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Introduction

 So Long, and Thanks for All the Provocations

David Pearson, Ellen Bernhard, Stefano Morello


Up until about a decade ago, the philosophical term “problematic” suggested a concept, an event, a person, or a topic that presented us with difficulties that required contemplation and could not be easily resolved. In the spirit of Gaston Bachelard’s theorization in Le rationalisme appliqué, the “problematic” required us to think critically, deal with its difficulties, and avoid reductionist answers or simple solutions. We shall refer to this use of the term problematic as problematic #1.

Today, “problematic” is more often used, including by intellectuals, as a moral judgment. Someone or something that is problematic is offensive, oppressive, or outside the bounds of established values. Think, for instance, of statements such as “That movie is problematic due to its outdated stereotypes!” or “Said politician’s remarks are problematic.” We shall refer to this use of the term problematic as problematic #2. While the popular shift from problematic #1 to problematic #2 is a topic for another study, that the shift occurred is evident from everyday interactions—just pause anytime you hear the word problematic and consider its contextual meaning.1



Both uses of the term problematic could apply to the punk band NOFX. Concerning problematic #2, the band certainly says offensive things and writes song lyrics that stand outside agreed-upon moral codes. Whose moral codes is the question to ask, and asking that question reveals what is problematic (in the problematic #1 sense) about problematic #2, namely, its implication of universally held values. Leaving that question aside, however, we can acknowledge NOFX’s propensity for shocking the moral sensibilities of different, and sometimes mutually hostile, segments of society. Everyone from feminists to hippies to Christian fundamentalists to the George W. Bush presidential administration has been targets of the band’s satire, with little regard for decorum or detractors. More recently, NOFX’s joke about the mass shooting at the Route 91 Harvest Festival in Las Vegas (“I mean that sucked but at least they were country fans and not punk rock fans” made on stage in 2018 at a concert in the same city) garnered national media attention and resulted in the band losing contracts and performance opportunities.

If we are willing to scratch beneath the surface, to consider that maybe there is more than offensive, juvenile behavior behind NOFX’s problematic #2 conduct, then we can start considering the band from the perspective of problematic #1. For starters, we will have to consider whether their problematic #2 commentary, song lyrics, and behaviors have a deeper meaning, whether they are provoking us on purpose to get us thinking critically, or whether they are just plain offensive and deserving of social sanction. To engage in that act of contemplation, we may also want to consider the propensity for offensiveness as part of the punk tradition, dating back to its beginnings in the 1970s and continuing, in various permutations, down to the present day, with NOFX as stalwarts of punk sarcasm and snarl.

Once we situate NOFX’s problematic output within a broader punk tradition, we open up more potential lines of inquiry into what makes the band problematic #1. They got their start in the early 1980s Los Angeles hardcore scene known for violent gangs but did not fit into the culture of violence and did their best to avoid it. As the LA scene evolved during this decade, NOFX found themselves in the same venues as these violent gangs, often befriending such groups in an effort to avoid injury. With the tumultuous state of punk rock in the 1980s, NOFX struggled to find consistent members, practice spaces, and shows to play. To add insult to the injury they had mostly avoided until this point, the band was met with indifferent stares, rather than applause or even boos and jeers, at the conclusion of their first performance at the Cathay de Grande in Los Angeles (NOFX and Alulis 2016, 22–42).

Yet, the band was perceived as equally problematic in the San Francisco/East Bay punk scene, where they followed Fat Mike after his enrollment at San Francisco State University in 1985. Despite Maximum Rocknroll’s (MRR) mogul Tim Yohannan’s endorsement and the consistently strong turnouts at the seventeen shows they played at 924 Gilman between 1987 and 1993, NOFX’s politics, artistic output, and personas were perceived as divisive at best (Fat Mike quoted in Boulware and Tudor 2014, 255–62).2
 Beyond the local scenes they were a part of, as punk and hardcore fragmented in different directions in the 1980s, it is hard to pigeonhole NOFX into the various punk subgenres and specific scenes that emerged. Then, in the 1990s, NOFX was a preeminent progenitor and exemplar of a new style of punk, sometimes called So-Cal punk, that problematically combined the ferocity of hardcore punk with melodious vocals, more sophisticated approaches to harmony and musicianship, and more polished studio recordings. Problematically for the underground punk scene, NOFX rode the wave of mainstream interest in punk and alternative rock in the 1990s to greater commercial success, while refusing interest from major record labels and continuing to release albums on independent record labels (Epitaph and then Fat Wreck Chords). Did they sell out, or did they stay DIY (do-it-yourself)? The punk scene has argued over that question for the last three decades.

The addition of guitarist Aaron “El Hefe” Abeyta3
 to NOFX in 1991 opens up still more problematic #1 questions. A trained musician competent in many genres who did not come up through the punk scene, Hefe added a broader array of stylistic proclivities and nuances to NOFX’s output (from excursions into reggae and jazz to the appearance of trumpet and scat singing on recordings and performances). Hefe’s Mexican ancestry quickly became the butt of problematic #2 stage banter by NOFX’s bass player and singer, “Fat Mike” Burkett, with Hefe holding his own in humorous comebacks, in stage banter and in songs (e.g., “Don’t Count on Me” and “Cantado en Español”). Offensive jokes at the expense of Hefe’s Mexican ancestry entered into the problematic (#1 and #2) ways that NOFX explored questions of race, ethnicity, and class, including by way of poking fun at guitarist Eric Melvin’s and Fat Mike’s Jewishness and at drummer Erik Sandin as white trash. (Does NOFX’s propensity for self-deprecation lessen the problematic #2 deprecation of others? Another good problematic #1 question about problematic #2.) Three decades later, Aaron “El Hefe” Abeyta has become one of the most prominent Latinos in US punk, yet even as punk history narratives have started giving greater focus to diversity within US punk, they rarely acknowledge Hefe as one of punk’s best guitarists (or certainly the best guitarist in NOFX).

Punk history narratives universally acknowledge that political resistance has long been part of punk, but where does NOFX fit into this narrative? There is no shortage of political critique in NOFX lyrics, yet their output contains few, if any, anthemic political songs calling for resistance. While, in the 1980s, many punk anthems took lyrical aim at Ronald Reagan, NOFX was late and satirical to the game, with 1996’s “Reagan Sucks” (an homage to 1980s punk anti-Reagan songs), 2012’s “Ronnie and Mags” (more serious but more fitting for a late 1980s release date), and 2016’s “Sid and Nancy” (articulating a hilarious punk inside joke conspiracy theory). When the band did get more directly involved in political activism, with the PunkVoter effort in 2004 seeking to channel punk anger at the George W. Bush administration into the electoral arena, their actions were viewed as problematic in a counterculture in which anarchist philosophy has considerable influence and electoral politics are sometimes frowned upon. Beyond PunkVoter, NOFX has continued to offer provocative, sarcastic, and dystopian diagnoses of American society and culture, often without suggesting solutions (whether they should have is a problematic #1 for us to deal with).

A punk band that has lasted over forty years is in itself problematic, considering punk’s emphasis on youth and the “no future” attitude that has been prominent within the scene since the Sex Pistols belted out those words. NOFX has addressed this problematic in both starkly serious and stridently satirical ways. To their credit, they buck the trend of romanticizing punk history with nostalgic narratives of punk’s good old days (whether the late 1970s, early 1980s, or whenever the narrator was involved in punk), which are common even in scholarly writings. Beginning especially with Fat Mike’s alter-ego performance as “Cokie the Clown” at the 2010 South by Southwest festival, continuing in the band’s 2016 memoir NOFX: The Hepatitis Bathtub and Other Stories, and followed up in interviews and songs, NOFX members have given candid accounts of the ugly, and sometimes horrific, side of punk, bluntly describing incidents of violence and sexual assault as well as acknowledging the consequences of destructive lifestyles. Furthermore, and in contrast to punk’s habit of defending itself from detractors, NOFX has no qualms satirizing the scene itself, as, for example, in their song “East Bay,” and sharply criticizing some of its gatekeepers (“I’m Telling Tim”). Aside from punk history and lore, NOFX also deals with the problematic of aging while maintaining a punk attitude, both satirically (e.g., in the song “Mattersville”) and seriously (e.g., the band’s recent interview with The New York Times
).

Central to all the problematic aspects of NOFX is Fat Mike, the band’s frontman, songwriter, and dominant personality. Besides authoring its lyrics, Fat Mike has also generated controversy through his commentary on stage and off, and through his behavior. Furthermore, Fat Mike’s financial success as a punk entrepreneur challenges DIY punk practices while simultaneously embodying them (depending on whom you ask). Consequently, Fat Mike, including his personality, receives more attention than other members of NOFX in this book.

The purpose of this book is to explore the problematic #1 aspects of NOFX, albeit sometimes by way of its problematic #2 aspects. To the extent this introduction has failed to offer a straightforward summary of the band and its place in punk and American culture, that is on purpose. We invite readers to dive into analyzing the provocations and problematics of NOFX in the ensuing chapters and finish perhaps more unsettled than they started.


Thirteen or Fourteen Essays That Weren’t Good Enough to Go in Other Books

The first part of this book, “Punk Humor and Satire,” explores NOFX’s use of wit, sarcasm, and juvenile jokes as tools for social critique and provocation. The chapters in this section situate the band’s snark within the wider tradition of punk satire and analyze how their humor challenges political and social realities. David Ensminger’s chapter positions NOFX’s evolving use of








We’re Just Doin’ It for the Cause








Notes
1 In calling attention to the shift in usage of the term problematic and distinguishing its earlier and more recent meanings, we draw inspiration from philosopher Olúfẹ́mi Táíwò (2022), who critiques a similar shift in regard to the term “decolonization.”2 While Fat Mike claimed that the band was banned from Gilman in 1994 (Boulware and Tudor 2014, 258), Jesse Luscious, who was involved in the venue’s governance at the time, clarified in personal communication with Stefano that NOFX was never officially banned. Luscious acknowledged, however, some lighthearted hostility toward the band. For instance, in 1992, some Gilman regulars, including himself, attempted to disrupt the filming of the music video for “Stickin’ in My Eye” by painting graffiti like “NOFX Blows Goats” on the walls prior to the shoot—graffiti that the band covered up with flyers during filming. According to Luscious, the community opposed music videos at the time, viewing them as a means for bands to break into the mainstream music industry. Twenty-five years later, Luscious would go on to happily work as Production Manager for the still-independent Fat Wreck Chords.3 “El Hefe” is a misspelling of the Spanish word jefe, and to add a problematic to a problematic, the misspelling was the result of the fact that members of NOFX did not know the proper spelling of the word when they chose it as Abeyta’s moniker. That included Abeyta himself, who grew up in the United States and did not know the correct Spanish spelling despite his Mexican ancestry—an increasingly common problematic in immigrant families and cultures of the United States.4 I would later learn that NOFX had actually played in my neighborhood, at the social center El Paso, located just a block away from my elementary school. The show was booked by Simone Cinotto, guitarist for the Italian hardcore band Nerorgasmo and, some twenty years later, one of the US History professors that inspired my own research.5 Of course, this anecdote wants to highlight the irony of NOFX being historically perceived in the United States as a party punk band with not-so-radical politics.
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