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From inside a London tea room, two well-dressed women look with mild disdain at a 
figure in the rain outside. "It's that shabby old man with the tin whistle!" says one. A 
battered fe dora pulled down over his eyes, the man is trying to make himself heard: "I 
yam a antichrist!" "It is," reads the caption to this number of Ray Lowry's comic-strip 
chronicle of the adventures of has-been, would-be pop savior Monty Smith, 
"seventeen long years since Monty was spotted in the gutter outside Malcolm 
MacGregor's Sex 'n' Drugs shop . . ." 

 Years long enough: but as I write, Johnny Rotten's first mo ments in "Anarchy 
in the U.K."—a rolling earthquake of a laugh, a buried shout, then hoary words 
somehow stripped of all claptrap and set down in the city streets— 

I AM AN ANTICHRIST 
 

 remain as powerful as anything I know. Listening to the record today listening 
to the way Johnny Rotten tears at his lines, and then hurls the pieces at the world; 
recalling the all consuming smile he produced as he sang my back stiffens; I pull away 
even as my scalp begins to sweat. "When you listen to the Sex Pistols, to `Anarchy in 
the U.K.' and `Bodies' and tracks like that," Pete Townshend of the Who once said, 
"what immediately strikes you is that this is actually happening. This is a bloke, with 
a brain on his shoulders, who is actually saying something he sincerely believes is 
happening in the world, saying it with real venom, and real passion. It touches you, 
and it scares you it makes you feel uncomfortable. It's like somebody saying, `The 
Germans are coming! And there's no way we're gonna stop 'em!"'  

 It is just a pop song, a would-be, has-been hit record, a cheap commodity, and Johnny 
Rotten is nobody, an anonymous delinquent whose greatest achievement, before that day in 
1975 when he was spotted in Malcolm McLaren's Sex boutique on King's Road in London, 
had been to occasionally irritate those he passed on the street. It is a joke and yet the voice 
that carries it remains something new in rock 'n' roll, which is to say something new in 
postwar popular culture: a voice that denied all social facts, and in that denial affirmed that 
everything was possible. 

 It remains new because rock 'n' roll has not caught up with it. Nothing like it had been 
heard in rock 'n' roll before, and nothing like it has been heard since though, for a time, once 
heard, that voice seemed available to anyone with the nerve to use it. For a time, as if by 
magic the pop magic in which the connection of certain social facts with certain sounds 
creates irresistible symbols of the transformation of social reality—that voice worked as a 
new kind of free speech. In countless new throats it said countless new things. You couldn't 
turn on the radio without being surprised; you could hardly turn around. 
 Today those old voices sound as touching and as scary as they ever did partly because 
there is an irreducible quality in their demands, and partly because they are suspended in 
time. The Sex Pistols were a commercial proposition and a cultural conspiracy, launched to 
change the music business and make money off the change but Johnny Rotten sang to change 
the world. So did some of those who, for a time, found their own voices in his. In the small 
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body of work they left behind, you can hear it happen. Listening, you can feel yourself 
respond: "This is actually happening." But the voices remain suspended in time because you 
can't look back and say, "This actually happened." By the standards of wars and revolutions, 
the world did not change; we look back from a time when, as Dwight D. Eisenhower once 
put it, "Things are more like they are now than they ever were before." As against the 
absolute demands so briefly generated by the Sex Pistols, nothing changed. The shock 
communicated by the demands of the music becomes a shock that something so seemingly 
complete could, finally, pass almost unnoticed in the world of affairs: "This was actually not 
happening." Music seeks to change life; life goes on; the music is left behind; that is what is 
left to talk about. 

 The Sex Pistols made a breach in the pop milieu, in the screen of received cultural 
assumptions governing what one expected to hear and how one expected to respond. Because 
re ceived cultural assumptions are hegemonic propositions about the way the world is 
supposed to work ideological constructs perceived and experienced as natural facts the breach 
in the pop milieu opened into the realm of everyday life: the milieu where, commuting to work, 
doing one's job in the home or the factory or the office or the mall, going to the movies, buying 
groceries, buying records, watching television, making love, having conversations, not having 
conversations, or making lists of what to do next, people actually lived. Judged according to its 
demands on the world, a Sex Pistols record had to change the way a given person performed 
his or her commute—which is to say that the record had to connect that act to every other, and 
then call the enterprise as a whole into question. Thus would the record change the world. 
 Elvis Costello recalled how it had worked back when he was still Declan McManus, a 
computer operator waiting for his train to Central London. It was 2 December 1976, the day 
after the Sex Pistols appeared on a television talk show to promote the record that was to 
change the world: "`God, did you see the Sex Pistols on TV last night?' On the way to work, I 
was on the platform in the morning and all the commuters were reading the papers when the 
Pistols made headlines and said FUCK on TV. It was as if it was the most awful thing that ever 
happened. It's a mistake to confuse it with a major event in history, but it was a great morning 
just to hear people's blood pressure going up and down over it." It was an old dream come true 
as if the Sex Pistols, or one of their new fans, or the commuters beside him, or the television 
itself, had happily rediscovered a formula contrived in 1919, in Berlin, by one Walter Mehring, 
and then tested the formula to the letter, word for word save for the name of the game: 

??? What is 
DADAyama 
??? 
DADAyama 
is 
to be reached from railroad stations only by a double somersault  
Hic salto mortale / 
Now or never /  
DADAyama makes  
the blood boil like it  
enrages the crowd in the melting pot /  
(partly bullfight arena-partly Red Front meeting—partly 
National Assembly) — 
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1/2 gold plate—1/2 silver-plated 
iron  

plus surplus value 

_______________ = Everyday life 
[Infinity] 

 
Echoing each other across half a century, Costello and Mehring raise the question that 

shapes this book: is it a mistake to confuse the Sex Pistols' moment with a major event in his- 
tory-and what is history anyway? Is history simply a matter of events that leave behind those 
things that can be weighed and measured new institutions, new maps, new rulers, new winners 
and losers-or is it also the result of moments that seem to leave nothing behind, nothing but the 
mystery of spectral connections between people long separated by place and time, but somehow 
speaking the same language? To fix a precious disruption, why is it that both Mehring and 
Costello find themselves talking about train platforms and blood pressure? The happenstance of 
specific words in common is an accident, but it might suggest a real affinity. The two men are 
talking about the same thing, looking for words to make disruption precious; that may not be an 
accident at all. If the language they are speaking, the impulse they are voicing, has its own 
history, might it not tell a very different story from the one we've been hearing all our lives? 
 

THE QUESTION  

The question is too big to tackle now it has to be put aside, left to find its own shape. What it 
leaves behind is music; listening now to the Sex Pistols' records, it doesn't seem like a mistake to 
confuse their moment with a major event in history. Listening to "Anarchy in the U.K." and 
"Bodies," to Elvis Costello's This Year's Model, to the Clash's "Complete Control," to the 
Buzzcocks' "Boredom," X-ray Spex's "Oh Bondage Up Yours!" and Germfree Adolescents, 
Essential Logic's "Wake Up," the Raincoats' "Fairytale in the Supermarket," Wire's Chairs 
Missing, the Mekons' "Never Been in a Riot," Joy Division's "An Ideal for Living" and 
Unknown Pleasures, the Slits' "Once upon a time in a living room," the Gang of Four's "At 
Home He's a Tourist" and "Return the Gift," the Au Pairs' "Kerb Crawler," Kleenex's "U" and 
(after Kimberly-Clark forced the band to change its name) Liliput's "Split" and "Eisiger Wind," 
to the Adverts' Crossing the Red Sea with the Adverts (on the sleeve, a smear of color around a 
photo collage of a public housing complex and a white billboard with the words "Land of Milk 
and Honey" running in bureaucratic type: the sound was millenarian from the beginning, certain 
to lead the listener into the promised land, or forty years in the wilderness)—listening now, and 
listening especially to The Roxy London WC 2 (Jan-Apr 77), a shoddy live album where be-
hind table talk and breaking glass one can hear various groups of public speakers which before 
Johnny Rotten announced himself as an antichrist had not existed even in the minds of those who 
made them up listening to this relatively small body of work, now exiled to cut-out bins, bargain 
racks, collectors' sales, or flea markets—I feel a sense of awe at how fine the music was: how 
irreducible it remains. 
 What remains irreducible about this music is its desire to change the world. The desire is 
patent and simple, but it inscribes a story that is infinitely complex as complex as the interplay of 
the everyday gestures that describe the way the world already works. The desire begins with the 
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demand to live not as an object but as a subject of history to live as if something actually 
depended on one's actions and that demand opens onto a free street. Damning God and the state, 
work and leisure, home and family, sex and play, the audience and itself, the music briefly made 
it possible to experience all those things as if they were not natural facts but ideological 
constructs: things that had been made and therefore could be altered, or done away with 
altogether. It became possible to see those things as bad jokes, and for the music to come forth as 
a better joke. The music came forth as a no that became a yes, then a no again, then again a yes: 
nothing is true except our conviction that the world we are asked to accept is false. If nothing 
was true, everything was possible. In the pop milieu, an arena ma intained by society at large both 
to generate symbols and to defuse them, in the only milieu where a nobody like Johnny Rotten 
had a chance to be heard, all rules fell away. In tones that pop music had never produced, 
demands were heard that pop music had never made. 

 Because of Johnny Rotten's ludicrous proclamation in one sense, he was from his first 
recorded moment a shabby old man in the rain trying to get out his crazy words ("I want to 
destroy passers-by," croaks the Antichrist, reading from his smudgy broadsheet; you give the 
bum a wide berth)—teenagers screamed philosophy; thugs made poetry; women demystified the 
female; a nice Jewish girl called Susan Whitby renamed herself Lora Logic and took the stage of 
the Roxy in a haze of violence and confusion. Everyone shouted past melody, then rhyme, then 
harmony, then rhythm, then beat, until the shout became the first principle of speech sometimes 
the last. Old oaths, carrying forgotten curses, which themselves contained buried wishes, were 
pressed into seven- inch pieces of plastic as a bet that someone would listen, that someone would 
decipher codes the speakers themselves didn't know they were transmitting. 
 I began to wonder where this voice came from. At a certain time, beginning in late 1975, 
in a certain place London, then across the U.K., then spots and towns all over the world –a 
negation of all social facts was made, which produced the affir mation that anything was 
possible. "I saw the Sex Pistols," said Bernard Sumner of Joy Division (later, after the 
band's singer killed himself, of New Order). "They were terrible. I thought they were great. 
I wanted to get up and be terrible too." Performers made fools of themselves, denounced 
their ancestors, and spit on their audiences, which spit back. I began to wonder where these 
gestures came from. It was, finally, no more than an art statement, but such statements, 
communicated and received in any form, are rare. I knew a lot about rock 'n' roll, but I 
didn't know about this. Did the voice and the gestures come out of nowhere, or were they 
sparked? If they were sparked, what sparked them? 

A  T W E N T Y  
A twenty-year-old stands before a microphone and, after declaring himself an all-
consuming demon, proceeds to level everything around him—to reduce it to rubble. He 
denies the claims of his society with a laugh, then pulls the string on the history of his 
society with a shift of vowels so violent that it creates pure pleasure. He reduces the fruits 
of Western civilization to a set of guerrilla acronyms and England's green and pleasant land 
to a block of public housing. "We have architecture that is so banal and destructive to the 
human spirit that walking to work is in itself a depressing experience. The streets are 
shabby and tawdry and litter-strewn, and the concrete is rain-streaked and graffiti-strewn, 
and the stairwells of the social-engineering experiments are lined in shit and junkies and 
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graffiti. Nobody goes out of their rooms. There is no sense of community, so old people die 
in despair and loneliness. We've had a lowering of the quality of life" so said not Johnny 
Rotten as he recorded "Anarchy in the U.K." in 1976, but "Saint Bob" Geldof (first runner-
up for the 1986 Nobel Peace Prize because of his work organizing pop-music campaigns to 
fight African famine) as he repeated the social critique of "Anarchy in the U.K." in 1985. 
Reduced to a venomous stew, that was what the song had said-except that as the Sex 
Pistols performed it, you heard not woe but glee. 
 

Is this the em pee el ay  
Or is this the yew dee ay  
Or is this the eye rrrrrr ay  
I thought it was the yew kay 
Or just 
Another  
Country  
Another council tenancy! 

 
 It was the sound of the city collapsing. In the measured, deliberate noise, words 

tumbling past each other so fast it was almost impossible to tell them apart, you could 
hear social facts begin to break up when Johnny Rotten rolled his r's, it sounded as if his 
teeth had been ground down to points. This was a code that didn't have to be deciphered: 
who knew what the MPLA was, and who cared? It sounded like fun, wrecking the world. 
It felt like freedom. It was the freedom, after hearing the news that a San Diego teenager 
named Brenda Spenser had, because she didn't like Mondays, opened fire on her high 
school and killed three people, to write a song celebrating the event  as Bob Geldof had 
once done. 

 "I Don't Like Mondays" was a hit; in the United States it might have made number 
one, save for Brenda Spenser's superseding right to a fair trial. Too bad—wasn't a song 
like "I Don't Like Mondays" what "punk," which is what the putatively nihilist music 
generated by the Sex Pistols would be called, was all about? All about what? In the 
course of an interview, Bob Geldof's version of "Anarchy in the U.K.," like the 
explanations Johnny Rotten offered interviewers in 1976 and 1977, is perfectly rational: 
on record, both flesheater Johnny and Saint Bob call up the words of surrealist Luis 
Buñuel who, Pauline Kael notes, "once referred to some of those who praised Un Chien 
Andalou as `that crowd of imbeciles who find the film beautiful or poetic when it is 
fundamentally a desperate and passionate call to murder."'  
 It is a question of nihilism—and "Anarchy in the U.K.," a fan might like to think, 
was something different: a negationist prank. "`Anarchy in the U.K.' is a statement of self-rule, 
of ultimate independence, of do- it-yourself," said Sex Pistols manager Malcolm McLaren, and 
whatever that meant (do what yourself?), it wasn't nihilism. Nihilism is the belief in nothing and 
the wish to become nothing: oblivion is its ruling passion. Its best depiction is in Larry Clark's 
Tulsa, his photographic memoir of early 1960s youths spiking themselves to death with speed 
rather than becoming what they already look like: local Charley Starkweathers and Caril Fugates. 
Nihilism can find a voice in art, but never satisfaction. "This isn't a play, Larry," one of Clark's 
needle buddies told him after he'd taken one too many pictures. "This is real fuckin' life." "So 
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other people didn't think it was a play," Clark recalled years later, "but I did" even though he'd 
been in it, using a shutter timer to shoot the blood running down his own arm. 

Nihilism means to close the world around its own self-consuming impulse; negation is the 
act that would make it self-evident to everyone that the world is not as it seems—but only when 
the act is so implicitly complete it leaves open the possibility that the world may be nothing, that 
nihilism as well as creation may occupy the suddenly cleared ground. The nihilist, no matter how 
many people he or she might kill, is always a solipsist: no one exists but the actor, and only the 
actor's motives are real. When the nihilist pulls the trigger, turns on the gas, sets the fire, hits the 
vein, the world ends. Negation is always political: it assumes the existence of other people, calls 
them into being. Still, the tools the negationist seems forced to use real or symbolic violence, 
blasphemy, dissipation, contempt, ridiculousness change hands with those of the nihilist. As a 
negation, "Anarchy in the U.K." could be rationally translated in interviews: seeking to prove 
that the world is not as it seems, the negationist recognizes that to others the world is as it seems 
to be. But by the time of "Holidays in the Sun," the Sex Pistols' fourth and last single, issued in 
October 1977, just a month short of a year after "Anarchy in the U.K.," no such translations were 
offered, or possible. 

 
 

B Y  T H A T  T I M E  

By that time, countless new groups of public speakers were issuing impossible demands, and 
the Sex Pistols had been banned across the U.K. Waving the bloody shirt of public decency, 
even public safety, city officials canceled their shows; chain stores refused to stock their 
records. Cutting "Anarchy in the U.K." out of the market just as it was reaching its audience, 
EMI, the Sex Pistols' first label, dropped them after the televised "fuck" that made Declan 
McManus' day, recalled the records, and melted them down. Patriotic workers refused to 
handle "God Save the Queen," the follow-up single, a three-minute riot against Elizabeth II's 
silver jubilee; A&M, the band's second label, destroyed what few copies were produced. 
Finally released on Virgin, the Sex Pistols' third label, "God Save the Queen" was erased from 
the BBC charts and topped the hit parade as a blank, thus creating the bizarre situation in 
which the nation's most popular record was turned into contraband. The press contrived a 
moral panic to sell papers, but the panic seemed real soon enough: the Sex Pistols were de-
nounced in Parliament as a threat to the British way of life, by socialists as fascist, by fascists 
as communist. Johnny Rotten was caught on the street and slashed with a razor; another band 
member was chased down and beaten with an iron bar. 
 The group itself had become contraband. In late 1975, when the Sex Pistols first 
appeared, crashing another band's concert and impersonating the opening act, the plug was 
pulled after ten minutes; now to play in public they were forced to turn up in secret, under a 
false name. The very emptiness of the terrain they had cleared the multiplication of new voices 
from below, the intensification of abuse from above, both sides fight ing for possession of that 
suddenly cleared ground had pushed them toward self-destruction, into the silence of all 
nihilist noise. 
 It was there from the start—a possibility, one of the alleys leading off the free street. 
There was a black hole at the heart of the Sex Pistols' music, a willful lust for the destruction 
of values that no one could be comfortable with, and that was why, from the start, Johnny 
Rotten was perhaps the only truly terrifying singer rock 'n' roll has known. But the terror 
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had a new cast at the end: certainly no one has yet seen all the way to the bottom of 
"Holidays in the Sun," and probably no one ever will.  
 They had begun as if in pursuit of a project: in "Anarchy in the U.K." they had 
damned the present, and in "God Save the Queen" they had damned the past with a curse 
so hard that it took the future with it. "NO FUTURE" 

NO FUTURE  
NO FUTURE  
NO FUTURE FOR YOU 
NO FUTURE 
NOFUTURE  
NO FUTURE  
NO FUTURE FOR ME 

--so went the mordant chant as the song ended. "No future in England's dah-rrrreeming!": 
England's dream of its glorious past, as represented by the Queen, the "moron," the 
nation's basic tourist attraction, linchpin of an economy based on nothing, salve on 
England's collective amputee's itch for Empire. "We're the future," Johnny Rotten 
shouted, never sounding more like a criminal, an escaped mental patient, a troglodyte-
"Your future." Portrayed in the press as heralds of a new youth movement, with "God 
Save the Queen" the Sex Pistols denied it; every youth movement presents itself as a loan 
to the future, and tries to call in its lien in advance, but when there is no future all loans 
are canceled.  
 The Sex Pistols were after more than an entry in the next revised edition of a 
sociology text on Britain's postwar youth subcultures just what more, one could perhaps 
have learned from a fragment that made up part of the collage on the back sleeve of the 
Clash's first record, "White Riot"/"1977": "that there is, perhaps, some tension in society, 
when perhaps overwhelming pressure brings industry to a standstill or barricades to the 
streets years after the liberals had dismissed the notion as `dated romanticism,"' some 
unidentified person had written at some unidentified time, "the journalist invents the theory 
that this constitutes a clash of generations. Youth, after all, is not a permanent condition, and a 
clash of generations is not so fundamentally dangerous to the art of government as would be a 
clash between rulers and ruled." So maybe that was what the Sex Pistols were after: a clash 
between rulers and ruled. As the number-two London punk band, the Clash's pop project was 
always to make sense of the Sex Pistols' rid dles, and this made sense except that a single 
listening to "God Save the Queen" dissolved whatever sense it made. 

 The consumptive disgust in Johnny Rotten's voice ("We love our Queen / We mean it, 
man /God save" that was the end of the line), the blinding intransigence of the music, so strong 
it made intransigence into a self-justifying, all-encompassing new value: as a sound, "God 
Save the Queen" suggested demands no art of government could ever satisfy. "God save" the 
intonation said there was no such thing as salvation. A guitar lick ripped the song and whoever 
heard it in half. 

 What was left? Mummery, perhaps: with "'Pretty Vacant," their third single, the Sex 
Pistols had risen from graves hundreds of years cold as Lollards, carriers of the ancient Brit ish 
heresy that equated work with sin and rejected both. Work, the Bible said, was God's 
punishment for Original Sin, but that was not the Lollards' bible. They said God was perfect, 
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men and women were God's creation, so therefore men and women were perfect and could not 
sin save against their own perfect nature, by working, by surrendering their Godgiven 
autonomy to the rule of the Great Ones, to the lie that the world was made for other than one's 
perfect pleasure. It was a dangerous creed in the fourteenth century, and a strange idea to find 
in a twentieth-century pop song, but there it was, and who knew what buried wishes it might 
speak for? 
 "We didn't know it would spread so fast," said Bernard Rhodes, in 1975 one of 
Malcolm McLaren's co-conspirators at the Sex boutique, later the manager of the Clash. "We 
didn't have a manifesto. We didn't have a rule book, but we were hoping that ... I was thinking of 
what I got from Jackie Wilson's `Reet Petite,' which was the first record I ever bought. I didn't 
need anyone to describe what it was all about, I knew it ... I was listening to the radio in '75, and 
there was some expert blabbing on about how if things go on as they are there'll be 800,000 
people unemployed by 1979, while another guy was saying if that happened there'd be chaos, 
there'd be actual anarchy in the streets. That was the root of punk. One knew that." 

 Socialists like Bernard Rhodes knew it; it was never clear what Malcolm McLaren or his 
partner Jamie Reid, before Sex an anarchist publisher and poster artist, thought they knew. 
Unemployment in the U.K. had reached an unimaginable one million by the time "Pretty Vacant" 
was released in July 1977, and the punk band Chelsea summed up the social fact with the protest 
single "Right to Work." But Johnny Rotten had never learned the language of protest, in which 
one seeks a re-' dress of grievances, and speaks to power in the supplicative voice, legitimating 
power by the act of speaking: that was not what it was about. In "Pretty Vacant" the Sex Pistols 
claimed the right not to work, and the right to ignore all the values that went with it: 
perseverance, ambition, piety, frugality, honesty, and hope, the past that God invented work to 
pay for, the future that work was meant to build. "Your God has gone away," Johnny Rotten had 
already sung on "No Feelings," the flipside of the first, abortive pressing of "God Save the 
Queen" "Be back another day." Compared to Rhodes's sociology, Johnny Rotten spoke in 
unknown tongues. With a million out of work the Sex Pistols sat in doorways, preened and spat: 
"We're pretty / Pretty vacant / We're pretty / Pretty vacant / We're pretty / Pretty vacant / And we 
don't care." It was their funniest record yet, and their most professional, sounding more like the 
Beatles than a traffic accident, but Johnny Rotten's lolling tongue grew sores for the last word: 
like the singles before it, "Pretty Vacant" drew a laugh from the listener, and then drove it back 
down the listener's throat.  
 So that was the project God and the state, the past, present, and future, youth and work, 
all these things were behind the Sex Pistols as they headed to the end of their first and last year 
on the charts. All that was left was "Holidays in the Sun": a well-earned vacation, albeit 
geopolitical and world-historical, sucking up more territory than the Sex Pistols had set foot on, 
and more years than they had been alive. 
 
 
THE SLEEVE 
 
The sleeve was charming: on the front was a borrowed travel-club comic strip, depicting happy 
tourists on the beach, in a nightclub, cruising the Mediterranean, celebrating their vacations in 
speech balloons Jamie Reid had emptied of advertising copy and filled with the words Johnny 
Rotten was singing on the plastic "A cheap holiday in other people's misery!" On the back was a 
perfect family scene, dinnertime, a photograph Reid annotated with little pasted-on captions: 
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"nice image," "nice furniture," "nice room," "nice middle age lady," "nice middle aged man," 
"nice food," "nice photo," "nice young man," "nice young lady," "nice gesture" (the nice young 
man is holding the hand of the nice young lady), "nice little girl" (she's sticking out her tongue), 
and even, at the bottom, "nice sleeve." "I don't want a holiday in the sun," Johnny Rotten began. 
"I want to go to the new Belsen." 
 He went. Off he goes to Germany, the marching feet of package-tour tourists behind him, 
drawn by the specter of the Nazi extermination camp that, for the British, serves as Auschwitz 
does for Americans: a symbol of modern evil. "I wanna see some history," he says, but history is 
out of reach; now Belsen is not in Germany at all, but part of something called "East Germany," 
less a place than an ideological construct, and so Johnny Rotten finds himself at the foot of the 
Berlin Wall, the ideological construct symbolizing the division between the two social systems 
that rule the world, a world that is more like it is now than it ever was before.  
 Johnny Rotten stands at the Berlin Wall. People are staring at him, and he can't stand it; 
the sound of marching feet grows louder, and he can't stand that either. As the band be hind him 
spins into a frenzy, he begins to scream: he wants to go over the wall. Is that where the real Nazis 
are? Is East Berlin what the West will look like in the no-future he's already prophesied? He can't 
stop himself: he wants to go under the wall. He seems not to know what he's singing, but the mu-
sic presses on, squeezing whoever might hear it like Poe's shrinking closet. The shifts in Johnny 
Rotten's voice are lunatic: he can barely say a word before it explodes in his mouth. Part of the 
terror of the song is that it makes no apparent sense and yet drags you into its absurdity and 
strands you there: time and place are specific, you could plot your position on a map, and you'd 
be nowhere. The only analogue is just as specific, and just as vague. 
 
 
IN 1924 
 
In 1924 a forty-two-year-old North Carolina lawyer named Bascom Lamar Lunsford recorded 
traditional ballad called "I Wish I Was a Mole in the Ground" how traditional, no one knows. A 
reference to "the Bend," a turn-of-the-century Tennessee prison, might fix the piece in a given 
time and place, but the reference could have been added long after the piece came into being; all 
that was certain was the measured count of Lunsford's banjo, the inexorable cadence of his voice. 
The song, the music said, predated whoever might sing it, and would outlast whoever heard it. 
 "I Wish I Was a Mole in the Ground" wasn't an animal song, like "Froggy Went A-
Courtin"' or "The Leatherwing Bat." It was an account of everyday mysticism, a man drop ping 
his plow, settling onto the ground, pulling off his boots, and summoning wishes he will never 
fulfill. He lies on his back in the sun: 
 
Oh, I wish I was a mole in the ground  
Yes, I wish I was a mole in the ground  
Like a mole in the ground I would root that mountain down  
And I wish I was a mole in the ground 
 
Now what the singer wants is obvious, and almost impossible to comprehend. He wants to be 
delivered from his life and to be changed into a creature insignificant and despised. He wants to 
see nothing and to be seen by no one. He wants to destroy the world and to survive it. That's all 
he wants. The performance is quiet, steady, and the quiet lets you in: you can listen, and you can 
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contemplate what you are listening to. You can lie back and imagine what it would be like to 
want what the singer wants. It is an almost absolute negation, at the edge of pure nihilism, a 
demand to prove that the world is nothing, a demand to be next to nothing, and yet it is comfort-
ing. 
 This song was part of the current that produced rock 'n' roll not because a line from it 
turned up in 1966 in Bob Dylan's "Memphis Blues Again," but because its peculiar mix of 
fatalism and desire, acceptance and rage, turned up in 1955 in Elvis Presley's "Mystery Train." In 
that founding statement he tipped the balance to affirmation, concealing the negative but never 
dissolving it, maintaining the negative as the principle of tension, of friction, which always gave 
the yes of rock 'n' roll its kick and that was the history of rock 'n' roll, up to October 1977, when 
the Sex Pistols happened upon the impulse to destruction coded in the form, turned that impulse 
back upon the form, and blew it up. The result was chaos: there was nowhere to lie down and no 
time to contemplate anything. This was actually happening. The Sex Pistols left every band in 
the world behind them for the last minute of "Holidays in the Sun": Johnny Rotten was climbing, 
digging with his hands, throwing pieces of the wall over his shoulder, crying out his inability to 
understand more of the story than you do, damning his inability to understand what, in 1924, 
Bascom Lamar Lunsford had accepted he could not understand. 
 What is happening? It sounds as if Hitler's legions have risen from the dead, taking the 
place of nice tourists, nice East German bureaucrats, nice West German businessmen-or as if 
Nazis have jumped out of the skins of the capitalists and communists who replaced them. Johnny 
Rotten is drawn like an iron filing to a magnet but he slows down, stops, tries to think. If Buñuel 
had damned those who found his movie beautiful or poetic when it was fundamentally a call to 
murder, much of the twentieth-century has been taken up with the attempt to prove that the 
beautiful, the poetic, and the call to murder are all of a piece and in the last seconds of "Holidays 
in the Sun," Johnny Rotten seemed to understand this. His incessant shout of "I DON'T 
UNDERSTAND THIS BIT AT ALL!" as the song headed to a close may have been his way 
of saying so, of saying that he didn't want to understand it: his way of saying that when he 
looked into the void of the century, he found the void looking back. Johnny Rotten went through 
the wall; "please don't be waiting for me," he said. The song ended. 
 His aim, one can believe, was to take all the rage, intelligence, and strength in his being 
and then fling them at the world: to make the world notice; to make the world doubt its most 
cherished and unexamined beliefs; to make the world pay for its crimes in the coin of nightmare, 
and then to end the world symbolically, if no other way was open. And that, for a moment, he 
did. 
 Thus did the Sex Pistols end the world, or anyway their own. The followup news was 
dissolution, murder, suicide—and though in each case the facts were formally logged in the 
relevant civil and criminal courts, who can tell if the events took place in the realm where people 
actually live more than in the symbolic realm of the pop milieu? As a double, the nihilist holds 
the negationist's dope; usually they rent the same rooms, and sometimes they pay the same bills. 
Usually the coroner—be it fan, epigone, critic, or best friend—cannot tell the difference by 
looking at the corpse. The Sex Pistols were a scam, a bid for success through scandal, for "cash 
from chaos," as one of Malcolm McLaren's slogans had it; they were also a carefully 
constructed proof that the whole of received hegemonic propositions about the way the world 
was supposed to work comprised a fraud so complete and venal that it demanded to be 
destroyed beyond the powers of memory to recall its existence. In those ashes anything would 
be possible, and permit ted: the most profound love, the most casual crime. 
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THERE IS 

There is an alchemy at work. An unacknowledged legacy of desire, resentment, and dread has 
been boiled down, melted down, to yield a single act of public speech that will, for some, 
overturn what they have taken for granted, thought they wanted, decided to settle for. It was, it 
turned out, a twisted story. 

This book is about a single, serpentine fact: late in 1976 a record called "Anarchy in the 
U.K." was issued in London, and this event launched a transformation of pop music all over 
the world. Made by a four-man rock 'n' roll band called the Sex Pistols, and written by singer 
Johnny Rotten, the song distilled, in crudely poetic form, a critique of modern society once set 
out by a small group of Paris-based intellectuals. First organized in 1952 as the Lettrist 
International, and refounded in 1957 at a conference of European avant-garde artists as the 
Situationist International, the group gained its greatest notoriety during the French revolt of 
May 1968, when the premises of its critique were distilled into crudely poetic slogans and 
spray-painted across the walls of Paris, after which the critique was given up to history and the 
group disappeared. The group looked back to the surrealists of the 1920s, the dadaists who 
made their names during and just after the First World War, the young Karl Marx, Saint-Just, 
various medieval heretics, and the Knights of the Round Table. 
My conviction is that such circumstances are primarily odd. For a gnomic, gnostic critique 
dreamed up by a handful of Left Bank cafe prophets to reappear a quarter-century later, to 
make the charts, and then to come to life as a whole new set of demands on culture—this is 
almost transcendently odd. 
 
 
CONNECTIONS 
 
Connections between the Sex Pistols, dada, the so grandly named Situationist International, 
and even forgotten heresies are not original with me. In the early days of London punk, one 
could hardly find an article on the topic without the word "dada" in it: punk was "like dada," 
everybody said, though nobody said why, let alone what that was supposed to mean. Ref-
erences to Malcolm McLaren's supposed involvement with the spectral "SI" were insider 
currency in the British pop press, but that currency didn't seem to buy anything. 
 Still, all this sounded interesting-even if for me "dada" was barely a word, only 
vaguely suggesting some bygone art movement (Paris in the Golden Twenties? something 
like that); even if I'd never heard of the Situationist International. So I began to poke around, 
and the more I found, the less I knew. All sorts of people had made these connections, but no 
one had made anything of them and soon enough my attempt to make something of them led 
me from the card catalogue at the university library in Berkeley to the dada founding site in 
Zurich, from Gil J. Wolman's bohemian flat in Paris to Michele Bernstein's seventeenth-
century parsonage in Salisbury, England, from Alexander Trocchi's junkie pad in London 
back to books that had stood on library shelves for thirty years before I checked them out. It 
took me to microfilm machines unspooling the unambiguous public speech of my own 
childhood—and it is queer to crank through old newspapers for the confirming date of some 
fragment of a private obsession one hopes to turn into public speech, to be distracted by the 
ads, made so clumsy and transparent by time, to feel that, yes, the past is another country, a nice 
place to visit but you wouldn't want to live there, to happen upon the first dispatches on the 
overthrow of the Arbenz government in Guatemala, to read the dead news as if it were a crummy 
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parody of CIA disinformation, and then to pick up the day's paper and follow the consequences: 
faces, says the reporter in 1984, three decades after Arbenz passed into microfilm, now removed 
from questionable citizens by means of bayonets, then hung on trees to dry into masks. Time 
marches on. 
 This was no heroic quest; some of those books deserved to sit for another thirty years. 
More than anything it was play, or an itch that needed to be scratched: the pursuit of a real story, 
or the pursuit of a non sequitur for the pleasures only a non sequitur can bring. Research makes 
time march forward, it makes time march backward, and it also makes time stand still. Two years 
and ten thousand miles later, I had before me the first numbers of Potlatch, a Lettrist 
International newsletter that was given away in Paris in the mid-1950s; in its mimeographed 
pages, "criticism of architecture" was presented as the key to the criticism of life. Renamed "M. 
Sing-Sing," the great architect Le Corbusier was damned as a "builder of slums." His Radiant 
City was dismissed as an authoritarian experiment in social engineering, a huddle of "vertical 
ghettos" and tower-block "morgues": the true function of Le Corbusier's celebrated "machines 
for living," one read in Potlatch, was to produce machines to live in them. "Decor determines 
gestures," said the LI; "we will build passionate houses." With a megalomania that belied its 
smudgy typescripts, the LI was writing words that "Anarchy in the U.K." would put in Bob 
Geldof's mouth that was easy enough to imagine. But remembering my Guatemalan time travels 
in the microfilm room, I wondered what, if anything, it meant for the Sex Pistols' story that in the 
summer of 1954 the Potlatch writers (Gil J. Wolman, Michele Bernstein, the four others who at 
that moment were putting their names on the pages) had fixed on the CIA's ouster of the 
reformist Arbenz as _a central social fact, as a metaphor -a means to the language of the "old 
world" they said they were going to destroy, of the "new civilization" they said they were going 
to create. 
 Here were prescient versions of the next week's news, as Potlatch brought Saint-Just back 
from the guillotine to render a "judgment in advance" on Arbenz's refusal to arm Guatemalan 
workers against the inevitable coup ("Those who make a revolution by halves only dig their own 
graves") plus incomprehensible references to the Catharist heretics of thirteenth-century France 
and the latest discoveries in particle physics. And here too was the first note of what would 
become a recurrent situationist theme: the idea of "the vacation" as a sort of loop of alienation 
and domination, a symbol of the false promises of modern life, a notion that as CLUB MED-A 
CHEAP HOLIDAY IN OTHER PEOPLE'S MISERY would become graffiti in Paris in 
May 19 6 8 ,  and then, it seemed, turn into "Holidays in the Sun." "Following Spain or Greece, 
Guatemala can now count itself among those countries suitable for tourism," the LI wrote coolly, 
noting that the firing squads of the new government were already cleaning the streets of 
Guatemala City. "Someday we hope to make the trip." 
 
 
T H E  Q U E S T I O N  
 
The question of ancestry in culture is spurious. Every new manifestation in culture rewrites the 
past, changes old maudits into new heroes, old heroes into those who should have never been 
born. New actors scavenge the past for ancestors, because ancestry is legitimacy and novelty is 
doubt but in all times forgotten actors emerge from the past not as ancestors but as familiars. In 
the 1 9 2 0 s  in literary America it was Herman Melville; in the rock 'n' roll 1 9 6 0 s  it was 
Mississippi bluesman Robert Johnson of the 1 9 3 0 s ;  in the entropic Western 1 9 7 0 s  it was the 
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carefully absolutist German critic Walter Benjamin of the 1 9 2 0 s  and 1 9 3 0 s .  In 1 9 7 6  and 
1 9 7 7 ,  and in the years to follow, as symbolically remade by the Sex Pistols, it was, perhaps, 
dadaists, lettrists, situationists, and various medieval heretics. 
 Listening to the records, it was hard to tell. Looking at the connections others had 
made and taken for granted (check a fact, it wasn't there), I found myself caught up in 
something that was less a matter of cultural genealogy, of tracing a line between pieces of 
a found story, than of making the story up. As it emerged out of the shadow of known 
events it was a marginal story, each manifestation claiming, in its brief mo ment, the 
whole world, and then relegated to a long number in the Dewey decimal system. Though 
almost silence as against the noise of wars and revolutions, it was a story seemingly 
endemic to the century, a story that repeatedly speaks and repeatedly loses its voice; it 
was, it seemed, a voice that only had to speak to lose itself.  
 As I tried to follow this story the characters changing into each other's clothes 
until I gave up trying to make them hold still what appealed to me were its gaps, and 
those moments when the story that has lost its voice somehow recovers it, and what 
happens then. Long before I tracked down Potlatch , I'd come across an advertisement for 
it, titled "The Gilded Legend," dated 1954, a page in Les Levres nues, a slick-paper, Bel-
gian neo-surrealist review. "The century has known a few great incendiaries," the ad read. 
"Today they're dead, or finishing up preening in the mirror . . . Everywhere, youth (as it 
calls itself) discovers a few blunted knives, a few defused bombs, under thirty years of 
dust and debris; shaking in its shoes, youth hurls them upon the consenting rabble, which 
salutes it with its oily laugh." Promising that Potlatch knew a way out of this dead end, 
the LI publicist was talking about what fragments remained of surrealist knives and dada 
bombs; now it seems to me that the Lettrist International (just a few young people who 
for a few years banded together under that name in a search for a way to amuse 
themselves, to change the world) was itself a bomb, unnoticed in its own time, which 
would explode decades later as "Anarchy in the U.K." and "Holidays in the Sun." 
 Such a claim is not so much an argument about the way the past makes the present as 
it is a way of suggesting that the entanglement of now and then is fundamentally a mystery. 
Potlatch, as it described itself, drew "its title from the name, used among the Indians of 
North America, of a pre-commercial form of the circulation of goods, founded on the 
reciprocity of sumptuary gifts"; the "non-saleable goods such a free bulletin can distribute 
are previously unpublished desires and questions, and only their thorough analysis by others 
can constitute a return gift." This book grew out of a desire to come to grips with the power 
of "Anarchy in the U.K." as music, to understand its fecundity as culture; it may be that the 
key to those questions is not that the Sex Pistols could have traced their existence to the LI's 
gift, but that, blindly, they returned the gift and in a form those who first offered it, aesthetes 
who would have been appalled to see their theories turned into cheap commodities, would 
never recognize. If "Anarchy in the U.K." truly did distill an old, forgotten social critique, 
that is interesting; if, in a new "potlatch," in a conversation of a few thousand songs, 
"Anarchy in the U.K." brought that critique to life that is something far more than interesting. 
 This story, if it is a story, doesn't tell itself; once I'd glimpsed its outlines, I wanted to 
shape the story so that every fragment, every voice, would speak in judgment of every other, 
even if the people behind each voice had never heard of the others. Especially if they hadn't; 
especially if, in "Anarchy in the U.K.," a twenty-year-old called Johnny Rotten had rephrased 
a social critique generated by people who, as far as he knew, had never been born. Who 
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knew what else was part of the tale? If one can stop looking at the past and start listening to 
it, one might hear echoes of a new conversation; then the task of the critic would be to lead 
speakers and listeners unaware of each other's existence to talk to one another. The job of the 
critic would be to maintain the ability to be surprised at how the conversation goes, and to 
communicate that sense of surprise to other people, because a life infused with surprise is 
better than a life that is not. 
 My wish to make sense of the outline I began with became a wish to make sense of the 
confusion the outline immediately produced: to make sense of such cryptic pronouncements, 
mys teries blithely claiming all the weight of history, as that made by Marxist sociologist Henri 
Lefebvre in 1975— 
 
to the degree that modernity has a meaning, it is this: it carries within itself, from the beginning, a radical 
negation-Dada, this event which took place in a Zurich cafe. 
 
Or that of the situationists in 1963: "The moment of real poetry brings all the unsettled debts of 
history back into play." Was that line, I wondered, a clue to the promise of the Berlin dadaists in 
1919? 
 
dada is the only savings bank that pays interest in eternity. 
 
Or to the appeal of the Sex Pistols' most famous slogan, "NO FUTURE"? To the no-future chill 
in the face of lettrist Serge Berna as he posed for the camera in 1952? To the manifesto of one 
Guy-Ernest Debord, running a few pages on in the same obscure volume that carried Berna's 
portrait: "The art of the future will be the overthrow of situations, or nothing"? Or to the boast 
the situationists left behind in 1964: 
 
While present-day impotence rambles on about the belated project of "getting into the twentieth century," 
we think it is high time to put an end to the dead time that has dominated this century, and to fin ish the 
Christian era with the same stroke. Here as elsewhere, it's a matter of breaking the bounds of 
measurement. Ours is the best effort so far to get out of the twentieth century. 
  
 We are already a long way from a pop song but a pop song was supposed to be a long 
way from "I am an antichrist." We are already at a point where an appeal to rock 'n' roll will tell 
us almost nothing worth knowing, though this is, finally, a rock 'n' roll story. Real mysteries 
cannot be solved, but they can be turned into better mysteries…. 


