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  MIXING PUNK AND POLITICS COMMON GROUND FOR THE REVOLUTION


 
    The original aim of rock and roll when it first came out was to establish an alternative media.


  —David Bowie (Anthony O’Grady, New Music Express, August 1975)


  Should we be assimilationists as gay people and try to placate the mainstream? Or are we more liberationists?


  —Jon Ginoli (Pansy Division)


  Talk Minus Action Equals Zero.


  —Slogan of D.O.A. (Vancouver, BC, Canada)




  I’ve often reflected on the fact that it was from the 1979 film Apocalypse Now and a punk rock band that I first learned that the US war in Vietnam (1968–1975) included egregious bombing and murder in the neighboring countries of Cambodia and Laos. The 1979 song “Holiday in Cambodia” by Dead Kennedys also made a significant political-philosophical connection; these US acts of state-sanctioned terrorism contributed to the rise of Pol Pot in Cambodia and the subsequent genocidal rampage. A parallel can be drawn to the more recent birth of terrorist groups in the Middle East like Al Qaida and the self-proclaimed Islamic State in response to long-running US wars and militarism in Iraq, Afghanistan, Libya, Lebanon, Palestine, and elsewhere before and after the September 11, 2001, attacks on the United States.


  In opposing capitalism, militarism, and racial patriarchy, activists choose either actions that attempt to reform current systems or they engage in building new, self-designed social systems based on collaboration instead of coercion. That’s revolution. Punk rock artists have engaged in a wide spectrum of activism ranging from establishment politics to anarchist anti-politics.


  Jello Biafra of Dead Kennedys came in fourth place in 1979 when he ran for mayor of San Francisco. At the massive 1999 “Battle of Seattle” protests against the World Trade Organization, Biafra and former members of Nirvana and Soundgarden performed together on December 1 as the No WTO Combo. The live album of that performance was released by Biafra’s Alternative Tentacles Records, and Biafra told MTV News, “The protests in Seattle were important not because it was any sort of revolution, but because it may be the shot heard ’round the world that finally starts the long-term revolution against corporate feudalist dictatorship.”1 This impulse to create a kind of punk rock journalism was reflected in Biafra’s sixth spoken word album, Become the Media (2000).


  During the 2011 Occupy movement Anti-Flag performed at Zuccotti Park and Patti Smith donated a tent to house the People’s Library at Occupy Wall Street. Canadian punks D.O.A. played for Houston Occupy and a year later recorded the song “We Occupy” with Jello Biafra for their album We Come in Peace. Tom Morello (Rage Against the Machine) and Biafra took the stage to refuel the revolution on the one-year anniversary of Occupy at a series of shows in New York City.


  Punk musicians have put time, energy, and music into myriad socio-political movements. They’ve supported activist campaigns to increase voter turnout, release political prisoners like Mumia Abu Jamal, end mass incarceration and police brutality, support miners and unions, fund women’s health centers, and enhance immigrant rights. Organizations like PETA, Greenpeace, Earth First!, Animal Liberation Front, Amnesty International, and Democracy Now! have been supported by punk musicians. Back in 1984 Dave Dictor (Millions of Dead Cops) and R Radical Records produced the P.E.A.C.E. compilation album and raised over $10,000 for grassroots anti-nuclear groups like Seeds of Peace, Seabrook Alliance, and Big Mountain–Navajo Group. The double album featured Dead Kennedys, Crass, Subhumans, Anti-Flag, and dozens of other international punk bands. In 2020 P.E.A.C.E. was re-released by Dictor and Grimace Records, with all streaming revenues benefiting COVID-19 relief by the anarchist organization Mutual Aid Disaster Relief. In 2020 Rebel Riot from Myanmar recorded a single with UK punks Throwing Stuff to benefit Black Lives Matter called “ACIYHAB” (All Cops Inside Your Head Are Bastards). And Positive Force in Washington, DC has served as a center for radical organizing and punk music since the 1980s.


  CHANGING THE WORLD


  MARK ANDERSEN (Positive Force cofounder, author of Dance of Days: Two Decades of Punk in the Nation’s Capital): The story for me begins with punk rock in the mid to late 1970s: Patti Smith, Sex Pistols, Clash, Avengers, Dils, and Stiff Little Fingers. That’s what helped me be aware of my own critique of the world. And then helped me believe in the power I have to help change the world.


  I was struggling as a lost and lonely teenage misfit in a very rural part of this country: Sheraton County, Montana. Searching for personal meaning and purpose helped bring me to activism. Punk rock was the bridge from the struggle for personal identity and purpose to seeing how that required me to step out of simply being concerned with myself to a broader engagement. Underneath it all, I now see that I was on a spiritual journey before punk, and punk became the vehicle to expand and fulfill that journey for the last thirty years. Punk is still part of that spiritual journey today.


  When I refer to myself as “revolutionary” it goes in quotes. I also say “would-be revolutionary.” This is an aspiration; this is what we’re aiming towards. We’re not there yet. I believe people have power to change the world and themselves. I think Karl Marx dealt with this when saying that people make history, but they don’t make it just as they will. We’re dealing with something that is beyond our comprehension, beyond the tools that we have at hand.


  THURSTON MOORE (Sonic Youth): Punk came out of the gate as a political cry. It was political by its very nature by saying, “We’re separating ourselves from these ideas of what success is.” Punk rock was not, at first, at all having to do with money equating success. It was somewhat anti-money and anti-materialistic with no ambition towards that as far as success was concerned. It was really important music especially for people our age. It struck a chord. Of course, all of the bands were very young. They were all in their early twenties. You don’t have sophisticated political thought. But then you started having groups like The Pop Group, who did “We Are All Prostitutes” and “She Is Beyond Good and Evil,” which is one of the greatest post-punk political love songs of all time. They took the music of punk, funk, and reggae—all musics of the people—and mashed them together and made this wonderful sound.


  JELLO BIAFRA (Dead Kennedys / Guantanamo School of Medicine): Is it important that music be political? Anybody who is famous in this day and age, we all have a responsibility to speak up for people who don’t have the avenues to speak up for themselves.


  JM: I agree. You’ve said something pretty clear about that regarding Green Day. There’s nothing wrong with them getting to be well known, but it would be nice if they used that for some positive social messaging.


  JELLO BIAFRA: I may have said that before American Idiot came out.


  JM: Yes, there are parts of that album that are pretty powerful.


  JELLO BIAFRA: Overall, for somebody that big they’ve done a pretty good job of trying to figure out, and hang onto, who they are as people and where their souls are at. They had to deal with, first, the crab-in-the-bucket underground punk scene attitude that they’re getting too big, and “We don’t want to hear love songs,” and stuff like that. Then they get way, way bigger and some people in the underground actually kind of declared war on them. To the point where Billy Joe told me that he had to glue a fake beard on himself to go to Gilman shows! To make sure people didn’t give him a bunch of shit! It never should have come to that. That’s in very stark contrast to hip-hop, for example. After my knee got smashed by thugs calling me, “Sell out! Sell out!” I asked, “Gee, why doesn’t this happen to you?” They said, “It’s different. We come from the hood where people don’t grow up with a lot of money and our whole attitude is: if one of us actually makes it, it’s a victory for the hood!”


  EAST BAY RAY (Dead Kennedys): There were a lot of political bands back in the day, but some of that has gone out of date. There’s a difference between journalism and poetry. Journalism comes and goes really quick, and poetry is more artistic and appeals at different times to different people. That’s what I think of our music. We were so creative as a band together at the time and the music lasts. I notice that on tour, the response to the songs is just amazing.


  THE POWER OF WORDS


  JM: Punk rock took on a caricature in mainstream media of being violent. And some punk rock did become violent.


  JOHN LYDON (Sex Pistols / Public Image Limited): There was politics behind that because we raised too many issues they didn’t want to be answered. One of the major things in the early days was the royal family. Should that be openly discussed? I thought so. And that wasn’t quite acceptable by British society then. I don’t know if it is to this day. I followed that up with my fellow Sex Pistols with “Anarchy in the UK” and that got us into an open debate in the Houses of Parliament on the Traitors and Treason Act which carried a death penalty. So, there you go—the power of words. I have to dance the light fantastic sometimes.

  
  LYDIA LUNCH (Teenage Jesus & The Jerks): The words are always the most important thing to me. The music is just a machine gun or a soft velvet caress, an irritant to back up the words. Oral tradition is one of the oldest forms of communication, the oldest art form. Even photographs come down to the titles. I never thought of myself as a performance artist. I’m not performing. I’m merely channeling parts of myself that need to come out. That’s strictly what I do.


  I’ve never been censored, and I’ve never felt I’ve been followed (by the FBI) because I’m just a small woman with a big mouth. I don’t make enough money for them to care. They have bigger fish to fry. I’m on TSA approval and I didn’t even apply—go figure that one out! But I’ve talked about tracking and surveillance for over a decade. I think I was one of the first artists to talk about RFID chips, which is just the latest way to track you.


  Historically, artists like this have always been under the gun. Look at the Black Panthers or Angela Davis or the anti-Commie movement. Dead Kennedys had a lot of hassle because of the name Dead Kennedys. They were accosted for using Geiger’s artwork, which is ridiculous. I debated Jack Thompson, who with Tipper Gore started the record labeling bullshit (Parents Music Resource Center), which also was part of Biafra’s downfall. He was very vociferous against Tipper Gore. And now we have Al Gore, supposedly pro-environment (2015). And we have his wife, who is anti-art. Whatever, go figure.


  My statement against Jack Thompson, it was the Two Live Crew controversy. I said, “What you don’t get is that art is a reflection of society’s problems. It is not the creator of society’s problems. You’re worried about violence being stimulated by pornography or rap or heavy metal music? Let’s go back to the Bible, which has been responsible for more murder than any other book ever written.” Once you say that, they have very little recourse. It’s just the truth. The image of a nude and bloodied man, who happens to be your son, nailed to a cross bleeding, is one of the most pornographic images ever created. I did not create that. Although I wish I did.

  
  JORDAN PUNDIK (New Found Glory): Politics is really important. I tend to get obsessive and I’m always on NPR, BBC, and CNN and I’m always reading. The Middle East crisis and ISIS—I kind of obsess about it. On the other hand, with the type of music that we do as a band, we don’t have many political songs. There’s so much of that going on that I feel our band is more of an escape where people can relate to reality in a personal way. All of that stuff is going on overseas and it’s not something we should forget about, but I don’t think it’s that personal for people. When people listen to our records, they can forget about all of that stuff. We want to be a positive force in people’s lives. There are a lot of different pathways in punk and our way is about feeling better about what’s going on.


  JM: The Social Distortion song “1945” is an example of the power of punk because it unveils a history that’s become hidden. It’s about the nuclear bombing of Japan by the United States government. Punk opened up the possibility of discussing in music some of the hidden histories of genocide, slavery, and war.

  
  JONNY WICKERSHAM (Social Distortion): These bands have been talking about these things the whole time. It’s true. Some older people from the punk rock scene may be laughing at these hardcore or thrash bands, but these kids were tackling subjects that nobody else was.


  THE CLASH IS A NEWS BAND: CREATIVE RESPONSE


  “The Clash is a news band.” This is how Mick Jones described his band during a 1981 TV interview with a visibly nervous Tom Snyder. The band’s only triple album—Sandinista—stands out as a uniquely political album offering analysis of socio-political realms including covert US wars, coups, and assassinations (“Washington Bullets”); the so-called Cold War (“Ivan Meets GI Joe”); resisting the draft (“The Call Up”); the US war on Vietnam (“Charlie Don’t Surf”); and police brutality (“Police on My Back”).


  ANTONINO D’AMBROSIO (Let Fury Have the Hour: Joe Strummer, Punk, and the Movement that Shook the World): The Clash were the starting point of a cultural, political, social, spiritual, and emotional awakening for me. They were writing songs from the perspective of working people, about ideas of world citizenship and speaking truth to power through creativity. That is what I now call creative response and it’s always been a core element in all my work. I’m always exploring that creative response whether it’s in my film about Johnny Cash’s sole protest album on behalf of Native Americans (Bitter Tears: Ballads of the American Indian, 1964) or Frank Serpico’s efforts to expose abuse of police power.


  Another thing I learned from The Clash and during my time with Strummer is: you’re not going to find the answers in the political system. The political system is occupied with maintaining and pursuing power and the power is based in an ideology that doesn’t bind us together. It depends on cynicism and living in the past. We’ve seen its awful effects with “Make America Great Again.” We have this alternative idea from The Clash, and it goes back to Picasso painting Guernica. We find it throughout history and later with Woody Guthrie and Pete Seeger; this idea of collective action and solidarity with people who are suffering.


  When I met with Joe Strummer in New York in 2001, I spent four days with him. He was very reflective about his history including some things he regretted that happened within the band, like firing their drummer, Topper Headon. Strummer told me that we have to have regrets. To me that was a rejection of the idea that we’re indoctrinated with here that you can never be wrong, and everything has to be easy and comfortable. And that a person who has regrets is not successful. Strummer said, “It isn’t about succeeding or failing. It’s about trying.” Perhaps the greatest creative response that we possess as human beings is that we survive. And that survival is this ultimate creative response, and it comes from never relenting and having will.


  I got the sense from my conversation with Strummer that he felt he’d lived a life where he’d tried to do something positive, particularly with Sandinista. It was a very bold move to name a record after a guerrilla movement in Central America! He said the record label was extremely angry about it. Now, that record is starting to get its due as one of the great records of the last three or four decades.


  JM: Your music has had political elements and yet I know you have ideas about how your music has been different than, for example, The Clash.


  JOHN LYDON (Sex Pistols / Public Image Limited): I don’t believe in sloganeering.


  JM: At the same time, you’ve confronted racism and corporate power and tried to cultivate community. Why is that important to you?


  JOHN LYDON: To be honest and direct is one of the gifts you’re given in nature and to turn against that and fall into whatever is currently fashionable or fabulous or self-important is destructive. So, there it is.


  CAMILLE ROSE GARCIA (The Real Minx): Growing up with bands like The Clash and Dead Kennedys I realized it was possible to make great music that was entertaining and also have social criticism. All punk rock really started out that way. It came out of an anger and frustration with the current situation. That was my ethos. That’s what I wanted to do.

  
  C. J. RAMONE (Ramones): The Clash and Dead Kennedys were both overtly political. Both were at the top of the pyramid of influential political bands. I’m more about people. I try to reach out to people in common terms. I don’t really dive much into the overtly political thing. I always see a common thread, the thing that makes everybody kind of the same. That’s what I try to get across in my music.


  STEVEN BLUSH (author of American Hardcore: A Tribal History): Part of my hardcore trip was that I was disappointed with The Clash by the time they were doing Combat Rock (1982). I always felt that The Clash was my band! And then they became more rock and became everybody else’s band! So, there’s that elitist thing that comes with subculture where you dismiss things because they’re popular. But you look back on The Clash and everything they were saying in their songs was spot on. Everything they said about race and politics; it was the musical education side of them. I know reggae music because of The Clash.


  I was in England soon after “White Man in Hammersmith Palais” (1977) came out and they’re singing about this guy “Ken Boothe for UK pop reggae” and I learned about the history of Brixton ska. I realized half of the songs on London Calling were covers. “Wrong ’Em Boyo” is a 1962 ska song. “Police on My Back” (Sandinista) was that band called The Equals, which was two white guys and two black guys. Eddy Grant from “Electric Avenue” was the singer. The Clash were doing musicology, politics, gender equality, racial integration. The hardcore bands were influenced by that aesthetic. It was so powerful.


  DO THEY KNOW IT’S CHRISTMAS?


  A type of political journalism resides within rock ’n’ roll and this combination of pop and politics inspired singers like Bob Geldof and Midge Ure to be directly involved in both DIY activism and, at the other end of the spectrum, establishment politics. The Boomtown Rats singer is famous for his compassionate fundraising for the 1984 “Band Aid” charity group and their sympathetic song “Do They Know It’s Christmas?” and the 1985 Live Aid Concerts, which reportedly raised one hundred million dollars for famine relief in Africa. A 1986 Spin magazine story reprinted on the thirtieth anniversary of Live Aid (July 13, 2015) was titled “Live Aid: The Terrible Truth.” Summed up, “Live Aid had, through its missteps, exacerbated the already terrible humanitarian crisis” in Ethiopia, where donated food rotted due to shipping difficulties and charity money ended up in the hands of an oppressive political regime. Though filled with positive intentions, Live Aid is perhaps another vivid argument for punk rock–style DIY and self-organized solutions to social-political struggles.


 
    Charity, it fills my heart / To help the poor in Africa


  —“History of the World” by Gang of Four (1982)




  There’s a video of Bob Geldof on stage with The Boomtown Rats at a 2013 concert on the Isle of Wight. Geldof introduces the song “Somebody’s Looking at You,” saying, “This song was written in 1979 about the same thing you were reading about in the paper this morning.” Geldof is referring to revelations about government spying revealed by WikiLeaks, ex-US soldier Bradley (Chelsea) Manning, and ex-CIA contractor Edward Snowden. “Somebody’s Looking at You” includes the lyrics, “There’s a spy in the sky / there’s a noise on the wire / there’s a tap on the line.”


  The song is from the album Fine Art of Surfacing, which also features “I Don’t Like Mondays,” a song that became a hit for the band, telling the story of a sixteen-year-old girl in San Diego, California, who shot up an elementary school playground in 1979. Brenda Ann Spencer killed three adults and injured eight children and one police officer. She told a reporter that she’d gone on the rampage because “I don’t like Mondays. This livens up the day.” Geldof and The Boomtown Rats were touring the United States when the shooting happened. Many more mass shootings have followed, as well as punk songs about them. (In 2017 there were about three hundred mass shootings in the United States [Gun Violence Archive]. From January to June 2022, there were already two hundred.) I always get chills listening to the 2000 song “Colorado” by Fifteen about the 1999 mass shooting at Columbine High School.


  ROOM FOR JELLO


  
     There’s always room for Jello.


  —Slogan for Biafra’s 1979 campaign for San Francisco mayor (he came in fourth with 3.79 percent of the vote)




  “If voting changed anything, they’d make it illegal.” The statement is such a cliché because it holds some truth. Remember that the voting age in the United States was lowered from twenty-one to eighteen in 1971 by President Richard Nixon at the height of student protests against the US war in Vietnam. The Twenty-Sixth Amendment to the Constitution was the quickest ratification in US history, taking only about two months. Some members of Congress called for the age lowering explicitly to shift the focus of activist youth away from mass protest to the state-sanctioned “democratic” process.


  Peter Garrett, singer with the punkish and highly political Australian band Midnight Oil, was elected as a Labor Party member of the House of Representatives in 2004 and appointed Minister for the Environment in 2007. Midnight Oil’s 2022 world tour was in support of their album Resist. The 2021 film Something Better Change by Scott Crawford documents the journey of Joey “Shithead” Keithley (D.O.A.) being elected in 2018 as a Green Party candidate to the Burnaby City Council in British Columbia, Canada. And Justin Brannan, guitarist for hardcore punk metal band Indecision, is currently a council member in New York’s District 43 since being elected in 2017. In 2018 Texas congressmember Beto O’Rourke, a former punk rock guitarist in the band FOSS, was on the campaign trail to hold his position and win an election against Republican Ted Cruz. On September 13, 2018, O’Rourke appeared on “The Late Show” (US):


  Stephen Colbert: “Can politics be like punk rock?”


  Beto O’Rourke: “I think so. I think we’re proving that right now.”


  And during a televised debate on September 28, 2018, O’Rourke used lyrics from The Clash to describe political opponent Ted Cruz: “He’s working for the clampdown!”


  JELLO BIAFRA (Dead Kennedys): I take things issue by issue because I do vote. National Corporate Cartoon Puppet “A” versus Corporate Cartoon Puppet “B.” I’d rather vote for something I want and not get it, rather than vote for something I don’t want and get it. Thus, my conscience is clear. I never voted for Bill Clinton. I never voted for Obama and I sure as hell wasn’t going to vote for Hillary! What Frank Zappa told me, which turned me around about voting at all, was this: local elections are where it’s at. Hardly anybody votes on them and that’s where people locally decide how a lot of that money from federal and state tax dollars and sales tax actually gets spent. A golf course? A football stadium? Or some public housing and better mass transit? That’s how these things get decided. Every once in a while, there’s a chance that somebody really cool can win locally. I’ve even voted for Democrats several times for state legislator; Tom Ammiano has been one of the best. He had to retire, but he said he used to go to Dead Kennedys shows at The Mabuhay.


  JACK GRISHAM (TSOL): When I ran for governor (2003), I had no delusions that I was going to be successful. There was no way possible. You just take a little look at my background, and you’ve got a problem: drug use, underage marriages, arrests. Fifteen minutes after talking with someone they can get on the internet and see pictures of me in a dress! Come on, I didn’t have a chance! The main reason I ran for governor of California was to bitch about healthcare. We don’t take care of our people. I’ve got a problem with that. So, it was the one thing I told them, “Look I’ll do it, but I’m not going to mention anything about my band. I refuse to talk about music. The only thing I want to talk about is healthcare, healthcare, healthcare! That’s basically the whole reason I ran for governor.”


  PUNK VOTER


  SCOTT GOODSTEIN (Punk Voter): Fat Mike from NOFX, post-2000 elections, founded Punk Voter. It started as an internet campaign. We quickly built a roster of over two hundred bands and thirty record labels and registered as an official voter education organization and started doing campaign activities. We’re a small organization and Fat Wreck people donate their time. We felt there needed to be an organization giving kids more reasons as to why they need to participate in voting. We have a number of people who have talked about the things they’re upset about, within the Bush administration. The war was one issue. The economy and jobs. The youth unemployment rate is 12 to 14 percent. People pay more on student loans than ever before. Young people suffer the most in the job market and are the ones going off to the war.


  It’s not shocking that young people are going to be mobilized and vocal about a number of issues like the environment and personal freedom and liberties, especially in the punk community; everything from the Patriot Act to Guantanamo Bay and Abu Ghraib. People are starting to wonder: What type of America do we want to live in? We do need to make sure these constitutional liberties are protected. And choice issues. It’s nothing new for a punk band to be playing a benefit for the local Planned Parenthood chapter.


  JM: Are there any difficulties appealing to punk people to get involved in politics? Some punk rock resonates with anarchist philosophy and takes an anti-state stance, where voting isn’t seen as the most useful strategy for making change.


  SCOTT GOODSTEIN: A lot of these folks rebel against their government. To be able to be in a country and have the right to dissent against your government is something that we stand for. The fact that Ashcroft used the Patriot Act against students at Drake University last November (2003) and then put a gag order on the university for being able to talk about it is bullshit! There’s a ton of folks who want to be able to speak out and voice their opinions against the government and we feel that’s what makes this country.


  The punk idea of “We’re all a bunch of anarchists” isn’t the case. Most of the bands involved with Punk Voter aren’t saying, “We love governments.” They’re saying that things have gotten so bad it’s time to organize and make our voices heard. If you feel that your personal liberties and freedoms are under attack, and you’re against the war and want to voice concern about the environment and you’re not happy about the economy, speak out in any way possible. Voting is one aspect.


  We’ve sold over one hundred thousand Rock Against Bush CDs in conjunction with Fat Wreck Chords. Punk kids are a smart bunch, and they’ll take information from our website and put it in their own website and distribute in their own fanzines. We’re a resource for a lot of kids to disseminate information. There are millions of kids who don’t vote. Five hundred and thirty-seven votes was the magic number in Florida. We’re telling people that things could have been different if a few more NOFX fans had a little bit more information.


  JM: How effective has Punk Voter been? How useful is the internet for organizing?


  Scott Goodstein: The internet is one tool. We’ve also placed ads in cultural magazines like Punk Planet. We do media events and had a concert tour in seventeen cities in Western states. We partnered with NARAL (ProChoice America) and did a concert and raised 10K the night before the March for Women’s Lives, a pro-choice DC march. We’ve partnered with Food Not Bombs. We handed out 10,000 DVDs of the movie Uncovered by Robert Greenwald, about weapons of mass destruction and the US government. Scott Ritter came out on the Rock Against Bush concert tour with us. There’s a Punk Voter booth on Warped Tour.


  BRAD LOGAN (Leftöver Crack): I choose not to give a fuck about who gets elected as our next president (2016). I fucking don’t give a shit. I’m removing myself from this whole fucking mess.


  JM: Do you vote?


  BRAD LOGAN: I have in the past. Our system is based on checks and balances, so it’s got to be Republicans for a while because it was Democrats for a long time. We don’t want it to go too far one way or the other—that’s not healthy. I’m not going to go into how I feel about any of the candidates—I don’t like any of them. It’s time to let somebody else take the reins for a while and for us to fucking deal with it. Why is Holland an awesome place to be? They have a twenty-party system. We have to sprinkle some love and tolerance in there, man. People are so hateful. It bums me out, man. That ain’t cool.


  KLAUS FLOURIDE (Dead Kennedys): Who people vote in, for president, is really important this year (Obama vs. John McCain, 2008). When people say there’s no difference between the Democrats and Republicans because they’re all funded by the same people, that’s basically a privileged white male stance because they’re not affected by the Supreme Court as much as minorities, women, and poor people. For no other reason, the appointees to the Supreme Court make it important that people go out and vote for president. I will easily say “Obama.” I’m a flag waver for him. He’s intelligent and he’s a thinking man and if he leads by example, I think it would do a wonder for this country’s self-image. And the world’s image of us.


  RUSS RANKIN (Good Riddance): Americans are taught to read the paper and watch the news to find out about the world, but it’s a narrow sliver of the world we’re being shown. If people watch it enough, then suddenly an illegal war against a sovereign nation that poses us no threat, that violates international law and the UN, is now “Operation Iraqi Freedom” (2003). And people buy into it. One of the most tragic things facing our country is this lack of a free press.


  I’ve been to Australia, Canada, and the UK during elections and every candidate from every party is on TV and in the paper. It’s a democracy. They ask me questions in interviews like, “Why did Bush win?” I say, “Well, over half of the eligible voters in America didn’t vote.” They say, “Why not?” I say, “Well, we don’t have a free press. Most Americans are told there’s only two parties they can choose from. Both are becoming so unpalatable that people are just staying home.” They say, “Well what about the other parties?” I tell them, “There’s other parties in America, but they’re blackballed out of the public arena by the corporate-owned media and the Commission on Presidential Debates, which is made up of Republicans and Democrats, so that when David Cobb, the Green Party candidate last time (2004), tried to get into the debate in St. Louis just to watch in the audience, he was arrested outside.” And I had to read about that in a foreign newspaper—it wasn’t reported here!


  It ought to offend and anger any American that is interested in democracy, that this guy that is going to be on the ballot isn’t even allowed in the building to watch the two rich guys debate. Let alone that he’s not on the debate floor, where he should be. We’ve got a real problem in this country. The corporate-owned media is a big part of it. We’re not being shown an accurate landscape of what’s going on. Other countries are doing it as a matter of course. No one shows up for elections anymore except rich people.


  JM: Some of the proceeds from Good Riddance albums have gone to Food Not Bombs.


  RUSS RANKIN: Food Not Bombs was our second album. I came up with the idea to do this. I talked to the guy at our label and said, “Would it be too much of a pain in the ass for you guys to chop off some of our end for each record sold, and send a check twice a year?” They said, “No.” In fact they said, “We’ll match you on this record.” That was really cool.


  Food Not Bombs was the first. Since then, every record we’ve tried to do something along those lines: Homeless Garden Project, Santa Cruz Aids Project. The record before our latest we donated money to the Cabrillo Music Department and the Western Service Workers.


  PUNK ACTIVISM


  KEITH MCHENRY (Food Not Bombs cofounder): A lot of bands had liner notes in their albums with stuff about Food Not Bombs. We were in Profane Existence a bunch of times. I did a punk tour with bands all over Mexico in 2005 and that started a huge scene in the Food Not Bombs movement down there. I just went to a lot of punk concerts in the Philippines. A lot of Food Not Bombs activists are punk band members. Bad Brains was a Food Not Bombs house band. Avail started Richmond Food Not Bombs. Fugazi was the DC house band along with Bad Brains. They played a concert in Dolores Park (San Francisco) that over twenty thousand people attended, which became called Soupstock. We gave out food in the park. MDC did tons of concerts for us. There was a punk folk album, a compilation of bands from the Bay Area, and another punk LP in New Jersey. Michael Franti had a whole section in the liner notes from one of his albums about Food Not Bombs. Food Not Bombs has had a big connection with punk. It helped us be global. I’ve met people who tell me they saw a band that told them about Food Not Bombs.


  JEFF OTT (Fifteen): I first got involved with Food Not Bombs as a result of squatting with people in Berkeley and Oakland who had started it a year or two before that. I met Keith (McHenry) the first time in San Francisco when that city thought it was okay to arrest people for giving other people food. When I started to go and cook, I was probably eight or nine years into an eleven-year stint of living outside or in taken-over housing and fairly hopelessly drug addicted and my self-esteem completely through the floor. It really happened to be a thing that I needed to have, just to feel that I was doing something in the world and start putting together some self-esteem and eventually getting sober. I was doing a band already at the time and typically whatever bands I’ve done have addressed subject matter about whatever is going on around me. And that’s what was going on around me at that time.


  KEITH MCHENRY: I remember meeting you at one of those arrests where we had a day of action, and the police came. Mostly we got arrested every day, but once
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