the defunct group’s back catalogue properly.

Not long after the release of 1997’s Pure Chewing Satisfaction, Biafra’s third collaboration with Ministry’s Al Jourgensen, David Grad got the chance to converse with him in San Francisco.

Introduction by Joel Schalit and Daniel Sinker

Interview by David Grad

I don’t have the new record so I’m operating a little blind here.

I don’t either but it’s called Pure Chewing Satisfaction and hopefully it’s out in April. The songs include “War Camp Renaissance,” which was originally written as a sequel to Ministry’s “N.W.O.” It’s about the post—Gulf War scenario that with the fall of the Communist Bloc, the arms dealers are running amok trying to arm these Third (and other) World despots in the hopes that they will all shoot each other and buy some more weapons—a very, very dangerous situation, to put it mildly. I also think that was the reason that there was no Marshall Plan for the former Soviet Union. The corporations were hoping for a Latin America—style slave labor force that they could treat like absolute shit because they would be desperate enough to do anything the corporations wanted. Now we know that the infrastructure in the Soviet Union is so poor that they couldn’t do that anyway. In the meantime, it’s been allowed to become as corrupt as hell without any real financial aid coming except from Germany. And so I think what the Pentagon and arms merchants are doing is grinning ear to ear Scroogelike hoping for some crackpot like Zhirinovsky or a Milosevic type to take over so they can start the arms race up again and go from there. They claim that we have to keep the defense budget high in this country or people will lose their jobs. Fine. There are all kinds of things you can do with that kind of technology and know-how—more space exploration and, more importantly, more and cheaper mass transit in the United States. Europe is light-years ahead of us in the development of high-speed trains; we need those desperately in this country to move people back and forth. Instead we are making more bombs.

There is a piece in the New York Times today that says that just to maintain and monitor the present nuclear stockpile will cost $40 billion annually, which I think is more than it actually took to produce them.

I like the proposal from Paul Leventhal of, I think, the Nuclear Policy Institute, to stop making the radioactive isotope tritium and slowly but surely the entire world’s nuclear arsenal will be rendered impotent at the rate tritium naturally decays, which is lot quicker than other elements.

Going back to the new record, who did you collaborate with?

Al Jourgensen and Paul Barker of Ministry. The drums are mainly by Paul Reifland and Jeff Ward. What drew me to Al and Ministry in the first place was the massive sounds he has been able to get out of guitars and drums. He spends long hours perfecting each mix. It would drive some drummers insane to have to work the way these records are made. The bass and the kick drum are all that is recorded on the basic tracks and everything from cymbals to toms and guitar and bass are overdubbed later. It makes everything so isolated and clean that Al can blow each instrument up bigger when it comes down to the final mix.

When did you record the record?

Some of the music was recorded at the same time as Ministry’s Psalm 69 album and never used. I was blown away when we finally got around to finishing the record. It had been an on-again, off-again project. This music was so good I figured that it had to see the light of day sometime.

This is the first hard-rock record you have done in a while. Does that feel good?

Hard is too soft a term for what we did. When I think of hard rock, I think of Foghat or something. This is on another dimension, especially now since so much of so-called “alternative music” is so wimpy. This album is an antidote to the ’90s and will show a lot of people who think they are heavy and extreme how it’s really done.

So you really have high hopes for this record?

Yeah. Al’s skills and lifestyle lie somewhere between Phil Spector and Jerry Lee Lewis. They both defy science—every day they wake up alive in the morning. But when Al needs to concentrate for hours and days on a mix he can do it. His lifestyle doesn’t stop him from coming up with things that other people wouldn’t even try.

Do you enjoy collaborating with Jourgensen?

I think the results speak for themselves. We have very different lifestyles and sometimes they collide, but Lard brings something out in both of us that our other projects don’t. The Lard album is one of the three albums that I have ever made that I can actually throw on and listen to for fun without getting all anal and bumming out about where the production could have been better or whether I should have done something differently or whatever—I can just throw it on and go crazy. Lard is good for that and Tumor Circus and the Biafra DOA albums are probably my other favorites. What may surprise some Dead Kennedys fans is that Fresh Fruit is my least favorite DK album. It sounds so harmless now, so small and dinky compared to what came after it. Plus, the “Holiday in Cambodia” side to our sound, which came out more on the next two albums, Plastic Surgery Disasters and Frankenchrist, was more of the one-of-a-kind darkness that the band was trying to reach—we were never a pop-punk band, I am not into that at all. It’s becoming hard to live with the fact that in contemporary consumer terms Fresh Fruit is becoming a middle-of-the-road album. If I wanted to play it totally safe and go totally commercial for the sake of counting dollar bills, I could just clone that record and watch the money roll in. I thought things like that only happened to Crosby, Stills & Nash.

You have a spoken-word piece that leads off the new Offspring record. Were you aware of how they were going to position it?

I knew it was going to lead off the record and it was meant as an intro and so I said what I said accordingly—I made it up on the spot and then they shut the tape off and then that was that. Some people are crying, “Boo hoo! Sellout! Wicked! Wicked!” etc. etc. But the Offspring are old friends, and, contrary to the punk fundamentalist ayatollahs who plague the underground, particularly in the San Francisco Bay area, I don’t believe in cutting communication with my friends if they get mixed up with multinationals or blunder into mass success. The Offspring, Rancid, Green Day, and Nirvana did not expect the mass success that eventually fell into their laps. Some people handle that better than others, and one way to encourage people to handle that in a constructive way is to stay in touch with them and keep the friendship doors open and not just cry, “Sellout! Traitor!” and slam the door in their face.

Brian [Dexter Holland of the Offspring] has done some productive things with the money he has made. For instance, his record label Nitro has signed bands like the Adolescents, who never really got their due.

What I mean by “constructive” is finding a way to put that financial clout back in the community. Punk politics have never had financial clout in this country. What can we do with it? One model is to look at what the Grateful Dead, of all people, did with a good chunk of their money, which was to form a grant foundation called the Rex foundation. They would play benefits for it every year. It started out with an endowment of $30,000 from a couple shows. Last time they did it, Rex got $1.2 million. The board of directors consisted of two dead members, a former manager with political smarts, Bill Walton (interestingly enough), a dentist from Alabama, and a conservative lawyer (for argument’s sake). One of the people who works with Rex boils down all the grant applications, presents a synopsis to the board, and they vote how much to grant these people. It’s from $1,500 to $10,000 or more and it’s helped prop up soup kitchens, rape-crisis centers, Earth First!’s Redwood Summer, and rural school districts in California which don’t have money for music programs because the Republicans stole it all through tax swindles. It was a way of putting ’60s radical politics into practice by granting money to people who knew what to do with it and putting money where it would mean a lot. Instead of just giving money to the American Way or the American Cancer Society or another organization like those, who spend the majority of their money on advertising. So what I’m hoping to see someday, whether I’m involved or not, is a punk Rex foundation. The Beastie Boys have already been in touch with Rex about continuing their work for the people of Tibet. Maybe other bands who blunder into money can do the same thing. Eddie Vedder is a friend, but when he moaned in Spin how he had gotten so comparatively wealthy and successful, I thought, “My God! I knew a lot of people who could make constructive use of that.” So I have suggested this idea to him too.

As much as Vedder is hated and denounced by punk purists, taking on Ticketmaster was a radical move.

It would have been more radical if the ticket prices had actually dropped. In San Francisco their show was one dollar less than R.E.M., who had gone through Ticketmaster. It seems that if Green Day and the Offspring can dictate a substantially lower ticket price and fill large places, Pearl Jam could do that ten times more effectively.

Is music still a major part of your life?

Yeah, I still have several dozen songs that I never had a chance to record. I consider myself a songwriter who has expanded into spoken word and acting. That’s part of the reason I haven’t gone on totally to the political angle. Ultimately, I’m me and I have a lot of sides, the punk side is not the only one. Ironically, I wasn’t able to write pure country songs until I finished the album with Mojo Nixon and some new ones came into my head.

What’s the secret behind your songwriting?

Because I compose my music without ever having made friends with an instrument, I pay a lot more attention to what makes songs work (hooks, choruses, warped melodies, etc.), rather than putting three chords together at random and just calling them a song, like so many punk and metal bands do. If you want to write cool songs, it helps to form them in your head. Take a little recorder with you, wherever you go, and don’t be afraid to sing into it, whenever the coolest song in the world pops into your head. A lot of my best tunes come from singing in the bathtub or driving in my car. “Pineapple Face” was born in Jourgensen’s bathtub, for instance. This is important to people who can’t play an instrument and still have good songs in their head—don’t let that intimidate you. Sing them to somebody else, and they will transpose them for you like Klaus Fluoride did.

Are you influenced by other bands?

I don’t listen to punk when I’m writing punk songs. I was inspired more by Twink of the Pink Fairies and Sparks than the Sex Pistols or the Ramones anyway. Even though the Ramones influence on “Kill the Poor” is a little too obvious for my own good—“Kill that Girl” and “Kill the Poor” have the same chorus. “Kill the Poor” was actually meant as a parody; it was deliberately a reference to the Ramones song. It was a gag but a lot of people cried “Rip-off!” and, let’s face it, they were right. But keep in mind those were the days when a band would play “Louie, Louie” with different words and it was automatically their song. That was punk rock then and everything was being redefined in louder, heavier, and nastier ways. Wire’s Chairs Missing album—which was far more important to Dead Kennedys than Pink Flag—is in some ways a punk take on the first Pink Floyd album, when they still had Syd Barrett. Everything was being updated and reborn, and in some ways that’s what I’m still trying to do. That’s why I made the album with Mojo Nixon.

Is there any possibility of your touring with Lard?

Remote. I think our lifestyles and our idea of what would be a fair ticket price would be a major barrier. I may never tour again with a band in any event because my knee is too fucked up. I did some performing with D.O.A. and NoMeansNo when they came to San Francisco, and then again in Texas, when I did a benefit for Richard Hunter’s mayoral campaign, and both times it was only twenty minutes and the next day my knee felt really funky. A whole tour could do really nasty things to it. I don’t want to be one of those singers who just stands there by the mic and calls himself a performer. I don’t like paying to see people like that. I think people should work on stage—it’s almost a lost art, because in the underground you go out and perform uniquely and they dismiss you as a rock star. That’s why some of the most demented performers of the last few years come from small towns and outside the punk scene: Rick Sims came from Metune, Illinois, population 15,000. Mike Hard and the God Bullies formed their act in Kalamazoo, Michigan, oblivious to the underground spotlights that would have destroyed their sound and vision if they had come out of New York or San Francisco.

So where do you think we are at this point in the culture wars?

As much as commercial music has gotten dumbed down, just like in the ’70s before punk happened, I think overall the ’90s is the best time to be around for music. In particular because now you have a choice: If you are not into the crap that’s fed to you by major labels and MTV, you can find any kind of music you like and it’s back in print again. In the ’70s it was impossible to get any rockabilly records, for instance. Now, if you like rockabilly, you can pick up stuff by the ’50s originals or go see a band in your home town that sounds exactly like them [laughs]. The same goes for early punk or early hardcore—you can get the real stuff or see their imitators and hope they have some inkling of the heart and soul of the original. And that goes for jazz or just about anything. Contemporary music? I try to pay as little attention to it as possible. Whenever my girlfriend has the so-called “alternative” station on in her car, it drives me nuts. On the surface it sounds like what they are shoving at us now are bad imitations of Pearl Jam and Nirvana, but when you listen a little closer (especially to the commercial pop-punk bands), I find no difference between them and the most horrible era of the Eagles. The only difference is that the guitars are louder. In Britain, there are people doing blatant imitations of Hüsker Dü, although they don’t write songs nearly as well. If I want to hear Hüsker Dü, I’ll just put on a Hüsker Dü record. We have that choice. Besides, being unoriginal is not punk.

But as for the major labels, it seems like the bloom is off the rose as far as signing punk bands goes.

I don’t think that’s true at all. They are signing more and more of them and then throwing mud against the wall and seeing what sticks. In some cases they don’t even lift a finger to help. Like Epic didn’t tell anybody that they put out a 7 Seconds album and neither did Mercury when they put out a Circle Jerks record. How many people knew about that? It was like they threw a little mud against the wall and decided not to even try to bake it on. Now they are trying to pick up ska-punk bands. Any band will do.

That’s true, but at the same time the real feeding frenzy of last year is over. The majors lost a lot of money on punk.

It will be interesting to see how this Offspring album does. The majors have already announced that they are going to try to push “doinky-donk” music on us this year. By “doinky-donk” I mean the dance, rave, and electronic music that dominates Europe. It’s taken over Europe to the point that on NoMeansNo’s last tour, they played a three-day festival in Switzerland and they were the only live band—that’s evil. What they want to do over here is call it “electronica” and find a way to filter out all the subversive elements that made it such a perceived threat to people like the English government. It’s really just new age music for people who don’t want to admit that they have copped out and gone new age.

What are the political implications of all this? Do you think the fact that bands like Rancid or the Offspring (that were at least perceived as having a radical agenda) sold millions of records has had an effect on mass consciousness?

All those bands got to where they are in part because they are good at what they do—not even the most vehement backstabber can deny that. And if they have a political impact, it will be greater if they take the bull by the horns and come out more in support of political organizing and organizations in such ways that I have already suggested. Green Day did a high-profile benefit for Food Not Bombs, who are so controversial even in the radical world that I know of no other large rock band that ever went to bat for them. They raised $50,000. I don’t think a small underground show would have benefitted Food Not Bombs as much. They would raise $400 or $500 bucks and everybody would feel good in the end, but Food Not Bombs could spend that money in half a day trying to feed homeless people. It will be curious to see if there is a long-term ripple effect or not, because people who work in record stores tell me that some of the mall kids who got into punk through Bad Religion or the other bands you mention, six months later look into the roots and pick up a Dead Kennedys record. They then find that the lyrics have a little different vibe and attitude connected to them. I’m frustrated about how many new people are going to discover Dead Kennedys through this scene and have no clue as to where we were at and can’t understand why I don’t want to re-form the band and do a Sex Pistols’ Filthy Lucre Tour. They don’t understand what punk was or what it is still supposed to be. Not only that, they refuse to understand. But I’m really hoping it will ripple down to people taking a long hard look at clouding their future with what their parents, teachers, and the mass media tell them to do. The ripple effect has happened to some degree already. It doesn’t mean so much to me when people come up to me and say, “Jello! Dead Kennedys rule! You’re God! Blah! Blah! Could you please give me an iron-on tattoo for my nuts!” That doesn’t mean too much. What does is when somebody says, “I listened to your music and listened to your words and decided to quit majoring in business and do something else with my life.” And then sometimes they’ll hand me a record or a magazine or a video they have done. In another case, somebody I knew in childhood went the fast track to a cushy job as a professor at the University of Colorado, and then got so disgusted by being thrust into a room of three hundred frat boys and rich kids, that he quit the job—where he had guaranteed tenure—and went off to teach history in a rural middle school where he could actually help kids learn. He said a lot of people in his class don’t speak English very well and some are so discouraged that they have never written a paper in their life, so he grades according to effort. People who don’t show up for other classes show up for his and even try to write something; I think that’s really important. So that’s an example of what I think is the heart and soul of punk, just as I think it was the heart and soul of hippies when they were radical, the beats, and many others throughout history.

Many punks seem to assume that radical culture can replace radical political practice.

It can’t. Culture can help initiate better politics, while politics can be used to suppress culture—they go hand in hand. Look at the investigation into Death Row Records. They would like nothing more than to pin some kind of criminal indictment on Dr. Dre, so they can discredit every word that every Death Row artist ever said. I think the only reason why major labels picked up on grunge and punk to begin with was to avoid a whole generation of suburban white kids getting their political knowledge from angry black rappers. They don’t want white kids to know that things are that bad for a large number of people. They would much rather have people with shoe-gazer lyrics—“Oh, boo hoo, my girlfriend left me, I’m so depressed. I’m white, middleclass, and confused. Gee, I feel so sorry for myself.” That’s the major-label lyrical angle.

But going back to my point. So much of the punk community seems to think that cultural activity is a replacement for political practice.

I would counter that there is no punk community among that group of people. It’s a safe little punk womb to have Maximum Rock n Roll as your bible and to think the world’s most important issue is whether Jawbreaker sold out, while ignoring the homeless people outside. That’s not community. Bickering endlessly over stuff that doesn’t matter is not community, it’s junior high.

So you think there is no cohesive social group that can be referred to as the “punk community”?

There are threads of it, but punk has gotten so popular that the name gets attached to all sorts of things—everything from Jawbreaker to Brutal Truth. There are all kinds of communities there, all networking with each other. None is as tight culturally as the death-metal community where you have people in Norway swapping tapes with people in Malaysia, and all the bands sound more than a little bit alike. And isn’t it ironic that death metal is the first form of rock music that has caught on with poor people all over the world. When I was in Brazil I was told that all rock music and punk was scorned by the people of the slums. It didn’t speak to them, they thought of it as a bourgeois art form they didn’t want to have anything to do with. They would rather listen to samba or death metal. Death metal is popular from Moldavia to Cuba.

Why?

Partly because in the grindcore form it’s easy to play and have a lot of attitude and fun with it. Also the violent and anti-Christian imagery has a world-wide appeal.

A radical response to a Catholic education.

You would have no Brujería without a pope to beat up on. I’ve been told that a lot of the illegal youth in LA have been blowing off Mexican music and hip-hop to listen to death metal. A lot of them have their own bands and have been attempting to play on the street and the cops drove their cars right through it. Anything the gangster rappers say about the LA cops is true—everything! I’ve seen Dead Kennedys fans treated just like Rodney King in front of the Whisky and at Wilmington—which wasn’t even in the LAPD’s jurisdiction.

Brian [Dexter Holland from the Offspring] has told me that the first time he got beat up by the police was at a Dead Kennedys show.

It was Wilmington. They stormed a show we were playing at an independent municipality surrounded by the city of Long Beach with a history of labor union flare-ups—the cops were down on Wilmington to begin with. They left one exit open and routed two thousand people through two double doors, and outside there was a gauntlet of cops swinging nightsticks at people’s heads; helicopters were flying overhead and tear gas was being thrown; other cops in helmets and riot gear were seen smashing windows of small businesses up and down the streets of Wilmington and smashing the windows of cars. The Los Angeles Times, of course, claimed this was caused by Dead Kennedys but it wasn’t. East Bay Ray knew a woman who worked in a local hospital who said that an LA sheriff was down there that afternoon saying, “You better have extra people in the emergency room tonight, there are going to be a lot of casualties”—this stuff does go on in the United States of America.

Going back to this question of punk politics, it seems to me that radical punks have a lot of problems forming alliances with each other. It seems that Tim Yohannan has reproduced the worst aspects of the old left in his empire.

If not the old right! He reminds me a lot of Joe McCarthy these days and Ben Weasel reminds me of Lee Atwater. I got a whiff of all that as a kid and I’m very grateful that my parents were open enough to explain to me what was going on and have me watch the news and educate me about it.

Maximum Rock n Roll seems dead set on this line of sectarian purity, where anything that creates a basis for mass support is looked on with suspicion and ultimately rejected as a sellout.

It’s the same kind of fundamentalist mind-set that makes fundamentalist Christians so dangerous, and the same mind-set that has isolated the animal rights and vegan movements. You take one step out of line and they bite your head off. Young people who are curious about the politics spend ten minutes with people like that and they decide they would rather be apathetic. This is what has turned a lot of people off to punk politics.

Why do you think that punk, which started out so all-inclusive, humanistic, and anarchistic evolved so rapidly in the direction of the worst traditions of American radicalism?

Tim is also a music fan, and keep in mind that “fan” is short for“fanatic.” There are certain sounds he likes and other stuff he doesn’t. He has allowed the fan side to cloud the political side, and somebody who makes music that doesn’t fit his narrow definition of punk is considered politically incorrect. If “Holiday in Cambodia” were released today, it would be banned from Maximum Rock n Roll for not sounding punk.

So what are the solutions? Where do we go from here?

The underground scene is still a cool way to meet a lot of cool people, see a lot of interesting bands, and get a lot of food for thought, but people have to remain curious and get their brain-activity food from other places besides punk. Many of my spoken-word shows are at universities, and the people who bring me in are either political activists, who may listen to Tracy Chapman or the Cocteau Twins, or something like that. In fact, there was a whole tour where people kept saying, “I’m really getting into alternative rock now. Do you like the Cocteau Twins?” It happened again and again, and to this day I’ve never heard them! But what I’m saying is that I discovered that a lot of vibrantminded activists either had nothing to do with punk by default or actively despised punk because their opinion of it had been tainted by fundamentalists and crusties. The other people who brought me in were conservatives, who just happened to be on the student activities committee, and since my fee was lower than other people’s they figured they would get their money’s worth! So it’s a fascinating spectrum of people to talk to and absorb ideas from.

Writing the name of a British band that broke up fifteen years ago on the back of the jacket you bought at the mall does not make you radical, it doesn’t even make you intelligent. In some cases it makes other people laugh and ask whether they have heard a single note of the Abrasive Wheels before you reproduced their album cover on the back of the jacket you bought the day before. I think being radical means interacting more with a lot of different kinds of people and making up your own mind about where you fit in and what you want to do. I didn’t agree with the hard line that Crass or MDC took over the years, but it helped me decide what line I wanted to take instead. Namely, live my life the way I wanted to, but not to the point where it made me a miserable, dangerous person. You have to identify what you as an individual can do: What are your skills? How do they fit in? Are you somebody who is making a lot of money at a lawyer or computer job but doesn’t have a lot of free time?

Well, funneling money to organizations that need it is one good place to start. Phil Ochs ridiculed that in his original version of “Love Me, I’m a Liberal,” but it’s far better than spending your money on Wall Street, rare coins, or old colored-vinyl punk collectibles. Or if you have a lot of free time, there are a lot of people with activist skills who need help—be it clinic defense, environmental work, or grassroots political campaigns to get somebody with a heart elected to a city council or a school board or even the mayor’s office, depending on the town. Richard Hunter, who used to play bass for Killbilly and is now in I, the Jury, just ran for mayor of Fort Worth, Texas because he gave a shit. What really terrified the powers that be was that he was running second in the polls up until election day, when a family-values guy, who had gone the stealth-candidate route through right-wing churches came in ahead of him, as did a black activist. But he made a lot of noise and inspired a lot of respect and hopefully he inspired a lot of people to try the same thing.

I’m down with both radical resistance and trying to do what can be done through the system. That is one of the reasons I ran for mayor way back when. And all this should have an end in mind—corporate dictatorship is heading for a train-wreck and that train-wreck will happen in our lifetime. They are throwing so many people out of work in this country that the people they depend on to buy their products won’t have money to buy them anymore, and a lot of them are already hopping-mad. They may be falling for Rush Limbaugh and the militia movement in the short run, but in the long run when the shit goes down I hope it doesn’t become like Romania or the LA Riots on a bigger scale. I fear that deeply because we live and die by the gun so much in this country. In Czechoslovakia, it was a nonviolent change of power; same ultimately with South Africa. The reason those changeovers worked is that people who had been involved in very radical resistance movements knew there had to be a plan afterwards—even some loose idea of who should be doing what.

The time has come to start planning now, at least mentally, for what happens if there is a big takeover and the corporations fall. You don’t want some horrendous dictatorship cooked up by multinationals and the Pentagon taking our current system’s place. This whole thing could be accomplished democratically, but if there are going to be rock musicians and filmmakers in the legislature, like in Czechoslovakia, it had better be people with ideas and some knowledge and a network to implement them. It’s time now to start thinking, “What do I do if I suddenly find myself in charge?” I don’t think it’s egocentric for everybody in this country to go beyond calling Clinton a sellout corporate asshole and start asking themselves, “What would I do in his shoes?” Take the hard issues, the Middle East, Bosnia, and how about giving everybody a place to live and a livelihood, in this country; meaningful work is almost extinct in the land of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. What are we going to do? Write down ideas. Bounce them off your friends—if you don’t have intelligent enough friends, get new ones! Talk to your parents, your teachers. In some ways that sounds like jive, but I’m trying to find a better answer to that myself. It may take me my whole life, but this is what I’ve come up with so far. And above all, most of the people reading this aren’t going to be radical activists or punk rockers forever, unfortunately, so it is important to learn from the mistakes of people who came before us, people we admire like Tim Yohannan and people we no longer admire like ’60s radicals who turned around and became right-wing cyber-yuppies. And don’t let the attitude you have now evaporate if you start making money working for IBM. Always keep that with you and make sure it’s passed down to your children. Don’t give up and don’t mellow out. [image: image]
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