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ABSTRACT
The Legacy of Punk and Hiphop: 1979 - 1985

Timothy Taylor

This thesis investigates how and why members of the Hiphop and Punk scenes
were using the spatial terrain of New York City as a site of cultural struggle and survival
between 1979 and 1985. It engages discourses on race and class with respect to the
dominant culture with which Hiphop and Punk would find themselves in constant
tension.

This examination of the Hiphop and Punk scenes uses concepts from cultural
studies in space, ‘logics of change’ and disciplined mobilization. Further, it highlights
the crossovers that occurred between musicians and artists in the Hiphop and Punk
scenes, often addressed separately in previous literature, with a particular interest in the

unique and groundbreaking film Wild Style (1982).
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INTRODUCTION

The Legacy of Punk and Hiphop: 1979 - 1985

This thesis looks at the relationship between Hiphop and Punk Rock, their
development from 1974 to 1988 with an emphasis on the years 1979 to 1985 and some of
the academic literature, pop histories and films that have documented them, from
resistant underground subcultures to popular cultural formations. The research will
contribute to the areas of music history and cultural studies. Additionally, it may also
provide an insightful point of reference and perspective for fans and aficionados as well
as the artists involved in both the Punk and Hiphop scenes. Insight on what similarities
Punk and Hiphop possess arise on a number of fronts: the social, political, economic and,
at multiple levels, the ideological and the everyday. An analysis of the different
dimensions of Hiphop and Punk will engage critical discourse on music, art and the
concept of the ‘scene’—a volatile formation whose existence hinges on the fulfillment of
immediate needs, changing and evolving over time according to varied circumstances—
as well as the race and class divisions to which they are often too easily associated. This
thesis will primarily focus on specific instances where crossover and artistic
collaborations occurred between the Punk Rock and Hiphop scenes. This will provide an
opportunity to study and derive from these analyses, information on what factors were
involved in their development as subcultures and what specific factors facilitated cultural
contact. It will also call for a new narrative that brings together their respective histories,
given that few studies include these heavily constructed race-specific genres in the same
analysis.

This research on the crossover in Hiphop and Punk contributes to an ongoing
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iterative process meant to enrich and reflect the sophistication of these subcultures and to
inspire new perspectives. While work in the Hiphop and Punk scenes is abundant, its
‘sedimentation’ and current status as ‘official’ canons risks the overvaluation of certain
aspects of these subcultures while undervaluing others. A proper record of the Hiphop
and Punk movements in our history is very important but how it is recorded is of equally
great concern.

A large body of work has developed in the areas of cultural studies in music,
dating back to the seventies with the ‘official inauguration’ of music into the academic
canon with Simon Frith’s Sociology of Rock (1978). This growing body of work signals
the importance of music and ‘musical cultures’ in academic research that has contributed
to a rich understanding of youth cultures and how they function in the context of Western
societies. This deinonstrates the importance of the ever expanding soundscape within
which we live, as not only having become the ‘soundtrack to our lives’ but a window into
the role of academic studies when documenting this period. As social agents we are
constantly imbuing the space within which we live with meanings, and these spaces are
continually marked by the presence of music. While not limited to this art form alone,
music has tended to be the primary means for expressing group identity within youth
cultures. Because the spaces within which one dwells are imbued with this cultural
material, musical and otherwise, how subcultures define themselves in terms of a group
identity can be derived from their constitution. Much emphasis has been given to a
homology of youth clusters where it has been identified that youth subcultures frequently
construct their identity around artistic expressions. The large body of research covering

the period of Punk Rock demonstrates its appeal and importance as a subject of study and
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has been documented in popular histories such as One Chord Wonders (1985) and
England’s Dreaming (1991) to name but a few. A plethora of biographies and
documentaries are continually emerging on groups during the period of Punk further
emphasizing its appeal. While much of the material from the early days of Hiphop has
not been documented, over the past thirty years efforts have been made to recover the
memories of events from those pioneering days. Followingrthe seminal work of Tricia
Rose in Black Noise (1994), studies in Hiphop culture and Black Cultural Studies are
rapidly developing a Hiphop canon.

New perspectives on cultural activities of the period from 1979 to 1985 will
provide insights into how cultural identities are formed by a heterogeneous group of
eclectic youths. Many questions emerge pertaining to culture and identity within the
context of these ‘moments of contact’. How does one accommodate for cultural change
while still maintaining the frontiers and parameters of one’s own culture? Do these
boundaries become elided? Or are boundaries reinforced within a context of
heterogeneity? Is there perhaps more to be looked at here in terms of the treatment of
academic studies with regard to this period? In order to expand this research one must
move away from social discourses surrounding Hiphop and Punk steeped in raciology, in
order to facilitate a break form a homological perspedive where one is subject to the
politics of division such as Rock’s relationship to Black music which is often in the
context of a tension. The break of Rhythm and Blues and Rock in the 1950s exemplifies
the process of naming and incorporation that takes place of a new commodity while
simultaneously omitting those who contributed to its birth. Rock’s history since the

1950s involves the exploitation of Black music while simultaneously appropriating it and
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creating a new genre. While the unfavourable relationship of Rock to Black music is
certainly a justifiably pertinent area of concern in cultural studies, I posit that the period
during which Punk and Hiphop thrived three and four decades later situates this
relationship within a more ambiguous post-modern framework where the crossover of
Punk and Hiphop have produced new and multiple discourses. Given that, I would posit
that Punk Rock’s relation to Black music, namely Reggae and Hiphop stands apart from a
relation to colonialist practices. That is not to say that the past has had no effect on its
trajectory but in the worse case scenario, Punk Rock might be recognized for its
successful and failed attempts at an escape from past actions of its predecessors thereby
complicating any wholesale dismissal of Punk Rock and Hiphop’s unique relationship.
This is an area that warrants more consideration and exploration of the nuances and
ambiguities that constitute ‘cultural ideﬁtity’.

Historically, music is one of the oldest forms of communication; it is able to
traverse cultural frontiers without relying on traditional forms of spoken or written
communication. Here, Lawrence Grossberg (1992) has indicated that atfective alliances
privilege the feeling or ‘mood’ that music can create (p. 153). This suggests that
although lived experiences and music may differ across cultures, an unquantifiable mood
can connect these varied narratives and representations through its ability to move people
on intellectual, physical and emotive levels. The responses of individuals to music
surpass simply that of say, hearing or sound. It can be experienced physiologically such
as changes in heart rate, mood and emotion as well as cognitively. The fact that music
has physical emotional and cognitive effects may be tantamount to its power. The

importance of music and its relationship within everyday life around the period of 1979
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to 1985 became more evident as technology changed. The burgeoning service and
technology industry generated innovation in electronic media such as the new portability
of music. Music became even more important not just in how it was being produced, but
by the way it was becoming an accompaniment to one’s daily life and to other art forms
(such as the intimate relation it had with New York’s downtown art scene). Its capacity
to affect the moods and rhythms of the lives of this generation of youth in New York City
demonstrates the pervasive reach of its efficacy.

The ‘moments of contact’ that are the subject of analysis in this thesis constitute
instances where artists collaborated on musical and artistic projects or played concert
venues together, forming a shared physical and/or ideological space. Discourse on space
will always be in relation to the concept of everyday life or the everyday which is defined
according to periods of pre- and post-capitalism by Henri Lefebvre (1984) in Everyday
Life and the Modern World. According to Lefebvre, during pre—capitalismvthere was
daily life, which is lived out through acts of style that retain their own character and
permit that one own the movements and acts which constitute a daily existence in its most
basic and organic form. For Grossberg (1992), pre-capitalist daily life is predicated on
individual agency free of a capitalist power structure: “Undoubtedly people have always
had to be fed, clothed, housed and have had to produce and re-produce that which has
been consumed; but until the nineteenth century, until the advent of competitive
capitalism and the expansion of the world of trade [the everyday] as such did not exist”
(p. 148).

Chapter 1 surveys the periods during which HipHop and Punk flourished and

receded between 1974 and 1988. The ‘stories’ of these two genres are recounted and
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reconstructed in a manner that creates a counter-narrative on how events during this
period actually took shape. This chapter foregrounds the role that music and art played as
a source of social revitalization during times of duress. Additionally, it emphasizes the
role of music as a tool for communication adopted by youth culture as a means through
which to negotiate everyday life. Chapter 1 also includes a review of seminal research
done in the area of cultural studies in music and the key points of its authors.

Chapter 2 furnishes the theoretical concepts that will be fundamental to
establishing the framework for Chapter 3. Chapter 2 suggests new ways to conceive of
Punk and Hiphop cultures as existing within fluctuating discursive spaces and elaborates
how ‘moments of contact’ between them emerged from this dynamic flow. Too
frequently, work in a particular field becomes canonized and uncritical. Chapter 2
introduces theoretical perspectives on place, space and musi;: that will be used to
‘disturb’ what are often rapidly sedimenting histories that if left unagitated, risk
perpetuating hegemonic practices. What is at stake, here, is how history becomes
recorded and who is authorized to do so. What this Chapter offers is the opportunity for
further critical thought on the period of 1979 to 1985 as a unique and remarkable moment
in cultural history to be celebrated—rather than ignored.

Chapter 3 considers spatio-geographic discourse and how space can be utilized to
form multiple articulations that are sometimes contradictory. Emerging within this
discourse are theories in vectored movements, territorialization, and deterritorialization
that will be looked at through an analysis of the seminal Hiphop film Wild Style.

As music flows through culture it affects its constituents in a myriad of ways. It

can galvanize fans and cultivate artists catalyzing people into action. Music has always
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been a beacon at the forefront of change throughout history in Jazz, Rhythm and Blues,
Soul, Funk, Motown and Reggae to name but few. It has been the face of the
unrepresented in society, always at the vanguard, one of the unspoken yet understood
torchbearers of liberty and unity for cultures, a secret language of solidarity.

Music possesses the characteristics of an almost prophetic quasi-revolutionary
apparatus of freedom. It has been the precursor to other forms of artistic expression. In
the Punk scene for example, Punk Rock’s initial rejection by the record industry only
bolstered its self-sufficiency and cultivated a DIY (do-it-yourself) ethic. Hiphop’s
astoundingly vital underground economy, the circulation of media technologies such as
the cassette tape, the ghetto blaster and the LP, word of mouth communication and all
around organizational resourcefulness, epitomized this DIY attitude often associated with
Punk Rock. The level of entrepreneurial skills it took to organize and fnanage logistics
such as electricity for unlicensed jams and multiple art-form events demonstrates a
stupendous amount of ingenuity. What makes these scenes pertinent areas of exploration
for this study is when we consider the social positioning of Hiphop and Punk Rock and
the threat they have posed to dominant culture. The struggle over power lies in the
scenes’ subversion of the status quo. Part of the role of youths is to challenge the status
quo which is guarded with vigilance by those whose livelihood depends upon it. Dissent
from the values espoused by dominant culture suggests there are important implications
that one must consider regarding Hiphop and Punk scenes relationship to authority, as
these genres are arguably the most prominent subcultures to date. According to Jacques
Attali, “in the codes that structure noise and its mutation we glimpse a new theoretical

practice and reading establishing relationships between the history of people and the
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dynamics of economy on the one hand and the history of the ordering of noise on the
other and how the evolution of one occurs via the forms of the other” (p. 5). The
complex relationship that Attali outlines between society, the economy and music
provides an integral perspective. Youth cultures are microcosms of society. Its problems
are a red flag when things have gone awry. Tuning in to these issues that have affected
youth’s development can provide insight into the state of society at large.

A ‘scene’ according to Straw (1991) is “that cultural space in which a range of
musical practices co-exist, interacting with each other within a variety of processes of
differentiation and according to widely varying trajectories of change and cross-
fertilization” ( p. 372). Scenes reflect in many ways the contemporary issues tied to the
everyday such as struggle over meaning. Implicit in these struggles over meaning which
span place, space and social justice, is power and the “institutionalization of the silence of
others to assure the durability of power” (Attali, 1977, p. 8). The aim here is to
emphasize the role power plays in music and culture. “Power is that which must to be
explained” according to Foucault (1981, p. 14) which suggests that power must at all
costs be exposed. Without essentializing the concept of power I would like to look at it
in terms of how we “formulate a general conception of relations between what constitutes
knowledge and the exercise of power”, the basis of Foucault’s ambitions. It is important
to consider the deeper implications of Hiphop and Punk scenes in these terms as well.
Music is charged with the weight of social responsibility, not only as a product of culture,

_but as something much greater and much more autonomous. It is not surprising that
subcultures, which initially tend to be carelessly discarded as socially insignificant

suddenly can command the attention of those wielding power. “Noise is a source of
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power and power has always listened to it with fascination” (Attali, 1977, p.6).-
According to Foucault, localizing problems is indispensable for theoretical and political
reasons. What we can ascertain from this statement is how society defines itself in
opposition to subcultures and what makes the subculture defined outside of society. The
very need for a ‘sub’culture suggests a break and subcultures often become the locus of
problematization and scapegoating.

Power is instituted in many forms such as law, the academy, city planning, etc.
which provide an example of how vast this discursive territory is and how varied its
manifestations can be in a culture, community or scene. Exploitative power upon a
culture strengthens and reinforces the effects of division and “rendering asunder the body
of society” (Attali, 1977, p. 5). This method of control—rendering asunder—manifests
itself in many forms namely, ideological constructs of race and class which play
prominent roles in the definitions of division in social infrastructure. “No organized
society can exist without structuring differences at its core” such as outside/in,
White/Black dominant/subordinate, etc. (p. 5). Yet it needs social groups to work
together and be functional on some level in order to maintain productivity and harmony
while simultaneously perpetuating difference. This truly identifies the contradictory
nature of the functioning of Western society and the effects on cultural groups trying to
exist within it.

A large body of work has accumulated in the research areas of Hiphop and Punk.
Several pop culture books and a number of documentary style films have covered
Hiphop, and even more have covered Punk Rock. The continued fascination and

celebration of these cultures provide testimony to the profound impact they have had
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across generations. Some of the bodies of literature that help the analysis take shape are
both pop culture and scholarly. Four key works provide the central concepts for this
thesis: Will Straw’s “Systems of Articulation: Logics of Change” (1991) analyses the role
of music as well as its relationship to culture and processes of change. Murray Forman’s
The ‘Hood Comes First: Race, Space, and Place in Rap and Hip-Hop (2002), provides
the framework for understanding the spatialized discourse within which Rap and Hiphop
culture operate. Lawrence Grossberg’s We Gotta Get Out of this Place: Popular
Conservatism and Post Modern Culture (1992) and his earlier Rock, Territorialization
and Power (1991) present studies in the Rock Formation within the context of popular
Western society providing critical theory on the politically charged spaces of cultural
circulation. In addition to these key works, Jacques Attali’s Noise: The Political
Economy of Music (1977) looks at music’s essence as a powerful ‘revolutionary noise’ at
the fore of change, a key theme resonating throughout the thesis. George Lipsitz’s
Dangerous Crossroads: Popular Music, Postmodernism, and the Poetics of Place (1994)
introduces analyses of music in international contexts from Reggae in Britain to New
York Hiphop, their potential as harbingers for cultural values and, the contentious terrain
that is continually negotiated. Lipsitz provides apt observations which support my claims
on music’s subversive potential and the threat that it can pose to dominant culture. Greil
Marcus’ Lipstick Traces (1989), foregrounded by the story of Punk Rock iconoclasts the
Sex Pistols, is an exploration of historically poignant events and their connection to
culture, society, and politics. Marcus’ accounts of historical events add a colourful
perspective to the topic of popular music and subculture that help build an analysis on

Hiphop and Punk. Reported by Punk journalist Jon Savage, England’s Dreaming (1991)

10
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is widely recognized as coming the closest to a comprehensive biography on Punk and
New Wave. Providing a consistency of both academic and popular examination,
Savage’s meticulous coverage of the Punk period aids this work in the production of a
dialectic on the inter-relatedness of Hiphop and Punk. Tricia Rose’s Black Noise: Rap
Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America (1994) is a pioneering work in the
Black Cultural Studies canon which takes on a gamut of topics concerning Hiphop
culture such as identity politics and feminism. Rose’s intimate accounts shed light on the
dynamic and complex environment in which Hiphop thrived. Her contributions inform
some of the facts and examinations presented in this thesis on Hiphop’s ability to defy the
status quo and produce its own rich and complex discourses. Dick Hebdige’s Subculture:
The Meaning of Style (1979) is the foremost book in subcultural studies and essential to
any work embarked upon concerning youth culture of past and present. Subculture
covers 1960s and 1970s British youth movements from Teds to Skinheads, Mods to
Rockers and Rastas to Punks, and is integral to our understanding of youth cultures.
Here, Subcultures (1979) and the follow up study on Reggae Cut ‘n’ Mix, (1987) serve as
an example of where omissions have taken place with regard to the burgeoning crossover
art and music scene that was occurring in New York City between Hiphop and Punk
during the period of 1979 to 1985. Resistance Through Rituals (Hall et al, 1976) is the
flagship anthology of essays comprised by leading cultural studies researchers of the
‘Birmingham School’, at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in England.
Throughout the thesis, specific uses of terms germane to cultural studies discourse can
often be credited to this essential work. Finally, Paul Gilroy’s Against Race (2000), one

of a number of contributions in Black Cultural Studies by this author, is especially useful

11
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here for its theorization on race and raciology. These important works in cultural studies
inform a discussion on how music functions in culture as a harbinger for democratic
values. In addition, they will supply the tools for understanding how music and culture
interact and communicate with society and what areas have been overlooked or
strategically omitted such as the cross-genre coalition of Hiphop and Punk. In addition to
this literature, are pop culture books which provide historical and biographical
information on the Punk and Hiphop scenes as a ‘sign of the times’. These biographies
delve into thick description of key players, places and hallmark moments that define not
only the scene but the socio-political climate: No Irish No Blacks No Dogs (1994) is an
autobiography by Punk’s number one iconoclast, John Lydon aka Johnny Rotten of the
Sex Pistols. As an active participant in the scene Lydon’s perspective is fresh and
insightful furnishing ‘insiders’ facts for this study. Hiphop America (1999) is a
contribution made by Nelson George who has been a long time pop cultural critic and
editor for Billboard magazine. Hiphop America provides a solid foundation for
understanding the culture, politics and business of Hiphop from its nascent times to its
position in contemporary Western pop culture. The manner in which it is presented
offers a unique point of view from someone who not only grew up in the culture but
became its resident cultural critic, offering a uniquely intimate perspective that helps this
thesis take shape. Bakari Kitwana’s The Hip Hop Generation: Young Blacks and the
Crisis in African American Culture (2002) defines the Hiphop Generation as those born
between 1965-1984. Kitwana tackles a gamut of issues in Hiphop from social
responsibility to Hiphop’s potential as a force of social change. This work, although not

present in the body of this study, has certainly been an important read for understanding
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the concept of culture in crisis, and Pat Gilbert’s Passion is a Fashion: The Real Story of
the Clash (2004) documents the career span of The Clash, the most popular group to
emerge from the Punk scene with a detailed record of their exploits in New York City in
the early 1980s. Gilbert’s extensive coverage aids in ‘filling out” this investigation with
detailed accuracy.

Although the information in this literature has provided a well of intimate detail
surrounding the genres, I would suggest that the race/genre dynamic still remains
unsatisfyingly rigid. There is a lack of attention given to the shared history of Hiphop and
Punk, while racial categories remain strictly adhered to, creating a need for the
production of more material in academic and non-academic forums on these genres and
cultures. There have been many films documenting the Hiphop scene, even more
documenting the Punk scene. The sole and unique film that truly captures a critical
moment, which itself has become a part of that history, is Wild Style (1982) directed by
Charlie Ahearn. Its making constitutes a part of some of the ‘moments of contact’ that
will become a major focus in Chapter 3 of the thesis. The musical and artistic
collaborations that emerged from this period will demonstrate that the right ‘blend’ of
circumstantial and environmental conditions (social, political, economic, cultural) in
which they were produced were in place. Wild Style exemplifies one of the instances
where elements of HipHop and Punk Rock have converged and therefore it will become
the subject of a broader inquiry on how its narrative texts are a statement on issues of

race, class and the social power structure.
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CHAPTER 1

Switched On: New York & The Underground — 1974 - 1988

This chapter will have two areas of focus: a survey of the origins and early
development of Hiphop in New York City in the early 70s and 80s, and a survey of the
origins and early development of Punk in New York City in the early 70s as well as its
transition into post-Punk/New Wave in the 80s. Chapter 1 sets the foundation for the
theory presented in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 addresses the moments of contact. The
‘moments of collaboration’ that are the subject of analysis in this thesis, constitute
instances where artists shared the same physical and/or ideological space by participating
in a concert, producing music, film and visual art together. Finally, this chapter also
includes a review of seminal research done in the area of cultural studies in music, the
key points of its authors and where an analysis of the ‘moments of contact” between these
two contemporaneous subcultures has been omitted.

The dark abandoned streets, dilapidated buildings and subways coming and
going, with little to no one occupying the graffiti-covered cars, is the poetic, romanticized
ideal of a nihilistic landscape of the ‘urban wasteland’ or ‘ghost town’ depicted in films
such as Warriors (1979) or Fort Apache Bronx (1981). However, the deindustrializing
urban landscape of 1970s America is not quite as abysmal as these cinematic
dramatizations would ha;/e us believe. The city also became a site for youth to
experience creative and existential renewal, a space in which to make sense of the chaos
of the everyday. The urban pioneers of deindustrialized America that would make up the

residents of this post-industrial ‘dystopia’ were those members of the future Punk and

Hiphop scenes.
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Since the advent of an economy of youth c