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Introduction

Books about punk were rare commodities when I began this project for my cultural studies dissertation in the mid-1980s. Now, an entire library could be filled on the subject with little shelf space to spare. These books might be categorized by topic, genre, or disciplinary approach. In the history aisle alone, one would find general and specialized histories of punk; histories of music and fashion with sections on punk; personal memoirs; illustrated histories of punk art and artifacts; biographies and autobiographies of key bands and other involved parties. Fans, journalists, documentarians, and academics from myriad disciplines have been writing about punk for the last forty-plus years, each bringing their own opinions, approaches, and theories. As a result, today’s punk library represents ongoing conversations, debates, and disagreements befitting this diffuse subject. This venture seeks to recognize, represent, and respond not only to punk’s expansive history but also to the equally broad range of writings that have attended it. There is no correct way to study punk, nor are there any singular truths agreed upon. Thus, a mindset conscious of one’s subjectivity and appreciative of the perspectives of others is worth inhabiting.

Open eyes, ears, and mindedness, however, should not discourage the writer from charting their own path, despite the omnipresent obstacles that exist in the forms of indeterminations, ambiguities, or contradictions. Was punk original or derivative? Independent or commercial? Clever or dumb? A subcultural or cultural phenomenon? A music genre or a multi-expressive movement? Art or a way of living and being, too? This writer argues for the co-existence of all of the above, guided by Walt Whitman’s musing, “Do I contradict myself? / Very well then I contradict myself / (I am large, I contain multitudes).”1 Whitman could well have been speaking about punk, as well as those that dare to try and understand it. His words offer a reminder to self: there is “a need for interpretive flexibility” when studying punk, as Roger Sabin advises, because its expressions are experienced differently by everyone that ever created, followed, or addressed it.2

As punk scholarship grows increasingly specialized, with recent books focused on particular scenes, places, time periods, and involved parties and practices, this study looks through a wider lens, seeking to capture punk’s “multitudes” with a panoramic view across times and settings. Yes, punk is a subculture rooted in music, but it is also a cultural happening that has infected other art forms and ways of living. As such, punk is also an epoch and a condition with historical antecedents and an ongoing legacy. Seeing punk with a wide-angled view allows us the benefits of more scope and less parameters for increased contextual comprehension, but it also comes with costs and compromises. Certain details and illustrative examples are less prioritized here than is a concentration on bigger picture issues; consequently, readers upset that artists, releases, incidents, or sources are absent will no doubt have plenty to complain about. However, an encyclopedic approach comes with its own omissions, too, as Matthew Worley points out when complaining about writers overly concerned with who did what, when, where, and with which band. What sometimes gets lost amid such minutia is “punk’s broader culture—its audience, context, language and politics.”3

The myths surrounding punk since its earliest stirrings present particular challenges. Like those studied by myth-symbol scholars, punk’s myths are not necessarily wholly devoid of truth or reality, but represent recurring narratives that correspond with prevailing beliefs, whether real, partially real, or fictional. Because punk history has been told and re-told by multiple sources, each representing varying perspectives, accounts often differ or contradict each other. These myths also compete because their framers—fans, bands, mainstream and alternative media, business executives, among others—represent different interests and thus different points of emphasis. Each bring and perpetuate their own angles and biases, some proving more resilient or reliable over time than others.

As early as 1985, Dave Laing established himself as a myth-buster in his book, One Chord Wonders. Questioning assertions made and repeated by journalists and scholars to that point, he sought to debunk some presumptions. Punk was not as working-class, urban, or politically progressive as the mythologizers tell us, he posited, nor was its music new, original, or a wholesale break from the past. “Punk rock was an extremely heterogeneous cultural movement,” he asserts, with a “paradoxical character.”4 That character contributed to rather than detracted from the art, adds Greil Marcus, who claims its “mass of contradictions . . . sustained it aesthetically.”5

Conclusions about punk are always inconclusive, as are definitions, parameters, and meanings. All fall prey to generalizations, gaps, faulty narratives, and exceptions overlooked. As such, all studies are introductions set forth for others to challenge, counter, or concur with. Nevertheless, while punk may lack a meaning, it does not lack meanings. Any list of traits will be incomplete, but recurrent and common characteristics—as general and debatable as they may be—do exist, if only as self-perpetuating or self-fulfilling myths. This book examines punk cultural manifestations as being identifiable through five primary traits, each of which overlap or co-exist, and each of which is subject to prosecutorial rebuttal.


DIY Expressions

One of the more ubiquitous, enduring, and romanticized traits of punk is its do-it-yourself (DIY) ethic, though exceptions to it abound across punk’s history. Stories of how The Desperate Bicycles, Buzzcocks, and Teen Idles—bypassing and/or bypassed by the major labels—recorded, packaged, and distributed their material is the stuff of DIY legend. Conversely, often singled out for reprimand is Green Day, whose exit from Lookout! Records for the reach and remuneration offered by Warner Brothers in 1994 is a tale of DIY betrayal oft told. Yet, Green Day was neither the first nor last punk act to stray from the DIY path; indeed, most of Britain’s primary punk bands were signed to majors, with one, the Sex Pistols, contracted to three in one year.6 Providing the kind of advances, studio time, experienced producers, and organized tours indie labels could never afford, DIY is a virtue worth sacrificing for many. Conversely, as much as punk purists like to wear their DIY status as a badge of honor, many are signed to indies that sub-contract with major labels for their manufacturing, distribution, and/or marketing.

Still, DIY infuses punk culture, and vice versa, because it is a human practice easily translatable and transferable. Across the arts and beyond into education, business, and other aspects of everyday living, DIY approaches—celebrated and spread, if not invented, by punk—persist to this day. It endears, too, because it benefits so many in so many ways. Individuals are empowered when they do things for themselves without relying upon the patronage or interference of others. They are changed and transformed in the process, gaining pride and self-esteem as well as new skills and tangible results from the dignity of their labor. What could be more character building than using one’s limited (financial) resources to produce your own zine, as Mark Perry did with Sniffin’ Glue in 1976? His efforts and pragmatism benefited the burgeoning subculture at the time, informing its members of the latest punk news, records, and shows, while helping craft the shape and tenor of punk to come. “Go out and start your own fanzines,” Perry instructed in the “Editorial” of the November 5, 1976, edition, his prompt encouraging the “DIY begets more DIY” outcome of this principle.7 “It’s like something we breathe,” said Teen Idles/Minor Threat/Fugazi frontman Ian MacKaye when asked by Kevin Dunn why DIY matters to punks.8

Besides helping alter the forms, methods, and contents of contemporary writing, DIY zines also reflect the ways in which punk has transcended its musical origins. Constructed initially as missives from the frontlines of the subculture, zines have since taken on political, social, and even therapeutic roles in our culture. Inspired by how the ’90s riot grrrl scene used zines to critique, question, and resist patriarchal norms, my current workplace, the University of Kansas, is one of many institutions that has incorporated zine-making for similar purposes, as well as for personal and communal empowerment. Its Emily Taylor Center for Women and Gender Equity website states: “Zine making allows women, gender minorities, and other marginalized groups to engage in creative self-expression, to speak for themselves in a society that often silences them.”9 Innovators of the form like Legs McNeil, Mark Perry, and Tobi Vail might never have expected such destinations or uses for their efforts, but DIY has proven to be an approach and impetus constantly sustaining the punk virus, propelling it into some unpredictable places.

By creating, constructing, and disseminating their works outside corporate channels and controls, DIY practitioners are inevitably driven by socio-political as well as practical motivations. Initially trailblazers, the ripples they create become waves as others they inspire join in, branch off, and develop their own goods and services using similar means of production. Perhaps initially born of necessity, DIY becomes a choice about how to act, live, and engage with the world. By starting their own zines, riot grrrls challenged the ways and means of the existing media apparatus; by starting his own label, MacKaye challenged the policies and procedures of the music industry. Each challenge offers an alternative approach, with an alternative set of morals, mores, and mindsets. Each challenge also (perhaps inadvertently) exposes the systemic workings of production, demystifying operations while foreshadowing how the system could work. By fostering rather than containing an artist’s innovative inclinations, by establishing new relationships between artists and audiences, and by equating its premise with the promise that “anyone can do it,” DIY pushes punk art forward in both progressive and aesthetic ways.



Attitude

Roger Sabin speaks of punk as displaying a series of “identifiable attitudes.”10 We all know what they are: anger, frustration, sarcasm, swagger, bluntness, blankness, goading, and hostility, among them. Even when love is the topic of choice, these are the emotions most likely to be employed and deployed. More important than what these emotions are, though, is why they constitute punk’s general disposition and demeanor. Their purpose, collectively, reveals an oppositional state of mind, a desire to confront the undesirable. Attitude is necessary in order to make art punk art. As Joe Strummer once proclaimed, “To always be a punk rocker is something everyone can do. And I mean that by attitude. ATTITUDE!”11

Punk attitude is particularly on display in the spate of autobiographies aging punk artists have been publishing in recent years. Whether reflected in their combative writing styles or controversial contents, punk memoirists like John Lydon, Patti Smith, and Kim Gordon have emerged as engaging practitioners of the form.12 Punk has always adeptly integrated the personal with the political, making the memoir an ideal forum for idiosyncratic reflections and myth-challenging arguments. In not one but two recent memoirs, Former Slits guitarist and songwriter Viv Albertine shows how the genre is particularly suited for tackling assumptions about identity politics in punk, particularly those pertaining to gender and social class. Central to the myriad anecdotes she shares in both Clothes, Clothes, Clothes. Music, Music, Music. Boys, Boys, Boys (2014) and To Throw Away Unopened (2018) is punk attitude. After recounting an incident of how, as a fifty-something solo artist, she shut up some rowdy (male) audience members at one of her shows by dousing them in their own beer, she states, “It comes back to you, your punk attitude, when you need it.”13 Despite opening up spaces for involvement and creativity that previous music scenes lacked, Albertine shares how her “spirit of punk” was still as “alive and well” in middle age as it had been in her youthful years.14 Her anger and refusal to compromise to the demands of managers, producers, and fellow musicians are filtered through the lens of gender, but they are turned on punk, too. “’Punk’ was supposed to be open-minded and DIY but it was actually rigid and unforgiving,” she asserts, disputing conventional assumptions about attitudes within the movement.15

Observers have noted the exaggerated nature of punk expression, how its emotions are as much performed as authentically felt. When the Sex Pistols engaged with Bill Grundy in their famous interview, each camp was intent on establishing a social position antagonistic to the other, each using postures and gestures of provocation as offensive and defensive devices.16 And when Al Spicer speaks of The Ramones as “acting dumber than they really were,” he is acknowledging the importance of adopting an attitude in punk performance.17 Greil Marcus assesses punk rock’s heightened passion as an aesthetic method, stating that, “this was a sound best suited to expressing anger and frustration, focusing chaos, dramatizing the last days as daily life and ramming all emotions into the narrow gap between a bland stare and an ironic grin.”18

Such attitudes had been signaled by punk rock’s predecessors: blankness in the Velvet Underground, frustration in Iggy Pop, anger in the MC5, and swagger in the New York Dolls. Punks felt or adopted these feelings, pushed them to an excess of parody proportions, and made them the collective condition of the genre and movement. They amount to a bag of emotional tools drawn from in service of punks’ overall purpose to reject and repudiate that which they despise. Sometimes this is projected in symbolic form, sometimes in sound, lyrics, voice, body language, or gesture. If punks belonged to the “blank generation,” then they needed a blank pose to publicly declare that affiliation.19 Even gobbing (i.e., spitting), one of the subculture’s least welcome gestures for unsuspecting bands, signaled an unwillingness to act in accordance with socially respectable norms, as did the (comedic) adoption of pet names like Rotten, Vicious, and Dee Generate.

In his book, Popular Music, Gender, and Postmodernism: Anger is an Energy, Neil Nehring makes a case for punk’s attitude and the need for more of it. He bemoans the state of rock since punk’s first bloom, arguing that affectlessness in rock music, fatalism in rock journalism, and compromises made within the rock industry have cultivated a youth culture of postmodern cynicism and ennui. In the anger he observed in 1990s riot grrrl and grunge music, though, Nehring saw hope on the horizon. For him, the rage of these punk purveyors was just what was needed to counter the resigned mood of the times. Moreover, their anger, targeted against industry exploitation and social discriminations, was political in purpose.20 Young people lack power and access, he argues, such that emotional rebellion is their most viable and visible (pre-)political option, their generation’s moral response to society’s inequities. In Bikini Kill, Huggy Bear, and others, he saw a punk feminist attitude creating space for advocacy, a spawning ground others could (and would) occupy.



Outsiders

The corresponding identity for those with an attitude set against society’s dominant forces and for the marginalized is the outsider. The outsider can be a theatrical role, too, an act of the imagination if not social necessity. Assessed by image alone, one might assume that all punks grew up in lower-working-class neighborhoods, outsiders to bourgeois norms; but such is not the case. Ironically, the outsider identity actually reveals how often punk taps into mainstream cultural traditions for its self-imaging, the rugged individualist and rebel outlaw both entrenched in many nations’ mythologies. However, as much as the notion of punks as outsiders is a catch-all generalization, the identification is real and many were and are outsiders in relation to hierarchies of class, gender, race, and sexuality. Riot grrrl and queercore are just two subsets of punk giving credence to the reality that even though punk scenes can be sexist and homophobic, they have also historically offered room, invitation, and empowerment to those that feel excluded, ostracized, or discriminated against. Punk is “for those who didn’t fit into society or who saw society as unfit for themselves,” opines Greil Marcus,21 while Dave Laing speaks of the “negative unity” the subculture nurtured, the attitude underscoring the collective outsider identity.22

Besides calling attention to issues of class, gender, race, and sexuality, punks also revived the age-old generation gap so crucial to any youth rebellion. With punk, this became an intra-generation gap, too. As Marcus comments, punk “divided the young from the old and the young from the young.”23 To be a punk outsider means not only feeling or affecting the feeling of being outside the social mainstream; it means choosing and celebrating that outpost. Although this can still apply to the generational criteria, the issue becomes ironically twisted when one considers that most people that align with punk today are middle-to-old-aged men, the demographic once rebelled against. Simon Reynolds offers some psychological insight into this development in Retromania, where he explains how this young-at-heart constituency represents “masculinity in retreat from the mess and risks of adulthood into a more orderly world of obsessive fandom.”24 Still outsiders to the adult world, if only in their minds, these aging punks are still adolescents—if of the “arrested” kind.

The role of the outsider is most apparent when evaluating punk in relation to the music industry. As much as major record companies and media channels have always incorporated a token band or two, punk has never been wholly embraced by the mainstream, whether due to commercial, reputational, or discriminatory reasons. In return, punks have shown similar levels of affection for the music business, rarely missing an opportunity to remind us—to borrow the SST slogan—that “corporate rock sucks.”25 When Johnny Rotten scrawled “I Hate” on his Pink Floyd T-shirt in 1976 he was symbolically detaching himself from the musical stasis that band represented. Such gestures, sartorial or otherwise, helped establish punk’s image and Rotten’s, too, as he proceeded to write and rail against the music industry, even against those major labels he was (once) signed to.26 One does not have to tread the purer paths Crass and Fugazi have in order to be “outsider” punks, either. Rotten/Lydon has always been signed to majors, as have many other artists of the genre. Their choices, compromises, and sell-outs are part of the punk story, too, but they must be contextualized in relation to the prevailing identity of punk, as well as to how it is experienced and consumed. For most teenagers discovering the Sex Pistols, Clash, X-Ray Spex, or Green Day for the first time, it will take more than knowledge of the label that released their songs to persuade those kids whether their band does or does not represent outsider punk.



Symbols

Whatever Siouxsie Sioux intended to mean when she sang “Symbols clashing everywhere” in “Hong Kong Garden” (1978), those words double as the encapsulation of an omnipresent feature of punk articulation. Punk’s dramatic and shocking symbols, visual and otherwise, have contributed to making the subculture one of the most spectacular in rock history; they have also allowed art aficionados and academics to show off their talents in the field of semiotics. Such is the case with Dick Hebdige, whose decoding of punk’s stylistic sign language in Subculture: The Meaning of Style has been much debated and emulated.

Hebdige understands punk around two key concepts: bricolage and homology. Bricolage speaks to how even the most mundane objects—safety pins, zips, razor blades, bin liners, tampons, school ties—are re-used by punks in a fashion by which they assume provocative new meanings. No longer mere commodities, they become part of what Vivienne Westwood called “confrontation dressing.”27 Homology, a term Hebdige borrowed from the anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss, refers to the order and sense that can be discerned when these seemingly random objects are put together. They need not be just style signifiers, either, but might include a dance move, body pose, hair style, or slang expression. Together, Hebdige argues, “The chaos cohered as a meaningful whole.”28 When, at the conclusion of her debut memoir, Viv Albertine provides (without comment) lists of the striking clothes and music (and boys) that defined for her different periods of her upbringing, she is recognizing the integration of material symbols that made up the “meaningful whole” of her punk identity.29

What these symbols denote has been of interest to observers and scholars ever since punks first showed up on the streets of New York and London in the mid-1970s. However, when they were later reconstituted in films, art, literature, and comedy, whose meanings did they take on? Those of the original punks that used them? The new artists adopting or adapting them? The audiences receiving them? All might concur that punk symbols collectively correlate in signification to their users’ common outsider identity, attitude, and DIY ethic. Even when the symbol is contentious or potentially polysemic in meaning—such as punks’ use of the swastika—it still corresponds with these traits, which themselves relate to each other. This binding homology is what enabled the subculture to form and develop, even allowing for those “part-time punks” that sauntered in, out, or around the outskirts.30 Beyond subculture, the meanings of punk’s symbols have become cultural mythology, commonly understood as representing social discontent, dislocation, and resistance. These perceptions have carried over time, across nations, and throughout genres both musical and beyond.



Politics

Even if and when its practitioners and participants have protested to the contrary, punk has always been political, if with a small “p.” Some subsets and bands more than others have been more dedicated to disseminating political messages, with those messages varying in relation to the political leanings, purposes, and methods of the messenger. Whereas riot grrrl and queercore specialized in identity politics, anarcho and post-punk were more systemic; whereas some bands—like The Clash and Stiff Little Fingers—expressed their politics through populist generalities, others, like The Buzzcocks and The Slits, played with the language of pop in order to deconstruct and subvert stock representations of gender and sexuality. Some spoke about the past in order to comment on the present socio-political climate, while others spoke of the present in ways that suggested a dystopian future. The politics of punk come in many shapes and sizes, in varying methods and modes, but common to them all is a critical mentality harboring implications—if not proposals—for alternative ways of living and being.

Punk became more political after its initial flourishes, too, aligning more systematically with ideological ideals during the post-punk and riot grrrl eras. Perhaps the greatest legacy of riot grrrl is that by the end of the ’90s it became so common to see and hear female and mixed gender bands that the gender novelty tag dissipated. Riot grrrls had suffered the slings and arrows of being boxed in by the very gender issues they had hoped would lead to liberation, but sometimes future generations are the beneficiaries of the trials and tribulations undergone by the pioneering ones. Would subversive multi-media agitators like Pussy Riot exist without the prior practices of riot grrrl? Would queercore or feminist pop? Or the #MeToo and #TimesUp movements? Maybe; maybe not. Punk may not receive the media scrutiny it once did, but that does not negate the fact that women participate in its cultural offshoots today more than ever before—as performers, fans, and citizens. Would such gender realignments have occurred but for the bold gestures riot grrrls and associates made by reaching beyond traditional male privilege to make music and art in their own images for their own (creative) empowerment?

Race and class, too, long-standing concerns of the ’60s civil rights movement and the protest rock music aligned with it, filtered into ’70s punk, particularly to those bands associated with the Rock Against Racism movement. With post-punk, gender and sexuality became equally prioritized issues of identity politics. Developing upon ruptures of form and content established by The Slits, X-Ray Spex, and the Gang of Four, The Au Pairs, Delta 5, Maximum Joy, Girls at our Best, The Raincoats, and Essential Logic made feminism into a post-punk subgenre. Birmingham’s Au Pairs, for example, used the Gang of Four’s spacious punk-funk apparatus to better accommodate and accentuate the forthright messages of singer Lesley Woods, who shared raw anecdotes of sexism and sexual inequities in songs like “Come Again,” “Diet,” and “Dear John.” Her politically charged analyses of personal and institutional discrimination struck chords with those early ’80s college students that had been the beneficiaries of recent expansions of gender and ethnic studies programs.

Although traditionally one of its least political subgenres, even pop punk has recently met up with social developments brought about by the #MeToo movement. The stereotype of the form as a harbor for perpetually adolescent men acting like naughty schoolboys—what Hannah Ewens calls “Jackass extras in Dickies pants”—has been challenged by a new, more diverse cast of practitioners.31 Female pop interlopers like Olivia Rodrigo, Willow, and Meet Me @ the Alter represent the new faces of pop punk, and their topics of choice skew to personal politics, while retaining the fun and frivolity fundamental to the likes of Blink-182 and Sum 41. Songs like Pinkshift’s “I’m Gonna Tell My Therapist on You” (2021) signify a new generation tapping into current teen concerns, revealing the flexibility of punk politics in relation to time, place, and generation.

As discussed at greater length here in the “Politics” chapter, punk politics run the gamut from left to right wings with innumerable stops in-between. Moreover, like most regular folks, bands are rarely ideologues or party workers, and their politics are usually fluid, fluctuating, or hard to pin down. Despite their range, uncertainty, and contradictions, punk’s politics are always present, informing all art and articulations. Many have credited punk with jolting them into increased awareness, a questioning outlook, and an analytical approach to life. They celebrate punk’s premise of “speaking truth to power,” even if the truth and power spoken of differ from punk to punk. Many artists have learned from punk, too, that all decisions have political implications, from what you wear to what, how, and where you play and publish.

Like any politics, punks’ are subject to the forces of time, place, and circumstance. As a result, punk has manifested around the world in different ways over the last half century, though its central anti-establishment foundation has remained. Punk’s dystopian outlook, negative attitudes, and anti-social gestures have frequently been explained as responses to the political malaise, generational conflicts, and everyday violence young people experience. Punk artists have captured those times using a crisis rhetoric and critical outlook that could not not be political in nature.



Mutations and Manifestations

Envisioning punk as a virus, the assignment here is to trace its manifestations beyond the music, to who and what it contacted, highlighting the nature of the mutations that have emerged as a result. An exercise in punk epidemiology, by analyzing the distribution, patterns, and determinants of the virus, we can better account for its essential condition. Across times, places, and cultural occurrences, the strength of the virus has fluctuated between dormant and virulent, while constantly mutating inside life and art forms ostensibly remote from its original
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