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Praise for Sober Living for the Revolution:

Seber Living for the Revelutian is a great
compilation with passionate manifestos,
insightful articles and inspiring storics that
demonstrate the radical poccntial of a sober
lifestyle. With perspectives from straight
edgersinvolved in variousstruggles the world
over, this book is not just for {(sXe) hardcore
nerds, but fer anyone willing te putaside prej-
udices and find eut about the impact straight

cdgc has and can have on radical politics.

Splitz - Projekt X, Vienna, Austria

When punk has become the soundtrack
for luxury cruises, and most bands think
they need commercial licensing deals to
survive, this collection inspires resistance to
Consumerism in all its forms. Combining
conversational stylc with rigorous scholar-
ship, it offers an essential cxploration of the
cxplosivc possibilitics at the intersection of
straight edge, punk rock and political action.
You don'’t have to pour all your booze in the

sink. But you shouldread this book.

Kris Lefcoe — writer/director
of Public Domain and Tiny Riot
Project

This book is as important for radicals whe
drink as for those who don’t. Its international
scope is what makes it so appcaling, talking
about the dcvclopmcnt of political punk/
hardcore throughout much of the world.
Plus, there’s no way you can put down this
book and still believe that all straightedge

punks are a bunch of hardline asshole jocks.

Margaret Killjoy — editor of Myth-
makers & Lawbreakers: Anar-
chist Writers on Fiction

Ifyou don’t know anything about Straight
Edge, you should read this book. And if you
alrcady know cverything, you will definitely
discover semething new!

Michael Kirchner -
compassion|media, co-director of
Edge - Perspectives on Drug Free

Culture

At last a book that gives a voice to the
“other edge”: the edge that searches for a po-
litical and social transformation, not only in
the U$, but around the world. The value of
its well chosen interviews and essays resides
in decentralizing straight edge history by
explering its radical politics and its glebal

manifestations.

Diego Paredes - Colectivo Res
gestae, Red Libertaria Popular
Mateo Kramer, Bogota, Colombia

This is a great intcrnational(ist) sidekick
to the recentavalanche of books about Amer-
ican-only hardcore. Instead of just crazy tales
and funny characters, the story here is kids,
all over the globe, pre-internet, taking the
original straightedge idea one step further,
adapting it to different realities and trying
to empower it by connecting it to a broader
political and secial context. If you want te
knOW What happcned bct\VCCn the C:\rly dayh‘
Of}lal'dco re and thc nOStalgiC/fa.ShiOnCOrC €ra

of the 00’s, look no further.

Pedro Carvalho - Newspeak, | Shot
Cyrus, B.U.S.H., Sao Paulo, Brazil



Many ways of life have revolutionary po-
tCntial: th(‘: ]un‘lpcnpf(’)]ﬁtariat, th(‘: anarChO’
syndicalist industrial workforce, the disaf-
fected petty-bourgeoisie, and, of course,
punk. Getting pissed as a fart is a typical
part of these lifestyles (and I like that!), but
it might not always (or ever) contribute to
OVCrthrOWing SO(iaI structures Of OpprCS’
sion, inside and outside of our scenes. 'This
collection providcs crucial and self-critical
insights on, well, sober living for the revolu-
tion — without just prcaching to the a]rcady
converted. Highly recommended!

Peter Seyferth - Pogorausch
Beer & Booze, Munich, Germany

No myths, no bummer, no bullshit! At
least I can fucking read this sober book.

Johannes Ullmaier - co-editor of
Testcard: Betrage zur Popgeschichte

I remember so well my first Seein Red con-
cert... The anger about issues in society was
expressed in this raging, fast and furious music
in this really energetic way — which made com-
plete sense to me and which I could complete-
]y relate to. This is somcthingl remembered by
rcading these interviews and articles — and it
sparkcd my enthusiasm once again.

It’S always grcat to I'Cad hOW pCOp]C are tr)”
mngto make a radical changc by combining per-
sonal and social choices with a broader political
perspective in a positive sense, with the idea of
building up something. These texts are not just
about rage and frustration, not just about anger,
but also about an effort to create an alternative,
more constructive way to deal with life.

Sanne — Het Fort van Sjakoo, Am-
sterdam, The Netherlands

This clamour of voices, essays, and mani-
festos shows that there’s more to nay-saying
the intoxication culture than male posturing
and aggressive dogma. With interventions by
queers, the sXe sisterhood, and anti-impcrial—
ists, alongside many other activist goals and
players, Sober Living for the Revolution cre-
ates a g]oriously n‘lCSSy taic OF straight Cdgc
history and idealism, told with unfailing pas-
sion and an eye for challenging the scenes’
own myths and shortcomings. Straight up,
this book dares to document, talk back, and
re-engage the sXe idea of creating communi-
ty through putting origina] plcasurc, dissent,
and care back centre stage.

Red Chidgey - DIY activist histori-
an, www. grassrootsfeminism.net

A rcfmshing addition to the ongoing docu-
mentation of punk and political subculture, this
book accomplishes the remarkable task of be-
ng high]y relevant both as a focused academic
resource about po]iticai straight cdgc and as a
source of potential inspiration for a broad range
of activists who want to change the world. Kuhn
captures the visionsandideas ofkey straight edge
figures from various generations and fromaround
the world in order to present a multi-faceted and
fascinating read regardless of whether one was
previously familiar with straight edge subcul-
ture or not. We all face the challenge of seeking
change in a world where profit is made by cloud-
ing the minds of tired souls. The existence — and
prc\'a]cncc - Ofa stralght Cdg(‘: movement Wlth
Progres‘;ivc t:lt:mt:nl’s nﬁcds to bC l‘Can‘le[—ed
and examined. Ifnothing else, this book should

help set the record “straight”

Troy Eeyore — Kingdom Scum
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Timeline

his timeline is mcant to be a reference guide for the
readers of this book. It does not claim to offer an ex- North

haustive overview of seraight edge history. While one America
intention was to include “objectively” important peri-
ods, bands, and cvents, another was to focus on aspects of straight
. S . Europe &
edge history that are of particular relevance to this volume.
: . , , Israel
While there have been straighe edge seenes in Australia/New
Zcaland and several Asian countries since the late 1980s, che lack
of interational recognition they have reccived puts them beyond Latin
the scope of this project. Their history is for others to write. T

1st wave of Washington, DC, hardcore: Bad Brains, Teen

19/9
980
=N
1982
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198

First Positive Force punk collective founded in Reno,

2nd wave of Washington, DC, hardcore, often

“Youth ¢rew” (later known as “old school”) sXe:
Youth of Today, Gorilla Biscuits, Bold, Judge, Wide Awake
Connecticut), Uniform Choice, Insted, Chain of Strength (California) em— —

1986
1987

1988

Vegan Straight Edge develops, centered in
Syracuse, NY, around the band Earth Crisis



10

Muttagqi; the band
i a7 by the same name in 1990; In 1994, Muttagqi founds
Records; some from the scene, Mutseqi included, tum towards Islam

develops around Equal Vision Records in New
{founded in 1990 by Ray Cappo, formerly Youth of Today): Shelter,

after abrawlat the Cleveland Hardcore Fest, following
Iyrics; the band subsequently becomes an often

1 1

queercore
Beth Lahicky publishes A# Ages: Reflecifons
compilation of interviews with people involved in
Strong Victory and New Age influence on the scenes
Chile: Actitud de Cambio, Bhakti, Nueva Etica, Vueja Escuela,
(Argentina), Entrefuego, xAsuntox (Chile)
Bands like Trial (WA) and Good Clean Fun (DC) stan
for the “posi ” non-militant wing of the sXe movement

Political sXc scene emerges in Colombia: Exigencia
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scene
movement i Latin American countries

2002
2003

“Total Liberation Tour,” blending music and politics at ten events across the US in
sXe bands and coincides with a revival of the scene

2000

on

The Present

in conncction
German radical media collective

the documentary film Edge: Perspectives on Brug Free Culture,
based on interviews with US sXe musicians and activists

11



Hoods Up (Germany), Hengelo/1he Netherlands, 2007 Bartosz Skowron (bartskowron.com)

Introduction

Gabriel Kuhn

The history of the term “straight edge” in the hardcore punk community has been
much more colorful and long-lasting than Ian MacKaye could have ever imagined. Mac-
Kaye, at the dme singer in the Washington, DC, band Minor Threat, wrore the lyrics to

the song “Straight Edge” in 1981:

I'm aperson just like you I'm a person just like you
But I've got better things to do But I've got better things to do
Than sit avound and fiuck my head Than sit around and smoke dope
Hang out with the living dead Cause [ know that I can cope
Snort white shit up my nose Laugh ar the thought of eating ludes
Pass out at the shows Laugh at the thought of sriffing glue
I don'’t even think about speed Always gonna keep in touch
Thac’s something | just don’t need Never want to use a crutch

TI've got the straight edge T've got the straight edge
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Against both expectations and intentions, these lyrics would not only provide a
label embraced by scores of drug-free hardcore punk kids, they came to spawn a self-
identified straight edge movement spreading around the world and remaining a vital
part of the hardcore punk community to this day.

The US history of the movement has recently been traced by Ross Haenfler in
the book Straight Edge: Clean-Living Youth, Hardcore Punk, and Social Change
(2006), a study thar is highly recommended to anyone interested in the straight
edge phenomenon.

A superb history of straight edge from an international perspective is provided
by the Brazilian band Point of No Return in their essay “Bending to Stay Straight,”
which is included in this volume.

Roughly speaking — numerous exceptions will be encountered throughout the

book — straight edge history can be divided into four phases:

1. Thecarly days of Washington, DC, hardcore punk when straight edge ethics

becamea pl‘omincnt part ofa ﬂcdgling and visionary undcrground scene —

l'ough[y 198010 1983.

2. The first wave of self-identified straight edge bands across North America,
often referred to as the “yout]'l crew movement. — 1'oug]'|ly 1984 to 1990.

3. The “new school” straight edge bands of the 1990s, strongly characterized
by the increasing significance of animal rights, hence often known as the
“vegan straight edge movement,” with the so-called “hardline movement” as

its most ardent wing — roughly 1991 to 1999.

4. A rather diverse global straight edge movement, including old school reviv-
2115 as lTluCh as chan Stl‘ﬂigl’lt Cdgc reunion tours, Stl‘aight Cdgc POP bands as
much as straight edge power violence bands, and anti-materialist attitudes
as much as a lucrative straight edge merchandise industry — roughly 2000

to present.

A more detailed timeline, intended to help situate the contributions to thisbook,
is included above.

While the core of straight edge identity has always been the abstinence from al-
cohol, nicotine, and common illegal drugs such as cannabis, amphetamines, LSD
ctc., thCl‘C ]-laVC bCCll CO]lSidCl‘ablC Val‘iations on hOW {al‘ to takC tI1C intCl‘Pl‘CtatiOnS
of “abstaining from intoxicants” or “living drug-free.” Many heated discussions have
concerned the consumption of caffeine, the use of animal products, or sexual con-
duct. Disagreements often relate to the primary reasons for living straight edge. Is it

simply to remain “sober”™ Is it to “avoid cruelty™ Is it to be “anti-consumerist™? Is it

13



Introduction

to attain “moral purity” These questions — and many others — will be discussed
in this collection.

Straight cdgc politics have varied signiﬁcantly, from the cxplicitly 1’Cvolutionary
to the outright conservative. It is the latter strain that has dominated — at least in
public perception.

The overall impression of straight edge within radical political circles has been
negative as well. While the early Washington, DC, hardcore punk underground is
usually praised for its commitment to positive social change, both the youth crew
movement of the 1980s and the vegan straight edge movement of the 1990s have
drawn much criticism. While the critique of the former largely focused on male
bonding (“brotherhood,” “wolfpack™), martial posturing (“true cill death,” “nailed to
the X”), and the lack of political perspective beyond vague affirmations of “youth”
and “unity;” the latter was criticized for self -righteous militancy, a reductionist focus
on animal rights and environmental issues, and an ethical fundamentalism that, in its
worst forms, resembled reactionary Christian doctrines: condemnation of premarital
sex, abortion, homosexuality etc.

Both movements haVC bCCn aCCLlSCd Ofcxtl'ClTlC lTlZl[C doll]i]]ﬂ]]cc, ViOlCnt bChaViOr,
intolerance, and an inability to detach their sober principles from a moralistic puritan
tradition. These images secemed further confirmed by severe clashes between straight
edge youth and rival groups in Salt Lake City, Utah, and Reno, Nevada, which left
peeple badly injured and even dead. The subsequent classification of straight edge asa
“gang” by the cities” police departments was much exploited by the corporate media.

For all these reasons, straight edge has been approached by many radical activists
with a strong dose of skepticism, often ridicule, and sometimes unabashed hostility.
Despite the ideologically less dogmatic and more multifaceted character of contem-
porary straight edge, reservations remain strong,.

However, there has always been a “different edge”: engaged in political struggle
and social transformation, but not judgmental, belligerent, or narrow-minded. This
is what will be presented in this book. The aim is not to define the “true meaning”
of straight edge. There is no intention to engage in pointless definitional battles. The
intention is to demonstrate that there has always been a strain of radical, politically
conscious straight edge culture that has manifested itself in many diff erent forms.

Needless to say, understandings of “radical” differ. In the context of this book,
thc attl’iblltc l’CfCrS to PCOPIC Who a] ﬂC[iVCly pul‘SllC a ful’ldﬂﬂ‘lc‘.n[ﬂl (rﬂdiCﬂl) SOCial
change in order to create frec and cgalitarian communities, and b) maintain a clear
distance to politically ambiguous ideologies. Hence straight edge activists affiliated
to religious groups or belief systems will be as much absent as those representatives
of the 1990s vegan straight edge scene whose political legacy remains in doubt.

This is neither to deny the progressive potentials of religious movements nor to

14
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pass judgment on any particular scene. It is merely an expression of the frame that
I, as an editor, felt most comfortable with. I understand and appreciate that other
flﬂ]l1c5 Collld haVC bccn llSCd — and hOPC Ot]'lCl‘S undcl‘stand aﬂd aPPl'CCiatC thc one
[ have chosen.

Apart from an involvement in radical politics in its myriad forms, all the contribu-
tors to thlS VOI[UTIC arcor ]-laVC bCCn Coﬂncctcd in one Way or anotl1€l' to ]‘lal'dcol’c punk
straight cdgc culture: as artists, 01‘gar1izcrs, or activists. This is wl'ly the book is about
straight edge and radical politics, not about sobriety or drug-free living and radical
politics. The latter book would be very diff erent, accounting for a wide range of radi-
cals, from Andalusian anarchist teetotalers to American Indian Movement activists
advocating abstinence to conscious hip hop artists like Dead Prez. Although I very
much hope for such a book to be published, the focus of this volume is more specific.

The volume’s contributors represent influential straight edge bands, scenes, and
labels as much as radical political projects with straight edge sympathies and leanings.
Despite shared convictions, the authors and interviewees cover a range of perspec-
tives: from conceiving straight edge as a “lif estyle” to objecting to such a definition;
from questioning the straight edge label to defending it; from describing straight
edge as a central part of political activism to declaring it above all a personal choice.
The contributorsalso differ in their interpretations of hardcore punk, the culture that
straight edge is rooted in. Many readers will have their own understanding of the
term. For those not versed in the culture and its vocabulary, the following very gen-

eral definitions may serve as guidelines:

Punk: an anti-establishment counterculture, most notably expressed by pro-
vocative (anti)fashion and an aggressive minimalist (“three-chord”) musical style,

most iconically embodied by the British Sex Pistols in 1977.

Hardcore: first used as asynonym to punk in the US, developing into its own
genre (often named hardcore punk) in the carly to mid-1980s by favoring low-
key visual aesthetics over extravagance and breaking with original punk rock song

pattcrns.

DIY: aprinciplc ofindcpcndcncc and of rctaining control over one’s work, DIY
(abbreviating Do Ir Yourself) defines original hardcore punk cthics and, to many,
remains the decisive criterion for “true” hardcore punk; the most tangible aspects
of hardcore punk’s DIY culture are self-run record labels, self-organized shows,

self-made zines, and non-commercial social networks.

Crew: commonly used in hardcore culture as a reference to a group of hardcore
peers; particularly popular within straight edge during the so-called “youth crew”

movement of the late 1980s.

15
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TO X Up: t]‘lc Phrasc l’CFCl‘S to thc most common Stl'aight Cdgc SlelbOl, [hc X
paintcd on theback ofyour hand; the symbol’s origins lic in minors bcing marked
that way at shows so they could not drink; when the mark was turned into a sclf-
affirming indication for drug-free living, it became a positive reference point for
sober hardcore punk kidsand has appeared in countless variations within straight

edge culture since.

Posi: short for “positive,” the term has been used to indicate straight edge bands
and activists advocating social awareness and rejecting the self-righteous tenden-

cies within the movement.

Hardcorc punk cvcntually split into scveral sub-gcnrcs. Reclevant for this volume

arc mainly the followin cscriptions arc necessarily simplihed and further persona
ly the following {descrip ly simplificd and further personal

l'CSCﬂl’C]'l is S[l'Ol'lgly l'CCOlTllTlCl'ldCd):

16

NYHC: common abbreviation for the hardcore scenc that developed in New
York City in the 1980s, often associated with aggressiveness and tough-guy bra-

vado.

Grindcore: blends hardcore punk with metal, industrial, and noise, often with

extreme speed; primarily used as a musical category.

Power Violence: charactcrized by distorted sounds, radical tempo changes,

andshort forceful songs, the genre shares grindcore’s main influences.

Crust (or crust punk): taking its namc from the “crusty” imagc of its adhcr-
ents, crust developed its own aesthetic blend of 1977 British punk, roots culture,
and black metal; visually, piercings mingle with dreadlocks and black clothing,
while musically classic punk riffs meet death metal, grindcore, and power violence
clements; generally considered politically conscious, often linked to the “anarcho-

punk” movement, and outspokenly DIY and anti-consumerist.

Metalcore: mainly a musical category, it indicates a blend of hardcore and
metal elements; popularized in the 1990s vegan straight edge scene, particularly

by bands from the Victory and New Age record labels.

Emo (or emocore): a conscious attempt to go beyond the hardeore “tough

guy” image, musically, lyrically, and image-wise.
Scr‘eamO: a variation on c¢mo, CO]]SidCl‘Cd morc CXpClilllcntaI a]]d intense lllllsically.
Riot grrrl: a feminist punk hardcore movement that emerged in the early 1990s.

Queercore/homocore: a fusion of hardcore and queer culture/politics.
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Important hardcore punk periodicals include:

Maximumrocknroll (MRR) (1982 to present): founded by Tim Yohannan,

MRR remains the key publication for the international hardcore punk community.

Profane Existence (1989 to present): one of the main voices of the anarcho-

punk movement; based in Minncapolis, MN.

HeartattaCk (1994-2006): during its existence rivaled in importance for the
hardcore punk underground only by MRR, and especially popular with a political
and DIY-oriented audience; HearzartaCkhad a straight edge editor in Ebullition

Records founder Kent McClard, but was never run as a straight edge project.

Punk Planet (1994-2007): both in terms of design and contents, Punk Planer
built important bridges between DIY hardcore punk and a wider audience inter-

ested in underground culeure.

Hardcore punk scenes, including straight edge scenes, have always been predomi-
nantly male. In Western societies t]'lcy have also rcmained largcly white, dcspitc nota-
ble exceptions — sec, for example, James Spooner’s documentary Afro-Punk (2003).

The image of male and white dominance has further been reinforced by the fact
that many histories of hardcore punk have solely focused on North America. In this
book, a conscious eff ort has been made to include voices that are often underrepre-
sented. This means a strong international focus as well as a relatively strong presence
of routinely overlooked minority groups within the scene. However, there seems little
point in denying the demographics of straight edge culture by assembling an overly
misrepresentative cast of contributors. Admitting to the culture’s problems and en-
gaging in critical debate seems mandatory.

The respective chapters only serve as vague markers. There are plenty of overlaps:
thC mCl‘I‘IbCl‘S Of {'.Ol'mCl' Stl'aig]-lt CdgC bands talk abollt lOCal sScenes as muC]‘l as t]-lC
“Manifestos” reflect on straight edge culture or the chapter on “Perspectives” adds
inf ormation to hardcore history. The chapters’ main purpose lies in avoiding a com-
pletely random order of the volume’s complex and rich contributions.

Chaptcr I, Bands, providcs a historical overview of politicaI straight cdgc
culture along the lines of highly influential bands: lan MacKaye of Minor Threat
talks about the origins of straight edge in the carly Washington, DC, punk hard-
core sceng, critically reflects on the development of a “straight edge movement,”
and offers his ewn understanding of the term. Michiel Bakker, Olay van den Berg,
and Paul van den Berg tell the story of the “original communist straight edge
band,” ManLif tingBanner, hailing from the Netherlands in the carly 1990s. Den-
nis Lyxzén revisits the exploits of Sweden’s unique punk hardcore outfit Refused

and the strong impact it had on the Swedish vegan straight edge movement of the
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1990s — one of the strongest left-wing straight edge movements in history. The
interview is accompanied by the liner notes to the last Refused record, The Shape
of Punk to Come (1998). Frederico Freitas of Sao Paulo’s celebrated radical vegan
straight edge band Point of No Return provides an overview of Latin American
straight edge culture with a focus on its political ramifications. The interview
is prcccdcd by “Bcnding to Stay Straight,” a Point of No Return cssay abourt the
history, values, and politics of the straight cdgc movement, originaily included in
the 2002 release Liberdade Imposta, Liberdade Conquistada / Imposed Freedom,
Conquered Freedom. Bruno “Break” Teixeira, singer of Portugal’s main straight
edge export, New Winds, talks about the band’s history, his personal blend of
drug-free living and radical activism, and one of Europe’s strongest recent politi-
cal straight edge scenes.

Chapter 2, Scenes, focuses on countries and regions where significant radical
straight edge scenes have developed: Jonathan Pollack, co-founder of Anarchists
Against the Wall, an Isracli direct action group in support of Palestinian resistance,
talks about the intriguing anarchist straight edge scene that appeared in Israel in the
1990s. Tanja, a longtimc radical straight cdgc activist, ptovidcs further insight nto
Sweden’s vegan straight edge movement of thesame decade, while Gabricl Cérdenas
adds an update on political straight edge in Sweden today. Robert Matusiak, founder
of Warsaw’s Refuse Records, one of the most important international labels for politi-
cal straight edge, provides a sketch of the Eastern European straight edge scene and
its conflicting political orientations reaching from antifascist crews to white power
factions, particularly in Russia. Finally, Kurt Schroeder, a veteran of the US vegan
straight edge scene of the 1990s and founder of Catalyst Records, globally renowned
for its blend of straight edge hardcore and radical politics, reflects on developments
in North America.

Chapter 3, Manifestos, brings together documents that have drawn explic-
it links between radical politics and sober living: “The Antifa Straight Edge” was
published by Alpine Anarchist Productions in 2001, “Wasted Indced: Anarchy and
Alcohol” by the Crimethlnce. Ex-Workers™ Collective in 2003, and “Towards a Less
Fucked Up World: Sobriety and Anarchist Struggle” by Nick Riotfag in 2005. Cur-
rent updates by the authors follow the texts.

Chapter 4, Reflections, features pieces on often neglected aspects of straight
edge culture. Nick Riotfag examines the relations between sobricty and queer cul-
ture in “My Edge Is Anything But Straight: Towards a Radical Queer Critique of
Intoxication Culture,” while the interview with drug-free and radical queer activist
Lucas, “The Only Thing I'm Drunk on Is Cock,” adds personal tales and thoughts.
Jenni Ramme, founder of Poland’s Emancypunx Records, home of the seminal 2003

X 7be Sisterbood X compilation, explores queer and feminist themes in her interview,
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while Kelly (Brother) Leonard shares her experiences of running xsisterhoodx, an
online network for straight edge women. Bull Gervasi, bass player in Philadelphia’s
iconoclastic straight cdgc band R.AM.B.O, pondcrs the diffculr relations berween
straight edge and crust punk, while Andy Hurley, currently drumming for Fall Out
Boy, outlines personal politics where veganism and straight edge meetanarcho-prim-
itivist convictions.

Chaptcr S, Per‘spectives, offers contemporary ideas on stl'aight cdgc iiving
and radical politics. Federico Gomez draws on his experience as a straight edge singer
and political activist on three continents when stressing the importance of interna-
tional networking. Santiago Gomez provides an in-depth analysis of both straight
edge’s radical potentials and conservative pitfalls in “Between Culture and Politics:
Straight Edge as Intuitive Resistance.” Laura Synthesis, founder of London’s Synthe-
sis zine distribution, takes a sharp look at the contemporary straight edge scenc in
“Queen of the PC Police.” Ross Haenfler, author of the above-mentioned Straight
Edge: Clean-Living Youth, Hardcore Punk, and Social Change cxplains “Why I'm
Still Straight Edgc,” before Mark Andersen, co-founder of the punk activist collective
Positive Force DC, closes the book with a touching appeal for straight cdgc’s placc
within a broad radical movement in “Building Bridges, Not Barriers: Positive Force
DC, Straight Edge, and Revolution.”

Unless noted otherwise, the contributions are all original. The five rcprints have
been included with kind permission of the authors.

All the interviews were conducted between August and December 2008 in per-
son, on the phone, via live chat, or over email; all were updated in June 2009. All the
interviews were conducted by Gabriel Kuhn, except for the interview with Xsara-
qaelX, conducted by Daniel Freund, and the interview with Lucas, conducted by
Nick Riotfag.

Since different spellings of “straight edge” have developed over the last twenty-five
years — including “Straight Edge,” “straightedge™ and the abbreviations “sX¢” and
“SXE” — the choice was left to the authors. US spclling has been used in general,
except for Laura Synthesis” essay that is kept in British English.

All photographers are listed. Significant contributions have come from Daigo
Oliva and Matcus Mondini, two Sio Paulo based artists who dedicate a lot of their
time to documenting the hardcore punk underground. They also issuc a photo zine,
Fodidy ¢ Xerocado. Mateus Mondini founded his own record label, Nada Nada Dis-
cos, in 2009.

Working on this volume has been a tremendously encouraging and joyful
experience. It has confirmed the perseverance of a vigorous, caring, and inspi-
rational global DIY hardcore movement that retains all of its political prom-

ises. The beauty of this movement is, to borrow one of Ian MacKaye's favorite
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phrases, no joke. I am tremendously grateful and indebted to everyone who has
been involved in this project. While I had the privilege to put it together, it has
truly been a collective effort — any editorial mishaps remain of course entirely
my responsibility.

When I first planned this book, the idea was to create a valuable resource for a
gl‘oup Ofp(’,opl(’, 1 CO]]SidCl‘Cd big (’,nollg]‘l to lTleC Sllch an CH‘OI‘[ WOfthWhilC: ]]ﬁ]]]cly,
radical straight cdgc activists. Once the contributions bcgan to trickle in, I realized
that the book’s appeal would be much wider and that its audience would extend far
beyond this community.

The texts collected here ought to be of interest to anyone fascinated by the history
of punk, hardcore, and underground culture; to students of sociology, social move-
ments, and international politics; to seckers, existentialists, and philosophers; to radi-
cal activists, no matter their dicts or drinking habits, and to sober folks, no matter

their cultural adherences.






lan MacKaye, Sdo Paulo, 2007 Daigo Oliva

Minor Threat

Interview with lan MacKaye

an MacKaye was a founding memberof  Discography:
the early 19805 Washingron, DC, punk 4 pjinor Threat. 1981

hardcore bands Teen Idles (1979/80) Dischors Records (EP)
and Minor Thrcat (1980-83). He was e In My Eyes, 1981,
one of themostimportant influences on Dischord Records (EP)
the developmenc of the US hardeore punk e Qut of Step, 1983,
underground, and — albeit unwillingly — Dischord Records
the instigator of the worldwide straight edge e Salad Days, 1985,
movement. The Miner Thicac songs “Straighe Dischord Records (EP)
Edge.” “In My Eyes,”and “Out Of Step” e Live 1988,
remain the most referenced songs in straight Dischord Records (DVD)
cdge communities. [an continued his musical e Complete Discography,
carcer with the bands Embrace (1985/86), 1989, Dischore Records
Fugazi (1987 to present), and The Evens ¢  First Derno Tape, 2001,
(2001 to present). He co-founded Dischord Dischord Recards

Records in 1980 and still runs che label out of
‘Dischord House™ in Washington, DC.

Since you asked me about this the last time we spoke: |
checked on how many white guys in their thirties and forties
we have in the book. It’'s about twelve out of twenty.

Thar’s not so bad. I mean, it’s not that you are doing anything wrong. It’s just that
there exists a cerrain kind ofpcoplc who puta claim on history; and this seems to be a
pal‘ticularly acute pathology amongst aging white dudes. It’s ke history should some-
how be their province. I find this really disturbing. Mostly because I'm a white guy and
I'm forty-six and alot of people ask me about history,and I just don't want tobe another
one of them dudes, ‘cause 1 don’t claim history. That’s also whyl don’treadalot ofpunk
histories, because, having been there, [ started to understand how pcoplc who write his-
tories — or about histories — ultimately tend toshape theminto manageable narratives,
and in doingso they pervert or distort the reality. Andsince I was there, itd be difficulc

for me to read these bookswithout going, “Thatjust did not happen that way!”

Well, this book doesn’t focus so much on history, |
suppose. | think it’s mostly about gathering people’s
thoughts on all sorts of issues. | mean, sure, I'll ask
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people about history too, and I'll probably ask you a couple of
questions about DC in the 80s, but | mean, you can dodge
those if you don’t want to talk about it...

Oh, I don’t mind talking about it. It’s just that I think of it more in terms of being
somcbody who's experienced something and is willing to share these experiences. The
problem is that within our culture — and when I say our culture, I specifically mean
American culture, but I think it extends to Western culture in gcncral — there is a ce-
lebrity factor that makes people whoare in the public eye appear to beall-importantas
opposed to those who just do their work and stay on point. There is the classic moment
when people say, “Yes, and then punk, or hardcore, or straight edge, or whatever, died.”
But it always died when they left the picture or when their band split up. It seems that
they are talking about an energy that was contained within them — whereas I seec an
energy that isa constant cvcr-ﬂowing river. And this river has always been there, and it
always will be there. And what this river ultimately stands for is the free space in which

unconventional, unorthodox, contesting, and radical ideascan be presented.

When | first approached you concerning this project | sent an
email saying that | wanted to talk about the “political dimen-
sions of straight edge.” You said that this set off alarm bells

for you. Why was that?

I mainly said that because I was born and raised in W:mhington, DC, and pcop[c
obviously associate me with the town and its politics. When you wrote that, I felt
[hﬂ[ yOll wcre p(:l'h:lps tl’ying to appcal to What yOll lllight hﬂVC thollght was my PO‘
litical lcaning — like you would say, “Look I don’t want to ask you abour straig]‘lt
Cdgc, I want to knOW more¢ about thC Political Stllﬁ bCCallSC yoll arc fl'om Wasl‘ling-
ton, DC.” And so I was like,whoa, I don’tknow what the political dimension would
be in that case? I think a lot of pecople assume that because I live in Washington I'm
really caught up in thekind of politicking in a way, because the White House is here,
or the Congress.

However, what I really learned from living in a city in which you have an industry
like the government was that the way to navigate these institutions is to never engage
with them, and to work on the margins instead; to always work around them. There
was a saying amongst the young punks here about how if you went to public schools
in Washington, DC, you learned two basic things: one, how to wait in line; and two,
never ask fOl' pt:l'lllission bCCallSC thC answer is ﬂlways no. SO thc []‘ling to dO was: jllS[
do it, don’t ask for permission! At some point the authoritics would come along and
say, “You can’t do that!” but then you just said, “Oh, I didn’t know.” Ifyou had asked
thcll1, t]‘le WOuld ]‘lav(’, jllst Sﬂid no l'ig]_lt away. Maln[y bCCallSC Ofthc blll‘(’,allcl'acy and

the sludge of the administration. They justdidn’twant to do any extra work.
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This played a really big partin the development of the punk scene: we didn’t ask,
we didn’tget permission, we didn’t get licenses, we didn’t get copyrights, we didn’t get
trademarks, we didn’t fill out any forms, we didn’c get lawycrs... We just rented rooms
and put on shows, and we never formalized anything with the government what-
soever. We just put on these shows that were completely illegal, but nobody cared,

because, csscntially, you didn’t givc them the opportunity to care.

But taking that initiative without asking for permission is a po-
litical statement, right?

There is no doubt about that. See, email is a very stupid form of communication
and I balked when the word “political” appcarcd. I don’t know you, I'm not sitting
with you, I can’t understand you, I don’t hear the tone of what you are saying. The
word “political” is just a difbicult word. Many people ask me whether Fugazi is a po-
litical band, or Minor Threat... Well, of course! Every band is political. Everything is
political. Every action is political. But I think there are plenty of people who consider
themselves political activists and who do not believe that these bands are political
because they don’t do this or they don’t do that; like, they don’t go to this particular
protest, or they don't sign this particular petition, or on their liner notes they don’t
list this particular organization.

It just depends on whatone’s relationship with the word “politics” is. I know that
in this country — at least during the last decade, but I would say probably during the
last twenty or thirty years — the overarching dominant political party is not the Re-
publican Party or the Democratic Party; itis the “Apathetic Party.” For example, there
are many bands that do not want to think about where they play, who they play for,
hOW mllcl1 thCy Chal'gc, What tITC al'rangcmcnts alld SC[tingS OF thCil' SI1OW$ are, €tc.
These are people who feel like that’s just not part of their world. This is an example of

the politics of apathy.

When you say that everything is political, is that because every-
thing we do affects others?

I guess I would say yes. I mean obviously everything we do — ordon’t do — has
its effects. Thereare many ways to illustrate this. For example, for the life of me I can-
not understand how bands would submit to playing shows thatare limited to people
over the age of twenty-one. I find it unconscionable. Today there are a significant
number of people playing shows whose love of music goes back to seeing bands like
Fugazi when they were fifteen or sixteen years old. However, now that they're in a
band themselves this is somehow nolonger relevant. And this is a political action on

[hCil‘ pill‘[, bCClelSC what thcy are saying 1s: we SllppOI'[ [hC status qllO, we SUPPOI‘[ [hC
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corporations, and we do it because it’s easier for us, because it’'s more convenient for
us, and because it’s more lucrative for us. So by not doing anything about this, they
are making a very political statement — especially in this day and age when politics

are governed by business.

Let me ask you about the famous “political” DC hardcore
scene in the 80s. | think we’ve already clarified what you
understand as political, so I'm not going to ask whether it
was “really” political or not. But let me ask you this: was the
involvement in what we might want to call “social struggles”
— like anti-racism, gender and sexuality issues, support for
the homeless, etc. — really a crucial part of the scene? I'm
asking because you always hear conflicting reports. There are
some who claim that this was important to the kids in the
scene, while others say that it was all just about music and
individual rebellion...

Who are all these people?

People who write books about the history of hardcore, for
example...

Oh, Okay. WCH, pllnk, or undcrground lTlllSiC, or hﬂl'dcol'c, or WhatCVCl' you want
to call it, is not singular. I mean, it is essentially a projection of every person. So, for
instance, for people who filter things politically it was one thing, while for people
who filter things purely through amusement it was another.

In my estimation, the early punk scene, in the late 70s and early 80s, was going
through a birthing process, and every time something new is created you have fric-
tion. I think that in the carly days much energy was being spent on recognizing that
we were part of something new, and alot of us were trying to get our minds around
what the hell it was.

pl.lnk l'OC]'( in thc’. bcginning was so mﬂny diffcrc’.nt PCOP]C WhO came fl'Om SO lnany
diff erent places. They were all these outcasts, all these people who just did not fit in
for variousdifferent reasons. Some people didn't fit in because they had troubles with
their families; some pcoplc didn’t fit in because of their scxuality; some didn’t feel
normal psychologica“y; some didn’t feel normal po[itically. And all these sorts of
margin walkers, these pcoplc who were outside, joincd togcthcr and gathcrcd under
this new manif estation of the underground. And there was alot tolearn, alot to take

in, and there was also a sense of circling the wagons...
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Like defense?

Yes, cxactly. You create a position of defense. I think that’s where a lot of the rca[ly
tough guy posturing, the spiky hair, and the leather jackets came from. It was basically
circling the wagons.

The activism came in where, coming out of the late 60s as a child, you felt that the
government should never be trusted and that authority should always be questioned.
In this sense, I was always interested in activism. The problem was that you had peo-
ple, certain political activists, who only saw musicas a way of raising money for their
causes. They only had interest in bands when they played for cheir fundraisers. I reject
that. There are probably some people in music who don't take politics seriously, but
there are certainly many people in politics who don’t take music seriously. But the
thing about music and politics is that music was here bejore palitics. Music was here
before language. This is no fucking joke!

I know that the big industries have trivialized music in many ways by turning it
into entertainment or amusement, but music asa point of gathcring is somcthing that
goes back all the way to the beginning. So what I was often dealing with when talking
to political people was an attitude like, “Well, we don’t really care about your music,
as long as you can generate an audience and we can get some money...” I remember
with Fugazi, these people would come to us and would wane us to play for them, and
we'd say, “Okay, we do a $5 door,” and they'd say, “Oh no, we should do a $25 door,
and we'd say, “No, we do a $5 door.” They were unable to appreciate our insistence of
having a low door price, but zhis s acrivism, this is activism in our own life.

So, yes, even in the very beginning of the underground punk scene, in 1979, 1980,
there were people who were just political activists, who really didn’t give a goddamn
about the Teen Idles or about Minor Threat. They were just concerned with their
own issues. And some O{:[hcﬂ] WCEre a li[[lC ObSCSSiVC. ﬂ1cy were killd Of— thcy were
almost like a cult. So I think that, in response to that, we — and I mean MinorThreat,
SOA, that cra of carly hardcore bands — moved away from “Politics with a capital
P like, the formal version of politics. We said, “We're not interested in your politics,
what we are interested in are personal politics; we're interested in this music, in this
community, in this scene.”

At the same time, we did do bencfits, but we always demanded that the benefits were
actually connected to the shows themselves. Like, we would have a show — and then
give away the money we made. For example, we did a number of benefits for che Bad
Bl‘ains ‘CallSC t]‘le were aIWayS gCt[ing t]‘lCil' Stllg Stolcn. WC also did bcncﬁts fOl' veénucs
that were getting evicted, or for kids who were getting evicted from their house.

HR from the Bad Brains also had the idea to do a “Rock Against Racism.” There
had been these Rock Against Racism shows in England, where the Clash and Sham
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69 and those bands played. But HR just saw those events as rock concerts for a lot of
white kids. So he said, “Well, we're gonna do a Rock Against Racism here in DC, but
we're gonna go play in a black neighborhood.” Washington, DC, especially then, was
primarily a black town. The majority of the town was black, like 60-70 percent, and
there were neighborhoods that were 100 percent black. It was very polarized. So HR
organizeda couple of Rock Against Racism shows, includingone with the Teen Idles,
Untouchables, and the Bad Brains. We just played in a housing project. In my mind

that certainly counts as political.

So this was all in the early 80s?

Yes. And then by around 1984 things changed. The elders in the DC punk scene
began to drift away for various reasons, and the scene was left to these younger kids.
There wasa lot of senscless violence going on and it was really off-putting. The prob-
lem was not limited to DC. Skinhcads seemed to be rampant all over the United
States. In other towns, therewere kids who were trying to battle with skinheads. They
Wantcd to bcat thclll llp and Chas(’. thcnl out Of‘ town. I thollght thﬂt was jLLSt l'idicl.l‘
lons. In DC, we decided to just create a new scene instead. That was certainly a politi-
cal action, too. Not least because a part of creating a new scene created a situation
in which we, being in our early twenties, began thinking about the larger world. I
belicve there was a very natural cvolution, which then led to whatbecame known as

“Revolution Summer.”

Can you tell us a little more about that? What happened?

I would say that Revolution Summer was an infusion, a moment when the DC
punk scene and its personal politics suddenly merged and dovetailed with formal
politics. We got involved in political action. Reagan was in office and the apartheid is-
sue was really big. We were discussing gender issues, environmental issues, dict issues,
and so on. It wasa time of politicization.

Unfortunately, the name Revolution Suinmer has caused some false interpretations
— which is partly our fault because we came up with it. Some people were like, “Oh,
lOOk, thcy think thCy arc bCing fCVOllltiOnle'y !" But thﬂt was not Qctually What wcewcere
thinking. We used the word “revolution,” and it is a very strong word, but it was not
to Sllggcst thﬂt wewere Cl'Cating d rCVOllltiOn. For us RCVOlution Sl.llTllTlCl' was all about

our immediate community. It really came out of a loss of direction or emphasis.

How so?

In 1983, a lot of people were very discouraged. A number of bands, most notably

Minor Threat, Faith, and Insurrection, had broken up, and even though there were
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other bands — good bands: Government Issue, Marginal Man, bands like that — the
bands that had been crucial for us, the kids I hung out with, were gone. Especially Faith,
who were just an enormously important band — I think a lot of people don’t realize
how significant they were. Anyway, 1984 kind of turned into a dark year, and no bands
were really forming. Evencually, everyone was like, “Well, we're gonna do something!”
Sowedccided to pull something together. First we planned “Good Food October.”
The idea was that in October 1984 we were all going to eat good food, we were going
to make good music, and we were going to be politically active. But then October came

and went. So we set a new target date for the summer, and this time it worked.

What kinds of actions did you do?

One of the most successful was the Punk Percussion Protest, something that [ re-
member being hatched at Dischord House. We initially discuissed the idea of putting
a band on a truck and driving back and forth in front of the South African embassy
to protest apartheid. We gave up on that concept because no one we knew had a
truck and we figured that the cops would shut us down immediately. So instead we
put word out to as many people as we could that they should come join us near the
embassy with any sort of percussion item they might be able to find. We got alot of
people out and it was such a baffler for the police — just a really positive experience.
We definitely created enough noise that the people in the embassy knew we were out

there. There was a series of creative actions along those lines throughout the summer.

You said that your goal at the time was to create a new scene.
Did Revolution Summer help with that?

Definitely. Itestablished a new beachhead. A lotof kid:s at the time felt very discour-
aged about the violence in the punk scene. There were a lot of kids who fele that they
were going to walk away from punk altogether and do something new — goth or heavy
metal or whatever the fuck they were going to do. Revolution Summer showed them
that there was a possibility to be into punk rock without being into guys stomping on

your head. Revolution Summer really showed the possibility of a new underground.

You talked about “personal” and “formal” politics merging at
that time. What happened then? Why did that momentum get
lost?

I don’t agree with that. That kind of momentum might not have been celebrated
in the same way afterwards, but I know people who have been involved with this stuff
for twenty-five years now. It’s crue that if youare a collective — even an informal col-

lective like we were — you are able to craft and execute actions that are harder to do
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once that collective has dissipated. But people continued doing things within Positive

Force, for example, which was a sort of confluence of Revolution Summer.

We have Mark Andersen, one of the co-founders of Positive
Force, contribute to the book too.

There you go. Many people who came out of that scene went on to do really in-

tense political work.

Did a lot of them — or all of them — stay connected to the
hardcore scene?

Well, it depends on what you define as the hardcore scene. Like, whenever Fugazi
Playcd t]]l'oughout thf. 905, I Wollld s€e [hOSC pC‘.OPlC. But if‘yoll’fc talking ﬂbollc s€e-

ing every band that called itself “hardcore” or...

...reading Maximumrocknroll up and down...

...right, they wouldn’t do that. But we didn’t even do thatin 198S. This is a good
example of just having diff crent perceptions of politics. Tim Yohannan had a more
squarcd oft idea of politics and of politica[ acrion. Yohannan was a dear friend of
mine, I loved and respected the dude, so I'm not saying that he was wrong. But by
the mid-80s, he certainly ridiculed us and thought that we were wimpy. That's how
“emo” became a pejorative... Yohannan really loved the term and he used it all the
time to dismiss bands. But, that's alright. Yohannan just had more of an orthodox idea
of what punk was, an idea that ran really contrary to mine. For me, punk has always

been the free space.
What about political action?

I think of political action as an exercise, and people should exercise throughout
their entire lives. If you believe that the people who are calling the shots should not
be trusted, if you believe that power corrupts, then youshould always be prepared to
protest and to act against those who get too much power. And you must know that
you're not finished even if you put one person out of power or make one aspect of the
power structure disappear. You're never finished! I don’t have this kind of romantic
notion about political activism where it’s like, “We go out into the streets and we
bring down the government and everything will be fine!” I just don’t think about
things like that. I think that political action is a lif elong effort that will manifest in
specific ways, depending on where you are and whatever it is that you arc doing. It’s
the same with punk: I believe that punk doesn’t end with your leather jacket. I imag-

ine my funeral is going to be punk! I'm serious about that.
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Because it will be outside of mainstream society’s norms?

Let me cxplain it this way: I'ma parent now. Amy and T had a kid back in May;
we have a six-month-old son. When he was first born and 1 was walking wich him, I
kept on running into these guys in the neighborhood. Maybe I've seen them before,
maybe I haven't, but they are always like, “Hey dude, welcome to the club!” And I'm
like, “Wow, what club did I join?” It confused me and I didn’t feel comfortable with
it at all. How could something so organic — what is more organic than the birth of
a human being? — turn into a “club”™ But then suddenly it struck me and I was like,
“Wait a minute! I'm a fucking punk!” I've always felt like a freak, it’s just that | had
never beena parent before. And I realized that these were the same dudes who used to
say, “What’s with your hair? Are you a fag?” I'm not saying they are bad guys — they
are just normals, t]'lcy are rcgulars, t]'lcy are straig]‘lts. Me, whatever I do in my life, I'm
interested in creative response — and that’s what I call punk. If people don’t agree
with me, that’s fine, I don’t care. They can have punk, and they can have it however

thcy want to have it. But I have it my way.

You mentioned Rock Against Racism in DC being organized

in a housing project. I'm wondering whether that means that
the early DC hardcore scene wasn’t as white as the hardcore
scene later became.

Firstoft, ] think those Rock Agamst Racism shows were highly entertaining for the kids
in the projects because they thought it was the most ridiculous thing they had ever seen.

The scene has always been predominantly white and the whiteness of the scene has
been an issue from time to time. People have asked me, “Well, if Washington is 70
percent black, how is it that your shows are 90 percent white?” My response is: appar-
ently that’s who wants to come sce kids jumping around on stage with a guitar. Idon’t
know what else to say about that. We never turned people away at the door. I mean,
we Playcd S]-IOWS at t]-lC WIISOn CCntCl' Wlt]-l ﬁ&ccn bands fOl' thrCC dollal‘s. ﬂ1l'€c dol'
lal'S! No one haS cver bCCn tllrncd aWﬂy. ﬂ1C Wilson CCntCl' was in a llCigthl‘l‘lOOd
that was at the time largely African-American. I don’t know why they didn’t want
to come sce the shows, probably because they thought it was stupid. For the same
reason, a lot of Latino kids don’t come. It’s just not their music. And I find the notion
[hat yoll Shollld “I'C'.a(_'h Ollt” ﬂnd tl'y to gct thCSC pCOPlC il]VOlVCd not VCI'y COnVinCing.
Why? It seems disrespectful. I mean, these kids are certainly capable of making up
their own minds of whether this is something theywant to get involved with or not.
Again, I don’t think it's a matter ofaccess. I think it’s just a matcer of caste.

Look at the go-go scene. This is a thriving underground music scene in DC. It is

almost entirely black. However, I don't think anybody asks go-go bands, “Well, how
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come you don’t have a 30 percent white audience?” It is because for many varying
reasons these are just diff erent cultures; and I'm talking about rea/ culture, culture
that speaks to a certain part of the population. Don’t you think that if culture spoke

to everybody, it wouldn’treally be culture anymore? It’d be like network television.

Let me also go back to what you said about kids fighting skin-
heads out on the streets, and your approach of creating a new
scene instead...

Let me be more specific: for most of the skinhead kids — and they weren't all
skinhead kids, but they were all troubled — the issue was violence. The punk scene
was a perfect nest for them. People who have violence and control issues need an
environment to exercise these things. The world at large is too scary for them, they
need something more immediate and conquerable. Especially since punk had got-
ten the “nihilistic” and “self-destructive” tag from the media, it drew these people. It
made punk pcrfcct for them, and violence was their languagc. Ifyou spokc to them in
violence, then you were only awarding them.

In the carly stages of the punk scene I did that. I fought a lot. I operated under
a philosophy: bruise the ego and not the body. The idea was that I would never back
down from a fight, but I would also never take a brick and smash someone’s head in
after I had knocked them down. All T wanted to do was to repel these kids, to stop
them by standing up to them. This was how I thought I could reconcile what was es-
sentially a pacifist mindset with punching people.

This violence seemed necessary because I felt that we are under attack. For example,
there was a gang in Washington called the Punk Beaters. They were a bunch of redneck
guys, jocks, who would go outlookingfor punks to beat up. So, then we would go with
my brother Alec, who was fourteen years old at the time and a very punk-looking kid, to
the area where the Punk Beater guys hang ont. We would have Alec walk a block ahead
Oqu, and ifth(’,s(’, guys came to g(’,t ]‘llm, tWClVC or ﬁﬁ(’,(’:n Ofus WOllld tak(’, t]‘lcm out. Olll'
idea was to show them that you can’tfiuck with the punks like that.

At some point, however, the whole violence thing just turned upon itself. People
at shows would get into fights because somebody was wearing a wrong T-shirt or
had long hair or just something really absurd like that. This made me realize what a
completely pointless, unconstructive activity it was, but, by talking to these kids, 1
also understood that they had been inspired by my violence. It was like this biblical
concept coming true, violence begets violence, and it became very clear to me that
this was something I had to stop in my life.

At first it was difficult, and I remember thinking, “How canIstop when I'malways
unchl' attack?” I don’t knOW ]-IOW mﬂny times I Would ]-laVC a car go by and someonc

would scream, “Fuckyou, youfucking punk faggot!” But then I realized that if you do
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not speak that language, you recognize that theyare not talking to you. Let’s say that
I’'m in Sweden, and a carload with a bunch of guys goes by and they yell somethingat
me in Swedish. I don’t know what thcy’rc saying. As far as I know, thcy are saying, “I
love basketball!” Who knows? So when I'm walking along the street here and some
guys go by in a car, and they don’t know me, I don’t know them, but theysay, “You're
a fucking punk faggot, fuck you!” then it should have the same eff ect. They are not
talking to me, they don’t know me, and I'm not what they say I am, so they must have
confused me with someone clse. In short, if you don’t speak the language of violence,
you are released from violence. This was a very powerful discovery for me.

The next step was to start bands like Rites of Spring, Embrace, Lunchmeat, Becf-
cater —bands that were considered very wimpy at the time. We stopped with the ag-
gressive posturing and started playing diff erent kinds of music. This infuriated many
kids, because they had no longer a soundtrack for their violence. It was too wimpy

for them.

And straight edge was part of that change?

No. Straight edge was already in place in 1979, 1980, it was something that had
always been happening and that wasn't particular to that time. The song “Straight
Edge” was a song about the way I lived, about who I was, and about living my life
however I wanted.

In the 1970s, I was given a lot of grief of my high school peers and my friends for
being straight; I was ridiculed. Then when we gotinto the punk scene, all these punk
rockers ridiculed me. And all the time Ljust felt like, “‘Hey, I'm just me!” I didn’t say
to anyone that they were stupid for drinking — still they gave me so much shit. The
first sort of straight edge song I wrote was probably “I Drink Milk” by the Teen Idles.
This was obviously a joke song — 1 drink milk, I drink milk, I drink milk” — but
the reaction to it was so visceral, and pcoplc were like, “We're gonna tie you up and
make you drink a beer!” HR from the Bad Brains always told me that he was going
to tic mc to a trce and make mc smoke pot with him. And I was always struck by this,
thinking, “What the fuck is this?” Like, I never said to HR, “I'm gonna tie you to a
trecand not let you smoke pot!”

Ultimately, the situation kinda came toa boil in my mind, and I guess eventually
just wrote a more angry song. But I thinkthe beginning of the song is very clear, and I
think the first line of the songisthe mostimportant: “I'ma person just like you.” And
thenitcontinues: “I have better things to do.” That's the way I looked atit: T had bet-
ter things todo thanjust get hig]‘l, and I was just bcing straight aboutit. But it wasn't
like I decided, “Oh, I'm going to be straight,” or “I'm goingto be straig]‘lt cdgc.” That’s

just how [ was. It’s just me.
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In life, if you decide to forgo something that everybody clse does, it gives you a
perspective on society that you couldn’t have if you were just engaging. It teaches you
a lot about the world. I didn’t do these things because I was trying to be diff erent —
apparently, I was different. What I learned was that just to be myself meant to be a
freak. And so I wrote a song aboutbeinga freak. I've said many times before that the
biggest influence for the song was the Jimi Hendrix song “1f 6 was 9.” At the end of
the song, Hendrix says, “I'm the one that’s gonna die whenit’s time for me to die / So
let me live my life the way 1 want to.” He was singing about being a freak.

Straight edge was just a declaration for the right to live your life the way you want
to. I was not interested in trying to tell pcople how to do that. I mean, obviously

things got pretty crazily perverted over the years.

It seems that you were never all that interested in being part of
what was later called the "straight edge movement.” Was that
related to the part of not wanting to tell others what to do?
Especially since parts of the straight edge scene started to do
exactly that?

Of course! Originally, the declaration was two-fold: onc point was to say that this
is thc Way I want to liVC al‘ld that yoll hZIVC to l'CSPCCt llly Way, thc SCCO]]d point was
not limited to drinking or to taking drugs — it was about being obsessed. I think
some people simply missed that.

The big debates really started when “Outof Step” came out. Specifically, the lyric “don’
tuck” seemed to flip people out. You could hear them say, “My god, he’s anti-sex!”

I definitely chose those words carefully, and I stand behind them still. But you'll
notice for instance that the lyric is “Don’t smoke, don’t drink, don’t fuck, at least
I can fucking rhink.” So first off, I use a grammatical trick in there: the fourth line
modifies the first three. The first three sound like directives or orders: “Don’t do this,
don’t do this, don’t do this.” The fourth line says: “But at least I can fucking think!”
Which clearly says that I don’t do these things — but I can think; I may not be like
other people, I may not party — bur at least I can think, at least I got that. You can
even see on the lyrics sheet that the word “1” is put In parcnthcscs, which was a result
of long discussions within the band. Some people in the band were very concerned
that kids might read the whole thing as a directive, while I was less concerned about
it. But that’s part of me, I'm rather unapologetic about stuff. I'm more like, “Fuck it,
tough on them!”

Then there is a second thing that’s important in those lyrics. If you ook at the
words “don’t smoke,” everyone figures I'm talking about smoking cigarettes, or grass,
or hash; “don’t drink” — everyone figures I'm talking about alcohol; “don’t fuck”

— everyone ﬁgurcs I’'m saying, “No sex!” Think about that! Think abourt the word
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“drink”™ what does “drink™ mean? Do you think that people would ever figure, “Oh,
he wants people to nolonger take any beverages, or any liquids of any sort?” But when
the word “fuck” comes on, they cannot understand it the same way. That just blew my
mind. What I was clearly discussing was abusive, quest-oriented, manipulative sex.
People who were not interested in other people’s feclings, but only in getting off. I
sawasa tc(’:nagcr that PCOPIC,S Cncrgics wcere so Squal‘cly Callg]’l[ llp in gctting lald t]‘lat
a lOt Ofpaill alld ]-llll't came Wlth that. PCOP[C were bCi]lg ]—lul'[ a]]d dall]agcd a]]d trau-
matized by other people’s behavior. [ knew women who were raped by people who
did not care for anything other than getting off. And I just thought that this kind of
obsession was not healthy.

So, straight edge, the whole idea, the whole concept was really anti-obsession. If your

whole world is committed to this one thing, then clearly it’s not a good situation.

Why do you think the sex aspect freaked people out
so much?

I think American culture is deeply dysfunctional about sexuality. This is probably
true for most cultures, but especially for American culture. Our culture is so fucked
up on sex. I mean, you might remember this huge uproar about Janet Jackson’s nipple
that showed on TV during the Super Bowl some years ago, no matter how impercep-
tibly. This ridiculous incident caused an unbelievable series of new restrictions. Today,
if you have a cussword air on a radio show you might get a half a million dollar fine
— fora cussword! What kind of a country are we living in? There is a very dominant
1'ight, l'cligious clement in this socicty. You hcarpcoplc say that Americaisallabourthe
separation of church and state, the free exercise of religion, etc. That is all bullshit, the
conservative component of religion is really powerful. And I think this is why, if you
grow up in this culture, there is this idea — also within the punk scene — that sexual-
ity should be transgressive. That's why you have “sex, drugs and rock’'n’roll” — the idea
thatsex is a rebelact. I mean, come on! Sex is the requirement for the perpetuation of
the human race. And yet somehow it’s been relegated to fucking in the streets.

I think because of all this, sex became this sort of rallying point: if you're rebel-
lious, then you fuck. And I think the problem was that people’s sexual behavior,
Pal'ticlllal‘ly bCCauSC OF thC Psychological nature Of Scxllal dysfll]]ction, bCCa]TlC Vt:l'y
abusive, especially towards women. Women were being treated as targets and con-
quests. Especially in the early L.A. punk scene, there was a lot of emphasis on scam-
ming. It was really a shock to me to meet punk bands who would come to Washing-
ton, hit on all the women and say things like, “Hey, will you give me a blowjob in
the bathroom of the club?” How is this diff erent than Led Zeppelin or any of these

bands? I thought that we rejected groupie culture and rock’n’roll, that we saw it as

35



Interview with lan MacKaye

a bankrupt approach to music, and that we went beyond the idea that rebellious-
ness can only manifest in cither self-destruction or the exploitation of others. So I
couldn’tunderstand what was going on, and ]l thought rd spcak our against it. And
I got arisc out of people.

I'm pro-sex, I certainly have no problem with sex between people who want to have
sex. But [ ﬁ:lt thﬂt 50 lTlllCh CnCl'gy In our scene was Spcl'lt on Sclﬁ"]-l aill1s, blslca[ly on tl'Y'
ing to get laid all the time, to the dcgrcc where it 1’cally compromiscd our communities.

I also think that the sexual transgression plays a massive role in the consumption
of alcohol. People drink to enter into situations that are not necessarily good for

them. I feel that people should always be present.

You said that the song “Straight Edge” was about defending the
way you lived your life. Were you the only one who lived that
way when the song came out? Or was there already a “straight
edge scene”? If not, when did such a scene develop?

When you have a bunch of kids there is always a sense of what’s cool and what's
not cool. I believe that at the time it wasn’t so much about *becoming straight edge.”
it was more about kids being human beings and making choices.

I think what happened at first was that an alternative had been created — a scene
that PCOPIC COllld gCt i]]VOlVCd Wi[h []-la[ WaS]‘l’t thC Standal'd l'CbCl pal‘ty scenc. Of
course wewerce l'CjCCth by OthCl‘ kids W]-IO thoug]‘lt that WE wWere Stupid or lTladC tht:l’n
“fecl guilty.” But theideathatwewereall totalitarian fundamentalists really had more
to do with people’s own issues than with ours.

ThCl'c was Ofcolll‘sc aISO a pr:lglllatic aspcct to this, Which was [ha[ WwE were dCCply
invested in the idea of keeping clubs open to punk bands, and we knew that if kids
fucked up by getting drunk and smashing the club or whatever, we would lose our
space. So in that sense there certainly was pressure, because we were like, “Hey, we're
not fucking around, if you're going to drink, do it after the show, away from the club,
don’t do it anywhere near here!”

But most of the kids involved with the early DC hardcore scene were drink-
ing. Some of my dearest friends were fuck-ups. It certainly wasn’t this weird cult
where you'd get slapped if you were seen with a cup of beer in your hand. Thatis

just a fallacy.

When you say “we,” who does that include?
Minor Threat?

No, it was a larger clique. I guess you could call it the “Dischord scene”™ — you
know, the scene first defined by Minor Threat, Faith etc. and then morphing into

Rites ofSpring, Embrace, Beef eater, that era.
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But not all of these kids were straight edge, right?

No, most of those kids were drinking too, at least sometimes. The kind of strict
straight edge thingdidn’t really show up until SS Decontrol. And the policing aspect

of it, that just seemed to come out of New York.

When you say New York, you mean Youth of Today, Bold etc.?

Yes. And there were the Connecticut kids, and it kinda doverailed, there was Go-
rilla Biscuits, Crucial Youth. It was a sccnc that I think was acsthetically to some de-
gree influenced by Dischord, musically very much by SS Decontrol, and attitude-wise

mostly by the Boston or New England scene.

Do you have any recollection about first hearing the phrase
“straight edge movement” being used?

No. ThC ﬁl‘st timel ever got thC idca Ofa S[l‘ﬂight CdgC movement was WhCn I met
people who identified as the “bent edge movement.” As far as I'm concerned, there
was a countermovement bchI'C th(:l'c was a movement. Minor ’H]l‘cat [Olll'Cd n 1982,
and kids wouldshow up in Tucson, Arizona, and say that they were “bent edge;” or
kids would come up to us in Dallas, Texas, and say that they were “curved edge.” These
were people who were provocateurs, trying to fuck with us — but they essentially
defined the straight edge movement.

Maybe in L.A. or Orange County there were people, like Americas Hardcore, who
actually idendified as such. This would be the origin of a more organic kind of move-
ment: pcoplc whossay, “Hey, this is weird, there are kid s here, and there are kids in Reno,
and kids in Boston, and kids in the Midwest, and they are all doing this really cool
thing.” However, I think it was always more about punk rock than about straight edge.
Like, we were the new American hardcore. You had Johnny Thunders and Sid Vicious
and these kinds of people, and now you suddenly had these kid s who were making this
radical music but were not stumbling around like junkies. That was significant.

So in this sense the “we” I used above means all these kids, The Necros and 7 Sec-
onds and others, and I guess it was a kind of a movement, but, again, it was more of a
punk rock movement or a hardcore punk rock movement or a kids’ movement than
a straight edge movement — maybe it was straight edge, but we didn’t think of this
as a defining element.

There are two different ideas of movements: there is an organic idea of 2 move-
ment, and then there is a very formal idea of a movement. In the latter case people
start to do nCWSlCt[Cl‘S a]ld thcy want yol.l to Slgrl on to SOlllCthing. I’VC never bCCn

interested in that. I'm justnota subscriber.
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It’s interesting that you stressed the anti-obsession aspect of
straight edge. Arguably, it seemed that a lot of straight edge
kids became rather obsessive...

No doubt. Even when the second version of “Out ofStcp,” which is on a [2-inch,
came out, I put a little thing in there saying, “This is not a set of rules!” So, already in
1983, I'm trying to say, “Look, there is no movement here!”

For me, straight edge was never intended to be a movementandI never saw myself
as a part of such a movement. However, I want to be really clear: I think that the vast
majority of the people who identify as or with straight edge are human beings who
try te do the right thing in their lives. The fact that they are even thinking about their
behavior, that they are thinking about the effects of their behavior on the world, is, 1
believe, positive and good. The problem with movements is that they put humans in
something akin to a higher callingand then others have to take the backseat. There’s a
religious element there. And then you always have people — even ifit’s only one per-
cent — who have power issues or, more spcciﬁcally, violence issucs. Esscntially, what
they are wrestling with is nota conflict about intoxication or drug use or sexuality. It
is about power and violence. And if people have this inside of them, they have to get it
eut. So they go around looking for triggers: things that can set off situations in which
they can release this energy. This is why these people run to nationalism, religion, or
sports, all these really imaginary things. Like, why would people who live in Texas on
one side of some imaginary line have an issue with those who live in Mexico on the
other side of that imaginary line? It’s ridiculous. But if you need a trigger for your vio-
lence, you need someone who is “the other” and you need a line on the ground that
allows you to say, “Okay, ifyou step over thar line, then we'll beat your ass!” Straig]‘lt
edge was perfect for thatif you saw it as a series of directives. And that’s how these
people started to sec it, as very simple rules: “If you do this or that, then you are step-
ping over that line, and at that point you’ve waived your rights!” This is something

that I saw most clcarly articulatcd in a text handcd out by thc ]’l{ldeillC PCOP]C.

Didn’t hardline activists picket Fugazi shows?

Yes, they would picket us. They were very dogmatic, and their main issue, as far
as I could tell, were animal rights. So at one point I received some inf ormation from
them, a declaration of sorts. It said that all life was precious, and they laid itall out in
derail. And then the text said, “We will educate you abour this, and ifyou do not ac-
cept the educartion, then you have waived your status asa living thing.” That’s basically
whatit said. I mean itwasn’t quite as crude but it was pretty fucking close. Essentially,
they were saying, “We will give you a chance; but if you don’t agree with us, we're

gonna beat your ass!”
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I think it’s always interesting to look at where these people go. I would meet these
hardline kids, and when I came back to their town a couple of years later I would
ask, “What happcncd to this kid?” And often pcoplc would be like, “Oh, he’s sclling
crack.” They were just gangsters, and if youthink about gangsters — gang guys — it’s
all about turf; which goes back to the example of the line. I remember once visiting
this stupid high school and there was a mural of an caglc on the ground in tile, and I
walked across it — I mean, it wason the fucking floor — and|l got jackedupby these

dudes for stepping on their cagle. That's what I mean. These are all triggers.

But you think that, overall, the violence aspect in straight edge
was overrated?

The reason why the people who had issues with violence managed to dominate
the whole idea of straight edge was that our cultures are obsessed with violence. The
media will always talk about violence. If there is a party — and I use this analogy
a lot — and there are thirty people talking, twenty-eight having really fascinating,
incredibly illuminating conversations, and two ending up punching cach other, all
that people will talk about the next day is the fight. I don’t know why. This is just the
Way we PI'OCCSS thi]]gs. Violcnt PCOPIC Cnd up gct[ing an enormous amount Of atten-
tion. And then kids who have never heard about straight edge will hear about it in
the context of violence, and some will be like, “That sounds cool, you punch people
out — I'm in!”

The whole idea of straight edge was incredibly maligned by a small amount of
PCOPIC. It bccan]c Vulrlcrablc bCCauSC CV(:l‘yorlC ga[hcrcd undCl' one tree. ﬂ115 means
instant death for everybody when the lightning strike comes. By referring to straight
edge as a movement and by identifying with it and by adopting rules or whatever,
people allowed themselves to be put into trouble. Because when things start to go
wrong, you need to react, and once these guys started beating everybody up, a lot
of kids were like, “This is stupid, I need to get out of this situation, I don’t wanna be
identified with that!” So then they “stopped being straight edge,” whatever the fuck
that means. And then in turn you have internet sites where people out those who
“broke their edge.” It’s so ridiculous! This is why I cannot understand that people

WOllld want to hllddlC ll]]dCI' thC same tree.

When hardline people picketed your shows, what exactly was
their problem? That you weren’t outspoken enough?

I think that there were two rcasons why we were picketed. Actually, picketed
might be too strong of a word, thcy came “to talk to us” and give us “a chance to

(:xplain ourselves.” One of the reasons was that we were pro—choicc. This was a big
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issue for them. The other one was that we were not more outspoken about our diets.
I mean, I've been a vegan for twenty-two years now, Joe was a vegan for almost the
entire time in Fugazi, and we were all vcgctarians. But I guess the hardline pcoplc
wanted us to make this some kind of an issue. I remember this one time in Memphis
a hardline activist confronted us in front of the local health food store. He asked us
why we didn’t have any vegan songs. We just totally couldn’t believe the question.
Guy finally said, “Well, considering that none of our songs cat meat or dairy or any
animal products, I guess they’re all vegan.” It’s just so absurd! I also remember the
kid wearing fake leather DocMartens. [ always fclt that chis was absurd too. I mean,
I don’t wear leather. But I would never wear anything that looks like leather cither. It
seems to be completely counterproductive ‘cause the main issue with the leather in-
dustry is that it’s fashionable. So if you wear something that looks like leather, what’s
the statement that you're making?

Anyway, I think that a lot of hardline kids felt that there was a war happening. So
they were militant, and they felt that we should also be militant. You gotta remem-
ber that in the punk scene, or the underground community, the self-cleaning oven
is always in placc. Pcoplc’s power is limited to their scope, and it’s like that saying
goes: “The people who get hit are the people within arm’s reach.” So, instead of them
picketing Acrosmith or whoever, they go to some little punk show and are rough on

[hC pCOPlC t]’lCl’C.

What about those rumors of you...

...slapping a beer out ofsomcbody’s hands?
For example.

That’s one of the most annoying fucking things. I’'ve been told so many times that I
slapped abeer out of somebody’s hands. Idon’tthink I ever did that, not once, and yet
it has become part of my legacy. Then there is also the story about me hitting some-
one with a hammer for blowing pot smoke in my face. This is actually true, but the
story is never told correctly: When I was in high school, I was part of a community
theater group. Wk had this club house within the school that was completely under-
ground. People were drinking and getting high, but it was our club house, and so I
hung out there too. They always called me “the group conscience.” One day this kid
from my school — who was a stoner and a kind ofbully — was getting high, while I
was building flats. We were teasingeach other, we did that alot. At one point he came
over, tapped me on the shoulder, and gave me this look, like, “You got a problem or
somcthing?” So I stood up holding the hammer, he blew pot smoke in my face, ran
away, and I threw the hammer and it hit him in the leg. So, yes, I literally hit someone

with a hammer for blowing pot smoke in my face. However, it’s really different from
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the idea that most people have. They always sce me attacking somebody and putting
a hole in their head.

This is precisely the kind of thing that my life is filled with: people have this per-
ception of me that is so inaccurate. It haslargely to do with other people’s projections
of what my work has been about. But my work has basically always been about peace
and love, that’s it. It’s not true when people say, “Ian, you never wroteany love songs.”
My songs are all love songs, ultimatcly. Think about a song like “Filler.” I'm talking
about one of my best friends there, and about what he’s been doing to himself and
why he got so fucked up. Songs like that are all songs about my passion for connec-

tion, and my agony over disconnection.

| heard you make a really interesting distinction between
straight edge as a “lifestyle” and, as you put it, straight edge
as “life.” Can you explain this?

When I wrote the song “Straight Edge” I wasn't writing about something new. I
wasn't saying, “Hey, here is a new way to live!” I wastalkingaboutthe way that people
live to begin with. Later I read so much about the “straight edge lif estyle,” and I was
confronted with it all the time. There have been so many times when 1 would read
something like, “lan MacKaye is a practitioner of the straight edge lifestyle.” A few
years ago it finally hit me what was so annoying about it: it’s no fucking lifestyle! A
lifestyle is something that one chooses. Like, if you choose to live on a beachand go
surfingall day, that’s a lif estyle. But being straight is the base, that's what's underneath
all of this! We're born that way!

I've always thought about life as a straight line, a simple, straight line, on which
we are all equal and identical. Everything added to that — like our surroundings,
our culture, all these things — that’s what makes us different. But as far as the es-
sence of life goes, we are identical, we are the same thing, all of us. And so, in my
mind, when someone starts saying, “So, you live the straight cdgc lifestyle,” I say,
“No. I live life.” And last time I checked, there are three or four necessary compo-
nents to life: air, water, food, and sex. The sex is there because we must procreate
since otherwise we're out of luck. So, as far as I am concerned, straight edge is just
life. I don’tchoose to be straight, I choose nor o be the other rhing. It's the semantic
subtlety that matters here.

Another problem I see associated with the “straight edge lifestyle” is that it
becomes a framework for merchandise. “Okay, now I decide to live the straight
edge lifestyle. What do I need to buy?” People look for things to signify their
lifestyle choices. I cannot believe it when I see straight edge merchandise! It’s just

mind-boggling.
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So being straight edge means to follow that straight line of life
without adding anything that we don’t really need; things that
mainly serve the interests of corporations?

Well, I mean, ifyou want to take it cxtrcmcly litcrally, yes. However, obviously I
think that there is some meritin talking to you on the telephone, otherwise I wouldn’t
do it. I mcan, any literal interpretation of what I just said could ask, “So, why arc you
wearing shoes?” I understand that. But I just want to stress the problems associated
with the word “lifestyle.” I think that people use the word for two reasons: cither they
use it to dismiss something; or they use it to suggest that there is a certain way to be.
But what’s the blueprint of the straight edge lif estyle? How do you live that lifestyle?
Do you have to go to a particular website? Do you need any particular clothing? 1
don’t know.

My point is: to live simply and not to buy into any such demands, that is normal.

What is pcrvcrtcd is the mainstream und(:rstanding ofliving.

You've said something — and | don’t remember the exact quote
— but you’ve said something to the extent that the only thing
you really want is people to be well.

Of course! There was a certain period in my life when I was very angry, when 1
was rcaIly agonizing over things. It made me feel miserable, and 1 bcgan to question
cverything: What is the point of all this punk rock? What is the point of me sing-
ing? What am 1 trying to do? Evcntually, I realized that the reason I was so angry was
because I want people in the world to be well. And I realized that it was a worthwhile
project to pursue in my lifetime. But I also understood that I myself needed to be well
to do that. So I figured that I would do my best to live a lif ¢ of wellness. This doesn’t
mean that I'm trying to bask in my riches. It means that I'm trying to release myself
from the anger and agony. Remember what I said carlier about someone going by in
a car and calling me “a fucking asshole™ They are not talking to me — ‘cause I'm not
a fucking asshole.

There are a lot of things happening in this world that are horrific. But I have no
control over this. The day them fucking planes crashed into the buildings here in
2001, I was in Dischord House, right here. People called me to tell me what had hap-
pened, so I turned on the TV, I saw the planes crash and immediately turned the TV
off, and returned to the book I was rcading — a Kurt Vonnegur book, which in fact
wasa pcrfcct book for that moment. While I sat t]'lcrcrcading, I looked out the win-
dow, and it was an absolutely crystal clear, gorgeous day. I saw the trees and thought,
“These trees don’t give a fuck about what just happened. They don’t care. And they’re

going to be here after all this shit is over.”
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Humans have been brutalizing cach other since the beginning of time. I don’t
know why. But there is a certain point where one has to accept that this is a little bit
likc [hc Wcatht:l'. You cannot COntl'OI it, and you cannot ll]ldt:l‘stand it. What hﬂp'
pened that day was incomprehensible. No matter who did it. Whether it was Al-
Qacda or the US government or someone else. And it will remain incomprehensible,
no matter I10W 0&(:11 yOll lOOk at it ’I]-IC OHIy l‘CSlllt Of [Ooking at SO]TlC[hing tha[’s
incomprehensibly brutal over and over again is detachment. If you take your hand
andyou start slappingyourselfas hard asyou can, it's going to hurt — butaftera while
you'll fecl nothing ‘cause that’s the way we survive. We become numb. I don’t think
that helps anybody.

So on September 11, after I had finished the book, I sat down and I answered all
the mail. Everything was fucked up here — all the bridges were closed, the phones
were down, etc. — and it secemed like answering the mail was the best thing to do. I
looked atit as a vote for the future. Because I believed that someone wouldread it —
that there would be a September 12.

I guess that’san illustration of putting into action a philosophy of Live as you desire
the world to be! It doesn’t mean to be unaware and not to care. It means to love and to

bewell and to wish for others to be well roo.
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ManLiftingBanner

Interview with Michiel Bakker, Olav van den
Berg, and Paul van den Berg

anLiftingBanncrwasa  Discography:

Dutch hardcore band e  Myth of Freedom, 1991,
from 1990 to 1993. It Crucial Respanse Recards (EP)

e Jen Inches That Shook the

had devcloped out of
o . . World, 1992, Crucial Response
the band Profound. founded in 1988. Records (10-nch)

The brothers Paul van den Berg (gui- o e Wil Not Rest (Complete
tar) and Olavvan den Berg (drums) Discography), 1995, Crucial
hadalready played in the pioneering Respanse Records

Europcan straighe edge band Lirm

(1980-85). The ManLiftingBanner lincup cqualed that of Profound excepr for
the addition of anocher guitarist, Lord Bigma. The band combined a com-
mirment to sobriety with communis polirics and soon defined what became
known as “communist straight edge.” It has served a source of inspiration for
left-wing straight edge bands to this day. The records Vyth of Freedom (1991)
and ez Inches That Shook the IVorld (1992) came equipped with quotes from
Lenin te Trotsky to Rosa Luxemburg.

Michiel Bakker was ManLiftingBanner’s frontman. Today he sings for the band
Veins, teaches historyand social scienceat an Amsterdam high school, is amember
of the Incernational Socialists, and co-runs New Radical Chic, astrectwear outfit
whose profits support political struggles in the Necherlands. Pauland Olavvan den
Berg continue playing in Seein Red, a mainscay of politically conscious European
hardcore since 1988. Each year, they join the former members of Larm for an an-
nual reunion show in Amsterdam. Paul works as a garbage man, Olav as a princer.

Since some of the readers of this book were probably not even
born at the time — can you give us a quick summary of Man-
LiftingBanner’s history?

Michiel: ManLiftingBanner started in 1999 on the ashes of Profound, which

I think was onc of the first sXc bands in Europe of the wave that started in ‘87 and
‘88. With ManLiftingBanner we recorded an EP and a 107, did some small tours in
Germany, one in Italy, and called it quits in 1993. We did a reunion in

1998 and one more in 2008, so we could share the stage with Negative

APPI‘OZ]Ch, hardcorc gOdS wce g[‘CW llp on.






Interview with Michiel Bakker, Olav van den Berg, and Paul van den Berg

ManLiftingBanner is known as the most prominent communist
straight edge band and many folks still refer to it as a very
unique phenomenon in the history of hardcore. How big was
the impact you had?

Michiel: Actually, I think the mix of sXc and communism, and its impact, was
not that big. We had bands like Colt Turkey and Feeding The Fire in Holland. There
was the Last Struggle Crew which was a group of dichard sXe communists from Hol-
land and Germany who were also involved in the Counter Clockwise zine. Our label,
Crucial Response Records also backed usup politically. Then you had the bands Com-
rade in Rome or Manifesto in Spain, but t]'lcy came out when we were all'cady gone;
the same goes for Sober Response in Holland, who were partly communist as well.
What happened after that 'm not so sure. Were Miozin and Refused commies? sXe?

Olav: There is truth in what Michiel says, but at the same time let’s see it in some
perspective: the carly 90s were a pretty bad time for hardcore in general, especially
after the glorious decade of 80s hardcore. If there were thirty-fifty people at a concert
in the early 90s, you would be happy. If you look at the small output of ManLifting-
Banner, just onec 7" EP and a 107, and the amount of concerts and tours we did, then
I would say that our impact was pretty big.

Seein Red is still alive and kicking, we play a lot of shows and did several tours
around Europe, the USA, and Japan. Everywhere we go, we meet people who tell us
that they were influenced by ManLiftingBanner. For example, when we toured the
US, we met a group of Mexican punks after a gigin L.A. and they told us how Larm,
Profound, and ManLiftingBanncr had c]'langccl their lives. When thcywcrc fourteen,
they had listened to tapes of our bands, and some showed us their Profound and
ManLiftingBanner tattoos. I thought that was fuckingawesome. In Japan, we played
“Myth of Freedom” as an encore and every time people would come up to us to testif y
how much ManLiftingBanner changed and rocked their lives.

I know that bands in numerous countries are covering ManLiftingBanner songs.
I still get emails from people from all over the world telling me how much they love
ManLiftingBanner and/or how much the band influenced them. A lot of them be-
came politically active in the socialist/communist movement and such. And this be-

cause of a band that called it quits fifteen years ago... That's pretty amazing!

How did straight edge and communism — an unusual combi-
nation, at the time of ManLiftingBanner as much as today —
come together? Was one more important than the other? Did
you see it as a “natural” union?

Michiel: For me sXe came first. But the change from Profound to ManLifting-

Banner consciously happened to give more space to political and overtly communist
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ideas. So in 1990 politics took over, and
by 1993 we stopped calling ourselves a
sXe band. Burt, our bassist, stoppcd be-
ing sXe as well.

What was very influential was a work-
shop on the “War on Drugs” and the
socialist stance on drugs that Burt and I
attended in 1993 at Marxism in London,
the yearly discussion forum organized
by the Socialist Workers Party, the sister
organization of Holland’s International
Socialists. I remember the workshop viv-
idly. There was a talk by Jonathan Neale, 1
think it's on mp3 on the net somewhere.
Both Burt and I figured by the end of it:

that’s the final blow we needed, that’s the end for us propagating the sXe lifcstylc.

ManLiftingBanner 18" cover: Ten Inches That Shook the World

That’s the end of the lifcstylism pcriod. I, and later Burt too, joincd the International
Socialists, who we are still members of.

I chink one of the main problems is that moralism and materialism just don’t mix.
SO I Wollld Sfly t}lﬂt Stl'ilight Cdgc ﬂ]]d communism was never a nﬂturﬂl union. It was
more like coming to terms with what we considered most important in our lives. For
some time, sX¢ and communism coexisted next to cach other and there was a mar-
riage of convenience, a sXe commie image that appealed to quite a lot of people —
but by 1993, our communist ideas and sXe went separate ways.

Paul: Well to me and my brother Olav those two strains already came together
long before we got involved with Profound and ManLiftingBanner. With Lirm, a
project that existed from 1980 to 1985, we were probably the first band that mixed
punk with (anarcho-)communist ideas and straight edge ethics.

In t]-lOSC dﬁyﬁ, thCSC two strains came tOgCtl1Cl‘ bCCﬂllSC onc Of our biggcst inHll'
ences was the Dutch punk band Rondos from Rotterdam, who mixed punk with
communism. They also put DIY on the Dutch punk map by recordingand releasing
their own records on the King Kong label, making a fanzine called Raker, starting the
four-band “Red Rock Collective” in which they shared practice hours and backline,
and 111:1int:1ining their own space, Dc Raket Basis, with an office, record/book shop,
printing facilities, etc. We were very inspired by them, and this was reflected in our
growing interest in communist ideas.

When Minor Threat hit the punk scene and sXe was introduced, we embraced it
because we already were more or less “straight edge™ we didn’t drink or smoke and

we didn't do drugs and fuck around. But another reason to embrace sXe was the fact
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that in t]‘l(’, Dlltc]-l Pll]]k scenc a lO[ Of PCOP]C were into dl’llgs a]]d aICOhOI, and wce
saw how destructive it was to so many of them — particularly young kids. This hit
very close to home when Alex, the bassist of our very first band The Sextons, and
later on Berletra, one of the vocalists of Total Chaoz, another pre-Larm band, both
got addictcd to ]-lal'd drllgs. WC COllld scc ]-IOW mllCl'l damagc thCSC dl‘llgs CallSCd to
our friends. We also saw how local punks would end up in thegutter because of drug
and alcohol abuse. We felt that we had to take a stand and that’s what we did with
Lirm. So to some extent our Icanings toward communism and straight edge melted
together naturally at thattime — although Larm was never really a straight edge band
in terms of all members being sXe.

When Olav and me joined Profound, the concept of a communist straight edge
band became more or less a fact, or, as Michiel put it right: we were coming to terms
with what we all considered to be most important in our lives. And when Profound
turned into ManLiftingBanncr, the whole concept was to givc more space to the po-
litical ideas — hence the name of the band — while keeping sXe more in the back-
ground. We were not that keen anymore on mixingsXe with communism. Although
weweresXe, we didn’t feel the need to be vocal about it, especially because in our eyes
a lal‘g(’, Pcrccn[agc Of t]-lC SXC movement l'lad tlll'n(’,d into a mOCkCl'y Ofitsclf, a ﬁlckiﬂg
sct of rules which, originally, sXe never intended to be. It became a pretty reactionary
scene where jock culture, hardline bullshit, and religions could flourish. We couldn’t
really identify with most the new sXe generation, and the pressing question became:
around what goals and values do we unite in difficult political timeslike these? Maybe
unlike Michiel and Burt, we never separated the sXe lif estyle from our revolutionary

sympathies. But our communist ideals had become far more important.

Michiel, you said before that “moralism and materialism just
don’t mix” — can you explain that?

Michiel: Within the International Socialists we had a lot of discussions about
animal rights and the moralism that came with sXe. These discussions basically re-
VOlVCd al‘ollnd W]‘la[ Sld(f yoll wcere on: mlddlc ClaSS mol'alism or gCnllinC l'CVOIlltiO]]'
ary politics. In the case of our 107, for cxamplc, a lot of the sXe quortes from Lenin
were taken out of context. In a revolutionary organization or situation it’s important
to keep a clear head, but that doesn’t mean you have to refrain from drugs or alcohol
at all times if you fecl like you wanna use them. It's utterly impossible to lead a pure
life, whatever that may be, while living under capitalism. You are a part of the system
that you hate and wish to destroy, and you can’t be a revolutionary on guard 24/7. 1
know a [ot of revolutionaries who drink or do drugs and have contributed more to
changing the world in a positive way than like forty sXe jocks put together. The life-

style alone doesn’t lead to any sort of change.
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Paul: I think it is most important that all pcoplc make up their own mind, live
the life thcy want to live, and make the choices that suit them best. To quote Larm,
“It’s up to you what to do!” Straight edge is there for those who want it and it can be
a step in the right direction, but you still need to keep on walking!

However, 1 do not fully agree with Michiel and Burt on this issuc. Of course there
have been great revolutionaries who did drink, smoke, and do drugs, bless ‘em all!
But there is also the other side of the coin, where revolutionaries and potential revo-
lutionaries ended up in the gutter because of alcohol and/or drugs. For example: it’s
known that the US government was eventually able to destroy the Black Panther/
Black Power movement by bringing dope into the black communities. And there are
Ot]-l(',l' Cxall1pl(f5 Ofstrugglcs lOSt bCCallSC Ofalcohol and/of dl'llgS. A]]d lCt’S f’[.lc(f it: in
a lOt OfWOl’king CIaSS aﬂd POOr communities all al'Ollﬂd [hc Wofld, alcollol and dl‘ugs
do more damage than good.

| alSO wanna Say that, cven t]‘lollg]‘l wcarc Cl’itical tOWal‘dS thC SXC movement our-
selves, it’s silly to associate sXe on[y with fucking jocks, because there are a lot of
people out there who live the sXe lifestyle and who have their heart and mind in the
right place, makinga contribution to changing the world.

The sXe lif estyle alone doesn’t lead to any sort of profound social change — but

thereis also no reason to see sXe and profound social changes as contradictions.

I’'m curious about the anti-alcohol campaigns that were imple-
mented in the Soviet Union after the Bolshevik Revolution. It
seems that they only had limited success, and in the 1930s they
were scrapped altogether. What are your thoughts on this?

Michiel: 1 think the reason why anti-alcohol policies in the carly years of the
revolution worked was because people had a reason to stay sober. Trotsky sent anti-
alcohol militias made up oflocal people and workers/soldiers to smash alcohol stores
and illegal cafés because alcoholism was undermining the discipline needed to win
the revolution. People had new hopes to cling on! But with the deepening of the civil
war and the policies of Stalin, alcohol consumption rose (limited only by the laws)
bccausc thcl‘(‘, was C]]Ollgh ITIiSCl'y to dfink away. Alcohol was again bo[]-l )Oy and ]-l(fl[.
Hence Trotsky’s policies only worked for a short period of time. The story just goes
to show that any law or policy backed by force is in the end doomed to fail. The only

policies that work arc policics based on mutual understanding and conviction.

Paul and Olav, some people see your long-standing and still con-
tinuing band project Seein Red as a continuation of the commu-
nist straight edge theme. Is that a correct perception? | think
the two of you, as well as Michiel, are also contributing to the
book about the history of straight edge in Europe that will be
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released by Refuse Records with the Birds of a Feather album
The Past The Present...

Olav: Sccin Red — just like Lairm — was and is not a sXe band in terms of all
band members being sXe. Jos, the bassist of Secin Red, does drink and smoke. This
has neverbeen anissue within Seein Red or Larm. We did embrace sXe with Larm for
the reasons mentioned bef ore, but we were never preachy or militant about it. Hence
the lyrics of “Up to you™ “Smoke, get cancer / Drink, dcstroy your brains / One night
stands, get ]'ICI'PCS / Straight cdgc, die in a car accident?” Basically we were saying: it’s
o.k. to be sXe¢, but don’t ever think that you are better than anyone who is not.

We do believe that sXe provides possibilitics to address the horrendous conditions
and t]‘l(’, lTlOnOtOny Of th(’, Cﬂpitalis[ Systcln in Ways that dig(tl' fl‘oﬂ] tl‘ying to CSCQPC
through alcohol and/or drug use. But these possibilities can never come from a stand-
point of superiority; only from one of unity and solidarity. In our cyes, sXc¢ should
have been part of the punk movement (and more!) instead of a reason to split and
start a separate sXe¢ scene.

As far as thebook goes, weare involved in it because we were part ofthe history of sXe

m Europe and probably still are — bur in our own stubborn and non-conf ormist way.

Going back to the unusualness of communist straight edge:
most people would say that it was no coincidence that this
union was formed in Europe rather than in North America...

Michiel: I'm not sure. I got quite a lot of mail from the US by people who dug
the concepr. [ think what became a problcm of sorts in Europe was that, with the end
of Stalinism, the diff erence between our idea of socialism and Stalinism wasn't clear
anymorec to a lot of people. Stalinism was something Burt and I vehemently resisted,
but there was a strongoverall anti-communist, even anti-social democratic sentiment
in the wake of the Berlin Wall comingdown — an event that we welcomed just like
any genuine revolutionary! I remember our local Social Democratic Party apologiz-
ing for ever having been socialist, and we started to be confronted wich anti-Russia
slurs when selling papers and handing out flyers. It wasn’t until the huge 1995 strike
wave in France that people in Europe opened up to radical socialist ideas on a mass
basis again.

Olav: America does not really have the socialist/communist history and tradi-
tions that we've had in Europe, so maybe that explains the reason why this union was
formed in Europe. Let us also not forget the political climate of the Red Scare, which
1$ V(',l'y Pl'o]]olll]ccd in th(’, US and WI1iC]‘l dOCS not l'(':ally WCICOITIC l'adical SOCialiSt
ideas. But as Michielsays, people in the USA did dig the concept, and itwasn’tlike we

had it casy in Europe with commie sXe either. A band like ManLiftingBanner was not
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really welcomed in the punk/hardcore scene with open arms. We were goingagainst

the grain and had to fight for our own platform or soapbox, if you will.

| assume this was true for the straight edge scene as well?

Michiel: Since sXe is asomewhat more organic expression of sport jock redneck
culture where it’s popular to suggest that it’s your own fault to be a “loser” in capital-
ist society, of course we did get a lot of negative feedback — which we also got from
anarchists who thought that we propagated a new form of evil communist dictator-
ship. However, we got a lot of positive feedback and support from people who were
genuinely interested in learning about the real revolutionary socialist tradition, and
from people who thought thatit was a great way of being non-conventional.

PaU|: I WOllld Say thﬁt it was a bit tough bccﬂllsc at thﬂt time a lﬂl'g(f pCl'CC]]tagC
Of thC pCOPlC i]]VOlVCd n thc sXe scene were nothillg but sXe. In ]Tlany Ways thcy
were indeed nothing more than sobered-up youth culture jocks, while to us it secemed
kind of sclf-explanatory that, afteryou’ve taken the blindfold of intoxication off, your
interests would venture towards examining the oppressive conditions of capitalism,
the fucked-up gender dynamics, consumerism, class, race, etc. So when ManLifting-
Banner hit the sXe scene with this revolutionary message, we experienced a lot of
rejection, especially from the jocks who were the majority within the sXe scene at the
time. However, our politics certainly did have an impact on some people, and the so-
called “sXe commie movement” flourished for a while. As wesaid earlier, how bigits

impact was is another question...

What is your relation to straight edge today?

Paul: Mc and Olav are still living straight cdge, but our interest in the straight
Cdgc movement haS Sul'c[y fadcd ovcer t]‘l(’, yCal'S. HOWCVCI', wce dO plck up on thc morc
interesting stuffcoming out of the sXe movement. We are still huge fans of the punk
and hardcore movement, and if there’s a great new sXe band out there, we'll certainly
get their records and go see them play.

Michiel: As far as the straight edge “movement” goes, I'm no longer related to
that atall. I never got into sXe bands like Unbroken. My taste for hardcore s very old
school. Some sXe bands that appeared later were okay musically, but lyrically they
didn’t touch me. I still follow what's going on in hardcore, but I only really like stuff
from 1981 to 1983.

On a personal level, I still don’t do drugs and alcohol and smokes. I never did. I
also still hate bcing in a room where pcoplc smoke, it gives me headaches. Neither do
I like the way pcoplc act when t]'lcy'rc drunk, bur as long as thcy don’tbother me I'm

okay with it.
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I don’t think that peer pressure to drink or smoke is good, but neither is peer
pressure that tells you not to. People should make up their own minds about itand
not bother others with their choices. As a ]'ligh school teacher, I see there’s a lot of
peer pressure to drink, so every once in a while I state my opinion and tell students
that you can be cool without doing it. But the older I get, the more they frown
upon that...

Paul: In this context, [ 1'(:ally want to mention lan MacKaye asa fucking great
example of how you can take sXe¢ to other levels without being vocal about it. His

bands, music, words, attitude, etc. still amaze me.

Are you — as well as the other members of ManLiftingBanner
— still involved in political activism?

Michiel: As Isaid carlier, 'm a member of the International Socialists. I write
for their publication, De Socialist, and I'm a union activist of sorts in the teachers
union. The stuft we focus on as an organization is: opposition to the war, thestruggle
against the rising tide of racism and islamophobia, and the attempt to establish an
alternative for a capitalist system in crisis. Burt’s on the Central Committee of the IS
and revolution is his daily business. Big — or Lord Bigma — is still active as a Krishna
and follows his own passions: 1'cptilcs, for cxamplc...

Olav: It might sound a bit corny but I still see our band Secin Red as a political
project. We are not just making a lot of fucking noise with a political message, but we
still do many benchit projects and concerts and contribute to many political organiza-
tions and causes.

Apart from the activities with the band, we take part in demonstrations and
actions that appeal to us. We are committed antifascists and we support the squat-
ters’ movement. At the moment we are not aligned to any political party, although
we used to be members both in the Communist Party and the New Communist
Party here in Holland. But whenever we can, we support organizations fighting

for communism.



Dennis Lyxzin, Umed, 2007 Mateus Mondini

Refused

Interview with Dennis Lyxzén

| ~ efused was founded in 1991 in Ume4, a college town on Sweden’s casc
coast, 650 kilometers north of Stockholm. The band became che
Hagship of aremarkably strong vegan straighe edge movemene chac

| engulfed Sweden throughout the 1990s, alchough i always remained
centered in che country’s north. The carly stages of the movement are reflected in
the compilations Stsght Edge as Fuck (3 volunes, 1994-97).

Refused soon pushed the boundaries of the traditional hardcore genre.
Albums were released wich witty manif cstos and the band’s performances
challenged many of the scene’s standards. The liner notes to cheir final albwm,
The Shape of Punk to Come (1998), arc reprinced in chis chaprer. More
Refused texes can be found at www burninghcart.com/refused.

The film Refused Are Fucking Bead (2006), produced by guitarist
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Kristofer Steen, documents che
history of the band, especially its
final ycars.

Dennis Lyxzén has been 2 co-
founder, singer, and songwriter for
Refused. After che band dissolved
in 1998, he initiaced The (Interna-
tional) Noise Conspiracy, a favorite
among political hardcore fans to
this day. Dennis remains involved
in a number of other musical

Discography:

This Just Might Be... The Truth,
1994, Startrec (reissued by Burning
Hearts 1997)

Songs to Fan the Flames of
Discontent, 1996, Burning Heart
Records / Victory

The EP Compilation, 1997, Burning
Heart Records (reissued by Epitaph in
2002)

The Demo Compilation, 1997,
Burning Heart Becords

The Shape of Punk to Come: A

Chimerical Bombination in 12
Bursts, 1998, Burning Heart Records,
(DVD audio version in 2004)

projects (see the interview for more
derails) and still livess in Umea.

When | first heard about Refused there was a clear association
with straight edge. It must have been in about 1994 and | was
living in the States. The first Straight Edge as Fuck compilation
had come out and all this nhews was coming in about Refused
and the intriguingly big straight edge scene in this somewhat
obscure northern Swedish town of Umed. Soon, however, it
seemed that Refused dropped the straight edge label, or at
least didn't propagate it anymore... What exactly happened?

Well, first of all I think you have to realize that when we started Refused and got
into the whole straight edge thing it was very, very diff erent from what was known as
straight edge at the time. Also, we always regarded ourselves much more as a political
band than as a straight edge band. So I think straight edge wasalwaysa minor part of
what we were about.

However, in the 1990s, there was a lot of press coverage in Sweden about us, and
it only dealt with the fact that we were vegans — not with our politics. Looking back
at our catalog, I think we wrote one song about animal rights, and maybe like half
a SO]]g abollt Straigh[ Cdg(‘,, bllt it’s alWayS Casy f‘ol’ PCOPIC to ﬁ_lld lﬂbClS t]-le wanna
throw onto you.

thn wc 61'St Startcd playillg Wlt]-l RCﬁlSCd in Umci, t]‘lCl‘C wcerc litCl‘ally thl‘CC
stmight cdgc kids. Then after a while, there were like cight of us, then twelve, then there
was Abhinanda, etc. Still, on the Srraight Edge as Fuck compilations, 1 don’t think all
the bands even were straight edge. At the same time, the label unified people and gave
people something that they could get behind. The 90s were very different from now.

Refused was a straight edge, vegan, socialist, anarchist sort of band. We were that all

along, until we broke up. At the last Refused show, I'm X-ed up, actually.
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| don’t know if you can see that. | saw footage of that show,
but maybe | have to look more carefully...

No, I think you can’t see that, but I did actually X up. It was kind of a fun thing to
do, but it was also, you know, a statement.

Anyway, I think what happened was that when we got into straight edge — I got
into straight edge before Refused, playing in other bands — we were into Youth of To-
day, Gorilla Biscuits, Minor Threat, and other US bands, but amongour biggcst inspi-
rations were bands like Scein Red or ManLiftingBanner. These were bands that talked
about politics, aboutcommunism/socialism ased straight edge, and theyinterlinked the
two. This appealed to us since we were into politics and kinda used straight edge as a
base for our political ideas.

However, coming from Sweden, you always look at the American scene too, and
when we were playing with Refused, there were all these straight edge bands coming
out in the mid-90s, you know, like Strife, Snapcase, the whole Victory scene. So, in
1996 we went to the States to tour with Snapcase. On that tour, which lasted for a
month, all the straight edge kids we met were complete idiots, while the people we
could identify and hang out with were the political punk kids. It was frustrating for
us, because now we were one of those Victory bands and were lumped in with the
whole macho hardcore scene, while we felt much closer to the more PC, you know,
mid-90s emo thing. Our politics were definitely closer to that. I always had a weak
spot for HeartatraCk and its audience, and I remember writing letters to Kent Mc-
Clard, trying to cxplain that we felt like we had a lot in common with them.

Part of the whole problem was that we had bar codes on our Victory Records and
so zines like HeartarraCk would not write about us. So we were basically stuck in a
scene that didn’t seem like ours at all. I mean, these kids would come up to us and say,
“Yeah, I'm straight edge, bro!” and they were all just jocks. All they were interested
in was the “hardcore scene” and their politics went no further than demanding that
“everyone should get along.” Their goals in life were not a world revolution or to cre-
ate a better lif e for everyone; their goals in lif e were to play hardcore for a couple of
years, get a decent job, and settle down with a white picket fence. This was really a

weird cxpcricncc for us.

It’s interesting that you mentioned Snapcase. Arguably, that
was one of the more conscious US straight edge bands at the
time...

The Snapcase guys were really nice. We got along well with them, we toured with
them twice. They are really cool people. But they were not into politics, they were

not radical people, they were like, you know, “yeah, we are sort of straight edge kids,
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vegetarian guys...” and that was it. I mean, we got into fights with them during the
tour ‘cause they thought we talked way too much about politics and got upset that we
were so radical. Besides, even ifthe guysin Snapcasc were nice and mellow and had a
certain understanding of things, their crowd was not always like that. It’s funny too,
but if you look at footage from that 1996 US rour, we look like crust punks: every-

one’s wcaring Profane Existence and Exploitcd shirts.

So that was the beginning of straight edge crust? Just kidding...

Well, we weren’t crusties by any means. Our two favorite bands were ManLift-
ingBanner and Born Against — and then Slayer of course. But we clearly defined
ourselves as a punk/hardcore band. I mean, there was a metal edge to our music, for
sure, but in the attitude, in what we did, in how we did it, in the politics we had, and
in the life we led, we dcﬁ_nitcly identified as a punk band.

[ don’t know, it was just kind of a weird culture clash when we came to the States.
Out of the straight edge kids we knew in Europe, okay, maybe not everyone was a
l'adica[ l'CVO[lltiOnal‘y, bllt pCOplC wcerc intc‘l'(:stc‘d a]]d ]‘lad at lCaSt a Vagllc idca OFOLU‘
politics. When we played in the States, we constantly had to defend ourselves ‘cause
we talked about equality and feminism and gay rights. People were just like, “What's
your problem?”

So, to sum this all up, coming back from that tour it seemed like we were caught
between the PC punk scene that wouldn’t accept us ‘cause we played metal hardcore
and were on Victory, and the Victory crowd itself that we f elt we had nothingin com-
mon with. [t was alicnating, and 1 guess as a consequience, we were like, “Well, fuck all
of them, wejust do our own thing!” And consequently, we didn’t pay muchattention

to labels anymore, including straight cdgc.

The differences between the scenes in Europe and in the States
have come up in other conversations I've had. Would you say that
in Sweden, for example, there was a stronger connection be-
tween identifying as straight edge and being a political activist, or
at least being politically aware?

Oh, for sure. It’s all a bit strange ‘cause the 90s were politically a very inept period.
The political landscape of the 90s was very individualistic. Many forms of politics
mainly concerned yourselfas an individual. I think thisisalso the reason why straight
cdge was so bigin the 90s: it was a way to be political as an individual. At least in Swe-
den, bcing straight cdgc was seen as a political choice, even t]'loug]'l in itself stl'aig]'lt
edge is not all that political. I think this suited a lot of people who saw politics as a
smorgasbord of ncat ideas: vegetarianism, gay rights, straight edge... Not many talked

ElbOll[ [hC ba"l‘; OfCilPi[aliSlTl or about ]'IOW thC WOl‘ld l'Cillly WOl'](Cd.
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What's interesting to see are the ripple effects that this had. Like, a lot of people
in Sweden were really into animal rights, and eventually a lot were really into straight
edge too, and even if the political landscape we have in Sweden today is maybe not a
direct eftect of the whole 1990s straight edge scene, that scene has definitely affected

everything we have now.

It's interesting you say that, because for me, someone who has
moved to Sweden recently, it doesn’t seem like there’s a huge
self-identified straight edge scene within radical circles on the

one hand...

Ohno...

...but on the other hand it seems, for example, pretty common
to have radical events that are alcohol-free — more so than in
other countries, | think — and I've always wondered if that’s
one of the effects of the 90s straight edge scene.

I think so, and then there’s the whole animal rights thing which was very closely
connected to straight edge during the 90s. As a consequence, if you're a political ac-
tivist in Sweden today and you're not into animal rights, then basically, there’s some-
thing wrong with you. When I became a vegetarian, I was the only vegetarian I knew.
Period. No one was vegetarian. Now it’s completely difterent.

Let me say another thing about the differences between America and Europe,
though: America is a country that's based on the idea of a utopia. When The Bill of
Rights was written, it was like: 7bis is as good as it gers. This is the ultimare country.
Meanwhile, in Europe, you talked about class diff erences, there were two World
Wars in the last 100 years, we had countries changing names overnight, we had
borders being redefined and redrawn... So 1 think for people in Europe politics is
something that’s much closer to the heart. Politics is not something that you get
“interested in;” politics is something that you live.

Now with Noise Conspiracy, for example, we still have to defend our politics ev-
ery time we got to America. When we go to Italy, to Spain, to France, to Germany, we
don't have to say shit about our politics ‘cause people know. People are down when
you talk about the class struggle, about the rise of fascism, about capitalism. People
are like, “Yes, we know what you're talking about!” In America, we always have to
explain. Politics seems very separated from the people. I think this is another explana-
tion for why the straight edge scenc in Europe has been so much more political.

Yet another factor is that in Europe we have squats with very political people, and
these are the places where you will play as a straight edge kid — okay, maybe not in

Sweden ‘cause we don't have any squats, but, in general, if you tour in Europe, that’s
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where you'll play, in the political squats, even as a straight edge band. So of course that

makes you politically more aware.

| assume this also means that you had better experiences with
straight edge kids in Europe than in the States?

I guess so. However, as I said before, just because you are straight edge doesn’t
mean that you're automatically my friend or that I agree with your overall view on life.
Touring with Refused, we did make a lot of friends and had good times. Not because
all the people we hang out with were straight edge though — just because they were
cool people.

Nowadays, 1 can't really say ‘cause Noise Conspiracy doesn’t exactly attract the
youth crew posse... The same goes for my other bands, so I mean, I don’t know so
much about the straight edge scene anymore. But it is definitely diff erent in Europe

than it is in America.

You said that there was a point with Refused where you were
like well, fuck y'all, because there didn't seem to be a real place
for the band in the punk/hardcore scene. | think that’s inter-
esting, because Refused seemed to become more and more

a very unique and ambitious project. There were manifestos,
there was a certain existential philosophy around the band,
there was curious artwork, and there was the strong politi-
cal agenda. Especially since watching the Refused Are Fucking
Dead documentary, I've always been wondering whether these
ambitions led — at least in the case of some members of the
band — to an eventual frustration because what the band had
set out to do seemed unachievable. Is this a completely wrong
perception, or...?

NO, no, that’s COlTlPlthly accurate. 1 mean, RCFuSCd Stal‘t(‘.d Oﬁ‘as a balld tl1at want-
ed to release a seven inch — which we never did, which is fucking hilarious. Maybe
we wanted to play some shows. I think what happened then was kinda like: you look
at the rest of the world, you see all these other bands, you start playing shows with
these bands, and suddenly you think, “We are better than most of them! Plus, we're
a bunch of smart kids and we have cool ideas!” So, yes, quite carly on we became very
ambitious — and very pretentious. Which has its good and its bad sides: sometimes
being pretentious makes yeu do really cool things, and sometimes, well, it just makes
you an asshole. In any case, we realized that music was something that we could usc to
dcﬁnc Who WwE werce d}’ld to Challgc our Surrollndings.

However, this also created problems. When we released Songs 1o Fan the Flames of

Discontent, we added a kind of fanzine to the record that explained all the lyrics and
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was very political. The media focused a lot on thisand wrote much more about our
politics, or even our diet, than about our music. For those in the band whose focus lay
more on music than on politics this was frustrating because our music was very ambi-
tious too! And even for those of us who were very much into the politics, it wasn't
casy when we felt that we weren't able to instigate the change that we had wished for.
Basically, it’s just hard to play in a band with the goal to changc the world and turn

everyone into a 1'cvolutionary... It’s a pretty big goal and it can lead to exhaustion.

Speaking of bringing different aspects together, your politi-
cal influences seem rather varied: we've already talked about
vegan straight edge; but there are also pretty clear situation-
ist, poststructuralist, and Marxist notions. Do you see all this
naturally connected, or did you simply go through different
political developments?

Well, I mean, obviously you dcvclop and learn. I was never interested in form-
ing opinions that I would hold for the rest of my life. I find it inspiring to look at
things from new angles. Especially since this is what other people do as well. What-
ever the core of onc’s politics, specific views are dependent on personal and cultural
backgrounds, on specific times, places, and scttings. So what we wanted to do with
Refused as much as with Noise Conspiracy was to provide people with a variety of
radical ideas. I mean, I sometimes look at the Noise Conspiracy records which have
all these books [sted as reading recommendations, you know, and alot of these books
totally contradict each other. You read one book, then you read the next, and you're
like, “What the fuck is going on?” But I think if you wanna inspire people, you have
to giv(’, tilcﬂl a bllﬂc]‘l Of diﬁhcfcnt al[cl’na[iv(’,s. I never Wan[(’,d to gO out and tCll PCO'
plc, “This is what you should think! This is the rig]‘lt way!” This is why our politics
havealways been very loose. Which I think is a good thing.

Personally, I like to mix diff erent sources and hope that something cool will come
out of it. Anarchism and socialism I've always been into. Situationism — which is as
much an art movementas it is a political movement with an amazingcritique of capi-
talist socicty, right at the breaking point of modernism and postmodernism — is just
really well suited for Iyrics, especially if you look at Raoul Vancigem. And poststruc-
turalism helps you understand how the world works today. Then you throw in some
surrealism and some dada, and everything becomes even more interesting. To me it’s
about the whole history of revolution and radical resistance — this is something that

I've been obsessed with for the last fifteen years.

In connection with The (International) Nloise Conspiracy, one as-
pect that | think fascinated not only me but a lot of people were
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the band’s aesthetics. | mean, if you think of traditional punk/
hardcore bands and you go to an (International] Noise Conspir-
acy show, it isn’t exactly what you’d expect: from the fashion to
the choreography. And | mean this in a very positive way. What
were your inspirations there?

Something that interests me as much as radical politics and great music is pop
culture. All the different eras of pop culture that we've gone through. Now with
Noisc Conspiracy, this interest gencrated the idea to do a band that was not only
politics, not only music, not only stage presence, but that would focus on all the
details: the videos we were making, the way we looked, the layout on our records.
We wanted to make use of everythingwe had and not leave anything up to chance.
You know, we didn’t wanna be like, “Oh, we didn’t really think about that!” We
wanted to think about every aspect of the band. We wanted to use everything we

could to make the band as cool as possible.

Must be a lot of fun, just the experimenting...

Yes, for sure. I mean, we've been playing for ten years now with Noise Conspiracy,
and you can look at our outfits throughout the years, and they've changed a lot, and
so did the whole aesthetics. With every new record, we try something new — not
only with the aesthetics, but with the politics and the music too. We maintain our
ideas and our musical foundation, but we kind of switch and twist them a little bit
every time and try to spice them up with something new.

You know, a lot of people try to decide what exactly it is that people should like
about their band. We just figure that people can dig the politics, they can dig the snazzy
outfits, they can dig the music, they can dig whatever — it’s up to them to decide what
to take with them when they leave our show or listen to our record. So while many
bands arec like, “This is what we are and this is what you should like about us,” we just
say, “Whatever you like is cool with us. If youdon’t like the politics, were sure you find
something else that you like.”

I was always into this concept, so with Noise Conspiracy I got a chance to realize it.
Actually, when we did the last batch of touring with Refused, I tried to get the band to
wear matching outfits, but the guitar players just happened to “lose” them. Aftera week

of shows they were just like, “Eh, these jackets that we had tailor-made are gone...”

| saw The (International) Noise Conspiracy with matching out-
fits though — so no one there “lost” them...

Oh, no! You know, I think with Refused we were a band that got together and we

gradually became what we became. In the middle of all this I was like, “Oh, let’s do
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matching outfits!” and some of the band members were just like, “Come on, I wanna
play music!” But with Noise Conspiracy, we had this idea from our very first practice.
SO it was easier to l]'lakc it l‘lappcn ‘CallSC CVCryOnC ‘was on thC same Pagc. It was not

like six years into the band I was like, “Okay, I got some new ideas for you guys!”

Tell us what you are doing now, Dennis. It seems like you are
involved in some new musical projects, besides from The (In-
ternational) Noise Conspiracy. You are even playing with David
Sandstrom again, the only other permanent Refused member...

That’s right. Actually, I got a couple of different projects. I'll run it down for you
real fast:

I used tobe in a band called The Lost Patrol Band, and now we are called Inva-
sionen. We sing in Swedish and we will soon be recording a record.

Then me and David started a band called AC4. The interesting thing is that a lot
of people get kind of excited that me and David, the guys from Refused, are doing a
band togetheragain — however, me and the drummer, a guy called Jens, started play-
ing music togcthcr in 1988. We playcd in a punk rock band, and in 1989 we started
what was probably Sweden’s firststraight edge band. So meandJenshave known cach

other for a long time, and now we’re back playing together and it’s a lot of fun.

Let us return to straight once more. | mean, | don’t know how
explicit the politics will be in your new projects, but given that
The (International) Noise Conspiracy is still running, | assume
that politics remain a big part of your art and your life. Does
straight edge also remain a part of this, even if you are not
exactly advertising it? Is it fair to say that?

Yes, [ would say that’s true. I mean, it’s one of those things where you f eel that when
you're young — or younger? okay, let’s say young — you have maybe a stronger need to
define what you are and what you are against. In that sense straight edge was probably
agood way to get into politics. But as far as the whole straight edge scene goes, 'm not
involved in that today. Itscemsmore likea yout]‘l cultural kind ofthing, and I don’t re-
ally feel any connection to itanymore. So, I don’t Xup, I don’t call myself straight edge

— but I'm still drug—frcc, and that’s still a part of me that I'm very comf orrable with.

Would you still see this connected to your politics on a personal
level, though?

I think cvcrything you are, andthcway you live your life,is connected to your politics,
and there arc dcﬁnitcly still political reasons why I don’t drink, but, I mean, in broad

terms, I'm just very comfortable with the way I am asa person.
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I always felt that it was strange to be part of a youth culture where people define
you as straight edge and have certain expectations, even if you never wanted to be a
SPOkCSPCl'SO]]. I thi]lk fOl' a lOt OfPCOPlC W]-IO were Pal'[ OfthC Stl'aight CdgC scene, or
thatparticular 90sscene, itwas hard for them when they decided to move on in life. It
caused them a lot of anxicty ‘cause many others were lookingat them asrole models. I
alWﬂyS ﬁ:lt t]-lat lf[ l’(‘,a”y Want(’,d to g(’,t dl'llnk tomorrow, []1(:]1 I ShollId gct dl'unk.

In short, where I'm at in my life right now, straig]‘lt cdgc s not somcthing that de-
fines me all that much. I'm still comfortable with not drinking, but if I had this sudden

urge to get hammered, I just might gethammered, you know...

And you wouldn’t make the revolution dependent on being
straight edge either?

Exactly. But, as I said, I'm comfortable with how I am, and I connect a lot of my
drug-frccncss to political ideas. I think that’s still important. In gcncml, though, as
long asyouare comfortable with the wayyou are, [ think that’s how you should live

your life.



The Shape of Punk
To Come

Liner notes to the Refused album The Shape of
Punk to Come (1998)

The worms of the senses ponder quickly towards destruction. Winning is not every-
thing butin our elitist competitive society it is all that macters. Rice cakes for the people
and caviar fOl' t]‘l(’, lcad(:l's W]-IO bllilt our WOl‘ld al‘ollnd ]Tlﬂ(:l‘lincs, ]Tlon(fy a]]d marecer.
WC wcere IC& out O{th(’, Plan ﬂ]]d our dcstination is set by [I]C ll,SCd car d(’,al(’,l‘ or [llc Fac-
tory boss. Boredwe walk home with our heads hanging and our creativity stolenas an
offeet ofcapitalist gain. Ina drcam state there is nothing morc than simp]c abstraction
of the mind from the matter and the belicfthat work will somchow “mache frei” The
thecory that Marx recognisced from Feucrbach, and now we, the people, need to sec the
spectacle that binds us to our “destiny.” Alicnation is not commodity, figurcs, statistics
or make belicve but very much a real tool of oppression and seclusion. If we can't take
our part then we must not take part. The facultiesof the skull are another dimension of
that which is sucking us dry. The imperialisation of the third world is dominant even in
our taste Foll SO& drt]]ks and aﬁcl'noon Snacks. Witl‘l dl‘y wits a]]d k]]uCleS dragging [11(',
ground co-operations claim that profit is rightfully theirs and that the blood squeezed
out of Africa, South America, Burma, The Baltic states and South Asia is nothing but
lTlal'kCt intcrest and Publ)(, Cl‘aving‘ Thcil' Pl’odllcts arc d(:at]'l a]ld [I]Cy arc SaICSlTlC]] OF
corruption and power abuse. Theyare the slave dealers of our time. Theyare the mnquisi-
tion. Theyare the machine chat musc be stopped.

Turn the knob and wait for the liberating sound of ecstasy and revolution. Who
pays th(. ncwsman and WhO owns thc l’adio stations and W]-IO runs t]-lC l'CCOl'd. labcl?
Who benefits from the de-politicizing in art and music and who benefits from the
clean sound of the next pop wonder? Who runs the game show and who pays the sal-
aries to the reporters? Here and now we ofter you a taste of our [iberation frequency,
provided by us for your satisfaction and excitement. This is radio clash, 33 Revolu-
tions Per Minute, our haven of thoughts and ideas. It could be yours too, if only you'd
lC[ yolll'sclf‘go a]ld turn t]‘l(’, knob a]]d liStCn and lOVC and Sing and [hi]]k.

Stuck by rhe a’ead[y rhythm of the production line. Stuck by the conditions set
by the capitalist market. Stuck by the necessities of living and forced to take part. If
we are tired it is because we are supposed to be and if we are hungry it is
because we have to be and if we are bored it is because it is expected of us.

BOI'Cd and chaincd le‘ld S[lle and dCﬂd. New fOI'ITIS O{:WOl'k CﬂlllPS arc ar-
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ranged and new ways of hiding the monotonous beat of slavery are being presented.
The preliminary condition required for propelling the workers to the status of “free”
producers and consumers of commodity was the violent expropriation of their own
time. The spectacular return of time was made possible only after this dispossession
of power. Urbanism is capitalism’s scizure of the natural and human environment;
dcvcioping logicaliy into absolute domination, capitalism can and must now remake
the totality of space Into its own sctting. Time, work, environment and joy all have
their norms set by modern ways of production.

The awkward youngster touches his poster and glances upon the stars and the
heavens. The day scems never-ending and there is a certain notion of innocence
and childhood play. The mantra will be repeated and we will learn to obey and love
and cherish the chosen few. Manners inconceivable and then we have to live. Ide-
als corrupted and echoes from the past about ideas once held true are shining like
untouchable constellations. But we are all stars, shining and burning, cruising down
the highway looking for the next stop and the next break from capitalised boredom
and slavery. Then there is the option of summer holidays vs. punk routine. Then there
is greed and money and fallen heroes. “We are all tired of dying” So why not try and
live for a change and turn that glimmering into bright shining creation through the
realisation that you know everything and that you arc you?

Must I paint you a picture about the way that I fecl? This situation of Art vs. Lifc
and the present clitism within the bourgeoisic and upper-class. The critics hold their
hcads high cause they know about the real suff ering and the real work while we get
the casy accessible forms of communication and entertainment, pinned down simple
for us to comprehend. The lack of stimulants within art, politics and life lowers our
standards, which is why we settle for talk shows and MTV. We are not stupid, but if
we are treated like ingrates we will start to act like children. The lack of challenging
forms of expression and thoughts of fire and sclf-confidence gives us a passive and
hollow nature. So reclaim art, take back the finc culture for the people, the working
pcoplc, the living pcopic and burn down their art gailcrics and dcstroy their fancy
constructions and buildings. Cause we, unlike the bourgcoisic, have not]‘ling to lose
ﬂnd thcl‘cforc our Cxprcssion Wl” bC t]-lC Olliy ]‘lO]]CSt ong, our WOl’dS Wi“ bC tl1€ Only
challenging ones and our art will be the one revolutionary expression. We need new
noisc and new voices and new canvases to become something more than the last poets
Ofﬁ llSClCSS gcncl‘ﬂ[ion.

The credentials with which we call upon you are simple linguistics thrown and
tossed liked flaming songs of discontent. 7he Refused party pregramme scecams out
not one, not two, not three, not four, not five but six opinions and six structures of
change and six levels of liberation. All in all not mystical but direct and attractive and

aswe shout “Yeah” you'll fee] the same sensation best described by Thomas Paine: “Let
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them call me rebel and welcome, I feel

no concern from it; but I should suffer

the misery of devils, were I to make a R E“F U smME D

whore of mysoul..” Here andnowand THE SHAPE OF PUNK

allthe time the mythical touch and the

obvious message. Behold the wisdom
Of thC party pl‘Ogl‘al‘nmc.

Pro (in favour) — attest (testify
for).

The time is now and still we sit and
wait for it to become the now that we
think we need. The movement of pro-
test has strong traditions and we are far
from the first to recognise and use the
power of the song and the words from the Refused album cover: The Shape of Punk to Come
young poets. We are trembling from the taste of days gone to waste and there is inspira-
tion and there is clarity. Phil Ochs stated firmly “If T have something to say I'm going to
say it now” andstill prozest song 68 is nothing more thana pastiche, ablueprint of seduc-
tion of the echoes that once filled the corridors of dorms and boys’/girls’ rooms in an era
thfc l'(',b(’,llion and l'CVOlt was Pl‘(’,s(’,nt inart ﬂnd music. From []-l(f ﬁl‘st llntil [11(: laSt, fl'O]Tl
the taste of longing freedom to the shackles of oppression, the weapon of the artist has
always been used.

Refused ave fuckin dead that's what the answering machine said, looks like this is it!!!
They talked one too many shit about the upper-class and the government, did you hear
what those faggots said in some fanzine someone clse read. I heard they are a bunch of
spoiled little rich kids who need to get their asses kicked. Fuckin ingrates! Fuckin puss-
ies! Refused are fuckin dead guaw huydsas kjhds aowedde (fighting sequence). Refused
are fuckin dead by order of the postmaster general just like the panthers only this time for
real because SAPO have tapped their telephones and the Umed police raided their homes
and tlle must ]'l:lVC bCCD ki[lcd

Arcyou ready baby? For the shape of punk tocome. Get the equipment together and
wc'll meet at the show. It's gruesome that someone so handsome should care. We all
recognise the hint of the programme screaming at the top of his lungs that “We're all
dressed up and we got somewhere to go.” Like the rebellious swing kids of the 40°s or
the crazyjazz heads of the 50’s to the stylish mods of the 60’s we all need to recognise
that style in contradiction to fashion is necessary to challenge the conservatism of the
youth cultures placed upon us. Strict in our style but with a touch of clegance and free-
dom and individualism. The uniform and the production of constructive challenges

comes in the most unexpected of shapes, Ornette Coleman reinvented jazz altogether



The Shape of Punk to Come // Refused

and we need a new beat to move to so grab your partner and ask: Do you want to go
out with me, watch me get on my knees and bleed? This blind date might take you
to PlaCCS llnk]'lowrl and it Wlll bC ncw alld SCal'y a]ld Vital. But llonctllclcss t]’lCl‘C s no
danger in exploration and searching,. It never tasted this great to scream “yes” and you
never had more enticing cavalicr to hold hands with. The new teen hysteria of noise
a]ld kiSSCS and POlitiCS ﬂ]]d Cl’azy entertainment a]ld nakcd fllll and bcats and bOOkS
and poetry and travellingandsstyle. It’s never been safe to live in aworld that teaches us
to respect property and disregard human life. So drop your belongings and get on this
soul train, dig the static sound and think that maybe this once there is just us, the kids,
playing the day away, it’s just us kicking over statues and smashing windows of houses
of parliaments, just to show them who has the real power. This blind date will take us
anywhere we want.

A dream only lasts so long. Imagine the pyramids inhabited by aliens and the dark
corridors and the dreams and the longing for better financial conditions. The sweat
pours down your neck and you run and you run, heart beating, head pounding, alive
tonig]‘lt. The streets never slccp, thcy are glowing, vibrating with the echoes of.laug]'ltcr
and joy, screams and curscs. WC jllst nCCd to tﬂkC thC time aﬂd 5€C Whﬁt it can Oﬁhcl’ us
and how we can break frec from this boredom that the capitalist reign has forced upon
us. Tonight we can be as mighty as Tannhiuser and we can tumble excitedly down the
lﬁbyl‘iﬂt]‘ls alld th(f trns knOWing []_lat dé’rizjé’ is Potcnt. SO thl'(', dO wce gO ﬁ’O]Tl h(fl'(',?

1he Apollo programme was a hoax or so we say. The biggest lic was market economy
that blinded us with theglory of prosperity and freedom. The deck was dealt and we all
lost, on ourknees in thedirt hoping for salvation and then we look and there are golden
drops of dawn functioning as oral sagas, keeping us shackled, making glory of the lies
that the spectacle provides us with. So as we sit tight and enjoy the soap operas that are
designed to keep us bleeding out of our cyes and keeps us nodding and sighing, there
is still hope in the petrol bomb and in it, the revolution. For in the destruction and the
overthrowing there is a certainty of salvation. We need to destroy the muscum and its
Old al’[CFJC[S, we ]ICCd to tear dOWn t]‘l(’, POWCI' structures [ha[ C]]SIQVC a]]d []-ICH n l’CVOlll'
tion we can live and be alive. Yes, this is our hymn and our praise to the brave and bold
stranger in the nig]‘lt, to the fed up worker and the angry wife. Hopc, revolution and
dedication. Fight fire with fire and everything will burn. Yeah.

This manif esto is very much for real.



Point of No Return

Bending to Stay Straight
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l. crisis

It’s weird, but since that conversation the qucstion would turn into a sort of ob-
$ession to l‘l(:l‘. It’s true [hﬂ[ [hc matter ]‘lad b(’,(’,n l'aiscd, thCl‘C in t]-lat pal‘ticlllaf Placc,
in a casual way, amidst a muddle of tables, friends, juices, and all the fun that such
circumstances involve. But already in that moment it was evident that the discus-
sion had affected her in a peculiar manner, far deeper than it had affected the oth-
ers. While all of her friends were speaking, signaling, yelling and laughing, there she
stood — grave, incapable of a single movement, obsessively staring at some fixed
point and at the same time she stared at nothing — an exterior inertia intensely con-
trasting with the deluge of ideas and reflections that permeated her thoughts on the
occasion. In the others’ eyes it might even be that the conversation was nothing but
incidental. But to her, that discussion had amounted to a number of concerns that
had disturbed her for a long time.

No doubt she had taken that matter quite seriously. It had now been

a COﬂSidCl'!lblC numbcr Ofy(:ﬂI'S since S]'IC ]'lad ngll]l to Conﬁnc ]'lCl‘SlebC'
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hind a flag that would always present, identifying and defining her before anyone
even knew her. As if she were claiming something like, “Can you sce that? ‘Cos that’s
the way I am and will be.” Or, considering the enormity of the mark on her hands, she
scemed to be much more emphatic indeed: “Did you get it? That’s my essence! And
I’'m proud of it!” — an ostentation which now, honestly speaking, sounded (why not
to admit it?) quitc pointless to her.

Not bCCaLlSC thOSC labCIS WOLlld SOmChOW distrcss hCl' — Shc had never Sh?ll'cd
such naive anguish, so proudly re-asserted by those self-proclaimed “original people”
or “masters of their own fate,” apparently unaware of the obvious yet paradoxical
truth that, by denying their participation in any group, they were already afhiliating
with at least one: the “groupless” group. Nor because she would prefer to run away
from discussions and avoid conflicts — to evade life’s polemics had not been part of
her temperament at all since her carliest adolescent years — a period in which, along
with some friends, she started becoming conscious that the world was filled with in-
justice, and that her role should be to take a resolute stance against this situation. In
fﬂct, that ostentation SOllndCd excessive to hCl’ bCCauSC aftcl’ many yCal'S, With aIl thC
countless good times and a few (albeit remarkable) deceptions, her experience would
end up revealing that pride did not, as she had expected, emerge from the group’s
ideas but from the group itself: the collectivity that constantly reaffirms its values to
its members in jokes, conversations and arguments; in the fanzines that kids read, in
the songs to which they singalong, in the eternal tattooed messages through which
they more and more attest their loyalty to one another.

It is truc that every flock has its evading sheep and she was familiar with these
exceptions. To a few people, joining the crew did not imply the adoption of a new
stance determined by the group, but only the consolidation of a way of life, which
to them was already old and habitual. Even then — she was convinced of it — the
evasion of rule in this case could only be partial, since, once protected by the mask
of collectivity, the group would always become, on one hand, a major constraint over
cach individual’s role in the play and, on the other hand, a major incentive for the
pride everyone felt when enacting it.

That is how she also came to realize that when the group thus vanishes, so does
pride — if not immediately and without conflict, thenslowlyand progressively, over
time. She had been a living witness to this truth and, if she had not given up that flag
yet, she understood that it was only because that these things worked out more or less
like weddings do: people consent to a particular role for such along time that, after so
many years, they would rather remain crawling, on and on, less for satisfaction than
for mere convenience. After all she went through, she could now acknowledge that
her inspiration was not the same as it had been in carlier years, when she seemed to

have found the ultimate answer to all dilemmas of her Earthly existence.



Saber Living for the Revalution

Thus, thecrisis.

But time moves on, and backwards, and people along with it. One day, she was
CO]lﬁdcnt that Sh(’, Would overcome that near-anomic COlldition — tl1at common
yet perplexing feeling of displacement, of not belonging, which despite being so
confusing constitutes such an essential stage of our lives, for that is exactly when
PCOPIC gl’ow morce Cl’itically tOWal’d thcll1sclv(’,5. On(’, day Shc WOll[d ovcercome tha[
near-anomic COllditiOll to asscrt tha[ Sh(f had ﬁnally l’CCOVCl‘Cd a ‘:Olid gl‘oll]'ld to ﬁx
herself with renewed motivation and conviction. At that time, however, overcom-
ingthat state was still pretey distant — it was nothing but an aspiration, or, perhaps,
a positive obsession.

What was in fact the basis that sustained her? Was chis basis the same to her
and to other people? Was it the same in her country and in other places? Was it
thesamein that time as in other times? Those were the questions, which, after that
unpretentious conversation among friends, would refuse to leave the mind of this

young woman.

ii. definition

It is curious but as soon as she got home the first thing that would occur to her
was to check out a dictionary. Initially she had not been considering whether such an
idCa Would b(f good or not, uSCﬁll or not — Shc Was)’llst curious to knOW What lt was
that the dictionary would have to say about the term employed to define her identity.
That would be the second step in her investigation: to explore all possibilities of sig-
nificance of that word — that which conveyed who she was. In a way it mighe be said
that it wasa question for herself that was taking place right there in the middle of thac
immense mass of letters. Would she really be able to find herself in it?

“To bcgin with, the 5.7

She wanted to know whether the dictionary would confirm what the inquisitive-
one had remarked in that conversation. It was he who had started the whole polemic
— thollgh Sl‘l(’, COllld not aCtually l’ClTl(:lllb(:l' Why — by Clain]ing that Stl'aightcdgc,
in many North American bands, was a quitc puritan attitude, and that even the very
name, 5traigbtedge, could be considered to hold some conservative connotations.

“Then comes the ‘t’..”

The distracted-one suddenly realized that there was a sort of debate taking place
and argued that this conservatism was, in fact, very real — not a trivial point at all.
Once just needed to observe how kids would come up and categorically claim, “T’ll
be thesame ‘til the day [ die.” or even hypocritically declare, “Watching you fall only
makes me stronger,” referring in this case to those who, at some point in their lives,

decide to embrace lif¢’s contingency and change the way they are.



Bending to Stay Straight // Point of No Return

“Now; the T...”

With a subtle smile in her face, she now recalled the way the shorz-tempered-
one, ah'cady in the carly moments of discussion, would manifest a clear irritation,
arguing how unfair it was to claim that those people there, in that conversation,
discriminated against those who broke the edge. Well, maybe not, she wondered.
But that did not mean thar the group would deal with changcs in a positivc way,
most of the time.

“Nextletter is 9.

Hey! She could remember now. The polemic was actually raised when the ske pzi-
cal-one stood up and proposed, with his unyieldingly sarcastic tone, that they should
come up with another movement to follow, since what straightedge meant to most
of the North American and European kids had nothing to do with what it meant to
those in that place.

“After the @’ comes the I,

The sympathetic-one laughed as she recalled a stupid term thathad in fact already
b(’,(’,n pl‘OpOSCd as a potcntial new labcl to l'(:placc th(’, OId onc — t]-lC onc that somece
North American youngster had once come up with in a song of his punk band, with-
out his knowing that, from those unpretentious verses on, a whole movement was
going to emerge.

“With ‘g, itis ncar the end...”

As she recalled that conversation, she just started regretting that the oprémistzc-one
was not thereon that particular day. Ifhe had been, he would surely have enjoyed the
skeptical-one’s proposition, claiming loud and clear to everyone what he always used
to say: that the reality of most kids in his neighborhood was far from those experi-
enced by high school teens from Boston.

“Now, the ‘t”: is it before or after the ‘hl..”

Straight was the word she was looking for: a sequence of sounds somewhat
strange to the Portuguese phonologic system — the reason why all of them held
thcir own pl'opcl. Way Ofpronouncing it. S]‘lc was not looking fol' thc W]‘lol(: CXPI'(‘.‘S‘
sion, straightcdgc, because she knew it would not appear ina dictionary. ‘Straight’
was Cnollgh and aft(:l' a W]‘lll(’, Sh(’, ﬁna[ly I'Cachcd hCl' point. ’Ih(’, aim was to sec W]‘lat
the Cambridge International Dictionary of English — chosen accidentally, with no
particular reason, except that it was a good English dictionary at hand — would
haVC to Say abollt t]-lat term. Ol‘, in OthCl’ WOl‘dS, Shc Want(’:d Lo scc What [hc Cdm—
bridge International Dictionary of English would have to say about whoshe was and
who she had been in the last ten years.

“Hereitis...”
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straight /streit /

1. NOT CURVING [adj./adv.] continuing in one direction
without bending or curving.

LEVEL [adj.] not sloping to cither side.

IMMEDIATELY [adv.] without pausing or delaying.

TIDY [adj.] arranged in order.

PLAIN [adj.] plain and basic; without anything added.
HONEST [adj.] truthful.

SERIOUS [adj.] not laughing.

CLEAR [adj.] simple or clear; not complicated.
FOLLOWING EACH OTHER [adj] following onc after
another without an interruption. Consecutive.

10. TRADITIONAL [adj.] conventional or serious.

11. SEXUALITY [adj.] slang not homosexual.

12. NO DRUGS (adj.] slang not usingillegal drugs or alcohol.

B RS RS A S )

Thus, the definition.

What is it thateven a brief analysis of this inf ormation might reveal? In concrete
terms, she reckoned, seraight was used to describe the mark of the shortest path that
could possibly cxist between two distinct points in space: a perfectly straighe line.
thn tl'lc WOl’d l'Cf‘Cl'l’Cd to thc Slll'facc Ofa ﬁglll'c, it Wollld d(‘:scribc thc [Cast POSSiblC
arca within three or more points in space: a perfectly flat surface. Despite the fact that
the spatial concept related to this word seemed somehow suggestive, she knew that it
was its social connotation that would prove most revealing. W hat did that word come
to mean when it was appropriated by a native English speaker to designate some kind
of people or to define a certain standard in one’s attitudes and behavior? While she
examined the definitions provided by the dictionary one by one, the young woman
started dcvcloping herown conclusions, many quitc discouraging: tobe stmight would
mean 1) never changing onc’s philosophy — the always straight path; 2) not having
any flaws in onc’s basis of thinking — the totaIly flat surface; 3) to be organizcd; 4) not
to be of much complexity; S ) to be honest; 6) to be serious; 7) to rake a clear stand; 8)
to be traditional; 9) to be a heterosexual; 10) to abstain from drugs and alcohol.

But what is amazing is that many of those meanings, some of them truly repulsive,
seemed to reflect, sometimes directly, all of her anxieties raised up in that discussion
— the puritanism, conservatism, and fear of change. Her impression was that, if she
was to interpret the Cambridge International Dictionary of English literally, it would
be better for her to quit hardcore as quickly as possible and just go join the Moral
Majority. But the young woman was not stupid and she knew how to make this prob-

lem relevant. Thank god (or devil, or, most probably, an ideological divergence) there
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was no need for her to accept such definitions as being in any way representative of
her own way of being, as well as of those friends with whom she was affiliated, even if
t]‘lcs(’, d(’,ﬁnitions actllally Pol'traycd t]‘l(’, Way lTlany kldS al’ound t]‘l(’, WOl’ld, ll]ld(fl' t]-l(f
same label, saw themselves.

Indeed ideological as any discourse, the dictionary should be nothing but a pre-
[iminary and cautious step in her qucstion =5 bcginning, but never an end. After
all, WOllld it b(f I'(:asonabl(: for ]—l(',l' to lilﬂit SllC]‘l an ilﬂpol‘tant l’CﬂCCtiO]‘l on (and FOI')
herlif e to what a group oflexicologists say in a dictionary — people who do not even
know the hardcore scene and the specific meanings of the term that it held? That is
why this first moment in the investigation sounded to her like a provoking, and even
comic, preamble within a rather serious critical process whose satisfactory answer she
still hoped to achieve.

If, in the truth that she knew, word meanings did not lie within words, but out-
side them, in the rather unstable and arbitrary common sense, a more interesting and
decisive investigation would be a reflection on some of the most influential mean-
ings that, until then, had been attributed to the term straig]‘ltcdgc (SXE) by diff erent
groups of people in diff erent times and places. Therefore it would be such consider-
ation that would become her concern from then on.

iii. history

It is interesting, but a fact from which this woman could not hide, thatalthough
the power of the group scemed to be a fundamental point as far as SXE was con-
cerned, the motives for cach person to become straight were frequently diverse;
sometimes, cven antagonistic. She had already grasped the truth that, once within the
group, pecople would end up assuming its values in one way or another — some to a
]'lig]'lCl' and Ot]‘lCl'S toa lOWCl' dcgl‘c(’,; soImnce morc Cl’itically, Otl'l(:l’s morce blll‘ld[y. HOW'
cvcer, Wl'la[ SCCITICd to dl'aw ]-l(',l' attention at that SCCOnd and morc l’(’,asonablc moment
of reflection, was that the SXE, according to its placc and time, would always assume
distinct forms and values. Elaborating a little bit more on the inguisitive-one’s com-
ments in the carlicr conversation, SXE and puritanism might cven have had hands
defining the perspective of many hardcore kids today, but the fact was that the puri-
tan image did not fit perfectly, or even grossly, into cach and every scene, including
thosc in North America.

Onc had but to consider the great differences that could be scen among the vari-
ous perspectives on SXE that had arisen in the history of the North American hard-
core scene. This secemed to be an interesting point from which to start her reflection,
since the USA held the position as the greatest impcrialist power, the reason why it
came to b(', t]‘l(’, Placc fl'OIﬂ Whlch t]‘l(’, main SXE ITIOdClS Would arise — thos(‘, t]-lat

influenced the worldwide hardcore scene in the most impressive way. At that point
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shc would starc recalling, with an amazing clarity, a weckend she had spent debating
cxactly this topic with her best friend; a discussion in which three main perspectives
had caught each one’s attention because of the large impact that these perspectives
had on the Brazilian SXE scene.

The first important perspective held a strong me-alone-against-the-world idea.
Represented by bands like 7 Seconds, Minor Threat and many other bands primar-
ily from Washington DC, SXE in this trend was quite individualistic — a value
which, she had already observed in other occasions, seemed to heavily pervade most
of North Amcricans’ views and stances, structuring from progressive to conscrvative
lines of thought. Hardcore itself was also a continuation of a healthful and positive
individualism that grounded the basis of the punk attitude, but SXE from that gen-
cration would take all this to an extreme: they werc thc opposition to the opposition,
the utmost cxpression of this individualism.

“I don’t smoke, I don’t drink, I don’t fuck. At least I can fuckin’ think,” said its
maxim — that she held at the tip of her tongue. The principlc was for everyone to
do whatever they wanted with their lives; to be out of step with society; to give
no account for one’s actions; or as the great metaphor would synthesize, to be the
black sheep. Sustaining such a stance, there lay a firm belief — the product of this

same kind of individualism, that each person is the absolute master of his or her
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own fate — perhaps neglecting that in order for a dissident black sheep to escape,
the participation of other cooperative sheep distracting the shepherd’s attention
was absolllt(’,ly Cl'llcial.

In this model she saw, despite the individualistic fagade that had never pleased
her,one of the most interesting conceptions of SXE in the North American hardcore
scene: an intelligent way of kee ping the punk attitude of protest without buying the
whole thing and embracing that nihilistic self-destructive lif estyle that — except in
the very inception of those restructuring times which marked the beginning of the
punk movement — made no sense at all for a youth cager to fight for social change.

As she thought about the portrait that she was sketching little by little, the
traces that composed it, and the relationships they established among cach other,
it became more and more transparent to her. She now turned her focus to a second
model, which certainly diff ered in many respects from the first one. Represented
by bands like Youth of Today and other bands hailing mainly from New York, this
tendency was much less into individualism than into a spirit-of -youth-against-the-
world idea.

This was not surprising, since for this trend to appear, two sources seemed to
be a decisive influence: firstly, bands such as Agnostic Front and the Cro-Mags from
the old New York hardcore scene, all of them markedly defined by a sort of street-
gang Cllltul'(’, — Cl1al’actcri5tic O{: thC PIQCC WITCI'C th(’:y camec fl'OlTl — []121[ was ﬁ.l'll]ly
reflected in their lyrics. Secondly, and more obviously, bands such as DY'.S and $5D
from the old Boston hardcore scene, where the power of thirty or forty strong guys
seemed to render enough security for the crew to survive in asociety in which they
could not fit. The ‘88 SXE hardcore, as it would be known later, was the heir to
these two scenes and thus it scemed inevitable that it would end up placing value
on the role of the group.

“Me, you, youth crew,” said its maxim — to which she used to sing along so pas-
sionately. The principle was to deny onc’s heart to a hostile and decaying world, to
th(’:n d(‘:VOtC it to thL gl‘oup Of ﬁ'i(’:nds; to tak(f a Cl(:al' stance, “US versus []'l(:n'l;” or
as tl]c gl’ca[ lTlC[ﬂphOl' WOLlld Syn[I1CSiZC, to bc onc morce ITICITIbCl' Of th(’, WOlfPaCk.
Sustaining such a stance, there lay the NY sentiment ofpridc of the family, added to
the Bostonian sensation of power of the crew — perhaps ignoring the stupid waste of
force and cohesion manifested in a wolf pack which is united to fight against another
and not to struggle against its real predators.

For the young woman, although sympathetic to that emphasis on the construc-
tion of a non-individualistic resistance, the criticism she held for this trend would
be one of the gravest: that was, with rare exception, the gencration that produced
the most futile bands of the SXE history. Through a powerful, energetic music —

though excessively tough in her eyes — sterile lyrics, without any critical stance, were
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articulated. The identity of the group and the aggressiveness that it encompassed lost
the relevant significance of opposing a world of absurd values, and turned into mere
Clﬂpty Sy]]]bols to bC pCl'pCtll:lIly CVOde and gIOl'iﬁCd at [I1C S]-IOWS — l'i[uals Of men-
tal masturbation that came to nothing. Pride, for pride’s sake, and that’s it. Today,
with a more critical perspective, that is how she saw the ‘88 generation: in the music,
grcatly powcrful, in the ideas, sadly mediocre.

ﬂ1c tllil'd alld last lTlOdCl h:ld bCC]l SPCCial —_— S]‘lC’d had t]-lC Oppol‘tll]‘li[y to Wﬂ[c]-l
its development at cach new step. This was the model which had prevailed in the
North American SXE scene since the beginning of the 90’s, and whose main repre-
sentative was Earth Crisis from Syracuse. There she could see the fostering of a fairly
new concept in SXE, which would give rise to an important trend in the move-
ment: VeganStraightEdge (VSXE). The refusal to incbriate onesclf, now added to
a vegetarian idcology, ceased to be an individual stance (as in the first model), or a
group stance (as in the sccond model), to then become a political cause for which
the militant SXE would fecl compelled to fight. At the same time, the trend seemed
strongly groundcd in a Christian extremist idcology thar, as reflected in the lyr-
ics, was used to symbolize the struggle for justice through a vegan-straight-edge-
crusade-against-the-cvil idea.

“Perpetrators of this madness, your right to live is gone. Your burning bodies
shall [ight the path to a glorious new dawn,” said its maxim — in one of the songs
that most impressed her. The principle was to become a VSXE warrior; to be the
owner and def ender of justice; to give oneself to martyrdom; to retaliate all evil per-
petrated by those demons who destroy our planet; or as the great metaphor would
synthesize, to bring the firestorm to purify. Following this view, many bands who
lateradopted this trend made a mix of several types of fundamentalism, including,
and principally, Islamic. The metaphor, in this case, shifted its form, but not its
meaning: the Christian sacred war (the crusade) was gone, only to make room for
the Muslim sacred war (the jihad) — perhaps ignoring the fact that the firestorm
WOll[d illCVitab[y Pl'ovokc an llncontl'ollablc blazc, blll'nirlg bot]l t]‘lc rotten :llld
the hcalt]‘ly trees without discrimination, dcstroying that which was 01'iginally sup-
POSCd to bc Pl‘cscrvcd.

On the one hand, a specific aspect of this generation grasped the young woman'’s
sympathy as no other trend had been able to do: the power and determination that
the SXE would attain when it was seen as a cause for militant politics — the kind of
politics which actually transcended the parameters of hardcore. On the other hand,
therewasanother aspect in this trend which, unlike that which had occurred with the
other models, contributed to keep her almost totally away from it: the sad contradic-
tion between methods and aims, reflected in the discourse of bands that preached the

end of tyranny through fundamentally tyrannical words.
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All these SXE models had an undeniable relevance, but the young woman knew
that in her country the sources of influence went far beyond them — beyond Uncle
Sam’s land. Europe, also, because of the same imperialist forces that would uphold
the USA asa cultural paradigm to the world, would produce some very influential
SXE models — though notably distinct from the North American ones. Among
these models, one in particular grasped her — one that had reached its highest
intensity in the beginning of the 90's, represented by bands like Nations on Fire
from Belgium, and Manlifiingbanner from Holland. Whereas in the USA, the heirs
of the vegan jihad were moving towards more and more conscrvative as well as
extremist stances, people with a leftist-struggle-against-capitalism idea would revi-
talize the SXE at the other side of the Atlantic — following the trail already blazed
by bands such as Lirm in the 80s — with a critical and progressive, intelligent and
incisive critique.

“When man is free, when there is no more need. I will rest my soul in peace,”
said its maxim — with which this woman would identify more than any other.
The principlc was to placc social, political and economic matters as top priori-
ties; to propose alternatives of social organization for an unacccptablc capitalist
system; or as the great metaphor would synthesize, to be positive, political, pow-
erful. Sustaining such concepts, there lay two main lines of leftist thought: com-
munism and anarchism — pcrhaps dcfying, through an unbreakable faich, their
own historical time, marked by the recent Soviet collapse and the then drowsy
international anarchist movement.

Undoubtedly, the European SXE model scemed to her a much more interest-
ing approach than any of the North American ones. Not only because it moved
completely away from the right-wing perspective of the purifier firestorm, but
also because it denied the political emptiness of the ‘88 wolfpack and extended
the leftist notion of the black sheep, transcending its well-intentioned reform-
ist individualism in order to definitely adopt a radical political and economic
critical pcrspcctivc. Besides, it was in this Europcan model that could be finally
seen an explicit concern in extending the idea of the brotherhood to that of the
sisterhood, something which had often passed unnoticed through the North
American trends.

There was only one problem in this perspective that she could not help but to
point out: probably in an unconscious attempt to distance itsclf from the fundamen-
talists that liked to impose the drug-free lifestyle upon others by force — something
that was in conflict with its progressive stance of respect for individual liberties —
the bands in this generation relegated SXE to the personal realm, dissociating the
problem of drug consumption from its deep political and economic implications on

which drug refusal, and thus traffic refusal, should be based. The model seemed lim-
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ited, therefore, precisely because it failed to incorporate the very SXE attitude within
this larger political perspective of a radical lef.

Thus, the history.

Moving toward the end of this second interesting step in her process of reflec-
tion on SXE, there was a hesitation that simply refused to abandon her mind: the
way she was thinking of those different social movements could barely reflect the
way thcy actually existed. In truch, all that dcscription was nothing but a scheme
— something which she had already criticized in other people’s discourse as well.
History, she thought, did not develop in a lincar process, within which different
movements simply follow one another — least of all through a discontinuous pro-
cess within which one movement always rises up from another’s demise. On the
contrary, experience shows that social movements develop in a mutually dependent
and simultancous manner, in such a way that in cach movement it is always possible
to identif y — through affirmation, negation, or yet ironic references — those signs
that constitute the others.

Anoth(:l' aSPCCt to bC CO]]SidCl'Cd was t]-lat t]‘l(’, VCl‘y content a[[l‘ibll[(fd to thosc
fOlll' Ca[CgOriCS SCCITICd not to CO"]PICtCly fCPl’OdllCC l'(fali[y: n tl’llt]‘l, all thﬂt dC'
scription was nothing but a stercotype. Presumably, for those who have actually
experienced some of those trends, her analysis would certainly appear as an unfor-
tunate reduction: a simpliﬁcation of forms and mcanings that, in the cvcryday life,
are mixed and confused in a much more complex and indeterminate way. Besides,
for those who had not directly taken part in those trends, but whohad experienced
other ones which were (to them) cqually, if not more, important, the choice of these
specific trends could only represent a distortion: an arbitrary sclection whose inevi-
table result would be the depiction of a grotesque caricature of what (to them) SXE
was actually about.

But even in the face of all these considerations, something was telling her that
the enterprise was still valid. Maybe because her aim had never been to claborate a
derailed or true reconstruction of SXE history, for in her eyces true reconstructions
were not something possible to attain. All she wanted to do was to rethink the main
lines ofthought that, with their vahies and aestherics, had 1’cmarkably influenced the
scene in which she had been initiated and grown. So if her analysis was nothing but
a scheme, it was because that analysis was a vulgar exercise, not a scientific rescarch.
And if it was nothing bur a caricarure, it was because her cmphasis in some spcciﬁc
aspects of SXE history —and it just could not be otherwise — resulted fromher own
subjective perspective: the way she — a young, white, middle class woman, involved
in hardcore since the 90s, in a third world metropolis — had grasped North Ameri-

can and European SXE hardcore.
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Finally, she knew that chis small historical reflection, as her search through the
dictionary, was not her final goal, but a means through which that journey into
herself continued to advance. Indeed, it was pl'cciscly this process of invcstiga-
tion that had opened the way for her to then start looking for her own definition
of the term straightedge — the possibility of finding out a ground where she
could find her feet. At least, the poIitical purpose of these final steps scemed to be
pretty clear in her mind: there was a need to achieve an actual re-definition — a
definition which could point out the particularitics or the new meanings which
her group’s view on SXE carried on. It was only by attaining such singularity that
her definition would be able to subvert the (almost) crystallized flux of cultural
colonialism: not only from the center to the margins, but also from the margins
to the center.

“Ladies and gentlemen’, she thought aloud, as if addressing an audience full of

interested people: “Here comes our local definition.”

iv. redefinition

It's funny, but as her investigation went on, the somehow excessive reluctance that
had characterized her initial moment of crisis — in which her only certainty was
h(:l' total llrlc(’,rtairlty aboll[ CVCl’ything — WOllId now start S]‘lOerlg some Signs Of
wcakcning, giving way to a growing fccling of relief and safcty. The initial point of
this changc had undoubtcdly been the retrospection that she had just carricd out: it
was Orll)’ by l'CﬁCCtirlg on CaC]‘l Of thOSC SXE lTlOdClS []-lﬂ[ Sl]C COllld morc Clcal'ly l‘Cal'
1ze hOW ITIllCh Of ]-l(',l' own CO]]CCP[iOn was bOl’l‘Owcd fI'OITl t]-lCITI, hOW lTlllC]’l S]-l(f ]‘lad
actually r¢jected, and how everything that had been appropriated all now seemed to
acquire new meanings.

Her perspective on SXE held, as it was with the black sheep model, the convic-
tion that it was important to not blindly follow the stream. It was such conviction
that had motivated those kids in the carly 80s to intelligently dislocate some ele-
ments with no apparent connection in the tradition and then combine them in a
defying and interesting manner: the way the straight-punks would bring polemic
to a scene in which, ironically, the deviation from rule was acquiring the rigidity
of another rule. This new pcrspcctivc was in defiance because it combined, in a
single idea, concepts apparently antagonistic to each other: the straight and the
tortuous; and it was interesting because the new meaning thus derived pointed
precisely to a more critical way of looking at both: we've got to reclaim freedom,

but with responsibilicy.
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While distancing herself from this model, the idea that the young woman just
could not buy was the emphasis on individualism. That might have been interest-
lng in thc time and placc WI]CI’C it I]ﬂd bccn bOl‘]‘l, but tWCnty yCarS lﬂtcr al]d some
thousands of miles to the south, it scemed to her definitely inappropriate. Once
and for all, she did not believe in the possibility of a society in which cach indi-
vidual would possess some sort ofa purcly individual motivation, detached both
ffol]] tI1C Cultul’al Wcigh[ into Which all ]-lulllall bCingS arc bor]] a]]d gl’ow, a]]d Froﬂl
the material weight that grounds this basis. For this reason attitudes that defended
the inviolable right for every person to do whatever he or she wanted as the highest
value that there could possibly be, always resulted, in her opinion, in a quite super-
ficial and myopic view of reality.

An almost immediate consequence of this short-sightedness could be seen in the
way many remarkably individualistic social movements ended up involved in mere
day-to-day politics, with no concern of extending their criticism to alarger economic
scale. That is exactly the criticism that one of her favorite writers had addressed to the
Civil Rights Movement — of which the writer herself had taken part — during the
60s in the USA. In that time, the struggle against racism and sexism was based on the
celebration of diversity and through demands of equal ethnic participation in the
media. Deprived of a deep economic critique, those demands for a just representa-
tion were qllicl(ly ﬂCCOlTllTlOdath by thC lTlal'](Ct, Whlch thcn Stﬂrtcd to incol'POl'atC
diversity as a key-term in propaganda. The world of consumption opened its doors
to the individuals from diff erent minorities, but only those who could afford such
expensive integration. The poor black, the poor woman, the poor homosexual, were
still equally segregated.

This type of individualism was therefore the product of a society, or a class, that
benefited from capitalism. People would arm themselves with a sort of humility
which allowed them to wash their hands as far as larger and deeper critiques were
concerned — a position which might even be interesting to a group of middle class
kids living ina dcvclopcd country, but which was in no way intcrcsting to those who
most Sllﬂ‘crcd t]1C COnSCunnCCS Of CaPitﬂliS"]. PI]‘KC ballds ﬁ’Ol’n this ﬁl’st lllodcl dld
not see a terrible urgency in criticizing and trying to change society in a more radi-
cal way. However, this young woman, living in a country that occupied the position
of cighth largest economy in the world, and yet remained the fourth worst in terms
of distribution of wealth, ccrtainly fele that urgency. And that is why, in a sense, this
model always scemed to be too small for her.

Her perspective on SXE held, as it had with the ‘88 wolf pack, a collectivist ideal.
Shealways believed that humans were essentially social beings, and that the individual
depended on the group as much as the group depended on the individual to exist and

to survive, both symbolically and materially. The thoughts filling our minds were so-

79



Bending to Stay Straight // Point of No Return

cial; the feelings inhabiting our hearts were social; and even human language, which
acted as a catalyst for both, was intrinsically social. Besides, ithad always scemed clear
to the young woman that, politica”y, the individual would only become an agent of
his or her own history as an active member of a group: after all, it was the organized
collectivity which had mobilized the great transf ormations in society. Therefore if the
idea of a group was still fl'ightcning in the cyes of some pcoplc, then she areributed
this toa (reasonable) fear that one’s subordination to the collectivity would somehow
imply the negation of the individual potential for action. But that was not a matter
of being in a group: the problem was the kind of principles around which one’s group
was organized.

It was at this point that her perspective conflicted with this second SXE model:
the collectivity to her had a much higher price to be paid: the building of a com-
munity, not the cheapening involved in the idea of the crew of the ‘88 wolf pack. To
her, joining the group meant to value the collectivity because it congregates diff erent
people in support of a common political goal: to resist a society that worked only
fOl' a fCW Of its ITIC]leCl'S and to ﬁght fOl’ a SOCicty [hat, once and fOl’ alI, ]Tligh[ WOl'l(
cither for everyone or for no one! The way to reach this goal was by incorporating it
into the very form of the group’s organization: participating means to speak, but also
to listen; debating means to confront, but through dialogue; deciding means, thus, to
l'CaCh consensus. It was in that sense that thC gl‘ollp SCC]TlCd to hCl’ notan Optio]], but
an absolutely necessary learning exercise.

Another aspect that she had appropriated from this model was its positive out-
look on life — something which had certainly arisen before, but which that gen-
cration had raised to a higher potency; an optimism reflected in the certainty that
things can still be changed for the better. It was the kind of outlook that in a less
naive and a more politicized form could also be seen in the discourse of diff erent
social movements. It was important to fight the bitter cynicism of those who only
opened their eyes to see problems in everything, who only opened their mouths to
Sﬂy that thCl’C was no futlll'c at alI, and Who, ]Tlﬂkinga victim out Of [hcll15clvc5 as Soli‘
tary romantics in a sea of.stupidity, were more concerned with assuring their placc
in the line of never-ending-critics than with transforming the scene in something
better for everyone.

Working to transform the scene, by the way, was something that the ‘88 gen-
eration especially seemed to deny for women like her. Not that there was any kind
of deliberate scheme of feminine exclusion from participation (which certainly
did not exist) in this model, but the fact was that the form of SXE embraced by
this generation was too “masculine” — an excess reflected in hymns and sing-
alongs which reminded her of a bunch of tough football fans, in the pictures of

muscular boys with no shirts, stretching in formidable martial arts kicks; and in
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lyrics about fights, pride and loyalty that pointed to the crew of friends as the
most important value in life — what, in one way or another, closed any possibil-
ity for a deeper identification as well as a willingness to participation for women
like her.

She did not mean to say that in her conception of SXE there was no room for
agngSSiVCnCSS. On thC Contl'al‘y, ShC Saw aggl‘cssivcncss as SOllICthillg Which was abSO‘
lllt(‘.ly nCCCSS:ll'y to thC construction Ofa Stl‘llgglc Whlch i]l[c]ldcd llothing more¢ a]]d
nothing less than bringing down a whole system of political and economic power
firmly established as a perpetuator of social misery and inequity. In fact she thought
there must be a definitive end to the idea that women were destined to privilege sen-
sibility, and men, aggressiveness — which, in her eyes, was a great misunderstanding
of sexual (biological) differences and gender (cultural) differences. Aggressiveness
and sensibility were symbolic values attributed to social roles that were built by cach
society and though they could not be totally independent of biological factors, they
certainly went beyond its determination. The problem with the ‘88 wolf pack was that
it simply reinforced, implicitly, the idea that aggressiveness was for “boys,” its aesthet-
ics associated only to (futile) clichés of masculinity.

Her perspective on SXE held, as it was with the purifying firestorm, the incorpo-
ration of veganism as an obvious moral extension of the SXE position. Mcat, eggand
dairy industries constituted an extremely powerful economic enterprise that placed
profits above any consideration for the death and suff ering of millions and millions
of animals, nor for the destruction — as a result of the enormous waste of natural
resources and the devastating pollution of air, soil and water on a frightening scale
— of the environment which sustains all forms of life in this planet. The vivisection
industry was undoubtedly one of the most cruel human actions against non-humans,
disguised by the mask of “Knowledge” and legitimated through the authority of sci-
entists that worked with one eye on the microscope and the other on the rescarch
funds that allow them to comfortably persist in their bloody career as executioners.
The entertainment industry, In turn, was rcsponsiblc for jcopardizing the bcauty and
enchantment of such important cultural manif estations as circuses by condemning
animals, whose instincts demand freedom and socialization, to lives of confinement
and isolation. The act of ceasing to consume the products of all this misery was a
simple gesture that represented a very significant self-exclusion from systematic pro-
cesses of exploitation.

At the same time, distancing herself from this model, what the young woman
could not possibly admit was the fundamentalist stance that characterized its
basis for vindication of change. A stance that implied, firstly, a simplistic appro-
priation of religion, in which the only aspects to be adhered were exactly the

most sensationalist ones, such as manichacism, punishment and martyrdom, all
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synthesized in the idea of the holy war that secks to literally eliminate the en-
emy from the Earth. A position that implied an absolutist viewpoint that trans-
formed conventional principles into dogmas by determining that they must be
applied anywhere, at anytime, over anyone, under any circumstances. A stance
that implied, tinally, a purist notion that would draw an arbitrary moral line,
]‘lCVCl‘thClCSS l'cndcl’ing it Of]]a[ul'al or l’CligiOllS status, so [hat onc Could CICal'ly
idcntify purity and impurity, saints and sinners, angcls and demons, and in the
most extreme cascs, those who deserved to die or not. Simplism, absolutism, pur-
ism: how could she possibly identify with a philosophy sustained by pillars of
such nature?

The answer provided by the purifying firestorm also upset her because of an-
other type of individualistic attitude in which the struggle for social change was
scen as a struggle of solitary warriors that find out through their vain scarch for al-
lies (with a totally senseless pride!) that they can only trust themsclves. This option
foralonely path might even be justifiable as a strategy within some branchesof the
animal liberation stl'ugglc, but it was ccrtainly the most countcrproductivc choice
in regard to the necessity of building a new society based upon cooperative values.
And within this option it was so because there was no need for the militant to make
concessions to or negotiate with, whoever it may be. By ignoring the necessity of an
organized and decentralized collective resistance, the fundamental practice that it
cnables becomes thus underestimated: the immensely difficult effort of looking at
the world from the other’s eyes. Lacking such effort, one notices that most of the
time VSXE warriors’ discourse ended up following the most dangerous path: of
pure intolerance.

Her perspective on SXE held, as it had with the positive-political-power-
ful model, an anti-capitalist agenda committed to the end of class struggle —
through abolition of private property, socialization of the means of production
and decentralization of decision-making processes. But, differing from this same
model, to be SXE in her eyes had not]‘ting to do with a pcrsonal decision: bcing
straight was deeply embedded in a way of living that was compatible with the
revulsion she felt against capitalism. Everyone knew that drug use, be it legal or
not, comprised astronomic amounts of moncy. Stimuli for consuming it were
found everywhere, and the consumption was never presented as something which
people might do (eventually and with due caution) in search for new sensorial ex-
periences. People, especially young, were deliberately driven to drug use in order
to acquire social and sexual status in the eyes of others. And such consumption
was satisfactory for the clite because drugs were an efficient mechanism for State
control, convenient for sending the criminal, those who threaten the system, to

jail — or cemetery.
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When the Soviet Union collapsed, narco-trafficking came to be, along with Is-
lamic fundamentalism, the great new subterfuge for the USA to intervene in the
Third World as thcy wished. In the young woman’s view, it was clear how the US
government, using entirely capricious criteria, classified two kinds of drug dealers:
First, those who served their interests — as Noriega in Panama of the 80s, the Af-
ghan warriors against the Sovict invasion, the CIA in the Vietnam War, and so
fOl‘t]‘l — WCre CnCOlll‘agcd alId €ven ﬁnanccd by washingto]]. SCCO]]d, [hOSC W]-IO,
on the other side, repudiated US politics for whatever reason — as the FARC in
Colombia, other third world popular movements and guerrillas — were stigma-
tized with the charge of drug dealing. Thus the empire would open the perfect mor-
al scenery for interventions that were not intended to stop the traffic, but rather to
climinate opposition.

Enemies of capitalism were everywhere, not just outside US borders, and they
neceded to be systematically fought within the limits of their country as well. In the
USA, for example, a very well known case was the role of the government in the
dissolution of the Black Panthers Parry for Self Defense, undermined throug]‘l drug
dissemination by government agents in the poor black ghettos of Oakland — a sad
history already told and re-told dozens of times. And in Brazil, the country where the
young woman lived, perhaps in a more explicit way than anywhere else, one might
Clcal'ly s€C t]-lat riCl‘l dC:lICl'S WOllld ncevcer go to jall Whllc POOI‘ dcalcl‘s went all thc
time. Rio’s favelas were fed by a mafia of politicians, executives and policemen who
provided not only money and access for drugs, but also the armed arsenal that guar-
anteed the operation of the drug dealing system.

To be drug-free was, as in any massive boycott, more symbolic than practical.
But was not this condition a necessary step in the very logic of boycotts? Because
what the young woman had observed was that time passed by, and from an initial
insignificant state the boycott had started growing, its influence spreading, its im-
plications multiplying, the poles of balance gradually stabilizing, until the practical
and the symbolic dimensions acquire equivalent weights. That was the point when
both dimensions started feeding each other through a dialectical movement that,
in the end, would make the cessation of the boycotted object a simple marter of
time. It was in this optimistic perspective that she wanted to reflect: the power of
today’s clite partially consists of convincing a great number of people to consume
drugs; if this consumption is not met, an important powcr—sustaining mechanism
would be lost.

SXE in the perspective that the young woman had built with her group of friends
was, in total, the person who would stand for the end of all forms of oppression and
discrimination. It wasthe person whodefended the inalienable right for self-determi-

nation of peoples thatsstill undergo the humiliation of political intervention and that
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often find themselves in the difhicult position of having to fight tanks with stones,
missiles with shotguns. It was the person who fought to overthrow all fences thathad
privatized property of the few out of that which had once existed for everyone. It was
the person committed to recall our collective memory, as a frightening denunciation
that the problem was still not overcome, the singular experience of suff ering of those
who felt the weight of whips in the sadistic game of torture. It was the person who
strived for seeing, through critical eyes, the subtle screens, masked by the seduction
of entertainment, that bring the necessary ideological charge to assure the perpetua-
tion of the imperialist hegemony. It was the person who felt revolted by the sad irony
of a suicidal capitalist socicty that, as if voluntarily placing its neck in the gallows,
first produces the victims of its system through its insatiable greed for wealth, only
to be later unforgivably victimized by these very victims. It was the person who re-
gretted the bloody history of our colonial past, in which the price paid for the futile
silver mirrors, brought by the white people to be traded, represented an irreparable
loss of millions oflives from thousands of nations. It was the person that believed in
the structuring of a system of flexible creeds and stances as a fundamental principle
for the organization of a collective resistance, the only bridgc capablc of guiding us
to a world of more cooperative and just values. Some positions, reflected the young
woman, among hundreds of others...

It therefore scemed clearer to her now that SXE did not belong to North Amer-
icans, nor to Europeans, and not even to Brazilians — at least not exclusively. It
belonged to everyone and for this reason it belonged to no one. It was also hers to
makewhatevershe wanted of it. Few things distressed her so much as that old mania
of always secing punk, rock, or whatever cultural manifestation coming from the
metropolis, as something that the empire invents and the rest of the world merely
copics. Why is it that the same analogy was not made, for example, for soccer and
carnivalin her country? There had been hardcore bands in Brazil since 1978. People
there conducted things their own way, a particular way, and they felt inspired by
what the mctropolis, or wherever, produccd In certain aspects, but not all; in certain
cascs, bll[ not all.

In []-IC PCI'SPCC[iVC thcl' gl‘oup Ofﬁ'icnds, t]-lC Wl\]‘l to kccp OnCSlellPdath on thc
latest trend in the North American and European hardcore scenes simply made no
sense. There was an emergent need to definitely replace the web nature which charac-
terized the traditional cultural relations, inside and outside hardcore, by a net naturc:
one relationship in which the flux of political and aesthetic ideas would be defined
by a diff erent form of dissemination, not plunging from a center to the margins, but
circulating from one center to another. In order for this one-way relationship to be
finallyshifted by a reciprocal relation, it was necessary to use the instrument at hand,

that which she was most identified: the international SXE scene.
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Faithful as she was, the young woman hoped for the possibility of ,in ten years,
being able to reflect on the North American and European trends as much as on
Latin American, Asian and African trends. And she dreamed of a day when her
investigations would be focused on the way different places in the third world
would appropriate the SXE models coming from the metropolis, to then re-sig-
nify them according to their local particularities, offering new and instigating
PCI’SPCCtiVCS abollt hOW thC SXE intcrnational scene can bCCOmC a CC” Of I‘Cal
resistance to imperialism.

Thus, the redefinition.

Approaching the end of that long, disturbing, and at the same time fascinating
period of doubt, search, analysis and interpretation, the only parts of the young
woman that scemed unmodified were her legs — as in the most confusing initial
moments of that process, they insisted on defying the smoothing commands of
her brain, perpetuating a slight and incessant trembling. But after conflict nothing
remains unscathed, and a few minutes were enough for her to realize even that
had bCCn Cl]ﬂngcd! HCI‘ ICgS were tl'Cmbling no longcl' dllc to tl]c inSCCLlrity 0{: not
ﬁnding a ﬁxcd structure WI1C1’C ShC COllld ﬁx ]-lCl' fCCt, bllt dllc to t]1C exciterment Of
realizing that such structure is never fixed; least inexistent; only adjustable. Her
legs, she began to understand, seemed, by their own human nature, to prefer the
dynamics of dance to the rigidity of absolute inertia. Guided by the rhythm of the
music, constrained by the borders of the stage, allocating old steps into new posi-
tions, relating her mere two feet in a number of unexpected arrangements, com-
bining movement andstillness, and expanding the verylimits of the available stage
through the exploration of air space as a basis for new motions, they rendered her
body the support it needed not to tumble down — even in the face of the most
difficultimprovisation, in which every cadence of the song will always reveal itself

as the unexpected.

v. synthesis

It is lamcntablc, bllt aftcl’ 50 mllcll rcﬂcction SI‘IC Only now l'CaliZCd thc gl'cat stu-
pidity that she had just committed by not registering, as she used to, any of those
thoughts in her diary. She did not even have an exact notion of how long thatinvesti-
gation had absorbed her. Had she taken proper care to take notes, she might perfectly
organize those ideas in a single text and try to publish it later. It could be a sort of
essay, that is, a text that presented, though in simple terms, a discussion about her
conccption ofstraightcdgc. It might even be, she reckoned, a sort of manifesto: “In
our undcrstanding, SXE is like this, not like that!” But... who knows... is it possiblc

that there was still time for preparing it?
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So interesting an idea appeared to her in that moment, that right away she went
looking for pen and paper. She sat in front of a desk; rested head on hands; thought
for a few minutes; and, 1'aising eyes toward paper, wrote with a delicate caIligraphy:
“We have no principles. Our principle is made out of onc’s adaptability to diff erent
contexts.”

It seemed to be a nice idea: a sort of synthesis of the critique that she would like to
PI‘OPOSC in l‘lt:l' text. Bll[ t]1C sentence was not ]lCI’S; Sh(f had takcn it ﬁ’Ol’n some PlaCC,
though she could notremember exactlywhere. Besides, it was too objective, too cold.
It was not the kind of sentence with which she wished to finish off her text. She had
to find another way of saying the same thing— to findasharper metaphor. She had to
take advantage of that time in which all those ideas were still fresh on her mind.

Closingher eyes, the young woman rested her head on her hands again; reckoned
for a few minutes; bit her fingernails as more time passed by; and then, turning her
eyes little by little to the paper, wrote — now more convinced that she was almost
meeting her expectations:

“The straightcdgc might even not be god, but thcy also know that, in certain con-

Lexts, thcy have to write straight with crooked lines.”



Frederico Freitas, Sdo Paulo, 2009 Daigo Oliva

Interview with
Frederico Freitas

“Bending to Stay Straight” talks a lot about different stages
in the development of straight edge. The text was published in
2002. What — if anything — would have to be added today?

I was thinkingabout this when I woke up this morning. We did this kind of analy-
sis of what sXe was in 2002 in Brazil, based on our own history, on having been sXe
fora decade back then, and on our perceptions of what sXe was in the US and in Eu-
rope. So the cssay was hcavily based on the circumstances of that time, the beginning
of the 2000s. It was also written in Portuguese first, primarily for Brazilian readcrs.
It was translated into English later. So maybe some stuffin the textis kind of hard to

rclace o if you aren’e Brazilian.
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If it was written today, some points of the analysis would be difterent, of course,
because the scenc is difterent and we are diff erent too. One thing that totally escaped
our critiquc was how sXe, and punk n gcncral, 1$ youth—oricntcd. This is somcthing
that is casier to notice when you get older (I'm thirty-three now). Straight edge re-
volves around a lot of concerns that are typical for young people. And in its social
events, like at shows, ithasa yout]‘l dynamic. This isn’t ncccssarily bad, but it can make
OlchI‘ PCOPIC fcfl aliC]lath.

In my opinion, this all relates to the fact thatsXe (as punk in general) is primarily
a cultural movement (or scenc); the social movement factor is weaker — if it is there
atall. At least we did stress this aspect in our essay: that sXe should be a social move-

ment; or at lC&St opcn to social movements.

The text emphasizes differences between the North American,
European, and Latin American scenes. How do you see these
relations today? And how did you perceive them touring? Also

with respect to the reception of your band’s politics?

thn we wrote thC text we all‘Cady ]-lad ﬁ,l’st-]‘la]ld CXPCl'ichCS Wl[]-l tI1C scenesin
the US and Europe. Some of us had already gone to the US, we had toured Europe
once, and in Sao Paulo we had received people from abroad. Actually, it was the cul-
tural diff erences we perceived when we had some friends from the US visiting that
gave us the idea to write the essay.

A key element was that people from the US seemed so individualistic to us. To-
day I would say that this was a bias we developed based on the experiences with the
people we were hosting. Later I had the opportunity to meet alot of diff erent people
from the US, people with diff erent backgrounds, and not all of them fit so casily into
the ultra-individualistic category. But cultural diff erences always exist.

What was eye-opening to us was to sce how much our identity as sXe was
tied to US cultural hegemony. This is what we tried to deal with by writing this
essay — recalling how we became sXe, but also pointing out how different and
Pal‘[iclllﬂl' [hC SXC ]'liStOl‘y was in S{lo Paulo. WC Walltcd to stress t]1C Stl‘ong CIC'
ment of politics in our “formation” as sXe, especially because we felt that for the
younger sXe kids in Brazil the differences between the scenes in the US and in
Brazil became increasingly unclear. We wanted to reinforce the political drive
we l‘lad, alld we Wa]ltcd to discllss our own undcl‘s[anding Of SXC Wit]-l PCOPIC in
Brazil and abroad.

How do I sce the relationsbetweenthe diff erentscenes today? I'm not so involved
with sXe and hardcore as I used to be. My last experience with the European scene

was the Point of No Return tour we did in Europe in 2002. Since then I've been back



Saber Living for the Revalution

to Europeonce,and I've been to the US too. But both times I hungout primarily with
political activists and militants, so I can’t really say much about the hardcore scenes.
Well, I have a kind of preconception, but as I'm not so involved anymore, I prefer not

to say anything about this publicly.

| actually found the critique of individualism in your text particu-
larly interesting — also the commitment to a political activity
that is both collectively driven and collectively oriented. You've
already mentioned cultural differences. Do you think that this
generally shows in how people in Latin America approach poli-
tics when compared to people in North America, and maybe
also in Europe? What were your experiences with the activists
and militants who you hung out with?

I chink thar the individualism has to do both with general cultural aspects and
with the political tradition one is connected to. In a general way we can say that
North Americans — and maybe that goes for the whole Anglophone world — are
very individualistic. Their culture is very individual-oriented, and this has good and
bad aspects. A good aspectis that it makes you think for yourself — like being sXe. A
bad aspect s that it makes you think you think for yourself — like being sXe because
everyone around you is sXe while you think it was your individual choice. Another
good aspect is that being individualistic can make you feel powerful enough to start
political struggles and take stands without depending on anyone clse. Then again,
this can also make you think that the only and primary liberation that matters is your
own, which can make you forget about solidarity and about connecting your own
struggle with those of other people. This kind of reflects the general attitude of people
in capitalist socictics.

W hat scems clear to me is that changing society isn’t only a matter of individual
Changc‘.. '—Ihcl'c are some lCVCIS Of‘ SOCiCty that dcpcnd on biggcf structures, and thcy
can only be dealt with collectively. Otherwise nothing will change. Capitalist liberal
socicty has its placc for individual outcasts likc us.

It is also important to understand that individualism is the foundation of the socicty
welivein today. If we wanta different society, we need adifterent foundation. Again, oth-
erwise nothing will change. Visions and utopiasare still important for our thinking.

I think that, in terms of difterent political traditions in the US and Latin America,
alot has to do with the diff erence between being “radical” in the US, and being “left-
wing” in Latin America. Marxism, socialism, class struggle are big things for the left
here, even if you'rean anarchist. [t used to be like that in the US too, but this tradition
kind of died before WW/IL I have the impression that the other tradition, the one

of being “radical,” is more linked to the tradition of fighting for personal freedoms
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and rights against “big” capitalism ectc. I have the impression that Europe, at least
continental Europe, has a political left-wing tradition more similar to the onein Latin

America, am [ 1’ig]‘|t?

Yes, | would definitely agree with that. Within European anar-
chism for example it’'s sometimes really hard for groups like
Crimethinc. to even be taken seriously. It is still very important
to have class analysis etc. In the States on the other hand,
“leftist” has become a bad word in many radical circles — like
the left is your worst enemy.

Let’s go back to the Brazilian scene. You said that when you
wrote “Bending to Stay Straight,” the younger sXe kids didn’t
see the same differences between the US scene and the
Brazilian scene that you saw. Does this mean that they were
“less political”?

Back then, in 2002, we had the beginning of a trend. People in hardcore have
since become less and less political. T think 2000 was the apex of political activ-
ism in the Brazilian sXe scene. Everything was connected to bigger struggles: the
so-called days of global action against the big targets (WTO, IMF, G8, ctc.), the
World Social Forums in Porto Alegre, the Landless Workers Movement, the ties
to the Zapatistas in Mexico. That was the atmosphere of the times. But then there
was 9/11 and the spcciﬁc rarget of that era, nco-liberalism, started to decline as a
hegemonic idea and praxis. Security became the main agenda. At the same time,
in Brazil, the Workers Party clected a president for the first time and this made all
the social movements take a step back in order to give him some time to see what

would happen.

Can you take us back to how the straight edge scene in Brazil
first started out? Strongly influenced by the US? Or was there
always a stronger, let’s call it, “social movement” aspect to it?

Some kids started identifying as sXe in Brazil, more specifically in Sao Paulo, in
the late 1980s: there was Arilson, who later played in this crust band Abuso Sonoro;
Ruy Fernando, singer of a band called No Violence;and Marcos Suarez, later in Point
of NoReturn. But there wasn't a scene, or even a group of people being sXe. The ones
who were barely knew each other. Back then the punk scene from the 80s was dead, it

used to be too gang—oricntcd and all the violence killed it.
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The sXescene in Sio Paulo really started in 91/92, when some kids who were in-
volved with anarchism started agroup called “Libertarian Youth.” It wasn't originally
a sXe gl‘oup, bllt aft(:l‘ a COUplC Ofycal's it bccalTIC a dc‘. fﬂcto sXe group — and chan
too. Most of the older people involved with sXe have their origins in that group, like
five of the seven Point of No Return members. As we were all anarchists back then, we
were much more influenced by political hardcore, from crust bands to political sXe
bands like Nations on Fire and Lirm. By the middle of the 90s, the scene got biggcn‘,
but our anarchist group broke up. People became less politically motivated and more
musically oriented. Then we did Point of No Return in 96 to counter this develop-
ment. In the end of the decade, the scene was more politically motivated again, filled

with the “anti-globalization” spirit that I mentioned above.

How would you compare these developments to other Latin
American countries? Did you have many connections outside
of Brazil, both in the early 90s and then with Point of No Re-
turn? Or was what happened in Sdo Paulo pretty unique even

within Brazil?

As Brazil is — compared to Europe — big, [ think 1 should talk about other cit-
ies in Brazil first. In the beginning of the 1990s, there was only the sXe scene in Sao
Paulo. We had a big punk scene here in the 80s, and we have this tradition of being a
really cosmopolitan place (contrary to Rio, thesecond biggest city in Brazil, which
symbolizcs cvcrything stcrco[ypically Brazilian, like carnival, beaches, ctc.). So, Sao
Paulo has this tradition of being the place in Brazil where the cultural movements of
the “First World” first appear and arc then reshaped in our own image and reality. Be-
sides Sao Paulo, there were some kids in the smaller cities of the State (the city of Sao
Paulo is the capital of Sio Paulo State, which is the richest and most industrialized
state in [hC COll]][ry, fOl' bcttCl' or WOIVSC).

As said before, by ‘97 sXe became less political — butitalso got really huge. There
was the whole Victory thing, the “new school,” “old school” revivals, and also the 90s
emo stuff. Bands started to appear in other States, a “nco-old school” scene appeared
in Curitiba, some emo bands in Belo Horizonte, and some mosh-NYHC influenced
bandsinRiode Janeiro (whichis odd, given the feel of thecity). In Sao Paulo State, there
were some bands appearing on the coast, in Santos and Sio Vicente, which is located
an hour’s drive from Sio Paulo City. Even though it was a time when politics weren't as
much on people’s minds as in the beginning of the 1990s, the bands weremostly politi-
cal; atleast morethanthe average US band. In 1999, we started to do these big hardcore
festivals in Sao Paulo, and people and bands from other citics started to come. Then

some bandsstarted to tour more frequently and all that. All of this was related to sXe.
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By the beginning of thisdecade (the 2000s), bands from other partsthan southern
Brazil (where Sao Paulo, Rio, Curitiba, and Belo Horizonte are located) started to
appear. First, bands from the Srate of Espirito Santo, which is still south. Then bands
from the western part of the country, Brasilia (the country’s capital), and Goiania.
And then bands from the northeast, from citieslike Salvador, Aracaju, Fortaleza, ctc.
I think t]-lat llowadays t]-lCl'C arc bands CVCl'yWhCl'C, a]]d we cannot [alk abollt onc sXe
scene ‘CallSC th(:l‘C arc a 10[ Of diffCl‘Cllt onges.

Now about the other half of South America: in the carly 90s, the only place that
had a sXe scene besides Sio Paulo was Buenos Aires in Argentina. They had this big
tradition of bands playing NYHC and kids emulating a NYHC lifestyle, so to them
it was a “natural” step to have some kids interested in youth crew straight edge. It
started there even a little carlier than in Sao Paulo. When the Sao Paulo scene be-
came less political for the first time, around 95, two bands went to play in Buenos
Aires — Self Conviction and Personal Choice — and the differences were interest-
ing: in Buenos Aires people were totally into slower bands like those from Victory,
New Age, erc, while we were into faster bands, what the Argentineans thoug]‘lt was
passé. Buenos Aires also had a strong Krishna influence, while we were still kind of
“vegan anarchist fundamentalists.” But, on the other hand, the Argentineans thought
that we were much more US-dominated than them ‘cause our bands sang in English,
while theirs sang in Spanish. After that year both scenes started to be more closely
connected, and every summer we had tons of Argentineans on our couches.

In Chile, thesXe scene started later — in about 2000, and it was always more con-
nected with Argentina than Brazil.

In Colombia, theyalreadyhad tons of NYHC bands in 2000, which is kind of un-
derstandable ‘cause a lot of people used to live in New York as aliens, some had even
been in the infamous DMS hardcore crew. In 2001 or 2002, some bands from Bogota
came to play in Brazil, and we started to be more connected. At the same time, they
became more political. Nowadays there is an anarchist hardcore scene that is more
modern crustie; but still related to sXe — and to Crimethlnc. in a way.

Uruguay is a small country, pretty European, located between Brazil and Argen-
tina. Thcy had a political emo sXe scene in the bcginning of the 2000s, strongly in-
fluenced by situationism and with kind of “French” visual aesthetics in a Refused-like
way (although they didn’t sound like Refused).

I have heard abour some sXe kids in Paraguay, in the border area ncar Brazil, but
I have never heard any band from there. I've heard about some hardcore crowds in
Ecuador and Peru, but I'm not sure whether there is an active scene there, or whether

these are only audiences for foreign bands touring,.
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That’s a great overview, thanks! Let me ask you about Mexico
too: Do you have any connections to the scene there?

Mexico seems like a very distant place to Brazilians, both geographically and cul-
turally. I'm corresponding with some kids in Guadalajara and in Mexico City. And I
have “friends” from Mexico on Point of No Return’s MySpace. And I know that they

have a scene there, but that’s it.

Your essay was written from the perspective of a “young,
white, middle class woman.” Point of No Return was an all-male
band. Why did you choose that perspective?

In a sense it was a rhetorical trick. The first draft of the essay was written by one of
the band’s members as a first person account. So the line in question probably spoke
of a “young, white, middle class man.” By turning it all into third person and adding
a narrator, we thought that the piece would be more easily identifiable as a Point of
NO RCtllI'l‘l PiCCC‘. l'a[hcl' t}lal} t}lC texe iju,st one Of 1s. SO w¢, t]‘lc bal-ld, nal‘l'ﬂtcd thc
woman’s reflection.

The fact that we changed the gender reflected the scene here in Sao Paulo. When
we tolllvcd Elll'OPC in 2000, we l'CaliZCd ]-IOW ll1any more women were active in our
scene. We wanted the text to express this. The other parts — “young, white, middle
class” — never got changed, simply because we probably saw noneed to change them.
To be honest, we simply thought less about these issues, even though there were a
lot of people in the scene who were neither white nor middle class, including some

members of Point of No Return.

Were class and race just less of an issue in the scene overall?
Also compared to gender?

Yes, I would say that’s true. Women were rcclaiming their space and power in the
scene, and we were sensitive to that. Gender issues were an important political topic,
pushed bybandslike Dominatrix, One DayKills, and Infect. The same wasn’t true for
class and race issues. Class divides and racism are deeply embedded in Brazilian soci-
Cty, and t]-l(:y arc rCPrOdllCCd in t]‘lc scene. HOWCVCI‘, thCSC iSSllCSjuSt chcn’t addl‘csscd

that much at che time, and our text reflected chis lack of discussion.
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How was class reproduced in the hardcore/punk community?

Even thollg]-l SOCia[ ClaSSCS were ITIiXCd togcthcl’ thn we Playcd, tthC were also
divisions. On the one hand, there were blue collar kids who spoke poor English and
were less tuned into the latest developments in US hardcore; on the other hand, there
were middle class kids with better education, more moncy, and the ability to emulate
the European and North American scenes. Nowadays, though, the internet and capi-
talist globalization have blurred those lines, and the parameters of class identification

may have changed.

What about divides along racial lines?

Racism in Brazil is peculiar. It’s diff erent to, say, the US. A Brazilian intellectual,
Oracy Nogucira, has explained these diff erences in the 1950s by comparing a “preju-
dice of mark” in Brazil to a “prejudice of origin” in the US. This makes racial identi-
ties more fluid. For cxamplc, in Brazil you can be considered white even t]'loug]'l your
mother is black. It’s your appearance that matters most, not your origin or your ances-
tors. And your appearance is not reduced to skin tone either. It’s very much tied into
class. This also means that people can change their “race” in the course of their lives.
For cxamplc, with “brown” skin you mig]‘lt be considered black in Brazil as long as
you are poor, and white once you have some moncey. People don'’t talk about this as
racism in Brazil since Brazilians sce themselves as non-racist people — even though
most of them are racist.

Brazilian hardcore and punk have always followed an ideal of aesthetic white-
ness — even if this was never clearly defined. This reinforces racist patterns that give

whiteness particular value. It is something that needs to be addressed much more.

At the end of your essay you express a hope for “Latin Ameri-
can, Asian and African trends” within straight edge. Does this
hope still exist? | mean, you have already said that you’re not
so involved with the straight edge scene anymore and don'’t say
much about this publicly. But maybe you still have a general
feeling when it comes to where the movement is drifting politi-
cally — or is it just drifting into many different directions?

I think that the essay and our statements about “third world hardcore” helped
people and bands here to be aware of their own specific identity as sXe. But, again,
I‘]Tl not so inVOlVCd Wit]‘l hal‘dCOl‘C nOWadayS, sol don’t l’Cally knOW What’s going on
in other scenes.

I remember there was a point when I had a lot of pen pals from Southeast Asia,

Indonesia, South Africa, and from all over Latin America. But these were still only
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places that were already “globalized” in a way. Thinking again about this topic, it’s
kind ofarrogant to wish that every single corner of the map needs to be so integrated
into t]‘lC intcl‘nﬂtionﬂl WOl‘ld Systt:lll []‘la[ thCl‘C can bc asXeor Punk Scence as a lOC:ll

imperialist counter-cultural manifestation.

| don’t know if such a wish is necessarily arrogant. | mean,
especially in the context of your essay | thought it was clear
that this was not about globalizing a certain model, but about
specific local manifestations of shared ideals. And globally
shared ideals are still a good thing, | guess. Like, isn’t that
what the traditional meaning of internationalism builds on?

In other words, maybe it’s not so important that each place
has its own “straight edge” scene, but a political scene that
is also aware of the political dimensions of narcotics etc. How
about that?

That’s really the point. That’s the point that most of the political movements miss,
apoint that used to be on the agenda of some traditional anarchist movements in the

beginning of the 20th century.

Also here in Europe. In Sweden, for example, the “sobriety
movement” was huge within the working class movement in
the 1920s and 30s. Then it kinda disappeared. Like within the
anarchist movement in Spain and apparently in Latin America,
even though | know only little about that.

In Sio Paulo there was a big anarchist movement in the carly 20th century. [t was
formed by Spanish and Italian immigrants who made up the majority of the popula-

tion in the city back then. There was also a strongemphasison sobricty.

And then what happened?

[t scems to me that the carly anarchists’ cmphasis on sobricty was part of a wholc
sct Of attitlldcs that ailTlCd to crecatc thc SO'CallCd “l‘ncn and womecen Oft]-lc ncw soci-
cty.” They also propagated physical exercise, free love, etc. But it was more discourse
than practice. It wasn’t anything that was based on an identity, like sXe is nowadays.
It was something that was much looser, if you know what I mean. Well, the anarchist
movement in Brazil declined in the 1920s after the success of the Bolshevik Revolu-
tion. Some anarchists even turned to founding the first Brazilian communist party.
And the whole thing with sobriety and staying healthy was mainly seen as naive by

[hC communists.
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Do you think such movements — wide social movements with
an emphasis on sobriety — might come back?

Idon’t believe history happens again. Now we have this thing called sXe which s
based on sobriety. But as a fruit of the times, it isn’t a movement. It is much more of
a subculture, or maybe a counterculture, and a matter of identity; it has little to do
with projections of a future socicty, as it was the case in the carly 20th century. The
Landless Workers Movement hasan emphasis on being relatively sober in their com-
munitics, but this isn’t anyt]‘ting that is part of their idcntity and has nothing to do
with a projection of a future society cither. It is mainly about keeping the militants
from drinking so that they stay out of trouble.

I think that if there was somcthing like a “straight cdgc social movement,” a politi-
cal movement with a strong critique of thelegal and illegal drug industry and of legal
and illegal drug consumption, it would be something totally different from what we

had in the past.
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Let us start with a rather general question. While Sweden be-
came known as a center for political straight edge in the 1990s,
it seems as if Portugal has seen the strongest political straight
edge scene in Europe of the last ten years. However, internation-
ally this is not too well known. Would you mind providing us with
a little background? Like, a very brief history of straight edge in
Portugal — maybe especially in relation to political struggles?

I’l‘n ﬂctllally not sure W]]C[hcr Portllgal had t}lC Stl‘ongcst Poli[icﬂl S[l'aight Cdgc
scene in Europe of the last ten years. To some extent this is true, but not totally. We did
have quite a big number of interesting bands with social/political/spiritual messages.
Bur I would not wanr ro divide beeween bands that were sXe and bands thar weren’t.
I think it’s more important to point out who made the hardcore scene a strong and
political one. I can name bands like X-Acto, Liberation, Time X, Zootic, Sannyasin,
New Winds, Worth The Fight, These Hands Are Fists, Shutter, and to some degree
Day Of The Dead. Some of these bands accomplished a great deal in a scene that’s

increasingly concerned with aesthetics rather than with being an alternative threat.

| appreciate you not wanting to divide the scene into sXe and
non-sXe bands. However, it seems to me that sXe was a big
part of a lot of these bands’ identity. In what way was it con-

nected to their politics?

It’s hard to talk about the other bands’ motivations. To me, sXe was always con-
nected to politics, since the beginning. Due to the bands I listened to in the mid-1990s
— like Blindfold, Nations on Fire, ManLiftingBanner, Separation, or By The Grace Of
God — I always saw sXe as a weapon of political resistance. Thebasic pillars were: no
to alcohol, no to tobacco, no to drugs, no to dependency, no to a system of exploitation
which sees you as a commodity and who acts as an oppressor. This was my sXe, the one
I wasliving. It just made sense to me, and this was what  had always been looking for in
my youth: something that made sense in my life and in my attempts to be active; some-
thing that provided me with a consciousness and an awareness of the reality around me;
something that helped mego beyondjust “having fun” anddrowning in parties in order
to fitinto a group I did not identif y mysclf with most of the time.

Most Ofthc PCOP]C in thc Pllnk sCCne werce actllauy not SXC, bllt tl1€ scenc ‘stlll PI'O'
vided me with great opportunitics for acrivities that I was looking for: doing shows,
doing demos, informing others about what was going on in the world, feeding the
homeless, building possibilities to focus on what I considered important. Unfortu-
nately, I was not very open at the time to hanging out and working with people who
were not sXe. I saw them as a part of the system [ was fighting. I admit that I had an

arrogant attitude, thinking I was better than others because I was sXe.
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Later on, as I grew older, I found out and realized that I wasjust like everyone else
in the scene, including the ones I criticized; I was also consuming things and caught
up in the system. [ started to realize that we all had many things in common and 1
stopped focusing on our differences. We all had the same goal: to bring meaning to
our lives and to the lives of those around us. We just had diff erent ways of trying.

I wish T had been more intelligent and aware earlier and had not acted in an arrogant
way, but that was part of the learning curve. It took some time and quite some reflection to
realize that had to improve. In this process, it also became clear to me that my understand-
ingof sX¢ was a lot diff erent from that of most sXer’s around me. I was really cager to work
with people who wanted to make positive social contributions and who were looking for
political alternatives — whether they were sXe or not didn’t matter much anymore.

So, at that time, New Winds started to collaborate with a lot of people who were
not sX¢ but who appreciated shows that included video or spoken word performances.
These were the types of shows and actions we wanted to be engaged in. They made sense
to me at the time, and they still make total sense to me today. sXe, on the other hand,
does not make sense if it’s just a personal choice and if we don’t see beyond the limita-
tions of it. sXemust stand as an attitude, as a way oflife, and asan inspiration forothers
tomake this world a better place. We must dive deep into the concept: it must beintel-

ligent, bold, active, political, compassionate, and dedicated. This is how I sce it.

You were starting ta give us a short overview of the punk/hardcore
history in Portugal. | kinda cut you off. Would you mind continuing?

The punk/hardcore scene started in the late 1980s with punk and skate trash
bands in Lisbon and its outskirts. I can only remember the time from the carly 1990s
on. One of the most inspiring bands for a lot of old hardcorians in Portugal was X-
Acto, who are still connected to the scene. I think X-Acto were pioneers in Portugal
with respect to the punk/sXe philosophy. We even used the phrase: If it’s not punk,

then it's not sXe, and ifit’snot sXe, then it is not punk!

Can you explain this?

pll]]k and SXC haVC thC €xactsame Pul'POSC: to dcf)’ a SyStC]Tl [ha[ Controls you and
to provide a social alternative based on true values, a true sense of freedom, and the
absence of oppression. The diff erence was the abstinence that sXe preached, which
contradicted the habits of most carly punks. sXeintroduced the notion that sobricty,
a clear conscience, and a rejection of drugs and intoxication (the system’s poisons)
can make it casier to develop a true (r)evolutionary consciousness and to have a deep
impact on society.

Inaworld completely dependant on intoxication, sXe is a weapon of political re-

sistance, it's the “UnDiscipline,” the exact opposite of what millions of people do who
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consume products and have so-called “fun” at the expense of millions of suffering
human beings and animals. This has very concrete dimensions, for example when
indigcnolls poPulatiOllS arc fOl‘CCd to run aWay fl'oﬂ] th(:il‘ I]Ol]]c[ﬂ]lds to plant dmg
or tobacco crops. The social costs of alcohol and tobacco are horrendous: alcohol as
a drug is responsible for millions of deaths by car accidents and countless beatings in
our llo]lICS; tobﬂCCO causes not Ollly diSCaSCS n 11u111a]1 bci]lgs but is alSO t]‘l(’, excuse to
intentionally infect innumerable animals with these discases for “research purposes.”
And often enough the corrupe, greedy, and deadly industries behind these substances
have connections to right-wing parties and so on.

This is the reality that sXe turns against, and that punk should turn against too.
Both ideologics have a lot in common and I truly know that a lot of people who are
not sXe do a great deal of excellent chings. I just wish we could all move to the next
level and stop supporting companies and substances that are not only dangerous and
deadly but chat also support a system of constant oppression. Those in power know
that you are more dangerous when you are sober than when you are drunk, and they
doa very effective job m kccping you scparatcd from the real thing, mn kccping you
frOlTI ﬁg]’ltillg thcir l'll[cs and fl‘Olll ﬁghtillg fOl' thOSC in ll(:CCl. 'Ihcy l’ClC]]tICSSly f‘Ol’CC
more and more products you don’t need onto you and your home.

I chose not to participate in this because I know what it stands for. I'm not into
their games. It’s a personal choice but it’s also a political choice. My hope is that peo-
ple who drink or smoke at least think about all chis. As I said carlier, after realizing
that at some point in mylife [ was very prejudiced against people who did not make
the choices I made, I think it is really important not to pass judgment. At the same
time, I've always considered it important to speak my mind.

The fight is not aboutsXe, it is about overthrowing a system of oppression. What
is most important is that we unite, now more than ever, and no matter what our dif-
ferences are. I'm not going to make drinking or smoking a scapegoat for everything
that’s wrong with our world while hiding in my sXe comfort zone. I am committed

to ﬁghti]lg thC I'CQI Cl'l(flle.

Take us back to the history of Portuguese punk/hardcore. You
were talking about the mid-1990s and
especially X-Acto...

All in all there was a good spirit at the time. I think that most of the people who
remain in the scene today would agree. Many long-lasting contacts were established
as a result of the type of punk/hardcore/sXe we lived.

X-Acto, with its originality both in music and lyrics, always remained very influ-
ential. Of particular significance was their CD Harmony As One. It dealt with global

social issues and reflected a positive and strong way to look at what you could do for
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the carth, for animals, and for humans. It also showed how short-term projectsand
little things could have a big impact. It even had an cighteen-minute spoken word
sequence at the end of the CD explaining why being vegan was the best choice for
humans, animals, and the planet. It rocked! You could not be indifferent to that, it
touched your heart. And it made complete sense — and still does, and always will!

Back then you could feel hope and you could feel that you were part of a big group of
pcoplc willing to changc rcality by going todemos, 5, cducating peo-
ple in the streets, doing benefit shows to help the homeless, supportingdog or cat shelters.

Since X-Acto made people aware that a band is a powerful vehicle to share a mes-
sage, a lot of other bands were formed. Punk, hardcore, crust, ska, and melodic hard-
core bands appeared everywhere, and we experienced a hardcore boom. At the end
of the 1990s, a lot of people were at shows, always! On average 300 to 500. This was
unique in Portuguese hardcore history.

As time moved on, more bands joined, some bands broke up, some people went,
other people stayed, new people came. From the year 2000 on, when X-Acto broke
up and some of the band’s members started Sannyasin, and when Time X and New
Winds appcarcd, there was a lot of sociaI/political/spiritual engagement and strong
messages of human, animal, carth, and self-liberation.

Unfortunately a lot of that, if not all, is lost today. Most bands speak about hardcore
and thﬂ[’s it. P(‘:OPlC are Stllck to Collccting T‘Sllirts ﬂ]]d l'CCOI'dS ﬂ]]d hmdly plcl( llpﬂ bOOk
or zine. No band speaks about anything except hardcore issues. No band takes a public
stand with regard to social struggles, or, betteryet, tries to engage people in action.

Of course some bands do good things musically and they make concerts an entertain-
ing place to be. But I see no social issues. Anyone who expects to return home froma Por-
tuguesce hardcore show today with some social/political/alternative issue can forger it.

This is the current scenario. There are no “politicalitics,” no social issues, no one
who speaks about anything except hardcore. There are no zines or books, videos or
debates, spoken word performances or actions, nothing. This is definitely not what I

spent years struggling for with New Winds and other pcoplc.

How about straight edge? Is it still alive?

It dcpcnds on Whﬂ[ typc Of sXe we are talking abollt. If]t’ﬁ t]‘lc typc OFSXC Wl‘lCl‘C
bands Spcak aboll[ fri(‘.llds]‘lip and t]-lC guy Wllo brOkC t]-lC Cdg(‘., or abollt tl1c pl‘oblcms
and disappointments they have had within the scene, then it is certainly alive. Almost
every straight edge band today talks about nothing but these subjects; subjects thatin
my opinion shouldn’t be the most important. It’s just never been my vision of sXe to
stick to lyrical clichés that will never take you anywhere in terms of seeing the world

diff crently and changing it. It’s like pop music or any other “empty” style.
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Whether politically inspiring sXe is still alive is a diff erent question. However, I
will say this: to me, political sXewill be alive as long as there are bands that address
social, political, spiritual strugglcs and call themselves sXe. And this is still the case.
My hope is that, as time moves on and as the world becomes an even sicker place than
it is today, more and more bands will return vo these struggles and organize resistance
against thOSC in POWCI‘.

One more thing, though, just to clarify: I don’t want to say that it’s ncccssarily
bad to talk about your friends, or about disappointments or broken relationships, or
about the past or what happened within the scene. What I'm trying to say is that if we
want to be a truly diff erent and revolutionary movement, it’s not these types of lyrics
and issues that will get us there. They will not make us any diff erent from the scenes

we fight so much and want to distinguish ourselves from.

Across the Atlantic, a strong political straight edge scene has
developed in Brazil, a former Portuguese colony. Do you think
that the shared cultural heritage has anything to do with this?
Or is it a mere coincidence? In any case, | assume you have good
relations with the scene in Brazil, given the common language...

Of course the common language helps a lot with communication and with build-
ing strong bonds between the hardcore scenes. I also think you are right to some
degree with regard to the cultural heritage. I can’treally explain why, but when I went
to Brazil for the first time I didn’t feel that it was somcthing new, it felr like a placc
I had already been to. It’s strange but I think that Brazil has always been in my sub-
consciousness. At the same time, Brazil has a special way of making you feel like you
havc ncver f(’,lt bchl'C. PCOPIC arc V(’,l’y fl’icndl)’ and warm and SOCiCty is COl’llplctcly
diHCl‘cnt fl‘oﬂl What yoll’f(', llSCd to in Elll’op(’,. I[’S SO]TICthil'lg Way out OF CVCI‘y[hing
you have known or lived. T think this is the main reason why most Brazilian bands
— and I'm not just talking about hardcore — have such strong social and political
lyrics. People are not spoiled like we are in Europe or in the US. A lot of people just
try to survive. And many of them turn to music to spread revolutionary messages.
The energy at a show in Brazil is completely dift erent from what you're used to in this
part of the world. Peopleare not used to things being delivered or given for free, they
have to fight for better living conditions every single day. I think what really touched
me was to sce first-hand something that I had only imagined but never experienced.
| think this made me feel very connected to the country and its people. That’s why
I wanted to play there so much, I knew it would be the “right” audience for a band
like New Winds. Shows there are simply amazing, everybody has a great time. People
don’t care so much about how well you play, they arc just there to listen, to enjoy, and

to makc you f(f(il at hOlTlC.
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How did you perceive straight edge in the Brazilian context?

sXe is Brazil is much more political than in Europe. Peopleare involved in local as
well as international issues, there is a lot of awareness and debate. Many shows include
political information. I twicesaw representatives of the Landless Workers Movement
speak at sXe shows, sons of landless slaves who have been oppressed for generations.
They spoke about their struggles. They are poor but they have a rare strength to fight
for their rights to a home and to land to survive on. It was tremendously moving, I
can't really putitinto words.

It fecls like the harsh social conditions in Brazil force people to be aware and fo-
cused and tostayinformed, and thisis reflected in thesXescene. L always come home
inspircd when I go there — by the showsand by the pcoplc, cspccially by the dedica-
tion with which people follow their ideals. I feel blessed for these experiences and
cannot thank the friends I have made there enough. T have been to Brazil six times
and have [carned so much as a human being,.

Of course there are also people who don’t care and who don’t keep informed, and
the sXe scene faces some of the same problems that sXe¢ scenes are facing elsewhere:
there is a tendency to be less and less focused on the “real enemy” and more and more
on some conflict within the scene. However, in Brazil — as well as in other Latin
American countries constituting the so-called backyard of the United States — there

is a growing revolutionary movement on many levels. sXe is one of them.

What about your Iberian neighbor? | can’t help wondering why a
strong political straight edge scene would develop in Portugal, but
apparently not in Spain. Do you have any explanation for this?

Don’t really know, beats me. I guess smaller countries sometimes havean advantage
as cveryone knows everyone and people hang out together more often, so it’'s maybe
casicr to organize shows and other activitics. In that sense, Portugal has great condi-
tions for a concise, compact, and active scene. However, thisalone can’t really explain
Why Spain would not have a big and consolidated political sXe scene, cspccially when
there exists an occupicd tcrritory within the country, such as the Basquc Countl‘y. I
think thisand thc fact that Spain was only recently freed from a dictatorship should
bc rcason Cnollg]-l to ]‘lavc a Stl‘Ong pOlltlcal SXC and punk/hal’dcol‘c sccne.

I O]]ly Playcd []-ICI‘C once, in t]‘lc Bﬂsquc Collntl'y — a S]Tla“ ShOW, SiX[Y‘chcllty
people, but it had some sealls wich information and zines, and che bands we played
with, Crickbat for example, were bands who spoke about other things than just music
and hardcore.

I think people avoid playing there, at lcast small bands, duc to the relatively weak

political scene in general, although I know there are many anarchists and punks who
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do a lot of great stuff. I chink thatit all gets pretty much diluted because of the size
of the country. But this is just my opinion, based on what I've experienced. Others
might have diff erent perspectives.

I went to sce a show of the Gorilla Biscuits reunion tour in Spain. The venue was
crowded, a big place with a lot of people, I think about 500. In other cities it was the
same. But thisis aclassicaland very well known band from the 80s. If “normal” hardcore
or Pllnk bands llﬁd PIayCd, I hlg]1ly dollbt that thC venues Would havc bCCl] that fuu.

In the end, I think that the popularity of a philosophy, a lif estyle, an ideology, or
even a band depend on the people involved and the places you grow up in and the
amount of things that happen in your hometown. Sometimes it’s just really hard to

say why this happens in one place and not in another.

Geographically, Portugal is rather isolated. Your former band,
New Winds, drew a lot of international attention. What were
your experiences with reaching straight edge scenes — and,
not to forget, activist communities — around the globe?

Thisis somethingl find extremely gratif ying. It means the world to me. It is some-
thing that will be with me way beyond this life. When we started rehearsing in little
garages, we never imagined that we would turn out to be one of the most talked-
about bands n thC WOl‘ldWidC punk hal‘dcorc a]]d SXC scene. [ never though[ I WOllId
engage in such a powerful journey that would change my lif ¢ forever.

What hardcore, punk, sXe¢, and New Winds has taught me is truly amazing, an
achicvement as a human being. The places I was able to visit, the people I was able
to meet, what I was able to experience and learn, and what I was able to become as a
person makes me feel truly blessed. I miss some of those days when everything was
in such harmony, where we could sing songs of freedom and share dirty clubs with
people screaming our songs as if their lives depended on it. I can hardly imagine an-
other way than this. I can’t sce myself on any other path than the one I followed.

I believe that it was all supposcd to be like this, so that I could become who I am
today, thil‘ty-t|1rcc years old, fccling lot less angst 1'cga1'ding a whole bunch ofthings.
Lyrics like those of “Young Until 1 Die,” “In Praise Of Others,” “Trust,” “True Till
Decath,” “Start Today,” “Hope” by X-Acto, “For Those Who Crucify Us” by Sannya-
sin, and “Within 20 Ycars” by New Winds never made more sense to me than today.
I was born without asking and I will die without wanting, but I'm rcally sure I made
the best of what lay in between! These were amazing cleven years, they were all worth-
while. I'd live them again without blinking.

One of the things I'm most proud of is that New Winds was consistent with
its message. That's what opened doors to us in terms of labels and got us relatively

known. We promised we would speak up about social, political, and spiritual issues
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and put subjects [ike lost friendships or lost edges aside. And we did that. There was
always something in the air when New Winds played. People always expected to hear
about real life problems, and not about petry hardcore scene fights and trivialities. We
always refused to “shoot against our own feet,” as we say in Portugal.

W henever we had the chance and the means to do so, we organized shows provid-
ing diff erent cultural and political information. We used videos, spokcn word, post-
ers, books, texts, emails. We always had somcthing on stage to share. It was all abour
words of action, about sharing thoughts, experiences, images, feclings. The ability to
pick up a microphone and speak your mind about the world and to make people
awarc of things they weren’taware of bef ore was always a reason to keep going.

We lived up to what we preached untrl our very last show on March 17,2007, in the
town where New Winds was born and where I have lived my whole life: Sacavém. The
show was free, and weshowed avideo called The 4% 1 orlel 117, about globalization andits
victims. The show wassponsored by some local organizations. We gave all of the money we
got, 250 Euros, to a dog shelter. Until the end we kept doing what we thought was right.

We were never perfect and sometimes we screwed up big time. We said and did
things that were wrong, but we always spoke out and acted. We never hid or shut
up. We played more than 250 shows in eleven years, and participated in more than
twenty benefitgigs for Food Not Bombs, dogand cat shelters, soup kitchens, prisoner
support groups, Palestinian resistance, and animal liberation strugglcs. How could I
ever forget such aband and the influence it had on me? If your life can change in one
second, just imagine what cleven years can do, and you might be able to understand

what I fecl when New Winds is mentioned.

You said that the show was sponsored by some local organiza-
tions. Just out of curiosity: which local organizations sponsor
hardcore shows in Portugal?

There are different groups, and they mainly let us use their space, especially in
smaller towns. Forinstance, in many places around Lisbon, the CommunistPartylets
us usc their headoffice for shows and social activitics. It’s not like we get support from
local authorities or anything. They couldn’t care less about us. Either they don’t even
know that we exist, or they send guys to shows who are disguised as hardcore fans but
arc actually from the police. The Portuguese government doesn’t give a damn thing
about Cdllca[ion, hCal[h, or jObS, SO Why WOlllCl thcy carc ﬂbou[ SuppOl‘ting gl‘ollps
Who ﬁght tI1C]Tl? 111i5 WOllld never hﬂPPCn. Vt:l‘y OCCaSiOnally we gc[ Support (ﬂ]ainly
in the form of cquipment) by local authoritics to organize bencfit shows or youth
chtivals. But basically wc I’Cly on t]-lC pCOPlC WhO ﬂl‘l‘ﬂngc th(: ShOWS to Organizc somc¢

kmd OfSllpPOl't FI‘OITI non-govcrnmcntal gl'OllpS.
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Your latest musical project, Arm the Spirit, is all acoustic.

This is an interesting — albeit not unique — development for a
former hardcore band frontman. What made you decide to play
acoustic? How is it working out for you? Do you think that you
reach a wider — or at least different — audience? Have your
messages changed at all?

I think the main reason was to do something diff erent to reach other people.
Hardcore is fast, furious, and it doesn’t get that much into people’s ears. You must be
a fan of this type of music to like it. This acoustic project adds value to the message
bCCallSC it acts as a bridgc bc[wccn lrlllSiC and ITICSSagC. I]l W]‘lat concerns t]‘l(’, ITICSSagC
itself, Arm the Spirit follows New Winds. Human, animal, earch, and self-liberation
are at the core of our lyrics. We want to reach out to other people, spread hope and
solidarity, compassion and love, awareness and attitude.

The band is going well for the moment. The idea to form Arm the Spirit was born
by New Winds’ second Bruno, who playccl guitar and who writes amazing lyrics. He
started with some songs, and me and another friend, Nuno, worked on them, only
changing a bit here and there, and we ended up with some good tunes. Later on in the
studio, we added piano and violin as the songs needed some innovation and better
quality. Weare very satisfied with the four songs we recorded which will be released as
a benefit CD for the Sea Shepherd Conservation Society. It will be called Seprember
The Black (not because of September the 11th).

As 1 said, our message did not change at all, it just grew stronger and wiser, I
think. Screaming accusations or clichéd calls for change can be alittle naive. I think
age and experience led to this, even if unconsciously. You just start looking at things
ff0111 CliH:Cl'cnt ﬁnglcs. I I121V€ I'Cﬂd more bOOkS now a]]d I hﬁVC CXPCl’iC]‘lCCd more in
life. Time has passed, I've become diff erent, and the world has become diff erent too.
Nonctheless, many issues are as pressingas ever and we will continue to address them:
Palestine, Tiber, indigcnous resistance, cgoism, animals, the earth, Africa, war, rac-
ism, homophobia, sexism, the media, authoritarianism, lies and corruption, MOVE,
political prisoners, humanity. The political focus doesn’t change. It’s just that we arc
making different, maybe “more accepted” music. Wed like to reach other audiences,
people who usually listen to bands with empty lyrics or with coded messages that no
one understands. We want to be simple, but direct and intelligent, positive, political,

and powcrfu]. I think this is the main intention.

While other members of New Winds have apparently moved
out of Portugal recently, you still live near Lisbon. What are the
most pressing issues that you have to deal with in Portugal as
a political activist?
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It is true that some members went looking for other places to live. Itisnot easy in
Portugal, and expensive when you compare living costs to the salaries you are able to
carn. I dccidc to Stay noncthclcss — fOl' digcrcnt reasons.

As far as being a political activist is concerned, I'm not sure if I still consider myself
that. [ did when I was in New Winds. During those years, I was active in many differ-
ent strugglcs. Today, I'm only kccping updatcd — about SHAC, Mumia Abu Jamal,
Jeff Luers, MOVE, Leonard Peltier, the Zapatistas and other indigcnous resistance
struggles, Palestine, ctc. 'm addicted to reading now. I've never read as much in my
life. I read every day, whenever I have time. I do answer emails and update the blog
I maintain in Portuguese on www.armthespirit.wordpress.com, but I'm not writing
letters to prisoners anymore, no longer organize spoken word performances or video
nights, etc. I'm kind of taking a break from a ten-year period when me and some
friends basically did this full-time. The beliefs and convictions are still there, theyare

right inside of me, but I'm just taking a break.

Because you exhausted yourself?

Well, actually, let me rephrase this: it’s not so much that I'm taking a “break.” I
guess I just do things in different ways now. What has changed is that I no longer
distribute pamphlets, brochures, and inf ormation material on a regular basis. This
ended with New Winds breaking up, I cant exactly say why. But I remain politically
active in my everyday lif ¢; I boycott companics who profit from the planet’s destruc-
tion ﬂnd f‘rOlTl thc Sllff(fl'irlg 0{: hlln'lan ﬂnd nOn‘hlllllall ﬂ]lil]]ﬂ[s. 1 ﬂlSO VOllln[CCl' ata
SOuP kitchcn fOl' [I'IC hO]TlCICSS onccea W(',Ck alld donat(’, l'Cgularly to Sca S]‘lcP]’lCl‘d and
Survival. I also spread political inf ormation through my blog.

Also, beingin Arm the Spirit kind of demands a diff erent way of activism. We do
not have the same audience we used to have with New Winds. People who come to
Arm the Spirit shows do not have the same political vein as hardcore kids, and you
have to be adifterent kind of activist, you have to speak calmer, in a more constructive
way, and you have to be more careful with words. It is challenging at times, butit's a

challenge that I find important and thatI enjoy.

Let us get back to the most pressing issues for political activ-
ists in Portugal...

I find that, not only here but around the world, the fences become tighter and tight-
er. We are more and more living in fascist states where punishment is brutal — physi-
cally, economically, and psychologically. Fear is sold more than solutions. Freedom is
morcand more restricted. Big Brother is on a never-seen level. We are totally controlled

and punished because of some vague threat called “terrorism” — something that was
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started by the same governments who now say they want to protect us from it. All is
“terrorism” now. Dissent is “terrorism.” What ajoke! Because governments can use the
media as an enormous propaganda machine, people suck up their lies as if they are air
to breathe. It’s outrageous, frightening, and unbelievable, but it’s happening. People are
facing enormous difficultics in doing effective things to change the reality we live in.

At the same time, cspccially in Latin America, we find signiﬁcant — and effective
— upl‘isings and social strugglcs. One of the latest documentaries I watched, John
Pilger’s Iar On Dewmocr acy, illustrates this in an amazing manner. The carth and two
thirds of its population are being robbed, humiliated, exploited, and killed by the
same people who say that they are delivering democracy. “Democracy” is just a word
that s cither being used naively, or with the purpose of disguising tyranny. The US is
delivering “democracy” in Iraq and in Af ghanistan at the cost of more than a million
lives. How can this be democratic? I don’t want their war — but [ sure don’t want
their peace either.

The factis that people, including me and you, must continue tostruggle if we want
PCOPIC Who are ﬂlllch worse Oﬂ. [han Olll'SCIVCS o haVC a thtCl' llfé and a more sustain-
ablc flltlll'c. TI]]S concerns :111 gC]'lClvatiOnS. At []-IC same tilTlC, WweE must never fOl‘gCt our
past; we must learn from it. And we must remind the people who oppress us of the
past as well. This is a constant struggle. As Milan Kundera so brilliantly put it: “The

strugglc ofpcoplc against power is the strugglc ofmcmory against forgctting.”

What do you think the future holds for political straight edge
in Portugal?

I'think there are three options, but this is just my personal view.

One: Thescene stays as itis, lacking social and political struggles, focusing on T-shirt
and record sales, “fun,” “unity,” and lyrics that talk about who has lost the edge, blah
blah. The consequence would be the death of a scene with an enormous potential,

TWOf TI]C ba]]ds that exist today Changc, n []_IC sensc [hat SXC WOllld bC aboll[ ac-
tion again, Cspccially about acting diffcrcntly. Pcoplc would read and learn, and make
inf ormation part of their shows and events.

Three: New bands come and turn the tide. They would go beyond today’s mix of
social/ political apathy, mad consumerism, and disrespect forlif e. They would rekindie
thestruggles thatmakesXe what it really is, a (r)evolutionary alternative. Assomeonc

once said, “There is awar — here is a weapon.” This is how [ sce sXe hardcore.
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Interview with Jonathan Pollack

n Isracl, che connections becween seraighe edge hardcore and policical

activism have been strong since a radical hardcore underground wich

anarchist leanings emerged in the 1990s. Jonachan Pollack has been part

of the scenc almost from ics beginnings. In 2003, he co-founded Anar-
chists Against the Wall, an Israeli direcc action group thac supports Palestinian
resistance to the Israeli occupation. Jonathan lives in Jaffa

It seems that anarchist politics and straight edge are nowhere
linked as closely as in Israel. Would you agree? And if so, what
do you think the reasons are?

‘The hardcore scene in Israel is tiny, and in the mid and late90s there was indeeda very
stl‘onglink to anarchist activism and politics, mainly due ro bands like Nekhei Naatza and
Dir Yassin. Theasmosphere at shows was political ina very deep and in-your-face way, not
something you could escape or consider as nothing more than cultural white noise.

Straight edge was part of that scene, even a prominent part at points in time,
but never detached or separate. The fact that both of the aforementioned bands had
Straight Edge members in them — while neither was a Straight Edge band as such
— is a good example for that.

In acountry thatisn’t much more than a huge military camp, it was clear how and
why punk and politics mix, and for those of us with Xs on their hands, growing up in
thatscene, Straig]‘lt Edgc was politics years before I sawitona Catalyst t-shirt.

A lot of what and who I am today is greatly indebted to that scene and its amaz-
ing people and spirit. While remnants of that atcitude still endure today, I fecl the
scene — in general, and as far as Straight Edge goes — is much less overtly political

today than it was th(i]'l.

Would you say that the straight edge scene in Israel remains
tied into radical politics though — or is there a straight edge
scene today that distances itself from radical activism?

No, there justisn’t really a separate Straight Edge scene in Isracl. It used to be very
rare to come across Straight Edgers who weren't, at least superficially, political. How-
ever, with today’s general decrease in the emphasis that the Isracli hard-

core scene puts on politics, you can now also encounter non-political

Straight Edgers.



D9, Td Aviv, 2007 Oren Ziv (Activestills.org)

Thinking about it though, for many of the “old timers” losing interest in Straight

Edge scemed to be a precursor for losing interest in politics as well.

You yourself, however, remain a tireless activist and organizer.
How do you see straight edge tied into this?

While 1do sec Straight Edge, in its essence, as a political choice, it doesn’t interest
me as a political movement or as a scene separate from the hardcorc scene.

For me, Straight Edge is, and always was, a gut instinct. I remember being drawn
to it as a teenager, long before I had the tools to dress my choice in the fancy robes of
radical discourse and complex politics.

[ was initially attracted to Straight Edge by the need to depart and distance myself
— mentally, emotionally and politically — from the culture of my contemporarics;
a culture obsessed with money and commoditization of leisure and personal interac-
tion rather than with freedom; a culcure in which the most upsetting thingyou could
do was to reject manufactured leisure.

Today, through the filter of years of activism, and with the ability to put Seraight
Edge in political terms, I am still not interested in doing so. It remains in the realm of
clutched fists, red rimmed cyes and a raging gnash at the world around me, an instinct.

Pur again in the simple terms of a teenager, Straighe Edge is the ultimace Fuck You.
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So, in a wider political context, living straight edge has no real
significance for you?

In a realpolitik context, the links between drug abuse or alcoholism and poverty,
or between cigarettes and transnational corporations, arc just another — and not
cven a very central — aspect of a fucked up world; another item in the endless list of
boycott-worthy items if you'd like.

Straight edge’s political importance lies in its explosive cultural charge. This is the
real challenge that it presents, and why it connects so well with punk and hardcore.
Unlike with more concrete political issues, there is no point in convincing people of
Straight Edge’s merits — being mostly instinctive, it is a fire that either burns within
you, or it doesn’t.

Asa politicaI idea, the Straig]‘lt Edgc of ebullient refusal to the decadence of our
timcs is not that ofan ascctic anchoritc in the badlands of western civilization orof re-
ligious purity. The need to extract onesclf from socicty, so prevalent in Straight Edge,
is fuclled by the desire to see and live a diff erent 1‘cality; a desire that can’t subsist in
the clubs, cafés and drug culture of mainstream socicty. Both my Straight Edge and
myactivism are strongly rooted in this passion, and ncither is dependent on whether

we will reach this diff erent reality or not.

Can you explain more about the connection between this desire
or passion, straight edge, and activism?

Activism sends one through the hollows and dells of failure and despair,and with all
the positivism in the world, I doubt anyone scriously invested in a meaningful struggle
can truly avoid these feelings at times. In my personal passage through the lands of po-
litical involvement, and especially throughits lows, I've seen people shotdead for noth-
ingmore than dcmonstl‘atingor bl‘caking a curfew. Unfortunatcly, more thanonce, this
happened meters away, right in front of me, and I couldn’t do anythingabout it.

These are experiences that sink deep into oné’s soul. They occupy my nights and
my sleep just as much as they occupy my days and waking thoughts. But still, despite
its tOll, I fCCl VCl‘y f‘ol‘tunatc to b(: Pﬂrt OfSllCh an intensc Stl‘llgglc a]]d to bC Satiatcd
with its radiant passions, as well as its true sorrows.

For me, it is this choice, of real passions over the ready-made passions produced
by the market, of truc liberty over numbness and indiff erence, where Straight Edge

and activism connect.

Help me understand how you relate straight edge to this passion:
is it because you feel life more intensely when you are sober? Or
because straight edge is a synonym for refusal and anti-consum-

erism? If the latter, | guess it would make drinking home-brew
acceptable — but then that’s hardly straight edge anymore...
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I'd sayit'scloser to the latter. As I've explained before, while I don’tignore theties
between, say, alcoholism, poverty, and transnational corporations, I doubt they could
justify the centrality Straight Edgers assign to alcohol consumption in our identity.

W hether a beer was produced by exploited laborers or a DIY microbrewery, is a
question that should interest drinkers, not Straight Edgers. The realissue I recognize
concerns not thC On'thC'gl’Ound economic circumstances OF thCSC Pl'OdllCtS — CI]CSC
can indeed be circumvented — but rather the place that these substances hold within
our culture, and what it means to reject them.

I tend to think that Straight Edge is a rejection of cultural consumerism in a way
that goes beyond the mere ritual of monetary transaction. In my experience, alco-
hol, drugs and cigarettes have an important significance in the mainstream culture of
hedonist indiff erence, in the acquisition of “cool.” in the promotion of ready-made
sterile rebellion-f or-the-masses.

There isoftenasomewhat condescending tendency within radical circles, where we as-
sume that once we've understood the context of things, we are in a way immune to them,
as if we are in some way purer than the Average Joe. I think you can’t expropriate drink-
ing, smoking and drug use from the long dark night of trade, and it doesn’t rcaﬂy matter if
it's home-brewed or not. You just can’t beat the system from within. For some reason, this
isa commonly held view among anarchists with respect to, say, electoral politics, but not

so much when it comes to cultural issues — where I think it’s even more applicablc.

How are your relations to both anarchist and straight edge
scenes outside of Israel? And how do you perceive the politics
of straight edge in other countries?

As I'said before, Straight Edge doesn’t really interest me as a movement. @ver the
years I've met some very interesting people and it is with them I keep in touch, not
with their scenes.

However, even though the mainstream of Straight Edge, with its puritanism and
macho attitude, isn’tvery interesting, the radical marginsare full of beautiful, passion-
ate and original people and ideas. Generally, as a rule, the farther you get from clean-

cut looks and fancy clothes the more interesting Straight Edge will probably get.

Isn’t this what straight edge crust punkers are all about?

Yeah, 1 guess it probably is...

Anyway, dcspitc the way I feel abour jock culture in Straight Edgc, veganism and
animal rights” prominence in Straight Edge is not something to be ignored or taken
lightly. While I don’t really connect with a lot of things around bands like Earth Cri-
sis, I treasure their contribution to transforming animal n'ghts and radical environ-

mentalism into a centralissue for Straight Edgers.
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Tell us more about your own political activities and about Anar-
chists Against the Wall...

Well, I'll try doing that without going into the depths of the complex and long
history of Zionist colonialism in the Middle East. This history started at the very end
of the 19th century, when aJewish national movement began winning the hearts and
minds of European Jews, with the aim of colonizing Palestine, which at the time was
under Ottoman rule. Today — after establishing the “Jewish and democratic” State
Of ISI‘HCI ln 1948; af‘tcl' wars that haVC Calls(fd hllndl'(fds Of tllolls;l]lds Of Palcstiniﬂn
refugees, and after long periods of military rule — Palestinians remain cither second
class citizens in Isracl, or subjects without rights in the Occupied Territories of Gaza
and the West Bank.

The first outbreak of widespread popular resistance in the Palestinian Occupied
Territories was sparked in Becember 1987 and became known as the Intifada — “up-
rising” in Arabic. It subsided with the signing of a so-called peace accord in Oslo in
1993. When the hopes and promises of the peace process were not met, a second
Intifada erupted in October 2000.

Today, we are witnessing the perfection of a very sophisticated regime of racial sepa-
ration (Hafrada in Hebrew, Apartheid in Afrikaans) in the Occupied Territories — a
regime that’sextremely brutalon theonehand, and, in many aspects, almost completely
invisible on the other. Israels acts are driven mostly by the desire to retain and strength-
en its control over the land and the civilian population. Even the military withdrawal
from the Gaza Strip was motivated by this: Israel practically retains control over the
Strip and keeps it besieged, but is now provided with more international [egitimacy.

One of the landmarks of the Isracli project of separation is the construction of the
West Bank barrier (“The Wall”), which Israel started buildingin 2002, and which will
practically annex about 10 percent of the West Bank to Isracl when complete. The wall,
together with the Jewish-onlyroad system, Jewish-only settlements, prohibited zones,
checkpoints and roadblocks, will secure the division of the West Bank into islands of
territorial discontinuity, and ensure Isracli control over the scarce water resources.

The construction of the wall, with its grave implications on Palestinians, was also
a catalyst for a new wave of popular struggle that started soon after construction had
began, peaked in 2004, and continues to date.

The struggle against the wall, throughout the West Bank, mostly consists of almost
daily demonstrations, riots and direct actions. People gather and march towards their
lands where Isracli bulldozers arc working, with the aim of disrupting and sabotaging
construction. Demonstrators arc usually met by military repression that varies from
teargas and concussion grenades to rubber-coated steel bullets (very diff erent from rub-

ber bullets in mostother places, often lethal) to, at times, the use of live ammunition.
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In the past six years nineteen people, ten of them minors, all of them Palestin-
ians, were killed in these demonstrations, in which firearms were only ever used by
the army, never by protesters. Thousands of us, Palestinians, Israelis and internationals
have been injured, many seriously. Hundreds have been thrown in jails, prosecuted and
imprisoned. The Isracli army, like any army faced with a civilian uprising, knows no
other way to deal with civilian dissent but to try and stifle it with extreme violence.

Anarchists Against the Wall is really just a side note in all this — Israclis joiningan
essentially Palestinian movement. I guessyou could say that small bands of vagabond
and treacherous Isracli anarchists roamed through the Occupied Territories from the
carly days of the second Intifada, drawn to the popular insurrectionary resistance
to the occupation. These people later grew to become Anarchists Against the Wall,
which is a more organized attempt of Israclis to join the resistance of Palestinians, as
well as a means to enable others to do so.

As anarchists, many of us were obviously attracted to participate in an insurrec-
tionary situation taking place right at our doorstep, but the rationale of joining Pal-
estinians who put up resistance goes beyond that. The fact that we oppose the oc-
cupation, Zionism in gcncra[, and even the existence of nation-states per se, does not
relieve us of our responsibility for what is done by our governments on the ground.
Israclis, anarchists too, are the beneficiaries of Isracli apartheid, and it is being carried
out in our name. Isracli apartheid and Isracli occupation will not end by itself — it
will end when it becomes ungovernable and unmanageable. Being part of the effort
to reach this situation is our moral duty. We can’t cast aside the national identity with
its privileges and moral obligations that has been imposed on us. Especially here, we
are Israelis whether we like it or not.

Aware of our colonial position as Israelis, and the dangers such unequal political re-
lationships carry, an important principle of our participation in the struggle is to do our
best not to replicate the positions of occupied-occupier inside the movement. Though
as Israelis the struggle is ours to fight, side by side with Palestinians, it is, in this colonial
situation, dcﬁnitcly not ours to lead, and all major decisions arec made by Palestinians.

Anarchists Against the Wall’s importancc 1S simply n bcing there, as Israelis; its
importance is the shattering of borders — be they borders of national loyalty, or the
ones between protest and resistance. In Israel such acts were not at all an obvious

thing prior to Anarchists Against The Wall, even for anarchists.

Does straight edge sometimes become an issue in your collabo-
ration with Palestinians? Like, in my experience, you often get
respect in Muslim communities — which most of the Palestin-

ian communities are, the significant Christian Palestinian popu-

lation notwithstanding — if you don’t drink as a non-Muslim.
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Sometimes, this can open doors and establish strong personal
ties. At the same time, it seems difficult — for obvious rea-
sons, I believe — to find many people in the Territories who'd
rally behind the cause of vegan straight edge. So do you think
that being straight edge helps or complicates transcending
national, cultural, and religious borders?

It’s kind of funny you mention that. It is well known that Muslims abstain from
alcohol, but it is less known that devout Muslims also don’t smoke or take drugs,
because the Quran forbids one from harming her body. I guess that's where the stu-
Pldlty Ofthosc hﬂl‘dlincl‘s Who ﬂuctuﬂtc tOWal‘dS ﬁl]ldal]lc]]tﬂlist ISlﬂlTl ﬂnd tl‘y to giVC
Straight Edgc a 1‘eligious touch draws from. In my opinion this trend is very counter-
productive. I feel Straight Edge shouldbe a passionate assault on our own mainstream
culture rather than a way to connect our counterculture with fundamentalism.

I think it’s rather prob[cmatic to equate Straight Edgc with just abstinence, but
having said that, abstaining from alcohol can dcﬁnitcly help in Palestine, no doubt,
but I don’t think Straight Edge is very relevant here. The non-Straight Edgers among
us don’t drink in Palestine cither, out of a guest’s respect for people’s culture.

After years of Israclis using cultural-exchange and “dialoguc” as ways to strengthen
and profit from the occupation, Palestinians are very suspicious of normalization; i.c.
the attempt to form normal relationships between Palestinians and Israclis under the
occupation, as if the terms are equal. While disrespect for Palestinian culture would
have definitely been detrimental for the attempt to build trust, I think such trust can
only be built from the understanding that we do not seck normalization, but rather
that we wish to take part, in the most literal way, in the ﬁght against the occupation.
'Ihrough the years, this trust was and still is bcing built through mutual respect and
the sincerity of our wishes to take part in the struggle rather than to talk about guil.

You are right — no, the Palestinian masses won’t rally behind our libertarian
causes, but this is not why we go. I understand anarchism not as an abstract idea con-
fined to a hundred years of written thought, but, above all, as a fight against injustice
in the here and now. I think that this is exactly what we are doing.

This does not mean, of course, that we don’t have our own limits and principles.
For instance, while most Palestinians, obviously, aren’t exactlyvegans, animal rights is
very influential in the Isracli anarchist scene, maybe more than anywhere else in the
world. I can remember a few times when this became an issue, for instance when we
locked ourselves in a huge metal cage to block bulldozers from clearing the path for
the wall, and one of the farmers brought a goat with him; or when donkeys are used
to transport hundreds of kilos of olives during olive harvest. It is important for us to
join Palestinians in their resistance, many times also at the pricc oficlco[ogical pul‘ity,

but everyone draws her own line individually.
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Alright, knowing you, I'm sure we’ll get great answers to the final
questions, no matter how general they are: what future do you
see for anarchism, for straight edge, and for the Middle East?

I think [hc answer fol' Elll thl'CC is Stl'ugglc‘.

For anarchism simply because struggle is its essence, and will, I hope, always be
its futurc. I don’t scc anarchism as an cscapist-utopian idca, but rather as one of the
pl‘cscnt; d nCVCl“ColTlplCtC pul'sllit Of ﬁ'CCdOITI :lnd qulﬂﬁty, WIth bOllndal’iCS that arc
always expanding. It is not a movement based on the notion of “the good of man,”
rather the opposite: I see it based on the notion that there will always be oppression
to fight, including after “the revolution.”

As for Straight Edge — its intrinsic logic only has any meaning in the context of
refusing society, in the context of discontent; as a tribal cry of war for the misfits and
outcasts, [hC :lngl'y daughtcrs Of western POP Cul[llrc.

And the Middle East? That's just too sad a story. We've already talked about re-
alpolitik long enough in this interview, but there is simply no option for this region
other than struggle — it is too succumbed by imperialism and internal corruption to
offer any other solution, if there is to be a future for this place atall. From the occupa-
tion of Iraq to that of Palestine, from oppressive “authentic” regimes (as opposed to
the puppet regimes of Iraq or Afghanistan) to religious fundamentalism, the light of
hopeisavery scarce recourse in the dark tunnel of the Middle East.

As far as the Zionist-Palestinian conflict is concerned specifically, I am not an op-
timist here cither. Every effort at peace negotiations so far has been cynically used by
Israc] to mask the perpetuation of its apartheid regime as attempts to end it.

In the long term, the two state solution could never offer true reconciliation as it
offers no solution to the millions of Palestinian refugees and is based on a racist no-
tion of Israel remaining an cthnocracy where Jews will inherently have more rights
than OthCrS.

The only point of dim light is that while racist and rejectionist tendencies on the
Isracli side are rapidly growing, voices calling for the replacement of the national
liberation struggle with one for equal rights become, slowly but steadily, louder on
the Palestinian side. However, these voices are still a long way from representing the
mainstream of Palestinian politics. Even if the agenda of civil rights will prevail over

the nationalist one, long years of struggle arc ahcad of us.
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Sweden
Interview with Tanja

C anja is a norchern Swedish policical activist who was involved in che
f Swedish vegan straighc edge scene of the 1990s (see also the incer-
I view with Dennis Lyxzén). Today, Tanja lives in a rural cooperative
ncar Umed, Sweden.

The infamous Swedish straight edge scene of the 1990s was
very much concentrated in the town of Umed in northern Swe-
den. | understand that you have been living in or near Umea for
some time now. But you didn’t grow up there?

No, I grew up in Ostersund — or close to Ostersund, in the country. I moved to

Umed in 2000, after high school. But I had been there a lot bef ore. There weren't so

many towns near where I grew up, so Umeé was one of the closest.

But it was still pretty far, right?
About 400 kilometers.

And you mainly went to shows there?

Yes. As I said, there weren’t so many options. I guess I started regularly traveling
to Umed in about 1997.

Why did you move there when you were out of school?

Well, I had been there alot, and I already knew people in town. Besides, there was
still a pretty strong vegan straight edge scene in Umed at the time which gave me some-

thing to conncct to — this sccms important when you sct out to creatc your own lifc.

Was Umea the only town with a strong vegan straight edge
scene?

Umed was definitely the center. But there were smaller towns in the north too:
Lule3, Pite3, Sundsvall. Therewas ascencin Ostersund as well. But it was very different
to Umed. Umedisa collcgc town with a lot of student acrivists. That’s very characreristic
for the place. You don’t have that in Ostersund at all. We had a house called Tingshuset

where we could hang out, put up shows, and organize festivals. However,

the bigger and more exciting things always happened in Umei.



Saber Living for the Revolution

In Ostersund — and this
might be true for the other small-
€r towns as WCU — t]-lCl'C was al'
ways some kind of a “litt]e brother
complex.” Like, we had our own
bands, bllt most ShOWS were S[l“
played by bands that came from
other places. The scene always
seemed to revolve more around
people who organized shows
rather than people who were play- Unmed, Sweden, 2008 Nora Rithzel
ing in bands themselves.

W hat was interesting, though, was thata vegan straight edge identity in Ostersund was
really important to me because you had to be very active to keep a scene going, Once T had
moved to Umei this changed. There wasn't anything to prove there. Everyone was vegan
straight cdgc. This also meant that I gota different perspective on the scene. Like, certain

QSPCCtS Of.it rcally S[Zl['de to bO[I‘lCl' me; things 1 hadn’t €ven t]’lOllgh[ about lTlllCh bCfOl‘C.

For example?

Mainly all the macho aspects — and how far they reached. This was one of the

reasons why I chose a rather separatist feminist milieu.

Were these aspects particularly strong in the Umea scene, or
was it just that they started to bother you more once you had
moved there?

The latter. 1 think you find these aspects in almost all hardcore scenes — or ev-
erywhere in a patriarchal society, for that matter. As I said, it was just that my overall
perspective on the scene changed after I had moved to Umed. I think that [ had this
image of moving there and getting really involved. I even did a course in sound engi-
neering. But I became disillusioned soon, because as a girl I felt welcome only under

certain circumstances.

How did this become obvious? Were there any decisive experi-
ences you had?

It’s hard to say. I thought about this before meeting for the interview. Like, why is
it still self-evident to me to live drug-free, yet I decided to leave that scene?

| Cﬂn’[ l'Cﬂ[ly I'ClnClleCr ﬁny Pafticlllar cvents thﬂt tl‘iggcrcd thC dCCiSiOn. But I re-
member one incident, for Cxamplc, that I believe illustrates the problcm well. This ]'lap-

pened even before I moved to Umea. I was talking to some guys in Ostersund who
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never seemed to take me seriously. Like, they always made it pretty clear that they didn’t
wannahave me around when they met with the bands that came through town. But this
one time they were really excited and said, “Wow, Tanja, we found this band that’s really
great for you! They are on Victory, and it’s an all-girl hardcore band!” They were talk-
ing about Baby Gopal. You know, their album was rather poppy, they had these pretty

female vocals, the cover was blue and pink — and I was just like, “This is not okay!”

There was a pretty influential all-girls band from Ume3a, though,
right? The Doughnuts.

Yes, of course! They unfortunately stopped playing bef ore I moved there. But they
really meant a lot to many girls. They were very important.

I mean, of course, there were girls in the scene, but it was difficult for them. Like,
when they started to organize Punkfesten, a big annual punk festival in Umei — and
itwas really bigat the time, with people coming from all over Sweden and beyond —
I remember having many conversations with girlfriends of mine when we were just
like, “This is not really an atmosphere where everyone feels welcome.”

Girls were always a minority. In Ostersund, for example, it sometimes seemed that
the only girls were me, my best friend, and then some guys’ girlfriends. There was always
a huge gender gap. I think it’s the responsibility of both sides to change that, and that
you gotta take power if you have none, but still, the way I experienced it, there were a lot
of guys who had the means to make a positive change, but they didn’t do it. Theydidn't
do what they could have done to change things. To the contrary, they usually did not
allow others, in particular girls, to share power with them. There were a lot of missed
opportunities. I think this is what became really obvious to me once I had moved to

Umeai. It was ccrtainly no coincidence that there were so few gir]s in the scene.

When you speak of macho elements, does that also
mean violence?

I never really witnessed any fights. But there was definitely a lot of violent posing
and dancing. You know, the whole “brotherhood” thing. And it wasn’t just talk. The
whole notion of brotherhood became very concrete in terms of how the power in the

scene was divided.

If these elements were so strong, what was attractive to you
about the scene to begin with?

Well, first of all, I come from a left-wing home, so the rebellious attitude of punk
struck a chord with me. Then I was interested in animal rights, which was big at the
time. And finally I met this friend, Kickan, who got herself well established in the

scene. I don’tknow how she did it ‘cause it certainly wasn't casy, but she was basically
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the onewho showed me that youcould be straight edge without being Christian. She

was a little older and I was very influenced by her.

So early on, straight edge and hardcore punk were kind of one
and the same thing for you?

Yes, 1 would say so, even though this was not typical for the hardcore scene in
@®stersund. To be honest, it sometimes seemed that it was only Kickan and I who

lived drug-free — even though there must have been others too.

Did that create problems? Being drug-free in a scene that pre-
dominantly wasn't?

No. We got respect for living drug-free. While I was questioned for living drug-
free in basicallyall social contexts I ever found myselfin, this was really never the case
within the hardcore scene. Being straight edge was kind of an ideal to aspire to —

even if many couldn’tliveup to it.

What bands did you listen to at the time?

I dcﬁnitcly had |]1YPITQSC — W]‘lcn I was likc ﬁﬁccn —_— thn I Would Ollly Iistcn to
what came out on Victory. But I pretty soon stopped to only listen to self-identified
Stl'aight Cdgc bands. In gCl‘lCl’ﬂl, I never l'CﬂIly pllt llluch time into all thc scene Stuﬂ“.
None of the girls I knew really did. The girls I knew weren’t nerdy enough to collect
all those special edition seven inches and zillions of zines. There was a girl somewhere
in central Sweden who tried to organize a straight edge network for girls toward the
end of the 1990s. Not much came of it, but those were the kinds of things that I was

always much more attracted to than all the nerdy stuff.

What happened after 20007? It seemed that the mighty Swed-
ish straight edge scene suddenly disappeared very fast.

I really don’tknow, to be honest. WhatI do know, however, is that there seems to
be hardly any place where living drug-free is still as much of a norm as it is within left-
wing, radical circles in Umea. This is definitely true for the circles I move in, which
mainly consist of feminist women. But I think it applies pretty generally — to the
point where I can see it being a problem for radical people who do not want to live
drug-free. I would not be surprised if some folks even ended up moving from Umei
because of this. Umet is 1‘Cally spccial that way. As faras| can tell, you can’t even com-

pare with what's going on in Stockholm, for example.

So living drug-free is not just accepted in the circles you'’re mov-
ing in, but it is seen as something positive?
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Absolutely, there is no doubt. It is socially not really acceptable to use alcohol or
drugs openly. Being considerate and taking care of cach other is really important.

Drug consumption just doesn’t seem to fit in.

That'’s interesting because | have a friend who grew up in Umed
but has been living in Stockholm for a while now, and from all |
know she never had anything to do with the hardcore scene but
lives totally drug-free and sees that as a big part of her life.

I think that’s very typical. I mean, out of the pcoplc I have to do with in Ume3, I
really have tothink of someone whodoes not live drug-free. There aren’t many. At the

samc time, most ot my fricnds arc not linked te hardcorc at all.

But them living drug-free is still related to the straight edge
scene of the 1990s?

In a certain way definitely. I mean, to this day there are people who move to Umed
bccallsc O{: its l'CPutatiOn {:Ol’ a dfllg‘{:lvcc l'adica[ Cllltul‘c. I gllcss []—115 Cultllrc was cre-
ated here in the 1990s and it is now culturally reproduced even if the original label
might largely be gone. That's why you get to meet kids who are like cighteen years old
and who are proud of being drug-free. They certainly weren't around in the hardcore
scene in the 1990s, and they wouldn't call themselves “straight edge” cither. But living

drug-free is still something they got taught when they grew up.

Why did many of the folks who were part of the scene in the
1990s also drop the straight edge label?

I think many — especially many women — went through a development similar
to mine. They just got turned off by the macho character of it all. Besides, there were
always some who were into living drug-free but never embraced the whole hardcore
thing. Whether they had particularly negative images of straight edge I can’t tell, but
thcy Ccrtainly }lad a Pl'ctty Strong Cl'itiqllc Of‘hal‘dcol‘c Cultlll‘c in gcncral. In ﬂny casc¢,

living drug‘fl'cc in Umed is ccrtainly not bound to any particular taste in music...
Just to make sure: when you say drug-free, this also means
that people don’t drink or smoke?
Yes, that’s part ofir.
How about vegetarianism and veganism?

That's also part of it. Definitely. I don’t even know many vegetarians. Almost every-
one I know is vegan. Animal rights are still really big. There are quite a few folks who live

outside of town in old farm houses that have partly been turned into animal shelters.
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What about your personal approach to straight edge? Before
you came to identify as straight edge, was there a time when
you didn’t live drug-free?

I never drank. ThCl'C was a PCl'iOd WhCll I attcmptcd to CI]CW tobacco, Wl‘liCh I

quite popular in Sweden — but that didn’t last very long.

So living straight edge kinda came as a natural thing?

Yes. Even family-wise. I think I was fortunate that way. There were basically no
drugs in my family, and itwas casy for me to live drug-free. I guess I also never liked
the fecling of losing control. In any case, I never had to force myself to be straight
edge. There was never anything I had to remove from my life. It was casy and did
feel kinda natural. In this sense I'm also really grateful that the straight edge wave
was SO big th]l I was a [CC]lagCl'. O[hCl'WiSC it WOLlld ]-laVC bccn lTlllC]-l l‘lal‘dcl' to

live drug-frcc.

Because straight edge provided some kind of support or legiti-
macy for living drug-free?

Exactly. Even kids who didn’t live drug-free knew that there was this thing called
straight cdgc and that it was somct]‘ting cool. As I said before, I never ]'lung out with
many straightedge kids. [twasn’teven particularly important for me to be in contact
with other straight edge kids. It was important, however, that the straight edge move-
ment, and the facr thart pcoplc knew abour it, justiﬁcd what I was doing. This was
maybe the biggest meaning straight edge ever had for me. It just made things casier.
Like, I never had to explain why I didn’t drink. I could say that I was straight edge

and that was enough.

How about the few straight edge friends you had? Did straight
edge come naturally for them too?

Hardto say. I guess it was a mix. What seemed evident, though, was that those who

had to fOI‘CC‘ [I]CIIISCIVCS to bC S[l':light CdgC didn’t Stﬂy St{'ﬂight CdgC fOl’ VC‘I‘y Iong...

This seems to be the case very often. Just like the fact that
some of the most militant straight edgers don’t stay straight
edge for very long either. And when they do change, they often
go off the deep end and become drug dealers or whatever...

Yes, I've seen that happen too. Same with the ones who get the “Straight Edge for

Life¢” tattoos. Vcry few of them still live drug-frcc.
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What about straight edge and politics in the 1990s? Was there
a direct link? Like, when you heard that someone was straight
edge, did you immediately think that this person was left.wing?

Absolll[cly. Likc, I ]-laVC never met PCOPIC W]‘lO Call(‘.d thCll1SClVCS dl’llg-fl‘(‘.c or
straight edge without calling themselves left-wing. I think this has alot to do with the
strong social democratic — and partly socialist — history that Sweden has. 1 gucss
straight cdge was just linked to that tradition.

At the same time, the political dimensions of straight edge weren’t necessarily
explored very deeply. To many, straight edge was just part of the identity kit, if
you will. Look at economic analysis or class analysis, for example. I mean, I cer-
tainly didn’t have such an analysis at the time. Of course, there might have been
discussions that simply passed me by. But my impression was that while everyone
embraced very gcncral notions of solidarity and justice, dccpcr analyscs were 1'caily
lacking — for example in terms of gender, and maybe especially in terms of class.
I had an understanding of feminism, but I think it was really class-blind. Which,
agﬂi]], l]]igh[ all bC V(’:l'y typicﬂi fOl‘ UITIC"?I and t}lc scence that dCVClOPCd tht:l‘(:: UlTl(‘:':l
1s l'cally very much a univcrsity town; most of the activists have middle class or

academic background.

Is this also the reason why, like in many other countries in the
1990s, animal rights were really a dominant issue within the
straight edge scene?

Probably. I mean, it’s definitely true that animal rights were very dominant as a
political issue. And, I guess, class does playinto that. Like, I would say that there are
enough activists in Ume& now who reject their class privilege and do not become
acadcn]ics or W]‘latCVCl'. But t]‘lcir bﬂckgl‘ollnds remain Cl(fal'ly rlOll—WOl'killg Class. I
also think, though, that things have changed a bit and that people have developed a

dccpcr economic analysis ofsocicty and of their own class position.

Also in connection to living straight edge or drug-free?

Yes I think so. I believe, for example, that living drug-free is secen by many — in
particular by many women — as a form of solidarity with underprivileged social
gl‘oups bccallSC t]-lCSC grollps OFCCH seem to bC aﬁ’.CCth t]-lC most thn it comes to
alcohol and drug addiction.

At the same time, [ still see the original motivations for living drug free within
radical circles in Sweden as a mainly pcrsonal or individual thing. Like, even for us
women with a feminist analysis, living drug free was seen as part of our individual

liberation — taking control of our bodies, being independent, developingstrength.
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W hat really struck me, for example, when I first read “The Antifa Straight Edge,”
which I think willalso be in this volume, was that the text made a stronglink between
straight edge and collective politics. The idea that living drug free might allow you
to do more cff ective work for other people really spoke to me. I mean, of course, my
friends and I had always seen the connections between diff erent forms of oppression,
but in my understanding straight edge still had predominantly individual dimensions
— somethingthat primarily had to do with how you related to yourself, toyourbody,

your health etc.

It always seemed that the Swedish vegan straight edge scene
was particularly strong in the north of the country...

Definitely. The scene was really concentrated in northern Sweden. There was a
bit of a scene in central Sweden, but it didn’t amount to much. At least that's what it
Scclllcd l]kc frOITI our IIOI’t]‘lcrn PCI‘SPCC[iVC.

The “northern thing” was really important in all this. Like, there was definitely
a s€nse Of “nOl‘t]'lcrll Pl‘idc” ierOlVCd. We Pl‘CFCITCd to traVCl to some SlTlall town in
northern Norway or northern Finland to see a show rather than to Stockholm.

EV(:l'y[hing in SWCan is CO]]CCntl'at(:d in thc center and n th(: Soll[h. Th(: l]ol'th
O&Cll seems OVCFIOOde and n(:gl(:Cth. SO t]-l(: WhOlC chan Stl‘aight Cdg(: movement

really meant alot for the northand for northerners’ self-esteem.

It seems like this even went beyond radical circles. | remember
getting a ride from Umea to Stockholm once by someone who
certainly wasn’t a hardcore or straight edge person. But he
knew all about the vegan straight edge scene and was particu-
larly proud that Dennis, “a boy from Ume3,” had become some
kind of a celebrity in Sweden.

Yes, I think that’s pretty typical. There were of course a lot of people who did
not agree with some of the militant animal rights actions of the 1990s — which
happened in connection with the straight edge scene. Some still see veganism as-
sociated with militancy, but I think that’s a minority. Overall, I think there has
always been a sense that it’s much better for kids to be straight edge and vegan
than... I don’t know, a lot of other things they could be. I mean, there are always
fOIkS Who don’t IlkC yOllt]'l movements, no matter WITQ[ kind, bllt gCnCl'a“y tITCl'C has
been a pretty strong sense of acceptance in the north. And people definitely know
what straight edge means. It’s a common and familiar term, not only in hardcore
or activist circles.

The scene was never really that isolated in Umea. It was recognized by everyone

and everyone understood what it implied. Especially the vegan thing caught on really
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quickly. I remember news clips on TV about how 30 percent of all the students of
this or that Ume3 high school had turned to catingvegan food. It was something that

cvcryonc tOOk notice Of:

Do you have any explanation for why all this happened in the
north of Sweden rather than in other parts of the country?

I'm sure that there are folks who have very smart theories about this, but I don’.
However, I can think of a few factors that might have played into chis: firse, I already

talked about how the strong social democratic tradition in Sweden might have pro-

izing mang (mangse)

vided a basis for straight edge — this tradition has always been particularly strong in
the north; secondly, people in the north live in a pretey harsh natural environment they
identify strongly with — so forsomekids,a vegan straight edge lif estyle might have just

been an extension of this; thirdly, there was a real cconomic boom in thenorth in the

le: drug-free

1980s and 1990s — this might have made people more aware of consumer issues and
related exploitation; and ﬁnally, Umedjustplaysa pretty dominantrolein the region —

dCVC]OPlTlCDtS t]'lCI'C llSllfllly ]'IEIVC d Pl'Ctty strong il'lﬂllCllCC on t]'lC DOI't]'l dsd W]'lOlC.

| once talked to a guy who wrote a university paper about the
Umea vegan straight edge scene. He claimed that the explana-
tion for why such a strong vegan straight edge scene developed
in northern Sweden was very simple: Dennis Lyxzén. | guess he
was suggesting that the phenomenon was just an example for
what individuals can achieve if they are really dedicated — es-
pecially in rather small communities. Ume3, for example, has a
population of just about 75.000...

“Don’tdrink away the class st

I chink this is a little difficult. O n the one hand, dedicated individuals can cer-

tainly achieve a lot — but on the other hand, especially from a feminist perspective,

May ! Demonstra

I'm a bit hesitant to credit one guy with creating a whole movement. You can't have
a movement if you don’t have many individuals who take care of all sorts of things;
things that might often go unnoticed, but that are no less important.

I mean,itis ccrtainly true that Dennis was very influential. But one person alone

can never lllflkC d SCEne, ifyou know Whﬂt I mean.

Stockbolm Vegan Straight Edge Cre
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Interview with Gabriel Cardenas

abricl Cdrdenas is che initiacor of the Stockholm Vegan Seraighe Edge
Crew, representing a new generation of Swedish straighe edge activists.

When did the Stockholm Vegan Straight Edge Crew form?

We got together a couple of yearsago. Butit’s mainly a name for individuals who

share similar ideas. We're not that active as a group.

It still seems to be an indication that the straight edge move-
ment is alive in Sweden...

Yes, definitely. I guess it’s not as big as it was in the 1990s, when I was too
young to be a part of the scenc. But there were still straight edge bands when 1
started going to hardcore shows in 2004, and I think it’s gotten stronger again

in recent years.

So when we talk of the Swedish straight edge movement to-
day, does this automatically mean vegan straight edge, or are
not all of the straight edge kids vegan?

In Stockholm mostkidsare vegan, orat [east vegetarian, Butthat might be diff er-

ent in smaller towns.

In the 1990s, the Swedish straight edge scene was pretty
much centered in the north of the country. Is this still the
case?

No, I think it has diversified. There is probably a stronger legacy of the 1990s
scenein the north. For example, it secems pretey accepted within the left not todrink
there — or there might even be a majority of left-wing folks who don’t drink. It’s not
thesame in Stockholm. When the Stockholm Vegan Straight Edge Crew announced
its plans to bring its own banner to this year’s syndicalist May 1 demonstration, there
was quite some resistance from other leftist activists. This might not happen in a

place like Umea.
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However, as far as self-identified straight edgers go today, it’s not that much cen-
tered in the north anymore, it's pretty spread out. There are bands and crews active
1n various placcs: from Lund, which is in the very south, to Gothcnburg,_Ionképing,
Link6ping, Stockholm — and of course you still got straight edge bands in Umei

too, like Forever Young,.

Do most people in the straight edge scene see themselves on
the left politically?

At least for Stockholm I'd say that’s definitely true. Despite the resistance I men-
tioned, wedid have our ownlittle blocat this year’s syndicalist May I demonstration.
So in Stockholm the connections between straight edge and leftist politics are really
strong. Me personally, I've grown up with leftist politics. My father, Gabricl Cardenas
Schulte, was a high-rankingactivistin Peru’s Tipac Amaru Revolutionary Movement
— he’s serving a life sentence for his involvement in revolutionary politics. Not ev-
eryone has that kind of a pcrsonal connection, burt all the straig]‘lt Cdgc activists I'm
in touch with here in Stockholm identify as leftists. I think that’s pretty much true
for the rest of the country too, but I can’t say for sure ‘cause I don’t know the other

SCEnces that WC]I

129



Poland

Interview with Robert Matusiak

B oland developed into a center of Eastern European straight edge
E.]. in the 1990s, not least due to the eff orts of Robert Matusiak, who
= hasbeen running Refuse Records in Warsaw since 1993. The label
councs as a stronghold of political European straighe edge hard-

core and has released bands like Seein Red, Nations on Fire, New Winds, and
SeVerﬁl i[npoft:\llt CO[nPil'AtiOllS. Robert is :-'I.I.SO aconcert lU]d. festival Org;mizer
and strongly involved in ancifascist action and other radical campaigns and
projects. Here he talks about che history of his label and the Eastern European
straight edge scene.

Refuse Records has served as a cornerstone of political
straight edge hardcore for a long time. Can you tell us a bit
about the history of the label?

Refuse started in 1993 with the intention to support the scene and its ethics. I
wanted to get people excited about the things that were exciting to me. I got into
hardcore/punk culture in the late 1980s. I saw my first show as a young kid in 1989.
[ was influenced by both the international and the local Polish scene.

The late 1980s and carly 1990s were a very good time for BIY hardcore punk in
Poland. There wasa massive number of bands and zines, and there were alot of active
people. It was a real counterculture. This also had to do with the political changes in
the country: under the old so-called communist system in Poland, it was hard for a
real DIY sceneto grow because it was illegal to release records on DIY terms. Bands
and promoters always had difficultics. And there were economic challenges: buying
instruments, amps, etc. Relatively speaking, everything was much more expensive
thanitis now. So with the political changes at the end of the 1980s, there was a literal
explosion of DIY shows, zines, and bands: The Corpse, HC.P., UO.M,, Trybuna
Brudu, Chaos, S.K.T.C., and Political Vermin are just some cxamplcs. A serious un-
dCl‘gl'Ound nCtWOl‘k was on thC rise.

After four years of attending shows, I finally decided to become involved
more actively and to return something to a scene that had made me aware of
many important issues and that had changed my life in many important ways —
after all, it was due to this scene that I became first a vegetarian, then a vegan,

straight edge, etc.



Regres, Osiwecim/DPoland, 2008 courtesy of Refuse Records

Even if the 1990s are now often portrayed as a bad time for hardcore/punk —
especially in light of a 1980s revival — I think that there wasa great fecling of com-
munity in the early 90s and that many great and positive things were happening
on an international level Like, when I decided to become straight edge, there was
a huge wavc of European straight c¢dge hardcore with bands like ManLiftingBan-
ner and Feeding The Fire from Holland, Nations on Firc, Blindfold, Shortsight,
and Spirit Of Youth from Belgium, Spawn from Germany, Refused from Sweden,
Opcn Season from Italy, X-Acto from Portugal, or Cymcon X from Poland. Many
of these bands were politically aware and linked straight cdge co anticapitalism,
antifascism, anarchism, and left-wing politics. This was particularly appcaling to
me as I was inspired as much by sXe hardcore bands like Minor Threat or Youth
of Today as I was by UK anarcho-punk bands from the Crass era. I was interested
in the political side of punk, but I always felt thata lot of potential got lost due to
alcohol/drugs and violence.

Many new bands came up in the DIY hardcore scene in Poland in the 1990s:
Apatia, Inkwizycja, the above-mentioned Cymeon X, Hooded Man, or Kto Ukradl
Ciastka. At the same time, there was also a great political hardcore/punk scene with
bands like Homomilitia, Amen, or Post Regiment. Hardcore/punk was pretty much

connected with social and political activism on all levcls. T think what happened at
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the time can be compared to the 1960s anti-establishment revolts in Western Eu-
rope — a period that had no equivalent in the East. People involved in hardcore/
pllllk fbll]]dcd a gl’cat ]1u]l1b€l' O{: Progrcssivc pl'OjCCtS, gl’ollps, and COllCC[iVCS: f’l‘orﬂ
antiracist and antifascist initiatives to environmental or animal rights organizations
to anarchist activities and squatting houses. Attending anti-fur protests, supporting
pl'o-cnvironmcntal campaigns, partaking in antif ascist demonstrations, orjoiningac-
tions against compulsory military service were as much part of being a hardcore/
punk kid as going to shows. There was not much debate about whether these activi-
ties were useless or not — being involved in them was just a part of the thingwe called
hardcore punk.

It was very inspiring for me to fight collectively and to meet all the people I've
met, no matter what exact movement they belonged to. I still draw from the spirit
and the friendly and supportive environment of that time. It is what keeps me go-
ing today and what makes me want to give back at least some of what I got from
this community.

I was always interested in many different aspects of hardcore punk culture and
strongly avoided getting caught up in the creation of various sub-scenes. In the early
90s, there wasn’t much of a division. It was st1ll normal for regular punks, hardcore,
and sXe kids to hang out together, to have a good time at the shows together, or to
fight Nazis on the streets and to kick them out of our shows.

In 1993, I started working with some friends on a zine. At the same time I started
a small distribution of music, zines, literature, and other things. This was the begin-
ningof Refuse. In 1994, I started booking hardcore/punk shows in Warsaw, together
with my friend Stasick from Qqryq Productions and the local sXe crew. Qqryq was
one the first labels and distributions in Poland and made the best Polish fanzine. The
folks therewercalso responsible for booking many great shows in thelate 1980s and
carly 1990s. I was working in their mail-order group and everyone was very support-
ive. They were great teachers in punk rock! Stasick unfortunately died in July 1994
which was a big loss for all of his friends and for the local scene. I kept on booking
shows on my own and booking shows is still one of the most important activities of
Refuse Records.

Between 1993 and 1996 there were more peopleinvolved in Refuse than there are
now, for example Jarck and Hoody, both members of Kto Ukradl Ciastka, a band that
appeared on the first Refuse Records release. Many friends were helping out.

On a summer evening in 1995, I was hanging out with friends, and some of us
had the ingenious idea to start a small tape label and release some of the local bands
in which our friends played. It was nothing too ambitious in the beginning. I would
have never imagined that I'd still be doing it so many yearslater; neither that it would

provide me with the opportunity to work with so many great international bands.
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Our first tape release was in 1996 and all the bands were from Poland: Kro Ukradl
Ciastka, Cymeon X, and Zlodzieje Rowerow. Zlodzicje Rowerow became one of the
most il]]POl'[ant POIIS]‘I l‘lal'dcol’C/Pllnk bands and thc bCS['SClli]]g band cver on RC'
fuse. It helped establish the label on alocal level and motivated us to do more releases.
In 1998, our first CD was released and it was a turning point for us as everything
became more serious and Refuse Records turned from a small tape label into more of
a record label.

Today, after fifteen years of Refuse, we have over fifty releases with bands from
all around the world: Belgium, Holland, Germany, Sweden, and Portugal in West-
ern Europe; Poland, the Czech Republic, Macedonia, Serbia, and Belarus in East-
ern Europe; plus the USA and Brazil. We have also released some worldwide com-
pilations. We have booked many shows, tours,and festivals like Straight Edge Fest,
Walpurgis Night (Noc Walpurgii in Polish), and Open HC Fest. The distribution
is still active. We do mail-order and we table at shows. I have worked with countless

bands and individuals.

How did straight edge play into all this?

My personal involvement in straightedgesstarted in early 1992, but I already knew
about the movement since around 1988 and had tried to live this way a few times
before. I drank only occasionally and never smoked, so it wasn’t that dithcult to be-
come sXe. Minor Threat and other early DC bands, as well as Youth of Today, Gorilla
Biscuits, or Insted were all influcntial of course, bur so was Larm from Holland and
the first sXe band in Poland, UO.M. There were also fanzines in Poland like Usa
or Mysha, which were a great source of information about straight edge, bands, and
political issues.

At about the time that [ became straight edge, Cymeon X appeared on the scene,
and soon there was a really strong straight edge culture in Poland with many kids
getting connected and forming networks. This was a very inspiring time and people
really felt like they were part of something positive and radical. There were a lot of
bands, tours, zines, everyone was vegetarian and many wereactive in antifascism and
other political struggles (the Nazi scene was very strong in Poland in the late 1980s/
carly 1990s). There was no division between sXe hardcore and the rest of the hard-
corc/punk scene, and many straight cdgc kids were politically aware. Bands like Man-
LiftingBanner or Nations on Fire were as important for many of us as all the classic
80s US straight edge hardcore. All this changed with the rise of the new school and
thC Poplllarity OfViCtOl’y RCCOI‘CI,S and all that.
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How so?

It came na[lll'ally bCCallSC tht:l'c was awave OfnCW hardcol'c n tI1C US Wlth commer-
cially more successful bands who could afford coming to Poland to play shows. Many
DIY-oriented hardcore and straight edge bands couldn’t do that. At the same time,
some former DIY bands also become more visible in the media, were played on MTV,
etc. They turned more mainstream. Many new kids got interested in hardcore through
these channels, and DIY, ethics, or politics were not that much of an issue for them.

Then there were also some people who were involved in the DIY scene who lost
interest in hardcore altogether — not least because of the new developments. The
meaning of the term “hardcore” changed — it began referring to a different kind of

music, to diff erent goals and interests.

From what | gather, you always saw punk/hardcore, and also
straight edge, directly connected to politics?

Right on. When I started Refuse and all the activity around it, it was clear to me
that it will promote straight edge (and hardcore punk generally) in connection with
radical politics. Most of the shows — at least during the first years, until I started los-
inglots of money — were benefits for a local animal rights collective called FWZ, for
the antif ascist struggle, and for other activities. Even today, when most of my money
goes into the record label and the distribution, I still sometimes donate money from
the shows to support a good cause, whether it’s an anarcho-syndicalist collective, the
local Food Not Bombs chapter, or African migrants in need after their main hang-out
was attacked by Nazis.

AsIgrew upin the Cold War era when Poland was still ruled by the so-called com-
munist regime and its non-democratic authoritarian government, with the Solidar-
nosc protests and martial law in the carly 1980s, politics were impossible to escape.
So they became part of me no matter what. When 1 heard bands like Crass, Dead
Kennedys, or M.D.C., and especially Polish bands like Dezerter, they opened my eyes
with respect to many issues and made me more aware of how the world around me
worked; they inspired me to read more about social movements, political issues, and
to start questioning things on my own. In the late 1980s, there were many protests
here; living in Warsaw you were always confronted with many types of protests on the
streets. In 1989, when the old system collapsed, it was great to see bands and publica-
tions form an underground that was commenting on reality in a way that you would
never find in the mainstream media.

As 1 said before, at that time going to hardcore/punk shows was inevitably con-
nected to being engaged in antif ascist or anarchist politics. 1 was involved in struggles

concerning many issues, also women’s liberation, homophobia, and environmental
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issues. [ just felt that anything we could do to make the world around us a little bit
betterwas a worthwhile effort.

The political work I did was always very present at the shows we organized. We
had diff erent political groups and organizations tabling, we had speakers on stage, we
had films and videos, spoken word, workshops, ctc. In this spirit, Jenni from Eman-
cypunx and I started the Walpurgis Night Festival in 1996 with a focus on sexism,
girl/women liberation, and homophobia. It became one of the biggest DIY-oriented
festivals in Poland and retains its blend of music and inf ormation to this day.

Most bands that are released on Refuse Records are politically aware, or at least
care about important issues. Many of our releases include booklets — or, like in the
case of the New Winds album A Spirit Filled Revolution and the Birds of A Feather al-
bum The Past The Present, properly bound books — with writings, articles, thoughts,
opinions, comments, explanations, useful contacts, etc.

Today, as the label and the distribution have become bigger and as I'm often
organizing shows or touring with bands, I can’t be involved in too many things
anymore because of time. However, I'm still attending actions, demonstrations, or
meetings whenever I can, and I'm still in touch with many people involved in all

sorts of activism.

You have already pointed out how you are connected to politi-
cal straight edge activists around the world through your label.
One region that people interested in politics and straight edge
often don’t know much about is Eastern Europe. Can you tell us
a little about what’s happening there?

For the most part, punk and hardcore scenes are still very much oriented to-
wards Western Europe and North America. In fact, I'd say today even more so
than about ten years ago. I think at that time people were more curious about
discovering scenes in new places and making punk and hardcore an international
phenomenon. Today, when everyone can find out about what’s happening in
the US and some Western Europcan countries by clicking on some online link,
people just turn their attention there. The increasing number of documentary
material on the carly US hardcore scene also cements the image that hardcore
is predominantly a US phenomenon — even compared to Western Europe, let
alone South America or Japan. This despite the fact that thousands of bands from
South America, Asia, or Eastern/Central Europe are on MySpace today, and that
many places in the world have hardcore scenes that are almost as old as the scene
in the US. Of course there have been countless incredible bands and activities in
the US, but I'd consider it a big loss if all the other scenes disappeared behind
this history.
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In thecase of Eastern Europe — orlet’s say, the “ex-communist bloc” — theregion
was indeed isolated for a long time, as we lived behind the Iron Curtain and found
it hard to cxc]‘langc ideas, music, contacts, etc. Today, the highcst obstacle for us is to
realize our potential and to develop a strong community — a community that would
also make us more aware of other countries and scenes.

The scenes that exist in Eastern Europe today do not look very different to their
counterparts in other places. And they are very similar from country to country with-
in the region. If you go to ashow in Warsaw, Budapest, or Prague, the vibe is certainly
very similar. Overall, the hardcore/punk scene is well established in the region. In the
big cities, there are punk or hardcore shows almost every day and the infrastructure of
the scene is well developed, from DIY shows to squats. However, there are still some
places where hardcore punk is fresh and unique.

Straight edge isn’t popular here atall right now. Much less so than it used to be for
the last twenty years. It scems like no one wants to be “ideological” anymore, and that
includes being straight edge. On the one hand, you can see it as today’s kids just being
against “rules” ofany kind, a sort of postmodernist end of ideology. On the other hand,
you can see it as kids shying away from anything serious; from anything that demands
deeper involvement. The result is that radical cultures are turned into commodities.

From my perspective, it’s impossible to stay away from all “ideologies” — if you
try to, you usually just end up following mainstream ideology, often deceptively hid-
den behind “free consumerism for all.” As a result, there is not much counterculture
left in hardcore. In fact, certain parts of the scene have turned into microcosms of
mainstream society where obsessing over your outfit, a fixation on fashionable brand
names, or collecting shoes has become more important than content, ethics, and
a sense of community. Having said that, examples of genuine hardcore, punk, and
straight edge are still visible and solid in Eastern Europe too.

Poland used to have the region’s strongest sXe scene. I guess not too many know
that onc of the very first sXe bands in Europe was founded in 1985 right here: a
band called U.O.M. In the 1990s, we had many sXe bands like Cymeon X, Respect,
Awake, Sunrise, or Inflexible. In recent years, there were Second Age, Regres, Only
Way Out, Insurrection, X’s Always Win, and others. Today, there are hardly more
than one or two bands left, like the young sXe kids from Cervantes. However, there
remains a fair number of bands with straight edge members. There is also still a num-
ber of sXe zines, like Second Vision, Chaos Grrlz, Passion To Destroy. Screaming Ar A
Wall, Awaiting The End, Kiss My Edge, The Heat, Back In The Day, ot In Full Swing
Most of them are about music, political, and personal stuff. Many straight edgers are
also involved in booking shows, there are some labels run by sXe individuals — Re-
fuse, Emancypunx, In @ur Hands, Spook, City To City, Living Disaster — and some

straight edgers are still involved in diff erentkinds of non-music related activism, from
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animal rights to anarchism to antifascism to feminism. So I think it’s still pretty good
compared with other countries.

The Czech Republic is a place where many bands go to play as it is on the way
to the south of Europe. There are also many festivals, including the annual three-
day Fluft Fest where every summer around 3000 hardcore kids gather. Most of the
people behind the festival are related to straight edge, so there are always some sXe
bands on the bill as well as stalls with animal rights or Antifa groups. No Rcason
was probably the most important band there in the 90s. In recent years, there was an
influential political anarchist vegan sXe band called Spes Erepra, but they broke up a
short whileago. One of the reasons was that some of the band’s members wanted to
focus more on political activism than on doing music. Other bands that have been
active in the last two years were Lakme (emotive vegan sXc hardcore) and Nidal
(vegan sXe metalcore). Also worth mentioning is Balaclava, a band that has some
sXe members — people who also played in Spes Erepta — and that has been active
for ten years, promoting veganism and radical politics. It’s great to sec that there
are stifl many kids from the sXe scene there who are involved in activism. I have the
impression that sXe is more meaningful in the Czech Republic than in Poland and

that it still has substance.
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Hungary has been known for having some youth crew bands like Hold True or,
more recently, Motivation.

In Croatia, Vascline Children were active in recent years, but thcy split up in 2008.
They played raginghardcore withcritical and political lyrics — they always sounded real-
ly pissed off. All of the members were involved in doingzines and booking DIY shows.

In Serbia there are The Truth Of XXX and Lets Grow — they are not 100 percent
sXe anymore but they did a lot for the DIY hardcore/punk and sXe scene in the ex-
Yugoslavian region.

In Macedonia there was FP.O. who also split up recently. Theywere very successful
and did many releases both in Europe and in the US. They toured Europe three times
and tried twice to visit the US. Unfortunately, both times their visas were denied; this
is an example that demonstrates the difficulties that some bands from Eastern Europe
are still facing. Former members of F.P.O. have started new bands like Smartbomb
and Barney’s Propaganda. They're super active in the local DIY hardcore/punk and
anarchist scenes, doing shows, radio programs, zines, and everything you could pos-
sibly think of in order to keep the scenes alive.

In countries like Slovenia, Slovakia, and Romania, sXe is rather small, and there
are almost no sXe bands, even though some individuals arcactive locally.

Belarus is the last non-democratic country in Europe and the scene that developed
there in the mid- to late 1990s has always had a strong focus on political issues and
DIY culture. As it’s not that casy to visit the country — especially for US citizens
who pay a lot for a visa — there aren’t many bands able to play shows there. When-
ever a band does manage to play some gigs, the reception is overwhelming. Kids are
extremely friendly and positive — maybe a phenomenon of such isolated places.

It is as hard for bands from Belarus to leave and play outside the country as it is
for bands to come in. The first sXe band there was Jiheart. This was a great political
female-fronted hardcore band that sangin Belarusian. There were other bands in their
wake — not all of them sXe — like I Know, Devil Shoots Devil, and Pull Out An Eye.
The only 100 percent sXe band there right now is Apple Shout. Given the political
situation in Belarus, I think the hardcore/punk bandsthereareamazing. You can learn
alotabout living in non-democratic states from listening to them. I have heard stories
about everyone attending a show getting arrested, or about zine editors being picked
up for interrogation by the local KGB. One of the ex-members of Jiheart got arrested
atan ﬁnti‘govcl'nlrl(fn[ Pl'ot(‘.‘s[ al‘ld SPCI][ a WCCk in pl‘fson Wh(fl'c hc got SCl'iOLlSly bcﬂt‘
en. Maybe these are all reasons why shows there are among the best you can imagine.

The Ukraine always had a very small, mostly traditional punk scene. The hardcore
scene has grown there over the last two years or so, and some new distros promoting

veganism and straight edge have appeared. There are also some sXe bands now, like
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Keep On Fighting, Declaration, and Deviant, as well as the sXe-related Clearsight.

Lithuania, Latvia, and Estonia have only a couple of individual kids involved in
sXe and no bands or zines.

Russia has developed quite a bighardcore scene with a good amount of sXe bands.
In fact, itkinda feels like a renaissance of sXe in Russia. In the 1990s, bands like B'67,
Posadil Derrevo, Skygrain, or Trikresta were active, and now there is a really huge
new wave of Russian sXe with bands like Flawless Victory, Verdict, Engage At Will,
Haram, Margaret Thrasher, High Hopes, Frenzied Kids, and others. There are also
some sXe-rclated bands like Fight For Fun or Save Remains, as well as labels — for
example Hard Times Rec — and some zines.

This is not reduced to Moscow and St. Petersburg. I'm in contact with people from
places like Perm, which is literally at the end of Europe, right by the Ural mountains.
Recently, a sXe-oriented hardcore/punk distribution, GivexBlood Records, opened
in Krasnoyarsk in Siberia. It’s like three days by train from Moscow — much closer
to Mongolia than to any European country. There are bands, shows, and activists in
towns like Novosibirsk (Feel The Pain) or Irkutsk (Margaret Thrasher). It’'s amazing
to be in contact with people from these places, sending them records and zines and
organizing shows for them. If someone from Petropavlovsk-Kamchatsky — at the
very eastern end of Russia — will order anything from Refuse I will consider my mis-
sion accomplished and quit!

Seriously, though, I'd say that Russia has one of the strongest straight edge
scenes in Europe at the moment, and it seems quite political. People are involved in
different activities from Food Not Bombs to animal rights to militant antifascism.
They give the right meaning to the term straight edge. This seems particularly im-
portant because, unfortunately, Russia also has the strongest Nazi-sXe movement

in the world.

| meant to ask you about right-wing adaptations of straight
edge in Eastern Europe. There is the phenomenon of what you
referred to as Russian Nazi-sXe, and there are similar develop-
ments in other countries. Also in Germany, some right-wing
youth groups — particularly among the so-called “National
Autonomists” — have recently tried to claim straight edge for
their political cause. How do you see these developments?

I think the roots of the problem lic in hardcore becomingapolitical and avoiding
to take a stand concerning certain issues. When this happens, itisjusta matter of time
until some conservative or right-wing actitudes will become attached to it.

The first big conservative wave in hardcore was certainly connected to the hardline

movement. In Poland, it started to become visible in around 1995. Ultra-moralistic
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and self -rightecous views on homosexuality, abortion, feminism, civil liberties, etc. be-
come commonplace in straight edge. For a period of about two years, I'd say that most
sXe bands and sXe kids were hardline and pro-life. There were many conflicts and
discussions which ended with a serious division within the scene. I was involved in it
as someone who was very critical of hardline and everything I saw associated with it:
pro-lifc, homophobia, intolerance, andjust blind hatred. It was all very intense and I
cven got dCat]‘l thrcﬂts fl'o]Tl local hﬁl'dlirlc Cl1aptcl's. Lllckily it :1[1 Prct[y ]TlllC]-l Calﬂ]cd
down in the late 1990s, even though straight edgers who are pro-life or prejudiced
towards someone else’s sexuality are still around.

What emerged as a bigger problem in the late 90s was that bands like One Life
Crew and some NYHC skinhead bands became popular. It was inevitable that this
strengthened conservative and right-wing views within the scene. There was a come-
back of all the tough guy stuft and people thought it was funny to provoke “PC”
types. To me it was just a bunch of people trying to draw attention.

In recent years, terms like “conservative punk” or “conservative hardcore” have
started to appear on message boards. This is interesting as neither hardliners nor One
Life Crew fans claimed such terms for themselves in the 1990s. So now we have these
clements within the scene that are obviously proud of their patriotism, their conser-
vatism, their reference to traditional Polish Christian culture, etc. Some of these folks
seem linked to extreme right-wing and neofascist groups — which disqualifies them
even more.

Luckily, there has been a lot of resistance against active attempts by right-wing
extremists to co-opt the hardcore straight edge scene. Many kids were ready to
support antif ascist activities even when they themselves weren't necessarily all that
political. I remember that in 2004/2005 neco-Nazis appeared at some shows, but
a successful “Good Night White Pride” campaign was organized and they were
soon gone. To be honest, for a long time I didn’t think that it was a really strong
movement and considered it more of a message board phenomenon. However,
now th(’,l‘C arc at l(’,ast ﬁVC Nazi ]‘lardcol‘(’, bandS in w:ll’ﬁaw Who Ol‘gﬂnizc ‘s]‘lOWS
l'CglllﬂrIy. It seems to bC d VCl'y diﬂ.(‘.l’(‘.nt scence. 1 l1aVC Nnever seen a]]y Sllch kldS at
the shows I go to.

Generally speaking, the Polish Nazi scene seems on the rise again. In fact, I would
say that it’s almost as strong as it was in the mid-90s. I hear more and more stories to-
day about people who arc attacked outside punk shows; or just anywhere on the street,
for that matter. Racist attacks are also on the rise. A lot of this is organized by groups
like the Celtic Front — basically a right-wing streetfighting unit. In Bialystok, a region
in castern Poland, Nazi gangs and Antifas battle regularly. Migrants from Africa and
Georgia are also involved due to the many hostilities they have to endure. I think that

right-wing extremism is on the rise worldwide, also fuelled by the economic crisis.
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In Germany, right-wing extremists are increasingly involved in hardcore and
straight edge. A similar trend is developing in the Czech Republic. There too,
straight edge has become part of some reactionary notion of “purity.” It might hap-
pen in Poland as well. However, nothing compares to the situation in Russia, where
the Nazi-sXe¢ movement has stolen all of the symbols and principles of straight
edge and mixed them with nationalism, racism, and fascism. There is also a Nazi-
hardline movement.

It is disgusting to see how right-wing extremists reclaim symbols of the left, of
antifascists, or of straight edge culture. However, this is typical for right-wingers. We
know that theyare not very creative individuals and always steal from others, whether
it was Roman architecture in the 1930s, the swastika symbol, or punk rock — no
matter that they play it worse than the worst real punk band could ever play it. The
artwork on their releases confirms this: nothing reveals better how untalented and
non-creative they are. And notonly that, they are ignorant too. Friends in Russia tell
me that people in the Nazi-sXe scene have no knowledge about the history of straight
Cdgc. Tl'lcy dO not knOW Who lan MﬂCKﬂyC lS, and thcy hﬁvc never hcﬂrd Of Minol'
Threat. Besides, they don’t seem to take their straight edge beliefs very seriously ei-
ther. For some of them, not smoking is enough to qualify as straight edge, even when

they are still drinking; others smoke, but don’t drink, etc.

Any ideas on why these movements are strongest in Russia
and Germany?

I think the history of both countries might playa major role here. I think it’s obvi-
ous in the casc of Germany because of the country’s past and the legacy of a particu-
larly disastrous ideology that has never been fully def cated and was ready to explode
again when the Berlin Wall came down. In Russiathere was never a strong democratic
or liberal tradition, and the country did not share the debates and achievements of
OthCl‘ Eul‘opean countries.

Both countries havestrong traditions of superiority towards other countries and
this tradition is casily passed on to younger generations. In Germany this is at least
discussed and the history is not hidden. We can’tsay the same in the case of Russia.
In Russia, a lot remains to be disclosed and clarified. For example the relations of
the Soviet Union to other countries from the so-called communist bloc; countries
that were controlled and occupied by a regime based in Russia. The different level
of awareness also means that there is stronger resistance to the extreme right in
Germany than in Russia. It also seems that the Russian government is exploiting
right-wing sentiments to justify their violence in Chechnya and in some ex-Soviet

Union republics.
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Of course there have always been extreme right-wing, fascist tendencies in other
European countries too. Some people collaborated with the Nazis or the Stalinists,
while others — for example in Poland — formed independent nationalist move-
ments as a reaction to the threats posed by powerful neighbors like Germany and
Russia. When state socialism collapsed and many Eastern European countries gained
their political indcpcndcncc again, concepts of national idcntity seemed particu]ar]y
i]TlPOl'tant and g]‘lo‘)ts fl‘oﬂl t]-lC Past wcere ablc to return. HOWCVCI', dCSPitC [hCSC ten-
dencies, in most of these countries the democratic process has developed much better
than in Russia, and people remain overall more vigilant towards totalitarian extrem-
ism because they have experienced it at the hands of German Nazism and Soviet state
socialism — for most people in Eastern Europe totalitarianism is connected to for-

cign occupation, domination, and war.

So you think that the co-optation of punk/hardcore and
straight edge culture in these countries is mainly related to a
generally stronger right-wing scene?

Yes. What is really peculiar is the mentioned use of the radical left’s symbols in
right-wing youth culture. We have hardly seen this in other places yet. And it’s not
only symbols, also tactics, slogans, and issues. The way in which hardcore punk and

straight edge arc used is part of that.

How do we best tackle this danger?

To begin with, we have to be very vigilant concerning the infiltration by right-
wing and neof ascist groups. We also have to be very outspoken about the issues and
values we hold dear. We have to remind people of the roots of punk, hardcore, and
straight edge culture, and of these movements’ antifascist history. We also have to
keep the memory of our fights alive. In the late 1980s and carly 1990s, there were Na-
zis at almost every single hardcore punk show in Poland, and there were many fights;
there really was alot of violence. It takes a lot of strength and eff ort to kick Nazis out
of the shows and to kccp them off the streets. But it needs to be done, and we did ir,
andwewill doit again. So, basically, the simple answer to your question is: we have to
keep the fascists away from our shows! This is the basic thing. If we don’t follow this
simple principle, our hardcore scene will be destroyed.

Allot]‘lCI‘ aSPCCt 1 COllSid(:l‘ (:th‘(:lll(:ly ilTlPOl‘[an[ {:Ol‘ [h(: d(:f(:]lsc Of our scene is to
keep hardcore crowds educated, no matter what kind of hardcore they're listening
to. At our shows, this can mean everything from having antiracist and antifascist
literature there to putting up posters and flyers about upcoming demonstrations to

inviting political speakers. We also have to create direct contact to minority groups
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and migrants — to everyone who is affected by neofascist violence. We can help each
other and we can learn from each other. We arc strongest when we arc united.
Finally, we have to remind people that apolitical attitudes breed ignorance and
apathy and hence provide an opening for conservative and right-wing infiltration. It
is much casier to keep hateful, intolerant, and violent idiots from entering our scene

than to kick them out once they've got afoot in the door.

You said that Poland was the country where the strongest sXe
scene in Eastern Europe developed. Any theories on why this
was the case?

As Poland was the country with the strongest hardcore punk scene in Eastern Eu-
rope, I think it was natural that there was a high intcrest in straight edge as well. It
might also be a reaction to the manyalcohol-related problems in Polish society as well
as to the extensive use of alcohol and drugs in the punk movement. Refusing to drink

has always been and still is a big deal here. It’s probably similar in Russia.

Another question about the Polish scene: | once talked to Jenni
fromm Emancypunx Records about the reactions | got from a

143



Interview with Robert Matusiak

number of Polish anarchists when | talked to them about radi-
cal political straight edge. They basically said that no such thing
existed in Poland. This struck me as odd because | had met

a fair number of Polish straight edge kids who were definitely
politically conscious and active. You also said that there exists
a strong traditional link between hardcore/straight edge and
anarchism in Poland. Jenni explained this apparent contradic-
tion by saying that there was a strong divide between a self-
declared “serious” political scene in Poland and — an allegedly
“unserious” — political hardcore and straight edge scene.
Would you agree with this?

I can agree insofar as thereare certainly prejudices between certain circles. I guess
on the one hand it is true that the hardcore and straight edge scene today often ap-
pears apolitical. On the other hand it is also true that there exists a certain “ultra-
activism” tied to arrogance and disrespect for everyone who is not on the same level
of education, activism, or commitment. Being politically active can be very hard for
people; not only because of governments, cops, or corporate capitalism, but also be-
cause of other activistst However, I don’t think that this is peculiar to Poland. I'm
pretty sure that one can find such patterns everywhere.

Polish anarchism in general is a touchy subject that we could discuss for another
few hours. I prefer not to generalizeabout theradical scenc here as thereare many car-
ing individuals who dedicate their time working for a good cause. Many do wonderful
things. However, [ am very skcptical when it comes to certain individuals, and [ try
to kccp a clear distance from them. As I said, [ don’t wanna go into derails, but some
of the experiences I've had with these people can’t even compare to the worst experi-
ences I had in the punk/hardcore scene. This was a major reason why I distanced
myself more and more from the “activist types” in the late 1990s, and concentrated
on my involvement in punk and hardcore. I was convinced that we could haveatleast
as biga political impact on people’s lives as federations or discussion groupshaggling
over petty details.

Concerning the reaction you got from the anarchists you talked to, I'm not sur-
prised. To be honest, they might think that no one is truly political but themselves —
this goes for many individuals or groups, not just straight edge kids. There is a certain
competition about who is the most righteous, the most radical, the most committed.
Then there arcalso fights over the issues that one deems most important. Thesc issues
change also within the anarchist scene. Ten yearsago many anarchists here were influ-
enced by libertarian free markert policies and neglected the anticapiralist struggle —
today it seems like all they careaboutare workers’ rights. There has also been a change
with respect to the antif ascist struggle. This is slowly gaining acceptance in anarchist

circles now after it has been ridiculed for a long time. I can’t help thinking that many
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anarchists just never metany Nazis — and hence never understood the struggle’s ne-
cessity — since they rather attend universities than punk shows.

Sometimes productive relationships can be established between anarchists and
hardcore/punk kids, but it is true that such relationships often crumble because the
anarchists don’t take the hardcore kids’ political beliefs seriously and only see them
as the result of some “subcultural” involvement. They try to act as “leaders” of the
movement, based on what they’ve read in books or simply on their middle class
background. There are even some who have come out of the punk/hardcore move-
ment, but now turn their back on it since they have “evolved.” As if reading Bakunin
and Kropotkin makes you a better anarchist than listening to Crass. Interestingly
enough, these folks still maintain ties to the punk/hardcore kids, because it is still
there were they can find an acceptance of their political belief's that they do not find
in mainstream society.

Asfar as [ am concerned, many anarchist theories that we find in books, pam-
phlets, or magazines are /ived by the punks who organize squats and alternative
Cllltlll’a[ PlaCCS, W]-IO S€rve food to t]-lC ]-lolllchSS, Who do ancﬁt S]-IOWS, W]-lo liVC
their lives guided by cruelty-free ethics. The same is true for many straight edgers.
I guess some people who are not familiar with the scene just never see beyond the
drinking, fighting, and vandalizing — which, unfortunately, I can understand to a

certain extent.

Let’s talk about these aspects within the scene. You've pointed
out that there has always been a strong connection between
hardcore/straight edge and politics — in Poland as much as

in other places. At the same time, when you and | first talked
about this book, you welcomed the idea because you thought
that there was too little political consciousness in the hardcore
scene today. Do you think that this has simply changed over the
years, or have there always been “two strains” in the scene, so
to speak?

I'd say that in the mid-90s, the hardcore scene started to become more sepa-
rated from its punk origins. It was no longer “hardcore punk” but plainly “hard-
core.” Many of the original ethics were lost, and fashion, record sales, and mer-
chandise became increasingly important. It was only a logical consequence that
certain parts of the hardcore scene turned their attention more and more to better
known bands, often released by major labels. This is still the case today. Many
people in the hardcore scene just want to identif y with a musical scene and they
can’t be bothered with reflecting on their favorite band’s record label. They wante

“profcssional” entertainment and don’t care about high priccs at the door, secu-
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rity gates, or corporate sponsorship. To them, DIY just spells “amateurism.” Many
bands pick up on this, consciously avoid “controversial” issues, and water down
the political contents of the entire scene.

Partly this might be a reaction to the holier-than-thou attitudes of many
political activists. Partly it might be a reaction to all the discussions and con-
flicts that Politics caused in the scene in the 1990s. In any case, a whole culture
of communication has disappeared. I believe that the internet and its message
boards contribute to this. On these forums, communication between people is
often reduced to posting a few lines of nonsense which render any meaningful
exchange impossible. Personal animosities become more important than respect-
ful political debate. As a result, the educational infrastructure — the info tables,
the speakers, etc. — are disappearing from the shows, while clothing companies
are replacing DIY zines and distros. A few years ago most sXe kids were still veg-
ctarian or vegan — now we are witnessing an “anti-PC” backlash where ethics are
considered an irritating nuisance. The logos of multinational corporations, in-
cluding those of Nike or McDonald’s, no longer raise immediate concerns. They
are all around the scene. In this sense, the scene has become an integral part of
consumerist mainstream culture. Quite a few straight edge kids make Coke their
beverage of choice. It’s like hardcore has turned into a Shangri-La for corporate

. , . .
advertising — and no one’s even getting paid!

You said that many kids might have lost their interest in politics
because of holier-than-thou activists and many heated discus-
sions. Do you see any other reasons — like in a wider social
context?

It’s hard to say. Overall, politics don’t seem to be less urgent than in the 1980s
and 90s. We have the so-called “War on Terror,” US-imperialism, corporate glo-
balization, climate change. I guess many privileged people — and this increasingly
includes certain classes in Poland and other Eastern European countries — just
have fairly easy lives and are able to escape into some kind of virtual reality where
they think these things don’t affect them. As a resul, you also have bands, includ-
ing hardcore bands, that prefer to talk about personal issues, relationship problems,
etc. I don’t want to say that the personal is not important, and neither do I want
to write a rule book on how to be hardcore, but when did the political cease to be
personal? Being “apolitical” is a myth, every single choice we make in our lives has
a political dimension, and our personal situations are all affected by politics of the
past, present, and future, there’s no escape. Besides, if welive in privileged countries
and come from privileged classes, we must be aware of our privileges and of what

they are based on.
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I must not generalize of course. There remain many individuals and bands in
the scene who are interested in politics, and there are always new kids appear-
ing too. Some of the more recent political straight edge bands have even been
successful with a wider audience, like Verse in the US. There is certainly still a
demand for such bands. The big interest in the 2005 Trial reunion shows also
confirmed this. We also got tremendously positive feedback on the New Winds
album that we published with a 170-page book about political issues. There are
always people who write to us or talk to us after shows, who say that they got
interested in certain political questions because of some band they have heard.
This still feels fantastic. It has also been interesting to see how bands like Gather,
Wait In Vain, 7 Generations, or Anchor have mixed vegan straight edge ethics
with radical politics. Bands like Limp Wrist, R.A.M.B.O., or I Objectarc also all
extremely interesting bands that are straight edge, political, and strongly DIY.
All this shows that, no matter how watered down many parts of the scene have
become, there is still a demand for bands with serious agendas, thoughtful mes-

sages, and caring pl‘inciplcs.

What does the future of Refuse Records hold? You’'ve been
active for a long time already, but it doesn’t seem like you're
losing steam...

Thanks, I’'m trying to kccp on track. There are always new bands, zines, or actions
thatimpress me and motivate me to continue — just as thereare older bands and past
experiences that never cease to inspire. There is always some great band that 'd like to
l'ClCaSC or book ShOWS fOI'. Ican’t liVC Without ]'lal'chOl'C alld Pll]]k, Withollt ]le f‘ricnds
in the scene, the community, the shows, the touring and travcling, etc.

I will keep on releasing bands that play loud music, show a good spirit, and have
important things to say. Onc of our next releases is the mentioned LP by the Dutch
band Birds of A Feather with members who have been straight edge for fiftcen to
twenty-five years. The LP will be released with a book about the history of European
straight edge. I'm super excited about this!

2008 was the fiftcenth anniversary of Refuse and we had cight new releases that
year, three festivals, and some shows and tours, two of which were European-wide.
Unfortunately, I'm not able to keep up this schedule because of work. It’s not always
casy to have time for everything: two jobs, the label and distro, booking shows and
tours, pcrsonal life... Bur I all‘cady have ideas for upcoming releases. And I ﬁnally
want to visit Brazil after years of planning! All these goals and adventurces arc well

WOl'th tl'lC SZ]Cl'iﬁCCS.
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Anything else you'd like to add?

I'd like to say that whoever claims that straight edge is in no way connected with
radical politics just wants to write their own history. You can imagine that such claims
really upset me — especially in the Polish context. Often it’s just a matter of defi-
nition. Some people say that being straight edge can’t make you a serious political
activist, because you “only” deal with music or “(sub)culture.” First of all, that’s not
true. Secondly, artists can have a much bigger impact on people than thousands of fly-
ers handed out during demonstrations. It’s interesting too how certain “formalities”
might give you political credibility even if they are not related to contene at all: for
example, some folks might be seen as “political activists” because they live in a squat,
even if all they ever do there is slccp. On the other hand, a straight edge show is not
considered “political” even if you are distributing radical books and magazines and
have political speakers on stage.

In any case, let us just take the example of Poland: throughout the years I have
known straight edge kids who were involved in anarchist and left-wing politics, in
the squatting movement, in Food Not Bombs, in human rights issues, in feminism,
in gay/lesbian/queer struggles, in environmental campaigns, in veganism and animal
rights, in radical antif ascism, in black blocs, in antiracistactivities, in the fight against
anti-Semitism, ctc. They have done everything from tedious legal work to direct ac-
tion. It'd be ludicrous to deny this history, even if a lot of sXe kids might have limited
themselves to music and drug-free living. So what? It doesn’t make the great work

that others have done less valuable.
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urt Schroeder hasbeen involved in the US straighcedge scene

for roughly two decades. In the early 90s, he co-founded Catalyst

Records, a label chac has fused the 1990s vegan seraighe edge scene

with a broad radical agenda, incdluding the fight against sexism, rac-
ism, and homophobia. Catalyst describes itself as “a label that still believes that
hardcore is as much about communication, hopes and ideals as it is about music”
It has released bands like Birthrighe, Gather, and Point of No Return, and has
turned inco an incernacional hub fer policically oriented straighe edge hardcore.

Interview with Kurt Schroeder

It always seemed to me that the 1990s vegan straight edge
movement was a politically curious phenomenon. On the one hand
there was definitely a genuine intention to fight cruelty and suffer-
ing and make the world a better place — on the other hand there
was self-righteousness, puritan ethics, and political conservatism.

The line between these two sides often seemed very thin; so thin
that many progressive-minded drug-free kids distanced them-
selves from the straight edge movement as a whole. It seems

that Catalyst Records was an attempt to keep progressive poli-
tics in the movement. Would you agree with this perception? Tell
us a little about the label's history and its political aspirations.

At thc VClvy lcﬂst I can Say t]-lat Catalys[ RCCOl’dS was {:Ol.n‘lcd as a Way to Pl‘ol‘notc
ideas and bands with a strong message within the straight edge scene. As time went
on this definitely progressed as my own understanding and political awareness pro-
gressed. From the beginning I believed that straight edge was a revolutionary con-
cept, and saw it in that framework, as opposed to those who did — and many who
still do — see it in a more fundamentalist/ conservative light.

This was compounded by the introduction to the ethic of veganism into the
straight edge scene, and my own involvement in living vegan and my introduction to
other fundamental concepts such as feminist principles.

As far as aspirations go, they are basically the same as they were at the start: to
present other options, to promote critical thinking, and to help out bands that sup-

port similar ideas.

How did this play out for you? Did you feel that you got
your message across, or was this a frustrating ven-
ture at times?
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It can definitely be frustrating, especially when thereis a totally anti-progressive current
in the hardcore scene, depending on what is popular at the time. However, I feel like as
long as [ continue to Stay true to tl\C goﬂlS Of:t]'lﬂ labcl and do things on my own terms, tl]c
label is successful. The point has never been to be big, to make money,or to be most popu-

lar, but to continue to provide an alternative voice in the context of the hardcore scene.

How would you say that the scene has generally reacted to
Catalyst and its bands? Did you ever feel isolated or was there
always a sense of respect even from folks who did not share
your paolitical commitments?

The reaction the label and the bands we work with receive is often really depen-
dent on the flavour of the current hardcore scene. This scene goes through phases and
cycles, and the whole point of the label is to remain steady and to not follow trends.
With that said, there are most definitely times when Catalyst Records seems a little
out of place in the overall hardcore scene, especially when the scene is at its least pro-
gl‘cssivﬂ. Fol'tllnzltely tl1CI'C seems to haVC bCC]l a bIg l‘CSlll'gCllCC in more pl‘ogl‘cssivc/
vegan/intelligent hardcore in the pastfive years or so, and a growth of people inter-
ested in critical thinking and in the underground/DIY hardcore scene in general.

On the other side of things, for a time there was a noticeable backlash against po-
litical and vegan bands, and I think this attitude remains to a great extent in the more

“mainstream” portion of the hardcore and straight edge scenes today.

Let’s go back to the scene of the 1990s: one thing that always
bothered me was that some of the most popular vegan straight
edge bands did not draw stronger lines between themselves and
the sometimes frighteningly conservative tendencies within hardline
— especially miltant anti-abortion attitudes or blatant homophabia.
Like, | had a feeling that even though some of these bands never
actively endorsed such views, they didn’t take strong enough stanc-
es against them either. Does this resonate with you in some way?

I think a lot of the attitude you are referring to is just a product of the huge influence
that hardline and hardline bands had on the vegan straight edge movementin the begin-
lli]lg. MOSt Of‘thc chan ba]lds in t]'le ]'lal'dcol'e scenc ﬂit]]cl' had lHt:lﬂbCl‘S Who were hal'd'
line (or paid lip-service to the ideology), or were influenced by earlier hardline bands. At
the time it was just an inherent part of what was going on, the movement was very new,
and there were very few bands or zines that were presentingan alternative view.

| think thlS has Changﬁd to some extent as thc movement has Continllcd
to mature and grow, to incorporate new ideas, and to rely less upon the more

puritanical influences.
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When one checks the Catalyst forum today — arguably a fo-
cal point for political straight edge debates, at least in the

US, but internationally too — animal rights issues remain very
prominent, and there are discussions about racism and sex-
ism. Other issues relevant to radical politics like, say, workers’
struggles, are almost completely absent. Do you see this as

a problem? | mean, you’re familiar with the critique of (vegan)
straight edge being a “middle class” movement, etc...

As far as the common subjects of the forum goes, I don’t really put too much
thought into it, primarily because it is a message board, and I don't really have any
kind of high expectations — even though I think it does operate on a diff erent level
tl'lill'l most OthCl' f‘ol'lllTlS.

I do t]]i]]k that [hOSC SubJCCtS — Zlnil'nﬂl l'ig]lts, {:Ol' CXQ"1P1C — aremore pl‘cvaICllt.
I would just guess that they are the issues that many of the participants are the most
well-versed in and that most of the users have in common.

Of coursc chan Strﬂight Cdgc is 11105tly a 111iddle ClﬂSS movement, thﬂrﬂ is no gCt'
ting around that. Hardcore itselfis a primarily middle class phenomenon. I think we
just have to understand that many progressive movements are essentially middle class,
accept it and keep trying to move forward. I think there are a lot of cultural factors
that maintain the ability for people of relative privilege to get involved in such ideolo-
gies, and I'm not sure how to effectively expand the base to individuals of diff erent

socio-economic backgrounds.

Do you think that geography also plays a role here? | mean, it
seems to be a common perception that political straight edge
bands in Europe or Latin America are often more tied into
“socialist,” “leftist” or “class” politics, because such aspects
are generally more present within countercultural movements,
while radical politics in North America are often critiqued for
their "lifestyle” character.

I'm sure this is a factor. The politi'cal spectrum of the US. is definitely more to the right
than most of the other counaries wherehardcore has taken root. In addition thereisastrong
flllld;ll]’lﬁlltalist llndcmul'l‘cnt in American CulturC. I h?lvc no doubt t]]at t]1C lack Of‘ fCﬂl
information about these subjccts in the US. hasa great effect, and I'm sure that there is a
huge difference in both the level of basic education here versus European nations, and also
the amount of basic infermation that Americans receive about the importance of historic
SOCialiSt/POPuliSt movements — t]]CSC arc 21111105t totally ZleC]]t f‘fOlTl lely SC]1001 ]1(':['(:.

There has been a long tradition of social conservatism here for over fifty years now,
even though it remains detrimental to the majority of the population. I see it as a

form of institutionalized social control, and a perpetuation of false consciousness.
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Speaking of geography and the international straight edge
movement: it is also a commonplace that, compared to North
America, straight edge in Europe or Latin America has always

been more palitical, as in: socially aware and tied into wider
social movements. Would you share this perception? After all,
Catalyst has a rather impressive catalogue of political straight
edge bands, many of which hail from the US. But maybe all the
political straight edge bands from the US end up on Catalyst
and are the exceptions that prove the rule?

I definitely think that Europe and South America have a much more politically-
influenced straight edge and hardcore scene, this is really without question. I really
think that the abundance of US. bands Catalyst released is mostly due to the easc of
finding these bands close to home at one point in the label’s history. As the label and
the scene expanded, and as was introduced to more international bands, I think that
changed to a great extent. Of the last ten to fifteen releases on Catalyst, around half
have been for (or include) non-U.S. bands.

I will say thatit can just be much easier to communicate with bands from the same
COllntl'y Zlnd Who are native SPCH}(C[‘S Ofthc same Ianguagc. It is casier to I'Cally knOW
what the band is about, to catch their live shows, etc. It’s really not that huge of a
barrier at this point, but that, and the amount of vegan straight edge bands that once

existed in the U.S. scene, kcpt thelabel roster fairly US. heavy at the bcginning.

Finally, the Catalyst website states that the label is "dedicated to
more than just releasing records. Catalyst is also about ideas and
the meaning behind the music, such as straight edge, veganism,
feminism, the DIY concept, as well as fighting intolerance and in-
justice.” How are all these aspects connected for you personally?

Pcrsollally I bCliCVC thﬂt tl'lCl'C are no SCPal'atiOnS bCCWCC]] lel Of thC Stl‘ugglcs liSth
there, they are all basically intrinsically tied to the same principles: that everyone and
every being has the inherent right to live its natural life, free from oppression or unnec-
essary suffering, [ believe that the DIY ethic is a vehicle for this because capitalism is a
flawed system at its most basic level, one which cannot function without inequality. Of
course I do not operate under the illusion that any of this is perfect, or thatI do not con-
tribute in some way to inequality or injustice — this is inevitable for any individual living
in this culture — but I, through the label, remain dedicated to presenting alternatives,

and promoting the questioning of our current culture and different ways of thinking,
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The Antifa
Straight Edge

XsaraqaelX

@ @ he Ancifa Scraighe Edge” was firse published as a pamphlec
by Alpine Anarchist Productions (AAD 003, 2001), a radical
DIY-publishing eutfit. It formulates one of the mest explicic

critiques of conservative tendencies wichin che 1990s vegan
straight edge movement and is a rare example of drawing concrete parallels
between straighe edge and ancifascistaction. As most AAP pamphlecs, che
text was published under a pseudonym — a currencincerview wich the auchor
follows the text.

I'm just about to turn twenty-seven and I've been straight edge for over a de-
cade.I've been feeling alienated from the scene for quite a few years now, mainly due
to well-known developments commonly referred to as Hardline and/or Christian
Straight Edge (I'm aware of the differences between and within the two, but to get a
message across | will admittedly focus on the similarities here which mainly consist
ofpromoting conservative — to say the least — ethics and po[itics). At first, my reac-
tion pretty much was o retreat. It was kinda like, well, 2 new generation of kids is
taking over, what can I do? But recently, the idiotic and highly irritating militancy of
many straight edgers scems to have got totally out of control, and I feel that it might
bc WOl‘th to Clari{"y at ICQSt a f‘CW t]]i]]gs abollt sXe.

Having said that, this is not about a revival of the “original” or “truc” mean-
ing of sXe, not about some “old” versus some “new” school, an “alternative”
interpretation of straight edge’s ideas, or an attempt to reclaim the scene for
people like myself. Terms (and movements signified by them) are never fixed and
clearly detined, they're always dynamic, open to different interpretations, and
hence changes. I can’t (and don’t want to) forbid other people to call themselves
straight edge, to X up, wear sXe shirts, or listen to Youth of Today, as much as I
might disagree with their attitudes, beliefs, and actions. There’s no universal cri-
terion f‘ol‘ dcf‘ining Wl]at sXe I'Cally mcans, and I’ITI t]]c last PC[‘SOn Wl'lo’d wanna

do such a thing.
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So,whatisthisallaboutthen? Basically, justabouta clarification that being straight
edge doesn’t necessarily mean you are a violent semi-fascist gay-bashing macho dick,
maybc even with an obscure obsession with an oppressive, patriarcha[ rcligion. In
fact, being straight edge can mean quite the opposite: it can be all about trying to be
involved in antifascist politics. So, the Antifa Straight Edge will try to explain how to
be straight edge in this sense.

What motivates me to do this if not — as dismissed above — “reclaiming” or

“purifying” the term?

1. To remind antifascist straight edgers out there that there are still other like-

minded spirits within (or at least at the fringes) of the scene.

2. Toremindthemilitants thatthere isstill disapproval of and resistance against

their “war” within straight edge ranks themselves.

3 - TO allOW llon-SXCdgCI‘s a Widt:l‘ undCl‘Stalldillg OfSXC, SO thCy mlght not havc
to disrespect it immediately just because it experiences unfortunate and dis-

turbingly strong trends of stupidity at this point in time.

Supporting antifascist politics to me means fighting for anti-authoritarian, self-
determined, and economically just communities in which a diversity of people can
coexist in solidarity, mutual respect, and peace.

Straight edge to me means an attempt to develop certain personal virtues that
might prove beneficial in the fight for antifascist communities, namely responsibility,
awareness, and independence.

It seems practically impossible to establish, maintain, or defend antifascist
communities without the individuals constituting them taking on responsibil-
ity, since the whole point behind the idea of such communities appears to be
that we doll’t nCCd lCadCl'S or pcoplc W}]O tcll us W]1at o do bCCauSC w¢ takc on
the rcsponsibility to think, decide, and act for ourselves. Awareness seems like
an inevitable quality in this respect. It’s hard to act responsibly in a community
if we don’t know shit about what’s going on. And awareness seems hard to be
developed without at least a certain sense of independence, meaning: to be able
to find and figure out for ourselves what’s going on and not depend on some big
brother’s indoctrination.

Based on these thoughts abstaining from intoxicants (and that’s all sXe origi-
nally meant) can make sense to certain individuals: A lot of intoxicants lower
your levels of awareness and responsibility pretty much right after consump-

tion. OthCl'S lTle CO]ltl'ibllCC to a rathcr phlcgmatic PCI'SO]‘Ilei[y in thC Iong ruan.
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And some might cause serious addiction, often leaving individuals completely
detached from any community. So, if one values being responsible, aware, and
indCPCndC]]t, it l11ig|]t bC ll]ldcl‘sta]ldablc to C]1OOSC Sobl‘icty over thc CO]lSUl11P'
tion of intoxicants.

Another aspect to consider is that the consumption of especially alcohol
and cigarettes usually supports big corporations that stand against the idea of
economic justice and participate in turning individuals into consumerist slaves
(maybe the most widespread form of capitalist control today denying us true in-
dividual independence).

Combining these aspects we can sce that abstaining from intoxicants has a sym-
bolic significance that goes beyond simply abstaining from intoxicants. It’s a state-
ment for being unwilling to let others control your life: not just drugs, but corpora-
tions, politicians, cops, your parents, whatever gets in the way of your self-determined
way of doing things. It's a statement of taking your life into your own hands. It’s a
statement for uncompromising DIY ethics, in the original spirit of DIY punk and
DIY hardcore. And in this sense it might very well be seen as a revolutionary state-
ment, bcing about consciousness, ﬁ_ghting the system, liberation, dctcrmining your
own destiny.

On this basis, all the social movements and activitics a lot of straight edgers have
pal‘ticipatcd in over thC ycﬂl'S Could ngW Stl‘ong bCCauSC thCy wgere Stl‘Ollgly gl‘oundcd:
homeless support, minority support, vegetarianism/veganism, environmentalism, to
name but the most obvious few. It is in this sense that I can sce straight edge being
a part of an antifascist movement, and I know that this is whatsXc has always been
about to manyindividuals involved in the scene.

But this also means that sXe is nothing but a lifestyle. It is not an ideology. There
are no natural moral laws against drinking wine or lighting a pipe. I happily leave
such arguments to totalitarian and oppressive political and/or religious schools of
thought. If I didn’t wanna drink for such reasons I'd become a Seventh Day Adventist
or 50111Ct]1i]1g. I don’t abstﬂin f‘l‘OlTl dl‘inking (C?lusc god or []]C universe or W]1at€v€l‘
tCllS me not to; not bCCﬂuSC lt’s ilthl‘Cntly CVil or Si]]f‘lll; not bCCauSC WC,I'C not meant
to drink, or becausealcohol is no “natural” food source.  don’tdrink (or smoke dopc,
ctc.), because I personally don’t want to. It seems to interfere with my abilities to
promote antifascism.

Seen this way, bcing sXe is purcly pmgmatic. I'm sXe, because [ think it hclps me
beingan antifascist and allows me to makean antif ascist statement, and because of no
other reason. If I felt being sXe wouldn’t support antifascist action, I wouldn’t give a

shit about it.
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This has, I think, some important implications, especially in the light of ongoing

developments within the sXe scene:

1. It’'s a personal decision. I do think that being sXe generally provides a good
basis for an antifascist Iifcstylc, but necither does it automaticaﬂy make you an
antif ascist (as, unfortunatcly, we have to witness today), nor is it the only way
to be an antifascist (which seems so obvious I almost feel siIly to point it out,
bur sometimes it seems onc has to make the most trivial things explicit). In
simple terms: There are lots of great and decent individuals/antifascists who
are absolutely not sXe¢ — and who am I to question these people’s personal

lifestylc choices?

2. Straight edge was born out of a mainly white middle class American move-
ment, namely hardcore; therefore it is the result of a specific time and place
and social sctting, and therefore its ncgativc reaction to intoxicants is a result
ofspcciﬁc socio-historical circumstances. In other words: we are not too fond
of intoxicants because our society uses them in shitty ways, andin particular
because they started to destroy our punk and hardcore scenes. That, however,
does not mean that intoxicants can’t function diﬂ-crcntly under different cul-
tural circumstances. I'd find it Cmbarrassingly prctcntious to disrcspcct, for
example, the use of peyote in many Native American nations, or of ganja in

the Rastafarian community. There are diff erent worlds with diff erent rules.

3. Nobody is ever “wrong” or “bad” because of not being sXe. We might not
like it, or we might want to confront people who do shitty things under the
influence of intoxicants, but the actual consumption itself doesn’t mean shit,
and we have no right whatsoever to judge people who like to drink or smoke

or S]'lOOt UP.

Unfortunatc[y, many kids today don’t see sXe this way. 'Ihcy don’t understand
it as pragmatic, modest, and open-minded. They understand it as an ideology, a
law, a true way of life, a universal moral code. You are sXe, you are good — you are
not, you are bad. People are divided into different moral categories depending on
whether they drink beer or fruit juice, whether they smoke ajoint or chew licorice,
whether they eat their muesli with dairy or soy. This is a fascist mentality. Pure and
simple. An ideology with its claim to exclusive truth and righteousness is by defini-
tion an antifascist’s enemy. Whether it's Catholicism, capitalism, or straight edge.
Straight up: IfI get in a situation where some fucked up sXekids in Salt Lake City

(Ol' anywhcrc CISC fOl‘ that lTth[Cl') start a ﬁ.ght Wit]l some dOPC'SlIIOking kldS fOl‘
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no other reason than them smoking dope, I wouldn'’t hesitate a second to join the
ranks of the latter, who are, in this case, nothing but innocent victims of a bunch
of fascist hooligans.

But it’s not only the scary self-righteousness, intolerance, and militancy that
sXe as an ideology breeds. It’s also that its ideas become repulsively narrow-mind-
ed: instead of understanding the complexities of global food production and dis-
tribution, nutrition, Ccologicai balance, and social division, thcy become idiotic
vegan fanatics; instead of considering the patriarchal character of our socictics,
they become anti-abortion; instead of embracing diversity as an intrinsic social
value, they become homophobic; instead of sceing the interrelations between en-
vironmental destruction and economic injustice, they become Eurocentric racists
in deep-ecological colors; instead of being committed to antifascism, they hype
bands like Vegan Reich; instead of holding up the tradition of innocent carly sXe
self-defense with shirts like “It's OK Not to Drink,” they sport martial “True till
the End”-bullshit; instead of generally being socially and politically aware, they
rcproducc American middle class family values; instead of bcing progrcssivc, thcy
revive Christianity in its most conservative and ﬁ‘ightcning forms; and instead
of being unassuming, decent, and peaceful, they become arrogant, bigoted, and
violent. It’s a sad affair.

Anyhow, this text probably won'’t c]langc any of that. 'm too aware of the little
impactmyhumble self can have. Nonetheless, I want people to know that there’s still
a different X out here. One that does not represent ideological (and, by now, physi-

cal) terror and sectarianism, but pragmatic antifascist politics:

The Antifa Straight Edge believes in a sXe lifestyle of abstaining from intoxicants as
an actual and symbolic mode of promoting a life of responsibility, awareness, and inde-
pendence through regaining self-control and shunning dependency on the political, social,
and economic powers of a capitalist sociery. It furthermore supports like-minded social
action based on this self-control, mainly in the fields of women andminority rights, social
Justice, animal rights, and environmentalism.

The Antifa Straight Edge does not, however, believe in a sXe lifestyle as a necessiry
for antifascism. It does not judge people by their personal habits, but relates to them ac-
cording to their general social conduct. It also does not evaluate people’s habits without
taking cultural and social circumstances into consideration. In fact, the Antifa Straight
Edge respects and even encourages a diversity af lifestyles as an essential aspect of creative
antifascist communities.

Furthermore, the Antifa Straight Edge fully and uncompromisingly supports a wom-

an’s right to choose, a person’s right to engage in the sexual relations of their choice, and
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the priorit y af social issues over animal rights or environmental protection.

Finally, the Antifa Straight Edge does not believe in forcing an ybody into, or repri-
manding anybody for a certain lifest yle, let alone by violent means. The Antifa Srraight
Edge commits itself to modesty, open-mindedness, and respect, and contemplates the use
of militant resistance only where antifascist values, such as self-determination or social
and economic justice, are under immediate and obvious threat.

Generally, the Antifa Straight Edge acts by example alone. Militant acrion is a last

resort, and its use must follow strict notions of sensitiviry, responsibilit y, and measure.
Fight the Power!
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What was the motivation behind writing “The Antifa
Straight Edge”?

Basically a frustration with the straight cdge scenc of the 1990s. Although I can'’t
say that the carly scene was better because I only get into straight edge in about 1991.
I only know about the 1980s from hearsay.

Straig]lt Cdgc l'Cally meant a 10[ to me W]]Cn I ﬁl‘St got inVOlVCd bCCauSC WhCl‘C
I gl‘CW up t]‘lt:l‘c was no Straigllt Cdgc scene Clnd dl‘i]lki]lg was t]'lc Standafd. | was
always the only kid who didn’t drink apart from the church crowds — which made
me weird in the eyes of everyone. Discovering that there were other kids like me out
t]1Cl‘C, klds intCl'CSth in undCl‘gl‘Ound Cultul‘c but not in alCO]]Ol Cl]]d dl’llgs, a]]d t]]at
there was even a whole movement of these kids was one of the most exhilarating
experiences in my life. And I'm not exaggerating.

However, when | immersed myself into straight edge culture, [ already had very
solid political beliefs. And very soon these beliefs clashed with a lot of what I en-
countered in the straight edge scene: ignorance, religion, bigotry. I couldn’t believe
that there were straight edge kids who were against abortion or homosexuality! It
was really incomprehensible to me.

Around 1995, I began to feel really embarrassed for identifying as straight edge
and distanccd ﬂ1y5(’:lf‘f‘l‘0ﬂ1 t]]c scenc COInplthly. | ncver Challgcd lﬂy ]]abi[s t]]ollg]]
in terms Of‘ not dl'inkillg etc. 'I}lell a fCW yCal‘S lﬂth — not lCaSt bCCallSC I I]ad met a
number of people with similar personal histories — I decided to make a “last stand”

as a straight edge kid and wrote this piece. I guess the restis explained in the text.

Did this bear any fruits? Did your essay have any impact?

Yes and no. I got some very encouraging and supportive feedback from various
PIQCCS: PCOPIC {:I'OITI New anlalld to ISl'aCl to Polalld got in tOuC]] to Say t]121t t]]c text
summed up their frustrations and beliefs and that they would reprint it in their local
zines, in English or in transfation. As you know, these things don’t always happen

and I didn’t follow up on where the piece ended up, but it must have got

out there at least to some degree. I just recently ran into someone from
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the States who was like, “Oh, you're the guy who wrote the ‘Antifa Straight Edge’?” 1
have no idea where he had gotten the text from.

On the other hand, the essay ccrtainly didn’t havea hugc impact. It just never had
the forum for it either. Maybe if ithad been published in HearzartaCk or something...
I guess I didn’t work hard enough to spread it widely. I wrote the piece, but then
didn’t really put a lot of effort into distributing it.

The essay was Cvcntually publishcd by a collective I was involved with, called Al-
pine Anarchist Productions (AAP). They brought it out as a pamphlet, but didn’t
focus much on distribution cither. They mostly published political texts and short
fiction. “The Antifa Straight Edge” was the only straight edge text they putout, and it
was never advertised much. Like,whilea number of AAP pamphlets were distributed
through outlets like AK Press, “The Antifa Straight Edge” was never even consid-
cred for such distribution. I guess there was some sense of not wanting to be labeled
as a “straight edge project” — despite the radical contents of the piece and the fact
that A AP was largely drug-free. The negative connotations of straight edge certainly
Playcd an inlportallt l‘olC tht:l‘C.

I guess the text meant something for certain individuals. I remember one friend
writing that he hoped it would lead to a “coming out” of political radicals within the
scene. This was one of the nicest acknowledgments I got, but the coming out hardly

OCCI.ll‘I'Cd. Asl said, thC ovcrall impact on thC scene was not Stl‘Ollg.

Why the focus on antifascism?

ﬂ]is l?ll'gcly hﬂd to dO With lle Ellropc;ln backgl‘ound. Although most Of‘ 111}’ CX-
periences with straight edge culture stem from the US, I spent the main part of my
teenage years in Europe and was politically very much influenced by the continent’s
antifascist youth movements, especially the Antif agroups in Germany. I guess I want-

ed to apply this principle to straight edge.

In the text you suggest that at least parts of the 1990s
straight edge movement displayed fascist tendencies? These
are strong words.

I guess so. At the time, the poles of fascism and antifascism very much defined
my perception of socicty and politics. Either you claimed that you had the truth and
the right to implement it — this is what [ saw as fascism; or you were committed to
open, diverse, and self-determined communities — this is what I saw as antifascism.
Within this picturc, a lot of the atritudes 1 encountered in the 1990s straight Cdgc

scene rcgistcrcd on the fascist side.
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ButI understand that these are strongwords, and Iadmit that they might not have
much analytical value. I can even sce a certain contradiction in using such language in
a text that argucs f‘ol' tOlCl‘anCC and that criticizes Sle—l‘ig]ltCOllsncss. In Ot]'lcl' WOl‘ds,
“The Antifa Straight Edge” might be considered a pretty militant text for turning
against militancy. I guess I was very angry and disappointed. As I said, straight edge

had rcally meant a lOt to me.

One of the most controversial passages in the text is where
you demand “the priority of social issues over animal rights
or environmental protection.” Do you still stand behind these
words?

The statement certainly has to be understood against the background of the mili-
tant animal rights movement that had become extremely influential within the 1990s
scenc, It just scemed to me that many people focused so exclusively on this onc po-
litical issue that their overall political analysis became really screwed. This was very
graphically exemplified to me when [ saw small migrant-run butcheries smashed while
the banks and chain stores next door remained untouched. This just seemed wrong.

It was mainly a gut feeling I had. I never cared much for debates of whether “hu-
man life” was “worth more” than “animal life.” Such questions never interested me
Zlnd I don,t t]1ink thCrC can cver bC an answer. I mainly CXPCI'iC]]CC Sllch dCbatCS as
divisive. For me, it was more that enormous apparatuses of oppression seemed over-
looked because of the exclusive focus on animal rights. At the time I wrote “The
Antifa Straight Edge” this scemed particularly obvious to me because 1 had just
spent a number ofycars in so-called Third World countries, living in poor ﬁshing
and farming communities. To take African villagers to task for the means by which
they try to scrape together a living and feed their children just seemed absurd to
me — cven if it often contradicted my own animal rights sensibilities. [ just saw
diff erent priorities.

To paraphrase Bertolt Brecht, your diet only becomes an ethical issue once you
have enough to eat. By no means, however, do I want to suggest that animal rightsare
not important. I have been a vegetarian and an on-and-oft vegan for almost twenty
years. Although I do not believe in veganism as a requirement for anarchist societies, I
haVC dCCP l'CSPCCt f‘ol‘ chall CthiCS. I alSO doubt thatI Would usc the Wol'ds you qllOth

today. However, at the time [ wrote the piecc thcy seemed important.

Can you tell us more about Alpine Anarchist Productions? Are
you still involved in the project?

AAP was a very loose collective of traveling kids. We were all politically active

but not connected to any particular scenes because we were moving so much. The
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only way to stay involved in a more continuous project scemed to run a small-scale
DIY publishing outfit that we could coordinate via email. Given the less than ideal
circumstances we were f‘alfly SuCCCSSf‘ul, I SUPPOSC, and Publishﬂd t]lil‘ty PalIIP]]ICtS.
The last one, the “Anarchist Football (Soccer) Manual,” was by far the most success-
ful. Today, nearly all the folks who have been involved have turned to other things
and the project is pretty much on ice. Most of the work we've put out is archived

on our website.

How do you see the straight edge scene today? Have things
improved?

There have certainly been big changes in the almost ten years since I wrote “The
Antifa Straight Edge.” The dogmatism of carlier eras scems to have softened and the
scene has become more diverse. At the same time, it almost fecls like there has been a
sort Of‘ I'CgI'CSS to t]1C 198.S l’athcr than a Pl'Ogl'CSSiVC lcap —_— I ﬁ]ld thC prcdominant
problcms in the scene today to be machismo and dc-politicization.

Having said that, this is rcally the imprcssion of someone who is Iooking from the
outside in. I have long stopped actively participating in the scene. As I said, there is
ccrtainly divcrsity and [ kccp on meeting awesome and politically very aware straight
cdgc kids — you know, the kind of kids who have always been there, even if they
weren't the loudest and most visible. To confirm their presence had been a major

reason for writing “The Antifa Straight Edge.”

163



Wasted Indeed:
Anarchy and Alcohol

The Crimethinc. Ex-Workers’ Collective

asted Indeed: Anarchy and Alcohol” has been the

most widely read critique of incoxication culeure

articulated wichin the concemporary anarchist

movement. The Crimethlne. Ex-Workers' Collec-
tiveis, according to its website, “a deceneralized anarchise collective composed
of many cells which act independently in pursuit of a freer and more joyous
world” Itis best known for books like Bays of 1123, Nights of Love (2000) and
Recipes for Disaster: An Anarchist Cookbook (2004). The journal Rolling Thunder
has been published biannually since 2005. Aside from such publishing projects,
“CrimethlInc.agencs” have been involved in organizing numerous festivals and
acts of resistance.

“Wasted Indeed” was issued as a pamphlet in 2003. The same year it also
appeared in the final issue of Juside Front, a radical hardcore zine; an abbrevi-
aced version was published in che Spring 2003 issue of the anarchist Fifth Estate
magazine. This reprint lacks the original appendix. The collective explains:
“Wasted Indeed originally appeared wich a hypertrophied appendix, “The
Anarcho-Primitivist Case for Straight Edge’ — a sort of sendup of primitivist
historical revisionism, though based on kernels of truch. Itis not included here,
for fear it could be taken oo seriously outside its original context”

Peering through the fog bebind his eyes, he saw an alcoholo gram: a world of anguish, in
which intoxication was the only escape. Hating hirnself even more than he hated the corpo-
rate killers who had created it, he stumbled to his feet and headed back to the liquor store.

Ensconced in their penthouses, they counted the dollars pouring in from millions like
him, and chuckled to themselves at the ease with which all opposition was crushed. But
they, too, efien had to drink themselves to sleep at night — ifever those vanquished mass-
es stop coming back for more, the tycoons sometimes freteed to themselves, there’s gonna

be hell to pay.

Ecstasy v Intoxication: For a World of Enchant-
ment, or anarchaholism?



Art flom the original Wasted Indeed! pamphlet

Sloshed, smashed, trashed, loaded, wrecked, wasted, blasted, plastered, tanked, fucked
up, bombed. Everyone’s heard of the arctic people with one hundred words for snow; we
have one hundred words for dvunk. We perpetuate our own cultureof defeat.

Hold it right there — I can see the sneer on your face: Are these anarchists so up-
tight that they would even denounce the only fun aspect of anarchism — the beer after the
riots, the liquor in the pub wheye all that pic-in-the-sky theory is bandied about? What
do they do for fun, anyway — cast aspersions on the little fun we do have? Don't we get to
relax and have a good timte in any part of our lives?

Do not misunderstand us: we are not arguing against indulgence, buc for it. Am-
brosc Bicrce defined an ascetic as “a weak person who succumbs to the temptation
of denying himself pleasure,” and we concur. As Chuck Baudelaire wrote, you must
always be high — everything depends on this. So we are not against drunkenness, but
rather against drink! For those who embrace drink as a route to drunkenness thus
cheat themselves of a total life of enchantment.

Drink, like caffeine or sugar in the body, only playsa role in life that life itself can

provide for otherwise. The woman who never drinks coffee does not require it in the
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l110l'ni]]g WhCn ShC aWakCnS: hel‘ body pl‘OdUCCS e]'lCl'gy and f‘OCu,S on its own, as tholl'
sands of generations of evolution have prepared it to do. If she drinks coff ce regularly,
soon her body lets the coffee take over that role, and she becomes dependent upon
it. ']_hus dOCS alCOhOl al'tiﬁcially pl'OVidC f‘ol' tClTlpOl'le'y moments Of‘ I'Claxation and
release while impoverishing lif e of all that is genuinely restful and liberating.

If some sober peoplein this society do not seem as reckless and free as theirboozer
counterparts, thatis a mere accident of culture, mere circumstantial evidence. Those
puritans exist all the same in the world drained of all magic and genius by the alco-
holism of their fellows (and the capitalism, hierarchy, misery it helps maintain) — the
only difference is that they are so self-abnegating as to refuse even the false magic, the
genie of the bottle. But other “sober” folk, whose orientation to living might better
be described as enchanted or ecstatic, are plentiful, if you look hard enough. For these
individuals — for us — life is a constant celebration, one which needs no augmenta-
tion and from which we need no respite.

Alcohol, like Prozac and all the other mind-control medications that are making
big bucks for Big Brother these days, substitutes symptomatic treatment for cure. It
takes away the pain of a dull, drab existence for a few hours at best, then returns it
twofold. It not only replaces positive actions which would address the root causes of
our despondency — it prevents them, as more energy becomes focused on achieving
and recovering from the drunken state. Like the tourism of the worker, drink is a pres-
surc valve that releases tension while maintaining the system that creates it.

In chis push-button culture, we've become used to conceiving of ourselves as
simple machines to be operated: add the appropriate chemical to the equation to
get the desired result. In our search for health, happiness, meaning in life, we run
from one panacea to the next — Viagra, vitamin C, vodka — instead of approaching
our lives holistically and addressing our problems at their social and economic roots.
’I‘hls pl'Odl_lCt‘Ol'iC'.ntﬁd ll]illdSCt 1s thC {OLlndEltiol] OFOUI' alicnatcd consumer SOCiCty:
without consuming products, we can't live! We try to buy relaxation, community,
self -confidence — now even ecstasy comes in a pill!

JWe want ccstasy as a way of life, not a liver-poisoning alcoholiday from it. “Life
sucks — getdrunk” is the essence of the argument that enters our ears from our mas-
ters’ tongues and then passes out of our own slurring mouths, perpetuating whatever
incidental and unnecessary truchs it may refer to — but we're not falling for it any
longer! Againstincbriation — and for drunkenness! Burn down the liquor stores, and

replace them with playgrounds! For a Lucid Bacchanalian, Ecstatic Sobriety!

Spurious Rebellion
Practically every child in mainstream Western socicty grows up with alcoholas the

forbidden fruit their parents or peers indulge in but deny to them. This prohibition
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only makes drinking that much more fascinating to young people, and when they
get the opportunity, most immediately assert their independence by doing exactly as
thCy’VC bCCn told notto: il‘OniCﬂIly, thCy l'CbCl by fOl]O\Villg tl1C CX?llTlPlC set fol' thCﬂ].
This hypocritical pattern is standard for child-rearing in this society, and works to
replicate a number of destructive behaviors that otherwise would be aggressively re-
f‘uSCd by ncw gcnefatio]]s. ﬂ1€ f‘ZlCt th:lt thc boglls lTlOl‘leit)' Of:lTlZlny dl'i]]ki]]g ParC]ltS
is mirrored in the sanctimonious practice of religious groups helps to create a false
dichotomy between puritanical self-denial and lif e-loving, free-wheeling drinkers —
with “friends” like Baptist ministers, we tectotalers wonder, who needs enemies?
Thesc partisans of Rebellious Brunkenness and advocates of Responsible Absti-
nence are loyal adversaries. The former need the latter to make their dismal rituals
look like fun; the latter need the former to make their rigid austerity seem like com-
mon sense. An “ecstatic sobricty” which combats the dreariness of one and the bleari-
ness of the other — false pleasure and false discretion alike — is analogous to the
anarchism that confronts both the false freedom offered by capitalism and the false

community offered by communism.

Alcohol & Sex in the Rape Culture

Let’s lay it on the table: almost all of us are coming from a place where our sexu-
ality is or was occupied territory. We've been raped, abused, assaulted, shamed, si-
lenced, confused, constructed, programmcd. We're badasses, and we're taking it all
back, reclaiming ourselves; but for most of us, that’s a slow, complex, not yet con-
Cludcd PI‘OCCSS.

This doesn’t mean we can’t have good, safe, supportivc sex right now, in the middle
of that healing — but it does make having that sex a little more complicated. To be
certain we're not perpetuating or helping to perpetuate negative patterns in a lover’s
life, we have to be able to communicate clearly and honestly bef ore things get hot and
heavy — and while they are, and after. Few forces interfere with this communication
like alcohol does. In this culture of denial, we are encouraged to use itas asociallubri-
cant to help us slip past our inhibitions; all too often, this simply means ignoring our
own fears and scars, and not asking about others. If it is dangerous, as well as beauti-
ful, for us to share sex wich cach other sober, how much more dangerous must it be to
do so drunk, reckless, and incoherent?

g Spcakingofscx, it’s worth noting the supporting role alcohol has playcd n patri-
archal gender dynamics. For example — in how many nuclear families has alcoholism
helped to maintain an uncqual distribution of power and pressurc? (All the writers
Of‘ thls tract can Cilll to l11i]1d morc t]]aﬂ onc SllCh casc le110]1g t]'lcil' l'(:l:ltivcs leonc.)

ﬂ‘lC man’s dl'lll'lkCl'l SCIf‘dCSII‘UCIiO]l, cngcndcrcd as it lTlZly b€ by thﬁ ]'lOl'l'Ol'S Of‘SUI‘ViV-
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ing under capitalism, imposes even more of a burden on the woman, who must still
somchow hold the family together — often in the face of his violence. And on the

SllbjCC[ Of‘ dynam ics...

The Tyranny of Apathy

“Every fucking anarchist project I engage in is ruined or nearly ruined by alcohol.
You ser up a collective living situation and everyone is roo drunk or stoned o do the basic
chores, ler alone maintain an attitude ot respect. You want to create community, but after
the show everyone just goes back to their rooms and drinks themselves to death. If it’s not
one substance ro abuse it’s a mother ficking orher. 1 understand trying to obliterare your
consciousness is a narural reaction ro being born in alienating capiralist bell, bur I wanr
peoplerosee whar we anarchists are doing andsay Yeah, this is ber rer than capitalism!..
which is hard to say ifyou can't walk around without stepping on broken for ty-ounce bot-
tles. I've never considered myself straight-edge, but fuck it, I'm net taking it anymore!”

It’s said that when the renowned anarchist Oscar Wilde first heard the old slogan
if it is humiliating to be ruled, how much more humiliating it is to choose one’s rulers, he
responded: “If it’s humiliating to choose one’s masters, how much more humiliating
to be one’s own master!” He intended this as a critique of hierarchies within the self
as well as the democratic state, of course — but, sadly, his quip could be applied liter-
ally to the way some of our attempts at creating anarchist environments pan out in
practice. This is especially true when they’re carried out by drunk people.

In certain circles, cspccially the ones in which the word “anarchy” itselfis more in
fashion thanany of its various meanings, freedom is conccived of in negative terms:
“don’t tell me whatto do!” In practice, this often means nothing more than an asser-
tion of the individual’s right to be lazy, selfish, unaccountable for his actions or lack
thereof. In such contexts, when a group agrees upon a project it often ends up being a
small, responsible minoritythathas to doall the work to make it happen. These con-
scientious few often look like the autocratic ones — when, invisibly, it is the apathy
and hostility of their comrades that forces them to adopt this role. Being drunk and
disorderly all the time is coercive — it compels others to clean up behavior when you
are too f‘llC]‘(Cd Up f‘Of dialogllt‘.. ’IhCSC dynal'ﬂics go two Ways, Of‘ course — t]]OSC W]]O
take a// responsibility on their shoulders perpetuate a pattern in which everyone else
takes none — but everyone is responsible for their own part in such patcerns, and for
transcending it.

Think of the power we could have ifall the energy and effort in the world — or
maybeeven just yourencrgy and effort? — chat goesintodrinkingwere put into re-
sisting, building, creating. Try adding up all the money anarchists in your commu-

nity have spent on corporate libations, and picture how much musical equipment
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or bail money or food (-notbombs ... or, fuck it, bombs!) it could have paid for
— instead of funding their war against all of us. Better: imagine living in a world
where cokehead presidents die of overdoses while radical musicians and rebels live

the chaos into ripe old age!

Sobriety & Solidarity

Like any lif'cstylc choice, be it vagabondagc or union mcmbcrship, abstention
fl‘ol’ﬂ ZlICOhOI can sometimes bC lI1iStakCn as an Cnd l'atl'lCl' t]1a]] a means.

Above all, it is critical that our own choices #0z be a pretext for us to deem ourselves
superior to those who make diff erent decisions. The only strategy for sharing good idcas
that succeeds unf‘hilingly (and that goes for hotheaded, alicnating tracts like this one as
well!) is the power of example — if you put “ccstatic sobriety” into action in your life
and it works, those who sincerely want similar things will join in. Passing judgment on
others for decisions that affect only themselves isabsolutely noxious to any anarchist —
not to mention it makes them less Iikely to experiment with the options you offer.

And so — the question of solidarity and community with anarchists and others
Who dO usc alC0]101 a]ld dl‘ugs. WC PI'OPOSC that thCSC arc Of utmost ill‘lportancc.
Especially in the case of those who are struggling to free themselves of unwanted
addictions, such solidarity is paramount: Alcoholics Anonymous, for example, is
just one more instance of a quasi-religious organization filling a social need that
should already be provided for by anarchist community self-organizing. As in
cvery case, we anarchists must ask ourselves: do we take our positions simply to
fecl superior to the unwashed (cr, washed) masses — or because we sincerely want
to propagate accessible alternatives? Besides, most of us who are not substance-
addicted can thank our privileges and good fortune for this; this gives us all the
more responsibility to be good allies to those who have not had such privileges or
luck — on whatever terms ¢hey set. Let tolerance, humility, accessibility, and sen-
sitivity be the qualities we nurture in ourselves, not self-righteousness or pride.

No separatist sobriety!

Revolution

So anyway — whatare we going to do if we don’t go to bars, hang out at par-

tics, sit on the steps or in front of the television with our forty-ounce bottles?
Anything else!

The social impact of our society’s fixation on alcohol is at least as important as its

mental, medical, economic, and emotional effects. Drinking standardizes our social

lives, occupying some of the cight waking hours a day thataren’talready colonized by

work. It locates us spatially — living rooms, cockrail lounges, railroad tracks — and

169



Wasted Indeed: Anarchy and Alcochal // Crimethinc.

contextually — in ritualized, predictable behaviors — in ways more explicit systems
of control never could. Often when one of us does manage to escape the role of work-
er/consumer, drinking is there, stubborn holdover from our colonized leisure time,
to fill up the promising space thatopens. Free from these routines, we could discover
other ways to spend time and energy and seck pleasure, ways that could prove danger-
ous to the system of alienation itself.

Drink can incidenta/[_y be part of positivc and challcnging social interactions, of
coursc — the problem is that its central role in current socializing and socialization
misrepresents it as £he prerequisite for such intercourse. This obscures the fact that
we can create such interactions at will with nothing more than our own creativity,
honesty, and daring. Indeed, without these, nothing of value is possible — have you
ever been to a bad party? — and with them, no alcohol is necessary.

When one or two persons cease to drink, it just seems senscless, like they are cject-
ing themselves from the company (or at least customs) of their fellow human beings
for nothing. But a community of such people can develop a radical culture of sober
adVCntllfC and Cl]gagcll1€nt, onc that COllId Cvclltllally OH‘CI‘ CXCiting OPPOl‘tuniCiCS fOI‘
dl‘i]lk‘f[‘CC aCtiVity and merriment f'OI‘ all. YCS[Cl'day’S gCCkS Clnd lO]lCl‘S Collld bC thc
pioneersof tomorrow’s new world: “lucid bacchanalism” is anew horizon, anew pos-
sibility for transgression and transformation that could provide fertile soil for revolts
yet unimaginablc. Like any rcvolutional‘y lifcstylc option, this one off ers an immedi-
ate taste of another world while helping create a context for actions that hasten its
universal realization.

No war but the class war — no cockrail but the molotov cockeail ! Let us brew nothing
but trouble!

Postscript: How to Read this Tract

With any luck, you've been able to discern — even, perhaps, through that haze of
drunken stupor — that this is as mucha caricature of polemics in the anarchist tradi-
tion as a serious picece. It's worth pointing out that these polemics have often brought
attention to their theses by deliberately taking an extreme position, thereby opening
up thC ground in thWCCl] f‘Ol' more¢ “lTlOdCratC” POSitiOnS on thC SllbjCCt. HOPCflllly
you can draw useful insights of your own from your interpretations of this text, rather
than taking it as gospel or anathema.

And all this is not to say there arc no fools who refuse intoxication — but can
you imagine how much more insufferable they would be if they did not? The boring
would still be boring, only louder about it; the self-rightcous ones would continuc to
lambaste and harangue, while spitting and drooling on their victims! It is an almost

universal characteristic of drinkers that they encourage everyone around them to
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drink, that — barring those hypocritical power-plays between lovers or parents and
children, at least — they prefer their own choices to be reflected in the choices of all.
This strikes us as indicating a monumental insecurity, not unrelated to the insccurity
revealed by ideologues and recruiters of every stripe from Christian to Marxist to
anarchist who feel they cannotrest until everyone in the world sees that world exactly
as thcy do. As you read, try to ﬁght off that insecurity — and try not to read thisasan
expression of our own, either, but rather, in the tradition of the best anarchist works,

as a reminder for all who choose to concern themselves that another world is pessible.

Predictable Disclaimer

As in the case of.every Crimethlnc. text, thisone on[y represents the pcrspcctivcs

of whoever agrees with it at the time, 7ot the “entire CrimethInc. ex-Workers’ Col-
lective” or any other abstract mass. Somebody who does important work under the
CrimethInc. moniker is probably getting sloshed at the moment I'm typing this —

and that’s ok!
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Interview with Crimethinc.
agent Carrie No Nation

“Wasted Indeed” was first published some years ago and has
been reprinted several times in various forms and forums.
What have the reactions been like? The radical political scene
is not exactly known for abstinence...

Actually, nowadays some anarchist communities in the United States do very
little drinking. Anarchism used to be really associated with drinking in some places
here, but many of those scenes have collapsed; that lifestyle can be hard o sustain.
Many younger anarchists seem to have learned from this — not that they are totally
sober, ncccssarily, but drinking and drug use are not central to their social lives.

Thc anal'chist COl]1l1]Lll]ity in lle l]Ol11C town, f‘Ol' Cxalnplc, is all]lost C]]til'Cly $0-
ber. Drinking is nota part of any of our 1’Cgular social activities, so we find ourselves
exploring other ways to relax and create intimacy together. I think this is becoming
more common in other parts of thecountryas well.

The most ironic reactions to “Wasted Indeed” have been snide dismissals from
people who drink, to the effect that people in our circles must have a real problem

with drinking or clse we wouldn’t take that stance. This strikes me as projection.

| understand that you have also conducted workshops on
living alcohol/drug-free in radical contexts. What were your
experiences there?

I've been invited to participate in a few panel discussions about sobrictyand radi-
cal politics, yes — but I think most of those panels have been missed opportunities,
because they were composed entirely of sober people. People who have chosen life-
long sobriety are not the best positioned to speak on the subject to a mixed audience;
it would be better to hear from a variety of perspectives. The people most qualified
to speak about drug use and sobriety are those who have just quit using or are trying
to quit, not those who haven't ever used or who quit long ago. It’s the same with ralk-
illg abollt qllitting OIIC)S JOb ﬂnd Changing OnC’S liFCStle—PCOPIC Who arc Clll'rcntly
trying to do that have much more useful perspectives on it than full-time anarchists

WhO dl'OpPCd out ten }’CQI'S IlgO.

How strong are non-alcohol/non-drug sentiments within
Crimethinc. circles? What happens at your convergen-
ces, for example? Are these alcohol/drug-free?

There’s a fair bit of.divcrsity around thisissue in Crimethlnc. circles, but ha-

bitual reliance on intoxicants is uncommon — it’s just so boring and typical, o)
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consumerist! Perhaps thebest test case toexamineis the Crimethlnc. convergences, which
are explicitly sober spaces. This policy hasbeen developed for a variety of reasons. For one,
it makes it casier to deal with security issues: it denies the authoritres a pretext to raid the
site, and makes sure no one’s drinking leads to loose lips and subsequent entrapment by
informants. It also seems to make non-consensual social or sexual interactions somewhat
less likely. Finally, as the convergences are intended to be an experimental laboratory for
non-standard interactions and relationships, the sobriety policy ensures that people don’t
simply do what they do the rest of the year in other spaces. In this regard, the CrimethInc.
convergences are distinct from practically every other anarchist gathering around the US,
most of which are marked by a fair bit of drinking and predictable behavior.

Pcoplc with a wide range of rclationships to intoxicants come to the convergen-
ces — straight edge kids, people who only drink occasionally, and people who are
struggling with addiction. The one thing everyone has in common is that they all
C]-IOOSC to bC ina SubstanCC‘f‘l‘CC SPQCC f‘of t]1C d[ll‘ation 0f‘t]1€ COnVCrgCnCC, a]1d t]1lls to
experiment with other forms of pleasure, intoxication, and interaction. This has been
surprisingly successful — many participants who otherwise choose to drink, even to
drink a lot, are supportive of the convergence being a sober space and argue strongly
for this approach. Some of the people who snuck off into the woods to drink at the
2006 convergence were among the most vocal proponents of the sobriety policy in
20.7, al'glli]lg that t]lcy l'Cgl'Ctth all thCy lTliSSC'.d and f‘Clt thcrc was a lot to bC gaincd

from everyone Cxpcrimcnting with sobricty togcthcr at least once a year.

It is noticeable that there are hardly any explicit references
to straight edge in your essay. | assume this was a conscious
choice. What were your reasons for not using the label?

Straight edge is a uscful reference point in a specific subcultural context, but
Crimethlnc. texts circulate far outside that context. Also, in the spaces in which peo-
plc are most familiar with it, it is also the most ﬁ‘cightcd with associations, not all of
which are good. Some of the culture associated with the straight cdgc scene has not

been particularly anti-authoritarian, anti-capiralist, or liberating,

Still, | assume there has been some influence on Crimethinc.
agents by the 1990s vegan straight edge scene...

I think the 19905 vegan straight edge scene has the most influence on the younger
kids who were not around to experience it. For them, Earth Crisis is just a hardcore
band thcy listened to in ]1igh school, with the good associations everyone has with
high school rebellion. For older participants who were active in the 199@s, Earch Cri-
sisand the vegan straight edge scene in generalare much more problematic; they were

characterized by a sing[c-issuc focus that often obstructed the discussion of broader-
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bascd Iibcration strugglcs, and at worst dil‘CCCCd cncrgy tOWle‘dS l'CZlCCiO]lClI‘y P]'ICHOITI'

ena such as so-called “pro-life” politics and self-righteous middle class consumerism.

| think that one of the most memorable points made in “Wasted
Indeed” is the reminder that while one or two persons who stop
drinking might end up as outcasts, a community of non-drinkers
could, and | quote, “develop a radical culture of sober adventure
and engagement, one that could eventually offer exciting opportu-
nities for drink-free activity and merriment for all.” Have you seen
this happen? Do you think that straight edge at its best was able
to provide this — at least in certain places and at certain times? Is
it something that you see realized within Crimethinc. circles today?

I wouldn’e rule out that some straight edge scenes may have resembled chis de-
scription, but I can’t say it resonates with my experience from the days I traveled in
t]1OSC Cil'ClCS. I l‘crﬂerﬂbel‘ thCl‘C bcing a handﬁll Of‘ us POSI[IOHCd thWCCn tl\c hCaVY'
dl‘illking a]‘lal‘ChO‘Punk scenc alld thC consumerist Stl‘aight Cdgc scenc Who WlSth to
combine the best aspects of both, but I don’t know that that ever came to fruition on
a large scale. I'd say my current community is the best example I've experienced of a
radical sober space. It’s exciting to be connected to a lot of people for whom sobriety

is a starting point for a passionate exploration of life.

Sticking with the straight edge theme: when you decided to
publish Evasion, how important was the fact that the book’s
protagonist was straight edge?

I don’t think that was mentioned a single time in the course of discussing whether
to publish that book. On the other hand, it probably influenced the decision on an
unconscious level — if the stories in Evasion had been abourt stealing liquor, drinking by
the railroad tracks, and waking up with a hangover, it would have been a very different

story, and less promising as a vehicle for spreading a counter-consumerist message.

The book’s anonymous author — known to many as Mack Eva-
sion — complained in various interviews and zine columns that
the straight edge message of the book was widely overlooked.

Did you have a similar impression?

Again, I think the message did come across on a subconscious level. One indica-
tion of this is the defensiveness the book created — if it had included a lot ofgcncric
stories about gcttingdrunk, it would have it much more neatly into the stcrcotypical
punk travcling zinc format, and pcople would have reacted less strongly to it. The
implication that one need not drink to enjoy life — or, for that matter, to rebel —
often provokes def ensiveness, evenif that defensiveness ends up being framed around

entirely diff erent issues.
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In his HeartattaCk column, Mack took an increasingly outspo-
ken straight edge stance. What is your take on the discussions
that this caused?

Honestly, I fear I wasn’t paying close attention, so perhaps I'm not qualified to
speak on this. If T had to hypothesize about the controversy, I would guess that some-
onc brought up theissuc of privilege, arguing that it was sclf-centered and oppressive
for white males in the US to endorse sobricty as a universally applicable stance. To
some extent, [ agree with that critique, though Idon’t think it’s necessarily oppressive
for a white male to suggest to a community predominantly composed of other white

males that they should consider sobriety as an aspect of their radical practice.

| believe the question of context is an interesting one. Like,
what audience did you have in mind when publishing “Wasted
Indeed”? And would you say that there are any cultural con-
texts where the message is not really applicable, so to speak?

If memory serves, “Wasted Indeed” was originally written for the “Foodand Drink” is-
sue of F3fth Estate, North America’s longest-running anarchist periodical. Fif#h Estate has
a sort of hippy reputation, so it was a deliberately provocative submission; the editors
were actually quite hesitant about putting it in, shortened it, and included a disclaimer
saying that they loved to get drunk themselves. It appeared after that in the reunion issuc
of Inside Front, an anarchist magazine that had developed in the straight edge hardcore
scene, which was a context in which it was somewhat less controversial. I think it’s writ-
ten to speak to people who are already somewhat familiar with radical ideas, in order to
draw the connections between liberation and sobriety for that particular readership.

I think the further away one gets from on¢’s own cultural context, the less likely
it is that one’s opinions will be applicable to others. So I certainly can’t say whether
anything in “Wasted Indeed” would be relevant to women in Zapatista communi-
ties or underclass bankrobbers a century ago in France. At the same time, women in
Zapatista communitics are well known for pushing for sobricty in their communities
as part of their struggle, and in France a century ago the anarchist bankrobbers who
invented the getaway car (nowadays known as the Bonnot Gang) were sober and
strictly vegetarian... so who knows, maybe it’s an ideca with wide relevance! The point

is, that’s up to others to decide, in their own contexts, not for us to decide from ours.
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Front Cover to the original Towards a Less Fucked Up World zine

Opt

Towards a Less Fucked
Up World:

Sobriety and Anarchist Struggle

@ @ owards a Less Fucked Up World: Sobricty and Anarchisc
Suruggle” was firse self-published as a pamphlec in 2003. The
A text proved to be pivotal for concemporary connections

beeween radical policics and sobricty. The author, Nick
Riotf ag, revised che origin al version for chis book and has added an afterword.
Nick Riotfag is an anarchist, queer, and straight edge activist/writer who
lives in North Carolina.

Introduction

This zine is an ongoing project I've been writing in my head and on paper for sev-
cral years now. Since I decided to become permanently sober several years ago, I've
constantlystruggled to find safe spaces; I hoped that when I'started to becomea part
of radical, activist, and anarchist communities, that I would find folks who shared or
at least respected my convictions. Instead, I found a painful paradox: radical scenes
that were so wclcoming and afﬁrming in many ways, yct incrcclibly inflexible and
unsupportive around my desire to be in sober spaces.

I have plcnty of reasons for bcing substance-free that aren’t “political,” per se.
Somc arc merc personal or internal: I love my body and want to preserve my health;
I’m personally terrified of addiction; I tend towards extremes, so I think that if T did
drink or drug I'd overdo it; my family has had alcoholics and drug abusers who have
ruined lives. Others are more pragmatic: as an activist I participate in actions that
could put meatrisk for arrest, and thelegal risks of drug possession just aren’t worth-
while; I have better things to spend money on; and so forth. However, my primary
reasons for choosing this lif estyle are specifically connected to my political belief's as
arevolutionary, a feminist,and an anarchist. Idon’t think thatmost folks withwhom
[ work on political projects realize or acknowledge that my choice to be sober isn’t
jllst a PCrSOnal Prcf‘cl‘cncc oran lellloyil1g plll'itan dogﬂ]a. ':[—I]is zine is lle att(:lnpt to
articulate why I consider sobriety a crucial part of my anarchism and feminism.

I've tried to putit together ina way that combines theory and analysis with my personal
CXPC['iCnCC. ﬂ1€ ﬁrst f‘CW sections CXPIOI'C tl\C connections [ see thWCCﬂ intoxication Zlnd

different kinds of oppression (sorry if it gets a lictle wordy at times); the nexe
bit talks about how intoxication fits into radical communitics; then [ offer

two stories from my lif e and my reflections on them before the conclusion.
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I realize that sober folks have traditionally not been known for presenting our
views respectfully, with open ears and loving hearts. I'm definitely among those who
stand guilty of bludgeoning people with my beliefs. Hopefully this zine will at least
in part rectif'y that tendency by explaining my views without judgi'ng or blamingnon-
sober folks or seeming to set myself up as superior to others. Ifit fails in this, I apolo-
gize in advance, and welcome folks to call me out on it. That said, plcasc know that
much of my anger that manifests in 2 “judgmental” or “preachy” tone comes from
constant denial of safe space, refusal to recognize the legitimacy of our feelings and
opinions, alicnation in most social environments, and general ignoring of our con-

cerns and desires and needs. I write with love and rage, and 1 apologize for neither.

A Quick Note On Words

I like the term “straightcdgc,” not because I'm cspccially invested in the bands and
the scene, but rather because I like the way it placcs my decision not to drink or take
drugs in the larger context of a positive radical social critique. Of course, I've found that
most folks — probably many of y’all, too — have nothing but negative associations with
sXe: macho white dudes bcating up pcoplc, crappy music, supcrdogmatic and prcachy
assholes, or even ant-abortion extremists. Even though I completely reject all of those
things, I still think there’s hope for reclaiming the term as something positive. But be-
causc for most folks I've asked it’s often morcof astumblingblock than a help, 'm going
to stick with “sober” or “substance-free” for the purposes of this zine.

Here are some definitrons for some of the key concepts I'll be talking about:

+ Intoxication: an artificially altered state of mind produced through drugand

alcohol consumption

¢ Intoxication Culture: a sct of institutions, behaviors, and mindsets centered

al'ollnd COHSlllTlption Ofdrllgs a]ld alcohol

s  DPatriarchal Masculinity: a way of behavingand understanding oneself as a

man bascd on fllckcd llP sexist Valllcs

o Anesthesia: artificially-induced numbness to sensations and feclings

Masculinity, Rape Culture, and Intoxication

Dear readers: please knotw that this section includes discussion of sexual violence and
ather things thar may be difficult or triggering for some folks. Please use self-care to deter-
mine if and when it makes sense to read this. Thanks!

I saw a billboard once as I was riding my bike through downtown New Orleans. It

was advertising some kind of fancy liquor, whiskey I think. The slogan was, “It’s what
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men do.” The message was almost reassuring to me; the only possible conclusion, 1
supposed, is that I must not be a man. The mass media encourages folks socialized as
men to afbrm our masculinity t]u‘ough Intoxication, spcciﬁcally t]u‘ough capitalist al-
cohol consumption. The whiskey billboard I saw, along with Budweiser ads that show
“male bonding,” various beer companies whose commercials use men objectif ying
women, and Coul'l[lcss Othcf adVCl'[iSClTlcn[S, SI]OW alcohol as t]1c comimon th(:lﬂc t]1at
links men as thcy engage in the most manly of activities. How surprising is it, then,
thatalcohol isalmost always involved in some of the “manliest” pursuitsof all — male
violence against women, including domestic violence, sexual assault, and rape?

The relationship between intoxication, gender, and violence is complex. A signifi-
cant proportion of gendered violence — specifically sexual and relationship violence
against women — is committed by men while intoxicated. Of course, this doesn’t
mean that intoxication causes violence, but it would be equally foolish to ignore the
correlation. In heterosexual interactions, men who have learned from media and pop
culture to understand themselves as initiators and seducers use alcohol as a tool for
OVCfCOll1il]g resistance both {:I'OITI t]1C dCSil‘Cd Scxllal Conqucst and f‘l‘OITI t]1Cil' own
conscience. At the same time, in this lmrshly puritanical, scx-ncgativc culture, many
rely on alcohol as their only means of overcoming the shame they feel about our
sexual desires. Generally speaking, I think that the broad dependence in this society
on aICO]10l in t]1c Pl‘OCCSS Of ﬁ,llding pal‘tll(:l‘s aﬂd ]1aVi]1g SCX ObSCUI‘CS our Scxllality,
negatively impacts communication, reduces our ability to give and receive meaning-
ful consent, lessens the probability of safe sex practices, and supports rape culture.
W hen this dependence, and all of the dangers it entails, connects with patriarchal no-
tions of sexuality, including male senses of entitlement, the hunter/hunted dynamic,
and “no means yes” myths, the result can be disastrous.

As a man, part of my decision to live a sXe or sober lif estyle stems from my recog-
nition that patriarchy and intoxication culture go hand in hand. Intoxication is used
as an excuse to justif y (and legally, a mitigating factor in the prosccution of ) a wide
l‘allgc Of‘ unacccptablc bchaviol‘s, inclllding S(:XLlal ]1211‘2155111(:[11: a]ld I‘QPC. In lle p(:l'-
SO]IQI Cxpcl'icncc, "]any PCOPIC I’VC known — most O&Cn men — ]1QVC Signiﬁcantly
altered their behavior while intoxicated in ways that directly reinforce oppression (i.e.
becoming more openly homophobic and misogynist in speech, more sexually aggres-
sive, ctc), and expected the fact that they were intoxicated to somchow alleviate their
responsibility for these behaviors. The idea that being intoxicated somehow makes
one less able to make rational and compassionate decisions should be a reason to
abstain from using alcohol and drugs.

In saying this, I want to make clear that I do not intend to blame victims; there is
absolutely no excuse for sexual or relationship violence, regardless of the intoxication

or not of the assaulter or the survivor. I refuse to allow one’s intoxication to reduce
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one’s culpability for fucked up behavior. If there’s any possibility that drinking or tak-
ing drugs could increase, even the slightest bit, onc’s capacity to be violent or abusive,
thcn I COnSidCl' that more¢ than Cnollgl‘l reasonto bC SubstanCC'f‘rCC‘ Ifyou’l'c l]]akillg thC
decision to get intoxicated or fiicked up, and you care about living your ideals in any
meaningful way, you need a plan for how you can be held accountable, by yourself and
Othcl's, f‘or hOW you bchavc thn you ChOOSC to do 50, in Scxuﬂl situations and bcyond.

I want to cmphasizc that this is not something that exists only in the “mainstream,”
as if anarchist or radical communities were immune from its effects. Women in our
communitics arce speaking out about sexual harassment and assault and rape at the
hands of “radical” men. In virtually every case of which I'm aware, alcohol played a
major partin these incidents. One of my dearest friends has been sexually harassed on
multiple occasions and sexually assaulted by intoxicated anarchist men, who, while
sober, expressed serious and firm anti-patriarchy convictions. Yes, anarchist men, fem-
inist men, men who say they are fighting patriarchy with all their might, that means
us: if we take seriously the charge to be responsible, anti-sexist allies to women, I
Stl’o]‘lgly bCliCVC that we must 1001( VCl'y Cl’itica“y at thC Ways we gct illtoxicatcd.l

This pattern of boundary-crossing while intoxicated doesn’t always fall predict-
ably along gender lines. Sometimes women take advantage of men sexually using in-
toxication; at times the intoxication of both or all parties makes it difficule to sort
out accountability; sometimes participants don’t ncatly fit gcnder boxes and power
dynamics play out with more complexity. Alcohol-based coercion and blurry consent
also exist in same-sex relationships and interactions, in some especially difficult to
escape ways duc to the particular stranglchold of intoxication culture in queer com-
munities.’ Although the conditioning that men receive in our patriarchal rape culture
contributes to higher rates of men crossing boundaries without consent, all of us —
men, women, and others, transgender and non-transgender — have the capacity to

violate others. But more importantly, we also all have the capacity to become allies

1. To clarify: I don’t want my focus on calling out men who drink alcohol to examine their be-
havior to falsely imply that sober men are generally off the hook, not likely to sexually assault, and
not in need of examination of our patterns ofconsent and sexuality. That’s pretty elitist, in terms of
how it puts sober men (especially me) on some sort of different, less guilty level, and also danger-
ous, in its implication that we somehow nced to be less vigilant about owning up to our capacity to
violate folks’ boundaries. All of us, regardless of gender, sexuality, or substance use, have been raised
in a rape culture, and in particular folks socialized as men have been subjected to especially harmful
messages about masculinity and violent sexuality. Although alcohol, in combination with media’s
linking of masculinity and intoxication, can be used by men as a tool to facilitatc the expression of
this rapc culture, choosing to drink or not drink docs not make any of us less subjcct to the socializa-
tion we've received, nor less in need of a critical look at consent and sexuality.

2. For a more in-depth exploration of the intersections of intoxication and sexuality in queer
communities, see “My Edge is Anything But Straight” in this volume.
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in the struggle to undermine patriarchy and construct a society based on consent.
I think that because of this, all people who are committed to fighting rape culture
and patriarchy can benefit from critical[y cxamining our patterns of intoxication, and
discussing ways to be held equally accountable for behavior while intoxicated as well

as while sober.

Oppression and Anesthesia

Maintainingprivilege and continuing to oppress a group of people is only possible
th]l OPPI'CSSOIVS can scc thC PCOPIC thcy OPPI'CSS as ICSS than flllly ]1[[]]18.“. A 111aj0|‘
tactic in the dchumanizing process is the oppressor’s anesthesia, numbing oneself so
asto bc unablc to ClI1PQt]1iZC Wl[h thc pcoplc they arc I‘Clcgating toa Sllb‘hlll11a]1 sta-
tus. Mab Segrest wrote a moving essay about how a key strategy for maintaining white
privilege is the anesthesia of white people towards the suffering of people of color,
through distance (out of sight, out of mind), rationalization, intoxication, and other
methods. Likewise, masculinity operates by forcing men to stay detached and impas-
sive in the face of physical or emotional pain, setting up sensitivity and empathy as
“female” (and therefore inferior) characteristics. Constructing masculinity as unfeel-
ing — anesthetized — makes possible the incredible suffering inflicted by men upon
women (and other men) through violence, rape, child abuse, denial of access to birth
control and medical care, the patriarchal nuclear family, and so many other means.
In this context, it makes pcrf(:ct sense that intoxication would be linked with mascu-
linity. Intoxication often reduces the ability ofpcoplc to cmpathizc with others, an
integral part of being an oppressor.

A friend of mine pointed out that when she was in high school, most of the kids
that she knew who had any idea of what was happening in the world were getting
completely fucked up as often as they could to neutralize the pain of that awareness.
I can understand how activists, who (theoretically) operate by refusing to ignore the
suff ering and oppression in the world, face an incredible temptation to try and numb
themselves, even temporarily, to the pain they see and feel and struggle against every
day. However, I also strongly believe that if everyone in our culture was both fully
awarc Of‘ thC f‘ull extent Of hOW fllcked up our SOCiCty is — and l'cfllsed to Sil]lply
ignore the pain of that awareness though various methods of intoxication and anes-
thesia, from booze to television — then people simply would not stand for it.

Even providing for the (minority, I think, of) pcoplc who are simpiy cruel and
hateful, I truly believe that a population honcstly facing the realities 0fp0vcrty, op-
pression, and misery rife in this culture cannot do so with both clear heads and clear
consciences. When heads are not clear, clear consciences become less and less im-

portant. When people refuse to be numb and truly live the pain of this culture, it
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motivates action. I believe that our task as activists or people whofeela call to change
this culture is first and foremost to be open to that deep pain, to feel it and mourn
it and hate it, so that it lights fires in our chests that burn for our participation in

rcvolutionary strugglc.

Youth Liberation and Sabriety

The most well-known icon of sXe, the Xs that some edgers draw on their hands,
originated out of a gesturc of solidarity with youth. To this day, kids at shows and
Othcl‘ all-agcs cvents that scerve aICOhOl O&Cn havc bIaCk XS dl'awn on thcil' I]a]]ds by
the people taking money at the door as a sign that they aren’t allowed to drink. In
the carly 1980°s, when Minor Threat began bringing the substance-free message to
the punk scene, people who noticed kids marked with these Xs as symbols for pro-
hibition of alcohol started drawing them on their hands, regardless of age, to show
solidarity with youth and a commitment to sobricty. Because of the prevalence of
intoxication Cultul‘c, ShOWS and Oth(:l' cvents Of‘tcn cost morce f‘of young kids, or don’t
allow them in at all. The drinking age serves as a legal tool for enforcing segregation
and discrimination directed towards young folks, setting up an entire system around
consumption of alcohol that simultancously devalues youth and glorifics intoxica-
tion, constructing it as “mature” and advanced and all of the other positive traits as-
sociated with adulthood.

As a result, among young people, the mystique of intoxication culture lcads to
semi-sceretive consumption of alcohol and other drugs, often to a destructive degree.
For kids around the ages of cighteen to twenty-two or so, just before and after the
drinking age, the ability to finally partake in the highly coveted “privilege” of in-
toxication culture leads to cults of hyper-intoxication, reinf orcing the mystique even
more. When the destructive consequences of getting fucked up manif est dramatically
in young folks, as shown by the number of deaths from binge drinking, clueless and
patl‘onizing adults Wag theil‘ ﬁ,rlg(:l's a]ld bC]11021r1 “Pccf pl‘(:ssur(:” as thc cause, thn
i’s blatantly fuckingobvious that the causes lic in their own actions.

The cntircly adult-constructed mystique around intoxication, hypocritical and
inconsistent policics promoting potentially fatal intoxicants while violently suppress-
ing lCSS harl'ﬂflll oncs, a]]d thc OPPI'CSSiOH alld dCVallling Of‘ young PCOPIC in gc]]cl‘ﬂl
frequently lead to the desire to emulate the destructive fucked up patterns of adult
intoxication with the vehemence of youth. Fuck “peer pressure” — I've felt consis-
tent and unrelenting pressure from cvery sector of adultsocicty to intoxicate myself
through every possible means foras longas I can remember. Do adults honestly think
thata “drugeducation program” in Sth grade and some condescending guest speakers
in a high school health class would cancel the effects of an entire social system based

on oppression requiring intoxication and anesthesia to survive?
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My decision to abstain totally from intoxication culture has a lot to do with my
desire for youth liberation. Maybe I don’t want the privilege that comes with adult-
hood to destroy my body legally. Maybe I don’t buy the argument that only adules
— being naturally superior to kids, according to adult chauvinist logic — are respon-
sible enough to handle getting fucked up. I think the impressive thing is being strong
enough to survive without getting fucked up — if becoming an adult means accept-
ing the need to numb myself into accepting the status quo, then fuck it, 'm following

Peter Pan and never growing up.

Intoxication and Social Life
Seriously, one of the reasons why living in a community that drinks constantly
bugs me is that it makes conversation so damn boring! I can hardly ever hang outin a
large group without conversation turning for a substantial period of time todrinking,
getting fueked up, what so and so did when they were fueked up, how fucked up so
and so’s going to get, blah blah blah. Who fucking cares? Are people really so bor-
ing most of the time that they don’t merit conversation without corporate-induced
altered consciousness? Can we really not think of anything more interesting to talk
about than our self-destructiveness? What about our dreams, our passions, our crazy
ideas and schemes, our hopes and fears? I hate going to parties where intoxication
numbs individuality into mush, so thatI can have the same mindless banter with 100
people but not a conversation of any substance with asingle person. Am I anti-social
forstayinghome with one good friend or a book when that’s the alternative?
Beyond boring conversation, dependence on alcohol limits our social lives in oth-
er ways. In bar culture, public interaction is limited to contexts where we have to buy
something in order to spend time with other people. It makes us less well equipped
to enjoy one another’'s company in ordinary mindsets or without corporate inter-
vention. We bond over buying, consuming, numbing, and things rather than creat-
ing, experiencing, feeling, and personalities. Instead of challenging it, we accept the
proposition that we need consumer capitalism to be able to “loosen up,” have a good

time, and get past the hang-ups and self-restraint that constrain our lives.

Intoxication and Corporate Culture

I knowa disturbingamount of folks in radical communities whospend their entire
income on alcohol and tobacco. People who shoplift from thelocal food coop because
they don’t want to pay for food will head down the street to the chain convenience
store and pour the tiny bit of money that they do have into some of the most wicked
fucking corporations in operation today. There seems to be an incredible blind spot

around tobacco and boozc with regards to ethical consumption; kids who'll demon-
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strate against Wal-Mart or Exxon for their labor or environmental practices will then
turn around and buy cigarettes and beer from stores that have devastatingly negative
i111pacts on lOCal communities and tl\at were Pl‘oduccd by COlTlPaniCS thﬂt arc Ct:ntl'al
to everythingthat'sawful about global capitalism. Kudos to kids who at least makean
cftort to buy local, grow/brew their own, and such, but the industry feeds off of them
just as lTlUCh, ]'(110Willg that thc more dcpcnd(‘:nt thCy arcon ChClTliCal Stil]lulation thc
less they’ll care where it comes from.

Growing tobacco is incredibly destructive to land; after three years of hosting a
tobacco crop, soil is so depleted that nothing can be grown there for the next twenty.
Tobacco (grown by indentured servants and slaves) was the single reason why the
first English colony in America managed to survive, and with increasing numbers of
white settlers requiring new swaths of land every three years to sustain the colonial
cconomy, it’s not a stretch to say that tobacco-motivated theft of native land was one
of the major catalysts for the genocidal campaign against the indigenous people of
this continent that continues to this day. This process continues around the world,
as tObaCCO COI‘pOl‘atiOns Constantly absol‘b ncw Plots Of‘land to f‘ecd tl]c Cfavings Of
the millions of addicted around the world. To get this land, corporations steal it from
public lands or indigenous tribes, “buy” it from peasants so impoverished by global
capitalism that they have no choice but to sell it (so that they can be more casily
fOl‘CCd into thc ncw f‘actori(’:s), or convert Iand that Pl‘CViOuSly gl‘(:w f‘ood Cl'OPS that
actually nourished rather than poisoned people.

In most nations in the global south, tobacco is fluc-cured, alabor-intensive process
that requires massive deforestation; one researcher estimated that tobacco cultivation
and processing accounted for one of every cight trees cut down in underdeveloped
countries. As more and more land becomes ecologically devastated from tobacco cul-
tivation, the cycle accelerates, less and less land is available for food production, and
more and more deadly chemicals and genetically engineered strains are required to
grow anything. Tobacco companies offer subsidies and technical support to farmers
in undcrdcvclopcd nations to switch from food to tobacco, and since IMF structural
adjustll’lcnt Pl‘ogl‘aﬂ’ls I]QVC dCCi|11ath Publlc SuppOlt Of agl‘icultul‘e, 111al]y fal‘]l1€l‘s
have no choice burt to convert, accclcrating hungcr within their nation and incrcasing
their dependence on the global capitalist market. Tobacco is at the heart of the hor-
rifically pathological global system of capitalist agriculture that prioritizes the right of

First World pcoplc to poison themselves over the right of Third World pcoplc to cat.

Intoxication In Oppressed Communities

Drugs and alcohol arc uscd as colonial weapons against folks of African descent

in the United States. Frederick Douglass pointed out in his slave narrative that on
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holidays, masters would encourage slaves to drink to excess specifically to skew their
perceptions of what freedom was and to promote passivity the rest of the year. From
absentee-owned liquor stores in black neighborhoods to the CIA’s introduction of
crack as a weapon against black communities, white people have profited from the
economic drain, physical debilitation, and social conflict and violence exacerbated by
alcohol and drugs in black communities. The black revolutionary tradition in the US
has strong tendencies towards sobricty, from the Malcolm X to the Black Panthers to

Dcad Prez, drawing specific links between black oppression and intoxication culture.

When a slave was drunk, the slaveholder had no fear that he
would plan an insurrection; no fear that he would escape to
the North. It was the sober, thinking slave who was dangerous,
and needed the vigilance of his master to keep him a slave. —
Frederick Douglass

The native communitics that survive in North America arc almost all absolutcly
devastated by alcoholism. Alcohol abuse has severely disrupted what positive com-
munity structures havesurvived the European genocide. For the past several hundred
years, alcohol was used by opportunistic whites as a way to con native pcoplc into
signing “treaties” robbing them of their land, and as an intentional strategy ofsowing
discord into previously unified, harmonious, and sober communities. Currently, alco-
holism is onc of the leading causes of death among native people; around reservations
that have prohibitcd alcohol, primarily white “drunk towns” have sprung up with
dOZCnS Of‘ bal‘s a]ld ABC storces JuSt Past t]1c reservation bordcrs to turn indigcnous
addiction into capitalist profit, often with fatal consequences.

Qucer and trans communities struggle with astronomically high rates of alco-
holism, due both to an attempt to escape the pressure of hiding their sexuality from
family, friends, and society, and due to the emphasis on alcohol as a form of recre-
ation throughout mainstream queer culture. Beer companies are among the largest
sponsors of “Pride” celebrations and advertise extensively in queer publications; in
most arcas of the US, the primary social spaces for queer-friendly (or even queer-safe)
interaction are bars whose primary function is selling intoxication. One of the first
specifically gay and lesbian organizations in many towns is a chapter of Alcoholic
Ano]]y1110us. Slli)stallcc abusc rates all‘long qllccl‘S arc also severe, as untold nllll1bcrs
of ravers and club quecns burn out on cocaine, crystal meth, ecstasy, and other sub-
stances. The epidemics of AIDS and other STDs continue, in spite of the incredible
cf}‘ol‘ts Of‘cducatofs and activists throug]lout thC Collntry, lal‘gciy bccausc Of‘l‘lsky sex

while intoxicated. For sober queers, virtually no physical or social space exists.
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Intoxication and Radical Communities

The reluctance of “activist” or “anarchist” or “radical” communities to acknowl-
edge how fucked up (pun intended) intoxication culture can be genuinely baffles me.
Ever since 1 got involved in radical politics, these connections have seemed obvious
to me, but the fact that so few people appeared to agree made me wonder whether
perhaps I was the one who had it all wrong. Alcohol (ab)use, tobacco smoking, and
varying degrees of drug use have been central institutions in the lives of the vast ma-
jorityof the radical folks with whom I've worked. Only recently have I begun to make
connections with other sober radicals apart from scattered acquaintances, and nearly
all of us relate to the fcclings of isolation within our communities, alicnation from
our peers, and frustration with the lack of support we fecl for sober safe spaces.

Yert the fact that we're the few, the lonely, and the sober by no means indicates
that WC’[‘C t]1c Only onces W]'IO sce or COITIPIZIirl about t]1c pl‘obl(:l'ns Callscd by intoxica-
tion culture’s infiltration into radical communities. My individual conversations with
many distinctly non-sober folks often reveal a genuine anxiety about the negative
consequences of their personal and the scene’s social dependence on drugs and al-
cohol. My personal experience and the experience of numerous women, people of
color, and queer and trans people with whom I've discussed the issue confirms to me
how hypocritical people can be who claim to be fighting oppression yet participate
proudly in intoxication culture. More and more, this issue seems like the elephant in
the corner that no one’s willing to point out.

I think it’s high time (ha ha) that our communities started meaningful dialogues
around issues of sobricty and intoxication — and there are going to have to be non-
sober allics who step up and take active roles alongside the substance-free folks for it
to work. We need to be negotiating agreements for collective houses and spaces, so-
cial gatherings, shows and events, and other spaces in our lives that respect the needs
of folks both sober and not, with a particular emphasis on respecting the requests
of women and trans folks, whose needs are least frequently considered in develop-
ing community standards. This is not something that many of our communities are
used to, but in my opinion it’s absolutely essential. This process has the potential to
be a revolutionary transformation, as we move away from a loosely associated group
of people who work together to an actual community where we respect each others’

needs and hold each other accountable.

Intoxication and “Autonomy” vs. Accountability
In the process of developing community agreements, some folks may feel that
they’re being denied their “autonomy;” their right to live their own lives how they

want, including the right toget fucked up if thcy so desire. Pcrsonally, 1 wholcheart-
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edlysupporttheright ofany individual to fuck themselves up with chemicals as much
as they want to, without sanction from the state, organized religion, or self-righteous
zine writers. However, 1 only support that right SO long as you contain the destruc-
tiveness of your choices to yourself; as someone wise once said, “Your right to swing
your fist ends where my nose begins.” And I'd argue that very few people who do
C]]OOSC to gct f‘llckcd up ]10]1(:Stly a]ld COl11PICtCly 1001( at hOW th(:il' C]]Oiccs to do SO
impact others, particularly oppressed folks.

From the financial support of really fucked up corporations, to the targeting of
people of color and queer communitiesand the increased rates of addiction and dev-
astation in these communitics, to the relationship between intoxication and patriar-
chal masculinity, to the fucked up behavior towards women that so often arises with
intoxication... it’s NOT just a simple personal choice you make yourself, in a bubble,
to smoke or drink or take drugs. There’s an incredible amount of baggage that goes
along with the decision to get fucked up thatactivist communities, in my experience,
rarely acknowledge.

Some anarchists sec anarchy as the ability to do whatever they want without hav-
ing to bc aCCOuntablC to anyonc CISC fOI‘ tl\eil‘ actions. 1 Pcrsonally t]1ink t]1ﬂt tl]at
kind of attitude is just the standard American “rugged individualism” bullshit repack-
aged as a faux-radical alternative, because it doesn’t challenge the fundamental alien-
ation from cach other we suff erunder capitalism and the state. If our socicty replaces
genuine community with consumer culture, authority, and oppression, that kind of
anarchism simply rejects any idea of community at all. For me, anarchism is about
replacing the false community of the state and consumer culture with a community
based on mutual aid rather than competition, gift economy rather than capitalism,
and collective agreements based on full consent and voluntary association rather than
rules or laws based on state coercion and violence. Instead of being accountable to
authority, I want us to actually be accountable to each other. A pretty important part
of thatis beingable to come together as radical communities and have conversations
about hOW alcohol a]ld dl'llgs ilTlPaCt our WOI‘k, our SPQCCS, our l‘ClationShipS, and our
ll]]ity, a]ld to ﬁgul‘(: out W]1at sorts Ofagl'CCIIIClltS a]ld boundal‘ics lIlakC sensc fOI‘ us.

Asa perfect example of the kind of community-based response to alcohol and drugs
I'm talking about, look at the Zapatista movement in southern Mexico. During the
wecks I spent in Chiapas learning about their struggle, I learned something that most
Of []1(: kids in tl]e Sllbcol]]lI1anda]]tC Mal'COS t'Shil'tS don’t mention: all autonomous
Zapatista communities are 100 percent alcohol free. No alcoholic beverages are sold
or consumed in any of the autonomous municipalities, and on the signs indicating that
you are entering Zapatista territory in rebellion against the Mexican government, many
specifically say that these are alcohol and drug free spaces. I learned also that the reason

for this is because it was a central demand of the women involved in discussion about
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the new society they were building. Mexican women feel most acutely the effects of
alcoholism, in terms of domestic and sexual abuse, and because being financially de-
pendent on men in a patriarchal society means that when husbands spend the family’s
moncy on booze, the wife has to struggle to pay for food for her and her children. The
director of afeminist collective in San Cristobal with whom I spoke said that male alco-
hol abllsc is one Of‘ thc CC]I[[‘QI ProblCIIIS f‘acing women in MCXiCO today.

Consequently, the communities agreed to the demand of the women for drug and
alcohol frec communities, in spite of the fact that many of the men wanted to be
able to drink. Some villages even split around this issue. Currently, the no-alcohol
agreement is enforced by the community, and it is almost always respected; folks who
refuse to respect the prohibition are ostracized or, if they refuse to change their be-
havior, face expulsion from the community (incidentally, it’s almost unheard of for it
to reach that point). A traveler I met who had passed through Guatemala and parts of
southern Mexico on his way to Chiapas mentioned that in most of the rural villages
he'd passed through, the majority of the men would be drunk by 10 AM, every day.
The Zapatista communities, he observed, had a complctcly diff erent vibe; pcoplc got
far more done and treated each other with more respect.

I mention this example for a number of reasons. For one, I think that many anar-
chaholics who supposedly idolize the Zapatista struggle could stand to learn about
hOW thos(’: communities d(’:al Wlth alcohol a]]d dl‘llgs. AISO, 1 Susp(’:ct thﬂt a lOt Of‘
North American anarcho folks might find such a prohibition “authoritarian” or
worse. This gets at the heart of how 1 see the diff erence between hyper-individual-
ist and community-based anarchism. There’s nothing authoritarian, in my opinion,
about an agreement reached collectively to abstain from individual behaviors that
the community collectively decides are harmful to itsclf as a whole. The key to the
Zapatista autonomous project is that it’s totally based on voluntary association; no
community or individual is forced to participate. Many villages have chosen not to be
an official part of the network of autonomous municipalities if they don’t consent to
all Of‘thc le'cc"1(’.'n[5 l11adc by thc ZQPatiSta movement, aﬂd that,s ﬁnc.

Furthermore, the Zapatista agreements on alcohol are an example of actually ac-
knowledging and directly respecting the autonomy of women. How many anarchist
groups or communitics in the US who claim to be feminist have actually adopted the
desires and needs of women into their practice — or even bothered to ask? Allin all,
the people involved in that struggle decided to place the good of their community,
as determined through consensus, above the unlimited “freedom” of individuals to
do as they pleasc. I would challenge our anarchist communitics in the north to think
critically about our priorities and grapple with these difhicult questions about indi-

vidual and community, autonomy and accountability.
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Story #1

My primary activist communitywhen I first moved to the town where I now live oper-
ated out of a collective bookstore, an awesome space full of radicals working on positive
projects. Just a month or two after I'd become very involved, I was invited to attend a re-
treat with the board of directors at a beach house several hours away from where we lived.
I'd heard people joking about how much alcoholic fun they were going to have there,
which immediately made me fecl unsafe. The facts that I don’t drive and would have no
way togetaway if I feltunsafe, didn’tknow many ofthe pcoplc involved very well yet, and
was the only young person all made me very nervous about the situation, and I expressed
my misgivings to a friend who worked at the store. She assured me that there wouldn’t
be much alcohol, that pcoplc wouldn’t be getting too drunk, and that if I felt unsafe she
Would bc availablc f‘ol‘ mec. Wlth that assurance, ISOmCWhat l'('_'luctantly came alo]]g,

On Saturday night, two people left to get alcohol, returning with four cases of beer
and several bottles of liquor. Everyone except for me wasan adult and everyone except
for me drank pretty heavily that night, including my friend who said that she would
be available for me. I felt very uncomfortable, but I didn’t have any way to leave, any
idea where I was, or any alternatives for entertainment, so I just sat through it. The
next morning we got started with our work hours later than we'd planned to because
folks were hung over and wanted to sleep. When we debriefed at the end of the re-
treat, I mentioned that one thing I would have changed was to have less alcohol, but
I didn’t fecl comfortable cnough to express how scriously I felt alienated and unsafe,
or ask f‘ol‘ Ways to l)old tl\c gl‘oup aCCOll]]thIC next time. No one discllsscd it flll'thcl'
or followed up with me about my discomfort. I don’t know how to breach the subject
without putting pecopleon the def ensive, and I feel like I'm beingselfish, whiny, hyper-
sensitive, a “party poopcr,” or anti-democratic by expressing how I feel about it. Idon’t
necessarily think that it would be fair to ask the group to completely ban alcohol at
the retreat, especially given that every single person but me of a group of fifteen or so
enjoys drinking, yet the only alternative seems to be the default of me faking smiles
and sitting uncomfortably threugh situations that make me feel unsafe and alone.

One way to address such a situation for sober folks to feel safe and able to still
participate might be to ensure in advance that atleast one or two other people will be
there who will commit to stay sober for the night (whether or not they usually do).
That way, the group couldstill drink if they chose to do so, while thesoberperson can
still have a way to feel safe with someone, or leave ifncccssary and not feel totally iso-
latcd. 1 WOLlld suggcst ﬁ]ldi]]g somceonc you trusta lot and k]low W]ll bc Commlttcd to
an cvcning ofsobricty, and to be sure to ask them to commit in advance, so that thcy
haven’t built intoxication into their expectations for the activity. Other possibilities
include asking all of the people involved to make it an alcohol-free occasion, particu-

larly ifit’s a small greup or event, or simply declining to attend and making clear that
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the presence of drugs and alcohol is the reason why you're not coming. Whatever you
decide, it will probably work best to calmly and specifically explain your discomfort,
and to take care not to judge or make assumptions about other people’s behavior. If
pcoplc committed to sobricty stop making excuscs, staying home, or rcmaining silent
when thcy feel unsafe, hopcfully we can start a dialogue about issues of intoxication

in activist communities that will help create social space for substance-free folks.

Story #2

I attended an environmental def ense action camp for a week with about 150 kids
in the mountains. [ was pretty nervous about going out there with no way to get out
of the situation and a big crew of rowdy booze-loving primitivists, but I decided it
was more important to go and to learn the skills I could learn. Things went surpris-
ingly well for most of the week; half way through there was an alcohol-light campfire
sing-along that was a blast. On the last night, there was a big party planned, with all
sorts of preparations made for multiple kegs and beer runs and homebrew and more.
Amazingly, the organizers were really concerned with ensuring that the folks who
wanted to remain sober had a safe space, and planned to make a ¢clear community
agreement in advance with specific dry zones, etc. The full-group meeting broke off
f‘ol‘ di]l]lCl‘ bCf‘Ol'C thc conversation Could takC PIQCC, SO a gl‘oup Of‘ ﬁftCCn or so f‘olks
interested in seeing that sober spaces were secured stayed late and talked through
options; even more amazingly, almost all of the group were folks who were planning
to drink, but Wa]]tcd to be allics to the SObCI‘ folks. Aftcl‘ a fl‘ustl‘atillg and lollg sct Of‘
llegotiatiolls, a SCPal‘atC Cal11pﬁ_l'€ arca that was to bC not Only alCOhOl f‘l'CC, but Ollly fOI‘
folks who had not had any aleohol that night, was set up, with individuals commit-
ting togather wood and dig the pit. I was pretty thrilled, having never before been in
a space where people even acknowledged that sober people had valid needs, let alone
worked hard to create a distinct safe space and make it a priority.

So I hung out that evening at the sober campfire... along with about five or six
others. We were a pretty low-key bunch, and I for one felt distinctly glum. It was
nice to have the company, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of being quarantined. We
were only a few hundred yards away from the massive drunken bonfire, with over a
l]undl'cd kids ho“t:l‘ing and stomping abol.lt, though nonc O{:t]‘lCITl COllld come to our
ﬁ,l‘c, a]ld most Of' us didn,t f‘CCl I'Clrlotcly Coll1f0r[ablc goillg overto thCil‘S, cven t]lough
most of our friends and crushes and lovers were over there. After thirty or forty-five
minutes, most of us had drifted off to our tents, the screams of the revelers echoing in
our cars. I sat moroscly by the dwindling embers for a long while, trying to figure out
why I felt so dejected. Isn’t this what I wanted, our own separate “safe space™ I felt
guilty for not sufficiently appreciating what was undoubtedly the most comprehen-

sive effort to address my needs that had ever been made in a radical space. Finally, as
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the main party in the distance tailed off into isolated voices fighting and cursing or
sobbing, I ambled off to bed, fecling as lonely and isolated as ever.

That experience represented a mixture of positives and negatives, and could point
towards some constructive solutions. On the plus side, organizers and participants (at
least a number of them) did make a substantial effort during the day to plan a sober
altcrnativc SPQCC tl\at WOllld bc SQFC; on thc minus Sidc, thc lal‘g(:l‘ group Wasn’t Cllgagcd
in that process, and most folks in fact were simply informed that if thcy planncd to
drink, they weren’t permitted to go in a certain area, reinforcing the absolute sober/
not dichotomy which felt isolating to me. On the plus side, many non-sober allies
stepped up to make sure that safe spaces were provided, which I think is crucially im-
portant; on the minus side, the allies didn’t extend their support into actually partici-
pating with the sober folks and abstaining themselves, except for one person, and not
many of the sober folks for whom the space was being designed actually participated in
its planning. On the plusside, thespace was created and respected; on the minus side,
there were hardly any folks there, and it wasn’t much fun, though everyone agreed they
were glad it was there. The proximity to the “main” drunken party, the scvcrcly dispro-
POl‘tiOllatC ]1[1]11bcl‘ Of non'SObCl‘ to SObCl‘ folks, thC lack Of actuai activities bcyo]]d a
space and a campfire, the fecling of being quarantined, and the general lack of support
among many camp participants {excepting the organizers and wonderful allies) made
thC l‘Cality Of‘ thC Sobcf SPQCC fall f‘m‘ Shol‘t Of thc CXPCC[ationS.

To improve the situation in the future, a few things that could be changed:

1. Ensure broader participation in the processof makingsober-saf ¢ spaces; make
ita partof full-group discussion, make a caucus of the folks who actually plan
tostaysober acentral part of the process, and figure out so me mechanism for

accountability to that caucus.

2. When circumstances permit, make the actual space far enough away physi-
cally from the drunken ground zero so that it doesn’t feel like we're bcing
pushcd just outside the “real” fun, and we don’t feel the need to defend the

territory as our only few square feet of safe space.

3. Plannotjust spaces, but activities for sober folks — be creative and flexible,
whatever folks think could be interesting and outrageous. Spin the bottle,
treasure hunts, hide and seck, twister, bike scavenger hunts, dance partics,
anything! The idea is not only to make it more fun for the sober folks, but to
make an incentive for some of the not-always-sober folks to commit to being
sober for the evening so that they can hang out with the fun group. This can
be the best kind of substance-free advocacy — showing that the sober kids

can party hardy even better than the drunks!
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Conclusion: The Beginning?

Hopefully some of the ideas in this zine have been helpful, or provocative, or may-

be showed things in a diff erent light, or gave you some starting points for addressing
t]1c concerns Of‘ Sobcf f‘OlkS n yOul‘ communities. | Wouldn)t Cxp(:ct most f‘olks to
acceptor agree with everything I've written, but with luck it'll open a few minds and
hearts and start some debates. Also, some of us are thinking towards developing a
sober support network to share resources, develop propaganda, start conversations in
our communities, identify safe spaces, and support cach other when we feel isolated.
I's a long way towards aless fucked up world, but with honesty, dialogue, and cach

other’s support we can begin lwading that way. Until then,
with love and rage,

Nick Riotfag
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Afterword:

Towards a Less Fucked Up World: Five Years
and Counting

In the five years since [ originally released the zine Towards a Less Fucked Up World.:
SD[?)‘ié’t_}/ ﬂnd Aﬂd?‘(hi(t S[‘I‘l{ggf/e‘, I‘VC had hllndl’cds OF conversations With PCOPIC Who
read the zine and felt moved by it in one way or another. When I wrote and published
it, I never would have expected it to resonate with such a wide range of folks. But the
fact that it has shows me that thac’s a tremendous desire to confront the realitics of
substancc usc and intoxication in radical communitics. In this short cssay I'll talk a bit
about how the zinc came together and how folks have responded roit,and frame this in
the context of other discussions about radical sobricty that have taken place in punk/
anarchist spaces. Hopefully tracing this trajectory will provide some context for the po-
tential for radical sobriety within US anarchist resistance through the lens of one zine

and its reception.

How it came together

The ideas that eventually coalesced into Towards a Less Fucked Up World began
to take form when I was seventeen or eighteen and became increasingly involved in
broader currents of radical and anarchist activity. Attending conferences, gatherings,
mass mobilizations, and countless shows and potlucks, I began to notice patterns
of drug and alcohol use that often reinforced rather than challenged oppression.
My personal decision to remain drug and alcohol-free crystallized along with my
po[itics; the more certain I felt abour circling my “A”, the more confident I felt in
my sobricty. But to my surprise and frustration, my comrades in struggle rarely saw
things the same way. The question that always perplexed me most was this: why don’t
radical folks ask the same kinds of critical and sclf -critical questions about our alco-
hol and drug use that we ask about so many other aspects of our lives and behavior?
What's so diff erent about intoxication, to the degree where just mentioning it can
provoke such intense defensiveness, dismissal, or ridicule?

Coming to understand these reactions meant grappling with the impact of sXe
amongst punks, anarchists, and radicals in the US. When I was growing up, I only
knewa single self-identified sXe kid. He wasa pretty homophobic jerk while he claimed
edge, then after about a year washed the X's off his hands and started getting wasted
with the rest of the punks. Soapart from my interaction with a single (thor-

oughly unimprcssivc) sXer, I was never connected to or even aware of sXe
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asascene or movement — [ never even knew there was such a thing assXe music until I
was probably nineteen! I'd only heard the term used as a synonym for sober.

Then as I became more involved in punk and anarchist circles, I started hcaring the
horror stories about sXe kids who harassed or beat up drinkers or drug users, played
out hardcore masculinity to its idiotic extreme, and displayed incredibly judgmental
and obnoxious attitudes. When confronted with my decision to be intentionally so-
bCI‘, lTlany PCOPIC I met laCde any context fOI' a conscious l'adical Sobl'icty. TO thClTl
sobriety was solely connected to a violent, cult-like hardcoreidentity. AsI confronted
the reputation that sXe had acquired amongst many radicals and anarchists, little by
lictle the defensiveness I encountered became more understandable.

But as I started meeting actual sXe hardcore kids, most of whom were invariably
friendly and respectful, I began to doubt how true all the stories were. Were defen-
sive drinkers just creating a sXe straw man onto whom they could project all of their
nightmare fantasies of crazed puritanical anti-drug boncheads? Was their emphasis
on the myth of the violently judgmental sXekid really just a means of avoiding a criti-
cal look at their own intoxication habits and how they impacted our scene? While I
certainly don’t deny that some folks have had negative experiences with individual
sXckids, they can’t possibly outweigh the innumerable negative experiences all of us
have had with the obnoxiously intoxicated.

At the same time, I wondered whether 1 was starting to embody some of those
projected qualities. When I discussed my choices with others, was I conveying them
in a way that came across as judgmental, preachy, or confrontational? By labeling my
decision to be entirely sober for political as well as personal reasons with the term
“sXe,” was I placing myselfin a trajectory guaranteed to promote defensiveness? Was
I shutting down dialogue rather than opening it up?

Although the solidarity I discovered with other individuals who claimed edge pro-
vided some sense of support, morc often than not I found that using the term to de-
scribe myself made it harder rather than easier to connect with the people with whom
I really wanted to discuss issues of intoxication culture. As discussion with drinkers
a]ld dl‘ug uscers about I]OW to anOtiatC hCal[hy and 111utually l‘cspcctflll C0|]1111ll]1ity
norms became increasingly important to me, I found myself shying away from the
sXe label. But I wanted to convey thatmy sobricty stemmed from my convictions as
an anarchist and a feminist, not just from an individual preference, yet without the
having to rely on the problematic legacy of sXe to do so.

So 1 wrote Towards a Less Fucked Up Warld in an effort to pry the discussion
about sobriety and intoxication away from the context of sXe and the mythology
surrounding it. I wanted to discuss sobriety as a politically motivated lif estyle choice,
not simply as a personal preference without collective or political dimensions, while

also avoiding making it into an identity or a scenc or a polarizing or moralistic thing.
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It turned out to be more difficult than I'd expected! Fortunately, the responses I got
to the zine showed that most people who read it wereable to see past the controversy

around sXeto ChC undcrlying issues 1 wantcd to Zlddl'CSS.

Responses and critiques

The most common response I've received from readers has been a fecling of afhie-
mation: folks related that the arguments and stories in the zine resonated with their
own thoughts and experiences in waysthey’d never heard articulated bef ore. This sur-
prised me on two levels: first, that so many people were thinking about the same issues
a]ld f‘CCIi]]g Sil]lilal‘ f‘l‘ustfation and alicnation; a]ld also thﬂt th(‘:fﬁ WwcCre so f‘CW Otht:l'
people talking or writing about it. Another surprise: most people who've written
mc¢ about ITIY zine al'C]]’t totally SObCl‘ tl)Cl11SCIVCS, but Stlll f‘elt that thﬂ zine Spokﬂ to
them and their experiences. Certainly a number of sober/sXe folks have appreciated
its ideas and usced it for outreach; but by far and away the majority of the folks who
wrote me did so not from that perspective, but from looking critically at their own
intoxication and the culture supportingit. In addition to folks from within the young
punk/anarchist/activist milicu, I've also gotten mail from mainstream college kids,
lonely small-town teenagers, older alcoholics in recovery, and a variety of other folks.

The most vigorous and spot-on critiques I heard dealt with the section I wrote
about intoxication and patriarchal masculinity. The section that now appears as
“Masculinity, Rape Culture, and Intoxication” looked very diff erent in the initial edi-
tion; it contained language that framed sexual and partner violence in simplistic and
i]lacclll'atcly gc‘ndcr—spcciﬁc terms, l‘CPl‘CSCnth SCX WOl‘kCl‘S ina disl‘cspcctf‘u[ Way, a]]d
did]]’t OH:CI' Qny tl‘igg(‘:l‘ Wal']lil]g to bl'ac(’: f‘olks f‘of my l'athcl' abrasivc discussion Of‘
sensitive issues. After a variety of conversations about the flaws of the original section,
I began circulating an inscrt that addressed the critiques and reworked the section
with the zine as I continued to distribute it. The section as it appears in this anthol-
ogy represents substantial revisions that came out of many difhcult and importanc
conversations, to whose initiators I gratefully owe a much more nuanced critique of
the connections between intoxication, masculinity, and violence.

Some other miscellaneous critiques: several people suggested that I could have
spoken in more depth about the importance of sober spaces for people in recovery
from addiction, and about harm reduction ideas and radical recovery models. Some
Wantcd meto Clabofatc morcon hOW to create Sobcl‘ SPQCCS that WC[‘C]'I,t jllst qual'an'
tines but could effectively integrate drinkers and non-drinkers into fun alcohol-free
cnvironments; they also suggested avoiding the term “safc space” since it implics a
f‘(‘.‘al' Ofdl‘illking fathcf than an aVCl‘SiOn, Whlch Polariz(‘.‘s PCOPIC morc than ]'lcccssal‘}ﬁ

OthCl‘S wantcd morc acknowlcdgcmcnt Of‘hOl‘l‘lC brcwing Q]ld growing as altcrnativcs
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to capitalist control of addiction. A few countered my historical examples about so-
briety inradical movements by mentioning the ways thatintoxication has played into
histories of resistance, from drunken workers riots to drug use in 1960s countercul-
ture. Some found my treatment of drinkers and drug users far too judgmental and
unlikely to stimulate thekind of dialogue and self-reflection necessary to break out of
patterns of denial, blame, and judgment. All of these comments and others I appreci-
ated and thought over; some are reflected in changes in this edition, others I hope
to incorporate into futurc issues of the zine, and afew I decided to leave unchanged
with the recognition that the arguments and tone are provocative, intentionally so,
and will always provoke criticism.

Fortunately, the zine has provoked much more than criticism — it’s inspired dia-
logue and action, too, as I've heard instories from people around the US and beyond.
In Maine, a group of punks copicd and distributed the zine and then hosted a sober
potluck to discuss the issues it raised and how they related to the local scene. One
group of Canadian anarchists altered the direction of the community radical library
and show space they were establishing after reading the zine, deciding to promote
the space as an explicitly sober social alternative for radicals. In North Carolina, one
reader started a weekly sobriety discussion group at a radical community space. Every
other wecek, the meeting was open to anyone and discussion revolved around the role
of intoxication in their town’s radical scene and how to create alternative spaces; on
the alternate weeks there was a closed meeting for folks in recovery from addiction
who wanted to support one another from an explicitly radical perspective. These and
a varicty of other inspiring stories have convinced me that radicals long to challenge

the role of intoxication culture in communities of struggle.

The future of radical sobriety

In the last few years I've also observed shifts in anarchist culture towards breaking
the stranglehold of intoxication culture in our scenes — in zines, workshops, discus-
sions, and many other formats, we'vespoken out about our complex experiences with
drugs, alcohol, addiction, and sobriety individually and collectively.

Since the release of Towards a Less Fucked Up World, a variety of zines have emerged
in the US addressing diff erentaspects of intoxication, sobriety, and resistance: the fol-
lowing are just some of the ones I've read and enjoyed. Prescréption for Change ofters
a personal account of a recovering addict, insightful critiques of the AA model, and a
nuanced outsider’s take on sXe. Distress #1-2 offers crucial harm reduction info and
analyses ofhow intoxication relates to mental health. @2 from the Shadows #1-2 (suc-
cessor to Encuentro zine) blends a militant vegansXcand green anarchist perspective

on radical sobricty with a passionate lovefor sXe hardcore, and links struggles against
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intoxication culture with resistance to civilization. Stash describes personal stories of
addiction and recovery as well as domestic and sexual violence while discussing the
radical community’s role in perpetuating or challenging these dynamics. Twinkle Pig
#3.5 traces one sXer’s personal history of exclusion, self -redefinition, and political cri-
tiques of intoxication culture. 7ot al Destruction #1-4 focuses on anarcho-communist
thcory, prisoncr solidarity, and cco-resistance, from a vegan sXe pcrspcctivc. Cuddle
Puddles #1-3 presents a vegan sXe anarchist standpoint on a variety of political and
lifestyle issues — #1 addresses the continuing value of sXe. Ruffsketch humorously
chronicles the animal rights activism and cross-country travels of a vegan sXe hooli-
gan. These and many other zines document the groundswell of thought and action
taking place in radical scenes around intoxication and sobriety.

This explosion of discussion of radical sobriety in print has continued face to face
at radical gatherings. My first such experience took place just after the publication of
1owards a Less Fucked Up World in early 2004, at the National Conference on Orga-
nized Resistance in Washington, DC, a large yearly anti-authoritarian conference. I
presented with three friends a workshop titled “Beyond a Culture of Oblivion” that
discussed the potential of radical sobriety contributing to anarchist resistance. To
our surprise, the workshop was packed out the door, with well over 100 people at-
tempting to squecze into a tightly cramped classroom, demonstrating the widespread
desire for dialogue around intoxication in radical communities. We presented some
basic critiques of intoxication, framed by stories from our experience, discussed the
role of sobricty and sober individuals in various radical movements from different
times and places, and tried our best to facilitate a discussion about the impact that
drug and alcohol use had on the different communities of struggle represented by
the folks present. The room included everyone from cranky sXers with “Fuck You
for Smoking™ hoodies to intransigent drinkers and drug users who defended their
choices vehemently, and at times antagonism surfaced. But overall, most participants
seemed grateful just to have a space to openly vent their frustrations with both the
Stl'anglchold Of intoxication CllI[l.ll‘C on thcil‘ $Cencs as Wt:ll as thC i]]adcquacy ijlldg'
mental, cliquish sXe scenes as viable alternatives. We distributed copics of Wasted
Indeed! and Towards a Less Fucked Up World, and encouraged folks to continue the
conversation in their scenes at home. Ultimately, we were surprised by how success-
fully the workshop had gone and encouraged by the enthusiasm for addressing the
1ssues CO]'lStl'llCtiVCly.

Since then, workshops and discussions about intoxication and sobriety have
popped up with increasing frequency at radical gatherings. Folks came together to
discuss these issues at events ranging from the Richmond Zine Fair to the Crimethlnc.
Convergence, from the C.L.LT. Fest (a feminist punk festival) to the Earth First! ren-

dezvous, and numerous others. I personallyhelped facilitate workshops at two radical
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queer/trans gatherings, the Florida United Queers and Trannies conference and the
Sweaty Southern Radical Queer and Trans Convergence in North Carolina; the lat-
ter OPCl'ath as an Cntil'Cly SObCl‘ gathcring, thC ﬁl'st unCl‘/tl'a]‘lS'SPCCiﬁC CO]lf‘Cl‘CnCC
I'd ever heard of doing so, and to our surprise the organizers received almost total
support from the participants in respecting the drug/alcohol-free agreement. More
a]ld more¢ gathcrillgs create Sobcl' SPQCCS f‘ol' folkS Who want or llCCd thClTl, C]lcolll'ag'
ingdrug- and alcohol-free social events, and including discussions of substance use in
broader guidelines around consentand respect. This represents a subtle but important
shift in radical culture towards challenging the entrenchment of intoxication culture
and opening up space for radical sobricty without imposing it top-down as a norm.
Interestingly, most of these discussions and spaces of which I've been a part haven’t
used sXe as the primary framework for conceptualizing the choice to be sober. In fact,
many folks said things like “I'm not sXe, but...” to describe their choices to be sober
or critical of intoxication culture, which indicates the negative associations many US
punks and anarchists still hold with sXe. I think it’s premature to sound the death
knell of sXe, or start talking about “post-cdgc” radical sobriety — 1 think this anthol-
Ogy ll1ﬂkcs Clcal' t]1at sXe Stlll holds POWCI‘ and l‘ClCVanCC {Ol‘ a Iot Of‘ PCOPIC al‘ound
the world. But clearly we should embrace a variety of difterent possible ways to forge
radically sober identitics, including sXe but not limited by it. In my opinion, whatever
onc’s relationship to the phenomenon of sXe may be, the underlying critiques and
positive alternative visions remain as relevant today as they were during the days of Mi-
nor Threat. Thope that my zine, this anthology, and all of the conversations that come
from them will help us find the tools we need to fight oppression and domination cul-

ture tooth and nail while never failing to love and support each other along the way.
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I've been intentionally sobereversince I first started going to punk shows when 1
was fourteen or fifteen,and have always thoughtaboutmy sobriety notjust asa person-
al preference but as a social and political statement. I've always felt ambivalent towards
sXc identity, though, a major rcason being that I also identify strongly as quecr. It's
not that I think the two identitics are necessarily incompatible, but they seem to have
an uncomfortable relationship. On the one hand, I haven't felt much space to be my
queer selfin most punk/hardcore scenes, and the hyper-masculine reputation of sXe
definitely turns me off. On the other hand, I've faced a lot of exclusion within queer
scenes for my sobriety. With this article I'm attempting to reconcile these parts of
mysclf, wondering how I might hold on to the edge while leaving behind the straight.
Ihopc thatit will provoke conversation and debate about clrugs, alcohol, queer com-

munities, sXe, radical politics, and about how we can transform our society.

Is sXe sexy? Straightedge, sexuality, and queer identity

“Life’s full of conflicts, we'll face / We'll overcome them, thinking straight”
-Youth of Today, “Thinking Straight”

“Ihe song [Out of Step], really, it resonated with a lot of people... Because I think
there were a lot of punk rockers who were straight, and who felt like, finally, bere is
someone whos straight...”

-lan MacKaye

The initial “formula” laid out by Minor Threat in their song “Out of

Step” — “don’t drink / don’t smoke / don’t fuck / at least I can fuck-
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ing think” — adds sex to drug use and drinking as one of the things that hold kids
back from being “straight.” As a response to negative trends observed in the punk
scenc, t]1C Song CCrtainly ITIQdC an il‘l‘lpol‘tant Cl'itiqllc by Calling out Cal‘ClCSS and con-
quest-oriented sexual exploits — often while wasted — as a destructive pattern that
brought nothing positive to its participants and served as just another distraction
frOIII t]1C dCludﬁd bllllshit mainstream fCaIity that Political Pllnks Ollgh[ to bC QCtiVCly
resisting rather than just mindlcssly perpetuating. To be fair, lan MacKaye has stated
clearly that he never intended his message from “Out of Step” to become another
dogma to mindlessly follow — to hear it as such would be completely missing the
point. Nonctheless, because of the song’s huge influence on what became the sXe
sceng, it’s useful to look critically at those lines and to understand how they relate to
queer people. For one, our sexual desires definitely prevent us from being “straight”
in a very diff erent sense; a kind of straight that many of us, trapped by sclf-hatred,
desperately want to attain. For queer people attempting to break the shackles of in-
ternalized homophobia and shame about our sexuality, any framework that positions
S€X as SO]]]Ctllillg to Stl‘llgglc agafnst is not llkely to ICQd us towal‘ds libcfation. And
OFCOLII‘SC thC unf‘ol'tunatc WOI‘ding Of‘ “Stl‘aight” CdgC ]1:1rdly aPPCalS to quecf PCOPIC
right off the bat.

Of the three parts of the Out of Step formula, sexual abstinence or restraint has
dCﬁnitCly ﬁ,gurcd {:le' lCSS Pr0111illclltly in most SXC[‘,S Sclf‘-conccptions t]1a]1 abstaining
from drugs and alcohol. For the sXers I personally know, sexualethics havelittle todo
with their sXc identity. From what I've read about other sXe people and scenes, many
of the folks who associate sexual restriction with sXe are cither Christian or Hare
Krishna sXers whose decision to abstain from sex until heterosexual marriage has
more to do with God than edge. There are also some who see the sXe contribution to
sexual ethics as one of moderation, self-discipline, “waiting for someone special,” and
chivalrous concepts of hetero masculinity revolving around defending women from
theabuses of male heterosexual promiscuity. That'sall fine andgood, but T have a hard
time u]'ldcfstandi]'lg W]1at dil‘cctly connects t]1OSC SCXllal Ctl]iCS to abStCl‘ltiOn f‘l'olTl

dl'llgS and alCO]lOl; bCSidCS, CVCl'y tCStilTlOl'ly I)VC ]1(!21[‘(1 or I'Cild dCSCl‘ibCS an CXClllSiVCly

1. A note about words: [ use “gay” and “queer” more or less interchangeably in this essay. By
“gay” I mean people (men or women, though sometimes with a gay male connotation) who experi-
ence primarily or exclusively same-sex desire. By “queer” I'm generally referring to people with dis-
sident sexualities for whom same-sex desire forms a significant part of their experience (including
gay, biscxual, panscxual, and other same-gendez-loving identitics). [ use “queer communitics” in the
plural to acknowledge that there are many diff erent ones; we’re not homogenous, we don’t all iden-
tif ywith each other, and we can’t be made into a single entity. By “homophobia” I mean hatred and
fear of queer people by individuals and groups; by “heterosexism” I meanthe systematic oppression
of queer people rooted in institutions.
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heterosexual experience. For me, I know that I couldn’t get married to my lover even
if I thoughtmarriage wasn’t bullshit (which I do). And gender-based models of pro-
tCCtiOn don’t tfanslatc too WC“ to lle CXPCl'iCnCC as a man having $€X Wlth men. 'IhC
particular types of pressure thatlead to the kinds of heterosexual activity criticized by
some sXe¢ bands bear little relation to the types of intense internalized shame impact-
ing queer sex and intoxication. Gay male sexual culture embraces so-called “casual”
or Proll1iscu0lls S€X f‘ol‘ a Val'iCty Of reasons, 111a]1y ProblCII]atiC a]Id Othel's more PO'
litically conscious, but all diff erent from the context of heterosexual conquest that
MacKaye and other sXers criticized.

Basically, sXec sexual ethics weren’t intended for queer people, straight up. But
is sXe¢ homophobic? Of course, some elements of so-called hardline sXe incorpo-
rated explicitly homophobic conceptions of sexuality and “natural law” into their
idcologics. For example, the “Hardline Manifesto” that came with a Vegan Reich
7-inch single read: “Adherents to the hardline... shall live at one with the lawsof
nature, and not forsake them for the desire of pleasure — from deviant sexual
acts and/or abortion.” There is also plenty of anecdotal evidence suggesting that
11121]1}/ hal‘dCOI'C scencs, sXeor not, are aCtiVCly hostilc to unCl'PCOPlC: CVCTy qUCCr
sXer I've spoken to has experienced some kind of harassment or shit-talking in
their scene. In their song “1 Wanna Be A Homoscxual,” Screeching Weasel (not
a sXe band!) pokes fun at homophobia in the sXe scene: “Call me a butt loving
fudge packing queer / I don’t care cause it’s the straight in straight edge / That
makes me wanna drink abeer.” Some sXe bands such as Slapshot used AIBS as an
example of how the lack of discipline associated with not “living straight” could
lead to one’s downfall. On the other hand, a number of well-known bands includ-
ing Outspoken and Good Clean Fun made an effort to counter the homophobic
clements of hardline sXe by speaking out in favor of gay rights at shows or in
lyrics and liner notes. None less than Earth Crisis, toughest of the militant sXe
bands, criticized anti-gay laws and violence in their 1996 album Gomorrah’s Sea-
son Ends. They declared that sXe should be a weapon against homophobia and

thatirt is necessary...

1o demonstrate to heterosexuals that gayness is natural and beautiful
and that it is not a threat to their existence. To make being openly gay safe
and te make the pain of the close part of a mythical pasc...

These statements are certainly positive in challenging homophobic norms. But the
way they're phrased indicate that they are a response to a widespread problem within
thC sXe scene. Furthcrl'ﬂorc, thCy are Clcarly intcndcd more as lTlCSSQgCS f‘roﬂ'l Straights
to straights than an acknowledgement of queer kids in the scene. sXe scenes have never

made space for queers in any consistent way, so it's no wonder that so few of us have
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embraced sXe as a framework for critiquing intoxication culture.” This is especially
understandable since alcohol and drug use impact queer communities differently from
Punk and hﬂl‘dcorc scenes. SO lCt’S Stcp out Of‘ thc plt f‘of a moment Clnd takc some time

to explore the ways in which intoxication culture plays out in queer culture.

Alcohol use in queer communities®

The reason why alcohol plays such a central role in the lives of many queer people
1s Sil]1PlC: we nCCCI to meet CZlCh OthCl', it,S not Sﬂf‘c to meet Cach Othcl' In most PIQCCS,
and the places where we can meet almost all center around alcohol. Depending on
WhCl‘C we liVC and hOW OPCn we arc abollt Olll‘SCIVCS, most queer PCOPIC in thc US
will face some combination of the following responses to our sexuality: physical ha-
rassment and attacks; hostility, mockery, and bullying in schools; loss of jobs and
housing; rcjcction by family and rcligious communities; no access to relevant and
sensitive health care and other services; refusal to recognize our relationships; lack
of positive role models; indifference to our needs by authorities; exclusion from in-
numerable traditions, rituals, norms, and other major and subtle aspects of social life.
In this atmosphere, combating isolation by meeting one another is absolutely crucial,
often a matter of life or death; if sober spaces don’t exist, we have to find cach other
where we can. The oppressive social context we live in frequently results in feelings
of depression, anxiety, loneliness, shame, and self-hatred, many of which we grapple
with our entire lives. It’s not hard to understand why many of us turn to intoxication
in an effort to alleviate these intense negative emotions.

Nearly all of the major institutions of queer life in the US include alcohol con-
sumption: bars, discos, clubs, bathhouses, drag shows, most film festivals and Pride
parades, Radical Facric and other rural gatherings... the list goes on and on. In ncarly

all of these spaces, alcohol provides an essential element of the socializing, the means

2. By “intoxication culturc,” I mcan the entire sct of institutions and bchaviors that establish
alcohol drinking and drug use as community norms. The term assumes that people’s decisions on
whether orhowmuchto drink or usearebased notjust on their individual preferencesbutalsoon
our collective context of norms around intoxication and community structures that uphold them. I
also want to cmphasizc thatan individual’s dccision around whether and how to drink or uscis not
a ncutral personal choice but has community-widc implications. Within this framework, use and
abuse are mutually reinforcing partterns, each equally necessary to maintain the status quo.

3. My experience as a queer guy frames my understanding of alcohol and drug use in queer com-
munitics, so my discussion is weighted towards the cxperiences of gay, bi, and queer men. Lesbian
culturc diff ers significantly from gay/bi male culturc in terms of social and scxual norms; it is also
shaped by scxist oppression. These factors cach change queer women’s relationships to substance
use. I also don’t intend this article to generalize the experiences of transgender folks of various
sexual orientations, since I neither identify as transgender nor do I understand all of the ways that
gender identity and transphobia specifically impact substance use.
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through which we relax, come together, and build connections of friendship, ro-
mance, and sex. Apart from gay or lesbian AA meetings, very few sober spaces ex-
ist f‘ol' unCY PQOPIC to meet Cach Othcr. ’I]]CI'C arc a f‘CW ul‘baﬂ COlTllTlllnity centers;
some gyms; youth groups,* in arcas lucky enough to have them; political meetings;
occasionally coff ce shops or game nights — generally all low-key settings distinctly
apal‘t f‘l'ol11 thC most populal‘ and Widcspl‘cad nodcs Of‘ unCl' SOCin lif‘(’:. I knOW Ofan
Oldcl‘ gay man Who Strllggled Wlth severe alcoholisrﬂ aﬂd CntCl‘Cd AA in an attcll’lpt to
regain control of his life. However, after fecling the painful loss of social affirmation
and sexual possibility that resulted from staying away from the bars and partics, he
decided that the disconnection from his community was too high a price to pay for
sobriety and resumed drinking.

Another part of the reason why alcohol holds such a central role in queer life
is because it was the first commodity ever sold to queer people as queer people. In
seedy, often Mafia-controlled bars, we found the first sellers willing to acknowledge
us cconomically as a market, and thus socially as a people. The role of alcohol as the
gluc of gay idcntity originatcd during days of severe repression and invisibility, yet
remains stubbornly persistent today as a primary linking feature of queer life. Long
before the days of lesbian cruise lines and rainbow flag bumper stickers, our only link
to onc another economically was through alcohol, and to this day no other product
cements our group identity as cohesively. As the gay liberation struggle increasingly
abandoned its radical roots in the 1970s and shifted towards a more single issue gay
rights approach, our collective ability to be targeted as a consumer market somechow
became conflated with liberation. Ironically, gay participation in the consumer boycott
of Coors beer, coordinated by gay politician Harvey Milk in mid/late 1970s San
Francisco, demonstrated one of the first successful collective examples of gay consumer
power when the company was forced to drop some of their discriminatory anti-gay
hiring practices. Nowadays, although Coors is still a major fundingforce for right-wing
and conservative causes, they advertise heavily in gay publications such as The Advocae,
and th(’:y SPOHSOY Pl‘idc f‘CStiValS and LGBT lobbylng gl‘oups. Is thlS progl‘css?

No matter how much the alcohol companies may want us to believe that the fact

that thcy adVCl‘CiSC in our magazincs ShOWS thC social progrcss WC’VC bCClI making,

4. The absence of alcohol-free spaces weighs even morc heavily on queer youth, who arc legally
cxcluded from most of the few venucs available for us to mecet outside of major citics. Since we're
not allowed into most queer spaces until we're eighteen or twenty-one, many of us suffer our most
intense isolation during the volatile coming-out years when we most desperately need community
support and affirmation. This isolation fucls thec astronomical levels of alcohol and drug use among
quccr youth, patterns which arc often solidly in place by the time thatwe'relegally allowed to partic-
ipate in some aspects of intoxication culture. When we finally obtain access to the mysterious world
of the bars and clubs, we more often than not abandon the spaces we’ve carved outfor ourselves with

other youth to soak up these new worlds and the possibilities they present.
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they themselves know better. They know that so long as we hate ourselves, so long
as we feel crippling shame about our desires and identities, we'll keep on drinking
whatever they give us to numb these feelings that we can’t escape. So long as queer sex
feels frightening and shameful we'll need a haze of intoxication to be able to unleash
our deepest desires. These corporations have a financial interest in our continued deg-
l‘adation, bcClelSC thcy k]lOW thﬂt lf‘WC actllﬂlly lOVCd Olll'SClVCS —_— Q]]d onc le'lothcf—
without shame, we might not need their anesthesia anymore. With alcohol in queer
communitics, uscand abuse aren’t distinct opposites but two sides of the same coin, a
cointhat goes into the pockets of the alcohol companies. Only when we can imagine
ways to conncect personally, socially and sexually without relying on alcohol will we

move towards liberation.

Sex, intoxication, and internalized homophobia

On(’: Of‘ th(’: Pl'il'nal'y recasons Why qll(’:(’:l' PCOPIC dl‘il]]‘( and tak(’: dl'llgs is to havc
sex. Of course, this isn’t unique to queer folks — plenty of straight folks can’t get
CO]lﬁdCllt or I‘Claxcd Cllough to havc S€X Whilc Sobcr. But lt takcs on p:ll‘ticulal‘ Slg‘
nificance for queer people in the context of homophobic oppression. From as early
as I can remember, queer sex was associated with deviance, discase, sin, ridicule, fear,
and shame. As men, wc're often told that our desires arc disgusting and unnatural;
queer womenare often told that cheir sex isn’t real or meaningful, excepe as a fantasy
for leering straight men. Until just a few years ago in the US, queer sex was illegal in
many states, and there are still hardly any of us who receive useful queer-positive sex
cducation fl'OIII SChOOlS, CI][[['C}]CS, or pal‘(:nts.

Some of my queer friends have pointed out that if they hadn’t been intoxicated
dlll'ing thcif ﬁl‘st Same-sex Scxual Cxpcricncﬁs, tl‘)(:y llkcly never Would haVC b(’:ﬁn ab[c
to go through with it. I can’t deny that if I hadn’t already been sXe when 1 first be-
came sexually active with men, intoxication might have helped me overcome some of
the confusion and shame that racked my carly same-sex sexual experiences. But doces
this mcan thatalcohol is a scxually liberatory force for quecr people? In my opinion,
no — our dcpcndcncc on it ll’lCl‘Cly COllﬁl'mS tl]('.‘ cxtent to WI]iCI1 WC’VC int(:rnalilcd
our oppression. I feel a lot of compassion for those who make the decision to use in
an cff ort to transcend their negative feclings — just as 1 feel a lot of compassion for
those who, like myself, decide not to use and might subsequently miss out on real-
izing their desires. Still, by relying on intoxication to overcome the constraints of shy-
ness or shame, we blur lines of consent, avoid racher than tackle the underlying issues
Of‘ OPPI'CSSiOn, and f‘l‘cqucnt[y 111211(6 ll]lSaf‘C Scxual d(:CiSiOllS that gl‘icvously l]ul‘t our

pCl'SOﬂIll and COlTllTlllnity hClet}'l.
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Drug use in queer communities

In my experience, drug use forms a significant part of shared gay male culture and
experience, especially among those into the dancing and partying that are generally
scen as the most emblematic gay activities. Lesbian/bi/queerwomen also use drugs at
markedly higher levels than their straight counterparts. It’s not hard to compute the
reasons why: consideringall that's been said above about social marginalization, it’s
a wonder that any of us escape drug dependency. The social and sexual exclusion we
face as drug-free queers can feel so pronounced that I've felt at times as if my sobricty
challenged er threatened my queer identity.

The centrality of drug use to gay men in the US dates back to the mid-1970s, when
widespread sexuality began to replace political engagementas the key trait characteriz-
ing a genuinely liberated gay person. In this context, using drugs to loosen up and enjoy
the party, socially and sexually, assumed an unprecedented role as the facilitator of all
the things that make us gay: an unquenchable thirst for life to the fullest, fabulosity, the
Wlldcst pal'tying, and Ofcoul'SC S€X. Dl’llg usc bCCamC SO uniVCrSal amoﬂg Scxually active
gay men in urban areas that in the first years of the AIDS epidemic researchers actually
theorized that the horrible array of symptoms might somchow be caused by the use
of poppers, a popular form of amyl nitrate inhalants. Why? Because their use formed
one of the only common behavioral links between the urban gay men who formed the
majorityof early AIDS cases. Poppers help guys loosen up emotionally enough to let go
of sexual shame and anxiety and physically enough for anal sex. But neither the tight-
ness in our hearts nor our assholes can be relaxed through the constant application of
a chemical substitute. What we really need to loosen ourselves up is to overthrow the
system of hetcrosexist oppression that kccps us afraid, trappcd in hatred for ourselves,
our bOdles and our dCSil‘CS, and ul]ablc to l’ClatC to Cach OthCr Whllc SObCl’.

Unfol’tllnatcly, [hc COnSqulCnCCS Of our CO“CC[iVC difﬁculty to extract SCxllality
from intoxication can be far graver than a foggy memory the morningafter. Accord-
ing to rescarch studics, queer men who reported being intoxicated during sex were
also more likely to engage in sexual activities with high risk for HIV transmission. Of
course, this doesn’t mean that intoxication causes risky sexual behavior, nor should we
blame or judge folks who have sex while intoxicated. But it does mean thatin order to
protect our personal and community health we need to takea careful and critical look
at the role that getting intoxicated plays in our sexual decision-making. In an even
more frightening trend, HIV prevention workers are now finding that men are not
merely getting intoxicated before having unsafe sex that they regret; some men have
reported that they get intoxicated in order to have risky sex that they would not be
comfortable with while being sober. In other words, the sexual “hang-ups” that we're

overcoming through intoxication are not just shame and internalized homophobia,
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but saf er sex messages that “hold us back” from having sex in ways that hold high risks
fordisease transmission. This pattern indicates the grip of intoxication culture on our
Sexllality and thC fl‘ightcning CO]ISqulC]]CCS that ITIQ>’ l‘CSlllt u]'ltil we can ﬁ_glll‘c out
diff erent ways of sexually connecting to cach other.

In the last decade, crystal methamphetamine has surged to the top of the list of
dfllgs i]]tcgl'a[ to gay Cultufc. ACCOfding to one Stlldy, lTlC[h usc is tWCnty times as
Pl‘CVQlCnt all10ng men Who haVC S€X Wlth men as a]l10]1g men Who do]]’t. Why arc we
such a vulnerable sub-population? Some of the factors involved include the drug’s of-
fects, which increase sexual arousal and lower inhibitions, alleviate stress and produce
feclings of cuphoria; feclings which provide vivid counterpoints to many of the nega-
tive emotions that commonly constrain gay men. As adrug counselor at the LA Gay
and Lesbian Center said about meth, “It’s sort of the perfect gay drug.”

Wait, a perfect gay drug is one that allows us a temporary, flecting escape from
anxiety, sexual shame, and depression? What does this say about gay life? Is our
gayness so defined by our internalized oppression that the drugs we use to escape it
can alSO come to dcﬁnc us? Of‘COurSC, 111a]1y Ofus fcf‘use as individuals to aCCCPt thC
l’OlC dl‘l.lgﬂ haVC come to Play in unCf Cultlll'c and iantity. But until wecan COlleinC
a fierce struggle against shame and queer oppression with a concerted effort to break
the stranglchold of intoxication culture over queer life, we'll remain dependent on
society’s poisons in our attempt to escape the shame that this society has instilled in
us. As the frightening correlations between having sex while intoxicated and HIV
transmission show, the stakes are nothing less than our lives.

Given this complicated and painful relationship to addiction and substance use,
one might expect that queer folks, especially radicals, would have a profound critique
of intoxication culture and the political implications of sobricty. However, apart from
a substantial movement of LGBT people in AA/NA/recovery, I've encountered few
instances of such a critique. For me as a punk and an anarchist, my primary context
for political critiques of intoxication culture comes from sXe. So can we queers create
a SPQCC f‘ol' Oul‘SClVCS in sXe Cu[tul'c? Can sXe Pl‘ovide a tOOl f‘or qucc:l' PCOPIC to trans-

form our individual and community-lcvcl rclationships to substance use?

Queer edge: Bridging the gap between
queer culture and sXe

In spite of the lack of space for queer people in sXe, there are examples of individu-
als and bands who have attempted to forge a “queer edge” identity that blended com-
mitment to sXe ideals with uncompromisingly queer imagery. Hugcly popular and
influential gay punk group Limp Wrist put out records showing vividly Xedu P hands
thatjuxtaposed sXe anthems like “This Ain’t No Cross On My Hand” with distinctly
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queer songs like “I Love Hardcore Boys™ and “Cruising at the Show.” Zines suchas 7o-
tal Destruction #3 drew links between queer oppression and intoxication culture from
a militant vegan sXe perspective. There was at one point a queer edge website for queer
sXers to link with each other. I've seen rainbow-colored patches circulating at punk
shows that said “Taking the Straight out of Straight Edge.” Although they're too few
and ﬁlr thWCCn f(x' my Hklng, I’m CXCith to sce hi]ltﬂ Ofﬂ unCr Cdgc Cultllrc t:lnt:l‘ging
fl‘oll’l thC OVCrlap thWCCn qllCCf Clll[llrc a]ld sXe Pllnk and hal‘dcore scencs.

I think that sX¢ and queer culture have a lot to offer onc another. From sXe I'd
love for queer culture to absorb a sense of commitment to health, self-respect, andin-
tentionality about lifestyle choices, as well as a sense of how individual choices can be
meaningful wichin che context ofa broader community. Queer culture can offer sXe
a refusal of the machismo and gender rigidity that plagues the scene; a rejection of the
false moralism of pscudo-militants; and above all, a fucking sense of humor. I would
love to see a thriving queer edge scene full of bands singing righteous pro-queer, pro-
sober messages, zines documenting and exploring a culture of sober queer punks, and
who knows, maybc even gathcrings and festivals? (ch, thisisa challcngc!) ButIdon’t
k]lOW hOW l‘CﬂliS[iC that is — 1 mean hOW rﬂal]y SObCl' unCr Pllnks are thCl‘C? It may
be that we're just not visible, but it’s also possible that there just aren’t a lot of us. So
while I want to support the development of an explicitly queer edge scene — both
as a pathway to link sobricty with radical queer idcntity, and also because I'm into
gayin’ up the punks however possible! — I think we need to go further. In addition to
making space for queer people wichin punk and hardcore scenes, I want to encourage

queer communities to radically challenge intoxication culture.

Towards a radical queer critique of intoxication culture

What would it take to transform queer communitics towards healthier rela-
tionships with drugs, alcohol, and cach other? As I see it, creating a radical queer
critique of intoxication culture within our communities provides a place from
which we can begin answering that question. As a starting point, we can critically
examine the past to understand the role of intoxication in our queer communi-
ties today. Th.e dominance of drugs and alcohol in our communities has a history
— how did it come about, and whose interests did it serve? And what about hid-

den stories of queer pcoplc who have challcngcd or resisted intoxication culture?®

S.Forexample, the largest group marching in the 1982 Gay Freedom Day Parade in San Fran-
cisco (that’s what Gay Pride parades used to be called— fuck, how times have changed!) was the
“Living Sober” contingent. While the AA recovery model doesn’t necessarily hold a lot of radical
potential, this example demonstrates queers in recovery and other sober allies asserting sobricty as
a transformative choice for queer life — and not just in isolation, but in large numbers.
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Having examined the past, we can shift our focus to understanding and analyz-
ing how intoxication operates in queer communities and lives today, reinforcing
our self-hatred and stiﬂing our ability to challenge oppression. We can’t rely on
moralistic frameworks, which have always been used by people in power to scape-
goat queer people, so this critique must be grounded in compassion and solidar-
ity, aware of the ways that our options are constrained by the social conditions in
which we operate. In my opinion, we should focus on harm reduction rather than
total abstinence as an imposed norm, on creating space for sobricty as a viable and
non-stigmatized choice and on promoting community healch. This means setting
addiction treatment and recovery as a community priority, while rejecting the in-
dividual, depoliticized alcoholism-as-illness framework.” Alcohol abuse is neicher
a moral failure nor an individual pathology; it’s a response to a collective realicy
of oppression and the lack of social alternatives for challenging or coping with
that reality. What we need are empowering models chat understand addiction as a
response to an oppressive society and locate the sickness in that society, not in our-
selves. In the spirit of the radical queer ACT-UP activists who helped create the
ﬁl'St llCCdlC Cxchﬂngc Pl'OgralTlS, we can dCVClOP treatment Pl'aCtiC('.S thﬂt doll,t rCly
on professionals, including supportive counseling, recovery groups, and resources
coming from radical perspectives.

In addition to supportingone another in escaping the clutches of intoxication cul-
ture, a radical queer critique can also inspire active resistance. A crucial component of
this involves examining the economic structure of the alcohol industry and how ics
tentacles have slichered into the deepest levels of our communities. Refusing to allow
alcohol and tobacco corporations to sponsor LGBT events, especially Pride festivals,
and protesting them when they are featured, can bea starting point for action and for
re-envisioning our relationship to intoxication and consumerism. Promoting com-
munity health includes holding accountable the agents of alcohol and drug distribu-
tion as well as the addiction profiteers outside and within our communities for the
hal‘l'ﬂ that thcir CHO['IS pl'odllCC. Rcalizing that thC P[‘ison indllstl'iai COITIP]CX OECFS
no Path tOWQl‘dS {:l'CCdOlTl fof qllCCl‘ PCOPIC or a]]yo]]e CISC, i[’s llP to us to Cl‘CatiVCly
find stratcgics to imposc this accountability without rc:lying on po[icc, courts, and
jails. These could include direct action of many kinds, exposing/shaming proficeers,

organizing boycotts and divestment, public demonstrations and cheatrical symbolic

6. Most books and articles about alcohol abusc by queer people frame alcoholism as an indi-
vidual disease, with no analysis of how the overall structure of queer life makes drinking seem like a
necessary part of life for so many of us. Defining alcoholism as an illness of individuals prevents us
from accurately diagnosing the illness of intoxication culture that plagues us collectively.
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actions, art and “subvertisements” that mock alcohol ads, and whatever other forms
of action we can devise.”

Along with strategies of resistance that disrupt the functioning of intoxication
culture, we can create viable alternatives to the alcohol and drug centered institutions
of queer life. We can open up collectively run cafés, performance venues, community
centers, and other social spaces that providc us with opportunitics to meet without
thC lTlCdi[ltiOn Of‘ﬂlcohol Elrld drllgs. At CO]]FCI’C]]CCS, gathcrings, lTlC'.CtingS, al]d PCI'FO]"
mances, we can advocate for events to be alcohol and drug free, or organize our own
counter-cvents and alternative gatherings side by side in order to show solidarity with
sober/recovering queers. Although 1 expect that these cfforts will encounter some
resistance, especially at first, I think we might be surprised by how receptive queers
will be to create alternatives to the drunk, high, or tweaked consensus forced on most
queer events and spaces.t At twodiff erent radical queer & trans gatherings I attended
in the southeast US over the past years, workshops discussing the role of substance
use and abuse in our communities were very well attended, passionately debated, and
widely praised and appreciated. Even just starting conversations about drugs and al-
cohol can produce positive shifts in our shared queer culture, as we become increas-
ingly aware of the importance of our collective struggles around intoxication.

These struggles are important: transforming our collective relationship to drugs
a]ld alCOhOl f01'1115 a Cl'uCi?lI C0111P0]1C]1t Of thC stl‘ugglc f‘ol‘ unCr libCl'Zl[iOn Ilnd SLlf"
determination. In his classic essay “Refiagees from Amerika: A Gay Manifesto,” Carl
Wittman argues, “To be a free territory, we must govern ourselves, set up our own
institutions, defend ourselves, and use our won energies to improve our lives.” Ap-
plying this logic to the appalling rates of addiction and substance abuse in queer

communities, I believe that breaking the stranglehold of intoxication culture among

7. An example of creative queer resistance to intoxication culture: the radical queer group Gay
Shamc organized a protest when planners adopted a Budweciscr beer slogan, “Be Yourself,” as their
official theme for the 2002 San Francisco Pride Parade. Mattilda, onc of the group’s founders, de-
scribes their action linking theliteral poisoning of our bodies by the beer companies with their poi-
soning of our community celebrations with commodification and assimilationist politics: “Wealso
created a seven-foor-tall cardboard Budweiser can that read *Vomit Out Budweiser Pride and the
Selling of Queer Identities, and a large closet, so that people could put their patriotismback where
it belonged. Just in case people wouldn’t have time to reach the official Budweiser Vomitorium, we
also created official Gay Shame vomit bags, which described our three primary targets: the consum-
erism, blind patriotism and assimilationist agenda of the Pride Parade.”

8. At a 2006 radical queer & trans gathering [ helped to organize in North Carolina, we made
the controversial decision to keep the space for the entire weekend of workshops, meals, and per-
formances completelydrugand alecohol free. To our surprise, nearly all of the participants expressed
appreciation and mentioned that the atmosphere felt more respectful and less intensely sexualized;
many felt saf er than they had almost ever in queer spaces before, and found that their perspectives
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queer people is a necessary step towards self-governing and self-defending communi-
tics. As xDonx writes in Zocal Bestruction #3, “Us queers can never rely on straight
PCOPIC f‘ol‘ SuPPOl't or dCf‘enSC, and it’S Zlbollt fuckillg time we Stoppcd dl'OWn lng in
their poisons.”

Framing recovery from addiction, creation of queer sober space, and queer chal-
l(:ngcs to thc status quo Ofirltoxication Clllturc as matters Of‘ Commllnity Sclf"dcfcnsc
emphasizes the political and not just personal dimensions of intoxication and sobri-
ety. Sobriety is not the same as freedom, nor does substance use equal slavery. How-
ever, I do believe that destroying the conditions of oppression that make sobricty dif -
ficult to impossible for most queers, and hence making sobriety a viable alternative, is
a precondition for our collective freedom.

Above all, a radical queer critique of intoxication culture would insist thatnothing
short of a fundamental transformation in our society will bring liberation for queer
people — and everyone else. It would recognize the ways that intoxication culture
impacts queer people differently along lines of gender, race, orientation, class, and
OthCl‘ aXxes Ofidcntity. Undcl’standing hOW our Wholc SCIVCS incllldt'. mul[iplc OVCl'lilp‘
ping identities, it would rccognizc how only an active strugglc to abolish all forms
of oppression can sew the seeds of a world in which we can experience genuine self-
determination. Theref ore our strategies for confronting intoxication culture must not
Only Ch:l[lengc hol1lo/trallsph0bia and hctCl‘OSCXiSrﬂ but 21150 Whitc Suprcmacy, Capi‘
talism, patriarchy, and the power of the state. Whatever tools we use — punk, sXe,
music, direct action, queer sex, etc. — the time to act is now. Breaking the shackles of
addiction and dependency can free up our energies for the revolutionary struggles we
need to break the shackles of oppression and misery — we've got a long way to go, so

let’s not waste amoment being wasted!
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“The Only Thing I'm
Drunk on Is Cock”

Interview with Lucas

ucas is a twenty-nine year old queer vegan straight edge kidliving
in Oakland, California. He's been seraighe edge for along time and
gay even longer. He spends most of his time hanging out, watching

Gélden Girls and Strangers with Candy with his roommaccs, and prac-
ticing Danzan Ryu Jujucsu.

What were the major influences on your decision to be sXe?

I started calling myself sXe well before I came out, let alone admitted to myself
that I was gay. I have this vivid recollection of having a bunch of friends get into
drugs around the end of middle school. I just wasn’tinterested at all. My best friend,
who was getting way into the drug culture, called me up and told me he wasn’t my
friend anymore. I was devastated; the only diff erence in our friendship was the intro-
duction of drugs. For along time after that, I had no friends. Sometime around early
high school, my brother started going to punk shows. I began tagging along, and
I fell in love with it all. I met a lot of political kids who were into being young and
stupid and not doing drugs. Shortly after that, I began calling myself sXe.

My views on sXe have changed over the years. About seven years ago, 1 datedan al-
coholic. I started making connections between his strugglc and the strugg[c of queers,
and how we deal with the pressure of living in a hate-filled society. I started secing how
the places in our society where queers go to escape are usually filled with drugs and al-
cohol,and I don’tthink that’s an accident. Oncof the weapons used against us are these
intoxicating killers. It was awful secing my friend struggle with these things. That’s one
of my reasons for still beingsXe; it’s my active stance against these weapons.

sXe is a personal choice, and all my sXe friends have different reasons for being
sXe. [ also have many friends who aren’t sXe, and as long as their personal choices

don’t negatively aff ect our relationships, they can do whatever they want.

Have the sXe scenes you've been a part of been homophobic?
If so, in what ways? If not, why do you think sXe has a reputa-
tion as homophobic?

The hardcore scene is a microcosm of society at large; all the same

hatreds and fears exist. Sometimes it’s overt, but usually it’s more subtle.
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First and foremost, queers, like women and people of color, are vastly under-repre-
sented in the hardcore scene and in sXe. For the most part, it's not a welcoming place
f‘ol' thcsc groups OFPCOPIC. ’Illls has to dO Wlth Whﬂt thc scence docsn’t do, morc than
with what it does do. Basically, there’s no attempt to create a welcoming environ-
ment. Sure there are bands like Limp Wrist who address issues, but at least in the
San Francisco bay arca, where 1 live, thcy’rc viewed almost as a spcctaclc or gimmick
by the straight majority, like “I can’t believe they’re saying those things and wearing
those freaky clothes.” Like my friend said when we saw Limp Wrist play to a mostly
straight crowd at a gay bar, “I never thought I'd be scared of getting gay-bashed at a
Limp Wrist show.” People definitely don’t go to hear a message of queer liberation —
fucking bike hipsters!

How have other sXers reacted to your sexuality? Has it been
an issue in bands/at shows/in your scene?

It’s pretry casy to be sXe and queer in the bay area for me. Asa disclaimer, though,
I will say that it secems as if most pcoplc don’t know I'm queer unless I tell them, or it
comes up otherwise. I “pass” as straight to most people, in other words. My experienc-
es might be diff erent if this weren’t the case. But the scene here is at least outwardly
tolerant, as you might expect from the bay arca. However, as my last answer stated, it
ain’tall roses chere cither.

Where I'm originally from, Indiana, it’s a diff crent story altogether. When I came
out many of my friends in the sXescene at the time ostracized me (though there were
a few who stood behind me, which I really appreciated). I took a sabbatical from the
scene for about two years. I never felt like my safety was threatened; I just didn’t feel
like participating on their terms. After a while (and a break-up with a boyfriend) I
found myself hanging out with some anarchist kids who happened to also be sXe.
This time of my life reminded me a lot of my first few years of hardcore; there was
a youthful innocence in these kids, and some of them were really hot. I started go-
ing to shows again and eventually re-befriended an older kid I had lost contact with.
Through him, I eventually re-inrunersed myself into the sXe scene. Since I was one of
the older kids in the scene, the fact that I was gay was never openly an issue. I think I
was a lot of those kids’ token gay friend. I was definitely the only queer kid. When 1
lefr, however, the scene devolved into crews and tough-guy shit.

As far as my involvement in bands, we've always made the conscious decision to
play at venues and with other bands we know won’t pander to homophobic tough
guy bullshit. This means playing in a lot of basements to friends. But [ wouldn’t want
it any other way. Punk rock to me is about those intimate moments of celebration

and rage that can orlly happcn in those kinds ofscttillgs. Basically, 1 proactivcly avoid
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those parts of the scene that might be a problem. They exist, and they can fucking
have their stupid shows (while we have our awesome shows!). My last band, Send ‘Em
to the Cemetery, had one song with the lyrics, “Suck Dick! Fuck Ass! Blow Shit Up!”
Apparently there was a “discussion” on some lame hardcore message board about this
song where “faggot” and other such lovely epithets were thrown about. Sometimes
that kind of thing brings you back to reality. But nobody this day and age says that
shit to your face.

At this point in my lif¢, I get out of the scene what I wane, and fuck the rest. I've
mect some awesome peopleandbeen exposed to some awesome ideas through sXeand
hardcore, but I really don’t hold much importance to it. It is what it is. I find much

more meaningful community through other outlets.

What do you think about the sexual ethics of sXe (i.e. “don’t
drink, don’t smoke, don’t fuck”)? Are your own sexual ethics
tied to your sXe beliefs?

sXe has nothing to do with my sexual relations, unless sXe means liking to get it
on with cuteboys. As I like to say, the only thing’m drunk on is cock. Allin all, I try
to be responsible with sex, both emotionally and health-wise. And I think that’s what
lan MacKaye was talking about. But I've never let my sXe belief's dictate my sexual
ethics. I do like the boys.

How have other gay/queer folks reacted to your sobriety?

With radical queers, I have never had a problem. In fact, quite a few of the radical
queers here are sober or close to it. Live and let live. Ultimately, I don’t care what the
fuck you do to yourself as long as you're not creating violence or making my commu-
nity unhcalthy or unsafe. There’s room for all types in my queer community, as long as
we're all fighting towards liberation for us all. That's the most important thing.

Within mainstream society, including mainstream gay society, there is a certain
backlash against people who choose radical sobriety; a sort of “you think you're bet-
ter than me?” reaction. People also get this “you must be a stick in the mud” attitude,
until I fuck their “straight” cousin or something. One time, this normal gay wanted
me to go to the clubs with him, and I told him I wasn’t interested. He told me that I
need to “own it,” implying that by not being interested in drugandclub culture I was

somehow not living up to gay standards. That seems to be a pretty common atticude.

Why do you think that is?

Well, if you were to spend Pride weekend in San Francisco, one thing you would

immediately notice is the sickening amount of advertisements for alcohol blanketing
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the city. In fact, I cthink the whole damn thing is sponsored by Budweiser. I mentioned
carlier how bars became a refuge for many queer people. Alcohol seems to have be-
come Pl'ctty intrinsic to thc I11akC‘LlP Of‘a largC POl'tioll Of‘ thC unCr COITIITIU]]ity, SO
much so that it eventually came to represent gay people to the world during Pride.
Somewhere the culture becomes the media and vice versa, and they start reinforcing
Cach OthCl'. What I’lTI gctting atis thn thc lal'gCSt gay cvent Of‘ thC ycal' is SPOnSOl'Cd
by an alCOhOl COl'npa]'ly thCSC two th]ngS haVC llltilnatt:]y bCCOlTlC one in thC same:
drugs and gays. And pcople within the community reinforce this notion, or elsc it
wouldn’t survive. So the attitude prevails within the mainstream gay community that
to be gay you have to drink, ctc.

And let’s be honest, marketing professionals know what they’re doing. They put
their products where they’ll sell, and marginalized communities have always been
a favorite place for alcohol companies. The mere suftering, the more sales. Capi-
talism thrives off inequalities and suffering, so abusive substances permeate these
communities while the people in charge of this mess turn a blind eye. We also live
in a society rooted in 1’cligious moralism, where bcing gay, bcing transgcndcr, or
sometimes bCing a woman or a pCl‘SOn Of COIOI', 1s seen as a SiCkIICSS. 'I}ICSC f‘Ol‘CCS
create this perfect shitstorm where it’s really fucking hard to survive as a marginal-
ized person, especially a gay person. I don’t think it’s a coincidence there’s an over-
abundance of drugusc in marginalized communitics. It serves both capitalism and

moralism pretry well.

Do you want to see queer scenes change to be more accessible
to sober people?

I,VC never f‘Clt unacccptcd by thC quCCl' scencs I’VC bCC]l apart Of:, Only by [hC scencs

I'don’tcarc to be a part of.

Where do you meet other like-minded gay and queer folks? Are
there many other openly queer people in the punk/sXe scenes
you've been a part of?

Before I moved to the west coast, I didn’t know too many queer folks, especially
in the radical and sXe scenes. Since moving out here, I've mer a few through hard-
core and more through radical po[itics, etc. As you might imaginc, there’s quitc a
large radical scenc out here. I've met a very small amount of queer kids who are into
hardcore or sXe. For the most part, the radicals queers I hang out with are not really

involved in sXc¢ or punk.
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Are you connected to much of a “queer edge” scene?

[ know queer kids who are in bands, and I know cute queer cdgc boys, but it’s not
really any type of unified thing. We're all a bit older and kind of divorced from the
silliness. Some of the Limp Wrist guys live out here and I see them every once and
awhile. But I don’t really sce an active scenc existing, and I'm not too interested in

being active in one.

Do you want to see sXe scenes change to be more accessible
for queer folks? How can that happen?

I’[n not too WOI‘I‘iCd about thC state Of t]1C sXe scene. I’VC ncever nCCdCd a scence
to support my beliefs. However, I love mecting other queer folks who are sXe. Like
mysclf, most of them don’t need the support or acceptance of a scene. So fuck the
scene, unless the cute gay sXeboy population suddenly explodes. Then I'm there. See
you in the pit, boys!

As far as how? Like I said, I'm not interested in the reformation of the scene.
Sometimes I see myself and other queer kids into hardcore as the antithesis to the
normal hardcore kid. Weexist in spite of them, and if we ruffic a few feathers or make
somc dudcs unc0111f‘0l'tablc, thcn awcsome. If‘WC out th(;‘il‘ “Stl‘aight” bCSt f‘l‘ic]ld, cven
better. We're not trying to be the beacon for changc, or any of that bullshit. I'm not

gonna run fOl‘ Pl'CSidC]lt Of‘t]‘IC sXe scene.
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Emancypunx

Interview with Jenni Ramme

mancypunx Records was founded in Warsaw, Poland, in 1997. The
project developed out of the city’s hardcore and anarchafeminisc
underground and became an incernacional focal poine of feminist
' and queer politics with seraight edge sympathies. In 2003, Emancy-
punx released X The Sisterhoed X, a seminal compilacion of female seraighe edge
bands spanning three continents.
Jenni Ramme is the founder of Emancypunx, a festival organizer, photo
artist, and political activist. She lives in Warsaw and Berlin.

Can you tell us a little about Emancypunx?

It all started with an anarchafeminist group called Women against Discrimi-
nation and Violence, which we had with some girls since 1994/199S. This group
worked closely together with the already existing antifascist group Youth Against
Racism in Europe. After a while we decided to continue as a separate women-only
group. We kept on cooperating with the antif ascist group, however.

EVCI'yOnC in thC group was into Punk, and we were active in thC ll]ldcfgl'ound
scene which was quite big and still united at that time. We didn’t organize within
main anarchist circles like the Polish Anarchist Federation, because part of the anar-
chist movement was extremely male dominated, often prejudiced and didn’t include
women rights in their struggle at all.

Anarchist punks and political oriented HC folks seemed way more open to
these issues. Many of them had learned alot from listening to all kinds of political
bands like Crass, Dirt, Nausca, Nations on Fire or ManLiftingBanner which all
had a pro-feminist and strongly anti-sexist message. Polish bands also stepped up
the platc more and more often, for c:xamplc Homomilitia, 105 Lux, Cymcon X,
Post Regiment or Pickto Kobiet. These bands were quite progressive compared
to what was generally going on in Polish society at the time. They also really dis-
tinguished themselves from the 1980s Polish punk/H C scene where these issues
WCI'C]'l’t diSCllSSCd at all.

So as anarchist feminists we felt better in a punk, hardcore and antifascist en-
vironment where we got support. It should also be noted that the Polish feminist

movement was not established yet and that the riot grerl wave that ap-

peared in the US and in some European countries never came to Poland.



Anette of Storenfrieda (Germany ), Berlin, 2009 Jenni Ramme

There was basically no internet and access to information was hard to come by. The
situation was very diff erent to the one we have today. People were not traveling that
much cither. Feminist literature was really hard to find. That’s why we started to run a
distribution in the middle of the 1990s with books, zincs, pamphlets and music, and
were sending out packages with information about women rights to people from all
over the country. This was the beginning of Emancypunx — that was the name we
gave the distro. We first did it all as a side project, butit soon turned out to be a great

opportunity to spread information and to communicate with people, and we also

219



Interview with Jenni Ramme

started organizing stands at shows, gatherings etc. Meeting people face to face and
talking to them was important, because at that time you could hear the craziest ru-
mors about What f‘Cl11i]1iStS were SUPPOSCdly likC — a lot OFPCOPIC were feally SCal‘ed
of feminists even though they had never met one.

The word Emancypunx is a word game and means “emancipation in punk” or
“punk suffragettes” since “suffragettes” in Polish means “emancypantki” It was al-
ready used at that time as a term to describe feminist punks — girls and boys.

When there were plans to turn Women against Discrimination and Violence
into a regular NGO in 1996, Emancypunx also became the name of a new group we
founded. Women against Discrimination and Violence eventually ceased to exist.

Throughout the years we, as Emancypunx, organized a lot of protests, rallies, po-
litical street performances, radical cheerleading and poster actions. For example, we
were very active around Take Back The Night and the 8th of March, the International
Women’s Day. We raised issues like sexual violence, abortion rights, body image, ex-
ploitation and housework, women in Afghanistan and others. We also organized pro-
tests against racist border politics, dcportations and corpomtions like Siemens. We
were active on many platforms.

Emancypunx the group dissolved around 2002. The end was related to conflicts
around asexist incident that happened within the circles of the Anarchist Federation.
The incident was one of‘many, but this time it was more intense and direct and it was
the first time when women from diff erent cities, groups and even countries united
and spoke out in public against the sexism in the libertarian movement. They had
simply had enough.

A lot of anarchists responded to this with violence and tried to silence us by all
possible means. The conflict grew bigger and bigger and I think it had far-reaching
consequences for the whole movement. I think it made it difficult for many to even
address sexism. The traumatic experience, the huge pressure and the disappointment
were too much for many of us. Itwas really a big factor in our group dissolving. Some
of us focused on our activities within the punk scene, some got more involved with
the general feminist movement.

Of‘ coursc t]‘lCl’C were also PCI‘SO]]QI issues that were i]lVOlVCd in thC bl'cak‘llp
of the group. Not everyone wanted to do the same things anymore and we all
went into different directions. However, we all remained politically or culturally
active. Some of us are part of 2 new anarchist feminist group called A-Fe, while
others are active in Bildwechsel Warsaw, a zine archive and library, in Fundacja
MaMa, a feminist NGO, or in the band Mass Kotki. I would say that most of
the girls who were connected with Emancypunx the group are still very active.
The name Emancypunx remained as a record label, distribution and organizer

for shows or festivals.
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I started Emancypunx the label around 1997/98. The first release was a licensed
re-release of the all-girl compilation tape “Donna Wetter.” The tape was originally
released by Rortzgore Records, a small tapc—labcl of the band Re-Sisters from Switzer-
land. T heard that tape for the first time on an anti-nuclear women’s camp in Germany
and was totally amazed. It was exciting to see so many new European all-girl bands
play really angry punk rock with a radical feminist message. It was finally a loud voice
rcsisting the traditional role of the subordinated, sweet, nice female. At the end of the
tapc was a melodic girl sugar-punk band and the producers just put a machine gun
voice over the whole song. I could identif y with thata lot.

After that the label slowly developed and more releases were done in the next
years in diff erent formats (CD, vinyl and tape) for international, mostly all-girl and
female fronted bands. So far, we've put out about twenty releases, with bands from
Europe, North and South America. We also booked shows, tours, and festivals like
Noc Walpurgii (Walpurgis Night), the second Straight Edge Fest or the first Open
Hardcore Fest.

From 1998 to 2081, Emancypunx was involved in the W-wa Hardcore Force col-
lective. This was created as a joint project of hardcore initiatives from Warsaw in or-
der to organize shows for foreign and local HC bands. Not that many foreign bands
were touring in Poland at this time, so we wanted to change that. We also wanted to
join fol'CCS to dCVCIOP th(‘: scenc.

This was a short version of the story around Emancypunx. We tried to be active
and visible in order to change the situation of women: in socicty, in the hardcore

punk scene and in radical movements.

How did the label and the anarchafeminist group relate to one
another? Was the whole group involved in the label or was it
run by just a few?

Emancypunx Records was always pretty much a separate project and never run by
the entire group. Of course we had many friends helping out. From the Emancypunx
group, Aga was probably involved in the label the longest — well, apart from me.

I still can’t say that Emancypunx Records s a collective effort. It would be great if
it was a project of more people, which was the original idea. But I have kind of given
up on that idea. ] made several attempts to involve others, but none of them really
WOl'de out. ﬂIC Way a labcl or a distl‘ibution VVOI'kS is VCl'y diﬁ‘crcnt Fl'OlTl [hC Way that
an infol‘l11a[ gl‘oup WOI‘kS. A labcl nCCdS I'Cglllal' WOl'k. Foran inf‘ol‘l]]al Political gl‘oup
like Emancypunx, rcgular work was not nccessary. You can somctimes focus inten-
SlVC[y on a Pal‘ticulal‘ action or Cal11paign, a]ld t}‘l(:n tQkC a bl‘cak or turn to anothcl'

issue. For a label this would be disastrous. Another thing is that running a label means
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thatyou need money to release records. Political activism can be done with almost no
money. In my personal experience, the money that you invest in records hardly ever

comes back. I think this also kccps many pcoplc from gctting involved in a label.

How does straight edge play into Emancypunx’s intentions and
your activism?

In the sense that I'm straight edge and try to promote a straight edge and a drug-
free life style. It means that in addition to promoting women and feminism in hard-
core punk I mainly release straight edge bands or bands where some members are
straight edge. I also organize shows for straight edge bands and promoted straight
edge in the zine I did.

Straightedgeis notan endin itself for me.I'vealwaysseenitas something broader
— let’s say as a positive opportunity within the DIY punk/hardcore/feminist/an-
archist movement. This might sound trivial, but at the time Emancypunx started,
straight edge and drug-free living were met with a lot of suspicion in punk circles.

A big part of my feminist and hardcore friends are straight edge. And there are
also many who might drink on occasion but who do not use alcohol as the sole

means ofsocializing.

So Emancypunx the group was not necessarily a straight edge
project, but Emancypunx the label was — would that be right?

Yes, we can say that, if we consider projects done by straight edge people as straight

edge, even if not every single project they do is focused on straight edge.

X The Sisterhood X, a compilation that you brought out in
2003, was a major contribution to female straight edge cul-
ture. It featured all-girl straight edge bands from Argentina to
Portugal to Serbia to Belarus. How did you get the idea for the
compilation?
Hardcore and straight edge always had a strong focus on the idea of brotherhood
and of male friends supporting male friends. Women were often seen as separate and
not on Cqual footing with the guys. In fact, I think it was often cnough reminiscent
of the skinhead movement, which is also very male-dominated and where guys hang
out with other guys. In order to achieve equality it is important that men change their
attitudes, but it isalso important that women are supportive of one another. So if we
haVC bl‘othel‘hood, we Should haVC Sistel‘hood too.
In the 1990s, straight edge sisterhood groups were formed by girls in Sweden,

Germany and Portugal. Michaela Bohm, for example, formed an initiative called
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the International Straight Edge Sisterhood. I did an interview with her for myzine,
but then the initiative disappeared and I lost contact. But I really felt the need to
spread the idea of worldwide straight edge sisterhood and to support and unite
with other sXe girls.

At the 2000 Ieperfest, ahardcore festival in Belgium, it was the first time that me
a]ld Aga, Who was alSO Stl'alght Cdgc, got to meet lTlZlny Stl‘aight ﬂdge glllS from dlf‘
f‘Cl‘C]]t countries and even continents. It was a time WhC]] Stl‘aight Cdgc bCCa]TIC more
international and when it became easier and easier for people from everywhere to
stay in touch. Point of No Return was the first South American straight edge band
that came to tour Europe. In this context we got to know girls from Brazil and
found out about this great all-female band called Infect. We talked with girls from
Belgium, Italy and other countries and thought it would be great to bring straight
edge girls together and to do a joint project. This is how I got the idea for a sXe
sisterhood compilation.

FormanymonthsI searched foreverything I could find on girlstraight edge activ-
ists, zine makers, websites and all-girl straight cdgc bands — anyone who would like
to join the project. I guess the basic intention was to say: “Hey! We are here!” We
hoped that this would help us © promote the different activities of women within
sXe, to make them more visible, and to inspire other girls to become active. The re-
sponses I received were all very positivc and in the end we had bands from Brazil,
Argentina, the US, Serbia, Belgium, Germany, Poland and Belarus. The compilation
was released on 7” vinyl with a thirty-page booklet. It got greatfeedback and reviews.

Today, all the copies are sold.

Are you still in touch with many of the girls who contributed?

With some. For example, a band called Trust from Argentina released a 7" EP on
Emancypunx Records, and one of the band members used to play in Venus Gene-
trixxx, a band thatwas featured on the compilation. Flopi, who was in the same band,
recently came to the Walpurgis Night festival as a D-Jane and organized a workshop
together with Laura from Synthesis. Tatiana from Infect was visiting Europe with her
otherband I Shot Cyrus.

I'm in touch sometimes with other girls from Infect too. Asia Bordowa, who
made the drawings for the booklet, now sings in The Fight and does a zine called
Chaos Grrlz. 1 also run Bildwechsel Warsaw, the zine library and archive with her.
I don’t have much contact with Geraldine from Uneven, but she is still involved in
music projects. Ljuba is still active in her band Lets Grow and has her own label,
Ha-Ko Bastards, in Serbia. Dasha from Belarus was the singer in the country’s

first sXe band called Jiheart and is now in a band called I Know. Two members
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of To See You Broken are in a vegan sXe band called This Time Tomorrow, but
somehow I lost contact.

SOITIC PCOPIC are not pa[‘t Of‘ []1(: scence a]]yl110[‘c. ’I]}CI‘C haVC bCC]] a lot OfgCIICl‘al
changes and new generations have come. And even ifit’s relatively easy for us to stay
in contact now, it’s still not necessarily easy to meet if you're not a constant traveler, as

we are from diff erent countries and continents.

On your website it says that Emancypunx is both about “culti-
vating and spreading independent women culture” and “eman-
cipation in punk.” I'm wondering whether you focus on one
aspect more than on the other. Like, are you focusing more on
feminist politics in general, believing that this will hecessarily
affect the role of women in punk — or are you focusing on the
emancipation of women within punk as a contribution to a wider
feminist struggle?

Cultivating independent women culture in general and specifically working for
the emancipation of women in punk can go together. What we mean by “independent
culture” is a DIY culture with punk ethics. There doesn’t necessarily have to be punk
music. At the same time, an “independent women culture” is certainly needed within
t]1C Plll]k/]]ﬂrdcorc scence as WCll. Altl]ol.lgh thCl‘C arc Obvious connections bC[WCCn
the struggle within the scene and outside of it, there are also differences of course;
as there are always diff erences when crossing the line between the underground and
t]1C mainstream. Whllc Wit]1i]1 t]1C undel‘gl‘ouﬂd tht:l‘c arc always SPCCiﬁvC scence as-
pects you have to address, within mainstream society you address fundamental issues
that affecteveryone. Emancypunx the group was active on both levels: we fought for
internal changes within punk/hardcore, and we were engaged in political activism
within mainstream society, also working together with mainstream feminists. As far
as my personal focus goes, as a feminist punk I'm mostly interested in forming a coun-
terculture that can avoid integration into the mainstream. Something that remains an
oppositional force.

I think we were successful concerning the promotion of women’s DIY culture,
but not necessarily in the form I had envisioned. In particular, parts of mainstream
Culturc Callght on to our idCaS a]]d various ClubS ﬂnd Orgallizcrs Staftcd to Ol‘gﬂnizc
events or danCC Pﬂrtics i]lcllldil]g thC WOl‘d “gl‘l‘rl” or pl‘onloting fcll1al€ Pcl'forl]lcl's,
DJs etc. The press caught on too and started publishing more and more articles on
female artists. We definitely triggered something.

]t’S a dollb[C‘edng SWOI‘d OFCOLII‘SC. On thC onc ]1alld, it :111 appcarcd morc¢ thQH a
fad than anythingelse often enough, and the political message was left behind almost

completely. On the other hand, women are without doubt more presentin Polish cul-
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ture now than they were fifteen years ago. They are no longer reduced to mere objects
but actually have possibilities to create culture by themsclves. Their perspectives and
ideas are more present.

What I sce as the main problem with the mainstream adaptation of our ideas is
that the social frames are still intact. Men still make all the important decisions, set up
norms and handle profits. Just because we induce some of our idcas into mainstrcam
culture, the system itself will not disappear. I think it is dangerous to believe other-
wise. Some people are able to use the creativity and the ideas chat come out of DIY
culture to make moncy and establish personal careers. The community aspect is left
behind. For me, the willingness to communally create and share a culture that is not
for profit is the very base of our movement and the reason why Iam a part of it. This
is why I consider a division between mainstream culture and a DIY underground
culture really important.

Of course such a division is not always easy to maintain. For example, there
was a lot of media interest in Emancypunx. How do you deal with that? At first,
we tried to stay undercover and ignore them. But that madc us even more in-
teresting and they were reporting on us anyway. At one point, there was even
a fake interview published in a magazine like Brave Giérl or some shit like that.

Eventually, some of us “went public” and agreed to do personal interviews and
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photo shootings. However, this didn’t solve our problems either. Now we had
girls who were portrayed as “leaders” and a new media-prescribed image: child-
like, cute, sexy — with radical and punkish overtones. Our political intentions
were completely lost.

Allin all, these experiences made me really skeptical of mainstream media and
cven t]]ough I COlTlPl'OlTliSC SOlTlCtiITICS, I gcncrally t]]lnk that mainstream nCWSPaPCrS
a]ld TV are not tl]C l‘igl]t PlaCCS to S]1al'c i]‘lf‘ol‘rﬂation Zlbollt u]‘ldCl‘grOllnd Cllltlll'c.
People must learn to find out about underground culture in other, more direct ways.
Mainstream media will never see underground culture as anything but new, fresh
meat to make profits. They are part of a capitalist and consumerist culture of blood-
sucking zombies. They take without giving anything back. This is not a base to build
radical movements on.

This is also where we differ from mainstream feminists who accept capitalism and
make integration into the system their main goal. As anarchafeminists we don’t want
integration into capitalism or the state, we want to create a space that goes beyond
that. I think that it is alright to get involved in mainstream campaigns when it means
that our living conditions within the system improvc at least a little, but to me it is
mandatory to pursue radical social transformation at the same time and to attempt
creating utopian societies right here and now.

Al]othcl‘ issue th:lt SCPC[I'ZI(CS us f‘l‘OlTl mainstream f‘ClI1il]istS s our CO"]PICIQ l‘CjCC'
tion of hierarchies. Mainstream feminists put a lot of eff ort into making powerful so-
cial positions accessible to women. The often hierarchical structure of their organiza-
tions reflects this “leader” principle too. This often means that community aspects are
lost and that most of the support goes to women who already are relatively privileged
and who come from the intellectual upper classes. This is not my idea of equality.

Equality must be more than this.

How successful has your work on gender issues been in the
punk and hardcore scene?

There has been success, but I also had to realize that no success is forever. The
constant flow of people entering and leaving the scene also means that the education
about baSiC issues C0]1Sta]1tly llt:Cds to bcgin ancw. ’I]]ls dOCS not Only concern f‘ClTli'
nism, but also animal rights issues and others. It is tiring to repeat the same things
over and over again, but I think it is really necessary.

Of course there are big individual differences. As feminism has become increas-
ingly accepted in Poland, you have access to books, can attend genders studies classes
atuniversity, etc. Sowhen people join the punk/hardcore scene with this background,

thcy arc all'cady conscious as far as tl'lCSC 1ssnes gO. But OVCI'lel, 1 WOllld actually say
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that the focus within the scene on music, fashion and parties is stronger than ever
today. A lot of people are not interested in anythingelse.

Anexampleis the Walpurgis Night festival. It used to be a big festival embedded in
the DIY punk scene. I think it had a biginfluence and really helped create a positive
atmosphere toward women. But the DIY scene is shrinking and the ones who are re-
ally behind this idea are getting older. When there used to be 1000 people attcnding,
now it’s barcly S00. In the bcginning, gcndcr cquality and ﬁ_ghting homophobia were
really important aspects of the festival. But now the scenes are all split. Everything is
fragmentized. It seems like a lot of people can no longer be bothered defending their
ideas within certain scencs; when they encounter problems, they just leave the scene
and form a new one or do their own thing,.

So, all in all, we have seen huge progress on certain levels, but we are also con-
fronted with regressive tendencies because there’s a lack of communication between

the divided scenes.

| understand that you had to struggle against a very male-domi-
nated punk and hardcore scene. Why do you think that domina-
tion is so strong?

I would say that it has a lot to do with general social roles. The way hardcore ex-
presses itself is rather aggressive and powerful. It doesn’t take a victim’s position, it’s
morc about rCCIail11i]]g SPC[CC. ’1—116 Wﬁy that hal‘dcore bands pt:l‘fOl‘lH, thcif PrCSCnCC,
their lyrics etc. are not “feminine” according to general social norms. Women are not
CXPCCth to bc llkc that. WOITIC“ arc CXpCCth to bC niCC, swecet a]]d Obcdicnt. SO a]ly
f‘ClTIQIC Who wants to bc Pﬂl‘t Of‘ thC scence has to bl'cak thcsc l‘lll(:s. MC]] cantoa lal‘gc
degree live out their “manliness” in hardcore culture without makingany such step. In
fact, many men within hardcore culture are so tied to stereotypical gender roles that
they have a problem with women who act like them. They feel uncomfortable when
women stage dive, are confrontational, sing with a strong, aggressive voice, or use
“bad” words. A lot of guys have a very “romantic” notion about what a girl should be
like and they see all these things as a kind of “loss of femininity.” That's why you see all
these women at hardcore shows taking pictures of guys in the pit or on stage — much
more so than you'd see them in the pit or on stage themselves. It’'s as if their main role
is to be shy, silent and good-looking — just like in mainstream society.

It took a while for people to get used to women singing and playing in hardcore
bands. I still hear guys saying that they can’t stand female voices. I think with the
growing amount of women singing in hardcorc wc can scc a clcar progress, but wom-
cn Stlll try not to bl‘Cak too lTIZIHY l‘ulcs at oncec. Ma]ly rctain a V(:l'y f‘Cl11i]1i]1C look 21]1d

make an effort to “behave.” It is also still true that most women arc involved in the
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less visible and spectacular parts of the scene, like in organizing shows, making zines,
cookingat shows etc. Women certainly provide a lot of the scene’s infrastructure.

In terms Of‘ OVCl'all gt:ndt:l‘ l‘elations Within thc sCeneg, onc also has to lTlCIkQ lOCal
distinctions of course. It differs from town to town and from country to country. It
also differs from genre to genre, if you will. Like modem hardcore, tough guy or met-
alCOl‘C arc Cx[rcl]‘lcly 111Q1C'd0111inatcd I Would Say. TO tl\c Point Wl\cfﬁ it seems fcally
l]al'd to Challgc thOSC Pattcrns. I mean, lfyou go toa ShOW as a fcl1lal€ a]]d you arconc
out of threewomen in a crowd of 300 guys, it is simply alicnating. Even for me — if 1
attend a show like that, I simply feel like being at the wrong place and I certainly won’t
come back. I'm not desperate to belong to a male club.

DIY-oriented punk and hardcore punk scenes, on the other hand, have a fair
amount of women involved. For example, here in Warsaw I would say the DIY punk
scenc is not male-dominated at all. Women are an active part in creating the scene,
theyareinvolvedin bands, they book shows, run distros, live in squats and form a big
part of any audience. As far as [ remember, Warsaw has always had a bigger involve-
ment of women than most other Polish towns.

Local and genre diff erences set aside, however, ridiculous macho attitudes are still
prevalent in the hardcore scene. You just have to check our local hardcore forum. This
is the only place where people from all the diff crent hardeore scenes get in touch.
’I]1CI‘C you can I‘Cad Stllﬂ:Wl]Cl'C some gllys Ol‘ganiZC “l]al'dcol‘c sOcCcer galI1Cs,” but With'
out women, as “their bodies are diff erent.” Of course this example is so pathetic that
it’s casy to just laugh at it, but I think it also reflects a deeper problem: many guys try
to compensate for their lack of confidence and their low position in a male hicrarchy
by putting down women. It's a common feature in mainstream society and it’s fre-
quently reproduced within hardcore culture.

Fortunately enough, there is an increasing number of males who are involved in
hardcore who are annoyed by the tough guy bullshit too. Violentdancing has become
a much discussed issue, as it’s often enough to have two or three disrespectful people in
thC CI‘OWd to SPOII thC f‘un f‘ol‘ thc OthCl‘ SCVCnty or so Who arc thCl‘C. I[ ju.St SuCkS th]]
some idiots takCOVCl‘ tl]C PlaCC a]ld start to dcﬁllc l‘ulCS {:Of CVCI'yO]'lC CISC. '-.[—I]C ValuCS that
l‘Ough guy Wal]]labcs Pl‘o"]otc are not O]l[y OPPFCSSing women, thCy OPPI'CSS guys too.

I want to say onc more thingabout the reasons behind the general male domi-
nance of the scene though. I think a big factor is how history is written. A lot de-
pends on the power of definition. Many guys simply ignore or deny the presence
of women and their contributions to the scene. This can be very demotivating for
women who put a lot of energy into hardcore. It also means that there is a lack
of role models for women in the “official” representations of the scene. I mean,
look at the movie American Hardcore. The first thing I thought after seeing it

was that I don’t wanna have anything to do with hardcore anymore if it’s really
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all just about guys and for guys. I actually felt ashamed that I had anything to do
with hardcore and with the guys who were so excited about the movie. It was an
irrational reaction, because the hardcore scene 'm involved in is complctcly dif-
ferent and really has nothing to do with what was presented in that movie. But
it’s just that movies — and to a certain degree also discussion forums like the one
l11c]]ti0]]cd b(:for(: — havc Such a pOWCl‘flll inHuCnCC on thc ilﬂag(:s we, :lnd Oth'
crs, have of our scenes. So whether they represent the truth or not, they may still

define tomorrow’s scene.

You mentioned that an increasing number of guys within the
scene get annoyed with the macho elements too. How strong

are these changes?

It’s difbcult to give you a general answer because, as I already said, there isn’t just
once scene. New scenes are C0111il]g a]ld goillg and thcl‘c arc a Iot Of‘ tl‘cnd,s that arc
CO]]Stalltly C]‘langing.

Again, if we talk about the modern hardcore scene, and parts of the
metalcore scene, I have the impression that things arc actually gettingworse. Not just
because there are only few females at the shows, but also because these scenes have
moved away further and further from underground and DIY culture. There are parts
of the hardcore scene that have become very commercialized. People accept sponsor-
ship, they are obsessed with buying from big corporations like Nike, and they love
hyped and neatly packaged festivals like the Vans Warped Tours. Considering the
MTV-like character of these scenes, I'm not sure which values we still share. Especial-
ly since the consumerist attitude seems to go hand in hand with a lack of awareness
concerning human and animal rights.

On the other hand, I do have the impression that the DIY hardcore punk scene
is changing for the better — however, I also see it shrink. 1 hopc it will get stronger
again; not least becausethat’s where [feel I bclongand where I think definite progress
has been made with respect to the involvement of women and an understanding of

the importance to support women’s rights.

How do you see female straight edge today?

Female straight edge has always been very diverse. As I mentioned before, there
were groups in Europe who called themselves straight edge sisterhoods in the 1990s.
Recently, the Portuguese XsisterhoodX was apparently reactivated. Generally,
though, it seems that the concept has disappeared in Europe.

I have the impression that the sXe scene is getting smaller and becoming less

important overall. This also means that less girls are involved than a few years ago.
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There are almost no all-girl sXe bands left. Like, I think today it'd be almost impos-
sible to do another X 7he Sisterhood X compilation. At the same time, we can see
more girls singing or playing in sXe bands. This has definitely become much more
accepted and is not sensational or threatening anymore. I can name a number of
projects that sXe girls are involved in: the bands Reaching Hand and Together, as
well as the zines X Cute and Oﬂ‘ﬂae Map in Portugal; the band Drama and the zine
Strengt/)é’Coumge in Spain; bands like The Tanglcd Lines, Sugar Crash, Lipkick,
Ex Best Friends in Germany, Beyond Pink in Sweden, I Know in Belarus, Fight For
Fun in Russia; XSpeciesTraitorX is a queeredge band from Finland; in Poland there
arc the bands The Fight, Audre, Slowa We Krwi, and the zines Chaos Grriz, Kiss My
Edge and In Full Swing; in the US there are bands like Gather, This Time Tomorrow,
Socialized Crucifixion, Kingdom, Sentient or Look Back And Laugh, and there is
Kelly’s xsisterhoodx website; in South America thereis Trust in Argentina, or Justica
and Arma Laranja in Brazil; and in Asia you have Choke Cocoi in the Philippines,

or Last Minute in Malaysia.

Had you ever planned on doing any follow-up compilations to X
The Sisterhood X?

Yes, thatwas always the plan, but, as Isaid, 'm not sure whether it will work out at
this point. It’s just become really hard to find any all-female straight edge bands. But
if there are any interested bands and possible contributors out there, get in touch! I

would definitely love to put out a second volume!

| also wanted to ask you more about “Walpurgis Night.” What
kind of an event is it?

TOgCt]1Cl'With RObCl’t fl'0111 Rcf‘usc RCCOl‘dS we came UP Wlt]1 thc idca to Ol’ga-
nize a small show dedicated to the fight against sexism and homophobia. Since
we all had a lot of energy to share, the small show turned into a big festival. The
first Walpurgis Night was held in 1996, and it remains an annual festival to this
day. We invite bands with female members, bands who support the ideas of the
festival, and bands that address the issues we want to draw attention too. Every
year we have more women participating, as they start to reclaim their space as
D-Janes, bands or performers. Our intention was to create an event where punks,
gays, lesbians, hardcore kids, queers, feminists and straight edgers would have fun
together. It was meant to be a day of celebration for all people who are usually
CXCIlldCd, a]ld fOl' CVCl'yOHC Wl]o wants to SllPPOr[ thCITI. O]]C 0{ thC thl]]gS we do
is to have all-girl bands, feminist male bands and drag queens perform together in

order to challenge sexism and homophobia. It hasn’t always been easy. There has
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certainly been alot of tension at times, and on occasion we had tokick people out
who would behave in an offensive way; but all in all I think the mix is working
out well. The festival has never been limited to music, by the way. There are also
films, workshops and political actions. Over the years the festival has turned into
one ofthe biggest and most important events of the DIY hardcore and anarchist

feminist scene.

About the pro-queer aspect: I'd be really interested to hear
about your activities related to queer-positive messages.
That's something that seems terribly neglected in hardcore
culture; | mean, there have even been clearly homophobic ten-
dencies, also within certain straight edge scenes.

Yes, there have been homophobic tendencies if we consider hardliners a part of
the movement. There have also been strong pro-life and some religious (Catholic,
Islamic, Krishna) tendencies in straight edge, not only in the US but in Poland too.
ﬂ]CSC haVC fOI'tllnatCly all1105t a[l disappcarcd. On tl‘lC Ot]'lel' lland, tl‘lCl'C haVC bCCn
very clear anti-homophobic messages from bands [ike Seein Red, Good Clean Fun
or Saidiwas, and there has been the great Give Me Back compilation on Ebullition
Records. I think that most of the blatant homophobia — or pro-life advocacy —
has pretty much been left behind. Or at least people no longer voice such opinions
openly. An interesting aspect is of course that an all-male pit with shirtless sweaty
guys bumping into each other can casily have the air of a gay event, so I think it’s great
when bands like Limp Wrist expose this by taking it to the extreme and turning the
macho attitudes against themselves.

In genel'al, though, I tl]ink t]‘lat quccf lTlCSSagCS are too lTluC]'l f‘of most S[l'aigh[
CdgCl’S and hal'dCOI'C scenesters. MOSt Of‘ thClTl just Can’t l'Cla[C to tl‘lC COnCCPt. Of‘
course there exist bands where queer and straight edge clements mingle, like in the
alrcady mentioned Limp Wrist or XSpeciesTraitorX, the US band GO!, or the girl
band Stocrenfrieda and the hip-hop act C.B.A. from Germany. I guess Beyond Pink
could be mentioned here as well. But, all in all, combining straight edge with queer-
core or homocore is really rare.

I would say that Walpurgis Night is a pretty unique event in that sense, even
though we have recently been able to bring together hardcore punk and queer
culture at other events too, for example at Klir Szyft — which kinda translates as
“Qu eer Shift” into English — a four-day queer festival we've started to organize
in Wafsaw. Unf‘ortllﬂatcly, tl‘lc qllCCf and l‘lal’dcol’c Pl'OjCCtS at thCSC events Oftcn
co-exist more than they'd actually overlap, but I think it’s a step in the right direc-
tion. Over the last two years I've also been involved in establishing a queer cultural

center. I)l'l’l not active l'igl'lt now, bllt aftCl' I had organizcd some hardcorc ShOWS
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there, other people from the hardcore scene started to do the same, and they fecl
comfortable in the space, which is cool.

All'in all, though, most of my queer activism is not really related to hardcore or
straight edge. It's difficult to create morelinks, although I'd love to. Drugsand “party-
ing” play a big role in queer culture, and musically a lot revolves around electronic or
pop music, disco, and maybc hip-hop. Although I like these genres and think that a
DIY sceneshouldbe asdiverse as possiblc, the truth is that my heartbears fasterwhen

I hear hardcore punk!

What are your future plans with Emancypunx?

Things are going slowly as running a label is not casy nowadays and I don’t have
that much time anymore because of work. But I'm still at it and there is always some-
thing happening. I remain committed to supporting bands that I like and that fitinto
the label’s philosophy. As far as the future goes, I think it’s best not to talk about plans
too much but to make things happen! Maybe when I'm cighty years old, though, and
arthritis won't be too much of a problem, I'll fulfill my dream and play drums in a

straight edge, grandma positive power violence band!
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Interview with Kelly (Brother) Leonard

sistcrhoodx.com is an online magazine and community devoted

[

A\ / to the women of the straight edge and hardcore scenes. It has been
4N, Administered by Kelly (Brother) Leonard since the 1990s, and has
been essential in forming an incernational neework of polidically
conscious and engaged straight edge women. Kelly works as a Marketing Web
(& (@&, (& (&, (&
Mauager and lives in East Haven, Connecticut, with her husband and daughter.

For those who are not familiar with it, please tell us about
xsisterhoodx.

xsisterhoodx.com is an on-line community and zine dedicated to the girls/wom-
en of the hardcore and straight edge scenes. Founded in the early nineties as a small
e-mail discussion group,xsistcrhoodx has evolved into a worldwide on-line commu-
nity of over 10,000 people of both sexes. xsisterhoodx strives — though we are not
always 100 percent successful — to be a positive force in the scene by encouraging

positivc discussion and involvement.

It seems hard to deny that the hardcore and straight edge
scenes are extremely male-dominated, and that this in turn
renders them unattractive to many women. What is it that still
draws you and other women to it, and what are your experi-
ences from being involved in one of the major projects dedicat-
ed to strengthening the position of women within the scene?

1 don’t think the fact that hardcore is male-dominated is what makes the scene
unattractive to many women. For some, it may be a big reason why they arc attracted
to it. From an outsider’s pcrspcctivc, male or female, hardcore might be viewed as
violent, extreme, and dangerous. The music is aggressive, the shows are intense, and
the people involved in the scene tend to band together in tight-knit cliques. People,

not just women, may find those factors intimidating.

When you say that the male dominance of the scene is not
what makes the scene unattractive to many women, then what
is it? Or asked differently: why is the scene so male-dominated?

I think it’s a combination of factors. The first being exposure. It
has been my observation that little girls arc taught to shy away from

the more aggressive aspects of life, where little boys are encouraged
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to seck them eut. Younger boys find eut from older friends and relatives about
hardcore. They tag along and go to shows. Girls on the other hand tend to not
h:lvt: thﬂt Oldt:l‘ f‘l‘icnd or sister CXPOSing thC111 to thC scene. On tOP Of‘thc CXPOS[U'C
factor, younger girls may have a hard time convincing their parents to let them
go to shows. I know I had a hell of time convincing my mom I would be safe. For
years she was convinced that if I went to a show in Ncwburgh, NY, [ would get
stabbed. Even now, at almost thirty years old, my mom still worries about me go-

ing to shows. It’s nutty.

So how did you find your way into the scene then? And how did
you deal with the male dominance?

Growing up I was a typical tomboy. Most of my friends were guys. I was never
much of a girly girl. So, when I first stumbled upon hardcore the fact that it was
l11211€'d0111in21tcd didn’t Stl‘ikc me as an issue. BCf‘Ol'C IHy ﬁ.l‘st hal'dcol‘c S]'IOW lle
dad had takc]l me to see a f‘CW bal]ds in arena Scttfngs. My ﬁrst ]'lill'dcore ShOW was
SO]TlCW]]th Of‘ an awakcnillg. No Stildiurﬂ Scating or l:ll'gt: screens. lt was so lTlllCh
more intimate, more visceral. I was drawn in by the passion and excitement of the
ShOVVS. I think t]lOSC fCClil]gS arc What attracts PCOPIC to h:ll‘dCOl‘C. Now IlllTlOSt ﬁf"
teen yCﬂfS lthCl' I Stlﬂ ft:cl thﬂt excitement thn I go toa ShOVV. Th:lt is What kCCPS

me involved.

What were the reactions when you started xsisterhoodx?

My experiences from being involved with xsisterhoodx have run the gamut
from being intensely rewarding to mind-numbingly frustrating. Every once in a
while I'll get an e-mail from a young girl thanking me for xsisterhoodx. They all
have incredible stories, and they’re all looking for the same thing: a place where
they can feel accepted. It’s an awesome feeling, when someone validates all the
time and ¢ff ort I have put into xsisterhoodx. It truly is alabor of love. But for every
positive, there is a negative. I've received tons of hate mail, mostly misogynistic
l'hc[ol'ic, Zlnd ObSCCni[iCS. ’I—llcl‘c arc PCOPIC Who hﬂtc me, hﬂtC XSiStCl']'lOOdX, Zlnd
1‘(::111)’ hﬂvc no llndcl'standing O{ Who I am, Zlnd W]]th XSiStCl‘hOde is about. '_I—I'ICI'Q
are women Who at thcil' core dO not bCliCVC that women bclong in ]'lﬂl'dCOfC, Who
try to talk me down. People try to involve xsisterhoodx in their own agendas, be it
to promote their lifestyle, movement, or ideas. But, I have no intention of letting

thathappen.

It sometimes seems that the male dominance in the scene per-
petuates itself in the form of a self-fulfiling prophecy: like, it's
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been a reality for so long that one doesn’t even notice develop-
ments challenging it. Do you think that women in the scene are
sometimes simply overlooked or not taken seriously?

I,]Tl not sure i{thc women Of‘ t]1c scenceare bCing OVCI'IOOde. A lot OfattcntiOII l'la,S
been being paid to the numbers of girls who are going to shows, and even morc atten-
tion is being paid to what they arc wearing and how they choosc to conduct their per-
Sonﬂl aﬁ‘aif& If‘you dO a quick SCal‘Ch on MySPQCC you)ll ﬁ]]d Pagc 21&(‘.‘1’ Pﬂgc Ofgl'OLlpS
that exist to eliminate “sluts” in the scene. Slogans like “slut free” and “girls with self
respect” are smattered across personal profiles as badges of honor. Women are not being
overlooked, they are being scrutinized. Andit’s not just the men andboyswho arelead-
ing the charge, it's other women and girls. Women have turned on cach other. Calling
cachother out and fighting over who is really hardcore and who belongs in the scene.

Now I'm all for pcoplc having sclf—respcct. But, when a group uses a term like that
to Pl'OlTlOtC a lTlOl'al ﬂgcnda I ]]QVC a l]]ajol' pl’OblClTl. Fl'ankly, I don’[ carc Who SICCPS
with who in the hardcore scene, and if Jill Hardcore wants to sleep with all the mem-
bers of her favorite band, it’s none ofmy business, and it ccrtainly is not the hardcore
scene’s business. It secems to me that a girl or woman who truly has self-respect will
respect other people and refrain from usingjudgmental terms like slut.

Peoplelike tosay girlsdon’tget respect in the scene and are not taken seriously be-
causc they “sleep around” or are seen as social climbers. These thoughts and ideas arc
not unique to the hardcore scene and are pervasive throughout society. One would

think that a progressive sub-culture/scene could get beyond such thinking.

| find it very interesting that you see women in the scene scru-
tinized rather than overlooked. But let me specify my question
from before then: are women'’s contributions to the scene — as
artists, promoters, zine editors, etc. — often disregarded?

I don’t think that they are so much disregarded but marginalized. There are so
many more girls who are active in the scene than when [ first got involved that it
Wollld b(;‘ hal'd to OVCrlook What womcen as a gl‘oup haVC bCCn ablc to accol]lplish.
However, rather than given credit for their accomplishments, theyare brushed aside,
and treated as jokes. I can’t tell you how many times kids have called xsisterhoodx a
joke. The comments aren’t based on what xsisterhoodx is about, or our politics, but
simply on the fact that we are a group of girls and women who want to support one
another. How many times has a female guitarist gotten on stage only to hear “show
me your boobs” or an equally objectif ying comment? Granted, I don’t see it as much
as I used to at shows, but the objcctifying and marginalization of women in the hard-

core scene is alive and well on message boards all over the internet.
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What about international networking? Is this a big aspect of
xsisterhoodx?

xsisterhoodx has members from around the world. Though most of the members
W]10 participatc fcglllﬂl'ly arce f‘l‘0ﬂ1 tl]c Statcs. It’s dcﬁnltcly a goa[ to gct more¢ WOIHC]I/

girls from around the world to participate and network with each other.

At the risk of making gross generalizations: Do you think that
women in the straight edge movement are often more politi-
cally conscious and active than many of the men?

Straight edge is a funny thing. At its coreit’s just a few simple statements that a
PCI‘SO“ agrccs to liVC by. Arld tl]ﬂt’s it. ThCl'C arc no ITlOI'ZII or Cthical Stl‘ings ﬂttachcd.
The basic clean-living principals of straight edge fit neatly into a lot of religious and
conservative values, so, making the leap between straight edge and conservatism, be it
religious or social, is not really a leap but a small step to the right.

In my experience living on the cast coast, and growing up in liberal states, the
straight edge girls that T have known personally have been politically conscious and
active in a progressive manner. They tend to be more aware of women’s rights issues,
fighting for equality, and voting on such matters. On the otherhand,  have had many
on-line encounters with girls/women from the bread basket states who are just as
politically conscious, but could hardly be described asprogressive. I've talked to quite
a few women who believe that women should not work, and who willingly give up
their rights and freedoms to their husbands, and boyfriends.

Now back to your question. No, I don’t think that women in the scene are any
more active than the guys. I haven’t seen too much activity, at least politically, in the
hﬂl'dcol‘c/stfaight Cdgc scenc f‘ol‘ a lOl'lg time. | can l‘ClTlClleCl' going to Sl‘lOVVS thn
I wasa tCCnagCr WhCl’C thC WﬂllS WOllId bC linCd Wlth tabl(’.s OFPCOPIC WhO were in-
volved in anti-racist movements, political movements, and animal liberation. It has

been along time since I've scen anythinglike that.
Not exactly an encouraging sign...
No, it isn’t.
How do you see the connections between straight edge and
feminist politics? Can the two support each other? Do they?

Like I said carlier, straight edge is simply a set of statements that a person agrees
to live by. I see no reason why straight edge and feminist politics wouldn’t support

cach other. Feminism is about being able to make your own choices, and inawaysois
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straight edge. I made the decision long ago to abstain from alcohol, not because I be-
lieve alcohol to be morally wrong, but because I feel that I do not wantany substance

that will inhibit my ability to make good choices for mysclf.

One of the aspects of the straight edge hardline scene in

the 1990s that drove me nuts was the militant anti-abortion
stance that developed in certain circles. Like, some zines
looked like youth propaganda material for Operation Rescue.
| never understood how such attitudes could enter a scene
that claimed to be progressive, rebellious, even revolutionary.
What’s your take on that?

[ started to get into this a bit in one of my previous responses. It’s pretty casy for
me to see how someone who is socially and/or religiously conservative, or in hard-
line’s case fanatical, can find out about straight cdgc and feel like it 1'cally fits into
their life. Without the context of the hardcore scene, straight cdgc is 1'ca11y justa few,
and I have to admit, conservative rules, that fit very nicely into a lot of core religious
and conservative lif estyles. When you add the hardcore element, and one remembers
\V]]Cn, W]1Cl'c, a]ld Why Stl'aight Cdgc came abollt; that’s thn thc progl'cssivc, l'cbcl'
lious, and revolutionary aspects come to light. I think people have always understood
music’s ability to spread a message or an agenda, and the hardline movement recog-
nized that and took advantage of the power and passion of music, just as the more

progressive movements did.

Kinda related to this: | have to admit that | was very happy to
read that you distanced yourself from the views of Bring Back
Prohibition, a group that was featured with an interview and an
article on your site. To be honest, to me their self-righteousness
and militancy represents just about everything that’s wrong with
straight edge politics. Calling hardline “beautiful and as close to
perfection as mortal people can get” sounds really frightening to
me. And then there’s the troubling suggestion that we shall rely
on the government and laws for positive social change. Can | ask
you how their views even ended up on your site?

’]—I‘ICIVC arc a lot OFViCVVS t]'Klt aPPCaf on XSiStCl’]]OOdX [hat I do not agl'CC With. How-
ever, even though I disagree with the views of Bring Back Prohibition, they are a part
of the straight edge world and just because I don't agree with them does not mean
that they do not exist. The article that was written for xsisterhoodx served asa catalyst
for a lot of positive discussion. Good questions were raised and people for the most
part bechaved in a respectful manner. I am not one for censorship, and I believe that

people have the right to express their beliefs, even if those belief's contradict my own.
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However, I will not publish works of hatred on xsisterhoodx. I know that sounds a
bit contradictory, but I will not allow xsisterhoodx to become a soapbox for hate. I
do want xsisterhoodx to be a place where people can go and and feel that they can
express their opinions and beliefs.

IZUTI in COI]1P1CtC agl‘CCl’ncnt With you that we Shouldllot l‘CIy on t]]C gOVCI‘anlCl'It Clnd
laws for positive social change. I also believe that w e should never give the government
the power which Bring Back Prohibition suggests. I think the vast majority of xsister-

hoodx readers feel the same wayand it was evident in their response to the article.

You already suggested that it's a hard line to draw — but can
you give us any indication of where “hatred” would start for you?

Hatl‘cd starts thl‘c l'ﬂsPﬁCt C]lds. Wh(:n it comes to a diffﬂ'cncc Of‘ Opinioﬂ, as
lol'lg as thC conversation is l‘CSPCth‘UI Who am 1 to censor it? SOITIC[iITlCS t]'lﬂ bCSt Way
to lTlakC POSitiVC Chal‘lgc Is to hQVC l'CSPCth‘lll dlalog about thc VC‘.ry idCaS you WlSh to
challenge. We can’t just put our hands over our eyes and cars every time someone has

a difference ofopinion.

Let me quote the xsisterhoodx mission: “xsisterhoodx strives
to be a positive force in a scene divided. Our goal is to create
balance and eliminate the biases which exist in today’s global
scene. As a community we encourage and support positive
discussion and involvement without the negativity and posturing
often found on the web. We stand against violence and elitism
and do not tolerate bigotry, racism, sexism, or discrimination

in any form.” Have you come closer to this goal? Have you been
able to build a community that lives up to these ideals?

I believe I've built the foundation for a community that can oneday live up to all
those ideals. It’s up to the individual members to really make that mission statement
areality. Some things we arc better at than others. One of our biggest challenges has
been managing expectations. Some people read “support positive discussions...” and
assume that when they make a post everyone will agree with them and no one will
challenge them. Such is not the case. And when said person is challenged they get
very upset and claim that the site is not positive. The biggest challenge by far is get-
ting people involved. People like to say they're a part of xsisterhoodx, but only a small

percentage write for the site, or post on the boards.
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| think that’s often the case — you know, that the core group
of those who are really active is rather small. Let me ask you
about the men who are part of the xsisterhoodx community: Is
there a rough percentage you could give us? And are some of
them amongst your more active contributors?

WC hElVC quitc a fCW lTlleC SllppOl'tCl'S, and surpl‘isingly a fair amount Of our con-

tributors and regular posters arc male.

What are your feelings about where xsisterhoodx is at right
now?

Right now xsisterhoodx is in a bit of a lull. I gave birth to my daughterseven months
ago and have had to learn to juggle her needs, work, my family, and xsisterhoodx. T have
been working on a new version of the site with updated functionality and new content.

OHCC thC new site is launchcd I ]1OPC to bC ZlblC to kCCP thC momentum gOng.

Sounds like you are still motivated to put a lot of effort into the
site/zine. On a personal level, what would you say is the most
rewarding aspect of the work?

TO create an environment WhCl'C gil‘ls/worﬂcn, Elnd thc PCOPIC W]]O Support thﬁlTl,
can feel comfortable expressing their opinions and ideas. Furthermore, to promote
and highlight pcople who arcreally taking what xsisterhoodx has written in our mis-
sion statementand making it areality. I also think itisimportant to cover the straight

edge and hardcore scenes from a media perspective.

Final question: What are your future visions for xsisterhoodx?
And for the straight edge scene — and its politics — as a
whole?

My vision for xsisterhoodx is to keep making it bigger and better. I would like to
see us grow and make more meaningful connections with one another. By grow I
don’tnecessarily meanin numbers. Grow, evolve, however it isphrased. I want to see
xsisterhoodx take it to the nextlevel. I would also like to see a lot more girls getting
involved and contributing to the website.

As for the straight Cdgc scene, I'd like to see it remain as a positivc force in young
people’s lives. I prefer the politics of the scene be geared toward positive change, not

moral or religious agendas.
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When the Edge
Turns Crust

Interview with Bull Gervasi

he band R AM.B.O. was founded in Philadelphiain 1999. Famed
for its cclecticism, self-irony, extensive touring, and anarchise policics,
R.AMB.O. was one of the few bands chat earned icselfboth che ac-
[#9]  tributes “crust” and “straight edge” The band dissolved in 2007.
Bull Gervasi, formerly of Policy Of Three (1989-95) and Four Hundred
Years (1997-2000), was R A.MB.O’s bass player. He lives in Phillyand isa
member of the Mariposa Food Co-op managing collective,

Many folks seemed bewildered at my idea of including some-
thing on crust and straight edge in this book. Apparently, this
is still seen by many as a contradiction in terms. What'’s your

take on this? Do people just think in stereotypes, or is drug-

free living really so alien to most crust kids?

Unfortunately, I do think it’s a foreign concept to most crust punks. There seems
to be this segment in the scene that just can’t let go of the 77 style “get fucked up
and fuck shit up” stereotype. I've gotten shit from people for not wanting to drink

or smoke weed with them.

The crust punk scene is commonly perceived as more political
than the hardcore punk scene. How come straight edge has
made few inroads?

It is true that tht:l'c are l1121]1y Political bands Within thc crust Punk scene, but
only a very small contingent of straight edge bands. I find it hard to say why that is.
For me personally there always seemed to be a natural connection to straight edge
— especially with part of the scene coming from the “peace punk” scene of the 80s.
Also within a radical political context it just makes so much sense. I don’t take is-
sue with punks who drink on occasion or brew their own beer. I think folks should
do to themselves whatever they want. However, [ do take issue with drunk punks
following a tired stereotype or with political punks supporting corporate alcohol/
tobacco companies that target “at risk” populations and profit from people’s addic-

tions. I think it’s unfortunate that the crust scene is still so dominated by

the drunk punkimage. That’s exactly how “The Man” wants us to act!



Bull Gervasi, Philadel phia, 2006 Joshua Peach (joshuapeach.com)

As far as US straight edge is concerned, I think it’s rarcly synonymous with politics
or activism thesc days, other than a few small scenes. That doesn’t make it particularly

attractive to political crust punks either.

The most common criticism | hear from straight edge crust
kids with respect to straight edge hardcore culture is that the
latter has become way too commercialized. This turns into an
argument for crust being closer to the “original” straight edge
spirit in terms of anti-consumerism, DIY ethics, rejection of
mainstream society etc. Does this resonate with you?

As far as commercialization goes, [ think that this goes for any aspect of punk

at this point. Look at the expensive and claborate unif orms that many punks have
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regardless of the particular scene they count themselves in. Maybe some of them are
less commercialized than others, but a lot are highly stylized and expensive none-
theless. There’s also the fetishization of record collecting.

For me, the straight edge hardcore scenc haslost most of its connection to punk at
this point, so it barely even registers for me as something to consider. So, yes, on that
level the criticism certainly resonates with me. Straight edge has never been a style for
me. I’VC ncever bCCn one to “X up” or wear Stl‘aight CdgC Shil'ts. Butlcan absolutcly gct

behind a movement that promotes personal responsibility and accountability.

Felix von Havoc, with Neil Robinson of Tribal War Records may-
be the most prominent straight edge crust punker, once wrote
in @ HeartattaCk column that when he first got into hardcore
“charged hair and studded jackets didn’t clash with X'd hands.”
Do you also remember such times? If so, when did the studded
jackets and the X’s start clashing? | assume this would tell us a
lot about the history of straight edge...

When I first started going to shows in the late 80s, the straight edge scene was just
starting tobecome popular 1n Philadclphia. At that point there were just punk shows,
period. Everyone played together, all the distros sold all sorts of bands’ records, and
the only real division was between the punks and the nazi skins.

We put on shows in New Jersey at the Harwan Theater through the carly 90s and
it was the same thing. It wasn’t until the straight edge hardcore scene started to get
violent and apolitical that the division occurred. It was about 1993 around here. The
Stl‘aight CdgC scene in thC llof[h eastern Pal't Of‘ thC US was Vt:l'y d0111inatcd by thc
New York hardcore scene. Once that scene started to go more mainstream it really
went downhill. The shows started to be full of the meathead assholes I hated from
hlgh SChOOl. It had litth fCSC]l1bla]1CC to the Punk scence I kncw and IOVCd.

Thatwaswhen my friend.s and I all left that scene to start doing our own thing, which
became part of the mid-90s DIY punk scene. That scene was very political, predomi-
natcly straight edge and a musical mix similar to my carlicr days at shows. We started a
group called the Cabbage Collective where we put on shows with crust, emo, riot grrl,
pop punk bands and whatever clse we could come up with. We never had a problem.
Well, except for the Citizen Fish and Spitboy show were some crusty train hoppers broke

beer bottles outside and tagged the bathrooms. Then we got kicked out of that space.

Why did that happen?

The crusty train hopper scene in the US haslittle to do with the actual crust punk
scene. “Train hopping” refers to boarding freight trains illegally as a mode of trans-

portation. It became popular in the US during the Great Depression as a way to get
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from one placc to another while looking for work. Sometime in the 1990s, a subcul-
ture with ties to the punk scene developed around using freight trains as a means of
free transport. It consists mostly of homeless and often violent and addicted youths
that would hop trains from city to city. They often squat in northeast or northwest
towns during t]1e warmer 1110]1t]'15, tl’lcn ]10P Sou[h f‘Ol’ thc Wi]‘ltCl’. '-Il'lcy arc 0&(:11 I]OS‘
tile towards punks thataren’t part of their scene, especially straight edge folks. Quite
often they would just turn up at shows and expect to get in for free. They were more
interested in a meeting place than in the actual show and would usually cause trouble
whether you let them in or not. That particular night, we wouldn't let them in for
free, so they hung out outside, drank, and broke bottles bet ore tagging the bathroom

as well as the outside of the venue.

You said that you and your friends left the violent and apolitical
straight edge hardcore scene in the early S0s to do your own
thing. Does this mean that you set yourself apart from the Vic-
tory scene? Did it ever come to any serious conflicts?

Victory was still coming up at that point, but yes, we very intentionally set our-
SCIVCS apart. No serious Conﬂicts t]'lollgh. F,[]‘le OVCl'a” scene in t]'lﬁ US was blg Cnollgh
to sustain smaller scenes. We just found our own venue, picked who we wanted to
support, and asked them to play, read, or table at our shows. We felt strongly about
providing a drug, alcohol, and smoke free space, but we figured that style and attitude
ought not to be more important than substance.

Forming R.A.M.B.O. was directly related to that. R.A.M.B.O. was basically a
reaction to how increasingly violent the scene had become leading up to 2000. We
wanted to play heavy music, but we wanted to have a safe environment for whoever
wanted to come. It’s funny to think that, given the ways things had developed, this

scemed like a novel concept.

How were your experiences with R.A.M.B.0.? Did you have
a strong straight edge following? Or was being straight edge
rather “tolerated” by mostly non-straight edge fans?

RA.MBO cameout Of‘a IOVC fof crust and ]]le'dcol'c, a Stl’ong set Of‘beliCFS, a]]d
a love of fun. At the time R.A.M.B.O. started, the hardcore scene here in Philly was
dominated by violent assholes. We wanted to create a safe space for punks of all sorts
to enjoy crust music with hardcore breakdowns played by straight edge vegan anar-
chists. [ think that's why people caught on to us. We brought together certain ideas at
a time when that wasn’t really done, and people got what they wanted from it. Some
marginalized groups within the punk scene felt saf er at our shows, some people were

excited about our politics, some liked the music we played, some were into the props,
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and some dug all of it. We did have a lot of straight edge fans, but not so much in
the traditional hardcore scene sense. We mostly attracted the punk rock misfits that
didn’t fit into all the neatly defined scenes of recent years — into which we didn’t fit
cither. I'm very thankful to the punk scene for everything we were able to do. Our
experiences were phenomenal — except for the broken foot, the broken leg, and the

typhoid fever, but that’s another story...

Speaking of typhoid fever: R.A.M.B.0. was well known for tour-
ing extensively and in far-flung places where not many Western
punk/hardcore bands venture, Cambodia and Borneo included.

What were your experiences playing there? How were you re-

ceived as a crust punk band? And how did people react to you
being straight edge?

There issuch a huge crust punk/grindcore scene in Southeast Asia! Both our tours
there were incredible. I'm so thankful that we had the opportunity to meet so many
great folks and play in so many places that most Westerners will never go. It was all
possible because of the global DIY punk network. We met a handful of straight edge
crust Pllnks t]lt:l‘(:, but CVCI‘yO]lﬂ ShOWCd us inCl‘CdiblC kind]lCSS and was gcnllincly
interested in what we wereabout.

The scenes in each country are quite different and only a few of them are strongly
linked. When we went to Indonesia, some folks from Malaysia and Singapore came
with us to create a stronger DIY network in the region. Things like that were quite
inspiring. We planned the tour in such a way that we would have several daysin cach
place to hang out with the punks outside of playing shows. This really enriched the
whole experience. We got to see their favorite places, cat with them, see nature, and

wewereable to really get to know each other.

You said that R.A.M.B.0. “brought together certain ideas at a
time when that wasn’t really done.” This reminds me of a humber
of labels that the band has been associated with: crust, straight
edge, vegan, environmentalist, anarcho-syndicalist. The name of
the band is an acronym for “Revolutionary Anarchist Mosh Bike
Overthrow.” How did all these ideas come together for you?

First off, the name was a joke suggested by a friend of Tony’s because Sylvester
Stallone went to his High School in North-East Philly. It became an acronym to pay
homage to the Japanese band G.1.S.M. whose name was kind of nonsensical too.

As {ar as thc labcls go, you COVCI‘Cd most Of‘t]1(1'111. WC Wal]tcd t]lings to bC SPCllCd
out very clearly for those who were interested: we believed in these things, we sang

about them, we had information about them on our table and in our records, and we

244



Saber Living for the Rewolution

literally beat you over thehead with them, in a fun way of course. I felt really good
about our overt politics as a way to try to introduce people to new ideas or spark con-
versation. At the bottom of it all, we were four or five individuals with similar politics
and a love of punk and fun.

For me it was also really important to give back to the punk scene because it had
providcd me with so much guidancc carly on. Bands like Conflict, 7 Seconds, Youth
of Today, and Dischargc allowed me to escape into a diff erent world, but more impor-

tantly, provided the framework for me to become who I am today.

R.A.M.B.0. disbanded in 2007. What happened?

The rest of our lives became more of a priority. We all had a lot happening and it
just fele like it was time to move on. Asyousaid, we had been touring quite abitand]
personally felt like I couldn’t devote enough time to either my home life or the band.
I was and still am a manager at our neighborhood food co-op and I wasalso working
on an old communal house. Tony was planning to move to Arizona for schooland a
relationship, Andy wasbeginningto work more on films, Dave was moving to Pitts-
burgh to relocate his vegetable oil vehicle conversion company, and Mick was just
starting school to be an electrician.

We had a great run as a DIY band. We managed to accomplish quite a bit. As a
band we were always trying to push things to thenextlevel, and I fecl that this is how

we try to live our lives too.

You mentioned dedicating a lot of time to the Mariposa Food
Co-op. Now we all need to know: do you sell organic wine?

Lucky for us it is illegal in Pennsylvania for alcohol to be sold outside of state-
run liquor stores. I do spend a lot of time at the co-op. It is a great example of a
democratically run business that adheres to most of my anarchist principles. There
are over a thousand people that are members/owners of the business, 'm part of a
small staff collective cthat manages the storefront, we make decisions by consensus,
everyone works and everyone pays the same prices, we have direct relationships with
about tWCnty IOCQI fal‘l]‘lCl‘s Who gl‘ow Ol‘ganic Pl'odllCC, 90 PC[‘CC]‘It Of‘ our lTlCIleCfS
live within a few blocks of the store, and we providc access to ]1ig]1 quality food at

rcasonable prices in an underserved neighborhood.

Apart from the co-op, what are you up to?

[ live in 2 communal house with five others. The house was purchascd in 1989 with

the intention ofproviding affordable housing for anarchists/activists. It was built in
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the 1890s and maintenance requires a lot of time and energy. It's a huge eight-bed-
room, four-story Victorian style twin that was bought for $7000 because there had
been a firein it. In 1999, a few friendsand I took over responsibility. This past ycar we
started on some serious structural projects to insure the house’s longevity.

I love traveling and nature, and so I try to get out of the city as much as possible,
cither for a bike camping trip or to hclp friend.s maplc sugaring, scaweed harvcsting,
bird watching, mushroom hunting, or somcthing like that. My partner and I have
been trying to teach ourselves how to garden the past few years. We maintain a guer-
rilla garden in an abandoned lot near my house. I like to be as self-sufficient as pos-

sible. So 'm always trying to learn new skills.

Are you still involved in punk/hardcore?

Since I was twelve I've been involved in the punk scene. It’s part of me like an ap-
pendage. It has influenced every aspect of my life and will always be with me. After
R.A.M.B.O.1was pretty burnt on playing music and needed abreakfromit. I needed
some time to focus on the other aspects of my life. So I haven’t been playing much
music since, other than in a handful of cover bands — Minor Threat, 7 Seconds, The

Miisfits, Iron Maiden — for our annual Halloween events.

Where do you think the punk/hardcore movement — and
straight edge specifically — is headed politically?

It seems to be cyclical and I thinkwe’re duc for a resurgence of politically charged
straight edge punk! I think it’s a perfect time for a new crop of punks with a rightcous
analysis to evolve from the ashes of the outdated crust punk/straight edge hardcore
stereotypes. There’s plenty of lyrical fodder these days, that’s for sure. Look at the state
of the world and the political climate. The youth are also inundated wich advertising
at a level unlike any other in history. Much of this is coming from alcohol, tobacco,
and pharmaceutical companies that sure as hell don’thave our health or well-being at

heart. I'm optimistic.
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Straight Edge, Anarcho-Primi-

tivism, and the Collapse
Interview with Andy Hurley

ndy Hurley, known as a vegan scraighc edge anarcho-primicivise,
has been a drummer for various punk bands, including Racetrai-
tor (1993-99), Killcheslavemaster (1996 to present), and Fall
Out Boy (2001 to present). He lives wich four of his bese friends
in Milwaukce, Wisconsin.

—

|

“Andy Hurley, the anarcho-primitivist vegan straight edge

drummer of Fall Out Boy” — you hear and read a lot about

that label, but it’s usually never backed up by any substantial
stories. Do you wanna clear some of this up for us?
Maybe tell us a little about how you became politically
aware and encountered anarcho-primitivism?
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Well, I was into punk rock as a kid, and Rage Against the Machine had a huge
impact on me. Evil Empire had all those books on the cover, and I tracked down
every singlc one of them. I didn’t read them all, and in ]1ind5ig|1t I'm probably happy
because a lot of them are about things that I'm not into anymore. But I read a bunch,
and that set me on my path to be politicized. Other influences were Public Enemy
and Paris. At the time, I didn’t get into that stuff because it was political, I didn’t
know that then. But I think getting into the music so young and then realizing what
they were talking about definitely opened me up more to ideas that weren’t so preva-
lent in the white suburbs I grew up in. So this was kind of the first phase.

Then, fast-forwarding a few years, I joined Racetraitor. That was the second phase.
That was the kind of sharpening of my political life, I would say. The other guys in the
band were much older and much more politicized, and they had also been doing a lot
more activism. So joining thatband I started doing stuff with the National People’s Dem-

ocratic Uhuru Movement and different kinds of socialist-communist groups like that.

Can you tell us a little more about Racetraitor? It always
seemed to me that it was a really unique band that didn’t really
fit into any particular scene. Would you agree with that?

Idefinitely think se, yes, foralotofreasons. There were alot of things that were unique.
I mean, even on a very basic level, having a dude who was Iranian shook things up; even
t]]ougll hC was f‘l'OlTl thC Subul‘bs too, but Sti”. And thcn juSt th€ Wholc QPPI'OQC]1, llkc
getting the audience engaged in all these discussions. The first time I ever saw Racetraitor
— so this is before I joined the band — 90 percent of the show was them arguing with
people. As a result, we definitely didn’t fully it in anywhere. Definitely not with Earth
Crisisand all the vegan straight edge bands from that scene. But not with Puwk Planet or
Maximumrocknroll eicher — though we were on the covers of both, I think.

Again, [ believe what really set Racetraitor apart was the nature of the shows
and just how argumentative they were. Obviously this was a tactic to make people
think. I mean, if people are talking, at least they're talking, you know? And it cer-
tainly helped my politics too. If you argue, you get better at understanding what it
is that you are arguing.

I think by the end of it we started to fit in a little more. We definitely felt con-
nected to bands like Extinction ‘cause they were from Chicago, and we sort of came
up with them and were friends. And in hindsight there were other bands too. But we

didll’t fCCl VCI‘y CO]I]ICCth to any scence {Ol‘ qllitC some time.

One thing | always wondered and never found out was whether
the band’'s name was connected to the
Race Traitor journal?

248



Saber Living for the Rewolution

No, the name came from Dan Binaei whose family is from the South. One time
he had this discussion with some folks about what he was into, and someone said,
“So, you're one of those racetraitors?” And Dan kinda took that name like the early
straight edge kids took the X's on their hands: he was like, “Ya, I'm a racetraitor, and

I'm proud of it!”

Let us get back to your palitical history: you said that Racetrai-
tor sort of marked phase two...

Yes. Even though I forgot to mention Earth Crisis. They were definitely a big
influence too. Firstly for veganism, but also for a more political understanding of

straight edge.

Did you get into straight edge through Earth Crisis, or were
you already straight edge before that?

No, I became straight edge around that time — like, when I was fiftceen. Before
that I drank and smoked pot. But I knew straight edge from a lot of rad bands, like
Youth of Today, and Bold, and Gorilla Biscuits — those were all bands that 1 listened
to and liked. Straight edge made sense to me, also with thesituation athome, like how
me smoking pot was affecting my mom, but I didn’t know anyone who was straight
edge and it all remained a bit distant to me.

But then Earth Crisis came along, and they made it so much cooler. To begin with,
they were the heaviest hardcore band I had ever heard. And they made the whole
thing just so much more political. It felt like the approach that Rage Against the Ma-
chine had too: they were explaining their beliefs. That just spoke to me a lot. So that

was probably the biggest reason why I became straight edge — and definitely vegan.

So when did anarcho-primitivism enter the picture?

I would saythatthis would be like the third phase. It waswhen I quit Racetraitor to
do more Killtheslavemaster ‘cause they were starting to play more shows and such. My
anarcho-primitivist leanings come from that time, because carly on we read Ishmael, the
Daniel Quinn book, and that was how I got started on the anti-civ [anti-civilization]
politics. Ithink that waseven before the big wave of 15/Jma€[-inspircd hardcore, so before
Undying and bands like that. Eventually, there was a kind of split in the scene, where a lot
of the Milwaukee kids, including me, got into the anti-civ stuff, and a lot of the Chicago
kids, including some of the Racetraitor dudes, remained dedicated to what they had al-
ready been doing, like human rights, anti-racism, anti-imperialism, anti-colonialism.

I still believe in all that too, but I got more and more into anti-civ. From Ishmael |

wentto Derrick Jensen ‘cause he's sort of the next step. I really liked him ‘cause his stuft
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waskind of amelding of anti-civ, Ishmael type ideas with the theories of thelikes of How-
ard Zinn and anti-imperialist, anti-colonialist stuff. Then I went to John Zerzan, and
now I'm really good friends with Kevin Tucker. I think he is one of the biggest thinkers
and speakers in anarcho-primitivism. It’s kind of funny too, because I knew about Species
Traitor, Kevin's zine, even when [ was in Racetraitor, and now it’s become this thing that

I'm really into.

How do you see the relationship between Jensen and Zerzan?
It seems that while a lot of people on the left remain open to
Jensen and see him as someone who is able to build bridges,
Zerzan is seen as more of a pariah with his radical anti-leftist

critique.

OVCI'lel I WOLlld tcl]d to agl'cc morc Wi[h zcl‘Za]‘l. I’ITI 21150 I’Cﬂlly into thc a]lthropO'
logical aspect, which scems to be more important to Zerzan and Tucker than to Jensen.
But I alrcady said how important it is to have dudes like Jensen and books like Ishmael
bCCQuSC thCSC arc SUCh good Startillg Poillts fol' PCOPIC Who arc new to 2111 thCSC things.
I also think thatitis really important to have guys who can kinda bridge the gap.

But, ultimately, I think the Zerzan school, or more so even the Tucker school, is real-
ly central. I agree with their anti-leftist critique. All those things are part of civilization,

obviously: communism or socialism aren’t at all dealing with what the problem is.

So what do you say to people who, for example, spend a lot of
time trying to secure health care for folks who don't have any,
or who try to organize unions for unprotected workers — are
they just wasting their time?

That's a really difficult issuc. It’s certainly not that I'm totally opposed to these
things. I mean, as a dude who came from a lot of human rights stuff with Racetrai-
tor, I definitely str1l care about that struggle. It’s important to ease suff ering. Besides,
I'm against oppression, and that means oppression on all fronts. And I do believe in
justice. Since civilization is not gonna end tomorrow, it’s important to fightall these
fights, and that goes for each stage of the struggle. I think in the end it’s all a matter of
perception, perspective, and relevance.

For example, Ijust saw Che, the movic about Che Guevara, and I really got excited
fOI' thc dudc Wllo came f‘rOlTl a Wcal[l\y bﬂckgl‘ound a]ld was a dOCtC)l' and went on
this trip and waslike, “Fuck, [ need to do something!” And, you know, | think for the
time he did a lot of awesome things. The problem is that in the end there was still an
allthol’itﬂl'ian SyStClTl that was sct up, alld PCOPIC are Stlll bcillg grou]]d ulld(:l’ lt, alld
there is still industry, and people are still working, and all the alienating aspects of

abstract culture and symbolic thought are still there — all those things that Zerzan
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would talk aboutand I definitely agree with him. But it is really inspiring that there
was this guy who was just a regular guy, and then he did something and it actually
worked, and it changcd the world. I think this is somcthing that anyone with radical

ideas, including anarcho-primitivists, can relate too.

| guess one of the arguments you hear from anarcho-primitivist
circles is that all the mentioned struggles just help to make
civilization more bearable and hence delay its collapse.

That’s the thing that’s so hard to say. I mean, in general I agree with chat. Fixing
a lot within the system ]1clps to sustain it. The worse things get, the readier pcoplc
bCCO]TlC to ]1(:21[' and to lCle'n Zlnd to Charlgc things. At thC same tilllc, PCOPIC arc bC'
ing opprcsscd and I'm against opprcssion. I think this is a rcally hard qucstion, and
I think it’s really hard to give a definitive answer. Luckily, I'm no spokesperson for
anarcho-primitivism and don’t claim to have the gospel cruch.

I do believe the following though: ultimately, people need to see that, no mat-
ter what happens, no matter how much you change about the health care system or
workers’ rights, it’s the fact that we are working, it’s the fact that there are hierarchical
systems in place, it's the fact that you have to appeal to people in charge, that’s what's
fucked! The whole system is fucked from the get-go. We shouldn’t even have to worry
about that stuff when there is a way of life that humanshavelived f or millions of years
where none of this was a problem, where there was no division of labor, no hierarchy,

none of the things that we have now.

Let me confront you with another common criticism of anarcho-
primitivism: all that stuff that you are critiquing, the fact that
we have to work, symbolic thought etc. can only be critiqued

by people who have no real pressing struggles in their own life
— they don’t need to struggle to send their kids to school or
get enough to eat or a job that pays the bills. In other words,
anarcho-primitivism as a Western middle-class phenomenon.

Oh, | totally lll]dcl‘stand t]]at. 1 totﬂlly l_lndcl'stﬂnd t]]at th(’:f(’: arc situations alld
contexts that people are living in where they don’t have the luxury of thinking about
things like that; where it’s rcally abstract and doesn’t apply to their situation. How-
ever, when we really wanna speak about the ultimate causes of what's wrong with the
world, Idon’t think there is any way around anarcho-primitivism. These causes aren’t
based on class or race or some specific situation that you are in. But, as I said before,
I understand that people need to be doing certain things in these specific situations.
People are working, people are suff ering, and things need to be changed on all levels.

Ultimately, though, I chink civilization needs to come down one way or another.
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And hopcfully it will lmppcn sooner than later because the loss of life will be more
the longer we wait. And I think that’s really the crucial thing: continuing to eck out

civilization’s existence is only gonna kill more lif e: human and otherwise.

That’s an interesting take, because people often say that if we
all lived like Zerzan or Tucker would want us to live, the world
population would be down to a fraction of what it is now.

Yes, I totally understand that too. However, obviously the ideology or philosophy
of anarcho-primitivism is not calling f or the mass murder of anyone. But the reality
of the situation is that the carth can’t support this many people, only civilization can.
And this civilization will come down some day, just as every civilization has in his-
tory. The explosion of population stems from the advent of civilization, particularly
industrial civilization. The population explosion that the latter caused was just insane.
Civilization is not sustainable and it will end — whether we will end it ourselves, or
whether the myriad things we are doing to the earth will dcstroy it, somcthing will

happen and it’sall gonna be over, and a lot of people will die.

So what are anarchists supposed to do? Prepare themselves
for the downfall, which is partly Kevin Tucker’s approach, |
guess? Or do we actively contribute to it, because the sooner it
all comes down the better? If so, how do we do that?

I would say all of those things. First, I definitely agree with Tucker, and I've been
trying to learn as many wilderness skills as I can. I think that’s important for anyone,
no matter thlt, bccausc we arc ]1[[]11?1]15, Zl]ld thesc arc t]1c Skllls WC’[‘C Zlctually Sup-
posed to be learning as opposed to math and science. Besides, I think it’s something
that’s cool and fun and really satisfying at a deep level. To have that kind of skill-set
leaves you feeling something more. So I do think that’s crucial. But [ also think that
it's crucial to bring about the collapse as soon as possible, because, as I said, every
day is — how many? — 200, 300, 400 species of life lost? How much longer can the
planet afford this in its well-being?

As for how to do that, I can’t really say. A lot of the means available are not really
open to me because I'm in a public position where it’d be pretty stupid to get engaged
in th(’:n1 or to hﬂVC connections Elnd nctWOl'kS llk(’: that. It Wollld bC dangcl‘olls and
COlTlPl'OlTliSing. But thCl‘C’S a lot Ofillfol‘l11ati0n out t]]Cl'C, Zlnd thcl'c arca lotofgl’oups

that are doing good things. ALF and ELF are the obvious, and there are others.

Armed struggle is an option?

I think thatarmed struggle is an important facet of how change needs to happen.

Going back to Che, one of the things I find most inspiring are his theories about
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armed struggle. Now I don’t think that the political ramifications of what Che did
were for the best, but I can really relate to the reason behind it: like, when he was
ﬂSde about t]1C 111Calling 0{ al‘ﬂ‘lcd Stl’ugglc alld l’cVOllltiOn, h]S ANSWET was: lOVC. I
agree with that, I chink that it’s all about love: love of humanity, love of the world,

love of all species of life.
So you’re open to all sorts of means?

Oh, yes, I think it needsa variety of means. And, like we were saying, there remain
situations where people need to change things within the context that we are living

in today. So it needs avaricty of struggles too.

Since this is a book about straight edge we have to start talk-
ing about that... How does straight edge play into your politics?

Onc of the reasons why straight edge became important to me is because I'm
an addict. Whatever things I embrace, I have the tendency to go to the extreme, so
straight edge was kind of my salvation with regard to that. I couldn’t do anything
within moderation.

That being said, in joining Racetraitor, and in being politicized more solidly,
straight edge became entirely political to me because of all the things that the indus-
try of drugs and alcohol have been used for in the pacification and criminalization
of different groups of people. It was a big part of COINTELPRO, the counterin-
tclligcncc program in the 60s, and the CIA used it against the Black Panthers, the
American Indian Movement, and other radical groups that were setting out to change
things for the better.

It’s well documented that crack was flooded into impoverished neighborhoods,
which a) apathizcs pcoplc, and b) criminalizes them. In turn, this sets up the new
slave trade, which is the prison-industrial complex — you can sce in the make-up of
the prison population what that’s all about.

Alcohol has been used to destroy indigenous communities all over the world, in
Australia, Americaetc. So these are the reasons why, just ona moral level, I can’t sup-
port any of these industries. Besides, in the end, it always goes back to Earth Crisis:

it’sabout the purity of mind.

In my experience with anarcho-primitivist circles, straight edge
is not exactly a hot thing. What are your experiences?

My connections to anarcho-primitivist circles are not that deep really. I know
Jensen, I know Zerzan, who I've met a couple of times, and 'm friends with Tucker.
And Tucker is straight edgc. Or “feral cdgc,” as hecalls it: the anarcho—primitivist ver-

sion of it. It’s a big part of what he’s into. I think he has a great analysis of drugs and

253



Interview with Andy Hurley

straight edge and of how it connects to anarcho-primitivism. He has this shirt that
says Feral Edge — anything less would be civilized. 1 think that sums it up precry well.

It’sa big thing for me, too. A lot of drug use comes with sedentism, which is one of the
initial things that lead to civilized living since it causes dominionism and domestication.
I think druguse and its social implications are big factors in civilization because we have
bCCOmC SO Socially l'(’,tal'd(fd, $O Stllntcd in our SOCial gl'owth. WC haVC no fcﬂl Social con-
nection and alcohol serves as the big social lubricant. I think it’s so obvious how drug use

is prevalent in civilized socicties and why it’s a bad thing for so many diff erent reasons.

How about veganism? That’s another thing that doesn’t appear
so hot in anarcho-primitivist circles these days. It seems hard
to find an anarcho-primitivist zine without roadkill recipes...

That’s a big onc for me as well. It’s been really hard to wrap my head around this.
I know that Tucker was vegan for a long time and now he does roadkill and stuff. 1
always understood that in a better way of living, in the way of living that humanityis
supposed to live, I wouldn’t be vegan. There is just a diff erent connection, a diff erent
relationship. There’s a relationship between predator and prey that has nothing to
do with the relationship that civilization has to the animals it uses in the meat and
dairy industry, in factory farming etc. So I definitely don’t agree with the analysis that
veganism saves the world. Not at all, because the whole question is still about civiliza-
tion, and about farming and agriculture. However, having been vegan for so many
years makes it really hard to just jump back in. Besides, within civilization veganism
is important to me becausc, again, I'm against oppression and this applics to the meat
and dairy industry and all that, and so that’s another thing I just can’t support. But
I've been planning on buying some land up north in Wisconsin, to at least have some-
thing that can never be clear-cut and used for timber, and to have a place that’s wild,
a place that I can utilize natural survival skills on. And then maybe one day I'll start
looking for roadkill, start fishing in natural ways and stuff. I don’tknow when I'll get
to that bridge and when I'll cross it, buc I assume it will happen. As I said, I've been
struggling with this for a while now and have had lots of talks with Tucker about it.

It's become kind of a running joke.

Let’s go back to your connections to the 1990s vegan straight
edge scene. You talked about how important Earth Crisis was.
To be honest, | consciously did not approach too many people
from that era as contributors for this book because, politically,
it all seemed to become so ambiguous, not least with the very
puritan tendencies. Does that make any sense to you, or do
you think that’s just “overly p.c.” or whatever the verdicts are?
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No, I totally understand that. I mean, diff erent people would draw difterent lines,
I guess, but I understand the concerns. And I chink especially the puritan aspect of
straight cdgc can be a real problcm, not least with respect to anarcho-primitivism. I
mean, as 've tried to explain, in the context of my life right now straight edge makes
a lot of sense, but it can take on very problematic forms. I had my falling outs with

PCOPIC f‘l‘OlTl that cra too.

Quite a few people from the Uprising circles, where Racetrai-
tor and the early Fall Out Boy stuff came out, turned towards
Islam. How did you experience these developments?

Well, that also marked the beginning of the end of Racetraitor. Some turned to-
wards Islam, others didn’t, 1 was kinda young and mixed. I remember some of the guys
explaining to me why Islam was rhe revolutionary way, and [ was like, “Yeah, I can sce

that,” but, [ mean, I still couldn’t fitit in into other things I knew and believed.

And you still can’t, obviously?

Exactly. I mean, when I read Ishmael it became rcally clear how rcﬁgion comes
from civilization and is part of the problem. Not that I have a problem with spiritual-
ity! But the way it exists within civilized living is totally diff erent to how it existsin

the natural world.

| guess the natural world is an important reference point for
you?

That, for me, defines anarcho—primitivism: I’'m an anarchist because I don’t believe

in systems ofauthority and because I don’t believe that anyone is there to rule us; and
I'ma primitivist because I think we have lost our way and we bclong into the system

that has been around forever, and that’s the natural world.

You said before that humans have lived for millions of years
without the problems of hierarchy etc. So you agree with Zer-
zan's analysis that life in hunter-gatherer societies was egalitar-
ian, had no well established authorities and so on?

Yes, definitely. I mean obviously there werealot of dift erent groups of hunters and
gathcrcrs, or band societies, which differed from one another in their social set-up.
So there is no blanket way to cxplain them, but on the whole, yes, band society is a
socicty that is comprised of much less people than any town, or village cven, and obvi-
ously it works better: you know everyone, it’s more cgalitarian, it’s more bcnc‘ﬁting to

the group. It’s totally diff erent from anything we know. And it’s dcﬁnitcly better.
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Alright, one more common criticism: band societies have no
place for disabled or even physically weak people.

I think icall comes down to civilized living. We have a medical system that’s been
setup to extend our lives — disabled or not — so unnacurally that it’s insane. Besides,
civilization is the reason for most discases we have. So, what will happen after the
collapse? I don't think anyone can say that, but I think it’s not gonna be pretty by any
stretch of the imagination. And the further we go down this road, the uglicr it will

get. ButI think Cvcntually a certain balance will be reached.

Aren’t you working on a comic book about what’s gonna happen
after the collapse?

I have been. I mean, I still am, [ just don’t have a lot of time. I’'m also 1’calIy scared
sometimes that I suck at writing a comic. The idea comes from me loving comics and
moviecs — a contradiction since they are part of civilization, I know — and especially
zombie type post-apocalyptic stories. I really think there is a reason why they are so
present in popular culture right now. I think it’s because people kinda know what’s
gonna happen, they sense that things are changing and that things arc getting bad.
And so they are really interested in the question of what people would do when it all
ends. But with comics and movies, they usually end up dealing with it in areally fan-
tastical secting. There have been some recent comics, though — comics I really loved,
like The I1alking Bead ot Y: The Last Man — that made me think that it should be
possible to do adiff erent sort of story about the aftermath of the collapse. First I just
thought, “Man, that'd be something I'd be really interested in reading!”™ — and then I
thought, “Okay, so why don’t I write it?”

I guess theidea is to putsome thoughts out there usinga comic book, like not hit-
ting pcoplc over the head with it, but being like, “Think about this resource running
out, think about how bad it will get, think about how this will affect us all!” It’s not
anything I’'m having any big commercial plans with; in fact,  was thinking of doing it
DIY maybc. It’s just somcthing I've aIways wanted to do, and if thereare a couplc of

kids out there who care, great!

You mentioned being into comics and movies as a contradiction
since they are part of civilization. | guess anarcho-primitivists
get to hear a lot of these arguments.

Sure. Also with Zerzan or Tucker, there is always the obvious, “Okay, so why don't
you go and liveic?” But I think these people need to continue writing about it because
others need to hear their ideas and understand them and see what's, in my opinion,

wrong with the world. Even if reading and writing are obviously contradictionstoo...
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It seems to me that no one can escape contradictions anyway,
and | guess everyone has to find a balance between their be-
liefs and reality. How does this play out with respect to you be-
ing in a commercially successful rock band? This must certainly
imply many contradictions too?

There are huge contradictions. I fly a lot, I use a lot of fucls, we play shows for cor-
porations that I don’t agree with, we meet people I don’t like — stuft like that. But, in
fact, I think the whole experience has really galvanized my beliefs and my feelings, and I
think it has got me to where I am today, to how radical I've become in my thinking.

I went through a pretty rough phase, where I was really bummed and lost, and I
felt really hopeless, just wishing for the collapse. But the recent years and the experi-
cnce with the band have made me stronger again. Maybe also because I've seen so
many people mellow out, or scll out, or stop being straight edge or whatever. And
sceing a lot ofmy fricnds fall on the waysidc, within the band or outside, it just galva—

nized my belicfs and my convictions.

In being anarcho-primitivist?

In being anti-civilization and anarcho-primitivist, yes; and also in being straight

edge and vegan within the context of civilization.

Does this not create problems within the band?

No, not at all. For example, the other guys did a lot of stuff for the clection. But
whenever we did interviews, I just wouldn’t talk. They knowwhatI think, they know
that I'm not into it. Sometimes there’d be an interview when one of the reporters
would direct a question specifically at me, and I'd be like, “Look, I'm an anarcho-
primitivist, which means that I'm an anarchist, and so this is what I think about that...
That being said, I think one of these two dudes is gonna be elected, and even though
I think the difference is really minimal because either will be the head of the same
shicty system, I guess it'd be better for Obama to win ‘cause it'd be kinda cool from
a historical standpoint.” And I mean, there were other things to consider, like Sarah
Palin could have been pretty damaging for women, lots of things like that. In the end,
I just think it goes back to what we were talking about before: there are things that

still need to be done in the situation we are living in now.

What about the social settings you find yourself in with the
band? | assume you meet quite a few corporate executives and
such.
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Forthemost part I just avoid these situations. I hate that shit. But there areothers
in the band who can take care of that. I don’t have to be there. When we're at shows
and label pcoplc come, I just go somewhere else. And it’s hclpcd, ‘cause it’s kcpt the
reason I'm doing the band pure.

Just one more general comment on the contradictions of being in this band: I
think there are contradictions in any fucking job. So at least I can play music with
some Of‘ my bCSt f‘l‘icnds, gllys Who I haVC bCCn f‘l‘icnds WIth f‘ol yCal‘S. And I lOVC mu-

sic, I've always played music, and I love the music we play.

Do you feel that you can also use the public position you are
in to inspire others? You know, like you said that Rage Against
the Machine had a big impact on you...

Definitely. I think that’s onc of the best things about it. It’s the same with Jensen
who has some kind of mainstrcam appeal and is getting bigger. And I think he’s so
important because of that, because he does get out to people who others don’t get to.
And I have probably even bigger mainstream appeal and can get out to ecven more
people. I might affect less people than he does because most of the people he'll get
already have some kind of radical interests. But I can atleast bring up something that
someonc’s never heard and thought about before — and it might lead to them chang-
ing. That's why I think Rage was so good. I understand all the criticism that they got,
and I understand all the criticism of myself and the band I'm in — and the band I'm
inisnoteven a political band. But that’s notthe point, I guess. Anyway, I understand
all that, but I think it’s just so important to cducate and to use the opportunity I have.
So anytime I can, talk about stuff.

I also have a website now with a forum and a message board,ﬁéc/ccity.com, and I'm
on it alot, talking to kids, you know, fans of the band or whatever. The main thread
I'm on is the onc about collapse and anti-civ ideas. Just getting these kids to think
about all this stuft has been pretty crazy. It'sjusta couple of hundred people, but these
arc kids who had never heard about any of this before, and it’s pretty uplifting. It’s a
really cool thing to sce.

I'm using thesite totalk whenever I can, and I wish I could do more. I striveto do
as much as possible. Sadly, in the mediaI'm kinda pushed to the side alot. Like, we
recently did this article with Blender, and they just made me look ['ike a total survival-
ist Cl'azy dudc‘.. I think that tCndS to happcn Wht‘.n I ta“( abollt Stuff — but thcy WOn,[

get me to stop talking.






Hardcore Networks

Interview with Federico Gomez

Gomez is an Argentinean-Isracli-Swedish hardcore punk
rocker who has fronted the influential Isracli hardcore bands
Nckhci Naatza (1990-97), Dir Yassin (1998-2001), and Smartut
Kahol Lavan (2002-06). Together with his brother Santiago he
was adriving force in the development of a radical hardcore punk/straight
edge underground in Israel in the 1990s. Today he lives in Falun, Sweden.

You were born in Argentina but moved to Israel as a kid. This
was a direct consequence of Argentina’s politics at the time.
How old were you?

I was eleven. The reason we — my mother, brother and I — moved to Isracl was
that my father was kidnapped and killed by the military regime. My mother thought
about starting a new life with another person in a diff erent environment. But we were
never Zionists and our criticism towards the country began already in our teens, a bit

after the Intifada broke out — which was around the same time we discovered punk.

Jonathan Pollack from Anarchists Against the Wall talks in
this volume about the rather unique Israeli punk and hardcore
scene and how it has both really strong straight edge and an-

archist streaks. | understand that you and your brother San-
tiago — who is also contributing to this reader — were very
central figures in developing the scene in the 1990s. How did
straight edge and anarchism get to merge in the small kibbutz
near the Lebanese border where you grew up?

To be honest, although I really liked the idea of straight edge as one of the pos-
sibilities/philosophies of hardcore punk, I never felt “committed” to it, even after
technically becoming straight edge. I was never too interested in smoking and do-
ingdrugs. I diddrink a bit during high school and the couple of years following my
graduation. However, I stopped when it became clear that I didn’t need to go to pubs
anymore to havea social lif e: the Israeli punk scenetook off and I made friends with
people who [ shared more than just a space, cigarette smoke and liquids with. An-
other factor for not drinking anymore was probably my disgust with the apathetic,
dl‘llnk Pllnk IOSCIVS t]121t thC scence had a fﬂil‘ S]‘lﬂl'c 0£

I think that my interest in punk/hardcore came from two diff erent

sources. One, a love for loud rock music. Two, an interest in various
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socio-political issues. During my early teenage years, [ began exploring pop music
and then rock. My discovery of punk came when I was looking for a rawer and more
honest type of rock, so punk/hardcore seemed tailor-made for me. Its contradictions
and ambiguities just made it more intercstingand appealing, while some of the more
political bands such as Conflict and Dead Kennedys had a really big impact on my
thinking.

Concerning politics in general, I grew up in a family of political activists and was
interested in politics and social change since a very early age. The anarchism that
punk fanzines talked about made much more scnse to me than the radical Icft-wing
ideas I had previously been exposed to. The more I learned about the development
of punk, its different scenes and the ideas of the people involved in it, the more 1
considered it to be one of the best and definitely most interesting possible expres-
sions of anarchism. Regardless of whether you had a circle-A painted on your pants
or whether you were in a group objecting to radical politics, I saw punk at least as a
healthy anarchic injection of political and social criticism, solidarity, iconoclasm and
artistic nihilism into the tradition of rock’n’roll, emphasizing chis tradition’s DIY as-
pect. 1 never thought that punk/hardcore (or any kind of music, for that matter) will
change the world, but I always thought that it can serve as a network for those who,

among other things, want radical political and social change.
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When I found out about straight edge, it totally madesense for me as an extension
of personal responsibility and social critique — themes that many punk/hardcore
bands were singing about in diff erent contexts. When I read zines from the late 1980s
— thetime when my brother, a friend and myself gotinto punk/hardcore — and the
carly 1990s, the criticism against straight edge seemed so idiotic (which surprised
me since they were mostly coming from “political” punks) that I probably began de-
veloping a sympathy for it just because of the sheer idiocy of its detractors. The fact
that some of the best hardcore bands at the time were cither straight edge or labeled
as such (I'm obviously referring to the carly Revelation stuff) made me even more
interested in finding out about this sub-genre of hardcore punk.

However, looking back at it, I think that what we understood as straight edge,
based on the bitsand pieces of inf ormation we had, was more sophisticated than what
the bands — or the odd sXe zine we managed to get — had to say about it. It became
apparent pretty soon that the “youth crew” bands and their scene had removed them-
selves from “punk” in the sense that they had dropped the sarcasm, contradictions
and idiosyncrasies for a “healthy lifestyle for the youth” Although I liked the music
of Judge, Chain of Strength, Wide Awake, Youth ofToday, Gorilla Biscuits and many
others, I thought that their lyrics and attitudes were lacking much of what I saw as
interesting, important and defining in punk.

Asa l'CSult, I WOlllCl Say that rﬂy PCrSOnal undcl'standing Of‘ Stl’aight Cdgc was not
the one you encountered in the straight edge scene. There were merely partial over-
laps. My perspective focused on personal responsibility, freedom and control, and
not on some kind of dogma to follow. I'm not saying that the vast majority of the pco-
ple involved in the straight edge movement, or the vast majority of the people who
define themselves as straight edge, were simple-minded bigots. In fact, most people I
have met who identify as straight edge or have sympathies for it areamongthe most
inspiring and nicest people I have ever met. Furthermore, most stories about “idiotic
straight edge guys who beat up drinkers” are urban legends invented by conformist
and boring punk kids.

Still, a movement OfSOl'ts CITICl'ng WI]CI'C PCOPlc dld aCtllQlly Spﬁnd houl's dcbat'
lng W]]C[hcf to dl'ink COH‘CC or to ¢at liquol"ﬁlled Cﬂndy l]ladc yOu lOSC “thC Cdgc.” A
lot of the implications of this scene were ridiculous to me: all the religious and mil-
lenarian metaphors, the focus on single issues that were disconnected from any wider
perspective, the self-involvement of Western upper class kids and how scriously thcy
took everything — at least for some months until they moved to the newer fad.

Sure, 1 thought it was fun sometimes to use sXe slogancering as a means to piss
off drunken losers and glue sniff ers, but for the most part I had lost interest in what
straight edge had to offer by the mid-90s. Musically and aesthetically, I had always

been much more impressed by the rage and fucked-upness of early 80s hardcore —
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and the nihilistic fun of 70s punk — than by the “clean-cut youth” image that most
sXe bands chose. And then, when sXe bands began to play metal instead of angry
hardcore and when most of them became derivative and lacked any sense of urgency,
I simply began to ignore the straight edge scene altogether. Well, that’s maybe not en-
tirely true. But if I followed some of whatwas going on, then more as a phenomenon
than as something I felt inspired by — the hardline stuffis a good example for that.
In general, during the 1990s I was much more into listening to early 1980s straight
edge bands like Minor Threat, SSD, DYS, 7 Seconds, Uniform Choice and others,
and to the carly Revelation/late 1980s youth crew stuft; I hardly listened to anything
that came out of Upstate New York or Cleveland. There were some good 1990s sXe
bands, such as ManLiftingBanner, Nations on Fire, Refused, Sairaat Miclet in Fin-
land, Personal Choice in Brazil, and a few more, but I guessitis pretty safe to say that

they all felt out of place or marginalized within the wider sXe scene.

What is your approach to “drug-free living” now?

After having lived for scveral years in Sweden, I find the “night culture” and the
drinking even more repulsive and destructive than before. My tolerance for drunken
people has become very low and I try to avoid being around them as much as I can.
But this docs not mean that I sec alcohol as an “evil substance” in a religious/taboo
sense. Again, arguments about whether straight edgers can use wine for cooking or
whether it is “allowed” to taste a cockrail still only amuse me. As I said before, I never
cared for cigarettes or drugs, and while I will never support moves to prohibit them,
I'm still glad that my right to breathe less polluted air has been recognized. It took
me a while to go from being a vegetarian (which I started during my last year in high
school) to beinga vegan (which Thave been for over seven years now) but I'm happy

and pl'oud to live a life 1‘cjccting animal cxploitation as much as [ can.

When we first met in 1996 | came to visit because | was curi-
ous to see who was behind the “Upper Galilee Anarchist Bri-
gade” — | believe that | didn’t even know that you were straight
edge at the time. Can you tell us a little more about how you
thought that anarchism informed straight edge — and vice
versa?

The “Upper Galilee Anarchist Brigade” was a name we first used jokingly to sign
anti-racist letters we sent to a mainstream youth magazine. However, somehow it stuck
and we continued using it for publishing zines, booklets and tapes. How did straight
edgerelate to it? Given my non-militant brand of sXe, I guess it just struck a scrong per-
sonal chord with me and I adapted and integrated it into my life — and that means my

political life as well. But I usually didn’t see any point in discussing it unless provoked.
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To be a little more concrete, I think that the issuc of personal responsibility was
particular important and this was also something I discussed in diff erent contexts, for
Cxamplc in the band [ was in. However, [ never attcmptcd to win “members” for the
“sXemovement,” or claimed that sXe would be a solut'on for all personal and social

problems and dilemmas.

Even though you spent most of your youth in Israel and now live
in Sweden, you always remained connected to Argentina. Can
you tell us a little about the straight edge scene there?

| tl]i]]k t]]ﬂt it WOLlId bC l.lﬂf‘ail' to talk too lTlllCh abollt a scene Which I never re-
ally took active Pal‘t in and don’t cven kllOW SO WCll It is true that I was always VCl'y
interested in the Argentine punk/hardcore scene and that the articles about it in the
Argentine political newspapers that were sent to my mom were crucial in developing
my interest in punk in general. But save some exceptions — N.D.Is Extrenwo Sur for
example — I could never get into the Argentine straight edge scene because I saw it
as too influenced by the metallic, New York, carly 1990s type of sXe hardcore that
I never really cared too much for. I'm sure though that my prejudice made me miss
some good stuff and that I will eventually catch up with it; but in general terms, I
think that compared to theinteresting 1980s punk/hardcore scene, the 1990s weren't

such a great time for the Argentine scene.

This seems to confirm what Frederico from Point of No Return
told me. He said that there was a strong shift in Buenos Aires
in the 1990s to the Victory and New Age style.

Yes, that was exactly my impression and the reason why I was notreally interested
in that whole scene. Unfortunately, I haven't really kept up with the developments

since, so I'm not sure what's happening right now.

A few years ago you also went on a longer trip through South
America, staying with many people you knew or had been in
contact with through the hardcore scene. What were your
impressions?

I was in touch with Pedro from — among other bands — I Shot Cyrus through
the internet and thanks to him and Frederico from Point of No Return, I managed
to get contacts in Brazil, Uruguay and Chile, and ended up meeting lots of people
there. I have to say that I was very impressed with what I saw. I also learned a lot
about the social and political situation, havingaccess to variousdiff erent perspectives

that many tl'aVClCl'S ll'l?ly not havc. 'Ih(f lmrdc01'c:/punk/st1'aight cdgc scene in Brazil
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was one of the best, if not the best, scene I ever visited, in every possible aspect one
can think of. Basically all the people I had the pleasure of talking to scemed very
interested in socio-political issues, and the majority were politically active in various
forms — without ever limiting themselves to mere catchphrases. There also seemed
to be a lot of solidarity within the scene(s) as well as with other political groups and
organizations. Both the bands and the audiences 1 cxpcricnccd were enthusiastic and
fun, and despite the economic hardships that many scenesters have to struggle with

— or perhaps because of them — things appeared really well organized.

Even though the circumstances of your life have somewhat
changed in recent years and you are not immediately tied into a
hardcore scene at the moment, | know that hardcore, straight
edge and anarchism all remain important to you. Share some
more thoughts with us before we end this: how do you see the
straight edge hardcore scene developing politically and what
are the potentials it still holds?

Alternatives to both the mainstrcam entertainment industry and capiralist or
authoritarian politics are vital for our survival as free individuals and I think that
punk/hardcore/straight edge movements can serve as networks to discuss, develop
and implement these.

There have been a lot of changes concerning the place and role of so-called sub-
cultures. Many of them have been co-opted and with respect to punk/hardcore it
sometimes seems as it has turned into a “timeless bubble, where all vanishes in one
big, consumer friendly blur;” to quote from Erich Megawimp’s blog. I hope this ten-
dency will diminish, as there is still much to gain from the continuation of punk/
hardcore. In any case, networks for people to challenge the status quo and to share
honest, non-commercial forms of art will ccrtainly continue to exist, no matter what
they are called.

I believe that the experiences of the people involved in punk/hardcore/straight
edge during the first decades of these movements may serve as an inspiration and
a strong critical basis necessary for the development of anti-authoritarian currents;

hopefully this book will make a contribution to that.
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Between Culture
and Politics:

Straight Edge as Intuitive Resistance
Santiago Gomez

antiago Gomez is an anarchist, animal righus activist, and zine maker.

His writings and DIY publications — many of which are docuument-

ed in rhe volume 715 .4l Lies (2002, edited by David Massey) — have

been highly inAuencial on the development of bach Lsracli seraighe
edge culture and the contemporary Israeli anarchist movement. He has played
bass or guicar in a number of Isracli hardcore punk bands, including Nekhei
Naatza, the notoriously sardonic UxSxFx (Urban Skate Fanatics) (1996/97),
and the anarchist vegan straight edge outfit Sleep Furious (2002/03). Santiago
alternates betvveen living in Tel Aviv and some place far from Israel

“We act by virtue of what we recognize as uséful, observed Bazarov. At the present
time, negation is the most usefiel of all—and we deny—’

‘Everything?

‘Everything!”

‘What, notonly art and poetry . . . but even . .. horrible to say ...

Everything, repeated Bazarov, with indescribable com posure.”
Fathers and Sons, lvan Turgenev

“T'm just a spoke in the wheel
Just a pare of the puzzle
A part of the game
I'm being framed
Innocent until I'm proven guilty
Deny everything
Deny everyrhing
Deny everything
Deny everything!”
“Deny Everything,” Circle Jerks
Sometimes, it scems, it really s a question of "location, location, location!” — or
perhaps of sceing poetry where there is none. So there we were, setting up our gear
on that tiny, rundown stage with almost anti-gravitational speed: five kids,
cach from a different corner of the world, finding ourselves living here be-

hind London’s copper-tinted windows — and then of course finding cach
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other as well (no small feat, mind you). Five exceptions that negate the rule, all of us
vegan, anarchist, straight cdgc punk rockers, tuning down to D tobecome tonight’s en-
tertainment for our boozed-up brethren in this squatted former Islamic girls” school.!

As 1 am untangling the cables slithering beneath my feet, a drunken woman who
has obviously noticed our Drug Free insignia stumbles towards me and, with the help
of some choice colorful British colloquialisms (“tossers,” “wankers,” “bollocks,” etc.)
slurs her disagreement withwhatshe thinks we are all about.

Now, I'll admit I'm not a very confrontational person, I'm usually taken aback
when sandbagged like this, so a few seconds pass before I finally lean forward and
shout in her car, well above the chatter and the bottle clinks, that she ought to wash
her mouth with a shotgun. But in those few seconds — between red flashes of nano-
fantasies where I bury my clbow deep in her nose bridge — I had a sudden, cqually
dccp realization. Well, actually, not so much a “realization,” but, y’know, words came
to me, sentences fully formed, which I jotted down once we finished our set; and that

is what you’re about to read, more or less.?

XXX

It scems aIlTlOSt Monty Pythonish that Oh‘SO lTlany y(’:al's ago someonc Could Sing
about the frustrations of f eeling alicnated from his peers and their preferences, throw-
ing in a couple of examples to illustrate his point, and thousands upon thousands of
benchwarmers would then choose to fixate on those specific examples, forging coats-
of -arms outta them, getting bogged down in ridiculous discussions about how theine,
speed-dating or toad-licking relate to their petty definitions...

—“Let us, like FHim, hold up one shoe and let the other be upon our foot, for thisis His
sgn, that all who follow Him shall do likewise.

—No, no, no. The shoe is a sign thar we must gather shoes together in abundance.

—No, no! It is a sign that, like Him, we must think not of the things of the body, but
of the face and head!

—Cast offthe shoes! Follow the Gourd!

—Hold up the sandal, as He has commanded us!

—Itisa shoe! It is a shoe!

—Its a sandal!

—No, it isn't!

—Cast it away!”

1. Tam referring here to theband Hello Bastards, in which I play bass, and to an unofficial anar-
chist Bookfair aftcr-party we played at East London’s RampART squat in October 2008 (a bencfit
gigforthe Hunt Sabs).

2. Among the words I scribbled in my little notcbook that ¢vening arc also bizarre, broken lines
that make no scnsc. For example: “I used to think all drunks werc idiots, but I don’t anymorc; I've
changed my mind about idiots.” Huh?
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Justlike in whatscience geeks know as “quantum decoherence,’ I believe it is im-
possible to understand what straight edge initially aspired to be, as well as what it
actuaIly was; impossiblc to either define or describe it, while squinting t]u'ough “code
of conduct” lists, broken down into three or four sections, fissures really, that collapse
the whole damn thing by reduction. The often-forgotten fact that the X's originally
marked the spot that was youth — not sobriety — is just the tip of the iceberg.’

I maintain itis impossiblc to understand straight cdgc with such strict, shallow coor-
dinates, not because of the conventional punk wisdom that “rules are stupid” — which
may or may not be truc — but because narrowing this phenomenon down to specific
herbs, beverages or chemicals draws our focus away from the epicenter, from the fire,
the raison d'étre of straight edge, which is basically an unapologetic, take-no-shit reac-
tion to social estrangement, something it shares with (and inherited from) punk rock.

Indeed, if punk is to be broadly understood as teenage angst dogged by exclu-
sion and alienation, as kids getting bored or fed up with their immediate surround-
ings and lashing out at them — then what is straight edge but the exact same senti-
ments rcsurf‘acing once more, directed inwards, punk’s thesis-anti thcsis-synthcsis, its
C]1iCkC]1$ C0111i]1g hOITlC to l‘OOSt?‘i RCIT[CITIbCf A]]ab’s C]]OiCC Of WOI‘dS as a typ]100]1
threatens his beloved ship in Melville’s novel, clutching his harpoon, spitting at the
clectrical storm: “Ob, thou clear spirit, of five thou madest me, and like a true child of

Sore, Lbreathe it back to thee.”

The need to emphasize this continuity — readily acknowledged in musical/histori-
cal contexts but rarely in the context of s pirir — stems from a tendency among main-
strecam media, as well as more overtly reactionary elements, to portray straight edge as
a sort of clean, non-threatening heretical divergence from punk, at times even juxta-
posing thetwo as near-inversions. I actually remember seeing an article in some Isracli
magazine from the 90s titled “Straight Edge, a Fashion Your Mother Could Love!”

Of course, since music and history have just been mentioned, it’s worth noting
that to extrapolate punk rebelliousness from straight edge on those terms you'd have
to dig a bit dccpcr than Minor Threat: to the band Teen Idles, whose lyrics, rife with
Classic Pll]]k ll10tift‘§ Of youth aﬂd bol‘CdOll’l, giVC a more Cngagcd sensc Of‘ Stl‘aighI
Cdgc’s primordial soup than even the very song titled “Straight Edgc” can. Moreover,

I would argue that Susic J. Horgan’s achromatic photographs alone, as presented in

3. A similar sort of confusion, whichagainsaysmore about the mentality of the misrepresenters
than the misrepresented, occurred a couple of years earlier with fellow punk rocker Richard Hell,
whose most famous lyrics were meant to read “I belong to the generation” (with readers fill-
ingin the blank), but instcad become known simply as “Blank Generation.”

4.I'd like vo think that perhaps, on a somewhat subconscious level, this is what the straightedge-af-
filiated fanzine HeartattaCk meant te convey when it chose the slogan “Hardcore for the Hardcore™..
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the 2007 book Punk Love, contain a more vivid and instructive insight into what the
essence of straight edge and its true genealogy were (and for many, myself included,
‘ftl'lldre), than any of the scho]arly books or articles I've come across.® It’s all about the

spirit of things, the crystalline ethos — the heart.
XXX
“Okay, fine,” you may sigh, “dully noted; but why drive this 700-word point home

like a mental patient with power-steering?” Well, as a Jew I'm tempted to answer
this question with another question (for example “why not?”), but I’ll try and stay
concise, Beneath the attempt at reconciling straight edge with punk® lies the sug-
gestion that if indeed the same sensitivities and undisciplined energies run through
their veins, perhaps they could share something else — a shapeless and unmalleable
interpretation that transcends categorical by-the-book definitions.

Punk has some general, widely recognizable characteristics, true, but I think we
can all agree It 1s basically somcthing to be paintcd in bold, imprcssionistic strokes
only. You could dress like a Jamaican hippie, help old ladies across the road, use non-
conventional instruments, sing happy, harmonious songs or play slower than a herd
of snails travcling through peanut butter — and still be punk. Because, in a way, being
Pll]]k 1s VCl'y much llkC bCing in lOVC: tl'lCl‘C arc no I'UICS, no SPCCiﬁCS, no rhymt: nor
reason and no real “definition” excepta tautological concept of nearness and identifi-
cation. And that’s theway we damn well like it.

Sure, this vagueness has its downsides, for instance when people fling feces at their
audiences or host MTV segments in the name of punk, while we are powerless to
disassociate ourselves from them. But overall I think having a serpentine rather than
rectilincar definition has not been a problem, and although what is and what isn’t
punk still constitutes a hot topic (7o pun intended), I haven't heard many specific
complaints about the lack of clear-cut boundaries. In fact, quite the contrary: it seems
that in thc‘. lﬂst thirty Odd yC‘.al‘S many Of‘ us, CSPCCiQHy thOSC W]]O treasure Punk thc
most, ]1QVC WOrde to Cxpa]ld it and bllll‘ its f‘Catlll'CS, l't:shaping it Fl‘om a sort OFCXCIU‘
sive narrative into a more inclusive, crazy one — whistling solos an’ everything.

Taking into account the two points I just made — about the nature of both punk
and the punk/straight edge continuum of spirit — I guess my next question is so
obvious it practically poses itself: if the cultural phenomenon known as punk can be

loose, associative, amorphous and defined intuitively, and still retain its strength and

5. Including, of course, this one.

6. In this (nonmusical) context, “punk” diff ers from “hardcore” mainly in terms of associations
and inferred meanings. One could even claim this as an attempt at recolonization i.e. at bringing
back the British Mandate — particularly by highlighting the direct yet unspoken bond between
“Never Minding the Bollocks™ and feeling “Out of Step.”
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relevance to our lives — then why can’t straight edge? Why purposely keep straight
edge in this self-induced, silver-jubilee coma?

111@ reason Stl‘aighI CdgC was Watcl'cd dOWn f‘l'OITI a P.M.A.7 into today’s thl'CC'l'lllC
nonsense’ is interesting, but it is essentially a sociology cal question, and sociology is
too cold for me; I prefer the warmth of nonsensical honest-to-blog rants. Either way,
the heart of the matter is not a question of what “real” straight edge is (although 1 be-
lieve I could lay claim to that as wcll), but simply of which approach works best with-
in a punk frame, i.c. which attitude kicks the most ass. And in that respect, I think
straight edge as “punks who don’t take no shit, not even that of the other punks” is

by far our safest bet.
XXX

“Heress to the con fusion of our enemies!”
Frank Sinatra’s favorite drunken toast

I can sense your impatience all the way from here... So what s all this vague, amor-
phous talk really about? What am I acsually saying? Is it that straight edge means
morce than jllSt abstai]li]]g f‘l’0111 aICO]101, tObaCCO and dl’ugs —_— 50111Ctl]i]1g that, lCt’S
f‘aCC it, ]1215 bCC]] Said CounthSS times bCf‘Ol’Cg —oram I PC[‘haPS going as f‘al‘ as Suggcst-
ing that the aforementioned substances have no inherent relevance to what I think
Stlalght Cdgc‘ 15, a]ld that somconc Collld cven — gaspf —_ i]]gcst t]lcl11 a]]d SZZ” bC
straight Cdgc? Well, in one word: yes. Lucky for us, though, there’s no need to limit
ourselves to monosyllabic answers, so we can claborate.

To paraphrase a slogan made popular in the 90s by a certain Louisville, KY, band,
Straight Edge is a Non-Bullshit Movement. That's it basically, end of story. As we all
know painfully well, drinking, smoking and doing drugs make up a sizable slice of
punk shows’ bullshit pie-chart, and that — as opposed to puritanical notions of
“clean living” — isthe only reason straight cdgc has anything tosay about them; thcy
relate to straight edge’s definition ina purely circumstantial and extrinsic manner, not
as something integral. If we ever reach a state where, say, novelty ringtones become a
major nuisance in the punk scene that escalates violence significantly, makes people

act [lkC il‘l‘CSPO]ISiblC morons, gCtS venues S]1llt dOWl'l or minors turnccl away at tl'lC

7. Positive Mental Attitude — popularized in hardcore culture by the Washington, BC, band
Bad Brains.

8. A watering-down accompanicd by the telling compression of “straight cdge” (twowords) into
“straightedge” (one word).

9. Most notably by the concerned individuals of the 90s hardline movement.

271



Between Culture and Politics: Straight Edge as Intuitive Resistance // Santiago Gomez

door, stinks up the atmosphere (literally as well as metaphorically!) in the name of
“coolness,” etcetera, then I certainly think that “the straight edge thing to do” would
bC to raise a COllCCtiVC l‘l‘liddlC‘ﬁngCl’ to nOVClty l’illgtoncs, and thus ]'IOVClty l‘ingtoncs
would become one of the things straight edgers “abstain from” in social settings. Hell,
maybe we should start doing that anyway... (But I digress.)

Much like with the issuc ofvcganism,wwhcn 1t comesto straight cdgc lamnotthe
least interested in what pcople inhale, inject, bccr—bong, snort or otherwise putinto
their bodies per se (it simply isn’t my business), but rather with the wider, cumulative
social aspect of it all — specifically with the consequences it has on the punk scene as
awhole. Before he used that trigger finger to shoot himself in the heart, Guy Debord
put his finger on the heart of this matter when he wrote that “the spectacle is not a
collection of images; it is a social relation between people that is mediated by im-
ages.”! Thatis to say, straight edge, as I see it, is not concerned with how this or that
substance affects your liver, lungs or webbed toes — what are we, the freakin’ FDA?!?
— butwith how it affects social interaction, how it “mediates between people.” Espe-
Clally Wl]Cl] t]]OSC pCOPlC arc us Pll]]ks.

I mean, is tl]cl'c I'Ca“y someone out tl]CI'C W]]O nCCdS me to SPCH out thC ]]Cga‘
tive, disastrous consequences drugs and booze have had on our scene lo, these many
years?!? What Al-Qaeda cave have you been hidingin?

Itis possiblc to smoke, drink or do drugs on an individual basis, without exacer-
bating the social problem that these substances constitute within our scene. In fact,
there are plenty of people who do so.” I'm talking about those good souls who, for
example, will not make our closed spaces unbreathable with cigarette smoke; who
will not get so liquored-up that they ruin things for those around them; who will not
pump themselves so full of drugs that they become liabilities or threats; and, most
importantly, those who realize that these habits are not and should not be central to
what being into punk is all about. Such people, who are often as annoyed as we are
by infantile, irresponsible social behavior, I would be very happy to count within our
l':l]'lks. MOIVCOVCIV, I g(:nllin(:ly fCCl thcy arc ClOSCI’ to thc SPil'it Of Stl‘:light CdgC tll:ln
many who simply abstain from drinking, smoking or doing drugs due to some sort of

disinterested, myopic pcrsonal pl'efcrcncc.

10. Okay, let it be known that I had originally promised myself not to mention veganism or ani-
mal rights here at all, because [ am fanatical cnough about the issucs toget considerably sidetracked,
and there’s really no need to complicate things further by tossing that into the mix, right?

L1. Society of the Spectacle (1967), thesis 4.
12. I cannot help but mention the curious and ludicrous incident in which Ray Cappo had a glass

of wine with his meal in some Italian village while touring with Better Than a Thousand some years
back, bef ore being forced to “issue a statement” about it! 1 mean, you couldn’t makethat shit up...
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Perhaps the notion of a straight edge person taking the occasional swig or puff
strikes you as being a few clowns short of a circus. In that case, let me refresh your
l11Cl110ry: l'ClTlClleCl‘ that band MillOl‘ ’Ihl'cat, fOl' Cxal]]PlC, W}]O cVCl'yOnc — inClllCl-
ing all you Answers.com know-nothing know-it-alls — agrees were the head honcho
straight edge band? Well then, it mightinterest you to know thatall of Minor Threat’s
members except one were precisely that — kids who, while being straight edge, would
OCCasionally dl‘illk a bCCf or Sll‘lOkC Pot, bCCauSC Stl‘alght CdgC to thClTl Was]]’t a Stl‘aight'
jacket, nor a quasi-religious identity. Actually, if you go through old fanzines, you al-
most get the feeling that those guys spent the entire time between 1981 and 1983
explaining this basic premise to anyone who would listen. They even re-recorded one
of their songs and included a spoken disclaimer about this very issue for God’s sake!"?

Another seminal straight edge band worth mentioning here — this one from the
seecond wave — is Chain of Strength, who not only left us with the age-old riddle
“Has the edge gone dull?” and the ultimate tattoo promise “True till death,” but also
offered a challenging wider approach: “In an interview, we stated that we occasionally
had a drink. We made that comment and a lot of people lost their minds over it. We
explained that straight edge doesi’t mean never. It's your own set of rules. Straight edge
is turning into don't do this, don't do that. Everybady is living by ever yone else’s rules.
W hen straight edge started, it was your own set of rules.””’

I don’t want this to deteriorate into a list of cxamplcs, but believe me, there were plcn—
ty of other straight edge bands with simlar attitudes, who based their outlook on the
crudial (again, no pun intended) diff erence between the “use” and “abuse” of substanees.

So whaddaya say: do we now bumrush their Wikipedia entries and “expose” them
for the vile fakes they were — so disgusting they would make Caligulanauseous — or

dowe get a fuckin’ clue instead?

XXX
1he purpose is within yourself
1he movement is within yourself
Your emotions are nothing but politics

So get control”
“No More Pain,” Embrace

» o«

13. “Listen,” explains Ian MacKaye in the second recording of “Out of Step,” “this is no set of
rules. I'm not tclling you what to do, all I’'m saying is, ’'m bringing up threc things that arg, like, so
important to the whole world, I don’t identify as much importance in. Because of these things —
whether they’re fucking or whether they’ee playing golf — because of that I feel... I can’t keep up!

Can’tkeep up! Can’t keep upt Out of step with the world!” Could you be any clearer than this?!?

14. From an interview with singer Curt Canales right after the band’s break-up, Long Shot

fanzinc, 1991.
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Having saved the best for last, we now come to the million dollar question: Is
straight edge political? The sensible answer would of course be “it depends,” but sensi-
bility is not our forte, and we don’t like one-size-fits-all answers anyway. The stl'aight
edge record label Catalyst, for example, answered this question with a thousand t-
shirts worth of a resounding Yes!, but although I strongly sympathize, I'd be careful
ofgoing Into Warp Drive with this. You see, on the face of it, the qucstion presents
a lTlaI'VClOUS OPPOI'tunity to l'CdCﬁ]]C Stl'aight Cdgc; ]‘IOWCVCI’, I Would Suggcst that it
offers an opportunity to redefine “politics” instead — at least what we mean by it.

Back in the day I was involved in an Isracli anarcho-punk project, the aptly-named
IsraHell Collective, which among other things published a fanzine called War of
IVords. The fifth issue, dedicated entirely to the militarist stranglehold on Israeli so-
ciety, was radical and controversial enough to make national headlines. Anyway, one
night while working on the editing, [ remember an interesting discussion around the
issue of young people’s refusal to be soldiers.”

Conscientious objectors — which all of us were, basically — are of course politi-
Cally l1]0tivﬂtcd. But we know fOI' a ﬁlct that fOI' CVCry onc Of‘lls, f‘of CVCl'y pillko “RC'
fisnik,” there are numerous young people in Israel Cngagcd in what is known as “grey
refusal;” people who resolve to place their own wishes and their own plans above any-
thing the state might try to coerce them into. Now, [ wouldn’t dream of dressing up
this silent absenteeism in radical or anti-establishment garments; and yet, when pcoplc
make choices in their personallives which are diametrically opposed to societal norms
and expectations — not to mention legal obligations — you have to admit that such
individualism carries, somewhere within it, certain indefinable political intimations.*

The only way in which I can perceive straight edge as being organically and inher-
ently “political” is in a similar fashion: by proxy, so to speak, intuitively.

Throughout the years, several interested parties have attempted to pimp straight
edge out to this or that belief-system in order to fill their own political coffers. Most
famous perhaps are the religious elements — Krishna, Muslim or Christian — who
built their wobbly bridges out of notions of “cleanliness” and moralistic mumbo-
jumbo. In Europe there have been both Dutch communists — note the “drug free”
Lenin quote in Manliftingbanner’s 18-inch — as well as the more recent Russian Na-
tional Socialists — note the Aryan Wear shirt with the X’ed-up Hitler that reads
“The Original Straight Edge”™! (technically speaking, though, the Fiihrer did abstain

from alcohol, smoking and drugs...)

15. Military service in Israel is mandatory for Jewish (and Druze) men and women. Men secve
three years, women two.

16. The German anarchist Max Stirner dealt with this concept, which he teemed “cthical cgoism,” at
length in his 1844 book The Ego and Its Own. Unfortunately, I find this work too boring to recommend.
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Anarchists and other free radicals — the only ones I'm really interested in discuss-
ing here, to be honest — are equally guilty of trying to appropriate straight edge via
supcrﬁcial parlor-tricks, with occasional denunciations dug up or faint resemblances
extolled to create the illusion of likeness. Whether traveling a hundred years back to
the lifestyles of the Bonnot Gangor simply across the border to liberated EZLN ter-
ritory (in which alcohol and drugs have been banned by a collective decision), these
supposed similaritics never manage to go beyond poor photomontages of (mostly)
out-of -context anecdotes, like for example from Nestor Makhno's biographer about
his subject’s “aversion for wine and alcohol,” or perhaps the most famous of all, from
Tolstoy’s “Government is Violence™ 4/l government, without exce ption, conceal from
the people everything that their emanci pation, and encourage all that de-
grades and demoralizes them [... ] all manner of amusements of the senses|[... ] even ph ysi-
cal means of stupefaction, such as tobacco and alcobol, the tax on which constitutes one of
the chief revenues of the state””

Alternately, there are bands, zines and soap-box aficionados who have labored long
and hard to “politicize” straight edge through anti-capitalist and/or animal liberation
QSPCCtS, Cﬂ'lpl]asizing tl]c CO['POl'atC gl‘ccd that dl'iVCS tObaCCO, alCOl]Ol and dl‘ug induS‘
tries, as well as the cruel animal-testing that the commercial manufacture of these sub-
stances entails. However, as I have said earlier, [ feel that as much as I sympathize with
the aims, these linkages are simply too crude, propagandish and superficial to be mean-
ingful; they seem arbitrary — even capricious. The realities of both capitalism and vivi-
section ofter no empirical basis whatsoever for singling out tobacco, alcohol and (par-
ticularly) illegal drugs for special treatment. Simply put, every single product we purchase,
be it tofu, Star Wars figurines, non-alcoholic beer or Marlboro Lights, entails wide-scale
environmental destruction, the death of countless animals (in fields, testing facilities, or
both) and continued support for the machinations of capitalist exploitation.

Arithmetically speaking, when it comes to straight edge and politics, too many

people confuse “1+17 with “1=1."

XXX

“To treat political ideas as the offspring of pure reason would be to assign them a
parentage about as mythological as that of Pallas Athene |[...] W hat maztters most are
the underlying emotions, the music, to which ideas are a mere libretto, too often of a very
inferior qualit y”

British historian Lewis Namier

17.Iwouldliketopoint out thatan example of a more successful marriage between straightedge
and anarchism — perhaps the most successful so far — is to be found in CrimethInc’s excellent
Wasted Indeed! pamphlet.

275



Between Culture and Politics: Straight Edge as Intuitive Resistance // Santiago Gomez

So, after this long, arduous process of elimination, I'd like to finally answer the
question of whether or not straight edge is political, by replacing it with the question
“does straight Cdgc have somcthing in common with anarchism?” To this, my answer
would be, perhaps surprisingly, an empathic yes. I do not wish to get lost in repetition,
though, and since basically all of this alludes pretty clearly to things I've already said
(regarding the punk/straight edge continuum, the spirit), U'll try my best to keep it
Shol‘t a]ld ki]lda sweet:

There’s no denying that anarchism, particularly in its incubatory, “scientific social-
ism” phase, has/is realpolitik. Anarchists of all creeds have formed think-ranks and
armed cells and workers’ unions, published analyses and detailed platforms and con-
crete demands, involved themselvesin a myriad of issues ranging from labor organiz-
ing and national liberation to ecological preservation or racial discrimination, and
so forth; from philosophy through reformism to street-fighting, and back again."
However — and many “serious” anarchists might strongly resent what I am about to say
— beneath all of the above, underlying the seriousness and the realpolitik of decades
Past, I seem to sense SOII]Ct]]i]lg CISC Cmanating f‘l‘olTl tl‘le a]]al‘chist movement — no,
froll’l thC anal‘chists t11€]11SClVCS, fl‘ol’l’l thC I'CZII ﬂCSI]‘ﬂnd'blOOd PCOPIC Who t]1is move-
ment’s politics attract: a kind of intuitive rebelliousness that transcends, perhaps even
overshadows, rational argumentation; an ever-present anti-authoritarian impulse; a
tCnanCy to idC]ltify With t]1€ ll]]dcrdog a]]d “thc Otl'lcl'” t]1at bOl‘dCl‘S on []]C l'CﬂCxiVC.

I have a gnawingsuspicion that, politrcal rationale aside, we the anarchists are and
have always been the aliens, the misfits, the marginalized, the born-rebels who have
been “out of step with the world” since time immemorial.”

This is not to say that our ideological positions were never coherent or well-
thought-out — they certainly were, they certainly are. At least as much as the rest of
‘em. But by and large, there is something setting us anarchists apart that is not to be
foundin political philosophy oreconomic tracts. You may sometimes catch a glimpse
of it in the writings of certain classic figures,” but mostly it is to be found in how we

arc and ]10W we liVC, I'thhCl‘ than in plu‘ascs and WOI‘di]lgS. For CXleTlPlC, to undcrstand

18. In recent years (2003) I have had the privilege of being peripherally involved in the carly
stages of Anarchists Against the Wall, an Isracli dircct action group that works alongside Palestin-
ians in a joint, non-violent struggle against the Israeli occupation in general, and specifically against
the Apartheid wall that is being built on Palestinian land in the West Bank.

19. Within modcrn anarchism, a good “justification” of such suspicions can be found in the
vocabulary prevalent in its post-lcftist varicty — particularly among the insurrectionists drawing on
Alfrcdo M. Bonanno’s writings.

20. For example in the famous catechism of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon — usually a very reserved,
analytical author — where he suddenly goes on a vitriolic and emotionally draining tirade about
what it mcans “to be governed.”
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the political diff erence between Mikhail Bakunin and Karl Marx, the grand arch-
rivals in the great anarchist-communist feud, only in terms of the question of the
Dictatorship of the Proletariat, is to be completely oblivious to a paratext which can
at times reveal more than any prima facie.” And the same can be said about the lives
led by enough prominent anarchists to prove that this is more than a mere historical
coincidence. (Malatestds first arrest at the age of fourteen, Berkman’s inbuman perse-
verance through fourteen nightmarish years of prison, Goldman’s visionary free s pirit, et
al. — we don'’t really need more namedropping bere, do we?)

Many 70s politicos went out on a limb by claiming punk was essentially anarchist.
They were right. Now I would like to return the favor by proclaiming anarchism es-
sentially punk. And, moreover, by testifying that straight edge has been pierced by the
same magic bullet theory and bleeds the same rich dark blood ofintuitive resistance.
We are all allergic to bullshit, and we are all out of step with the world...

One spirit, one fire.

Anarchist punks: one more effert to become XRevolutionaries X!

21. Both might have been sickly and poor in adulthood, but while Bakunin’s life was a brutal
rollercoaster of travel, deportations, plots, jails, work camps and insurrcctions, Marx could spend
his days in the British Library and even treat his family to occasional bourgeois luxuries in their
London house, supported by monies from Engels’ family business, his wife’s inheritances and his
ncwspaper correspondent job.
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Queen of the
PC Police

aura Synchesis has been editing Synthesis zine and running a zine
distro under the same name since 1995, organized gigs for a couple
of years as the XdotXcotconX girls crew, helped open the vegan co-

Laura Synthesis

operative Pogo Cafe in 2004, and has been involved in the London

Social Centres Network and some of London’s anarchist women's collectives.
She lives in a veganXstraightedge fortress with her long-term boyfriend and

their vegan dog, Coco. Her plans for the future include starting an eco village
(&, (&, (@&, (@,

in South London including green roof's with guinea pigs and a scrcamo salon.

“How does it feel to be Queen of the PC Police?” an old friend said to me re-
ccntly one late night in Paris, “and how does it feel to have lost?” He was rcfcrring
to the 90s, of course — that era when the hardcore scene was a battleground and
straightedge spanned the conflict. On one extreme were the orcs of machismo, vio-
lence, commercialism, patriarchal religion and occasional cigar-chomping poses. On
the other extreme were anarchist/socialist, atheist, DIY, ‘PC’ peacepunk feminists
against violent dancing. Both extremes shared a few things — veganism, a [ove of
metal (typically, though not in my case), and a straightedge lifestyle. My friend was
right in a way; we did lose. We were always in the minority. It would take a hugely
popular band that was very explicitly critical of profiteering and machismo to get
the majority of those mid-range kids to re-examine their values, and a Catharsis was
always going to be outnumbered by the American bands backed by PR companies
and hugely commercial non-stop tours through Europe.

Then again, how do we define winners and losers? 99 percent of those kids aren’t
even into IIQI‘dCOFC allyanl‘C, ﬂ1llch lCSS S[l‘aigh[cdgc. 111C ones Who were tl‘ippillg
offamacho fantasyhad asuperficialinvolvement and drifted through the scene and
straight out again, carrying with them their ‘true ‘til death’ vegan sXe tattoos. A
surprising number of my comrades arestill around because our lifestyles, values and
belief's were an integrated whole and we could find more to talk about with each

other than gigs and record-collecting. So, are the losers the ones who
anVCd on or thC ones Who are Still inVOlVCd in a youth COll]ltCl'Clll[ul‘C

in their thirties ?
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What could be more ridiculous than sticking to ayouth counterculture when you
spend all day with proper grownups at a full-time job and can’t collect records be-
causc yOLl ]1QVC bablCS to Sllpport? In EUI‘OPC, 92. PCI‘CC]‘II 0{ Stl‘&ig]ltcdgcrs dl‘op out
at by the age of twenty-six (I just made that up, but it’s not far off). Now in my mid-
thirties, I can inform those edgebreakers thatstayingtruewould have gotten no easier
at thC ag(’: Of‘ twc]lt}I‘SCVC]].

I t]1i]1k we all k]lOW that most PCOPIC W}]O tCll1P01’al‘in Call t]1ClI1SClVCS ‘Stl'aigllt-
edgers’ do so for self-esteem, peer pressure or social status reasons. These are also the
main reasons people drop the edge and indeed leave the hardcore scene altogether.
Social pressure in adulthood is more insidious than when we were youths. Life gets
more complex and destructive life choices have more niches and cracks to insinuate
themselves into. For those who feel tempted, it's worth stepping back from time to
time to examine the societal effects of intoxication and addiction. Speaking person-
ally, peer pressure to drink has no eff ect on me whatsoever, but I do feel the social
repercussions.

I live in the famously sozzled United Kingdom, a society so alcoholic that drink
isn’tjust the facilitator or basis of all social interaction, but its proxy.

“What are you doing this weekend?”

“I’'m going out drinking/getting pissed.”

If you don’t drink, it can be assumed that you aren’t interested in socia[ising at
all. I'll present a couple of scenarios to demonstrate how difficult it can be to extract

alcohol from everyday life.
Scenario 1:

The English way of starting a sexual relationship is to snog an acquaintance when
both Partics arc dl'llnk. ']—I]CI'C is Siﬂ'lply no languagc f‘Ol' approaching thC pl]ysical/

emotional hurdle that pcop[c in this society are prcparcd to usec.

Scenario 2:

Pcoplc do notice, and comment, if one drinks non-alcohol at the pub or a party,
no matter how low-key one is about it. Misery loves company and drinkers may feel
anything from discomfort to anger around someone more sober than they are. They

know it puts them at a disadvantage.

If anything, situations like these become more common after thirty as everyonc’s
lives become so boring they can’t do anything together but sullenly sip pints.

One of my sXe contemporaries is certain thatby notdrinkingsocially during one’s
late teens and early twenties, one ends up a ‘cranky old loner’ with no friends. When

I think of the straightcdgcrs my age who do have tight bonds offricndship, it is with
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other straightedgers (whether or not they call themselves this). On the other hand,
I just as often see straightedge adults who hate each other and have been talking shit
since the 90s.

It can be positive that many sorts of people are attracted to the sober lifestyle, or
repelled by the drunk lifestyle, but it’s not much of a basis for friendship in itself.
On thC Colltral’y, aﬂd 1 am gllilty Of‘ tl]is, onc can bc morc an]]oycd by Stl’aiglltcdgcrs
who are, for Cxamplc, anti-abortion / support proﬁtccring in hardcore / cvangdical
christians / all of the above, than by non-sober hardcore folks with these beliefs. Nev-
ertheless, I wish we could find more common ground. When a friend loses the edge,
I don’t feel stabbed in the back. I'swhen a straightedger is too cool to want to know
me that I fee] real betrayal. When I meet a straightedger who is also an anarchist
and into screamo, I almost can’t believe my luck, though I know from experience
that this is no guarantee of an ongoing relationship. Hardcore kids can be such social
fuckups. Dammit people, shared understanding and values, even over something as
superficial as straightedge, is a precious thing and these connections need nurturing
and mainraining.

From 1'cﬂccting on these things, I've gaincd a greater appreciation for the idea of
‘straightedge sisterhood” — a term that never has amounted to much and is patheti-
cally rarely associated with feminism. I've had great experiences of fun, mutual sup-
port, ﬁ'itndship and empowerment with women through the punk/anarchist scene,
but sometimes it seems the explicitly sXe corners of the scene bring out the worst
in insecure girldom (eg. popularity competitions and shit-talking). Nevertheless, the
phantom of an idea like a sisterhood based on soberness in a world infected by drunk/
drugged male violence has potential.

Let’s have a posi, postmodern revival of the straightedge crew. Just because the ‘88
crew has thetingeofcultish,macho chauvinism about it, it’s not like we can’t reclaim and
redefine it in the 21st century. Social solidarity is healthy — it gives us roots and com-
radeship in an atomised world and can be a base for building or co-operating for social
c]mngc. When I meet a fellow punk, sober or otherwise, I'll kccp tl'ying to build those
bl'idgcs bCCQuSC we 2111 IICCd CaCh Othcl' a]ld t]1C bcttCl’ WOl’ld we can create tOgCtl]Cr.

WC haVC Potcntial as a COllntCl'Cultler bCCauSC W]]Cll we gl’CW uP we bl’ougl‘lt thC
scence up with us, developing it well beyond a youth movement. The radical straight-
edgers, T'll call us, saw that straightedge was a dead end for any progressive politics
other than animal 1'ights. Fortunatcly, by the end of the 90s, the punk/hardcorc move-
ment had evolved its activist aspects to such an extent that there were practical and
exciting ways of putting punk values into practice — the direct action movement.

I'll admit even I'm surprised to meet a fellow anarchist/anticapitalist who is also
sXe. These beliefs never gained much of a foothold in the main currents of sXe for

various complex reasons — perhaps vegan consumerism had a significant part to play.
] h g had a significant part to play
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Nevertheless, we are out there. Some don’t use the term ‘straightedge’ in order to dis-
tance themselves (‘drug free adult’, anyone?). Some, like me, long ago stopped going
to typical straightedge gigs since they had nothing to offer that one couldn’t get from
aviolent mugging by an anti-abortionist. Some have contributed to making the world
a better place, and this points to one of my pet arguments for tectotalism — that it
frees up our minds and bodies for more good works. Pace, all those drunk activists
who do so much — I'd still like to see what you’d achieve if you were sober.

So we see from history that the hardeore scene developed a DIY strand and acom-
mercial strand and a lot of blurriness in between. We ncither succeeded in winning
over the greedy bastards nor in kicking them out. On the contrary, various aspects of
our beloved hardcore were sold to the highestbidder, atleast for a few years until they
went out of fad. Looking back though, doesn’t the DIY stufflook, sound, fecl, and
generally stand up better than all those lame copycat products cranked out by certain
Belgians and Americans? That, my friends, is because it was sincere and deeply felt
when it was created and distributed with love by a network of friends.

[ won’t admit, therefore, that the ‘PC policc’ lost. History always throws up the
dCf.cath as thC ]Tlol'al victors a]ld thC Gl'Cat POWC[‘S as dCSCI‘Ving OfSCOI'll. Olll‘ strain
of good worksand good lives will shine through. And that’s justin the hardcore scene.
The progressive punks, including an influential contingent of sXe folks, can claim a
global movement for human liberation at least partially their own,

By the way, [ wasn’t the most active womyn among radical straightedgers (stand
up, the Emancypunx girls, among many others). I was perhaps just the one in Europe
with the biggest mouth. Hardeore would have collapsed longago without the unsung

and unrecognised work of us wimmin behind the scene’sscenes. So there.
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as an assistant professor of sociology at the University of Mississippi, where he
teaches courses on social movements, political sociology, men and masculini-
ties, and youth subcultures. He has been part of the anti-sweacshop, LGBTQ,
animal rights, peace, and human rights movements.

In 1989, at the age of fiftcen, I made a decision that would last a lifetime. T de-
cided that I was tired of trying to prove my manhood to my peers by chugging beer or
swigging booze. I made a decision to defy my society, through my actions, attitudes,
and values. I determined I would never succumb to alcoholism as others close to me
had done and I decided that tobacco companies would never profit by slowly killing
me. [ made a commitment that [ would not treat women as objects and sexual con-
quests to be notched upon my bedpost. The thought of a fifteen-ycar-old making a
lifclong commitment of any sort is laughable — many have trouble decidingberween
Facebook or MySpace, Xbox or Playstation, Vans or Converse. Yethere I am, twenty
years later, still sXe. Or maybe just still stubborn. The old adage “truc ‘till twenty-
onc” isn’tas truc as many people think. Sure, most sXckids will move on, growing up
and out of the scene. But there are a lot of us for whom sXe still means a great deal.

Someone asked me once, Why, after all these years, would I still identify with
sXe? After all, I'm not really part of a scene — I'm a university professor! Really,
what's so bad about having a glass of champagne at a wedding or a bit of wine to
celebrate an anniversary? And even if I wanted to abstain from drugs, alcohol, and
tobacco, why claim sXcinstecad of simply living a drug frec life? In facr, isn’tit a lictle
sad to hang on to an identity held mainly by adolescent boys and young men with
whom I have only little in common? It seems almost ... undignified!

As they get older, many kids eventually give sXe up out of sheer frus-
tration with the petty drama and the hypermasculine tough guy chest

thumping that goes along with any scene — even though positive sXe
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kids far outweigh the dogmatic, militant, holier-than-thou types. Others eventually
tire of playing dress up, listening to the latest variation of hardcorc, and comparing
tattoos with twenty-year-olds. Some simply grow out of sXc as it scems less relevane,
nccessary, or important compared to a job, family, and other aspects of “adulc” life.

I gucss none of these reasons ever really resonated with me. While I don't think
there is anything wrong with occasional moderate drinking, I lcarnedlongago how to
relax, have fun, be social, unwind, getsilly, be creative, feel good, deal with my prob-
lems, and so on withour drugs and alcohol — so why start now? As for the macho
atmosphere and sporadic violence, I would feel like I was giving in to the meatheads if
[ let them drive me away from somethingI love. And while there’s nothing wrong with
cool clothes and tattoos, that’s not what attracted me to hardcore. I suppose I remain
sXc for many of my initial motivations: I dislike the assumption that alcohol must be a
pare of ncarly any social occasion; I belicve young people face unfair pressurcs to use at
a time when ftting in with one’s peers matters a great deal; I think alcohol and tobacco
companics profit from people’s suffering; I believe that regardless of companics’ incen-
tions, drugs and boozc are among the many things chat kcep us pacified and compla-
cent in a world crying out for resismance. Which speaks to a decper issuc...

Straight edge is more than music.

Ironically,a numberofbandshave insisted on thisall along. DY Ssang, “More than X's
on my hand / More than beingin a straightedge band.” Insted inspired me to think about
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my responsibility to the world, screaming, “We¢'ll make the difference!” Youth of Today
encouraged me to examine my priorities and “Make a change” to benefit others. Strif e be-
lieved we could be a “Force of Change” and Bane sangthat “Reasons not words” make us
strong, Trial called attention to government repression and political prisoners, proclaim-
ing, “you can’tkill an idea and we will not be ruled by fear” Good Clean Funsaw the pos-
sibilities of positive change beyond the scene in “Today the Scene, Tomorrow the World.”
Vitamin X demanded that we “See Thru Their Lies” and “Fight” against “the corporate
rich” and “their cruel politics.” Limp Wrist challenges homophobiaand oppression while
Nueva Eticadeclares “El Tiempo Es Ahora” (the time isnow) to defy a government com-
plicit in the drug trade. For Have Heart sXe is “Something More Than Ink,” while Verse
encourages us to fight against apathy and “Set fire to this fucked up Empire.”

With this as my soundtrack, how can I not be moved?

Perhaps the greatest reason I am still committed tosXe is an unfailing belief that
sXe is more than music, that it can be a force of change. I believe in the power of sXe
as a bridge to social change, as an opportunity to create a more just and sustainable
world. Some might call me idealistic or even naive. Rest assured, I am under no illu-
sions that sXe kids will be the vanguard of some massive revolution, but neither am I
so cynical to think that sXe can’t be transformative for individuals, scenes, and com-
munities. Inresearching my book, Straight Edge, 1 discovered thatmany kids credited
sXewith opening their minds to new ideas beyond resistingdrugs and alcohol. A ma-
jority became vegetarian or vegan as a result of sXe — and often went on to influence
many people outside the scene. Some began considering environmental or human
rights issues, while others questioned their own homophobia. Still others viewed sXe
in part as a challenge to asoulless, corporate consumer culture based upon selfishness
and greed. Straight edge women told me how beingsober helped them feel more safe
and in control of their bodies as well as frecing them, in part, from the straightjacket
of mainstream femininity. Straight edgekidshave long professed the virtues of having
a “clear mind,” for personal reasons but also to help see through society’s illusions. It’s
up TO us to usc that CICal‘ mlnd to crcate a morc progf[‘:ssivc WOl'ld-

Still, onc Could al’gllc that any Of thCSC Stl'idcs tOWal’dS Chﬂ.ngc can happcn Olltsidc
of sXe. Indeed, straight edge isn’t the only path toan engagedlife; it’s simply one path,
a path that has worked for many others and myself. So again, why still sXe? Several
reasons come to my mind.

For onc thing, I find value in keeping a commitment toideals I find meaningful.
We are forced to compromise our values so often in life that many of us abandon
eur cfforts to live with some sort of personal integrity. Refusing drugs, alcohol, and
tobacco may secem trivial in the big scheme of things, but for many it is symbolic of
a larger resistance and a vow to live life on one’s own terms rather than following a

predetermined path to mediocrity.
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I also fee]l we need a space, for young people especially, to escape and challenge a
social culture centered on drinking. As adults, it’s sometimes easy to forget the power
of peer pressure and the hardships of feeling diff erent, isolated, or even ostracized.
Critics have often accused sXe kids, regardless of their actions, of being too “preachy”
and self-righteous. Some are. Yet a few underground bands and some kids sporting
Xs form just a small line of defense against the “preaching” of alcohol and tobacco
companies, peer groups, and even, sometimes, parents. Having a placc to bclong, a
second “family” insXe, provides alifeline for kids who reject the drinking-popularity
game and who may face alcohol and physical abuse at home. As for me, I don’t think
it hurts to have a few “older” sXe people setting an example that regardless of what
you do with your life you can live it drug free.

Finally, sXe serves as the foundation of an incredible worldwide community.
There is something special about an underground scene spreading around the world,
transcending cultural and language barriers to unite kids in a shared set of principles.
I have corresponded with kids in Japan, Germany, Australia, Guatemala, Argentina,
Iceland, Mexico, the UK., Brazil, the Philippincs and many other countries. [ may
not go to so ]112111)’ S]]OWS as [ uSCd to a]ld I 11121}’ Only hang out Wlth sXe kldS a fCW
times a year, but when I do go to a show I feel instantly at home — despite the fact
that Imaybetwice as old as manyof the kidsthere! Nearly 2/ of my best friends, now
ScattCl’Cd al'ound thC Colllltl'y, I met t]1l'0llg]] th€ ]1ardCOl'C scene, some Of‘ t]1C111 Well
over ten years ago. Many are still sXe; some are not. Regardless, we've shared many
“times to remember” and T know I can count on them.

When Idecided to claim sXe forlife I did not decide to listen exclusively to hard-
core, to wear a certain kind of clothing, to collect sXe tattoos, to attend shows twice
a week, or to be a pretentious, judgmental jerk. Straight edge, at its core, is none of
these things. The image of sXe as an obnoxious, sweaty, muscle-bound eighteen-year-
old guy throwing down in a mosh pit leaves out the thousands of “kids” who haveleft
behind the sXe pose in the process of posing an actual threat. Straight edge’s flaws are
many, including ongoing sexism, machoism, and occasional thuggery; the movement
has along way to go to live up to what I see as its true potential. Yet for all its contra-
dictions, sXe has inspircd tens of thousands of kids to live intentional lives and I, for

one, have never regretted that decision I made so long ago.
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“The rain of tears is over. The slums will soon be a memory, we will turn our prisons
into factories, our jails into storehouses and corn cribs, our men will walk wpright. Now

women will smile, children will laugh, bell will be for rent.”
Billy Sunday, 1918,
shortly before the passing of Prohibition

“Everyone seems to be striving for utopia in the underground scene, but there are so
many factions and theyre so segregated that it’s impossible. If you cant get the under-
ground movement to band together and stop bickering about unnecessary little things,

then how the fuck do you ex pect to have an effect on the mass level?”
Kurt Cobain, 1992,

shortly after “Smells Like Teen Spirit” went Top Ten

A skeptical interviewer once asked if I really expected everyone to stop drinking
and eating meat, if that was what my “revolution” looked like. My response was to
laugh quietly, smile, and say something like, “No, my revolution would look like each
of us reaching toward the best of who we really are, while also looking out for and
standing up for cach other, past our many dift erences.”

Her more pointed — and interesting — follow-up question was simple: “Well,

how do you expect to make that happen?” Ah, but isn’t that the million

dollar question!
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There is no simple answer to chis query, and I am not going to pretend otherwise
here. Instead, I am going to suggest one possible response by telling the story of a
dance. Both very personal and deeply political, this is the dance between three part-
ners: the idea called “straight edge,” and two interrelated — but distinct — concepts,
“personal empowerment” and “movement/community building.”

The choreography here is not simple. As someone involved in punk since the mid-
70s, it is easy to recall a myriad of ways that I have been empowered as a result. More-
over, I've scen literally hundreds of other people find purpose and liberation from the
punk world, including through straight edge, of coursc.

However, as the above quotation from Kurt Cobain suggests, personal empower-
ment is no magic wand that automatically brings about anything approaching “rev-
olution” in a broader sense. And, contrary to the utopian vision of Prohibitionist
Billy Sunday, ncither does our own freedom from addiction, chemical abuse, or other
mind-clouding, obsessive behaviors.

No matter how developed or strong our own individual sense of direction or pow-
er, we human beings tend to divide into small tribes, with often arcane and exclusive
rules. Our feeling of power can come not from inclusion, but from exclusion, drawing
a clear line between “us” and “them,” the “bad” people and the “good” ones. Straight

edge has too often been an example of this dynamic.
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This approach is seduetive, but ultimately futile, atleast to the extent thatit cuts us
off from a more profound source of power: people standing together.

In many ways, individual empowerment is far easier than bringing folks together,
much less keeping them united for some common cause, ie., building a movement.
Still more difficule is to build truly just, caring, and inclusive community, where we
lift each other up towards our best possibilities, and look out for each other, past our
differences, simply as a matter of course.

Yet, it is these less sclf-congratulatory, more sc[f—dcmanding goals that we rcally
llccd to aSPifC tOWade, Past our own llFC dl‘all‘la and Soul‘scarch, at lcast lf‘WC llopc to
contribute to something as ambitious as revolution.

As largued at length in 4/ The Power: Revolution Without Illusion, while I truly
believe that “revolution can start now with you,” I also know that there is no one-per-
son revolution. Personal empowerment and a certain degree of balance, sobriety, and
clarity are pre-conditions, yes; but they are only the beginning of a life-long process
that, in the end, has to involve broad, diverse masses of other people to be worthy of
the over-used and often devalued word “revolution.”

It is easy to say, but not so easy to do: real revolution means people together, be-
coming ever stronger, standing up consistcntly for a new vision of life, love, and lib-
eration. In order to do this, we need each other... andnot just the people within our litele
group, who already agree with us, but the broader populace, filled with challenging but
powerful diversiry.

Honcstly, this can be a spccial cha[lcngc for those of us committed to straight
edge. Given that most people (at least in our North American society) are deeply
wedded to a way of life that includes alcohol and other drugs, as well as meat, how
can we expect to find common cause without fundamental compromises? After all,
straight edge is unique in that it is an anti-drug philosophy that comes from a largely
secular radical counter-culture. That unusual balance of apparent opposites is what
gives straight edge much of its power as an idea.

But let’s set aside mainstream society for amoment, and return ro Cobain’s quote:
sad to say, few concepts within the punk community have been as divisive as the simple,
smart idea that we might have an edge on fighting the system, being ourselves, and
uncovering truth if we didn’t bcfog ourselves with drugs or other obsessive, addictive
behaviors. To some dcgrcc, this simply shows how radical that notion is — but it also
suggests the shortcomings of straight edge supporters.

As a co-founder of Positive Force DC, the first organized political voice from
Within t]1C DC Pllnk scence — bil‘[hplacc Ofstrﬂight Cdgc —_— I ]1aVC llcccssal'ily had to
wrestle with the complications of mixing an anti-drug philosophy with an effort at

political mobilization... and I know that to strike the proper balance is not easy.
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In fact, it has been tough enough to suggest perhaps the most unsettling question
of all for those of us simultaneously committed to straight edge and the pursuit of
fundamental transformation: could it be that straight edge is actually counter-revolu-
tionary, a barrier that keeps people apart, divided?

The short, honest answer is yes, straight edge can be a barrier — but it doesn’t have
to be. If we do the dance in the right way, straight edge can help empower us, and

providc a bridgc to other communities... and, thus, to revolution.

XXX

“Without community, there is no liberation, only the most vulnerable and tem-

porary armistice between an individual and her oppression.”
Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider

For me, the process of reclaiming straight edge as a friend to revolution begins
by simply remembering the community I came from: a rural, largely Scandinavian
immigrant population rooted somewhat uneasily on and adjacent to the Fort Peck
Indian Reservation in Sheridan County, Montana.

My initial punk rebellion was against what I saw as the “twin temples” of the rural
workingclass: the church and the bar. This is to say that alcohol — and the community
that grew up around consuming it — assumed an almost religious significance in my
home county, as in other workingclass communities around the country.

As far as I could tell as a teenager, this faith was no liberation, but, rather, a tyr-
lell'ly. P(irh;lps cven morce tha]] Organiz(‘:d I'Cligion, alCOhOl SC(‘:mCd to bC “Opium fOl'
the masses” that kept people enslaved to a corporate-dominated, dead-end system,
where one’s life was literally consumed by work, tedious back-breaking labor that
mostly benefited rich people far from northeastern Montana. On the reservation, the
ugliness was even more obvious, as alcoholism was a plague in the native population,
nearly completing the genocide begun by the guns, treachery, and territorial expan-
sion of white people a century before.

For reasons I stul don’t fully understand, from the outset, I rejected drinking,
smoking, and casual sex. In part,adim awareness of alcohol-related domestic violence
in a nearby native family (whose kids were my closest friends and play mates) must
have had an impact. Also, learning about the drug-related deaths of carly inspirations
like Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, and Jim Morrison surcely helped turn me against that
aspect of the 60s counter-culture.

New insights arrived as I grew older and struggled with the harsh grind of manual

labor. I became outraged at the role of alcohol and other drugs in preparing my peers
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for alife of conformity and toil by providing an outlet for frustration, a way to dispel
— temporarily and often at great cost — boredom and lack of meaning.

Finally, my critique was hardened by peer pressure to “fit in” by drinking or drug-
ging. Embittered by the push to conform, I vowed to follow my own conscience, and
sacrifice the social support of my peer group.

In these days before there was a movement called “straight edge,” I was lucky to
have encouragement in my otherwise lonely stand — doubly isolated, given my es-
trangement from the church — from the likes of Ted Nugent, Jonathan Richman
of the Modern Lovers, and early west coast punks, the Bils. Nugent’s crazed Detroit
rock, Richman’s gawky, vulnerable-yet-defiant anthem “I’'m Straight,” and the Dils’
idea of punk as a rebirth of personal integrity, rejecting clichés of sex, drugs and
rock’n’roll — these were the life-preservers I held to my chest in the stormy seas of
teenage life.

This history is precious to me, and the sense of personal power I discovered was
truly life-saving. Yet, it holds darker lessons as well.

Ted Nugent’s steady slide to the far right over the past three decades suggests that
SilI1PIy not Consul11i]1g drugs is ]'lZlI'dIy 4 gllar:lnt(:c Of‘pl'ogrcssivc —_— lI1uC]1 ICSS rcvolll'
tionary — politics. Indeed, those back home who shared my anti-drug stance tended
to be conservative religious folk, who generally would have been horrified by my oth-
cr opinions. At the same time, my outspokenly self-righteous stance tended to create
an immense distance from my peer group, as well as most of my home county.

At the time, this hardly concerned me, as I was, in effect, saying “goodbye and
good riddance to it all?” In short, my struggle was all about “me,” not really at all
about any sort of “we,” any sense of commitment to collective action.

At thetime — as with most disaff ected teens — it probably couldn’thave been any
other way. I was seeking identity, personal purpose, and power; without this founda-
tion, I was just an alienated, verging-on-suicidal kid. However, as I exited Sheridan
County at the end of the 1970s, settlinginto college life in western Montana, I began
to shift from a solitary rebel pose to a broader activism.

At collcgc, drugs and alcohol were, if ;mything, cven more ubiquitous. Noncthe-
lCSS, I b(’:gan to conncct to Oth(':r Stlld(’:nts — n(’:O‘hiPPiC tyPCS, Church—gocrs, cven a
tiny number of other punks — on the basis of shared activist goals.

I heard about “straight edge” and the DC punk scene for the first time there in
1981. I adopted the label, and the knowledge of this broader movement strength-
ened my own personal position. Still, that stance started to retreat in importance in
comparison to my activism, my deepening education, and my broader connection to
punk. I studied radical ideologies like Marxism, anarchism, feminism, gay liberation,
and deep ecology, reveling in the connections [ discovered to the ideas in my favorite

punk songs.
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My imagination was captured by a new idea: a potentially revolutionary move-
ment of misfits and throwaways celebrated by Tom Robinson Band (TRB) in their
anthem “Power in the Darkness.” TRB didn’t want a solitary, purist stand; they
wanted to bring the outsiders — punks, gays and lesbians, hippies, poor folks, labor
unionists, racial minorities, immigrants — together to take over and remake society
in afundamentally more just and inclusive way: revolution.

For me, this was a huge step forward. Not only did this vision make sense ideo-
logically, but it suggested, in principle, how to organizce; i.c. broadly, not in a narrow,
exclusive counter-cultural sense. While I could try to uphold a drug- and illusion-free
lifestyle, my politics required straight edge as such to be, at best, the firm founda-
tion underlying my engagement with other issues, issues that could provide common
ground for collective action.

In fact, as I grew in my political consciousness, it became apparent that this meant
that [ had to make peace with Sheridan County and its people. Why? Well, simply
because they were part of the people the revolution was for, the ones who were need-
ed to build the movement, part of the power needed to make it real!

Moreover, the actual positive aspects of the bar (and church) scenes, as places where
people met, became friendss, and laughed and worshipped and shared their truths, how-
ever imperfectly, became increasingly clear. It seems ridiculous to have to say this, but
say it I will: I came to recognize that not everyone in the “twin temples” was addicted,
deluded, or a hypocrite; in retrospect, many led lives of admirable character and insight.

The dilemma for me as a would-be revolutionary became ever more apparent.
While my personal integrity (sense of righteous superiority?) was intact, where was
my community? After all, as the trailblazing African-American lesbian feminist
writer/activist Audre Lorde argued, without community — a broader mass of people
standing together — there is no real liberation.

Also left unanswered was the question of how to bring this broader mobilization
about, especially for someone like me, who had survived as a solitary misfit, cut off
from people at large. I was supposed to now be a “people-person,” an organizer, a
community-builder? Bit by bit, in group after group, with issue afterissue, I tried to
stretch to fill thisnew role.

My dance had raken me from personal empowerment to my first eff orts at collec-
tive action. However, the ongoing challenge togrow implied by straight edge as much
as by revolution was bringing me to a cross roads, caught between secking a counter-

cultural enclave or trying to help build a mass movement.

XXX
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“Isolation is the biggest barrier to change.”

Chumbawamba, 1984

In 1984, I left Montana and said hello to Washington, DC, and its renowned
punk scene. In the two years after my arrival, [ helped to co-found Positive Force DC
(PF), left behind my academic studies, and immersed myselfin the DC underground.
This was, I would come to realize, both a step forward, bur also potentially a detour
inte ceunter-culeural illusiens, with straight edge playing a significant — but net al-
ways positive — role in this volatile mix.

PF’s original statement of purpose borrowed theabove phrase from a young Crass-
inspired band with an odd name: Chumbawamba. Simple but telling, the quote sug-
gests that, from its very bcginning, PF sought to break down barriers, at least within
the punk scene, to lessen the divisions that kcpt pcoplc apart. The l’casoning was
simple, inarguable: even as society’s misfits, we need each other.

This was true even if we were simply seeking our power as individuals — but it
was €ven more nCCCSSQI'y in Ol'dcl’ to diSCOVCl' thC fal' gl'CatCl' POWCf we COUId havc
together. We helped each other to be powerful; simply by getting punks in the same
room together, speaking the dreams of our hearts to others, perhaps for the first time,
PF helped to bring those dreams closer to realization.

This was even more true given that the dream we were stretching toward was not
simply personal empowerment, or some general social change, but revolution itself:
a broader, dccpcr social transformation, “radical” in the sense ofgoing to the roots of
our terrible social divides and economic injustice.

This was powerful for me, as for the first time I found myself within an activist
gl’oup tl]at was at lcast tl’ying to ask thc f‘undafncntal qllcstio]]s —_— including arou]]d
dl'ugs and yollth Clll[ul’c —_— and gl‘opc tOWardS SOIMMCE answers.

At the same time, another version of “radical” was left largely unexamined: how to
go to the roots of power relations, to build the power necessary to address these issues
by drawing a mass of people together. By creating a group so clearly based in a punk
underground, even as we were able to ask deeper and broader questions, in awayI was
regressing from my earlier, more diverse community engagement, moving — ironi-
cally enough — towards a more isolated context.

In college town Montana, there had been no punk subculture to embrace in the
carly 1980s. Illusions of a “pure” punk counter-cultural enclave were ludicrous, as
t]]t:l‘t: were so fCW Pll]lks al‘Oulld — and mlSﬁtS Of‘ CVCl'y Stfipc tclldcd to ﬂock togcthcl’
as a result, to build our own bit of “power in the darkness.” In DC, however, punk

and other radical communities were large enough to survive on theirown, to go their
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own way, and the resulting distance between diff erent groups could be immense. The
shortcomings — and irony — of this approach would soon become obvious.

As for straight edge, from the beginning PF sought to strike a balance that mixed
both principled and practical concerns. Although our original statement of purpose
rejected the idea of “excessive drugs and drinking as the only means of rebellion or
escape,” thisanti-drugcritique was neither absolutist — in thatit didn’t require com-
plete abstinence — or exclusive, in that it was only one element of many in the mix
Of‘ idcas that ]Tl;ldc UP our gl‘oup. In Zl]]y cascg, bci]]g Stl‘aight Cdgc was never a I'Cquil'C'
ment f‘ol‘ pF lTlClleCl'ShiP.

Still, this was an advance in certain regards, as no other activist group l had been a
partof even raised theissue. To be fair, some 60s radical groups such as the Black Pan-
thers or the Progressive Labor faction of Students for a Democratic Society (SDS)
had explicitly anti-drug stands, at least at pointsin their history.

Now, as then, however, most were under the sway of the siren song of “drugs-as-
liberation;” the romantic idea of chemically-assisted rebellion that stretched back to
Bohemia, absinthe, and drunken gutter poets; an image cemented by the Beat Gen-
eration and off ered up for mass consumption by the hippie movement.

Even if‘ most Countcl“cul[llfal gl‘oups that were Cﬂ:cctivc at a“ qllickly ITlOdCl’thCd
their chemical excess, the idea was still left out there fcstcring, the idea that recre-
ational drug use was progressive, even liberating. Again, to be fair, perhaps drugs
could play this role in certain limited circumstances, but the danger of crippling ad-
dictions and chemical-fueled illusions surcly outwcighcd the benefits. In addition, as
]1121]])’ a l'llCFul 605 l‘adical came to l’cCOgniZC, thc romance 0{C]1Cl11icals Could Icad to
distracting wrangles with the law.

PF was attempting to provide a counter to this wrong-hcaded history. Our alli-
ance with the Dischord Records community during “Revolution Summer” of 1985
helped to advance our work within the limited confines of the underground. Our
meetings were a vibrant, diverse — if often chaotic — brew of generic leftism, heavily
tinged with anarchism as well as a dash of revolutionary communism. Ideology was
never our forte, but action on issues like nuclear war, Central America, South Africa,
homelessness, hunger, and animal rights. In all of this, we went far beyond simple
Stl‘aighI Cdge dOg]TlZl.

When PF started its own communal house in January of 1987, straight edge was a
fundamental partof its operation, as drugs and meat were explicitly banned from the
premiscs. In part, this was a principled matter — taking the anti-drug idea a couple
StCPS f‘ul‘[hcf —_— but thcrc was also 4 Stl'ong Pfactical aSPCCt to it as Wcll. Aﬁcr Cl”,
we were trying to create a free space for radical political work that would inevitably

involve many teenagers, not of legal age to drink. To allow drinking or other drug
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use in that context was to invite issues with the police, and on terms thatwere highly
disadvantageous to us as a group.

The wisdom of this approach was soon vindicated, as the infamous Meese [s A Pig
poster campaign (largely coordinated from the Dischord and PF houses) brought
scrutiny from not only local police but the FBI as well. As it happened, the illegal ac-
tions Of‘ thc authol'itics soon bool]]cra]lgcd on thClTI; tl’lc Subscqucnt PrCSS ﬁl‘CStOl’ﬂl
Pl'ovcd Clllbal‘l'assillg in t]1C extreme to both MCCSC (W]10 soon I'Csigncd as Attol'ncy
General) and the FBI who abruptly pulled back from its harassment.

Over the years, the drug-frec aspect of PF House was sometimes debated — and
occasionally flouted in various ways — but despite ongoing attention from the au-
thorities over the fourteen years of its existence, our work was never significantly
disrupted. Moreover, by creating a space that encouraged a certain anti-drug stance
while never regulating what people did away from the house and the work, an equi-
librium was created where all parts of the scene could work together on shared
causes without a divide between straight edge adherents and drug-takers becoming
significant. The relatively high profile of the group in the DC area also provided
a clear example of how straight edge ideas could co-exist with collective political
action, offering a quite diff erent version of youth rebellion than Sixties — or Sid
Vicious-related-punk — clichés.

In Ot]]Cl‘ WOl'dS, PF had SllCCCSSf‘UIly danccd Ql'ollnd t]]C lill‘litations Ofstl‘aigllt Cdgc
as a barrier to collective action. But was this revolution? Yes, in certain ways. How-
ever, in other, decper aspects? No, it wasn'’t, not yet, not really — because we were

running the risk of trapping oursclves in the underground.

XXX

“Most of the murders in DC are not drug- killings' but ‘money killings’Its capitalism
a its best. Drugs should be legalized. I'm not into any dope, I think it's stupid shit, but [
know about economics, I know about people who are poor and I know about people want-
ing money quick. Its the American Way, isw't it?”

lan MacKaye, 1990

The shortcomings of PF’s counter-cultural approach were highlighted by our at-
tempt to step outside the underground, through our engagement in the crisis of pov-
erty, violence, and drugs crupting in DC’s inner city. By the end of the 1980s, DC was
the “murder capital of America,” facing an unprecedented spike in killings and other
violence generated by the arrival of a new drug — crack cocaine — in a desperate and
despairing urban environment.

By this time, I had begun to do outreach and advocacy work with low-income

seniors in areas of DC that were ground zero in not only the “war on drugs” but this
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cxploding“drug war.” l was not alone in this; numerous DC punks had bcgun to step
towards direct engagement with these issues so close to home.

Straight edge would appear to have a lot to contribute to this discussion, at least
f‘ol‘ thosc W]]O wcere Wllllﬂg to look Pﬂst t]1c Sul‘f‘ﬂcc, to not lCt our aPPanCh to dl‘ug
policy be impaircd by our dislike for drugs. Asa group, PF didn’t support clrug use as
a gl‘oup, OF course, but ncitll(:l‘ dld wce SuPPOl't thc COUn[Cf‘Pl'OduCtiVC IQWS thﬂt were
sending thousands of inner-city youth to jail.

This stance was expressed not only in our direct service work, but also by a series
of benefit shows headlined by Fugazi, including a “Freeze the Drug War” event with
Sonic Youth, an inner-city fundraiser with Chumbawamba, and an anti-drug-war
rally in Malcolm X Park, ncar — as were most of our benefits — to arcas in Columbia
Heights and Shaw where the violence was raging.

As the above words of Fugazi's Ian MacKaye suggest, our version of straight edge
did not simply amount to counscling abstinence. We tried to look dccpcr, ask the un-
COlTllCOl‘tabIC qucstions Of Oul'SClVCS and Of thc SyStC]TI. ’]—llc ANSWCETS were not reassur-
ing; to us, it scemed almost as if the system was sct up to kill or criminalize an entire
gencration of inner city African-American youth.

This was not news to many inner city residents, some of whom muttered darkly
that drugs were a form ofgcnocidc; rap superstars Public Enemy spokc of “One Mil-
lion Bottle Bags” in a 1991 anti-drug rant.

Still, with shoddy schools, scant cconomic opportunity, and a sense of despair and
abandonment in their neighborhoods, the only way for many of these kids towards
the “American Dream” of material success was through illegal drugs. Indeed, it was
the major economy in parts of the arcas where I worked, and where PF was increas-
ingly engaged delivering grocerics, visiting seniors, handing out safe needle kits, and
helping with tutoring programs for school kids.

As this suggests, PF had an ambivalent and reasonably humble stance, informed
by our intimate engagement in such communities. Notall straight edge-related voices
spokc with this tone, however. In the song “Firestorm,” influential band Earth Crisis
railed against the “poison” flooding the inner city, calling down rightcous, almost
biblical wrath on such communities: “a firestorm to purify the bane that socicty
drowns in.”

The rage expressed in “Firestorm” — and by other straight edge voices in less dra-
matic but just as real forms at the time — was well-intended and surely understand-
able. The social costs exacted by drugs were truly immense, with the inner city bearing
the burden of being the dope market for the broader metro area. Secing the cost up
close and personal, I was bereft, straining at the edge of reason, almost lost in a sense

Of‘ thC tCl'l‘iblC waste ofdl‘ugs Ilrld thC drug war.
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At the same time, however, there was a certain Jack of understanding in this knee-
jerk straight edge response. This was not simply a moral question; powerful economic
f‘OI'CCS were dl‘iving yollth to t]1C street corners to Scll dl‘ugs. ’I‘hcre was a pat]]ology
at work, yes, but not simply of the inner city, but of our unequal, drug-demanding,
money-mad socicty as a whole.

Clcarly, jailing thousands upon thousands of inner city kids was not going to solve
this problcm; nor was a sclf-rightcous call for “total war.” In 1919, Billy Sunday had
touted the revolutionary transformation that Prohibition was supposed to bring
about. However, in the end, revolution was hard to find; the rise of bootleggingand
organized crime wasa more obvious result.

While Earth Crisis plainly wanted to “take back” theinner city, rising tothe call of the
immense suff ering there, their approach ran the risk of simply fanning the flames of police
repression and rampant incarceration without touching the root causes of the tragedy.

At the same time, for all our engagement with these issues close up, and our resul-
tant more nuanced stance, PF had no real strategy to do anything but provide a bit
of fuel for organizations serving the front line communities, and to make a largely
l'thOl‘iCal statement Qgﬂins[ thC dl'l.lg war.

This effort was not without value. Our experiences could help transform us and
those whoselives we touched. But we were just band-aids, unable to shift the broader
Social fOl'CCS Of‘ thC Rcagan‘BllS]1‘ClintO]1 yCal‘S, f‘ol‘ccs that were S]u‘t:dding “Saf‘cty
net” programs and initiatives of social uplift. How could we actually “turn the tide”
(to use the words of Earth Crisis) and bringabout the fundamental change needed?

The answer: we couldn’t, not simply from one relatively insular community, reach-
ing out from underground. The immensity of the forces we were engaged with, com-
pared to the tools at our command, suggested a cosmic mismatch. Quite simply, we
were just not up for the task... not alone, anyway.

Comfortable but all-too-contained in our underground circles, we had little hope
of rallying the massive cross-class, cross-race movement necessary to shift the equa-
tion of economic incquality and racism, to turn the tide of inner city abandonment
a]ld tl‘agic hlll]]an waste.

This showed the flimsy nature of our “revolution.” We were correct in recognizing
this shortfall, but were perhaps not as willing to acknowledge its lesson: our desire to
engage in a constructive, comprchensive way was bound to push us further out of our
tidy subcultural nook into a tricky dance with broader society, with those different

from us, even with the mainstream we disdained.

XXX
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“Advocating the mere tolerance of difference is the grossest reformism. It is a total de-
nialof the creative function of difference in our lives. Bifference must be not merely toler-
ated, but seen as a fund of necessary polarities between which our creativity can s park like
a dialectic... Community must not mean a shedding of our differences, nor the pathetic
pretense that these differences do not exist... It is learning how to take our differences and

make them strengths.”
Audre Lorde, Sister Outsider

My growing understanding of the limits of the underground roughly coincided
with punk’s post-"Smells like Teen Spirit” explosion into the rock mainstream and,
through that, into mainstream society in general.

It was in this context that Kurt Cobain made the insightful comment quoted at
the outset of this essay. If pcrhaps a bit sclf—justifying, the truth of Cobain’s words
can’t be denied: if we were serious about anything approaching revolution, how could
we remain sodivided, even within our little tribe?

I consciously chose the Cobain quotc to press this issue, partly because — for
obvious reasons — he is not highly regarded in straight edge circles. The truth is the
truth, however, no matter the source. As always, we need to be careful, lest we listen
to a far too narrow set of voices and find ourselves caught in an echo chamber that
communicates little more than our own sclf -satisfaction.

This is a danger inherent in this very collection, as something as narrow as “hard-
core punk” naturally limits the reach of the ideas contained in these pages, in this very
essay. That self -limitation can be overcome only with sustained, thoughtful engage-
ment outside our comfort zones, in open-ended conversation and mob'ilization with
bl'oadcl' COlTllTlunitiCS.

I have written an entire book about this challenge — AU 7he Power — so won't
tarry with it much here, except to focus once again on this critical point: if we are not
careful, straight edge — or any other counter-cultural fixation — becomes a barrier
to cffective coalition and community building. While I still try to live a drug- and
illusion-free lif ¢, I recognize that how we do something can be almost as important
as what we do.

Put plainly, if we approach straight edge as something that makes us better than
others, rather than as an aid to being fully aware and engaged in dialogue with other
people and communities in order to be more eff ective in our learning and our work,
we have lost the game. @uite simply, we need to live in a way that doesn't cut us o fffrom

others, as without each other, revolution is impossible.
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This doesn’t mean that we should turn away from our ideals or deny the obvious
value of straight edge... but it does mean that we try to live this idea, to preach our
gospcl — as it were — with our actions, and not with sclf—rightcous rhetoric.

A possible answer begins by clarif ying what we do ourselves, and why we do
it, while clearly distinguishing that from what we require of others. We need
to CXPIOI'C our own rcasons fOf b(:ing Stl’aight Cdgc, aﬂd ITleC surc th(:y arc
Solllld, C0]11i11g fl'0111 a PIQCC Of‘ hOnCSt SC[f“C]]allCngC l'athCl' t]1ar1 intoxicating
self-righteousness.

Nor is just not taking drugs or not cating meat enough to qualify as “straight
edge.” No, we need to look more deeply, to see how other things can become ad-
dictive, blinding us to reality, shrouding us in illusions that keep us self-satisfied but
ineffective. If straight edge is to be anything real in a revolutionary sense, at base iz is
a commitment 1o truth, to being willing ro grow.

This is simple to say, and awtully hard to do — but if we don’t build from the right
foundation, heading toward the proper goal, how can we ever succeed? Straight edge
helps us to have this foundation... but it can’t end there.

Taken in this way, straight edge is the delicate, demanding ballet that allows us ro
truly connect to others, the exact attitude that we will need in order to stay true to the
process of revolution.

This essay is a story of that dance, the process of opcning up to life, to growth.
If we are committed to revolution, we need to judge our activism, our straight edge
lifestyles on whether they are effective in connecting us to build power together with
other people. If they are not doing this, if they are just successful at making us feel
superior, better than others, they are an enemy of transf ormation.

The revolutionary call of straight edge, then, as of punk, is that of a place to
start, not an ending in itself. Its promise and possibility is to make us strong to
go out into other communities, able to listen, learn, and grow, even as we try to
bring broader social change. This is a process that is profoundly aided by the
clarity and health that drug-frcc, meat-free lifcstylcs can bring — but it is not
the victory itself.

From a Solld baSC, hOWCVCl', weE can ]10PC to see ]10W to bc ablc to ]'l?ll'nCSS our
personal power to connect with, touch, and build transforming community with
other people, while taking them as they are. This is a path not towards purity, but
balance; a way for straight cdgc to not be a barrier,buta bridge to community — and

thus to revolution.
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If we take straight edge in this best, most self-challenging, and open way, we
can be present for the critical, creative spark which Audre Lorde rightly claims
t]]ﬂt t]]C lI1CCti]]g Of‘dif‘f‘clvcﬂccs can bl‘ing. If‘WC arc rcally awarc :lrld attt:ntivc, we
can do much a better job of reaching out, befriending those quite different from
us, slowly building a broad, mass, majority movement for fundamental change
f‘l'OIII diVCl'SC, unCXPCCth Clcl11cnts.

For me, this is the essence of what Positive Force DC — and its close ally, the We
Arc Family senior outreach network — now tries to do. Relationships are key, and
particularly building them with people quite diff erent from us. Let me repeat that:
relationships are key. In the end, we absolutely, positively need each other.

Our diff erences can be our greatest strength, as Lorde says. If we are awake enough
to be truly present for this moment and for each other, we will find much to learn as
well as to teach.

In the end, we will discover that together — and only together — we can overcome.
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