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Abstract 
 

Taking a cue from Karlyn Kohrs Campbell in "The Rhetoric of Women’s Liberation: 
An Oxymoron," this study aims to discover the "symbolic acts [. . .] distinctive on 
both substantive and stylistic grounds" of the rhetorical practices of marginalized, and 
often vilified, American punk subculture (Burgchardt 494).  In so doing, this study 
explores a particular discourse community with specialized rhetorical practices that 
have been developed to cope with the economic and social circumstances of an urban, 
youth subculture.   Specifically, this study explores the rhetorical maneuverings of 
punk discourse through music, art  and the publication of fan magazines.  Finally, this 
study investigates the power relations both external to the punk movement (mostly 
power directed through mass consumption) – and internal to the punk movement (by 
exploring various punk ideologies) to develop a "theory" or "regional system of [. . .] 
struggle" defined by the centrifugal and centripetal forces that shape punk’s status 
among subverted American discourse communities (Foucault and Deleuze 4). 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 In this sense theory does not express, translate, or serve to apply practice: it is 
 practice. But it is local and regional, as you said, and not totalizing. This is a 
 struggle against power, a struggle aimed at revealing and undermining power 
 where it is most invisible and insidious. It is not to "awaken consciousness" 
 that we struggle (the masses have been aware for some time that 
 consciousness is a form of knowledge; and consciousness as the basis of 
 subjectivity is a prerogative of the bourgeoisie), but to sap power, to take 
 power; it is an activity conducted alongside those who struggle for power, and 
 not their illumination from a safe distance. A "theory" is the regional system 
 of this struggle. (Foucault and Deleuze 4). 

 Since the early 1970s, continental theorists including Derrida, Foucault and 

Barthes have been unpacking the relationship among power, discourse and 

knowledge as a way to question the overarching hegemony of the academy and 

society in general.  This deconstructive effort has yielded results that have affected 

the form and function of the academy as most of us know it.  As the requirements of 

membership in bourgeois academic communities changed during the socially 

progressive 1960s and 1970s, heretofore unrecognized modes of academic inquiry 

matured to meet the evolving face of the humanistic disciplines.   

 In the fields of social psychology and rhetoric, Martin Nystrand, John Swales 

and later Patricia Bizzell drew special attention in the 1970s and early 1980s to the 

concept of "discourse communities," or groups of rhetors who experience life and 

knowledge in shared discursive contexts.  The eventual exploration of the complex 

relationship among individuals, their specific discourse communities and the socio–

economic/political factors that shape those communities has led to the flowering of 

"cultural studies"  and "rhetorical studies" in contemporary academic circles.   Since 
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the 1970s, academic exploration of discursive communities has focused more 

specifically on the marginalized discursive frameworks that were not given rhetorical 

presence, or space, in traditional, canonical contexts (or in the court of public 

opinion).  This is most visibly noted in numerous critical theory/quasi–ethnographic 

texts that appeared in the 1980s, such as Henry Louis Gates’ The Signifying Monkey: 

Towards A Theory of Afro–American Literary Criticism.    

 Into the 1990s as well, other scholars of rhetoric continued to revisit the 

concept of discourse communities in marginalized populations.  Julie Lindquist’s A 

Place To Stand: Politics and Persuasion in a Working Class Bar and Ralph Cintron’s 

Angles’ Town: Chero Ways, Gang Life and Rhetorics of the Everyday both explore 

the signifying practices and philosophical dogmas associated with specific 

subsections of the greater American populace.  This study attempts to explore the 

rhetorical conventions and philosophical anchors of another marginalized discourse 

community that stands at the outer edge of bourgeois American ideals: punk.   

 Taking a cue from Karlyn Kohrs Campbell in "The Rhetoric of Women’s 

Liberation: An Oxymoron," this study aims to discover the "symbolic acts [. . .] 

distinctive on both substantive and stylistic grounds" of the rhetorical practices of 

marginalized, and often vilified, American punk subculture (Burgchardt 494).  In so 

doing, this study attempts to articulate the "theory" or rhetoric of punk by 

investigating multiple rhetorical artifacts in music, fan magazines, and art to reveal 

the philosophical and rhetorical worldview of the punk discourse community. 

Context 
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 The most popular explanation for the rise of punk rock in Britain and the 

United States in the mid–1970s relies on economic determinism in that the 

coalescence of numerous motivations that inspired punks revolved, on the basest 

level, around economic inequity1.   The monetary policies of both the US and UK 

governments after World War II had, according to many advocates of the working–

class, exploited the social positions of the lower classes in the interest of corporate 

profits and an ever–expanding governmental bureaucracy.  The Misery Index, an 

economic indicator first developed by Arthur Okun, an economist at Yale and the 

Brookings Institute, takes into account the unemployment rate and inflation rate of 

the United States to produce a figure that predicts the economic and social prosperity 

of the population.  During the mid–1970s, the era when punk saw its first explosion 

onto the social scene, the Misery Index recorded its highest marks ever – 15.93 under 

the Ford administration from 1974–1976 and a rating of 16.27 under the Carter 

administration from 1977–1980 (The United States Misery Index).  Social inequity, 

most notably traced to a perception of "economic predestination" for working–class 

individuals, was also the dominant factor in the creation of punk in the UK.  As 

Henry notes,  

 Great Britain in 1975 had one of its highest unemployment rates since 
 World War II [. . . .] Working–class white youths were hit particularly hard 
 by the bleak economic situation.  When they finished high school, they 
 either could not find work or were doomed to jobs which they found 
                                                            
1 It is important to note, as Leblanc has, that "Any study of history must take into account certain 
intangibles.  The social historian is not permitted the luxury of neatly pigeonholing his or her subject 
matter and filing it away in the manner of say a physical scientist [. . . .] the establishment of scientific 
causality is unrealistic" (67).  In keeping with Leblanc’s assertion, I can only hypothesize about the 
impetus for the punk movement by analyzing the rhetorical artifacts it produced.  A scientific 
explanation of the "rise of punk" is impossible insofar as it is difficult to quantify a cultural 
movement’s "breaking point" and subsequent rhetorical explosion. 
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 unbearably boring and which offered no creative challenge and very little 
 pay (68). 
 
The economic stagnation of the 1970s led to a deterministic worldview for 

undereducated, urban youth of the US and the UK.  Many young people in both 

countries were not eager to jump into blue collar manufacturing jobs for low wages.  

As a result, an attitude of alienation toward existent economic structures in youth 

cultures – due in large part to the bleak future of working–class youth – in the UK 

and the US led to fomentation of anti–capitalist ideology in these populations.   

 A second explanation for the historical rise of punk in the mid–1970s can be 

traced to the notion of the "commodified consumer."  Post–WWII America and 

Britain saw a heretofore unequalled explosion in consumer culture.  The endorsement 

of Neoliberal – or neoclassical liberalist – ideology in the late 1960s and early 1970s 

in western governments paved the way for a society shaped by the "market force."2  

The neoliberal platform adopted by many Western governments and motivated by the 

controlling function of the "market force," advocated free trade agreements, laissez–

faire economic policies and market self–regulation.  Consequently, the consumer in 

many ultra–capitalist nations such as the US and the UK saw a marked rise in the 

1970s of consumable products from developing nations in Southeast Asia and other 

parts of the third world.  The plethora of new products from abroad enhanced the 
                                                            

2 In defining the "market force" I adopt Dutch academician and Neoliberal critic Paul Treanor’s 
definition from Neoliberalism: Origins, Theory, Definition:  

 A minimal liberal free market needs at least three parties, with two of them in competition – 
 for instance, two competing sellers and one buyer. The resultant pressure on the two sellers to 
 lower prices, is the simplest type of 'market force'. Such a force comes into existence without 
 any conscious action on the part of the three parties. (par. 15) 
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connotative functions3 of the consumed object.  The logic of this new form of culture 

rested on one’s ability to consume the connotative–laden objects that proliferate in 

free–trade society.  By extension, the "culture producers" in an era of neoliberal 

policy are the individuals that can afford to consume more than others.  Hence, the 

working–class, youth–cultures of urban centers throughout England (London, 

Manchester, Birmingham) and the United States (New York, Washington DC, San 

Francisco) became increasingly excluded from the corporate controlled culture–

generating loop in that they were not given culture–producing status amongst their 

fellow countrymen because they lacked the means to acquire culture–producing 

products.  This "commodification of culture" described by numerous theorists of the 

Frankfurt school, led to feelings of alienation amongst many urban youths and 

provided the impetus for a reactionary movement predicated on the destruction of 

neoliberal economic, moral and social philosophy. 

The Ideology of Punk 

 The rhetoric of urban adolescents in the mid 1970s in both the UK and the US 

embodied numerous forms of resistance to address what many considered to be a 

somewhat woeful and self–determining future.  As urban youths began to be drawn 

together by shared feelings of alienation, determinism and subjugation to the 

economic and social system of the status quo, many of these individuals began to 

develop a shared ideology predicated on the political precepts of classical anarchism.  

                                                            
3 By connotative, I am referencing Baudrillard’s theories about consumption, the sign and 
commodification first described in For a Critique of the Political Economy of the Sign.  In this work, 
Bauldrillard describes the consumption of objects as a signifying process whereby the consumer 
absorbs the "connotative" status of the commodity to enhance her social stature; hence, culture is the 
production and consumption of signs. 
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The theories of Mikhail Bakunin, the Dielo Trouda group, James Guillaume and other 

anarchists began to form the ideological base from which a new form of social, 

political and economic organization could be envisioned.  Though many alienated 

urban youths never read the political tracts of the classical anarchists of the late 19th 

and early 20th centuries, the few who did quickly spread the extreme form of 

economic, social and political freedom advocated by anarchist writers.   

 As one might expect, the urban youth subcultures of industrialized centers 

throughout the US and UK began to become more connected by shared ideology, 

shared experience and shared context.  As such, individuals participating in this new 

"scene" rejected the bourgeois conception of "success" and "contentment" in favor of 

a more radicalized form of self expression.  It is through this process of rejection that 

numerous rhetorical artifacts – in music, in art, in fan magazines, etc. – were 

produced to confront and reject mainstream consumer culture.   

Method 

 In an attempt to establish the existence of a unique set of anarcho–philosophic 

rhetorical practices, artifacts and actions of urban youth subculture, I will implement 

a revised version of Karlyn Kohrs Campbell and Kathleen Hall Jamieson’s genre 

criticism to highlight not the traditional Aristotelian elements of generic description 

used to describe literary or speech artifacts; rather, I wish to map genre as, according 

to Campbell and Jamieson, a "constellation of recognizable forms bound together by 

an internal dynamic" (21) rooted not in literary tropes and figures but in the 

incorporation, distribution and duplication of substantive, stylistic and situational 

cultural elements persistent in punk culture.  In so doing, this genre criticism attempts 
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to highlight the multiple anarchistic, antisocial forms – visual, lyrical, philosophical, 

praxical, and artistic—that compose the organizing dynamic of punk as a cultural 

sub–genre.   

 Chapter 1 provides a historical context and investigation into the motivational 

elements that first breathed punk subculture into being.  This chapter also describes 

the method of criticism I utilize when investigating the numerous rhetorical artifacts 

that punks produce to express discontent with the status quo.   

 Chapter 2 utilizes work by Karlyn Kohrs Campbell to discover the substantive 

and stylistic characteristics of punk music in an effort to articulate the defining 

elements of punk as a cultural genre.  In so doing, this chapter investigates ten 

separate album–length recordings by punk artists over a twenty year period to 

demonstrate the continuity of punk rhetoric in music.   

 Chapter 3 extends the investigation of substantive and stylistic elements into 

the unique publishing and literacy practices of punk subculture.  This chapter 

explores DIY approaches to text production and their subsequent integration into 

self–publication.  In so doing, the unique discursive practices of punk rhetors are 

examined to illustrate the connection between stylistic and substantive elements in 

punk rhetoric across its music and its literature. 

 Chapter 4 confirms the substantive and stylistic continuities discovered in 

Chapters 2 and 3 by analyzing a specific piece of punk art through the lens of Ernest 

Bormann's "fantasy theme criticism."  Using Bormann's methods, this chapter 

undertakes a visual rhetorical analysis of the Dead Kennedys album cover for their 

1986 LP Bedtime for Democracy to demonstrate the rhetorical worldview of punk 
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rhetors in the mid 1980s.  This analysis demonstrates how rhetoricians may employ 

Ernest Bormann's "fantasy theme criticism" to uncover the amplifying themes that 

propagate politipunks rhetorical vision.  

 Chapter 5, the concluding chapter, discusses punk subculture and rhetoric in a 

contemporary context.  By using the theories of Adorno, Horkheimer and Thomas 

Frank, this chapter explores capitalism's cooptation of punk in music.  This portion 

advances the notion that the age of late–capitalism has transformed punk to such a 

degree that it is palatable, and even fashionable, to mainstream consumer culture. 

This chapter also anticipates the future of punk culture and rhetoric.   
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Chapter Two:  Anthem for a New Tomorrow–The Rhetoric of Punk Music 

Publicly subsidized! Privately profitable! 
That's the anthem of the upper–tier – the puppeteer untouchable. 
We focus a moment, nod in approval and bury our head back in the bar–codes 
of these neo–colonials 

While our former nemesis (ah, the romance!): the nation–state,  

now plays fund–raiser for a new brand of power–concentrate. 
Try again, but now we're confused – what is "class–war"? 
Is this class war? Yes, this is class war. 
And I'm just a kid– I can't believe that I gotta worry about this kind of shit! 
What a stupid world!  

Yeah, this is just beautiful... absolutely no regard for principle. 
What a stupid world.  

(We're): 1) born 2) hired 3) disposed!  Where that job lands, 
everybody knows and you can tell by the smile on the CEO's 
that the environmental restraints are about to go. 
You can bet that laws will be set to ensure the benefit of unrestricted labor–
laws, 
all kept in place by displaced government death squads. 
They own us. They produce us. They consume us. 
Can you fucking believe this? What a stupid world. 
Fuck this bullshit display of class–loyalties. 
The media and "our" leaders wrap it all up in a flag, their fucking shit–rag. 
Hooray!    
Propagandhi, "And We Thought Nation–States Were a Bad Idea" (1996) 

 The most wide ranging, prolific and easily recognizable rhetorical artifacts of 

the punk movement take the form of musical production.  The primary evidence for 

the massively influential nature of punk music – compared to punk’s other cultural 

productions – is the relatively well–developed and member–supported independent 

record label production and distribution networks that unite punk’s both nationally 

and internationally.  As musical recordings have long served as ideological forums 
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where punk artists can express their sociopolitical views – note the Sex Pistols 

Anarchy in the UK or the Dead Kennedys In God We Trust Inc. – it is not surprising 

that a syntactic analysis of the lyrical content of the music, as well as a semantic 

inquiry into the punk "sound" will provide a snapshot of the internal organizing 

dynamic of punk’s most familiar rhetorical act: anarchist music.   

Substantive Elements 

 The most prolific substantive element of punk lyrical content is the rhetor’s 

employment of anti–authoritarian and anarchistic discourses.  Ideologically driven, as 

well as thematically linked, the discourse of resistance invoked in most punk music 

accentuates the socioeconomic status of most punks.  Because self–identifying punks 

usually occupy the lowest rungs of the socioeconomic class ladder; hence, the 

situational constraints of most punks allow them to internalize what they perceive as 

gross social injustices perpetrated on poor, working class and minority populations by 

the most authoritative entity in their particular situational rhetorical sphere; the 

government.  Anti–authoritarian discourses turn, logically, to theories of anarchism in 

an attempt to reverse the tide of perceived socioeconomic injustice by enacting 

egalitarian ethics.  Therefore, the most common substantive elements that surface in 

punk verse take the form of anti–authoritarian critiques of perceived oppressive 

structures as well as pleadings for the alternative to the current bureaucratic 

organization: anarchy.   

 In an attempt to abide by Campbell's contention that "Classification is justified 

only by the critical illumination it produces not by the neatness of the classificatory 

schema" (18) this analysis of punk lyrical discourse identifies two broad discursive 
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themes: anti–authoritarianism and anarchism; however, subsumed in each of these 

discourses are numerous subthemes that highlight the multiple ideological platforms 

to which many punks adhere – the most notable of which include 1) anti–

consumerism, 2) anti–government, 3) vegan practices, 4) LGBT lifestlyes, 5) anti–

war efforts and 6) ecological principles.4  By analyzing the lyrical content of ten 

prominent punk bands whose careers span the length of time between 1976 and 1996, 

the following table demonstrates the recurrence of the themes described above5: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                            
4 With the exception of a few themes, these substantive elements will echo the very same themes found 
in the analysis of punk 'zines in chapter three: 1) shared ideology (anarchism and antiauthoritarianism), 
2) respect for LGBT members of the scene, 3) AIDS awareness and 4) government abuse. 
5 In constructing this table, I analyzed ten artists sampled from over two decades of punk music.  I 
chose these ten bands because they all articulate "punk" rhetoric.  To determine the number of thematic 
occurrences on each album, I analyzed the lyrics of each individual song.  Finally, I chose the thematic 
categories after my analysis confirmed that these themes occurred more than any others I identified in 
my study.   
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Artist/Album Anti- 
Authority 

Anarchist Anti 
Consumerist 

Govt. 
Abuse 

Working 
Poor 

Women’s 
Rights 

Ecology LGBT Vegan 

Dead 
Kennedys - 
Plastic 
Surgery 
Disasters (22) 

11 7 3 7 3 1 4 1  

Screeching 
Weasel - 
Anthem for a 
New 
Tomorrow 
(18) 

5 4 3 1 1 3  2  

Crimpshrine - 
Duct Tape 
Soup (16) 

3 5 5 2 1 2 1   

Tilt - Till' It 
Kills (14) 

4 2 3   9    

Bad Brains - 
Bad Brains 
(16) 

8 6 4 3 1     

Bad Religion 
- Recipe for 
Hate (14) 

10 7 2 6 6 1 3 1  

Propagandhi - 
Less Talk, 
More 
Rock(14) 

9 8 6 7 6 2 3 3 2 

Crass - The 
Feeding of 
the 5000 (18) 

12 8 8 6 4 1  1  

MDC - MDC 
(15) 

7 5 6 6 1 1    

The Queers - 
Love Songs 
for the 
Retarded (16) 

3         

Total 
Occurrence 

72 52 40 38 23 20 11 8 2 

Overall 
Percentage 
of 
Occurrence 
(163 Total 
Songs) 

44.17% 31.90% 24.54% 23.31% 14.11% 12.27% 6.75% 4.91% 1.20% 

 

 

Table 1.  Table of Lyrical Themes. 
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 The data included in the Table 1 reinforces Campbell's contention that a genre 

analysis does not 

. . . seek detailed recreation of the original encounter between author and 
audience; rather, it seeks to recreate the symbolic context in which the act 
emerged so that criticism can teach us about the nature of human 
communicative response and about the ways in which rhetoric is shaped by 
prior rhetoric. (27) 
 

In essence, the lyrical persuasion of the music sampled over this two decade period 

establishes a shared symbolic context in which punk rhetors attempt to shirk the 

constraints of authoritarian establishments in favor of the egalitarian, all–accepting 

premises of anarchist philosophy.  The way that the earlier music of Crass and the 

Dead Kennedys shaped the later recordings of Crimpshrine and Propagandhi 

demonstrates the Bakhtinian6 nature of punk discourse as demonstrably recursive 

because "rhetoric is [being] shaped by prior rhetoric" (27).  The shared symbolic 

context of the rhetors of punk from the 1970s to the 1990s provided a semiolinguistic 

forum wherein the dialogic nature of anti–authoritarian rhetoric could spread.  In 

other words, the substantive lyrical elements in punk music decrease the "varying 

degree of otherness" of language because they share motivational symbolic contexts; 

hence, the assimilation, reworking and reaccentuation of punk’s discursive, 

ideological themes bare striking resemblance to one another as they are motivated by 

a shared rhetorical situation (Bakhtin 89).   

                                                            
6 The utterance, Bakhtin’s base element in his understanding of speech genres, is constituted by the 
"active responsive understanding" of the rhetors that both precede and follow the utterance in question 
(Bakhtin 71).   
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 In addition to providing evidence of a linked rhetorical situation and the 

congruence of responses to that shared rhetorical situation, the aforementioned 

analysis of the substantive lyrical content of punk bands reveals some interesting 

subgenres in the culture of punk.  These musical subgenres, all of which can be 

grouped under the broader themes of either "anti-authority" or "anarchist" ideology, 

support the aim of anarchopunk; however, they also draw attention to specific sites of 

resistance within the movement itself.   

 Anti–consumerist ideology is the most common subtheme referenced in the 

lyrics of the music analyzed in this chapter (Table 1).  Crass, a punk band based at the 

Dial House commune in rural Essex, England, was the foremost proprietor of anti–

capitalist, anti–consumerist ideology in the early years of the punk movement.  As the 

band considers itself an anarcho–syndicalist community of artists, musicians and 

activists, it is not surprising to find that the substance of Crass' musical production is 

distinctly protest driven.  In "End Result" Penny Rimbaud, the lead singer of Crass, 

states: 

I am a product. I am a symbol of endless, hopeless, fruitless, aimless games. 
I'm a glossy packages on the supermarket shelf. 
My contents aren't fit for human consumption. 
I could tragically injure your perfect health. 
My ingredients will seize up your body function. (1-5) 

 
In "End Result" Crass laments the spread of consumerism in the UK and also 

challenges individuals to reassess their consumptive practices.  "End Result" goes on 

to note that: 

I am an example. I'm no hero of the great, intelligent, magnificent human race. 
I'm part of the race that kills for possessions 
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Part of the race that's wiping itself out. 
I'm part of the race that's got crazy obsessions 
Like locking people up, not letting them out. 
I hate the living dead and their work in factories. 
They go like sheep to their production lines. 
They live on illusions, don't face the realities, 
All they live for is that big blue sign, it says, it says.......... 
 
I'M BORED, BORED, BORED, BORED. (28-37) 

 While anti–consumerist ideology informs the lyrics of many punk bands like 

Crass, bands such as the Dead Kennedys and Bad Religion identify the government as 

the largest problem facing the world today.  Both bands rebel against the perception 

that the U.S. government engages in imperialist activities in other countries while 

pacifying the masses with patriotic and Christian hyperbole in an effort to deflect 

attention from the real goal: pax Americana.  In "We've Got  a Bigger Problem Now," 

the Dead Kennedys explore the implications of then President Ronald Reagan's 

election bid in 1980.  Frontman Jello Biafra sings: 

I am Emperor Ronald Reagan 
Born again with fascist cravings 
Still, you made me president 
Human rights will soon go 'way 
I am now our Shah today 
Now I command all of you 
Now you're gonna pray in school 
I'll make sure they're Christian too (1-8) 

Thirteen years later, Bad Religion, a punk quartet based out of southern California 

echo the Dead Kennedys protest against U.S. expansionism in the song "American 

Jesus."  In addition to bemoaning the "West is Best" message of the U.S. government, 

Bad Religion's "American Jesus" also draws attention to the manifest destiny 

ideology of many American politicians.  They sing: 
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I don't need to be a global citizen, 
'Cuz I'm blessed by nationality. 
I'm member of a growing populace, 
We enforce our popularity. 
There are things that seem to pull us under and, 
There are things that drag us down. 
But there's a power and a vital presence, 
It's lurking all around. 
 
We've got the American Jesus, 
See him on the interstate. 
We've got the American Jesus, 
He helped build the President's estate. (1-12) 

 Propagandhi, a Manitoba–based punk collective, is one of a fairly large group 

of punk bands that self–identify as "Vegancore."  The bands that produce vegan–core 

music are known for being far more confrontational (even for punk!) from their 

rhetorical pulpit.  For Propagandhi, the principles of anarchist egalitarianism also 

deserve extension to consumable animals.  On Less Talk, More Rock there are two 

explicit and numerous implicit references to the oppressive actions of meat 

consuming individuals.  At the end of "Apparently I’m a P.C. Fascist," Chris Hannah, 

lead singer of Propagandhi, screams into the mic, "STOP CONSUMING 

ANIMALS!"  On the next track, aptly entitled "Nailing Descartes to the Wall 

(Liquid) Meat Is Still Murder" Hannah croons: 

Still I know as well as anyone that it does less good 
than harm to be this honest with a conscience eased by lies. 
But you cannot deny that meat is still murder. 
Dairy is still rape. 
And I'm still as stupid as anyone, but I know my mistakes. 
I have recognized one form of oppression, now I recognize the rest. 
And life's too short to make another's shorter – animal liberation now! (7–13) 
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Other punk bands, such as Minor Threat, Youth Crew Era, Earth Crisis and Good 

Clean Fun advance vegan–core messages through their music and during their live 

performances.  In fact, vegan punk is so popular that AK alternative press have 

produced a publication entitled, "Please Feed Me! A Punk Vegan Cookbook."   This 

substantive element, though not nearly as prevalent as direct statements against anti–

authoritarian structures, provides yet another example of the ways that punks 

advocate lifestyle changes through their music. 

 In addition to vegan–core, the LGBT movement in punk has produced some 

of the most interesting and influential substantive characteristics of the genre as a 

whole.  As most punks adopt attitudes of complete acceptance toward the mainstream 

marginalized LGBT community, the recurrence of LGBT issues in punk music is 

ubiquitous (except amongst Nazi punks and some straight–edge punks).  Screeching 

Weasel, a San Francisco–based pop–punk band, encapsulates the larger attitude of 

most non–LGBT punks toward the LGBT community in their song "I Wanna Be a 

Homosexual."  In addition to championing the rights of the LGBT community, Ben 

Weasel, front man for Screeching Weasel, notes in "I Wanna Be a Homosexual" how 

mainstream, middle–class culture is uncomfortable, and even a bit frightened, by the 

lifestyles of individuals in the LGBT community.  He sings: 

I've got a little lisp, and I've been working on my limp wrist. 
Women are a drag, I think I wanna be a faggot, man. 
A mincing ninny, prancing fairy, merry little queen. 
A Bruce Labruce wet dream, a Nancy Boy with wings. 
 
I wanna be, I wanna be a homosexual. 
I wanna be, I wanna be a homosexual. 
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I wanna be, I wanna be a homosexual. 
 
Shock the middle class, take it up your punk rock ass. 
You rub your little thing, when you see phony dykes in Penthouse magazine. 
So what's the difference Mr. Cream Rinse, you just need a man. 
A beefy leather fag, to take you out in drag oh yeah. 
 
I wanna be, I wanna be a homosexual. 
I wanna be, I wanna be a homosexual. 
I wanna be, I wanna be a homosexual. (1-14) 

  

 The impetus for the wholesale adoption of LGBT individuals into the punk 

community is directly linked to the egalitarian principles of anarchism as ideology; 

however, the active engagement of LGBT issues in punk rock produces myriad 

results.  Inside the punk community, the proliferation of messages of LGBT tolerance 

engenders an ethic of acceptance that is passed on through multiple generations of 

punks7 and continues to shape the rhetorical worldview of the punk youth movement 

today.  In fact, the proliferation of positive attitudes toward LGBT individuals in the 

punk movement maintains anarchist ideology by constantly reinforcing and 

strengthening attitudes of acceptance and equality.  In a sense, the ideology reinforces 

itself through the self–promotion and perpetuation of pro–LGBT sensibilities.  For 

non–punks, Screeching Weasel's "I Wanna Be A Homosexual" utilizes what Judith 

Butler terms "subversive repetition" to frame the absurdity of the heterosexist distrust 

of the homosexual community.  In so doing, the song asks individuals to reconsider 

                                                            
7 The acceptance of the homosexual male in punk transgenerationally is best exemplified by the 
adoption of Andy Warhol in the protopunk movement, the publication of numerous queercore ‘zines 
throughout the 1980s such as J.D’s, Homocore and Holy Titclamps and the independent label success 
of queercore bands such as the Pansy Division, Fifth Column, Big Boys and The Apostles.  Many other 
bands, such as 7 Seconds, The Queers and MDC (Millions of Dead Cops) do not self–identify as 
homosexuals, but include anti–homophobic messages in their songs.   
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labels such as "beefy little fags" and "queens" in light of the idea that we are all 

simply human. 

Stylistic Elements 

 The stylistic nature of punk music does not always lend itself to a study that 

preferences classical aesthetics, intricate musical arrangements or well–articulated 

statements of rebellion; in contrast, the anarchistic nature of the music itself, typically 

compounded by poor musicianship creates an aural style that begets audience 

disorientation, musical discontinuity and unfettered aggression.  While not all punk 

music produces these particular characteristics, the rhetorical rendering of the 

intensely antagonistic relationship between punk subculture and mainstream society 

has generated a musical form that forces bourgeois society to question the 

assumptions that structure the world around them.   

 The definitive stylistic feature of punk rock’s "sound" is the vocalist’s 

ubiquitous use of a confrontational, agonistic tone.  As the aim of most punk rhetoric 

is to challenge the predominant hegemonic cultural forms of any given situational 

context, punks employ cacophonous instrumentation and caustic vocals to interrogate 

the other: middle–class America.  This method, in contrast to the bland, often 

musically indistinguishable tone and sound of mass–manufactured, studio–reliant pop 

or contemporary country music, enables the punk rhetor to occupy a specific 

activist/pedagogue position in their work.  The fallout, among mainstream media and 

other pop culture outlets, has resulted in the labeling of punk as a movement 

predicated on "cultural terrorism" (Henry 65).   
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 The popularity of the Sex Pistols’ Anarchy in the UK (1976) both in the UK 

and the US set the precedent for punk vocal stylings.  While the budding punk 

movement owed much to the vocal hysterics of protopunk acts like Iggy Pop and the 

Stooges, the Kinks, and Patti Smith, the accepted and thereafter reproduced form of 

punk vocal stylistics was embodied in Johnny Rotten’s distinctive vocal style.  As 

Henry notes, "Rotten used the melody merely as a framework for his half-spoken, 

half-screamed style of delivery" (76).  Rotten's screaming/spoken word style became 

the standard for punk vocalists for the following decades and is best represented in 

the vocals of Dead Kennedys front man Jello Biafra and Crimpsrhine's Jeff Ott. 

 In addition to the anarchistic sociopolitical message of the substantive lyrical 

content, the mordant nature of punk singing, especially at live punk shows, produced 

audience disorientation and aggression.  During the 1980s, for example, it was not 

uncommon for Dead Kennedys front man Jello Biafra to stop performances in order 

to lecture about political issues, vomit or urinate on the audience and then continue 

his performance.8    

 Coupled with the inflammatory tone of most punk rhetors, a liberal use of 

profanity is also a stylistic element in punk rock.  While some bands refrain from 

using expletives – mostly straight–edge punks who want to reach all–age audiences – 

the more prevalent tendency amongst punk bands on both studio recordings and live 

shows is to instantiate aggression from the audience by accosting them with 

derogatory, expletive–laden tirades.  In a sample analysis of the aforementioned 

                                                            
8 Other punk acts such G.G. Allin and the Texas Nazis and the Scumfucks reveled in audience 
antagonism.  Allin, widely known for his on–stage antics, was arrested multiple times for performing 
nude, defecating on stage and performing acts of self–mutilation in the presence of minors.   
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albums in table 1, out of the sum total of 145 songs with lyrics, 49.66% of the songs 

contained expletives other than "hell" and "damn."9 The caustic vocal styling’s of the 

early punk movement influenced generations of future punk vocalists and therefore 

should be considered integral in an assessment of the rhetorical stylistics of punk 

music.10   

 The stylistic elements that comprise the constituent elements of most songs 

across genres include melody, chord progression and rhythm.  While the intricacies of 

punk rock stylistics are vast and insurmountable in the context of the current study, a 

cursory investigation into punk "style" divulges a couple defining characteristics.  

Like many other forms of rock music, punk operates on a progression of power cords.  

Punk songs tend to employ a 4/4 rhythm throughout; however, an intentional 

disruption of the rhythm for disorientation purposes is a common theme.  The 

ratcheting of the 4/4 rhythm in punk – a relatively common technique that laid the 

rhythmic foundations for the future genres of thrash metal and black metal – increases 

                                                            
9 Interestingly, a theory toward regional and temporal punk styles could also be advanced based on the 
data collected in this analysis.  Of the ten bands selected, Crass from the UK and Propagandhi from 
Canada recorded the highest instances of expletives at 82.35% and 71.43% respectively.  Also, the 
albums produced in the earliest phases of the punk movement have a higher incidence of profanity in 
their lyrics.  Of the ten bands, the three oldest bands, Crass (1977), the Dead Kennedys (1978) and the 
Bad Brains (1979) had an overall explicative occurrence rate of 60% while the last three bands formed, 
Propagandhi (1986), Screeching Weasel (1986) and Tilt (1993) had an expletive occurrence rate of 
41.30%.  Finally, the highest incidence of expletives in album lyrics occurs earliest in Crass’ The 
Feeding of the 5000 while Tilt’s Til’ it Kills – by far the latest album analyzed – demonstrates the 
lowest occurrence.  While the reasons for the decrease might include market pressures, the advent of 
RIAA labeling, band preference or the pressures of Tilt’s recording label (Crass’ album is self–
recorded, self–produced, self–pressed and self–distributed), the change is remarkable.  At any rate, the 
use of expletives is fairly widespread amongst punk songs at 50%. 
10 To list the practitioners of punk vocal style would be both exhausting and beyond the scope of this 
particular study; however, for further information, see the chapter entitled "How We Rock" in Steven 
Blush’s book American Hardcore or view the DVD of the same title. 
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the sense of urgency in the music and lends itself to the aggressive, often agonistic 

nature of the lyrics.   

 Finally, the melody, or more specifically the pitch, of punk rock is typically 

delivered in a high–tone spoken word style.  The employment of this vocal technique 

establishes a dialogic interaction with the listeners and increases the likelihood of 

lyrical exchange.  This exchange is the basis for the proliferation of anarcho–punk 

ideology as listeners are inserted into a Hegelian dialectic whereby the thesis of 

preexisting ideas, the antithesis of thought to cope with those ideas and a synthesis of 

the two advance punk ideology to its next thesis.  The Hegelian dialectic of punk is 

clearly demonstrated by looking at the fracturing of anarcho–punk into numerous 

subgenres11.  

Conclusion 

 An analysis of the substantive and stylistic elements of punk rock has yielded 

some interesting results.  Substantively, punk music consists of 1) lyrics steeped in 

anti–authoritarian sentiment 2) lyrics embodying anarchistic beliefs and 3) content 

inspired by previous punk performers, speakers and advocates.  Stylistically, punk 

music is defined by 1) caustic, often inflammatory lyrics 2) agonistic performances 

and 3) 4/4–based melodies.    Hence, the defining substantive and stylistic 

characteristics of punk music can said to be "antisociety" in that they embody an 

expression of the outlaw truths and experiences of a marginalized and jaded youth 

                                                            
11 The subgenres include eco–punk, homocore, art–punk, garage punk, Oi!, Nazi punk and Christian 
punk to name but a few. 
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subculture: punk.  Now let us turn to some of the other rhetorical artifacts that help 

map the "rhetoric" of the punk movement. 
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Chapter Three: Pirate Publication and the Rhetoric of the Fan 'Zine 

 While music happens to be the most visible and accessible rhetorical artifact 

produced by the punk culture, the often overlooked fan 'zine is the site where punk 

ethics and ideology mesh into print.  As such, many individuals in the punk 

community take it upon themselves to create a forum wherein multiple and oftentimes 

competing punk ideologies act out their rhetorical dramas.  The fan 'zine, as a 

rhetorical artifact, is essential to understanding the rhetoric of punk because it is the 

one site where punks express themselves most wholly and completely without fear of 

repercussion or editorial comment.  The motivation to produce punk fan 'zines lies in 

the DIY (do–it–yourself) nature of punk publication and distribution. 

 Though many people do not equate DIY (do–it–yourself) culture with 

anarchism, the existence or belief in anarchist philosophy and ideology make the DIY 

lifestyle possible.  As Bakunin noted in Marxism, Freedom and the State, the belief in 

anarchism constitutes an adoption of the highest form of humanist Positivism – much 

akin to Comte’s Religion of Humanity – in which liberty 

 [F]inds its confirmation and extension to infinity; the illimitable liberty of 
 each through liberty of all, liberty by solidarity, liberty in equality; liberty in
  triumphing over the brute force and the principle of authority. (13) 
 
Bakunin’s description of the human right toward the unbridled pursuit of complete 

and total human liberation engenders a plethora of egalitarian principles that pullulate 

throughout punk subculture.  The most prominent and widespread of these self–

sufficient rhetorical practices is the punk ‘zine.  The ‘zine – with its distorted 

typefaces, chaotic design principles and extended reader–response forums – lives and 
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breathes non–conformist principles while providing a print–based colloquium that 

exists autonomous to the often mediated and censored mainstream publications 

produced by large presses, infotainment organizations and the mainstream media.  

The following section will evaluate the substantive and stylistic forms of 'zines to 

demonstrate how stylistically and substantively punk subculture embraces anarchist 

ideology and philosophy through its rhetorical productions. 

 The publication of punk ‘zines is one of the most prominent methods of punk 

subculture enacting anarchist ideology.   The motivation for DIY publication is 

deeply rooted in classical anarchist’s notions of self–reliance and self–sufficiency.  

The self–determining nature of self–publication in punk subculture allows members 

of the punk community to develop and nurture a forum for the free exchange of ideas 

autonomic of the ideological and capitalistic pressures that often dictate the "news" 

most individuals consume on a daily basis.  While the creation of ‘zines is not unique 

to punk specifically, many adherents of punk anarcho–ideology spend a good deal of 

time producing discursive texts that provide a confabulatory site for many punks to 

voice opinions that do not conform to mainstream American political attitudes.  Punk 

‘zines provide a forum to voice opinions about a variety of topics, most notably: 1) 

the general distrust for authoritative establishments (specifically the US government), 

2) AIDS awareness, 3) LGBT advocacy and 4) the alarming, according to most 

punks, rise of ultra–consumerist culture.  While many mainstream publications garner 

a political label – for example the right–leaning tendencies of the National Review 

versus the left–leaning politics of the New Yorker – punk ‘zines tend to emphasize the 

polyphonious and dissenting views of a drastically diverse collection of rhetors.  In 
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fact, it is all too common to see punk ‘zines publish views of skins (skinheads), 

homocorists (punks advocating homosexuality as a valid form of monogamy), black 

faction anarchists, Ecopunks  and straight–edgers (adherents to a no drugs, no 

alcohol, conservative leaning life ethic).  The egalitarianism articulated in punk ‘zine 

publication accentuates the anarchistic nature of punk written discourse in that voices 

of mainstream dissention are provided rhetorical space to discuss the matters that 

mean the most to punks themselves.  The result is a publication that is both anti–

hegemonic and supremely self–reliant.  Let us now turn to the stylistic and 

substantive features of ‘zine culture to demonstrate the anarchistic rhetorical practice 

of punk’s most prominent written genre.   

 Bullshit Detector was a short–lived punk fan ‘zine that covered the Chicago 

era punk scene from 1982 to 1988.  In the October 1987 editorial by "MK" the author 

voices distrust of large government organizations and the big–brotherism that many 

punks saw as representative of Reagan–era social politics.  As MK notes: 
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Figure 2.  Cartoon in Flipside, October 1987 

In what most readers would consider a rant, MK opens an insightful window into the 

workings of the punk psyche.  As evidenced in his discussion about big business and 

war–mongering government, MK displays a genuine distrust of the "gears of big 

business money making machines" and advances an agenda for social change "Punk 

Rock means more than just a new, 

different form of music.  It means social 

change."  The substantive features in this 

particular editorial convey a sense of 

distrust for authoritative structures and a 

desire to affect social change.           

 Much akin to the Bullshit 

Detector editorial, numerous writers in 

the October 1987 edition of Flipside 

evince similar opinions to that of MK.  

While MK concentrated specifically on 

the problems with government, various 

Figure 1.  From editorial page of Bullshit Detector, October 1987 
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writers in Flipside turned the spotlight on social issues and LGBT advocacy.  On the 

seventh page of the thirty–six page publication, an AIDS awareness cartoon appears 

(Figure 2). While the cartoon’s approach is not similar to the AIDS public awareness 

campaigns waged in the late 80s and early 90s, the message remains the same: Don’t 

have sex without a condom.  Similarly, an article written by X–Factor chastises 

Flipside for selling anti–

homosexual merchandise and 

goes on to chastise the 

publication for being 

beholden to capitalist ideals 

(Figure 3).  Another article 

written by an anonymous 

author questions the right of multinational corporations to exploit cheap labor in 

central and South American countries.  In this editorial, the author questions the 

unofficial "might makes right" doctrine that many critics of the Reagan 

administration saw as illustrative of the federal government’s foreign policy 

throughout the 1980’s (Figure 4).   

While the cartoons and politicized editorials in Flipside do much to dispel the 

mainstream American notion 

that punk’s are incapable of the 

well–written articulation of 

political and social ideas, they 

also reveal several substantive traits of the punk ‘zine: a genuine distrust of 

 

Figure 3. Editorial in Flipside, October 1987

 

Figure 4.  Editorial in Flipside, October 1987 
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colonialist and authoritative tendencies in governmental policy and action, a healthy 

concern for AIDS awareness and an ever–growing advocacy of LGBT rights.  

 While the substantive articles in both Flipside and Bullshit Detector treat 

generalities rather than particulars, articles in both MRR and Suburban Voice confront 

directly issues that have specific referents. Reflecting on the nature of increasing 

worldwide industrialization, the effects of Gorbachev’s reforms in the Soviet Union 

and the place of punk subculture increasingly radicalized societies and governments 

(Figure 5), an anonymous editor in the October 1987 issue of MRR argues that punks 

can work toward combating the universal 

"malady" of extremism by developing 

"grassroots communication" on a global level.  

While this author advocated a rather unpopular 

punk view – an integration of industrialization 

into third–world cultures as well as the 

cultivation of a bourgeois middle–class – the 

editorial still considered the detrimental effects 

of right–wing politics in the US and beyond as 

the primary evil facing society at that time.   
Figure 5.  Editorial in MRR, 
October 1987 



30 
 

 In another article published in the 

October 1987 issue of MRR, an anonymous 

author contributes her views on the Iran–

Contra Scandal (Figure 6).  The author 

connotes distrust and scorn in her tone as 

she comments on the imperialistic 

tendencies of US proxy wars in Banana Republics throughout the 1980s, as well as 

the contradictory actions of 

government sanctioned drug 

smugglers in the age of 

Nancy Regan’s War on 

Drugs.  Finally, in Boston–

based punk ‘zine 

Suburban Voice, readers 

react to both on scare 

tactics in the War on Drugs 

(Figure 8), the Bakker 

scandal (Figure 7) and the 

Gary Hart presidential 

election faux pas (Figure 7).  

 

 

Figure 6.  Editorial in MRR, 
October 1987 

Figure 7.  Editorial from Suburban Voice, October 1987 

Figure 8.  Editorial from Suburban Voice, October 1987 
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 By analyzing diverse punk ‘zine editorials, articles and cartoons from the 

same situational period, numerous substantive themes surface, themes that bear 

striking resemblance to those first noted in the previous analysis of the substantive 

elements of punk music, namely: themes of anti–authoritarianism and anti–society.  

Hence, a claim that contributors to punk fan ‘zines, readers of punk fan ‘zines and 

editors of punk fan ‘zines reacted in similar fashion to the situational pressures of the 

period in question can be made.  This claim holds that the substantive interrelatedness 

of diverse and dispersed punk fan ‘zines produced similar rhetorical artifacts.  These 

artifacts 1) shared an ideological base that accentuated the detrimental activities of 

multinational corporate entities, 2) believed in equal representation for gay members 

of the punk "scene", 3) demonstrated a keen awareness of AIDS and its devastating 

affects and 4) advocated a stance of genuine distrust toward the Reagan 

administrations domestic (Just Say No!) and foreign (the Iran–Contra Affair) policies.   

Stylistic Elements 

 Whereas a survey into the substantive features of the punk fanzine reveals 

thematic continuity in the rhetoric of its creators, style must also be considered when 

developing a theory of the existence of genre.  Campbell notes, in her investigation of 

women’s liberation, that "style and substance of a genre of rhetoric are 

interdependent.  Stylistic choices are deeply influenced by subject–matter and 

context, and issues are formulated and shaped by stylistic strategies" (Burgchardt 

494).   I define the stylistic choices of the rhetors in punk ‘zines as the conscious 

decisions and limitations made regarding format, layout and design of the publication 

as well as the tone and attitude of its contributors.  Where my inquiry differs from 
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most other discussions of the stylistic by Campbell and others is that I believe that an 

analysis of the visual elements is essential in understanding how stylistic attributes 

unite punk ‘zines to one another.  While traditional rhetorical inquiry focuses on 

verbal and linguistic tropes and figures, I privilege a visual reading of the ‘zine itself 

to understand how form and function are in union.  

 The primary stylistic characteristic that is found throughout the ‘zines from 

October 1987 is the employment of crude typography and hand lettering.  In essence 

the punk ‘zine, due to its DIY approach to production, anticipated the desktop 

publishing revolution described by composition scholar John Trimbur in Delivering 

the Message: Typography and the Materiality of Writing.  In his essay, Trimbur notes 

that, "the division of labor is beginning to flatten, and the distinctions between author, 

designer, and printer are starting to collapse" (Handa 269).  As punk ‘zines have long 

adopted self–publication as their primary mode of composition, the "author, designer 

and printer" described by Trimbur are one and the same person.  According to 

Holstrom, co–founder of Punk: 

The hand lettering was done in order to save on typesetting costs, but it also 
gave the magazine the look of a comic book.  That was important because we 
wanted to appeal to kids who were familiar with comic books, but also shake 
up their sensibilities – to get them to look as seemingly mundane things in a 
new light. (quoted in Henry 61) 
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          As other punk fan ‘zine author/publishers began to create their own 

publications, the use of hand lettering and crude typography first utilized by Punk and 

Sniffin’ Glue continued to spread.  As increased production costs, intimate knowledge 

of graphic design principles and journalistic training were eschewed in favor of a 

more anarchistic, less–informed and low–budget design style, the stylistic attributes 

of most punk ‘zines began to follow similar trends.  Later, many of these same design 

methods began to appear in the album art of many punk bands.  The Dead Kennedys 

Bedtime for Democracy album cover, analyzed at length in chapter four, is a prime 

example of the spread of 'zine art stylistics to other artistic forms.  In the examples 

above (Figure 9, Figure 10), the use of dissimilar fonts, comic–strip layouts and hand 

lettered advertisements is found throughout.  While the subject matter of the MRR 

Figure 10.  Cover of MRR, MRR.  
October 1987 

Figure 9.  Page 6, Flipside. October 
1987. 
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selection in intensely political and the substance of the Flipside selection is 

overwhelmingly for–profit – note the hand–lettered advertising – the organization and 

presentation of the information is decidedly poor.  By the mid 1980s the consciously 

amateur design practices of punk ‘zine production had become the standard for style; 

in fact, the recognition of punk 'zine design techniques by what Adorno and 

Horkheimer term the "Culture Industry"  would eventually result in capitalism's 

cooptation of punk aesthetics.   

 Though technological constraints played a pivotal role in punk ‘zine 

publisher’s design decisions, the graphical nature of the publications operate in 

another capacity.  W.J.T. Mitchell, when describing the "pictorial turn" of an 

increasingly visual culture advances the notion that today’s readers are undergoing "a 

postlinguistic, postsemiotic rediscovery of the picture as a complex interplay between 

visuality, apparatus, institutions, discourse, bodies and figurality" (Mitchell 16).  The 

punk ‘zine excerpts in Figure 9 and Figure 10 are representative of the new form of 

"visual literacy" that Mitchell argues is consuming Western culture.  The stylistic use 

of visual images in the excerpts above appeals to the "comic book readers" Holstrom 

was trying to reach when he first published Punk; however, they are symptomatic of a 

larger transition in youth culture literacy practices.   
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 The ancient rhetorical trope of 

amplification plays a pivotal role in 

understanding the appeal of punk ‘zine 

design.   Scott McCloud, in his visual 

essay The Vocabulary of Comics, advances the notion that contemporary readers 

often prefer cartoon or comic–strip layouts because they offer a "universality" that 

text alone, complemented by one’s own imagination, often falls short of producing.  

McCloud contends that cartoons are successful in transmitting ideas because "the 

more cartoony a face is, for instance, the more people it could be said to describe" 

(Handa 202).  McCloud goes on to argue that the "amplification" of images through 

"simplification" in comics produces universally relatable figures in design – or in 

other words, the denotative function of pictures can be stripped away in cartoons and 

comics to allow connotative meaning to flourish (Fig. 11).  This subconscious process 

is one of the reasons why the cartoon and comic–strip style of many punk ‘zines 

successfully conveys meaning to broad, spatially unrelated audiences.  As scenes in 

different cities exhibited different stylistic characteristics, the cartoon–driven nature 

of punk ‘zine illustration appealed to the universal punk audience irrespective of 

geographical locale12. 

 When discussing the function of the punk ‘zine for the academician and 

historian, Henry notes that the importance of punk ‘zines lies in their ability to 

convey the "punk milieu" through "chaotic appearance, subversive graphics, 

                                                            
12 The use of "amplification through simplification" is best embodied by the Dead Kennedys Bedtime 
for Democracy album cover that will be discussed at length in chapter four.   

Figure 11.  Inset from McCloud's "The 
Vocabulary of Comics." 
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offensive subject matter, aggressive antisocial tone, and liberal use of profanities and 

off–color humor" (Henry 110–12).  An understanding of the "punk milieu" or punk 

aesthetic is central to uncovering the stylistic attributes of the punk ‘zine as a genre.  

Yet, as punk scenes remain discordant, relatively unrelated and somewhat insular, it 

can be difficult to identify one or two chief characteristics that embody the stylistic 

tendencies of the punk subculture as a whole and the ‘zine specifically.  One possible 

solution to the problem of discovering the stylistic tendencies of punks might lie in a 

completely unrelated field: the Dada movement of early 20th century Europe.  As 

Paul Trachtman states, in his study of the Dada art movement, the impetus for the 

form of Dadaistic art was rooted in its, "collapse of confidence in the rhetoric––if not 

the principles––of the culture of rationality that had prevailed in Europe since the 

Enlightenment" (Trachtman 69).  This loss of confidence in Enlightenment principles 

and rationality – which can be directly traced to the heretofore unrealized destruction 

nd inhumanity of World War I – resulted in an art movement that challenged all 

notions of form, function and aesthetics.  Similarly, the punk movement of the mid 

1970s and beyond grappled with the irrational results of the industrial revolution and 

ultra–capitalist society in its own way.  The alienation of the Dadaists mirrored punk 

adherents difficult grappling with the "role of mass production and maximum 

efficiency in creating alienation" (O’Hara 21).  The perceived dehumanization of the 

individual through capitalist structures throughout the 20th century led to rebellion in 

alienated youth throughout urban centers in the late 1950s and early 1960s.  This 

rebellion produced numerous counterculture responses to ultra–capitalist tendencies – 

the beatniks, hippies and punk to name but a few.  But while the beatnik generation 
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followed Kerouac into anti–materialistic philosophies and the hippies reacted by 

spreading messages of peace and communal love, the punk subculture reacted by 

advancing anarchistic models of self–sufficiency that emphasized DIY ethics and a 

genuine distrust for authoritative entities.  What punk subculture and Dadaism have in 

common is a shared 

concept of chaotic 

aesthetics and a 

genuine distrust of 

mainstream design.   

 When we 

compare the works of 

Apollinaire (Figure 13) 

Figure 12. Duchamp, Fountain.  1917. Figure 13. Apollinaire, Eiffel. 1916 

 

Figure 14.  Advertisement from 
MRR. MRR, October 1987 

Figure 15.  Political Art from 
Flipside.  Flipside, October 1987 
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and Marcel Duchamp (Figure 12) with ‘zine art and advertisements (Figure 14, 

Figure 15), we begin to appreciate the efforts of both of these art movements attempts 

to work outside the accepted boundaries of cultural practice.   

 Both the Dada artists of the early twentieth century and the punk ‘zine 

creators of the 1980s and beyond were reacting to disillusionment with society in 

their respective time periods.  The irrationality of WWI and its corresponding loss of 

human life provided an impetus for Dada artists to question the conventional stylistic 

boundaries of art at the time.  Similarly, punk ‘zine creators of the late twentieth 

century embodied in their style a genuine distrust for the irrationality of ultra–

capitalist economic systems.  Punk stylistics, then, exhibit symptoms of a shift in the 

cultural psyche of a small, mostly urbanized, youth culture that has become 

disenfranchised with the economic and political system under which they operate; 

hence, the resulting aesthetic emphasizes an anarchistic, discontinuous style that is 

predicated on a destruction of previous artistic forms.  As Blush notes at the end of 

his study on hardcore and punk art:  

 Art movements predicate themselves upon the notion of an ever–evolving 
 aesthetic; after today’s style comes tomorrow’s, which will be an 
 improvement.  Art movements nourish striving, growth and improvement.  
 Punk art, on the other hand, celebrated not being hip and happening.  Like the 
 scene itself, it was totally primal.  Such an energetic confluence of social 
 currents and youth angst will never again occur. (291) 
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Conclusion 

 In keeping with Foss’ prescriptions describing the triumvirate of generic 

description, it is necessary to "formulate the organizing principle that captures the 

essence of the [substantive and stylistic] strategies common to the samples collected" 

in order to determine the existence of a genre (Foss 198).  As the substantive analysis 

of punk ‘zines yielded generative themes steeped in a willful distrust of authoritative 

structures as well as a progressive acceptance of non–mainstream homosexual 

communities, one can conclude that the overall tendencies of substantive content in 

punk ‘zines can be summed up as authority–wary, socially–progressive alienation.  

Further, the stylistic qualities of punk ‘publications, as divulged in ‘zines use of hand 

lettering, crude typography and dystopic art/advertising, denote a stylistic tendency of 

irreverence toward existent art aesthetics as well as a utilization of anarchistic design 

principles.  In sum, the substantive and stylistic features of punk ‘zines share enough 

commonalities to organize their various incarnations under the heading of the punk 

‘zine genre with "antisociety" as their primary organizing principle.   

 While the affirmative existence of a punk ‘zine genre constitutes legitimacy 

for rhetorical inquiry, the broader implications of the existence of the genre itself 

speak for punk subculture as a whole.  The substantive and stylistic themes identified 

in the previous section highlight a reading public, albeit small, that shares a rhetorical 

worldview rooted in anti–authoritarian principles, egalitarian hopes and antisocial 

tendencies.  As punk ‘zines continue to proliferate in new forms – the ezine is now 

the most common form of punk ‘zine publication – rhetoricians, historians and 
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academicians can begin to understand the rhetorical maneuverings of this particular 

sub sect of society.  In so doing, current mainstream attitudes toward "good–for–

nothing" punks might begin to change for the better.  

 Both this chapter and the last has sought to outline the numerous elements that 

define punk as a distinct cultural genre.  By analyzing the production and self–

publication of fan ‘zines as well as the lyrical and aural nature of punk’s most visible 

cultural production, music, these chapters have sought to investigate the "internal 

organizing dynamic" of a marginalized group of rhetors that mainstream society 

identifies as "punk."  In so doing, this inquiry has revealed a core set of beliefs that 

constitute the nucleus of "punk" culture.  Whether observed in the crude typography 

of Flipside or MRR, the caustic lyrical content of Millions of Dead Cops or the DIY 

publication practice of Flipside or MRR, anarchist philosophy pervades even the most 

seemingly insignificant aspects of punk culture.  In fact, anarchist, anti–social beliefs, 

and their enactment through diverse rhetorical forms, constitutes, in Campbell’s 

words, the "internal organizing dynamic" of the "constellation of recognizable forms" 

unique to punk culture (Campbell 21).  As such, punk can be classified as a cultural 

genre. 
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Chapter Four:  Art, Fantasy Themes and the Construction of Politipunks 
Rhetorical Sphere 

By utilizing Karlyn Kohrs Campbell's work in rhetorical analysis, this study 

has established the existence of a distinct cultural genre: punk.  The adherents of this 

small, marginalized subculture incorporate anarchist philosophies into their rhetorical 

worldview by enacting DIY printing practices and inflammatory anti–establishment 

musical performances.  Yet, to fully understand the punk movement, it is necessary to 

investigate micro as well as macro sites of inquiry.  In the previous chapters, this 

thesis sought to demonstrate the way anarchophilosophic ideology informs punk 

culture and its subsequent rhetorical actions.  This chapter aims to illustrate, utilizing 

the theories of Ernest Bormann, how the situational, stylistic and substantive elements 

of the last chapter create "fantasy themes" that proliferate throughout punk culture.  

Specifically, this chapter will engage a single rhetorical artifact, the Dead Kennedys’ 

Bedtime for Democracy album cover (Figure 16), to establish the predominant 

rhetorical themes present during punks most prolific and inflammatory period.  In so 

doing, this chapter attempts to understand the "rhetorical vision" of punks during the 

1980s by articulating the unstated rhetorical themes of a piece of artwork that 

encapsulated punk anarchophilosophy while also theorizing how those themes 

continued to "chain out" in other musical genres after punks demise. 

Their egregious tastelessness is planted right up front in their name.  
You decide to take on a group called the Dead Kennedys. . . and you 
know right away you’re dealing with some seriously twisted and, more 
than likely, impolite individuals.  Three years away from recording 
[since their last record] has not changed what seems to be the premise 
of this San Francisco punk quartet: "If it moves, insult it."  What’s 
really eating away at them is what they see as homogenizing, 
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lobotomizing, junk culture. . . Frankenchrist is far from articulate, but 
it hasn’t a shred of grace.  To which the Dead Kennedys would 
probably respond, "Mission accomplished."  (Hiltbrand 26). 
 

Such was the common reaction of the general public to the 

rhetoric of hardcore and punk music that emerged during the early 

to mid 1980s.  The Dead Kennedys, a politically charged punk 

quartet from San Francisco that advocated uncivil disobedience 

and anarchistic action, transformed the musical and social 

landscape of political dissention during the Reagan presidency.  

By protesting the economic and social reforms initiated by 

Reagan during his first term in office, the Dead Kennedys played 

an instrumental part in shaping the rhetorical worldview of 

members of the "punk" and "hardcore" movements.  Jello 

Biafra’s13 incorporation of inflammatory rhetoric which 

emphasized the U.S. government’s denigration of civil liberties, 

the inadequacies of invisible hand, trickle down economics and 

the self–serving, imperialist protocol of American foreign policy 

at the hands of "Reaganites," shaped the political and social 

spheres of a minor, but vocal, contingent of the American population.   

This chapter investigates the fantasy themes that construct the Dead Kennedys 

(and their "punk" fans) rhetorical vision through an analysis of the album cover for 

their fourth and final full length album – Bedtime for Democracy.  The LP, 

                                                            
13 Born Eric Reed Boucher, Jello Biafra was the front man and primary songwriter of the Dead 
Kennedys. 

Figure 16.  Cover of Bedtime for 
Democracy.  1986. 
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considered by many to be the band’s most fully matured and developed statement of 

political and social critique, was released in 1986.  I analyze this piece in order to 

"provide insights into the shared worldview of groups" or of one group specifically – 

punks (Foss 109).  As Bormann noted in his seminal 1972 essay entitled "Fantasy and 

Rhetorical Vision:  The Rhetorical Criticism of Social Reality" the benefit of fantasy 

theme, or narrative analysis, exists in "The explanatory power of the fantasy chain. . 

.[it] lies in its ability to account for the development, evolution and decay of dramas 

that catch up groups of people and change their behavior" (Burgchardt 251).  By 

using Bormann’s model for investigating rhetorical artifacts, I hope to reconstruct the 

rhetorical vision of the Dead Kennedys; in addition, I intend to extrapolate this vision 

outward in order to provide an understanding of the socioeconomic and political 

stance of a marginalized but vocal substratum of Reagan–era society. 

Contextualizing Bedtime for Democracy14 
 

By 1986, six years after Reagan took control of the Oval office, the policies 

and initiatives of the president and a majority Republican senate had transformed 

American life drastically.  A "spiritual reawakening" of sorts had transformed the 

moral platform upon which many legislators based their domestic and foreign policy 

decisions.  In addition, American foreign policy saw a dramatic escalation of Cold 

War tensions that threatened worldwide stability.  Finally, economic changes that 

                                                            
14 The title of the Dead Kennedys fourth and final full length album "Bedtime for Democracy" is a 
parody of Reagan’s 1951 film "Bedtime for Bonzo."  Ironically, the film follows Reagan’s attempts to 
teach morals to a chimpanzee.  The title of the album serves a double metaphor in that it references 
both Reagan’s first attempts at "teaching" morality to an ape and that it underscores Reagan’s alleged 
railroading of democratic principles through "educating" the masses so that they might also follow the 
"moral majority."   
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embraced "invisible hand" "trickle–down" policies toward economic regulation and 

stimulation elevated corporate profits and strengthened the US economy.  

A chronological analysis of Ronald Reagan’s presidency reveals that the time 

Reagan spent in power corresponds to the rise and fall of a notable Christian 

Evangelical organization known as the "Moral Majority."  As Martin notes the Moral 

Majority was, "founded by the Revd. Jerry Falwell in 1979" in order to "connect 

directly evangelical concerns, such as school prayer and the teaching of creationism, 

with more political concerns such as opposition to abortion and gay rights" (Martin).  

The group assisted Reagan’s fundraising efforts in the 1980 and 1986 elections; in 

addition, the organization attempted to affect change through its powerful lobbying 

efforts throughout the 1980s.  Members of the Reagan administration and Republican 

leadership worked closely with representatives from the Moral Majority throughout 

the president’s time in office.  Interestingly, Falwell dissolved the organization in 

1989, after President Reagan left office, declaring, "Ten years later, we've come here 

to announce mission accomplished. . . While the work of Moral Majority will go on 

forever, the Moral Majority organization is no longer needed" (Jerry Falwell: 

'Mission Accomplished' par. 3–4). 

While the Moral Majority worked closely with Republicans throughout 

Reagan’s presidency on social and domestic issues, the administration’s foreign 

policy also changed markedly from the stance of the Carter administration.  The 

Reagan White House, working closely with the Pentagon, developed a "peace through 

strength" approach that heightened tensions between the United States and the Soviet 

Union.  In addition, in keeping with a strict interpretation of the Monroe Doctrine, the 
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Reagan administration assisted Central American guerillas in Nicaragua in battling 

Socialist/Communist political factions by providing weapons and monetary 

assistance.  The U.S. governments rigid "obligation," as understood by many 

bureaucrats in the White House, to the Monroe Doctrine’s clause that, "we should 

consider any attempt on their [European powers] part to extend their system [of government] 

to any portion of this hemisphere as dangerous to our peace and safety" erupted into the 

"Iran–Contra" scandal in the mid–1980s (Monroe Doctrine). Critics of the 

administration contended that the US government funneled profits from weapons 

dealings with the Iranian government into the coffers of Nicaraguan separatists in 

order to fuel a guerilla movement that sought the violent overthrow of 

Communist/Socialist Sandinista government in Nicaragua.  Many in the international 

community viewed this as an imperialist act of aggression.  The United Nations 

"ruled that U.S. aid to the so–called Contra rebels violated international law and 

should be stopped" (Stop aiding Contras, U.N. urges U.S par. 4).  Yet, in light of the 

Iran–Contra affair, Reagan maintained his popularity.  As an editorial from the 

Christian Science Monitor noted, despite the fact that "Reagan has 'yet to condemn 

those who lied, shredded documents, and covered up their actions. . . [he] remains a 

popular President, with a reserve of public affection and forgiveness some see as 

inexhaustible" (Thomas par. 19–20).    

Reagan’s imperialist foreign policy and conservative social reforms were both 

made possible through his successes in the economic sector.  The implementation of 

"invisible hand" and "trickle down" economics created dramatic growth in the 

economy, sparking a surge in consumer spending and corporate expansion.  The 
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"invisible hand" philosophy, first envisioned by Adam Smith in The Wealth of 

Nations, emphasized an entrepreneur’s ability to produce what he would like to 

produce and a consumer’s ability to consume what she would like to consume.  This 

give and take, it was assumed, would eventually lead to a balancing affect in the 

economy whereby goods were sold at the maximum price level where consumers 

would consume the most.  The "invisible hand" philosophy promoted corporate self–

regulation and a laissez–faire government approach to industry that produced 

heretofore unprecedented corporate growth.  These policies, coupled with "trickle 

down" economic theory, wherein large spending individuals and corporations were 

given tax breaks on huge purchases to encourage further purchases, enabled US 

economic expansion to surpass historical levels throughout Reagan’s tenure as 

President.   

The Reagan administration’s economic and foreign policies encouraged 

commercial growth and established a global US military presence, but at what cost?  

Many young people across the nation during Reagan’s tenure as president bemoaned 

corporate greed and accused the US government of engaging in imperialist missions 

abroad.  Though marginalized, the adherents of this particular political stance also 

took issue with the partnership that developed between Republican leadership and 

members of the Moral Majority’s political lobby.  Many of the criticisms that focused 

on the Reagan administration’s foreign, domestic, social and economic issues 

manifested in fantasy themes of a particular cultural genre: punk.   
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Punk as Protest: The US–UK–US Connection 
 

 While contemporary representations of "punk" rock are many, few bands 

today embrace the political and social ideology of the early punk movement.  Bands 

such as blink182, sum41, Good Charlotte and, to a lesser extent, Green Day, pay 

homage to the musical style of punk – a three chord progression with up–tempo 

melodies – but few actually advocate an overtly political stance in their music.15  

Take, for instance, the lyrics of a recently popular Good Charlotte song entitled Don’t 

Wanna Stop:  

All these games you play  
you're messin' with my head,(messin with my head)  
I don't know why I stay 
I should leave instead (I should leave instead),  
When I speak from my heart 
you laugh like it's a game (this ain't no game)  
Yeah we'd make great friends, but it just isn't the same. (1–7) 

Now, compare these lyrics with the overtly political stance of an early Dead 
Kennedys tune entitled California Uber Alles: 

I am Governor Jerry Brown 
My aura smiles 
And never frowns 
Soon I will be president... 
 
Carter Power will soon go away 
I will be Fuhrer one day 
I will command all of you 
Your kids will meditate in school 
Your kids will meditate in school! (1–9) 

                                                            
15 This is not to say that political punk does not exist at all in the contemporary punk scene; further, the 
continual occupation of Iraq by US forces has heightened political awareness of many punk bands 
today.  Yet, overall, the group does not embody as strong a group politic as the "politipunk" scene that 
existed in the early 1980s.   
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Contemporary representations of punk 

pay homage to the sound, but not the message.  

In a Bauldrillardian twist of fate, a genre 

originally conceived in the mode of protest 

now simply "simulates" its original imperative.  

This can be attributed, primarily to punks 

cooptation by mainstream popular culture 

producers – a subject that will be addressed in 

the final chapter of this study.  While the Good Charlotte song lyrics might provide 

fodder for any contemporary mainstream pop song, California Uber Alles 

demonstrates a metaphor that likens California, under the leadership of Jerry Brown, 

to Nazi Germany.  While modern punk has been domesticated, the original movement 

was steeped in protest.  Political punk, as practiced by the Dead Kennedys, Black 

Flag, the Sex Pistols and Crass in the late 1970s and early 1980s questioned the 

hegemony of America and England and reflected the rhetorical worldview of a 

marginalized population.   

Most musical scholars attribute the invention of "punk" as a genre and a 

lifestyle to the small collection of bands that frequented the CBGB club in New York 

City.  As the fountainheads of a musical scene that emerged in Greenwich Village in 

the mid 1970s, the Queens–based quartet The Ramones donned leather– jackets and 

played three chord progressions in a fast and dirty style.  While their lyrics were 

Figure 17.  Cover of California Uber 
Alles.  1979. 
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certainly not political16, the Ramones developed a new sound that resonated with 

other CBGB17 scene bands like Blondie and the Heartbreakers.  This sound 

eventually "hopped the pond" and found a home in London, England.  While English 

bands emulated similar chord progressions and melodies of their American "punk" 

counterparts, English punk took on an overtly political stance.  With the release of 

"Anarchy in the UK" (an in–your–face statement of anti–authoritarianism), the Sex 

Pistols were the first band to release overtly political punk on a record label.  As 

Johnny Rotten crooned, "I am an antichrist / I am an anarchist" (1–2), the birth of 

inflammatory, political punk was born.  The Clash soon answered, in a more 

articulated fashion, the Sex Pistols call to produce socio–politically charged musical 

commentary with the release of their album The Clash.  The political tension of the 

album is best represented in the song entitled "I’m So Bored With The USA."  The 

Clash sing: 

Yankee soldier 
He wanna shoot some skag 
He met it in Cambodia 
But now he can’t afford a bag 
 
Yankee dollar talk 
To the dictators of the world 
In fact it’s giving orders 
An’ they can’t afford to miss a word 
I’m so bored with the u...s...a... (1–9) 

                                                            
16 The Ramones first album, entitled The Ramones, was not a politically motivated album.  With song 
titles like "Jackie is a Punk" and "Now I Wanna Sniff Some Glue" the Ramones were not forging a 
new political consciousness, they were merely having a good time and founding a musical genre all the 
while.   
17CBGB was a club in Greenwich Village that witnessed the blossoming of the punk rock scene in 
New York City during the mid to late 1970’s.     
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As bands like The Clash and The Sex Pistols notoriety spread, many American punk 

bands began to emulate the overtly political message of their English counterparts.  

Bands like Black Flag, headed by hardcore legend Henry Rollins, and the Misfits, 

known for the creation of the "horror punk" genre, laced their songs with political 

inferences; yet, their on–stage presence and emphasis on glam inspired make–up 

tended to diminish their message.  It was with the formation of the Dead Kennedys, in 

San Francisco in June of 1978, that the American political punk scene was born.  

Drawing on British "politipunk" influences, the Dead Kennedys "hardcore" style 

blended extremely up–tempo melodies with blatantly satirical lyrics to produce the 

first widely recognized, American political protest punk band.  The Dead Kennedys 

message, much like the substantive themes in both music and fan ‘zines analyzed in 

the last chapter, revolved around themes of 1) anti–authoritarianism, 2) consumption, 

3) anarchism and 4) the horrors of Reagan era economic and international policy.   

 

 

 

1978–1986 : Anarchist Themes Explored 

As the punk scene began to receive recognition by independent record labels 

in the late 1970s, the Dead Kennedys exploited this interest to produce a myriad of 7" 

singles.  The bands first singles included California Uber Alles (1979) and Holiday in 

Cambodia (1980).  The music contained on these initial 45s was supplemented with 

additional tracks to create the bands first full length album, Fresh Fruit for Rotting 
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Vegetables in 1980.  On this record, the 

Dead Kennedys recorded numerous 

critiques on US foreign policy and 

domestic issues as well as right wing 

conservatism.    Consider, for example, 

the critique of the American 

government’s economic policy toward 

the working class on the first track of 

Fresh Fruit for Rotting Vegetables  

"Kill the Poor": 

Efficiency and progress is ours once more 
Now that we have the neutron bomb 
Its nice and quick and clean and gets things done 
Away with excess enemy 
But no less value to property 
No sense in war but perfect sense at home 
 
The sun beams down on a brand new day 
No more welfare tax to pay 
Unsightly slums gone up in flashing light 
Jobless millions whisked away 
At last we have more room to play 
All systems go to kill the poor tonight 
 
Gonna Kill Kill Kill Kill Kill the poor tonight (1–13) 

Pronounced critique of upper–crust American society and governmental 

totalitarianism manifest throughout the album, but perhaps nowhere more 

venomously than in "Holiday in Cambodia." This song draws the analogy that the 

Figure 18.  Cover of Fresh Fruit for Rotting 
Vegetables.  1980. 
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authority of individuals at the top of the American corporate hierarchy now resembles 

the now notorious abuse of power under the 

East Asian regime of Pol Pot: 

Your a star–belly sneech you suck 
like a leech 
You want everyone to act like you 
Kiss ass while you bitch so you can 
get rich 
But your boss gets richer on you 
Well you'll work harder with a gun in 
your back 
For a bowl of rice a day 
Slave for soldiers til you starve 
Then your head skewered on a stake 
Now you can go where people are one 
Now you can go where they get things done 
What you need my son:  
 
Is a holiday in Cambodia 
Where people dress in black 
A holiday in Cambodia 
Where you'll kiss ass or crack (16–30) 
 
In addition to continuing to develop anti–establishment, anti–government 

themes in their music, the Dead Kennedys began their attack on Evangelical 

Christianity and its lobbying organization, the Moral Majority when composing their 

next two albums In God We Trust, Inc. (1981) and Plastic Surgery Disasters (1982).  

In the two short years since the Carter presidency, the United States had elected a 

considerably more conservative president into the White House and had begun to 

change domestic and foreign policy.  As a response to these changes, the Dead 

Kennedys began to develop themes in their music that highlighted the connection 

Figure 19.  Cover of Holiday in 
Cambodia.  1980. 
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between the Evangelical Christian lobby in Washington and the White House.  The 

band explored connections between Evangelical Christianity’s perceived 

"railroading" of civil liberties and the 

developing relationship between Evangelical 

lobbyist organizations, such as the Falwell’s 

"Moral Majority" and the Republican–led US 

Senate and Reagan administration.  Consider 

the satirically titled "Moral Majority" – a 

song that drew ire from the Christian Right 

and led many Evangelicals to label the kind 

of music the Dead Kennedys were making, 

"evil and dangerous" (Meade par. 1): 

You call yourself the Moral Majority 
We call ourselves the people in the real world 
Trying to rub us out, but we're going to survive 
God must be dead if you're alive  
 
You say, 'God loves you. Come and buy the Good News' 
Then you buy the president and swimming pools 
If Jesus don't save 'til we're lining your pockets 
God must be dead if you're alive  
 
Circus–tent con–men and Southern belle bunnies 
Milk your emotions then they steal your money 
It's the new dark ages with the fascists toting bibles 
Cheap nostalgia for the Salem Witch Trials  
 
Stodgy ayatollahs in their dobble–knit ties 
Burn lots of books so they can feed you their lies 

Figure 20.  Cover of Plastic Surgery 
Disasters and In God We Trust, Inc. 
double album.  1988. 
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Masturbating with a flag and a bible 
God must be dead if you're alive  
 
Blow it out your ass, Jerry Falwell 
Blow it out your ass, Jesse Helms 
Blow it out your ass, Ronald Reagan 
What's wrong with a mind of my 
own? (1–20) 

Around the time of the recording of 

In God We Trust, Inc. a graphic artist, 

deeply committed to the political stance of 

the punk movement in the United States and 

Great Britain, began to develop a relationship with Dead Kennedys front man Jello 

Biafra.  While living in San Francisco, Winston Smith18 recalls hearing the Dead 

Kennedys first single "California Uber Alles" and thinking "That’s like a musical 

version of my artwork" (Blush 104).  Smith, later recalling the conversation that led 

to the development of the In God We Trust, Inc. cover noted that "He [Jello] looked 

at a picture of a cross made of dollar bills and he said, ‘We gotta have this as our first 

record cover,’. . . . We’ve been partners–in–crime ever since" (Blush 104).  Finally, in 

early 1982, the 12" In God We Trust Inc. debuted much to the chagrin of the 

conservative right.  It’s artist, Winston Smith, had codified, in a visual representation, 

the disgust and utter disrespect of anarchopunk for the corrupted state of Christianity 

in America.   

                                                            
18 "Winston Smith" may or may not be the real name of the artist who composed the album covers for 
every Dead Kennedys release after In God We Trust Inc.  There is much speculation that the montagist 
assumed this moniker to pay tribute to Winston Smith or Orwellian fame.  Smith, in Orwell’s 1984, 
works in the Ministry of Truth and labors as a propagandist.   

Figure 21.  Cover of In God We 
Trust Inc.  1981. 
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The style of artwork used by 

Smith on the cover of the Bedtime for 

Democracy album is distinctly 

"cartoonish."  As noted in the 

previous chapter, the use of cartoon 

figures by punk artists appeals to the 

"universality" of the caricatured image.  

Smith constructs the myriad abuses 

portrayed in the Bedtime through cartoons 

not only because this style was most prevalent amongst punk artists, but also because 

the generality of the Bedtime’s cartoon subjects allows punk viewers to identify the 

"downtrodden" of the masses: black single mothers, illegal immigrants, working class 

Americans and the lower class.  It is in this way that Smith signifies through a method 

only familiar with punks and in so doing, creates a piece of art that transcends time 

and place; in other words, the universality of the cartoon image ensures the Bedtime’s 

enduring effectiveness as a piece of punk artistic critique.    

The Dead Kennedys continued to develop themes that confronted 

fundamentalist Christianity, the government, the economy and perceived social 

injustices in the years between the release of Plastic Surgery Disasters (1982) and 

Frankenchrist (1985).  Songs like "Stars and Stripes of Corruption" and "Soup is 

Good Food" dealt with corporate expansion, the denigration of the working class and 

federal government–private industry abuses, while tracks like "Halloween" and 

Figure 22.  Landscape #XX.  Inside 
album art included in Frankenchrist.  
1985. 
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"Saturday Night Holocaust"19 confronted issues of conformity and  excessive 

consumer culture.  The artwork arranged by Smith and included in Frankenchrist, 

(1985) the first full–length album produced by the Dead Kennedys in three years, 

drew heavy criticism for its racy lyrics and "offensive" visual content.  An enormous 

controversy developed over the bands inclusion of Geiger’s Landscape #XX  (Figure 

22) on the inside cover art.  The PRMC (Parents Music Resource Center), originally 

organized by Tipper Gore, wife of then Senator from Tennessee Al Gore, brought 

Biafra and the Dead Kennedys to court "on charges of distributing harmful matter to 

minors" (Wishnia par.1).  The inclusion of the painting, claimed Biafra, 

demonstrated, "the dehumanization inherent in commercialized sex and consumer 

society, using people screwing each other in assembly–line fashion as a metaphor" 

(par. 3).  Though Biafra was eventually acquitted of all charges in a 7–5 decision, the 

Dead Kennedys gained notoriety in Evangelical circles and were lauded as free–

speech advocates by the left.    

Upon the completion of their fourth, and final, studio album, Bedtime for 

Democracy in 1986, the Dead Kennedys had developed a clear–cut, agonistic stance 

toward the Christian Right and the Reagan administration through inflammatory live 

shows (often advocating riots) and highly politicized anarchistic lyrics.  As the 

collaboration between montagist Winston Smith and Dead Kennedys front man Jello 

Biafra continued to flourish, the two developed a visually articulated statement of the 

contemporary American condition.    A fantasy–theme analysis of the result of the 

                                                            
19 Both "Halloween" and "Saturday Night Holocaust" appeared on the "Halloween" single in 1983.   
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work of Biafra and Smith, the cover art for their Bedtime for Democracy20, will 

reveal the particular themes that had been developing throughout the evolution of the 

bands musical career.  By analyzing these themes, one can, "provide the critic with an 

account of how dramatizing communication creates social reality for groups of people 

and with a  way to examine messages for insights into the group’s culture, motivation, 

emotional style, and cohesion" (Burgchardt 248).  In doing so, this chapter will reveal 

how the "dramatizing communication" of 

Dead Kennedys album art provides insights 

into the construction of political punk’s 

rhetorical worldview.   

Setting Themes 
 

In accordance with fantasy theme 

criticism’s standards, first elucidated by 

Ernest Bormann in his essay "Fantasy and 

Rhetorical Vision: The Rhetorical Criticism 

of Social Reality" this piece will first 

evaluate the setting themes, or "statements 

where the action is taking place . . . [and 

also] the characteristics of that scene" (Foss 

112).  In the Bedtime for Democracy album 

cover, we are treated to four distinct settings 

                                                            
20 Interestingly, Smith, a montagist by trade, decided instead to pencil draw the "Bedtime" album 
cover. 

Figure 23.  Cover of Bedtime for 
Democracy.  1986. 
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(figure 23):  New York City (quadrant 1), the Industrial/Entertainment complex 

(quadrant 2), the foreground top (quadrant 3), and the foreground bottom (quadrant 

4).  Quadrant one, located on the left hand portion of the drawing, is emblematic of a 

corporatized, yuppie–filled metropolis.  By portraying the Empire State building, the 

piece draws attention to a structure that is emblematic of economic success and 

human achievement.  In addition, the "Ministry of Love," a building made famous by 

George Orwell’s 1984, is depicted here to typify the perceived "Big Brother" 

mentality espoused by the Reagan administration.  Finally, the dire consequences of 

eliminating women’s right to abortion are conveyed through the graffiti inscription, 

"Abortion Clinic Closed, Use Clothes–Hangar Clinic in the Alley." 

Quadrant two, located on the right hand portion of the drawing develops 

themes of over consumptive consumerism and the unconcerned, autnonotomic 

masses.   The faceless hordes jostle each other in an attempt to participate in a 

viewing of "Top Goon" whose marquee looks suspiciously like a phallic statue.  

Stretching over the anonymous masses extend interstate overpasses, filled with 

nameless, brand less automobiles.  In the backdrop, a detonated atom bomb explodes 

– apparently without notice.  Quadrant two is representative of Nietzsche’s herd – a 

group of anonymous, faceless, nameless, thoughtless individuals whose complacency 

and media driven distraction enable the wholesale dismissal of their American civil 

liberties.   

Quadrant three, located in the upper one–third of the work, provides a setting 

for government overspending, military abuses and consumerist excess.  Though 

traditional representations of the heavens include angelic representations and 
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elements of the divine, the Bedtime for Democracy portrait emphasizes the abuses of 

the individuals at the metaphoric "top" of the American social totem pole.  In an 

ironic representation of the heavens, the piece positions activist judges, 

president/fuehrer’s and upper class Americans – representations of corruption, 

authoritarianism and excess – in the upper "spheres."   

Quadrant four (located in the center of the bottom one–third of the drawing) in 

juxtaposition to quadrant three, provides a space for the common, concerned citizens 

of the United States.  This area illustrates various metaphors of social injustice, 

ecological irresponsibility and the besiegement of human rights.  The broken "safety 

net," first established by F.D.R. in the New Deal, locked fall out shelter and sinking 

ship of state are representative of the social injustices perpetrated by the Reagan 

administration’s social and economic reforms; additionally, the overly polluted "sea" 

of deceit is the result of laissez–faire industrial regulation and "invisible–hand" 

economic policies.  Finally, the "Subway" entrance, a metaphor for Hell’s gate, is 

occupied by Uncle Sam, a Ku Klux Klan member and David Duke.  Quadrant four, as 

a setting, is representative of mid–1980’s era anarchopunks perception of social 

injustice and the plight of the democratically concerned citizen.   

Setting themes in the "Bedtime for Democracy" album cover play an integral 

part in identifying what fantasies developed among the politipunk movement in the 

United States.  By analyzing the space of the drawing, one realizes how Smith and 

Biafra’s intent to portray a future wherein common citizen’s civil liberties and the 

ecological well being are at the mercy of a developing military–industrial complex 

that enables corporate profits and advocates social disengagement and distraction is 
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successful and somewhat prophetic.  The relationships developed between 

Republican–led government and venture capitalist corporations continued to escalate 

from the early 1980s until the present time.  In 2007 there are still numerous calls for 

campaign finance reform and a reduction of lobbying interests in the nation’s capital.  

 Character Themes 

 

The characters 

represented in the Bedtime 

for Democracy album cover 

are myriad; however, in 

keeping with the idea 

advocated by McCormick 

and Weiss in "The 

Sociopolitical Messages of Graffiti Art," I choose to investigate the "components not 

as an army of characters but as traits of . . . character themes" (Foss 142).  In other 

words, I wish to develop three archetypal character–themes that represent individuals 

in Reagan–era America: the faceless corporate stooge, the despotic, war hungry 

politicomilitary abuser, and the marginalized American.   

 The archetypal corporate stooge, emblematic of corporate greed and excessive 

profiteering appears in multiple instances in the piece.  In the upper–right hand corner 

of the album cover (Figure 24), a helicopter, emblazoned with the words "Wall St." 

and filled with corporate stooges, pilfers money from a defiled U.S. constitution.  

Figure 24.  Inset from Bedtime for Democracy.  1986. 
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Directly parallel to this image, we see a 

corporate stooge sharing the cockpit of a 

helicopter with an arms contractor (Figure 25).  

Events like the Iran–Contra affair gave 

impetus to representations depicting U.S. 

military individuals and corporate interests in 

cahoots.  Further underscoring the greed of 

corporate America, the "Lies, Inc." 

helicopter, filled with corporate stooges, is administering a heavy dosage of "Madison 

Avenue" to Lady Liberty’s arm.  Excessive spending, according to the album cover, 

is the "drug" by which Liberty continues to function.  The corporate stooge character 

theme represents, for anarchopunks and the Dead Kennedys, the abuses and excesses 

of corporate America and its direct relationship to the US government. 

 The second character theme prevalent in the "Bedtime for Democracy" album 

cover is that of the politicomilitary abuser.  Representations of political figures 

abusing civil liberties abound in the work.  Staged on the platform that surrounds 

Lady Liberty’s ever enduring flame, a Fuehrer–

President Reagan is seen burning the "rights" of 

Rock n Roll (Figure 26).  Opposite him stands 

an activist judge burning the Bill of Rights.  At 

the bottom of the painting, standing in the door 

of the "Subway" or Hell, are the unholy trinity 

Figure 25.  Inset from Bedtime for 
Democracy.  1986. 

Figure 26.  Inset from Bedtime for 
Democracy.  1986. 
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of Uncle Sam, a Ku Klux Klan member and David Duke.   

Military officers are also depicted as abusers throughout the piece.  Military 

clad figures of death fly a shipment of American flag–draped coffins toward an 

undisclosed location; in addition, military officers fire on the huddled, tired poor 

living in the "body" of Lady Liberty in the upper left hand portion of the piece.  Also, 

as noted before, military individuals are 

working in concert with corporate stooges 

in the "arms contractors" helicopter in the 

center of the painting to unload the 

corporate profit that is tipping the scales of 

justice.  Another military abuser that 

appears at various places throughout the 

drawing is the faceless representation of 

the "police state."  The anonymous soldier of the state is depicted at the foot of Lady 

Liberty, on the right side of the painting battling protestors (Figure 27) and as 

"overseers" in the police car watching the faceless masses go to see "Top Goon."  All 

of the aforementioned individuals serve as metaphorical visual representations of 

politicomilitary abusers in Reagan era America.   

The final character theme that is developed throughout the piece is that of the 

marginalized American.  These individuals, surviving on the outskirts of mainstream, 

middle–class society but concerned with the well–being of the country and the pursuit 

of the American dream, are depicted in various states of abuse at the hands of the 

corporate stooges and politicomilitary characters.    The most visible representation of 

Figure 27.  Inset from Bedtime for 
Democracy.  1986. 
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the marginalized American can be seen in the left–hand center 

portion of the drawing wherein various minorities – African 

Americans, single mothers, Southeast Asians, Hispanics and 

Vietnam veterans – are being beaten off the scales of Justice 

(Figure 28).  Further, these individuals are also portrayed at the 

foot of Lady Liberty as both the pile of corpses of the "working 

poor" and the anarchist, anti–capitalist and feminist protestors at 

the mercy of the faceless, robotic police–state soldier.  Finally, 

the marginalized American is again portrayed in protestation, 

this time of nuclear power, at the site of another conflict with 

police state automatons.  The character theme of the 

marginalized American works, in this particular drawing, to 

draw attention to the civil abuses of the police state and to highlight the subsets of 

society who were not well represented by the "moral majority." 

Action Themes 
 

Action themes are the most important rhetorical constructions in the Bedtime 

for Democracy album cover.  It is through an analysis of these themes that we, as 

observers, might understand "What acts are performed by the ultimate legitimatizer?  

The neutral people?  The enemy?  Which are sanctioned and praised; which 

censored?  What lifestyles are exemplified as praiseworthy?" (Burchardt 253).  As 

Bormann advocates, an investigation into the action themes of this piece reveals the 

Figure 28.  Inset 
from Bedtime for 
Democracy.  1986. 
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binary oppositions constructed between marginalized America and the "moral 

majority" influenced Reagan administration.   

The enemy is constructed in themes of abuse in the Bedtime.  Both physical 

and monetary/economic abuses are portrayed throughout the drawing.  The physical 

abuse most easily recognized is the "beating" away of the marginalized Americans 

from the scales of Justice (Figure 28).  Once 

Americans are kicked off the "just" platform of 

moral progress, they plummet, unimpeded, through 

the gaping hole in the metaphorical "safety net" only 

to land on the heap of faceless corpses that represent 

America’s minority rights (Figure 29).  Action 

themes of physical abuse also play out in the 

suppression of feminist, anarchist and anti–capitalist 

protestors at the hands of a mechanized robot overseer at the bottom of the drawing.  

Finally, the physical military abuses of Liberty are depicted through the military–

official occupied, swastika emblazoned helicopter’s assault on the body of Lady 

Liberty.   

The theme of economic abuse by the corporate–military–government complex 

is also treated in the "Bedtime for Democracy" album cover.  As noted before, 

military and corporate interests pilfer money from arms contracts, exploit of 

loopholes in constitutional law (recall the corporate goons) and propagate 

consumerist greed (the Lies, Inc. helicopter).  The enemy also participates, in this 

Figure 29.  Inset from Bedtime 
for Democracy.  1986. 
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text, in the wholesale destruction of the secular texts of liberty and freedom.  The 

constitution is shoved up the nose of Lady Liberty, then exploited for corporate 

profits.  The Bill of Rights, long held to be one of, if not the most important, 

document for American citizens is being burnt by an activist judge.  The burning is a 

metaphor for President Reagan’s conservative judicial bench appointments.  Also, the 

scales of Justice, long emblematic of equality in the United States, are tipped in favor 

of upper middle–class white consumers, managers and political pundits.  Finally, 

"The New Colossus" a 19th century poem by Emma Lazarus that elucidates the 

metaphoric significance of the Statue of Liberty for the American people, is parodied 

through the destruction of the tired, poor and 

huddled masses whose corpses litter the ground 

at Lady Liberty’s feet (Figure 29). 

In a sardonic portrayal of the American 

masses, the Bedtime for Democracy album 

cover highlights the inaction themes of the 

American herd.  The "Tunnel of Cash Flow" 

escalator that ferries "yuppies" from the 

marginalized bottom to the privileged top of American society emphasizes the role of 

passive corporatism in American yuppie social ascendancy.  Also, the infantilized 

adult consumer, found nursing on the breast of Lady Liberty, operates to highlight the 

role of the media and entertainment in rendering the American population incapable 

of action – hence the baby metaphor (Figure 30).  Finally, and perhaps most notably, 

Figure 30.  Inset from Bedtime for 
Democracy.  1986. 
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the Puritan American – a representation of conservative American social and 

religious fidelity, embraces inaction in refusing to help the immigrant from the over 

polluted waters. 

Marginalized Space : The Rhetorical Vision of America’s "Politipunk" in 

1986 

The Dead Kennedys album cover for Bedtime for Democracy constructs a 

clear representation of anarchopunk’s rhetorical vision in Reagan–era, 1980s 

America.  Fantasy themes involving America being abused, physically, economically 

and civilly, by an unholy nexus of entities comprised of ultra–conservative religious 

lobbyists, money hungry corporate goons and crooked, profiteering politicians assist 

in constructing this vision.  The vision, one of resistance and protest, emphasizes the 

elimination, by government authorities, of basic democratic ideals and civil liberties.  

If one develops dissenting views from the prevailing religious–socio–military–

economic complex, according to the themes developed in the "Bedtime," one is 

punished.  In the eyes of its creator Winston Smith and the words of Dead Kennedys 

front man Jello Biafra, white, middle and upper class, racist America, best personified 

by the Moral Majority, was dictating the will of the more populous, but civically 

apathetic masses.  According to the fantasies that chain out in the album’s artwork, 

technology and the media are leading the American herd to the whims of the far right 

at the sacrifice of their economic, social, civil and ideological liberties.   
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Chaining Out:  Continued Literal 

and Visual Representations of The DK's 

Bedtime for Democracy 

The development of the Dead 

Kennedys rhetorical vision is mostly 

reactionary.  Many of the events of the 

early to mid 1980s, including the Iran–

Contra affair, the development of the 

relationship between the Moral Majority 

lobbying organization and the 

Republican right, the US governments 

funding of various anti–Communist 

guerilla movements throughout South 

and Central America and the ever 

increasing corporate profits at the 

perceived expense of the lay American 

consumer coalesced to create an American rhetorical vision that repulsed and 

disgusted the members of a marginalized politipunk musical "scene."  But how does 

this "scene" "spread out across larger publics, [to] serve to sustain the members’ sense 

of community" (Burgchardt 250).  The rhetorical vision first embodied by the Dead 

Kennedys spread to other musical "scenes" after the death of "hair metal" and the rise 

of grunge in the early 1990’s.  Though not as politically motivated as the Bedtime for 

Figure 31.  Cover from Bedtime for 
Democracy.  1986. 
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Democracy album cover, Green Day’s album cover for Dookie emulated the style and 

pension for pastiche exhibited by Winston Smith’s artwork.  While much music of the 

early grunge period was characterized as representative of an apathetic youth, many 

bands of the "grunge" and "alternative" scene continued to chain out the Dead 

Kennedys and anarchopunk’s rhetorical vision.  Bands such as Public Enemy, Rage 

Against the Machine, Bad Religion and Rancid have continued to explore a rhetorical 

vision of the marginalized American in their music; furthermore, anti–media 

organizations like Vancouver–based adbuster’s have cited the Dead Kennedys as 

influences in their anti–capitalist mission.   

 of community" (250)?   

Conclusion 

 This chapter has interpreted what mainstream society has deemed "punk" by 

analyzing the stylistic and substantive elements of the music, writing and art of a 

small group of similar but spatially disconnected rhetors.  In addition, this chapter has 

analyzed the fantasy themes that contribute to the broader punk world view in order 

to establish the existence of a distinct and identifiable cultural "genre."  In so doing, 

this chapter has found that the rhetorical artifacts (in music, in art, in writing) 

produced by "punks" embody themes of 1) anti–authority and 2) anti–society.  In 

addition to these broader thematic trends, I have discovered the existence of 

numerous, but equally represented subthemes: 1) anarchist 2) LGBT–friendly 3) 

environmentalist 4) anti–consumption and 5) anti–government.  The final chapter 

evaluates the current state of punk culture to determine whether this particular 

cultural genre still exists and if so, in what form. 
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Chapter Four: Conclusion 

 Stephen Blush notes that, "No–one can overlook the creativity of the original 

punk and hardcore pioneers.  Everything from 'zines to mosh pits to the indie music 

network resulted from a few kids' incredible vision" (Blush 299).  Yet, by the early 

1990s, punks original practitioners had, for the most part, abandoned the original 

movement or had transitioned away from the musical aspects of the punk subculture 

and into activist roles.  Many bands of the original punk subculture of the late 1970s 

and early 1980s, such as the Dead Kennedys, Black Flag and Crass had disbanded 

amidst contract disputes, personality conflicts and a general disillusionment with the 

turn away from DIY toward corporate production and promotion.  In fact, of the 

myriad independent punk labels that had existed in the heyday of punk, very few 

remained.  Of those that remained, most were subsumed under  broader, quasi–

independent punk labels that emphasized profit margins instead of DIY ethics and 

anti–capitalist sentiment.  Labels such as Fat Wreck and Lookout! Records in San 

Francisco began to gobble up smaller garage–based recording companies in an effort 

to produce and disseminate punk music while staying in the black on their balance 

sheets.  These larger independent punk labels often formed relationships with larger 

corporate labels like Warner Brothers and Geffen to access larger distribution 

channels and ensure their economic success.  By the late 1990s, large–scale corporate 

labels such as Reprise and Island Def Jam began to distribute a new form of punk.  

This new "punk" honored the stylistics of punk music in that the sound was still raw, 

agonistic and "counterculture;" however, the substantive characteristics of 

anarchopunk outlined in the previous chapters had largely been abandoned.  But what 
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led punk music away from its anticapitalist, anarchist beginnings into a 

commercialized form palatable to the mainstream consumer?  This chapter explains, 

albeit briefly, how punk music lost its ideological way in the mid 1990s by analyzing 

the effects of the "Culture Industry" first noted by Adorno and Horkheimer in 

Dialectic of Enlightenment and later by various writers of the independent, Chicago–

based journal The Baffler.   

 Sociocultural critics Theodore Adorno and Max Horkheimer set out, in the 

Dialectic of Enlightenment, to explain the failure of the secular enlightenment of the 

18th and 19th centuries by describing how scientific process and the interjection of 

reason has reduced human experience into micro–quantifiable forms.  According to 

Adorno and Horkheimer, the inevitable reduction in subjective forms, as they are hard 

to quantify and analyze, resulted in the process of standardizing the objective 

individual.  In so doing, all people become objective consumers because corporations, 

whose secular and political power had been consolidated in the adoption and success 

of industrialization and the implementation of the free–market economy, had to 

reduce the individual into a "lowest constant" or a consumer to ensure their economic 

and political well–being.  The resultant superstructure – what Adorno and 

Horkheimer term the "Culture Industry" – consolidated the mores, passions and 

imaginations of the subjective individual and channeled these emotional impulses into 

the desire for commodities.  This fortification of desire is described by Thomas Frank 

as a process whereby the "invisible hand has reacted to the state of affairs by rapidly 

erecting a Culture Trust of five or six companies whose assorted vice–presidents now 

supervise a broad swathe of American public expression" (Frank 24).  The 
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consolidation in cultural production under corporate interest, coupled with the 

disorganization of the punk movement itself, resulted in capitalism's cooptation of 

punk music.  By first absorbing and later destroying the non–mainstream sentiments 

of punk, the Culture Industry has successfully incorporated punk into the status quo.  

While the Culture Industry's exploitation of the punk movement is anathema to many 

"hardcore" punks, the process of counterculture cooptation is not new.  In fact, the 

dissolution of vibrant musical and cultural productions in the interest of capital has 

been ongoing since the conclusion of the "counterculture" era of the late 1960s. 

 In a society increasingly defined by consumption, the quest for individuality is 

paramount.  As people increasingly attempt to differentiate themselves from the 

larger consumer herd, the pursuit of difference becomes the sole element by which 

consumers can become individuals.  As such, the Culture Industry – or the hegemonic 

power that determines and decides what cultural products are most ripe for 

consumption – has taken notice.  The Culture Industry attempts to incorporate the 

avant–garde in its products to allow consumers to achieve a higher degree of 

individuality and prestige.  In an article entitled, "The Rebel Consumer," Thomas 

Frank describes this process of counterculture cooptation.  He notes that: 

 One hardly has to go to a poetry reading to see the countercultural idea acted 
 out.  Its frenzied ecstasies have long since become an official aesthetic of 
 consumer society [. . . .] turn on the TV and there it is instantly: the unending 
 drama of consumer unbound and in search of an ever–heightened good time, 
 the inescapable rock'n'roll soundtrack, dreadlocks and ponytails bounding into 
 Taco Bells, a drunken, swinging–camera epiphany of tennis shoes, out–law 
 soda pops, and mind–bending dandruff shampoos. (Frank 33) 
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 The roots of the Culture Industry's injection of counterculture into 

consumerism lies in the largest counterculture movement of the latter half of the 20th 

century.  The explosion of cultural, political and social ideas that was deemed the 

"Hippie" movement of the late 1960s disrupted the social fabric of post WWII "Pax 

Americana" by adopting socially unacceptable forms of expression.  As private 

industry began to recognize the economic power embedded in "counterculture" 

products of the period, the quest for "discovering" radical consumables – music, 

fashion etc. – became the goal of companies ready to participate in the New 

Economic Order.   

 Music, the defining characteristic of the Hippie movement, was one of the 

first sites where capitalist entities exploited counterculture for monetary ends.  Some 

of the first "rebels" marketed by the Culture Industry in the early to mid 1970s 

included members of a budding "Southern Rock" scene.  Shortly after the demise of 

the Hippie movement, brought on by the Manson murders and the end of the Vietnam 

war, the Culture Industry was looking for a new "scene" to market to consumers as 

"radical" and "uncompromising."  In their search, the Culture Industry discovered the 

rebellious attitude and non–conformist lifestyle of outlaw bands such as The Allman 

Brothers and Lynyrd Skynyrd.  The birth of Southern Rock and its subsequent 

marketing became the first site of exploitation for large–scale Culture Industry labels 

like Warner Brothers, EMI, Sony and Universal.  Hence, it is no surprise that the 

airwaves of the period between 1972 and 1978 courted the rebellious lifestyle–

inspired music of such southern bands as The Marshall Tucker Band, The Charlie 

Daniels Band, .38 Special and Black Oak Arkansas.   For individuals not interested in 
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hard rock, the Culture Industry reached out to "Outlaw Country"  in the same period 

to hedge its bets.  The hard–knocks tunes of Waylon Jennings, Willie Nelson, Johnny 

Cash and other Country and Western singers of the period embodied the renegade 

lifestyle that music labels saw as immensely marketable.   

 After mainstream culture had fully adopted, explored and afterward discarded 

the trials and tribulations of "Southern Rock" and "Outlaw Country" crooners, ad 

executives and talent scouts searched the country far and wide for the "next big 

thing."  As disco was not edgy enough and punk, during the late 1970s, was simply 

too radical to market to the status quo, large–scale music labels began to whisper 

about the potentialities of "New Wave."  This musical form, a scaled back version of 

punk that incorporated pop synthesizers and down tempo beats, was gaining mass 

exposure through the new medium of music television.  Together with MTV, labels 

such as Warner Brothers and Universal began to release a plethora of bands that 

embodied the "new sound."  While the record labels had to depend on radio waves to 

disseminate their previous cultural productions in the 1970s, the advent of MTV 

provided a one way communication method for shaping the taste of a huge youth 

culture.  The "pictorial turn" of society first described by Marshal McLuhan and later 

W.J.T. Mitchell offered heretofore unimaginable marketing possibilities.  As MTV 

consolidated its fan base, improved its ratings and availability and began to influence 

youth culture on a large–scale, large record companies worked out contracts with the 

network to air the videos of performers on their labels21.  The New Wave explosion of 

                                                            
21 Dead Kennedys front man Jello Biafra penned the tune, "MTV – Get Off the Air" in response to 
what he saw as an unholy alliance between record companies and the music video network.  The 
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the early to mid 1980s witnessed the rise and fall of numerous bands including The 

Cure, Depeche Mode, Human League, Soft Cell and Siouxsie and the Banshees to 

name but a few.  The New Wave movements success paved the way for the 

cooptation of punk rock as many of the musical styling's of New Wave bands 

mirrored some of the more subdued stylistics of punk.  Soon, after the rapid decline in 

New Wave popularity at the end of the 1980s, the timing was right for the 

introduction of punk to mainstream consciousness and taste. 

 While the inflammatory rhetoric of punk had precluded its inclusion into 

mainstream musical taste during the late 1970s and early 1980s, the sociopolitical 

environment at the beginning of the 1990s was ripe for its inclusion into the status 

quo.  As many of the punk movements original members were no longer present in 

the scene, the original substantive characteristics of the genre – anarchophilosophy, 

DIY ethics and a "fuck you" attitude – had begun to decline.  This shift in ideology 

from radical dissent toward homogenization allowed punk to be more marketable.  In 

fact, much punk recorded in the late 1980s and early 1990s began to adopt pop 

elements into the stylistics of the music itself.  While the music of Crass and the Dead 

Kennedys treated subjects as diverse as globalization, multinational corporate greed 

and the industrial–military complex, punk practitioners of the late 1980s such as 

Screeching Weasel, The Queers and Rancid began composing songs about love, 

                                                                                                                                                                          
collusion between MTV and record companies is further demonstrated by Viacom's purchase of MTV 
in 1985.  Viacom, a true Culture Industry player, owns multiple media outlets including: Viacom 
International, Paramount Pictures, DreamWorks, Republic Pictures, MTV Films, Nickelodeon Movies, 
Comedy Central, Logo, BET, Spike TV, MTV, VH1, MTV2, CMT and Neopets.   
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depression, cars and rebellion22.  As such, record executives, talent scouts and culture 

producers in the early 1990s saw potential in marketing punk to the larger populace.  

The abrasive and over–the–top nature of 1980s hair metal had created an environment 

where in mainstream consciousness was receptive to musical movements with serious 

'tude and lifestyles of excess.  This shift in what was acceptable to the status quo, 

coupled with the decline in the original agnostic attitude of punk itself allowed many 

Culture Industry executives to see punk as the "next big thing."   

 At about the same time that the Culture Industry began to recognize the 

marketable aspects of punk, the sociological wing of the commodity crowd began to 

label a new form of consumer: Generation X.  During the early 1990s, the media 

concentrated on the up and coming youth generation that seemingly broke from all 

other forms of counterculture since the hippie movement of the 1960s.  Generation X, 

a counterculture "complete with hairdos of defiance, dark complaints about the 

stifling mainstream and expensive accessories of all kinds" was the apathetic, 

computer generation that would be America's next definable portion of consumers 

(145).  In fact, an MTV advertisement that ran in business sections of the Wall Street 

Press and other publications portrays a youth watching television.  The headline of 

the advertisement proclaims, "Buy this 24–year–old and get all his friends absolutely 

                                                            
22 When discussing pop music and its formulaic tendencies, Frank notes that, "pop music is supposed 
to be simple and mass–producible, an easy matter of conforming to simple genres, of acting out the 
standard and instantly recognizable cultural tropes of mass society" (Frank 146).  Similarly, Adorno 
and Horkheimer note that the goal of the culture industry is to create artifacts whose "details are 
interchangeable" (Adorno and Horkheimer 125).  The authors note state that, "Not only are hit songs, 
stars and soap operas cyclically recurrent and rigidly invariable types, but the specific content of the 
entertainment itself is derived from them and only appears to change" (125).  In other words, the 
culture industry is interested in creating commodities that are "ready made clichés to be slotted in 
anywhere; they never do anything more than fulfill the purpose allotted to them in the overall plan" 
(125).  The plan, of course, is to reach as many consumers as possible. 
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free."  It goes on to note that, "He watches MTV which means he knows a lot.  More 

than just what CDs to buy and what movies to see.  He knows what car to drive and 

what credit cards to use.  And he's no loner.  What he eats, his friends eat.  What he 

wears, they wear.  What he likes, they like" (qtd. in Frank 151).  As the Culture 

Industry began to draw connections between the musical tastes of Generation X, the 

failing antiauthoritarian ideology of punks anarchophilosophic roots and the softening 

of the punk sound, they realized that punk was one of the cultural subgenres that 

could now be incorporated into consumer culture.   

 And so it goes.  Contemporary mainstream musical taste, coupled with the 

palatability of counterculture ideals to the wider public has resulted in the cooptation 

of punk music by America's culture producers.  Whereas the stinging criticisms of the 

Dead Kennedys, Crass, Conflict and the Sex Pistols have long since died away, 

modern–day punk bands such as Sum41, Green Day, blink182 and Good Charlotte 

croon about lost loves, depression fast cars and first dates.  The original bite of punk 

rhetoric, characterized by anarchist substantive themes has melted away in favor of 

the tried and true tropes of the mainstream.  However, the cooptation of punk does 

not stop with the music.  The entire punk "lifestyle" has been assimilated into the 

mainstream.  Punk fashion, once a functional result of the "gutter" lifestyle of punks 

of the 1970s can now be bought at your local Hot Topic, Pacific Sunwear or even 

Wal-Mart.  Punk slogans and symbols – once the hallmark of the in–your–face 

attitude of punks toward mainstream society – can now be purchased in button or 

bumper sticker form.  The true test of the Culture Industry's successful 

implementation of a fad – the involvement of transnational retailers – is now fully 
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realized as consumers in China and India can now don the fashion and consequent 

'tude associated with punk couture.  In fact, the Culture Industry has done such a good 

job of co–opting punk culture that the fad has already began to obsolesce.  In its 

place, EMO – a combination of punk chord progressions, pop lyrical sensibilities and 

a "poor me" ethic – has begun to replace the pop punk first marketed by the Culture 

Industry.   

 This process of "rapid introduction, rapid obsolescence" first described by 

Frank and Mulcahey in "Consolidated Deviance Inc." is the hallmark of musical 

production in the age of late capitalism.  After an authentic sub cultural movement 

has been assimilated into the status quo, the record companies, clothing 

manufacturers and the media look for the "next big thing."  This process of "rapid 

introduction, rapid obsolescence" ensures a self–perpetuating market cycle wherein 

consumers are constantly introduced to the new and fashionable.  In an unfortunate 

quest for individuality in a commodified world, the individual consumes the "new 

thing" in an attempt to differentiate themselves from the herd and in doing so kills the 

original counterculture movement itself. 

 Despite the efforts of the Culture Industry, anarchopunk is not dead.  The 

movement still lurks on the fringes of society – in punk flophouses, local VWF punk 

shows and on small–scale independent recording labels.  Activist groups such as 

Positive Force D.C. and Propagandhi's G7 Welcoming Committee recording label 

still adhere to the anarchist principles first adopted by punk and its rhetors.  'Zines are 

still produced in punks cultural mecca's of San Francisco and Washington D.C. as 

well on the local scale in towns like Chattanooga and Birmingham.  The core tenets 
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and anarchist principles on which the movement predicated its ideology can still be 

seen in the activist speeches of punk veterans such as Jello Biafra and Ian McKaye as 

well as through the leather jacket artwork of punks at your local high school.  The 

rhetorical productions of the status quo's most infamous countercultural movement 

are not dead.  In other words, punks still "Do It." 
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